Home
bela3.doc

To My Father Bela, A Hungarian-Australian Battler:

Thank You for My Freedom

Dr. John J. Furedy (Jancsi)

Bela learned to speak good English in his forties, but he probably would not have recognized the currently popular Australian term “battler” Still, it suited much of his life.

Born into a well-off Jewish family in 1906 as the third and youngest son, he played the third fiddle to his two elder brothers and even to his younger sister in the attentions of his parents, occupying his time between middle-distance running and playing the flute.  Having a gift for drawing and mathematics, he wished to become an architect, but the Hungarian government's anti-Semitic  “numerous clauses” rule (designed to ensure that Hungarian Christians were not "under-represented" in university supporters of "affirmative action" will recognize the rationale) prevented him from being admitted to university.  (I feel sure he would have done well and become a good architect).

His next ambition was to play the flute professionally. He played in the Budapest Symphony Orchestra (conducted by Eugene Ormandy), and his flute teacher pronounced him as the best student he had ever had.

But his father owned a tannery, and wished Bela to learn that trade.  In those days, especially for a third son, there was no questioning a father's command, and it was in leather that Bela spent the rest of his life.

Starting at the bottom in the factory, in order to learn the basics, Bela quickly assumed a managerial position.  But he was never in full charge: his elder brother, Les, tended to be in charge when any disputes arose in the works. Later my mother, Dusi, told me that there were many times when Bela would come home shaking following an argument with his brother over the management of the tannery.

His eldest brother, Zoltan, died of leukemia in his thirties (Bela had permanent scars on his arms from the repeated and primitive blood transfusions that he gave for Zoltan).

I can hardly speak of his life only, because he and my mother Dusi, whom he married in 1936, had such a close partnership that it is difficult to think of them separately.  Still, they had very different personalities, and did not have all their interests in common.

When Hungary entered the war, Bela was slated to be an officer, but the anti-Semitic edict against Jews bearing arms sent him into forced labor camp instead.  Ironically, service in the forced labor system (which included service on the Russian front) turned out be both a physical and psychological boon for Bela, because he was lucky enough to be in a regiment commanded by a German colonel who wanted to win the war, and who, with German efficiency, told the Jewish laborers that if they worked like soldiers, they would be fed like soldiers. (Two of my mother's brothers, whose regiments were commanded by Hungarian fascist officers, were maltreated in numerous ways that are now familiar to us, and neither made it back alive).

Forced labor even in Bela's regiment was no picnic.  Conditions were hard and dangerous (for relaxation they played bridge on ammunition crates while bullets and cannon shots were flying around), but, having a strong constitution, Bela came out of forced labor with arms that could not be bent fully because of the size of the biceps, and in better shape than when he went in from a life style that, in his twenties, included a lot of rich eating and very little physical exercise.  And psychologically, too, he had his first boost from constant feelings of inferiority, when the others elected him as section leader because of his general competence.

The last year of the war was a lot harder on Dusi, who spent six months in a Budapest hospital bearing twin girls who died at 3 weeks from malnutrition, and contracting thrombosis in the legs that was to be with her until the end of her life, and which prevented her from having any more children.  (I think this was a great sadness for my parents after they reached Australia and felt it was safe to bring children into the world).  The nightmares, too, persisted for many years for Dusi, who had been plunged into those horrors from a happy childhood, a glamorous life as a Budapest debutante, and a comfortable young matron.

Psychologically too, it was devastating for someone who was a patriotic Hungarian with a love of the 19th century Romantics like Petofi and Arany, and who, though in a relatively religious household, regarded herself, as did most Hungarian Jews, as a Hungarian first and then _not_ a Jew, but an "Israelite" -that is, someone of Jewish faith- to discover that no such person could be a Hungarian.  The betrayal of Hungarian Jews had a profound effect on both my parents, who decided, when they came to Australia that I should be brought up as a Christian, since no society could ever be trusted not to turn anti-Semitic.  Since Dusi's father was a very observant Jew, this decision must have been a hard one for her, and yet it was she who took the initiative to send me to Sunday School at St. Augustine's as soon as we arrived in Neutral Bay.

Bela, whose feelings about religion and nationality were a lot weaker than Dusi's, was reinstated in the confiscated tannery after the war.  Soon, however, under the Russian so-called "liberation", the tannery was again confiscated 'nationalized'-- because he was a bourgeois.  So, in 1949 they escaped illegally from workers' paradise with me (I was nine) and my mother's brother's family, the Gardoses, and ended up in Australia.

My parents' adaptation to life in Sydney, their struggles, compromises and triumphs, in many ways typify the integration of Central European refugees in Australian society.

Bela began the task of starting life again, taking a correspondence course in English, and a job as a factory worker, while Dusi, adapting her childhood skill with the needle, sewed dresses at home (an illegal activity).  At Bela's first job, he told his fellow workers he was tanner, and was surprised to find that they wanted to hear him sing.  At the same time, he reported in puzzlement to Dusi that although he told his colleagues his name was Bela, they insisted on calling him "Mike."  Later, he worked out, they were calling him "mate."

Bela soon left his factory job, and began to sell leather door to door.  By the early fifties he had built up a thriving leather export agency, which was largely based on his expertise in tanning rawhide.  He introduced tanning processes, then unknown in Australia, that greatly improved the export value of cow hides, and eventually boosted Australia's leather export capacities.

In the late fifties Bela's company was so successful, that a bigger Australian company bought him out with an offer of a general manager's position.  But one day, five years later, Bela, who at age 56 thought he had a position for life, and who thought everything was fine because all the company executives were very friendly and on a first-name basis with him, was suddenly fired.  He discovered that his right-hand man, whom he trusted completely, had been instrumental in that firing.  I suspect that someone familiar with the local business culture would have sensed the blow that was coming, but Bela was completely unprepared.  So one could say that this third blow came at least partly because he was only a "New Australian", and not a home-grown one.

But Dusi said that the firing was nothing compared to what they'd gone through in Hungary on account of being Jews, and then bourgeois.  One of Bela's Australian-Hungarian friends, Paul Viola, came over and congratulated Bela for being fired then rather than five years later, and advised him to start on his own once more, and never to be an employee again.

He took that advice, and built up an even bigger leather export business which not only was very profitable, but also won several awards, including the Exporter of the Year award from the N.S.W. government, and later from the Australian government.  For a right-hand man he could trust, he brought over Kornel Hay from Hungary to serve as manager of the company.  (Kornel is the son of Manyi Hay, who was a secretary in the Furedy pre-war tannery, and who, during worst of the fascist times, brought food to Dusi while she was in the hospital in Budapest, and, perhaps more importantly, located the crucial correspondence with firms in Sweden that enabled Dusi to obtain a Wallenberg passport towards the end of the war).  Kornel fully lived up to the trust that Bela placed in him, and, up to the time that Alzheimer's disease, which affects not only cognitive function but also personality and character, began to take its toll on Bela, he served as Bela's trusted son in the business.  (This was a role that I rejected, according to my mother, as early as the age of six).

I think of my father's regular business trips, to negotiate trade with dealers in many different cultures, as deriving from the medieval Jewish mercantile tradition.  What was new was a wife's partnership in the work.

Bela and Dusi were also very fortunate to be helped, for nearly 15 years, by Klara Lada, who nursed them both through their decline and final illness, also assisted, in Bela's case by Angela Szenczy.

Like all Alzheimer's patients, Bela was not easy to deal with during his last years for people who knew him before his illness, but even during the last 18 months at Montefiori, the staff noted that he never lost his gentlemanly manners.  There is no question that Klara's and Angela's loving care, supplemented by help from Klara's daughter, Ildiko, and Angela's husband, Julius, with almost daily visits to Montefiori, contributed significantly to the his quality of life during that illness.  Klara and Angela's care giving meant a great deal to me and to Chris also, with respect to both Bela and Dusi.

The friendship and help of Eva Waxman (who, in 1949, came out to Sydney on the same ship as we did--the Suriento) were also a comfort.  Worth a special mention, too, was the friendship formed with dinkum aussies, Viva and Ron Nettheim (my parent met because their son Nigel and I played some 1000 practice games of chess while in school, and about half a dozen "serious" ones in such events as the under-16 state championships--that's one game Nigel probably prefers to forget, but he exacted his just revenge on other occasions).  Ron continued to visit Bela even after he and Viva has moved down Mona Vale way.

The sorrow my parents must have felt (but never expressed) at my life being made in Canada was compensated by joining in the Seemans' family life (Agi being Dusi's brother's daughter).  Some of their happiest moments were spent in these family gatherings and they regarded Agi and John's children, Jacqui and Nick, as their grandchildren.

One of the aspects of freedom that I have most to thank Bela for was his ready acceptance of my life decisions.  In contrast to his own father's behavior, Bela never interfered with my career choices, even when he markedly disagreed with them, and, indeed, could not understand them.  For example, when I decided to pursue an academic career rather than a more potentially remunerative legal one, he discussed the decision with me, and did not really empathize with the reasons for my choice. After I had made the choice, however, he was proud of my academic career.  In smaller matters, too, he was able to leave me to my decisions.  I recall that when, in 1964, I decided to grow a beard, Dusi would not even look at me for two weeks, but Bela insisted that it was my own affair.

The only thing he asked me was to check with my academic supervisor, Dick Champion, whether a beard would be acceptable for a faculty member at Indiana University in 1965: it was, though I was in a small minority.

He did not, however, trust my financial judgment, perhaps remembering my great dislike of keeping accurate account of how I spent my pocket money as a youngster!

There was not a trace of any Oedipal conflict between us as I grew up, and began to surpass him in sports like swimming and games like chess.  In political matters, too, our differences never interfered with our relationship.  In the early and mid sixties, although politically conservative and pro-American, I opposed the Vietnam war, and I recall that in the early seventies he spontaneously said one day that I turned out to be right on that issue.

It was ironic that, even as he supported the decision that I should be a Christian, he rediscovered his Jewish identity and deepened it.  He strongly supported Israel's struggles as a nation and was generous in donations.

In the last 15 years, Bela's main recreation was playing bridge, and his awards at good duplicate clubs in Sydney brought him as much pleasure as his business awards.  Bridge proved to be a wonderful support as dementia restricted his life --he continued playing quite good bridge well into his illness, to the amazement of his doctors.  This was the only aspect of his life in which Dusi did not enthusiastically join him as a partner.

My parents gave me freedom, love, and an emotionally secure and stable life.  The main aspect of freedom is shared by all the children of this Eastern European emigrant generation who moved from totalitarian systems to democratic ones in countries like Australia, Canada, and the U.S.A.

As a second-fleet descendant, Chris was born into that culture of social and intellectual freedom.  But for me, it was Bela and Dusi who brought me to a free land, and for all that this has meant, and for their love and support, I give them my thanks.

