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Hello, my dear reader! 

 I would like to tell you about the lives of some people who in my opinion 
should never be forgotten. They are not as famous as Spartacus, Genghis
Khan, or Einstein. They are just ordinary people, who worked and dreamed,
and simply wished to establish themselves in life. This is not a simple task
for me, and I am not sure how I shall accomplish it. But I hope that a few 
people will be able to find here something informative, interesting, perhaps
even something that could lead to a way out of a difficult situation in life.
In that case my efforts will have been worthwhile.
 I am writing these words at the end of 2005. My children and grand-
children easily handle computers, cell phones, CDs and DVDs, and they 
are ready for the technological developments of the future.  And it would 
take quite the imagination to dream of the machines and devices that will 
appear on the Earth in just the next fifty years.
 I am already seventy. I have been a Canadian retired for the past five
years, but I keep on working. All day long I respond to calls – repairing 
electrical and mechanical equipment – and often I am unable to fit it all
into an eight-hour workday. In my thirty years of living in Toronto I have 
developed a circle of regular customers, my clients, and I cannot bring my-
self to stop working and not see their smiles, their happy faces after a visit 
from “Mister Six Fix.”
 The talented Steven Spielberg has left behind a priceless gift for human-
ity – videotaped interviews with survivors of the Catastrophe of the Eu-
ropean Jewry – the Holocaust. And as for you, my dear reader, don’t you 
also have something worth remembering?  Of course, one can’t stop the 
advancement of technological progress; however, events are forgotten with 
lightning speed. There is a Russian proverb that says: “A smart person will
not go up a mountain, but will rather go around it.” And to do that is a lot 
easier if one learns about the experiences of others.
 I am not a writer; however, I must tell you about these people, most of 
whom are no longer among us. The inspiration comes and goes, but my goal
remains the same. This is how I began my memoirs fifteen years ago and
now I offer them in their entirety, without any changes.  
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Introduction 

Jamaica, Montego Bay, hotel “Holiday Inn,” 30 December 1990. Sunday. 
This time the windows of our hotel room face the ocean. The boundless
mighty blue is constantly rolling, splashing its waves all day long. And at 
night its roar is even stronger. A local Rastafarian who has known our fam-
ily for a long time took our sons, Sandor and Edwin, to the airport an hour 
ago – they are returning to Toronto. But my wife, Iya, and I are staying for 
one more week to enjoy this Caribbean paradise.
 Sandor showed up at our home in Toronto last week, and we decided to 
take him to the ocean with us so he could get some good rest after an exact-
ing year of studies and be better prepared for his final exams at the Gradu-
ate School of Design at Harvard University. Our “baby,” Edwin, took a 
week off from his yearlong contract with IBM.  In order to free herself for
the trip, Iya turned the last night before our departure from Toronto into a 
“Blitzkrieg” – she charged through about five hundred exam papers submit-
ted by her students from the University of Toronto.
 Finally, the four of us could enjoy the lovely warm weather, relax and de-
light in being together again. Last night we decided to skip our traditional 
visit to the hospitable “Smoky Joe” in Montego Bay and did not go to this 
neighborhood restaurant. Instead, Ilya served dinner in our hotel room, to 
make the birthday party for Sandor more intimate. On his actual birthday 
– the 1st of January – we’ll be far away from one another, and thus we are 
celebrating in advance.  We raised a toast, cups filled with wine, and then
proceeded with a soup made from a package and an improvised omelet. 
Everyone enjoyed the meal.  Iya spread some jam on a slice of white bread. 
Sandor asked her for a little candle. The bright flame of that little candle
sticking out of the jam added warmth and a romantic air to our dinner. 
Such was the touching ceremony our first-born ended up having.
 Of course we missed our lovely daughter, Ilona, and her husband, Paul, at 
our table. And we also greatly missed beloved grandmother Regina.
 We spoke of the past, that cold December, and the faraway Siberian town 
of Tomsk where Sandor and Ilona were born. How long ago it all happened! 
Oh, what a long journey it has been! The super-fantastic leap in time and

space – Tomsk, Togliatti, Toronto, Jamaica….Every day in prayer I thank 
the Almighty for everything that He has given me and everything that He 
has done for me.
 Many of my friends and particularly my numerous relatives have been 
asking me to write about the past, certainly not to discover by chance my 
hidden talents, but in order to preserve the memories of past events, the 
lessons of courage and determination, the challenges that anyone could face 
in life. I am excited and overwhelmed by this formidable task. I could not 
sleep for several nights and even the sleeping pills didn’t help.
 Forgive me, my reader, for in front of you is not a book created by a writer 
but a simple recounting of past events, the ones that I have lived through. 
This is my first time writing, although in that dear-to-my-heart green
canvas briefcase smuggled out of the Soviet Union through Hungary and 
Austria in 1978, I kept my diaries, daily entries, dating back to my school 
years, to 1952. But these were notes to myself. Inside the same briefcase, 
preserved by us, arrived to Toronto the precious, gut-wrenching letters 
from my father, Ferenc Roth, which he had written during his twelve-year 
incarceration. The first of these letters dates back to his arrest in 1938, and
the last lines were written in December of 1950, when he was killed.
 In 1974 I “forgot” to return to the Soviet Union (where I had left my wife 
and our three children), and finally escaped from behind the Iron Curtain.
I was burning with desire to tell the good and distinguished citizens of 
Canada as soon as possible all about the “Great Lie,” about what I had lived 
through in the Soviet Union. I never declined a single invitation.  I spoke 
in front of various audiences, including some of my colleagues - engineers. 
I tried hard to tell as much as possible about myself, and about what a com-
munist regime can do to any nation or to any one individual in particular.
 My Canadian listeners asked me a lot of questions, kept me on stage for a 
long time, but often they remained unsatisfied with my answers. They found
my accounts and my predictions regarding the future of communism to be 
too extremist, pessimistic and anti-Soviet. And the Jewish listeners were 
particularly outraged when I claimed that Stalin had been a lot worse than 
Hitler. I had to clarify that although Hitler systematically destroyed Jews, 
Gypsies and the disabled just for being Jews, Gypsies and the disabled, 
Stalin’s innocent victims, who were much more numerous, had also been 
forced to chant praises of glory to their murderer before being annihilated.
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 My mother always said that for each act of evil, he who committed it 
would face the full force of vengeance. I don’t know of a better explanation 
for what is happening today in Eastern Europe and Russia than this. These
destitute people, despite the number of years that have passed since the col-
lapse of communism, have not as yet been offered sincere repentance by the
murderers and their accomplices who are about to vanish into their graves 
with the bloodstains of their innocent victims still on their hands.
 I know that I am not about to tell anything new here. It is hard to live 
life, yet to have lived a life is happiness. My mother managed to survive, to 
withstand the scorching heat in that cauldron, and to raise us, her children, 
and that in itself is already an act of heroism. That is utter courage! That is
maternal obligation of the highest order fulfilled thoroughly.
 My reader, it seems to me that when one is in trouble, the best remedy 
is to learn something about the fate of someone like you, or to try to put 
yourself in his position. That often helps.

 You have just had the chance to gaze 40 years into the future; you have 
seen a snapshot of the wife, the son and the grandchildren of Ferenc. Now 
you have the chance to fly back in time, to return to the deep dark pit in
which Ferenc Roth, a naive, ordinary, hardworking romantic, an immi-
grant to Russia from Hungary, found himself.
 
 During the First World War an 18-year-old soldier in the Hungarian 
army whiles away the days at a Hungarian border crossing, where in a rural 
tavern he meets a sixteen-year-old beauty, Regina Spielberger (Spielberg). 
A lifetime of love was born, but the wedding would have to wait for nine 
years. Both of their fathers were already gone. The oldest of seven children,
Ferenc’s first responsibility was to help the youngsters get up onto their
own two feet. Riza was the twelfth of thirteen children; her older broth-
ers and sisters had already been living in America for a long time, but she 
along with her younger sister, in order to help out their mother, would work 
behind the bar of this small tavern. By 1926 Ferenc had finished technical
college and had begun a successful career in the lumber business. The young
couple got married and rented a beautiful apartment in the city of Mis-
kolc. In 1929 they had a baby boy, Joseph. The worldwide economic crisis
touched even Hungary, but from the East there were fantastic rumblings of 

the construction of a system whereby there was to be general equality and 
abundance for all.  For a long time Regina would not agree to it, but Fe-
renc was at last able to convince her and the family emigrated to the Soviet 
Union, where they were greeted by their fellow countrymen, who seemed 
silent and lost, and who for some reason were not at all pleased even by the 
Red Banner of the Hungarian Revolution of 1919, headed by the legendary 
Bela Kun. This Banner was brought into the USSR by my parents, who had
sewn it into the lining of Regina’s winter coat.
 After Miskolc and Vienna, seeing life in Russia – the severe Soviet fron-
tier guards, the log-hut villages, the crowded Moscow railway stations 
- filled my parents with fear.  And in Moscow, almost nobody spoke Ger-
man.  When he received offers from the lumber mills in Bobruysk and
Arkangelsk, Ferenc chose Belarus (White Russia), assuring Regina that 
the climate and life there were just “as in Hungary.” The lumber mill in
Bobruysk was very warm and welcoming to the newly arrived foreign ex-
pert, who actively jumped into operations intent on raising the quality, pro-
ductivity and development of new types of production. In May of 1935 I, 
Vladimir, was born. In December of 1936 Stalin’s Constitution was born, 
after which the Roth family lost the right spelling of our family name, our 
Hungarian citizenship…and any hope of one day returning to Hungary.
 Although the diligent management of the Bobruysk lumber mill provid-
ed the foreign expert with free housing accommodations, his salary there 
left the family sadly lacking. Neighbors in their two-story house, gotten by 
the construction of socialism, one day were surprised by the private-owner-
ship display of the Rott family, which in order to keep tight rein on their 
budget began to raise ten geese in their shed. But alas, for these geese it was 
not possible to “rescue Rome” – one night all of them were silently stolen.
 On July 4th, 1938 Regina, with her three-year-old child in her arms, 
joyfully went to meet Ferenc, who was leaving a checkpoint after the end 
of his daily shift. At that very moment two officers of the NKVD (People’s
Commissariat of Internal Affairs) ran up to him and grabbed him by the
arms.  He desperately resisted.  They deafened him with a blow to the
head and threw him into the back of a dump truck. Regina, in despair, 
shouted in Hungarian: “People! Please help!  And what am I going to do 
with him?!”  She threw me into the back of the truck towards my father, 
who was being pinned down on the floor. One of the officers grabbed the
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child by the underarms and returned him into the arms of his grief-stricken 
mother. The truck disappeared around a corner, forever taking Ferenc away
from his family. 
 Regina could not return to the apartment; on its door the freshly pressed 
sealing wax waited. That night the sobbing mother spent sitting in her old
courtyard on the sole chair, holding her little son in her lap. The elder son,
nine-year-old Joseph, spent the entire night standing next to his distraught 
mother. Regina did not know how to speak Russian, and Russian people did 
not dare to approach the family of a “newly-discovered enemy of state.”
 The next day, old man Zeldin, who lived across the road, approached
them and started talking with Regina in Yiddish.  He led them to his 
shed, where there were some remnants of straw from when he used to 
have a cow.
 A short while later, the lumber mill gave Regina work loading boards 
onto railway cars, a job which she would carry out for many years. From the 
apartment designated “for the foreign expert” the family was evicted into a 
small room in an old barrack.  Regina at the break of dawn, before rushing 
off to load boards, kindled the fire in the stove in the corridor of the barrack
in order to cook and leave something for the sleeping children.
 My dear reader, try to imagine the kinds of thoughts and fears that de-
voured Regina in those days after a backbreaking day of work, having returned 
home and finished all of the household chores, after getting the children to
bed, late at night when she was left all alone: “I must single-handedly earn 
enough to survive.”  “I have never left the children alone, much less for entire 
days.”  “My hands are incredibly sore, and my fingers are infected from all
the splinters in the boards.“  “What will happen if I am not able to with-
stand all of this?”  “What will become of Feri?”  “Where is he?”  “Where?”  
“Where can I look for help?”  “My God, what is to become of us?”
 But in those very same days there was still something even more ter-
rible for Regina. Someone had whispered to her that close relatives were 
able get small food parcels to the prisoners.  Ferenc, like the other people 
that had been arrested, was held for about a month in the prison in Bobru-
ysk, and early every morning before work, having cooked something for 
the children, Regina ran to the city prison.  She spent a lot of time push-
ing among a crowd of wives, mothers, and children trying to pass along, 
through a small security window, small food parcels to their relatives con-

tained within the tall prison walls, and vainly hoping to somehow see them 
or learn something of their well-being. One day Regina was told, “Rott? 
Don’t bring anything anymore!” Everyone received this same pronounce-
ment. The guards themselves did not know just what it was they were al-
lowed to tell. Relatives would arrive with tears in their eyes; they would 
leave the security window with thoughts of utter helplessness: “Perhaps, 
he is already dead.  Perhaps he has already been shipped out of town….” 
Regina was “freed” from her morning prison visits.
 After a long while, over ten years later, we managed to learn in more 
detail about the days that Ferenc spent in July 1938 in Bobruysk. In the 
summer of 1950 from the far away Kolyma camp, due to reasons of health 
– an acute form of tuberculosis – had been released somebody named 
Belyavsky, a native of Bobruysk, a former employee of the lumber mill 
whom Ferenc had met in prison and had asked, under the strictest of con-
fidence, to tell us the following. Immediately after his arrest, the NKVD
had demanded that Ferenc sign a short paper – an admission that he was 
“an enemy and a destroyer.”  He had categorically refused. He was beaten 
daily, but yet did not give in. The NKVD then resorted to more drastic
measures: in his right hand they placed a pencil, and the fingers of his
left hand were placed near to the door hinges.  His captors then began to 
press, by closing the door. Unable to bear this excruciating pain, Ferenc 
signed the “confession.” On the following day he was taken away from the 
Bobruysk prison.
 Terrible words, terrible events! Of Lenin’s and Stalin’s terrors, of the fate 
of the millions of victims, have been written hundreds, if not thousands of 
books and eyewitness accounts. It is difficult to add something meaningful
to this. But I invariably hear the same naive and sincere question: “What 
was he arrested for?” I would like to try to explain in a more accessible form 
how something like this could happen to my father, along with millions of 
other innocent victims.
 The first news from Ferenc arrived to the family almost a year after his
removal from Bobruysk.  From the NKVD camp located in the Gorki re-
gion, he asked his wife to sell some of his clothes and to send any sort of 
produce, a dried potato, carrots, an onion….It had taken more than three 
months, amidst thousands of other martyrs, for Ferenc to arrive to the dis-
tant Kolyma, from where his letter arrived on the eve of the war.
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 Regina’s intelligence and talents saved her and her two children’s lives 
under the German occupation. Instead of going herself, she asked her dark-
haired Russian neighbor to go to the police for the passport registration, 
where it was possible to enter under the nationality column “Hungarian.” 
The entire “Jewish” population of the city of Bobruysk was destroyed by the
fascists. But though nearly twenty thousand died, Regina and her children 
survived as “Hungarians.” And after many long post-war searches from 
both sides, it turned out that Ferenc, too, was still alive.
 My dear reader, my stories about lives lived I have named after one long 
line taken from an inscription on Regina’s tombstone: “Garadna – Miskolc 
– Bobruysk – Tomsk – Togliatti – Toronto.” Offered here before you is one
chapter, the tenth, from my memoirs, containing fragments from the letters 
of my father that had reached us in post-war years.

 

FATHER’S LETTERS 
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 With a great deal of trepidation, I begin this chapter. Before me is a 
stack of my father’s letters, written in the twelve years of his imprison-
ment in the Gulag. There are about sixty, scribbled on scraps of dirty
wrapping paper. I read and reread them over and over; when I was a child, 
once my father was allowed to write to his family in Hungarian, Mother 
read us every one of his letters many times. 
 I can’t read these horrible lines without tears. Poor Ferenc Rott. His 
letters are filled with fear and anxiety of a husband and father who lan-
guishes, through no fault of his own, in imprisonment in a foreign land, 
a stranger to its language and customs. He cannot accept the frightening 
thought that he is not meant to see his wife and two children ever again. 
The tremendous impact of these letters is due to the fact that they are
the only way he has to express his love and warmth, to attempt to give 
some minor hope to his family left without means and protection in tragic 
circumstances. They are written by a man who does not understand why
he has been arrested and why he is, without due process, kept in a labor 
camp. Moreover, this helpless prisoner knows that he has done nothing 
to deserve being torn away from his family. These letters are a lament of
a healthy man slowly expiring over a twelve-year period. People tend to 
wish their loved ones “if death – then an instant one; if a wound – then 
a minor one,” and I can’t help but think, as I reread his letters, that if my 
poor dear father could look back on his last twelve years from the Better 
Place where he is today, he might prefer death in a gas chamber. 
 With every year, Father wrote to us more and more frequently, perhaps 
feeling that the end was coming; besides, it was easier for him to write in 
Hungarian. Of course, it’s better to read his letters in chronological order 
and in full.   However, I will quote only excerpts. 

31 October 1945. My dear, kind wife, Rizushka! 
Days go by very slowly… Everybody says it’s allowed now to write letters in 
Hungarian, so I thought I’d try… Maybe it will find you… Here, freezing cold
weather is back. I handle winter fairly tolerably. This is my seventh winter in the
far north, where a lot of people suffer from frostbitten hands and feet… Thank
God, I’m all in one piece, and hoping to stay that way until we all meet again, 
and then you will take care of me and I of you… I hope my sons try to do well in 
school, but I don’t know anything about that. Where does Józsi go to school, what 

On page 15 you can see 
a wedding photo of Regina Spielberger and Ferenc Roth 

(Miskolc, 1926).



18 19

is he learning there? My dear angel, please keep our two guys, guide them, take 
care of them, and your labors will be rewarded. Unfortunately, I’m still cut off
from you and can’t even say in what direction destiny is leading me through the 
roads of harsh ordeals… 
 You have asked me about the people around here. I see many people from our 
area. Schigelsky, a former teacher from Bobruysk, is asking to give his regards to 
Gribinevich, a factory driver who lives on Minsk Street…  Belyavsky, a young 
man, about twenty-five, works in the infirmary here. When I was sick, he took
care of me as though I was his own father. He mentioned that his family lives on 
Karl Marx Street…  There are a lot of Hungarian kids from Uzhgorod, Mu-
kachevo, Maramarosh, from everywhere. Mostly Jewish kids; in the evenings, 
they flock to me as though I were their uncle. There was a guy from Borshodnadasd
here, Arpad Ersen; for over a year, we ate from the same bowl. He had been very 
good to me. I wish I could thank him someday … It’s been three years since he was 
transferred somewhere. I think he’s still around, somewhere in the taiga. 
 Of course, if I have an extra piece of bread, I also give it to somebody who needs 
it more. There was another young Hungarian, from Petrozhen, he had been like a
son to me, but he also got transferred. For over a year, I’ve been living alone, with 
no one to talk to, which is very irritating. The so-called cultural activities offered
here are of no interest to me…  all my thoughts are about returning to the surface 
of life…   A local artist started to paint my portrait for you, but he made a lot of 
promises, collected the money upfront, and now is hiding…  If he ever finishes,
I’ ll send it to you… 

*

14 April 1946. … My health is not very good; I’m weakened by the climate and 
inadequate nutrition, but I’m hoping that if I’ve managed for eight years, I’ ll 
manage the rest…
 Dear Rizushka, if you can, please send me an inexpensive care package: dried 
fruit, vegetables, honey, rusks, pepper, tobacco, whatever you can. I’d like to make 
myself dinner, as you used to do… 

23 April 1946. …Food is not up to par here, but the important thing is to 
survive until fall, and in the fall - after the harvest - life will be easier every-
where… Soon will be eight years since I left the house. Eight years since I last 

saw my wife and children. Yes, it’s a long time, and there’s nothing I can do oth-
er than hope to reunite with you soon. In these eight years, I have fully preserved 
my body and soul, and you will still find me a whole person. The difference will
be only these ten years that will have flown away from us with the calendar
time… True, this reunion of ours is still a little far off in the future, but let’s
hope it will take place, and every night, I go to sleep with these thoughts… 

* 

4 August 1946.   My dear son Józsi!
I couldn’t wait to receive the two letters that finally arrived the other day, one
written at the end of April, the other in late May. I’m very happy that at 18, 
you were selected to join a second-violin section at an orchestra. Bless Conductor 
Kaplan. It’s very good and beautiful. Someday, you will make a first violin. You
already wrote that you are playing my violin. When I have time, I’ ll write to 
you the history of this violin. I personally cut down the tree it’s made of, in a for-
est where in 1919 I supervised the works; there’s a slip of paper inside the violin, 
handwriting on it in ink… 
 If you have a chance, find the sheet music for the Hungarian folk song “Fly,
My Swallow.” It’s a beautiful piece by an unknown composer. In Hungary, it 
serves as a test of a musician’s talent and maturity. If I ever come back, I want 
you to play it for me the very first day… It’s always played without accompa-
niment, and only at the very end the melody transforms into a light folk tune, 
and the orchestra steps in. Instead of the orchestra, we’ ll be fine with the second
violin, which, I hope, our dear Vladimirka will be able to play by then… 
 I’m very worried about my brothers and sisters. Have any of them survived 
the war?
 My dear little son Vladimirka! I’m very glad that you wrote me a letter. 
Please try to write to me regularly, once a month, like Józsi and Mom. Tell Mom 
I’m very hurt by her silence, hurt that she’s not writing to me. I don’t deserve 
such a punishment. Vladimirka, please study hard in school, please enjoy books 
and your violin. If you are a good boy, when I come home, I’ ll buy you a bicycle 
all of Bobruysk will come over to admire. 
 

*
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No date.    My dear wife, Rizushka! Tell me honestly, how long am I supposed to 
wait for a letter from you? It’s possible to wait a year - two years - three years, 
but to write to me only two or three times in eight years, that’s not nice at all. I 
understand that your life is very hard, that your life is ruined, but there’s nothing 
I can do about our destiny, and nobody can guarantee you that if you married 
some other man, not me, your life would have turned out better. I see how hard 
life is for people all over the world. But it’s not over yet. Perhaps we will live 
many more years, and our life will bring us much beauty and joy yet. I know 
very well that your life is hard and you are not feeling well. But can you bear it 
with me a little longer, and remember the adage “ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS 
WELL”?  Please, keep an eye on our two young guys. May they study and grow 
up properly. I will come home as soon as it’s my time, and our life will begin 
anew. We will marry Józsi off at 20, and you will be a mother-in-law. Not like
me, who married at almost 30, already an old ass, my best years – from 20 to 28 

– wasted. I am not afraid of the future, but heavy, dark clouds still obscure the 
horizon of our life. A couple more years, and life will be easier and more dignified
for the little people. 
 Why aren’t you letting me know what Jolan wrote to you? I sense that the war 
brought a lot of grief to our family, especially those who lived in Budapest. 
 My life is not too bad yet. I’m asking for a care package not because I’m hungry 
but so that I have something from you on my table. By the way, lately I have 
gotten handy with many household chores, so I will be helping you to do every-
thing around the house. I became quite a decent cook, and every day for the past 
two months, I’ve been fixing dinner for four people who are important around
here. So, don’t worry about me, dear Rizushka, just take care of yourself and the 
children. I work a lot, can’t say my life is easy, but the way it’s going now, I can 
live and wait for the time of my release. 
 There’s no point in sending anything in envelopes. Out of four needles, only two
made it, while carbon paper disappeared, so in the future, don’t send anything in 
envelopes other than clean writing paper and a self-addressed, stamped envelope. 
 I come across our compatriots here, too. Last winter, I shared a room with a 
nice young man, Emil Gross, from Visk, which is near the city of Chop. We’ve 
had some good times with him. Lately, some new Hungarian kids have arrived. I 
try to help each in every way I can, because they are very frightened by our hard-
ships. It’s interesting that almost all our compatriots, after a year or two away 
from home, start to forget their mother tongue, and their speech starts to resemble 
a tot-zember Zajom megyebol [speech of a Slav from the Zaem district], while my 
pronunciation impresses them: I sound as though I was a Budapest student only 
yesterday. The other day, Cholnakosh Dyuri arrived from Estergom, a handsome
young man, a forester by trade, like myself. 
 Dear Rizushka, please do not lose hope, everything will be fine, we just need to
hold on a little more, until our hardships are over. Kisses to you and the children. 
Your loving husband, Ferenc. 

*

10 November 1946.  … On 24 October received the care package you sent me, 
judging by the enclosed note, on 20 August. A huge thank-you for the sacrifices
you’ve made for me …and I can’t add anything to that, other than God bless 
you for all your kindness, for the joy you brought me. But the bulk of the package 

Regina and Ferenc, Bobruysk, 1936.
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remains untouched, because, I’m even embarrassed to write it, but I have to ad-
mit… I got sick. And I’m writing this letter from the infirmary…
 This is what happened: in the second half of October, I started feeling ill, ner-
vous, restless… The day the package arrived, I had a fever and couldn’t go to work.
I boiled some rice, made some tea and had it with the cookies you sent. Everything 
was very good, but I couldn’t taste anything. Next day, I went back to work, but 
couldn’t stay on my feet…  After dinner, I stopped by the supervisor’s office to ask
for permission to leave. He was sure that a little alcohol would solve my problem, 
and poured a glass of vodka into me, but it didn’t help. I went to see a doctor, and 
he diagnosed me with jaundice. I was taken to the infirmary in a sleigh.
 From the start, my situation in the infirmary got interesting. As I was checked
in, a senior nurse came to wash me, and it turned out, we are old buddies – a 
couple of years ago, we worked together in a mine. He was also physically weak 
and only fit for light work. He immediately asked me:
 “You still do stuff with your hands, needlework, like before?”
 “Oh!” I said. “Even better than before.”
He disappeared, and I heard him, behind a wooden partition, telling the head doctor 
of the infirmary that they’ve got a patient here who knows how to do handicrafts…
 “Bring him to me!” the head doctor ordered. 
In a clean hospital gown, I come in to see her. She asks questions, I answer. 
 “As a test, I’ ll bring you a small tablecloth tonight, to embroider,” she says. So, 
she did, and they started treating me. They gave me a tiny private room, a low
table, a big electric lamp, everything I needed, and I started to get better and do 
needlework in solitude. Next day, my fever broke, I like the diet, and I embroider 
whatever she wants. The first, small tablecloth exceeded all expectations. Now she
brought me a large tablecloth, that’s a lot more work, so even after I get well, she’ ll 
keep me here for a couple extra weeks so I can finish it. Of course, I’m in no hurry.
The big winter is only starting, the weather is minus 40–45 degrees C, and the
construction sites will be there even a month from now… Today, she was even 
kind enough to drop this letter to you in a mailbox with her own letter, so it should 
reach you about a month earlier than through the regular camp mail. 
 I’m worried about Juzik’s summer tour with the theater. Won’t it have an 
adverse effect on his further studies?
 The remainder of your package I hid in a safe place and will use it only after I
get out of the infirmary. The big can has spoiled; it seems sending canned food isn’t
worth it…  I got the biggest pleasure from coffee, dried berries, and rice...

*

No date.   My dear son Vladimirka! I’m very grateful to you for the joy you gave 
me by sending your little tooth. I was opening the care package and rummaging 
around for something tasty. The last time I checked the bottom of the box, I saw
a little folded piece of paper. I thought it was some American trinket, but when I 
opened it, I saw and read your note, in which you’d wrapped your little tooth. I 
enjoyed this gift more than I would have enjoyed a big piece of chocolate. 
 My dear son Vladimirka, please, study hard. I know that studying is difficult
for you, but what can you do.  It’s important to have fun a little less and study a 
little more. I’m not saying that you must have the highest grades in all subjects, I 
understand that’s impossible, but you can manage your schedule so that the home-
work will get done and there will still be time left to have fun. If you do that, then 
when I come home, your and Mom’s life will be like paradise. Again, I’m asking 
you, study well...

Ferenc and Vladimir, Bobruysk, 1936.
This is the only picture of Vladimir with his father.
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 You are writing that you all would very much like to help my case but you don’t 
know what steps to undertake. I don’t think you have to go any further than the 
Bobruysk DA. Of course, if you don’t know anyone to introduce you, that’s a lot 
harder, because everyone is afraid to stick his head out for someone else. If there 
were a person who could put in a good word for us, that would help… Compared 
to those who are being brought here from the center of the country these days, and 
even from Hungary, I’m as innocent as a baby born today…  If the DA wants 
to, he can let me go right away, because I don’t have any criminal record, my 
conscience is clear, and there’s nothing on me in the NKVD files. I was simply ar-
rested by stupid people, and now they are embarrassed to reconsider. Right now, 
I’m afraid to even think that after my sentence is over, they might not let me go 
but keep me working here. It used to happen, but those were war years…  These
days, people sometimes leave even the next day after their sentence ends, if they 
have the money for the plane ticket. Those who are waiting to be sent home at the
state’s expense can wait three or four months. Zeldin was allowed to go home as 
an invalid, but I want to go home with my arms and legs and heart and lungs 
intact. He, from the start, intentionally got two fingers on one hand frostbitten so
they wouldn’t send him to work in the cold, while I, after nine years of imprison-
ment, have the most acceptable appearance of all the 35 people in our barrack… 

*

24 November 1946. … In a few days, I will be discharged from the infirmary… 
My stay here has been rather long, and, unfortunately, I cannot say that I am 
fully cured of my [jaundice]. The main problem is that the medications do not
have the desired effect. I needed at least a pint of milk a day, and some vegetables,
but there’s nothing like that here. I’m getting well so slowly because I eat normal 
food, intended for healthy people, and not enough of that…  But don’t think that 
just because I’ve been in the infirmary for so long it’s a bad thing. I’m in no hurry
- the weather is minus 45-50 degrees C. My days are monotonous; 4-5 hours a 
day, I do needlework for the head doctor, and the rest of the time talk to other pa-
tients about the way we used to live and the way we will live someday… The last
two nights I saw you in my dreams. The first night you were scolding me, and the
second, talked to me wonderfully. 
 Of course, I think about all of you all the time, live among you in my thoughts. 
They show movies here sometimes, but I don’t want to go, don’t want to get dis-

tracted. I wish I had letters from you more often, but in the meantime, I reread 
the old ones many times. I would like to know whether Emil Gross has visited 
you or at least written to you. He promised to, when he was leaving last month. 
I think about all of you all the time. How do you manage financially, what can
you afford, do you at least have a clean room where you can lie down to rest at
night? I suppose you reported the lost package to the post office. This past summer,
many packages have gone missing through some bad people’s fault, but everything 
is fine now…

A portrait of Ferenc in prison 
(drawing by an unknown Gulag artist) 

Kolyma, April 1946.
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 Sometimes I think what colossal patience is needed to go on living and to see 
you again. And that day is getting closer, when the hour of my release will finally
come. Here, at the seaport, ships constantly take away those who have served their 
sentence and bring in new ones…  Perhaps, one day I’ ll make it there, too…  
Meanwhile, I’m trying to take care of myself, so I could still bring you joy, so we 
could all live together happily a couple more dozen years. As of now, thank God, 
I’m not too bad, and if I appear before you in my today’s condition, you will still 
be pleased with me… 

*

3 December 1946. … I’m still in the infirmary; my jaundice was cured about
eight days ago, but the staff in charge of the paperwork needed to discharge us is
too busy. Right now, they are discharging everybody who cannot work anymore 
at all, and that takes up a lot of time…  I still need to get my bearings, because for 
the past month I was on a diet and without fresh air, lost a lot of strength, and the 
doctor promises to switch me to regular food only in 3-4 days. 
 Rizushka, among the many people that are going home, there was a very de-
cent elderly man, a railroad worker named Redkov, from the Ukraine, whom I 
was looking after here, in the infirmary, and who sincerely promised me to try to
visit you and tell you all about how we suffered together…
 Lately, everybody who gets letters from home talks about the great draught and 
poor harvest of last summer and the subsequent lack of food, which we feel here very 
acutely. By the way, the low quality of bread was the cause of my jaundice. The year
1947 is coming, and I expect it to bring a lot of good things for our family. 
 Did you have a chance to stop by the Bobruysk DA office? In my thoughts, I’m
with you night and day and can barely wait until the end of each day, because 
that’s the way I keep track of time that brings me closer to you…  I have a tremen-
dous desire to be among you as soon as possible, and if I ever make it, every day of 
the rest of my life will be a holiday… 
 … Finishing this letter on 6 December. Three more days went by again, and
again nothing changed. For the past two days, the weather has been minus 55 
degrees C, and I’m in no hurry to get discharged from the infirmary, where they
treat us kindly. This time last year, I suffered from the cold a great deal. Tomor-
row, I’ ll ask to be switched from diet food to normal. I’m anxiously awaiting the 
news from Juzik, about his growing as a musician… Do file a complaint about

the lost package. Please, Rizushka, write to me about the life at the factory, the 
people, the work, the salary, the apartment… 

*

10 January 1947.  (a letter to Minsk) My dear son Józsika! Dear Jozef 
Francevich! I think you’re now living in Minsk permanently, so I’m sending 
this to the address of your music school. Today, I was thrilled to receive your let-
ter, since for the past two months I’ve had nothing from you. I was so worried 
I couldn’t even sleep… 
 I’m very glad that you’re going to a music school. It’s a serious business, but 
without hard work, nothing can be achieved in life. I don’t imagine you as some 
great master with a bow in your right hand, but even average musicians have to 
overcome a lot of hardships before they can stand firmly on their two feet. Once
upon a time, I recommended that you read Jean-Cristophe, a book by Romain 
Rolland. Read it again; you will find it very useful. I’m also glad that you are in
Professor Bessmertny’s class. That was part of our plan that you and I discussed

Joseph, violin student, Bobruysk, 1937.
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eight years ago…  Do you remember, in the spring of 1938, the professor listened 
to you play. Grigoriy Savelyevich (Kaplan) stepped from the classroom into the 
hallway and told me that the professor recommends that you continue your studies 
in Minsk. I couldn’t do it then; after that, hard times came for me and all of us, 
but the fate took pity on us and sent you into the hands of Professor Bessmertny. 
After many hard years, it’s finally happened, and again you, my son, are on the
straight path; the rest is up to you. I agree with the professor’s suggestion that you 
should leave regular high school. Right now you need scales and studies, not sines 
and cosines…  You must take care of yourself, because ever since your childhood, 
you’ve had fragile health, and you still have your whole life ahead of you… 
As I have told you before, I want music to become your profession. My favorite 
memories are of practicing music with you 2-3 hours a day, every day, of trying 
to direct your attention to the life in music. 
 I remember once, right before dinner, I was reading that day’s newspaper from 
Budapest, when the radio announced that in half an hour, the violinist Vasya 
Prikhodya would be playing from Prague. While Mom was setting the table, you 
quickly found the right wavelength, and the room filled with wonderful sounds.
Suddenly – a terrific surprise-the violinist started playing “Tamburin” by Ramo.
You and I were extremely thrilled – in those days, you were also playing “Tam-
burin” in G. S. Kaplan’s class. Of course, Vasya Prikhodya played as a professional 
and you as a beginner, but still, our joy was great. It showed that hard work 
and study make a man’s life more beautiful. After dinner, I decided to talk to you 
heart-to-heart, and asked you whether you wanted to be a violinist. You didn’t 
answer right away; I could see you were thinking it over.
 
(Translator’s note: The dialogue between Ferenc Rott and his elder son, in
which József expresses his doubts, is quoted unchanged by the author, to 
illustrate his father’s poor command of the Russian language and, at the 
author’s request, is paraphrased rather than translated literally.)

…Instead of an answer, I got a question. My son blushed a little and asked: why 
a violinist? I was surprised: “Why not a violinist? You have a better idea than 
making a living by playing music?” But Juzik continued to blush and replied 
cautiously: “Yes, Dad!  …There’s a boy who sits next to me in school, he draws
very well. He’ ll be an artist!!!”“So what?” I asked. “Why is an artist better than 
a violinist?”    …Juzik started to explain his point of view carefully. He said: 

“Look, Dad: when a violinist is playing, everybody is listening to him and ev-
erybody likes it, but once he’s finished, he puts his violin and bow in a case, closes
the case, and there’s nothing left, nothing to hear, nothing to see even, after people 
have left the building, nobody knows that there was a violinist and an audience. 
But an artist… that’s different, he draws or paints something – you can hang it
on the wall and                …everybody can see it there forever!! Forever! Forever! 
But a violin you can only hear when someone is playing it!”

(Returning to the text edited by the author.)  I attempted to argue with my son 
and tried to explain to him the material side of it, but he already stood by the win-
dow and watched, with great interest, heavy airplanes soar in wide circles above 
the airdrome at the edge of the city… and shortly, a mass of people with parachutes 
slowly float to the ground. I also watched with him this modern, courageous, mili-
tary scene, and, when it was over, continued our discussion of art with my son. 
 I said to him, “Do you know, Józsi, how much money that violinist Bessmert-
ny, who listened to you play last week, earned for one evening’s performance at 
the theater?” “I don’t know!” Józsi said. “Then listen: for one evening, he was
paid, they say, five thousand and maybe more…”  “Whoo, that’s a lot of money,”
my son said. “But see,” I continued, “you can also play violin well when you grow 
up, and you will also get paid a lot of money.” At this point, we made up and were 
friends again, especially after sharing a few good-quality chocolates together. And 
when I saw that he started to get his football ready for the after-dinner game with 
his friends, who were already waiting for him underneath the window, I asked 
him one last question: “Tell me, Józsi, if, when you grow up, you get paid fifteen
hundred for one evening, what will you buy with that much money?” He thought 
about it a little, holding his football with both hands, then kissed the football, and 
decisively and finally replied: “I’ ll buy a parachute!!!” And he ditched us all in the
room, jumped out into the corridor, and kicked the ball so hard that glass fell out of 
two windows at once, right onto the stone floor.
 … It was, one can say, a very long time ago, when we were all ten years 
younger, but heavy clouds were gathering on the horizon, a ruthless hurricane 
was rising, mountains heated up, rivers and seas threw enormous waves on our 
heads, and some of us landed so far from our families that now, when after hard 
years life will settle down again, it will take a long time for everyone to return to 
their own, warm place. Yes, my son, I went off-course dragging ink all over the
paper, reminiscing here and there about how I lived with you…  but still, I have 
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not given up hope, I think that someday I’ ll be a man yet, an old man, of course, 
who will only want to rest, and you will also be a man, but a young one, who will 
make a beautiful life for himself with his violin bow and his young energy. 
 … The best for me is to wait about another year and return home as a man… 
I’ ll come home, bathe, shave, sleep for two days, then change my clothes, and 
nobody will be able to tell that I had been imprisoned for 10 or 9 years…  I’m 
sick now, it’s my third month in the infirmary, I had jaundice, but I’m not so
sick anymore, if I can say that: the doctors are keeping me here as long as it’s cold 
outside. There are serious discussions about my possibly staying to work here, at the
infirmary, until the ship comes that will take me home.
 The first package went missing, I got the second and third, thank you very very
much…  The coffee was excellent, God bless me with a whole case of such coffee and
you with a case of money for it. I will write home every week . . . Kisses from the 
bottom of my heart. Your beloved Papa and best Friend: Franz Jozefovich. 

(In this envelope, on the inside, for the first time we found a note from
Father, apparently hidden from the censors, in which he was letting us 
know his details: Rott, Franz Jozefovich, y/o/b 1898; Art. 58/6. Sentence 
10 years.)

*

21 February 1947. … Józsi writes that there had been no letters from me from 
April until August. I don’t understand that at all, because I always wrote once or 
twice a month, although not in Russian but in my mother tongue, so maybe that’s 
why my letters didn’t make it…  For two months, I stayed in the local infirmary,
i.e., until early January. Don’t think that I was bedridden for two months, no, 
but I didn’t get dressed and didn’t go outside…  Since 10 January, I’ve been up, 
working as a doctor’s assistant, doing whatever I am told, from six in the morn-
ing until eleven at night…  I don’t know whether I’m allowed to write letters 
in my mother tongue or not…  I am writing this letter in a very stressful atmos-
phere: I’ve been working all day; it’s late evening, almost night, I’m very tired, 
and there are people sitting all around me, talking loudly, making noise, smoking, 
so I can’t even get my thoughts together. 
 … I think a lot about my wife and two sons. I really, really want to go back 
home, while I still have some energy and some desire to live. When I am alone and 

have time to reflect on my life, that’s when I’m especially unhappy… It pains me
that my family receives no help from me…  I really, really long for the time when 
I can come home, and your life and the life of my two sons will become better and 
easier. It hurts me that my wife doesn’t write to me. It’s wrong, and we will talk 
about that when I come home… 

*

24 April 1947.  …The infirmary management promises to put me in charge of the
housekeeping…  It’s a very responsible job and important position… One comrade 
told me that there is a licensed legal consultant in Susuman, who, for 75 rubles, 

Regina, Bobruysk, 1945.
This is the only picture Ferenc received in prison of his beloved wife.
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will prepare all papers necessary to appeal the sentence at a DA office. He’s a seri-
ous person. I’ ll scrape up 75 rubles somehow and approach him as soon as possible. 
Not so much to get out before the end of my sentence but so that, if I find justice
and vindication, after my release I could get a serious and well-paid position, and 
then we could get on with a normal life...
 

*

4 October 1947, Friday evening. … I don’t write often because I’m very busy. 
I’ve tried to replace my letters to you with telegrams…  I received your package 
two weeks ago, thank you very much. I use it, but part of its contents I’ ll set aside 
until Christmas, to celebrate my 49th birthday with presents from you…  I’m 
busy with my new job, it’s very hard, but I’m trying so that they’d keep me here 
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through the winter, and after the winter, I hope, my release will come…  All in 
all, I’m waiting for my 10-year sentence to be over so I can come home. I know 
my children will make me happy, but I am concerned about you, Rizushka. You 
haven’t written to me in ten years…  If, when I come home, you’ ll start being 
mean to me, that won’t be good. I think about that a lot. Last night I dreamed 
someone told me the news that you got remarried! I dream silly things like that…  
There are two people from Bobruysk here. One is Valenchik; I wrote to you about
him already…  The other guy used to work at the club during Zubritsky’s times.
He lived at 59 Schmidt Alley and knew you all well, right until he got arrested…  
He tells me how you lived after my arrest…  I help him a lot, gave him some 
warm clothes for the winter…

*

1 January 1948, midnight, 0 hours 1 minute.  (a letter to Minsk, in Hungarian) 
My dear son Józsika!
 Just now, into my window, out of the dark night came a whistle from a distant 
factory, marking midnight, 12 o’clock. That is, the end of 1947 and the beginning
of 1948. Of course, this is a very important keystone in our life, because we are 
expecting a lot from the year 1948. In this year, in the middle of it, I’ ll also become 
a free man. And here, there are two important points, listen carefully. Those who
are released after their terms inside the USSR can just go home on the next train. 
But here, in the Far East, the law is different. Here, after the release, only an
invalid can go straight home; everybody else – now as free citizens – are kept here 
by the authorities to work in their field, under a contract, for 1-2 more years. An
exception can be made only if a man gets a document from home, which proves that 
his family lives in poverty and needs its provider. If he gets such a document, they 
let him go home. City councils issue such documents locally. To whom this document 
should be addressed – to me or to the authorities here – the Bobruysk city council 
will let you know. I already wrote to Mom to arrange that. … Mail gets here very 
slowly, but I hope such a document will arrive by the time of my release, and God 
will help me to get home to you before this fall…   I work a lot, am very tired, can’t 
wait to come home to you. Please study well, son. You will see, in a couple of years, 
your life will fall into place. Keep an eye on Vladimir so that he studies well, too. 
I’m writing to Mom separately. If you get anything from Hungary, forward to me 
immediately…

Joseph and Vladimir, Bobruysk, 1945.
This is the only picture Ferenc received in prison of his sons.
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*

21 February 1948, Saturday.  … I have half an hour of free time, so I’m writ-
ing this letter. For the past two months, it’s been impossible to buy postage 
stamps here, so you will have to pay 60 kopecks for this letter, but that’s a minor 
nuisance. I’m willing to pay not only 60 kopecks but 60 rubles, just to receive a 
letter from you…
 As the time of my release approaches, I’m feeling more and more anxious, 
can’t relax day or night. I sent you a telegram the other day, and that calmed me 
down for a couple of days, but now the anxieties are back. I wish I knew what 
awaits me after 4 July. If only I knew that by the end of the summer, or in the 
fall, I’ ll go home, I wouldn’t be thinking about clothes, because, if God helps me 
to return to you, I don’t want to hold on to a single thread that might remind me 
of my slavery. But if I have to stay here longer, then I’ ll need to stock up on some 
clothes, underwear, and bedding for myself, even though up till now I’ve helped 
hundreds and hundreds of people with clothes. If God listened to my heart, I’m 
prepared to set out on foot, in a shirt and slippers, with a staff in my hands, just
so I could get out of here already and find you at the end of the road. But right
now, everything looks very very hopeless. I’m still looking at four months of 
making do here, and only on the last day, I’ ll find out what conclusion the medi-
cal commission will come to…  It would be helpful if I got that document from 
you, where the city authorities confirm that my family needs me as a provider… 
In short, we are all looking at a couple more difficult months. Our nerves will
have to survive much more before we finally find ourselves all together, in our
little nest. Enough is enough, all this is too much for me, I just want to go, to 
come to you. If there’s no other way, I’m willing to walk, with nothing but dry 
bread for sustenance…
 

*

28 February 1948, Saturday night. … It’s been a couple of days, and I’m writing 
again, to make myself feel better even this way, so that I can be with you even in 
my thoughts, or in a letter.
 There haven’t been any letters from you for a long time, and it makes me feel even
worse. I’m very tired; as always, working hard. Others make fun of me, saying it’s 
stupid to work so hard. Of course, few people can live as easily as the Russians.

 Little by little, we’re crawling out of the winter. The end of February; the
average temperature, which up till now was minus 50 degrees C, now has risen 
to minus 30–40 degrees C…  I have four more months to go, but the time moves 
very slowly now, at the end, as though every week drags as long as a month. I 
plan to send you another telegram in March, but I don’t expect any changes. The
most important thing for me is to remain in the infirmary until my release, be-
cause from here it’s the easiest to break free…  I’m hoping, with God’s help, to step 
from here into the free world. Then we’ ll see what happens. Of course, it would be
very helpful if you sent me that document from the city council confirming that my
family needs its provider, because the local Dalstroi [state construction company] 
doesn’t let people go home easily.

*

6 March 1948, Saturday. … I haven’t had any news from you in months. It tor-
tures my soul horribly…  This past week has been especially bad for me: I’ve read a
lot of newspapers and got so agitated that I can’t get a grip on myself…   (It would 
be interesting to see what propaganda was filling major Soviet newspapers
in those days - V.R.) It’s better for a man not to read newspapers; then nothing 
threatens his hopes.
 Here, almost every day, they release those whose 10-year sentence is completed, 
by the calendar. Young and healthy people join the general population and start 
working for money; old people wait for the summer, the end of May, the beginning 
of navigation, when the ice breaks and first ships will be able to dock at Magadan.
There is a possibility that some people will be able to leave by plane, but that costs
several thousand rubles. Otherwise, people go home at the state’s expense, so, if 
God is willing to let me go home, I’ ll have such an opportunity, too. Everybody 
says I’ ll be home by fall, but we’ ll see about that… For now, I’m not preparing 
either clothes or underwear for my release. If need be, I’ ll pack my suitcase in two 
days. Eh! If only I knew that I’d be able to get on a ship right away, I’d go in boots 
without soles, unshaven – I’ve spent 10 years as a convict, or whatever you’d call 
it. Some, who still have hair, are trying to grow it into some sort of a hairstyle, as 
though they are coming home from America. I know a tailor, this little old man 
from Moscow, with whom we frequently spend evenings together, he’s been ask-
ing me repeatedly when we’re going to start taking measurements…  He wants 
to make me something by the time of my release. I have some fabric; no English 
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flannel, of course, just some local cotton, but it looks pretty decent…  God will see
to it that everything goes as it should…

*

15 March 1948, Sunday.   My dear Rizushka! Look, this is such an interesting 
date. Today is 100 years of the beginning of the Hungarian Revolution, when 
Sándor Petőfi said his historical words: “Rise, Hungarians, your motherland is
calling! The time has come. It’s now or never!” When I was still in school, I used
to count on my fingers how many years remained before the centennial of the
awakening of the Hungarian people, and thought about what a huge celebration 
it would be. Perhaps there are big celebrations all over Hungary today, but we are 
not there to see them. So, again, true is the adage that man supposes while God 
disposes. I haven’t supposed much in the last few years. I only live in hope that the 
kind fate won’t abandon me, and in my twilight years, my life will still resemble 
human life. I’m hoping another adage will come true: “All ’s well that ends well.”
 There’s nothing new in my life; I’m counting days. They go by so slowly and
stressfully! The saddest thing is that there haven’t been any letters from you in
about six months. It crushes my heart so that if another week goes by without a 
letter from you, I’ ll send a telegram with prepaid reply. The only request I have,
which is very important for me and for you: please try to get and to send me, as 
I’ve already asked, that document that says the family desperately needs its pro-
vider…  With a document like that, it’s easy to go home from here. Otherwise, 
the person trying to leave here is in for a lot of trouble. I’d like to point out that 
if I could make it into the invalid category, I wouldn’t need this document, but 
that’s very much up in the air, because I don’t look like an invalid, thank God. 
I’m just not very young anymore. All in all, you help me, and I’ ll do whatever 
I can from here, to make it home by my 50th birthday.
 I’m not writing to the children – I don’t have it in me right now to write 
calmly… The mail is such a mess! The other day, this man I know received 20
letters at once, which have been floating somewhere for the past year and a half;
another man received nine care packages that his family had sent him during the 
course of a year…  Meanwhile, we’re driving ourselves crazy, suffering from the
thought that our loved ones aren’t writing to us…
23 March 1948, Tuesday. … The whole infirmary staff went to the cinema, to 
see Beethoven’s Concert, while I stayed here alone, to get my heart closer to you. 

I’m sending you a telegram to inform you of my serious concern that I have not 
received anything from you for over six months…  I don’t know what to think…  
Last night I had a dream about Józsi. The dream was that he was sick but got
better. Another time, I had a dream about you, Rizushka. You were dressed nice. 
Your face looked fresh, and you were gazing into my eyes, very closely. You looked 
young, as in your best years. I can’t imagine what these dreams mean.
 About 100 days to go before my release. Everybody I know all predict that I’ ll 
be allowed to go home, so only God knows what future awaits me and us. If I 
was a native Russian, everything would be simpler, but since I’m considered a 
former foreigner, who the hell knows. I’ve decided to start gathering clothes for my 
departure…   A lot depends on that document I’m asking about in every letter…  
Don’t stop writing to me in expectation of my release; on the contrary, write to 
me more often now than ever, because in the summer, the airmail delivery will be 
worse, while we need to keep each other informed in more detail. Please write to 
me every two weeks…

28 March 1948, Sunday morning. … The letter has to be mailed from the next
town over, so I decided to add another letter to the postal plane that leaves tomor-
row. Every time I send you a letter or a telegram, I feel happier, as though I can 
touch you a little at least this way…  but a few days later, since I have no letters 
from you, the joy disappears…  Today is 98 days until my release, and then we’ ll 
see what the fate has in store for us… I’ve had enough…  10 years of suffering
among strangers.
 There is this man from Bobruysk here, his family lives at 14 Dzerzhinsky
Street, their last name is Valenchik. He and I are good friends. If you wish, go see 
his family, talk to them…
 There’s still a lot of snow here. I will never miss the local winter. I don’t like
Belarus much, either, but it’s better than here.
 As I already wrote, if Józsi, like last summer, has an opportunity to tour with 
other musicians, he shouldn’t even think about turning it down in anticipation of 
my return…  If I’m released in July, add another 2-3 months to allow for the way 
the local transport works…  I’ ll consider myself extremely lucky if, God willing, I 
will be among you by Christmas, by my 50th birthday…

*
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13 April 1948. …Yesterday I received two letters at once, one that Vladimir wrote 
on 16 April 1947, the other that Juzik sent from Minsk on 15 June 1947, i.e., in 
the last ten months, I got only these two letters. I also received a letter from Minsk, 
from an Olga Aleksandrovna Poklonskaya, who has been searching for her father 
for a long time…  Searching…  It may turn out to be futile, because if somebody 
has been out of touch for 3-4 years, the situation is usually not too optimistic…  I 
replied to her, of course. Gave her some advice about whom to approach officially.
 As of today, I have two and a half months to go until the date of my release, but 
that’s just the date; as far as the actual release goes, it’s all very uncertain. In that 
sense, the atmosphere here is very bad. I hear rumors that they might stop letting 
people out of here altogether. For what reason? I don’t know…  And I’m not very 
interested in their reasons. I’ ll wait a couple more weeks and will resume writing 
appeals to DAs and suchlike, will write to them again that there was never any 
reason to arrest me in the first place and so I can be easily allowed to go home now.
Perhaps they won’t even look at my papers, but that doesn’t mean I should keep qui-
et. I’m asking you to not wait either, but to go or to write to the Bobruysk or Moscow 
DA’s office. Do not let this sudden obstacle blocking our path discourage you, because
I’m also waiting, with a calm heart, for the fate to finally bring me some news. You
should also believe that the day of our reunion will come. The quality of mail service
here is disturbing; letters sometimes take 15-20 months to get here…
 Everything else is not too bad; I have enough food, a responsible job. If only 
they’d let me go, I would start this journey – the 15,000 kilometers that separate us 
– first thing tomorrow morning, on foot, and you can be sure, I’d come to you…
 I remember the summer of 1920. I got up at dawn on Sunday, put on my black 
suit, a shirt with a starched collar, a tie, patent-leather shoes, and went to the 
train station, where the station agent informed me that all the trains for that 
day had been canceled…  I was a bit disconcerted, but I wasn’t scared, I started 
thinking about what to do. I came out of the station: summer, 4 a.m., fresh air, 
the sun is just getting up and merrily peeking into my eyes. I felt alive. And if I 
promised my Rizushka that I would be there Sunday morning, nothing could stop 
me. I pulled my hat down over my eyes, took my cane under my arm, stepped onto 
the highway, and started to march, like a soldier, toward Garadna. The road dust
covered my shoes, suit, hair, but by 1 p.m., I calmly reached the 50th kilometer 
in the direction of Koshitse. My fiancèe’s mother stood at the gate, peering at the
approaching figure. I came closer. She recognized me, smiled. I kissed her hand.
And my fiancèe’s mother said, in a voice I was so familiar with: “I knew that the

trains had been canceled, but I also knew you’d come anyway!” It was 28 years 
ago…  And now my Rizushka can’t be bothered to drop a line to her imprisoned 
husband. Tempora mutantur.
 Naturally, I apologize that I resorted to such memories in this letter, with this 
brief reminiscence. Let us return to reality, to the present day. I’m asking you, if 
at all possible, please get some help from your local DA’s office…

*

6 May 1948, Thursday.  … Please believe my word of honor that I have been
writing to you regularly and for a long time…  and two weeks ago, finally, re-
ceived two letters from you at once, which upset me even more, because they were 
written back in January of last year…  floated somewhere for many months… and
I still have no fresh letters from you…  Imagine my anxiety… Today I’m happy: I 
got two telegrams at once, one from Vladimir, sent 1 May, and the other from you, 
Rizushka, which you sent 3 May. I was already wondering what to think…
 As of today, everything is completely uncertain… What will happen to me 
this summer? Here, in the barracks, there are hundreds of people lying about, 
who had been freed last winter and spring, given their passports, and not taken 
anywhere…  They are waiting to be shipped home, but so far, it’s just expecta-
tions…  We don’t know the reason for it. Somebody said that the reason for the 
delay is the uncertainty of the domestic political situation in the country, while I 
still have two months to get through…  At this point, the news is less than won-
derful. A few days ago, our food rations were severely reduced, even though they 
were barely sufficient before… Life is getting harder in every aspect. Where
these hardships are coming from, we can’t understand. In short, we live in a 
complicated world, nothing good to be heard, no sincere smile to be seen…  I am 
not making any plans.

*

9–14 May 1948. … Since I’ve started working as a head housekeeper at the 
Susuman infirmary, my life is nothing like the life at the labor camp. I will try to
describe my days to you.
 Sunday, 9 May.  Got up in the morning, as always, at 6.30. I finish the daily
morning routine by 9 a.m. This morning, nobody got any butter…  This never
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happened before; at the infirmary, there has always been butter for breakfast. …
Situation is getting worse. By 10 a.m., I went into town, to the post office, sent
you a telegram and a letter. On the way back, stopped by the market, to take a 
look. The local market is very crowded, but there are no foodstuffs for sale. It’s
prohibited. Or, rather, there are no collective farms or private growers here but 
only state stores, which are supplied by merchandise from the inside of the country, 
as well as food for everybody. What they sell at the market is clothing, felt boots, 
shoes, pine nuts from the local mountains. But there’s no bread, flour, milk, or
butter on the open market. I went back to my place, washed up, and went to sleep 
in a clean bed with fresh linen. While I slept, they say, some Hungarian came to 
see me…  said he’d come back later…  While I was in town, I heard all kinds of 
contradictory rumors about our fate…  We’ ll be allowed to go…  Not allowed 
to go… Others say it doesn’t matter whether we will or won’t be allowed to go, 
nobody can get home anyway, since there hasn’t been a single ship yet…  My work 
goes fine, the patients get better, except the incurable ones…  Housekeeping issues
grow more complicated. The infirmary already has its own woodworking and
sewing shops, a blacksmith, a tinsmith, and so on. The other day, the head doctor
told me to set up a shoe-repair shop, because the footwear around here is falling 
apart…  Our cobbler just came to me to complain: “They’re bringing me men’s
shoes, women’s shoes, children’s shoes, for large feet, small feet, medium feet…  and 
all I have at the shop is one wooden last, size 42…  What do you want me to do?” 
Got it off his chest and left…
 Monday night. …I’m not in a great mood; I’ve heard so many opinions and 
rumors in one day… It’s better not to listen . . . Rheumatism is causing my knees to 
hurt. The doctor gave me some kind of ointment, to rub into them every night, but
I’m not in the mood, I don’t even have the energy for it…  I haven’t been able to 
bend my right leg for two weeks, I just kind of drag it along, but I haven’t applied 
that ointment even once…  It’d be different if you, Rizushka, or Vladimir rubbed
and nursed my knee every night…  And I’d return the favor by rubbing yours…
 Spring warmth is here; we’ ll try to make use of every scrap of soil…  Last year, 
we grew cabbage, herbs, also tomatoes and cucumbers in a greenhouse. In summer, 
there’re a lot of wild strawberries here, I always try to pick them, up to two cups 
a day sometimes, so, thank God, scurvy has spared me these past couple of years. I 
try to work conscientiously, so that, if they let me go, they’d at least appreciate my 
housekeeping efforts, and if they don’t let me go, then, maybe, they’ ll want to keep
me on at the infirmary, where my life resembles a human one, more or less…

 Tuesday!  …Official day. Visits, commissions, checks, bickering, stress… I’m
being yelled at, I’m yelling at whomever I can…  In short, “Hagadya-a-a, 
Hagadya-a-a!” – like a baby goat at Passover…
 Wednesday.   As part of taking care of the infirmary vegetable gardens, to-
day I went to the neighboring state farm, Susuman – to learn a few things, 
to broaden my experience…  Talked to a lot of people, many of whom I have 
known a long time…  From them, I learned news that concerns you too, Ri-
zushka. Before 1940, for a while, I also worked at this state farm. The agrono-
mist here was a certain Dragunov, the elder brother of Kuzma Mikhailovich 
Dragunov, formerly the chief engineer of the Bobruysk forest works. He had 
been very good to me. In the summer of 1940, his sentence was up, and he got 
ready to go home. He promised to stop and see his brother in Bobruysk. He took 
a letter from me to give you. Up till now, I was sure he had given it to you 
personally. But yesterday, I was told that he had never made it home, died on 
the way…  This happens to us, too…
 I met a lot of new people, among them two Hungarians, who had been ar-
rested and exiled here just recently. Each of them is surprised that after so many 
years, my colloquial Hungarian is so much better than theirs.
 Rumors…  talks…  assumptions…  my head is spinning. As an old nature 
lover, I’m watching and seeing that wild ducks and geese are late this year. Last 
year, at this time, they were already here. Maybe the weather is holding them 
up, or maybe they can’t get… their entrance visas. See how lucky they are…
 Thursday, 13 May. 13th – unlucky date, or rather, nobody likes it. People are
right, I can understand them, because it’s been a while since I felt as nervous as I 
do today. The patients were being transferred to another infirmary in open-bed
trucks, and I can’t tell you how many problems that caused. Mostly because of 
the patients’ crankiness…  Can’t wait till the end of the day.
 Tonight, there is a film screening. Once in a while, they bring a portable pro-
jector and a film, and then the doctors, the orderlies, the walking patients – ev-
erybody goes to see it. If they bring their own chairs, they don’t have to pay…  If 
the film breaks a thousand times, or the sound disappears, they don’t have to pay,
either…  I don’t go with them. I’ve survived for nine years and eleven months in 
slavery without films, I’ ll survive another month somehow. I want to go to the
cinema when my wife wants me to come and see some film she chooses, when we
can buy half a pound of Mishka chocolates at the concession stand and eat them, 
listening to the orchestra play music before the show starts…
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 Friday, 14 May. Today was a cleaning day. Weekly bathing of the patients, 
shaving, changing of the underwear and bed linen, washing of the floors, clean-
ing of the rooms, extermination of the bedbugs by steam and boiling water, in 
short, bringing some order to this faraway, unforgiving land. The day went
well. I always like a Friday evening. Not only because it’s filled with years of
memories about various happy signs that the holiday is coming, but also be-
cause, over many years, I have noticed that there’s always some incredible mira-
cle: Friday evening always brings me some unusual holiday meal. Rizushka, I 
won’t give you many examples here, because I don’t have that much paper and 
time. Just one evening: today.
 Suppertime was near. Everybody, everybody, even the important doctors, got 
some simple soup with bread and a little porridge for their supper. I figure, the end
of the day, time to wrap things up, I should write you a couple of lines and quietly 
lie down to rest on my single bed. But what does my expected Friday-evening 
miracle bring me? An hour ago, this man I know shows up – he and I are not 
even on food-sharing terms – and pulls two cans of peas and a beautiful smoked 
fish out of his pocket and invites me to have supper with him. Only after supper,
it occurred to me that…  it’s only natural, since today is Friday evening! And it’s 
been like that for many years, unexpected miracles, blessed by God.
 Saturday morning. I’m in a good mood, because I’m going to the post office to
send you a letter. People I know are coming and going. I exchange a few words with 
each…  Today, I heard that the invalids released back in winter will finally be sent
home soon. I still have to wait 48 days from today…  We’ll see what they bring…  
I’m hoping one day to come out of the dust to have a normal life among you.
 I’m saying good-bye for now. I will write every week, and if there’s something 
important, I’ ll send a telegram. You write to me more often, please, because now 
it’s needed much more than ever.
 Until I see you with my own eyes, I wish you all the best, good health, and 
may you be kept by God, who, in these hard times, brings us even closer and 
supports us.
 With all my love and kisses to you, dear Rizushka, and my two dear, beautiful 
sons. Your loving husband and devoted father, Feri.

 I quoted the text of this letter of May 1948 in such detail as a way of ex-
pressing my deep recognition, gratitude, and sympathy to my father, Ferenc 
Rott, who had to live and suffer through the terrible “blow of ’48” that fol-

lowed this letter. The new understanding of the reality of his situation, the
practically complete loss of hope to ever see himself a free man, the absolute 
inability to do anything for his faraway family shook him up so much that 
after gathering all his strength, Ferenc was able to write his next letter only 
at the end of December, on the day of his 50th birthday. For more than 
six months, it was as though his hands had grown numb. We will not talk 
about what his soul, heart, and nerves had gone through, how many tears 
he had shed. I wouldn’t wish that on an enemy…. His desire to write to 
his family was killed. From the middle of May until the end of December 
1948, he lost the only joy he had – keeping in touch with his family even 
through his letters.
 But what about poor Regina, what had she lived through in that time? I 
remember her suffering the endless attempts to obtain that darn document
from the Bobruysk city council, proving that “the family needed its pro-
vider.”  Somebody had come up with such barbaric terminology, and so far 
there has not been a single soul decent enough to apologize to the thousands 
of humiliated and tortured people for this mockery of human morality.
 Mother barely spoke Russian, but who would go in her place to apply for 
help? She looked for kind people that could and would be willing, in that 
atmosphere of general terror, to help her write an appeal, without which 
Regina could not approach the authorities. At first, her appeals were writ-
ten by Marfa Vladimirovna Lazareva, an educated elderly seamstress who 
had known Ferenc personally and felt really bad for our family. After her, 
most of the papers were written by our barrack neighbor, a nice young 
woman named Maria Parkhimovich. These people always found patience
and a kind word for her, and Regina always tried to thank them somehow, 
sometimes with a doily, other times with a piece of lace . . .
 I remember Mother taking these endless appeals to the city executive 
committee, to the DA’s office, to the Bobruysk office of the Ministry of
Domestic Affairs. The result was always the same, everywhere. Nobody
wanted to do anything for her; possibly they were afraid . . . They would
take her appeal and advise her – good thing if they did it politely – to try 
some other office.
 Mother would come home in tears and despair, but, upon seeing me 
(another one of her problems and causes for sadness, the 13-year-old 
thug, loser, layabout, and truant), she would try to control herself and 
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gather all her strength to continue writing her appeals and taking them 
to the next state office.
 Yes, that’s the way I was. I spent all my days in the street with my bud-
dies, who were just like me. We were very busy with all kinds of things 
other than our studies. The scariest thing in the world for me was to go to
school and face my teachers. Mom’s beatings did nothing to improve my 
dedication to my schoolwork. I remember it and still blush, even today. 
How absurd was my childish worldview then. The whole family was suffer-
ing, praying for Dad’s return, while I, in those days, God forgive me, was 
apprehensive: what if he returned and started to constantly scold and beat 
me. I knew I deserved it.  I’ll talk more about my school evolution further 
on, but for now, let’s spend some more time with Ferenc….
 Regina’s appeals were written by hand, the offices would keep them, and
we had no copies. I remember that writing them was like torture to Mom.  
Of course, she was unable to obtain and send Ferenc the document from 
the city executive council, and it wouldn’t have helped anyway. I’ll quote 
here two appeals that had been typed on a typewriter, and so I do have 
copies of them:

TO: COMRADE COLONEL PRONIN
 COMMANDER, BOBRUYSK DISTRICT OFFICE 
 MINISTRY OF DOMESTIC AFFAIRS (MDA)
FROM: Citizen Regina Germanovna ROTT
  80 Schmidt Alley,  Bobruysk

 APPEAL

 On 4 July 1938, Bobruysk MDA arrested my husband, Franz Jozefovich 
ROTT, who has been serving his sentence in the Khabarovsk District (Koly-
ma).
 On 20 November 1948, I received a telegram from the authorities of the labor 
camp, where my husband is serving, telling me to send an application, which 
should be approved by the local MDA office. The approved application should be 
sent to: 
 Captain ZAVGOROD
 Commander of Part AB/16

 Khabarovsk District
 Magadan
 P.O. Box LK-261/109

After which my husband will be able to arrive to his family.
 Please do not deny my request.
 23 November 1948,
 Rott

*

TO: CAPTAIN ZAVGOROD
COMMANDER OF PART AB/16
KHABAROVSK DISTRICT
MAGADAN
P.O. BOX LK-261/109

FROM: Citizen Regina Germanovna ROTT
  80 Schmidt Alley
  Bobruysk, BSSR

 APPEAL

 My husband, Franz Jozefovich ROTT, on 4 July 1938, was arrested by the 
Bobruysk MDA and in 1948 completed his sentence in the Khabarovsk District 
(Kolyma).
 Please allow my husband, Franz Jozefovich Rott, after the end of his sentence, 
to return to his family in Bobruysk. I hereby express a complete willingness to take 
full responsibility for him, with all the ensuing legal consequences.
 I work at the Bobruysk forest works as a cafeteria worker. I support two sons: 
Jozef - 19 years old, Vladimir - 13 years old.
 Please grant my request.
 23 November 1948
 Applicant (Rott)
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 As we can see, somebody had changed their mind: instead of an appeal 
about “a provider for the family,” the wife was willing “to take full respon-
sibility” for her husband.  And now, let’s read the letter Ferenc finally wrote
after spending many months in shock, and appreciate his courage, patience, 
and love for his faraway family.

* 

26 December 1948, Magadan. My 50th birthday  (letter to Józsi in Minsk)  
Dear son Józsikám!
 Let me start by thanking you from the bottom of my heart for the birthday 
telegram. It greatly pleased me that you didn’t forget my birthday. When I picked 
up your telegram, I started to remember and rethink my whole life, and I saw that 
at that moment, there was nothing in the world more important to me than your 
birthday wishes. If I am not mistaken, and if it doesn’t hurt your feelings, Mom 
was probably the person who reminded you to send me a telegram, because that’s 
the only way I can imagine Mom anymore, that in one half of her heart, she is an-
gry at me for some inconsequential details, and in the other half, she certainly loves 
me and you both. At least, that’s what my intuition tells me, and facts confirm
it. With her silence, she tries to tell me that her feelings for me have cooled down, 
while the facts show that she is behind everything good that happens to me.
 The other day, this Polish guy here gave me a card reading, although reluctant-
ly, and twice in a row a woman’s figure came up. He said that I’m angry with her
and immediately scolded me for being completely wrong about it. I’m hoping that 
my “anyuka” (“Mommy” in Hungarian - V. R.) is not seriously angry either, 
and that everything will be cleared up if I ever again find myself among you.
 By the end of the year, we will go home, although for now the expectations are 
frozen stuck. That’s the fate of all those in my category. While we were getting all
the papers together, the navigation ended, and now we’re here until spring. They
say that even in winter, the ship traffic will be arranged, but that’s doubtful. I’ ll
probably have to spend a few more months here. I have enough money to survive, 
while many here are too lazy, even though there’s plenty of work here and those 
who want to work get hired easily. The pay is not great though: I’ve been working
in this office for two months now, and after food expenses, managed to save only
about 200 rubles. So, together with the money you sent me last summer, I have 
already about 500 rubles, and I’ ll continue to work so that I have enough for my 

travel expenses. Today, I read in the paper an article encouraging people to bring 
their families over to settle here, but that’s almost unrealistic, because the apart-
ment situation here is terrible, and winter lasts 10 months. There’s no market
here, except for old rags. Fruit and vegetables are practically unknown around 
these parts. I said even back in summer that I’ve got to get out of here, even if I 
have to walk. The worst thing here for me is the climate. Of course, for the last ten
years I counted days, hoping to celebrate my 50th birthday with you, but unfortu-
nately, my dream did not come true. Certainly, if I get home in spring, I won’t be 
so devastated over the lost winter. But I’m so tired of suffering in the strange land
and never seeing a sincerely loving face! In short, there’s nothing to be done other 
than to wait some more and support each other in our thoughts, through letters.
Dear son Józsikám, I have much to tell you - and I was hoping to tell you these 
things in the long winter evenings - because you are now a grown-up and under-
stand a lot. Besides, it is my duty to tell you about long-ago events that took place 
around us even before you were born, events from which you can learn something 
interesting and useful. But since, yet again, I’m spending my winter evenings far 
away from you, I cannot transfer these things to letters, or I would need whole 
books rather than just pages, and who has that kind of time.
 You have no idea how many anniversaries this winter marks, which I was 
hoping to tell you about in the evenings. It’s been thirty years since I returned 
from the First World War to my mother’s house. They waited for me, much as
you are waiting for me now, and, of course, there were people who swore to my 
mother and my brothers and sisters that they had seen me killed in the battlefield.
Nevertheless, my mother and siblings passionately believed in my return, and 23 
November 1918, I came back, a young, handsome 20-year-old, much as you are 
now. Our joy knew no bounds, and we celebrated my 20th birthday 30 years ago 
like a small wedding. There was a whole coterie of young ladies in our district, and
each expected me to make her my wife, while I, after celebrating for a few days 
at home, at the end of January, i.e., 30 years ago, in 1919, picked up my saber 
again and joined the troops on the border, where it soon turned out that there’s 
no enemy, and so the only thing to do there was to court young ladies and invite 
them to dances, because as long as a man is not married and his heart is free, he 
must look for the one who will occupy it. I found such a young lady – you call her 
Anyuka. In her, I found everything I looked for in the ideal of my heart. We were 
young, merry, and liked to have fun. If there was a dance or a wedding, we al-
most always danced together. I even played the violin a bit, only my bow wasn’t 
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so good. And how enormously happy I was when (it will be 30 years this spring) 
to the station next to Garadna, a train arrived from Koshitse and brought me my 
red-cheeked girlfriend, who brought me from Koshitse this violin bow, which is 
still in its case, along with the red celluloid fingerboard, only I don’t know who is
playing it now – you or Vladimir… My stories of those years would sound to you 
like excerpts from Mór Jókai’s novels. No matter, there will be time, quiet years 
when I’ ll tell you all about that, and you will see that Anyuka and I deserve you 
to be proud of us. And if you want to feel stronger the spirit of our young years, 
the attachment of our hearts and souls, stand in front of a mirror, pick up your 
violin, let its strings sing, and even without my words, the mirror will tell you 
what went on between me and Anyuka 30 years ago. Our dreams of those years 
are embodied in you, and now your task is to climb the chosen life path higher and 
higher. I know that life is not easy, but with hope, patience, clear mind, and pure 
heart, you will bring yourself and us many beautiful achievements and joys…
 P.S. I think I’ ll write again in 8-10 days, but to Mom’s address. This letter is
not out yet, and a day later, I’ ll add something about how my birthday went. All 
the comrades here knew about it, were making jokes. Everybody gets along, the 
doctors, the Hungarians, and everybody else. One Russian office worker yesterday
gave me a pound of honey; a Hungarian from Budapest, a former hairdresser of 
the Comedy Theater, gave me a can of meat. In short, they didn’t forget me. One
Pole knocked on my door at 5 a.m. and said such a lengthy birthday wish that 
I barely managed to wait for him to finish. I received many kind and heartfelt
wishes, so, thank God, my friends’ attention touched me deeply. With their words, 
they literally pushed me toward you.
 Wrapping up for now. With love and kisses for each of you: Anyuka, Józsi, 
Vladimir. With love, your Feri.

*

 January 1949, New Year’s night.  (As an epigraph to this letter, Father used 
lyrics from the sailors’ song from the popular Hungarian operetta “The
Brides Fair” by Viktor Jakobi - V.R.)

 
 

 
 
 
 

 My dear wife, Rizushka! The year 1949 has begun, and I’m far away from
you, from all of you, but I’m connected to you through my heart and my love. I 
believe that, with God’s help, one day, instead of a letter, I’ ll come to you myself. 
But my situation today, if not desperate, is very difficult, because before I can
step over your threshold, I’ ll have to live through much sadness and many, many 
hardships, despite my being included in the small group that is getting ready to 
be shipped home, but during lengthy waiting period, my nerves are even more 
stressed. I think I’m handling these hardships relatively well, both mentally and 
physically…  Good-bye for now…  Will continue in a couple of days…
 …Today is the beginning of the year from which everybody expects much that’s 
new and good, although it’s all very vague, all over the world… The officer in 
charge of shipping us home told me he received a telegram from you…  I see that 
out of every 10 people, only 2-3 get replies, so even that is a problem, because those 
who have no family don’t get shipped home but sent to a nursing home instead. 
They procrastinated until the navigation was over for the year, and now we have
to wait for the spring. They say that there will be another caravan of ships in a
few days, which will be led through the open seas by an icebreaker, but those are 
just rumors…  On the last day of the year, 31 December, each one of us, in turn, 
was summoned to the discharges office, handed his passport, and explained that
each was now his own man. I was told that all my papers are in order and I’ ll go 
soon…  That’s it, not a word more, so I’m hoping that that’s what will happen.
 If this winter sea caravan doesn’t show up and we have to wait until spring, 
I’ ll have to make my life here. I’ ll manage somehow, but we can expect enormous 
deprivations, since the majority here lives very poorly. Office work protects me
from winter cold and from hunger, and so I’m not as emaciated as others; if I 
came to you looking like this, you could still show me off…   The worst is that I 
hardly get any sleep, because there’s neither place nor time to sleep. For the past 
two years, I had a clean room and a bed at the infirmary, and now I don’t have
that. I lie on a bare wooden floor, in my clothes, without a mattress, without a
blanket. I get to air my body only once a week, when I go to the baths. But man is 

“Quiet dreams every night 
Softly rock my hopes 
I yearn for my beloved 

My dream carries me to her… 
I’m wandering around the world 
Among a hundred thousand dangers 
But I won’t forget my beloved.”
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forced to get used to anything; as soon as I lay my head down, I fall asleep. I don’t 
even need dreams…
 At the office, they don’t pay anyone wages, only food vouchers. The cafeteria
here is quite bearable, no worse than at the Bobruysk works, and the food allow-
ance for each, as I heard, is 300 rubles a month…  They also supply us with the
most necessary clothing. They gave us money a few times, and I saved already
about 100 rubles…  I suppose if I have to wait until spring, I should look for a 
better job, since with a passport, I can move around a bit…  The advantage of
the office work is that it allows one to join a ship’s crew and get to a port, where
it’s possible to get on a waiting list to buy a train ticket, which is very impor-
tant. It’s something to think about…  I sensed from Józsi’s birthday telegram 
that you were behind it, as it says in the Bible: “Esau’s hands but Jacob’s voice.” 
It really warmed my heart…
 …That much-promised January sea caravan never got confirmed, so we’re
here until spring…  It pains me, to think of all the time wasted since 4 July…  
In the infirmary in Susuman, I had an assistant, a former Hungarian police
officer, a fairly decent man. He frequently said to me: “Uncle Ferenc, I can tell
you that if you’d stayed in Hungary, you’d be dead by now….”  He told me a lot 
about what went on there in 1943-44. He got a 25-year sentence… he’s been 
cursing the Germans day and night, for pushing Hungary into its grave.
 Write to me, Rizushka, what the situation is like at the forest works. Can I 
count on getting a job there again? Would it be possible to get a bigger apartment 
than the one you have now? What kind of salaries are they paying these days?
 …Today, I met an old acquaintance, with whom I worked in the mines about 
three years ago. He told me his family lives in Moscow, and with bribes and 
connections they managed to get him to go home already…  I think about it 
a lot, and I am surprised that Arti, Kati, Ilonka haven’t done anything and 
aren’t doing anything to help us somehow…

*

 I will interrupt Ferenc’s letters with a copy of Regina’s appeal, sent in 
those days, in desperation, to Moscow, after endless and futile attempts 
to approach the Bobruysk authorities:

TO:  COMRADE SHVERNIK
 CHAIRMAN
 PRESIDIUM OF THE HIGH COUNCIL OF THE USSR
FROM: Citizen Regina Germanovna ROTT
 80 Schmidt Alley, Bobruysk, Belarus SSR

 APPEAL

 My husband, Franz Jozefovich Rott, in 1938 was sentenced to 10 years of 
exile from the city of Bobruysk. On 4 July 1948, his sentence was completed. In 
December 1948, I received a telegram from Captain Zavgorodny, Commander 
of Part AB/16, Khabarovsk District, Magadan, P.O. Box LK-261/109, stating: 
“Please send an application approved by MDA or a local DA office, for the right
to take full responsibility for your husband, Franz Jozefovich Rott. Send said ap-
plication to the above-mentioned address and send a telegram advising that said 
application has been sent.”
 I applied to the Bobruysk district MGB office for the permission to my hus-
band, F. J. Rott, to return to his family in Bobruysk upon completion of his 
sentence, and I hereby express a complete willingness to take full responsibility 
for him, with all the ensuing legal consequences.
 I work at the Bobruysk forest works as a cafeteria worker. I support two sons: 
Jozef - 19 years old, Vladimir - 13 years old.
 I have not received a reply from the Bobruysk district MGB office in four
months.
 I now appeal to you to grant my request.
 
2 February 1949
 Applicant (Rott)

*

6 February 1949, Magadan.  …The postal service is terrible. I have no idea
whether you are receiving my letters. Since last summer, since I left Susuman, I 
only received one telegram from Juzik, on my birthday, nothing else…  Day in, 
day out, I suffer from not knowing what is happening to you…  As soon as you
receive a letter from me, let me know by a telegram…
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 I dream about you a lot. That’s because day and night I only think about
you. Last night, I dreamed that you had to pay tuition for Juzik’s music school  
(Indeed, there was a tuition. - V. R.) Another night, I dreamed that he hurt 
a finger on his left hand and could no longer practice violin…  I dream about
you a lot, but only good things…  If in reality you will be as kind to me as in 
my dreams, then everything will be fine. I dream about my relatives, too…  we
were all together at a picnic and ate many tasty things…  Such dreams help 
me get through the hard days of reality…  I only live in hope that I will soon 
be with you…  Sometimes I hear that they will not send us home, and all the 
strength leaves me…  But when I hear encouraging news, the desire to live 
comes back to me. I hope that these three months will go by quickly, and the 
spring warmth will bring me to my home, to you.
 We have nothing to do here, if we don’t find ways to keep busy…  That’s why
I volunteered to help out at the bookkeeping office, where they don’t pay me,
but at least there’s food there, better than elsewhere, that is. I eat regularly…
 The other day, I stopped by the discharges office, double-checked all my papers,
asked what’s going on…  They told me it’s also important that the international
situation doesn’t deteriorate by spring…  But for now, they assure me that they 
will send me back with the first ship…  We’ ll see what the book of fates says… 
Almost all the clothes I brought with me from Susuman got stolen, but I can live 
with that …  I need to know whether buying any clothes here is worth it or if it’s 
better to just bring the money with me…  They will pay for my passage home…
 Young Hungarians here fall apart in 2-3 years, lose all human appearance, while 
I still try to keep it together. I know that if I make it home by summer, you’ll clean 
me up, feed me up, and nobody will notice that I had lived such a long life in exile.
 I wrote the previous letter in early January, 8 pages. I hope you got it. I’m 
asking Juzik to please write to me separately and in great detail, about how things 
are with him. Vladimir can write himself, or Juzik can write about him.
 I lose a lot of sleep over Vladimir, too, but I’m hoping I’ ll still be able to set 
him on the right path. I don’t think it’s hopeless, as long as I make it back in 
time. I have no news about you, Rizushka. I have no idea how you get along. 
I hope you still dream about new, happy family life with me. I still expect a lot 
of joy from our life together. Please write to me, keep me informed, don’t scrimp 
on postal expenses…

*

1–10 March 1949, Magadan.  …I’m tired, have had a lot on my mind, and have 
been through a lot today, so, to relax, I decided to write you a letter. Among my 
troubles, the only joy today was that I sent Józsi a telegram, which, I hope, will 
be handed to him tomorrow morning. I’m worried about you, and you about me, 
and what gets me down the most is the distance between us and this tremendous 
uncertainty, because we who live in the twentieth century have already forgotten 
that it’s possible to live without worries.

(Here follow almost three pages in tiny handwriting: Ferenc writes to 
Regina some very personal words about the events that transpired thirty 
years earlier, about their youth, their first kiss, about joys and dreams of the
young lovers, about how lucky they were to find each other.  - V. R.)

 … For the sixth day, I am adding lines to this long letter. A lot happens to 
a man in this time, especially when his mood jumps up and down. I already 
decided not to send you this letter, where I stirred up so much of the distant past, 
figuring you probably already think I’m an old ass, without me bothering you
with the memories…  But today, I decided, let the letter go! Read a couple of 
lines. If nothing else, you will at least see from them that I only have you in my 
thoughts and really want to spend with you what years are left to me. I think we 
can still make up a lot of what we’ve lost, even though we’re no longer young.
 I’ ll tell you what happened to me. It was late night, 3 a.m., when I started 
to write you this letter, and suddenly I was interrupted. As I wrote on the first
page, on 1 March, I was left alone overnight to guard this bookkeeping office. It
was a great responsibility for me: a huge sum of money arrived in the evening; 
they asked to send them an armed solder as a guard for the night, but he never 
showed up, because they are very busy, too. I was left alone, with orders not 
to let anyone into the office until the morning, since there are lots of bandits
around. And so, as I was calmly writing you this letter, a little after 3 a.m., 
someone banged on the door. I dropped the pen in midword, ran to the door, 
and asked who was there. An unfamiliar voice demanded that I open the door. 
I told him in very harsh words where to go. He angrily demanded again, say-
ing that he was an officer of the law, conducting a raid. I told him that there
wasn’t anyone here to raid, so he should just keep going…  He argued with me 
for about another quarter of an hour, from behind the door, then, apparently, 
got too cold and left…
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 In the morning, I told my supervisors what happened.  They started making
calls, to find out. Turned out, it really was an officer of the law, with a raid… I
was praised for not opening the door, and, in my turn, I apologized to him for not 
knowing him and cursing him out in Russian . . . Everything ended in laughter, 
as I proved myself worthy of trust and deserving of being kept on in this office…
 Newspapers really upset me. The news is always about tension, and time goes
by unusually slowly. It’s been over eight month since I’ve been living in expec-
tation and uncertainty. Navigation won’t resume for another two months. I 
must hang in there…
 On 28 February, I sent Józsi a telegram, but got no reply so far. I have not re-
ceived his December letter yet, either, so I know nothing about you. And I still have 
a few more months like this to get through…  It’s a good thing I’m busy in this book-
keeping office, where I can at least somehow preserve my soul from degradation.
 Today, an unusual thing happened: they decided to find out who can count best
and fastest. All the best bookkeepers gathered, but I, to my surprise, came out far 
ahead of everyone, even though it’s been 11 years since I last held a pencil in my 
hand…  I have no patience for reading, even though I do have time…
 I’ ll send this letter by airmail, hoping that you will receive it by the middle 
of April. I’m not worried about Józsi, he already firmly stands on his feet, but I
am losing sleep over Vladimir. But all I can do is repeat: “If I come home, I will 
set him on the right path and make a man out of him yet.” I don’t want to write 
about any of this; I want to be able to do something about it already, practically, 
i.e., I want to start living already. What I have today is the existence of a blade 
of grass under a rock.
 February wasn’t very good to me. I wasn’t sick, but ached all over. Wasn’t 
hungry, either, but didn’t feel well at the table, even after eating. Now, in 
March, I seem to be a bit better. A couple of days ago, I cheered up, started telling 
myself that I will be able to handle all these tribulations that I will still have to 
live through here, alone. If only I got so much as one letter from you, that would 
give me some strength. It worries me greatly that I don’t know anything about 
my family in Budapest, about my mother. Does Jolan write to you? I no longer 
even dream about getting a letter from you personally. That’s a phenomenon
that only historians will be able to analyze in the future. But the card-reader 
told me that I shouldn’t take it personally…  I think once you and I are face-to-
face, we’ ll be able to understand what happened to us.

 I’ ll talk to you in this letter for a couple more days, then send it. Meanwhile, 
good night to you, wherever you sleep, and to our two sons. Hold yourself high, 
Rizushka, in body and spirit. We must become human beings again.
 I’m finishing this letter at night, 10 March. I’m only finishing it because it’s
time to send it, otherwise the envelope will be too thick. If I knew that you are 
glad to hear from me, I’d write even more, because I have time to write, and a 
place, too. And I enjoy writing letters to you far more than reading a book or going 
to see a film. But since I don’t know what’s going through your mind, I think you
probably don’t welcome my letters.
 Today, I received a reply telegram from Józsi. I’m glad to get some news about 
him and you. What I’ve accomplished in life, good and bad, I don’t want to judge 
myself. All I can say is that Józsi will carry out the plans for life that I’ve had and 
still have, you will see.
 Don’t worry about me. I will come back, everything will change for the better, 
and you will forget all the bad things that fate has tortured you with for so many 
years. It’s true that the international situation these days is difficult, which we
feel here very acutely, but no matter what happens, you and I must get back our 
best days, because we deserve them.
 Please, send me at least a few words about you all in a telegram, because a letter 
turnaround is at least three months, and by then, I think, we will probably be on 
our way home… I’ ll write again in a couple of days.
 With love and faith, I reach out to you, finishing these lines with the hope that
in your heart, you are also with me…

 The eighth page of the letter is written in “father’s Russian,” and I’m
translating it here (V. R.):

My dear son Vladimir! 
You have not written to me in a very long time, and I don’t know how you and 
Mom are doing. I suppose, not very well, because we have drawn a hard lot in life. I 
hope to be home by early summer, and everything will start to get better. Things will
be easier for Mom, and for you, too, because you are in great need of my help.
 The school year will soon be over, and, of course, I don’t know how well you’re
finishing it, but come fall, I want to help you do all your homework, in all subjects,
including music, as I used to help Juzik once upon a time.
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 But now I only want to tell you one thing: all I want is for your conduct to 
become excellent. In my school years, I also used to sometimes be a good student, 
sometimes a poor one, but my conduct was such that all the parents held me up 
as an example to their children. You are no longer a little boy, and you should 
understand that it’s difficult to become a serious adult if you behave badly in
school. I have heard repeatedly that you cause Mom a lot of grief. I’m asking you, 
before it’s too late, to get yourself under control, and if I come back, you will never 
have a better friend than me. The most important thing is to listen to Mom; her
word is your command. You can reply by telegraph, because letters take a long 
time, and I think we’ ll soon be shipped home. I feel well, and I hope to be just 
the kind of father you need. I wish you all the best. Kisses to you and Mom. Your 
loving father, Franz.

*

14 May 1949, Saturday night.
  … When, after my telegram of 10 May, you expect me with every arriving 
train but instead only receive yet another letter, for you it’s an unpleasant sur-
prise, but for all of us here, including me, it’s not a joy but a disaster. But what 
can I say, man supposes and God disposes, and we, little people, must accept 
things as they are.
 In short, we’re not on our way yet. We’ve had an official announcement. But
I’ ll explain in detail, and you will understand better.
 Throughout the winter, they toyed with us, telling us that we’d go any time
now. On 3 May, in the evening, the top commander came to our barrack and 
spoke with us warmly. He told us we’d go with the first ship, in early June. And
because here he’s an important authority for us, we believed him. There was no
end to our joy; we started to get ready. We even discussed who was going to go 
with whom until what railroad station. I, meanwhile, went and sent Juzik a 
birthday telegram, informing him of the date of our departure from here.
 And suddenly, like a thunder out of a clear sky, like a slap in the face dealt 
by the fate: I sent the telegram in the afternoon, and after dinner, we were each 
summoned in, alphabetically, and officially informed that until further notice,
nobody was going home. They lined us up and led us to the city human resources
office, to assign us jobs. Whoever had no particular work experience were dis-
patched to do odd jobs; sick people were sent to a nursing home.

 I asked to be assigned to a forest works, and they agreed, but the small local 
Magadan sawmill had no vacancies. True, they were understanding and sympa-
thetic, tried to help me, called Department of Forest Farming, where I was also 
welcomed like a human being, and where they wrote on my voucher that the hu-
man resources can send me to a forest farm as a forest technician, with a salary of 
1,100 rubles a month, but that’s not in Magadan, that’s 50 kilometers away. And 
so, for the past five days, the human resources has been fooling around. Every day,
there are new applications to fill out, with thousands and thousands of questions,
so after I hand in all the applications and they are all evaluated, there’s no telling 
if they’ ll let me have such a civilized job or will dispatch me to do odd jobs as well. 
Anyway, the Department of Forest Farming, no matter how nice the people are 
here, can’t help me when the decision has to come from the MDA. They help me
unofficially, treat me like I’m one of them, and I already moved there to live. I’m
in a hurry to send you this letter.
 After this, all I can say is repeat that man supposes and God disposes, because I 
thought I’d already be with you this summer, and now I’m faced with bitter real-
ity that leaves no room for dreams, God knows for how long.
 I want to tell you that a day before we heard the announcement that we weren’t 
allowed to go yet, one man got a telegram from his wife, saying that he shouldn’t 
bother coming home…   And the other day I met a 60-year-old man who started 
home last spring from Susuman and ended up here; it’s a good thing he’s officially
free. I’m also officially free; I have my choice of jobs. If all my numerous applica-
tions are evaluated and rejected, then I’ ll have to go to the MDA office biweekly
to check in, and I’ ll only be able to leave a job with a special permission. In short, 
it’s called “to be on account.”
 If life here was like in Belarus, I’d say come to live here, but that, unfortu-
nately, is unthinkable, because you, Rizushka, will die of never-ending cold, and 
the children won’t have the same opportunities here as they do there, where even 
though it’s not easy, at least there’s always a possibility of a choice. Here, only the 
children of top commanders have some future…
 Continuing 15 May.  …It’s nice to talk to you on paper. You wrote your last 
letter so beautifully…  I think it’s the first such thorough letter from the moment
fate split us up. Such letters from you will definitely prolong my life and make it
easier to tolerate the suffering…   Still, one day I will climb out of my misfortune
and come back to you. Here, my first month will be hard, then I expect it will get
easier, because if I am approved for this job, nothing bad should happen. People 
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here seem nice right away. I’ ll live a normal life and will be able to help you…  
You tell everybody now that I’ve been released and have a job; perhaps I will be 
allowed to come home…
 …Later, when I send you enough money, you will go to Moscow; I’ ll tell you 
whom to contact, you will pass along my complaints and get a reply in person…  
I repeat, Rizushka, we will have to show more patience and understanding, 
and everything will be better, since everything in the world is improving, de-
spite everything…
 Right now, I’m living next to the office, sharing a room with a bachelor who
works for the Department of Forest Farming. He’s also a good man, his story 
is similar to mine: he is released but they won’t let him go home. Only now I 
started to notice that there are many people like that here, over half the popula-
tion. Too bad that the climate is terrible here; today is 15 May, and it snowed 
all night. Where you are, potatoes are probably already in bloom… There are
potatoes here, too, but they bloom only by mid-June, and the potatoes themselves 
grow no bigger than a nut. A head of cabbage is three-quarters of a pound. 
Everything is shipped here by sea. It’s a good thing that there are lots of berries 
in the forests. In summer, it will complement my rations well.
 … For now, don’t bother with the Hungarian Embassy about moving back 
to Hungary…
 Today, 16 May, I received papers from the MDA office, which say that I 
have been accepted at the Magadan forest works…  One captain explained to 
me that I can move freely in the radius of 50 kilometers from Magadan - but 
any farther, and I have to apply for an official permission, … every two weeks I 
have to check in with them…  I’m not in a happy mood…  but that’s fate, that’s 
how God willed it. We’ ll discuss the future with you in letters…
 Finishing the letter 17 May: …Today I got officially hired at the forest works,
am leaving in an hour. That’s 47 kilometers from Magadan. I’ ll live and work
there. The supervisors seem nice, and if God helps, maybe everything will be fine
yet. The only problem is that my salary will be contingent on my productivity, i.e.,
if I reach 100% of the quota, I will receive 1$100 rubles, and if I don’t make the 
100% of the quota, I will receive less. The chief engineer at work told me that in
two months, I will be able to send you money…  I got nothing upfront, so, the first
month I will have to live on whatever little I have left. But I’m getting used to the 
frugal life of bread and water…  I’m going, Rizushka, I still have to flag down
some truck and ask for a lift…  there’s no other transportation here.

*

23 May 1949, Magadan. …I had to come to Magadan on business, 47 kilometers 
in an open-bed truck…  Took a week to get acquainted with my job…  I got no 
money upfront, partially because they had no liquid cash, but mostly because my 
salary will be paid only depending on the percentage of the quota that I make…  
Actually, it’s not a bad job, I’ ll be able to survive, but the problem is that my legs 
are no longer young, and we are not given either a horse or a truck to cover the 
territory of 50 sq. kilometers, we have to walk all around it on foot every day…  
Will my legs be able to bear 100% of the monthly quota? My partner, a young 
Lithuanian, released from the camp in March, says that the first month he made
nothing, but now he’s received 800 rubles out of the 1,200 of his salary. I’m now 
living on the 300 rubles that you sent me for the travel expenses…  If my legs can’t 

Ferenc, Posolyok Susman, Kolyma, August 1948.
This is the one and only photograph that the family received,
of their husband and father, during his twelve years in prison.
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make it, I’ ll have to ask for an easier job, but then the pay will be less as well…  
I’ ll try to figure out in these two months how I’m going to live…
 I must confess to you, Rizushka, that I’m beginning to despair thinking how 
harshly fate is testing us…  Especially I cannot shake off this memory: the top
commander comes to our barrack, eloquently assures us that we’ ll be on our way 
5 June, I send Juzik a telegram with the happy news, and after dinner, we get 
a cruel slap in the face: they are not letting us go! …What can a man do in my 
insane world? He keeps silent and suffers on, but continues to hope and live in
expectation of new opportunities…  Tell Juzik not to hold that naive telegram 
against me, and you, Rizushka, forgive me, too, I am powerless here…  Our 
future is completely in the hands of fate and the Lord…
 Our life, Rizushka, demands that we make decisions. I’m not allowed to go 
home, you are not allowed to go back to Hungary…  But don’t you worry about 
it, the situation there has also changed, since the master is one and the same, and 
nothing there will be better than here. Don’t even try to move there with the 
children. We should try and reunite our whole family…  we won’t get any am-
nesties…  We could live out the rest of our days here, but the climate is too cold. 
You used to reproach me in 1932–1937 that you were suffering from the cold in
Russia, and I’m afraid here it will only be worse… Here, they start plowing for 
turnips and potatoes in the middle of May, plant vegetables in early June, and by 
the end of September, it already starts snowing. Fruit is available only dried, 32 
rubles a kilogram. Bread is 3.20, 4.10, and 4.40 (white) a kilogram, sugar 15–17 
rubles, macaroni 8–10 rubles, peas 5.30. Beans are not available. Potatoes are 
hard to find; the explanation is that last year’s harvest was poor. This year, small
potatoes were issued for planting, and half of those got eaten. Just now, I peeled 
and boiled five potatoes for my supper and savored them like a dessert.
  …Try, Rizushka, to see if maybe they’d allow me to live with you all some-
where in the Krasnoyarsk District, if not in Belarus. Many people settle there, 
with a political record, like me. At least there’s rich soil, apples…  and wheat. If 
that’s not allowed either, I’ ll try to ask the local forest-works authorities to al-
lot me in a settlement, closer to Magadan, 100-150 kilometers from the sea, an 
independent plot of land, where we could build a small house, get a cow, a few 
chickens… although we don’t have that kind of money.
 …If you agreed to move here, I heard new settlers get 3,000 rubles per person, 
cash…  Here, on the 47th kilometer, there’s a small settlement that resembles Ga-
radna, but there are no peasants here, only workers, and no fields, only small veg-

etable patches. There, in the settlement, there is a main road and a small market,
a bus and a freight-railroad stations, an electric-power plant, a cinema, a restau-
rant, two stores, a school, an MDA office, wooden buildings, in short, everything
people need. Vladimir could continue going to school. It’d be more complicated 
with Juzik, he still has a year to go in his music school, which really should be 
finished in Minsk. But if you don’t want to leave him there and do decide to join
me here, we should find out if there’s a music school in Khabarovsk or Vladivostok,
where Juzik could finish his studies. After all, may all the relocation plans fall
through, but he must graduate…

*

29 May 1949, Sunday, Magadan.  … I’m writing to you from the settlement 
(47 km), but letters can only be sent from Magadan, so, dates will be different.
Tomorrow will be half a month since I started working as a free man…   Friday 
night, my partner the Lithvanian and I came back from our five-day project,
measuring the forest. The work seemed very difficult to me, we’ve had to cover
many kilometers on foot, climb many mountains, while the weather was con-
stantly cold, it rained and snowed, we got home drenched. It’s God’s miracle that I 
didn’t even catch a cold, and that’s considering that we’ve wrung streams of snow 
water from every piece of our clothing. Making my way in the mountains through 
the brambles with a pencil, paper, and a surveyor’s compass, I kept thinking about 
Juzik, who wrote to me that he doesn’t like his job, that music is hard labor. I’ ll 
need to talk to him about that…
 At the end of our trip, chilled to the bone, we stopped by the Magadan Forest 
Authority, where the office workers, sitting in warmth and in dry clothes, first just
stared at us, but then gave us everything we were supposed to get. All the way there 
I was getting ready to say, as soon as we got to the Authority, that I needed an easier 
job, even if it’s not in my field, because I could not handle this kind of work at 50.
But they heard me out and started advising me, in a friendly way: don’t rush, wait 
and try another month, the longer you stick around here the better it will be for you. 
So, I haven’t quit, I think I’ ll see in June how this work and this salary goes, and 
then I’ ll decide for sure whether I can do the job of a forest technician. I must not 
forget that I’m 50, and with time, when I start getting weaker, my job has to be 
something I can handle. Also, I think that if God is willing and in the nearest future 
we’ll find ourselves together, it will be important that while living together, we
could also work near each other, depending on who is going to do what.
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 My dream, Rizushka, is that you will keep house for us, which in today’s 
world is the most economical way for a family to live…  In a forest technician’s 
family, the woman, rather than work shifts or be a clerk in a store, is best off
keeping house, feeding the poultry, and growing vegetables. If I stay on this job, 
it would be good if you all could be here next summer…  Of course, I don’t know 
yet whether you want to come here. Don’t ask Juzik and Vladimir about that, 
because Vladimir can be my apprentice, and if he doesn’t want to continue his 
education, this would be a good profession for him…  If you decide to go back to 
Hungary, despite everything, can Jolan help you with that?
 Perhaps you’d be able to go to Moscow, to try to get permission for us to settle 
somewhere in Siberia, closer to the railroad and big cities…  Think about all
that…  It’s such a pity that now that I can support my family financially, issues
arise with comfort, cold climate, poor soil, and many other problems.
 Before we went back to our forest works, we asked to be paid for May. They
were very friendly, calculated everything, and issued me 561 rubles cash. I 
couldn’t think of anything to say other than “thank you,” and I thought over the 
rest while we traveled 47 kilometers, sitting on the floor in the corner of an open-
bed truck jumping its way through endless potholes…  It’s not a small sum…  for 
half a month… It would be good to be able to stay on this job…  I also heard that 
starting in July, I’ ll have to walk around alone, measuring forest plots…  When 
I heard that news, I couldn’t think of anything to say other than “very well”.
 When I got my money, the first thing I wanted to do, as my heart advised me,
was to fulfill my wish to share my first salary with you. I went to the post office
and sent you 200 rubles. After that, the three of us that live in the forest-works 
together bought at the settlement everything we needed. Besides the necessities, 
we bought a loaf of white bread, a kilogram of good smoked herring, much like 
the one you used to buy for me in the distant past from Mihai Fodor, also a 
bottle of vodka, tea, sugar – and celebrated…  So, Rizushka, you all should also 
spend this money to celebrate, and don’t forget to say all the necessary blessings, 
especially if Juzik is with you. In the future, I’ ll always send you as much money 
as I can. For myself, I’ ll only buy absolute necessities. The management promised
to get me next month, from the warehouse, for 150 rubles, a good, sturdy pair of 
boots, which are necessary for my job. I will write to you in detail about the trip 
you should take to Moscow, and will send the money to pay for it…  Everybody 
tries to live closer to Magadan…  For the winter, I already have a good fur coat 
and felt boots…

 I understood from your letter that you sent Jolan an authorization to sell the 
Garadna house. We should think about that. Money keeps losing value, but the 
value of a house keeps growing, even if the Soviet power comes into Hungary…  
Here, where we are, above the Arctic Circle, a cow costs 20-30 thousand rubles, 
so maybe you and Jolan should do some calculations and get the house appraised. 
If she hasn’t sold it yet, don’t sell it, hold on to it…
 Yet another week is over. I walked 28 kilometers in the mountains. If Juzik 
were here with me, he wouldn’t say that music is hard labor…  It’s better to make 
700 rubles playing music than 4,000 rubles by climbing mountains all day…   
And that’s in summer – how is it going to be in winter? Besides, after I come home 
tired, I still have to chop some wood, start a fire, and make myself supper. While
my porridge is burning, I’m writing this letter. It’s a good thing I don’t scare easily, 
and maybe someday things will get better for me…  I’m sending you, Rizushka, 
kisses of a loving husband, and to the children, my fatherly kisses. Your Feri.

*

25 July 1949, Monday, Magadan.  … This is to inform you that I agreed to
change jobs. There were a number of reasons for that…  I must, dear Rizushka,
tell you about them in detail. I’ ll have to move away from here, 300 kilometers 
into the taiga. The first reason is that near Magadan, in our forest industry, a lot
of office workers have accumulated, and for 300-400 rubles a month, they are
willing to stay the winter, as long as it’s inside and close to the city, so my salary 
in winter also shrinks to the lower limit, but since you are not planning yet to join 
me, I agreed to change jobs and move inland, where I had been invited. My new 
supervisors promise to appeal to the MDA to expunge my criminal record, which 
is necessary for my new job…  If that happened, I’d be able to move around freely 
and go wherever I wish… Perhaps the current Hungarian government will want 
someday to send an experienced man to the northern forests of Hungary…
 I’m gathering my things for the move. I reserved a bus ticket. The bus goes
there, but there’s always a waiting list. My turn is in 2-3 days. I’m vacating my 
room; there’s nothing here to hold on to: an iron bedstead, a wooden plank table, 
two stools, and a coat rack. There’s also a little shelf on the wall, with framed
photos of you all…
 Continuing 29 July.   I made almost 1,000 rubles last month, will send you 
250.  …Buy Vladimir notebooks, pencils, whatnot, so he doesn’t complain that 
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he’s lacking in anything. I really want Vladimir to start the new school year in 
September with enthusiasm. And you, Rizushka, should make sure this enthu-
siasm doesn’t wane. I’m not asking for much from him, I just want him to be an 
average student so he doesn’t have to be nagged to study. He must understand that 
he’s the one who needs the school. The secret of successful studies is that homework
must be completed every day, and then a myriad of little homeworks will add up 
to a good yearly result. If he does well in school and listens to Mom, I’ ll be happy 
to support him in any way I can…
 First of August came, I went to the bus station and found out that maybe 
already tomorrow they will find me a seat on the bus; the waiting list of the pas-
sengers is very long. I’m anxious to see how everything goes in the upcoming days. 
It will be as God wills it; as for me, I’m setting out with hope and good feelings.
 …In the preceding letter, I was telling Juzik that it might be good for him to go 
to Moscow and talk to the Hungarians. And today I saw something interesting. 
The local paper printed an article praising Sándor Petőfi, signed by Antal Hidas.
He’d served 10 years too, even though he was Béla Kun’s son-in-law. I remember 
when in 1939, here, in Magadan, I talked to Béla Kun’s wife, she told me, bit-
terly and hopelessly, that her son-in-law was serving a sentence too. If he’s out 
free and even got his old job back, then the Hungarians in Moscow will be able to 
tell you if they can help us in any way with my case. I think Sándor Gergely won’t 
refuse to advise whom to ask for help. Don’t go looking for help at the Hungarian 
Embassy, because officials avoid such business. But if you are not in the mood and
don’t have confidence in the outcome of such a trip to Moscow, then no need to go.
I rely on you in this matter…

*

22 August 1949, Monday.  … I’m sitting down to write to you, because even in 
these difficult for me days I feel better even just imagining in my thoughts that
somewhere on earth there’s a place where three loving people, my wife and two 
sons, are thinking about me. During the course of the day, it repeatedly calms me 
down and gives me fresh energy for further struggle. As soon as I talk to you in my 
thoughts, I feel my energy increasing.
 A week ago, I went back into the wild forest area and, by the end of the week, I 
plan to return to the settlement. My job here is no different from the previous one.
I measure the forest, count, write, talk to the specialists. But there’s a tremendous 

difference between the way people live here, compared to other places. It seems
to me that the world slowly moves toward general insanity. Perhaps where you 
live, there’s still something left of the old ways, or maybe the new authorities have 
better achievements. Here, in the forest, people’s situation looks very sad. Their
clothes falling apart, hungry, they live only for today. Nobody wants to or knows 
how to work. It’s obvious just by looking at them that they barely get through the 
day and nobody thinks about what will happen tomorrow. Men’s only concern is 
vodka, while women, even just for a short while, are drawn to a man, looking 
for material support. It’s hard to keep my spirits up among them, but I’ ll have 
to survive this hard time somehow, until my fate finds itself underneath better
skies. It’s a good thing that you are not here. It gives me hope and strength to work 
toward coming back to you. I’m writing this early in the morning, while the tent 
people are still asleep, but they are beginning to wake up.
 …Back from the forest late at night. The work was interesting, but what’s even
more interesting is that I can handle it physically. Evidently, my legs understand 
that they are necessary for my survival, and try to help me…  Tomorrow night 
I’ ll go to the forest management office, and if they are pleased with my work, the
money should be good this month. I’m already used to walking around the forests 
alone, carrying my modest provisions with me.
 Continuing 24 August. At the office, a grumbling supervisor remained pleased
with my work, but it’s still seven days until the end of the month, when I’ ll see 
how much he’ ll pay me. He’s a gruff man, but quiet and kind. He and his whole
family are sick… Tomorrow, I’ ll go back to the forest. I’m not in high spirits. I 
don’t see a single happy person around me; everybody is lacking something impor-
tant in life.
 All of you, Rizushka, should take care of yourselves. Be a kind advisor to Józsi, 
and a strict mother-disciplinarian to Vladimir. If only God let me come back to 
you, we’d have such a beautiful life…
 I see lives of many families, but no joy anywhere. I stayed at one forester’s house 
for a couple of days. His wife is frugal, but the husband is a crook. Stayed for a 
couple of days at another forester’s house. His wife doesn’t know how to preserve 
berries for winter, everything she makes spoils, the house is filthy, millions of bed-
bugs…  My tailor, a Hungarian, had a baby boy three days ago. I’m on my way 
out, rushing to buy some wine. I ask him what he named the boy. He looks at me 
helplessly and says he can’t decide, afraid that if he gives his son a Hungarian 
name, his wife will take offense…
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 Continuing 27 August,   … I have been climbing mountains, measuring the 
forests, but, thank God, am not tired, handling the workload well. Spent three 
days in a nice place, good food, attentive people, even bathed there before leaving. I 
did some beautiful work there. If Józsi could see the map I drew after three days of 
measuring the forest, he’d be proud of what his dad can do… We’ll see how much 
they’ ll pay me. Tomorrow is Sunday, but I won’t get any rest, because it’s high 
season. The weather is good. I’ ll rest in winter…  There are plenty of berries in the
forest, sweet like grapes. I’m trying to fill up now to get me through the winter.
 I’m writing in the office, there’s beautiful music on the radio… I remember
how in Moscow, at the Savoy, you danced with an engineer from the forest indus-
try. Of course, of course, we used to be human beings, but I don’t know when we 
will become them again. But we are both old now. The important thing is that our
two guys are starting to grow. Take care of them, Rizushka. …There’s only one
thing left to me: to hold on to my iron will. Where I came from today, they gave 
me a good dinner before I left, but I didn’t touch the [vodka] glass. I don’t need 
alcohol, I need a clear head, because I still have important work ahead of me.

*

28 August 1949, Sunday. Ust-Omchug settlement, the forest farm.   …Last night, 
I visited the local Hungarians. One of them, Ferenc Poloni, is an old Hungarian 
Communist, from the 1919s. In 1920, he was imprisoned for 15 years, and after 
that, the Soviets exchanged him…  When I was arrested in 1938, he was sentenced 
at the same time to 10 years, which he spent here, and now they won’t let him go 
home. His wife, she is from Budapest, and his children live in Moscow. He corre-
sponds with his family. In short, the story is very similar to mine. The wife forwards
him letters she receives from Budapest. In one of those letters, I read that the Soviet 
government started to let specialists go to Hungary, regardless of how many years 
they spent in the camps…  Testing their loyalties… Juzik should go to Moscow 
immediately, find out all the details from the Hungarians…  With a diploma of a
Soviet music school, he’ ll also be able to get a good job in Hungary.  In Moscow, let 
Juzik find Sándor Gergely,  to whom I’ll write separately; he’ ll help…  No need to
rush too much, but wouldn’t it be great if it worked out…  And I’ ll find a job at the
Szikszo forest district… … And our apartment in Miskolc…
 Continuing 31 August.  …They paid me 925 rubles cash. I expected more – I
only agreed to move here because the money was supposed to be better. The su-

pervisor explained that I missed a week of work while I was moving, and in 
September I’ ll make more…  Again I have to wait another month… I’m sending 
you 250 rubles…
 My dear son Vladimir! I think I’m not mistaken, and 2-3 letters that you and 
Mom wrote me are somewhere in the air, flying on planes to reach me. I’m wait-
ing to hear from you about the beginning of the new school year. I hope you will 
write to me often. What work is Mom doing now, how are you two dressed, are 
you skinny or not? Let me know also about your musical studies. What do you do 
with your evenings? Days off? What time do you go to sleep? I’m interested in
everything, so you can always write me 4-page letters. Listen to Mom and help 
her with everything. You and I will live in good friendship yet…

 In our family archive, among the 1949 letters from Magadan, I found the 
last document, a desperate and hopeless letter from Regina to Moscow, to 
Comrade Stalin personally:

TO: COMRADE I.V. STALIN
CHAIRMAN COUNCIL OF MINISTERS OF THE USSR
MOSCOW,  KREMLIN

FROM: Citizen Regina Germanovna ROTT
  80 Schmidt Alley
  Bobruysk, BSSR

 APPEAL

 In 1931, my husband, Franz Jozefovich Rott, together with his family arrived 
from Hungary to the Soviet Union. In the same year, he was sent by the then People’s 
Commissar of the Forest Industry of the USSR to work at the Bobruysk Forest Works, 
where in 1931–1938 he worked at the Department of Technical Control.
 In 1938, my husband, Franz Jozefovich ROTT, was arrested by the MDA au-
thorities and subsequently sentenced to 10 years of imprisonment, which he served in 
Kolyma. On 4 July 1948 he completed his sentence and was kept in a settlement in the 
Magadan District.
 In December 1948, I received a telegram from Captain Zavgorodny, Commander 
of Part AB/16, Khabarovsk District, Magadan, P.O. Box LK-261/109, stating: 
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“Please send an application approved by MDA or a local DA office, for the right to
take full responsibility for your husband, Franz Jozefovich Rott. Send said applica-
tion to the above-mentioned address and send a telegram advising that said applica-
tion has been sent.”
 I applied to the Bobruysk district MGB office for the permission to my husband,
F. J. Rott, to return to his family in Bobruysk upon completion of his sentence, but 
that brought no result.
 I work at the Bobruysk forest works as a cafeteria worker and support two 
children, ages 18 and 13, on my salary of 225 rubles a month.
The children go to schools, and my year of birth is 1900.
 On 21 February of this year, I appealed to Comrade Shvernik with a request 
to help me, but received no reply.
 Comrade STALIN, I appeal to you with a strong request to interfere in this 
matter, since my husband was sentenced without any proof…
 After the end of his term, please allow my husband to return to his family, 
which would enable us to bring up our children together in the spirit of loyalty to 
the USSR.
 Please grant my request.
 Enclosed: Notice of 14 Sept. 1949, #96.
 If Bobruysk is not possible, please permit him to move into one of the districts, 
only not in the north, so that his family could join him there.
 20 September 1949
 Applicant (Rott)

Let’s open the archive folder with my father’s letters from 1950, the last 
year of his life. On an envelope from the letter of 27 February 1950, in 
Regina’s handwriting, it says in Hungarian: “Letter 5, arrived 18 April. On 
17 April, 400 rubles arrived.” Father’s first surviving letter of that year is ad-
dressed to Józsi in Minsk.

*

22 January 1950. The thick of the north taiga.   My dear kind son Jozi!  …I’ve
owed you several replies for a while… Please forgive me for that.  …It might take 
me 3-4 weeks before, in my forest wanderings, I come across a human place that 
has ink, pen, and a lamp. Right now I’m writing from the farthest reaches of the 

taiga, somewhere 550 kilometers west of Magadan. Here starts the Kolyma River. 
We are beginning to measure local huge forests; the snow is above our knees. There
are no roads here. For two days, we walked away from a highway and stopped at 
the meteorological station. But what touched me the most was that on the 12th, 
a courier from Ust-Omchug arrived here, and among the mail he brought, my 
thoughtful comrades enclosed my three letters, which arrived after I already left. 
I was expecting these letters at the end of December in Ust-Omchug, but the fact 
that they found me here gave me even more strength in my hard winter work.
 Now, to address the issues that are of interest to us. At the end of November, I 
received that letter from you where you sent Lilya’s photo. Since then, two months 
passed, and I look, invariably with a good feeling and joy, at both your photos, 
hers and yours, because I keep them in the same envelope, which I carefully carry 
in my pocket all over the forests, mountains, and valleys.  …I’m very pleased with 
the way you answered me when I asked you directly whether you have a serious 
girlfriend…  and you, in a laconic reply, immediately sent me her photo.
 What kind of advice can I give you, son, from such a long way away? From the 
photo, Lilya seems to me like a very trustworthy young lady, and I count on you 
to decide, by yourself or having heard out Mom’s advice, whether your beautiful 
friendship will subsequently grow into a deep attachment that will last you a 
lifetime. It won’t hurt to get Mom’s opinion, it’ ll even be useful, because when I 
was as old as you are today, before Mom, I knew another young lady, whom my 
own mom and younger sisters met and openly told me right away: this girl is not 
good for you. Later I realized that they had been right. And the other way around: 
when my mom and younger sisters met your mom, they loved her immediately, 
and they were right, because life showed that your mom made an ideal wife and 
mother. When a man is not yet married, and young, like you are now, he can’t 
understand yet what it means to have a good wife by his side. And if he makes a 
lucky choice, he will see how pleasant and easy life is. I hope when you make your 
final decision about marriage, you will find a real, desirable partner. But if you’ve
already made up your mind and seriously chosen Lilya, I gladly join your choice, 
because on her photo, she looks like a worthy young lady. It won’t hurt though if 
in a couple of months, maybe in the summer or any other convenient time, Mom 
meets her too. That’ ll be better for everyone.
 If I were home now, I would immediately go with Mom, in a sleigh drawn 
by horses decorated with bells and ribbons, to Vitebsk to meet the bride, as our 
forefathers used to do, because that’s the only way I ever imagined my elder son’s 
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marriage. But, unfortunately, tempora mutantur et nos mutamur, and we need 
to accept the changing times, while you need to make sure that while you are mak-
ing a decision in this matter, Mom alone, standing next to you, is sufficient.
 You are writing to me, evidently as a joke, that she’s “not pretty.” First of all, 
excuse me, but that’s not true! She is quite pretty. Not “very pretty,” but that’s not 
necessary, because millennia of accumulated wisdom teach us that when a bride is 
very beautiful, that’s not good either!
 But all this that I’m writing here is of secondary importance. There’s one impor-
tant thing, which I’ve been meaning to write to you about for many years, and, 
since we got on the subject, will write now. I’ve been meaning to write to you for 
a couple of years now that I advise you to marry as early as possible, or, rather, not 
to wait as long as I did. I was 28 when I married, and Mom and I missed out on 
the best years of our lives. There’s not enough room on the paper to explain to you
why we waited so long. In short, just take my advice as is and arrange your life 
so that you can marry soon after you graduate, because the difficulties of the life
that will follow will try to prevent you from accomplishing that. I hope Mom’s 
opinion coincides with mine, but if that’s not so, and Mom thinks that your plans 
should be postponed, tell Mom not to forget that when she was as old as Lilya is 
now, it was enough for her to look at a match, and the match would burst into 
flames. If within five kilometers of her somebody started to play czardas, the chair
underneath her would start to move by itself. If we, as young people, loved life, let 
Mom help you to start living like a human being as soon as possible.
 I think Mom will probably mention to you repeatedly my business with young 
ladies…  That, dear son, is nothing but silliness. I have never in my life intended
to go against Mom’s emotional or material well-being. What happened was no 
more than neighbors’ gossip, empty noise. Mom cannot say that while I was with 
her, there was anything bad about her lot in life, and in her approaching old age, 
Mom will herself restore my good name. I still believe that my life with your mom 
will find yet the happy end it’s entitled to.
 Dear son, we will get back to what I wrote here, in this page and a half, in our 
future letters, so write to me about your opinion.
 Regarding the rest. I’m quite content that your professor is giving you a B.  … 
Knowing how hard your life is, I think these are really As! Don’t worry about it; 
in the future, life will reward your hard work more than generously. Pay more 
attention to your nutrition, fats, sugar, make yourself eat vegetables. Your health 
is not very strong and requires good nutrition. To have a career in music, you 

need to have very good memory and endless patience. Without good nutrition, 
it’s impossible.
 I read with great interest your music syllabus. Do you know any Hungarian 
musicians: Liszt, Erkel, Hubay, Bartók, Kodály, Heller, Dohnányi wrote many 
beautiful pieces. Hungarian folk motives had been used by Brahms, Bach, Ber-
lioz, and they really are very beautiful; it’s an endless source of melodies. I think 
they probably did not escape your attention either. Perhaps one day you will be 
invited to teach music in your motherland. These days, a music diploma from the
USSR and a Russian wife mean a lot beyond the Carpathians.
 A little about me. Last year I worked so hard even I don’t believe that I was 
able to find so much strength in myself. My earnings were not bad, on average,
1,300 rubles a month, and I’m glad to be able to help Mom now: I regularly send 
her 300-ruble sums. It was a big shock to me that I got robbed twice, first time
1,500 rubles, and the second time, they stole 500 rubles’ worth of things, so now 
I’m only going to buy the very basic necessities…  There are many thieves here,
and it’s very difficult to protect oneself from them. As long as I have my strength
and my health.
 Even though the forest management is very pleased with my work, I still want 
to get another job, I’m already well known, I’ ll get paid well, and I’m tired of 
constant traveling, sleeping in a different place every night, eating in a different
place, and not having a permanent place to live. I tour like a provincial musician, 
and as long as my life is so nomadic, there’s no question of bringing Mom here. 
Because it won’t be acceptable to her that I’d only be able to be with her 4-5 days 
out of a month.  …I’m invited to take other jobs, but I’ ll wait and see what the 
nearest months bring. Thank God, my mental and physical strengths have not
abandoned me. If the place of my residence didn’t depend on Vladimir’s place of 
schooling, I would find a job where I could bring Mom to be with me, but since
I want Vladimir to continue going to school, the issue of where to live becomes 
complicated. I think about it a lot, and won’t rest until I decide…  You are 
writing that it would be good for all of us to move to Siberia, and I agree with 
that, so I’ ll try to persuade my supervisors from the forest industry to help me 
get transferred there.
 Continuing 27 January.  …I must confess that January was very hard. I have 
to get a new job…  Every night I sleep in a different place, if only the bed at least
were normal, but more often it’s like sleeping in a dog kennel. And the food! In a 
couple of months, the situation will clear up…  I cannot make mistakes with your 



72 73

moving here…  Better that I suffer a while longer by myself, as I have for the past
11 years…
 Over there, where you are, they say we’ve got it good here, but that’s not quite 
true. While we can buy the same things here, the rest of our life is very different,
and if a man comes here of his own volition, many unexpected surprises await 
him. First of all, as they say, winter here is 12 months a year, and the rest is… 
summer! Of course, there also are plenty of bad people here, and they detest anyone 
who wants to work seriously…  I’ ll only invite Mom here when I am able to 
provide some minimally acceptable living conditions. 
 …I’m not surprised that there are no letters from Hungary. Someday we will 
see postal service for letter exchange normalized…  Write to me in every letter 
about Lilya; do you write to each other, how often do you meet? I’m interested 
in everything…
 I’m not completely clear about Vladimir. One time Mom writes that he’s a good 
kid, another time complains about him. What’s your opinion, son: will he go on to 
high school or should we find him something else to do after 7th grade? Of course,
along with the regular school, it would be desirable if he continued his musical 
studies. I will support them every month, so it won’t be hard for him… Of course, 
I would carve a real man out of him, but from this far, I can’t even decide whether 
to bring him here or not. I would like him, after the 7th grade, to start thinking 
about the forest industry. It’s a pleasant and easy field. Of course, in that case, he’d
have to graduate from the Forestry School. Write to me your opinion, what should 
we do with Vladimir, will he turn out to be a “sewage worker or a milliner’s ap-
prentice,” as the Hungarian saying goes.
 … I’m wrapping this letter up. I spent all night riding in a cold open-bed 
truck over fresh snow, which made the road hard to see. It’s been difficult to work
this past month in the deep snow. I completed only 70 percent of the quota, but 
the chief forester rounded it up to 100 percent, which is fair, because while I was 
climbing the mountains, they waited in a warm office for me to bring the results.
Now I’m going to rest for five days before going off to start my February assign-
ments. In these days, I’ ll write to Mom and spend a couple of days annoying the 
librarian. Ust-Omchug has a pretty decent library. But, while reading books, 
I won’t forget that before I go out again, I have to patch up the holes left in my 
clothes by tree boughs last month…

* 

8 February 1950.   Dear Juzik! This is just a little note to you, which I’m enclos-
ing in Mom’s letter.  …I am awaiting your reply to my last letter to you. I read 
with interest that there are such interesting opera shows playing in Minsk. I’m 
not familiar with Smetana’s Bartered Bride, but I know the Tosca score from the 
beginning to the end. It’s an uncomplicated but very beautiful opera. In Miskolc, 
where you were born, there also were regular opera shows and concerts. The year
you were born, they built a new music school there, with a beautiful concert hall, 
so you don’t have to be ashamed of the city of your birth. I would be so glad to see 
you teach in that school…

The next letter is very different from the preceding ones. It’s obvious that
my father’s nerves and willpower are beginning to weaken. Hard work 
and poor living conditions, absence of any, even minimal, progress in 
realization of his completely natural hopes and plans, begin to affect his
spirit and psyche. The desperate desire to see some success, to make one
positive step, inadvertently skews his state of mind in the direction of fan-
tasies and inadequate assessment of reality. A significant portion of this
letter, most of which I omit, suddenly demonstrates the onset of megalo-
mania. He attempts to rule, and, at length, pontificates to a helpless Re-
gina suffering in her sad faraway about his ideas of a wife’s responsibilities
and role in the family…

*

27 February 1950, Ust-Omchug. … We are beginning to approach a very im-
portant period, so pay attention, obey me in everything, and try to do everything 
exactly the way I will be writing to you.  …I will be making recommendations to 
you every step of the way…  Ask questions if you don’t understand something…  
Be calm and patient…  I want you, at this decisive stage, to completely trust me 
and my advice, because at no point in our lives have you and I ever been about to 
make such important steps as now…
 Early this month, chief forester went to Magadan, and I trusted him to sound 
out the authorities on the subject of my bringing my family here…  He came back 
and informed me that the director took my plans under advisement…  many 
others plan to do the same, so we will be regularly updated…  Chief forester said 
there’s no need to rush, because any arrivals here before the middle of summer are 
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out of the question, since the navigation will resume only in late May - early June, 
and the new settlers who come here to work under contract will be top priority…
 Chief forester said that if there’s no permission to bring in family members until 
fall, what we’ ll need to do is have you fly here from Khabarovsk by plane. That
will be necessary, because sea travel in October-December is very hard, and the 
difference in price will pay for itself because you won’t have to wait 4-5 weeks in
the Vladivostok port to get on the ship…   I also think that if there’s no permission 
until the end of August, then you’ ll come by plane, and check in the large stuff
– crates and suitcases – as we did once upon a time…  when we traveled from 
Vienna to Bobruysk…

(I don’t know whether to laugh or cry! That’s what “Comrade” Stalin and
Kolyma had done to a man’s sanity.  My poor father had completely lost 
touch with reality into believing that efficient baggage handling services
of the Vienna Railway Station still somehow and remotely resemble the 
chaos and despair of the railway system of the Soviet Far East.  It is dif-
ficult to imagine Regina, with her limited command of the Russian lan-
guage, desperately trying to check her baggage in Khabarovsk, destined 
for Magadan. - V.R.)

 Actually, I am in a bit of a hurry with my plans, because there are a number of 
other factors…  In a few days, my application for permission to you to arrive will 
go to Magadan, and there will be no reply before May, as chief forester told me, 
because even though it doesn’t take long to approve such an application, nobody 
makes decisions… before the navigation starts… He also told me that those who 
come through the Ministry of Forest Industry are already hired, organized, and 
paid for, while in my case, it might drag on for over six months, and I have to be 
patient and will hear about everything when the time comes…
 You, Rizushka, are writing that you are scared of the cold…  It’s only cold 
outside here; the apartments are warm…  You’ ll never even think about the cold, 
because I like it warm, too… If I stay to work at the forest district, I’ ll even be 
able to supply other people with wood…
 Vladimir is the most difficult issue. I planned that you and I will live in Ust-
Omchug, and send Vladimir to a boarding school in Magadan; there’s a great 10-
grade school there, like in Budapest…  It costs 300 rubles a month… If he comes, 
he’ ll like it there…  The climate in Magadan is better than in Bobruysk, because

it’s by the sea… In summer, Magadan resembles Leningrad. Remember, in 
August?  Magadan is no smaller than Minsk…  I’m enclosing a clipping from 
the local paper…  I marked with an X the spot of this great four-story building 
of the boarding school, where Vladimir would feel wonderful, even though with 
his childish head he thinks that Bobruysk is the capital of the world…  I think 
if he finishes 7th grade, I’ ll send him to the Forestry School in Khabarovsk… 
where he would be as comfortable as at home, because it’s our…  Forest Indus-
try  institution, where only children of the insiders get accepted…  I’ ll include 
Vladimir in the invitation, and if you can’t persuade him, send him to a board-
ing school in Minsk, but first talk to Juzik seriously, to make sure he agrees to
take Vladimir under his wing for a year or two, keep him under control…  
But I think, Rizushka, that in a couple of years we’ ll move away from here 
ourselves…  We must not quarrel over Vladimir in these couple of years…  But 
Juzik must not allow Vladimir to become worse than he is now…  I’m expecting 
a reply from Juzik…
You are not well informed about Moscow…  Gergely is long gone to Budapest…  
an important man, in charge of Hungarian writers… As for Hidas, I’m just 
getting around to trying to write to him…  He also was here in the camps, like 
me, but today we are required to forget all that forever…
   …I won’t be able to come and get you in Khabarovsk, the MDA won’t al-
low me, but I can come to Magadan…  All household items are necessary here… 
Hotplates here are available, evidently, only to the highest-level management, if 
the coil doesn’t burn out…  If you bring a hotplate, make sure you buy at least two 
backup coils to go with it…
 I’ ll have to find a new job in order to stop traveling so much, because if we have
things in the apartment, one of us will have to be home at all times and guard 
them well, since everybody here is a well-educated thief; in short, we have to be 
very careful… Of course, even while traveling, if a man is careless, he’s done for, 
because everybody here watches indifferently when someone is being robbed or
having his pocket picked…
 I’ ll try to send you money for the moving expenses. It’s a good thing you bought 
covers for the featherbeds. There are no featherbeds to be found here for any kind
of money. You can buy 100 kg of tea, but even 1,000 rubles won’t buy you a tea-
kettle. There’s meat, there’s rice, there’s sugar, but no pots or meat-grinders. I buy
pencils at the market for 5 rubles apiece, but only I know where to get this white 
paper that I’m using to write on, and I keep it under my mattress.
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 Try to persuade Vladimir; maybe he’ ll agree to come with you…  He’ ll be better 
off here than in Bobruysk.
 I went to Magadan to the post office, sent a registered letter by airmail to my
mom in Budapest. They accepted it, so maybe it’ ll get there. It’d be a miracle… 
I stopped by the MDA, saw this officer I know, asked him about the possibility
of your coming here. He said that forest farms are part of the Ministry of Forest 
Industry, and that contract workers for Dalstroi are top priority…  I’ ll have to 
get a job in this Far East building trust…  Dalstroi reports to the MDA.

*

11 March 1950, Ust-Omchug.   My dear son Józsika! I decided today to write this 
letter to you in Russian. But only if you don’t make fun of my Russian.
 Yesterday I came back from the forest to participate in the elections to the High 
Council of the USSR, and tomorrow, after a visit to the polling place, I will get 
a ride back, on a truck. The weather is beginning to take on a spring look, but in
the forests, the snow is still up to the waist. We’ve started working on skis, so it’s 
moving faster, but my shirt is wet every night, and to dry it…
 In this envelope, I’m sending you my government bond worth 400 rubles. It’ ll 
be wasted on me, but you may someday win a large sum yet…
 …We will have to think through the situation with Vladimir, in light of Mom’s 
moving here. It seems to me that it may be too much for you to try and control 
Vladimir by yourself, while he might start doing even worse in school and even 
hinder you…  If Vladimir comes here, I’ ll send him to school in Magadan, and 
in summer, he can visit home. He’ ll like it here, especially the hunting. A friend 
of mine, who has a gun, brings a lot of game: sometimes partridges, ducks, geese, 
and even bears, which not every cook knows how to prepare…

*

31 March 1950, Ust-Omchug.   …I advised my supervisors that if they don’t give 
me a raise and don’t start to actively assist in moving my family here, I’ ll be forced 
to look for another job. Chief forester advocates patience, says that my chances are 
promising, that they are expecting serious changes, that, perhaps, forest farms will 
soon get the same status as the construction projects… Chief forester promises to 
get me appointed as his deputy, which is very tempting. Understandably, there’s 

a shortage of workers here, especially those who like their work, and I am also an 
experienced professional. A job as a forester is of no small importance, and getting 
decent housing would be instantly simplified…
 As you see, dear Rizushka, there are glimpses of light between the storm clouds…  
Please believe me: everything will start gradually to get better…  For now, we’ ll 
have to accept the cold climate of this region, but together, you and I will be able to 
prepare all the conditions necessary for our return to our motherland…
   …First, I have to ensure, through the highest authorities, that you will be 
helped in every way to move here, and after that, you and I will decide about 
Vladimir, whether he will come or not… Why should he be afraid to come here?  
…Juzik can now live by himself. And if his mom misses him too much, it’s possible 
to call Minsk from Magadan on the phone sometimes, or maybe we’ ll save up 
some money so he could come and visit us…  or we him…

*

15 April 1950, Ust-Omchug.  My dear son Vladimir! So, what have you de-
cided, will you come to live with me or not? What does your heart tell you? I 
advise you to come; here, near me, your life will be more interesting than there. 
I’m satisfied with your school results for the last semester, but I’m asking you
to continue improving them. Pay more attention to your musical studies, let 
that be your profession. If you are of a different opinion, you should know that
musical skills always increase a person’s worth. You write that you are reading 
The Three Musketeers. It’s an ancient book, fit to be sent to a museum. There are 
much better books in our day and age. Read Romain Rolland…  Here, the head 
of the forest farms has a 12-year-old son, who compiles, with great patience, 
crossword puzzles. He frequently comes to me with requests: “Uncle, tell me a 
word with eight letters, first O, last L….”  Of course, if I have time, I always
help him. He publishes his crossword puzzles in his school wall-newspaper. Is 
that not in fashion in your school?...

*

25 April 1950, Tuesday.   …In my hands, there are two letters: one from you, the 
other from Juzik…  I was wrong to be mad at him; the date on the envelope shows 
that it had been on its way for a long time…  Instead of answering my questions, 
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Juzik sent me a big letter he received from Lilya…  The letter is big, but there’s
nothing in it about what’s important in life…  it’s kind of empty… I want to 
write to Juzik about that. Who knows, maybe we became too old-fashioned and 
don’t understand the modern youth…   My first letter to you, comprised of ten
words, written on a piece of birch bark, told you a lot more, and in your reply… 
there was so much warmth and seriousness…
 The following has happened. On the 21st, in the forest, the sun was so bright all
day that, with the rays reflected from the snow, I burned my eyes…  For two days,
the pain was terrible. But by the time I made it to the doctor’s office, the burn-
ing stopped. The eye doctor, an educated Jew, closely inspected my eyes, said that
everything was fine but I must not go outside without green sunglasses for two
days. Today, a 4-year-old boy stopped me on the street and asked, “Uncle, what 
are these glasses?” and was very surprised when I put the glasses on him and he 
saw everything around him turn green. Tomorrow I’m going back to the taiga for 
two weeks; I’ ll have to “ look” again.
 I should send Mom and the family in Budapest holiday wishes for 1 May. I 
got a telegram from them. My letter took 40 days to reach them. Maybe the com-
munication with them will get smoothed out…
 …Stopped by the eye doctor again last night. He advised me to wear the 
green sunglasses a few more days, because there’s always snow with reflective
surface in the forest…
 Rizushka, you write that you get scared imagining me wandering around far-
away forests while you, alone in the apartment, await my return. That’s exactly
why I’m concentrated on looking for an opportunity to change jobs, so I could be 
home every evening…  I’m tired of these travels myself. …By the time of your 
arrival, I’ ll resolve that…
 Tonight, I had company. As I was coming home from the eye doctor, I met an 
old Austrian, who recently gave me an advice to send a letter directly to Buda-
pest, and it worked - the letter got there… I invited him in and made him din-
ner. Boiled some rice with canned meat, then tea with a chocolate, because we’re 
having difficulties with sugar these days… I ordered a suit to be made, should
be ready by the end of May, because István Szegi, my “ household tailor,” is very 
busy before the holidays. It will be a sport-type suit for the forest, to wear with 
tall boots, because I wear them in summer, too. We designed the jacket together, 
the tailor and I: mandarin collar, one row of buttons in the middle, no need for a 
tie, and four pockets. I don’t know how much it will cost…

 Juzik wants to study a foreign language. Rizushka, you never write to me 
what happened with my books. Did they all get lost during the war years? There
were about 15 dictionaries. He might be able to use them…  Even if they got lost 
– no big deal, the important thing is that we are alive. We’ ll acquire new diction-
aries – printing presses are still in business…
 …It hurts me that Vladimir is such a difficult partner in your life, if only he
studied a bit better…  The school year is over in a month. If he passes his tests
successfully, make sure you send him to a summer camp; at least you will get some 
kind of a break from him. I’ ll send you money for the camp… Rizushka, you 
write every time not to send money. You shouldn’t…  it’s my only expense that 
makes me happy…
 …I came to the post office to send this letter. Met that Hungarian here, who’s
been waiting to be sent home since last winter. We got into a conversation about 
correspondence with Hungary. He advised me confidentially to write and tel-
egraph as little as possible, or there might be big problems…  I think so too, 
Rizushka…  Don’t write to the family for now…  Be careful in your letters and 
your conversations with others… (We should remember those times – the 
1950s!  – V.  R.)

*

14 May 1950, Ust-Omchug. (A letter to Minsk.)   My dear son Józsika! I came 
back from the forest, expected a letter from you and from Mom, and also got the 
holiday telegram…  I thank you for your trust in sending me another letter from 
Lilya. I read it and am starting to understand her position, how extremely busy 
she is in her studies and her life, after which she has absolutely no time left for 
herself. Evidently, this is typical for our times. When in 1932–1933 and later 
I worked at the Bobruysk forest works, I had to deal with students sent to me 
for 3-4 weeks of hands-on training. The first group, comprised of 12 guys and
5 girls, came from the Kiev Institute of Forest Technology. One time, after the 
class, I started rifling through their books and notebooks. They didn’t under-
stand what I was looking for, but patiently and silently watched me. Finally, 
one young lady dared to ask me: “Franz Josefovich, what are you looking for?” I 
replied: “I want to find your love letters!” They all burst out laughing and said,
“We don’t have any, we don’t have time to write and receive such letters.” It was 
true, but news to me, because when I was that young, our life looked completely 
different. Summa summarum…
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 …As I already wrote, I recommend that you marry as early as possible. Re-
gardless of what you plan to do after you graduate from the music school, whether 
work or serve in the army (in the military orchestra), you will have an opportu-
nity to live in the same city with your wife, and you need to build a normal family 
life. Your health is not fit for endless dormitories, cafeterias, moving from place to
place…  You must have a cozy apartment and a pretty wife who always waits for 
you.   If Lilya spends all day working at a library or teaching school from morning 
till night – that’s not a good prospect…

*

15 May 1950, Ust-Omchug.  … On 1 May I wrote five pages to you, and this
time planned only to finish up…  Now I reread everything and decided that it’d
be best to write everything again from scratch, so that the crux of my thoughts 
becomes clearer…
 First of all, Rizushka, I find a new tone in your letter of 10 March. You write
that in every letter, I write differently, which weakens your resolve. Perhaps you
are right; in any case, only the heavenly authorities and God’s wisdom can deter-
mine who and when is right, in life and in this world.
 If you are telling me this with reproach, then allow me to ask you: “To whom 
am I supposed to complain that my life path has not been all roses?” In my whole 
life, nobody has ever given me any advice, because nobody could. My whole life 
is, for example, that, given my weak legs, I’ve never been ambushed by surprises 
or disappointments, because I never trusted anyone’s advice other than my own. 
And if, after that, today my life is not all roses, I can only tell you one thing: we 
need to wait some more, and, as I noted to you in the telegram, we have no reason 
to worry, the time will come yet when our situation will improve. From the first
minutes, for 32 years, you and I have been held together by the ties of heart and 
soul; i.e., we have respected and still respect each other’s dignity. Besides, before 
God and people, we have promised each other mutual support in our life together. 
That’s why, Rizushka, we must not accuse each other in the moments of nervous
tension. When the content of my letter doesn’t fit your mood, the only reason for
that is that I write a lot and often, and as a result, among the sheer volume of 
words, thoughts, moods, some may seep through that happen to alarm you.
 Regarding our future, I can guarantee you that everything will be well, and 
you should have faith in me, because I will work for you and our two sons as long 

as I have one drop of strength left. Don’t be afraid of petty details, because when 
I give you the signal “Go!” you can be sure that I will protect you from thieves as 
well as from 50-degree cold, and also from bad, undesirable neighbor women, of 
whom there are enough here too. I have to think through your every step: where 
will you arrive, when should you start out, which route to take, what to bring…  
I really want us to spend the rest of our years together. You will have it good… The
fate owes us a relief in our old age…   It’s not so bad that you will spend 1-2 years 
with me in cold climate. Close to me, you won’t even notice the difference between
the climate here and in Bobruysk…  Of course, for both of us, best of all would be 
the Motherland, which I’ ll never stop dreaming about…  There will come a day
in the calendar when each will be told that he can go back to his place of birth…
 The new supervisor will return in 8 days; then we will seriously discuss my
future… I’ ll leave them…   I like one offer a lot: supervising a small sawmill; the
director – a Belarus Jew – sits in the office 300 kilometers from here… How the
current management can hold me back I can’t imagine…  People are in short sup-
ply here…   At the new job, they don’t just hand out money for nothing either…  
It won’t be easy…
 …As far as whether my letters go through censors, that’s quite possible. But 
not every letter…  You and I can see that from our correspondence…  I can only 
say one thing, that if there’s a better citizen of this country than I, that person is 
unreal. My soul has always been clean and will remain this way.
 …If I, Rizushka, had even the slightest doubt, I wouldn’t be urging you to 
come here…  But I can support both of us…
 There is, of course, theft here, but that’s been everywhere and always. You and I
will find a way to protect ourselves from it. Last year, 4 August, I got robbed, or,
rather, my huge suitcase was taken off the open bed of the truck when I was com-
ing here from Magadan. I sat next to the driver, and the suitcase was tied with 
steel wire to a shelf in the truck bed. At the precinct, they said it was the driver’s 
fault. There was a band of thieves on the road, which the driver was connected
with, and he let them know when, from where, and what could be stolen. Another 
time, in December, somebody stole 500 rubles’ worth of things from me, also on the 
road, taking advantage of the freezing cold…  There are apartment burglaries as
well, but those happen also in Budapest and in Paris…  Here most people protect 
themselves primarily by not opening the door to anyone in the evenings, while 
during the day somebody is always home, and my friend Segi has a dog in his 
apartment, and it guards very well. The authorities try to fight theft…
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 I’m waiting for your photos. Was glad to know that you still see without glasses.  
…Juzik shouldn’t work in the circus in the summer…  that’s not a good job for 
him. Let him get some rest in the fresh air…  Send Vladimir to a summer camp, 
give yourself a respite for at least six weeks…   He’ ll be fine.
 

*

31 May 1950.  …Your last letter, written at the end of March, contains so many 
angry notes against me that I feel I’ ll barely be able to survive them. First of 
all, because of Vladimir. I know he’s a bad boy, but what else can I tell you other 
than the only choice we have is to put brakes on him and save him. Otherwise, if 
we choose crude measures, it will bring even worse results. Please manage some-
how until such time when I’m with you and will take over his upbringing. You 
will see, I’ ll turn him into a decent man yet. We cannot leave him with Juzik, 
because that will strongly harm Juzik, while Vladimir will get even more out 
of control. I’m asking you, please try to survive these few more months, after 
which everything will be well.
 … I’m getting new supervisors from 15 June. Until then, I cannot do any-
thing in regard to your trip.   …We’ ll spend a couple of years here and find a
way to return to the land of our parents. Tomorrow I’m going back to the forest 
until 15-20 June. When I get back, I’ ll write a letter and send money. I wrote 
to you that I had a full physical checkup, hoping for some medical recommenda-
tion regarding my getting out of here…The result is the same: everything is in
the hands of the MDA, no permission to leave, if I can’t work for health reasons, 
they’ ll send me to a nursing home…
 Got a letter from Juzik from 28 March. Where could it have been floating
these 63 days? How hard it is to try and consult with you about anything when 
we are separated by such a distance. By the time a letter arrives, so many unex-
pected changes will have taken place…

*

20 August 1950, Sunday.  (a letter to Józsi in Minsk) 
 …I’m writing to you in Hungarian, because you wrote your last letter to me 
in Hungarian. I was glad that you know how to, because the more skills a man 
has the easier his future life will be. …I hope that you have got some good rest 

during your summer break and put on at least 5 kilograms…  For a career in 
music, health is absolutely necessary.
 From Mom’s letters, I see that she’s upset with me because I still haven’t 
moved her here. Mom doesn’t know that rushing here is a bad idea, because it’s 
no better here than there. Of course, with me, Mom would have more fun, but, 
unfortunately, there are many hardships here, and when she sees them, Mom 
will regret coming…   Eventually, I’ ll still manage to bring Mom over, because, 
alone, I’ ll probably perish here…
 … So far, no changes in my situation. The new supervisor is asking me to stay
another couple of months… while my thoughts are mostly preoccupied with ways 
to get out of here…
 Józsi, you have just spent several weeks with Vladimir. What is your opinion 
of him? Will he make a real student or not? Will he be able to continue his stud-
ies in some trade school, or will they have problems with him there as well?...  
If you see that he has some intelligence and understands what they teach him at 
school, I won’t balk at any amount of money to support him another 4-5 years…  
If Vladimir doesn’t become the kind of man life requires, it’ ll be exclusively be-
cause I’m so far away from you. But what can I do about it?...
 …It’s good that you went to visit Lilya in Vitebsk over the summer. It’s com-
pletely normal for young people. I was surprised that you saw each other so rarely. 
Make sure you write to me how her parents treated you. It’s very important for me 
to know, so that my opinion in this matter would be more exact for you…
(Here’s enclosed a short letter to me. - V. R.)  My dear son Vladimir! If I’m 
not mistaken, your handwriting has improved. Write more often, we’ ll see, per-
haps not only your handwriting but you yourself will start changing for the best 
and in a couple of years will catch up with Józsi in every respect.
 Mom writes that she is having a new suit made for you for the holidays. I’m 
very glad that you will look like a neat young guy, and I hope that you will be 
grateful to Mom for the way she takes care of you…  Write in detail about your 
studies and music…

*

14 October 1950, Saturday night.    My dear wife, Rizushka!
  … I regularly send you money. Spend it, don’t scrimp, get yourself everything 
you need for the winter…  My friend the tailor remade a short coat for me for the 
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winter. I sewed soles to my felt boots…  I hope, with God’s help, next winter you 
will already be keeping house for me, and then we’ ll buy everything new…
 I’m very interested in Vladimir’s life, but I cannot add anything to that. It’s 
not from me that he inherited everything bad about him and his character; it’s a 
common manifestation of our times. In the families here, I don’t see any warmth, 
love, and caring, which is what affected Vladimir as well…  I would be glad if his
studies at least improved…  But we must not expect big changes in schoolwork, 
because if somebody has been a bad student until 6th grade, he will stay that 
way…  In Magadan, getting into a trade school is easy…   If you have any money 
left over, put it into savings for Vladimir. Be gentler with him…   Don’t scrimp 
on food, if food is available at all. I don’t deny myself anything either, except I 
don’t spend money on booze, which greatly surprises my friends…
 Got a letter from Józsi, on 8 pages…   I’m afraid his first love may not work
out…   If I, when I was 25 years old, received a letter from a young lady like the 
one Józsi received from Lilya, I would never even look in her direction again. I 
find it interesting that Józsi constantly describes the musical profession to me as
though every musician with a diploma only wears worn-out shoes and doesn’t 
have enough sugar for his coffee. Józsi is so wrong…   Of course, it’s not bad that
he is modest, but remember, Rizushka, that in a couple of years he will be earning 
so much that he won’t want to switch places with any engineer…
 I’m not writing home to Budapest, Rizushka. I have not replied to their big 
letter… It’s not worth it, corresponding in these tense days…  When calmer times 
come, we’ll make up for it…  I’m very sorry that you earn so little… 170 rubles 
– that’s a disgrace… Please, Rizushka, do not lose hope. Our turn to be happy will 
come someday…  Good night to you. I understand your loneliness, because without 
all of you, I feel exactly the same way you do. From my faraway, kissing you end-
lessly, from the hair to the heels. With love and respect, your husband, Feri.

*

5 November 1950.  …Today I came back after a three-week journey in the 
woods… I’m in a hurry to write, so that this letter would go out to you before the 
holidays  (7 November - V.R.). I’ ll spend two days getting ready and go back 
to the taiga. I’m up all nights thinking what next steps to take…  It’s pointless to 
write to Moscow…  Maybe I should write to Dragunov, in Bobruysk? Don’t you 
think that might be worthwhile?  …Maybe you can suggest something?

  …In January, my supervisor will come back from his six-month vacation. I’ ll 
speak to him again…
 …I received a good letter from Vladimir, will write to him separately. He 
writes that he decided not to go to some trade school but will continue on to finish
high school. I won’t argue with him today. If only he’d finish his 7th grade with
decent results. I don’t expect that he’ ll get to the top of his class, and I will be quite 
satisfied with average results…  His next school year will depend on how things
work out with the move here…
 …So, who was that crook who came to you on my behalf and stayed with you 
for two days? Without a letter from me, don’t let anyone in the house…

* 

Dear reader, I thank you for the patience and time it took to read or at 
least scan these sad letters of an innocent soul. They were written over
the course of twelve years, written sincerely and unselfconsciously. I have 
only one more letter left to translate and quote, the last letter written by 
Ferenc. It’s no different from the previous ones, but I was tremendously
stirred by one short detail Father specified after the date: “after the light-
ing of Havdalah.” Only now, in my old age, blessed with the opportunity 
to reread every word of Father’s letters, I found these words and realized 
their mystical significance. Fifty-six years ago, when Mom first read me
this letter, and even during the subsequent readings, this brief note simply 
went over my head, and Mom never explained its meaning to me. 
 For over thirty years in Toronto, my family and I have been under the 
wing of our wonderful Jewish community, invariably headed by our end-
lessly esteemed Rabbi Mordecai Ochs. Since then, in accordance with 
the ancient Jewish tradition, we end the holiday of Shabbat by Havdalah 
– lighting a braided candle and saying blessings over a glass of wine and 
spices. In this way, we bid farewell to Shabbat and, with best hopes, enter 
the new week. ‘’Havdalah is a farewell, a departure, in a way, a time to 
go,’’ explained Rabbi Ochs in reply to my questioning.

8 November 1950, evening after the holiday, after the lighting of Havdalah.   
My dear kind wife, Rizushka! The pre-holiday  (7 November – 25 October 
in the old calendar – is the anniversary of the October Revolution of 1917 
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in the USSR. - V.R.) letter to you I wrote in a hurry…  and now I will try to 
fill in the blanks. The holidays are over, and tomorrow, the work starts. Can’t
say much about my celebrations. I tried to rest and gather some strength for the 
upcoming busy days. I didn’t even want to be in Ust-Omchug over the holidays, 
but the circumstances so worked out that I had to come back to the forest works. 
My comrades were happy to see me, as the best-paid “donor” capable of greatly 
increasing their holiday menu budget but I, of course, disappointed them with cool 
politeness, agreeing only to the most necessary minimum. Meanwhile, the whole 
town spent the holiday calmly and modestly, because the situation here is such that 
those who live in great comfort steal from the state, and there aren’t many of those, 
so the holiday was modest everywhere.
 Today I was at a party at the Hungarian tailor’s house, and there were abun-
dant delicacies left over for after the holidays. Tonight I went to a party at my 
supervisor’s house, and we listened to many phonograph records. Of course, it 
would be very desirable that I spend all the subsequent holidays with you, because 
otherwise, it’s only torture for me and for you. I hope it will happen, because I’ve 
had more than enough of this “temporary” situation.
 …You write, Rizushka, that Vladimir helps you keep track of how you spend 
the money I send. There’s no need for that, Mom, don’t do that at all. I’m sending
the money to you, not him, and you spend it any way you see fit. You don’t have to
answer to anyone in the world, including me.  …If I could, I’d send even more…  
Don’t spend it all on Vladimir, spend on yourself…  If it’s cold in the apartment, 
do what we do here – keep a hotplate and a 300-watt lamp on day and night…
You write that in spring, Vladimir wants to buy an accordion. I don’t mind it 
when he spends the money from his savings account the way he sees fit. Please,
Rizushkam, if you still have my violin, hold on to it, because when you come 
here, I’ ll need it…  If you have a little money left, put it into Vladimir’s savings 
account, but if you don’t have enough, no problem, I’ ll reimburse him in spring, 
if he does well in school. 
 …You write that it would be good for me to move to the Irkutsk District. You 
are right – we would be closer to Józsi. But the climate in Siberia is almost the 
same as here, while the pay here is much better, so, as long as I still have my 
strength, I’m going to continue climbing all over the woods, and if you are with 
me, we’ ll need to save some money for our old age. Of course, everything is getting 
better little by little, but the choice of a place of residence is out of my hands. …See, 
that Hungarian from Budapest, who was sentenced under the same article as I, 

has a connection to Mátyás Rákosi himself. His wife sent him a telegram back in 
January that Moscow had approved his return home, but he’s still here. I stopped 
by today to talk to him for half an hour, and asked him to sell me his apartment, 
when he leaves, and he told me that his case has been completely quiet…
 …You write that they bother you about the apartment. (Mom was informed 
that because Józsi no longer was a resident of our barracks, the square 
footage of our room started to exceed the miserable norm allowed per 
person in the land of the victorious Socialism, and we must move to a 
smaller room. - V. R.) Please confirm it to me again, and I’ ll write such a letter
to Dragunov that he will not display it in a trophy case…
 …So far, no complaints about my health…  In a couple of days, I’ ll go back to 
the distant taiga and return here in early December…  Take care of yourself; try 
to handle the hardships of the upcoming winter. Don’t regret that you have a small 
salary, better find an easier job, even if it only pays 120 rubles a month. I’ ll make
up the rest for you…  Again I’m not enclosing an empty envelope in this letter, 
because they are hard to find, and the post office is out of stamps too.
 It’s 11 o’clock at night. I’ ll finish the letter, read a little, and go to bed. My
relaxation is not passive; I just need to let my body rest. I miss you very, very 
much, can’t wait for my life to change. I hope that next to you I’ ll be able to recover 
everything I’m deprived of today.
 Kisses to you. With respect and love, your Feri.

Those were the last words written by Ferenc. The letter arrived, followed
by an endless, unexpected, and horrible silence. Mom and I, and Józsi 
separately, started sending numerous telegrams and letters. There was no
answer. Finally, in the middle of May 1951, Józsi received at his Minsk 
music school an envelope from Ust-Omchug, addressed in an unfamiliar 
handwriting. The envelope contained the following letter:

18 April 1951.   Hello, Jozef Franzevich.
My letter will not be sudden news to you about your father, Franz Jozefovich, 
because you must have received the telegram. I will try to tell you in more detail 
what we know about him. He was a wonderful man, a wonderful worker, and 
worked under my husband for over a year. In June 1950 we went on our vaca-
tion to the “Mainland” – Moscow, Riga, Irkutsk. He stayed behind to work as a 
deputy chief forester. We came back to our old place only on 28 January ’51, and 
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did not know about the tragedy that happened to him until we settled in again 
completely. According to the assistant’s report and all the documents in the forest 
farm office, in November 1950 he went as a technician to the deep taiga - to a 
distant place, where he had been many times before - to supervise forest-growth 
diversion. On 15 November 1950, he was expected back, but hadn’t returned 
even by 1 December, and even by now. A search party was sent after him but they 
said they weren’t able to find him. He was at Kulu, he supervised the diversion,
and nobody knows anything else. Currently, there’s an investigation; representa-
tives of the law go out there, interrogate local people. The taiga is still under deep
snow; it’s hard to find anything. In the spring, when the snow melts, maybe they
will find traces. It’s very difficult to make assumptions: possibly, bad people at-
tacked him, who could have killed him over a piece of bread; possibly, he froze to 
death, or maybe he had a heart attack. It could have happened, in which case, the 
elements – winter, severe cold, snowstorms – wouldn’t have taken pity on him. 
We doubt that he could have just run away, disappear in another district. The
only thing is clear right now – he’s “missing in action.” But surely in the nearest 
future we will find out something.
 I must inform you that the central office has his salary, over a thousand [ru-
bles], and also vacation pay he was entitled to, which you should be able to receive 
after an appropriate amount of time. Possibly, he had some money in his savings 
account. We don’t know anything about that, and he left no documents to that 
effect. You should contact, through a notary office, the savings bank of the Ust-
Omchug settlement. The address of the forest farm is: Magadan, Forest Farm
Office, attention Boginsky (director) or Shchetkin (senior bookkeeper). They will
know about your family relationship, will have the documents, and, through the 
notary office, will send you the money you are entitled to.
 Please forgive my letter. It pains me to tell you all this, but what can one do if 
that’s the way people’s lives work out. If we find out anything, we will definitely
let you know. Be brave, be there for your mother and younger brother. I suppose, 
you will have more responsibilities now.
 With regards,
 Evdokia Ivanovna Danilova

*

Reading these horrible pages of barbaric, arbitrary despotism and outra-
geous, wanton handling of lives and fates of millions of tortured and spir-
itually flattened citizens of the Soviet Union, it’s impossible to imagine that
the children of those victims and even certain victims themselves will live 
to see even a partial realization of their dreams and hopes, that there will 
be the year 1990, when Magadan city authorities will ask the sculptor Ernst 
Neizvestny to design a memorial complex to honor the victims of Stalin’s 
terror. In his design, an 18-meter-tall monument will feature concrete 
crosses and mask-like human faces drenched in tears and burned by fire.
The monument will become a symbol of the horror of mass extermination
and of the eternal memory of its victims. The city authorities won’t want
Moscow to participate in the creation of this memorial, and will even turn 
down its offer of financial help for the realization of the project.
 I would like to finish the chapter about my father’s letters with lyrics
of the song called “Repentance,” written by a talented Tomsk-born com-
poser and poet, Valentin Shusharin:

 
 
 
 
        
        
        
        
 
 
 
 
     
        
       
        

Born of God, we lived without God,
We blazed a black path, created a new sin,
We wished to soar higher than the highest,
But often fell below the lowest low.

       I whisper simple words of my repentance,
       Burn, oh my candle, dropping light into the heart,
       Forgive us, Lord, us and all of Russia,
       And give us many, many years of strength!

Don’t leave us in our grief, Lord, in this world,
Teach us the sacred works and teach us the truth:
To share with others our bread and our last coin -
And tell the future in beautiful music!

    I whisper simple words of my repentance,
       Burn, oh my candle, dropping light into the heart,
       Forgive us, Lord, us and all of Russia,
       And give us many, many years of strength!
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Epilogue to the  
“Father’s letters from Siberian prison”

Regina Rott died in Canada just half a year short of her 100th birthday. 
Her family - children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren - surround-
ed her with love and compassion until her final days.
 The oldest son of Regina and Ferenc, Joseph, for a quarter of a century
was the first violinist and concertmaster of a symphony orchestra in Tomsk,
then in the Caucasus, in the city of Ordzhonikidze. His long and success-
ful career as a violinist continued in Canada, where his younger brother 
brought him and his family. In 1999 Joseph was no more.

 Vladimir, having graduated from Tomsk Polytechnic University, became 
an electrical engineer and successfully worked as the designer of electric 
machines at the “Siber-Electromotor” factory in Tomsk. From the moment 
of the pouring of the first foundation he worked in Togliatti on the con-
struction of the Volga Automotive Factory (“Lada”), where he supervised 
the installation and repair of equipment.
 Along with his beloved wife Iya, their children and grandchildren, 
Vladimir has already lived in Canada for more than 30 years. He founded 
and still heads up his own engineering firm. He and the members of his
family have been happily successful. 
 The Rotts have located cousins in the US, England, Hungary, Israel and
Canada - numerous nephews and nieces of Regina, who was the 12th in a 
family of 13 children.
 Regina is buried in Toronto. On the back of her gravestone is engraved 
the name of her husband Ferenc, who perished somewhere in the Siberian 
taiga at Kolyma.

Joseph and Vladimir, Bobruysk, 1953.
Ferenc never had a chance to see this picture. 

Vladimir, Regina and Joseph, Tomsk, 1954.
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The memorial complex
honoring the victims of Stalin’s terror, Magadan. 

Sculptor – Ernst Neizvestny.

 Dear reader - you are holding in your hands “Father’s letters from 
Siberian prison” the tenth chapter of the book “Joy From Sadness 
(Garadna – Miskolc – Bobruysk – Tomsk – Togliatti – Toronto)”. 

These are the memoirs of Vladimir Rott, who has lived in Canada for
more than thirty years. If you are interested in reading the complete 

book then please contact the author at: 

 
web: http://serenapublishing.googlepages.com



Letters from 1939, 1945 and 1948.



January 1 and May 14, 1949.



Letter from Alexander Solzhenitsyn (written in Vermont, 
USA, 1985), congratulating Vladimir on the liberation 
of his archives - which were smuggled out of Russia to 

Toronto via Hungary and Austria. 

Jeffrey Spielberger (cousin from New York) 
visiting Regina, Toronto, 1984

An 86 year old Regina and her family at the wedding of her granddaughter 
Ilona Rott to Paul Posner, Toronto, 1986.



Vladimir’s family, Toronto, 2005.


