LOST AND LIBERATION
Robert Ratoryi continues his heartfelt saga as a child survivor of
the Hungarian Holocaust:

“By October of 1944, Hungary and Budapest were the epicenter
of the European War. In the east, the Red Army of the Soviet
Union was forcing the Germans to retreat. By October they had
already liberated a part of Poland, the Baltic countries, and the
eastern part of Hungary, halting only to ready for the Budapest
offensive. On the west, the Allied Forces were moving closer to
Hungary. Much of Europe had been liberated, meaning the war

was almost over. Yet, there we were hauling around everything
we had, me with the meat grinder, moving into an empty room
in an apartment in one of the protective houses.
“The living conditions were appalling. We lived in a single room
with no furniture, we slept on the floor, had no fuel to heat the
apartment, all the windows were broken due to the bombings,
and this was one of the coldest European winters in decades. I
was hungry and cold all the time; I became numb to non-stop
bombing. I began thinking less and less about my parents and
more and more about food.
“But the greatest peril
turned out to be the
armed Arrow Party
Guardsmen. They would
come into the protected
houses and gather all the
Jews in the courtyards,
then demand to see
their passes. This is how
my grandparents were
caught without a Schutzpass and taken away to be deported.
Fortunately, my grandfather was a brave, resilient man and
somehow managed their escape and returned to rejoin us within
a few days.
“From this point on, we moved from one protective house to
another, trying to avoid the Arrow Cross raids. And I still had to

carry the meat grinder that was getting heavier and heavier as I
was getting weaker and weaker due to malnutrition. The closer
the warfront came to Budapest the more shameless the Arrow
Cross became. They demanded money or jewelry in order to be
left alone. Jews without anything to bride the Arrow Cross faced
devastating consequences, either marched into the Big Ghetto
or taken to the banks of the Danube, shot, and dumped into the
icy river.
“It was during this
perilous time that my
cousin, Miklos (Mike),
one of my aunt’s older
sons, appeared as my
next hero. Mike was 7
or 8 years old than I
was, and it was his job
to go out of our building
day and night to
scavenge or barter for
food for the family.
He’d go into a bombed
out building or store
and look for anything of value, jewelry, a watch, silverware, or a
pack of cigarettes. One day he found an armband of an Arrow
Cross guard in the stair weld of a bombed out building and not
knowing what to do with it, put it in his pocket.

“When he returned, Mike found the Jewish families, including
ours, lined up in the courtyard. The Arrow Cross ‘guards’ were
two young kids not much older that I was, their shouldered rifles
touched the ground, and one old man, who were going to take
some of the Jews to the Danube to be shot. Well, Mike put on
the Arrow Cross armband and walked up to the old man and said,
‘These are my Jews, and I will take them.’ The old man looked at
Mike, saw his my arm band, and said, ‘Alright, then you deal with
them, but don’t let them cheat you.’ By ‘cheat you’, he meant
‘don’t let them bride you out of being shot.’ Mike saved our
lives.

“I visited Mike in 2005 in Sidney, Australia when I was writing my
story and doing some research. This photo (photo shown) was
taken in 1999 of Mike, his brother Tomi, and their mother who
was celebrating her 90th birthday.
This is how we lived in the protective houses. The brutality of
the Arrow Cross increased from day to day, but late November
the Red Army completely encircled Budapest and the Arrow
Cross knew they were doomed. Yet, they were still determined
to kill as many Jews as they could before their own demise.
“Because of the eminent danger of being arrested by the Arrow
Cross and taken to the Danube to be shot and dumped in the
river, my grandparents decided we would be safer inside the Big
Ghetto protected by the big walls. We moved in there in late
November, our final move. By this time, I was too weak to carry
the meat grinder. Our last apartment (room) had two windows,
all the glass shattered due to bomb blasts, and as usual we slept
on the floor, side by side, to provide heat for each other.
“In early December, the ghetto gates were closed. Yet, to our
surprise, representatives of the International Red Cross that had
offices in Budapest were allowed in to conduct inspections. Not
that it mattered. The ghetto kitchens still did not provide
enough food for survival. We received approximately a third to
a half of the daily calories required for survival. In two weeks I
was too weak to get on my feet. Sanitary conditions inside the
ghetto were awful; people were still dying daily from sickness,
starvation, and cold.

“By January of 1945, people were dying faster than they could
be buried. Dead bodies were just piled up on the streets next to
the great synagogue. Then one morning in January, things
outside our windows turned eerily quiet. I can remember that.
Suddenly we heard screaming and yelling, and we ran to the
windows to see what was happening. One of my aunts picked
me up so I could look out a window to see what was happening.
To the right and just around the corner, we saw soldiers coming
toward our building, but they were not dressed in Arrow Cross
or Nazi uniforms.
“People were rushing
toward the soldiers
yelling ‘khleb, khleb,’ the
Russian word for bread.
The Big Ghetto was
liberated on January 8,
1945 by the Red Army,
exactly one week after
my seventh birthday. If
you look this photo
(photo shown) of the
Russian soldiers, most of them were very young, no more than
18 or 19 years old. The day we were liberated, Mike and my
grandfather walked back to my grandparent’s apartment and
found a Christian family living there. They promised to move out
the next day, which they did, and we all moved back with my

grandfather carrying me on his back. By this time, I had no idea
what happened to the meat grinder.
February 13, 1945: The unconditional surrender of German and
Hungarian soldiers to the Allies. Mr. Ratoryi continued, “Even
though the war ended, the whole city continued to starve. The
ones who could, left the city to try to find friends and relatives in
the liberated sections of the country where food was more
available. Aunt Piri and her two sons, Mike and Tomi, decided to
move back to their home in Eger, a tiny town 70 miles from
Budapest. A few weeks later, Mike returned to take me to Eger
to live with them until we received news on my parents.
“Mike took me to the train station early one morning and this
was one of the most memorable train rides in my life. By the
time we got to the train station it as impossible to get on the
train; all the cars were full, not even standing room, people
hanging off the stairs, riding on top the cars, even sitting on the
couplers that connected the cars. We went from window to
window as Mike asked people to take me in until finally one
Good Samaritan agreed. Mike raised me up and I was squeezed
in by some strangers. Mike said, “Don’t worry I’ll find you.” I
was scared to death sitting on a luggage rack among strangers,
but Mike did find me later and we made it to Eger.
“In early July, we received word that my mother had survived
and that I should be taken back to Budapest. Within days of the
news I was on the train again, guarded by Mike, excited to see
my mother again. My mother was liberated by the Allies from a

labor camp in Austria. Albeit, she was sick with typhus and other
ailments, very malnourished, and couldn’t travel. Fortunately,
her best friend, Manci Neni, was with my mother during her
captivity and took care of her. Manci Neni was very smart, tough
as nails, with a lot of self-confidence. She became the servant of
the camp commander and as such had access to food that she
was able to steal and bring it back to the barracks for my mother.
“Following the liberation of the camp by the Americans, my
mother’s friend stayed with her until she had enough strength to
travel. And miraculously, stayed with her all the way back to
Budapest. My mother was immediately taken to a hospital
where they brought her back to life and was allowed to go home.
The reunion with my mother was not exactly as I had anticipated.
“I was awaiting outside the
door of my grandparent’s
home when one of my
mother’s surviving brothers
arrived pulling a wheel
barrel. He said, “Here’s
your mother.” I looked at
what barely resembled a
Auschwitz Survivors
human form of life covered
with a blanket. More of a skeleton covered with tight skin and
two large eyes looking at me from a skull with no hair on top. No
words came from this strange creature. I said, “This is not my
mother.” I turned around and ran inside, crying. I will never
forget that event. Even after 70 years, I still see my mother’s

decimated body and I remember my inability to cope with what
I saw. It is hard to describe the feelings evoked within me when
I saw this creature they claimed was my mother. I guess it was a
feeling of hurt, frustration, and anger to all those who made her
an unrecognizable human being, a skeleton. At the same time I
felt ashamed that at the time she needed me the most, I was not
there for her.”
After a long pause, Mr. Ratonyi continued. “When my mother
was finally able to travel, we returned to the small two room
apartment where she was taken away at gunpoint ten months
earlier. I grew up there surrounded by my Christian neighbors
for another 11 years as if the holocaust had never happened, we
never talked about it.
“I would like to conclude on ‘how’ I survived the Holocaust.
Clearly, luck had a lot to do with it. A bomb didn’t kill me; I didn’t
freeze to death, I didn’t get sick, and I did not die of hunger,
although I came very close to it. But the greatest contributors to
my survival were my heroes: My mother’s friend, Julia, who took
me to my grandparent’s place on October 10, 1944. My Aunt
Piri, who was responsible for my care. My grandparents who
arranged to get a pass for me. And the Swedish diplomat, Raoul
Wallenberg, and my courageous cousin, Mike.
“Julia, also survived. She ended up as the ticket collector at our
local movie house. When I was a teenager, she’d sneak me into
the movie house if I didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket.
In late 1945, I was told my father had died in a concentration

camp. Sadly, 14 members of my parent’s family, including five
cousins, did not survive. Wallenberg was captured by the Red
Army days after the liberation and we learned about two years
ago he was executed in Moscow’s infamous Lefortovo prison in
1947.

“Now, as promised, I will attempt to answer the question of,
‘How could this massive slaughter happen? How could 500
million bystanders all across Europe allow this to happen?’ Of
course, I don’t have a definite answer, nobody does. But there
are some answers we can learn from. One answer came from a
German Lutheran pastor named Martin Niemoller. He served as
a submarine commander in WWI. At first, he supported the Nazi
Party until he became a victim himself. Before WWII broke out,
Niemoller made powerful speeches against the Nazi Party. He
was arrested, and spent seven years in Dachau before being

liberated by the Americans. After the war Niemoller continued
his critical lectures on the Nazi era when one of his students
asked him, ‘How could this happen?’ Niemoller is best known
for his response, ‘First they came for the
Communists, and I didn’t speak up
because I wasn’t a Communist. Then
they came for the socialists and the
trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up
because I was neither. Then they came
for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up
because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came
for me, but by that time there was no
one left to speak up for me.’ I think that
hits the nail on the head.
“We should never be apathetic or indifferent to discrimination,
prejudice, and the suffering of others. But his answer is also for
the adults who stood by and did nothing. And what about the
ones who initiated the Holocaust. Personally, I believe there is
good and evil in every human heart and a thin line separates the
two. The Nazi murderers crossed that thin line and if it had not
been for apathy, that thin line may not have been crossed. I
believe that Anti-Semitism is one of the incurable cancers of the
heart and soul for which there is no medical cure. That is why
the scourge of Anti-Semitism is growing again, in Hungary, in
Europe, and even here in America. One of the best ways to fight
this evil is to remember the past, because in the words of the
famous Spanish-American philosopher, George Santayana,

‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat
it.’ Thank you for listening to my story.”
Robert Ratonyi didn’t wear a uniform in WWII nor display any
sort of unit patch. His patch was the yellow Star of David. He,
like millions of soldiers, was one of the survivors. Mr. Ratonyi
fled Communist controlled Budapest in 1957 and ended up as a
refugee in Canada that same year. He learned English, studied
engineering at a local university, and in 1961 transferred to the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology where he received his
Bachelor and Master degrees in engineering. His wife, Eva, is
also a Holocaust survivor from Hungary.
After leaving MIT, Mr. Ratonyi attended evening classes at
Drexel University and earned a Master of Science Degree in
Management. Mr. Ratonyi, with Eva and their two children,
came to Atlanta in 1978 when he became Vice President of
Contel Corporation – now part of Verizon. Subsequent to his
corporate career, he formed and managed his own mergers and
acquisitions and strategic consulting business.
Recently, Anti-Semitism has found a voice on the floor of the US
Congress. The Holocaust will never be over, and as for the
Holocaust deniers, you cannot deny history. For as the Native
American Sioux proverb eloquently states, “A people without
history is like wind on the buffalo grass.”

