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Her Budapest, From Synagogue to Cafe 

By CRAIG S. SMITH
BUDAPEST - The morning shadows were receding from the small square in front of this city’s yellow-and-red-brick synagogue, a vaguely Moorish monument, recently restored with American money. It is one of the largest synagogues in Europe, today serving a small Jewish community.

“This is where my story begins,” said Kati Marton, a former television journalist-turned-writer, out for an early walk through the city and its past.

She was talking about her book “The Great Escape: Nine Jews Who Fled Hitler and Changed the World,” to be published this month by Simon & Schuster. But Ms. Marton was also talking about family history: her great-grandfather was married in the synagogue, and her maternal grandparents perished at Auschwitz.

As this month’s 50th anniversary of the disastrous uprising against Soviet domination approaches, the synagogue, to Ms. Marton, is both an emblem of Budapest’s once-thriving Jewish community and of the failed promise and broken dreams that have plagued the city since the 20th century began.

Much of the city on view today was built in the four decades after the “Ausgleich,” or compromise, of February 1867, when the Austrian emperor Franz Josef accepted the Magyar nobles’ demand for greater autonomy and made Budapest co-capital of the Austro-Hungarian empire.

The city embarked on a building spree to make itself worthy of its newfound status: a neo-Classical Hapsburg palace rose on the bluffs of Buda, facing a massive Westminster-inspired parliament building across the river in Pest. 

From 1870 to 1910, Budapest grew to more than a million residents from 300,000, many of them Jews drawn from the provinces by the booming economy and cosmopolitan atmosphere. By 1900, 20 percent of city residents were Jewish, compared with just 5 percent in the rest of the kingdom.

There was no ghetto and little Zionist yearning for a Jewish homeland - even though the father of Zionism, Theodor Herzl, was born in a building where the synagogue now stands. Instead there were opportunities and ideas packed into bustling Pest, which was dotted with cafes, the social and intellectual hubs of the day. And for a brief, deceptive period - one generation, Ms. Marton writes - anti-Semitic prejudice waned, and those liberated from its strictures responded with a remarkable, concentrated flowering of creative genius.

Four of the men profiled in Ms. Marton’s book were scientists who played critical roles in shaping the nuclear and computer age: Leo Szilard, Eugene Wigner, Edward Teller and John von Neumann. Two were filmmakers: Michael Curtiz, who directed “Casablanca” and “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” and Alexander Korda, the first film director ever knighted, who produced “The Third Man.” Two were photographers: Andre Kertesz, widely regarded as the father of photojournalism; and Robert Capa, whose pictures of the Spanish Civil War and D-Day defined war photography for generations.

Another was Arthur Koestler, author of “Darkness at Noon,” the prophetic novel on communist totalitarianism.

But history circles this city like a bird of prey, and time and again has swooped down to drive off its brilliant sons and daughters, as it did again with Ms. Marton’s group.

Her book begins in 1939, with Szilard’s visit to Einstein on Long Island. He was there to alert Einstein to the potential of nuclear fission to produce a devastating bomb. And he enlisted that great man in warning President Franklin D. Roosevelt that Hitler’s scientists were working on such a weapon.

Ms. Marton’s story ends after World War II, by which time Szilard and Wigner were working for arms control, while von Neumann and Teller (an inspiration for the character Dr. Strangelove in Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film) pushed for ever more powerful weapons.

“God protect us from the enemy without and the Hungarians within,” Robert Oppenheimer, the Manhattan Project director, says in Ms. Marton’s book - his way of characterizing the disputatious intellectual fervor of this remarkable group.

A walk through town takes Ms. Marton past the apartment where von Neumann lived, near the basilica where Curtiz’ orthodox Jewish father laid bricks. Here is the street down which Capa walked to high school, the same that Korda and the later noble laureate Imre Kertesz and Andy Grove, the co-founder of Intel, attended. Around the corner is the Royal Hotel, where Korda lived.

“They all lived within a five-mile radius of one another,” Ms. Marton said. “They were constantly rubbing up against other bright, ambitious young people.”
And nearby still stands the cathedral-like spire of the Cafe New York, a social and intellectual center of the times. “Curtiz and Korda first dreamed of escape in the marble and gilt Cafe New York,” Ms. Marton said. “They never found its like in the New World, but Curtiz recreated it as Rick’s in ‘Casablanca.’ ”

The cafe has been restored in all its baroque opulence, dripping gold and crystal from its twisted columns and satyr sconces. But no writers, no actors, no directors huddled over the tables on the recent afternoon that Ms. Marton stopped there. 

“They used to have an inexpensive plate of cold cuts for hungry artists,” Ms. Marton said.

In 1919 the Treaty of Versailles lopped off two-thirds of Hungary’s territory, including its Adriatic seaports. Within months Admiral Miklos Horthy, former commander of the Austro-Hungarian imperial fleet, rode into Budapest on a white horse and ruled Hungary as regent for the next 24 years. He became an early ally of Hilter and took fascism to his country.

Horthy’s government passed a series of anti-Jewish laws, once again defining Jews racially, which led many people, including the men in Ms. Marton’s book, to flee. They went first to Paris, Vienna or Berlin, then further afield as the Nazis came to power. 

To survive, Ms. Marton’s parents converted to Roman Catholicism during the war. After the war ended, they were still barred from holding many jobs because of anti-Jewish laws, enforced by the Communist government, that continued to define Jews racially. They found work as reporters for Western news agencies and moved to an Art Deco apartment in the diplomatic quarter in the hills of Buda.

When Ms. Marton was 6, her father was arrested, then her mother a few months later. Both were tried and convicted as spies.

Ms. Marton and her sister were sent to a foster home, while her parents were locked away in a reddish stone prison that still stands in the center of town. Her mother was released after nearly a year and her father after 18 months. 

They resumed their reporting careers, and Ms. Marton remembers holding her father’s hand on the crowded Budapest square in front of the foreign ministry building in October 1956 when someone started shouting, “Russians go home.” As Russian tanks rolled in to crush the first anti-Soviet uprising of the postwar era, killing thousands of Hungarians, she and her family crawled through a hole in the fence of their backyard to take refuge in an American diplomat’s home. They were eventually spirited out of the country.

The city’s population has thinned since the cold war ended, and for all the promise of the democratic era, many of its most talented young are still drawn to more dynamic capitals farther west.

Ever Vienna’s poor stepsister and now overshadowed by its more beautiful cousin, Prague, Budapest, perhaps more than any other of the central European cities still emerging from the cold storage of the Soviet era, is still waiting for its future to arrive.

“I hope that someday people won’t have to leave here to succeed,” Ms. Marton said.
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