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         PRAISE FOR PARALLEL LINES
         


          


         ‘Something of a genius … with the readability of a classic’ Alan Sillitoe


          


         ‘A remarkable addition to the literature of the Holocaust’ Sunday Times
         


          


         ‘Lantos follows clues, detecting and retracing the steps of his past. He finds a woman who slept in the bunk next to him and his mother in the barracks in Bergen-Belsen, as well as a British medical student who came to help after liberation, and one of the US soldiers whom he met in 1945. Reminds us that the end of the war was by no means the end of the hardship, entailing further resilience. I defy anyone to read this account without retrospective anger on behalf of those who suffered’ Michelene Wandor, Jewish Chronicle
         


          


         ‘Anyone who thinks they have read all there is to be said about the Holocaust should read one more book, Parallel Lines. A child’s clear-eyed journey to hell paralleled by an adult’s scientific quest to understand that journey’ Anne Sebba, author of The Exiled Collector
         


          


         ‘I have read few autobiographies more extraordinary … astonishing’ Observer
         


          


         This wonderful memoir … introduces a narrator with rare gifts’ The Tablet
         


          


         ‘Parallel Lines is for readers who are interested in history and the Second World War and for those who want that the evil befallen on the Jews of Hungary is not repeated ever again’ Veronika R. Hahn, Népszabadság, Budapest
         


          


         ‘A movingly narrated memoir’ Clare Colvin, Independent
         


          


         ‘Deeply moving’ The Age, Melbourne
         


          


         ‘A classic. I preferred it to Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man. One of the things I found appealing was his restraint and reserve’ Edward Wilson, author of A River in May and The Midnight Swimmer
         


          


         A remarkable historical account and autobiography [which] chronicles the odyssey of Hungarian Jews in 1944–45, as they were progressively disenfranchised from the national life of Hungary, culminating in the seizure of their homes, property and livelihoods before sending them on trains to places like Auschwitz for extermination, or, in Peter Lantos’s case, to Bergen-Belsen’ Michael N. Hart, Journal of Neuropathology and Experimental Neurology
         


          


         ‘We can now celebrate Peter Lantos’s book, which accomplishes something rare: an emotionally moving and, at the same time, clinically precise account’ NU, Vienna
         


          


         ‘A child’s perspective on the Holocaust … a remarkable book. Read it and think about other people elsewhere in the world today who are being persecuted’ Professor Philip Hasleton, Bulletin of The Royal College of Pathologists
         


          


         ‘What sets the book apart, and makes this account so refreshing and, oddly, inspiring, is its simplicity. The horrendous events of the last year of the war are invoked with a child’s idiosyncratic susceptibility to detail (Lantos was only five years old at the time) – the noises, the smells, the human proximity – and lack of sentimentality, even when recalling relatives who perished’ Where, Budapest
         


          


         ‘Gripping … an unembellished account from a child demonstrating youthful resilience. Read this book and be gripped by the drama of Peter Lantos’ early life’ Roy O. Weller, Neuropathology and Applied Neurobiology
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            A journey from childhood to Belsen


            Peter Lantos
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            ‘… my  mind,  still  lost  in flight,  once  more turned  back  to  see  the  passage  that  had  never let  anyone  escape  alive  before.’
            


             


            Dante Alighieri: Inferno


            (translated by Michael Palma)


         


      

        

    

        
            

         
         


         

            FOREWORD
            


         


         On 19th March 1944, the German Wehrmacht marched into Hungary. Anti-Jewish legislation had been in place since ’38, radically restricting Jewish participation in the professions and the civil service, and forbidding mixed marriage. Hungary effectively became a Nazi puppet state and, for five-year-old Peter Lantos and his family, things got much worse.


         He didn’t understand why his mother was sewing ill-fitting yellow stars on everyone’s clothes. It made no sense that they had to leave their comfortable home to crowd into a dirty and inhospitable part of their small town. Why was there never enough food now and less pleasure? His commanding grandmother and aunts had shrunk from their former elegance to sorry states. When the news came that they were soon to get onto a train and leave, he was thrilled.


         But the train was not as he imagined, and their first stop in the larger town of Szeged, an operational centre for the collection and deportation of Jews, marked a further point on a descent into the abyss. That abyss came – via Strasshof and five months in an Austrian work camp near Vienna, where the allied bombs fell with deafening regularity – in Bergen-Belsen, the Nazi holding, then concentration camp in northwest Germany, where Anne Frank met her death.


         The cold, the stench, the fear, the lice, the epidemic deaths – all these form part of Peter Lantos’s extraordinary memoir. Here, a child’s singular and vivid recollections are amplified by an ageing man’s search for the missing links of his past.


         Peter Lantos begins his story with a recurring dream. In it, he is looking for the house in which he was born. He cannot find it. He searches amidst familiar streets, goes back to the station, tries another direction, and gets lost – again and again. Defeated, he gives up. Only then does he discover that he is in the right place. It is the house that has disappeared.
         


         Lantos is one of the lucky ones. His home may have gone, but, unlike several in his family who ended up in Auschwitz, he lived to tell the tale. He and his mother, though not his father, made it through Belsen. Having returned to post-war Hungary, he also made it through ‘the dark age of Stalinism’, where being a Jew was hardly a social advantage. The family timber yard, first expropriated by the Fascists in 1944, was then expropriated once more by the Communists.


         By the time of the 1956 uprising, Lantos was in his penultimate year at senior school. His entry into medical school was at first prevented by the fact that he had been labelled a ‘class alien’. But his fearless mother saved the day. Ten years later, he won a research fellowship in London. He didn’t return to Hungary for many years, one reason being that he had been tried in absentia and sentenced to 16 months imprisonment. Home was now once more lost.
         


         In London, Lantos rose in the medical ranks of neurological research, attaining the prestigious Chair of Neuropathology at the Maudsley Hospital in 1979. His outstanding work contributed to the understanding of Alzheimer’s and other neuro-degenerative diseases. Though he had revisited Belsen before during an earlier academic visit to Germany, it was only after 1989 and the end of the Soviet era, that his Parallel Lines begin to take shape. Its journey is a riveting one.
         


         When I wrote my novel The Memory Man, I had no idea that Peter Lantos existed. Perhaps I dreamt him, since my Austrian hero, like him, is a neuroscientist who works on memory, only to return in older age to those war-time experiences he has long put aside, to confront their dark matter. The novel arose because the story I told in Losing the Dead – of my parent’s war and its haunting aftermath – held an emotional residue that wouldn’t leave me alone.
         


         I read Peter Lantos’s Parallel Lines some years later. I was struck by the spare quality of a narrative that holds so much remarkable life. I couldn’t put it down. We sometimes think there can be nothing left to say about the deadliest moments in the twentieth century’s history, but Lantos’s story is unique. Each memoir of the holocaust adds the particularity of a lived experience, arresting in its detail and in the ways in which its author metabolises the past.
         


         It is good that Arcadia has brought back this fine book for our attention.


         Lisa Appignanesi, OBE


          


         Lisa Appignanesi OBE is a prize-winning novelist and writer. The former President of English PEN and Chair of the Freud Museum London, she is a Visiting Professor in Literature and the Medical Humanities at King’s College London. Her novels include The Memory Man (winner of Canada’s Holocaust Literature Prize) and Paris Requiem. Her non-fiction includes the acclaimed Mad, Bad and Sad: A History of Women and the Mind Doctors (Virago), Losing the Dead and Trials of Passion: In the Name of Love and Madness.
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            PREFACE
            


         


         Recently, I have been dreaming often of my birthplace in Hungary. To be precise it is more of a nightmare than a dream: I am looking for the house in which I was born, but I cannot find it. I remember exactly where it should be: behind my grandfather’s large timber yard, in a short, dusty backwater of a narrow street, connecting two wider streets which themselves do not lead anywhere important. I keep retracing my steps with increasing frustration but to no avail: I feel lost in an impossible maze from which I am not going to emerge alive. Desperate, I plan little stratagems: I start at the railway station, a solid point of reference, walk down the wide, straight avenue that runs towards the town centre, with its umbrella of trees, then turn right towards the timber yard, circumnavigate its never-ending fence, pass the two large villas in which my uncles and their families used to live, but end up in a cul-de-sac. Eventually I reach a small deserted square, lined by low houses, their windows darkened by blinds. In the centre there is a tiny carousel for children painted in gaudy colours; two swings move silently up and down, but there is no one around. Frightened by the silence, I change my tactics and start from the opposite direction. I run to the Main Square in the town centre, but soon lose my way again. The place is deserted: there is not a single soul to ask. Defeated and exhausted, I decide to give up the search, to surrender to the inevitable: I will never find the house where I was born.
         


         Suddenly I recognize that I am in the right street after all. But our house is not there any more. 
         


      

        

    










            MAKÓ: A SMALL TOWN IN HUNGARY
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         If one is not familiar with the detailed geography of central Europe, finding Makó on the map can be a problem: not surprisingly, since it is only a small provincial town. Searching the Internet for ‘Makó’ yields a surprising result: 108,204 hits spread over 10,821 pages, depending, of course, on the search engine. But before one can get carried away with chauvinistic pride over the extraordinary popularity of one’s home town in the limitless thesaurus of human knowledge, the truth soon hits one: the name is not the sole property of a small town in Hungary. Other contestants vying for attention are not even towns with the same name in different countries. Rather, they are the short-finned shark, Mako (Isurus  oxyrinchus);  full and semi-rigid inflatable boats and rubber ducks, bearing the trade name Mako, produced in Cape Town, South Africa; and CompAir Mako, a manufacturer of breathing equipment in Texas. Narrowing the search to Makó+Hungary still yields nearly a thousand hits; many are devoted to the town’s most famous son, Joseph Pulitzer of Pulitzer Prize fame, who was born there on 10 April 1847.
         


         Potential visitors to Makó should not be discouraged by some of the less helpful Internet sites. One lists three hotels, but none in the town: one is 16 miles to the west, another 37 miles to the north-west, and the third in a different country altogether – in Romania, some 52 miles to the east. However, despite this misinformation there are acceptable local hostelries.
         


         In fact it is not difficult to find Makó: it lies at 46° 13’N, 20° 30’E, in the south-eastern corner of Hungary, close to the border with Serbia and Romania, on the northern bank of the River Maros. At the time of the Austro-Hungarian Empire the town boasted a substantial hinterland of arable land and busy connections with other towns both to the east and the south, but the Trianon peace treaty of 1920 ended all that. Historical Hungary was truncated, losing two-thirds of its territory: all of Transylvania was engulfed by Romania, while the extensive, fertile agricultural land to the south was incorporated into the newly created Yugoslavia. Makó, once the busy commercial centre of a flourishing agricultural county, was thus severed from its surroundings and exposed to two countries with which relations between the two world wars, mainly as a result of Hungary’s avowed aim (reinforced by fierce propaganda) of regaining its lost territories, were less than amicable. Although geographically it was not strictly a border town, the sudden loss of all the surrounding land to the south and east weakened its economy and gradual decline followed.
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