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Long Island Books
Reinventing The World

Kati Marton’s new book profiles Hungarian Jews who fled Hitler
“The Great Escape:

Nine Jews Who Fled Hitler and Changed the World”

Kati Marton

Simon & Schuster, $27
Review by Alexandra Shelley
If it comes as a surprise to you that Leo Spitz, Jancsi von Neumann, Jeno Wigner, Mihaly Kaminer, Sandor Kellner, Andor Kohn, and Endre Friedmann were among the prime movers of the 20th century, then you may want to pick up Kati Marton’s “The Great Escape: Nine Jews Who Fled Hitler and Changed the World.” 
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    In it she profiles four scientists, two photographers, two filmmakers, and a writer who “helped usher in the nuclear age and the age of the computer, who left us some of our most beloved movies and many of the most enduring images of the violent century they navigated.” 

    All Hungarians swept out of Europe by the tide of fascism, these men washed up, for the most part, in the U.S. Leaving their families behind, they arrived with little more capital than their neurons.

    It was far from home that Leo Szilard (formerly Leo Spitz) conceived of nuclear fission (a notion that came to him while waiting to cross a London street), that Johnny (Jancsi) von Neumann pioneered the computer and invented Game Theory. They and two fellow Hungarians, the physicists Edward Teller and Eugene (Jeno) Wigner, formed the core of the Manhattan Project, which developed the atomic bomb.

    Michael Curtiz (Mihaly Kaminer) became a Hollywood giant, directing “Casablanca,” among other classics, while Sir Alexander Korda (Sandor Kellner) became a renowned British film producer. Andre Kertesz (Andor Kohn) and Robert Capa (Endre Friedmann) were two of the 20th century’s most influential photographers. And Arthur Koestler’s “Darkness at Noon” remains one of the most powerful political novels.

    I came away from reading “The Great Escape” thinking that what’s most amazing is not man’s ability to transform the atom but to transform himself. Of course many European immigrants lose their umlauts in the crossing. But Ms. Marton illustrates the profound degree to which these men “reinvented” themselves.  

    Perhaps the most dramatic example is Korda, who left a provincial town for Budapest at 16, wearing clothes that were already too small for him. His family’s chief provider, he educated himself mostly in the city’s cafes, which is where he found his calling when he happened across a projection of a silent film.

    Even before he had the means to do so, he restyled himself as a prosperous gentleman, complete with cigar and homburg hat. He chose the name Korda from the Latin Mass: Sursum Corda, “lift up your hearts.”

    Ultimately, Korda presided over his own World Reinvented film studio in the English countryside. Among its 2,000 employees were so many Hungarians “that the River Colne on which it was located was referred to as the Danube.” Korda made Britain’s first international hit and became a partner in United Artists. He was knighted in 1942.

    Korda’s film “The Third Man,” set in a devastated postwar Vienna, provides an argument for achievement born of adversity and turmoil. A character based on Korda comments: “ ‘In Italy for thirty years under the Borgias, they had warfare, terror, murder, bloodshed. They produced Michelangelo, Leonardo, and the Renaissance. In Switzerland, they had brotherly love, five hundred years of democracy. And they produced the cuckoo clock.’ ” 

    We American children of Hungarian immigrants grow up secretly proud that, as the joke goes, a Hungarian is someone who goes into the revolving door behind you and comes out ahead. It has always made perfect sense to me that Harry Houdini was a Hungarian Jew.

    The stories in “The Great Escape” go a long way toward revealing what fuels this drive. That Ms. Marton’s subjects were all members of the same Budapest-bred generation also leads one to wonder: Was it something in the espresso? Was it the Hungarian education system? The cafes? Their upbringing? Was it genetic? Something about being Jewish?

    Behind this is the question that will always haunt us children of survivors: Could I have pulled it off? Would I have had the prescience, skill, ruthlessness, desperation, courage, or luck to escape? 

    But these men did more than save their own lives — they transformed ours. And so “The Great Escape” also raises the universal question of what allows certain immigrants to triumph in a new world.  

    Even the famous mathematician von Neumann couldn’t find a formula for the disproportionate success of those Jews originally from small Carpathian communities once they reached the wider world. “ ‘Johnny used to say it was a coincidence of some cultural factors which he could not make precise . . . ,’ ” reported a colleague of his. These included “ ‘a feeling of extreme insecurity,’ ” and “ ‘the necessity to produce the unusual or else face extinction.’ ”

    These men were all born in Hungary around the turn of the century, during Budapest’s brief “golden age,” which allowed the burgeoning of a Jewish professional class as the city’s population more than tripled.

    But in 1919, the failure of Hungary’s brief Communist government (whose leaders were Jewish) led to a violent anti-Semitic backlash, soon to be followed by institutional discrimination, including the exclusion of all but a small number of Jews from the universities. 

    As it turns out, Hungary’s anti-Semitism was a gift to the world. 

    These men, once they left their native land, were motivated in part by being what Ms. Marton calls “double outsiders” — from a “small linguistically impenetrable, landlocked country, they were also Jews.”  

    “ ‘[Jews] were the paying guests in the houses of strangers, and, whether tolerated or beaten up, were always regarded as different,’ ” wrote Koestler. Even after he settled in England, an internationally acclaimed author with a house on one of London’s leafy squares, Koestler felt himself forever “ ‘a stranger on the square,’ ” so self-conscious about his Hungarian accent that he asked friends to make his restaurant reservations.

    “The Great Escape” is marked by nuanced characterizations such as this one, intimate details that make a reader feel compassion for these driven and in some cases draconian men. The book is not, however, “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Refugees.” Ms. Marton largely leaves it to the reader to tease out the common threads and lessons to be learned from these nine extraordinary lives.


    Clearly these innovators were not living in the complacent era of the cuckoo clock. But what internal factors allowed them to thrive amidst the turmoil?

    Most had what seems at first to be prescience, though it was perhaps instead a matter of extrapolating the future from the cataclysms they’d already witnessed. Leo Szilard, for instance, pushed down the Hungarian University’s marble stairs by right-wing thugs when he attempted to appeal his exclusion, saw what was coming in Germany, where he and the three other scientists had gone to continue their education and careers. 

    By 1933, when the Reichstag burned, he was packed and ready to leave, taking a nearly empty train to Vienna. “The next day, as panic spread in the German capital, the same train was jammed and its passengers interrogated by Nazi guards.

. . . ‘Non-Aryans’ were turned back, their belongings stolen. ‘This just shows you,’ Szilard noted wryly, ‘that if you want to succeed in this world, you just have to be one day earlier than most people.’ ”

    But Szilard was not an idle soothsayer. He spent the next few years in London helping colleagues escape fascist Europe. It was with the same fervor that in 1939, when he learned that German physicists were searching for a military application for atomic fission, Szilard went on a campaign to call the threat to Washington’s attention, enlisting the help of his friend Albert Einstein as well as Wigner and Teller. And he himself worked frantically to confirm that neutrons are emitted in the fission process — the key to a nuclear chain reaction — borrowing money and equipment to conduct the experiments.  

    It wasn’t until 1941 that the Roosevelt administration set in motion what would become the Manhattan Project. “Finally, Szilard’s message, now almost two years old, that the side that developed an atomic bomb first might well win the war, was heeded,” writes Ms. Marton. He was, again, one day ahead.

    Most of the men profiled had an ability not only to see into the future, but also to believe they could alter it. Koestler, having seen Stalin’s purges firsthand, warned the world of totalitarianism with his novel “Darkness at Noon,” written “as if his life depended on it” in 1939 in a French village as the Germans closed in and he awaited arrest.

    Robert Capa conveyed the realities of war in a way no photographer had before. His famous photograph “Falling Soldier” captures the moment a Spanish militiaman is killed by machine-gun fire. And he brought back the first pictures of D-Day, having landed with the initial wave of U.S. troops in Normandy.

    Yet the basis of their ambition was not self-aggrandizement; it was a sense of responsibility to the world at large and to their adopted homelands.  

    Several of these renowned men were in fact marked by astonishing modesty. This seems paradoxical given their stature, although it befits the Hungarian Jewish credo not to call too much attention to yourself, to keep your head down.

    When von Neumann received the Medal of Freedom, he told President Eisenhower, “I wish I could be around long enough to deserve this honor.” And when Wigner won the Nobel Prize for physics, he protested that Teller and Oppenheimer should have gotten it before he did.

    What for me gives this collection of profiles its emotional valence is the inherent tragedy of exile. The word for homesickness in Hungarian, honvagy, literally means “home desire,” and is similar to the word for appetite, “food desire.” It is visceral. And it has a particular resonance among Hungarians, as many of whom live outside the borders of their country as within. 

    By the time these nine men could have returned to the country of their birth, it was no longer the same place. After 1948, it was firmly behind the Iron Curtain. Budapest had been bombed beyond recognition. And many of their relatives had been killed in the Holocaust.

    As they grew older, their homesickness intensified. Ms. Marton quotes Wigner saying, “ ‘After sixty years in the United States, I am still more Hungarian than American. . . . Simple Hungarian poems and songs that I learned before 1910 still come to me unbidden

. . . I begin thinking in Hungarian and cannot find my English again.’ ” 

    Michael Curtiz infused “Casablanca” with his own refugee experience and his boyhood memories of Budapest’s New York Cafe. When he was dying of cancer, he wrote to an old friend: “ ‘My nostalgia for Pest threw me back to the scene of my fondest memories . . . looking at the hour hand of the clock at the New York Cafe in dawn’s foggy mist. I have been wondering for decades, could I be buried in Pest?’ ”

    Such compassionate portrayals make “The Great Escape” unquestionably worth reading. The book’s structure, however, is somewhat discombobulating. It’s organized chronologically and geographically rather than by theme or character. We follow the refugees in their peregrinations, switching protagonists every few pages. This gives a speed-dating effect: You’re just getting to know someone when seven minutes later the bell rings and you have to move on.

    But the book is a distillation of vast amounts of information, a prodigious feat of research, including the use of unpublished journals and letters, and interviews with scores of sources, from Edward Teller himself to Henry Kissinger to the actress Olivia de Havilland. Ms. Marton combines the craft of a seasoned journalist with empathy for her subjects, having herself fled Hungary following the ’56 Revolution when her parents, both journalists for U.S. wire services, were accused of spying.

    Reading “The Great Escape” is a painless way to absorb history, its vast sweep made comprehensible, as in Capa’s photographs, through individual narratives. 

    A photography curator once noted Kertesz’s ability “ ‘to imprison the telling detail, the convincing texture, the climactic moment.’ ” Similarly Ms. Marton has done us the great service of capturing an evanescent era, the last of whose witnesses will soon be gone.

—

    Kati Marton is a journalist, author, and human rights activist. The chairwoman of the board of directors of the International Women’s Health Coalition, she has a house in Southampton.
Alexandra Shelley, a former reporter for The East Hampton Star, has written about Hungary for The New York Times and The International Herald Tribune. She has traveled there regularly since the 1970s, including on a Fulbright scholarship, and taught journalism at the Hungarian National University. 
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