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Since 1954 the Regional Oral History Office has been interviewing leading participants in or 
well-placed witnesses to major events in the development of Northern California, the West, and 
the nation. Oral History is a method of collecting historical information through tape-recorded 
interviews between a narrator with firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a 
well-informed interviewer, with the goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical 
record. The tape recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed 
by the interviewee. The corrected manuscript is bound with photographs and illustrative 
materials and placed in The Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in 
other research collections for scholarly use. Because it is primary material, oral history is not 
intended to present the final, verified, or complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, 
offered by the interviewee in response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply 
involved, and irreplaceable. 

********************************* 

All uses of this manuscript are covered by a legal agreement between 
The Regents of the University of California and Janos Kovacs, dated 
November 22, 2007. The manuscript is thereby made available for research 
purposes. All literary rights in the manuscript, including the right to publish, are 
reserved to The Bancroft Library of the University of California, Berkeley. No 
part of the manuscript may be quoted for publication without the written 
permission of the Director of The Bancroft Library of the University of 
California, Berkeley. 

Requests for permission to quote for publication should be addressed to the 
Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft Library, Mail Code 6000, University 
of California, Berkeley, 94720-6000, and should include identification of the 
specific passages to be quoted, anticipated use of the passages, and identification 
of the user. 

It is recommended that this oral history be cited as follows: 

Janos Kovacs, “An Interview with Janos Kovacs”, conducted by Virginia 
Major Thomas in 2007, Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley, 2010. 
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Miklos Jakabffy, translator 

Thomas: This is Major Thomas on November 22, 2007 in Dunaszerdahely, Slovakia, 
and I am interviewing Janos Kovacs, and I think we will begin by asking you 
where and when you were born and a little bit about your family. 

Kovacs: I was born in 1961, November 3. I was born in Bos, it’s called in Hungarian, 
where the hydroelectric power plant is. We were 3 siblings, 2 sisters and 
myself. My father worked at a state-owned construction company as a middle 
level leader, my mum was at home. 

Thomas: With your father in that position, were you a middle class family? 

Kovacs: It was very interesting because my father was a member of the Communist 
party and my mum was a strict Catholic, and my father generally and 
regularly got criticism from my mum. As mum was strictly Catholic, she 
made us attend religious classes at the church, and that was not welcome at all 
in the school. And it was well understood in the school, so there were obvious 
difficulties from this. 

Thomas: Because it wasn’t then approved to practice religion, is that true? 

Kovacs: In the elementary school Mum made us attend the religious classes. She was 
warned at the state school that your children will have difficulties to study in 
the future, in high school not to mention in college or the university, if she 
insists on having her children attend religious classes. 

Thomas: But she insisted anyway? 

Kovacs: She was a very firm person so she stood firmly on her point and said whatever 
you are saying, I want my children to learn more about religion. 

Thomas: And this did not affect his father’s position because he was a member of the 
party? 

Kovacs: It did not affect my father’s position because he was a party member, he had 
no rank in the party. 

Thomas: Where did you go to school? 

Kovacs: I attended the elementary school in Bos, it was 9 years, that was the 
Hungarian language school. It was mandatory to learn Slovakian, and Russian 
in the higher grades, not at the very beginning. We were in the first year 
studying in Hungarian only. By the second year we had to pick up the Slovak 
language, and Russian was mandatory by the sixth grade.  
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Thomas: I’m particularly interested in what history you studied, probably in the 
gymnasium, the history and the point of view. Was the history taught from the 
point of view of Marxist ideology? 

Kovacs: Mum didn’t care about what we were taught at school, but it was obviously a 
Communist point of view. In the elementary school it was not that much 
emphasized. More important was who was the teacher at that time. The 
teachers were mostly graduates of a Marxist university and as teachers, as 
professionals in teaching, they were most of them not good at all in teaching, 
in lecturing, in taking care of children. It is reflected now in that one doesn’t 
remember more than two or three of the teachers, who were worth 
remembering, everybody else is forgotten because they were not good 
teachers. When I attend the elementary school it was in the ‘70’s, and at that 
time the system, the regime, was strong enough to have only their people at 
the universities and only those who were following the Communist ideology 
were admitted into these faculties. 

Thomas: Were the students accepting of Communist doctrine, or were they skeptical, or 
did they just not care? 

Kovacs: It was childhood. We were not interested. 

Thomas: Even in the gymnasium? 

Kovacs: I attended an industrial high school in Komarom, it was also Hungarian 
language, it was a machinery industrial school. 

Thomas: So people were more interested in learning the trade? 

Kovacs: We had a very nice lady teacher who was experienced and very 
knowledgeable, and she gave us such tremendous information, although it was 
not a basic faculty teaching in the industrial school so that we learned history 
there. But whatever she taught us was very high level and very good and very 
professional, and we didn’t learn what point of view influenced it, what she 
gave us was just facts of the history. Obviously her hands were tied by the 
facts in the books, and she had to follow what was written in the books, but 
she was very good and gave us a very great and wide survey of history. 

Thomas: What was the Communist government like then? Was it, as in Hungary with 
Kadar, a little easier than in Poland or Romania? Or was it pretty strict? Was it 
like goulash Communism as in Hungary? 

Kovacs: In Hungary in those years private business was already permitted, private 
business meaning small. Here everything in commerce was state-owned, no 
private. When I was already married and we wanted to buy our first color 
television, we could only have it by bribing the owner of the shop which sold 
it because it was an article in short supply. This was ’85.  
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Thomas: Was this a common procedure? 

Kovacs: Yes. 

Thomas: I’ve heard of this also in Budapest. 

Kovacs: So I continued my studies in the college of machinery in Brno, which was the 
third largest city of Czechoslovakia. It is the capital of Moravia, and the 
language was obviously the official Czech language. I had to understand and I 
did understand that it was not easy for the family to finance my studies in the 
college, so the situation was not as good as in Hungary for us here in 
Slovakia. 

Thomas: The economic situation? 

Kovacs: When I was graduating from high school it became obvious that father’s 
income only was not enough to cover all the needs of the family. I’m not 
talking about luxuries, I’m talking about the basics needed for life. It was not 
only that we hadn’t enough funds, but it was also that there was a limited 
selection available in the shops. So I had to travel from home to this school. I 
lived in the college but we had to pay for the college, for the meals, for the 
travel, so it cost more than if I would have stayed at home. I could travel home 
once in every 3 or 4 weeks, depending on whether there were exams or just 
regular classes. 

Thomas: Why did you decide to go to this school? 

Kovacs: There was more than one reason why I decided to go there. Of my school 
class, there were 6 guys who signed up in that college. One of my sisters had 
graduated in Bratislava in the Comenius University and she became a teacher 
teaching Slovakian and Hungarian languages. And my sister was a 
perfectionist in her studies, she was really good, and she was often sad and 
crying at home telling us her experiences, that some who were not as good as 
she was simply got the best marks whereas she had a much higher level of 
knowledge, but she had problems getting even medium or better grades 
because she was not Slovakian, she was Hungarian. That made me decide that 
if it is so difficult in Bratislava, then I don’t want to deal with it, I’d rather go 
to Brno. These were the two major reasons. It should also be mentioned that 
when it was decided I would go with my friends to Brno, I had to get ready to 
use the Czech language which is slightly different from the Slovak. The 
Czechs were very nice and very friendly. I have very good memories of those 
college years. They were really friendly, very nice, not only the teachers but 
the other students. It was sometimes funny that there was a common and 
obvious misunderstanding on their side, the Czechs almost always thought 
that we were from Hungary, they had no understanding at all that there are 
Hungarians in Slovakia. 
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Thomas: That’s interesting. Didn’t the Communist regime not like discrimination 
against Hungarians? In other words, Communism was the international 
workers’ movement and they didn’t believe in nationalism which led to 
discrimination. 

Kovacs: I think it was not lectured at all in Czech schools that in Slovakia there are 
other nationalities. 

Thomas: I was thinking about what happened in his sister’s school because the 
Communists wanted to eradicate nationalism and the differences between 
nationalities, religions----everybody was the same, everybody was a worker, a 
member of the proletariat. 

Kovacs: It depended on the persons, on the teachers. My sister had some teachers who 
made her understand always that if you are Hungarian you have to do more or 
better. 

Thomas: The Communist system couldn’t observe everybody, couldn’t catch those 
teachers doing that. 

Kovacs: It was much different at that time compared to these days. If there were 
sometimes outstanding events, then they were not mentioned, they were kept 
silent, to make it appear as if it hadn’t happened, compared to these days when 
certain outstanding cases would be blown up. Then it was solved by acting as 
if they hadn’t happened. 

Thomas: Under such circumstances it’s hard to get fairness, to get justice. 

Kovacs: Yes. 

Thomas: What did you do then after college? 

Kovacs: When I graduated from Brno in ’85, at that time in the entrance to office 
buildings or factories, it was not the name written there but quotations or 
guidelines such as “Forever together with the Soviet Union”, there were 
everywhere such slogans. Czechs were very funny, they completed the 
sentence with “and not a second longer”! 

It was always added! The Czechs were much more open than the Slovaks, the 
Slovaks were more frightened. 

Thomas: Were they actually more repressed? 

Kovacs: The mentality was different. It was rather that the people were acknowledging 
and taking the situation as it was, not speaking up. 
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Thomas: Did they think that the situation was going to go on forever and there was no 
point in speaking out? 

Kovacs: They had no courage. It was uncertainty generally, they had no point to hold. 
It was different in the Czech part because they were industrialized, the 
smallest town of 5,000 people population, they had some industry. That made 
them more prosperous but they had self-consciousness, they had an 
understanding they can do, whereas the Slovaks were 90% agricultural. 

Thomas: And the Slovaks had never had a nation of there own. 

Kovacs: That is the other part, yes. There was a short while, under Tiso, it was a few 
months’ long, just before World War II. 

Thomas: I believe Tiso was a Hitler ally. 

Kovacs: Yes. 

Thomas: Did you stay in Brno? 

Kovacs: No, I came back home because my family was here. And at the time I 
graduated from college I had a close connection with a pretty girl who was 
from this region, she lived about 35 miles from here, we had been in the same 
class in high school. Then we married. I moved to her place in Guta (in 
Slovakian it is Kolarovo), that is a little town, because I had high ambitions. 
My high ambitions were based on the fact that we had finished college, life 
was open in front of us, we will have high salaries, we will have housing and 
we will have a happy life. But the situation was different. Actually this college 
that I attended gave us a very good survey of this industry, of machinery, and 
in Guta there was a factory where small motorcycles were produced. So we 
settled there when we married, and from the factory we got literally a one-
room flat, not one bedroom but one room, our first son was born in ’86, and 
we lived there until ’88. As I started to work I got less than 2000 crowns 
income per month and the average income was 2500 so it was tight. My high 
school classmates who attended the mandatory military service after high 
school and were already employed at the time when I graduated from college 
had a monthly income of about 4000 crowns. In the area it was very common 
for the people of the area to make use of the good soil and they had prime 
vegetables like tomato, cucumber, paprika, and they not only had their own 
gardens for food but to make money. So we put up a plastic cover over the 
field and planted those vegetables. We produced big commercial quantities, 
300-400 kilograms per week, some of that was sold in markets but most of it 
was sold to state companies. We were 4 years in Guta, then we returned to my 
home, to Bos. The hydroelectric power plant was being built already, and I 
became technician controller in the technical department of the construction. 
It was 1988. At the beginning it was the investment of the state of 
Czechoslovakia, later as it was completed it was turned over to the Slovakian 
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state-owned power plant company, and I was employed there until 1996. At 
first I was a technician control person, and then I was in the operation. There 
were many effects of the changes to notice. It was very much boiling at the 
end. By 1988 there was much feeling that this is the end of Socialism-
Communism. At the very beginning the Communist party secretary was the 
man who made all the decisions, but gradually it was noticed that he was less 
involved in the decisions and at the end he was just there. In the fall of 1989, 
as we heard the news that there were demonstrations in Prague and in 
Bratislava, it happened also that at our site big loudspeakers were put on 
tracks and speakers were talking to the crowds about the changes, or rather 
criticism about the system. 

Thomas: Were there Red Army troops here as in Hungary? 

Kovacs: Yes, there were Soviet troops in Czechoslovakia, the closest troops were in 
Komarom, 60 kilometers, there were quite big units there. 

Thomas: So in spite of the Red army units there were demonstrations against the 
Communist system. And there was no bloodshed? 

Kovacs: There was no fighting, we call it the Silent Revolution. 

Thomas: And in the Czech part too? 

Kovacs: There was no fighting. It was a quiet revolution. 

Thomas: And so what happened? 

Kovacs: The change has happened, Communism was over. Everybody had high 
expectations, but we had to understand quickly that it goes together with 
responsibility. 

Thomas: What happened that was different in everyday life? Could you speak more 
freely? 

Kovacs: We could travel, we could speak, but we had little money to spare. But it was 
a big event that we could travel to Vienna, which is just nearby. 

Thomas: So during the Communist regime your travel was restricted as in Hungary? 

Kovacs: During Communism it was also restricted how often we could travel to 
Hungary. There was a period when we could travel only twice a year to 
Hungary. If we wanted to travel more, then each time we had to request a 
permit. 

Thomas: Could you travel to West Germany? 
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Kovacs: It was very limited so we did not travel to those western countries. 

Thomas: When the changes took place, you could, and that was something wonderful. 

Kovacs: It was surprising. We had high expectations, we were told it was a rotten 
capitalistic system there. So when we saw how rotten it was, we had to realize 
Austria was at least 40 years ahead of us. 

Thomas: Had you not seen that before? 

Kovacs: It was not easy to receive the television broadcasts. You could not buy a 
television which was able to receive the western system. We got our first color 
TV but it was a different system in the east bloc than in the west , and 
different broadcast system. It was only at the very end of the ‘80’s that you 
could get access to a processor to the television and you had to buy 
somewhere secretly and have it built in to your television to get reception of 
western broadcasts. It was the very same for the radios. We had available FM 
but it was a different limit to the FM in the east and in the west. 

Thomas: Could you get Radio Free Europe? 

Kovacs: That was short wave, we could listen to that but it was not only monitored but 
it was jammed as much as they could so it was not easy to understand the 
broadcasts. 

Thomas: My question is, your expectations were high: have they been fulfilled? 

Kovacs: We have freedom. 

Thomas: And are there disappointments too? 

Kovacs: We had hopes that the changes would have happened more quickly. We had 
hopes that, okay, if it is now that the changes have happened, we had hopes 
that in 10 years we would close up to the western standards. My father passed 
away in 2001, and during Communism he was the so-called honest 
Communist, and it was during Communism that Communists were permitted 
to have some extra more than the average, but he never made use of those 
possibilities. Before he passed away he said he was stupid enough not to use 
the possibilities granted to the membership of the party, and he was sorry that 
he was so stupid, but we told him to live in honesty has more value. 
Unfortunately mum didn’t live until the changes, she passed away earlier. 

Thomas: Have things also been better for Slovakia since the split with the Czech 
Republic? 

Kovacs: There are changes since we have split with the Czech Republic, but no 
positive changes for us. For us, in my opinion, it would have been much better 
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if we had stayed together. But it was not the people’s decision, it was a 
decision by the leader, no election, then the two parliaments rubber-stamped 
it. 

Thomas: Is there anybody who thinks it was better under Communism and wants to go 
back? 

Kovacs: Many. Mostly the older part of the society. If we sit down, if we have the 
possibility of Kadar, we have more freedom now, we have more possibilities 
now than then, they acknowledge that but they also add, yes, that is right, but 
we do not have that safety that we had at that time, the elder generation is left 
alone, we have to solve all our problems on our own, nobody cares. The social 
backup is quite poor now. Social welfare is good for almost nothing. Social 
welfare is about 5000 Slovak corona, and the minimum retirement monthly 
income would be 7000-8000, so we have a saying, “that is too little to live, too 
much to starve”. It is about U.S. $250.00. 

Thomas: So you have freedom, but there is less security, at least for the older people. 

Kovacs: Everybody has to see to his own social security. 

Thomas: Will this change? 

Kovacs: Everybody will do his/her utmost to find and solve this. In this country the 
adult age is 18, when everyone gets independent, out of the family, at least by 
legal rights, and I would say that Slovakia now is in its 20th year. The young 
generation is not interested in what was, once upon a time. It is like on the 
internet, if something is not to their liking they click it and it goes away! 

Thomas: That’s young people, that’s kids! One more question: are there very strong 
political divisions in Slovakia as in Hungary? 

Kovacs: There are 3 sides, left and right and nationalists, but they talk to each other. 

Thomas: How come? 

Kovacs: The politicians were not successful in splitting the country as in Hungary. 

Thomas: How did the people manage to stay together That’s the question! But it’s time 
to go. Thank you very much. 

[End of Interview] 


