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low. And as a one-income
family, we weren’t in the
money-is-no-option group.

And bar mitzvahs can
be costly. According to
www.emitz.com, industry
estimates show that the
average bar or bat mitz-
vah budget can easily be
$15,000 to $30,000. Rabbi
Robert Slosberg, of Adath
Jeshurun in Louisville,
noted that he tries to en-
courage modesty. He said
that trends lately put
“more emphasis on the
mitzvah (or good deed) as
opposed to the big-bash
parties of years ago.”

Hungary history
I never knew my pater-

nal grandfather, Benja-
min. He was born in Bo-
drogkeresztúr, Hungary,
and came to America in
1907 when he was 21. He
died before my father and
mother were married,
taking his memories of
Hungary with him.

I do know, through my
father’s stories, that my
grandfather worked hard,
was a quick learner and
wanted a better life for his
children.

But there was a trade-
off. Adapting to this new
land, finding work and
starting his own family
would take priority over
the deep sense of spiritu-
ality that defined our
family’s existence in the
old country.

Fast forward to 2011.
Our family is fortunate to
have all our needs cov-
ered. At times, Aaron feels
a sense of entitlement. We
want him to understand
the sacrifices made by
those who came before
him.

Our first full day in
Hungary started out nor-
mal enough. At 7 a.m., we
were on the road. Andras
Koltai, a Budapest-based
researcher who had been
helping me with my
search through email for
the last few years, was
picking us up. There were
hand-crank windows in
the back of his late-model
red sedan, something we
weren’t used to in the
States, something Aaron
noticed immediately.

It was a three-hour
drive from Budapest to
our first town: Tiszalok.

In the small, rural
town, we passed locals on
bicycles, young and old.
One man had a small bas-
ket on his bike stocked
with cut-up wood. Andras
slowed the car to show us
a couple of houses that
had outhouses in their
backyards.

We stopped at the cem-
etery even before we got
to the guest house in Tokaj
to unload our bags.

The concrete cemetery
gate had a striking design
— a wall of Jewish stars,
with a small star nestled
inside a larger one inside a
perfect circle.

The Tiszalok cemetery
was in pretty rough shape,
with decaying and downed
stones. Through early
spring greenery, twisting
vines and damp earth, we
carefully stepped around
stones. I reminded Aaron
to walk carefully. We were
searching for the stone of
Aaron’s great-great-great-
grandfather, Chaim, the
oldest-known Ungar.

This was the logical
extension of a years-long
search.

In 2008, I attended a
short seminar on Jewish
genealogy at our temple. I
discovered our history
was literally clicks away,
on a website called
JewishGen.org, dedicated
solely to searching Jewish
roots.

With the proper re-
sources at my disposal,
this innocent little hobby
soon morphed into some-
thing much more: piecing
together history. I found
draft registration cards,
ship manifests, eventually
the names of towns. I even
created two “Shtetlink”
Web sites for
JewishGen.org on two of
my ancestral towns, and I
found gravestones of my
ancestors. But while excit-
ing, all of this seemed

one-dimensional on a com-
puter screen.

In Hungary, it came
alive in three dimensions.

On the way into Bo-
drogkeresztúr, we saw
storks atop their nests.
These nests, huge like the
birds, were built on tele-
phone poles.

These storks were a
constant thread in these
communities dating back
to the years of our ances-
tors and beyond. But I
came to a sad realization:
Unlike the storks, the
once-flourishing Jewish
communities here were
literally now reduced to a
couple of elderly people.

A visit to
the cemetery

Before long, we stood
at the gates of the Bodrog-
keresztúr cemetery. The
locked entrance was
arched like the Ten Com-
mandment tablets.

Nearby was the Ohel, a
small building designed to
house the graves of Grand
Rabbi Yeshaya Steiner
(commonly known as Reb
Shayele) and his family.
Reb Shayele was consid-
ered a miracle-working
holy man. His life was
marked by good deeds,
and there are numerous
stories of remarkable acts
and endless generosity. It
is told 15,000 people came
to his funeral service in
1925, and these days, hun-
dreds come each year for
his yartzheit, or death
anniversary.

In the Ohel, in addition
to the gravestones, there
were countless slips of
paper with prayers and lit
candles. I wasn’t prepared
with a pen and paper. I
found a spent match, and
using the black charcoal
tip on a small scrap of
paper, I stopped and
thought about the reason
we were here. In the dark
room, I wrote one word:
Illumination.

The cemetery over-
looked the town and the
quarry. Through my re-
search, I discovered that
one of my great-grandfa-
ther’s jobs was caretaker
in a stone mine. Standing
at the edge of the ceme-
tery, I saw the mine off in
the distance. I enlisted
Aaron’s help in finding the
gravestones of my great-
grandfather and great-
grandmother. Two large
hands adorned the top of
my great-grandfather’s

stone. I explained to Aaron
that graves of Kohanim
(or the priestly class)
were often marked with
two hands arching togeth-
er in a way that was tradi-
tionally used to provide a
blessing.

I was surprised that the
gravestone of my great-
grandfather stood very
tall. The top part, with the
hands, towered over Aar-
on’s head. I spent a few
moments talking to Aaron
about how hard he must
have worked to provide
for his family and what a
difficult life it was for him
and his wife. They were
married for 10 years and
in that time had seven
children. Only the oldest
two made it to adulthood.
A few months after the
last child died, my great-
grandmother died as well.
She was 32 years old.

Aaron ran his fingers
over the face of his great-
great-grandfather’s stone.
He would go from top to
bottom, right to left and
back again, feeling the
Hebrew letters on his
fingertips, taking them in.
For his bar mitzvah, he
would read the torah
scroll in this manner.

I asked Aaron to get
stones from the perimeter
of the cemetery to place
on the base of the two
gravestones. This is an old
Jewish custom that repre-
sents the mitzvah of plac-
ing a marker on someone’s
grave. In this instance,
standing on this ground,
we were travelers from
the future, here to pay our
respects. Aaron easily
found large, round stones
and placed them on the
graves.

‘Teeter totter’
Main Street in Bodrog-

keresztúr looked much as
it must have looked years
ago, lined by small, col-
orful homes.

Back when my great-
grandfather lived here,
lower Main Street was
where all the Jews lived.
None lived here now.

Aaron immediately
found a small playground
near the old synagogue.
Its bright colors and strip
of Astroturf contrasted
sharply against the back-
drop of this old town. The
playground seemed to
appear out of nowhere, the
perfect counter-balance to
the day’s earlier events.
Aaron called me over to

the “teeter totter.” Every
once in a while, I would
pause at the bottom and
keep him up in the air. He
smiled wide.

Upon leaving, Aaron
bent down to touch stones
from the gravel path,
stones I assume were
originally extracted from
the town’s quarry, stones
that once crunched be-
neath his ancestors’ feet.

He picked out two
smooth ones.

One for me and one for
him.

Son’s small
taste of wine

We stayed at a guest
house in Tokaj, where the
proprietors made and sold
their own wine. Indeed,
wine was an industry that
the Jewish members of
the town established for
ritual use years ago. With-
out the wine trade, Tokaj
would also suffer the fate
of the entrenched un-
employment gripping
nearby towns.

The host treated us to a
complimentary glass of
wine and a tasting. For
Aaron, this meant an op-
portunity to plead his case
for tasting the wine as
well. I was at a bit of a
disadvantage since I saw
this wine as something
that our ancestors took
pride in producing and
used for ushering in the
Sabbath. And, it was a
connection from our an-
cestral land that rightly
belonged to him.

At 12, he wasn’t old
enough, but the woman
made it clear it was OK if
it was all right with me.
Aaron had a small taste,
one that I think he equated
to a small, sweet taste of
being older.

That night, back in
Budapest, I woke up in the
middle of the night. Aaron
was sleeping soundly next
to me. Lying on my back, I
extended my arms out in
front of me and looked at

my hands. I parted my
fingers in the traditional
way my ancestors did to
bestow a priestly blessing.
Looking through the lat-
tice, I thought about
where we have been and
where we are now. I
prayed that some of the
magic, spirit and mystery
of our past would not be
lost on my children and
theirs.

Getting lost
— and found

On our first day in
Budapest without a guide,
we got lost on the way to
see the Dohany Street
Synagogue. This was the
largest temple in Europe
and the second-largest in
the world. We got very lost
and ended up walking for
hours. Aaron was getting
tired of all the walking. We
took the tour and then
went back to the guest-
house.

I don’t know if it was
from all the walking, but
Aaron was talking back to
me every time I spoke. I
was trying to create a
connection, and what I felt
I was getting was disre-
spect. Perhaps he wasn’t
understanding the reason
we were here. And per-
haps I was feeling in-
secure that we weren’t
connecting. Our bickering
quickly reached a fevered
pitch.

Aaron wanted to go to
the “Turkish baths,” but I
was very upset with how
he was acting and I told
him we weren’t going
anywhere for at least 30
minutes. I needed to calm
down.

Like his upcoming bar
mitzvah, this seemed to
mark a turning point. We
would need to come to an
understanding. I would
need to acknowledge his
getting older and needing
more space. I would need
to step back at times and
let him make mistakes as
he journeys down this new

road. And I would expect
to be respected and kept
close.

I broke down into
uncontrollable sobs. I
told Aaron I didn’t want
him pushing back at me. I
told him the depth of my
love for him.

Aaron started sobbing
as well. From then on he
would listen to me, he
said, and do whatever I
asked. I knew that
wouldn’t be the case, but
I reveled in us having our
moment together. A pho-
tograph taken that eve-
ning shows Aaron’s pure
smile of understanding.

I asked Aaron what he
thought about visiting
our ancestral towns. His
short answer showed me
he had made a connection
to the past, to his ances-
tors.

“Nobody’s been there
since World War II in our
family,” he replied, “so I
thought it was really cool
for us to be the first peo-
ple to go there.”

My grandfather was
lucky. He immigrated to
the States to find a better
life and leave behind the
hatred and bigotry that
was often directed at
Jews. Others weren’t so
lucky: My cousin Irene
(who is 92) lost her par-
ents and three siblings
during the Holocaust.
Our very name touches
on all this history: “Un-
gar” is a German ethnic
name for a Hungarian.

The Széchenyi Baths
seemed a proper meta-
phor for our trip. They
were a gigantic complex
of indoor and outdoor
pools. The architecture
was old and strong. One
of the pools we enjoyed
most had a built-in cur-
rent that propelled us
around and around in a
circle.

We ended up staying
until dark. Aaron left wet
and happy. A crescent
moon shone above.

JOURNEY: Pre-bar mitzvah trip to Hungary is time for father, son’s discovery
Continued from Page E1

Aaron Ungar and his father, Stuart, at the gravesite of
Stuart’s great-grandfather in Bodrogkeresztúr. The
tombstones and graves of Kohanim, or the priestly
class, ofter were marked with two hands arching
together, a traditional symbol of giving a blessing.

In a small building in the shadow of the synagogue in
Tokja, Löwy Lajos maintains a repository of the area’s
Jewish history and culture. PHOTOS BY STUART UNGAR
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