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Preface

Having had considerably more than my fair share of unconventional events in my life, I have found that the process of recalling these both personally or through my parents, then putting pen to paper, brings many of these events, thankfully assisted by the internet, into sharper focus, much to my own pleasure and hopefully to others.

A bout of chickenpox in Naples as a six-year-old in 1949 impeded our onward flight from Communist repression, missing our ship to freedom in the southern hemisphere. The next available ship that we boarded was bound for Australia. The ship we missed was bound for Argentina.

Twenty years later, armed with a degree in architecture plus a wealth of experience in the wilderness and outback of Oz, romance landed me in London.

Fifty years on, I am still enjoying the many facets of life, where, in my opinion, lies the epicentre of current democracy.

I dedicate this book to my two sons; Sandor, who lives in Sydney and Anton, who lives in New York city. They will no doubt find out a lot more about their father as well as his many experiences through these pages.

I wish to thank Flora, my cousin Jutka’s daughter, for her enormous contribution in helping to uncover so much about my family history and finding not one, but two family coats of arms as well as a hereditary title of Baron, bestowed upon by my great-great-great-great-grandfather Baron Joseph von Dieterich, Knight of the Civil Merit Order of Wurttemberg. He was honoured for his contribution towards the defence of Prague and Vienna against the onslaught of Napoleon’s army.

Finally, I wish to show my gratitude to my wife, Agi, for coming into the latter part of my life and providing me with stability and happiness in our life together.

I have much to thank for chickenpox.





In the Beginning

Occasionally, small events can totally change the course of one’s life. I must say that I am particularly fond of my own small event. It occurred in 1949 when, as a six-year-old, I was on a refugee train, steaming its way through the boot of Italy, headed for its shin, better known as Naples.

With my parents and my nine-year-old brother, we were due to board a refugee ship called the Castel Bianco, headed for a distant destination in the southern hemisphere that was to be our new home, as it was by now obvious that the Russians were not going to relinquish their ill-gotten territory, in our case, Hungary.

We arrived in Naples with ample time for our forthcoming journey; in fact, my parents had time to visit local historic sites including Pompeii and its destroyer, Mount Vesuvius.

As the date of embarkation approached, I came down with chickenpox, a highly contagious disease that confined me to isolation in a nearby hospital for just long enough for us to miss our ship. Well, this wasn’t like missing a bus or train when you can always wait for the next one to come along.

This was a major blow as we were simply not prepared for such an eventuality. After frantic enquiries, the next ship to take on refugees, called the Nelly, was our only choice and this was bound for Australia. The ship we missed was bound for Argentina.

I only found this out much later in life and in hindsight, I am so very glad that I had chickenpox as a kid in Naples. My sons—one living in New York city, carving out a successful career in banking and the other in Sydney, establishing his own advertising business—are equally grateful.

Had I been healthy and fit when we were in Naples, we could all have ended up as Maradona fans and as for me, well, none of what follows in these slices of my life would have come to pass.

My pre-Naples memories are just snippets here and there. My earliest memory is living on a farm on the outskirts of a tiny village called Darching, just south of Munich. We lived in a converted stable block, thanks to the kindness of the farming family who owned the farm.

I must have been around three years old judging by some old photographs. I remember following farmer’s wife around the farm, repeating the word apfy, meaning apple in German kiddy-speak. On one occasion, I came home with a big apple in my hand, feeling so proud of myself.

My mother just stared at me not because of the apple, but I seemed to have grown a good three inches since the morning. I had followed farmer’s wife in the cow barn and my little shoes had picked up a good three inches of sticky cow dung, enhancing my height to magical proportions.

One of the local customs was the sixth of December celebration of St Nicholas, the original Santa Claus (Claus being the nickname for Nicholas). One of the villagers, dressed as St Nicholas, went around all the houses in the village, knocking on doors and handing out gingerbread cookies to all boys and girls who had behaved themselves over the year.

But there is a little more to tell here as he was accompanied by a fearsome creature called Krampus, who wagged his devilish finger at all the boys and girls who had been a bit naughty as well. In Central European folklore, Krampus is a horned anthropomorphic figure described as ‘half-goat, half-demon who during the Christmas season punishes children who have misbehaved in contrast with St Nicholas, who rewards the well-behaved children with gifts’.

Suffice it to say that I received a wagging finger and gingerbread goodies in equal measure. I found out much later, that our Krampus was one of the local farm boys. To this day, I have a photograph being taken for a walk, hand in hand, between two American GIs who must have been stationed in the vicinity of the farm.

It was on 15 June 1946, whilst still on the farm in Darching that my father received a letter from his younger sister Ida who was still in Budapest. Their parents, Bela and Etelka, had been killed in the garden of their own home in exclusive Rozsadomb (Rosehill) on the Buda side of Budapest in February 1945.

They were caught in the crossfire between the retreating German army and the advancing Russian troops. Etelka was accidentally shot in the thigh whilst crossing the garden in the deep February snow.

Bela rushed out to her aid but received fatal crossfire shots as he held her and tried to stem the flow of blood. She bled to death as she lay in her lifeless husband’s arms.

Poor Ida, the youngest, was left on her own, so she had no option but to try to get to her elder sister’s place on the other side of the Danube. This was a nigh on impossible task as literally all the bridges connecting Buda with Pest had been systematically destroyed by the retreating German forces in their efforts to slow the advance of the surging Russian army from the east on the Pest side.

She had to wait for an interminable time in the bitter February winter to squeeze onto a boat to get to Pest. When she finally knocked on the door and broke the tragic news to her sister, and naturally expecting to be welcomed and consoled, her sister told her that she couldn’t stay as they just didn’t have the space.

This wasn’t really her wishes but that of her over-domineering Jewish husband, prompted by underlying family feuding.

Ida, totally shell-shocked, had to make her arduous way back to the horror scene that had once been a wonderful family home as her father was a high-ranking civil servant in one of the government’s key departments.

During this time, back in Rozsadomb, Russian troops had taken possession of the property as one of their operational strategic locations and Ida had to suffer repeated abuse at their hands.

Her only recourse was her betrothed, but he lived some distance away and to make matters worse, to get to him, she had to cross a forest that was occupied by a Russian troop encampment.

Ida, not to be deterred, disguised herself as a young boy, aided by her small and slim stature and persuaded the postman to take her through the forest in full sight of the Russian troops sitting on the crossbar of his bicycle as the rear seat held the postbag.

I only know these details as I had spent many hours talking to Ida in her later years when visiting my relatives in Hungary.

My father kept this awful tragedy bottled up for all the forty-five years from the postman’s fateful knock up until he passed away in 1991, never intending his sons to learn of their grandparents’ fate.

He did, however, write a poem as farewell to his parents, which only came my way after Ida had passed away in 2008 as he must have sent this to her and was then passed on to me by her daughter.

As the poem is in Hungarian, I have tried as best I can to provide an English version.


From birthplace and my dearest folk

I tore myself away

Then many months in vacuum

Until this fateful day

Not only did the heavens cry

When dreadful news arrived

That fatal wounds befell them

And both of them had died

Yuletide back in forty-four

I spent a moment with them

My two dear loving folk

Their rosy cheeks I kissed them

I bade farewell before I left

And little did I know

That both of them would perish

In freezing winter snow

Their burial bore my absence

My mourning cloth as well

My spirit was beside them

My mind a living hell

In my mind I buried them

My heart so torn and rent

But in the knowledge that we’ll meet

Once my own life is spent

In my bones I somehow felt

That farewell midst the din of war

Can only mean a parting

Through this earthly door

I sailed away to distant lands

And they to Lord’s domain

Thus, I suffered anguish

Through sunshine, winds and rain

I beg of you my kindly Maker

Welcome them in your embraces

Relieve their cares and sufferings

And wipe their careworn faces

As for you my dearest folk

Should you cross your Maker’s path

Beseech that He should turn His gaze

Towards us on this Earth

Show His mercy on us here

In our trials and strife

Lest we pay for other’s crimes

With our cherished life

Ask your Maker one more thing

Allow His children just this favour

Don’t let their lofty aspirations

Be foiled with vile endeavour



Many years later, I was working in Munich during the build-up to the 1972 Olympic Games and when my mother came over from Australia to see me, we drove down to the farm to see the farmers after 27 years.

Little Hans was now a very big Hans but his face was unmistakeable. Apart from being larger, it had hardly changed. Could this be a tribute to a healthy farm life?

After some two years in Darching, we moved to Stuttgart where my father was able to work in his capacity as a civil engineer, specialising in bridge construction. As calculations and drafting didn’t require a command of the German language, this suited him as his knowledge of German was almost non-existent.

We lived in the attic of a large town house and I still remember the address…Stitzenburg Strasse 5A. All the buildings on the opposite side were in total ruins as this was 1947, just a few years after the war. My brother and I took great delight in roaming over the ruins, looking for anything of interest or value.

The only item that I still remember was a glass eye that my brother found as it was staring him in the face from a pile of rubble. It was in Stuttgart that I completed a year at kindergarten when I was five, so by this time, my German was as good as my Hungarian. It is surprising how one doesn’t mix the two, certainly not at that age.

I have memories standing in a long queue, clutching a food rationing coupon. A large man standing directly behind me had two heads. Well, apart from his own, the other was a massive goitre fully enveloping his neck. Quite a freaky sight for a five-year-old.

My mother tried to explain this abnormality as best she could when I came home with our daily rations, which included a tiny block of butter, worth its weight in a whole packet of American cigarettes as bartering was commonplace in those needy times.

As my mother was a moderate but determined smoker, she parted with several pieces of non-essential jewellery to feed her habit. My maternal grandmother, whom I called Anni-mama, was the only grandparent that I ever knew and I did love her dearly. As her husband died shortly after their only son Zoli was killed in the war, she had decided to join us as refugees.

She had her own room in our attic apartment that doubled up as my refuge from Father who could get very fearsome when I had done something naughty or hadn’t done something, which was quite often.

As he feared Anni-mama, who was tall and confidently haughty, I often sought this temporary haven whilst he simmered down. I still cherish a Mickey Mouse badge that she gave me during this time. Sadly, she passed away whilst we were still living in Stuttgart, so she wasn’t there to experience the freedom that we were seeking.

Our journey from Stuttgart that was to take us eventually to Naples for embarkation to freedom was a series of steam train journeys through mountainous regions of Austria, Switzerland and northern Italy.

I recall our carriage that only had base floor boards, obviously generally used for transporting livestock. I suppose one might have called us that, with families huddled in corners, then along the sides and finally, the less fortunate taking up the leftover space in the middle.

On one train journey, the crew came through, handing out hot milk laden with sugar, presumably the only nourishing food available in sufficient quantities at the time. This experience left me shunning milk to this day.

I do not know the precise route that we took but as I still have some photographs of us bathing in a seaside town called Senigallia, this does provide an indication that we would have gone in the direction of Milano, Bologna and through Rimini, then south to Senigallia. From there, the route to Naples would have passed through Rome.

My experience in Naples was dominated by my sojourn in hospital, highlighted by the nurse announcing to my parents that bambino no mangiaro (the baby, he not eating). The brief time that I was on the loose in Naples, I recall little naked boys running around, bartering peanuts in the shell in conical containers for bread and shouting what sounded like kikiriki.

Research indicates that this is likely to be chicchi (grains) and ricchi (rich). Whether they referred to the bread they were seeking or the nuts they were offering, I will never know. I do remember running home to get a chunk of bread in exchange for my very first taste of peanuts.

We would have been there sometime in September as I do know that we crossed the equator on 31 October 1949. Being the end of summer, it was still fairly hot, which explains why the boys were naked and obviously poverty stricken. At this time, we weren’t much better off as all our belongings were in a single wooden chest holding barely half a cubic metre.

My recollection of the migrant ship Nelly that took us to Australia is very much fragmented. I do recall that there were enormous dormitories with double stacked bunks. Fathers and sons were separated from mothers and daughters hence my father was lumbered with the two of us whilst my poor mother was cast amongst a multitude of females of all origins and ranging from grumbling grannies to howling babies.

I think on balance, my father fared better. I was most upset when I woke one morning to be told that we had already passed through the Suez Canal, so I had to settle for the open reaches of the Red Sea, which did have its compensations as we were escorted by countless flying fish and occasionally accosted by Arab boats trying to sell their wares when the ship made stops.

Mostly, we were on the open seas although there were times when we were quite close to the Saudi Arabian coast, with Jeddah being the main area of habitation. Arabs in colourful attire were waving as we steamed past. There was great excitement as we approached the equator in the Indian Ocean.

The crew had constructed a waterfall archway and we all had to walk through this to get suitably drenched and then presented with a certificate described here from King Neptune himself, testifying that we had indeed crossed the equator:


IMPERIUM NEPTUNI REGIS

To all seamen and passengers


Greetings: Know all ye, that on this day, 31 October 1949, the M/S Nelly bound for Australia, appeared within our royal domain, and be it known that said vessel and all aboard have been duly inspected by ourselves and our royal staff. Therefore, Zsolt Moldan having been found worthy to be numbered as one of our Trusty Shellbacks is now duly initiated into the: SOLEMN MYSTERIES OF THE ANCIENT ORDER OF THE DEEP.


Given under our hand and seal

Davey Jones; His Majesty’s scribe

Neptunus Rex; Ruler of the Raging Main

By His servant; The Captain of M/S Nelly




One of my complaints on this long voyage was that try as I may, I just couldn’t get seasick even though all around me succumbed to this common condition. The nearest I got was when I was sprayed by a sufferer from an upper deck.

I ran to the washroom to get rid of someone’s unwanted breakfast and then gazed into a toilet bowl, hoping to expel some of my own breakfast…nothing doing.

The remainder of the voyage was relatively uneventful, arriving at long last in the Port of Melbourne, having made one stop in Fremantle, Western Australia along the way.

The first word that I heard spoken in Australian at the Port of Melbourne was SHURRUP, not addressed to me. At six, you are a fast learner, so it didn’t take me long to not only learn its meaning but liberally use it myself.

Little did I know at the time on board M/S Nelly what a long and illustrious history this seemingly innocuous migrant ship had. Thanks to the internet, I now know that it was originally called The Seven Seas, a Standard C3 Class Cargo Ship at the Sun Shipbuilding & Drydock Company in Chester, Pennsylvania, United States of America, constructed for the Moore McCormack Line.

She was launched on 11 January 1940; however, with the war coming on, she never sailed under that name. It was prior to her completion that she was transferred to become an auxiliary aircraft carrier at the famed Newport News Shipyard.

On 2 June 1941, the United States navy officially commissioned and renamed the ship as the USS Long Island, a ship of war with a long flight deck topside that extended from her stern to above and forward of her bridge. She had a capacity to accommodate from sixteen to twenty-one aircraft in her main hangar located below deck.

Her full capacity was thirty aircraft. She was armed with one five-inch gun and two three-inch guns as well as other guns. It is important to note that the USS Long Island was the first escort aircraft carrier of the United States navy to be employed in the war!

She operated first in the Atlantic region for a short time, but she was soon transferred to the Pacific where she spent the remainder of the war years being involved in the famous ‘Naval Battle of Guadalcanal’.

The USS Long Island had a proud record and was involved in many battles during her time in the Pacific and she did her name and her country proud!

Thankfully, unlike so many other ships of her kind, she served her wartime duties and returned to the United States unscathed, where so many ships had been destroyed and sunk.

The USS Long Island was the first of her class to enter conflict and she had fought so bravely, having been at the centre of so many conflicts, especially in the Pacific, she was honoured not only with a ‘battle star’ but also a special ‘plaque’ by the United States government to honour her proud service.

This plaque remained on the ship to her closing days. She was decommissioned on 26 March 1946 and was released from service and laid up with many other C-Class ships, which were now all redundant and idle. Two years later, on 12 March 1948, she was purchased by the Caribbean Land & Shipping Co, being a Swiss based company who obtained her as a freighter.

It was not until February 1949 that she was renamed as the M/S Nelly and registered in Panama. She made an Atlantic crossing from the United States to La Spezia in Liguria, Italy, a port midway between Genoa and Pisa on the west coast. It was here that she was extensively rebuilt into a rather basic migrant ship intended to operate services to Australia to cater for the multitude of refugees fleeing principally those countries that were under Communist rule.

When completed, she was able to accommodate up to 1,300 passengers and crew in the most basic of facilities, being mostly large dormitories with only a few bedded cabins, presumably allocated for senior crew. There were two dining areas with long tables and several lounges, a main lounge, the bar and several other public venues.

There was ample deck space for daytime activities. The M/S Nelly was placed on the migrant trade to Australia in June 1949 sailing through the Suez Canal and then across the Indian Ocean, stopping over at Fremantle in Western Australia, completing her voyage in Melbourne on 17 July 1949. We were on her second voyage, arriving in the Port of Melbourne in November 1949.

[image: A grainy, black-and-white historical photograph showing two men in uniform walking outdoors, holding the hands of a small child between them. They are walking on a dirt path toward a simple, single-story wooden building or barrack.]

Little Zsolt going for a stroll with two American Soldiers in the village of Oberdarching near Munich in 1946



[image: A black-and-white photograph of a sturdy wooden shipping crate sitting on a patch of grass. The crate is marked with the word AUSTRALIA and the number 4 on its side, secured with metal straps and hinges.]

All our worldly possessions as refugees in 1949

[image: A grainy, black-and-white photograph of two large ships at sea. The primary vessel in the foreground is a white passenger or transport ship with multiple lifeboats along its side. In the background, a second ship is visible, featuring a dark camouflage paint pattern.]

Our refugee ship M/S Nelly in 1949

Inset: Earlier as USS Long Island, the only US aircraft carrier to survive WW2 unscathed Built originally as a cargo ship called the Seven Seas

[image:  Two overexposed, black-and-white candid photographs showing a family on the deck of a ship. In the left image, two adults and two children are seated or standing by a railing; on the right, two children sit on a bench with books or papers in their laps.]



	On board the M/S Nelly; my brother on the left and my mother on the far right
	With brother Csaba aboard M/S Nelly









Land Ahoy

Upon disembarking in Melbourne, we were taken to a migrant hostel called Bonegilla, located in north-eastern Victoria. This camp, with very basic facilities, was separated both geographically and socially from the nearest cities of Albury and Wodonga.

The camp contained accommodation blocks which were ex-army barracks only by name as they were unlined timber-framed with corrugated iron walls and no internal partitions. Even an empty container was better constructed and the cattle trains that took us over the Dolomites at least had wheels and they did have a destination with promises of better things to come.

Conditions were dire with sanitation virtually non-existent, prompting us to think, what have we done to travel all this way and end up in such sub-human conditions? During the time that we were there till the end of November 1949, several children died from malnutrition due to inadequately staffed and equipped medical facilities. This is all officially recorded information, which I researched in later years.

Thankfully, we were able to get transferred to a somewhat better hostel on the outskirts of Sydney called Wallgrove Migrant Hostel. Unlike Bonegilla, most of the accommodation was much better constructed and partitioned ex-army barracks, although the partitions only provided visual privacy as every little sound, some of which I will not speak of, travelled through these lightweight screens.

Life in migrant camps was novel but not easy, having travelled far across the world to a foreign country, cooped up with other migrants from all over Europe, many of whom did not speak a word of English. The hostel did provide some assistance to start adjusting to the Australian way of life.

The nearest railway station, Rooty Hill, was over one hour’s walk away for those fortunate enough to find employment requiring public transport. The hostel was reasonably well-equipped with a main dining hall catering for meals for the whole hostel, a series of male and female toilets and washrooms and some basic shops.

An ice cream parlour sold either vanilla or chocolate ice cream in cones called McNivens, which is now long extinct. There was even a cinema where I saw the wonderful animated full-length film by Walt Disney called Fantasia as well as a number of black and white American Westerns, featuring such legends as Tom Mix and the fictional cowboy hero, Hopalong Cassidy.

The corrugated iron walls of the cinema had a few cracks and slots from which you could just see the screen for free but these were quickly taken, so at best, you could have an eye shot if you waited long enough for your turn.

There are two very different sides to this stage in a family’s life. On the one hand, parents were desperate to find work to be able to start a new life whilst on the other hand, the children saw this as a life full of adventures, oblivious to their elders’ trials and tribulations.

Fortunately, my father found employment fairly soon, even though his civil engineering qualifications in Hungary were not recognised in Australia as his first job was the supervision of the maintenance and ongoing painting of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

It would have been quite a long journey for him daily from far-flung Rooty Hill into the heart of Sydney and with the addition of slow ‘all stations’ steam trains, we didn’t get to see him much as we were still asleep when he left for work and already fast asleep when he returned.

Mother found teaching work in the hostel as she was not only a qualified kindergarten teacher but spoke fluent German (her mother was Austrian) and French as she had spent two years of her schooling in French: speaking Belgium as well as her native Hungarian and she was quick to pick up English unlike my father who either had no feel for languages or thought that Hungarian was enough as long as he only associated with Hungarian migrants.

I can somehow imagine him directing operations on various parts of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, gesticulating in Hungarian sign language.

As my brother Csaba was nine and I was six, we moved in different circles. Our parents managed to enrol my brother into a boarding school called Holy Cross College in Ryde, a suburb of Sydney and I attended my first class in the primary school at the hostel.

It is remarkable how quickly a child picks up a new language. Csaba, in his first year at boarding school, got top marks in
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