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PREFACE 

 

As it stands on the cover blurb, this book is about the 69 
years of a Hungarian man how he lived and survived seven 
decades in Hungary during the historical turmoil of the 20th and 
21st centuries that changed the history of his fatherland, which 
was dismantled into a small country after more than 1000 years 
of having been a local empire. 

The First World War ended and it also meant the end of 
the Monarchy of Austria and Hungary. But Hungary lost two 
thirds of her territory along with the population as an outcome 
of the war. Many thinks that it was the Second World War that 
changed Europe and the world but we know by now it was only 
chapter two of the three chapters in the European history of the 
twentieth century and it seems in 2018 that the conflict which 
started in 1914 to rule Europe has not yet ended.  

In a war there are winners and losers but that Hungary 
has survived and remained is a wonder. After World War I she 
tried to get back her lost population and part of her earlier 
territories along diplomatic channels and though the English 
government showed some inclination in 1933, the same year 
brought a dramatic change in the history of Europe and it put an 
end to the dream (the Nazis grabbed the power in Germany) and 
in 1941 Hungary was tricked into the war on the German side 
and lost again. The writer of this book was born at the ending 
phase of the Second World War, during the siege of Budapest. 
The Russian army occupied the country in 1944-1945 and 
remained here until 1989. This period is called communism in 
our country. It was terror and oppression of all kinds from the 
beginning to the end.   

At long last in 1989 the communist regime in Hungary 
collapsed, after which the Hungarian people, who had lived in a 
closed society up to that point and had looked at the prospering 
Western societies through a lens of naivety and adoration, were 
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eager to accept the new strategies that would develop success-
oriented thinking, amongst other colourful orientations, which 
may lead them back to personal entrepreneurship after the 
greyness of communism of 45 years. Techniques, which would 
let us believe that they are unavoidably important, came to the 
fore and they made people believe that the way to their 
happiness is to welcome these aforementioned new ideas, due to 
the competition on the market. Realising people’s needs for 
such services, courses were launched, courses which would help 
people understand the theory of success-orientation and 
decision-making accordingly, launched by nobodies labelled as 
geniuses, who merely wanted to earn their money, but on the 
other hand some valuable trends popped up as well. More and 
more became interested in the modes and methods of thinking: 
how one can develop statistics during one’s thinking process 
consciously or subconsciously, and how one makes decisions. 
These processes were studied over through decades by Nobel-
prize winning researcher and writer, Daniel Kahneman. 
Moreover, he wrote a nigh five hundred pages long book on 
them. It is a challenging reading even for a committed 
competent person but we can assume that there is no other 
person who would understand more how and why we make 
those decisions we make. 

Likewise, Edward de Bono in his book Conflicts 

discusses the most appropriate thinking process that would lead 
a person from the occurrence of the problem to the solution, to 
the compromise, or the consensus. 

Such knowledge is useful in practice too, and the 
courses teaching how to be effective in marketing interest many 
in this ruthlessly success-oriented world. It is taught in trainings 
how to make others decide in favour of the issues one 
represents: namely, how to convince people to become the 
buyer, be it a product or an important event. All known trickery 
is put into practice in order to convince the other side, that is, to 
reach a goal, from getting an insurance policy signed to helping 
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a political party come to power. It is secondary of importance 
how one can use such knowledge in one’s relationships, maybe 
even manipulate people to the extent that somebody’s feelings 
get hurt, which may result in repercussions. A good example is 
the foully compiled bank loan which is miscomprehended by 
the community, a fraudulent referendum or when a 
malfunctioning product hits the market with the risk to human 
life or health. If this trickster mentality is underestimated or 
overlooked then further problems could arise in the society. 
This kind of marketing process was not always supported by 
scientific knowledge, and was not always so thoroughly 
executed, as it is nowadays. However, those having had the 
ability to realise its importance and to understand the other 
side’s  position, as well as to measure it and react to it 
positively, and maybe use it when making decisions, have had 
higher possibilities of going forward in every age.  

It did not matter whoever he was when speaking of 
human relationships. One can realise whether someone, from 
famous historical figures to workplace colleagues, owns or 
lacks this ability, which could be called a manifesto of a code of 
civility.   

What might be the other side, one may ask. Analytically 
speaking, it does not matter, since every side is the other as 
well. What matters is whether we caught the gist. Those with a 
gentle heart would never cross a certain boundary, in spite of all 
the knowledge and power they own. Few cases of persons are 
more abhorrent than when someone crosses this boundary 
deliberately, and the truths and information he claims to own 
are only partial. He bends reality we would say. If we look at 
our present-day history, the political milieu, and the privities we 
belong to, we have experienced and still experience all the 
shades of this moral corruption, whether we are at home or 
abroad, and at some point we sadly conclude that we are 
waiting for a positive outcome in vain; interests will eventually 
overwrite what we would expect from civility, since the product 
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has to be sold, the case has to be won, and the agreement has to 
be modified somehow. 

All this endangers one quintessential commune of ours: 
harmony, the harmonic life of the other side, the harmonic life 
of all of us. Harmony is the gist of the quality of life and seems 
even more important than living standards. One can wait for it 
to come on its own and then complain about the lack of it, thus 
forming a pessimistic worldview while we forget that we should 
not wait for it, although we may be that lucky. You have to 
acquire it. Harmony is quintessential to both the quality of life 
and living standards. It is a misbelief that financial prosperity 
will make one satisfied and happy. If one has a balanced and 
harmonic way of life, one will move forward. A good example 
to this is what Desiderata says which was found in 1692 in 
Saint’s Paul Church, Baltimore, and its message is relevant to 
this day. This text contains wisdoms. No matter who wrote it in 
the past, or in a modern time, it says some nice things and it is 
valuable from a linguistic point of view too. 
Gustave Le Bon (1841-1931), as studying mass psychology, 
composed his point of view – still up to date today – that an 
individual, even of high cultural level may lose sense of critical 
thinking in the masses and may show response or decision that 
may be contrary to his own interest. Today the immense impact 
of the global media easily makes the individual credulous and 
exposed to political and psychical influence. The worst can be 
when it results in a perpetual commitment phobia. 

Politics, economic life and public institutions could 
make a lot of improvement in this area, but that is not what we 
experience on a global scale. We can only rely on the true 
context: the days of our lives, family, human relationships.  

Apart from the modern and progressive ways of 
thinking mentioned above, naturally, this other side has also 
been armed with ways of thinking for thousands of years: the 
Socratic “critical thinking”, the rational consideration, which is 
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improved over and over again during the centuries along with 
the Aristotelian “systematic thinking”, the logical reasoning. 
Knowing these and with the experience of life one has good 
chance of avoiding to become a deceived Other Side. 

The story of our life interrelates with the story of the 
harmonic life and story of fate of the Other Side. 

While going through these few paragraphs below, one 
can guess after a few pages how the other side could be 
addressed several times, especially when we speak from the 
perspective of 69 years. 
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After the Second World War – The 1940s 

 

After the first term of the first grade at elementary 
school with the first school record in my pockets – the 
relevance of which I only realized when hearing about my elder 
sister’s superb school results, – I realized that one of my first 
knocks in life had happened. The following day my elegantly 
dressed father coming out of the bathroom asked about my 
school report with a patronizing look in his eyes, and seeing the 
mediocre performance I had achieved, a sad expression for a 
lifetime appeared in his eyes that his son would not be a genius. 
Despite not realizing what it all meant at that moment, my 
“inferiority complex”, as it was referred to, gained a big portion 
of support. 

I was born in a remote part of Zugló, a suburb of 
Budapest, in a nice, English-style house merely two months 
before the Germans had invaded Hungary and the siege of 
Budapest by the Russians had soon begun. The communities 
fell to pieces. After the Millennium (the turn of the 19th and 20th 
century), it was almost as if the Hungarian society was 
expecting some sort of a doom to come true, which became 
relevant and repeated again every now and then in the 20th 
century. The communities forgot how to be responsible, how to 
stand up for each other. German troops occupied Hungary on 
19th of March 1944. The government did not show any 
resistance, nor did the people instinctively, but there was no 
celebration either. Hungary lost her sovereignty, which state 
was said to last for 40 years. Eventually, it turned out to be 45 
years. Many people, including Jews, were forced to leave the 
country due to the German occupation so that they would avoid 
deportation, but before leaving for abroad, they were hiding in 
covert houses. Our house in Zugló was a good place for such 
purposes. My father built the house before the war and then he 
spent some time in Oxford with a scholarship, from where he, 
together with my mother, had to come home quite 
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adventurously due to the advent of World War II. Even though 
the BBC wanted to keep him there as an announcer, they had no 
intention of staying in England because my elder sister and my 
grandparents were here at home in Budapest. When the war 
broke out, they could only fly on an aeroplane that headed 
towards Portugal and Italy. Prominent actor Leslie Howard was 
said to have been travelling with the same plane, which was 
ordered by Hitler to be shot down some time later. My father 
and mother were merely robbed on the train as they were 
crossing Italy on their way home. 

It is quite a disadvantage to be born during wartime, but 
most of the inconveniences and hardships fall on women, on the 
mothers. A new-born cannot relate. It is said that if the girl is 
born sooner than the boy, it is not very lucky either. This could 
be an insignificant factor, but if the girl is headstrong in nature, 
she will definitely rule over her little brother, and the womanly, 

“motherly” nature is not 
likely to make it to the 
surface. When I was born, 
my elder sister was a strong-
willed person, and you could 
not change that. But after a 
few 1years passing and 
events getting into balance, 
we could maintain a 
harmonious relationship, in 
spite that life sending us 
endless possibilities to tear 
us apart. We even built a 
house together, thus 
fulfilling the dreams of our 
families. 

 

                                                 
1 Picture: Győző Drozdy, MP, and his wife. 
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My father, Dr. Lajos Pál Biró, and my 
grandfather, Győző Drozdy, the latter 
a Smallholders Party MP, found out 
soon enough that they would highly 
possibly lose everything in the siege. 
My grandfather’s mansion in Logodi 
utca/Street was hit directly by an 
American bomb, which completely 
annihilated it, with everything in it. 
Hence, they were forced to protect our 
house at Zugló from demolition. 
During the siege of Budapest, three 

German soldiers made a hole on the wall in the flight of stairs to 
build a machinegun nest. Nice attempt, but such attempts did 
not last long in those days. The Russians soon spotted pits like 
this and simply blasted the containing house. I gained some 
first-hand experience of this later in 1956. When I was 12, I 
witnessed Russian tanks devastating Budapest. If they heard a 
gunshot from somewhere, they shot back with a tank. As for the 
machinegun nest, my two elder forefathers surprised and 
arrested the three German soldiers with a pistol, then led them 
to Emma utca/Street nearby, into a house to where the local 
Russian commander set up his headquarters. Since my 
grandfather was an MP, he had the right to own a pistol. Sure, 
we could say that getting hold of a pistol in war is not 
something that requires great skills or dexterity. However, the 
fact that he arrested those three German soldiers just like that is 
something worth mentioning. 

Later in school we all were taught, learnt of “how the 
heroic Russian soldiers defeated the despicable and fighting-till-
the-end German soldiers.” We all know now of Budapest that 
the Germans sacrificed it and fought fiercely unlike in Vienna, 
in Prague, etc. The soldiers most likely did their jobs. Not these 
three though. They were relieved that they were captured 
                                                 
2 Picture: Dr. Lewis Pál Biró and his wife. 

2 



 13

without a scratch, since they would not have survived until 
nightfall. What happened to them, did they survive captivity – I 
was thinking this all the time when the two heads of the family 
spoke of this incident in front of the women of the family, 
maybe surrounded by acquaintances, who listened to this great, 
manly imperturbability with awe. 

Life slowly returned to town after the war, but a new 
kind of fear showed up: the horror of eviction. The family went 
to bed with the discomfort of not knowing whether they would 
wake up in the same beds or not. Families were evicted during 
the night within an hour and were transported to remote places 
of the country to live in barns and stables and such.  

On top of that, my father started to broaden our nice 
little house with his own bare hands, using the rubble from the 
vicinity. That is, Pista joined in, a half-Gipsy, half-Tót man, 
maybe partially Palóc, who refused to work for the new system, 
and when my father gave him shelter, he helped in the 
renovation. When he was not drunk that is. When he was 
actually drunk, he even went up against my father, but being 
weaker, Pista had quite vague chances against him. 
Nevertheless, he played a vital role in my life in the years to 
come, since he was a warm-hearted fellow eventually. He was 
the one to teach the family how to make strapacky, the national 
meal of the Palóc community, a meal that was unknown to 
many at that time, and remained so for a long time. He made 
ramas in his free time (painted frames made of glass to put 
photos in them). He sold them either in Palócland or in Slovakia 
if he managed to sneak over the border, and returned with a lot 
of food, it was of high merit in the times of need during and 
after the War. 

The new side wing of the house was built up 
beautifully, which connected to the old house on three levels, 
and since the hole made by the Germans was still there, they 
made a door in place of it, which eventually led to a 45 m2 
study and library, and on the uppermost level a large laundry 
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was disposed temporarily. There was a garage and some small 
rooms downstairs, to where my father let a Franciscan monk in 
to live there, after the communists made his order disappear. He 
remained living there until the 1960s, when he managed to flee 
to West-Germany with one of the first passports, and after 
saying goodbye to my father in a letter; he entered a monastery, 
so that he could leave the conflicts of civil life behind. He had 
an adventurous 10-12 years behind him though. He was a 
stevedore, and his friends and colleagues teased him all the 
time. But he could not quite get into civil life, he spent most of 
his time reading in a bad armchair back in the garden after 
coming home from work. On such occasions he spoke about 
many interesting things to me. The Vlach (Romanian), Irene, 
who also sought shelter in our house had a different opinion 
about him, but since she was a flirtatious woman, she had other 
things on mind, and when I was a little boy, this too was one of 
those other sides which brought insight into a lot of secrets for 
me. 

By this time, my leg had straightened, because it was 
crooked during the siege due to bad provision. My father went 
to Pécs (a provincial town some 130 mile from Budapest) after 
the war, bought a cow and drove it to Budapest. This is how 
milk became available in the vicinity, and many parents could 
give milk to their children, which they brought from 
Százszorszép utca/Street 5. My father named it Százszorszép 
(Bellis perennis) Street before the war, namely because it was 
an ugly dirt road. The street started to get into shape before the 
war it was still a scarcely built up area at the time. There was a 
market garden behind us, as far as it reached Thököly út/Street, 
(a main road nearby) and had a draw well in the centre of it. 

We had pigs and hens in the backyard, a small farm 
really, until life had somewhat changed. Since many were given 
shelter in the house, there were many to help around, so life 
could go on in its own pace. 
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Despite the Smallholders Party (a democratic party 
from before the war) victory in the 1945 general elections, 
changes strayed towards the Soviets’ will eventually. My father 
received a phone call from the Ministry of Culture in 1948 that 
he should not come in to work ever again, as there were 
changes going on, and even though he was respected, he would 
not be tolerated. He became a teacher once again. He taught in 
Zenegimnázium (High School of Music) for a long time, despite 
having had the chance of becoming a prominent figure in the 
Ministry before. As Chief Superintendent of Education of Pest 
County, he could have reached the highest of ranks. As he put 
it: “the table share turned”, and those on the other side came to 
the fore, so he did not want to participate in this anymore. 

Along with some teacher colleagues, he founded a 
language school, which he named Élő Nyelvek Szemináriuma 
(Living Languages Seminar), in order to have some additional 
income. They named it a working community of teachers. In 
those days, lawyers were forced to form working communities 
of lawyers, so that the new power structure could oversee them 
more easily. The idea came from here, and Living Languages 
Seminar could get along like this until 1963, when the People’s 
Commission of Control decided to find that the working 
community is in fact none other than a suspicious private 
“hodgepodge in their eyes” and the case went to court. 

There were attempts to integrate the school into one of 
the state language schools. My father responded by saying that 
he believed that it would not damage the sea if you poured a 
bottle of champagne into it. The champagne will merely go to 
waste.  

To our huge surprise, the undersecretary of the Ministry 
of Culture spoke in favour of us, saying that half of Váci 
utca/Street (a prominent shopping street) consisted of private 
businesses, and that the seminar did some serious work in the 
field of teaching languages. This was true by that time actually. 
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Not to mention that I also started to make myself useful at the 
school about that time. 

To those few wanting to learn foreign languages, there 
was nowhere else to turn to other than our Living Languages 
Seminar and the two state language schools, which formed 
later. There were quite a few students surnamed Szabó (Taylor) 
and Kovács (Smith)3 coming to the school to learn English, 
French, Russian. At first, people could only learn the languages 
of the victorious powers of the war, and even those had to 
please the “developed Russian standards”, as it is emphasized in 
typical contemporary licence, which our school obtained from 
the authorities. 

Later, when “diplomacy” started in the early fifties, and 
the first German friendly delegation from the German (Soviet) 
Democratic Republic arrived in Budapest, the comrades in the 
ministry realized in terror that the German language – despite 
its popularity – was not taught in Budapest. The school was 
ordered to organize efficient German classes in seven rooms at 
Eötvös Gimnázium, starting in one week’s time. They did start. 
After this, it was inevitably easy to include Spanish and Italian 
into the repertoire quickly. 

The document published in 1964 was a bit more low-
key, and they quickly came up with a neutral solution: the 
school could remain intact, but could not concern with profit, so 
a legal form was made up to supervise language school working 
communities. To supervise the only one. This document was 
eventually published in Magyar Közlöny,4 then they withheld 
the very possibility of another such private business to launch 
until the early ‘80s. That is another story though. State language 
schools developed smoothly, enjoying their state funding. 
Living Languages Seminar remained to be the champagne. 

                                                 
3 Reference: to keep incognito, Smith and Taylor are very common names, to learn 
English could be dangerous at that time 
4 Hungarian periodical which contains the accepted bills at the Parliament.  
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Dictatorship of the Proletariat – The 1950s 

 

Just a small addition to the 1940s: Pista once saved my 
future family-making ability when he fetched me from the fence 
of the barn at the last minute, on an occasion when I was taking 
a leak facing the barn between two fence boards, and the sow 
misunderstood my intentions or maybe took this as on offense, 
and rushed towards me. 

The mini-farm slowly vanished, shops opened up once 
again. Sometimes there was butter on the shelves, “vaj” in 
Hungarian, and around this time was it decided that the 
expression of “butter toast” (“vajas kenyér”) should be one 
term, a monosyllable, since workers were already familiar with 
this expression, whereas “zsíros kenyér”, “bread with fat / lard” 
term in separate words because it meant nothing to them 
anymore. The question whether this neologism remained in 
practice, or if it had been true at all, is a mystery of modern 
Hungarian linguistics. 

The family managed to escape eviction. A “dokument” 
existed, written by the Russian commander, which said that 
they were given three German soldiers as hostages, thus my 
father and grandfather saved a lot of lives on that day, but we 
never had to show this piece of paper. Many people went in and 
out of our house. One could look at it as a place giving shelter 
to many. 

Nationalizations went on and on, it was even announced 
on radio in 1951 how severely were Hungarian capitalists and 
aristocrats punished again: the mansion of Klára Drozdy in 
Baracska, with all its belongings and lands, was nationalized, 
and this mansion with four Corinthian columns, tympanums, at 
the entrance and 19 rooms inside and a swimming pool in the 
back, was to be used as a culture community centre. It did 
happen. The swimming pool became a silo.  After that, when 
the building, the walkway and the beautiful park surrounding all 
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this started going to waste, the whole estate became a TSZ5 
centre. Eventually, when the whole natural ground became a 
victim of desolation, the area became a yard for tractors and 
machinery, and the gas and oil seeped into the ground two 
meters deep. 

Since Klára Drozdy, my mother, survived the era of 
communism, she was compensated with a compensational ticket 
worth 300 thousand HUF, although she did not get back the 
mansion at Baracska. She used up 190 thousand to buy a TV 
and a fridge. 110 thousand is still said to be flotsam somewhere. 
If it turns up, we will use it up to make a tapestry out of it, 
along with all the inflated money from the old days, and those 
which lost their values in our hands due to the erratic twists and 
turns of the ‘90s. We have a room named “partying room”, a 
room for fun with a bar counter. In the room, among many other 
things there is  a “framed picture” of all the inflated Hungarian 
paper bank notes of the last 100 years, which is quite a sum. We 
could call them first class examples of the graphic arts, and in 
                                                 
5 Termelőszövetkezet, „Corporation of Production”, a Collective Farm. 
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spite of the series being incomplete; the size of the “picture” is 
still remarkable. 

I pitied the mansion, because we spent the summers 
there, and we even had an old car at the time. When he could 
have one, my father always had a car. This car was later 
commandeered by the military. It became a military vehicle. 
After that, the family used a motorcycle with a sidecar.  
Baracska was a quiet, calm place, the distance between it and 
Budapest seemed long at the time, but when my grandfather 
bought the mansion at the end of the war, he believed that he 
was buying it to live in and farm there in peace after he had left 
politics behind. He firmly believed that there would be 
democracy in Hungary after the war, and as such, he thought 
that buying that small mansion was the deal of his life. He was 
said to have been brilliantly sharp-minded in other issues. The 
Gestapo was on his tail, because he defended Hungarian rights 
firm as a rock. He was arrested after the war, and was sent to 
Andrássy út/Street 606, where he cut his veins and the doctor 
who treated him in the prison leaked out that Drozdy, the MP, 
was still in Budapest. We thought by that time that he was 
already in Amerika, residing at his friends, to whom he gave 
shelter in Zugló previously. He was caught when fleeing 
towards Yugoslavia. Dictator Rákosi7 did not like him, since he 
lost against him during the elections. When my grandfather 
delivered a speech in Parliament, he started his speeches with 
speaking firmly against the anti-democratic policy of Rákosi, 
listing all of his ill-deeds. In return, Rákosi came up with the 
political “salami technique.” As such, he demanded that the 
Smallholders Party should isolate him, as well as others, and 
kick them out of the Party. Thus the political opposition soon 
lost its charismatic members. 

                                                 
6 Centre of the ÁVO/ÁVH (Államvédelmi Hatóság, „Authority of National Defence”) 
during the era, which was the executive power at the time. Currently it resides the 
museum House of Terrors Museum. 
7 Mátyás Rákosi, dictator from 1945 until 1956. 
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Since my father still owned his car, we made a trip to 
Lake Velence nearby Budapest, then to Balatonakarattya, with 
the thought of having in mind that the family would buy land. 
Balaton is the largest lake in Central Europe some 70 miles 
away from Budapest. As we were swimming there, a “rocsó” 
turned up on the water. It was a boat with an outboard engine, 
and it was loud as if a plane had flown low. Those sitting inside 
it told us strictly and officiously to be silent. Comrade Rákosi 
was taking a nap at Aliga, at a lakeside resort nearby open only 
for the communist leaders. Everyone retreated, frightened. The 
drivers realized with satisfaction that they had managed to 
frighten us, then they went on towards the next beach with a 
roaring engine. Eventually, we bought a neat piece of land with 
a small summer resort at Balatonkenese, so that the children 
could go on holiday during summertime, also advantageous 
being far enough from Aliga. 

8The fifties were quiet for me. During term I attended 
school, participated in kids’ parties, visited the grandparents, 

                                                 
8 Regnum Marianum church, Roman Catholic religious community in Hungary. Its name comes from the traditional 
use in Hungarian of Regnum Marianum as a name for Hungary. Tradition honors the Blessed Virgin Mary as its 
symbolic sovereign. The name derives from the tradition that the first Hungarian king, King Saint Stephen I offered 
the Holy Crown of Hungary and the nation to her as he was dying, because he had no heirs to inherit it. Another 
traditional legend may also explain the honorary title: St. King Stephen I raised up the Holy Crown during his 
coronation in 1000/1 to offer it to the Nagyboldogasszony. 
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the latter of which always ended in listening to and reciting 
religious stories. Despite that, attendance at church became 
more and more seldom. The nearby Regnum Marianum church 
was demolished, which my parents regretted very much. Mátyás 
Rákosi started to build the square for soviet style parades in 
1951 to honour Stalin’s birthday, thus doomed the church. 
Maybe one reason to destroy the church was the fact that it was 
built after the fall of the 1919 Hungarian Soviet Republic, 
which was commemorated in the documents telling about the 
foundation-stones of the church. The soviet republic was a 
short-lived (133 days) communist rump state after the war. 
When the Hungarian Soviet Republic was established, it 
controlled only approximately 23% of the territory of Hungary's 
classic 1000 year-borders. During the 133 days thousands were 
killed by the Lenin boys and the country could not take part in 
diplomacy to close down the peace talks after the war. A whole 
line of people tried to interfere and defend Regnum Marianum, 
but members of the ÁVH dissipated the crowd and the church 
was blown up. It took half a year to fully make the church one 
with the ground, as it had been built upon moorland, founded 
upon pile columns, with a framework made of reinforced 
concrete, so they had to ask for military support to explode it. 
Socialist cultural politics even wanted to make its last trails 
disappear, they forbade photographs of it to be published in 
architectural written secondary sources, as if it never had 
existed (quoted and translated from Wikipedia).  

We, the children spent summertime at Kenese, in such a 
primal wilderness, lacking hygiene as it is known today, but we 
were free, and swam a lot. My understanding was different from 
that of my parents, since I could not relate, nor had any 
knowledge of comparison, but the many stories told by adults 
and those that we were to hear at school, with all those Soviet 
flags around, did not please me. Already as a child, I could see 
that things were going in a bad direction, and I decided to free 
the country one day and become a celebrity. I dreamed of 
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building a fortress on the empty building site at the corner of 
Szugló and Százszorszép utca/Streets, so strong that the Soviet 
Power would fall against its might. 

Not being familiar with Ferenc Molnár’s world famous 
novel: The Paul Street Boys by then yet, we roamed the streets 
in groups, playing in the desolated Újvidék Square. We built a 
snow castle in the middle of the square in winter, and the band 
from Thököly Street tried to occupy it several times. We found 
an even better place to do this later, in the middle of a bomb-
site, which they could attack from two sides only. There were 
more and more children around, as this wa9s the Ratkó era, 
when abortion was forbidden. We did not know a thing about 
this, we were just happy to be in groups. Zugló, our suburb, was 
famous or maybe notorious for this. Maybe even dangerous 
because of it. Ficek became the strongest amongst us. He was 
the oldest and was superior to us all physically, and as so, he 
had shown off with it, especially towards me, since I came from 

a “bourgeoisie” family, as he referred to it. And those have to 
be dealt with. So after he had beaten me numerous times, I was 
                                                 
9 Parade ground with the statue of Stalin. 
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afraid to go out on the streets in many cases. My parents, 
though, did not really mind. 

I was playing with a slingshot in our garden one day, 
when he stood in front of our gate and declared I did not dare to 
shoot at him. Unfortunately, I did shoot at him and he lost a 
tooth. The fact that I fell to the teasing made me feel ashamed, 
and I knew that there would be consequences. His father came 
over and told us that this shame upon his son would not be 
tolerated and he would not spare me. For three or four months, I 
could leave the house only after taking precautions. But there 
are always traitors among us, and my “good friends” one day 
lured me out to the draw well – Ficek was nowhere to be seen, 
or so I was told. We started to go when he turned up, coming 
from the direction of our house, from behind a bush. No matter 
how tenaciously I fought, I was punched in the face, but to my 
biggest surprise, he let me go. We befriended each other later, 
and I watched him with admiration as he was marching the 
streets with a machinegun in 1956 during the revolution against 
the communists. Many years later he visited our house and was 
looking for me to invite for a pint of beer. He was visiting 
home, a former dissident coming back from Sweden. I feel 
sorry to this day that I was not in Budapest at the time, because 
I would have loved to have drunk a beer with him. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 24

1956 

 

Late in a Tuesday afternoon, my sister said we should head out 
to the Municipal Park, since it was near, and because there was 
some sort of an event coming by. I had no clue what to expect, 
but her boyfriend told her that quite a crowd was nearing that 
way. She only wanted to meet him or so I believed, thus she did 
not want to leave me alone at home without guidance, so it was 
easier to take me along. The date was 23rd of October 1956, and 
that day turned out to be an afternoon and an evening that 
determined my life to come. I grew up in weeks and understood 
everything a Hungarian had to. Those few weeks and few 
months had long-lasting effects on the rest of my life, my 
thoughts and judgements were deeply determined by all those I 
experienced and learned in 
that period and they served 
as catalysts for my thoughts 
and judgements. 
10I could barely see 
anything in the throng when 
we reached the Stalin 
Statue, but looking up, I 
was able to realize nonetheless that something had broken 
loose. The immense statue was pulled down. By the time it was 
only Stalin’s boots in their place, it was late evening for me. 
There were voices about shootings somewhere; someone were 
shooting at the demonstrators. I was exhausted like never before 
by the time I arrived home. My parents arrived too coming 
home from the afternoon classes of Living Languages Seminar, 
and they told us that numerous adults had left to join the 
demonstration, later on to the Radio Station, but could not hear 
much more than that, so they had to close the school due to the 
absence of students. We found out later that there was a 

                                                 
10 The boots of the statue. 
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shootout at the Radio Station. No news was broadcasted, but it 
spread anyway. People came and went and they told the events 
to each other. I heard the next morning that we were not to go to 
school that day. What a delight, I thought, and then we made a 
Kossuth Coat of Arms (a revolutionary symbol of 1848 fight), 
but eventually, my sister’s version was put in the window. 
In response to the demonstration and the bloody shootout at the 
demonstrators, Tuesday night turned into a revolution in arms. 
This event led to the fall of the government, the retreat of Soviet 
troops, and it was announced that Hungary introduces political 
pluralism, exits the Warsaw Pact (soviet counterweight to 
NATO) and goes independent. Everyone hoped for success, in 
spite of the 25 October massacre on Kossuth Square, committed 
by members of the ÁVH, which resulted in the bloody fights on 
Republic Square, still provoked by the same people, which two 
events were ultimately bad omens for the declared-to-be-
victorious revolution and the future of the newly formed official 
government. Those few living nearby hid themselves in our 
neighbour’s bunker when there was shooting outside. All of a 
sudden, everything went silent, and it was only years later when 
I realized why. Despite the many shootouts in the country the 
revolution was victorious for two weeks. We, boys, roamed the 
city in small groups. I saw the remains of the giant Stalin Statue 
by the National Theatre, and I wanted to break off a piece of it 
to keep it as a memorial, but alas, I could not lift the crowbar. I 
saw all those broken windows, the untouched display cases, the 
money gathered on the ground, the young soldiers getting off 
the van to mingle in the crowd. I saw the workers, who deeply 
believed in the nation, and I saw the laconic subscription “We 
went home” on the Thököly Street police station. I saw killed, 
burnt Russian soldiers, busted tanks and armoured cars. I 
gathered newspapers and leaflets, which were full of 
enthusiasm, but someone later – probably after the revolution – 
might have found them and made them disappear, as they never 
turned up again, along with the gun I hid too. 
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You could feel the solidarity, the togetherness all throughout the 

city. People were having conversations in groups. The author 
Dezső Szabó had once written these beautiful lines about a 
somewhat similar phenomenon, although about an Italian 
person, but the feelings of the lines were appropriate in 
contemporary Hungary as well: “Happy is the nation in which 
mother country is so much built into even the simplest of 
workers. It is a nation founded upon common preterit, common 
labour, common purposes, common miseries and joys, which 
cannot be beset by any foe or dissipated by any peace 
conference. This is the undying solidarity, the one truly human 
imperialism.” Neither before 1956, nor after it could such a 
thing be so steadfastly felt in Hungary. 
How bloody was the road for Hungarians after the fall of 
Austro-Hungarian monarchy following the First World War, 
despite of the fact that WWI was followed by a relatively 
peaceful period, and for half of the country, a relatively 
prosperous one – albeit poor for millions on the other side. 
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What a push the successor states got, a push that would give life 
force to them, to those states, which could survive what is 
expected from a newly formed country. So much so that they 
became enslaved countries once again following World War 

 
 
Two, dipping in their nationalism but lacking power, watching 
that kind of Western prosperity which remained unattainable to 
them forever.11 It was a divided Mid-Europe, going to the 
direction how the French and the English imagined on the turn 
of the (19th-20th) century, so that their improvement could gain 
new strength and impetus. Those involved in the Kingdom of 
Hungary would have had the option of regaining strength and 
unity instead of letting the monarchy fall apart, that is, if at the 
end of the war the baronial prime minister would have believed 
in the Hungarian army, which was still in usable condition, and 
if he had had any aptitude to politics. My grandfather was a 
secretary under him but fled away, and then despairingly tried 

                                                 
11 In 1920, the Treaty of Trianon dismembered the 1000 year old Kingdom of Hungary 
into several smaller nations.  
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to organize forces for the fights along the Ipoly river in the 
north, as well as laid a hand to István Nagyatádi Szabó in 
forming the new Smallholders Party. Feudal public 
administration was unable to change, and it was unable to keep 
order, while a strengthening political extreme wing aimed for a 
takeover with a false ideology. “Trap of nations” came to life, 
while people escaped from the “prison of nations.” This latter 
claim was shouted away by Robert William Seton Watson and 
his followers, in context of the first real and efficient media war 
before WWI, falling for the resentment of the Czech, or taking 
advantage of the situation that a dualist monarchy was formed 
instead of a trialist one in 1867.12 The Austro-Hungarian 
Empire had fallen apart and tiny country-groupings arose in 
place of it: Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Romania, and 
Hungary, all of them lacking any significant force or influence. 
The alien power that came into being in our country over the 
century was invisible, to the point of being unbelievable, and 
this power was ready to overthrow the country. It wanted to fill 
the governmental vacuum. This power could develop thanks to 
a pompous, powerless and naïve politician, Mihály Károlyi, 
who had paved the way for a political milieu that rose to power 
after WWI so that all the betrayals and killings could evolve 
and interdependence could end. This have determined 
Hungarian power struggles for more than a hundred years, and 
we cannot be sure when inner solidarity will develop once 
again, or when will people find each other via their interests at 
home and abroad. Liberal and communist left became whole. 
They are ready to kill in order to force their ideas on everyone 
thus renouncing and betraying the foundations of liberalism – 
free fulfilment that should be available for everyone – in the 
worst possible way. Churchill too admitted that Béla Kun’s and 
his friends’ bloodbath in Hungary resulted in consequences (in 
1919) that determine an entire country. In the 1920s, 
antisemitism developed in Hungary too but due to different 
                                                 
12 The formation of Austria-Hungary, a dualist country, which lasted until 1918. 
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reasons than e.g. in Germany. Neither Károlyi nor Regent 
Horthy, the third regent in Hungarian history, was charismatic 
enough to handle emergencies, like for example Ataturk in 
Turkey. However, there were huge differences in the division 
and governability of the people within the country as well. 
During those two free weeks in 1956, the inner forces of 
betrayal were rather invisible than they were visible. The 
communist leaders of the surrounding countries did not look at 
the changes positively either, those changes that went through 
and were victorious for two weeks in Hungary. 
At the time of the shootouts, my sister’s boyfriend and I glanced 
out the rooftop window of our house to check what was going 
on on the empty fields behind the house, only to have been shot 
at us by a soldier from the bushes. The bullet hit the wall 
between our heads. We ran off the attic in panic believing that 
the adventure ended there. A bit later, they were shooting at our 
house for an hour. The family sat on the floor, behind the 
thickest of walls, shaking. It was almost as if they were 
shooting inside the house. We opened the door in the evening, 
still afraid, when 15-20 soldiers broke into the garden, asking 

for the ones on the roof. We were 
honest and told them everything, 
after which we gave them food and 
drinks. They accepted and spent the 
night in the garden sleeping. Then 
they bid farewell in the morning, 
adding that everything will be all 
right. Well, it was not quite like 
that, since we looked on the roof 
after they had left and saw that they 
had ruined it. We never found out 
which side we had given shelter to. 
In early November, the newly 

established government started to negotiate with the Soviet 
Union about the withdrawal of its military units from the 
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country. Instead, after its initial willingness, the Soviet 
government did an about-face, seeing that the West is unwilling 
to take sides in the events, let alone lending a hand to Hungary, 
all they could do was to puff the matter up in the media. On 
4th13 November, Soviet troops waged an undeclared war against 
the country. The army, which outnumbered us to the point of 
extremity, an army that had hundreds of tanks, flowed the city 
from three sides. We were looking at the never-ending line of 
tanks that crossed Egressy Street and realized that this conflict 
could not have been won. The country was left alone and it lost 
its war of independence. Many believe that everything ended on 
that day, on 4 November. The later established puppet 
government wanted to force this belief on people too. However, 
this was not the case. In reality, armed conflicts kept on going 
for several months to come, strikes occurred, but MUK 
(“márciusban újrakezdjük”, cf. “we will start again in March”) 
did not become a reality. 
The János Kádár-led renegade government, responsible for 
betraying the country, made efforts to dampen the everyday 
sufferings. They had established a system during the next ten 
years that worked as a social compromise for many. They made 
it possible to govern the country of ten million in the presence 
of a foreign military force of sixty-thousand soldiers, while 
including tens of thousands of opportunists and a party 
membership of eight-hundred thousand people in their sphere of 
influence. But what could had been done if the leading political 
forces of the world had no interest in supporting a Hungarian 
government that intended to operate legally – as opposed to the 
one established eventually – and asked for their help? Apathy 
continued, along with the apparent curse that hit with the 
disintegration of society. It was unattainable to break free of the 
pact forced upon us by the dictates of the Yalta Conference. It 
was a nice dream, in spite of the fact that Austria did manage to 

                                                 
13 The Russians invaded Hungary with 16 divisions and 2000 tanks. 
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break free of Russian occupation in 1955. However, the 
Hungarian revolution served foreign interests well once again. 
There is no country like Hungary in Europe, whose modern 
history was determined by its unsuccessful revolutions. These 
unsuccessful attempts to gain freedom became indicatives with 
their ineffectual nature, sending a message to the oppressors 
that they may fail what they start. Sooner or later, every attempt 
failed eventually, but what had been lost was always much 
greater: the loss of unity and of independent development, the 
lack of integration into world politics, at least according to the 
interests of a free, national political milieu, along with the lack 
of practice of such integration. Revolution is a term which may 
be called an unlucky term, as it speaks of the lack of something. 
Everyone referred to the 1956 events as a revolution, but it was 
a war of independence instead. “Ruszkik haza” (Russians go 
home!) became a motto in an instant. In the strict sense of the 
word, there was no revolution in Hungary whatsoever. Instead, 
people fought to regain independence that was lost in the Battle 
of Mohács, 1527, when Hungary lost the battle against the 
invading Turkish forces and they occupied one third of the 
country. Thus we lost our own kingdom and freedom.14 
Only a victorious war of independence has any worth in a 
country’s fulfilment and future. A lost cause merely helps 
people endure their contemporarily bad living circumstances, 
which is not to be dispraised either. The intrepidity and the 
temperament typical of Hungarians still exist, as they did all 
throughout our history, but their fulfilment is limited and 
opportunities are bounded by the frustration. Knowing our 
historical background, we can be certain that there will always 
be a conscious and history making Hungarian initiative when 
our air is getting thinner. It does happen here, in this corner of 

                                                 
14 After the Turkish reign (150 wears), Hungary was governed by the Habsburg 
Monarchy since they inherited the Hungarian throne. Following a war of independence 
in 1703-1710 and in 1848-1849, Hungary gained some freedom with the formation of 
the dualist Austo-Hungarian Monarchy in 1867, which ended after WWI. 
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Europe. But this is exactly the kind of force that should be 
handled differently. It should be handled differently for the sake 
of real unity. A typical example of national consciousness and 
solidarity is the fact that an eviscerated country could vote a 
political party into power with overwhelming numbers (2010),15 
thus making an unpaired example in the history of democracy 
and generating hope and pattern. To use such opportunities is a 
necessity. The oppositional political force, too, is given a 
chance now to learn their country. 
Certain people and interests incorrectly and deceitfully claim 
that Hungary bent its knee, which cannot be straightened 
anytime soon. Bigmouthed people, who fraud our history, 
verify their mental imbecility with a whole line of follies when 
claiming such things, only to serve their interests. The only 
thing they prove is how shallow and insignificant their 
connections are to their mother country. 
The West was not yet ready in 1956 to help Hungary out, that 
is, to make it part of their sphere of influence. Even if the 
Hungarian revolution had won, it was not sure that this would 
have served the interests of Western countries, despite that it 
would have rewritten a lot in Europe’s after-WWII history. The 
division of territories was still freshly accepted, the balance of 
power in the world was still undecided, and the Soviet Union 
was strong too. The Hungarian revolution showed it first that it 
was evincible. To separate Hungary from the Mid-European 
block was not an intention of the West yet. They handled 
Austria differently in 1955, since their power in world politics 

                                                 
15 Giving two thirds of power to one party. The 2010 national elections, when the 
governing political party, FIDESZ (Hungarian Civic Allience) was elected for the 
second time, after governing the country briefly between 1998 and 2002. Preceding the 
2010 elections, the leading political force was MSZP (Hungarian Socialist Party), which 
is the successor of Kádár’s communist/socialist party and was highly criticized during 
its time in government, due to the controversial actions of its head at the time. For 
instance, parts of his speech were leaked from a congress meeting in 2006, referred to as 
the “Őszöd Speech,” in which he said, literally quoted, that they “fucked it up,” 
admitting that they lied ever since 2002 and stole whatever they could, thus eviscerating 
the country. 
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had gone deep; hence the Soviets withdrew their troops from 
the occupied Austrian territories eventually. Have no illusions, 
they would have done the exact opposite but for the lack of 
influence. There were enough dismembered countries around 
the world in those days. 
Those being told all the time that their history is a bad and loser 
one will believe it slowly. Many did a lot to spread this attitude. 
They defiled, misunderstood, and looked down on a history and 
culture that have belonged to the most magnificent ones in 
Europe. That is the reason why I did not become a history 
teacher. I decided two things: I will be unwilling to teach the 
officially accepted history and I will not enlist into the 
communist People’s army. Small oaths, small successes. 

-  - - 

It was proven in the 1950s how significant tradition the country 
has in sports. Hungarian sportsmen also achieved a series of 
beautiful victories during the 50s: in the Football World Cup 
and the Olympics16 too. As a matter of fact, Budapest had the 
right to organize the upcoming Olympics as early as in 1920 but 
lost this right due to WWI, although the country had the funds 
at the time, so she could have organized it on her own. The only 
way to fund such an event today ould be to collaborate with the 
countries that were born out of the dismembered Hungarian 
Kingdom. Maybe such collaboration would worth it, and maybe 
some positive results would born out of it. But unfortunately, 
the “divide and rule” kind of animosity is still alive, or at least 
its negative perspective. Those satisfied in their national 
feelings by having dismembered the Kingdom now serve 
loneliness. 
The 1950s was a silent decade despite the sports successes. The 
silence was deathlike. The victorious powers after 1956 hanged 
four hundred people to avenge the war of independence; the 
population learnt of this after decades. Similarly to the Greek 
                                                 
16 Hungary was one of the founding sates of the Modern Olympic games. 
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tragedy, it was clear by 1989, when Kádár died a lunatic, that 
we had paid a high price for small concessions, for our 
allegedly better lifestyle amongst the other communist 
countries.17 “Goulash Communism” was believed to be a great 
success, but it came with the lack of public opinion, lack of 
freedom of speech, and Hungarian history was spoken of as an 
ever-lost series of events. It was forgotten that Hungary had a 
beautiful, albeit not free from conflicts, history, that the country 
was well-known for standing till the last man, that its people 
can and are willing to stick and belong together. Its victories, 
noble centuries were forgotten. All in all, nobody realized that 
reality and our history was different than that which they taught 
you in school. 
Kádár had a new, poisonous slogan: “He that is not against us is 
with us.” It referred to the small concessions, which began the 
process of the country’s indebtedness. It made us having this 
ambiguous feeling of living differently, whereas the country 
was getting along with loans. We could travel to other socialist 
countries with an identity inset (the precedent of passports – 
well, passports were hard to obtain, and it took long...). We 
could witness that the 1950s meant something different to those 
other countries. The surrounding countries lived to see the 
fulfilment of their nationalism, and their nationalism resulted in 
a disaster in Hungary. Slovakia became a popular destination 
for travellers, and to their greatest surprise, shops offered better 
prices and more hotels were in operation. Their prosperity lived 
on the optimism of their successful nationalism.18 Only to 
restricted extent. 
 

 

                                                 
17 This was the so-called “Goulash Communism” (named after the traditional Hungarian 
goulash soup) or “Kadarism” (named after Kádár), which is believed to become a 
lighter-in-tone totalitarianism as time passed, but today many believe it differently. 
18 As they were relatively new countries, since they became separate countries or grew 
in size only after WWI, Trianon, 1920. 
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The World Turns Its Back – The 1960s 

 

Still in the 50s I attended primary school in the 14th district of 
Budapest named Zugló, a school in Angol (English) Street, and 
oddly enough, the name of the street determined my life to 
come, although I did not have the slightest clue of that then and 
even much later when I was already studying at the secondary 
school. I did not care about the future. Nevertheless, I started 
teaching in 3rd grade, still in secondary school; I taught a man in 
private lessons, during which it turned out that teaching, which 
ran in the family for centuries, was not as far from me as I had 
though earlier. I could not manage to successfully apply to 
English Faculty of ELTE university (a leading university of 
Budapest), and this coincided with the customs of the 
communist regime, which said that I needed an “appropriate” 
(proletarian) family background in order to gain admission. I 
started to work as a currency cashier at the Keleti19 Railway 
Station office of IBUSZ20 because tourists from the Western 
countries started to appear in the 1960s. I dreamt of becoming a 
tour guide when these elegant, lively people visited the office 
for some business reason. I was in charge to run the office at 
Easter 1963 when a sympathetic American couple with two 
adorable, prettily-dressed daughters wanted to change money. 
While doing it, they asked for my help regarding 
accommodation and sightseeing. This turned out to become a 
lifelong acquaintance. Not to the happiness of the “comrade”21 
who was responsible to watch over me “somewhere”, I suppose. 
By no means had I any chance of making the slightest career in 
civil service or politics. Not that if I really had wanted to. Later, 
a fellow student from the university and fellow tour guide 

                                                 
19 “Eastern” Railway Station. There are main stations for trains bound for east, west and 
south in Budapest. 
20 The most important travel agency of Hungary in that age. Founded in 1902. 
21 Everyone was titled as “Comrade” at the time, like Mr. in English. Comrade became a 
communist title. 
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visited the Living Languages Seminar and asked: You want to 
do this in your whole life? To teach? His father was an 
“appropriate” member of the newspaper staff Szabad Nép22 and 
he himself was destined for the career of a TV reporter. His 
later career life was inevitable and fully determined. He became 
a big shot in left side media – at least for some time, until he 
started to report from Western countries thus he changed his 
views to some more liberal hogwash. I answered that I was 
trying to remain independent but I felt myself a bit ashamed for 
showing so little for a career ambition. But for some reason, I 
had the feeling that teaching and forming the thinking of people 
is a good thing. 

So I was teaching in the sixties and earned well too, 
because the number of those wishing to learn English grew, 

although it was not 
as popular as 
learning German yet. 
Russian was 
insignificant when it 
came to business; it 
was a compulsory 
subject for twelve 
years back in school, 
a fact that killed the 
desire to learn 
languages in many. 
Languages were not 
learnt by the masses. 

But what would have been the point? In spite of that, people 
started to be interested in Hungarians after the revolution of 
1956. A large number of Hungarians left the country for abroad, 

                                                 
22 Translates as “Free People”, it was the leading communist daily paper in the socialist 
era, later renamed to Népszabadság (“Liberty of the People”) before its eventual closure 
in 2016. 
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thus families were formed that had to do more and more with 
Hungarian relationships. 
I bought a two seated BMW Isetta in 1963 with the money I 
managed to save plus with a bit of a loan from my father, so 
that I could get to my students faster. I had wanted a motorcycle 
originally, but it stirred up the air at home. Cobbled streets, tram 
rails – in other words: certain death. Instead, my father helped 
me out. I was not hard to convince. Cars were about to pop up 
on the streets; they became fashionable and unreachable in 
those years, unlike motorcycles. My small car made me popular 
around, but not so much in the IBUSZ office where I worked. 
The boss commuted by tram. I got a new position: I was 
expected to be available in 24 – 48 hours as a clerk at the ticket 
office. 
I had to sell the BMW Isetta after a year. The reason was that 
my father wanted the loan back as a punishment for my going 
out to Slovakia to sell linen tapestries illegally, together with 
my future brother-in-law and a friend. 
These were linens used to be hanged in kitchens, they were 
decorated with minimum 40-50 deer in the woods painted on 
them and as ware were going out of fashion in Hungary. A lot 
was made, so they had to be sold. A good number of hidden 
workshops existed in Budapest, which made everything and 
acquired loads of money because  
there was a constant shortness of goods and wares. The suitor of 
my sister made me go with them; he said there was enough 
room in their car. And go I did, as it looked a fun adventure, 
plus I was eager to see Slovakia. I had never been to Slovakia 
until then. We roamed the mountain roads, crossed some 
villages, trying to sell the screen-painted linen posters. But it 
was in vain; at least until the day we had reached a small village 
on top of a mountain, where we saw open but empty houses. 
That is, we did meet one person, who explained that he was the 
village’s communist party secretary and that rest of the 
population of the village had gone to the neighbouring village, 
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because the church was there. Thus we were about to go there 
but we were stopped by a small group of homecomings. We 
showed them the tapestries but they said that they had to go 
home for money and hurried away. So much for that, we 
thought, and started to pack our things, but then we spotted the 
people of the village running towards the car. The narrow 
mountain road dust flew high as they were approaching and we 
thought that we were about to get in a big trouble soon. 

“Give two, give me three” they shouted and they 
literally grabbed and snatched the tapestries out of our hands, 
throwing money at us just like that. An hour had passed and we 
were there without tapestries, we sold everything, all that was 
remained to be done was to look for a town, eat something at a 
restaurant and have some rest at a hotel. We were amazed for 
quite some time after we had seen how needed the product was. 
We did not speak for a while and although the trade was a 
success, I decided that trading was not my cup of tea after all. 
But I returned to Slovakia every now and then mainly to ski.  

 
In 1964, in the year when I could already refer to and 

write the title of the book and page number on top of my 
entrance examination paper to show where the extract had been 
taken from that we had to work up and deal with, my 
application to university was accepted. In that same year, I was 
given my first passport to England. 

Only through gossip could we learn about the Western 
welfare of the sixties, but only those could get a real idea of it 
who could see it with their own eyes. After all, nothing like that 
was shown on TV, hence it was still quite easy to keep the 
country isolated in the heart of Europe. I kept on working and 
teaching so that I could visit my penfriend in England because 
one could apply for a passport in the 1960s and one could travel 
to the West and finance it by buying the officially allowed and 
available 70 dollars. It was though a modest sum even in those 
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years. The rest of the expenses were financed on ways that 
needed some fantasy. I arrived at Heathrow Airport in the 
summer of 1964 and was met by my penfriend, Lorain, and her 
father. We drove to Totnes, some 400 km westward, which 
turned out to be a trip from a dream; we crossed scenic 
landscape, full of beautiful towns, and well-cared old buildings 

on the wayside. My English friends showed me everything they 
could while I was there, and then I worked at a dairy23 to make 
some pocket money. I was popular amongst the workers, who 
dressed and behaved as the educated milieu back at home. But 
when they uttered a sentence, I realized that this was a different 
kind of English than the one I was used to. My hosts told me 
jokingly that I should not be amazed, since not even they 
understood everything from the workers’ dialect. Everyone, 
everywhere around the city remembered the events of ’56 in 
Hungary, and slowly I became sort of a freak phenomenon. 

 
 
                                                 
23 Picture: Working in Totnes Dairy. 



 40

While working in the dairy, I picked up the habit of singing and 
whistling a lot during the hours, as everyone else working there 
did. Many asked what I was singing and I told them that it was 
an aria from a Hungarian opera, “Hazám, hazám, te 
mindenem…”.24 Hearing the word “opera” triggered them. I 
found out that many Italians worked in England at the time, 
since there was no work at home. They were the wanderers of 
Europe in the 1960s. But the locals showed interest too, so I 
told them the story of Bánk bán.25 They were amazed to hear 
the events of such an old century; even greater was their awe 
when I hinted at the fact that the first English royal dynasty, the 
Plantagenet dynasty had some Hungarian blood in them. 

I told them that when the Danish king of the North Sea 
and the Baltic Sea conquered Britain in 1016, thus becoming 
the king there as well, the English princes, Edmund and 
Edward, fled to and found refuge in the court of King Saint 
Stephen, Stephen I of Hungary (997 – 1038).26 Agatha, 
Stephen’s daughter, married to one of them and returned to 
Scotland in 1037. Their child, Saint Margaret, later became 
queen; the lineage of the Plantagenet dynasty (which ruled 
England for 335 years) goes back to Alfred the Great and Saint 
Margaret (the granddaughter of Saint Stephen) joins in at one 
point. Legends say that a high number of Hungarians 
accompanied the couple to the British Isles and settled there. 
Many Scottish families (e.g. Dortmund) acknowledged their 
Hungarian origins for a long time. Maybe they still do, although 
the sublime English-Hungarian relationship had long faded into 
the past by the events of the 20th century. 

                                                 
24 The most famous aria in Ferenc Erkel’s Bánk bán opera (1861). It is an aria sang by 
the protagonist about how deeply he loves his fatherland. Bán = title used in several 
states in central and south-eastern Europe, somewhat similar to a viceroy or duke.  
25 The stage play, written by József Katona, on which the opera is based is one of the 
quintessential Hungarian plays. It is set in the early 13th century and presents the 
downfall of Bánk bán, one of the most trusted royal advisors, killing the Queen, 
Gertrude, in the absence of the King. 
26 The first monarch of Hungary, the founder of the state. 
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They took me to a farm too to have afternoon tea. As we were 
sitting around the table, the situation evoked a whole line of 
memories about my childhood, about all those days spent at the 
mansion at Baracska. The farm looked as if it was a beautiful 
park instead of anything else, with asphalt roads and nice 
buildings for the animals. Those working on the farm asked if I 
had known whiskey. Sure, I said, and they gave me some in a 
large cup. It was so strong and raspy, unlike any other kind I 
had ever tasted by that time, that I hid the cup behind the curtain 
when they did not look. We went out to test some cars on the 
farm’s asphalt roads, and when we got back, the first thing I 
noticed was a cup half full of whiskey at the curtain of the 
window besides the entry door, as if I had hidden it in a shop-
window. I was lucky that the cup did not have any spectacular 
descriptive sign on it. The English were looking to all directions 
but they did not notice it.  

I lived in YMCA while in London, then on Baker Street at two 
old ladies’, who gave accommodation to university students, 
dividing the rooms to man and woman rooms. It happened that 
four or five of us were living in one room. 
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It was a typically English family house, with an inner staircase, 
the kitchen, a huge dining room, a living room and some 
smaller premises downstairs, then two or three greater or lesser 
rooms per floor, with showers in the turns. 
We talked and made ad hoc sightseeing groups for the next day 
in the evenings, by the staircase sitting on the steps that was 
covered full of carpets. We roamed the city in these groups, and 
we checked everything a visitor had to see in London. 

One evening sitting on the steps I was reading 

27something when two cheerful girls sat down slightly below. I 
remembered one of them, because we briefly caught a glimpse 
of each other during breakfast; I admired her beautiful shape. 
God’s best invention is curves, I murmured to myself, but she 
could not have heard it, as she turned away and did not pay 
attention. But then she was sitting below in jeans (which we 
called cowboy trousers at the time) and in a T-shirt that was 
almost like a provocation to a boy sitting only two or three steps 
above. I found out later that it was provocation indeed. We 

                                                 
27 Piccadilly Circus in the sixties. 
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started to talk and decided to go out to the city three of us the 
other day, but some reason, the other girl did not show up the 
next morning. So we left without her, only the two of us. Then I 
got to know night-time London too, because, even though she 
said she was English, she was a visitor from South Africa, and 
her temperament was closer to those living in the hot sunny 
countries. 

A trip to the West was such a concession and privilege 
that only a mere few could afford it in our country in those 
years. Seventy dollars was not much, but that was the amount 
one could legally change / take out of the country. Nobody 
talked of it, but it was general that everyone used the pass that 
was valid for a month, until the very last day of the month. You 
have to know how to budget – said the phrase, but it was only to 
be practiced abroad, because life in Hungary was very cheap 
and modest. One could have a fine lunch that cost eight-ten 
HUF, which was quite affordable for a salary of 1200 HUF, not 
to mention additional extra incomes, which were significantly 
more. Restaurants were few in number though, and the lack of 
commodities was still typical. I travelled to England twice in 
the sixties, in 1964 and 1967, and on one occasion, my 
penfriend came to Hungary too to visit me. 

Turnover of products was still slow, but gradually more 
and more products popped up in the shops. I could buy a new 
car called Trabant, an East German make, after waiting three 
years for it. I attended university from September till June, then 
I was a tour guide during the summer. But I could only do that 
inland, because one could not just go abroad to be a tour leader 
there. I was not in that position, plus I was “independent” not a 
party member, so did not get any scholarship either. I could 
have gotten some scholarship though, after the dean of the 
University of Iowa invited me to that institution because I 
interpreted a lot of his speeches around the country, when he 
visited schools. I organized things he could never have had 
imagined. He wanted me to teach the history of Central Europe. 
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These things were quite fashionable by that time in American 
universities. Students could have learnt about things from a 
witness and they could have asked their questions about the 
details accordingly. It was all I could have ever dreamt of; to 
travel and teach there. I went to Dorottya utca/ Street – the 
assigned office was there, but they looked at me as if I had 
gotten lost. And yes: someone else went out. I was handled 
differently later in the seventies, with a child at home, and 
finally I could have become a tour leader abroad too. I was not 
sad about the fact that I could only work at home in the sixties. I 
could earn more and I got familiar with a lot of smaller and 
greater Hungarian places unknown to me beforehand, and fell in 
love with Hungarian landscape. A student of mine, who became 
an interpreter in Arabic countries, wrote me in a letter that he 
would remain abroad. I answered, and while I was writing my 
answer, I was travelling through the Great Hungarian Plain by 
train, so I included a description about gold coloured corn 
fields, about sunlit, green pastures with cattle grazing here and 
there, and about why there is no place like home. He came 
home eventually, but we never really talked of this anymore. 

When I had some free time between two foreign tourist 
groups to guide, I spent my time in Balatonkenese, at the lake; I 
had fun and swam in Lake Balaton. The beach parties knew me 
and counted on me, in spite that only seldom could I visit them. 
Arriving at Kenese I was driving my car along the beautiful 
alley of high poplars that led to the lakeside when I noticed a 
girl cycling towards me from the opposite direction, in a 
waddling manner, though I was not driving fast or dangerously. 
Nevertheless racing on the roads was common in those times 
and people soon started to race “to see who is faster.” The 
bottomless need to prove ourselves was not at all a Hungarian 
custom though. There was plenty of space on the roads yet in 
the sixties. I looked in the mirror and realized that I must take a 
turn, but there were many trees. So I turned the car towards the 
field, drove straight to it, and turned around, even though there 
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was a high chance of getting stuck, nevertheless I could manage 
to turn. But here came the rub, I did not know what on earth to 
say. Not to mention that many girls did not like guys with cars, 
thinking that they were conceited. Yeah, well, how will I get a 
piece of success out of this? I caught up with her, because she 
stopped by a house; I realized that a friend of mine resided there 
too. I was mumbling and stammering for a while when I 
managed to utter that there was a party coming up and I only 
wanted to invite my friend too, or what. Luckily, the guy did 
not show up and I could meet the beautiful girl again. She was 
young, and I became infatuated with her, her age, her smile, her 
timidity. We went out to Balatonakali to have dinner the next 
day, to an ancient vineyard, the house that was built into the 
hillside, from where you could have an enchanting view on 
Lake Balaton. Still in springtime there had been a film being 
shot in Balatonfüred, they were producing the movie “A veréb 
is madár” (1968, translates as “The Sparrow is a Bird too”), in 
which I was an extra, together with a friend. We were tasked to 
gather boys and girls from the beach and from elsewhere for the 
film. This same movie group spent a lot of time in the 
aforementioned vineyard house, where there was a restaurant 
operating under the table. Two dishes were available: a 
complete and a half complete one, in other words, freshly fried 
selection of sausages with salads or the half of it respectively. 
There was lively gipsy music too: two gipsies played bravely 
whatever they could, dressed in torn, white shirts and trousers. 
The nights had all their beauty with candlelit tables. When I 
went there with Kate in August, everything went by the book, 
the gipsies wore new steel-blue suits, together with the usual 
torn, white shirts, and everything was a size bigger than 
necessary. 

Three days after our initial meeting, we hopped into my 
car again to gather the beach party from Balatonakarattya and 
Balatonkenese. But God decided otherwise. We never found 
them. We left Balatonkenese and headed towards Balatonfűzfő, 
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when all of sudden a Moskvitch (Russian made car) rushed in 
from a byway, without even looking around. I sped up to finish 
overtaking it, since I could not slow down, but I reached an S-
turn on high speed and another car was coming frontally. A 
scream, Kate grabbed my right hand, and it was unavoidable to 
run down the road and hit a tree. Then and there in a flash my 
whole life ran in pictures, and I can still recall that I decided to 
avoid the crash no matter what. I yanked the wheel to the left, 
only to realize that the front right wheel left the concrete road 
and during the jump back to the road the axis broke, the car 
turned upside down and we slid sixteen meters. All I could do 
was to hold Kate and keep her in the middle, while the windows 
imploded one after the other. After the car managed to turn back 
with a big jerk, the car ran down the road, toppled a fence 
before finally stopping under a tree. Trabants were made of 
plastic, sort of, so the roof slowed us down for a while, but it 
popped out of its place and made it on top of a walnut tree, once 
the car turned over and was on its front again. We were not the 
first to be so unlucky, or so it seems, because someone else had 
hit the fence before us, but thanks to them, it gave up in an 
instant and we could stop in the garden. After catching my 
breath, I realized that we were sitting beside the car on the 
ground. Acknowledging that both of us survived, I switched off 
the battery of the engine… 

“I’ll put you in jail, you… you golden youth” shouted a 
man, the one driving the car that came frontally. Golden youth 
meant that you were not a communist type of man, a playboy 
maybe. They were the ones who wanted to live life instead of 
looking forward to an uncertain future. I had a Trabant, hence I 
was a golden youth, or at least that is what he thought. I asked 
him to think of compulsory medical aid. After all, a small cut on 
my small finger bled heavily; blood was everywhere. Later, the 
men at the garage watched the car with deep regret thinking that 
many people had died in the car, and offered their condolence 
when examining the wreckage. I hurt my finger while switching 
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off the battery, but Kate started to complain about some pain in 
her shoulders. Her collarbone broke. A German family stopped 
to take care of us. After the wakening or rather exploding 
change in his quiet profession and regaining his presence of 
mind a policeman also came over to note our identification data. 

 

Even the man with the Moskvitch car gave his data, which said 
that he had lived in Vas (Iron) Street 8 in Budapest, before 
driving away. He would have been my key witness but he knew 
that if he had testified, he would have had to bear the 
responsibility of reckless driving, not giving priority. Months 
later in court, I had no chance against the word of the “gun-
carrying” witness – the other driver coming frontally. His 
testimony was the only determining evidence. By that time, the 
judge believed that Kate was already committed towards me, 
but actually, it was the other way around, I was committed 
towards her, as we remained together. Ever since. I found it 
funny when a friend of mine said that “first they sentence you 
because of her, and then you are to marry her,” but I knew that 
it was God’s work saving us for each other, literally. 
Eventually, my verdict was three months of probation, because 



 48

the judge accepted parts of my story: police could not find the 
one with the Moskvitch, even though “they did everything,” but 
the official data was there. The verdict was abolished entirely 
by the next amnesty. But what became the prevailing joke is 
that when we had the accident, a woman ran out of the house to 
which that fence belonged, and shouted: “Oh. My tomatoes!” 

The verdict had one side-effect though: my application 
to yet another English trip in 1969 was refused. I was thirsty for 
England. In my previous journeys I experienced and learnt 
things that reformed my way of thinking: I realized the gloomy 
direction where the world headed. Capitalism might be bad, but 
a totalitarian communist dictatorship that does not respect 
nations kills the soul. I liked the society in England, I liked that 
people are respectful and patient towards each other, I liked that 
they are well off. Of course, I had some conflicts there as well, 
for instance in Soho, but you could always feel yourself in 
safety, you feel that they want to please you that they do not 
want to subdue you while defending their own value system. 
The English were a conscious nation throughout history; back 
when Sigismund of Luxembourg visited the country, they made 
him bend the knee and swear that he did not come to buy lands 
in England. The only thing they cared about was your person, 
who you were, what you wanted, because they knew that there 
was a high chance of you disappearing after leaving the 
country’s boundaries. They were not going to stop you just 
because they could. They were not going to check your ID. I 
was eager to see London again, that London which then was not 
yet overcome by tourists and by migrants. I was drawn there by 
the promise of free museums: the Tate Gallery, the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, the British Museum, and because I was young, 
Venus by Velázquez Rokeby, the Nude in the National Gallery, 
which was the perfect painting in my eyes. I always watched it 
with awe, despite knowing that you would not be able to see the 
lady’s face from that angle in which she held her mirror – in 
other words, the painter cheated. 
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I could just walk in to the Tower of London, and I was 
practically the only tourist around. But all this was denied from 
me in 1969, let alone settling down in England. I was planning 
not to come home, no matter what. But my guardian angel acted 
differently yet again. Kate and I travelled to Italy and France in 
1971, we bought a ring in Venice and got engaged, but while 
we were crossing Switzerland, I declared that we are not going 
to return to communist Hungary. She brought me back 
eventually, saying that there are friends and family at home. I 
am coming home then, said I, but only if the Russians shove 
off. What a joke it was. This sentence became a subject of 
laughter. I laughed too. Nobody believed that they would ever 
leave, not in our lifetime at least. A number of friends left and 
settled in abroad later; even the closest ones. The country lost a 
handful of great minds, whose knowledge to create values was 
utilized by other nations. I lost contact with my penfriend, the 
girl living in Totnes. Having been a pen-pal for ten years was 
good language practice and a great pleasure for me to get to 
know people outside the communist world. 


