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András Bozóki

24th March, Tuesday

Would you tell me about the first time you have ever been to Western Europe, please?

Greece was Western Europe back then. I and my parents made a journey to Greece by car in 1976. We went there through Yugoslavia.

I suppose your parents requested for your visa.

Yes, they did, and we got it. Back then you were allowed to leave the country in every 3 years. I don't remember any problem, except for the Hungarian authorities.

When was the first time when you did request for a visa?

In 1980 I made a so called inter-rail journey with my girlfriend. It was a 30 days long trip across Western Europe: England, France, and Switzerland, the Benelux countries, up to Scotland, then Germany and Austria. I don't remember any complications. You have to simply go and stand in line in front of the cash register and pay for your visa. That was a real torture. You had to wait long hours in the queue to get to the register windows. The clerks were kind and helpful, but the process itself was slow and tiresome. There were people like me, who wanted to visit many countries during his or her trip: Austria, the Federal Republic of Germany, France, England, the Benelux states... Collecting all the visas for one trip lasted a month. It was an extremely weary program for us.

I did not feel any kind of demur from their part, I think the biggest problem was that there were not enough open active windows, and so the efficiency of the office was also low. To solve this problem, you had to start applying early. When you planned a trip in July, you started the procedure in February.

On the whole; was it difficult for you to get a visa?

No, not at all. I can't remember any problem.

Did the criteria present any difficulty for you?

Well, I managed to pay for it; I wanted to make a trip, so I wanted to pay for it. I can't really remember the amount of money I was ask to pay, it's too far away. I think I didn't have to pay much because they also realized that there were only a few amongst the Hungarians who could afford to travel abroad. It was their interest to encourage the people to travel. The Kádár regime had a kind of positive image in the eyes of the Western countries, there was no cold-war feeling at all.

I see. Were you a victim of any kind of atrocities during administration?

No, I don't remember any.

Which requirement did you find the most difficult to suit?

There was a question on the application form of the United States. They asked me whether I was a member of a fascist or communist organization. When I was a student in a secondary school, back in the early 70s, I was told to enter the Hungarian Young Communist League. Even my parents encouraged me to do so because of some utilitarian reasons – after entering the League I managed to get into the university on the first try. Then I quit membership. Filling in the form I felt I was in trouble. I thought that my former membership could be a reason for their refusal. 'When I write 'I was a member' they may refuse my application, on the other hand, when I don't admit my membership I won't get my visa because I lied' – that was the way I was thinking. I surmised that thanks to their agents, they know everything about me, about what party or league I belong to. Now I think that idea was nonsense, but it was an excellent example for our perception back in that era. I was hesitating: first I wanted to admit it, and then got a piece of advice from a fellow citizen that I should not admit my membership.

Did you get your visa?

Yes I did. I can't remember my exact actions – whether I admitted my membership, or not. One thing is certain: I get my visa to the US.

Do you have any memories about crossing the western border?

When I went to Greece – I know this country was not a typical Western country – I crossed the southern border, and went across Yugoslavia by car. Our passports were checked then they let us pass without difficulty. As soon as we entered Greece anything became colourful: there were flamboyant placards everywhere you could see. Watching that cavalcade of colours and advertisements you could feel capitalism in the air.

How did you feel? Were you anxious about the crossing of the border?

No, not at all. I had no fear neither at the first time, when we went to Greece and we were travelling through Yugoslavia, a communist country, nor when we went to the West. We didn't have any problems in Austria: the Austrian immigration officers and conductors checked our papers at the border, and found everything all right. The only problem we had was with the attitude of the Hungarian officers.

Were the western officers discriminative to you?

It was in 1990, me and my friend went to Vienna by car for a day. We were allowed to cross the western border free; we didn't have to apply for a visa. My friend was driving the car, and we entered Austria and were heading to Vienna on a motorway. Soon we were stopped by a police patrol. The police officer told us that we had gone too fast and had exceeded the speed limit by 5 km per hour. It was not clear to me whether he told us the truth or not, but I felt malice in his attitude toward us. He charged us to pay him 50 schillings. We had only 50 schillings with us, so we said we hadn't had that much money. We were told to follow his car. Finally we stopped at a parking place where the policeman told us that he would confiscate our spare tyre. Being frightened we paid the 50 schillings he demanded, and finally he let us go. The main problem was that in those times many Hungarians crossed the border to buy cheap or even to steal. Thanks to this behaviour, the Austrians had a very poor opinion about us, Hungarians. That and such actions were the arrogant answer of the Austrian border officers for our misbehaviours.

Can you tell me more about your experiences in Greece?

The Greek villages were the same like the ones in Macedonia, except for the hospitality: in Greece people put baskets full of fruits in front of their house.

What about your expectations to the Western World?

Greece was a kind of surprise for me. People went there because they were interested in history of arts. I didn't expect Greece to be like that.

What were your first impressions during your second trip to the West?

Our first stop was Vienna, well, it was not that interesting. Then we left for Switzerland: Bern and Lausanne. I can remember we were standing there in awe. Such tidiness, precision and wealth were astonishing for us. Later we arrived to Paris and learned what cosmopolitanism really means: people from different ethnic groups lived there. All those famous buildings: the Notre Dame, the Sacré-Cœur, the Eiffel tower and the cafés- all the things you could see or read about only in films and magazines, they all were there as large as life.

Were all the things you saw in accord with your expectations?

Well yes, because I had read all about those things before went abroad, I had already had some knowledge about the things I saw. Of course, it was different to see those things in real life. I really liked Paris and London: the vivid life in their streets, the bookshops, artists working in the street...

Once in Thessalonica, in Greece, we went to a record shop. I wanted to buy a Santana LP and I thought that they had only one or two of them. I was really amazed when I saw that they had not one but ten Santana LPs

Did you get any experience about democracy and curb market while you were abroad?

I met with curb market while I was in Greece: the cavalcade of colours, the possibility of bargain when you want to buy some fruit- all these suggested a kind of freedom I had never experienced in Hungary. About democracy... I learned about democracy in London, while meeting some policemen. They were standing about unarmed in the streets. We asked them about the direction, and they helped us readily in a polite way. It was a great surprise to us, in Hungary the policemen were being like an unintelligent idiot. And there was the Speakers' Corner on the edge of Hyde Park. You were allowed to speak about anything you want there. In fact, you were free to speak anything you want and not only at Speakers' Corner but everywhere in London. Comparing England to the USA I felt that the latter is even freer, but at the same time when you were in the states you had to be sound and sober-minded, because there is no one else there who attest to you. In Europe I could feel some kind of safety-net, there was no such net in the states but self-responsibility.

Was there any problem while crossing the border of the USA?

Well, there was. In the summer of 1988 I become a member of a Hungarian oppositional movement, which later became a party
, and I had to go to Washington to take part in an international political conference. I planned to go there with two friends; one of them was, like me, member of the same party. At the Hungarian airport the two of us were held up, our suitcases were rummaged. My other friend, who wasn't member of any political parties, was allowed to go and board the plane without any detention.

In the end we two missed our plane, and had to come back earlier on the next day. On this second try we went through the same inspection, but this time we were lucky enough to catch our plane.

What can you tell me about the American immigration officers?

In January of 1990 I went for a conference to Costa Rica, and I had to change plane in Miami, Florida. I can remember the officer: he was a big Afro-American. I showed him my passport and he just said: '' You are a communist, man!'' ''That's ridiculous!'' I thought. ''In Hungary they didn't allowed me to go to the USA because I'm a maverick politician, here in Miami they don't want to let me in because I'm a communist.'' ''What makes you think that?'' I asked the officer. I was told that   the stamp in my visa has a small code, a special sign only known by the immigration officers. This code showed that I came from a Communist country.

What happened? Were you allowed to enter the States?

Yes. As it turned out later the officer had no right to restrain me, only if I had done something foul.

In the end, I would like to ask about the consequences of your travels. How did they influence your life and career?

I think, if I hadn't had the opportunity to go to Western Europe, my attitude and aspects would have been different. If I had had any problem with leaving or entering a country, I would have certainly defected. Someone likes me, who leaves the country many times and always returns, was rather rare in those times, so I was quite important but at the same time a bit weird for the countries in every respect.
The scholarships I won, like the Soros scholarship that allowed me to spend 6 months in Los Angeles in1988-89, determined my career and way of thinking. After Los Angeles I had been living in Vienna for a half year (1990-91), in Nottingham for three months (1993), in Berlin for one year (1993-94). I spent 3 months in England and two in the Netherlands in 1998; finally I had been living in Massachusetts for a year (in 1999-2000) and then in Florence, Italy for another year (in 2000-01).

Are these travels professional ones?

Yes they were, but every pieces of professional experience came together with general impressions. In the end I can proudly say that I not only had travelled to 6 different countries but I had been living in them for a longer period. I gathered not only simple tourist, but intense knowledge.

You must have made new friends, acquaintances and connections while you were abroad... How did these influence your further life?

They influenced my life a great deal. I have just created my Facebook account, and I have already had 500 contacts, most of them are foreigners. Thanks to the cyber world you can freshen and keep up your old relations, you can meet them during your trips to abroad, or they can visit you. To answer your question whether I have profited, or not, let me answer this: I am teaching hundreds of international students at the CEU
 in Budapest. I think this speaks for itself.

***

Róza Hodosán
6th April, Monday
Greetings! First, I would like to ask you about your first trip to Western Europe. Can you tell me when, how and where did you go?
I left Hungary for the first time in 24th of December 1987. This was the first time I had left the country because I couldn't afford to make such a big trip. I hadn't even had a passport before. I get my first passport for the Western countries in 1987 after the first world passports had been created.

I set off to Paris with my then husband for three weeks by car through Austria and Germany on the 24th of December.

How can you remember to the procedure of applying for a visa?
I didn't have any problems when I applied for a visa to the Western countries or the USA. After the formal applying I was given a visa without any difficulties. I found the western type of administration positively exhilarating compare to the Hungarian procedures.

How did you feel during applying for a visa?
I felt quite good. I had many problems with the Hungarian authorities because of my passport, since as a member of the opposition I was a maverick and hostile entity in their eyes. That's why I found any western embassy elating. It is not an easy thing to explain this, but in every procedure in Hungary you went to the office where the administrator recognised you, because your file was in front of him or her, and since he or she knew you the administrator did everything to baulk the procedure. While I was applying for a visa I had no problems: I went to the embassy, applied for a document, and got one. There were no difficulties, no setbacks; in fact I felt good while I was at any western embassies.

Did you have any difficulties with the demands and conditions laid down by the Western embassies?
No, not at all. Except for the bureaucratic procedures and the fees there were no extra demands and conditions. So I got a visa to the Western world and the USA without problems.

Have your application ever been rejected?
No, never.

Did you find any differences between the French and the American practice?
Well, that's a quite interesting story. I left Hungary in 1987 and arrived back one year later. I and my husband had a scholarship-invitation to the USA, so in 1988 we started another, but longer journey to the States. In the 22nd of June, 1988 we arrived to Dover. We went there by a Hungarian coach full of English citizens. There were a few Hungarian emigrants on the coach – probably they were smuggling alcohol. Five of us, five Hungarian women, had eastern type passport, so they tried to separate us from the others. At the Hungarian border we were to sit in a smaller coach to speed up the procedure. We managed to pass easily any borders except for the Hungarian one. In Dover I helped the other four women, who couldn't speak any foreign languages, by interpreting in French. We didn't have any difficulties, although I had a one way ticket only. At the end of trip my fellow travellers who were British citizens were arrested because of bootlegging – probably, and we had to wait long hours on the other side of the borders. When we went to the USA by an Israeli airline there were special safety measures taken by the authorities at the London airport. I and my husband had been interrogated for about 3 hours.  You could feel there that you are only an Eastern-European, and you were treated with suspicions. Comparing them to the Hungarian police I found them and the whole procedure more amusing than humiliating. Since I didn't have anything to hide, I was willing to be at their disposal. I didn't feel anguish at the end, and even though I didn't understand the whole thing, it didn't cause any problems to me since the interrogation was legal and rightful.

There were troubles because you were from Eastern-Europe?
Yes that was the reason. The procedure itself was long and hard. There were many long queues you had to stand in, and you were said that they might refuse you to enter the States. I could pass any borders quite fast and without difficulties. They found it quite strange in London that an Eastern-European wants to fly to the USA on an Israeli plane. They were asking about our luggage – where they were, who could came at them, by how did we travel...and it went on and on for 3 hours. Now I can understand why they did that, but back then it was rather strange. You could feel that you are an Eastern-European by every travel. On my first trip in 87'-88' there was a big difference between Eastern and Western-European travellers, since they discriminate you in every possible way. It was interesting that when I went to the States, I became a European traveller instead of Eastern-European.

What were your first impressions arriving to the Western-World?
My impressions were so deep and impressive that I can remember everything. I went there by car, and the whole trip was amazing: the motorway with their modern restrooms and automatic lamp switches – had been looking for the switch to turn on the light for minutes. It was a technical shock for me. And there was the answering machine in the flat we were sleeping, it turned on automatically, and I did not know how to handle it, all I could do was shouting: 'Halo! Here I am!'. On the other hand it was a great experience. It was my big dream from my childhood to visit Paris. That was the reason I had been learning French. In spite of the fact that I spoke French quite well, I could feel that they didn't really like foreigners; this dislike probably was not Eastern-European specific though. On the other hand, there was a group of intellectuals who followed with attention the Hungarian events, and so they were rather solid towards us. All together France was quite receptive and tolerant.

It is not easy to express my feelings I felt then. I was 33 years old, shut up in a Communist country, and then I arrived in Western Europe. I had read a lot about the things there before, so everything was so familiar. It is not easy to say how much this adds to you and your personality. Too much I guess. I couldn't even process all the pieces of information and experience I was received during that 3 weeks. You had that big, strong desire to experience and when you arrived there it was too much all at once.

Were the experience and your expectations in accord?
Absolutely. It was even better. It's not easy to talk about this. The cultural values were the most impressive; the technical development was astonishing and hard to follow to me: they used computers to look after names in phonebooks, for example. I met a lot of things I had never seen before. About cultural values, as I said these were the most impressive. Despite minor disappointments – I couldn’t walk around Mona Lisa because of the crowd… walking in the streets of Paris visiting everything I wanted compensated me totally. Reality was more beautiful than my imagination. Every people has a different point of view. Thanks to my sociologist career, I could understand that everything I saw was not a miracle, and there were problems in the Western world as well. But since these were not my personal problems, I had mine back at home; it was them, the Western people, who had to deal with their own problems.

Did you experience democracy, free market…etc.?
In Eastern Europe you had to fight your rights, in West you had all these rights. You can see day by day the headlines of the papers. Different papers write in a different way about the same topic. The Parliament was operable, and France was open and tolerant to take in political refugees. About free market and Capitalism... You could experience them as soon as you arrive. There were fresh food in the markets – even at weekends, and you didn't have to stand in a long queue to buy a loaf of bread.

What were the consequences of your trips to your latter career?
I was in a special situation. As a member of the Democratic Opposition I was taken to the Western world, to tell about Hungary and its political situation to the emigrants. That was the reason for our trips. The emigrants appreciated the fact that in Hungary we published free periodicals and magazines without any censorship. I made a few new friends in America. My English was not that good back then, because the language course I could afford and attend was not really helpful, so I started learning English by myself. At the end my English was okay, but not that good to be it a great advantage in my career. My aspects were not changed much by my trips. I read a lot and had some journalist friends from the West who impressed me in a way. My trip to the USA was more impressive though. I learned there this aspect: You are responsible for your life, and you can control your destiny by yourself. I had had this aspect before, but it was in the USA where it became an important precept of my life. I had forgotten this positive aspect of life since then but it had a great effect for many years. The things I experienced in Hungary helped me a lot in my career.
***
Kálmán Katona

6th April, Monday
Thank you for the opportunity. Can you tell me about the first time you were to the West?
All of my passports had been called back because of political reasons in 1971. After exchanging many letters I got my ‘socialist’, then my world-passport. My sister lived in London, but I applied only for a tourist passport as I can remember for 70 dollars. Then I went to Switzerland. One of my wife's colleagues (both of them were members of an orchestra) lived there and invited us to go and spend some time with her in Zurich. Before my trips to the West, I had gone to Czechoslovakia, Poland and Romania (Transylvania) with my socialist passport.

Can you remember what kind of procedures did you go through during applying for a visa to Switzerland?
I had to present an invitation letter. All I can remember is that aunt Frau Baumann had wrote that letter. There weren’t any problems. You had to present the letter, write down your destination and reason for your travel and the way of your travel, and that was all. It turned out that our host is a wealthy shutter maker. This was a new piece of information to us, since we only knew Vili, who played the violin in the Horgen youth orchestra. We learned more about the Baumann's when we saw many young kids in Horgen – a town close to Zurich – wearing T-shirts with 'Baumann Rolad's shutter factory's 125 years old' on them. Whether he and his success business had any positive role in getting our visa fast and without any problem or not, I don't know, but it is possible as I met the local circumstances in Switzerland,  learned that those who paid more taxes then others became part of different local corporation, like the school council and general assembly.

Can you remember any special thing about your visa?
Well these are old memories. One thing is certain, you had to pay. I can't remember any problems. Then it seems to be natural to wait some weeks. There was the American visa, but that is a different story. In this Swiss case, I only had to present the letter of invitation and had to prove that I had enough money. I think the most important fact to them was my host. There were no atrocities during the administration.

Have your application ever refused?
Never. I have some stories from the time I was an MP. People, friends came to me to ask for a guarantee. There was a friend, who asked for my help. In spite of the fact that I had given my guarantee, they didn't give him a visa, so they couldn't attend their daughter's wedding in the States. I happened approximately 8 years ago. One of my friends was raising 9 children in Hungary. At the embassy they calculated his assets per head, and they found out that he earned not enough money, so his application for visa was refused. They could not imagine coming back. I tried to discuss his problem with the consul, and she said that their rules were really strict. Moreover, because of they assumed that my friend wouldn't come back from America to ‘these circumstances’.
Any other...
I visited only a few countries as a tourist. I got my passport in 1984, I think. I had little children back then. We packed our backpack and went for a holiday to Egypt. We crossed Bulgaria to get there. I don't remember any problems with my visa.

When did you go to the Western countries?
By the 90ties I became an MP. I travelled a lot. After it you know there were different conferences about privatization I had to attend.

You mentioned that Switzerland was the first Western country you had ever been. How can you remember your crossing the border?
As much as I can remember, we were crossing many borders without stopping the guards at the borders were just waving to go on. I went to Switzerland with my wife and children in my old car. With valid passports and visa in our pocket everything ran smoothly. We had to pay the motorway fees in every country. We had a pain in the stomach at Hegyeshalom, because we were hiding our dollars we had been collected by relatives in the box of my shaving foam. Except for this, there were no other major inspections at the borders...No, wait! ...When we went to England they opened the trunk of our car before we get on the ferryboat. In the other cases they just waved us to go on. I can remember when we were passing the Belgian border, they let us to pass without any major check. There was another car with a man in it whom had a huge moustache and there was his grandchild with him. The guards halted his car for a major control. As they opened the trunk of his car, they found it full of bottles of whiskey. Whether the old man was busted by the shopkeeper, or the guard had very keen and experienced eyes, I don't know. The guards were only waved us at most borders: the Austrian, German and French borders. I didn't have any problems crossing the borders in spite of the fact that we were travelling to England in a Trabant.

You mentioned England. Did you have to apply for a visa to go there?
Yes, we did of course. My sister lived there, but we applied for a tourist visa. Before leaving for England I had many things to arrange. The administration was slow; I had to stand in long queues. It was natural to have given an appointment after a month or later. But we were so happy that we could go, that we didn't complain at all. I cannot remember any occasions when my luggage or the trunk of my car had been rummaged. It was in another case when I went to Romania...but that's different story.

Yes, indeed. What were your first impressions when you arrived to the West?
As I always say, Brezhnev was right when he said that they shouldn't have to allow people to leave, because if they come back, they won't feel themselves well in their own country. And to drop it to all we went to Switzerland for the first time...Of course, we had to cross Austria, but we didn't put up anywhere, we slept in the car. As we passed the Hungarian border at Hegyeshalom, we saw the houses were painted, there was a line painted on the road...everything was kept in good condition. I was cycling a lot in Switzerland, I saw to roads. I remember that there was a line painted on the road indicating the end of the asphalt; and over this line there was the grass well mowed. Then we went Ticino, close to Italy, this was the first time I had seen litter. 'At least something familiar, just like home.' I thought. There was too much order and cleanliness in Switzerland for me. 'You can't live a normal life here.' was my opinion then about that country.

Everywhere you could see order and neatness, even in the smallest towns of Austria. At that time in Hungary the houses were unpainted; the streets were dirty and have lots of pothole. The Western world was like a miracle back then.
Were your expectations in accord with your experience?
I'm from Keszthely. We had been watching the TV channel broadcasted from Graz, because we couldn't receive the Hungarian one. We had expectations, of course... Everything was much more colourful and better in our eyes and mind, than the things were in reality. We were amazed by McDonald's. One of my colleagues – a dissident Hungarian – took us in one local McDonald's in Frankfurt. He played a little play: he played as if he had been so rich that he could afford to invite us to such an 'elite' place like McDonald's. We played our part, and believed everything we saw. When the first McDonald's was opened in Budapest people crowded to it as if it had been the best restaurant.

The streets were clean in the West; I suppose we were visiting only those places where tourists mostly go. Later I got into the habit of visiting different those places in a city or town where tourists normally don't go: such as the end station of the underground etc. I have a good story about that. József Antall had a conversation with Chancellor Kohl. Kohl said to Antall that he had visited the city, and he had found that everything had changed a lot: the clothes, the behaviour of the citizens... Antall then asked him where he had been. 'We visited Váci Street, the Danube Promenade (Korzó) and then the Buda castle.' – came the answer. 'You saw your own people there.' – replied Antall.

You had this feeling when you went abroad. I visited the cathedral of Milan and there were the tourist just like me: map in the hands camera hung around the neck. I can't deny it; there was anticipation in me, mostly because I had to wait long time to get my passport. My sister sent us books, pictures of the Beatles, nice jackets in bags with the logo of the Harrods. Later we took the bags with us when we went shopping. Harrods is the place where the Queen of England goes for shopping too, you know.

You mentioned McDonald's and Harrods. Were there any other occasions when you met with free market?
First, I would like to tell you that I was an 'excellent and young' engineer at the United Bulb and Electricity Incorporated Company. I was writing a thesis. In that I stated that certain technical hitches are always present at 0%. My reviewer told me that that's not true. There came the Mitsubishi and ordered many bulbs from us. I had the opportunity to have a look on certain charts then, and I saw the following: 'critical hitches: 0%' – just like I had stated in my thesis. Our bulb was built in Western cars, when one of the bulbs did not work, the whole panel or dazzle lights were thrown out. Because there was no time to change the bulbs on the conveyor belt thus delay the procession of the production. When there were many hitches during production the contract with the vendor was declined. I knew this culture of production during meetings and conferences.
The Soviet market caused the most problems to the Hungarian industry. They bought everything even if it did not operate properly, just one example: We exported coffee percolator to them. Every third machine had some problems, so they bought them even the faulty ones and later they mended those. They were happy to obtain them. Then as Western goods appeared in the Hungarian market, we learned what does claim of quality mean.

I see. I would like to ask a few more questions about your trips to the Western countries. When and how did you meet first with democracy?
I can tell you two stories. The first one: I met a young guy, Stephen, from East Germany. He travelled to West Germany, but stopped in Hungary for a while. Stephan allowed us to stay at his department in Germany. He was the first person I have ever heard to blame the pluralism. It was really strange for me, and I wished there could have been pluralism in Hungary.

The second story happened when I was in the States. Before changing planes I bought two apples. I ate one of them, and put the other in my suitcase. At the airport a nice doggy came to me and sat down next to my case. Suddenly a black guy appeared and said: 'apple'. I had to open my case and they found my apple that had to be thrown away. Thanks to my diplomat passport and after some phone calls, they let me enter the country.

There was a certain professor Pungor who wanted to bring a pair of sausage for his son, who lived and studied in the States. He had to sit and wait at the airport till the two countries discussed his problem. They didn’t care whether you are a professor or a minister. There is a direction in the States that no one is allowed to take in goods like: fruits, seeds, and meat. There was no exception there: no mater from which country were you from, or what office you hold.

Were there any consequences and effects on your life of your West European trips?
Well before 1990 I travelled as a tourist. I learned from that period that the wealthy Swiss kid takes only one portion of ice cream per day, even if there was a big jar of ice cream in the family's fridge. My kids kept eating portions of ice cream while we were staying at Vilis’. I guess they did so, because they knew that they couldn't eat that much cream at home.

Our host, Frau Baumann kept asking us whether we had visited the Zoo and the museum. We didn't admit her that we couldn't afford such things, and it was enough for us to walk around the lake of Zurich and window shopping. Two days later we found an envelope on the nightstand. As we opened it, we found a lot of money and a piece of paper with the instruction: 'For idle programs only'. Now I still give money to my children to spend for pleasant things like: a dinner in a restaurant...etc. It is good to do something redundant.

This method was the gift of Frau Baumann from Switzerland. On the other hand, I think, I am a lucky man. I've got a wife, who is nice and charming; she speaks many languages. Wherever we went we were lucky together.
My later trips were official ones – as MP or Minster. People I met during those trips were not really honest. You were adored, you got the best place in the theatre, and they wrote you poems for your name-day, just because you are a politician and businessman. And as soon as the negotiations about the privatization ended the same kind gentleman didn't even greets you. First they line up in front of you with fake politeness in their eyes, later they don’t even call you back.
I see. Thank you for your interview. I would not like to detain you any further. I think my time is up.
Yes, that's true it's 30 sharp.
***
Ferenc Kőszeg

7th of April, Tuesday

There were problems with the passport not with the visa. In the end of September of 1986 my passport was recalled and I was banned to travel abroad for five years because of my behaviour; I was an unworthy citizen of the People's Republic of Hungary. The meaning of 'unworthy citizen' was never explained to me. After that incident I published an article about that in Beszélő announcing that I was waiting for letters from all those people whose visa had been banned the same way. I presented a report about 28 similar cases in the 21st issue of Beszélő in the autumn of 1987. This report was about Hungarian citizens like me, who were abridged of their right of travelling abroad without any worthwhile reason. The citizens of the so called Socialist countries had to apply for a visa when they wanted to enter any Western countries. I usually had no problems getting a visa, but travellers faced many bureaucratic difficulties generated not only by their homeland but the Western Countries as well.

I went to the West first in 1964. This was the first time when you could get a passport in Hungary as well. At that time the passport was valid only in the European countries and only for a year. The expiration limit was changed to 2 then later to 5 years. A restriction came together with this seemingly kind and noble change of limit. It was known as the 'window' and allowed travellers to stay in a foreign country only for 30 days, at the same time you can apply for another permission of leave in every second year, only if you had had someone who had invited you, otherwise you was allowed to apply for a permission in every three years. 

I get my passport in 1962, only with some help of my connections – my mother was a dentist, and one of her patients was a child of the party leader; thanks to this man I got my passport to England. My visa to England was rejected in1957, because my distant relatives in that country tried to get me a permit of emigration. So after that I could not have got a passport and the English regarded me as a potential immigrant. Finally I got my visa but it was a rather long procedure. I was afraid of the expire of my passport due to the long time of waiting for the English visa, so I went to Austria.  Because of my studies at the university, my visa had to be extended on the spot, so I spent almost one year in Austria. I couldn't go home even if I had wanted to do so, because I had permission to leave the country only for one occasion. I had to go to the immigration office in every second month to expand my permission of stay; I always managed to do so. I got my visa to England while I was in Austria in the February of 1963. But first I had to declare and sign that I do not want to stay and settle in England. Finally I spent two month in England a few weeks in Germany and returned home in the autumn of 1963.

By this time the validity of my passport was extended to 2 years. That was not a too long time though. One of my acquaintances went to England to work there as an au pair, then after a year he/she left for France to live and work there another year. You were allowed to do so back then, but now any citizen outside of the EU, could not do the same.

Except for the 62-63 case, I didn't have any problems with getting a visa. To tell you the truth, I was a kind of special case, since my mother immigrated to Germany in 1967. She settled down there, and later she got German citizenship. I always travelled to Germany not like a simple tourist, but with her invitation in my pocket. Her invitation made not only my trips to Germany but to other countries much easier.

After returning to Vienna in 1963 I got a scholarship to the BRD. As I visited the West German embassy in Vienna to get a visa, I had to wait long, and I caught a remark that one administrator said to his colleague. ‘It's again that double-edged sword’ – It meant that having an invitation letter from a university I may try to stay there as refugee or in another way. This fear was average against the Eastern European travellers. Even so I got my visa.

Was it a long time?

No, it did not last long, I got my visa on time, but the whole procedure had a very awkward atmosphere.

One more thing: The basic rule about visa was that you had to apply for one in the country you intent to stay. In 1985-86, it was a different era; I had a scholarship to the States as a guest researcher. I spent a whole year there. I had no problems to get there. When I had to come back I went to the embassy in New York to get a visa to Germany. I was said to go home, and apply for a visa in Hungary. I told them that I had had a scholarship, and my mother had been living in Germany. I wanted to stop in Germany and visit her on my way back home. After a while I got a visa. The visa to France was more difficult to get. I couldn't refer to my mother, nor could I present any papers from her. When I was applying for the visa the clerk woman asked me about the place I 'm going to stay. I grew annoyed and started a dialogue with her like this: 'Have you ever been to Paris?' I asked her. 'I am from Paris.' replied the woman with some resentfulness in her voice. 'Then you must know how many hotels there are in Paris. Now, I arrive to Paris, and I choose one I can afford. I rent a room for a week. We are in New York now. How on Earth should I know from here, in which hotel I'm going to stay?' In the end she started laughing and said: 'You may go.' Finally I got my visa to France. The only place my entry could have been stopped was England, and that was only a temporary thing in 1962.

I think that it is more difficult to a non EU citizen to enter the EU than it was to us – Eastern Europeans – to pass the iron curtain. The Helsinki Committee deals a great deal with emigrants. We all know that they have many difficulties receiving refugee state, settling down in Hungary.

Which criterion was the most difficult to fulfil?

I spent a longer period abroad in 1962. Then, I went to Sweden for summer courses. I started learning Swedish; I got two times scholarships for summer courses and language courses. Since I had invitation letters from the universities of Uppsala and Goteborg I got my visa without problem. The Hungarian authorities found this process absolutely irregular. This kind of procedure should have run via the Hungarian Ministry of Culture. So, when I came home for the second time from Sweden – it might have been in 1967 – my boss – the executive of the Polite Literature Publisher – summoned me and hauled me up for leaving the country without his approval. He must have been informed by the home office. In the end I was warned not to leave without his approval.  

Can you call up the moment when you crossed the Western border for the first time?

I don't know whether Yugoslavia was a Western country or not. The first time I went abroad was in 1956. I was 17 back then. We were visited my mother’s cousin. I had relatives in many different countries. This journey was a great experience. I saw the sea and Dubrovnik for the first time.

I crossed the Western border in 1962, there were no problems, but I was distressed. As a tourist you always travelled distressed. In the 80'ties I was on a list of the Hungarian authorities, so I had to be investigated with a special care at the Hungarian border...

Did you experience any ill-treatment or discrimination on the part of the Western authorities?

No, not really. I have some anecdotes to tell though. Like, in France there were special border crossing points. The citizens of the socialist countries were ordered to cross there, and only there. We were travelling from France to Switzerland. Our three children slept in the car, it was night. We were very tired; and we chose the shortest way to Switzerland. The border guard didn’t let us pass. I had an argument with the border guard. I tried to convince him to let us pass. I said we were tired, and my children were sleeping in the car. We had to drive approximately 100 km to the proper border crossing point. Of course he was right. Obviously there were not the appropriate conditions of the passport control.

In Western Europe there were not visa obligatory in the most cases. I travelled from West-Germany to Denmark by ferry. By the entry they were just waving for everybody. But an exit stamp had to be taken to my passport. At that crossing point quite not often passed Eastern Europeans. They did not find the stamp. The others standing behind me were rampaging, the passport controller lost his mind searching for the stamp. In the end he found it. This kind of inconveniences often happened. It was unpleasant to pertain to the suspects, to the problematic cases.

Another time as I was heading home from West Germany I wanted to take a train in East-Berlin, because it was much cheaper that way. I travelled to West Berlin by train. And I thought I would stop there for 2-3 days. As I reached the East German border from Lübeck the guard wanted to take the exit stamp. I said to the guard: 'Excuse me; I would like to spend a few days in West Berlin'. He/she said: 'You are now leaving the BDR, so I have to take the exit stamp, but you can enter West Berlin if you like'. If I exit BDR now – I guessed – and then entering West Berlin, I can stay there for years. Who would it know?' Then the guard ironically smiled: 'Don't worry – he/she said –, we are also observing'. Three days after that I crossed the Wall the East Berlin. There were only three passages at the crossing point: one for West Germans, one for West Berliner and another for retired people. This last one was for the East Germans but only for the retired people. Because they were allowed to pass and they came back too. They didn’t calculate on citizens of third counties. I showed my Hungarian passport, and they explained something about football, so I was allowed to pass. It was the only unpleasant that the West Berliners treated me as a communist and the East Berliners regarded me as their comrade. 

What was your first impressions arriving to the Western World? Did you have any expectations?

The 'existing socialism' did not amaze me. But I have to say neither Austria amazed me. London, well it was different…When I went there for the first time, I was considering staying there. If I hadn’t spent a few months in Austria before, I wouldn’t have come home. After one year had passed and I returned to Hungary, I decided to stay and live here. But I tried to live here as it wouldn’t be a socialist county. I know it was an absurd idea. But in the end I think I made a good decision.

Did you learn the meaning of democracy during your trips?

Well, not directly. I had some ideas about democracy, and how things are going there, of course. But it was not Austria where you could learn about democracy. My knowledge about this democracy is not from direct experience but from stories I was told and from books, newspapers I read. The democratic system in Austria was the similar as the one that is developing in Hungary nowadays – and I say that in a negative sense. It was written in the Spiegel in the 60ties, that you have more chance to build up a politically independent career successfully in Kádár’s Hungary, than in Austria. At that time in Austria – during the two-party coalition – the distribution of the workplaces between the Peoples’ Party and the Socialdemocrates was declared. I went up to the University of Vienna in 1963, I only had my Hungarian certificate of graduation from secondary school, but it was enough to get there. The school fee was minimal. There were different political fraternities in large number. At the beginning of the 60ties the right-wing fraternities were in majority. The left wing fraternities started a bit later. Most of the fraternities emphasized their German nature and characteristics, but they never miss to point out that they condemn anti-semitism. If you had any doubt about the meaning of German characteristics, you could surely be enlightened by that sentence. Then there was the South Tyrol issue, there was no federal contract concerning that question at that time. There was a kind of guerrilla war in South Tyrol – that’s province in North Italy with a German majority. The Germans in South Tyrol had a wide range of possibilities to study at the Austrian universities. It was unimaginable in Austria to expel a German mother tongue Italian citizen in contrast to the Hungarian practise with the Transylvanian and Vojvodian Hungarians before and after the collapse of communism. Nevertheless the xenophobia in this aspect Austria was really tolerant, more tolerant than Hungary.
Did you meet with free market during your journeys?

I was an employee in the Western world only for a short period. It was in Austria, I had to look after some kind of job, and I even got a permission to work, so that was legal. I had been working for two months at the kitchen of Hotel Europe. It was quite astonishing that even if there was democracy in Austria, I had to be a member of a labour union. Apart from the fact that I worked only for a short period in Austria, I had to enter a trade union. It was not a formal obligation but you couldn’t evade, even if you didn’t want to enter. So, I started peeling potatoes in the kitchen, and I made a comment about the management. A fellow-worker admonished me, because next to the kitchen there was a bureau, and if they had heard my comment, we would have been fired. In Hungary I was a white-collar worker there was not such kind of fear. The chef of the hotel, who flew from Hungary, kept swearing. As he said in the communist there was more freedom: at home one could swear at the Jewish without punishment, in Austria one got caught by the police one start pelting the Jews with abuses.  However, the atmosphere of my workplace in Austria was quite pleasant, and felt good as a foreign unskilled labour.
Did you managed to make any connections, acquaintanceships that could be useful in your future career and life?

As a matter of fact I managed to make many new connections. There was the Heidelberg Scholarship in Germany, the one I mentioned before. The summer course was all interesting and up to par; we assayed literary works, it was really instructive with heavy debates. Its atmosphere was freer then at the University of Vienna. I spent almost a year in the States as a guest researcher. I visited a tutorial class too about the American constitution. I learned a lot there. It was useful for me at my later parliamentary and right defender work. As a member of the Democratic Opposition I was one of the editors of the Beszélő. So, I visited the State Department and the White House as a kind of politician. I could talk about the Eastern European, Central European and the Hungarian political situation. I had connection with Hungarian emigrants as well. I hold lectures at universities and also for the Hungarians. Travelling is really important in principle. It means a lot when you could spend some time abroad either as a student or as an employee. If you go abroad for two weeks, you’ll only get impressions. You have to live in a country to learn about its life.
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