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To be honest, to be kindðto earn a little and spend a little less, to make upon 

the whole a family happier for his presence, to renounce when that shall be 

necessary and not to be embittered, to keep a few friends, but these without 

capitulationðabove all, on the same grim condition, to keep friends with 

himselfðhere is a task for all that a man has of fortitude and delicacy. 

 

      ðROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON 
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Introduction 

 

 On Motherôs Day in 1974 I wrote my Grandmother Ehrlich that: 

 

I know you é view my high school graduation1 with more sentiment and such, 

but to me itôs only the prelude to a lot more worké  Today at dinner, Dad told 

us several stories about his childhood in Chicago and the like, and [that] heôd 

wanted for some time to write all his memories down.  I suggested that we 

tape record his stories, and later I could write them up for the future.2 

 

 Four such sessions were taped that summer: three with my father and the last with my 

grandmother, who visited us in Kansas City MO that August.  I learned that my grandparents 

had kept a childhood diary for their firstborn, my fatherôs older sister Martha; which 

Grandma Ehrlich then undertook to translate from the original Hungarian, sending me a copy 

in installments.  Martha herself wrote me, contributing her slant on the family history; as did 

her daughter, my cousin Sherry Renée.  In October 1974 I replied to S.R.ôs reminiscent letter, 

saying it was just what I needed to untangle my mental logjam: ñI [had begun] to wonder just 

what I was going to do with all the material I was getting.  I never dwelled on the matter for 

fear of finding myself at a dead end.ò 

 Logjam broken, I planned to divide the Ehrlich Family History into two volumes: the 

first concerning my grandparents, the other my fatherôs childhood.  But by ñdwelling on the 

matterò I did find myself at a dead endðwanting to turn the material into a novel, without 

much of a clue as to HOW.  So the Historyôs finish date kept moving ñfather and father offò 

(as I Freudianly remarked in March 1975). 

 As a writing project it remained officially active for another year or so.  Doubtless 

trying to prime the pump, Grandma Ehrlich wrote her own five-page autobiography in 1976.  

I took three separate stabs at a fictional adaptationðAs the Day is Longðbut these stabs did 

no more than scratch the surface.  And when my grandmother asked in 1979 that I send the 

diary translation to S.R., I did so after only the most token effort to make myself a copy first. 

 Despite this sparkling track record, I was asked in 1983 to rebuild my motherôs 

 
1 Which followed seventeen days later on May 29, 1974. 
2 My first experience of transcription soured me for life: ñTook me a week to transcribe one hourôs worth of 

tape onto seven pieces of paper.ò 
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albums of memorabilia.  This led me to a wealth of maternal-side genealogical information, 

which I translated into so thick a grove of hand-drawn family trees that I ended up calling it 

Family Forest (for the next twenty years, till it was loaded onto my www.SkeeterKitefly.com 

website as Fine Lineage.) 

 In August 1983 I regathered the Ehrlich History material, ñagain being struck by the 

interesting story it would make.ò  Setting to work on this in January 1984, I expected it to be 

soon over and done with.  There was a palpable need for haste: Grandma Ehrlich, now aged 

eighty-eight, had entered a nursing home fully expecting to die, while terminal cancer was 

forcing my Aunt Martha into painful early retirement.  So I slapped together An Honest Tale 

Plainly Told 3 in February 1984 with more than the usual feeling of obligation to redeem a 

forsaken project.  All the eyes in all the old photos seemed to stare at me askant, making 

observations on what a heny®lŖ 4 I was. 

 As things turned out, both my grandmother and aunt would hold on for several more 

years; and both expressed delight with An Honest Tale.  To me, however, it was no better 

than a cobblejob: a patchwork pastiche of excerpts, extracts, and badly-xeroxed5 illustrations.  

It did manage to present the upbringings of József Ehrlich and Matild Kohn; their meeting in 

Budapest and marriage in Kolozsvár6 (where they produced daughter Márta); their coming to 

America and settling in Chicago (where they added son George); and how József, who 

wanted to be a teacher, ended up in the fur business.  But my guiltridden jury-rigging haste 

hadnôt allowed me time to retrieve my auntôs childhood diary, so I postponed recounting 

Martha and Georgeôs adventures till a second volume could be compiledðby September 

1984, I thought. 

 That summer I called on the familyôs principal out-of-town figures, some of whom 

lived in Washington state and some in the Mojave Desert.  For the first time I was able to 

study the original diary kept for Martha from 1919 to 1934, written entirely in Hungarian.  

My grandmotherôs 1974 treatment had begun midway, with the journey to America; the 

 
3 From Richard IIIôs ñAn honest tale speeds best being plainly told.ò 
4 Hungarian for "idler, sluggard, lazybones." 
5 The first attempt to photocopy the Ehrlichsôs 1923 passport actually (and surreally) brushed off the page when 

the toner didnôt adhere. 
6 The capital of Transylvania: called Cluj by the Romanians, who took over the city and region shortly before 

Martha's birth. 
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earlier years in Kolozsvár looked to be unfathomable.  But my initial despair was quickly 

dispelled by the discovery of a complete English translation, made by Grandma Ehrlich back 

in 1953.  This version introduced me to a host of long-lost European relatives, speaking in 

their own words.  Contemporary events left their mark as well: little Mártaôs second birthday  

was fittingly celebrated in September 1921, but as an aside her father wrote: 

We hope we can give you the upbringing we both wish to.  It is very hard my 

dear, lots of difficulty lies before us.  You will think it was impossible when 

you are old enough to read this book.  Hope you never will have to know the  

terrible things that are going on in this world today. 

 The Ehrlichs, subjected to shakedown harassment, had just lost their millinery shop. 

 The family history had a succession of imposing backdrops: World War I, the 

collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the loss of Transylvania to Romania, the postwar 

surge of anti-Semitism, the cutback of American immigration, struggles adapting to the New 

World and weathering the Depression, dealing with the frightful loss of those left behind.  

And my grandparents coped with life in different ways: the ebullient Matyu ñfell in love with 

America the very first day there,ò quickly making good in her chosen field as an expert 

milliner, fearlessly tackling an unfamiliar language and environment.  The more inhibited 

Józsi had a harder time of it: never comfortable with English, he dreaded being taken for an 

ignorant unlettered ñbohunk,ò and given the chance would have quickly decamped back to 

Europe.  He found contentment in his home and household, raised his daughter to become 

the dedicated teacher heôd wanted to be, and above all remained true to his principles and 

beliefs. 

 I uncovered such a wealth of untapped material that the projectôs focus shifted.  

Discussing it with my cousin S.R., we conceived a Definitive EditionðTo Be Honestðthat 

would be ñnot dryò but written with a view to publishability.  An Honest Tale Plainly Told 

would serve as both source and further draft.  Marthaôs Diary, presented in its twice-

translated entirety, comprised Volume II in August 1984; the rest of Martha and Georgeôs 

adventures (through 1942) went into Volume III, completed in November.  The Definitive 

Editionôs three-part/eighteen-chapter scheme was defined in April 1985 by a scissors-and-

tape layout and reinforced by an index-card boildown.  Paying a visit that month to the  
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University of Illinois campus, I began extensive research into the European side of things, 

from the Hapsburgsôs heyday to the Holocaust7.  By the end of spring Iôd crammed thirty-

four single-spaced pages with ancillary notes, causing my old Smith-Coronamatic typewriter 

to literally shake itself to pieces.  That summer I went so far as to accompany S.R. on her 

honeymoon odyssey to the Mojave Desert and back, digesting (to and fro) a superabundance 

of Ehrlichian archives8 from 1943 to 1963.  Volume IV waddled forth in August 1985, so 

heavyset that I had to jettison its Ancillary Appendixðand move To Be Honestôs 

overoptimistic deadline to March 1986, half a year further along. 

 The Definitive Edition taught me the fine art of REWRITINGðhow to revise, revamp, 

and rectify.  During the next six months I edited, abridged, and condensed my multivolume 

embarras de richesses down by 50%, bringing To Be Honest in precisely on schedule.  

During the summer of 1986, this draft underwent fine-toothed emendation (or rather 

extirpationðfew pages escaping scissors and tape).  The final version of To Be Honest, 

completed in September, tipped the scales at around 75,000 words: suitable tonnage for a 

marketable book.  The next step was to prepare this piggy for marketða process so 

unprecedented, so far as I-and-mine were concerned, that it engendered a whole new spate of 

aches as I reduced the book to a twelve-page Outline, then a single-page Synopsis, capped 

off (on the sixth or seventh try) by a Cover Letter that wrapped up my first-ever Book 

Proposal.  And then, ñas Victoria said when Albert croakedðóAll, all is over!ôò 

 More than I knew.  Between October 1986 and February 1987 I sent out Book 

Proposals to a couple of publishers and a couple of agencies, getting all four BPs back with 

commendable if regrettable swiftness.  The last-arriving letter came from an genuine (so to 

speak) New York literary agent, whoôd decided To Be Honest was not something she could 

ñmarket with success or with enthusiasm at this time.ò  By which point I had come to the 

same conclusion: structured as it was, the book had proved unseaworthy.  Despite a yearôs 

worth of polishing and furbishing and waterproofing, it had ended up less-than-marketably 

ñdryò after all. 

 
7 See the Selected Biography for my sources. 
8 I spent eight straight hours that 4th of July in a Motel 6, sorting and glossing a Hefty Bagful of old 

photographs. 
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 My basic instinct, as in the mid-Seventies, was to novelize the materialðalong 

similar lines, perhaps, as Diane Pearsonôs Csardas9.  Although this descends at times into 

subgeneric romance, Csardas is soundly plotted and deftly written, maintaining historical 

authenticity through the changing fortunes of a half-Jewish Hungarian family from 1914 to 

1948.  But how to make To Be Honest that shipshape, if not unsinkable? 

 ñMore ónarrativized,ôò I decided, ñfewer quotation marks.ò  If I stuck to the diary 

format, it might compensate for the sketchiness of the opening chapters by keeping Józsi and 

Matyuôs childhoods at a reminiscent remove.  Gaps could be filled with artistic license: ñI 

suppose I should put down on paper what I remember of my own father,ò József might write, 

describing how as a boy he could be disciplined by a stern paternal look, but his capricious 

brother Sándor had to have his hand smacked with a ruler (and would then boast about it, 

claiming Father had sent all the way to Vienna for this ruler, keeping it under lock and key in 

a special drawer). 

 Et cetera and so forth.  But while the storyôs beginning could be shored up, its ending 

posed other problems.  Difficult to save it from being a downer: at the end of his life my 

grandfather suffered from Parkinsonôs disease, and when ultrasonic surgery failed to ease its 

tremors, he must have felt let down by the rational world where Science held the promise to 

solve all problems.  And in fact he pretty much turned his face to the wall and died. 

 Another insoluble dilemma was posed by Grandpa Ehrlichôs having been in the fur 

business.  No matter that in the days before central heating, a fur coat was a winter necessity; 

you can hardly envision a modern-day miniseries about an unvillainous furrier.  Yet change 

him to a milliner, or a tailor or haberdasher, and you lose unique details of the Depression fur 

trade: each yearôs first snowfall would net the children a whole nickel each, because snow 

heralded the beginning of ñthe seasonòðpeople would pick up their coats from storage (and 

pay their bills, enabling the Ehrlichs to pay theirs). 

 No: better, perhaps, when all was said and done, to ñmineò the Family History for 

material rather than expect it to stand up on its own.  So I thought until 2003, by which point 

the Skeeter Kitefly website was up and operational but running low on fresh entries.  Why 

not let To Be Honest, a full-length whole-written book, take its share of Internet bandwidth?  

 
9 Published by J.B. Lippincott in 1975; Kirkus Reviews called Csardas ña potentially successful popular effort 

even if heavy to carry on the subway.ò 
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The first three chapters were uploaded in March; the next three in October; the seventh not 

until Memorial Day 2005; and the remaining nine at intervals during 2006ðwhile all the 

eyes in all the old photos again stared at me askant.  (Once a heny®lŖ, always a heny®lŖ.) 

 Significant new material was discovered concerning the Ehrlichs in GyŖr (Grandpaôs 

birthplace) and how Grandmaôs brother JenŖ and his family survived the Holocaust; this was 

uploaded as appendices in 2008.  A year later my brother Matthew visited Cluj, Romania 

(formerly Kolozsvár, Hungary) and reported his findings about the Kohns/Kuns there; these 

resulted in three more To Be Honest appendices. 

 As I worked intermittently on Fine Lineage, and added other family historical 

webpages in 2016ðGeorgeôs Navigations, The George & Mila Show, and Arrived Safely No 

Catastrophes Yet Love JeanðI turned up occasional new details deserving inclusion in To Be 

Honest.  But not till 2021 did I resolve to create a revised and better-illustrated edition, 

drawing upon newly-available resources, to mark [a] the centennial of the Ehrlichsôs October 

1923 arrival in America, [b] the fiftieth anniversary of my own embarkation on the project in 

May 1974, and [c] my Grandfather Josephôs 130th birthday, with a view to [d] making this 

my Last Word on the Subject. 

 Neither in 1986 nor in 2024 did/do I claim that ours is the most dramatic Family 

History ever written, or the most poignant, or the most (at times) absurd.  Merely to its being 

ñinteresting enough even for a stranger,ò as Grandpa Ehrlich himself observed in 1931; and 

true to life.  True, of course, since it came from being honest. 

 

 

 Thanks to my cousin S.R. for her assistance in preparing the original edition of this 

Family History; and to my brother Matthew for his encouragement and many contributions, 

particularly in visiting and reporting back from Cluj (formerly Kolozsvár) in 2009. 

 

P.S. EHRLICH 

March 2024 
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ONE 

 

KOLOZSVÁR  

 

 

ñWait a minute, children,ò the grandfather said after thinking long.  ñWait 

a minute.  Iôll tell you the story of my own life.  Itôs not as fancy as those 

fairy stories, but maybe it will be more interesting because it is true and you 

havenôt heard it yet.ò 

 

                                                                         ðS§ndor PetŖfi, ñThe Grandfatherò 10 

  

 
10 From ñA nagyapa,ò published in 1847; translation © 1973 by Anton N. Nyerges. 
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1 

Józsi 
 

 

 

 In later years József 10A Ehrlich was not to speak much of his childhood or youth.  

What remains is a series of glimpses and educated guesses. 

 He was born on March 17, 1894, in GyŖr, Hungary: a ñmedieval walled city on an 

island11ò halfway between Budapest and Vienna, where the River Rába (Raab) meets the 

broad blue Danube. 

 He was the third from youngest of eleven children born to Mór/Móric12 Ehrlich and 

Sarolta13 Rotmann, but never knew his four oldest brothers and sisters; at least one of them 

had already died before Józsi was born. 

 His father was a rabbi, belonging to the moderate reform movement called 

Neologism that flourished in the cities of western Hungary.  Unlike Orthodox Jews, the 

Neologs conducted services in Hungarian rather than Hebrew, made use of choirs and organ 

music, and emphasized something of aesthetics in their teaching14.  

 To the boy Józsi, his father must have seemed fairly remote.  The only notable 

memory of Mór Ehrlich that Józsi would ever mention involved not the man but his books: 

beautifully bound volumes kept behind the glass doors of a fine bookcase. 

 Mór died circa 1905, when Józsi was eleven.  For many years Józsi would keep a 

small silver wine cup that his father had used in religious ceremonies. 

 After the rabbiôs death, each of his surviving children had to leave home in his or her 

turn because their mother Sarolta lacked the money to feed the younger ones.  At least three 

 
10A J·zsef and J·zsi are pronounced ñYoh-zhefò and ñYoh-zhee.ò 
11 GyŖrsziget or GyŖr-Szigeti (GyŖr Island) was a separate town on the far side of the River R§ba/Raab.  One-

third of its population was Jewish in 1869, as opposed to only 10% in GyŖr itself.  By 1920 GyŖrôs Jewish 

population would approach 6,000. 
12 Hungarian Móric = German Moritz, French Maurice, English Morris.  Single ñcò in Hungarian is pronounced 

ñts.ò  Mór, the short form, has often been used as a first name in its own right. 
13 Sarolta = Charlotte.  Single ñsò in Hungarian is pronounced ñsh.ò 
14 In the 1830s, liberal advocates such as Lajos Kossuth and Baron József Eötvös asserted it was the duty of 

everyone living in Hungary to ñMagyarizeòði.e. adopt the use of Magyar/Hungarian language and customs.  

Many Jews did so wholeheartedly, thinking this the swiftest road to emancipation; and many of these adopted 

Neologism. 
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went on to become teachers: Adolf, Rózsa, and waggish Sándor.  Another daughter, Margit, 

married a German general; but since he was a Gentile, Sarolta would neither recognize the 

marriage nor accept Margitôs two sons. 

 Józsi had a younger brother, Miska; and a younger sister and playmate, Eszter ñwith 

the long blonde hairò whom he loved dearly; but at the age of ten or so Eszter came down 

with tuberculosis, and she too died. 

 In March 1907 Józsi turned thirteen and became, in the eyes of his family and people, 

a man of duty.  Not long afterward his mother told him he was going to have to live as 

one.  She sent him off to Budapest, saying he must go to school there and complete his 

education; and Sarolta gave him a prayer book, telling Józsi to turn to it when things seemed 

hardest for him. 

 He departed from GyŖr with the equivalent of eleven cents in his pocket, leaving 

behind the little enclosed world he had known.  Heading sixty miles east, he found himself in 

Metropolis. 

 Budapest had been created15 as the capital of Hungary only thirty-four years earlier, 

but in that single generationôs time there had risen a booming modern city of nearly one 

million people.  Great buildings of ornate magnificence had gone up: the Parliament, the law 

courts, the opera, many theaters and many museums.  To the north was a new industrial 

quarter from whose tall chimneys smoke poured; five colossal bridges spanned the Danube, 

linking ancient Buda with ambitious Pest; and through the busy streets people were always 

hurrying as carriages clattered and trolley cars clanged. 

 For three or four years József lived with his aunt, Mórôs sister Hermina, whose 

surname would be remembered as Greenhute16; and attended a Gymnasium or secondary 

school that prepared students for admission to universities.  To pay his fees, and later to earn 

his keep after leaving Herminaôs house, Józsi began to tutor other students.  In exchange for 

this he would get room and board, but he sometimes had so little money-in-pocket he could 

not afford to buy oil for a lamp, and so had to do his own studying by the light of the moon. 

 He persevered.  He resolved never to be a burden to his relatives, but always be able 

 
15 In 1873 by the merger of Buda, Óbuda, and Pest.  By 1900 almost a quarter of its population was Jewish, and 

some people called the Hungarian capital ñJudapest.ò 
16 See more concerning this in Appendix A. 
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to make it on his own.  Unhappy things had happened in the past and might recur in the 

future, they might be inevitable and unavoidableðbut he would take them as they came, find 

his own way around or through them. 

 József never did turn to Saroltaôs prayer book.  It was only much later, and by 

accident, that he discovered a little cache of money his mother had hidden inside it for him. 

 At first he dutifully went to temple and followed the rituals of Judaism, because it 

was expected of him.  But if he was offered a meal of sausage or pork as pay for tutoring, the 

choice was to eat it or go hungry; so he ate the pork or sausage, was not struck by lightning, 

and little by little began to challenge the Law.  In school Józsi excelled at mathematics, 

where everything was provable or disprovable; in algebra he found balance and equilibrium, 

formulae that worked out and stood up to challenge.  Compared to math, religion seemed not 

all it was cracked up to be; and József stopped going to temple. 

 For the rest of his life he would be devoted to the truth, as he saw it.  He could accept 

that a Creator had ñwound up the universeôs clock,ò but to put faith in anything more 

anthropomorphic was futility at best, and medieval superstition at worst. 

 And József did not intend to be medieval.  He was going to live in the 20th Century, 

the enlightened world of electric lights and motorcars and aeroplanes and dirigibles; the 

rational world where modern technology could find cures for all diseases, where science held 

the promise to solve all problems.  As the German proverb put it, Jedes Warum hat seinen 

DarumðEvery Why has a Wherefore17, i.e. ñeverything has an underlying reason.ò 

 Józsefôs devotion to the truth was further expressed in a determination to live up to 

his name.  Ehrlich is a German word meaning ñhonest,ò but also translatable as ñfair,ò 

ñloyal,ò ñsincere,ò and the like.  As such, it is not undesirable as a family name (merited or 

not) and such usage doubtless increased in 1787 when Joseph II18 decreed that all the Jews in 

 
17 Cited by Dromio of Syracuse in the German translation of The Comedy of Errors, Act 2 Scene 2. 
18 A student of the Enlightenment, Emperor Joseph intended to turn his Jews into ñuseful citizens of the 

countryò by ending their longtime isolation and assimilating them into general society.  He believed the surest 

means of this lay in secular education, and by 1783 the Jews of Hungary were ordered to establish German-

language elementary schools.  There the same subjects were to be taught and the same textbooks used as in 

national schools, with anything offensive to ñreligious nonconformistsò omitted from all.  Jews were required to 

learn Latin and Hungarian as well as German, with Hebrew to be used only in worship.  They could now attend 

universities also, and study any subject there except theology.  After Joseph's death in 1790, the position of 

Hungarian Jews had its ups and downsðbriefly granted full citizenship during the 1848-49 Revolution, then 

being fined heavily and collectively by Austria after the Revolution was crushed.  Emancipation was not won 

until 1867. 
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his Austrian Empire, including the Kingdom of Hungary, should adopt German surnames19 

ñby which they were to be henceforth known.ò 

 The Ehrlichs had chosen to be honest, and József saw this as a solemn duty; yet he 

was also intent on acting like a gentleman.  Politeness pays; always keep your word; never 

argue about religion with anybody; never try to hurt anyoneôs feelings, no matter what the 

cost to your own. 

 Even when people didnôt always treat you the way they ought to.  Even when so-

called friends didnôt prove to be as fair or loyal or sincere as they might. 

 Whatever else happened, children could always be relied upon.  Being children, they 

were still candid and open and honest, and it was a pleasure to tutor them.  A pleasant thing, 

too, to be looked up to for knowledge and regarded as wise. 

 His relatives wanted him to be a rabbi like his father, but when József took his 

Abituriumðthe final examðhe deliberately failed Hebrew, while passing everything 

else.  József had decided to become a teacher. 

 

 For a Jewish graduate of a Budapest Gymnasium in 1911, there were many career 

opportunities.  Even at this late date the Austro-Hungarian Empire was basically a feudal 

regime, ruled by great landowning families who upheld antiquated traditions; and since the 

gentry refused to engage in anything so bourgeois as trade, they encouraged the Jews to enter 

commerce and industry as well as the professions, arts and sciences and literature.  Education 

was the key to establishing status and security, and no one in Hungary valued education more 

highly than the Jews.  By 1911 they had achieved a ñpreponderatingò position in the nationôs 

economic and cultural life; nearly half of all Hungarian lawyers, physicians, and journalists 

were Jewish. 

 There is a Hungarian phrase, Ez jó iskola volt neki, which can be translated as ñIt was 

an education for him,ò ñIt taught him a lot,ò ñIt did him a power of good,ò even ñIt made a 

man of him.ò 

 In 1911, at the age of nineteen, József Ehrlich cast his lot in with education. 

 
19 Hungarians ñput the patronymic firstò (as Count Dracula remarked to Jonathan Harker), so the name order 

was Ehrlich József until migration to America. 
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 It was customary for teachers in secondary schools to graduate from a university, and 

in later years József would hint that he had attended one; but he more likely went to a 

Budapest tan²t·k®pzŖ or teachers college20.  There for three years he was trained as a tanító, 

an elementary schoolteacher; and during the last year or two he got to do some bona fide 

teaching.  This was at a fasor or ñpark school,ò a home for half-orphans who had lost one 

parent and could not be kept by the widowed oneða situation József was certainly familiar 

with.  There he taught math and history21 on what would be a junior high level, to twelve- 

and thirteen-year-olds.  For this he received not only meals but a little money, and thus was 

able for the first time to buy himself such things as suits of clothes (as well as lamp oil). 

 József shared a room with a young man who worked at night and slept by day, the 

two of them exchanging the roomôs single bed.  Here Józsi had time to play the violin and do 

a little reading; heôd become partial to the works of S§ndor PetŖfi (1823-1849), Hungaryôs  

greatest lyric poet22: 

  Elmerengek gondolkodva gyakran,             My thoughts go wandering through space, 

  S nem tudom, hogy mi gondolatom van,        and I do not know what I think. 

  ÁtröpŤlök hosszában hazámon,         I fly across the length of the land 

  Át a földön, az egész világon!ð         across the earth and over the world. 

  Dalaim, mik ilyenkor teremnek,         My songs which are created then 

  Holdsugári ábrándos lelkemnek.         are moonlight of my fanciful soul. 

  Ahelyett, hogy ábrandoknak élek,         I ought not to live for these fancies, 

  Tán jobb volna élnem a jövŖnek,         but work for the future perhaps, 

  S gondoskodnomé eh, m®rt gondoskodn§m?     take careé but why feather my nest? 

  Jó az isten, majd gondot visel rámð        God is good and will provide. 

  Dalaim, mik ilyenkor teremnek,         My songs which are created then 

  Pillangói könnyelmŤ lelkemnek.         are butterflies of my careless soul. 

 
20 In 1940 the American census would show Joseph Ehrlichôs ñhighest grade of school completedò to be eighth, 

with no reference to any secondary or collegiate experience.  This must be an error, given that being a 

Gymnasium graduate enabled J·zsef to become an army officer.  Itôs almost as though his census entry got 

swapped with son Georgeôs future father-in-law F.S. Smith, who got credited with four years of high schoolð

though all evidence indicates F.S. left school at age fifteen and began working fulltime. 
21 His daughter Martha thought he also taught physics. 
22 József obtained a softcover copy, still extant, of PetŖfiôs Összes Költeményei (Complete Poems) in 1912. 
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  Ha szép lyánnyal van találkozásom,         Whenever I meet a lovely girl, 

  Gondomat még mélyebb sírba ásom,        I bury my cares in a deeper grave 

  S mélyen nézek a szép lyány szemébe,         and look into the depth of her eyes 

  Mint a csillag csendes tó vizébeð         like a star in the calm of a lake. 

  Dalaim, mik ilyenkor teremnek,         My songs which are created then 

  Vadrózsái szerelmes lelkemnek.         are wild roses of my loving soul 23. 

 And when József laid books and violin aside and turned the lamp down low, he may 

have indulged in a little thinking about Life. 

 History had never been an easy subject for him, and teaching it must have bolstered 

his conviction that history was filled with lies, written to suit the rulers of the moment.  No, 

only science was truth, and mathematics its essence; these for him were the subjects worth 

teaching. 

 And to teachðto be a teacherðto be called Ehrlich úr, ñMr. Ehrlich,ò and see the 

youngsters stand when he entered the classroom, and get them to understand and remember 

their lessonsðto help the slow learners too, teaching them simple tasks such as how to tie 

their shoes or comb their hairðthis was the life for József.  Teaching would be his lifeôs 

work; he would take his college degree and teach as long as he lived, or at least as long as 

they let him. 

 Józsefôs ideal world would be a meritocracy, where anyone (even a half-orphan) 

could become a gentleman.  It was all a manner of being properly taught: provided not only 

with education but encouragement as well.  A tutor in PetŖfiôs Az apostol (ñThe Apostleò) 

was the first to sympathize with the Oliver Twistlike foundling Szilveszter, even giving him 

a parting gift of money so he could continue his studies; and Szilveszter had dedicated his 

life to serving his fellow men. 

 Well, perhaps some of Józsefôs pupils would go on to do great things, and come back 

to visit the old school and tell the boys how, if not for Ehrlich úr, they would never have 

mastered their fractions. 

 And perhaps someday he might meet his own lovely girl with eyes like stars in the 

calm of a lake, and she would return his love.  They would be married and have children, a 

 
23 From ñDalaimò (ñMy Songsò), written in 1846; translation © 1973 by Anton N. Nyerges. 
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family that would stay together; and he would come home from school in the evenings and 

play with his sons and daughters, tell them stories, watch them growing up.  His children in 

their turn would attend the university, become teachers or doctors or scientists; they too 

would marry and have little ones, grandchildren who would be brought to visit József and his 

wife all the time, to be played with and told stories just as their parents had been. 

 A splendid dreamé 

 And there was really no reason why it should not come true (assuming the right 

young lady came along), for the future seemed very bright. 

 Even in July 1914, when war broke out between the Empire and Serbia. 

 Even when, within a week, Russia and Germany and France and Great Britain all got 

involved as well. 

 Not to worry: Hungarian military obligation did not begin till the age of twenty-one, 

and József was still only twenty.  He would certainly be able to complete his final year of 

college and take his degree, since this war was supposed to beðas wars are always supposed 

to beðover by Christmas. 

 

 But the Imperial generals insisted on a bravura fighting style that was not simply 

outdated, but suicidal: the elite cavalry was sent charging into machine gun fire.  An 

expedition sent to punish the Serbs, ñthose dirty Balkan shepherds,ò lost 40,000 men; an 

invasion of Russian Poland was hurled back at the same time, and by late September the 

Empireôs easternmost province of Galicia had been lost, along with 350,000 more soldiers. 

 So for Austria-Hungary the first months of the war were an appalling all-around 

disaster.  By October its trained officers were virtually wiped out, and the army was forced to 

mobilize more men as the catastrophic Galician casualties mounted.  Exemptions were 

eliminated, physical requirements lowered, and military obligation extended to those aged 

eighteen to twenty-one. 

 And József Ehrlich was promptly called up. 

 There exists a photograph of him taken at this time.  Fastidiously dressed in suit and 

tie, complete with wing collar and breast-pocketed white handkerchief, he is seated in a chair 

with a magazine or newspaper held open on his knee.  His hair, blond in childhood but now 
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brown and wavy, is parted precisely in the middle.  And on his face and in his bright blue 

eyes is a pensive expression verging on the wistful. 

 Since he was a Gymnasium graduate, József was sent to a reserve officersôs training 

school.  In peacetime his being Jewish would probably have prevented this, but the desperate 

need for officers was now overriding, and after a reduced training period he was hastily 

shipped out to the front. 

 In November 1914 the Austro-Hungarians invaded Serbia again.  A month later the 

furious Serbian counterattack drove them into a headlong rout, slowed only by mud and 

exhaustion, and another 100,000 men were lost.  Germany was openly disgusted at the 

performance of their fellow Central Power: ñWe have shackled ourselves to a corpse,ò one 

German general snorted. 

 As for József Ehrlich, he had been woundedðshot through the left foot.  It was going 

to be amputated (ñThat was the way they treated woundsò) but József told them, ñNo you 

donôt!ò and with his other foot he kicked the medic across the room.  So instead they cleaned 

the bullet holeðby pulling a cloth straight through it. 

 Along with his older brother Sándor, who had suffered injuries from shrapnel, József 

was sent to convalesce at a mineral-water summer resort that had been turned into a hospital 

for officers.  It was near Lake Balaton, ñthe Hungarian Sea,ò but this held little charm in 

January. 

 On crutches and with his leg in a cast, József went back to Budapest.  He called on 

his mother, who had moved there from GyŖr; and one Saturday afternoon, perhaps urged on 

by Sarolta, he paid a visit to his Aunt Hermina and cousins Ilona and Rózsa, whom he had 

not seen for four years.  When József arrived he found that they already had a caller that 

afternoon: a strikingly attractive and elegant-looking young lady with black hair and black 

eyes, who happened to be a visitor from Transylvania. 
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József Ehrlich, circa October 191424 

 
24 Marked ñ1916 IIIò on the verso; was this given to Matild in March 1916? 
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Matild Kohn in 1915 
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Appendix A:  EhrlichsðThe Previous Generation 

 

 Among many vital records at the JewishGen.org website are databases of births, 

marriages, and deaths in GyŖr during the years 1846-1895.  From these, along with the 

Hungarian census of 1869 (also available at JewishGen.org) and a few FindaGrave.com  

entries, I have assembled what appears to be two previous generations of Ehrlichs: 

 Samu/Samuel Ehrlich (born 1826) married Regina Grunhut (born 1830s25, died 

January 16, 1898).  In 1869 they lived in household 356 in GyŖrôs Belváros district (inner 

city, downtown).  Samu and Regina had at least ten children: 

       1.  Ignac/Ignatz (born 1855; present in the 1869 census; died March 18, 1929) 

       2.  Ida (born 1857; present in the 1869 census; also in the marriage database, where she 

wed Alexander Deutsch in GyŖr on May 20, 1877) 

       3.  Mór  (born 1859; present in the 1869 census) 

       4.  Simon (born May 27, 1860; absent from the 1869 census, but appears in the birth 

database) 

       5.  Mathias/Matthias (born September 3, 1861; absent from the 1869 census, but 

appears in the birth databaseðtwice: as both ñMathiasò and ñMatthiasò) 

       6.  Arnold  (born December 30, 1862; present in the 1869 census [born ñ1863ò]) 

       7.  Risa (born November 1, 1864; died July 19, 1869; absent from the 1869 census, but 

appears in the birth and death databases) 

       8.  Gizela/Gizella/Gisella (born February 10, 1867; died November 27, 1881; present in 

the 1869 census [as Gizela], the birth database [as Gisella], and the death database [as 

Gizella]) 

       9.  Oszkar (born June 27, 1870; died January 4, 1891; too young to be in the 1869 

census, but appears in the birth and death databasesðthough parentless in the latter) 

     10.  Richard (born July 23, 1873; too young to be in the 1869 census, but appears in the 

birth databaseðwith his motherôs maiden name truncated to ñGrunò) 

 (Also living with the Ehrlichs in the 1869 census was Leny Spitzer, aged nineteen; 

 
25 In 1839 according to the 1869 census; but her partly-indecipherable gravestone carving includes a ñ67,ò 

which if her age in 1898 would mean a birthyear of 1830-31, closer to Samuôs 1826. 
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possibly a maidservant.) 

 Half of these ten Ehrlich children are evidently buried in the GyŖr-Szigeti TemetŖ 

cemetery: Arnold (grave A1-3-17), Mór (grave A1-2-4), Gizella (grave A1-18-49), Ignac 

(grave B1-2-11, with his wife beside him in B1-2-12), and Oszkar (A1-19-50).  Their parents 

may also be here: a Samu and his wife are buried in graves O-1-6 and -5 respectively, and 

there is also a Samuel Ehrlich in grave B2-20-40.  The cemetery list and photographs of 

some gravestones are available at the website GyorJewish.org/clist/e.htm; a couple of others, 

including Regina Grunhut Ehrlichôs, appear on FindaGrave.com. 

 Mór Ehrlichôs gravestone is especially unhelpful, looking rather like masonry 

discarded in the corner of a yard.  Nor do the JewishGen databases shed further light on Mór, 

his wife or family, other than a single entry in the birth database and another in the death 

database: 

 Ehrlich, Samu (son of Mor Ehrlich and Sarolta Rottman [sic], born May 20, 1892ð

but ñentry has a strike through lineò) 

 Ehrlich, Iren  (daughter of Mor Ehrlich and Sarolta Rothman [sic], died September 

17, 1895 at the age of ten) 

 These unremembered children would appear to be two of the four older siblings 

whom József never knew.  (If Mór did name a son Samu, that would imply that his own 

father Samu Ehrlich had died by May 20, 1892ðgiven the Judiac tradition of not naming 

children after living ancestors.) 

 What about Mórôs sister Hermina Greenhute, with whom Józsi lived in Budapest 

circa 1907-11?  ñGreenhuteò was how Józsefôs wife would spell the surname many decades 

later.  But Mór Ehrlichôs motherôs maiden name was Regina Grunhut; and a Hermine 

Grunhut (aged 22, daughter of Elias Grunhut26 and Mari/Marie Reichenfeld) appears in the 

GyŖr marriage database, wedding Max Forst [sic], son of Adam and Eva Forstner, on 

February 28, 1875.  In the GyŖr birth database we find Hermine and Max Forstner having 

three children: Aladar Forstner on May 27, 1876; Theodor Foustner [sic] on December 31, 

1878; and Hermina Forstner on December 31, 1880.  But just twelve days later, ñHermine 

Forstò (née Grunhut, wife of ñMiksa Forstò) appears in the GyŖr death databaseðhaving 

 
26 Elias is listed in the GyŖr death database as dying December 17, 1887, aged 79.  His birthplace is recorded as 

Kispecz, later known as Kajarpec, which is in GyŖr county. 
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died on January 11, 1881, aged only 28.  She was buried in the GyŖr-Szigeti cemetery (grave 

A1-11-36). 

 Could Regina Grunhut Ehrlich have been the aunt of Hermine Grunhut Forstner, born 

1852/53 in ñR Szigettò [marriage database] or ñGyorsigetò [death database]?  If so, we might 

further speculate that Regina took in and raised her late nieceôs newborn namesake in 1881; 

and that young Hermina Forstner was living in Budapest by 1907.  If so, József Ehrlich 

might very well have regarded her as an aunt, rather than his fatherôs cousin; and she might 

very well have been willing to offer young Józsi room and board for several years.  Whether 

(as the mother of two daughters in 1915) she could have been surnamed Grunhut/Grünhut/ 

ñGreenhute,ò or would simply be remembered as such by Józsiôs wife, are questions without 

answers27. 

 

 

M·r Ehrlichôs gravestone in GyŖr-Szigeti TemetŖ cemetery 

courtesy of GyorJewish.org 

  

 
27 An undocumented family tree at Ancestry.com states that ñHerminò Forstner, born Dec. 31, 1881 in ñGyorò 

to Miksa Forstner and ñHerminò Grunhut, married Lipot Rona (born 1880) in Budapest on March 25, 1906; and 

that her older brother ñTivadarò died in Budapest in 1936.  However, there is no mention of Hermin and Lipot 

having had any children. 
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Regina Grunhut Ehrlichôs gravestone in GyŖr-Szigeti TemetŖ cemetery 

courtesy of FindaGrave.com 

Aldás és béke hamvaira! = ñBlessings and peace to the ashes!ò 
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2 

Matyu 
 

 

 

 

 Transylvania, ñthe Land Beyond the Forest,ò was a very real place and not the 

invention of Bram Stoker, who based his novel Dracula on extensive and thoroughly 

conducted research.  It is seldom remembered that Stokerôs character Jonathan Harker  

described the Transylvanian countryside as being 

full of beauty of every kindé  Before us lay a green sloping land full of 

forests and woods, with here and there steep hills, crowned with clumps 

of trees or with farmhousesé  There was everywhere a bewildering mass 

of fruit blossomsðapple, plum, pear, cherry; and as we drove by I could  

see the green grass under the trees spangled with the fallen petals28. 

 Of course the Borgo Pass was a different story. 

 The thriving city of Kolozsvár (Klausenburg in German) was capital of Transylvania 

and heart of the country.  Here in 1440 had been born Matthias Corvinus, Hungaryôs most 

celebrated king: a renowned warrior against the Turks and one of the foremost patrons of 

Renaissance art and learning29.  A bronze equestrian statue of Matthias sat atop a castellated 

pedestal in front of the Church of St. Michael in Kolozsvárôs great public square. 

 Transylvania was a Hungarian province at the turn of the 20th Century, and 

Kolozsvárôs people were described30 as the most charming in Europe.  Strolling through the 

streets, you might encounter not only cosmopolitan folk dressed in the latest continental 

modes, but ñshaggy peasantsò from the surrounding mountains, and colorful groups of 

Gypsies. 

 
28 Dracula, Westminster: Archibald Constable & Co., 1897. 
29 It might be noted that Matthias imprisoned the original Dracula, Vlad the Impaler, in 1462; but by 1474 Vlad 

had become Matthias's brother-in-law.  Though Matthias died in 1490, he lived on in popular folktales of a king 

wandering in disguise to bring justice to his peasantsðwhom he had heavily taxed in real life. 
30 By Walter Starkie in 1933ôs Raggle-Taggle: Adventures with a Fiddle in Hungary and Roumania [sic]; 

ñEverything in this city predisposes the stranger in its favor.ò 
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 Matild Kohn was born in Kolozsvár on September 2, 1895.  Her father Móric Kohn 

had come here31 as a young man and become a well-to-do §rver®si becsŤs, an appraiser of 

goods for auctions32; he often dealt with antiques, and the Kohn home was full of period 

china and furniture. 

 It was also full of children, for M·ric had twelve: F§ni, Hermina, DezsŖ, and M§rton 

by his first wife; and Náthán, Margit, Milli, Matild (or ñMatyuò), JenŖ, R·zsa, Elza, and 

Ilona (always called Ili or Ily ) by his second wife, Berta Schwartz. 

 ñWe were a large and very happy family,ò Matild would recall, ñeight girls and four 

boys, I was smack in the middle of them.ò  Despite their vast age-range, the children were so 

close that Matild was almost grown up before she realized they had not all been born of the 

same mother. 

 Matyu enjoyed a loving childhood, proving to be an apt pupil not only at school but 

in the fine arts of sewing and cooking and baking.  She learned how to prepare dishes such as 

cholent, the beans-and-barley Sabbath meal; paprikás csirke, the famous Hungarian ñchicken 

paprikash33,ò served with dumpling-like egg noodles; gyümölcslevesek, Transylvanian fruit 

soups, served cold in summertime; and what Matyu would always call ñfancy cookiesòð

pastries like díos kalács and mákos kalács: walnut rolls and poppyseed rolls. 

 The Kohn home was near a college34, and Matyu watched its students going to and 

from the dormitory ñaround the corner from us and over the bridgeò across the River 

Szamos.  She learned to ice skate on this river, and all the Kohn children were taught to swim 

thereðexcept Matyu, who ñalways sank.ò 

 And her mother Berta taught her to be a lady.  In this too Matyu took her lessons to 

heart; all her life she would try to live as ladies were supposed to live, and act as ladies were 

 
31 With his brother Geza from Temesvárðnow TimiἨoara, Romaniaðapproximately 300 kilometers (200 

miles) to the southwest. 
32 Known as a ñbrokerò in Victorian Englandðe.g. Mr. Brogley in Dombey and Son, and one of the Bellmanôs 

crew (brought ñto value their goodsò) in The Hunting of the Snark.  Like pawnbroking, this was traditionally 

associated with the Jews and often the subject of Jew-baiting caricature.  (Lewis Carroll objected to the first 

illustration of his Broker as too ñaggressive.ò) 
33 In Dracula Jonathan Harker is served ñpaprika hendlò at his hotel in ñKlausenburgh.ò  He calls this ña 

chicken done up some way with red pepper, which was very good but thirsty.ò  Matild/Mathilda would bring 

her own imported paprika to cook with when visiting us in Kansas City MO (whose hilly terrain reminded her 

of Kolozsvár). 
34 Actually Franz Joseph (Ferenc József) University, as it was known from 1881 to 1919.  Today it is the Babeĸ-

Bolyai University, largest in Romania, with 50,000 students. 
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supposed to act.  From quite an early age she definitely expected to be treated like one. 

 In Hungary there was a May Day custom that a sixteen-year-old girlôs beau was to 

serenade her late at night.  In 1912 Matyuôs sweetheart came to the Kohn home with a group 

of musicians and duly serenaded her.  She was not allowed to show herself at the window, 

but her father appeared and lit matches to acknowledge that the young manôs efforts were 

heard and appreciated35. 

 Matyuôs beau left for America in search of work, corresponding with her while he got 

himself settled and established.  He then asked Matyu to come to America and marry him, 

but she considered this a most unladylike course of action; her beau should return to 

Kolozsvár and marry her there, after which they could go to America together.  Her young 

man lacked the money to return, and against his wishes their engagement was broken.  

Eventually Matyu lost all track of him. 

 As it happened, the Kohns already had relatives in America: Móricôs brother Samu 

and his family had left Temesvár in 1907 and emigrated to Chicago.  Before departing, 

theyôd come to visit Móricôs family in Kolozsvár, and Matyu had been introduced to her 

Samu bácsi and Jenka néni (Uncle Sam and Aunt Jenny) and their three children: lively 

Rózsa, mild-mannered Margit, and taciturn little László36. 

 Fascinating as faraway America might be, it could not compare with Transylvania 

ñwhere the countrysides were dotted with the old ruins of a thousand yearsôs story weôd 

learned at school,ò Matild would say.  ñWars and Turkeyôs occupation, which were just 

stories to us, and didnôt interest anyone but us youngsters.  It was very picturesque and we 

loved to show it off to visitors, and we used to get together picnicking with friends there.ò 

 Idyllic it might well have been, for this was the Golden Age for Hungarian Jews.  It 

was a time of Interessengemeinschaft, a friendly cooperative ñcommonality of interestò 

between the Christian gentry and the Jewish middle class who helped them run Hungary, and 

were acceptedðalmostðas equals.  A month after Matild was born, the government had 

 
35 A similar scene takes place in Chapter 1 of Csardas, where the Ferenc girlsôs stern father ñcould accept the 

compliment to his daughters as it was given in the traditional manneròðbut only after he was assured the girls 

had not encouraged their serenaders with ñforwardness.ò 
36 Four of these Kohns arrived in New York on November 6, 1907, aboard the President Grant out of 

Cuxhaven, Hamburg: "Jenni" aged 38, "Roza" aged 9, Margit aged 8, and the unaccented Laszlo aged 3.  

Whether Samu/Sam preceded or followed them there, or appears elsewhere on the shipôs manifest, has not been 

determined. 
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declared Judaism a legally recognized religion; and in the 1910 census Jews were officially 

counted as Zsidóvallású Magyarok: ñHungarians (Magyars) of the Israelite faith.ò 

 Transylvania outdid the rest of Hungary in religious toleration, but anti-Semitism was 

not unknown here.  The Jewish response was to emphasize their having overwhelmingly and 

wholeheartedly identified themselves as Hungarians, adopting the Magyar language and 

customs with  ñspontaneous eagerness.ò  It was not at all uncommon for people with German 

or Slavic surnames to change them to Hungarian ones, saying ñNow I am Magyar!ò with a 

tremendous feeling of nobility. 

 One of Matildôs brothers changed his name from the German Kohn to the Hungarian 

Kun, and Berta then had the rest of the familyôs names altered to match. 

 

 ñWe were all doing what came naturally,ò Matild would remark, ñuntil the war 

started and dumped us all in a sad situation.ò 

 At first it seemed anything but sad: the Dual Monarchy was going to teach the Serbs 

and Russians a proper Imperial lesson, and the crowds cheered and threw flowers and waved 

flags and played jolly martial music as Hungaryôs young men marched off to the front. 

 DezsŖ, M§rton, and N§th§n Kun were called up and sent to be trained, while their 

sisters and girlfriends began their share of war work at home, sewing shirts and socks and 

comforters for the soldiers.  But the war was brought home, all too quickly and in all its 

reality, when Náthán went missing in action during his first week in Galicia. 

 As the Austro-Hungarian army was hurled back from Russian Poland and started to 

retreat, autumn rains turned a hundred miles of heavily-trodden Galician roads to mud.  

Laden with weighty backpacks, the troops slogged back till they reached the slopes of the 

Carpathian Mountains, fording the swollen Rivers San and Wisloka.  Náthán was an 

excellent swimmer, but disappeared during the river-crossing and was never seen again, nor 

was any trace of him found afterward. 

 ñWe all felt heartbroken,ò Matild would say, ñbut Mother couldnôt accept that and 

wouldnôt give up the search as long as she lived.ò 

 It became painfully evident that the war was not going to end by Christmas.  

ñEventually life quieted down and we all hoped our men would come back home, but it took 

a long time.  So we tried to live as best we possibly could.ò 
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 Berta wanted all her girls to have a respectable trade to fall back on if necessary, and 

suggested that Matild, now nineteen, might earn her living as a kalaposnŖ or milliner.  In 

January 1915 Matyu was sent to stay with Bertaôs brother Áron Schwartz in Budapest, and 

there ñlearn at a famous place how to make ladiesôs hats, and to be a good business lady as 

well.ò  Before Matyu left, her brother Mártonôs wife Sára (ñwe called her Serenaò) 

mentioned that she had cousins in Budapest, and asked Matyu to take them a letter when she 

got there. 

 ñIt was winter, after the New Year and very cold, and soon I was enrolled to learn the 

business.  It was interesting and I enjoyed it while it lasted.ò  Matild spent a month at her 

Uncle Áronôs and had a wonderful time, but for several weeks she hesitated to intrude upon 

her sister-in-lawôs relatives.  ñI dreaded the thought, and carried the letter in the my purse 

until the last week before it was time to go home.  But time was nearly over for me in Pest 

and about a week before my return I had to go and take Sáraôs letter to her cousins. 

 ñI still remember so well, it was a Saturday afternoon when I went up to the third 

floor walkup after an appointment was made to meet them and to give the letter, which was 

to get me acquainted with the family sooner.  Well, I found the two girls lovely and their 

mother very nice too.  I was there just a short time when a young cadet walked in on a pair of 

crutches and one leg in a cast.  The family jumped up and greeted him as a long-lost brother, 

telling me they havenôt seen him for several years, and he is a cousin who used to live with 

them as a young boy going to school in Pest.ò 

 His name was József Ehrlich. 

 ñLater in the afternoon his mother also unexpectedly stopped in for a visit, and she 

and her son fell in love with me at first sight.  Later on I found out she told her son sheôd be 

very happy to have me for a daughter. 

 ñWhen the time came for me to leave, he offered to escort me home and I said OK.  

We walked downstairs and I wondered how could he walk with crutches in the snow-covered 

grounds?  First he stopped nearby at a candy stall, to buy some mixed chocolate bonbons for 

me, also hot roasted chestnuts.  Then he hailed a horsedrawn carriage with rubber-covered 

wheels. 

 ñMy young escort was nice, and lots of fun, but very soon we were home.  He took 

me to the door, as it was too late to come in, and watched until I got in the houseðbut not 
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before he would ask me if he could see me again.  I told my relatives about it and they were 

happy to know I didnôt have to come home alone at night, and we all thought that was the 

end of that.  Iôd had a good time with him and his cousins, but didnôt expect to see any of 

them anymore.ò 

 Two or three days later Matild received a large box of candy, mailed by József with a 

polite note enclosed.  On this note his brother Sándor scribbled ñGreetings from your 

brother-in-law.ò  Matild, ever the proper young lady, took this as an insult: ñI got angry and 

hurt, I thought they were just making fun of me, and told my aunt Iôm not going to see that 

cadet if he comes.ò 

 That cadet, no doubt, had raved to Sándor about having met the girl of his dreamsð

beautiful and well-bredðand how Fate must have brought about their encounter.  Sándorôs 

mischief-making now threatened to jostle Fateôs hand. 

 ñSure enough he came to the house, but my aunt, amused by it all, told him I didnôt 

want to see him and why.  He begged to see me, and when he did he assured me he didnôt 

know about the note, and please to forgive it.  He would tell his brother off for writing it, and 

that Sándor was teasing him, not me.ò 

 Matild left Budapest at the end of the week, having forgiven József but not expecting 

to encounter him again.  Her parents, however, heard from József just before Easter 1915: he 

wrote to say he was back in the war, on the Polish front, and would they have any objection 

to his writing their daughter? 

 ñMy father answered him, saying he had no objection at all.  So my young soldier 

started to write to me, and my mother made me answer each letter.  The more letters I got, 

the more I started to enjoy them, and soon the letters were coming and going, and we both 

started hoping he could come to see us. 

 ñI was surprised at my mother, as I was the third daughter from the oldest at home.  

The two oldest sisters were married, but I had two sisters older than me still single.  At that 

time in Europe, the younger sisters had to stay in the background until the older ones got 

married, or at least engaged to be married.  I guess the war and man shortage had to change 

that custom too.ò 

 Even before customs changed, Matyu had been doing pretty well for herself; when 

she first met József, she already had ñthree other boyfriends at the same time.ò  And she was 
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definitely not being kept in the background; when she returned to Kolozsvár, her parents 

ñfixed up for me a beautiful salon all furnished with period French furniture with a floor-to-

ceiling mirror, and I just had to go in and start my new millinery business.ò 

 The fashionable hats of the day were deep-brimmed and trimmed with ribbons and 

flowers.  They were worn along with matching gloves and parasols, lace collars and cameos 

pinned to oneôs dress: all the accoutrements of a lady. 

 During the winter of 1915 the Cossacks continually threatened to force their way 

through the Carpathian passes; but the Austro-Hungarian army, broken and humiliated 

though it was, managed to withstand the Russians and prevent invasion.  Then in May the 

Germans spearheaded an offensive that smashed through the Russian line, driving the enemy 

east and north; by September Galicia was recovered and all of Russian Poland taken as well.  

Following this victory the Central Powers swarmed over Serbia, knocking it out of the war 

for the duration.  All things considered, 1915 ended much more promisingly for Hungary 

than it had begun. 

 And for József Ehrlich, 1916 held even more promise.  Around March, after nearly a 

year of correspondence, he wrote Matild that he was now a lieutenant, due for a furlough and 

wanting to come visit Kolozsvár. 

 ñHe got his first leave from the trenches and instead of going home to his mother he 

came to see me and to meet my family.  He had a monthôs leave and decided to come spend 

two weeks with us and get acquainted.  Well, when he got there, it was mutual love at first 

sightðthe whole family liked him very much, and fell in love with his charm before I did.ò 

 Matildôs oldest sister Fáni and her husband, upholsterer János Fruchter, invited József 

to stay with them ñas they had an extra bedroom and lived within walking distance of our 

home, and so he didnôt have to stay in a hotel.  But he spent the days at our house.ò 

 ñHe was full of life, and my mother loved him.  He used to read out loud to us.  He 

was the one to introduce The Three Musketeers to us, and Dostoyevsky, and several classics, 

and we loved him for it, and loved to listen to him.  He bought for us season tickets to our 

theaters, and we went every week to see everything shown.  We all had a beautiful time 

together.ò 

 József must have been delighted with Kolozsvár.  There were the theaters, the opera, 

and museums among the arches and battlements and ancient palaces of the Transylvanian 



 

30  To Be Honest 

 

  

nobility.  Kolozsvár boasted an enlightened university whose foundation had largely been 

due to the labor of another József, Baron József Eötvös (1813-1871), the author and 

progressive statesman who had done as much to improve Hungarian public education as he 

had toward achieving emancipation and equal civil rights for the Jews. 

 The banks of the Szamos were bordered by gardens pleasant to walk through, in 

which military bands and Gypsy musicians often played.  Matild always greatly enjoyed 

going out for strolls, and with József ñwherever we went, we were going together, visiting 

relatives and friends, and having a good time.  He marveled at how large the family wasð

several aunts, uncles, dozens of cousins, and not one who didnôt get to like him.  Already it 

was taken for granted by all that he belonged to our family, and was treated as one of us.  He 

received two more weeksôs extension of furlough, and in that time we got to know each other 

well, and we fell very much in love. 

 ñBut as usual everything has to come to an end.  The time flew and he had to go back 

to the war, but first he went home to see his mother in Budapest.  I was afraid sheôd be angry 

or hurt for his spending his time with us, but later on she wrote to me and the family thanking 

us for giving her son such a nice time.ò 

 József went to Budapest not simply to see Sarolta, but also to get a ring from her.  

Though most of her jewelry had been sold, she did have a ring to give him, and this József 

offered to Matild as her engagement ring. 

 ñHe asked me to wait for him until the war was over.  He had a definite idea about 

one thing: if he got shot or crippled, he didnôt want to hold me to my promise to marry him 

out of loyalty.  Naturally I promised him whatever he asked me to, just to put his mind at 

rest.  When the time came for him to leave, we parted sadly, but promised weôd write to each 

other faithfully, and kept the promise.  But we got engaged officially too.ò 

 A formal photograph was taken of the newly-betrothed couple.  József, wearing his 

officerôs uniform, sits in a plush chair, on one arm of which Matild gracefully perches, 

wearing her ring and smiling slightly.  Her dark eyes are fixed on an imaginary point a little 

to the photographerôs left; but József is looking directly at the camera, with an expression of 

mingled pride and wonderment. 
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Matild Kohnôs Birth Certificate, 1895 
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left:  Jenka néni and her children arrive in America, 1907 

right:  Samu b§csiôs household in the 1910 census 
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above left:  Matild Kohn in June 1912ððabove right:  Matild in a hat (of her own making?), 1916 

below:  The Kohns in Cluj, 1925 

L to R:  Móric, Ily, JenŖ, Elza, Rózsa 
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József Ehrlich in 1916 
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The engaged couple, 1916 
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Their engagement ring (held by great-granddaughter Amber Joanna, 2014) 
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Appendix B:  The Kohns/Kuns in Kolozsvár 

 

 In May 2009, József and Matildôs youngest grandchild Matthew Ehrlich visited 

Kolozsvár, or Cluj as it is currently known.  Its streets and other features now have 

Romanian names, and over a century has passed since Matyu and Józsi got engaged; but 

Matthew found the city center still built around a public square: ñthe Piata Unirii with St. 

Michaelôs Church in the middle.  The square also features the famous statue of the 15th 

Century Hungarian King Matei Corvin astride his horseé  The statue is a popular meeting 

place for locals who supposedly agree to rendezvous at óthe horseôs tail.ô  Unfortunately, the 

square and the horseôs tail were closed for renovationsé 

 ñClujôs Central Park is a short walk away, featuring a pavilion popular for weddings 

and a lake fronted by what now is a casino.  According to a guidebook, óThe centennial 

shady trees of the park cast their crowns in a vault over the heads of the passersby, be they 

calm or melancholic adults, dreamy lovers or restless youngstersôé  Bordering the park on 

the north is the Someĸul Mic Riveròðformerly known as the (Kis-)Szamos.  ñJust across the 

river is Fortress Hill, which affords a fine view of the city; my grandmother spoke of playing 

and picnicking with her friends among the historic locales outside the city center, and this 

seems likely to have been one of themé  North of the river not far from Fortress Hill is the 

Neolog Synagogue.  It dates back to the 1880s, but was destroyed by an anti-Semitic mob in 

1927 and then, after being rebuilt, severely damaged by an Allied air raid against the nearby 

rail depot in 1944.  Rebuilt once more, it now stands as a memorial to the 16,000 or so Jews 

of Cluj who were deported and killed at Auschwitz.  Before all that, however, this may well 

have been where my grandparents were married.  There was a different synagogue closer to 

where they lived (itôs now been redeveloped as a university arts center), but my grandma 

spoke of being married in her templeôs large back yard, which the other synagogue seems 

less likely to have had (it was smaller and built right against the river).  Much of the grounds 

behind the Neolog temple are now taken up by a music school, but thereôs a small garden 

that may be right about at the spot where the Ehrlichs took their vows in 1918. 

 ñMy great-grandmotherôs death record37 had listed her address (and that of the house 

 
37 About which see Appendix C. 
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where my grandma had grown up) as 7 Rózsa Street.  The problem was that Cluj streets had 

changed their names frequently over the years as control of the city shifted back and forth 

between Hungary and Romania and then from Communism to post-Communism.  I was told 

that Rózsa Street had become Fulicea Street, which was just around the corner from Casa 

Matei Corvin.  Number 7 on that street turned out to be abandoned and in disrepair.  That 

wasnôt what bothered me, though: it simply didnôt look big enough to accommodate my 

grandmotherôs large family plus their business. 

 ñI closely examined my grandparentsôs wedding certificate [confirmation], which 

hadnôt been prepared until 1922ðafter the Romanians had taken over from the Hungarians 

and presumably renamed certain streets after their national heroes.  It gave the pre-nuptials 

address of my grandmother as 7 Samuil Micu Street, a different street altogether that was a 

few blocks away near the university.  I could find no clearly marked #7 on that street, but 

there is a house that seems to correspond to that address.  Unfortunately, itôs not much more 

prepossessing than the abandoned house on Fulicea Street.  But this house is much larger and 

appears far more likely to have been my grandmaôs actual family residence. It also looks as 

though it might have been a handsome home in its time, with a floral motif above the 

windows that possibly was in keeping with the original name of the street (Rose).ò 

 

 In 2024 Matthew used Google Street View to find ñ7 Strada Samuil Micuò in Cluj, 

and decided that the Kohn/Kun house was in fact next door to the one heôd photographed in 

2009.  ñGood to see, anyway, that the graffiti that used to be there is gone, or at least was 

gone as of last summer.ò  Both houses are pictured on pages 41-42. 
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top:  St. Michaelôs Church in Clujôs Union Square (Piata Unirii), 2009 

center:  The Someĸul Mic (or Kis-Szamos) River, 2009 

bottom:  The lake at Clujôs Central Park, 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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top:  Clujôs Central Park, 2009 

bottom left:  Clujôs current Neolog Synagogue, 2009 

bottom right:  The garden behind Clujôs Neolog Synagogue, 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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top:  The house Matthew thought might be the Kohn (Kun) home in Cluj, 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 

bottom:  Its address on the Ehrlichsôs 1922 wedding certificate confirmation 
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top:  The house Google Street View identified as the Kohn address, 2023 

bottom:  That house and the one earlier thought to be the Kohn home, 2023 

  



 

To Be Honest  43 
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Apart and Together 
 

 

 

 

 After József returned to the Polish front, Matild settled down to her millinery 

business ñand pretty soon I was doing real good in it, and trying to save some money for our 

future.ò  Józsi sent her part of his military pay to add to their nest egg.  In her spare time 

Matyu worked on her hand-embroidered trousseau, all cutwork linens, and tried to keep her 

fiancéôs morale from flagging.  On one occasion she baked ñfancy cookiesò and sent them to 

the front; but their delivery was delayed so long they arrived moldy, and József was terribly 

disappointed. 

 ñWe wrote quite often, especially me,ò Matild would recall.  ñI had the time, and he 

needed encouragement.ò 

 By the spring of 1916 the Central Powers had been blockaded by the British navy for 

almost two years.  Meat and bread were inadequately rationed in Hungary, food queues were 

growing longer, and inflation had sent real income plummeting to half its prewar level.  Add 

to this the tremendous losses in dead and wounded, and Hungaryðenthusiastically bellicose 

at firstðwas beginning to succumb to war-weariness. 

 Events of that summer did nothing to cheer Hungary up.  The Empire had taken the 

offensive against Italy, who appealed to Russia for help.  The regrouped Russians attacked 

Galicia, intending simply to divert the Austro-Hungarians, but caught them completely by 

surprise and sent them into full retreat.  Russian General Brusilov continued the onslaught 

and made a spectacular advance, taking 200,000 prisoners in the first three weeks and 

another 200,000 by summerôs end.  Among those captured were Matildôs brothers DezsŖ and 

Márton; while József Ehrlich was wounded again, this time by a nearly-spent bullet in his 

side.  Russiaôs tremendous breakthrough had been entirely unexpectedðnot least by the 

Russians, who had enjoyed little success in the war up to now and were unsure how to 

exploit their triumph.  Germany, though fully occupied with ñbleeding France whiteò at 

Verdun and anticipating a major Allied offensive on the Somme, quickly collected fifteen 
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divisions and sent them east to reinforce the staggering Austro-Hungarians, partly by putting 

their army under the command of German officers. 

 Encouraged by the Brusilov offensive, Romaniaðneutral till nowðtook the plunge 

when the Allies guaranteed Romanian takeover of  long-coveted Transylvania.  France was 

eager for Romania to begin an offensive immediately, hoping this would be a mortal blow to 

Austria-Hungary; but the Romanians delayed making their move till the end of August, and 

only made it then because of a threatening ultimatum from Russia. 

 Transylvania, defended by no more than a few gendarmes, was invaded by the 

Romanian army of half a million ñsturdy peasants.ò  They proceeded fifty miles, but lack of 

leadership and stiffened Hungarian resistance brought them to a standstill in mid-September.  

Forced into retreat and driven out of Transylvania, Romania was itself invaded by the 

Central Powers and largely vanquished by December 1916.  Its demoralized government fled 

from Bucharest and was given shelter by the Russiansðafter a fashion: one general sneered 

that if Tsar Nicholas ordered him to send fifteen wounded soldiers to Romaniaôs aid, he 

would on no account send a sixteenth. 

 But Russia itself was nearly burned out.  Brusilovôs brilliant offensive had exhausted 

its supplies and ammunition by the end of September, and men were not only fighting 

without weapons but having to tear down barbed wire with their bare hands.  Over a million 

Russians had been lost since June, then another million (mostly deserters) by wintertime; 

Hungarian POWs had to be put to work to keep the Russian economy creaking along. 

 1916 was a year of hideous slaughter on every front.  On the unquiet western front, 

huge armies had squandered each otherôs lives fighting for bits of bloody ground at Verdun 

and the Sommeðfighting and dying in vain, since victory seemed impossibly far from 

anyoneôs grasp.  No one seemed to have a clue how to bring the war to any kind of 

conclusion; so they all kept on losing. 

 As 1916 ended so did Franz Josef, Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary, who at 

the age of 86 died thoroughly disillusioned with life.  At the same time, the power behind the 

Russian throneðGrigori Rasputin of notorious legendðwas murdered, but that did not save 

the Tsarôs throne from toppling: revolution followed in March 1917 and Nicholas was forced 

to abdicate.  Kerenskyôs provisional government pledged to carry on the Russian war effort 

and General Brusilov tried to launch another offensive, but his motley army would not fight; 
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when Germany counterattacked, they threw down their arms and quit.  In November 1917 

the Bolsheviks swept Kerensky aside and established a Soviet government, suspending 

hostilities with the Central Powers.  Hungarian POWs were repatriated, including DezsŖ and 

Márton Kun; but fear that the ex-prisoners might spread Bolshevik propaganda led to their 

being quarantined for weeks and ñre-educatedò by clergy.  Most did not return home even 

then, but were shipped back to the front. 

 
 

 Berta Kun had never given up the search for Náthán, her firstborn, and József tried to 

help: ñHe used to ask around wherever he was, looking for someone who might know him or 

something about him, but never found anybody.ò  And it was not long before the months of 

worry and grief took their toll on Berta. 

 ñMother became very ill, and her heart gave up.  At the age of 52 she died38 of a 

massive stroke, leaving our two-year-old baby sister Ily  behind, not to mention all of us, and 

my poor Dad.  It was terrible, even now it makes me cry to think of that, and the war was still 

going on.ò 

 Józsefôs mother Sarolta came to Kolozsvár for the funeral.  By this time she had lost a 

leg in a streetcar accident; but she cooked and cared for the Kuns during their shivah, the 

seven days following the funeral when mourners were to remain at home, doing no work.  

ñOur house was sad,ò Matild would say.  ñOur dear Mother was gone, and our Dad tried his 

best to keep the family together.ò 

 

 Starting in November 1917, all available German divisions were shifted from east to 

west for what was planned as the decisive offensive, one that would overwhelm the French 

and British before their new American allies could arrive in strength.  As the spring of 1918 

approached, the Germans outnumbered the Entente on the front line; but they had next to 

nothing in reserves, and little to hope for in the way of reinforcements. 

 Franz Josefôs successor as Emperor-King of the Dual Monarchy was his great-

nephew Karl, no friend to Germany.  He refused to send any Austro-Hungarians to the spring 

offensive, other than a few divisions (not of the most sparkling morale) and some heavy 

 
38 About which see Appendix C. 
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batteries (which he requested that the Germans pay for). 

 Which is where, in a minor yet fateful way, József Ehrlich came in. 

 Since he could speak German, he was made a liaison officer aiding the transport of 

Hungarian troops to France.  The Hungarians, accustomed to wider-open spaces, were 

confronted by a densely bewildering mass of trenches on the western front; and many would 

panic at their first sight of those metallic behemoths known as ñtanks.ò 

 While in France, József acquired a cherished possession: an embroidered lithograph 

of what appears to be a winged woman and her bubble-blowing child39.  ñTime went by and 

he started to get more impatient with each month,ò Matild would say.  ñThe war was fierce 

and he was in the thick of it all.ò 

 Beginning in March, three massive German attacks pushed the front line west 

through Picardy and Flanders; by the end of May the Germans had reached the Marne and 

were less than forty miles from Paris.  They had also reached the limit of their impetus, and 

opposing them now were the Americansðñice cream soldiersò as the Hungarians called 

them, but unlike friend and foe they were fresh, confident, and eager to make their mark.  

They prevented the Germans from crossing the Marne; and the Yanks kept coming. 

 During the spring of 1918 there was a mild worldwide epidemic of influenzaðñmildò 

in comparison with the dreadful pandemic later that same year.  But it afflicted more than a 

few on the western front, and among them was József Ehrlich. 

 ñI was notified that he was very ill with the very first influenza weôd ever heard of,ò 

Matild was to recall.  ñHe was in a hospital where I couldnôt go, near the fighting, and the 

orderly who was assigned to him and was looking after him kept me posted.  It took several 

weeks before he himself could write to tell me about it.  Heôd been left with a bad cough, and 

was sent from hospital to hospital until he was sent back to Kolozsvár to get well.ò 

 This was a lucky break for József.  Many wounded Hungarian soldiers, even invalids, 

were being recycled straight from the hospital.  Getting leave home was a precious thing, not 

least because ñit seemed the war would last forever.ò 

 At this time Matildôs sister Margit married her childhood sweetheart Imre Ladner, 

whom József had met on the eastern front.  József ñkept saying, soon as he feels well, he 

 
39 See the Afterward for a photo showing this on the Ehrlichsôs granddaughterôs living room wall in 1991. 
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doesnôt want to wait any longer either.  So we decided to get married, and set the date.ò 

 On July 21, 1918, József Ehrlich and Matild Kun were married in Kolozsvár ñin the 

lovely large back yard of the Temple,ò under the traditional canopy.  ñMine was a real 

fairytale wedding.  I had six bridesmaids, three of my sisters dressed in pale blue dresses, and 

three girlfriends in pink.  After the ceremony and dinner for a large company and friends, 

[József] and I took the train to Budapest for our honeymoon and to visit his mother who 

couldnôt come to our wedding.  Only one older brother of his was there, his name was 

Sándor.  But he traveled with us back to Budapest on the same train.  [József] and I had a 

room reserved in Budapest at the Royal Hotel, an elegant new place40, and very nice.ò 

 In their wedding picture Matild wears her white gown and gloves and veil, her 

bouquet displayed on a stand nearby.  József is in dress uniform, complete with flower in his 

buttonhole and sabre by his side; he would later take the gold tassel from Matildôs bridal 

outfit and sport it on the handle of his sabre. 

 József also sported a new moustache on his upper lip.  ñHe raised that moustache 

while he was in the service,ò Matild would sniff, as though referring to a pet ferret.  ñBut I 

didnôt like it41, so then he shaved it off.ò 

 

 Six days before the Ehrlichsôs wedding, Germany made a supreme effort to win the 

war.  For a couple of weeks beforehand this had been the subject of extravagant gossipðso 

extravagant that the Allies had gotten word of it, and made certain it stalled after three days.  

Then the Allied counteroffensive was launched, led by hundreds of tanks.  By August the 

Central Powers were ready to seek peaceðmostly at each otherôs expenseðbut their feelers 

were ignored as the Allies kept pushing onward, throwing the Germans back, breaking 

through the Hindenburg line in late September. 

 Order and discipline vanished.  The Hungarian army began deserting en masse, every 

man for himself; most wanted only to make it home as quickly as possible, crowding the 

 
40 Possibly the Grand Hotel Royal on Elizabeth Boulevard, designed in the French Renaissance style and 

opened for the Magyar Millenium in 1896.  (A 22-year-old hotel in Budapest would be probably be considered 

ñnewò in 1918.)  Badly damaged during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, it was restored and reopened in 2003 

as the Corinthia. 
41 Matild/Mathilda made no secret of her disapproval when I myself grew a moustache in 1974 and added a 

beard in 1979; though the latter gave me a quasi-rabbincal appearance. 
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roads and packing the trains.  ñSoldiers were coming back one by one or in groups,ò Matild 

would recall, ñbringing their guns and thousands of ammunition with them.  A complete 

chaos.  But no one knew what to do or where they should go.  It was unbelievable what was 

going on.ò 

 József, still in Kolozsvár, felt it his duty to return to the front.  Matild said no, and he 

agreed when the Hungarian soldiers began to mutiny and shoot their officers, killing anyone 

they held responsible for the war.  So József bade farewell to arms, removing his lieutenantôs 

insignia and hiding his sabre in the cellar. 

 The Empire began to disintegrate as its defiant ethnic minorities seceded: the Czechs 

and Slovaks declaring united independence, the Croats and Slovenes joining Serbia in a new 

nation of southern Slavs.  Romania plunged back into the war so as to get its crack at 

Imperial spoils.  ñThe whole country was in a torment,ò Matild would say.  ñEvery small 

national started to grab some part of the country that used to be one great place under King 

Ferenc József.  Now there started to be Yugoslavia, or Czechoslovakia, or whatever.ò 

 A virtually bloodless revolution swept Budapest, with the jubilant city cheering as 

idealistic Count Károlyi and his ñbourgeois radicalsò proclaimed the Republic of Hungary.  

To show off their new sovereignty, they insisted (despite Károlyiôs misgivings) on a separate 

armistice with the Allies. 

 All of a sudden, the war was over. 

 Or so it seemed. 

 November 11, 1918 saw Matild being photographed out in the garden, with her 

brother DezsŖðin civilian life a bon vivant singer-dancer-actor á la Maurice Chevalier42ð

crouched behind her, peeking out from behind flower pots. 

 Around the same time, Romanian troops began reentering Transylvania.  They were 

authorized to go only so far as the River Maros, but by the end of the month they had crossed 

that river and come to Kolozsvárðor, as they called it, Cluj. 

 ñThe loveliest part of all Transylvania became [part of] Romania,ò Matild was to say, 

ñand we all hated that.  Seeing those raggedy Romanian soldiers walking or marching into 

our lovely city, guns in hand, and we the people just looked and couldnôt do or say a word.  

 
42 Matild/Mathildaôs son George would recall seeing a photo (later lost) of DezsŖ surrounded by depictions of 

himself made up in various roles. 
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The next day they went from house to house confiscating all firearms our soldiers brought 

back with them from the war, even for keepsakes like a sword.ò  (Thus the sabre-with-the-

gold-tassel was lost.)  ñWell, they managed to make our life miserable at all times.ò 

 The Allies informed Hungary that, despite its protests and pending the final border 

settlement, they had decided to authorize Romanian occupation of Transylvania.  Romania 

had already occupied Bukovina and Russian Bessarabia, and was faced with uniting these 

annexed provinces into the dreamed-of Greater Romania.  In attempting this, the government 

(now back in Bucharest) was hardly inclined to accommodate non-Romaniansðparticularly 

such ñresident aliensò as the Jews. 

 Not even Tsarist Russia had matched Romania in virulent anti-Semitism.  For forty 

years the issue of Jewish emancipation and citizenship had been haggled over, and in 

December 1918 the Jews were holding out (despite government threats) for naturalization en 

bloc where everyone would declare that he or she had been born in Romania and held no 

foreign citizenship. 

 Under no circumstances would this have included the GyŖr-born József Ehrlich; but 

he at any rate had no plans to live in Transylvania.  Józsefôs intention was to take Matild 

back to Budapest and there resume his teaching careerðafter things settled down a bit, and it 

seemed safe to travel.  Until then the Ehrlichs remained in Kolozsvár and stayed with the 

Fruchters, Fáni and Jani.  ñPaychecks still came, but we didnôt know where from, so we took 

and cashed them to live on.ò 

 

 The world had fought a war intended to end all war, but in early 1919 the question of 

establishing peace with Germany was hardly discussed at the Paris Peace Conference.  

Instead, the Great Powers had to deal with the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and 

all its resulting problems and quarrels.  Among these was a possible new war over 

Transylvania. 

 In March Count Károlyi was handed an Allied ultimatum: his troops were to be 

withdrawn west of a neutral zone entirely in Magyar territory, intended to separate 

Hungarian and Romanian forces and so keep order.  Károlyiôs government opposed this 

ultimatum but lacked the power to defy it; so they took another way out by resigning.  Power 

was handed over to the Communists. 
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 ñThere was a shooting uprising and Communism started already,ò Matild would say.  

ñThe revolution started in Budapest and we couldnôt go back, and wouldnôt have wanted to 

even if we could go there, and we didnôt know what to do.  But we were happy when I found 

we were going to have a baby, and a few weeks later my sister Margit and her husband Imre 

had the same news to tell to our family.ò 

 Now that a child was expected, it seemed the wisest thing for the Ehrlichs to simply 

stay put, sit tight, and see what would happen.  Here at least they had family and friends and 

a means of supporting themselves.  Matild taught József millinery work: ñWe had no choice 

but for me to teach him how to use the machines, and to sew straw hats, and how to press and 

block them.  He was a good student, and learned quickly, but the damp steam and fumes of 

the hat pressing made his coughing worse, and it was pretty bad for him for awhile.ò 

 The Ehrlichs got a place of their own in the Belváros district downtown.  ñOur new 

ladiesôs hat shop [was] right next to the very ancient birthplace and museum of an early king, 

Mátyás who made history for us interesting through the years.ò  The hat shopôs address was 

Number 5 King Matthias Lane, and Number 3 next door43 was indeed the house where 

Matthias Corvinus had been born.  It was now a ñcharming little museumò featuring 

Hungarian pottery, embroidery, and woodcarving. 

 Behind their store József and Matild had an apartment.  On its walls they hung an 

enlarged and tinted reproduction of their engagement picture, and Józsefôs French lithograph 

of the winged woman with her bubble-blowing baby. 

  

 The leader of Soviet Hungary was named Béla Kun.  Any connection with Matildôs 

family was unlikely, and certainly would not have been acknowledged by Matild.  But Béla 

Kun was also Transylvanian-born and of Jewish background; he had even attended the 

University of Kolozsvár for a semester in 1904.  During the Brusilov offensive he had been 

taken prisoner, and in Russia he became acquainted with Lenin.  After Kun took over 

Hungary, he established secret telegraph communications direct to Moscowðoften asking 

Lenin for money but seldom listening to his advice. 

 When Kun demanded that the Romanians withdraw back to the Maros, boasting he 

 
43 About which see Appendix D. 
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could get the Russian Red Army to come to Hungaryôs aid, Lenin was alarmed and warned 

the overconfident Kun not to indulge in ñleftist deviation.ò  Kun replied that Hungary was 

already so far to the left it couldnôt deviate further. 

 In May 1919 a scraped-together Hungarian Red Army went on the offensiveðnot 

against Romania, but the weaker Czechs to the northðand by June it invaded Slovakia.  The 

exasperated Great Powers ordered Kun to cease and withdraw to the new Hungarian borders, 

promising that Romania would then withdraw from occupied Magyar territory.  The 

Hungarians reluctantly retreated, but the Romanians refused to budge; they were determined 

to keep hold of Transylvania. 

 Soviet Hungaryôs position was now desperate.  Béla Kun, always rigidly doctrinaire, 

launched a Red Terror campaign to ñsuffocate counterrevolution in blood.ò  He only further 

alienated his people, including the peasants and even the industrial workers.  Kun decided he 

could only restore his regime with military victory, and ordered the Red Army to force 

Romanian withdrawal. 

 The Great Powers sat on their hands.  No one was proud of this, but they lacked the 

mobilized manpower to do more than urge the Hungarian people to overthrow their 

repressive government.  The Romanians, for their part, were only too eager to march further 

into Hungary.  Béla Kun made a last-ditch appeal to Lenin, who replied that no help could be 

expected from Russia; a day later, Soviet Hungary collapsed.  Three days after that, on 

August 4th, the Romanians occupied Budapest. 

 Then a Hungarian counterrevolution began.  Some of the old Imperial officers, led by 

Admiral Miklós Horthy, had formed a White Army to oppose the Red; and ñofficersôs 

detachmentsò started persecuting those they accused of being Communistsðthe peasants, the 

industrial workers, and especially the Jews.  Kun and his comrades had escaped, so the White 

Terror targeted the Jews who remained behind.  These were mostly middle-class and had 

overwhelmingly opposed Kun.  ñAll around us sprang up Communism and we did not like 

it,ò Matild was to say.  ñBoys were drafted or put in prison for no reason at all.ò 

 Vainly did the Jews of Hungary point to their long record of fervent patriotism, the 

many times they had sided uncritically and even chauvinistically with the Magyars.  Now 

they were considered alien and disloyal, accused of war profiteering and revolutionary 

agitation.  The prewar Interessengemeinschaft had evaporated.  The Great Powers were told 
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that the White Terror was ñrestoring order,ò and since Horthyôs officers were Christians 

determined to purge Hungary of Communism, the Allies bought their explanation. 

 In Kolozsvár, amidst all the rumors and counter-rumors and fearful speculation, never 

too sure what was actually going on around them, József and Matild stayed putðsat tightð

and awaited the birth of their child.  

 

 

  

Matild and J·zsef with Matildôs sister Margit, 1917(?)44 

Matild in March 1918 

  

 
44 Though labeled ñ1917,ò we have no indication J·zsef had a furlough to Kolozsv§r that year; so the photo was 

more likely taken in 1916 or 1918. 
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Matild and József on their wedding day: July 21, 1918 
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left:  Matild and J·zsefôs wedding 

certificate confirmation, 1922 

 

above:  Matild and her brother 

DezsŖ on Armistice Day, 1918 
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Appendix C:  Bertaôs Death and Resting Place 

 

 In the 1970s, Matild/Mathilda would state firmly that [a] her mother was fifty years 

old when youngest child Ily  was born; [b] Berta died ñat the age of 52é leaving our two-

year-old baby sister Ily  behindò; [c] Ily  was eighteen years younger than Mathilda (born in 

1895); and [d] six years older than Mathildaôs daughter Martha (born in 1919).  We could 

thereby calculate Bertaôs vitals as 1863-1915ðexcept that Berta was still alive when József 

first visited Kolozsvár, circa March 1916.  When I first compiled To Be Honest I tentatively 

placed Bertaôs death in mid-1916, but then my brother Matthew turned up new evidence 

during his May 2009 trip to Kolozsvár/Cluj: 

 ñRares Beuran, a professor at the local universityé was kind enough to link me to 

friends of his, a videographer and a television producer, who had ties to the local Jewish 

center.  I was told that the Jewish community in Cluj has dwindled to a few hundred with an 

average age of 70.  The center had no records of those lost in the Holocaust, but they did 

have an old record book that apparently survived World War II in a cellar; it listed deaths in 

the Jewish community from roughly 1915-1935.  For a small fee, a center official searched 

for records of my great-grandfather and great-grandmother Kohn.  A fair number of listings 

by that name turned up (each marked by a dramatic exclamation of ñKOHN!ò by the 

gentleman doing the searching), but nothing corresponded to my ancestors.  Finally, though, 

we made a discovery. 

 ñRecord #361 listed my great-grandmother Berta, listed as Mrs. Móric Kohné  

According to the record, she died September 8, 1917 at age 50, and was buried two days 

later.  An address also was listed, #7 Rózsa Street in Kolozsváré  And there was a number 

for her grave marker in the Neolog Jewish cemetery in Cluj: #962.  That in turn prompted a 

trip to the cemetery with Rares and his friend to see if we could locate the marker.  The 

Neolog Jewish cemetery turned out to be padlocked, but my hosts knocked on the gate and 

we were admitted insideé  The cemetery contains graves of those buried as recently as 

1990, but nevertheless is marked by disrepair and overgrowth despite the caretakerôs efforts.  

(When I asked why, one of my hosts replied by rubbing his thumb together with his index 

and middle fingers.)  That is regrettable, particularly given the excellent condition of the 
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main city cemetery next door.  However, it does give the place a certain lyrical and haunted 

quality.  Wild cherries overhang the graves, which in places bear testimony to the calamity 

that befell Clujôs Jews when the Nazis executed their Final Solution in Hungary in 194445.  

 ñOther gravesðincluding presumably that of my great-grandmotherðare marked not 

by headstones but by simple numbered markers, in accordance with custom.  One had to get 

down on hands and knees with brushes to scrape dirt off and uncover the numbers, which 

unfortunately did not seem to be in any sort of logical order.  I gave up quickly, but my 

steadfast hosts persisted until I finally persuaded them to stop.  The only payment they 

accepted was a lemonade afterward, bought and drunk at the local shopping mall outside the 

city center.ò 

 Given that Móric (Morris/Maurice) Kohn is not the most uncommon name to be 

found in a Jewish community, the lady who died aged fifty on September 8, 1917 might have 

been someone other than Berta.  But the address on Rózsa Street shares a ñ7ò with Matild/ 

Mathildaôs address on her 1922 wedding certificate confirmation.  The street by then had 

been renamed after Romanian theologist Samuil Micu; and its close proximity to Casa Matei 

Corvin (ñitôs just west of the main city square whereas Casa is just northò) leaves little doubt 

that we do indeed have a record of Bertaôs death and burial.  Assuming there was no 

bureaucratic error in dates of death and burial, we can only conclude there was one in Bertaôs 

ageðor that Mathildaôs firmly-stated recollections were slightly awry46. 

 

 

Record of Berta (Mrs. Móric) Kohnôs death and burial, September 1917 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 

  

 
45 About which see Chapter 14. 
46 In 1974 Mathilda told me ñ[Your] Aunt Martha was born in the same year we were married, about three or 

four months later.  Wait a minuteéò  (Pause as she reconsidered this statementôs accuracy.) 
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above and below:  Two views of Clujôs Neolog Jewish Cemetery, 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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Appendix D:  Casa Matei Corvinðand the House Next Door 

 

 In 1933 the travel writer Patrick Leigh Fermor47 began trekking across Europe,  

reaching Cluj in July 1934.  As he would describe half a century later: 

It was Cluj to the Rumanians [sic], Klausenburg to the early Saxon 

settlers who founded or re-founded it, but, inexpugnably and immutably 

to the Hungarians, Kolozsv§ré  The town wasnôt as perilous as it would 

have been in the winter season, with its parties and theatres and the 

opera in full blasté  The old city was full of town-houses and palaces, 

most of them empty now, with their owners away for the harvest.  Thanks 

to this, István [Fermorôs traveling companion] had telephoned and 

borrowed a set of handsome vaulted rooms in one of them, not far from  

the house where Matthias Corvinus was born48. 

 By then the Ehrlichs had been gone from Cluj for over a decade.  Not till 2009 would 

their grandson Matthew come to explore Matei Corvin Street, ñjust north of the city square in 

the oldest part of Cluj.  The street is named for the house where the Hungarian king is said to 

have been born in 1443.  That house is at the end of the street and is marked by a plaque the 

Romanians put up after they assumed control of Transylvania from Hungary.  Some have  

interpreted the plaque as a dig at the Hungarians.ò 

ACCORDING TO HISTORICAL TRADITION 

THIS IS THE HOUSE WHERE 

MATTHIAS CORVINUS  

THE SON OF THE GREAT VOIVODE OF TRANSYLVANIA 

IANCU OF HUNEDOARA  

WAS BORN 

THE ROMANIAN MATTHIAS CORVINUS IS CONSIDERED 

THE GREATEST OF ALL HUNGARIAN KINGS 

 
47 Whose 1996 obituary would call him ña cross between Indiana Jones, James Bond and Graham Greene.ò 
48 From Between the Woods and Water, Penguin: 1987, pp. 143-144. 
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DUE TO HIS ACHIEVEMENTS DURING HIS REIGN 

1456-1490 

 ñMy real interest, however, was in the house next doorðwhere my grandparents 

lived and had a millinery business in the years just after World War I, and where my fatherôs 

sister Martha was born.  As it turns out, this house is now home to a bar catering to the local 

college crowd. Itôs called the King Club, with the regicidal-sounding website 

www.clubtheking.ro49.  The club is in the basement and features regular live bandsé  One 

shouldnôt get the idea that the area has become seedy.  Looking back up Matei Corvin toward 

the city center, one sees shops and restaurants, and in the middle of the day, the streets are 

full of people.  The kingôs birthplace is now home to an arts school and has a small sculpture 

garden in back.  The building next door where my grandparents once lived now seems to 

host a variety of apartments and offices in addition to the bar.  Thereôs an outside stairway 

accessing some of the apartments.  From the top is a good view of the Franciscan Church in 

nearby Museum Square; it dates back to the 13th century.ò 

 Matthewôs reflections at the close of his tour: ñMy grandparents never returned to 

Cluj or the old country.  I was the first family member to visit in 86 years.  Everything my 

grandparents had known hereðtheir language, culture, and religious traditionðwas utterly 

foreign to me.  Had they been able to accompany me on my trip, they too would have found 

much that was foreign and probably not to their liking, including their home turned into a 

bar.  But to me, it all feels appropriate.  My grandparents, like other immigrants to America, 

went in search of a better life for themselves and especially for their children.  Despite 

bumps in the road, they found it.  They left behind a city where because of their religion and 

my grandfatherôs óalienô (i.e., non-Transylvanian) status, they were not allowed to live in 

tranquility.  After they left, the city saw pogroms, warfare, and genocide followed by more 

than 40 years of Stalinism.  Now young people fill the streets and drink and dance in the 

clubs, and Clujðapart from the revelryðis at peace.  And that, at least, would please my 

grandparents immensely.ò 

 
49 This website would be gone from the Internet by 2024.  Ironically, the bar appears to have been replaced by a 

Bistro Viennaðñauthentic foods from Austriaòðwhose address is #3; but Casa Matei Corvinôs is now #6.  

(The Ehrlichsôs daughter Martha would be pleased by Bistro Viennaôs inviting patrons to bring their dog: ñwe 

will welcome it with open arms and fresh water.ò  See more at https://bistroviena.ro.) 
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above:  Map of Kolozsvár (Klausenburg): from the 1905 Baedekerôs Austria-Hungary 

with ñGeburtshaus d. Königs Matthiasò marked in red 

below:  The birthplace of Matthias Corvinus (Casa Matei Corvin), 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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above:  Another view of the birthplace of Matthias Corvinus (Casa Matei Corvin), 2009 

below:  The House Next Door (where the Ehrlichs lived and had their millinery shop), 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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Matthew Ehrlich outside the House Next Door, 2009 

Copyright © 2009 by Matthew C. Ehrlich 
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4 

Mártuka 
 

 

 

 

 Márta Ehrlich was born on September 27, 1919; but since her birth was not recorded 

till the following day, her birthday would eventually be celebrated on the 28th. 

 It was Józsefôs idea that he and Matild should keep a diary for Márta, and they got a 

hardbound quadrille book to do their recording in.  On its title page József wrote, in 

carefully-drawn block letters, the eloquent if uncharacteristic sentiment ISTEN NEVÉBEN 

KEZDEM MEG: In Godôs Name I Begin This. 

 For the first three months of Mártaôs life virtually nothing got recorded.  During the 

next three months, though József and Matild would each make many Diary entries, their 

observations were in no way unusual or extraordinary for new parents with a firstborn child.  

ñTomorrow you will be six months old,ò József might remark.  ñLetôs see how much you 

developed since last I wrote in this book,ò and he would go on to describe what Márta ate for 

lunch, or how much she enjoyed rocking herself back and forth on all fours.  Matild might 

mention taking the baby in her buggy out for a walk every day, and how Márta loved going 

out just like her mother: ñNow all day long you say óbye-bye, go bye-bye.ôò 

 ñMárta was our whole life at that time,ò Matild would later remark.  ñWe loved her 

very much, and watched her grow and develop beautifully.ò 

 

 In November 1919 the Romanians withdrew from thoroughly-plundered Budapest, 

and Admiral Horthy led in his army, telling the Lord Mayor that ñwe shall forgive this 

criminal city.ò 

 The Budapest Spirit was the White Hungariansôs whipping boy: Bolsheviks, 

organized labor, Freemasons and Jews were all prominent on their hit list.  Miklós Horthy, 

admiral in a country that now lacked both navy and seaport, was named Regent for the King 

who remained in exileðand Karl was forcibly kept there too, even being shot at by Horthyôs 

troops when he tried to reclaim the Hungarian throne. 
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 For awhile, ironically, the situation in Romania was different.  Rather than agree to 

the Peace Treatyôs minorities clause, which explicitly obligated Romania to recognize its 

Jews as citizens, Prime Minister Bratianu resigned; but a conciliatory coalition took power, 

signed the treaty and agreed to observe its provisions. 

 However much the Transylvanian Jews might despise Romania and long to be 

reunited with Hungary, it must have seemedðcould it be possible?ðthat things might 

actually be working out, after all, for the best. 

 Then in March 1920 King Ferdinand dismissed the coalition and had it replaced by a 

strong authoritarian government, one which rejected social reform and denounced the 

opposition as ñJewish-dominated leftists,ò alien and pro-Communist.  In Transylvania there 

was no immediate change in Jewish status, though the government and bureaucracy had 

undergone wholesale Romanization.  But the Transylvanian Jews, with their historic and 

cultural ties to the hated Magyars, were suspected of ñirredentismò; and their lives and 

activities were very soon to be restricted. 

 

Extracts from Mártaôs Diary, translated from the original Hungarian: 

1920 April 5.   Last week for one day you ran a temperature and we were worried, but thank 

heaven nothing worse developed.  You have a habit, my little girl, the only way you can 

sleep in your little bed is if you lay on your tummy with your face buried in the little pillow.  

Sometimes we try to turn you over on your back, but you put up a fight and start to holler, so  

we have to let it go.  I think, my sweet, thatôs why you never had a stomach acheé  [József] 

1920 April 10.   Yesterday you were a naughty little girl.  Sorry I have to say such a thing of 

you my dear.  We went for a long walk, the three of us, and by late afternoon we got home.  

As soon as we stepped into the house, you started to scream and cried as hard as you could.  

Mommy picked you up and took all your clothes off to see whatôs wrong, found nothing.  

She tried to feed you, but you wouldnôt take anything, so back you went in the buggy and we 

had coffee and cake, and you just hollered while we ate.  So out we went for another stroll in 

the park, and lo and behold our daughter stopped crying and started to laugh and be happy.  

Well, wasnôt that naughty? 

 Tonight you put your toes in your mouth.  We put you to bed, it was time to go to 
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sleep, but you promptly sat up and started to cry and with your eyes full of tears looked up at 

me wanting to be picked up.  I am so sorry for you my little girl, you are so much alone, but 

we are busy all day making a living.  We have a millinery store and small shop in front, and 

the apartment is in the back.  But sometimes we even forget we have a baby, you are so 

good.  Sometimes I see you look so sad sitting in the corner in your little bed playing.  I wish  

times will get better to your Mommy could stay with you all day.  [József] 

1920 May 16.   Itôs a long time my darling baby since we played together.  But at last I got 

away today so I could record your progress.  It is over a week since you started to hold onto 

your crib and walk around in it.  You are such a sweetheart my baby, and you perform like 

that and catch us watching, you start calling ñMamaðMama.ò  Your teeth started to show, 

but we have to look real hard to see them.  But when you eat we hear it on the spoon.  Hardly 

can wait to see how pretty you will look with teeth.  You are a fighter all right, fight with 

everyone.  Today you were at your cousin Bébiôs50 house, and you slapped her face.  She 

really loved you, but after that she didnôt even want to look at you anymore.  Lots of time 

you hit Dad and me, but you think itôs just playing, because you clap hands and laugh.  So  

we havenôt punished you yet for it, but are trying to correct it some other way.  [Matild] 

1920 June 6.   Your only tooth is out good, so we can see it, and you can pull your bread to 

pieces with it.  You eat everything now except meat, and love it.  You can crawl on the floor 

very fast and when you reach a chair you grab hold of it and stand up without any help from 

us, and can walk around it holding on.  And if we put your back to the wall you can stand 

alone.  It will be fun when we could take your hand and go walking.  You can say a few 

words already: Mama, Papa, bye-bye, dolly, and a few others.  When years later you grow up 

and want to know what kind of baby you were, well, my sweet, you are just the loveliest and 

most perfect little girl.  You are for us, but everyone who sees you tells the same to usé 

 Your hair is brown; your eyes?  I canôt tell really, some time it is blue, some time 

green, and at other times grey.  There is a novel by a famous Hungarian, Mór Jokai, the name 

is The Lady with the Ocean-Blue Eyes51.  Thatôs you, baby.  You have a lovely cream-and-

 
50 Bébi (ñher real name is Violetò), six weeks younger than Márta, was the daughter of Matildôs sister Margit 

and her husband Imre Ladner. 
51 A téngerzemü hölgy (Eyes Like the Sea), which won the Hungarian Academy prize in 1890.  Mór Jokai 

(1825-1904) was not only a popular novelist and dramatist, but a leader of the 1848 Hungarian Revolution. 
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peach complexion, and you are very well developed for your age.  I am pretty sure you will 

be a smart girl.  It is 10 PM and you are fast asleep.  Funny how you are always sleeping on 

your tummy, whenever we turn you to lay on your back, in an instant you are back face down  

and fast asleep again.  Good night my Mártuka, sleep well.  [József] 

1920 July[?]   This week we got your first spanking from your Mother.  For why?  I canôt 

tell in this book, maybe your husband-to-be will read this some timeé  Day by day you are 

more darling, but more spoiled too.  You slap everybody, playfully thatôs true, but just the  

same it is a slap.  [József] 

1920 August 11.   We came home from the country resort52, its name is Kolozs and it has a 

natural salty lake for bathing.  You are one kilo heavier, but it seems you grew rather than 

gained.  You are tall for your age, and developed a lot while in the country.  You understand 

every word spoken to you.  You are a little timid, not afraid of people but of things.  For 

instance you are afraid of shoes.  It happened in the country yet, you were sitting on the floor 

and glanced down at your feet, when you saw the shoes on them you started crawling just as 

fast as you could, then stopped to take another look and got startled again and tried to run 

away from them. 

 There was another instance, your Mommy and I were reading and you were playing 

all by yourself.  All of a sudden we heard you holler ñMama, Mamaò and when we looked 

up, we saw you holding in your hand far away from you a small paintbrush, you got scared 

of it.  You couldnôt throw it away, but started to crawl as fast as you could holding it away.  

You were so comical my dear that we both laughed at youé  You can walk now for short 

times, as long as you can touch objects you even try to run.  I think it wonôt be long now  

before you really could walk.  [József] 

1920 August 21.   Yes, my little daughter, now you know how to use your legs, you really 

can walk.  Naturally you fall a lot yet, but get up again and start out anew.  You even can 

manage the stairway, only four steps up, but it is enough for a start.  When you fall down, 

you always sit up and spank the floor saying ñda, da53,ò at least you speak some words too. 

[József] 

 
52 Where they had gone for a month's vacation. 
53 Interpreted as ñbad, badòðpossibly derived from daci, Hungarian slang for a bad mark in school. 
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 ñWe did very well,ò Matild would say of their millinery business next door to 

Matthias Corvinusôs birthplace, ñbut the Romanian city officials who were officiating this 

part of Hungary were a mean lot and couldnôt let us alone.  They thought no one who wasnôt 

born in Transylvania belonged there, and the police started to come to let us know it, 

hounding us until [József] started to give them money which seemed endless blackmailing.  

A large part of our earnings went to the blackmailers, for bribing several of them just to let 

us live, until [József] was seeing we couldnôt live this way much longer.ò 

 In later years it would always be said that the Ehrlich millinery had been ñlost.ò 

 

1920 September 27.   This is a very pleasant date for us Mártuka, today is your first 

birthday.  All that happened with you in a year we tried to record here for us all.  We are very 

satisfied with your progress.  You are tall and very pretty, and mostly very bright.  Once 

somebody asked if you were at least two years old? although you were not even one year old 

at that time. 

 We hope we can give you the upbringing we both wish to.  It is very hard my dear, 

lots of difficulty lies before us.  You will think it was impossible when you are old enough to 

read this book.  Hope you never will have to know the terrible things that are going on in this 

world today.  We had to move in with your Aunt Fáni and Uncle János, and all we have is a 

bedroom, and we have to use the kitchen together.  But we are not discouraged, we know it 

will be different and better some time.  Mártuka, you keep us going, and we are hoping we 

can keep you protected always from unpleasant things. 

 I can only say nice things about you.  You are sweet and good and you understand 

every word we speak to you, although you canôt talk much yet.  You are taking your 

afternoon nap now, you talk a lot in your sleep.  After you wake up we will take you to have 

your birthday picture taken at a very good photographer.  [József] 

 

 The Fruchters, Fáni and Jani, were a childless couple and treated Márta very much as  

their own.  ñThey both worship you,ò József would write a couple of years later, ñbut 

especially Jani.  He is a very nervous man, when he is in a bad humor no one dares speak to 

him, not even his wife Aunt Fáni.  But you donôt understand things like that, and you go to 
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him and he just melts away, and does your bidding.  Even goes on all fours and takes you for 

a ride on his back and forgets he ever was mad for some reasoné  Itôs every day that he sits 

down to play dolls with you and does whatever you tell him to doéò 

 Both of the Fruchters made entries in Mártaôs Diary: ñI must add to your nice 

remembrance,ò Fáni wrote, ñso when you are old enough to read all this I am remembered 

also.ò  And Jani hoped that ñwhen you are grown years later, and you will read this book, 

you will remember your old Uncle Jani, if not personally, then from hearing your Dad and 

Mommy talk of me to you.ò 

 Domestic help was inexpensive and the Ehrlichs hired a nursemaid to look after 

Márta while Matild and József were at work.  Matildôs younger brother JenŖ and at least one 

sister (probably Margit, a dressmaker) had a ñbig ladiesôs tailoring shop and salonò at the 

Kun house, with twenty people working thereðnow including the Ehrlichs, doing millinery. 

 Józsefôs job prospects were otherwise bleak.  ñHe couldnôt find work because he 

wasnôt born in Transylvania,ò Matild would recall.  ñHe was declared an alien and eventually 

would have to leave the country where I was born.ò  But even were they to return to 

Budapest, things were not likely to be any better.  Five days before Mártaôs first birthday, the 

first major anti-Semitic law in postwar Europe was adopted in Hungary: a numerus clausus, 

restricting Jewish enrollment at institutions of higher education. 

 

[Photo: Márta in a playsuit, standing on a bench] 

1920 October 12.   Hope you like your picture?  It isnôt a bit posed, just as you stood he took 

it, very natural.  There isnôt much news to tell, you talk very little yet, but the things you do 

are more grown up, and there isnôt a word you donôt understand.  When you see fresh fruit, 

you offer to kiss anyone, that means you want some if it too.  You love to play, especially 

ring-around-the-rosy, with other children.  And you can, and like to, fight.  Especially with 

your young Aunt Ily .  She is only six years older than you and loves you very much.  You 

like to pat her, then when she stoops down to kiss you, you hit her and say ñda, da.ò 

 You like best to eat, and ask for food several times a day.  You love very much to 

play hide-and-seek, you think if you close your eyes no one can see you either, then open 

them and say ñkukucsò [ñpeekabooò] which means we find you.  When you get something 
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new you say ñpretty?ò  You have a new white fur coat which you love to pat, but when you 

see a dog you are afraid to touch it.  You like very much to listen to stories for hours at a 

time, and when I tell you the girl spanked the Teddy Bear, you too say ñda, da.ò  You are 

walking fine now.  I had to buy the third pair of shoes already.  You never cry when you fall, 

just reach out and spank the floor or ground saying ñda, da.ò  And that seems to satisfy you  

for the bumps.  [József] 

1920 November 25.   Today you got a dish from your Uncle János and a small spoon, so 

now you eat all by yourself.  It seems you know too what progress you are making, you are 

just as happy as can be.  Aunt Fáni is teaching you to dance and you seem to be a very good 

pupil.  Fourteen months old, and you get hold of your skirts with both hands and just start to 

dance.  Naturally you fall, but that doesnôt seem to bother you, you start all over again.  But  

you donôt want to start talking yet, just a few words that you said a month ago.  [József] 

1920 December 5.   The last few days you spoke new [sic] words: Daddy, Baby, Mommy, 

apple, and milk.  I think this is the time youôll start talking a blue streak.  If you are not 

behaving, we put you in a corner which makes you a very sad little girl.  You respect me 

very much, I have to tell you only once to do something and you do it promptly.  If your 

Mommy puts you to bed at night, you stand right up and start to cry.  But if I just look at you, 

you lay down and put your little face in the pillow and I hear you are crying your little heart 

out.  I feel like crying with you my dear, I am so sorry for you.  But one of us has to be strict 

even if it hurts us both.  Today your little cousin Bébi was here, but she was naughty and  

cried.  You teased her and imitated her crying.  [József] 

1920 December 24.  My darling little daughter, you are getting sweeter every day and 

smarter too.  Understand everything and can make conversation with me or anyone else.  

Your Aunt Fáni went to the Market and I asked her to bring us some apples, and all morning 

you were trying to tell me ñAunty bye-bye, bring baby apple.ò  Yes, my sweet, we could chat 

together now and we both have a lovely time together.  You still like to play hide-and-seek, 

and when the children say ñI find you,ò you say it tooé 

 While Iôm writing this you sit in Daddyôs lap, he is telling you a story about a frog 

who fell into a deep well.  You like stories the best and sometimes you say something in 

between too.  I wonder my darling what will you say when you will first read this book.  Will  
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you like it?  [Matild] 

1920 December 28.   Three new words again, your Aunt Fáni taught you how to say them, 

you are so happy when you learn new things, and always smiling when you say them.  

Christmas Eve the neighbors asked you to go in and see their Christmas tree, which you liked 

a lot, saying ñPretty,ò and you wanted to touch things on it, but I didnôt let you because there 

were real candles on it and I was afraid youôd get burned by it.  They offered you some 

bonbons from a dish but you wanted them all.  When you dipped into the dish and saw the 

dark chocolate, you didnôt want it, shaking your head and saying ñdirtyò and putting it back 

too.  You love sweets and the neighbors always bring you cookies just to see how glad you 

are when you see them.  Lots of times my little girl embarrasses me, because anyone who  

comes to the house to see us, you are asking for food or something to eat.  [Matild] 

1920 December 29.  Itôs over three weeks since I wrote to your book, always waiting for 

something important to happen.  Your vocabulary is large, every day some new words.  

Today it was ñraining outside.ò  Most of the words only Mom and I can understand, you talk 

so funny.  Only when you want something to eat, or when you are mad for some reason you 

talk quite plain.  But still you like to fight and hit people.  You can slap real hard, your 

Mommy thinks itôs amusing, but you never do it to me.  Once you were crying and I imitated 

the way you cried.  You got mad at me and lifted your little hand to hit me, but when you 

saw me looking at you, you came to kiss me instead.  Otherwise you seldom cry, when you 

fall and hurt yourself you just ask us to kiss wherever is hurting, and wonôt do anything else, 

just a kiss, then everything is all right again. 

 Still love to hide, right now you are playing with Mommy and you are under the table 

waiting to be found.  Next best is ring-around-the-rosy, anybody in the room has to play it 

with you, if there isnôt enough people then you take your teddy bear too.  You love your 

teddy bear, go to sleep with it, feed it, and even put it on the potty.  Mártuka, you are a very 

dear little girl, you give us lots of pleasure and help us to forget our troubles with your 

sweetness and laughter.  Sometimes you do things you shouldnôt, then I try to be serious and 

correct you, but in the middle as I look at you, I start to laugh, and have to hide my face so 

you canôt see it.  You think I am crying and you say ñDaddy, no, no.ò 

 I would love to make lots of pictures of you, but it is very expensive.  But next spring 
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we will have a family picture for you.  I lift you up in my arms in front of the mirror, 

Mommy stands next to you, thatôs how we practice, and that is lots of fun for you too.  You 

dark-eyed little monkey, now your eyes have changed to dark brown.  Right now I hear you 

are spanking someone, saying ñda, da.ò  I see it is your teddy bear, it probably hurt you 

someway, thatôs why.  Now you talk all the time, saying ñnaughty dollò and running all over 

the house all day.  [József] 

 

 

Márta in January 1920 (above) and June 1920 (below) 
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Márta in September 1920 
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5 

Episodes and Happenings 
 

 

 

 

Extracts from Mártaôs Diary, translated from the original Hungarian: 

1921 February 20.   At last you assure us you belong to the female species: you are talking 

constantly.  In the last weeks you learned a lot of new words.  I noticed those words we 

taught you before come harder to say now, than the ones you are learning aloneé  You 

already can count and if I ask you how much one and one is you say two, or even five and 

five, ten.  Sometimes you get a little mixed up, but that doesnôt count yet.  At seventeen 

months old we think you are doing fine.  Wonder when you are seventeen years old if you 

will understand what five times five means?  You like singing and dancing, have a few 

favorite songs, and even now you ask me to sing one of them to you.  I tried to sing a 

different one, but you stop me every time, till I sing the one you asked me to. 

 If we are busy and canôt play with you, you climb up everywhere or turn your buggy 

over till some of us notice what you are doing.  You can open doors all by yourself and go 

out and close the door after you by the knob.  Then you start in there doing everything you 

shouldnôt.  Want to wash dishes or clothes or mix cookies, whatever anyoneôs doing you 

want to do it too.  You carried the coffee pot already to Mommy, then a bottle of bluing 

which naturally was spilled over your dress.  You are everywhere you shouldnôt be.  The 

only thing you are very much afraid of is the stove.  When you were six months old and you 

were crawling on the floor I took you close to it and let you touch it very lightly.  Ever since 

that happened, you are making wide circles around it, which was exactly what I aimed to 

have you do.  I did the same with the cigarettes also, because you always wanted to touch 

them. 

 The most interesting thing is, you never cry when you fall, although it happens a lot.  

Mostly you cry when you are mad for some reason, you do have a temper.  But you are 

sensitive too, when we play and I hit you hard you just laugh, but if I am sore at you for 

some reason and spank you just a wee bit, you cry like you never could stop.  But when you 
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do something you know is wrong, you come to me and turn your back saying ñSpank?ò  I 

never can spank you then, you are so sweet I just kiss you.  So far you called yourself 

ñBuba,ò but tonight your Aunt Fáni asked who do you like best, and you promptly said 

ñMata.ò  Another new word in your vocabulary.  You will think I am silly to write all this 

down, but everything you do or say fills me with happiness, and maybe sometime you will  

enjoy to read it and see what kind of a baby you were.  [József] 

[Photo: Matild with Márta] 

1921 March 29.   The photo on the next page was a surprise, you Mother had it done for my 

birthday.  You can imagine how happy I was to get it.  Now we will have to have one soon of 

the three of us tooé 

 One evening I was counting the dayôs receipts and you saw it and said ñLots of 

money.ò  You like money too, once we were walking and you saw some oranges in a store 

window.  You stopped and hugged my knees and asked for money to buy oranges.  Eighteen 

months old and already you snatched an apple.  Your Aunt Milli took you shopping and 

while she was facing [a] different direction from you, you took the apple and took a big bite 

out of it.  Itôs quite early in life to start taking things, donôt you think?  You donôt eat very 

well lately, I think teething is to blame.  In front all your teeth show, but molars are hard on 

you. 

 My dear little girl, we sure are neglecting you lately.  But believe me we canôt help it, 

we have a lot to do as we are having our season54.  Sometime Mother and I can only see you 

at noon and suppertime.  You are so happy when we get home, you hug and kiss us and canôt 

let go, donôt know what to do with us first.  It worries me at times that at least Mother canôt 

stay home with you my dearest.  But we have to work and think for the future too.  My dear 

little girl, these are hard times, you start your life in these difficult times, have to go without 

some luxury which you could have in ordinary times.  It is hard to go to our shop and leave 

you at home, sometimes you cry so hard, you want to go bye-bye with us, and we canôt take 

you.  Donôt worry my darling little girl, there will come a time when we wonôt have to do it  

anymore, then you will be compensated for everything.  [József] 

1921 April 2.   It isnôt so long since I wrote in your book, but your progress in vocabulary is 

 
54 Easter bonnets, etc. 
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so remarkable I just have to note it.  You understand every single thing spoken to you, and 

answer in full sentences.  I told you, ñMárta, donôt be naughty,ò you answer, ñGet 

spanking?ò  When you see me wind my watch, you say, ñTick-tock watch on my neck?ò  I 

canôt even list all the words you can say, even asking for two lumps of sugar in your milk, 

and can count to ten.  I am sorry to tell, as young as you are you already show nervousness.  

You leave one plaything and start another, even when you talk sometimes it shows you are 

nervous.  You love to play with your little pillow, always carrying it around and kissing it 

sometimes.  The next time you spank it or try to bite it, then get mad all of a sudden and 

throw it far away from you, which all shows your nervousness.  Soon you ask for it to be 

given to you to play with. 

 Sometimes you are hardheaded, or stubborn is the right word for it.  I am trying to 

correct it if possible because I am afraid it is in the family, you probably inherited it from me, 

I am stubborn too, and according to my experience you will have lots of trouble because of 

that, and Iôd rather you didnôt have it, my dear.  You respect me very much without being 

afraid of me.  Whenever you are crying, I only have to look at you and you stop it.  You have 

lots of good traits and when you grow a bit older and can understand better, I am sure you 

will be a very good little girl, with proper guidance and love, to make sure you see what is 

right and wrong. 

 Everything you have [when] someone asks for it, willingly you give it up.  If this will 

cause you in later life some disappointment, donôt mind it dear, be glad to share your things 

if you have more than some of them.  You love cleanliness too, every speck has to be 

removed each time your hand gets soiled, and when I come home from work you look me 

over and if you see my hand has a dark spot you pull me to the washbowl and say ñwash.ò   

Now I will say bye-bye for awhile, till some new and nice thing happens to write in again.   

[József] 

1921 April 15.   I can write again about you, there isnôt a word you canôt repeat after only 

one hearing.  Lots of short stories and poems I used to tell you, and now when I say them, 

you help me out.  Some of them you even can tell with very little help from me in places.  

Your Aunt Fáni loves to sing, she has a good voice too.  You enjoy it very much and you 

learn it from her.  There is one song you learned and are singing it all by yourself now.  That 
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is the kind of a girl you are, talk all day long, now that it is easier for you to imitate 

everything you hear.  If you are mad at someone for something, you say ñstupidò and hit her 

or him.  That is why I have to be a bit strict with you, which makes you respect me more.   

Any other person is stupid, and gets spanked by youé  [József] 

[Photo: Matild standing, József sitting beside her with Márta on his lap] 

1921 April 23.   Well, dear, our first family portrait is made.  When you will see how many 

pictures we took of you in eighteen months of your life, you will think your parents were 

extravagant.  It may be right, but this is your Dadôs only costly hobby and I wouldnôt give it 

up for anything.  I like to have them all through the years, so I could always look back and be 

able to reminisce, and maybe wish the long-past years back.  But now that you are growing 

up, we will have just birthday portraits of you, and some home made snapshots to keep up 

the record of your progress.  Well, how do you like it?  Your lovely rosebud lips were  

worthwhile to have for posterity, donôt you think?  [József] 

1921 April 30.   My darling little girl, how sweet you are, I can hardly express it with words.  

But you can feel it when I hug you sometimes too hard to my breast, and you laughingly say, 

ñMommy you silly.ò  Your best place to sit is in front of the vanity, so I sit down with you 

there and play csipi csóka55.  It is a game, I pinch your hand on top and you pinch mine, and 

when the short ditty is over we spank each otherôs hand.  Naturally you like best when we get 

to the spanking part.  Your Daddy says you will be just like me, I used to like to play 

spanking a lot, but all in fun and play.  But now since I am a mother, it doesnôt look dignified 

to be too playful except with you. 

 My darling baby, wonder if you will laugh when you read these lines years and years 

later when you will read all these little things we jotted down?  But everything is very dear to 

our heart, and we are hoping when you read them it will make you happy too.  When you 

could read between the lines how much we love you.  Both your Dad and I love you more 

than we can tell, and all our hope is to see you grow up healthy and a very happy person.  

Today was the first you said ñKiss your hand,ò but anyhow there isnôt a word that you canôt  

repeat although sometimes no one else but Dad and I can understand it.  [Matild] 

 
55 Variously translated as ñJackdaw Peckò and ñLittle Kiss.ò  
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[Eight photos of Márta] 

1921 May 29.   These last few days I made several snapshots of you.  I can tell you it was a 

chore, you just canôt stand still for a second.  I tried to bribe you with candy; if I showed it, 

you fidgeted for wanting it; and when I gave it to you, it was more important to eat it than to 

pose.  Naturally your Dad is just as much to blame, but for once it is more simple to blame it 

all on you.  Too bad it will be all faded out by the time you will see them, but I hope it will 

remain clear enough to see how sweet and pretty you were.  Got tired by the eighth snapshot 

and were crying, but said with tears in your eyes, ñMata wonôt cry,ò and thatôs how I snapped 

you here. 

 Mártuka in these hard times you are the only thing in the world who can give me 

some pleasure out of life.  You passed twenty months old, and can say every word.  

Yesterday you asked [me] to give you a book; when I gave it to you and asked where are you 

going? you answered ñto school.ò  What do you study?  You said ñalgebra.ò  You have a 

good memory, anything you hear once, you can remember it.  Love to learn poems and you 

do know several and say them all the time.  I bought you a picture book which you like a lot.  

Now when you see the pictures you start to tell the story or verse under it.  If you see a 

picture about things you have too, right away you say ñMata has a ball,ò or a little bed too.  I 

couldnôt even tell anymore all the things you can say, but sometimes you say things so  

humorous we all start laughing.  [József] 

1921 June 16.   Nothing new to say, except the sentences you mix up when you say 

something.  I am telling you to come to Daddy, you say ñI am busy, not go to Daddy.ò  Then 

said, ñMommy buy red ribbon to Mártuka.ò  You can say everything, just the sentence is put 

together every which wayé and then even you are laughing about it.  You have a toy jack-

in-the-box which we call Paprikajancsi56.  You try to say it but canôt pronounce it right 

except Paprikaðbut the ñjunchyò comes out ñjutchnyò and you donôt like that at all.  No 

matter how many times you try it, it just never sounds right to your ears.  I noticed you 

dream when you take a nap.  The other day from a sound sleep you woke suddenly, sat up 

and called ñDaddy, Daddy.ò  I picked you up and held you in my arms and you said, ñTeddy 

Bear donôt hurt Mártuka.ò  Till you were one year old you loved animals, but for some 

 
56 Hungarian equivalent of Punch: ñcsò pronounced like English ñtch.ò 
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reason you are afraid of them now. 

 My darling baby, I have to excuse myself here for being so strict with you.  I 

mentioned several times how much you respect me but I am afraid sometimes you are even 

afraid of me, although you have no cause for that.  When you cry, I ask, ñDoes Dad like it 

when you cry?ò  Then no matter how hard you are crying, with tears streaming down your 

tiny face you start out laughing and crying at the same time.  My dear little girl I am so sorry 

for you when I see that, I could cry with you.  But someone must be strict or you would be 

too spoiled for words.  When some friends offer you something to eat, you wonôt take it till 

you look at me.  If I nod, you take it, and say ñDaddy let me.ò  I am the only one in the 

family who can hold you in line.  You could twist your Mother and everybody else around 

your little finger.  If you feel in the mood, the two of us start to play by the hour, then you 

seem to forget all about me looking at you very sternly sometimes, you just climb up on my 

lap, hug and kiss me and say, ñI love you Daddy.ò  I am really sorry lots of times, but it is my 

sincere belief I am doing a lot of good to be strict and make you mind me.  This way you 

learn to keep your temper in check.  It hurts me when I see you are afraid and run from me if 

you do wrong.  If you only knew my sweet little daughter how much I love you, and what a 

joy you are to me always, you never would run from me even if you think I look at you 

sternly.  I do love you more than I ever could show or tell you.  But if no one will be stern 

with you, no telling what you would grow up to be.  Mommy canôt be strict, she lets you do 

whatever you like, she never scolds you or spanks you, just loves you as you are. 

 When I come home at noon you run to me, hug my legs and want to kiss me and tell 

me that Mártuka played.  Mommy tells what you did play at, going out to the kitchen and 

mixing up everything you can reach, dishes, water, food, everything.  But the maids donôt 

mind, they love you too muché  Anyway you are 83 centimeters [2ô8½ò] high, sweetypie of  

a daughter, and I love you.  [József] 

1921 July 15.   It is worthwhile to jot down this little episode that happened today: you hit 

your Uncle Jani hard, and I saw it and said after I spanked your hand, where did you learn 

such things?  You promptly answered, ñIn school.ò  I couldnôt look stern or you cry longer 

after that, I had to laugh out loud, it was so surprising.  It is interesting to hear people telling 

us you were not pretty before, but you are now.  For us you always were pretty.  Your mouth 
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is well-formed and sweet, your eyes are lovely dark and large and your complexion is what 

they call rose-petal.  It must be true because when I take you for a stroll everybody stops to 

tell me what a lovely little girl I have.  Which makes me a very proud papa.  But to me it is 

more important that you are an exceptionally bright child, you learn everything very easily 

except you have no ear yet for music.  All the songs you learn quickly, but you have no 

melody, it all sounds the same, but you seem to enjoy them just the same although other kids 

your age can sing better.  I aim to start teaching you the violin starting at five years old.  But 

that is a long way off yet, and by [that] time I am sure your ear will be better for the music. 

 Your favorite soup is cherry soup so far.  Next week we will take you for a long trip 

to Budapest, your Grandma Ehrlich lives there, and she never saw you yet.  Wonder how 

youôll react to travel on the train and to all the new things you will see and hear?  We are not 

taking this book along with us for fear they will take it from us at the border.  You see, 

Márta, B.Pest is in a different country now since the war ended; our part where we live 

belongs to Romania, and Budapest is still Hungarian.  When we cross the border everything 

has to go through customs inspection, all reading material is taken away to see no important 

documents are among them.  I wouldnôt for all the world want to give up this book of yours.   

[József] 

1921 July 16.   First time today we took you to the show, I proudly can say you were 

behaving like a little lady all through the picture.  You enjoyed the part most when there was 

a fight, and whenever someone went out a door you hollered ñbye-bye.ò  There was kissing 

in it too, then you said ñHow many kisses?ò  When the man went to bed, you said ñHeôs very 

sleepy.ò  So this was your first show.  [Matild] 

1921 July 20.   Tomorrow we will leave for Budapest.  Wonder what your Grandma will say 

when sheôll see you first?  I was telling you stories about our impending trip and about the 

trains; you liked best of all to hear about the whistle of the train and you tried to imitate it.   

As I said before, weôll leave your book at home, I would hate to lose it.  [József] 

1921 August 2.   July 31st was the day we got back from our trip.  You were such a good 

little girl all the way, although it was an all-day travel, you slept most of the time and when 

awake you liked to look out the window.  But in the city it was a different story, you were 

very cranky and restless all the time.  But I think the intense heat made you that way, we 
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suffered a lot from it too.  And the strange surroundings and people did have a lot to add to 

your discomfort, it was a heat wave all right.  But you liked your grandmother and she 

adored you.  She gave you lots of toys, some little furniture very old but perfect, some toys 

that once we played with as children, and brought back memories of my little sister Eszter 

who died very young.  One day Grandma offered some apple to you, but you didnôt take it, 

saying ñDaddy donôt want me to take apple,ò but you wanted it anyhow, so you told her, 

ñPlease put it in my lap.ò  After she did that, you picked it up and ate it.  So my smart little 

girl can help herself, and I donôt need to worry what would you do if an emergency arises in  

your young life.  [József] 

1921 September 10.   Itôs quite a long time since I wrote in this book but I am hoarding it so 

I could write more on your second birthday about what a little imp you are.  Over a week ago 

you had an unpleasant illness, a mouth infection which seems contagious, lots of other 

children have it.  But thank heaven you are all right now, but it was not easy to get rid of it.  

We had to paint inside your mouth several times daily with iodine, which was a bit harsh 

treatment for a baby your age.  We were terribly sorry to do it, you were so afraid of it but 

we had to in order to make you well again.  We both, Mother and I, wanted the other to do it 

because we were so chicken-hearted and didnôt want to see you suffer while doing it. 

 The worst thing was that you ran a temperature and couldnôt eat solids, just liquids.  

You lost some weight and got terribly cranky and naughty; you cried a lot and got cross 

easily.  Even at me sometimes, and told me ñGo away, I donôt like you,ò and to everyone else 

who went close to you, you were hollering ñGo away you stupid ugly thing ócause I donôt 

like you.ò  I had to spank you for saying things like that, even though I felt sorry for you.  

But I couldnôt let you continue such language if I wanted you to be the nice lovable little girl 

you were before you got sick.  Once after a spanking you came to me crying hard, but 

hugged my neck and said, ñPlease Daddy donôt spank me anymore, it hurt so.ò  Believe me 

darling I can cry with you when it happens, but sometimes you are getting out of hand.  And 

even if I spank you now and then, I have to because I donôt want you to grow up a problem  

child, and I love you the more for it.  [József] 

1921 September 11.   My dear sweetheart, todayôs the first time you want to a real theater 

with me, to see ñRed Riding Hood,ò and I was very well satisfied with you there.  You 
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enjoyed the story, even made comments on some parts, saying ñMata not afraid of the old 

witch57.ò  And you clapped your hands every time the curtains went down.  When we got 

home you started to tell Daddy the story what you saw, with your eyes wide and your arms 

uplifted and closed too sometimes; you were so cute and sweet while you told the highlights 

of the show, we could just eat you up.  Now you are disturbing Mommy, youôre shaking my 

arm and saying, ñIt is Mataôs book, when Mommy through Mata write too.ò  You are a very  

sweet little tot, honey, and your Mommy loves you a lot.  [Matild] 

1921 September 27.   We have celebrated your second birthday which is always a holiday 

for us.  Two years is a long time, but it flew just the same.  My only prayer is that all the 

coming years would be as sweet and nice for us as these two years were.  Which we could 

thank you for, my dear little daughter.  We went through a lot in those two years, but even 

then, we loved it because of you my dear baby.  Just to watch your dear little face light up 

when you were happy for something, and to see you develop day by day, made us forget our 

troubles.  You made us very happy, Mártuka.  We will try to give you a picture what kind of 

a child you were: in this book we will try to write down as close as we can, episodes and 

happenings we think will interest you when you are older and can read it for yourself. 

 In a few days your birthday picture will be ready so you can see how sweet you were 

at two years oldé  Your hair is a very light brown, naturally curls up at the ends, but a bit 

thin yet.  Your eyes start to look more like your Mommyôs eyes, very dark brown and very 

nice indeed.  You are very mischievous, a regular little imp, but in a nice way.  Sometimes I 

have to spank you, which believe me honey hurts me more than it hurts you.  Once I had to 

tie you to the leg of the table with a string of thread because you always were out at the 

neighbors, which I donôt want you to do.  Naturally you donôt like that, but it had to be done 

to keep you at home.  You have a strong will, and are quite stubborn at times, which I hope 

will change in time. 

 Now you can say everything already.  Just to show you what a little imp you really 

are, here are a few things you said.  You always like to climb up on chairs, and once I got 

scared and said to you, ñOh, youôll fall down, honey,ò which you answered, ñI wonôt fall 

 
57 Either a mistranslation of ñthe old wolf,ò or perhaps the witch strayed in from a production of Hansel and 

Gretel. 



 

82  To Be Honest 

 

  

down, honey.ò  When I said, ñI wonôt give you any cake,ò you said ñI donôt want any.ò  Then 

you said, ñOh Daddy, the ducks are barking.ò  And to your nursemaid you told, ñDonôt pick 

your nose.ò  When you got sore at her the other day, you told her, ñI will spank you, 

honestly, and will tell your mother on you.ò  Then you asked me ñWhat are you playing on 

the violin?ò  I answered H minor, you said ñWhat H minor58?ò  Then you asked your 

Mommy ñHow much is one times one?ò  When I lit a match, you tried to blow it out.  Once I 

did the blowing out, but you said you did and insisted if Mata said she blew it out, then she 

did blow it out.  One night we came home from a walk kind of late, the moon was up and 

you asked, ñDaddy, what is that?ò and I told you, then we rounded a corner, and you happily 

said, ñThere is another moon, Daddy.ò  You were evidently thinking about it, because after a 

few seconds you told me, ñA candle is lit up in the moon.ò 

 From a two-year-old baby thatôs pretty good, and it isnôt just conversation always; 

you think things out by yourself too.  For instance, you said, ñWe went to bed yesterday and 

we are going to bed today too.ò  You love to sing, quite off tune too, but no one cares about 

that.  You learn lots of songs, especially from the maids, but sometimes you sing a melody 

and make up the verse for it as you sing.  When you are very happy, you even talk to us 

singing, just as in an opera.  You love to play dolls, but not with a real dolly; you take a piece 

of wood or stick and you dress it up or cover it with a blanket, and sing to it hugging it close 

to you.  Then you really love to hear stories, any kind, just as long as it is a story.  But your 

favorite ones are ñLittle Red Riding Hood,ò ñThe Seven Dwarfs,ò and ñJack and the  

Beanstalk.ò  [József] 

[Same day]  My sweet little darling, this is the most joyous day of our life.  Your Daddy and 

Mommy are terribly happy to reach this day, your second birthday.  Everybody was nice to 

you, and you got lots of presents.  Your Aunt Fáni bought you a doll, Aunt Milli a toy dish, 

your little cousin Bébi some chocolate cake slices, which you like very much.  Even the 

neighbors brought you all sorts of good things, chocolate and candy.  One girl came over 

with a box of candy.  It was funny, you didnôt want to say hello to her, but when she showed 

what she got for you, then you didnôt just say hello, but even kissed her.  You donôt know my 

 
58 H (pronounced ha) is German for B natural.  Music in the ñH minorò key includes Schubertôs Unfinished 

Symphony, Chopinôs First Scherzo, and Menelssohnôs Capriccio Brilliant. 
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dearest baby how much everyone loves you.  The whole neighborhood thinks you are cute 

and sweet.  We both are so proud of you and no word could express how much we love you.  

My only wish on this day is that you will be happy for the rest of your life.  Lovingly, your  

Mother.  [Matild] 

[Birthday photo: Márta with an enormous bow in her hair] 

1921 December 8.   It is a long time since I wrote last, but there was nothing much to record 

as we are so used to hearing you talk a mile a minute, so now we only hear it when you say 

some cute words.  You learned words from the maids, [words] we donôt like, scolding words 

mostly.  Sometimes we hear you tell them, ñOh you stupid monkey, I will slap your face till 

youôll cry!ò  For this you get spanked, and you donôt like that and try not to say it anymore, 

but sometimes it just happens again and you get scared and look at us [wondering] what will 

happen.  We both are trying very hard to make you see how bad it is to say things like that, 

and I am sure when you are a little older you wonôt do it even when you get temperamental, 

as you are so many times now.  You have a very good mind, and learn very easily.  Only 

once you hear a poem or a song and you can repeat it.  Your singing is still very much out of 

tune, but that doesnôt bother anyone, especially you, and you keep singing just the same. 

 I am teaching you now the times table up to thirty, and you can say it every which 

way already; it happened you embarrassed your Aunt Ily  with it, and she is six years older 

than you are.  Today I showed you how to write the number 1, and you did it right away 

alone, but I think because you liked the sound of the way I said ñup and downò while you did 

it.  You are asking questions all the time.  For instance: ñDaddy, why do we have to go to 

bed?ò  I answer, ñSo we can sleep.ò  ñWhy do we have to sleep?ò  ñBecause we are sleepy.ò  

ñWhy are we sleepy?ò  And so on all the time.  I tried to answer all your questions, but it 

seemed you never will get tired of asking, so I just walked away from you.  Youôre even 

stopping people to ask their names.  You talk very plainly now, only the R doesnôt come out 

plain yet.  When you start to say something you talk very fast, which if it persists I will have 

to slow you down.  If anyone else talks fast, right away you tell them, ñNot so fastðnot so 

fast.ò 

 The kitchen is the best-liked place for you, there you love to be and naturally you are 

in everything, and if anyone tells you to leave it, they have a hard time making you do it.  
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But we have to keep you out as you break a lot of glasses and small dishes.  And when 

laundry day comes, you are there too to help wash.  But now I will let your Mommy write  

more of your escapades.  [József] 

1921 December 26.   Sure I will do it, my sweet.  I have to tell that St. Nicholas was here 

already.  You were waiting for him anxiously because when you were naughty we told you 

he will bring you some switches, but if you are good then you will get some nice things.  

Before you went to bed, you had to shine up your shoes to put them on the windowsill to be 

filled.  Dad gave them back to you several times, saying they werenôt shiny enough, and you 

were so serious when you took them to make them look shinier.  When they were very nice 

you put them on the windowsill hoping St. Nick would be good to you, asking for a doll and 

for some chocolate. 

 You woke very early next morning, and the first thing was, ñDid St. Nick come?ò  

Dad picked you up and took you to the window to see.  I canôt describe the joy in your eyes 

and face, my dear baby, when you saw in one shoe a big clown with a bell on his long cap, 

and in the other shoe the chocolate.  Your Aunt Fáni fixed up a little basket with lots of nice 

things; when you saw it you clapped your hands and said ñHow pretty.ò  You were such a 

darling when you said that we almost smothered you with hugs and kisses.  You like your 

clown very much, carry it around with you all day long.  That is the best thing in you, my 

darling, that no matter how small a present you get it makes you very happy every time. 

[Matild] 

[Photos: Márta with her clown, and with four other children in a sleigh in the snow] 

1922 January 8.   I was trying to take some snapshots of you.  I thought that would be the 

best way to show you later what kind of baby you were.  But sorry to say they didnôt come 

out good.  It isnôt your fault, my dear, you stood very nice and quiet this time.  Even if they 

arenôt good I am going to put them in your book, you might be able to see them yeté  In the 

picture in the middle you are holding your clown, which you donôt want to put down for a 

second.  One evening we came in from a walk with you, and when we stepped in the 

doorway you started to cry with big tears.  When I asked ñWhatôs wrong?ò you pointed at the 

table where your clown was, and said, ñI forgot to take my Jancsi for a walk with me.ò  You 

were crying and kissing him for a long time after that, saying, ñSorry, I forgot to take you 
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Jancsika, but I wonôt do it anymore.ò  You love to play with dolls and go to sleep with them 

if we donôt watch out.  You like to wash things out, and also to draw on paper. 

 Tonight we were sitting in the kitchen, all of a sudden you asked me, ñPlease Daddy, 

go in the other room.ò  I asked why?  You just wanted me to go out, but when I insisted on 

knowing why, you told me you wanted to wash dishes with Zsuzsi, the maid.  You were very 

happy when I told you, ñAll right, you can wash.ò  Then you like next to draw pictures, any 

kind, as long as you can hold a pencil.  Here are the things you draw, you call them ñpalika,ò 

and you can make a number 1 very nicely.  [Followed by a page of Mártaôs ñdrawingsò] 

 When you finished drawing, you said ñIt is all done.ò  But you were pouting when I 

didnôt let you draw all over the book.  I made you very happy when I bought you your first 

toothbrush; every half hour you went to brush your teeth, and all of a sudden you started 

sweeping the floor with it.  The other day you had a bright saying which no one taught you to 

say: to the maid you said, ñBertaðyou are very pretty, but a little bit dumb.ò 

 Your only bad habit is to climb up on chairs and from them to the table.  Our constant 

fear is that sometime you might fall and break your bones.  You did fall several times but so 

far we are lucky you didnôt hurt yourself much.  The worst thing is that you must be spanked 

for it, and you are very much afraid of spanking, but we hope to make you realize we donôt 

like you to climb on things.  Yesterday you did climb up on the chair and fall off again.  You 

knew spanking will follow that, but you were a little smarty, though you hurt yourself.  You 

said, ñDaddy, I didnôt fall, I just climbed down,ò so I had nothing to spank you for.  Now 

when you fall you get up quickly and say, ñPlaying soldier.ò  You say it so you shouldnôt be 

spanked, and try to smile it off. 

 I think you are a bit afraid of me, I only have to look at you when youôre doing wrong 

and you are scared.  If only you knew, my darling, even though I look sternly, how much I 

love you.  But I canôt tell you now, youôll have to find that out when you are older and will 

read this book yourself.  [József] 
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