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Thomas: This is Major Thomas on November 16, 2007, and I am at Sandor Striker’s 
house in Nagymaros, Hungary, and we will begin by asking Sandor where and 
when he was born and a little bit about his family. 

Sandor: Okay. I was born in Budapest, Hungary on November 29, 1953. I am the 
youngest in the family, I had two elder sisters, and my parents were George 
Otto Striker and Barbara Striker. And we lived in the center of Budapest on 
Katona József Street in a nice apartment and I was brought up in that 
apartment, I lived for about 23 years in that place with some breaks. I attended 
my elementary school and my secondary school in the 13th district in 
Budapest. It is difficult to explain a family in a few minutes, but my father 
was an engineer in measurement techniques, he had patents, inventions, and 
he was a director of a measurement laboratory. My mother worked as an 
organizer in a society for scientific workers, she was in charge of organizing 
conferences and meetings for engineers and other scientific workers. So my 
childhood was, I would say, very interesting for me, because I was the only 
son, and so I had my own room, and I had toys only for myself. I could play 
with Lego, you know the building construction stuff, toy trains, electric trains, 
and cars, and my sisters were totally disinterested in these things so I could do 
whatever I could in my room. At the same time I had to be pretty creative 
because there was no one to play with, so from an early date on I was building 
railroad systems and car tracks and roads and towns and quite sophisticated 
things because that was my world. At the same time, since the age of 5, I was 
active in sports. I started some gymnastics and fencing at a very early stage, 
and I was always very keen on doing sports, so I did some as I said some 
gymnastics and fencing but I loved to play soccer. Ever since I was about 5 or 
6, I went down the road, because there were very few cars, and I played soccer 
in the road, but later we used the parks as well. So my childhood was spent 
with study and learning in the school, playing at home, and being together 
with my friends in the parks playing soccer. 

Thomas: It sounds like the ideal childhood. 

Sandor: Well, it was, it was ideal from another point of view, too. Since both of my 
parents were working, we had a woman taking care of the apartment and the 
family, and she had a daughter, so I was brought up with 3 sisters, because 
they lived with us, so we lived in the apartment the 7 of us, and I was the only 
son and I had 2 mothers. Very interesting. People would say that I was 
spoiled, but, from one point of view maybe I was spoiled, but from another I 
had double control. Double control, because my father was away, as he was 
not only the director of that laboratory but all those decades he was professor 
at the University of Polytechnics, teaching measurement studies, so he came 
home very late in the evening and he also worked on Saturdays. So I saw him 
only on Sundays. In the meantime I was under the control of 2 mothers. And it 
was a double control in two very important senses. The real maternal control, 
and also my father’s once a week control, was very intellectual, it was about 
my studies. Every day I was to tell my mother what happened at school, she 
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came home at half past seven, we would eat supper together, and every 
weekend I was to report to my father what happened at school. It was very 
uncomfortable, it was a very strong control, a very strong intellectual control, 
as I said. I was to show the report book to my father and I was to explain to 
him any mark that was not the best, so I was to come home with only the best 
marks, which was 5 in Hungary. Any time I had a 4 I was to explain why it 
was a 4. So I would rather have no 4’s because it was so uncomfortable, so 
annoying to explain all these 4’s, so I would rather have 5’s. (laughter) That 
was during elementary school, that was what I call the intellectual control. In 
the report book, it was very interesting— I would say now, then it was a bit 
frightening—my parents also wrote some messages to the teachers, not only 
the teachers wrote to my parents but my parents wrote to the teachers as well, 
about my behavior or whatever, so it was a very tight, demanding control. 
Now from the other mother’s side, I called them Real (mother) and Not-real 
(mother), and they accepted this, as their names from me. The ‘Not-real’ had 
the practical control, so I had to tidy up my room, because we were 7 in that 
apartment, and she had a lot of work to do, and I was the small one, and she 
expected me not leave a mess in my room. So when I got up I had to do the 
room, this is what I mean by double control. I was to eat everything, which I 
didn’t, but I was supposed to…… 

Thomas: Clean your plate! 

Sandor: Yes, although it was a big fight! As you see, I had very intellectual control 
and a very traditional rural family control about my daily routine as well. It 
was very demanding, but at the end I learned a lot. I became very disciplined 
in both ways. I studied and I did everything in the appropriate manner so that I 
became self-sufficient. I learned all the important daily routine so that by the 
time I became a teen-ager I was practically ready to live on my own. I learned 
everything from my ‘Not-real’, because sometimes, from a very early age, she 
sent me to buy things that she forgot to buy. I went down to the shops, so I 
knew how to do the shopping, which was very handy. 

Thomas: So you could become independent early. 

Sandor: Exactly. 

Thomas: And how was school? Did you feel a great deal of control and pressure at 
school to achieve? 

Sandor: Compared to the home control it was quite loose! (laughter) My school was a 
fairly good school….. 

Thomas: What was the name of it? 

Sandor: It was Berzeviczy Gizella. She was an educational expert, a teacher, the 
school was named after her. The location where we lived was a very 
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interesting place, it was in downtown Budapest but it was on the border of the 
bourgeois part and the working class part., So in the school, in the class, we 
had a mixture, both in the elementary school and much more in the secondary 
school, a mixture of intellectuals’ children and working class children, which 
is a very good mixture because it was demanding from a double aspect again, 
intellectually and physically as well. We had a lot of fights in the school, 
which was all right, I learned to fight. 

Thomas: These were fights between kids of different backgrounds? 

Sandor: Yes, but the background didn’t really matter. It was not an elite middle class 
school, so it was not only middle class children, or former middle class—by 
the 1950’s and ‘60’s there was no middle class in Hungary, as incomes were 
leveled and private entrepreneurship was limited and condemned—but the 
children came from very different families, and it was a very good mixture. 

Thomas: And there was no distinction made between the students based on their 
background? 

Sandor: No, we never experienced that. In that period, the 1960’s, as I remember, there 
was a sort of a political standstill in Hungary because it was after 1956 and 
then after the 1963 amnesty for most of the ’56 prisoners, they – the polititians 
- wanted people to be a little more satisfied with life. There was the Young 
Pioneers movement, it’s a sort of a Boy Scout but it was not the Boy Scouts 
organization, we became, practically all of us, Young Pioneers, but it was not 
very much politically oriented in our school, so we did not really feel a strong 
political orientation. It varied, so maybe in other schools the political 
orientation, the political control, was stronger, but……………. 

Thomas: I had one person I interviewed tell me that when she belonged to the Young 
Pioneers they used to go out in the woods and play “Cowboys and Indians”. 

Sandor: Yes, things like that. They had summer camps for us, and the summer camps 
were average camps, we were singing and going for excursions, sometimes 
night excursions, and we stayed in tents and it was very loose. We had the 
daily routine with the flag raised in the morning and lowered in the evening 
(one of us doing the drums, all of us eagerly waiting him to miss) and the day 
being evaluated. 

Thomas: And you didn’t sing Communist songs? 

Sandor: Yes we did, but it was very peculiar, because by the time we became about 13 
or 14, so we were in the last two classes of elementary school, 7th and 8th 
grades, we could ridicule some of these routines and songs. It was very funny 
because I was the 2nd class that had mixed classes, before that the school I 
attended was only for girls. Only one class above me they were the first to 
have mixed classes, we were the 2nd, all the older students were girls, only one 
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above us was a mixed class. Therefore most of the teachers were women, it 
was very family oriented, all the leaders of the school and the leaders of the 
Young Pioneers were women as well, and they took us as children, not as 
political subjects. We had for a long time only one male teacher who was for 
technical practical studies, electrical, wood working…………… 

Thomas: What we used to call “shop”. 

Sandor: Exactly. Once a week. And the other male teacher for the last three years was 
for geography, and we did not take him too serious, as we new that he was a 
fashion model as well. All the others were women. So there was not very 
much of political control. And the last two years, this is what I wanted to 
mention, when we became the top two classes, the first two mixed classes, we 
started to make fun of the Communist songs, so we started to distort the 
words, and they allowed us. 

Thomas: Now this is the elementary school. 

Sandor: Elementary school, and we were then 13, 14 years old, just young teen-agers, 
and so we were singing the songs, but when we went to these camps, we made 
up phrases, and we were playing with the words, and the teachers didn’t mind, 
so when we were 13 or 14 we could make fun of these things, it was not that 
serious. This was in 1967-68. And then we had these meetings, once a week 
we had a meeting for the Young Pioneers in the school, and then we became 
in charge in the last year of our elementary school studies, we became the 
seniors. Our meetings were about playing soccer, we organized a class 
competition, we selected the teams and we played against each other, so there 
was no ideological activity at all, we just played soccer, and that was it, 
because we decided what to do. So in that school we did not really have a 
politically-controlled life. Mind you, it proved to be rather effective, as we 
succeeded to win the school soccer championship that year.  

Thomas: Let me ask you, what about in studying history? I assume that you didn’t do 
that in elementary school much. 

Sandor: Well, we did have history but not contemporary history, at least not in 
elementary school. 

Thomas: And how was it taught, what philosophy of history? 

Sandor: We should go to the secondary school level, because when I was in 
elementary school we did not really realize much about these political 
influences, we accepted when there were national holidays, like the 4th of 
April, which was the Liberation Day, and also the 7th of November, that was 
the commemoration of the Soviet Russian Revolution, we were to go to the 
nearby cinema and we were to listen to a speech and then to watch a Soviet 
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film. Then again there was some laughter here and there in the darkness of the 
auditorium, and the teachers couldn’t really stop us, so that was the case. 

Thomas: Did this laughter result from kids cutting up or were you really thinking this is 
ridiculous? 

Sandor: You could never tell. 

Thomas: What was your reaction? Did you feel that some of this is ridiculous? 

Sandor: Usually these were very tragic movies. Most of these movies were tragic. 

Thomas: Were they fiction? 

Sandor: Yes. About the Second World War. These were very serious movies. 

Thomas: Not like “Alexander Nevsky”? 

Sandor: No, no. It was far too serious for us. We were too young. That is why there 
was laughter. 

Thomas: It was actually restlessness, not a critique of the film. 

Sandor: It was not a conscious critique. During the elementary school years we were 
not really aware of the whole situation, not very much. Because our teachers 
did not demand a political commitment we had no reaction, because it was not 
demanded. I remember, I was active, I don’t want to hide it, I was active as a 
young pioneer, all of us were very active, it was the only way for activity. I 
remember I was elected to be the student chairman of the school, and it was a 
ridiculous situation, because I was to learn about four formal sentences, 
because the school was given a flag, a huge flag, and the whole event was to 
be in a stadium, a local stadium in the district. I was to be there where the 
people sit, where the spectators sit, and I was supposed to accept the flag from 
an army officer, an award to the school. I was 14, I was skinny, and I was to 
learn by heart four sentences, and that was very difficult for me so I was very 
nervous, and all the school kids were standing in front of me on the pitch. I 
was to stand there with this serious soldier, and he gave me the flag, which 
was – as I felt - double the weight of me, it was a very heavy flag, and I 
almost fell out of the balcony, so he caught me and the flag together and 
pulled me back, and all the other kids laughed, and that was it!  

Thomas: You never had to say the sentences? 

Sandor: No. And the girl whom I loved a lot, a classmate, she helped me, she was 
standing behind me with a piece of paper. (laughter) But you know, you 
couldn’t take it seriously, it was very silly. It was just a challenge to handle 
the flag, it was not really a real commitment. But there was a big change 
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going into the secondary school. The secondary school was Berzsenyi Daniel 
gymnasium, he was an excellent poet, an early 19th century Hungarian 
Romantic poet. The secondary school was very good in mathematics and also 
very good Russian language, and I was guided by my parents very strongly to 
become an engineer. But they guided me so strongly, that I said no to that 
pressure., Whenever my father fixed an electric machine I was to be there and 
I was to observe and watch and help, so finally I had enough of that. For years 
I even entered mathematic competitions in elementary school, I was quite 
good at mathematics, so at the age of 13 in that district I became the 4th in the 
whole district, and the first 3 later became winners of the student Olympics, 
and they are now mathematicians. I was the 4th, I was fairly good in 
mathematics, and everyone thought I should take the mathematics faculty in 
the secondary school. I even attended a special youth circle of the Janos von 
Neumann Mathematics Society, named after the inventor of the the first 
computer. It was a student faculty, and once a week I attended that course, and 
I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it because it was far too serious, all the other 
boys—usually they were boys—were real mathematicians, wizards you know, 
and I wanted to play soccer and I didn’t want to be so serious. There was a girl 
in the class whom I adored and she went to the Russian faculty, so I persuaded 
my parents that I should go to the Russian faculty. That was a very funny 
case, because I was not too good in the Russian language, and I ended up in 
the special Russian faculty where we had 2 Russian lessons every day, for 4 
years, and I was stuck in that class. (laughter) 

Thomas: So much for love! 

Sandor: Yes, and the summer passed, and by the time I entered the first year, I forgot 
the feeling, the feeling was gone! And I was stuck in the Russian faculty! 

Thomas: Let me ask you this: do you still know Russian? 

Sandor: Yes, because it was a very strong education. We could read Russian literature 
in Russian. 

Thomas: It’s just that I’ve had people tell me that after 10 years of Russian they can‘t 
really read or understand Russian. And I’ve often wondered if they didn’t 
want to use Russian because it was imposed or if they really didn’t get it. 

Sandor: As a general tendency, most of the pupils have not learned Russian. But in 
those classes, when it was a special Russian faculty, the teachers were very 
good. We had 2 Russian language teachers, a Hungarian and a native Russian. 
Mind you, someone asked about Latin, and the Latin education was also very 
strong, they could speak Latin. But my best friend from elementary school 
accidentally ended up in the other class in the same secondary school, so that 
was very lucky, because we were very good friends and we could maintain 
contact with each other, and he did learn Russian but he can’t speak a word 
because he was not with that special faculty, and he didn’t care. And as most 
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of the pupils elsewhere too, they also tried to make fun about learning 
Russian. 

Thomas: What about the teaching of history? 

Sandor: We became aware of that in the last two years of the secondary school 
because that’s where conflicts started between us and the teachers. Then we 
were 16, 17 or 18………. 

Thomas: Was this then an age thing? You were old enough, as it were, to talk back to 
the teachers. Or was it—go ahead. 

Sandor: Both. These conflicts started at home, because we were teenagers, and we 
started to have conflicts in the school as well. Because these were the 
beginnings of our wakening, when we were to learn about modern history. 
Modern history was taught in a way as if all historical events since the late 
18th century were all pointing, heading toward socialism and Communism. 
There was a strong emphasis on the French Revolution, of course a very 
strong emphasis on the Hungarian Revolution of 1848, but then a very strong 
emphasis on the working class movement, the 3rd part of the 19th century and 
then in the 20th century, so the working class movement was overemphasized 
in history teaching. So much so that we realized, that it was overemphasized. 
Also the importance of the Russian Soviet Revolution and the Soviet times 
were overemphasized. 

Thomas: And you recognized it. 

Sandor: Yes, because there were more pictures and more chapters about these things. 
By that age we understood that there was a monotonous repetition, every time 
we had a festivity, a commemoration, the same names came back, and it 
became a bit ridiculous for us, the same few partisans—Hungary did not have 
too many partisans in the Second World War—so the same figures came back 
as heroes, and it became a bit ridiculous for us. They hadn’t done too much 
and they became big-big heroes. We understood that it was a history which 
was artificially channeled into an ideologically set direction. 

Thomas: Before the modern history instruction, was there a socialist viewpoint of 
things like Magna Charta and peasant revolts in the Middle Ages indicating 
this is the early appearance of the conflict between the classes. 

Sandor: Yes, so the class aspect was emphasized, so we took it for granted that 
mankind’s history was the history of class struggles. That was really taken for 
granted because that was the way it was taught to us.  

Thomas: And that did not seem one-sided to you, it was only when you got to modern 
history and the emphasis on partisans that you……. 
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Sandor: That was the age when we became much more aware about real life, because 
we were not only learning at school, we were discussing with each other and 
friends. I mentioned the elementary school experience with the working class 
songs, of which we could make fun. Looking back, the singing classes were 
much more indoctrinating the working class and anti fascist political ideology. 
History classes from Ancient Egypt through Greece and the Roman Empire 
and then to Columbus, Cromwell, the Industrial Revolution and so on right 
until the modern times did not seemed to be distorted. Only when you become 
15 or 16 you not only visit your friends, but you tend to have conversations 
here and there about family life, about parents, and then you realize there are 
different families, different ways of living. And then you realize that maybe 
the version of reality you lived with and were brought up with is just one 
version of reality. So the issue was not really about the interpretation of the 
past, but about the interpretation of our present. This is why I say it was so 
important that we lived on the borderline between middle class and working 
class. We saw different families, different apartments, different ways of life, 
and different reflections about life, and that was very important. And we 
discussed it, and that’s where you get a sort of control about your thoughts, 
you can compare ideas, and that’s when we started to challenge, at least me, 
the history teacher, verbally, and I expressed this verbally. In the last year of 
secondary school, we were about 18, there was also a subject not only on 
history but what the Germans call Weltanschauung, world view, and that was 
also for discussions, but taught by the History teacher. There I had some 
discussions with him, because he tried to tell us that everything was 
determined, everything had a reason, that there was causality, everything was 
determined, because that was the Marxist description of events in history, 
everything had a cause. There was a dialectic nature of history, and everything 
had a reason so there was a determinism. And I stood up and I tried to prove 
that there are coincidences; there are incidental things, so it’s not true that 
everything is determined. So I stood up to say that I could decide what I 
wanted to do, it’s not determined. 

Thomas: What was the reaction? 

Sandor: The reaction was very interesting because I told him that I accepted that there 
is determinism in a way, for example, I go to school, I have to get to school at 
10 minutes before 8, that means that half past 7, I’m standing at the tram 
station, that is not accidental. I also accept that people are building the roof, 
and by half past 7 they are a bit tired and they let loose a rooftile, that is also 
determined. But the fact that I’m standing under the roof and this coincides 
with the falling rooftile, that is not determined, so there is a coincidence. 
There are coincidences that cannot be described with determination, so there 
is a freedom in events. I also told him that maybe we are determined to see the 
world because we have a family background, we learned things, we 
understand and conceive the world in a given way, which is determined, but 
other people have other backgrounds, so they are determined to see the world 
in another way, so that means there must be more than one explanation for the 
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world. So he said I was a subjective idealist. And he didn’t like me for that. 
Mind you, he was the party secretary for the school, the Communist Party 
secretary of the school. So what was the result? The result was very strange. 
First of all I became very popular, not only in the class but gradually in the 
whole school as well. We made a revolt in the school, a sort of a local little 
revolt,. This was already between the third and fourth class, because the whole 
thing was around these years of 1971-72. We had the Communist Party in the 
school, that was for the adults, the teachers, but we also had the young 
Communist organization, practically all of us were members, and there was a 
student secretary, and he became very, very unpopular by the third year, so 
unpopular that when there were elections at the end of May, almost at the end 
of the school year, we voted him out completely. They wanted to elect me to 
be the young Communist movement secretary of the school but I said, no, no, 
I don’t want to be that. So they elected a first year student, a young girl. But 
they said why don’t I become the cultural secretary, and I said to myself, fine, 
the summer is coming , it doesn’t matter, two months of vacation, nothing to 
do, so I accepted. So I became the cultural secretary, and we elected her to 
become the secretary of the school, and the guy who was unpopular was voted 
out. So we came back to school in September, it was 1971, and we were 
astonished to see that the young man who was voted out by us was co-opted 
into the Communist Party, the real Communist Party of the school during the 
summer vacation,, and placed him as an advisor of the elected secretary. We 
were outraged, we were furious.. So I resigned from my position on the 
second of September, the first day of the school year. That way it was an 
imaginary position, because I was elected the last week of the previous school 
term. And we were furious, that was the first time we understood the evil 
ways of Communist policies, because we elected someone and voted out 
someone else, and it proved to be a pretended democracy. We understood, we 
were only 18, and we understood how this very evil and unfair political game 
was played with us. The guy whom we voted out was put in charge. That was 
a real disillusion about democracy of that kind. It was a big cut in my 
emotional attitude toward democracy, that it was not real democracy, and that 
was a shock. 

Thomas: Did other students have the same reaction that you did? 

Sandor: Yes. They became very passive. The last year of the secondary school we 
were not active at all in the young communists organization. So again, we just 
played soccer, we started drinking beer, we hit the bars, we just wanted to 
forget the whole student life, because it was so annoying. And we were not 
active at the school at all. What was the final ‘official’ reaction? When we 
were to finish secondary school, every year the best pupils were to be given a 
Berzsenyi Award, named after the poet. The teachers were to decide who 
would get the Berzsenyi Award. I was to understand that many, many teachers 
wanted to give me the award, but the history teacher said no, we shouldn’t 
give Sandor the Berzsenyi Award because he is politically incorrect, 
unreliable. 
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Thomas: So it wasn’t given just on the basis of factual grades. 

Sandor: Well, it was supposed to be given like that. But to everybody’s surprise they 
voted out the Communist Party secretary, so I received the award, and I 
learned this story only after I received it. The way we received it, - only four 
of us from the whole school, - was astonishing. It was in a real theater and it 
was a school-year finishing ceremony, when they announced the winners. I 
got the prize, too, it was fantastic, there was a huge, huge uproar, the students 
almost took apart the auditorium, because they knew it was against the view 
of some of the teachers, so they were banging and hitting and shouting, it was 
fantastic, because it was a clear sign that we had won, because we were very, 
very passive in the last year, all of us, all my friends, very-very passive. 

Thomas: And the decision was made by the faculty. 

Sandor: By the teachers, the teaching staff, so they voted out the party secretary. 

Thomas: In spite of the history teacher. 

Sandor: He was the party secretary himself, yes. They said – as I learned it later - 
Sandor is the most popular guy in the gymnasium (secondary school), and he 
is the best student, and there’s no way you can veto. It was very interesting. 
And who told me that? My Russian language teacher. She was a young 
Russian language teacher and she liked me because she saw my resistance, so 
after the ceremony she told us the story. So what did we do? The prize came 
with some money, not much, and immediately we went to a pub and had some 
beer. (laughter) That was again part of the resistance! Because we won. We 
felt this was not only a prize for me but a prize for us. So that’s how I finished 
secondary school. Those days we could already see opportunities for political 
opposition. Mind you, it was not only within the school. Before finishing 
secondary school there was the first real political demonstration in Hungary 
and we were in it. That was March 15, 1972, and I took part with all my 
friends in the celebration, and that was the first real illegal demonstration 
since 1956. We were in the fourth, finishing class, that was in March and we 
were to finish in June. That was the first real outcry for democracy and 
freedom and independence from our generation. During the demonstration I 
took photographs, and we were to keep that secret, as the police collected the 
cameras when they arrested some of the participants. I took slides, and I 
showed – projected - these slides when we met with my friends discussing the 
demonstration and its aftermath, so that was part of the awakening of our 
political consciousness and proved to be very important.  

Thomas: Let me ask you one thing before we get away from the school itself. Did you 
ever have the sense that while you middle teens students were beginning to 
ask questions and wonder about things, did you ever feel that you had a 
sympathetic ear in any of the faculty or did they just keep clear of any 
promotion of independent thinking, shall I say? Did they ever hint or indicate 
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that they also wondered about some of these things, or could you tell? Did you 
have any experience of that? 

Sandor: They did not really have discussions about clear-cut Communist ideological 
issues. So the issues were about life in the class or life in the school, we didn’t 
really have abstract ideological conversations with our teachers. It really never 
happened. The only real conflict was between me and the history teacher 
because that was the Weltanschauung, the world view class, and then there 
was an expressive talk and discussion about ideology. Otherwise it was just 
about studies and class issues. But here and there, there were conflicts. 
However, the teachers were very, very different and they did not really enter 
these discussions. As teenagers we were pretty provocative, but there were 
really no open political discussions with the teachers, it was only with our 
friends. For example, we saw that our Russian language teacher took part in 
the demonstration with us. That was astonishing, but we knew that we 
shouldn’t talk about it publicly, we didn’t want to insult her, we didn’t want to 
cause her conflicts, it was a sort of silent agreement among people in 
Hungary. If you didn’t want to make trouble for someone you just looked at 
her and you were to understand without words that it was all right. So she was 
there walking, not with us but in the crowd, we saw each other but we did not 
walk together because we knew that would have caused trouble for her, and 
this was understood without words. When the morning demonstration was 
finished she told me, “Sandor, you know that you have homework for 
tomorrow” so we were talking only about class issues, and we never ever 
related that she was there and we were there. That was a personal issue. We 
understood each other. 

Thomas: And you didn’t want to make trouble for her. 

Sandor: And she didn’t want to make trouble for us. 

Thomas: What happened after the demonstration? Was there any punishment? 

Sandor: Some of the demonstrators were taken away by the police. I don’t know that I 
ever had any reflections seen about the demonstration in the papers of those 
days. Some of the particioants were arrested, some were imprisoned, some of 
us were beaten up, not me because I was careful with my camera and I wanted 
to be sure I preserved the pictures, and I was a sportsman so I was careful and 
I could move fairly fast so I avoided the police. There were also secret 
policemen there and the demonstration was dispersed. Then in the evening we 
came together with my friends to discuss the whole thing, so I talked to my 
friends and it was a very, very memorable evening, a very important evening 
on March 15, 1972. We discussed very important political issues between us 
on being Hungarians and free individuals. It was the first time we had a 
chance to act in public in the course of the demonstration and it was very 
important to show that we existed. We discussed these issues with my friends 
for a long, long time on, and it became a very important part of our lives 



12 

 

because this was the time we started to formulate our political standpoints and 
it was quite clear, that we did not like the situation in which we were to live. 
We disagreed with the ideological frameworks and we hated the people who 
were on power, because they were cheating us and they were not honest 
people at all and they were not democrats at all and so on. So we could see the 
double value system of the politicians, that they were preaching, as they say, 
they were preaching water and they were drinking wine. We not only had a 
double value system but a triple value system. I mentioned the double value 
system from the families and from the school. The third one was the rock 
culture which came through pop music. We were listening to the Beatles and 
Rolling Stones and other music groups………………………. 

Thomas: On Hungarian music stations or Radio Free Europe or……………………… 

Sandor: First, on Radio Free Europe and Luxembourg. Radio Luxembourg was very 
important. But gradually, from the late ‘60’s, the Hungarian radio stations also 
broadcasted some good pop music, only at given times, but we recorded these 
songs, and we tried to understand the words and we exchanged the recordings. 
So alternative culture also came into Hungary and that was very influential. 
We grew our hair, I had a mustache, we intended to grow beards but we were 
too young for that. I had a small beard when I was in the fourth class of 
secondary school, and they couldn’t do anything against me. It was very 
funny, the native Russian language teacher hated my beard and she wanted me 
to shave it off, and she didn’t give me the best mark because she said if I 
won’t shave she wouldn’t give me the best mark. 

Thomas: She actually talked to you about it. 

Sandor: Yes, yes. 

Thomas: And I take it that this counter-culture was not approved. 

Sandor: No, it was not approved, neither at the school nor in the families. So we had 
conflicts with our parents because we listened to this music and we had longer 
hair. We faced conflicts everywhere, at school, at home, and in the streets 
with the policemen. The police stopped us and asked for ID cards and asked 
where we were going, so we were controlled everywhere. 

Thomas: Was the stopping by the police due to the way you looked? 

Sandor: Yes. 

Thomas: And were all students involved in the beard growing and the long hair and so 
forth? 

Sandor: No. Many of us, yes, but that was predominantly in Budapest. In the 
countryside, it was a bit more traditional and less up to date, so to say. We had 
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more access to LP’s, records, because some of us could travel, and we came 
home with them, or we asked anyone who went to Western Europe to bring 
some music. And all these records circulated in the gymnasium, and we 
recorded, we taped all this music, so we shared all these cultural influences. 
And of course, I don’t want to hide, that from the late 1960’s and onwards, 
very good literature was also translated into Hungarian: Salinger, Kerouac, 
Gregory Corso, most of the Beat Generation was translated into Hungarian, 
and we passed around the books and discussed the books, and they were very 
influential on us. 

Thomas: Were they sold in the book stores or were they brought in…………………. 

Sandor: No, they were sold in the book stores, and they became very, very influential 
on our lives. They changed our lives. We were the “On the Road” generation. 
“On the Road” from Jack Kerouac was a very, very important book for us. 
That was an idol, that’s why we started to hitchhike, that’s why we started to 
go around Hungary and tried to live that way of life which we learned from 
Kerouac’s “On the Road”. Also the Zen philosophy came through, Salinger’s 
“Franny and Zoey” and the other short stories, so we were very much under 
this influence. And this was a triple value system, the school, the family, and 
the alternative beat culture coming from America and the West. 

Thomas: You talked about after the March 15 demonstration, you talked about these 
new political ideas with your friends. Did you also talk with at least some 
adults, in or out of your family, about your thoughts? 

Sandor: No. I don’t quite remember…………………………. 

Thomas: Of course teen agers don’t talk much to their parents. But sometimes they do 
have adult friends, sometimes. 

Sandor: Some of the teachers, who were not our teachers, were more accessible, 
because they were not responsible for us directly. For example, one of my 
school friend’s mother was a teacher in the same school, so we could talk to 
her, and we could talk to some other parents, but not to our parents. But not 
much, anyway. Because that was not “in” to talk with adults. 

Thomas: So you don’t really know, I suppose, if the adults, or some of them, shared 
your political doubts or skepticism. 

Sandor: During the last years of secondary school and the following years we 
organized our own study circle for ourselves, with my friends, sort of a self-
training circle. We read to each other our writings or study papers, and 
sometimes we visited some adults, artists or intellectuals, that was the first 
time we had some kind of a partnership with adults. We were just about 
school leavers, about 18 or 19, and then after secondary school. That was the 
first time we had discussions with adults. Later we learned that they were 



14 

 

dissidents, so they were the opposition people, but then those days they were 
just very interesting people who did not seem to be adults, they were more of 
us than of the adult world. So there was a very deep generation gap in many 
aspects, differing ways of life and political thoughts and everyday behavior, 
music, whatever. We were really separating ourselves from our parents and 
from the adult world. It was an ‘us and them’ situation.  

Thomas: And did you feel that “them”, the parents, they agreed with the political 
system? 

Sandor: It was different from family to family. We knew that some of our friends’ 
families were very critical of the situation, but we never dared to ask them. 
We knew and we respected them, but we just knew, we didn’t discuss it. 

Thomas: And what about your parents? Did you ever discuss it with them? Did you 
have a sense that they were opposed to the political situation? 

Sandor: It was different from family to family. In my family, we did have discussions, 
because my parents for me seemed to be far too loyal to the regime. Why do I 
put it this way? Because even with being very loyal to the regime, my father 
was fired from his job in 1971, I was 17 or 18 then, and for me he seemed to 
be not realizing his real situation. I as a teen-ager could see that he was 
cheated, I told him he was cheated, and he said “No, no, no, these are just 
individual cases, people, who are just not the right people but the system is 
good”. I wanted to prove him, no, no, it’s a problem of the system, but he 
didn’t accept that and he was far too loyal in my view. I didn’t want to follow 
his career. In my view he was cheated many times during his career and he 
always thought ‘well, this is it, that happens’, but he remained loyal to the 
whole situation. 

Thomas: But you thought that he was cheated by the political system. 

Sandor: Yes. There was no way in my view not to be cheated, because that was a part 
of the system, they were manipulating us, they were playing a game with us, 
and they played a game with my father as well, and I didn’t want to enter that 
game. He didn’t accept that, he said I was exaggerating things, I was too 
critical, and I was overcomplicating things. 

Thomas: To pick up on something you said, how could you travel? Were you allowed 
to have a passport to travel west? 

Sandor: From the ‘60’s onwards, we Hungarians were a bit more privileged than other 
countries’ citizens. We were allowed to travel every third year for one month, 
thirty days, to the West. We had two different passports, a red passport for 
socialist countries, but that was also restricted: we could go to Yugoslavia 
only with a special exit stamp, a special exit visa, and we could go to the 
Soviet Union only in organized tours, with the red passport. 
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The other, the blue passport on paper was valid for 5 years, but you couldn’t 
use it without an exit visa which was valid for 30 days and you could get this 
exit visa every 3 years, once in every 3 years. Furthermore, they told us that 
the Hungarian state did not have enough foreign currency so we could 
exchange $70 or the equivalent of $70 every 3 years, we were to apply for a 
passport at the Ministry of the Interior and separately we were to apply for 
permission to exchange $70 from the Hungarian National Bank, and then you 
could get the passport. But you needed a signature, a permission from the 
employer, if you were a student then the signature from the director of the 
school or the dean of the university. It was very much controlled. 

Thomas: It sounds like it! And you had to get the stamp too. 

Sandor: Oh yes. And if you were a boy above the age of 17, you needed a permission 
from the army as well. We were to collect all these permissions and then we 
could get the passport to leave Hungary for 30 days and go to the West for 30 
days. If you were lucky enough to have relatives abroad, they could invite you 
every other year with a letter of invitation, but they were to prove and to state 
in a letter of invitation that they would cover your travel expenses and your 
staying costs, and then you were allowed to exchange $5, because of course 
then you did not need any money because all your costs were covered, and 
that was the privilege. So we could travel, and we did travel, here and there, 
but not too often, as you can understand, because we could go only every third 
year. But we could also go to Poland more frequently, and Poland was a bit 
more liberal in terms of music and communications and things like that, so we 
went fairly often, as much as we could, to Poland, to Cracow, because that 
was not too far away., It was cheap and they had good beer, and the girls very 
pretty, so it was a good thing to go to Cracow, and there was a jazz club life in 
Poland, and we could see a bit more.  

Thomas: You could get a little bit more literature and music. 

Sandor: Exactly, everything that you wanted. And then we had some Polish girls 
coming from time to time, so we had quite a good life. As I said we were 
hitchhiking, not only inside Hungary, but we could hitchhike to Poland, so 
that was a bit more freedom. 

Thomas: Did you have to get a permission to hitchhike? 

Sandor: No. In Poland they had a hitchhiking card, and, can you imagine, in the mid-
1970’s in Poland, the Poles had a hitchhiking booklet, and if the drivers gave 
you a lift, they got some bonus to buy some fuel, so it was even promoted, 
which was very good. So we were a bit more open and we could see Hungary 
much better, we could see alternatives. Even the Poles did something else. 
That’s why we could see this was only a game. The politicians said, that this 
was the one and only way, and this was how we were brought up. Than we 
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were to see, that even the Poles did it differently. As I said, these were the 
times of our political awakening, when we started to think differently. 

Thomas: Changing the subject slightly, how did you get into the university? On the 
basis of your grades? Exams? Was there a restriction when you went to the 
university as to background? 

Sandor: The system was that we had a leaving–the-school exam, that was called the 
matura (’érettségi’), and that was a standardized exam which all of us were to 
take. I did my best to have very good results because I had a plan. My plan 
was that I wanted to try myself, to see whether I could be a teacher or not, 
because as a minimum plan I wanted to become a secondary school teacher. I 
had a life plan, I wanted to make movies on the long run. I made a bunch of 
movies from the age of 18 or 19, during the last two years of gymnasium. I 
planned to become a movie maker. But I knew not only one in Hungary, but 
they took only 5-8 students each year. It was also politically screened, that 
was quite obvious, and also it was difficult to imagine that people would give 
money for my films.  

Thomas: Was it difficult to get in because of demand? 

Sandor: Yes. There was about 20 to 25 times more demand than admission possibility. 

Thomas: And you felt modest about your own films? 

Sandor: I thought it would not only depend on me, on my talent, but on other things as 
well, on the people who would examine. So I felt the second step ‘down’after 
this goal was to write, to write novels, to write literature. But that is also a 
matter of talent. And I couldn’t tell whether I was talented or not. I wrote 
some poems, I wrote some short stories, but I couldn’t tell whether I was 
talented. So one more step back after this was to teach literature, and I thought 
well, maybe I can do that. And if I am more talented I can still write and I can 
still make movies. That is why I chose literature. And also, from another point 
of view, looking at my father’s career, an engineer, who was fired twice in his 
life, losing his job and also the factory and lab which he created, I thought I 
didn’t want to become a person who creates something material which can be 
taken away, a project which can be taken away. Albert Camus influenced me 
pretty mucha s well, “The Plague”, and the attitude of Dr. Rieux, the 
existentialist attitude, that you do as much as you can and that’s the most you 
can do, because that’s up to you. The way you use your own time, - that’s the 
only opportunity to fulfill your talents, and the rest is incidental. So I thought 
if I would be a literature teacher, and I would have the opportunity to go into 
the class, to give them what I can for 45 minutes, that is total independence, to 
have an independent work for each and every lesson that I would give to my 
pupils. So that’s why I wanted to become a literature teacher, because a 
literature teacher is giving the whole world, it’s not only literature, not only a 
poem, but the whole world. 



17 

 

Thomas: And you didn’t feel that there would be restrictions from above, that is, 
censorship, of what you taught and how you taught it? 

Sandor: I knew that there would be frameworks, but I could see that even my teachers 
had quite a bit of freedom in teaching. Hungary is very good in metaphoric 
language traditionally, because Hungary has been an oppressed nation since 
the early-mid-sixteenth century. I say many times, that we were to be able to 
read between the lines even before printing was invented. And we became 
very good at that. All the movies, all the good Hungarian movies in the ‘60’s, 
had a sort of metaphoric language. So I was not afraid that when I would teach 
literature, I could not have taught anything to my pupils pretending I was 
doing the official version. You can always do that because we were trained, 
we were raised in that manner, that all the art and literature and poetry was 
highly metaphoric and symbolic, and with metaphors and symbols you can 
express a lot. So I was not afraid about that. So I decided that I should become 
a literature teacher. But I was also very interested in sports so I thought maybe 
I should become a literature and gymnastics (physical education) teacher. By 
then I was an athlete. I wanted to try myself so I finished secondary school 
and I did not apply for university studies. That proved to be quite a scandal, 
because I was one of the best in the school and I was sort of guaranteed to get 
in. For each school, statistics are very important, how many of your pupils 
succeeds to go to the university, and I was one of the definite ones, and I 
didn’t apply, and my teachers were very angry. 

Thomas: How about your parents? 

Sandor: They were shocked, for sure. Of course in their workplaces they had to 
explain that their son did not go to the university. What did I do? I started to 
write letters to faraway elementary schools, schools in villages all over 
Hungary, because I wanted to go away from home, from my Budapest 
scenario, because I wanted to become independent. I mentioned that I learned 
how to be independent, I was by then self-sufficient. I wrote all in all about 60 
letters, finally I got a positive answer, that they couldn’t employ me but in a 
nearby village they would be interested to have me. I started to teach 7-year 
old kids, second grade. 

Thomas: You had never had any experience in small towns or in the school of a small 
town, had you? 

Sandor: I had experience in a small town because my sort-of stepmother, my ‘Not 
real’-mother, came from the countryside, and in my childhood every summer I 
was to stay with her and her family, and I enjoyed it a lot.. 

Thomas: So you knew about life there. 

Sandor: Yes, and I loved it, I loved it. And every summer from the age of 10 I worked 
in the local agricultural coop of that village to make money and to be with my 
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local friends for at least one month every year until I was 15. And I not only 
liked it, but I got familiar with rural life. There was no running water in the 
house of the mother of my Not-real Mum, just like in most of the homes of 
rural Hungary those days. They cooked and prepared hot water on wood 
stoves. We were to get fresh water from one of the neighbor’s 45 feet deep 
well and played soccer on the pitch after the grazing cows had left it. I learned 
a lot about the basics there, close to nature and very close to self sufficiency. 

So coming back or rather going ahead to the early seventies, I got a job as an 
assistant teacher not far from Budapest but again it was a very small place and 
I loved it as it resembled those summer experiences of my childhood. I started 
to write a diary, a sort of a self-analysis. I analyzed my own classes, my 
methods, my daily failures and successes. I tested myself, I wanted to learn 
from the whole thing. It had a deep impact on me, because much to my 
surprise, I could see that the pupils, 7 year old kids, were trained to be subjects 
in a dictatorship. For example they wanted to report about each other. It was 
striking. I told them once, “I have to go out of the class, please be silent, I will 
be back in 5 minutes, I have to see the other teacher in the other room”. 
Immediately many-many hands were in the air and they all wanted to come to 
the blackboard to watch out and to give bad marks to those who did not 
behave in my absence. I told them this was not the way, but I tried it, as they 
said this was what the previous teacher taught them., And you know what 
happened? One of the girls came forward to the blackboard to be in charge for 
those five minutes. When I came back, her friends – as I saw it on the 
blackboard - received good marks and her ‘enemies’ received bad marks. I 
told them fine, there should be discipline, but they were clever children, they 
should keep silent, and they should be able to manage the situation 
themselves. And it was striking, they were only in the second grade and 
already they believed there should be someone in control. 

Thomas: And they had learned this at home? 

Sandor: At home and in kindergarten, I think So I did my best to change them, it was 
very peculiar process. And then I met the parents as well, there was a 
consultation, and they looked shocked, they were tired, they were silent, they 
were not communicative, they were afraid of me, because I was in charge of 
their children, thus superior to them. It was shocking for me, really shocking. I 
saw that there was much to do. Then I applied for university. 

Thomas: What was your thinking, to go from that teaching situation to the university? 
Did you think that the university training would make you better able to 
change these children and their parents, change the society? 

Sandor: No. I knew I needed the papers. The papers were very important, documents 
which were checked at every point, a paper to do this, a paper to do that. I 
needed a university degree. Those days I maybe overestimated my abilities, I 
thought maybe I could learn something, but maybe rather I could do it right 
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away, papers were just formalities. I knew I could teach things, but I knew 
that the papers were the most important things in Hungary. Proofs of doing 
things. Documents were very important in Hungary, it was the bureaucratic 
tradition of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, not only a feature of the 
totalitarian Communist system but the heritage of the Austro-Hungarian 
governance methodology. 

I intended to, but couldn’t take the combination of literature and sports, 
because there was no such option at the university in Budapest, so I chose 
literature and a sort of adult education called cultural management, which led 
to job opportunities for people to work in local cultural community centers 
anywhere in Hungary. We had about four thousand local cultural centers in 
Hungary those days, 

Thomas: Were these cultural centers run by the Communists, the Communist Party? 

Sandor: It was not directly, it was by the local councils, the local councils ran them. 

Thomas: But it was in the framework of the Communist system This was not 
civil………….. 

Sandor: It was not civil as there was no civil society during the totalitarian sytem. ,At 
the beginning it was as ideologically controlled as anything else in Hungary 
from the early ‘50’s till the mid-‘60’s, early ‘70’s. Yet it was not anymore the 
1950’s in Hungary. The political leaders of Hungary after 1956 realized that 
there should not be a direct, Soviet-type, Communist ideological 
indoctrination of the people, because people showed that they hated it. That 
was partly the cause of the 1956 Revolution: people revolted because they got 
fed up. So all the Communist indoctrination stepped back in Hungary, it 
became less direct.. In those community cultural centers, there were 
professional state employees who were in charge of the activities, as well as in 
charge of the political events, the festivities, the celebrations of April 4 and 
May 1 and November 7, but in between the ‘real’ weekly programs and 
activities were not political programs. They had language courses, driving 
license courses, tailoring courses, choirs, folk dances, and also rock music, 
and there were the discos. These were the only meeting places for youth in 
Hungary. During my secondary school years, when I went to a concert, these 
were in these community cultural centers. Rock concerts. They were not 
tightly controlled politically, otherwise no one would have gone there, I mean 
it was a leisure time activity, if it would have been a political program nobody 
would have showed up. Remember, this was also after 1968, after the Spring 
of Prague and the invasion of Czechoslovakia. We were more and more aware 
that we lived in a different world. All these cultural centers were places for a 
bit more alternative activities, for example, dance house activities. That was a 
folk dance revival movement, we were coming together and dancing and 
singing together, and it was quite clearly not communistic, not 
cosmopolitan,not ‘internationalist’ movement, this was a Hungarian, fairly 
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patriotic-nationalistic activity. So there were many things happening. Film 
clubs, too, - I was making 8 mm movies myself - so these culture centers were 
very interesting places, quite vibrant places. My plan was to finish the 
university, go to the countryside to become a literature teacher and a part-time 
organizer in the cultural center, and then I could do all these interesting 
programs, amateur movie club and film club, so that was my plan. So I 
applied to the university and then………. 

Thomas: And you could do that on the basis of the grades you had made and the exams 
you had taken in school. 

Sandor: I had the best result in the finishing exam, the matura, all 5’s. 

Thomas: So you didn’t have to do another exam. 

Sandor: No, no, there was, everybody was to do that. There was a nationwide 
competition, and if you were in the first 10, in mathematics or Latin or 
anything, then you didn’t have to take the university admission test. But all 
others were to, so I was to take the university admission test as well, in 
literature and in the cultural management, which was history and cultural 
studies, something like that, so I prepared myself. Then there was a dilemma, 
what to do. Believe it or not, our parents were to sign the admission 
application forms, and I was over 19, but still in Hungary that was 
compulsory, if you wanted to become a full-time student your parents had to 
sign. Now; what was the dilemma? My parents were long-time Communist 
Party members, I was to put that in my university application form, and I did 
not want to put that. 

Thomas: Why not? 

Sandor: That was an advantage, to get into the university, and I wanted to get in on my 
own. What was the story behind that? One of my best friends had the same 
background, his mother was also in the resistance before 1945 so she was a 
Communist party member before 1945. My friend, right after finishing 
secondary school, applied for the university, but on purpose he did not fill in 
the fact that his mother was a party veteran, and something strange happened. 
His admission test results were annihilated. 

Thomas: On purpose? 

Sandor: On purpose, because he was not taken to the university. Later we learned that 
after he wrote it, someone gave the mark and then someone came from 
somewhere and changed the results. So that guy checked the papers and 
realized that my good friend on purpose did not fill it in, he wanted to distance 
himself from his Communist mother, and they said, all right, then you are not 
one of us. So his test was annihilated and he didn’t get into the university. 
That was the dilemma for me. Should I do that, too? I knew if I don’t fill in 
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my parents’ political commitment, my test would be annihilated. So that was 
quite a dilemma, a very powerful dilemma for me. So I filled it in and I did 
my best to do a very, very, very good test. 

Thomas: You did fill in your parents’ political commitment? 

Sandor: Yes, and that was a very bad feeling for me, because I wanted to do this 
myself. For a long time I could never decide why I was taken into the 
university. All through my university studies I was a very good student, I had 
very good marks, but I could never tell whether I was taken into the university 
on my own talents. By the time I applied for the university, I was not even a 
member of the young Communist organization, I stepped out. Only a few 
years ago, when I was 50, my wife gave me a present, she copied for me my 
university files, including my admission test, so I could read the opinion of the 
professors. And there were some remarks, even one of my coming-to-be 
professors, who read my application, considered me as politically uncertain, 
not quite reliable person, because some of the things I wrote were not Marxist, 
and still they took me to the university, which was very strange, very strange. 

Thomas: How do you explain that? 

Sandor: I can’t explain that. Now later I could explain it, I can understand it, because 
during my university studies, it was all right. I didn’t really like it, we had 
conflicts in the university as well, I tell you about that later. But during my 
university studies I decided to go out from Hungary. I was dissatisfied with 
the intellectual opportunities, I wanted to see more of the world, I saw that I 
couldn’t speak English. I wanted to learn English, my English was very bad, 
my Russian was good but that was useless—there was only one girl ever in 
my life with whom I could speak Russian. I invested about 11 years of 
Russian and I had only a week of Russian conversation, that was a waste of 
time! I wanted to learn English but somehow I couldn’t. So I thought, okay, I 
will leave Hungary, I would go to America, I would study English, I would 
see the world and I would come back and finish my studies and that was it. 
Now this plan was very important because, as I said, we were then restricted 
to go out from Hungary every third year for one month. I just multiplied it, I 
thought I can stay out for 12 months in 36 years. That is my whole life. I 
could stay out of Hungary for a year, and I thought I would do it all at once, 
all together, once. 

Thomas: Was that allowed? (laughter) 

Sandor: No. I said, okay, even if I’m not allowed to travel all my life, I’ve done it for 
36 years, I had all those 12 months. 

Thomas: If you left, would they let you back in? (laughter) 
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Sandor: I didn’t know, that was their problem, because I did that after finishing the 
fourth year, the last year is only for writing the thesis, and some practice. So I 
had all the knowledge, from 4 years of university studies, so it was in my 
head.  

Thomas: You just didn’t have the degree, you didn’t have the paper. 

Sandor: I didn’t have the paper, but I had the knowledge. They invested in me a lot, 4 
years, so if they didn’t want me to become a teacher that’s their problem. So 
that was the strategy. So I left Hungary. I couldn’t get to the United States, 
however. I didn’t tell my parents about my plan. As a matter of fact I didn’t 
talk to any of my friends about it, because boys are very talkative, you know, 
they like to tell secrets so they would tell anybody, so I just told my girl 
friends that I would leave, and accidentally to another girl who just caught me 
typing a letter about it. But girls are very reliable in this respect. So my 
parents did not know about it, they just realized I was not on the way back, I 
was still in London, I should have been returning to Hungary. So they sent me 
a telegram that on the basis of a lawyer’s advice we advise you to go to the 
Hungarian consulate to extend your certificate exit visa. I knew they were 
very naïve, I knew they did not understand the Hungarian political situation at 
all. I thought all my life I wanted to let them know they were too naïve, so I 
thought I could prove they were so naïve and I went to the Hungarian 
consulate - and they took away my passport. So I was there without a 
passport, and I was stuck in London, I was stuck in England and for a year I 
was in London. 

Thomas: Did you save up money before you went to finance yourself? 

Sandor: I had some money, I had all in all $100. By the time my passport was taken 
away I had I think 35 pounds. That’s not much, even in 1977. So that was a 
very difficult time for me. I had no passport. I knew some old friends of my 
parents but I promised them to move out from the place, and I moved out to 
some people in London whom I met by hitchhiking and they offered me some 
shelter. These were difficult times. 

Thomas: Could you get a job without a passport? 

Sandor: I wanted to go to America, but I had no passport, and I had no friends. I was 
stuck in a house where there were some unemployed people. It was quite a 
story, it was a very important part of my life. Can you believe, the guy who 
owned the house said I could stay there as long as I needed. I told him I 
wanted to go to America and he said as long as you are here you can stay here. 
I told him the story about my passport. He allowed me to stay. And can you 
imagine that after 2 weeks of me staying there, one of the guys in the house 
said, Sandor, how come you never eat? He’d never seen me eating, and I told 
him, well, I didn’t have money. My strategy was that I bought a box of 
biscuits, and I had 2 biscuits in the morning, 3 biscuits for lunch, and 2 
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biscuits in the evening for 2 weeks, and water, to preserve and elongate the 
use of my 35 pounds for as long as I could. So it was pretty rough. From then 
on we shared his unemployment money, both of us lived on his 
unemployment money. 

Thomas: He was a British citizen? 

Sandor: Yes, but he was Irish, that’s a big difference! That’s when I learned that to be 
Irish, that means to be much closer to Hungarians, because emotionally they 
are much more similar to Hungarians, the same with their humor, whatever. 
We spoke a lot, he was a very good guy. Then people told me there was some 
work here, so I worked at building sites so I could make some money, and I 
was a model in an evening drawing school, so I made whatever I could. It was 
difficult. I learned a lot of English, and about life in general, because I met 
people and I had some new friends who were very good people. I received 
more than 300 letters from Hungary that year. All my friends from there 
wanted to persuade me to go back. They questioned me, how did you dare to 
leave Hungary, saying you should never leave. So I had a huge 
correspondence. My Irish friend, he was very wise, he saw all these letters, he 
asked me what this was all about, and I told him my friends wanted me to 
return to Hungary. And he told me something very important, he told me, 
well, your friends should know that you didn’t go away from Hungary to 
forget it, but you left Hungary to understand it, and he was right. I understood 
my home country much better from England by being away, because all the 
time, of course, I was comparing Hungary to England, and I understood my 
own country much better. I read a lot, I read all that I could have never read in 
Hungary. I knew I would return to Hungary so I thought I should read all that 
I could because I knew I couldn’t take these back to Hungary. So I read 
history, about 1956, about Cardinal Mindszenty, about Imre Nagy. I read all 
the literature that was not available in Hungary. Earlier I mentioned that I had 
some conflicts in the university. Can you imagine, one of the conflicts was 
about restrictions of curriculum because, this wasn’t about censorship but 
about cultural policies in the university. So there were some university 
students who said that there must be some limits, for example, test materials 
should be selected for the students. And I said, no, I disagreed, I said, let’s 
take 3 students: an English student at Oxford or Cambridge, ourselves in 
Budapest, and the Chinese in Beijing. What can the Chinese learn from? In 
those days it was the Little Red Book of Mao Tse-tung. What could we read? 
We could read Marxist history and the literature and Weltanschauung which 
was according to the Marxist theory. That means political economy according 
to Marx and Engels, and political studies according to Lenin and others, 
history according to the Marxist-Leninist view of the class struggle. What can 
the student at Cambridge or Oxford learn from? Not only the Little Red Book 
of Mao, not only the Marxist-Leninist history, but also George Orwell and 
Aldous Huxley and the political economy of the capitalist system. And then 
there was the question I asked, which student had a better chance to become a 
good professor, a knowledgeable economist or sociologist, which? And then 
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this student asked me: would you allow the students to read ”Mein Kampf” as 
well, by Hitler? And I said yes, they should be allowed to read “Mein 
Kampf”, they should be allowed to decide their own approach, and they 
should be able to say “no” to “Mein Kampf” themselves, but first they should 
have a chance to see what it said. And she said I was a Fascist. That was 
astonishing. This was before I went out of Hungary. And then I went off to 
England and that’s why I read as much as I could of what was available only 
outside my country. And I walked into the university in London. Where? To 
the Hungarian literature department. And I asked the professor whether I 
could visit his classes, and he allowed me to. And that was astonishing again, 
to listen to Hungarian literature from the point of view of the British. It was 
astonishing, and I learned a lot, because I was raised in the belief that 
Hungarian writers were inevitably to be prophets, leaders of the country, 
responsible for the nation, because Hungary was an oppressed country for 500 
years, so the basic demand for any intellectual that he should be a moral 
person, a good patriot, because he should be a leader of the nation. I faced in 
London during those literature classes, a conflict. The professor explained a 
poem of Sandor Petofi, a leading poet of the revolution of 1848, about the 
poets of the 19th century, and there he described that the poet should be a 
prophet, leading his nation, otherwise he should not write poetry. And this 
professor told us that to be a poet and to be a prophet were two different jobs, 
two different professions, that a poet was a poet, a prophet was a politician. 
Why should a poet be responsible for the nation? I was shocked, because I had 
the feeling that I was responsible for Hungary, as an intellectual I was 
responsible for my country. My whole background since the demonstration of 
March 15, 1972, was just wiped out, because he wanted to prove that you 
could become a good poet without being a prophet, without being responsible 
for your country. That was unimaginable for me. So I learned a lot in England. 
At the same time, my friends wanted me to return to Hungary. So I decided to 
return – just as I planned it originally. I applied for a passport from the 
Hungarian authorities, because they took it away from me the year before. 
Finally I received ‘permission for a final return’ to Hungary. That was not a 
nice paper. Just a sheet of paper which said - with my photograph - that this 
person could be allowed to enter Hungary but this paper was to be taken away 
on the border of Hungary. That was the ‘passport’. I was in between the two 
cultures; my friends from Hungary could not understand why I left Hungary, 
and my Irish friend could not understand why did I decide to return to 
Hungary. I plainly just wanted to prove at least to myself that I was free, I 
could leave Hungary and I could stay away from Hungary as long as I wanted, 
and I returned to Hungary when I wanted. I just wanted to prove that I was 
free. I knew that no one could escape from the globe and that we would still 
be a part of mankind wherever we were, but I wanted to show myself and my 
friends that limits were artificial limits, that Hungary was only one place of 
possibility for all of us, and there were other opportunities. You can live here, 
you can live there - so we were not really closed in in Hungary, it was only up 
to you.  
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Jakabffy Miklos: That paper gave a very high probability that you would be arrested. 

Sandor: Exactly. I lost 5 kilograms the last 2 days in London because I was so afraid 
of being imprisoned. 

Jakabffy Miklos: And what about your contacting your parents? 

Sandor: That was quite a strategy. About a month before my planned return to 
Hungary, I called one of my friends, and I told him that he should visit my 
parents’ place where I left my personal ID. But he shouldn’t tell my parents 
about this. So he just visited my parents because I told him that there was a 
book which he wanted to borrow. But the book was in my room, so I told him 
my ID was in my desk so please take my ID. 

Thomas: And the telephone was not bugged? 

Jakabffy Miklos: It was bugged. 

Sandor: It was bugged, but there were a few telephone boxes in Budapest and it was 
known that you could use them for one forint. It was very funny, people knew 
about it and they were using it. They were not the private telephones from 
homes, they were public telephones. He called me and I told him he should 
visit my parents’ place, pretending to borrow a book, and he should pick up 
my ID. 

Thomas: And what was the nature of the ID? It wasn’t a passport………. 

Sandor: No, it was a domestic ID just to be used in Hungary. A few hours before I left 
Heathrow, I called him and told him please come to the Budapest Ferihegy 
airport and please take my ID. So there I was, very skinny, I was nervous, and 
I had asked the Hungarian consulate what would happen to me, and they 
didn’t answer. I asked that in a letter, what were the legal whatever, and I 
received an answer, stating only that “We are sure you are aware of the legal 
consequences of your deed”. No signature. I was pretty nervous. My Irish 
friend told me, “Sandor, no one will ever tell your future.” It was 1978. 
Maybe you remember, during my stay in England, 1977-78, in the summer of 
1977, that a Bulgarian exile was killed on the Strand with a poisoned 
umbrella, maybe you remember. I was walking on the Strand every day 
because I picked up my mail at the Trafalgar Square main post office, poste 
restante. So I was pretty nervous upon my arrival in 1977, that was why I 
never told where I stayed, I never told my parents where I lived, nobody. It 
was a bit strange. Then in 1978, I remember leaving Heathrow, there was a 
British border officer, he looked at my paper, which said “Permission for a 
final return to Hungary”, and I had a one-way ticket, he looked at the ticket 
and he looked at the paper and he said, “Well, I can’t understand this at all. 
Have a safe journey”. On the plane, I looked around, and I wanted to know 
whether they are watching me or not. After a while a middle-aged man started 
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to come to me, and I thought, maybe this is the guy. And then, it was very 
funny, that guy told me that we were allowed to take into Hungary one carton 
of cigarettes, one box, and he saw that I had no cigarettes with me, and he had 
two cartons, and he asked me to take one of his cartons of cigarettes into 
Hungary, through the customs. And I was laughing: I might go to prison, and I 
was thinking that a carton of Pall Mall cigarettes would be a very good thing 
to have in prison, a good exchange! So I said yes, okay, I will take it. And he 
said, in return, his family would be there to take me to town. I said okay, 
okay, very well. So I was there with a carton of cigarettes and a back pack, 
and that was all. So there I was with this piece of paper, and the Hungarian 
border officers, two soldiers, they were not professional soldiers, they were 
just conscripts, with plastic stars, and they looked at the paper, and the 3-
plastic star said to the 1-plastic star, “I can’t understand this, what is this?”, 
murmuring, whispering. And I knew I was safe, because in that bureaucratic, 
hierarchical army I knew they would not ask for an officer’s help, because if 
they would have asked for an officer, the officer would have said “Couldn’t 
you have solved this problem without me?” Because of the hierarchical 
system of the totalitarian state, I knew I was safe. So they said, “Here’s the 
paper. Go to the police station tomorrow.” They wanted to get rid of me as 
fast as possible, they didn’t even search me - because of that sort of 
hierarchical system. So then I was out, and there was my friend, and we shook 
hands, and immediately in my hand there was my ID. And no one could prove 
I was out ever, I was a Hungarian in the Ferihegy airport with the Hungarian 
ID. So then what? I was very happy! 

Thomas: So what did you do with the piece of paper? (laughter) 

Sandor: That was, I think Saturday. Sunday I met my friends, we were very happy, and 
they were astonished because I was a vegetarian, it was an outrage, because 
they didn’t understand why I became a vegetarian! Monday morning I went to 
the police station with that piece of paper, and they gave me a sealed 
envelope, and they told that as soon as I could, I should go to the local police 
station with that sealed envelope. That was a bad feeling, because also I was 
to enroll in the university to begin my last year. Instead of going straight to the 
local police station, I went to the university, and I started the enrollment 
process. That was the explanation why I was admitted to the university. I 
realized that all the administrative staff of the university knew about my 
illegal departure, and they were ‘my friends’, they became my supporters, 
because I did something outstanding which no one has dared to do - so they 
were supporting me. It was very funny, because I learned that the police came 
to the university during my absence, they interviewed both my professors, 
both the head of the literature department and the head of the adult education 
department, and both of them said that I was one of their best students, and 
that was it. But then the staff did not know about the whole thing, they just 
knew I was away. So when I arrived, “Oh Sandor, are you back? When you 
have time, please explain what happened, okay? So just come back any time.” 
And they filled in all the forms. And I said, “I’m sorry, I don’t have my ID”, 
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because at that first police station my ID was taken away. When I went to the 
first police station they took away that piece of paper and my ID, which was 
preserved with care. So I was without my ID, just a sealed envelope that I 
should take to the next police station. So I went to the university without my 
ID, I enrolled, they said “Well, come back with the ID, when you finish with 
the police.” You see, there was a kind of a double system, the “us and them” 
feeling was present everywhere. People felt pleased, if someone did, what 
they themselves did not dare. This could be the reason, why they overlooked 
my “non-Marxist” views in the admission test. So I went home, and I went to 
the kitchen and I steamed open the envelope. My mother was shocked, they 
were shocked all the way through, but then again, I opened the sealed letter 
from the police to the police, and she said “What are you doing?” and I said “I 
open the envelope” and she said “How do you dare? why do you do it?” I 
said, “Look, Mum, maybe they say in this envelope that I should be arrested, 
and you should know in case I don’t come back from the police station.” 
Inside the envelope there was a letter that said “Please give a new ID for 
Sandor Striker”, that was it. So I sealed the envelope. Next morning I started 
at the police station, I waited for one and a half hours, I had a new ID. Then I 
walked back to the university, and I enrolled with the new ID, and they were 
so nice, believe me so nice, the administrator filled in the original data, that I 
enrolled in the university September 1973. She legalized me. Because they 
told me at the police station that I should come back for an interview, they 
would tell me when to come back for an interview with the police, to 
investigate the whole issue. In my absence the police took all my documents 
from everywhere, I had no documents, they took my papers from the army, 
they took my health record, they unregistered me from the apartment, I did not 
exist in Hungary. 

Thomas: They were taking the primary documents, the original documents, they were 
not copying. You were a non-person. 

Sandor: Exactly. In practice, for example, there was a compulsory TB lung screening, 
and I was not called because I had no papers. It was incredible. I was very 
lucky because I was not conscripted to the army because there was no paper, 
my file disappeared. I didn’t exist. The army found my papers in 1997, I don’t 
know where, but then they conscripted me for the draft but I was 43 years old. 
Somehow, from somewhere, they collected my papers. But I was too old. But 
that was lovely because it was one week before my second marriage, and there 
was a medical examination, and I was fit for the army! I told my – then - 
future wife, this is the best paper, one week before my marriage, at the age of 
43, I was fit for marriage too, if I was fit for the army. Earlier in Hungary, 
people could not get married if they were unfit for the army, it was very 
negative, so they were very keen to be fit for the army, otherwise you were 
not a man. So at the age of 43 I was fit for the army and fit for marriage! That 
was lovely! They told me it was unlikely that I would be conscripted for the 
army. 
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Jakabffy Miklos: What about your parents during your dissidency? 

Sandor: They were asked for interviews by the police. By that time they were 
pensioners, retired, which was good. Their career was not endangered. But my 
sister’s career was endangered, because she worked for the Hungarian 
Ministry of Culture and Education, and my parents told me I should return 
immediately because my sister would lose her job. And I was pretty rude, 
because I wrote them that I was not interested in her socialist-communist 
career. 

Jakabffy Miklos: You had another sibling? 

Sandor: Yes, another sister. She was a secondary school teacher, but that job was not 
endangered. She was a biology and chemistry teacher. That was not a big deal 
for ’them’. 

Thomas: But did your other sister lose her job? 

Sandor: No, but we didn’t communicate. I have not written any letters to her. I called 
her on her birthday, and she said “Thank you” and put down the phone 
immediately. The contact between us was not too good. But finally, [to 
continue the story] that week I returned one day from the university, and my 
parents said there was a telephone call from the police they told me that I 
should go next morning to the police station. So next morning I had my 
breakfast, and my parents asked me “Are you going to the police station?”, so 
I said “I’m going to the university”. And they said, “Why don’t you go to the 
police station? They called yesterday and you should go to the police station”. 
I said, “For a telephone call I don’t go to the police station. That’s not serious, 
that’s stupid.” My mother told me, “You should be glad they are so informal”. 
I said, “You know, Mum, police is a place which should not be informal, they 
should be formal, it’s their duty to be formal” and she was again very angry. 
Then in a week I got a letter from the local police station, an invitation for an 
interview, so then of course I went. There was a young investigator in the 
room and an elder one. His first question was, “Why haven’t you turned up 
ten days ago, when I called you on the telephone?” I said, “Many reasons. 
First of all, my friends know very well my situation, and they play games with 
me, because they know I have done something wrong, so they call me and 
play tricks with the whole time. And I’m sorry, your name is Kovacs, and 
that’s the most common name in Hungary, so when I’m told ‘Comrade 
Kovacs called from the police station’ that’s not too serious, I’m sorry. And 
also I’m supposed to go to university classes. If I have no proof of where I’ve 
been, that’s not good, I mean there is a university registry, if I cannot tell them 
why I was absent….’ And that he took seriously. Then there was a series of 
interviews, long, long, long forms, and then I came to realize that the 
Hungarian Ministry of the Interior and the police had a backlog, they were 
lagging behind. Of the form I was to fill in, one of the first questions was 
“which agencies have interviewed you in the immigration detention camp”—
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those camps, where the immigrants were detained in 1956. They thought that 
as a Hungarian who left the country I was detained somewhere and 
interviewed by the British police or by some agency. And I told the guy I 
couldn’t fill in this form because I was never detained, I was not in a camp, 
and nobody interviewed me. 

Thomas: It was a form from the past that had never been updated. 

Sandor: Exactly. Things like that. Then the policeman asked, “Didn’t the police come 
to your place to interview you?” And I said, “They didn’t even know where I 
lived in England.” And he asked, “Didn’t you have to register?” I said, “No.” 
He was astonished, because in Hungary you were to register within 48 hours, 
anywhere you moved. So he was astonished. And he was about 2 or 3 years 
ahead of me, he was about 26 and I was about 23, about the same age. In the 
course of these interviews, 2 or 3 interviews, after a while we were using “tu”, 
“you”, not the polite but the friendly way. Any time another policeman came 
in, we were using the polite form, but when the other guy went out, again we 
said “tu”. It was very funny. And he was typing all the time in the very 
traditional manner. 

Thomas: What were they after, did you know, what were they trying to find out? 

Sandor: They wanted to investigate whether I did anything illegal, anything against 
Hungary. Also whether it was against the Hungarian legal system, because of 
course according to the legal system of those years we were to be out of 
Hungary for only 30 days every third year. And I overstayed. But my point 
was that I haven’t done anything illegal, because I couldn’t come back to 
Hungary because I had no passport, because my passport was taken away. 
And that was a legal mistake, because my passport was valid for two and a 
half more years. 

Thomas: So they should not have taken it away at the Hungarian embassy in London. 

Sandor: Yes. That was their fault. So even according to Hungarian law, a passport was 
to be taken away only if I had committed anything against Hungary. But I 
hadn’t done that. Now, without a passport I couldn’t come back to Hungary, 
so I was not in a position to come back to Hungary. Even in my letters back in 
London, and even in my requests, I always emphasized that I would like to 
stay out for a year and I would like to come back to finish my studies. I never 
ever said that I wasn’t coming back. I couldn’t come back earlier because I 
didn’t have a passport. 

Thomas: Doesn’t it seem as if you were very lucky? Because they made a mistake in 
the embassy in London. 

Sandor: I was very lucky, exactly. And believe it or not, this is the story all through 
my life, that they make mistakes with me, they want to do something wrong 
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against me, and because of that, I become very lucky. All my life, when this 
regime wants to do something against me, they make a mistake, and that turns 
my good luck. It’s very strange. 

Thomas: This also illustrates, as you maintained earlier, that life is not preordained. 
Because this is pure chance, that they make a mistake. Nobody does it to do 
you a favor. 

Sandor: Exactly. If someone is doing something in an emotional way, with 
commitment, the other side is in trouble because they are not ready to face the 
situation, because if somebody is doing something unexpected, the other side 
is not prepared. They just wanted to frighten me in London, at the embassy, 
when they said “Your passport is not good anymore, you must return to 
Hungary today”, and they thought they would frighten me. The person behind 
the counter, that diplomat, didn’t think, he just wanted to act as the paternal 
power figure of a totalitarian regime and I was just a subject, a nobody. But I 
didn’t get frightened, and that was odd to the regime, the regime was to 
frighten people, I was to obey and follow.  

Thomas: You did not obey in the expected manner, you did not act the way they would 
have expected, the sequence that they would have expected from you, you did 
not fulfill. 

Sandor: We were taken as children during those decades, and they were the adults in 
charge of everything. It was so strange. Back in 1977, in England, I wrote a 
letter to them asking them to return my passport, and in their answer they said 
that they had forwarded my passport to the Hungarian authorities. But it was 
quite significant that they addressed that letter to “Mr. Striker”, I was not any 
longer “Comrade Striker”. They took away my passport, so immediately I 
ended up on the other side, I was not one of them, I was an enemy. I became 
part of the capitalist alien world, I was not anymore in their world. And that 
was so astonishing, this distinction. All of my adult life—that was not too 
long—if there was any sort of title that would have been “comrade”. As soon 
as I was out, I became “Mister”. 

Thomas: But that is not what Kadar said. Kadar said, “If you are not against us, you are 
with us”. 

Sandor: But then I was against them. They put me in the ‘against’ because I refused to 
return to Hungary the same day, because he wanted me to return to Hungary 
the same day, and I said “no”. 

Thomas: That was more like “If you are not with us you are against us”. 

Sandor: Yes. The everyday Communists were not as sophisticated as Kadar, you 
know. The man behind that counter was afraid of losing his job. It was really 
outrageous, the whole scene. I was waiting - there in the Hungarian embassy - 
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because he was on the telephone, he ordered on the telephone artichokes and 
avocados and pineapple and coconut because they planned a dinner. Now, 
back in 1977, I had never ever seen artichokes and avocados, I’d seen coconut 
once in my life, and I’d seen bananas only on once a year, December 6, St. 
Nicolas Day. And that guy who was a Communist Hungarian, representing 
Communist Hungary, was ordering artichokes, avocados, coconut and banana, 
and told me to return to Hungary immediately. 

And I said, no. So, if we proceed, at my interview, at the last moment the guy, 
the investigator, understood there was a mistake, the police couldn’t do 
anything against me because I had no passport. I told him that was the only 
way for me to learn English and to learn life. I studied at the university, after a 
while I enrolled to the English faculty early in 1978 and I was a guest student, 
a special course student, and I studied English and American literature and 
also some grammar. I paid, not much, fifty pounds for a term, for two terms a 
hundred pounds, but it was good. 

Thomas: You had a job by then? 

Sandor: No, but I had some relatives in America and from time to time they sent me 
money. 

Jakabffy Miklos: You were starving in Britain but the Americans didn’t send you any money? 

Sandor: Yes, they did, after awhile. In envelopes. Can you imagine? I had no bank 
account. 

Jakabffy Miklos: But you still starved? 

Sandor: No, no, we shared after awhile. And that’s how I became a vegetarian, 
because the money was not enough for meat. Meat was very expensive, but 
vegetables were cheap. We went to the Portobello Road market every 
Saturday morning and bought vegetables for a whole week, and you could 
cook and that was very cheap and it was good. And whenever I worked, I 
made enough money to buy salami. Then I was not a vegetarian, because 
working on a building site in London was a very hard job, physically it was a 
very demanding work, and I couldn’t do it on veggies, so I bought some 
salami in a Yugoslav shop and then I had a meal to eat. But what was your 
question about sending money? 

Jakabffy Miklos: You paid fifty pounds for a term in Britain. I didn’t know how you got the 
money. 

Sandor: It was a very nice thing. My relatives twice sent me checks, $100 checks. And 
I couldn’t cash the checks. But the university accepted them. So I was there 
starving with $200 checks, and I couldn’t cash them because I had no 
passport. I walked into the banks and they said, ‘No way!’ So I had the two 
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checks on the table for months and months. And then in January I went to the 
university and they said, yes, they accepted it, and I just wrote it not in my 
name but in their name and they cashed the check for themselves. 

Jakabffy Miklos: In Britain, even in the ‘80’s, it was required for foreigners, the same as in the 
east block, to report to the police within 48 hours. 

Sandor: The story was, when my passport was taken away, I was pretty scared, what to 
do. My friends told me I should write to the home office in Britain about the 
situation. So I wrote a letter, that my passport had been taken away, I wanted 
to go to America, please advise me what to do. In a month I received a letter 
from the home office that unless I regularized my stay in the United Kingdom, 
I would be detained for 6 months, fined 200 pounds, and then expelled from 
the United Kingdom. I became pretty nervous. But my friends said, the letter 
said ‘unless you regularize your stay’, so do regularize your stay. So I 
answered in a letter, please help me regularize my stay in the United 
Kingdom. Another month passed. By then my English was much better 
because I was talking and talking to my Irish friend who said he should charge 
me a quid an hour because we were just talking and talking and my English 
improved. After a month I received another letter from the home office 
inviting me for an interview in the first days of February. You see, the process 
of correspondance lasted so long that it was already February 1978, and by 
that time I was a student at the London University, a special course student 
but still an enrolled student in the English department. So I went to Croydon, 
to the home office. And my aunt came over from America, and she loved it—
she came over not for me but because her son was in Holland—and she came 
to Croydon but she was not allowed to come into the interview with me. So I 
was there inside and outside was my aunt, and there was a translator, a 
Hungarian exile, a woman, and it was very interesting because they asked 
about the whole thing and they said well, I was a student, I couldn’t go to 
America but now I was a student, I intended to finish this and return to 
Hungary but I had no passport. They asked me whether I still wanted to go to 
America and I said yes, that would be nice because earlier I exchanged letters 
with American universities and almost all of them answered—I did this 
correspondence from Hungary, between 1975 and 1977— that I should get a 
student visa and if I had got a student visa they could take me as a student. 
There was only one university, the New School for Social Research in New 
York, which wrote me a letter that if I could get there they would take me as a 
student, and they sent me a check that I should pay $25 as an enrollment fee. 
So in Paris – on the way to London - I put in the mail $25 for the New School 
for Social Research, but then I ‘lost’ my passport so I could not get to 
America. There I was in this interview in the home office and I told them, yes, 
I would love to go to New York to study at the New School for Social 
Research. Then the officer told me, the only thing you could get would be a 
refugee passport. 

Jakabffy Miklos: A homeless passport. 
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Sandor: A homeless passport. But then you can’t return to Hungary. I said, no, no, no, 
I didn’t want to become a refugee, I wanted to return to Hungary. But he said, 
the only form you can have is a form for the homeless passport. I said, no, no. 
He said, well, we need your data, personal information. Then he did 
something very funny, he took an application for a homeless passport and tore 
off the heading so it was just an empty form. And that was lovely, so I think I 
made a precedent in England. After another month I received a letter that as 
an exemption, because I was a student already in England, they would give 
me a staying permit until the end of my studies, July 31st, but in between I 
should take steps to regularize my contacts with the Hungarian authorities. So 
I should do something about the whole situation. First of all I should go to get 
my staying permit at the home office at Croydon. That’s what I did. I went 
down to Croydon, and there was a Sikh person in a turban at the home office, 
and he was just beautiful, beautiful. He said, “Here are your papers, Sir, here 
is your staying permit, and with this paper you can stay in the United 
Kingdom until you finish your studies, and when you leave the United 
Kingdom please give this paper to the last officer at the border, and whenever 
you return to the United Kingdom please ask for this paper. Have a nice stay, 
Sir”. And with this gesture, this Indian Sikh took me into the civilized world. I 
had no Hungarian passport, I had a Hungarian driver’s license for a motor 
bike, that’s all I had. But he took me into Europe, and that was a lovely 
feeling, that was a very nice thing. In that letter they also said that I should 
register at the local police station as soon as possible. I took a bus and I went 
home, and after a week I thought perhaps I should register at the local police 
station. So I walked down the road and I walked in. There was nobody, behind 
the counter there was a policeman sitting doing nothing. So I sat down. After 
about 5 minutes he stood up, he asked me to come closer, he said, “What can I 
do for you, Sir?” I said, “Here is my staying permit, I would like to register 
myself.” He looked at the paper and he said, “It says you should register 
yourself as soon as possible, and one week has passed.” I said, “I’m sorry.” 
He said, “It’s all right.” This was the British way, and I loved it. He just 
wanted to hear the “I’m sorry”, that was it. That was the British way, and I 
was very pleased and I was very happy. In early July I wrote a letter to the 
Hungarian consulate that, just as I noted in my letters a year ago, I would like 
to return to Hungary, and please give me documents to return to Hungary. 
And then a long correspondence started with the Hungarian authorities, it took 
4 months to get this ‘final return’ paper to Hungary. In the meantime my 
staying permit expired, so I wrote a letter to the home office that I would like 
to return to Hungary but I don’t have any papers, so what should I do? There 
was a quick answer: please mail your staying permit. I mailed my staying 
permit and they mailed it back to me and they extended my permit for half a 
year, until the end of that year. And that was quite astonishing, just 
automatically. But there was a criteria: please regularize your situation with 
the Hungarian authorities. This was when I started a correspondence with the 
Hungarian authorities; they wanted a lot of proofs, they wanted a proof that 
there was somewhere to go for me in Hungary. I was not only to prove that 
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there was an apartment, a room, for me, but my parents were to draw a sketch 
of the apartment and submit it to the local police with the room which was to 
be my room. It was really a Kafka-esque situation. (laughter) My friends 
thought it was a joke, but it was not a joke. [The form asked] “Is there an 
apartment assured for you?” A very stupid question. In Hungarian it is the 
same word for ‘insured’. So I answered appropriately, “The apartment is 
insured.” (laughter) So there was the interview after my return to Hungary. 
The policeman told me there were other ways of studying abroad. I said, you 
know, I have never heard of other legal ways, if I had known about legal ways 
to study abroad in America, I would have done it. So the investigation was 
ended with a funny scene. The policeman looked at me, looked into my eyes, 
and said, “And you regret it?” I said “yes.” He wrote down, “He regrets it.” 
(laughter) I was given a written police warning. A written police warning is 
the lowest punishment. They give you a written police warning if even the 
minimum court sentence would be too much, because the thing you did was 
no harm neither against the society, nor against yourself. The written police 
warning said if I would do it again, then I would be sentenced. So that was the 
end of the situation. After 5 years, I went to the same police station, because I 
knew that the official legal sentence for such an offense was 5 years. I also 
didn’t want to go to the army—I was supposed to get the army permission too, 
to get a passport, so I just avoided the whole thing, because in five years I 
became 28, not to be conscripted anymore. So in early 1982, I walked into the 
police station and applied for a socialist passport, the red one, and there was 
the lady I remembered, and she said, “Oh you want to travel again?” 
(laughter) And I said, “Yes, I want to go to Czechoslovakia with my friends to 
ski.” She said, “Oh yes, ok.” I t was lovely! Then I waited for one and a half 
months, usually the socialist passport you got in 10 days but I waited one and 
a half months. But I got it. But it wasn’t given directly from the police station, 
it went up to the ministry of defense, it went one level up in the hierarchy. But 
I got it. So I celebrated my last journey 5 years later for 2 nights, 3 days, I 
went to Donovaly, in the hills of present Slovakia with some friends with a 
legal passport again, and I loved it! By then I finished the university. A few 
days after enrollment I went to the professor and I was to tell him the topic of 
my thesis. But there was of course one year in between, I was away. So I sat 
down, he sat down, he was the head of the department of 19th century 
literature. His first sentence was “I know, Sandor, that whatever you decide, 
you do. I agree with your thesis topic. You are busy, I am busy, any time you 
have something done, just come back.” That was it. Nothing about the year, 
nothing. For each other’s sake, because he didn’t dare to say you’ve done it 
well, and he didn’t want to say there was something wrong, nothing, no 
conversation about the whole thing………. 

Thomas: So neither one of you would get into trouble. 

Sandor: Yes. And I did my thesis, and he said to me that it was good, he gave me the 
best mark, and he said that it was a good paper, but it was not in the line, it 
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was a bit too existentialist, so he was not in the position to have it published 
because it was not in the line, but it was a good paper. 

Thomas: Didn’t you have to have an oral exam with other professors? 

Sandor: Yes, yes, but I could do that. But nothing, no mention of that illegal year ever. 

Thomas: And there was nothing in the oral exam about its being too existentialist? 

Sandor: The oral exam was just very matter-of-fact about the whole thesis. And you 
know what my thesis was all about? 

Thomas: No. 

Sandor: Lucifer, it was about Lucifer in “The Tragedy of Man”. The role of negation, 
that was my subject, in “The Tragedy of Man”, a drama by Imre Madách, a 19 
century Hungarian author. As a matter of fact, before leaving for England I 
also prepared some papers for him, my first paper in modern literature – in 
1976 - was about the concept of freedom in “The Tragedy of Man”. Then, 
before leaving for England, I walked into his office and I told him I would try 
to write my thesis to him. He said he was very busy but he said maybe Lucifer 
would be a topic. And I just wanted to write about Lucifer, because he, my 
professor, had just published a book on that tragedy about Adam and Eve and 
he hardly ever omitted a sentence about Lucifer. He was a very good professor 
and he knew my mental constitution so he knew I should write about Lucifer. 
So my topic was the missing part of his book, the topic of negation and 
Lucifer. We agreed, and then I left for England, and returned, and I wrote it, 
but it was a bit too existentialistic. So he was a nice man. He committed 
suicide in a year - he committed suicide. 

Thomas: Why? 

Sandor: I don’t know. But I could understand him. Just when he read my thesis, he 
also told me that he couldn’t publish it, and he gave me a study of a woman 
and he said, “She’s not too good, please read it through and give me your 
opinion.” In ten days I returned to him and I told him “This is not a good 
paper.” And he said, “Yes, but I have to take her in my department.” He didn’t 
have a free hand. It was 1979, he was the head of the department, and he 
couldn’t take me, he was to take a woman who was not talented. He as a 
professor, he as head of the department, he didn’t have a choice. So I could 
understand, he committed suicide. And he was not a popular professor. He 
was taken as a screw-nut, because he was very much in his thinking. We were 
on very good terms, very good terms, I understood his language, he 
understood my language, but he never, ever discussed things openly. He gave 
me the best mark, and in a way he trusted me. Then I had my first job, and 
then I heard that he had committed suicide. I felt sorry, because then I 
proceeded and wrote my PhD, but I could never show him my PhD, I could 
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never show my book to him. And that’s a bad thing. When I wrote my PhD, it 
was between philosophy and literature, about the “The Tragedy of Man” by 
Imre Madach, too. 

Thomas: I have read it, I have an English translation of the revised version. 

Sandor: That’s a big difference, a very big difference. Now why did I do that? Since 
that time – the mid 1970’s -, but also during my university studies, my basic 
notion was, on the one hand, to prove that there was life outside Hungary as 
well. We were brought up with the concept that this was the one and only 
way. There was, what they said the ‘love-it-or-leave-it’ situation, which I did 
not agree with. because I thought that this was our country, we shouldn’t leave 
our country but we should make it our own country. Why don’t they leave, 
this is our country. That was the first thing. The other reason, on the personal 
level, that I wanted to prove all my life that the preliminary criteria of human 
personality is to be able to negate, to say no. That’s what I wanted to prove in 
my studies in the university too, that the first real step to become a human 
being is to be able to say no, to be able to decide, to be free. It means the 
ability to control your own decision, for which you have to be able to say no. 
The animals are following patterns, there is no alternative for them on the 
individual level. It were only our ancestors when they were on the edge, then 
they reached a very funny stage. You remember they were hitting the stone, 
hammering, but then there came the alternative, when they were grinding, not 
hitting it but grinding. Now that simple step has never occurred in any other 
species on the earth, only with man, man was the first one to take an 
alternative move. There must have been one being who said, no, no I can do it 
another way. That was the first man. And the father said, no, there is only one 
way to do it, by hitting. The other one, the offspring said no, no there are now 
two ways of doing it, hitting and grinding, and these were the beginnings of 
mankind. That is why I say that to say “no” is an ability that is only ours. I 
wanted to prove during my studies that just like, when an embryo develops in 
the womb, it repeats the development of the species, but then after we are 
born, we repeat the development of homo sapiens. Because first we develop 
and become individual beings as little animals, and then there is an instinctive 
period of saying “no” when you are one and a half or two, and then it’s 
adjusted and gone. But then we become teenagers, then we say “no” to the 
pattern of life of our parents or of the society or whatever, that is when we 
become individual autonomous personalities, human beings. We repeat the 
mental formation of mankind. The final step in that formation is to say “no”, 
to decide to become free, that is the key in the development of homo sapiens. I 
wanted to prove, and it was very easy, you know in the secondary school there 
were weekly discussion lessons. We were to take sides, and we were 38 in the 
class, many times 37 said yes, I said no. They asked me why did I say no, and 
after a while I said, why don’t you ask those who said yes, why did they say 
yes? They never ask you why you say yes. Then I understood that by saying 
yes, yes, yes all the time, you are not yet an autonomous personality, because 
you are just following everything. But as soon as you say no, you become 
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independent and then comes reasoning. If you say yes all the time there is no 
need for reasoning. I wanted in my university studies to prove that culture is a 
very strong factor in the development of our personalities. So I wanted to 
prove this through “The Tragedy of Man” which was taken by Hungarian 
scholars as a Hegelian piece of work as they themselves were trapped in the 
Hungarian cultural frameworks where they wanted to see development, future. 
Hungary was oppressed in 1859 when it was written and ever since for 
decades and and before that for centuries. So all the scholars and readers 
wanted to read something positive about the future: is there any hope for a 
better society? But originally this author was not discussing this issue. He was 
discussing adifferent, but also important point of view. His point was, that 
regardless of the historical times in which we were born, regardless of the 
geographical location in which we were born, there is one major question: is 
there an opportunity for moral, ethical and sensible human acts? There is no 
hope, no future, because you never know, no one promises you any positive 
future, there is no reward, but then what should we do? Should we give it up? 
Or should we still act? That is a very Kantian point of view. Kant in his ethics 
described us as able to act morally, we are the only beings in the world—there 
is God, yes, He is moral, because there is no temptation involved, He is not 
fallible, He has no shortages—we have shortages because we are human, and 
one of our greatest shortage is that we are mortal. We are not immortal, that is 
a shortage, but even though we are not immortal we have an opportunity, and 
that is his categorical imperative, where he says that as a human being you 
should act as if the principle of your action could be a general law for 
mankind. And Imre Madach took it literally, he embodied the Kantian 
principles, God as Whole, Adam as All (World), Lucifer as Nothing 
(negation), Eve as Many, - the Whole, All, Nothing and Many -, so he used 
these Kantian abstract principles and he embodied them in figures, and these 
figures are in this drama. 

Thomas: That’s been quite modified by the adaptation. 

Sandor: Why? Because the poet, Janos Arany, who was an excellent poet, very good 
style, was not trained in philosophy The manuscript was sent to him, he read 
it, at first he didn’t like it, then he looked at it again. He was also an editor of a 
newspaper and also the secretary of a literary society, and there was a book 
due to be published by the society and there was no manuscript, so he needed 
a manuscript for 1861. So he said okay, this would be a very good book for 
the members of the society, but he said the style was not good enough. He 
wrote a letter to Madach saying that he would improve the style. But Madach 
had submitted the manuscript a year earlier, and he’d forgotten it - and he had 
no other copies. The only copy he had had been sent to the poet. So this poet 
proposed certain changes and asked if he would approve them or not. And 
poor Imre Madach, after one and a half years, who would remember, said I 
don’t agree here and I don’t agree there, but otherwise it’s all right, you can 
do whatever you want. Because he was a newcomer, he had never published 
anything before. while the poet Arany was the secretary of the Hungarian 
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National Academy of Sciences in Pest. So it was published with the changes, 
and the author himself could never compare it with his original manuscript. 
The poet changed one fourth of the text, of 4,400 lines he altered 1000, just 
because of grammar and style. But if you are not a scholar you cannot see the 
difference in content. I’ll give you just one example. Adam says, ‘I started my 
struggle in the search for precious principles’. Now this was not this way in 
the original. The original was, ‘I started my struggle because of precious 
principles’. So it’s a big difference, the aim and the causality . The Kantian 
one was the original, that he was born with principles, with a priori principles. 
That’s very Kantian, so he was not looking for principles, he wanted to check, 
to fulfill the principles, he wanted to preserve, to make sure the principles 
were in action. There were many, many changes of this kind. 

Thomas: It changes the whole meaning of the story.  

Sandor: Exactly. I proved it, can you imagine, I looked in the library…………. 

Thomas: You mean to tell me that nobody had ever compared the original with the 
edited version? 

Sandor: No. Why? Because they were not interested in it. They were interested in the 
promising part of it, they wanted to know whether there is a promise for the 
future. That is the cultural determination. They were so much brought up 
within the moral standpoint, just like Sandor Petofi, that they took it for 
granted that Hungarian writers were – and were to be - prophets. My motto for 
my thesis was an English saying which goes ‘For the fish the last thing to 
investigate is water’. The Hungarians were so much within their cultural 
context, they couldn’t see that outside Hungary— for example, nobody in 
England asked Shakespeare whether he was a patriot or not, that is not a 
question—but inside Hungary that is the first preliminary criteria to be a poet 
or a dramatist or whatever.  

Thomas: And you think that this is the result of the history of the nation, that this 
culture has developed because of the series of conquerors, not just the 
Communists, but Horthy,.the Turks, and so forth. 

Sandor: Yes. In the last chapter of my book I compare the drama with a Dutch novel, 
it’s an unknown novel, “Max Havelaar”, it is, in a few word, about a 
Dutchman who was a governor in Batavia, and he wanted to improve the 
system because he realized that the local king and chiefs and princes, together 
with the Dutch colonizers, were unfair to the natives, and they were cheating 
the natives. So this author, Multatuli, who had been himself a governor in 
Batavia, wanted to tell his fellow Dutch people and the King that colonizing 
was an important thing for the Netherlands but they should do it morally, they 
should do it in a fair way. So, believe it or not, he wrote this book in the same 
year, 1859, he became the leading writer of the Dutch culture. There are 
Multatuli foundations, Multatuli schools—his original name was Eduard 
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Douwes-Dekker—a whole cult of Multatuli. He wrote it at the same time in 
the Netherlands as Madach in Hungary. This one became the Hungarian 
tragedy, the Hungarian drama. In Hungary there are Madach schools, Madach 
societies. The Dutch translated the Hungarian tragedy after the Germans, in 
the 1880’s, so there is a rather early Dutch translation of the Tragedy, while 
the Hungarians translated the Dutch book 3 times, and yet nobody in Hungary 
knows about the Dutch novel, while nobody in the Netherlands knows about 
the Hungarian tragedy, because they are both ‘blind’. We are not interested in 
the Dutch approach and they are not interested in the Hungarian approach 
because we are respectively stuck within our cultural frameworks. And the 
genius is a person who realizes what is the proper way in his or her culture; 
for Madach, it was a tragedy which was abstract, universal, because Hungary 
was oppressed, there was censorship in the 1860’s, no way to tell the truth, so 
he put it in the Biblical framework, with universal meaning, and it was about, 
to put it short, from the point of view of the oppressed, ‘what can I do if I am 
a human being but I have no opportunity for free action’. Should I still do 
something sensible or should I give it up, because it is hopeless, what can I do 
when there is no hope for free activity? The Dutch author’s, idea was, from 
the point of view of the oppressor, as there was a Parliament, to write a novel, 
a precise description of the situation, that you should do it another way. So he 
wrote and he dedicated his book to the King. He was a genius his way, 
Madach was a genius his own way, but different way, because the cultural 
context is a very strong determining factor. That was my research and my real 
notion, that we should understand our culture very well and to see what are 
the real opportunities in modernizing our own society according to our own 
cultural traditions. That’s why Communism failed in Europe and all over, 
partly because of the lack of economic common sense, it was a stupid 
economy, it was not viable, but partly because there was a genetic 
indifference. They implanted Soviet genes into East Germany, Hungary, they 
tried to do that, but it failed, because the strong cultural traditions made it a 
Hungarian socialism, a Romanian socialism, a Czechoslovak socialism, an 
East German socialism, and they had nothing to do with each other. 
Hungary’s reality was much closer to Ireland because of the culture 
background. I wanted to prove that the Marxist-Leninist approach to history 
didn’t make sense. History is not an economic development process, but there 
are cultures and each and every culture is a response to the queastuion of 
survival, an answer. This is the Hungarian answer, that is the Austrian answer. 
Hungary will never become Sweden, be it socialist Hungary or capitalist 
Hungary. But we have to understand our own culture and that’s the only way 
that we can modernize and improve it. That’s why I joined the Ministry of 
Culture and Education after 1990. This is the last chapter, so to speak. I was 
asked to join the Hungarian Ministry of Culture and Education after 1990, and 
I joined it because I thought this was the time to put into practice what I 
studied, whatever I can do. So I thought, yes, we should change the legislation 
and also the financing system in Hungary for culture and arts. 

Jakabffy Miklos: In the Antall government? 
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Sandor: Yes. So I started there. And again my friends were astonished, they said, well, 
that I should not go closer to that power, one part of my friends were 
astonished……….. 

Jakabffy Miklos: Who was the minister of culture? 

Sandor: Bertalan Andrasfalvy . They said, well, you know, that they wanted to go back 
to the 1930’s because Prime Minister Antall said we should begin from 1938, 
we should restart from 1938, which was obviously not to be done and 
impossible, too. I said to my friends no, no, no, let’s wait, I don’t know how 
long democracy will last in Hungary, we do have democracy now, this is the 
time to do things, for the all of us. You never know how long democracy will 
last, so let’s come and do it together. So I started to work on legislation, and it 
took 6 ½ years, and we worked out a new legislation for cultural institutions in 
Hungary, and I was very privileged, I felt I was privileged that I could work 
on this, and the parliament approved a new law on cultural community 
activities and museums and libraries which made it very democratic, it was 
very important. I could use a lot from my studies on European culture, I could 
put in use all these studies. I was very pleased with that. Whatever I studied 
before, I was thinking about earlier, I could make work, put to use. Let me 
give you an example. I have told you that cultural traditions are very strong 
and one has to understand this. In the early ‘90’s, I was working in the 
ministry, they told me that the situation in culture was hopeless. We had 3,100 
local municipalities, local kingdoms, and all the mayors wanted to work for 
their own pockets, they were corrupt, there was no opportunity. I said, okay, 
that’s fine, we were to use that base, so I proposed a project and we started 
and we made it. Because I was in charge in the ministry for the cultural 
community centers, the amateur non-professional art activities and the public 
libraries in Hungary, we started a project, it was called the ‘library friendly 
local government’. There were some very simple criteria for the villages, the 
towns, and the counties. The criteria was that those who spent the highest per 
capita expenditure on books and documents for their local library could get 
some money. So you have a village, you have 500 people, so if you spent 
money on books and CD’s or DVD’s for your library and you divided it by 
the number of inhabitants, then you could enter the competition. The prize 
was for villages two million, towns two million, counties two million, first 
prize one million, second prize 600,000, third prize 400,000, it adds up two 
million, two million, two million, six million all in all. They started to submit 
these papers, and can you believe that that year the expenditure on books in 
Hungary was raised by 18 million forints, because they wanted to get that one 
million. Reproduced on six million forints, 18 million extra for the libraries. 
Why? Because the mayors wanted to be the good guys. An average Hungarian 
library could spend only 10,000 forints for books. 10,000 is not much. We had 
4,000 public libraries, and the total expenditure for books, books purchased, 
was 400 million forints. We knew exactly that this was peanuts, this was very, 
very little. A local library spent 10,000 forints on books, and the mayor says, 
okay, we double it, it’s 20,000 but it’s still peanuts, but they doubled it. A 
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town cannot do it, they cannot double it, so we tried to promote libraries of the 
small places, and that happened, and they were ambitious, and there was just 
an occasion, the minister handed over one million, can you imagine a village 
library receiving one million forints. That was very tempting. So we 
understood the situation, the personal aspiration of the mayors, and it worked. 
You have to understand the real situation, and you have to build on the real 
situation. Yes, if they want to become popular, we should help them become 
popular. I put in use all these things, and it worked. 

Thomas: Did that continue? 

Sandor: The next government widened it, they introduced museum friendly local 
governments and community culture friendly local governments, and they 
made it a big, big project. That was the Fidesz government, from 1998. But 
when I finished this work on the law, I thought I had done my job, so I did not 
have any sort of intention to continue, because I had done this job. So there 
was a competition for establishing a cultural center in London, there was no 
Hungarian culture center in London before 1998. There are culture centers in 
Vienna, Berlin, Paris, Sofia, all over in more than 15 places. Some people in 
the ministry said, why don’t you apply. So okay, I applied, and I not only 
applied, I wrote a paper, a 30-page proposal on what should that cultural 
center do. I applied and I won. So in the first days of May, 1998 I traveled to 
establish a culture center in London. Only myself and my wife, no employees. 
And that was very strange, because that cultural center was just 2 rented 
rooms in a place opposite the Hungarian embassy where my passport was 
taken away in 1977. (laughter) So I became a diplomat, I became the cultural 
attaché of Hungary, working in the same consulate where my passport was 
taken away. 

Thomas: But under a very different government. 

Sandor: Under a different government, and I was to represent my country, I was to 
show my country. So it was a very Taoist turn in my life. I was very happy. I 
started to build up the whole thing, I established a web site, I established 
contacts with the Hungarians, I opened a film club, launched a series of 
lectures about Hungary, published a program booklet, things like that. Then 
came a change of the government in Hungary. I came back in November the 
same year for a conference I chaired and I was told I would be called back, 
and a new director would come.  

Jakabffy Miklos: What was the new government? 

Sandor: That was the Orban government. I was appointed by Balint Magyar, at the end 
of 1997. In mid-1998 came the Orban government, and they wanted to wipe 
out all the post-Communist people from everywhere. I was not a post-
Communist guy. 
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Jakabffy Miklos: But you were there under the Antall government. 

Sandor: But then came the Horn government under Gabor Fodor and Balint Magyar as 
the minister of culture and education. So I was in a very strange situation all 
the time in that ministry because I was not a party member - in neither of these 
parties. And then I was working on that law, just coming back to that. It was a 
very strange political situation, because in the Horn government there were 
the former Communists and the former resistance (former dissidents) in 
coalition. Now, when I worked on that law, the Socialist side said that all the 
Hungarian cultural institutions should remain as they have been, the civil 
servants as employees, and they should all be run by the state, by the local 
governments. The coalition partner, the liberals, said no, no, no, all these 
should be put on market, and all these cultural centers were former 
Communist headquarters, so they should be wiped out and they should be 
given to the civil society. I was there working in the ministry in charge of that 
law. And I said no, they should be liberated but kept at the same time, so we 
formulated the text of the new law, that all the local governments could decide 
whether they wanted to run, to keep these local cultural centers as institutions, 
but they could also enter a contract with the civil associations, or the civil 
association themselves could run the cultural center, or they could also have a 
contract with a company or an entrepreneur - but in any case it should be run 
for the purpose of culture. So in the law there is an opportunity for the local 
community to choose, run it themselves, liberated. No one liked this. All 
political parties hated this, because it was against their notion. One of them 
wanted it the Communist way, the other wanted it the fully liberal way, and 
this was just………………. 

Thomas: And no one wants to let them have a choice. 

Sandor: Exactly. But I wanted it, because I knew that democracy is not out there, 
democracy is always where you live, and local governments should have a 
say, because that’s where they live, where people live, and they should have a 
say, too. We incorporated in that law an opportunity to form a local cultural 
council, any association, the local civil associations became enabled by this 
law to form a local council to consult and check and control the local 
government whether they do the job or not. There is a civil control over the 
local government in terms of cultural activities. And in terms of content, this 
law was very funny and we loved it. We formulated it so that nothing is 
compulsory for the local government in terms of content. It is compulsory, 
however, all over Hungary, to provide space for the public, only the space, 
that is compulsory, and then it is up to them what they would do. And it was 
very strange again, because the representatives of the ministry of finance 
hated it, because there is a state subsidy for culture, and they said, ‘how do 
you think, Mr, Striker, that we would give public money for activities which 
are completely unknown’. And I said, no this is democracy, they decide, but if 
they decide they have to do it. So that is the criteria ever since, each and every 
local government is to issue a local decree that this is what we subsidize in 
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terms of community culture, and then they have to do it. We have 3,100 local 
governments, and they do 3,100 different kinds of things. But if they decide, 
then they have to do it. This is democracy. 

Thomas: I would think there’d have to be a limit on the budget. They can’t just decide 
anything. 

Sandor: No, in that law there is a description of activities. Tradition, folklore, 
environmental protection, folk art, singing, whatever, but they have to choose, 
but it’s very wide, it’s everything, everything that is leisure time, cultural, 
creative, community oriented, whatever. If you have a settlement where there 
are only elderly people, you can’t make it compulsory to have a youth club, or 
the other way around, that is stupid, so they decide themselves. This is what I 
think democracy should be about, that people have to decide, but once they 
have decided, they have to do it for the public purpose.  

Thomas: The Orban government didn’t like that anymore than……………… 

Sandor: They re-centralized culture. By then I was in London. The Orban government 
was formed in mid-June, 1998, and I was astonished to get a fax from the 
ministry of culture in September that if the directors of the Hungarian culture 
centers abroad invite these - enlisted - artists they will get money, if they 
invite other artists they will get no money. I was astonished, I thought that was 
gone. The Orban government recentralized cultural subsidies and cultural 
administration. For example, there was the Hungarian National Cultural Fund, 
established in 1993 by the Antall government and improved by the Horn 
government, and originally there was 5% made available for the ministry of 
culture to use it for cultural nation-wide purposes. And the Orban government 
raised this to 50%. Can you imagine, 8 billion forints available and half of it 
was in the hands of the Hungarian minister of culture alone, 4 billion forints. 
They wanted a centralized cultural politics, and that was a big disillusionment 
for me, it was difficult to understand that they were re-centralizing the 
management of culture again. And they wanted a new director for London as 
well. But I told them I had a contract for 4 years, do they want to break the 
contract?, So they opened an application but I warned them that they 
shouldn’t break the contract with me which I had for 4 years. There was no 
public transparent decision about the London job, but a woman who was 
working in London anyway, came back and as she was a media person, a 
television person, she persuaded the minister that she could do very good 
media coverage for Hungary. They appointed her to director, but they didn’t 
dare to touch me, so there we were, 2 directors and no employees! She was 
made director general and I was made director of social sciences, and then she 
did her best to get rid of me. Finally she succeeded, so I was called 
back……… 

Thomas: This was an upper echelon decision, you didn’t give in and resign. 
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Sandor: No, I didn’t resign, because I had my program and I had the contract for 4 
years. So they called me back in 2000, but they didn’t want to give me a job in 
the ministry. They wanted to get rid of me. I met the secretary of state, and he 
asked me if I wanted to come back to the ministry and I said yes, we agreed, 
they gave no official reason why they called me back from London. In the 
newspapers they said they would give me a very important job in creating a 
central information system for culture, that was announced in the papers 
before I came back. So we sat down, okay, this would be my job, fine. So then 
I went for holiday because I had been away from Hungary for two years, in 
the meantime 2 of my sons were born, and we had no apartment, because we 
left for 4 years and I was to come back 2 years later, and we gave up our 
place, this was July, and I went for vacation to sort out these things and then I 
received a letter saying that the contract I was to sign was not the position we 
had agreed and it was half the salary I was told. I didn’t sign the contract, and 
I started a legal case against the ministry. The money they offered me was a 
secretary’s wage. I entered a court case suing them because that was an 
unlawful salary. So I sued them but I had no job, I went on paternity leave, 
our younger child was just one year old then, meanwhile I kept on the court 
case. By the end of 2001 I won it. In the contract – which I did not sign - they 
stated that they gave me this job because they withdrew my director position, 
they withdrew my appointment, which they didn’t in fact. They just called me 
back from London but they didn’t withdraw my appointment. Why? Because I 
was a diplomat, and as a diplomat it was a contract issue. I was also in charge 
of education, and by the year 2000 the Fidesz government split the ministry, 
there was a separate ministry of culture and of education. For withdrawing my 
appointment, the agreement of the ministry of education would also have been 
necessary, and they didn’t dare to do it, they wanted to do it just silently. So 
they didn’t withdraw my appointment as a director. That was not true in the 
contract, there was no proof that I was not anymore a director. The court 
decision stated that it was not true that they made this contract on the basis of 
my not being anymore a director because there was no document of that. Also 
they were to pay the difference between the salary for the month I was on 
holiday because otherwise I was on paternity leave so there was no salary. So 
that was in 2001, but they appealed, but the appeal court agreed, I won on 
appeal. I must say that I had no lawyer, because I hired a lawyer but behind 
my back he started to negotiate with the ministry. I wanted another lawyer but 
he said he wouldn’t do it against the ministry. So I did it myself. I am not a 
lawyer but I did it and I won. Then on July 14, 2002, my paternity leave 
expired and I wanted to return to work. A new government came, the 
socialist-liberals Before you come back from paternity leave, you have to give 
them a sign in advance, that you want to take up the job again, so in May I 
started to write letters to the ministry saying that I would like to come back by 
July 15, so let’s sit down. And they did not respond at all. By that time the 
new directress who was there invited the wife of the new minister of culture to 
London. She made sure she invited all the politicians to London. The minister 
Gorgey was a writer and his wife was an opera singer, and as soon as he was 
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appointed to become the minister, then the directress, my successor, invited 
the wife to London, and everything was nicely done, and they didn’t want to 
talk to me in the ministry. I started to write letters, please sit down, let’s give 
me a job. Finally without any notice I just walked into the room of the state 
secretary, I said, I should come back to work. I had no contract, so let’s do 
something. That was early-mid July, so he said well, he would go on holiday, 
and all the other people would go on holiday, so why don’t I take some 
holiday myself? I said, I have no time left, I had no holidays left. So he said, 
why don’t you get some unpaid holiday? I said, I’ve been on paternity leave 
the last two years, I have no money. He said, he coudn’t do anything, but if I 
asked for an unpaid leave for a month, then when I came back he could offer 2 
or 3 jobs. So I did, I asked for an unpaid leave, he signed, I was to come back 
on August 22 after the national holidays. During his holiday and during my 
rather unwilling holiday I received a letter, that there is my job waiting for me 
since 2000, with the salary and the position which the court case invalidated. 

Thomas: In other words they were offering you the same salary and the same position, 
as if the court case had never been. 

Sandor: Yes! I was furious. In the meantime a nightmare: there was a flood, in the 
place I lived, a 4-day flood, all the capable men were defending the 
settlement, because the Danube rose very high, and for those days I was there 
shoveling, too. This was in 2002. And I walked in to the office on August 22, 
to find there was no job for me. I could really feel the contrast between the 
solidarity of a local community in danger and the ignorant, inhuman character 
of state administration. I went to the court and I sued the ministry again, that I 
was to take up my job but I had no contract. They cheated me again, so I went 
to the court again. 

Thomas: Do you really want to work for these people? 

Sandor: Just a second! Every day I went to the ministry but I had nowhere to go, I had 
no desk, no table, no room, nothing. They said I should go back to my original 
department. That was stupid because I was the head of that department. To the 
same department to get the lowest job, which I never had before – and mind 
you, that was filled, too.. Every day I walked in, I was waiting, nothing. Then 
they told me I should go to one of the under secretaries of state because she 
would offer me a job, I walked in, there was no undersecretary, no job. Then I 
received a letter that because I didn’t take the job they entered a work 
discipline case against me. So in November I was there and they charged me 
with breaking the work discipline law because I didn’t take up the job, and I 
said I had no contract, and they said that was no reason,. So they fired me. 
They fired me from the ministry on the basis that I hadn’t taken up the job - 
they gave me the most severe work discipline punishment by fireing me 
immediately. That meant that for 2 more years I couldn’t return to the civil 
service, as an extra punishment. From August 1 was suing them, so they fired 
me during the court case. Again I went to the court and gave another file, an 
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appeal against work discipline decision. So there I was in November, 2002, 
without a job and salary for the past two consecutive years, two small sons 
and my wife was pregnant. The court case started again, and the ministry did 
not give me my work papers. They said that as long as the court case lasted I 
was employed there, I had no pay, nothing, but all my working documents 
were kept there, so I couldn’t work elsewhere. So it was very difficult. There 
came the court hearings every third month, and I told the judge I couldn’t 
work, please do something about it, I don’t have the papers. He said, well, you 
have to wait, this is a long court case. I said, I couldn’t survive, by then I had 
3 sons, because on March 30, 2003 my third son was born, so I told her I 
couldn’t survive. Unfortunately I had a heart attack about ten days later, I 
almost died. That was difficult. Then I hired a lawyer, a young woman, 
because I didn’t know whether or not I’d survive. It took another year, in 2004 
there was a court decision, that everything was all right, but I should get some 
money because I couldn’t go to work as my papers were not given to me. So I 
was to be given some compensation because I could not enter employment. 
But I appealed and in April 2005 the appeal court gave me the judgment, it 
said the ministry had no right to fire me because there was no contract. Finally 
they understood that you cannot fire someone who has no contract, and you 
cannot enter a work discipline process against someone who has no contract. I 
never signed that contract, that was so difficult to prove, it took me 5 years to 
prove that a contract is not valid without a signature! And they said that I 
should get the salary and the compensation. But they said that the ministry 
should not employ me longer, only until April, 2005, because the court said 
that the contact between the ministry and myself was not good anymore, so 
let’s have a departure. The ministry went to the High Court of Hungary, they 
didn’t want to pay. At the end of 2005, the High Court said, no, no, no it was 
all right., so they approved the appeal court decision, I got my 
papers…………….. 

Thomas: And some compensation. 

Sandor: No, not compensation, because the appeal court said that for the 
compensation, for the money, there should be a new round of court case, 
because they only annihilated the discipline decision and the contract which 
was not existing anyway. They said that there should be a new court hearing 
for the money on the first level. So it restarted again. But by then I could 
work, so I started to work at the University of Applied Arts, arts and crafts, I 
started to teach arts management. I got a part-time job but I was very happy 
because I had a job after 5 years. And the court came with a very surprising 
decision. That was already the year 2006. It was that I should be given the 
lowest salary, not according to my original position, but the lowest salary, 
which was disapproved by an earlier court decision.. I was astonished and I 
went to the appeal court and that appeal court partly changed it, so last year I 
got the money for 6 years. That’s why we could put on the new roof! In the 
meantime, late 2005, I got a job at the Eotvos Lorand University teaching 
European studies, the theory of culture and cultural management, and all in all 
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this is the career I went through. And these are all the lessons I could learn 
from being an exile in London, so to speak. But still the regime in a way 
changed, in other ways has not really changed. It is really quite a warning for 
me that there is a very steady nature of Hungary which is somehow not 
accepting certain people. That is what I feel 

Thomas: Do you think that that characteristic of Hungary relates to the history, the 
oppression, the domination by others? 

Sandor: Not only. Hungary started a very new chapter in history after 1990, 
but……………….. 

Thomas: Some doesn’t erase what has happened already and has been embedded in the 
culture. 

Sandor: Exactly. There are longer-reaching traditions, deeper traditions, and it seems 
these very, very strong traditions, which are not the traditions of a modern 
society but much more of a bit of a feudalistic society which has a pattern of 
centralized management and also a tradition of nepotism and corruption - and 
all these things fit better to certain policies. For example, believe it or not, a 
traditional centralized state arts administration system is much more popular 
because you can bargain. If you are a minister, there are the artists, and the 
artists can visit the minister and ask for some money, without the red tape, 
without a record. If you decide the democratic way, that there are foundations 
and there are committees and then you apply, that means transparency, that 
means competition, which is much more risky. So it seems that Hungary has 
returned at least in the cultural field to the good old policies of non-
democratic traditions and that is much closer to a king’s court and the court 
artists, you know, and it is just the opposite of Hamlet’s remark on Denmark. I 
can’t quote it precisely in English but something like ‘it’s crazy but there’s a 
system in it’. That does not apply to Hungary, in Hungary it’s the opposite, 
it’s totally rational but there is no system to it. That is the interest of the 
people close to power. The rationality is that the people are interested in their 
own careers, but there’s no system. Unsystematic chaos helps a lot of people 
to go forward, and that is the interest of the country right now. That is a very 
bad thing, because it is against the hope of gradual development, and that is 
also against the build-up of solid institutions upon which people can rely and 
can build their future, because everything is very flexible, laws are changed 
from year to year, taxation laws and others, so people cannot really build on 
the future, they are just living here and now. And that in itself is a tradition in 
Hungary, ever since the age of oppression, since centuries, that we live in the 
here and now, and that is against the gradual development of the country. I 
fully agree with some economists, because I think that the cultural 
frameworks are very important, they are determining a lot of factors, even 
economic, the ways we do our things. Just recently the World Bank issued a 
report, “Where is the Wealth of Nations?” , and in that report they just agreed 
with me that it is not really the financial set-up which is the most important, 
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but the cultural institutions, the legal system, the educational system, all these 
are the things which give the real strength of a society. I agree. My point is, 
just to put it together, that Central Europe and Hungary, unlike other 
countries, could not preserve a normal society. A normal society in my view 
has a sort of a crystal structure. In a crystal structure, individuals know their 
place. I’m here, certain people are above me because they were luckier, 
married better, or whatever, certain people are lower because they were 
foolish or whatever, so I know my place in the society. And there are 
institutions like the solid points of this crystal structure, and that’s how society 
can survive. Now in Hungary, the last 100 or 150 years, this crystal structure 
was crushed, 5, 6, 7 times. What came out of it? Sand, - a heap of sand! And 
we became individual pieces of sand, and each and every political wind can 
blow us up to the top or we can end up at the bottom, one day a director, next 
day a porter, one day a general, next day a porter, one day a worker, next day 
a director. So all these political winds really just confuse the situation, and 
there is no real solid institutional structure around us because that is also 
changing. This is difficult to endure psychologically because you are an 
individual piece of sand and you have to defend yourself, just like me. 

Thomas: You’re subject to any wind that comes along. 

Sandor: Exactly. Now this is a real problem, and as I learned from my youth literature, 
the problem is that you can’t blow up sand, if you blow it up it remains sand, 
just a heap of sand. This can be very depressing. Now the good scenario 
would be that Hungary would crystallize. Slowly since 1990 it should 
crystallize and become a solid society with the relevant institutions. The 
problem is, this is not happening. 

Thomas: And what would help that to happen or cause that to happen? Is it leadership 
or is it movement from among the people, or is it a combination? 

Sandor: It’s a combination of many factors. Hungary should not copy. For Hungary, a 
two-party system is not good. Maybe you can say that it works in America or 
it works in England, but the problem with this practically two-party system is, 
that it means two huge parties dominating the political scene, is that it’s an 
either-or situation again. Hungary is divided just like in totalitarian times, thre 
is an either-or situation, you are either with us or you are an enemy. It is 
splitting the nation, it is very childish, just like in a sandbox., it’s either yours 
or it’s mine, and there’s no compromise, there’s no co-operation. Germany 
with her broad coalition is a good example. Elsewhere, if you have an election 
with 49-51%, the winner takes it all, that’s a bad thing, because that means 
you neglect 49% of the voters. That’s a bad idea. And in a country which is so 
small as Hungary, - our economy is insignificant, 85% of it is in the hands of 
multinational companies, that seems to be all right, but multinational 
companies are not really in favor of research and development, they’re not 
really ready to re-invest in the educational system, that means Hungary is 
losing on the human resources, human capital, in human essence. We became 
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an assembling economy and the talented people can’t find work here and they 
go abroad or they just compromise. It’s very difficult, because with 10 million 
people the market is not enough, local market oriented industry and 
agriculture are very weak and the Hungarian economy is still very much a re-
distributive economy. That means that the central government redistributes 
from the annual budget money for local purposes, the private domestic 
industry is very weak, and the civil sector is very weak too, it exists but it’s 
very weak. So there is a very narrow field of charities and self-help voluntary 
organizations so people are relying on the government. In a sense people 
make the government strong, you know what I mean? They don’t rely on each 
other, they don’t rely on the social civil sector, but they make the government 
strong because they demand subsidies from the government.  

Thomas: They’re increasing the centralization, centralized power. 

Sandor: Exactly. And that is a bad thing. 

Thomas: And what will change that? 

Sandor: Well, we need peace, that’s for sure. We know here, that’s why it’s very 
unlucky that the world is in this threat of terrorism because that’s very much 
of the pattern of the totalitarian Communist time because then there was a 
threat of Farmer Jones to come back. That is one of my plans, I would like to 
continue “Animal Farm”, I would like to write “The Liberation of Animal 
Farm”, what happened after that. That is my plan, to write that. Because right 
now again we say that there’s an awful situation, we’ve got to do this, 
otherwise we are in danger. 

Thomas: Of course fear is such a powerful motive, whereby you deliver yourself into 
the hands of a central government. 

Sandor: There was a very good sociologist, very much quoted since 1990 in Hungary, 
Istvan Bibo, he said that democracy is a social setting when there is no fear. 
That’s very important. That’s why I think there should be a gradual 
development in society, and people should become a bit better off and have 
less fear about the future, and then gradually democratic action process could 
begin. 

Thomas: This depends upon greater economic prosperity. 

Sandor: Yes, and this is not happening. Hungary’s economy is the slowest, the slowest 
developing in the E.U. which is a bad thing. 

Thomas: Will the E.U. positively affect this? 

Sandor: I don’t think so. The E.U. is a negative phenomena for us in the traditions of 
irresponsibility. Now the politicians act very similarly to the 1970’s when they 
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said, it’s in Moscow, decision-making is in Moscow. Now they say it’s in 
Brussels, so they lift the responsibility, they say we don’t have responsibility, 
we cannot do it, we don’t have a choice. That is not good from the political 
point of view. On the other hand, there are opposite notions. The conflicting 
situation has been and still is, ever since 1990, that most former socialist 
countries intended, to become independent nation states. They couldn’t be one 
for 50 years, so it was a natural notion that they wanted to become 
independent nation states. But just the opposite process was going on around 
them, the world was going globalized, so two opposite processes were going 
on. We wanted to become independent free nation states and the rest of the 
world told us we shouldn’t. But you can’t do it, it’s just like telling the third 
world you shouldn’t have a television because then you waste energy. You 
can’t do it. The French can’t say to the Hungarians, you can’t have a strong 
cultural policy because that’s getting privileges, because the French 
themselves have a strong culture policy, but the French have money while we 
don’t. The other real problem of Hungary besides these traditions is that we 
don’t have resources. We don’t have oil, enough gas or coal, so we are energy 
dependent. If you look around in the world, those countries which are 
successful which have surplus energy, the Arab world, Latin America, 
Norway, England and France because of her atomic power. If you don’t have 
energy you are dependent on energy, and that means that you are not really 
independent in your economy, and that makes things difficult. Then what can 
you rely on? Human capacity. Then again, if you don’t have independent 
research and development, then talents cannot prove themselves. Many times I 
was told that Hungary is in trouble, to put it in an airfield metaphor, that the 
apron is not long enough. I think that is silly, it’s not an issue of the length of 
the apron, it’s the air. The air in Hungary is not thick enough, the air is too 
thin. We do not have an economy which will give you money if you are 
talented and would give you a good job. If you are a talented guy and you 
finish MIT in America, there are companies which are tuned up for you, 
because they have money to employ you. In Hungary there are no Hungarian 
companies which would queue up for talented Hungarians. The Hungarian 
economy is not strong enough to give career opportunities. For us that is a bad 
thing. We are assembling cars, we are assembling televisions, we are 
assembling this and that, and the traditional very high quality of Hungarian 
education is not as strong as it has been, and the leaders are somehow not 
quite interested in investing in higher education, and there are good reasons, 
because our politicians are not really very highly educated. Can you imagine, 
in Denmark 60% of the members of the parliament are economists. In 
Hungary most of them are former law school students. 

Thomas: That’s the reason for the decline in the quality of education, lack of money 
investment in education? 

Sandor: Yes. The Finnish did it, the Japanese did it………………………… 

Thomas: Since when? 
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Sandor: Since the ‘80’s or so, since the second oil crisis, because that is how it started. 
There was less and less money for culture, education, and health, so they were 
cutting back on public expenditure, on education, culture and health, and since 
then the Hungarian economy is not really developing. There’s no surplus 
money. So research and development is very low-subsidized in Hungary. I 
think the European average state budget expenditure is about 0.74% for 
research and development, in the United States 1.06 %, and in Hungary about 
0.42% (of the GDP). That’s very low, that’s the problem. And Hungarian 
industry is not interested, so as they’re not producing Hungarian products, 
research and development is not going on in Hungary. So it’s difficult in terms 
of our future. Well, I think this is it. 

Thomas: Thank you very, very much. 

[End of Interview] 


