WEARING THE YELLOW STAR
Imagine, a knock on your
front door. You open the
door. The authorities have
come to make sure you’re
wearing your patch in
public so you and your
family can be identified as
subnormal human beings.
You are nothing, your
family is expendable, and
chances are they will be.
The Holocaust survival
story of Robert Ratoryi, as recorded during his presentation at
the WWII Round Table in Atlanta, reprinted with his permission
for “A Veteran’s Story.”
“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. My presentation, ‘The
Holocaust Childhood, Wounds That Never Heal’, is divided into
three parts: The Hungarian experience during the Holocaust; my
own family and childhood experiences at six and seven years of
age, and finally, reflections on my survival and lessons to be
learned.”
A large map of Europe, 1938, was displayed on the two screens.
Mr. Robert Ratoryi continued, “This map illustrates the scale of
the coming menace of Nazi genocide from the Baltic Sea in the

north, to the Mediterranean in the south, to the Soviet Union in
the east, and to France in the west. My story takes place in
Budapest, Hungary. The number of victims of the Holocaust is
shown on this next slide. Focus on two lines only, the number of
Jews living in pre-WWII Europe at eleven million, of which 58%
were exterminated during the Holocaust. In Hungary, of 600,000
Jews pre-WWII, 75% were murdered.
“The Hungarian Holocaust took place in 1944 when WWII was
almost over. By 1944, millions of Russian, Polish, and other
nationalities were executed in the Nazi killing fields. No Jewish
family, including mine, was untouched by this event.
“The Holocaust in Europe has been reported correctly by world
historians, but the Hungarian Holocaust during the same period
is not well-understood unless you had or have personal interest
in the subject. Allow me to share some important dates leading
up to 1944 and my personal story.
“I was born on January 11, 1938. During
1938, two historical events took place.
In March, Germany annexed Austria
into the Third Reich. This poster (shown
on screen) was posted all over Vienna,
the Capitol of Austria, celebrating the
Nazi takeover. A map of Germany and
Austria with Hitler’s profit is clearly
visible with the wording, ‘One people,
one empire, one leader.’ About 97% of

Austrians voted to accept the annexation and Hitler was cheered
by hundreds of thousands when he entered the city.

“Secondly, November of 1938. Although the official start of the
Holocaust is recognized as 1933, for me personally, it was what
we call ‘Kristallnacht, The Night of the Broken Glass.’ During two
days of riots in Berlin and Vienna,
100 Jews were killed, 30,000
herded into concentration camps,
1,000 synagogues torched, and
7,000 Jewish businesses destroyed.
Budapest is less than 150 miles
from Vienna, therefore the news of
‘Kristallnacht’ and the forthcoming
perils for Jews in Budapest were known within days, if not hours.

“Then came other important events. In September of 1939,
Germany invaded Poland which was the official start of WWII.
Then in January of 1942, Hitler’s ‘final solution’ was approved,
which as you may know was the German scheme for murdering
Jews, as the world now identifies as the Holocaust. There was a
conference in a villa called Wannsee Castle near Berlin where the
Germans formulated the plan to get rid of all the Jews in Europe.
The English translation of the meeting almost sounds like a
normal board meeting and lists every country in Europe with
their Jewish population. This was used at the Nuremberg Trials
after the war to convict the Nazi leaders as war criminals.
“It is my personal belief that the Hungarian Jews knew what was
going on in other occupied countries, and I believe they were
hoping the war would end before the Germans and their
Hungarian supporters would come for us. These hopes were
crushed in March of 1944 when the Germans invaded Hungary.
This is where my story starts.
“In June of 1944, the Allied Forces landed in Normandy and the
liberation of Europe began. My story ends in July of 1945, just a
few months after Soviet troops liberated Budapest in April.
Finally, before I start my story, I’m going to raise the questions:
“How could this happen? How could these Nazi atrocities have
happened in the middle of the 20th Century in an enlightened,
educated, sophisticated and civilized Europe populated by 500
million Christians?” I’ll give you possible answers at the end of
my story.

“The only family photo I own
(shown on screen) predates
1944 by a couple years, when I
was six years old and the only
thing I knew about being
Jewish was that we celebrated
the Jewish holidays at my
grandparent’s place. And I
knew our neighbors and
Christian friends that I played
with celebrated Christmas.
That is how naïve I was. I often
wondered as I grew up why I
did not have any brothers or
sisters since my parents came from large families. Only decades
later when I had children of my own did I learn that my parents
considered it too dangerous to bring other Jewish children into
the world they lived in. And I have no doubt, that the news of
‘Kristallnacht’ in November of 1938, when I was only 10 months
old, was the reason for their decision. So, in my thinking, the
first victims of my Holocaust were my unborn brothers and
sisters.
“Another thing I couldn’t understand at six years of age was why
my father was absent for more than a year. Again, years later, I
learned he was constricted into a Jewish labor battalion to
support the German war effort, and later forced into several

concentration camps. I never saw my father again. By 1944, the
image of his face began to fade from my memory.

LAST KNOWN PHOTO OF ROBERT’S FATHER, CIRCA 1943

“My innocence about being
Jewish was shattered in
early 1944, if you recall,
when Germany invaded
Hungary. They installed a
pro-Nazi government and
Adolf Eichmann, head of the
German Gestapo, came to
Hungary to implement
Hitler’s ‘final solution.’
Almost immediately, new
Anti-Semitism laws were
passed by the Hungarian
government. One new law
was that all Jews, six years or older, had to wear the yellow Star
of David on the left upper side of their clothing when in public.
When my mother went out to shop for food, or if I went out to
the street, we had to wear the yellow star. Of course, I didn’t
understand that the yellow star was meant to separate us from
the rest of society and to mark us for eventual destruction.
HUNGARIAN JEW – NAME UNKNOWN

“And, of course, we were in financial trouble. My father, who
was absent, could not support us so my mother had to depend
on family to put food on the table. In the late spring and early
summer of 1944, Phase One of the ‘final solution’ in Hungary was
implemented. With lightning speed and great efficiency,
approximately a half million, two out of three Hungarian Jews,
men, women, and children, who lived outside of Budapest, were

dragged from their homes, jammed into cattle cars, and
deported out of Hungary. Members on both sides of my family,
uncles, aunts, and cousins, were included in that number.
“The concentration camps were
set up for political prisoners,
Jews, war prisoners, gypsies,
homosexuals, mentally ill, and
Jehovah Witnesses.
Treated
extremely harshly, most died of
sickness, starvation, or execution.
Dachau and Buchenwald were
where the Austrian Jews were taken after 1938. In truth, the
death camps were set up primarily for the murder of Jews. The
closest death camp to Budapest was Auschwitz in Poland. It was
only 320 miles from Budapest, my home. About 450,000 or 90%
of the Hungarian Jews from provinces and smaller cities were
sent to Auschwitz, and of those only 10% survived.
SURVIVORS OF AUSCHWITZ

“It took less than 60 days from May 15 through July 9 of 1944 to
accomplish this. And, the deportations were enthusiastically
supported by the local populace, government officials, soldiers
and policemen. Historical evidence has disclosed that even the
Germans were surprised by how enthusiastically and ruthlessly
the Hungarians supported and assisted in this tragedy.
“My mother and my family who lived in Budapest, including my
grandparents, knew that many of our family was deported, but I
knew nothing about it because my mother told me nothing of it.

I guess she was trying to protect me. The first time I thought that
something terribly wrong must be going on was when my
mother took me to see the pastor of a local protestant church
that was just around the corner from where we lived. She asked
the pastor to convert me and provide documentation that I was
a Christian child. He refused. There were strict laws about
converting Jews and the penalty for breaking that law was
severe, including deportation, and almost certain death.
B-24 LIBERATORS BOMBING BUDAPEST

“Then the summer of 1944 brought other horrors to Budapest.
The Allies landed in Europe and the battle of liberation began.
By July 2, the Allies began bombing Budapest. The American
bombers came during the day; the British bombers came during
the night. Sirens would go off and we would scurry across our

courtyard and down into the cellar to be safe. I quickly learned
the whistling sound of bombs falling and the sound of the blast
that followed.
“One night a bomb hit our building, right near the cellar, but it
didn’t detonate. The next morning you could see the bomb
lodged in the floor of the second floor apartment. The bomb was
bigger than I was. Naturally, my mother and I were scared, and
we missed my father. It was around this time I experienced going
to bed hungry.
“Having completed Phase One of the ‘final solution’ at the end
of July, 1944, Phase Two was implemented for the remaining
quarter million Hungarian Jews in Budapest. To accomplish the
ultimate deportation of the Budapest Jews, orders were issued
to herd us into a walled prison called the Budapest Ghetto, but
usually referred to as ‘The Big Ghetto.’ It was in the middle of a
huge area of Budapest, 20 to 25 city blocks with thousands of
apartments. My grandparents lived outside the ghetto. There
were four gates to enter the ghetto and once inside, you could
not get out.
“The Big Ghetto was the destination for me and my mother, but
things turned out even worse for us. The infamous Arrow Cross
Party governed Hungary in October of 1944, nothing but a gang
of thugs, and puppets of the Nazi Party. The sympathy of the
fascist Anti-Semitic Arrow Cross Party with the German Nazis is
well illustrated on this chart (shown). The Arrow Cross Party
immediately began the deportation of all able-bodied women

and young boys. Most of the Jewish men, like my father, had
been rounded up a long time ago.”
Rally of Pro-Nazi Arrow Cross Party

Oct 10, 1944: “Someone was knocking on our door and telling
everyone to get outside. I was scared. I knew it wasn’t an air
raid, so my mother and I got dressed and stepped outside to join
the other women and children in the courtyard. Then we were
ordered into a single line and I stood by my mother as she held
my hand. Then the adults were ordered to step forward; my
mother did, as my hand slipped out of hers. I started to cry as
did the other children. The next thing I remember was the
women being ordered to march toward the gate and there was
a soldier standing next to me with his hand on my head. He said,

‘don’t cry, little boy, your mother will return.’ His words did not
console me; I kept crying, and I kept my eyes on my mother until
she disappeared through the gate. This was the last time I saw
her until the summer of 1945.
“My mother, other mothers and older boys, were marched on
foot over a hundred miles to an Austrian labor camp. Many of
these women died of starvation, cold, and execution along the
way. I was left behind in a tiny apartment by myself when my
first hero appeared in the morning. She turned out to be an
older Jewish lady, a very good friend of my mother named Julia.
I knew her well and she said she was going to take me to my
grandparent’s home and asked me to put my clothing in a bag.
The journey to my grandparent’s home was one of the most
memorable of my life. Their home was in the city in a very nice
upper middle class Jewish neighborhood. My mother and I had
lived in a working class neighborhood, several miles away. So
Julia and I had to walk
for several hours to get
there. Just to give you
an idea of the dangers
and challenges of
walking in Budapest in
October of 1944 (photo
shown), all you could
see were destroyed
buildings, burned out
buses and streetcars, destroyed military equipment, and rubble

all over the streets and sidewalks. Julia safely delivered me to
my grandparent’s apartment and you can imagine the surprise
my grandparents had when I showed up with Julia. They
immediately knew my mother had become the latest family
member to be deported.
“Allow me to show you a photo of my mother’s family (photo
shown) probably taken in 1930 when my mother was 15 years
old, the youngest daughter. There were five brothers and five
sisters; in the middle is my grandfather with his handlebar
moustache and I still remember playing with it while sitting in his
lap. By the time I arrived at my grandparent’s home in October
of 1944, all five of my uncles, two of my aunts, and all their
spouses and children had been deported. The surviving two
aunts with their children were living with my grandparents.
“This was the first time I felt safe after the ordeal of seeing my
mother marched away. So for months to come, eight of us, my
two aunts and us four boys, stayed together and survived with
my grandparents, but it wasn’t easy. Unfortunately, my sense of
safely didn’t last long. I was told we had to move, no reason
given or where we were moving to, but by this time moving the
Jews into the ghetto was still in progress. There were very few
options available to stay out of the Big Ghetto. One was to pass
yourself off as a Christian using fake documents; or be hidden by
a Christian family; or have a Schutzpass.
“A Schutzpass, or ‘protective pass’, could be issued by countries
not at war with Germany, like Sweden, Switzerland, or Portugal.

This pass (Sweden - shown on screen) reads, ‘The above named
person has been approved by the Swedish Foreign Ministry for
travel to Sweden,’ but the idea of a Jew traveling to Sweden in
the summer of 1944 is laughable. The Jews leaving Hungary in
the summer of 1944 were traveling in cattle cars to Auschwitz.
The next sentence is more important than the travel approval. It
says, ‘Until the above named person can travel to Sweden, that
person can live in a residence protected by the Swedish
Government.’ This simple document with this last sentence,
obliged the Germans and their puppet Hungarian government to
designate several blocks of buildings where these Jews could live
and ‘technically’ be under the protection of a government
issuing these passes.
“So, who could issue a
Schutzpass? One person
was a Swedish diplomat
named Raoul Wallenberg.
He was sent to Budapest
in the summer of 1944
with the specific purpose
to save as many Jews as
possible. He is credited
with saving thousands of
Jews. We did not know the fate of Wallenburg after the war, but
as a result of his efforts and the efforts of other diplomats from
the Swedish and Portuguese delegations, a cluster of ‘protected
homes’ were designated for Jews who obtained these passes.

“Moving into these protective houses was not like moving into
the Big Ghetto. In the protective houses there was freedom of
movement, to buy or barter for food, purchase medicine, or to
go anywhere when the curfew was lifted for the Jews. More
importantly, Jews could take whatever was important to them,
jewelry, valuables, money…and nobody stopped them.
“Let me go back to when I arrived at my grandparent’s house.
Unbeknownst to me and before I showed up there with Julia, my
grandfather was in the process of getting passes for the seven of
them. You can imagine the dilemma I caused when I showed up.
Now there were eight of us needing a pass. At the end, my
grandfather acquired six passes, probably forged. I got one, but
he and my grandmother did not.
“Of course, I knew nothing about this. Then, a week or so after
my arrival, I was told we were going to move. I remember the
hectic activity of packing and a heated argument between my
grandparents and two aunts as to what to take and what to
leave. My grandmother assigned me to carry a large wicker
basket with a big cast iron meat grinder inside and my clothes on
top of it. To this day, I still don’t know why my grandmother
insisted we take the meat grinder. The whole city was staving,
eating potatoes when possible, and bread, not meat which was
very scarce. But no matter how bitterly I complained about the
weight of the meat grinder, grandmother insisted that I carry it.
This was the beginning of seven trips to seven dissimilar living
quarters during the next few months.”

