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THE CROWN JEWELS OF CENTRAL EUROPE 

January 12, 1998 Anthony G. Covatta 

Gentlemen, I am ashamed to announce that I have 
failed you. That's right. I have no paper to read 
tonight. I have been so busy with the press of 
business that I simply didn't have the time to write 
anything. That doesn't mean that I'm not going to read 
you something . I have a paper here, and as I throw 
myself at this moment upon the mercies of the Board of 
Management and then read the paper, I trust that all of 
you will forgive me. 

Many of you will remember Tom Blakeley. Tom was 
an insurance man here in Cincinnati, my client, almost 
as renowned in that worthy field as our own Howard 
Tomb. After Tom's wife, my wife Susan's closest 
friend, died of cancer at much too early an age, Tom 
fell into a brown study and seemed to lose his zest for 
life. Within a few months of Ruth Blakeley's death 
last summer, Tom had sold his insurance business to 
Acardia and abruptly left town. Few of us knew for 
where. Within the last few weeks, Tom contacted me and 
asked me to clean out his personal office, gather his 
papers and send them to him out West. 

As I sorted through his effects, stewing a little, 
I confess, over the embarrassment that faced me 
tonight, I came across what I am about to read you. It 
will save my life. Those of you who thought you knew 
Tom may be surprised. He writes of himself, I think, 
but in the third person, and it is a Tom Blakeley I had 
not seen before, and do not profess to understand 
fully. Tom was a most unpoetical fellow but his paper 
starts with some very bad poetry: 

From black to black it flows, born in the forests 
of Southern Germany, flumen Danubius once, now Donau 
and Danube, swells as it gathers the streams of central 
Europe, rolls ceaselessly through the ancient, wounded 
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capitals _ Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, south of 
Buchares t _ feeding and healing the land, s~es the 
crimes of the centuries, over hundreds of kl.lometers" 
peoples, languages, loves and deaths, rests at last l.D 
the uncomprehending sea. 

The hum of a failing ballast in the fluorescent 
tubing was a disturbing back drop to his browsing 
through the paperback books. Paperback books, and not 
mere paperbacks, for the browser was one of the more 
scholarly sections of the modern super bookstore, the 
foreign language aisle. Tom Blakeley, Cincinnati 
insurance broker, was traveling abroad. Tom had always 
taken what he thought was an interest in foreign 
languages, although he actually had very little 
facility in any. On his infrequent travels abroad, he 
invariably took a stab at picking up some of the basics 
of the local language. He loved to try to deal with 
the cabbies and bellmen in their own tongues. While 
his wife and their traveling companions' reaction 
varied from bemused admiration to testy exasperation, 
depending on his success in getting his requests across 
in feeble syntax and worse grammar, Tom felt that he 
was, in a small, ~mall way, building bridges, playing 
the g?od hearted lnstead of the Ugly American, and -
when ~t came to haggling in the market - perhaps even 
savlng a few dollars. 

He could see that schooling himself in the local 
lang~ages , was going to be no easy task this time. All 
of h~s prlor travel had been to countries where German 
or Roman,languages prevailed. With his college German 
and th~ lmmersion in Latin that his parochial school 
educatlon ha~ broug~t him, he could puzzle his way 
through Berlln, Parls, Madrid, Mexico City Cancun or 
Cabo San Lucas. ' 

But this was different. With his son and daughter 
grown a~d gone, the boy alternately acting and waiting 
tables ln New York, the girl married to an art history 
professor languishing at a state school in Idaho th 
was more time to travel. His wife Ruth always' ere 
handled social matters for Tom, wh; was too busy to be 
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bothered. In concert with Larry and Grace, the couple 
with whom they generally traveled, she had hit upon a 
tour of Vienna, Prague and Budapest, the "Crown Jewels 
of Central Europe" as the Delta Airlines brochure 
described them. 

The German he could fake. He was not even going 
to pick up a grammar or phrase book. In addition to 
his high school and college classes, as an avin soccer 
fan, he had kept his German barely alive thumbing 
through Der Tag and the German language soccer 
m~gazines that covered the exploits of Bayern Munich, 
Elntracht Frankfort, Schalke 04, and the other teams of 
the Bundeslige, the German premier division. Czech was 
more of a proble m. Of course, he had never studied it. 
Not a Romance language, it had a few words that looked 
vague~y familiar, even though his Czech phrase book 
contalned a lot of knotty looking phrases. 

The Hungar i an grammar and phrase book was the 
worst. Tom knew that the Hungarians were something 
different. He had heard in school that they had come 
out of Asia centuries ago, and settled on the Hungarian 
plains. They were not characteristically blond and 
blue eyed like the Ge rmans,and Czechs aro~n~ them, and 
Tom registered a slight fllcker of recognltlon,when he 
saw a news photo or film clip of some black halred 
Magyar with dark eyes with just a hint of an Asiatic 
cast. 

That's what they called themselves - Magyars - and 
their language, like themselves was related to no other 
language group in Europe. As Tom leafed through the 
Hungarian primer, he could feel the lack of relation. 
Even the words for "he llo" and "goodby, II "please" and 
"thank you" were thick and cumbersome on his tongue, 
unlike anything he had ever read or even seen or heard 
at the movies. 

And look at this: they had a word for describing 
themselves that to Tom did not seem to have an 
equivalent in English - "Magyarorszag ll was not on l y the 
name of the country, it seemed to Tom to connote the 
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totality or essence of things Hungarian. Tom realized 
that his own knowledge of "Magyarorszag" was pitifully 
limited. For him, the sum total of things Hungarian 
were a few scraps of this and that: He liked chicken 
paprikash, he knew that the amazing Gabor sisters, Eva, 
Magda and the egregious Zsa - Zsa, were Hungarian, and he 
occasionally saw stories in the paper about three other 
Hungarian sisters, the Polgars, who were chess playing 
whizzes, international grand masters, even. At one 
point, Ruth, an inveterate dog lover, had become 
enamored of one of the Hungarian dog breeds, the Puli, 
and for some eight years, the dog of the Blakeley house 
had been Tibor, a bright, bouncy puli, a Hungarian 
sheep dog, festooned in black corkscrew curls that hid 
everything of his 35 pounds except his pink, pink 
tongue. 

Tom had been fascinated in his youth by the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956. Growing up in a working 
class neighborhood and belonging to a parish presided 
over by "the Monsignor", a know nothing horror of a 
priest who flogged his congregation daily with tales of 
the atheistic Communists and all their depravity, Tom 
was relieved when in late 1956, it appeared that the 
brave Hungarians were going to throw off the Soviet 
yoke. He followed the events daily in the newspaper, 
at night on the Huntley-Brinkley Report, and got in 
depth coverage from Time Magazine. He was thrilled the 
week that Time arrived in the mail with a romantic 
cover portrait of Imre Nagy, the revolutionary head of 
state, the backdrop a Hungarian flag defiantly 
unfurled, Communist hammer and sickle torn from one 
corner. 

When the inevitable Soviet counterattack came Tom 
was at first surprised and a little dismayed by th~ 
self serving pronouncements of such verbal anti
Co~munists as Richard Nixon and John Foster Dulles. 
Nalve ~s he then. was, he was dimly aware of the 
hypocr~sy of the17 washing their hands of the brave 
Hungarlans, but 11ke the whole Western World he 
rap~d~y bowed his head to the reality of pow~r 
polltlCS. 
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As the years went by, he thought little of this 
brief interlude in European history. Only a detail or 
two related to the failed Hungarian uprising adhered to 
his consciousness. He could never forget that the 
Hungarian leaders, Nagy, General Pal Maleter and 
others, had been treacherously arrested by the Russians 
while they were negotiating under a safe conduct pass, 
jailed in compliant Romania, tried in secret and a 
couple of years later, executed. Some years later this 
memory was revivified when Tom was attending a large 
Eastern University on scholarship. He read one day in 
the New York Times that one of his school mates, - a 
fellow he didn't even know - was to be married. Pal 
Maleter, Jr., son of the late Hungarian general, 
executed by the Russians in 1958, was to marry an 
American girl, someone young Maleter had obviously met 
on the Eastern College circuit. Happy that the boy -
to that moment, and ever since, for that matter -
unknown to him, had survived and perhaps even 
prospered, Tom could never get the image of the 
fatherless Maleter out of his mind. He sometimes 
wondered what young Maleter remembered (or was told) of 
his father's role in the 1956 revolution. 

When Tom graduated form college, he thought 
briefly of a career in teaching. A few heart to heart 
talks with his father, and some tears from his mother, 
convinced him that he would be better off in the 
insurance business with his Uncle Walt, a childless, 
doting fellow who had always liked his nephew. Walt 
took him in, and when he died prematurely in the mid-
1970s, the agency was Tom's. 

Over the years, busy making friends, influencing 
people and discovering the joys of renewal premiums, 
Tom took as little interest in the history of Central 
Europe as did the rest of the world. He was beguiled 
for some weeks by the Prague spring of 1968, but when 
Alexander Dubcek and the other brave but misguided 
leaders of the Czech effort at social reform were 
kidnapped by the Russians and quickly cashiered, he 
turned back to his more pressing, practical concerns. 
His was a private life, given over to commerce. Tom 
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took no part in the great issues of the day, content to 
experience strife and glory in only a minor key. 

Nevertheless, in the late 1980s, well along in his 
life and career, Tom read with increasing amazement and 
some avidity of the collapse of Communism in Eastern 
Europe. After 1956, the Russians had never dared 
tighten the noose too tightly around the Hungarians' 
necks, and the Hungarians experienced more freedom that 
the other Eastern European slave states. But the 
tether was still there, and the memory of the Soviet 
invasion in 1956, and so Tom was truly stunned when he 
read in 1989 of the clamoring in Hungary for a state 
funeral for Nagy and the other fallen leaders of the 
Revolution. When the funeral and patriotic reburial of 
Nagy and his comrades took place, Tom read every word 
he could find about it. Perhaps, then, there was more 
interest in "Magyarorszag" in Tom than he even knew. 
He bought the language books, Hungarian and Czech, 
packed them away with his long underwear, and one 
midwinter'S night, with Ruth, Larry and Grace, boarded 
a flight for Frankfurt, the jumping off point for the 
Crown Jewels of Central Europe. 

And "Crown Jewels" they really were. For once, 
the descriptive brochures were entirely accurate. 
After the obligatory stop in Frankfurt's sterile 
international terminal, they took a short flight to 
Vienna. The fallen capital of the Austro - Hungarian 
empire still maintained many of its charms. But the 
wonders of the various state museums, heroic statuary, 
ornate palaces and concert halls that decorate Vienna 
are well known to all and will not take up our time 
~ere. The cultural ric~es of Vienna were impressive, 
lndeed, but only one eplsode of the stay in Vienna 
really stuck with Tom. 

,one evenin$, after a full day of shopping and 
tourlng the varlOUS museums, Grace, Larry, Ruth and 
tramped across the Danube Canal from their tourist 
hotel to have d~nner at a trendy little spot in the 
after-work sectlon of downtown Vienna It both 
comforted and distressed Tom that the'crowd and the 

Tom 
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menu had more than a passing similarity to what one 
would see in Over the Rhine or Mount Adams, the favored 
after work haunts of young professionals in Cincinnati. 
Life, he guessed, was the same allover. 

The four settled down to a very pleasant dinner, 
some wine and nouvelle cuisine with a Middle European 
twist. About half way through their dinner, a twosome 
entered to take the small table just next to them. 
First in line - and first to attract Tom's notice - was 
an athletic looking, leggy young woman with long brown 
hair and a heroic figure. Not beautiful, but certainly 
handsome, she was in her late twenties, probably twenty 
years or so younger than her companion, a lithe, 
vaguely familiar looking man (shorter than his girl), 
wearing a baseball cap. As they sat and Tom took his 
eyes off the Valkyrie long enough to study her 
companion's profile, he suddenly recognized him. He 
was a retired Formula One racing champion, a once 
handsome man who had been hideously burned in a near 
fatal crash somewhere on the Grand Prix Circuit. The 
baseball cap, which he always wore, hid terrible 
cranial scars. While there had been speculation at the 
time of his crash that Niki Lauda had lost his nerve 
and would never race again, after a long recovery, he 
returned to the circuit, achieved the world 
championship twice more, and then retired for good. 

He had apparently been spending his retirement 
years in Vienna, and fawned over by the maitre d', was 
obviously a cult hero, the equivalent of Oscar 
Robertson or Johnny Bench back home in Cincinnati. 
None of Tom's dinner companions took any interest in 
sports car racing, but they were titillated to know 
they were having dinner next to a celebrity - even one 
they had never heard of before. As the foursome from 
Ohio finished their meal and lingered over dessert and 
after dinner drinks, Tom notices that Lauda and his 
companion were knocking back drink after drink. 
Several were bought [or them - once by the maitre d', 
who sat with them for several minutes, other times by 
tables of local businessmen around the room. 
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Tom ruminated about Lauda as he trudged with his 
companions back to their hotel across the Danube Canal 
through a pouring rain. Lauda had entered that 
peculiar pantheon reserved for retired s~orts heroes. 
He was living out his life as F. Scott Fltzgerald put 
it in a slightly different context high and safe above 
the sweaty struggles of the crowd. 

The image of the wounded racing champion and the 
imperial splendor of Vienna receded as the weather 
turned colder, and the Cincinnatians decamped from 
Vienna's Sudbahnhof Station on the morning run of the 
Austrian National Railway's "Antonin Dvorak" for 
Prague. The capital of the Czech Republic was a post
medieval Disneyland. Aside from the execrable food, 
Prague was a delight. At night, the castle and all of 
its outbuildings were lit and seemed to float in the 
dark of the January night against the gloom of the now 
insubstantial city, with its quaint streets and carved 
stone edifices. 

The four made the same pilgrimages as they had in 
Vienna, visiting the Castle, the various museums, the 
burgeoning flock of modern art galleries and boutiques, 
and spent a leisurely Sunday afternoon over coffee and 
pastries, in the comfort of a Czech cafe, snow 
blustering outside at the intersection of two anonymous 
Prague streets. 

The next morning they took the obligatory half - day 
city tour that came as part of the package wrapped 
around the visit to the three crown jewels. It was 
cold. Even though the four tourists were wrapped to 
the nines in their Patagonia parkas, LL Bean sweaters, 
coats and boots, the chill penetrated to the bone. 
Watching their tour guide in action made them colder 
still. A little bandy rooster of a man, his name 
something Polish, he insisted he was of Czech 
extraction. Attired in only a thin jacket and a 
m~ffler, the guide tirelessly marched them through the 
slghts of Prague. Amid the medieval splendor, a more 
som~er t~eme ~merged. As they toured the ancient City, 
thelr gUlde dld not fail to include, and in a most 



clinical way, some of the more recent landmarks that 
graced the town. 
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Here was the National Museum. One could still see 
the bullet holes from 1968, when the invading Soviet 
forces shot up the building out of pure spite, as they 
were reestablishing control of the capital of their 
vassal state. Another stop was the Foreign Ministry 
form which the Czech patriot Thomas Masaryk had been 
thrown, or jumped, in 1948, when the Communists seized 
power. The tour guide had no doubt that Masaryk was 
murdered, that the defenestration was the work of 
Communist goons. In the same building, earlier in the 
1940s, the butcher Heidrick, the Nazi "protector l1 of 
Czechoslovakia, had his offices. It was there that 
Czech commandos assassinated him in 1943. The guide 
showed them the church basement where the commandos, 
betrayed by a Czech collaborator, committed suicide 
rather than fall into the hands of Nazi S.S. 
surrounding the church. 

A hard life. A hard country. As the wages of war 
and privation piled up, and some of their fellow 
tourists talked about other European cities they had 
seen - Warsaw, Cologne, Berlin - Tom could not help but 
think about some lines of poetry he had studied all too 
long ago. Tom had come to be bored by poetry, he 
thought, and, yet some scraps had stuck with him. He 
remembered this: 

II • the city over the mountains cracks and 
reforms and bursts 
in the violet air 
Falling towers 
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria 
Vienna London 
Unreal" 

The history somehow made it all unreal to him. It 
gave a sour tinge to the rest of their sampling of the 
marvels of the city. The castle floated, as it had 
floated for hundreds of years, over the dark things of 
the earth. Tom soothed himself by feeling lucky that 
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he lived in a country where such cruelty had never been 
allowed to flourish, and concentrated on the tourist 
sites. 

The uncomfortable images had receded by the time 
the tour group decamped from Prague for Budapest. As 
the train pulled into Keleti Station, Tom could see 
that he had arrived in yet another different world. 
Vaguely Oriental, like the Magyars, the dilapidated, 
but busy station was not unlike the abandoned railroad 
stations in many American cities - full of high vaulted 
ceilings crusted with dusty, useless ornament - but all 
of it slathered here in a cost of bilious bright yellow 
paint. One of the Communist commissars must have 
gotten a deal on that. Outside the station, the 
streets were thick with nasty little Fiat-like cars, 
Russian Ladas, Czech Skodas and even some of the 
accursed East German Trabants, or "Trabbies" as they 
were scornfully called. 

Gypsies vied for the privilege of portering their 
luggage and taxiing them to their hotel, crammed into 
one of the Fiat clone taxis. As they careened through 
the city to their spooky and very new hotel, Tom could 
not help but notice how beautiful Budapest was. Broad 
avenues, lined on both sides with statuesque apartment 
and office buildings of four or five stories, the City 
had experienced an architectural flowering in the late 
19th century, and much of it still endured, not 
destroyed either by the Second World War or the 
shelling of 1956. 

As they spent their allotted days in the city, Tom 
became increasingly enchanted with the Magyar capital. 
He loved the baths, the churches, the vistas from the 
hills overlooking the Danube. While the beautiful 
Chain Bridge and the other spans connecting residential 
Buda with downtown Pest had been destroyed by the 
Wehrmacht as it retreated back into Germany in the face 
of the Red Arm's advance in the waning days of World 
War II, they had long since been rebuilt. 
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They saw a Picasso show at the modern art museum 
perched high on a hill in Buda, overlooking the Danube, 
the same Danube that flowed through the Vienna they had 
experienced only days before. One night they hailed a 
cab and went to a classical concert at the Bela Bartok 
House. Located in a iemote part of residential Buda, 
the concert hall had apparently served at one time as 
the composer's home. A vaguely modern house, it had 
been transformed into a cultural center in Bartok's 
memory. As they listened to the program of standard 
classical fare, Tom looked around at his fellow concert 
goers. It struck and nettled him that he could not 
communicate with them. 

He had not been a linguistic hit in Prague, but 
here it was far worse. His feeble attempts at 
conversing in Magyar had been met with quizzical but 
polite, uncomprehending stares, and he soon gave up 
even trying. Not having any idea who these people 
were, how they had gotten to the Bartok house, or what 
they were doing there, what went through his mind was 
the purest and rankest speculation. 

What did they know? What had they seen? Had any 
of the older men in the room of some hundred or so 
listeners survived the defeat of the 2nd Hungarian 
Army, destroyed by the Red Army at Stalingrad in 1943 
as they fought alongside the Germans? 150,000 
casualties. One of the worst defeats, the books said, 
that the Hungarians had suffered in their 1,000 years 
of history. Had any of the listeners been victims - or 
even members - of the Hungarian secret police? And 
where had they been in November, 1956? 

Tom wanted to know, to understand what their lives 
had been like during the 45 years of Soviet domination. 
He was increasingly frustrated by his living in the 
tourist's cocoon, caught in a web of languages he did 
not understand. As the group donned their coats to go 
back to the hotel, in the contemplative but exhilarated 
hush that follows a classical music concert - anywhere, 
he supposed - Tom thought he might get the answers the 
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next day. They were to take their half day tour of 
Budapest. 

The tour started out uneventfully enough. Having 
been a tour guide himself in his college ,years, Tom 
took the proprietary interest of the retlred , 
professional in the style an~ ma~ner of the gUlde, just 
as he had in Prague. The gu~de ~n Prague had been 
good, but too much the drill master. ,This one was a 
man with whom the group quickly fell ln love. Sandor 
Kovacs was a slightly built man in his late 30s. He 
had a clipped moustache, straight black Magyar hair, 
and spoke in the educated English tones found so often 
in those who learn British as a foreign language. He 
had a crisp, pleasing and solicitous manner and showed 
interest in his charges without being overbearing or 
unctuous. 

On the tour, they saw the by now standard panoply 
of churches, government buildings and monuments. The 
weather was much more clement than in Prague. The tour 
went so well that most of the group signed up for a 
second tour when Sandor suggested that they could go 
the next day to see the artists' colony at the rural 
town of Szentandre, along with the ancient fortress 
castle at the Danube bend. 

The first day is what should have stirred Tom. He 
had been looking forward to seeing downtown Budapest. 
He wanted to see Csepel Island, where the last Freedom 
Fighters had held out in 1956, and Ulloi Avenue, where 
Soviet tanks had systematically destroyed whole blocks 
as they marched from the airport into the center of the 
city, crushing resistance. Sandor related that his 
family had lived in that neighborhood. When he was 
only an infant, they had cowered in the basement of 
their apartment building as the tanks roared by, and 
the neighboring buildings fell to the barrage of Soviet 
artillery. 

But the day was a curious mixture of 
incongruities. The tourists' travels eventually took 
them to Heroes Square, the civic centerpiece of Pest. 
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There they saw the National Monument, a heroic obelisk, 
topped with a statue of Saint Michael the Archangel, 
the angel who had drawn the assignment of watching over 
Hungary. Michael had not done such a hot job over the 
years, Tom thought. Around the base of the obelisk was 
a curious equestrian grouping, several riders on 
horseback the steeds festooned with hides and antlers, 
the rider~ helmeted, horned, swords at their sides, 
garbed in a combination of animal skins and rudimentary 
armor, looking like nothing so much as a panel from Mad 
Magazine's early, more antic days. It was the original 
Magyars, Arpad and his brethren, entering the Hungarian 
plain a thousand years ago. The whole of this 
dominated the square, balanced at one end by a sweeping 
pillared crescent, with Magyar heroes over the 
centuries ensconced, gazing benignly at the passersby. 

As Sandor explained all this, he mentioned almost 
casually that this is where major civic gatherings were 
held, and that the square was full a couple of years 
before, when the Archbishop of Budapest had said a 
funeral mass right here for Imre Nagy and the other 
heroes of 1956. "Ah," asked Tom "and that is where 
they brought out the coffin? Those steps over there?" 
He was thinking of the National Geographic article on 
Budapest he had seen, with the pictures of the State 
Funeral. Sandor matter of factly remarked that it was 
so. 

Tom would have asked Sandor more, but at that 
moment, Ruth and Grace spotted a couple of city 
policemen patrolling the square, accompanied by a 
beautiful German shepherd. They broke off their 
conversation with Sandor, and Larry was able to talk 
the two polIcemen, using hand signals and 
gesticulations, into being photographed with Ruth, 
Grace and the dog. As Larry snapped the picture, Tom 
wondered where the two middle aged cops, pudge 
spreading over their holster belts, had been in 1956 
and its aftermath. He would have liked to have asked 
the question. Were they enjoying being photographed 
with American tourists? Or, would they rather be 
holding them incognito in the now closed dungeons of 
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the AVO, the former Hungarian secrete police, out on 
Andrassy Avenue? 

When the first day's tour broke up, the Cincinnati 
foursome went off to one of Budapest's finer 
restaurants, the Robinson, for lunch. They could hear 
the distant voices of ice skaters on a rink across the 
way as they crossed the odd little bridge that led to 
the restaurant, perched on an artificial island in an 
artificial lake at the edge of a city park. There were 
few diners in the restaurant in the late afternoon. As 
they chatted away, Tom's thought~ turned back to . 
Heroes' Square. The police, the1r dog, Arpad and h1s 
Magyars, St. Michael heroically if ineffectually 
watching over the Magyar nation, the site of Nagy's 
belated state funeral, these disparate images jangled 
as he sipped some acid Hungarian Merlot. 

As he sipped and ruminated, he could not help but 
notice the activity at the next table. It was a family 
gathering of some sort: The paterfamilias, a coarse, 
gangster looking young man, and a pretty young girl in 
a dress shorter than anything Tom had seen since the 
1960s. As the family group beckoned the waiter to take 
their picture, Tom must have stared at them, and mostly 
the scantily clad girl, too overtly, for the gangster 
said in a none too friendly voice, "Have we done 
something wrong?" Tom responded quickly (and 
truthfully) I "No. I was just enjoying watching you 
enjoy yourselves." He turned back to his own table and 
did not look back at the Hungarians again. He was 
affronted by the gangster's unfriendliness. It only 
emphasized that he was not part of this, but a visitor, 
an onlooker. 

The following day, the trip to the Danube bend and 
the artists' colony went smoothly. And yet Sandor too 
made a re~ark that took Tom aback, a statement that 
was, to hlm, totally unexpected. As they drove out of 
Budapest, they passed both Hungarian and Soviet army 
barracks. Their Icarus tour bus stopped for a moment 
at the edge of a traffic circle next to massive ancient 
stone arches. The arches, Sandor explained, were Roman 
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ruins. Hungary had been a Roman province in the early 
days of the empire, and Budapest had been t~e site of a 
Roman garrison. The wars, then, the brutal~ty and 
strife had been going on virtually non-stop for 
millennia. Over to the right, said Sandor was a more 
recent garrison, the former barracks of the Soviet army 
of occupation. The Reds had le~t only mo~ths before, 
and in their anger and frustratlon at hav~~g to leave, 
t hey had trashed their barracks, to the po~n~ that the 
poor Hungarians could not use them for anyth~ng. T~e 
buildings were ruined. As for the Hungar~an a~my, ~t 
remained in its barracks, then and now, where ~t had 
been for 45 years. It had only emerged once, and then, 
said Sandor, "to commit a shameful act," to participate 
i n putting down the Czech rebellion in 1968, along with 
the Russians and the East Germans. 

Tom listened as the bus star ted back off, and 
Sandor turned to telling his passengers about his 
c hildren, the second jobs both he and his wife held so 
t hat they could send their children to private school. 
He heard Sandor's caustic comments about the Communist 
bureaucrats, and their devotion to the hunting lodges 
t hat dotted the country side. Nor did Sandor have any 
use for the journalists who were now harshly critical 
of the fallen Red state, but who had been the first to 
sing its praises when it had been in power. 

Tom enjoyed the ancient castle, perched like a 
gigantic eagle high on a promontory above the Danube. 
The little village of Szentandre was a combination of 
rustic charm and gal leries full of the stark but 
brilliant abstract art that was finding its voice in 
t he heady days of post - Communism. When the tour was 
over, Tom dived into the dinners and forays into the 
Hungarian shops and museums that the girls planned. He 
a nd Larry ate too much steak with peppers and 
everything mit Schlag as they dined at Budapest's fine 
restaurants. 

When the afternoon came to head back for the 
states, Tom was exhausted. They took a puddle jumper 
back to Frankfurt, and eventually embarked on the 
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transatlantic flight home. Tom slept a bit at first, 
but as their path took them over the frozen reaches of 
the Canadian arctic, he could not get Sandor's comment 
out of his mind: "a shameful act." He had not heard 
such an overt moral judgment made in public in many 
years. Tom's parlance and that of everyone he knew was 
t:h~ language of equivol:t'ltion. the shrug of the 
shoulders the high sounding non-comment, the non
answer. And here was a man who was willing to speak of 
shame, to strangers, and about the army of his own 
country. Sandor did not present himself aS,an 
apologist or propagandist for the past, try~ng to make 
his way in the world, making sure never to offend 

anyone. 

For himself, Tom was not even sure he knew what a 
shameful act was anymore. Did it take the kind of 
suffering the Hungarians and the Czechs had experienced 
to know what shame was? And while Tom was pondering 
where all these victims had been over the years, what 
they had been doing as the melancholy and wasteful 
history of the communist experiment unfolded, tried in 
the fire of suffering and oppression, as the plane 
turned in a wide, leisurely arc somewhere over central 
Canada and headed south for Cincinnati, Tom's thoughts 
turned back to Tibor, the faithful Hungarian sheepdog 
of his family's early years. Tom had drawn the 
assignment of walking Tibor each night, a nuisance, but 
still a chance to clear one's head in the evening 
stillness. One night as they were promenading a block 
or two from home, Tibor and Tom peacefully leashed 
t~gether, a sleek muscular German shepherd came into 
v~ew. The stranger rushed up, and Tibor, feeling 
threatened, assessed the situation instantaneously. 
The shepherd was only twice his size: taller, 
stronger, quicker. Of course Tibor determined to 
attack at once. Tibor uttered a terrible oath in 
canine Magyar and lunged at the shepherd. The battle 
that ensued was bloody, loud, long and one-sided. 
After what see~ed,an interminable struggle, as the 
shepherd was s~nk~ng his fangs into Tibor's spine Tom 
r~ached i~, seized the shepherd by the neck and p~lled 
h~m off T~bor by main force. He gathered the wounded 
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Tibor in his arms, and slowly retreated, Tibor 
continuing to hurl insults at the shepherd, who by now 
had enough. 

Tom and Tibor spent a long night at the vet's. 
Tom had never really forgiven himself for castigating 
the dog as they waited for the vet to arrive . He could 
still remember the dog's unwavering stolid eyes as the 
vet cut and snipped and sewed. Tom only now realized 
that Tibor would never have chosen to have done other 
than what he did: fight the shepherd, and to the death 
if that is what it had come to. At last Tom understood 
that, and something of what it meant. The dog had only 
been true to his nature, and his duty to protect Tom 
and himself. 

Where had Tom been all these years? Was it enough 
to observe, to watch life unfold? To equivocate and 
fail to judge? He had been a tourist his entire life, 
without leaving home, an outsider, not engaging in the 
struggles that can give meaning to the repetitive, 
deadening acts of daily life. Totally isolated, he 
finally admitted it: He could not speak German or 
Czech or Hungarian. Even his English was so 
eviscerated that to hear someone actually speak of 
"shame" and apply the concept directly to the acts of 
others unequivocally unnerved him. Wasn't silently 
bearing the shameful acts of life a shameful act in 
itself? Even Lauda, the race car driver, had passed 
the test of fire. Certainly, Formula One racing is not 
the equivalent of serving in the Czech underground in 
World War II or being a Hungarian Freedom Fighter, but 
at least it is something vital, brave. To live, Lauda 
had put his life on the line. Hideously scarred but 
unbowed, he had come out the other side. 

For that, Tom hoped that Lauda's remaining life 
would be an unending parade of bought drinks, adoring 
young women and admiring older men. For himself he 
only hoped that the next time he saw a shameful act, he 
would have the courage to call it what it was, perhaps 
even do something about it. But would he? As he sank 
back into his seat for the end of the ride home, he had 
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a confused recollection of yet another poem that he had 
studied at college and largely forgotten. Something 
about a guy on a beach rolling up his trousers. As 
hard as he tried, he could not remember much of the 
poem; but he had an uneasy sense, that the man on the 
beach was unhappy, and was a lot like him. 

Well, that's where Tom's paper originally ended. 
I added the following lines, delighted that I knew the 
poem Tom was only vaguely recalling, and because it 
helped me figure out what Tom was up to. And so I 
wrote: 

Fellow travelers, as we come to the end of this 
journey, let us step outside the story and take in the 
lines of the poem that Tom recalled only fragmentarily. 
Each of us can judge how much the poem relates to Tom, 
and, if we wish, how much it relates to each one of us. 
The poet is T.S. Eliot. The lines Tom Blakeley wanted 
to remember are the last ten of "The Lovesong of J. 
Alfred Prufrock:" 

"Shall I part my hair behind? 
Do I dare to eat a peach? 
I shall wear white flannel trousers, 
and walk upon the beach. 
I have heard the mermaids singing, 
each to each. 

I do not think that they will sing to me. 

r have seen them riding seaward on the waves. 

Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 
When the wind blows the water white and black. 

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with sea weed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown." 

Soon after I sent a draft of the paper as I 
modified it to Tom for comment, r received this by card 
postmarked Santa Fe, New Mexico: 
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Tony-You're fired. Please don't read those 
old codgers those lines from IIPrufronk. 1I It 
will throw them off entirely. It sure has 
you. You don't understand what I'm about at 
all do you? Would you please just read them 
this at the end, if you insist on continuing 
to appropriate my work. But go ahead-I'd 
hate to see you embarrass yourself (if 
anything could embarrass you after this) . 
- Tom 

What Tom wrote to finish my paper was this: 

High above the frozen lakes and snowy forests of 
Ontario, these images jabbed fitfully at Tom's 
subconscious. The plane droned inexorably on toward 
the Ohio cornfields, the river, Cincinnati. Far away, 
the Danube flowed, through the ancient wounded 
capitals, down to the uncomprehending sea. 

LINES 

January 19, 1998 Randolph L. Wadsworth, Jr. 

Bennett Cerf, memorable for his wit and owl-look 
glasses; Dorothy Kilgallen, memorable for her wit and 
receding chin. Some of you who are old enough, and who 
will admit to having watched television in its infancy, 
may recall the show, "What's my Line." (There were 
other panelists, but I forget who they were. I haven't 
bothered to look them up. I'm retired and - much to 
your relief, I'm sure - I don't do research any more.) 
Guests on the program, chosen by the network for the 
off-beat nature of their occupations, would respond as 
misleadingly and entercainingly as possible to attempts 
to guess by serial questioning just what their lines of 
work really were. The audience were in the know, 




