


The Escape

October 23 seemed a weird day. On that Tuesday we could hardly wait for the bell to ring at 1:40 p.m. to indicate the end of the session. We had religion class for the last period at the Piarist School that I attended, and as I looked out the second story window of the building on Mikszáth Kálmán tér I could see agitated people, converging toward the Radio Station that was located right next to us. Finally the bell did ring and we all flew out the door. Little did I know then that this Tuesday afternoon would mark my last effort at higher education in that classroom, and that my career as a student in Hungary had just ended.


A warm and sunny day was that Tuesday in October that I last set foot in the Piarist Gymnasium as a student. On my way home I saw crowds of people marching in columns toward the inner city, but I was on my way home, and was very ignorant as to what was happening. I was not interested in politics whatsoever; it just simply did not exist for me at all. I went home as I normally did daily, fiddled around with my homework as was my custom, but then by evening I knew that things were not as always. For one thing my brother Laci did not come home on time. He was married, had two children, twins, a boy and a girl of three. It was very unusual for him to be tardy. As I went to bed around ten I still could not even dream of what was happening. At about two in the morning I heard muffled voices from the kitchen that I recognized to be those of my mother and brother; he had just come home and told us that there was a revolution going on.


Mother had always been very caring, in my opinion an overly protective mother to me. I had to beg to be allowed to meet with my friends, and there were things she just would not permit me to do. There was no way, for example, that I could play club soccer, for that was too dangerous in her estimation. I just took what she would allow at the moment and tried not to abuse her confidence. On this particular morning I thought it would be interesting to go and see what was going on, so I asked her if I could go to check things out for myself. This was the beginning of a very strange sequence of events in which I felt my mother completely changing her behavior toward me; somehow from here on out things would be very different. She allowed me to go with some of my friends into the city.


We lived in the XXIInd district of Budapest, called Budafok, a very nice, largely German speaking suburb, repopulated by Maria Theresa after the Turkish devastations. I became very good friends with some of the kids: it was with a boy from that area, Nándi Nemes, that I roamed the city. In the morning we checked out only the parts close to us. There really was not too much to see, even less to do. The Russians were there, but they were always there as the occupying force since the war. But they were friendly; apparently no orders to shoot had been given yet. Hunger was chasing us back home, but in the afternoon I took courage to go all the way into Budapest, very close to where my school was. There I did get very much scared. I could clearly see the results of the shooting: broken shop windows, large holes in the walls of the buildings, blood on the asphalt, and yes, heard the unmistakable rattle of the machine gun coming from rather close. That was sufficient, actually too much for me; I headed for home. On the way back I saw tanks, and dove for cover as I recognized the beast aiming its barrel down my way. I counted three of them as they blocked the Buda side of Liberty Bridge, and I also saw several armored personnel carriers. They were empty and abandoned. Closer to home I came across some barricades that were hastily erected to block the way of some T-34 tanks that were called up from the South for reinforcement. Some box cars of a freight train were pulled across the tracks in front of them, and while the tanks were trying to maneuver around them, the cobble-stone pavement was torn up and set up behind them as a makeshift barricade. The external fuel tanks were punctured by pick axes, and the agitated crowd wanted to talk with the soldiers. They, in turn, were absolutely terrified. As a Russian speaking Hungarian citizen climbed up on the turret, first a small sidearm of a handgun appeared, then an arm, and then the man attached to the arm also came out, ashen faced. I don't know what happened to them for I was leaving. Farther down the road, still on the way back, I saw Russian soldiers mixing it with the people; they were the ones who had been stationed in Hungary for a while and they were not hostile at all.


The next few days remain hazy in my memory. I do recall listening to the radio constantly, keeping up with the most recent developments, hearing about the massacre in front of the Parliament building, about the new government. I also recall the marvelously great joy of feeling free. Newspapers came off the presses, different names and titles, by the dozen. An unaccustomed, new feeling filled the air: the revolution had succeeded, the Hungarian people have won, Hungary was free, Hungary was a neutral country like Switzerland and Austria. It was during this time that I took to my bike and went to visit my sister who lived about 15 miles from us. It is not without reason that I mention this. The two families, my own and that of my brother's, rented two rooms and a kitchen in a larger, family type house, where our next door neighbors were staunch Communists, and, according to some, spies. The fact was that they were rather implicated in the first Commune of Hungary under Béla Kun and, upon that regime's demise, had to flee the country. They stayed in Monte Video for many years, waiting for communism to take hold of Hungary again. After '45 they came back. Their bedroom was adjacent to our kitchen, and the lady was known to have been extremely curious, not shirking from pressing her ear to the wall of our kitchen to gather information. Hearsay this was, but she must have heard a number of things, for we did discuss certain strategies in our kitchen and the tone of our conversation was not always discreet. I did visit my sister and her family, having used my bike for the trip. On my way back I had to alter my return route for the Russians were already consolidating their positions, blocking the way toward the airport where my directions would take me. It must have been close to November 4.


That fateful morning of November 4 stands out rather clearly in my memory. It was a Sunday as I was awakened by a steady, low rumbling noise. I had heard that often enough, both during the war, and now during the revolution, so as not to miss the sounds of armored vehicles, column upon column, approaching the city; it was the beginning of the end for the Hungarian Revolution. The Russians struck with newly brought in divisions who did not hesitate one bit to use brutal force. It was at this time that the idea of possibly escaping to the West first crossed my mind.


My friend Nándi and I had discussed the possibility, but cowards we were, we dismissed the proposition; we had absolutely no idea how to go about it. In the meantime the fighting still went on and there were casualties even in our sheltered neighborhood: one of our friends went to the city just to look--like we did before--and was brought back in an ambulance, wrapped in a sheet, quite dead, with a shrapnel through his left temple. In order to avoid the possibility of being hit, even accidentally or inadvertently by the strafing MIG-15's spraying the ground with machine gun fire, we all moved to another next-door neighbor's basement. It seemed very well fortified, even comfortable for the four families who took up residence there. We were listening to Radio Free Europe, to their encouragement to persevere, and also to some messages that some refugees who had already made it to the West were sending. It was in that basement of the Oroszi family that the original idea of my leaving came up. It was not even mine; my brother Laci came up with it. Actually he himself wanted to leave, for he saw that things were not going to work out, and that the revolution was doomed. He would have left, except for the fact that the twins were sick; they had chicken pox with a very high fever. If he could not go, he suggested that at least I should give it a try. The final words of approval had to come from my mother, who, with firm conviction in her voice said: “Son, go and find your brother in America.” Now she was speaking of my older brother, Pityu, who joined the Cistercian Order in 1943, and was sent out of the country by his superiors to study theology in the fall of 1947. In the early fifties [image: image1.wmf] 

he was further transferred to the US, and was living in Wichita Falls, Texas. The plan was hatched in that basement, in the evening of the 19th, and then discussed in our kitchen during the night. It was essentially for me to join some friends of the Oroszi's, the family whose basement we used for shelter. I would meet them the following morning, just across the street from the church. Unfortunately I would be going without my brother and his family, because of the illness of the children. I did not want to leave my good friend Nándi so still that night I went over to his house and asked if he was ready to come with me. He was willing, but his mother did not allow him to go. She said that it was way too dangerous, too many people were getting caught, the Russians having erected a double circle around the city that was impossible to penetrate. With a heavy heart, yet a strange, numb feeling, I said good-bye to my friend, and went home to prepare for the following morning.


Now the strategy had to provide for everything, even for an eventual capture and possible harassment of my family by the police. We also had to satisfy the curiosity of our next-door neighbor as to what could have happened to me. The plan, therefore, was--and it was discussed at some detail in our kitchen--that I should again go to visit my sister on my bike--so much was said in a normal tone of voice. What had already been settled was the rest of the story: I was going to make a run for it. If successful, I would send a message through Radio Free Europe, “pot maker sends word that everything is OK.” As soon as that message was heard, my parents would go to the police station and report me missing and ask for assistance in locating me. That way all responsibility would be shifted to me, away from the parents of a minor.


The morning came very quickly. I had to leave at least six, for I was to meet the couple with whom I would escape at seven o'clock. I was preparing myself for the worst. I had a bad ankle, so some ace bandage was not conspicuous at all. Within its layers I had two addresses: one, that of my brother in Wichita Falls, and the other, that of a lady's home in Innsbruck where my brother had stayed while studying in Austria. In case of capture I would eat those two strips of paper. I also had a story as to where I was heading: my parents were worried about our relatives who lived close to the border and I was going to visit them. We in fact did have some relatives who lived close to the border, but that was the other border. Mom gave me a half of a duck she had prepared for the family some days earlier, so I was set for the journey.


The time for departure came quicker than I had expected. Before I had a chance to really say my good-byes to the people I deeply cared for, it was time to leave. I had no idea as to what to expect, so I prepared myself for the worst. I went to confession that morning, then served at Mass for the last time in the old church of Budafok, then went to the predetermined spot: the corner next to the large transformer that was located at the southwestern tip of the square facing the church. I wore my favorite brown corduroy pants, my heavy blue jacket with inlaid padding against the cold, and a pair of light boots that were handed down to me by my father. He, handy as he was with all sorts of repairs, had just fixed the soles, having covered one large hole of the right boot with an extra thick piece of leather, nailing it firmly into the underlying thinner layer; that shoe was going to give me a great deal of trouble later. My head was covered with a brown beret; I looked just like hundreds of other Hungarian teenagers did. Under my arm I carried a small, hand-made bag that my brother fabricated in his free time out of a discarded piece of water hose while he was employed by the Fire Department. I was well prepared, both mentally and physically--so I thought--for any eventuality.


Seven o'clock came by and a young couple strolled along. She could not have been over twenty-seven; he must have been in his thirties. Knowingly I walked up to them and suggested that we try to hitch a ride with one of the trucks going back empty, after having unloaded their food supplies from the country to the benefit of the starving city folks. Several came by at a great speed, but none of them stopped for us; most of them actually were laden already with would-be refugees. I then suggested that we should take the train. We all agreed that it was a great idea, so we began to make our way toward the train station.


Budafok had a small, independent railroad station, where some of the slower, commuter trains stopped; the international expresses and the fast trains usually just zipped by. We really needed one of those fast ones, but were hoping to catch just about anything--the revolution really altered the train schedules. A string of lucky events had just begun, as a passenger train of some eight Pullman cars slowed to a complete stop at the station and allowed us to board. Actually, unknown to me at the time, I was already the beneficiary of some incredibly lucky moves, of chance decisions that were to accompany me all the way throughout my escape--happenstance events that now I can only term as nothing short of miraculous.


How often we think and exclaim: “Only if I knew!” I must confess just the opposite sentiment and extol my blissful ignorance: “How wonderful that I didn't know!” What I didn't know--and was not to learn about for some nine years--was the fact that with my very first independent step I teamed up with the wrong couple; my brother's friends had a change of heart overnight, and decided that it was too risky to chance the escape that late. All reports coming back from the west indicated that the Russians had already drawn two circles around the capital and were in firm control of both the countryside and the borders. “Way too risky!” or “Not worth the effort!” was their response. My bother went over to their house the next day to check on some matters and to his great horror discovered both the man and his wife sitting in the living room, discussing their reasons for not having left. To his great consternation they were unable to give any account or explanation of my disappearance. The only conclusion they all reached was that they must stay out of my mother's sight until some firm news about me becomes available. I could really sympathize with my brother's anxiety even from the safe distance and total safety of nine elapsed years, as he told me, still shaking, at our first reunion in the west in a small hotel room of Boltzmanngasse in Vienna the family rented when we were finally allowed to reunite for the first time. But one must not get too far ahead of the story.


The train stopped; we got on. I did not even have to worry about my ticket, for the couple, my guardian angels for the next 48 hours, provided me with everything. Fortunately so, for I counted about 120 forints as my total fortune; the rough equivalent of about two dollars. It was on that train, in the last compartment toward the rear, that I heard several times stated that the Hungarian railroad workers were very proud of the way they handled the would- be refugees, and that they were especially watchful and did not allow any Russians to board the train at any juncture. They assured the authorities--whoever they were--that they would take care of the trains. The only favor they asked in return for their services was that those lucky few who did succeed in escaping would let the world know about their patriotism and care.


The familiar landscapes I so often saw in my previous train rides on that same line soon gave way to unknown and rather unfriendly sights. I was glad that I was on the inside, in the warmth and relative comfort of the Pullman, and felt snug in the temporary safety that even a newly met couple could provide for me. This was also the time that another couple approached me, whose companionship and firm direction I would enjoy until I was safely out of the country.


I must have been listening to the klackety-clack of the wheels for a good hour and half when a young lady approached me as I was standing alone in the rear of the train, and asked me a very straightforward, though certainly superfluous question--if she wanted the whole truth that was not the way of going about it: “Where are you traveling, young Man?” she asked earnestly. I was ready with my nicely fabricated response that contained the truth, but certainly not the whole truth. I was well schooled during my ten years under Communist rule how not to lie yet not to tell the truth. “We have some relatives living close to the border,” I responded, “and my mother was worried about them, so she commissioned me to go and pay a visit.“  We indeed had some relatives living near the border--but that was the other border, on the Czechoslovakian side, and indeed she told me to go and find my brother who lived in America. Strangely, this response satisfied my interlocutor, but she added: “We also have some relatives that live just about the same place yours do; won't you join us?” The friendly twinkle in her eyes convinced me that I was not about to walk into a trap, so I agreed. We now were five: two couples and myself.


That train would not take us too far; we had to change in the city of Székesfehérvár. There was some time before the next train would leave, so we all went to the station restaurant and had lunch. I had gulyás with sliced potatoes, even though I would have preferred noodles; they paid for my bill too. From here on out the going would get a bit more risky. Up to this point, since the train was not heading directly toward the border, we could not come under suspicion for just being on the train; many people were. But now we had to take one that was specifically heading to the western edge of Hungary, having its end line at Szombathely, just about 25 kilometers from the Austrian border. Prudence, patience and perhaps a bit more circumspection on everybody's part were certainly in order. What we had heard from the previous train's crew certainly held true here as well: they went out of their way to help the would-be refugees. We, in turn, paid handsomely for their help. The two couples have liquidated all their assets and had a huge amount of Hungarian currency on them that they knew would be totally useless abroad. They picked worthy recipients with whom they shared their recently acquired fortunes.


The ride was uneventful, downright boring, until about six in the evening. That was the time when one of the conductors whom we befriended came by and offered the stern advice: “Under no circumstances are you to leave the train before it pulls into the main station. Even if some folks do decide to jump as we slow down some miles from the station, you do no such thing. As a matter of fact, stay put even after we've pulled into the station and do not move. I shall provide for your safe leaving the train and the station.” We had to take him at his word; we really had no choice. He would prove himself extremely valuable as time went by.


It was dark by now, and the grinding brakes of the train did indicate that a slowdown was imminent. Since most of the passengers on the train were would-be refugees, the commotion was incredible. They all were ready to jump off the moving train, just as the conductor had warned us earlier not to do. We moved out of the way and let them first throw their bundles, then themselves into the inky darkness--as the train picked up more speed and made toward its final destination. It was now eerily quiet in the compartment. Only a half drunk, old soldier was left in the whole coach; you could tell his former profession by the tattered remnants of his old uniform that he still proudly wore. It became fashionable to wear uniform parts that were in style under the old regime, especially the cap that sat cockily on his head and was nothing like the Russian hat that normally equipped a Hungarian soldier. I felt a strange attraction to him--perhaps he reminded me of my brother--I wished I could have talked to him, but life's little encounters are such--as I found out later--that I never saw him again. I don't know what became of him.


Just as he promised, our conductor made his way back to us as soon as the train came to a final stop. I must say I was scared out of my wits. I really did not know if this was just a dream and that I would soon wake up, or the time of reckoning had come: perhaps they would shoot me now, or at least arrest me and deport me to Siberia. But our conductor came back and calmly told us to simply follow him. We did just that. We made a half circle back toward the service entrance that the railroad employees used, and, as we proceeded toward the town, he directed our gaze and with a hand gesture indicated to us that we should look to our left: there in the distance we could clearly make out at least three Russian jeeps, with some trucks destined to transport people, with the soldiers encircling the station and arresting those unhappy souls who through ignorance were trapped in their nets. We could watch them being arrested, put into the trucks and driven off into the unknown destination of the black night. We had a better conductor.


He could come with us no farther, but he most certainly did point us in the right direction. Those directions sounded as if taken out of a book of fairy tales. For he told us in that storybook style that while could not come with us he would yet be instrumental in our safekeeping. His cousin lived in that city and we were to search out his home. We were to rap on the shuttered window of his house and he would open up for us and would furnish us with directions. It happened as he told us it would. Two-by-two-by-one we walked, I, the youngster, bringing up the rear. On the way to the house I was accosted by a stranger on a bike who asked me where I was going, but I gave him no answer. For a short while he slowly rode alongside of me, then, without further explanation he wheeled off and left me be. I had goose bumps all over my back.


Our conductor's directions were correct and we found the house. After a few anxious moments the window shutters did open and a friendly face bade us good evening. We identified ourselves to him and requested further assistance. Obviously he had done this before; he gave us very detailed instructions as to how to leave the city, what road to follow. “Just look for the old, abandoned railroad line,” he said, “that will take you toward the border.” During the days of the monarchy, and even as recently as the Second World War, that line was the link that served as a connection between Austria and Hungary. I, for one, did not think that we should follow such a clearly marked road; my romantic inclinations urged me to look for something much more difficult--like deep ravines or abandoned mine-shafts, or perhaps some dried up creek bed--but I had to be satisfied with these very pedestrian directions. We followed that line, but only for a very short while. Just ahead of us, as if waiting for our passing, came two Gypsy girls who were very friendly and offered their help in taking us toward the border, “by a shortcut” -- as they would say. They did not intend to do this service just out of humanitarian considerations; they were in it for the money they expected to receive from the obviously lost desperadoes. A quick agreement was reached; they immediately took the money. So we abandoned the route and started following the two Gypsies. The moon was just rising over the horizon.


We could not have walked more than an hour when I became aware of a rather severe pain in my left foot. The nail that held the new piece of leather on the sole of my shoe had worked itself all the way through and was making its way into the sole of my foot. Limping though, I dared not say a word for fear of being left behind. We were making our way into the moonlit, yet sill ominously foreboding darkness, when without warning, the two girls stopped and said that this was as far as they could come. Neither pleading nor threatening would do any good; they were set on returning. Even though the agreement called for them to lead us to the border, they would not hear of taking one more step. Left without guide in an unknown territory, we asked them, begged them to at least give the direction and path that could be considered safe. They told us to follow on the same path we were walking so far--a meager little path it was, judging from the wheel ruts, it must have been used by peasants to ferry hay and wood from the fields. We were just about to enter a little village when all this took place. Left to our own devices, we again broke into our customary two-by-two-by-one configuration, walked through the nearly deserted little village, hardly daring even to breathe for fear of being discovered and arrested, making our way in the general direction the girls indicated to us, following the crude path they told us to follow. Before they left, they assured us that this part of the country was clear of Russians; they themselves went nearly all the way to the border early in the afternoon and saw nothing suspicious. We were told even back at home by those who supposedly knew to shun the woods, to be very careful since it was common practice by the Russians to dig themselves into the ground and have only the turret of the tank with its periscopes peer out. We were assured that everything was clean so we took off, I remember, leaving the village, keeping to the left.


We could hardly have walked more than a hundred yards when we heard the heavy breathing of at least one, maybe two people behind us, trying to catch up with us. Indeed two young men from the village who had spied us out and knew our intentions fully well ran up behind us. They also felt that they had to warn us and direct us as best as they could. “If you follow that road you are now on,” said the older one, catching his breath, “you will surely be caught by the Russians. You are directly on the path of the sentry that comes over this road periodically, with motorcycles and searchlights mounted on jeeps, looking for would-be refugees, arresting them and taking them to the garrison. If you want to be successful, you must do what I say. Abandon immediately this road, veer to the right, go over the crest of this little hill, go through the forest and you will come to another small village. As you come to the second house down the road, knock on the window; there lives my uncle with his family. They have already helped many people in escaping. But do it quickly.” Without even allowing us time to ask any more questions or to even express our thanks, they vanished back into the darkness of the village.


There was no time for conference. The young men seemed earnest enough; we had a much more secure feeling just having heard them talk than we ever had with the Gypsy girls, so we immediately changed our course and made for the hill. How lucky that decision turned out to be! Hardly had we even made it to the crest when we heard the low rumble of engines, then saw the familiar sight of the searchlights. The patrol was coming down the road to make its rounds. There was really no time to think, just to react. It was already late in the fall, November 20th was the date, and all the ground preparations for winter that farmers do to their fields were done. That included the rough, first deep plowing of the ground. There were furrows, neatly placed, row upon row, at least a foot and a half in depth. We all fell, face down, into the furrows, holding our breath and praying very hard that we may not be discovered. We could see the light-cones of the searchlights passing over us once and then again... and then, apparently we had been praying effectively, without further ado the jeeps turned around, having ascertained that nothing untowardly was happening that night, they headed back toward their garrison.


I was numb with fear, yet a strange sensation of not really caring enveloped me. I also knew that I was seriously hurting; my foot was giving me a great deal of trouble. We dared not even to talk. As we cleared the hill and headed into the woods, I kept imagining that I heard the noises of someone following me. I stopped; the noises stopped too. I could not get too far behind the others, so hobbling, I hurried on. I was really glad to see first a shed, then a house, then a street materialize out of the darkness. But was our fairy-tale to last? We found the house, we knocked on the window, and yes, the unbelievable continued. The name of the village was Nárai and it was getting very close to the border.


The family was about as nice as they come. They immediately noticed my plight of the nail driven into my foot and took my shoe off. While I was sipping some hot, fresh cow's milk, the lady of the house bandaged the wound, and her husband pulled the offending intrusion out. After that a serious discussion of strategies began as to what to do next. These honest farmers were wonderful souls and were going to help us. First, a very detailed map of the border was drawn and given to us. Then the man agreed to come with us, for at least a short while, and point us in the right direction. Having left one package of cigarettes with them (the brand name was Budapest - fine, imported tobacco, highly sought-after commodity that my mother placed in my package for bargaining) we again were out in the cold, starting the last, most important leg of our journey toward the border.


I again was the last to walk, just tagging along like a fearful little puppy, neither daring to get too close, nor wanting to fall too far behind. As we were reaching yet another small group of woods, the man who guided us said that this was as far as he could comfortably come with us. “You folks have made a decision and will have to put up with the consequences. I also have made a decision which is to stay in Hungary, therefore I cannot go with you any farther. If you get shot or caught--that's your business. I have a family to take care of, back in the village.” We thanked him profusely and bade him good-bye. He lifted up his hand and showed us the general direction to the nearest border and silently went back. We again were left to our own devices.


What I had not known until just then was that the husband of one of the women was just out of active service with the Hungarian army. His expertise was map reading; that is what he taught the soldiers in boot camp. He also, very conveniently, had a rather detailed map of the Austrian border, and also had a compass. After some consultation of the hand-drawn map and the official one, he indicated to us that as soon as we came out of the woods there should be another road and then the border should be coming up very shortly. But where the border watch towers were going to be, he had no idea. By now the full moon was halfway up in the partly cloudy sky. We could make out some other trees in the distance. The road came up, just as predicted; we stayed clear of it. The woods gave way to a clearing. It was an artificial one, for we could see two watch towers in the distance. Whether or not they were manned we were soon to find out.


We saw the towers, we knew that just beyond them had to lie the free country that well longed to reach, but the exact direction we had to take was not yet clear to us. Even with the compass and the detailed map we could not tell exactly where Austria began. You see, when the borders were established, unless it was a matter of a river, the lines drawn as to who has what were reached about as whimsically as two boys playing war lords in the sand decide: one draws a box, the other throws in knife, where it lands and sticks you draw the line--this is mine and that is yours. At least it seemed to me so; countries just could not be delineated in a simpler manner. The border was jagged, jutted in and out, sometimes it meandered and doubled back upon itself. It was so irregular that one may have left a country once and if kept going in a straight line would come back again. I learned of some folks who safely got over the first time and then were caught as they tried to reenter. I later also found out that sometimes even houses were cut in half by that imaginary boundary, the kitchen being in one country while the bedroom owed allegiance to another. Here, however, we had matters of concrete importance at hand. As we scanned the countryside and tried to decide in which way we should make a break for it, some bright lights caught our eyes. To our left, off in the distance, it looked like a brightly illuminated parking lot, nothing like the dingy, ill-lit streets we were all used to see in Hungary. As if by a consensus we all decided that surely that must be Austria. Since we were just about halfway between the two watch-towers, we also decided that this was about as good a place as any to try our luck. So we took a few tentative steps in the direction of the bright lights.


Then all hell broke loose: tracing bullets, dogs barking, bursts of machine gun fire, people screaming--all from the direction of what we took to be the closest Austrian town. Obviously we were heading in the wrong direction. It did not take us long to realize what had happened. All those folks who jumped off the train as it made its closest pass by the border were just now being rounded up. What we took to be the Austrian town was nothing else but the barracks of the border patrol from where also our previous visitors with the jeeps and searchlights were coming. The fact that this was probably a daily occurrence also explained why the two watchtowers that we so feared were both empty. Obviously the personnel was summoned to help round up the unusually large number of people who tried to cross the border at the customary crossing place. While others suffered we benefited. But that was the law of the jungle, and also, as I was to learn later, that was the sad adage of life in general. And you had to take what was coming to you.


We made our way through what formerly had been the minefields. There were none at this time; that was still one of the fruits of the revolution. It would not last that way for too long; the mines were replanted not long thereafter and the Iron Curtain was reaffirmed and stands even today as strong as ever. (This essay was written well before the Communist government demise and the subsequent dismantling of the Curtain along with the Berlin Wall.) It was thirty-five minutes past midnight, meaning that it was already Wednesday, November 21. The moon had just cleared a cluster of light clouds and allowed us one last glimpse of the motherland we were abandoning. In that dim light I could also make out the form of a flag that I thought to be black white black. It was the red white red flag of Austria that to me represented freedom, the threshold of my dreams. We had made it; we were in Austria.  What people had been telling us as impossible we had accomplished in less than twenty-four hours. Out came the homemade spirits and we all drank to our success, to our luck and our good fortune. We continued just haphazardly, wandering aimlessly, but somehow sure that no matter what we did now would not really matter and that things would just turn out all right.


Shortly thereafter we came upon a mobile home like prefab building that was used by an Austrian highway building crew as their base. There was a note written in Hungarian stuck in the window. It read: “Welcome Hungarian refugees. Please come in, we shall come to pick you up in the morning”. We entered, helped ourselves to the bread, butter and milk that was prepared for us, threw ourselves on the floor and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. The following morning the Austrian border patrol did come; they registered us, collected all the weapons--I was astonished to see that my companions were ready to put up a fight if it became necessary. They boarded us into a bus and took us to the processing center. There I officially became a refugee. 


I lost contact with my companions within a short time and never saw them again. I felt very badly about that since I was not able to return the man a pair of gloves he lent me when I was so cold. The first chapter of my odyssey had just ended, but it was far from over. I just began a circuitous way that would last for thirteen months before I could set foot on American soil. It was a time for hoping, learning, for elation and desperation. My wanderings would take me through all of Austria, Switzerland, to France and Spain, in military camps and barracks, with youth groups and private families. It was going to give me heartaches, was going to teach me to love and to care, and finally it was going to bring me to America and reunite me with my brother. Those are the other chapters of my personal Odyssey.
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