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and generally keeping the trade balance unfavorable to Hungary. As for the 
uranium—recently discovered in southern Hungary and considered a national 
treasure—people expected it would provide cheap power for the country, free-
ing it from dependency on foreign imports, but instead, according to persistent 
rumors, Rakosi concluded a secret pact with Russia, granting them exclusive 
rights not only to the new deposits, but also to exploit any similar future discov-
eries in exchange for a ridiculously small compensation.

And so, as the Petofi Circle became the forum to voice objections and at-
tendance to their meeting swelled to the thousands, a plan began to emerge 
for a great demonstration. It was planned for October 23, partially to express 
sympathy with Gomulka’s goals and the Polish people’s struggle to improve 
their political situation, but also to publish their list of demands. Copies were 
printed for distribution during the demonstration, along with banners and signs 
with slogans such as “Independence for Hungary!” “Bring Rakosi to justice!” 
and “Solidarity with the Polish people!”

The writers were also going to participate in the march but withdrew when 
they learned that the government refused to grant permission. It would create 
clashes with the police and they proposed finding other ways to present the de-
mands. Only when the authorities reversed their decision and lifted the ban did 
they agree to join the students. And so on the bright and sunny morning of Oc-
tober 23 streets began to fill with students heading for the gathering point at the 
Petofi statue in the center of Pest. They carried stacks of the printouts of their 
proposals, handing them out along the way, noisily inviting others to join. 

      
Most people heading for work had no idea what was going on, but after 

catching some phrases from the highly excited youngsters on the streets and 
glancing at their list of demands, word quickly spread that what happened in 
Poland was happening here! 

In no time offices and shops were abuzz with the news. As more and more 
people arrived at work, they brought further news about the students’ march and 
of their plan to broadcast their program over the radio. Work virtually stopped 
as employees gathered in groups to read the printouts, most of them with un-
abashed enthusiasm, some with cautious reserve. Everyone had an opinion. It 
was about time that someone dared to speak up!  Twelve years of Russian occu-
pation was twelve years too long! Out with them! People had the right to know 
what happened with the nation’s uranium! Hungary had paid war reparations 
to the Russians long enough!  How about the people the Russkies dragged to 
Siberia? How many were still alive? Bring them home! Let’s get some answers! 
If we all stand up as one, they can’t silence an entire nation!  

Foolish talk, countered the pessimists. There was no sense getting exited 
over something that had no chance to succeed. This nation no longer had the 
guts to rise up.  For one thing, it was too divided. What do these young kids 
think? Playing David against the Russian Goliath?  Even if organized, sooner 
or later someone would alert the AVO and that would be the end of it. So why 
bother? 
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But the doomsayers were in the minority and their voices were fast silenced 
into shame. And so it was at the office of the Institute of Industrial Planning, 
where Sári began working on October 1. It took her a while to find a job, but 
finally she landed there, working in statistics. As everyone else, she was caught 
up in the highly charged debate whether to leave and join the demonstration, 
or wait and see what developed. The place resembled an overturned beehive 
and pulsated with excitement as suddenly the door opened and in marched the 
office manager, Mrs. Steiner, a staunch member of the Party and in charge of 
political education. Raising her hand, she announced on good authority that the 
Party was already in contact with the student leaders regarding their legitimate 
proposals to correct some of the errors of the previous government. Comrades 
Gero and Kadar were at that very moment on their way back from a construc-
tive meeting with Marshal Tito in Yugoslavia, and would sit down to confer 
with the student delegates later in the day. 

“Stay calm and return to your work,” she said. “The Party will see to it that, 
within reason, all requests will be granted.”

“We’ve heard that before and nothing ever happens! It’s just another lie!” 
someone shouted.

“It’s too late for promises! People have lost all confidence in the leader-
ship!” another voice claimed.

“And just what do you consider ‘within reason’? Does it include the with-
drawal of the Russian troops?”

“The Soviets are here for security reasons in agreement with the Warsaw 
Pact,” Mrs. Steiner retorted. “Their removal would upset the unity of the social-
ist bloc; everyone can understand that!”

“Not everyone, Comrade Steiner! The truth is that the Party is afraid that 
without the Russians they’d be ousted, kicked out, as they should be! Let them 
pack up and leave with their Big Brothers so we can be free to build a true de-
mocracy, as we started in 1945!”

“That is nonsense! It’s true that the Rakosi regime made grave mistakes, 
but no one can deny the tremendous improvements the Party has made in the 
past seven years! And with the new leadership the country is heading for even 
greater achievements, but you must have patience.  You are risking the future 
by rocking the boat.”

She was practically shouted down with that last remark. Rocking the boat? 
If people were so happy with those “tremendous improvements,” they wouldn’t 
take to the streets and demand changes. With shouts fired at her from every 
direction, Mrs. Steiner had enough. With a final warning against recklessly 
joining the demonstrators, she turned on her heel and walked out, slamming 
the door behind her. But she was not finished. In no time she returned with 
the district party representative, a heavyset woman seemingly confident in the 
authority of her office.

“Comrades! I come as the representative of the 5th District Party Commit-
tee to inform the Comrades about the Party’s standing on today’s demonstra-
tion. It has come to light that fascist provocateurs and agitators are among the 
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demonstrators and for that reason the Interior Ministry has revoked the per-
mission to continue the march and ordered the crowd to disperse.  Those who 
refuse will have to take the consequences. And to ensure that these fascist ele-
ments, when they begin to run, would not find refuge in nearby buildings such 
as this, we gave strict orders to your director to lock all the entrance doors.”

Her arrogant stance and smugly chosen words were like adding oil to fire.  
Shouting back that they were not little children to be ordered around, and that 
locked doors were intended to keep them inside, not to keep the “fascists” out, 
everyone, even the skeptics, turned away, and grabbing coats and purses headed 
for the exit.  Sári was swept along with the rest, but once outside the building 
she stood hesitantly, not knowing what to do next. Then someone caught her by 
the arm, shouting, “Come on, you don’t want to miss a day like this!” With that 
she soon found herself standing in the midst of an ever-swelling crowd in Petofi 
Square, mostly students, waiting to start the march. Their intention was to go 
to the statue of Jozef Bem, a 19th century Polish general revered in Hungary 
as a symbolic figure of freedom for fighting on the side of Hungary during the 
1848 revolt against the Habsburgs. The statue stood on the Buda side, where 
they were to lay a wreath as a tribute to the Polish people and to Gomulka for 
his brave action to expand freedom in Poland.

The crowd milled around peacefully, cheering loudly every time a new 
truckload of factory workers arrived to join the march in spite of attempts by 
party officials to keep them from leaving. But everyone grew quiet when a 
well-known actor was seen climbing onto the platform that held the statue of 
Petofi, the young poet who always and forever represented the free spirit of 
Hungary and the country’s fierce resistance to foreign oppressions.  Emotions 
ran high as the man, standing still and holding the flag, began reciting Petofi’s 
“National Song,” a patriotic call for independence he wrote on the eve of that 
other revolution more than a hundred years ago:

   RISE, Magyars! Answer the call,
  The time is now, or never at all.
  Shall we be slaves or shall we be free?
  This is the question! Which will it be?
  God of Magyars! To you we swear, 
  Swear to cast off the chains we wear.

(Author’s translation)

By the time he finished all six verses of the poem, the crowd picked up the 
refrain and chanted in unison,  “God of Magyars! To you we swear, swear to 
cast off the chains we wear!” Flags appeared everywhere, and when people saw 
several with the hated sickle and red star emblem cut from the middle, the rush 
was on to do the same. Just then, someone somewhere intoned the National 
Anthem, and as voice after voice joined in, the square soon echoed with the 
soaring prayer of this much-suffering people: 


