Shoes of Shame
by
Eyes Right 
Budapest, Hungary – No trip to cities on the Danube is complete without a stop in this beautiful Hungarian city.  With Buda on the north and Pest on the south of the river, a nighttime boat ride on the river rewards passengers with spectacular views of castles and Parliament buildings.  It literally is breathtaking. 
However, this same river has seen unbelievably barbaric cruelty taking place right on its banks in the heart of Budapest.  In the final year of World War II, as the Soviets and their allies were marching toward Hungary, the local Nazi’s (mostly Hungarians) decided to systematically eliminate the remaining Jews who had been forced to live in a designated ghetto for years.   Although they were subject to discriminatory laws and had few civil liberties enjoyed by other Hungarians, for the first part of WW II, the Jewish citizens were not sent to German extermination camp (although nearly 20,000 were sent into forced labor for the Hungarian army).  However, when Germany occupied Hungary in early 1944, a new regime was installed which adopted a policy of ridding the country of all Jews and Roma (gypsy).  The notorious Adolf Eichmann was sent from Germany to oversee the operation.  Soon a large percentage of the Jewish population, most of whom had lived in Hungary all their lives, were rounded up, loaded onto trains, and sent to concentration camps, such as Auschwitz, where they were murdered.  In just a two-month period from mid-May to July, nearly 500,000 Jews were transported to Auschwitz where over 90% were immediately gassed to death. 
This wholesale slaughter was not enough for some of the Hungarian Nazis.  These killers, who were members of the infamous Arrow Cross militia, the name adopted by the local Nazis, found as many remaining Jews in the ghetto as possible and dragged them to the Pest side of the Danube.  Here they were forced to take off their shoes, then lined up in rows of five or six so that a single bullet could be fired through the row to kill as many as possible without using much needed ammunition (the Russians now had the city under siege).  After these victims were shot (including many women, children and infants), their bodies were pushed into the freezing river.  Miraculously, there were some survivors who were pulled from the river downstream.  The shoes had been taken because they were a valuable commodity, and the Nazis believed that many of the Jews were keeping personal valuables in the heels of the shoes.
I might add that the Jewish ghetto was not a voluntary living area.  Throughout much of central and eastern Europe, Jews had been forced to live in designated areas for centuries.  Hungary was certainly not alone in this regard.  During our time in the Czech Republic we visited such quarters in several cities.  The practice of forced segregation apparently began in Venice in the 1500’s due to Christian discrimination against the Jews, and spread throughout many regions of Europe.  Because it was mandated that the Jews live only in these designated areas, it was not difficult for the murderers to find them.  
A “Shoes on the Danube Memorial” has been constructed to remember not only the individuals who were shot here, but also to act as a poignant reminder of the entire unsavory legacy of the institutional discrimination and hatred of the Jewish community, both here and throughout Europe, not so many years ago.  The project, conceived in 2005 by a film director named Can Togay, commissioned the artist, Gyula Pauer, to sculpt 60 pairs of iron shoes.  The shoes are all different and reflect the styles of the time.  They are sunk into the concrete of the promenade directly next to the Danube roughly 300 yards south of the Hungarian Parliament building.  Behind the shoes is a 125 feet long concrete bench with signs (in several languages) proclaiming:  TO THE MEMORY OF THE VICTIMS SHOT INTO THE DANUBE BY ARROW CROSS MILITIAMEN1944-45.
I suspect that this powerful message stays with nearly everyone who visits this memorial.  It certainly is frozen into my mind.
I thought you might like to know.
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