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Hurdling to Freedom (download a free Internet version)

This is a story of survival. And accomplishment. It is a gritty tale of growing up in a
Socialist country after surviving the physical dangers of the invasion by Germany, the
later re-conquest by Russia, and the rapid conversion to a Socialist government. And
yet, itis a fascinating account that keeps your interest as Les and his mother somehow
survive the grinding conditions and danger of WWII that all civilian populations face as
giant armies move across their lands.

No one gets to choose the year or place of their birth. But if you could, you would not
choose Les' birth year of 1936, in the potentially troublesome part of Eastern Europe,
just about the time that Nazi Germany decided to move East. Les' life story here is
divided into two parts. Volume 1 tells about his boyhood at the outset of WWII, living
in wartime conditions, and growing up in a problematic Socialist society. He grabbed
education as he could, found rewards in athletics, and ultimately became a real fighter
in the Hungarian Revolution in 1956. Volume 2 is devoted to his emigration to Canada
and later to the United States to complete his college education and embark on his
remarkably fruitful microwave career.

The HPMemoryproject.org archive of remarkable essays is mainly devoted to Hewlett-
Packard careers and the HP work culture. In Les' case, HP shared his technical career
with Fairchild, Farinon, and COMPACT Engineering (later renamed Compact
Software), the company he founded that revolutionized microwave component design
in the 1970s. (COMPACT: Computerized Optimization of Microwave Passive and
Active ComponenTs). All totaled, his time at HP was a mere three-and-a-half years.
Yet, his microwave career was rooted in the HP Computer-driven Vector Network
Analyzers, profoundly changing microwave component engineering and design in the
late 1960s. The combination of a microwave designer being able to MEASURE the
performance of his actual component and the COMPACT automated design software
revolutionized that period of microwave history. Jack Browne, Editor of the trade
magazine Microwaves and RF, awarded Les the well-deserved title "Father of
Computer-Aided Engineering Software." Les ultimately accounted for MAJOR sales
of HP equipment, even as he built his own company.

Les' two books form a fascinating and gripping life story. Once you get started, you
will likely be pulled into his story to see how it turns out. The Curator and | decided it
would be appropriate to provide downloadable files of both books, AS LES WROTE
THEM, for readers who wish to read all the details. If you want to read Les' remarkable
tale of childhood in trying conditions, carrying a gun in the Hungarian Revolution,
escaping that reign under dangerous situations, and eventually reaching ultimate
achievement in high tech, be sure to download them at:

https://www.hpmemoryproject.org/timeline/les_besser/hurdling_to_freedom_00.htm

John Minck
HPMemoryproject Moderator



Prologue

In Volume 1, | described the first 20 years of my life, including my mother’s struggle to
raise me and later her sister's child. Removed from school during fourth grade to help her
family survive, my mother worked as a live-in domestic during the aftermath of World War |
and the Depression era. Although her working hours lasted from early morning into the
evening, she supplemented her formal third-grade education by learning from her employers
and their children’s governesses. Still living in the small city of her birth, by her mid-20s, she
had developed good communication skills and had become a gourmet cook.

While she worked as a housekeeper for a bachelor, he impregnated her but had no
interest in having a child. When she refused to have an abortion, the man fired her and sent
her to live in Budapest. That is where | was born in 1936.

Unable to find a live-in domestic position where | could be with her, she found the Dancsa
family, who took me in as a foster child. Their younger son, Pista, and | were nearly the same
age, and his young mother nursed both of us during infancy. In the next three years, Pista and
| developed a close friendship throughout his life.

In 1939, when my mother realized that emotionally, | was becoming part of the Dancsa
family, she desperately tried again to find employment that would allow us to live together. But
she failed. Influenced by the infamous Hungarian suicide song of the 1930s, Gloomy Sunday,
she contemplated jumping into the Danube—holding me in her arms.

Literally, in the last hour, a kind Jewish man, J6zsef Braun (Braun béacsi), hired her and
allowed both of us to move into his home. During the next three years, he became my mentor
and helped me to develop a keen mathematical ability. Mother and I lived there happily until
the pro-Nazi regime sent Mr. Braun to a forced labor camp. After finding another place to live,
she supported us as a laundress and housecleaner.

My public-school education began in 1942, just as Hungary entered World War Il on
Germany’s side. Because | was a skinny and sickly child, Mother had me excused from
physical education. | excelled as a student, but my classmates considered me clumsy and
unfit for sports. Even so, my secret hope was to become a soccer player somehow.

As soon as the Hungarian Army recovered most of the territories lost after World War |1,
the Regent of Hungary declared neutrality and ordered its troops to withdraw from the fighting.
Hitler's swift response was to arrest the Regent, order the SS occupation of our country, and
halt the withdrawal of the Hungarian soldiers. A new Fascist government took over and
remained in control until the end of the war. Our disheartened troops suffered devastating
losses on the Russian front.

Living through the last year of the war was extremely difficult for everyone in Budapest.
Drastic food shortages, frequent aerial bombings by the Allies, and strict regulations imposed
by the new government affected all residents. Mother, always sympathizing with the
underdogs, helped Jews to obtain fake documents. We provided refuge in our tiny apartment
to two elderly Jewish men. In addition to the already difficult living conditions, we also feared
that the Fascist authorities would discover our two guests.



When the Red Army’s 102-day siege of Budapest ended, our once beautiful city lay in
ruins, but most Hungarians greeted the victorious Soviet troops as liberators. In a few years,
however, we saw one form of dictatorship replace another. Our country became part of the
Soviet-dominated Eastern Bloc as the Cold War developed.

Following the war, two significant changes occurred in my life.

First, my mother allowed me to participate in physical education. | worked hard to catch
up with the other kids and became a decent soccer player. With the encouragement of our
neighbor, a former international Marathon champion, | also began to run daily.

Second, an eleven-year-old cousin who lived in the country lost her mother during a
bombing raid. Her stepfather passed her care to my mother. Initially, | resented her and how
she had been dumped on us, but we soon formed a close kin relationship. No longer was | an
only child.

During my seventh-grade physics class, | built a crystal detector radio. My achievement
directed me toward a career in electronics. After completing eighth grade, | was admitted to a
four-year technical high school specializing in electronics. A high school degree was already
beyond the highest education level in my mother’s family. Although the college path would
have been free in the socialized school system, | never took advantage of it.

At 14, | joined a track club and, under expert coaches, became a top-notch hurdler.
Setting a new record and winning national championships in my age group gave me hope of
competing one day at the Olympics. | sacrificed most of the typical teenage activities to
succeed with my goal.

After graduating high school and receiving a technician certificate, | began to work in a
factory. The same company also hired my “milk-brother” Pista, and our close friendship further
developed as we worked in the same department. My sister was also employed and
contributed to our family’s income so my mother could lighten her workload.

Then, a completely unexpected event exploded in our typically tightly controlled country.
The 1956 October demonstrations by university students led to a full-scale rebellion. The
Communist government called for Soviet help, and the Red Army intervened. After days of
heavy fighting, the superior firepower of their army put down the revolt. More than 200,000
Hungarians escaped the West within a few weeks to find freedom.

Even though | had only a minor role in the revolutionary activities, | escaped to Austria
with a former classmate and his wife to avoid possible reprisal. By good fortune, the three of
us received immigrant visas to Canada. Arriving there without a penny and not speaking
English or French had made the start of our new lives difficult. Although my first name, Laszl6,
was anglicized to Leslie and later to Les, | still looked and behaved like a typical foreigner.

This second book describes how | adjusted and learned to survive in the new world.



Chapter 1. Managing Life in My New Country

During the first twenty years of my life, | lived at three locations in Budapest, all within
a three-square-mile area. In barely one month, the turbulent aftereffects of the Hungarian
Revolution resulted in my being about 5,400 miles away from my homeland. | arrived in
Canada full of youthful enthusiasm but without family, money, or knowledge of the local
customs. | had wanted to be far away from Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe, but once |
was in British Columbia, though | felt safe from the AVO?, a new set of problems faced
me.

After the first few days in my new country, the future uncertainties began weighing on
me. Although my Canadian host family was extremely kind in making my life as
comfortable as possible, | knew | would soon need to stand alone. How will I learn English?
How will | find a job? Where will | live? These thoughts kept me awake for long hours
through the night.

The small Hungarian-Canadian community on Vancouver Island rallied to help the
newly arrived refugees. One of them lent me a Hungarian-English dictionary. Others
canvassed the region to find jobs for those of us who stayed on the island. The local priest,
Father Bullock, took me to a thrift store and purchased some badly needed clothing,
including a half-length coat. Although the coastal region of British Columbia did not have
severe winters, | felt cold when walking outside, and the coat was most welcome. Mrs.
Kirkpatrick, "my host family mom," cleaned the clothing | had worn for the past 30 days.
Some items must have been beyond hope because | never saw them again.

Knowing how difficult it would be for us to adjust to Canadian food, a Hungarian-
Canadian couple, Mr. and Mrs. Szabd, invited five of us to their home for dinner a few
days after Christmas. They promised a sumptuous old-country-style feast. | looked
forward to finally having a traditional home-cooked meal.

Mr. Szab6 picked us up in a huge station wagon that seated six people comfortably.
My two escape companions, Boriska and Gabor, were in the group. We quickly exchanged
our first impressions of living in Canada. | learned that the others were also staying with
families in lovely homes equipped with what we considered luxury items—clothes,
washers, dryers, and televisions. Surprisingly, the owners of the homes were not wealthy
capitalists but ordinary workers. We all thanked our good fortune for ending up in such a
wonderful country and wondered how long it would take us to become productive and self-
supporting.

As we stepped into the Szabo6 residence, the familiar fragrance of Hungarian food
welcomed us. A huge dinner table stacked with delicacies awaited. Mr. Szabé introduced
us to his parents, wife, and two teenage children. Another Hungarian-Canadian couple
was also there, who had met us on our arrival a few days earlier. The hostess promptly
seated us, and | planned to eat enough to keep me full for several days.

1 The State Security Agency of Hungary, the Hungarian equivalent of the Gestapo and the KGB, established by the
Communists in the late 1940s.



"Let's thank the Lord before we eat," said the man of the house. With that, he and his
family promptly clasped hands closed their eyes, and began to pray.

Praying before a meal was a new experience for me. | had heard that some families
did it in Hungary, but | had never seen it happen. We prayed in church and (before the
socialist regime) in school, but we always kept our eyes open during the prayers. |
assumed the other young refugees had had similar experiences because we silently
looked at each other across the dinner table.

The prayer continued for a long time as our host thanked God for many things.
Gabor—who had always been a prankster—made a funny face and pretended to grab
some food from the plates. Another refugee followed his example, and soon, all five of us
had to fight to hold back our laughter. Fortunately, our hosts were too involved in praying
to be aware of our silly activities.

After what seemed an eternity, Mr. Szabé finally said, "Amen." We immediately
stopped clowning, and by the time they opened their eyes, our young group looked
dignified. The following feast was worth the wait—goulash soup, roast duck, Wiener
schnitzel, and several side dishes. As we finished with a dessert of homemade cake, |
decided that was my best meal of the year. Our hosts watched us eating incredible
amounts and commented on how happy they were to see us enjoying their food.

When the meal was over, Mrs. Szab6 asked if we would accompany them to their
church service. Although it was not Sunday, we thought it must be a special service as
part of the Christmas season. Besides, how could we refuse anything they asked after
that fabulous meal? We walked to their large station wagon, and they took us to "cleanse
our souls." The children stayed home.

We sat in wooden pews and 30 to 40 congregation members inside the modestly
decorated church. The minister at the altar spoke to the group in English—I had no idea
what he said. When he finished, the congregation stood up and sang for a while. Suddenly,
they began to act strangely. The congregation, including the Szabdés, quivered, shook,
jerked, and started making strange noises. After a while, they left the pews and rolled on
the floor. Some of them were making incomprehensible sounds with their eyes bulged
open.

| was terrified and did not know what to do. My friends seemed to be equally
bewildered and frightened. Out of respect for our host, we stood in amazement until the
commotion ended, and the worshippers returned to the pews. After the service, we all
stepped outside the church.

"Under socialism, the government most likely did not allow people to express their
true feelings as they can here," said Mr. Szabd. "It probably looked strange to you, but
you don't know the feeling of total spiritual freedom until you experience it."

We tried to be polite and agreed with whatever he claimed. However, we declined the
invitation when he asked if we would join them again for their service the following week.

After returning to my host family's place, | attempted to explain the unusual spectacle
| had seen in the church. "Oh, they're the Holy Rollers," said Mr. Kirkpatrick, throwing his
arms into the air. "We don't go to their church."” He did not elaborate further. Later, | learned



that the group represented a form of the Pentecostal Christian faith and that most people
considered their ways of worshipping highly unusual.

Looking for work in Canada

The next day, a member of the Hungarian-Canadian group came to see me with
unexpected news. "A friend of mine has a radio-TV repair shop in Nanaimo. | heard that
he needs an additional technician. He will talk with you to determine if you could do the
job."

With fear and excitement, | followed him to his car. The trip to Nanaimo took about half
an hour. During that time, he prepared me for the interview and offered to be the interpreter.
"Mr. Leahy is a good man, and | told him about the technical high school you attended in
Budapest. If necessary, he is willing to train you on the job—as long as you're willing to
learn," he commented.

By the time we reached the shop, | was extremely nervous. Although | had confidence
in my ability to repair radios, my limited English vocabulary worried me. Having an
interpreter with me during the interview was helpful, but my friend would not be at my side
if | were hired. How would | communicate with my boss?

Another concern was the distance between Parksville and Nanaimo, where my host
family lived. | asked if there was public transportation that | could take to my work until |
earned enough to rent a place near the shop. My friend told me there was a regular bus
service, but it did not run during commuting hours. How would | go to work?

With those questions on my mind, we entered Leahy's Radio and TV Service. Standing
behind a counter, Patrick Leahy was a tall man, probably in his forties. He held a coffee
cup in one hand and offered his other hand to me. "Welcome! You must be Leslie," he told
me after greeting my interpreter. He seated us around a small table and began the
interview.

First, he pulled out a schematic diagram of a radio and had me explain the functions of
various sections. Satisfied with my translated answers, he led me into the repair area. He
handed me the actual table radio of that schematic and asked me if | could fix it.

I had some difficulty removing the unfamiliar mounting of the back cover. Once it was
off, | used the schematic to troubleshoot and quickly located the problem—a defective radio
tube. When l inserted a replacement tube, the radio worked fine. Mr. Leahy was impressed,
and | silently thanked my school in Budapest for the thorough training it had provided.

Next, Mr. Leahy showed me some routine maintenance tasks, such as testing the other
tubes' life expectancy and cleaning the set's tuning mechanism. "We don't want the
customer to bring the radio back again with another problem," he explained. "That would
give my store a poor reputation.”

His attitude impressed me immensely. The customers' feelings had never been a
concern in the socialist economy. People were happy to receive the scarce goods and
services. It was their bad luck if a product failed or broke down repeatedly.

Finally, Mr. Leahy wanted to know if | could also repair televisions—a question | had
hoped he would not ask. | had to admit that although | knew the theory and operation of



televisions, | had never seen the inside of an actual set. He thought for a while and said,
"On our island, it is hard to find TV repairmen. I'll hire you and teach you how to fix
televisions. You'll never be hungry as long as you know how to do that."

He offered me a job. He would pay me $60 weekly—the same amount his other
technician received. | could start working the following Monday, on the last day of 1956. Of
course, | gladly accepted his offer.

Then he added, "My wife and | have one child and are expecting a second one in a few
months. You could stay in the room we have set up for the baby until you find a nearby
place to rent." My worries were melting. He continued, "My wife is a retired English teacher.
She could even help you to learn our language.”

At that point, | could not stop my tears rolling. | did not know that such kind people
existed in the world. Taking me on with my limited language skills, paying the same rate as
he paid his other employee, and inviting me to stay in his home were kindnesses beyond
my wildest imaginings. | thanked him profusely before my driver and returned to the
Kirkpatrick's in Parksville.

Something Mr. Leahy said, however, puzzled me. During our drive, | asked my friend,
"What did he mean by saying that if | know how to fix TVs, I'll never be hungry? How could
anyone be hungry in Canada?"”

"We have people who are unemployed."

| could hardly believe his answer. Under the socialist system in Hungary, we always
had full employment. Being new to Canada, | thought that unemployment in such a rich
country was just another piece of Communist propaganda. It looked like | still had much to
learn.

My host family was exuberant when they heard about my successful job interview.
Mrs. Kirkpatrick cooked a special meal for me that night. Before dinner, we had cocktails—
something | had never had before. Her husband proudly showed me his well-stocked liquor
cabinet and made us whiskey sours. | did not think | would like whiskey, but the mixed drink
tasted good. By the time we sat to eat, Mr. Kirkpatrick had enjoyed several refills and
appeared to be in a very good mood. He was tipsy! He talked about his first job, where he
disliked his boss. Although | understood only a small part of his story, | smiled and nodded
politely. His wife had probably heard the story often because she tried to stop him, but he
was eager to tell me everything.

This time, when the hostess offered me seconds at dinner, | immediately accepted
without waiting for additional offers. | had an enjoyable evening and promised to visit the
Kirkpatricks one day after my language skills improved.

Word about my new job in the repair shop quickly spread through the Hungarian-
Canadian community. Miklés, the elderly Hungarian who was present at the refugees'
arrival, phoned with congratulations and offered to take me on a city tour of Vancouver.
He showed up Saturday, and we drove to the Nanaimo harbor. When the ferry came, he
drove onto it and parked his car on the bottom deck. We then walked up to the passenger
area. | was concerned about the ferry ride, remembering my seasickness the week before.
This time, however, the channel was smooth, and | had no problem.



Miklés wanted to know where | was during the Hungarian Revolution. "l saw pictures
on the television news, but you are the first person | know who lived through those horrible
events," he said. "Tell me everything."

| gave him a quick rundown of the fighting during the ride, including my experiences.
When | told him about the young Russian soldier who had possibly saved my life, Miklés
had tears in his eyes. "Jotett helyébe j6t varj" (Expect good in return for a good deed), he
said, quoting an old Hungarian proverb that meant, "You were repaid for letting that
Russian officer escape."

Once we landed in Vancouver, he drove us around the city and pointed out some
interesting landmarks. Then he said, "My throat is parched. Let's have a beer!"

We walked into a pub in downtown Vancouver and sat at one of the tables. The place
was dark as a cave and smelled like a brewery. When the waitress approached, Miklos
pointed to both of us and then raised one hand with two fingers forming a "V." When |
asked him what that meant, he explained that he had ordered two draft beers for each of
us. "You get two for a nickel," he laughed. When the waitress set them on the table, he
quickly gulped one down.

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, | noticed a shabbily dressed man in the middle
of the pub, holding a bottle and wiggling his body. It looked like something was wrong with
him. Miklés saw my puzzled expression. "He is a Native Indian. He dances for anyone
who buys him two beers," he explained.

"You mean he is a real Indian?"

"Yes. He probably lives on a nearby reservation."

| was stunned. My image of what a native American should look like was instantly
destroyed. After reading the Karl May stories of Winnetou in my childhood, | expected him
to wear a traditional native outfit and wave a tomahawk instead of a beer bottle. Seeing
this stumbling drunk left me disillusioned. Present-day Indians were quite different from
the braves of my storybooks.

| was still working on my first beer when Mikl6s ordered two more for himself. He
explained that beer helped his circulation, and | took his word for it. When we finished, |
was concerned about his driving ability but did not want to offend him by bringing up the
subject.

As we walked through the park toward the car, | noticed a small crowd listening to a
man standing on a bench. Some of the listeners cheered loudly. | became curious.

"What is he talking about?" | asked Miklos.

"He is denouncing the government, saying that the Prime Minister is a senile imbecile
unfit to govern."

| looked around in panic. "Let's hurry to the car."

"What's the rush?"

"When the police arrest them, they'll pick us up too."

"Why would the police care?"

"That man insults the Prime Minister, and the people agree with him."

Miklés laughed. "You lived under Communism too long! In this country, you're allowed
to express your opposition."



He sounded convincing, but | was still nervous. Only after we reached his car and
drove away could | relax. | had trouble believing that people could openly speak out
against the government.

That evening, | wrote a long letter to Mother, letting her know that | had already found
a job and giving her the address of the repair shop. | also wanted to tell her about the man
speaking freely in the park, but after some thought, | decided not to include it. If my letter
were censored, such information could lead to trouble. | had not heard from her for over a
month and could only hope that my illegal escape had not caused any retribution to her or
my sister.

Sunday evening after dinner, Mr. Kirkpatrick gave me a small carrier bag to pack the
few clothing items | owned. The following day, he drove me to the repair shop in Nanaimo.
Before we said goodbye and parted, he reminded me | was always welcome to visit them.

Mr. Leahy introduced me to Herb, the other technician. We were to share a large
workbench with several test instruments. The boss also showed me the file cabinet where
he kept documentation and schematics of commonly used radios and televisions. He
walked me into a small component room behind the repair area stacked with spare parts.

The organization of his shop was impressive. | assumed he must be doing well to be
able to buy all the test instruments, service diagrams, and components. The factory where
I worked in Hungary had thorough documentation of its products. However, in my
occasional radio repair business at home in the evenings, | had no access to product
information or test equipment other than a simple voltmeter. It was always up to me to
figure out how the radio was supposed to function by tracing through the wiring of the
components. Mr. Leahy's small shop was so well equipped that troubleshooting and repair
would be much easier.

Although his business sign showed only radio and television repair, he told me they
also handled car radios and audio systems. | was familiar with the latter but had never
used a car radio. | knew that converting the car's battery supply to the high voltage required
by the vacuum tubes was challenging, and | was eager to learn about those types of
radios.

| looked forward to having five-day workweeks in Canada because, in Budapest, we
had also worked a half day on Saturdays. However, Mr. Leahy kept the repair shop open
on Saturdays. In the past, he and Herb had rotated their days off so that one would always
be there. One of the reasons he wanted to hire a second repairman was so he could stay
with his family every weekend. Of course, until my language skills improved, he would not
leave me alone in the store long. Once | learned to speak English better, though, he
planned to stay home.

My first day at the shop went by quickly. Every product brought into the shop was
tagged immediately. | had to keep track of the time | spent, the parts used for each repair
| performed, and provide a summary of what had been done. That last task was difficult,
but Herb helped me compose the proper descriptions.

At the end of the day, Mr. Leahy drove me to his house. A little girl, not much older
than a year old, rushed to him as we entered the garage. His wife, a good-looking blonde
lady with lots of freckles, greeted me with a big smile. She spoke slowly to me, using
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simple words. | could understand her best of all the English-speaking people | had met in
Canada.

She first showed me where the bathroom was, then led me to a room with baby
furniture and a mattress on the floor. "You'll sleep here until our new baby arrives." She
pointed to her protruding tummy and said, "Patrick hopes it'll be a son." She opened a
closet door. "Put your stuff here. We'll eat soon."

The Leahys also prayed before dinner, although not nearly as long as the Holy Roller
family did. Mrs. Leahy asked about my religion and told me later that they were also
Roman Catholics. | learned she was born in Canada, but her husband emigrated from
Ireland after World War Il. "I taught him how to speak Canadian English, so | could
probably do the same for you," she said with a smile.

It was New Year's Eve, and the Leahys invited several couples to celebrate. They
introduced me to all the guests, some eager to hear what the Soviet Army did to us in
Hungary during the revolution. Without a translator, |1 could not answer most of their
guestions. Trying to understand them and then produce answers was an exhausting
process. After a while, | just wanted to be alone.

When the party was over, and we all retired, | reviewed how much my life had
changed quickly. If someone had predicted three months ago that by the end of the year,
| would not have believed | would be living in a foreign country, far away from my family.
Now, as we entered into 1957, it was a reality. | thanked God and Saint Anthony for guiding
me safely through my journey and asked them to stay with me in the future. | also prayed
for opportunities to resume my running soon.

At noon on my first Friday at the shop, Mr. Leahy handed me a brown envelope. "Here
is your first week's pay."

Inside the envelope, | found six crisp Canadian ten-dollar bills—equivalent to what |
had earned in Hungary in three months! Although an exact comparison of the dollar and
the forint was difficult due to the government-subsidized Hungarian living conditions, |
suddenly felt rich. That was the first time | held so much buying power in my hand.

Although Mrs. Leahy packed lunch for me every day, with all that money in my
possession, | could not resist the urge to splurge. | went to the corner coffee shop to eat.
While looking around to see what other people were eating, | suddenly remembered
reading about an unusual American food item in Hungary. "A hot dog, please," | said to the
server when she came to my table.

She wanted to know if | also wanted a Coke. Recalling how awful that warm drink had
tasted back in Vienna, | firmly replied, "Oh, no."

Perhaps | made a funny facial expression because she began to laugh. "Why don't you
like Coca-Cola?"

It would have taken too long to explain my reason. "It's like medicine," was the best
short answer | could give. She seemed to be puzzled, but she brought me a 7-Up instead.
Later, | learned that the price of the hot dog included a drink.

The hot dog did not look at all like a dog. The meat reminded me of the Virsli, a thin
wiener commonly served in Hungary at New Year's Eve celebrations. | liked it and decided
to eat more of them in the future.



Back at the shop, | asked Herb how the hot dog was named. He did not know. Mr.
Leahy thought it had something to do with German dogs, but he was unsure. In my letter
to Mother, | wrote about my latest strange food experience. | reassured her, however, that
it had nothing to do with real dogs.

| loved my job—with one exception. When the boss and Herb occasionally drove to
make "house calls" on defective television sets, they left me alone in the store. If a customer
came into the store, | usually managed to make myself understood, even if | had to use
gestures or my dictionary. Responding to telephone calls presented far more difficulty.
When | was alone, | prayed that the phone would not ring. All | could do was apologize and
take their number when it did.

A week later, Mikl6s stopped by the shop with my friends Boriska and Gébor to tell me
that the young married couple had also found jobs. The owner of a Nanaimo motel had
hired Boriska to serve as a maid and Gabor to maintain the facilities. In addition to their
wages, they were given a one-bedroom unit in the motel.

"You could live with us now," offered Boriska. "I'll cook and take care of both of you."

Although | had significantly benefited from Mrs. Leahy's English tutoring, | knew |
needed to leave their house before her second child arrived. It would be good to be with
my friends again. The icing on the cake was the promise of enjoying Boriska's home
cooking. "Thanks. I'll move there tomorrow," | replied.

The small apartment of Motel Horseshoe served as home for the three of us. | slept on
a sofa bed in the living room and walked about twenty minutes to work. My two friends
were busy with their duties at the motel. We spent the evenings watching television. We
could not understand much, but we loved the Ed Sullivan and Perry Como shows because
they were easier to follow.

Nanaimo had no track club, but Father Bullock knew of a group of young men from his
parish that had formed a basketball team. They played weekly against other teams from
the neighboring towns. He took me to the gym where they practiced. After hearing that |
had played for a club in Hungary, the team captain agreed to let me join.

"Where do | get the uniform and shoes?" | asked him, assuming the club would provide
everything, just like in Hungary.

"You buy them from the store," he replied.

| suddenly realized then that living in a socialist country provided some benefits
unavailable in the West.

Another part of my new life in Canada involved the Catholic Church. My upbringing in
Hungary had not been particularly religious. During my elementary school years, | attended
mass because it was mandatory with our catechism classes. | did not understand the Latin
liturgy, so | followed the adults when they stood, knelt, or murmured expressions. The rigid
sermons went far over my head. | cannot recall having any positive feelings about being in
church when | was young.

After World War I, although the socialist regime tolerated religious practices, going to
church was clearly against the atheist stand of the ruling Communist Party. | gradually
phased out going to mass because | did not feel a special attachment anyway. | maintained



contact with God, as well as with St. Anthony, by always praying in bed before going to
sleep.

In 1955, shortly after the Party officials bullied me into buying bonds to help "our North
Korean brethren," somebody told me about the great sermons the priest delivered at the
nearby Rékus Chapel. My curiosity took me to the church the following Sunday to hear him
speak. To my amazement, that day, he preached about compromising under pressure
without sacrificing one's beliefs. His message had a hidden political undertone. It helped
me to let go of the frustration | had faced since caving into the Party's demand to buy the
Korean War Bonds. After that day, | attended his early mass every Sunday and found his
sermons spiritually uplifting. At the end of each mass, the congregation sang our national
anthem. The combination of the sermon and the patriotic song filled my heart with joy.

Those uplifting services were why | responded to Father Bullock's invitation to Sunday
mass at his church in Nanaimo. My boss and his wife worshipped there and were happy to
see me. After my experience with the Holy Rollers only a week before, | was glad to see
the familiar setting of a Catholic church. However, by the end of the mass, | did not have
the same emaotionally charged spirit | had found in Budapest in my late teens. | could not
understand the English sermon, and the Canadian congregation did not sing the Hungarian
anthem. Still, I did not want to admit my disappointment to my two benefactors. | continued
attending Father Bullock's mass for the rest of my stay in Nanaimo.

After several weeks of anxious waiting, | finally received a letter from Mother. "l am so
unhappy that you left me without saying goodbye," was the opening sentence. | knew that
part was there in case her letter was censored. She was relieved | was safe and had
already found work in my profession. Then she dropped some unexpected news about my
sister. "Eva and her husband have also left the country. They are now in Vienna and plan
to immigrate to Brazil."

| dropped the letter in astonishment. Eva is married! She is in Vienna! My mother is
now alone! How could all this happen?

Being a beautiful, personable young woman, Eva had no problem finding dates. | had
met several of her past boyfriends, although not the one she had been seeing lately. The
word "marriage" had never come up. | was glad to hear she was safely out of Hungary, but
| was concerned about Mother—how would she manage to be alone? Also, why would Eva
want to go to Brazil? | was puzzled and confused.

The rest of Mother's letter described how much she missed us and explained that my
old girlfriend Julika had moved in with her. The young woman could no longer stomach her
domineering Communist father's control and had decided to distance herself from him.
Mother hoped that by having Julika officially registered in the apartment, the government
would allow her to keep the entire place instead of putting her into a smaller one. She did
not mention any repercussions from the authorities for our escape.

| felt better learning that she did not have to live by herself and that, so far, our illegal
departure had not caused any trouble. In the past, if someone managed to escape from
Hungary, the family that had been left behind had to face the wrath of the Party. Any
suspicion of collaboration—even without proof—led to severe charges. However, because



about 200,000 of us had escaped to the West after the revolution, | hoped that persecuting
the remaining relatives would be an unmanageable task for the officials.

The thrift store where Father Bullock had previously taken me offered an amazing
selection of lightly used clothing items for low prices. It became my favorite place to shop.
| picked up an entire sports outfit for a few dollars but found no used basketball shoes. After
buying them new from Sears & Roebuck, | began playing with the church team thrice
weekly. Even though | was not the best player on the team, they utilized my speed for fast
breaks. Interestingly, my Hungarian track coach had never regarded me as a natural
sprinter, but on the basketball court, | was the fastest.

Being among English-speaking people at work and on the basketball court helped me
to improve my understanding of my new language. However, Boriska, Gabor, and | always
spoke Hungarian back in our motel unit. Mr. Leahy suggested that | should try to speak
English in the evenings. We tried it once, but our conversation became so slow that we
gave it up after a while.

The boss and Herb brought a large hi-fi cabinet with a loudspeaker problem to the store
one day. While on their service call, they learned that the movers had dropped the cabinet
during the customer's recent relocation. Since then, the speaker had sounded scratchy.
After the initial inspection, Mr. Leahy informed the customer that the expensive speaker
had suffered irreparable damage and would have to be replaced.

The customer was more concerned about the time required to receive a replacement
than the cost of the speaker. | asked Mr. Leahy if | could help by attempting to fix the
defective part. "When a speaker makes scratchy noises, nothing is to be done," he replied.
"It is a problem that cannot be changed.”

| explained that the factory where | worked in Budapest produced large, high-powered
speakers for concert halls and sports facilities. | frequently saw the technicians repair
defective speakers in the assembly area. "Let me try it, please.”

"Well, we have nothing to lose," answered the boss skeptically. "Go ahead."

It took me less than ten minutes to repair the speaker, and it sounded new. Mr. Leahy
happily passed on the good news and took me to deliver the unit to the customer's beautiful
home. After the man heard that | fixed the speaker, he pulled out his wallet and offered me
a tip.

Although 1 felt highly insulted, | did not show it. Instead, | smiled and politely refused
the money. The man seemed surprised while putting the money away. As we were leaving,
however, he shook my hand and told me how happy he was to have his hi-fi back so quickly.

In the car, Mr. Leahy asked, "Why didn't you accept the money?"

"Only taxi drivers and waiters take tips!" was my proud reply. "l am a professional.”

The boss shook his head and laughed. "The next time someone offers you money for
honest work, take it. There's nothing shameful about accepting a reward for a job well
done."

That was another lesson | learned in Canada about capitalism.

When Father Bullock heard that | did not know my sister's status, he suggested we
seek information through the Red Cross. He called on my behalf and told me to wait for the
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reply. | hoped Eva would not emigrate to South America. It would be hard for me to visit
her that far away.

News from Hungary

Several weeks passed by without any news. Then, just as | was giving up hope, a
message came via the Red Cross:" Eva and her husband have arrived in Montreal. They
must stay in a refugee center outside the city until someone offers them work."

Good news and bad news! She had landed in Canada instead of Brazil, but she was
2,300 miles from me. It sounded like there was no way for them to come to the West Coast.
Then | remembered the old proverb, "If the mountain doesn't go to Mohammed,
Mohammed must go to the mountain."

With the haste of a 20-year-old, | decided to move to Montreal!

After work, | shared the news about my sister with Boriska and Gabor. They were as
surprised as | was to hear that Eva was married and had left Hungary. In addition, of all the
places in the world, we had ended up in the same country.

When | shared my plan to go to Montreal, they expressed concern about being
separated after all the experiences that had bonded us so closely. Finally, Boriska said,
"You check it out and let us know. If you like it there, the three of us will find a way to follow
you later."

"The three of you?"

"Yes, Gabor and | are expecting a baby in July," she announced, to my surprise.

| quickly did the math in my head. Apparently, during those frequent times last
November when they had encouraged me to play chess in the Austrian Gasthof's lobby,
they must have been doing something other than "resting” in our room.

| asked my teammates' opinions about Montreal at basketball practice that evening.
Their responses varied. Some had heard good things about it, while others would not want
to live there. None of them, however, had actually been there.

"It's cold in the winter, hot and humid during summer," said one.

"Most people there want to speak French only," added another.

"I've heard that the French-Canadian girls are gorgeous,” was the most interesting
comment. | had already seen beautiful young women in Nanaimo. If the ones in Montreal
looked even better, it sounded like an excellent place to live.

I had one more compelling reason for wanting to live in a large city—to join a track club.
Playing basketball had been fun, but | was eager to find a track coach to train me properly.
| ran early mornings at a nearby park for several weeks to maintain my conditioning. |
wanted to start competing during the summer, and Nanaimo was not the right place.

The next day, another letter came from my mother. She had received a postcard from
my sister with the news that they had obtained immigration visas to Canada and
transportation to Montreal. By a strange coincidence, one of my teammates from the
Budapest track club, John Fischer, had already been in Montreal for several weeks and
had secured a job. He was staying with relatives who had lived in Canada for some time.
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Mother gave me his address and asked me to write to him. Perhaps he could visit Eva at
the refugee camp.

Now | had another reason to go to Montreal! John and | had been close friends for the
past four years. He was the top Hungarian junior sprinter; we had been part of the national
junior championship 4 x 100-meter relay team and were both on the national Track Squad.
If I were in Montreal, we could join a track club and continue running together. | immediately
wrote to him about my plan.

The next evening, one of the Hungarian-Canadian couples who lived in Nanaimo, Mr.
and Mrs. Nagy, stopped by the motel to see how we were doing. | told them about my sister
and my desire to go to Montreal. Neither of them liked the idea. “You should be happy that
you have a good job in your profession. There are too many unemployed people in
Montreal, and you may not be lucky enough to find such a job again,” Mr. Nagy said.

“You'll find Montreal very unpleasant in the winter,” added his wife. “Stay here until the
summer.”

I knew they meant well, but my mind was made up. Seeing that they could not convince
me to stay, Mrs. Nagy offered to take me to a travel agency to find out the cost of
transportation. She recommended | take the bus because that was much less expensive
than the train or an airplane. After hearing that ground transportation would take several
days to reach Montreal, however, | was eager to fly.

The following day, | met Mrs. Nagy at lunchtime. She took me to a travel agency, where
| learned that a one-way airplane ticket was out of my reach. Although | had saved about
half of my earnings, | could not save enough to buy a ticket for several weeks. Mrs. Nagy
also informed me that giving at least two weeks’ notice at work was customary. | would
have to wait for a while before going to Montreal.

We ran into a woman Mrs. Nagy knew as we left the agency. She introduced me
casually in English to her acquaintance, “This is Leslie, my friend.”

| was embarrassed and did not know how to react. In my native Hungarian language,
“friend” had a double meaning. Between two men, it means the same as in English. A male
“friend” to a woman, on the other hand, represents a “lover.”

A few days later, when | was alone with my boss in the shop, | told him | wanted to quit
and go to Montreal. | must not have expressed myself clearly because he asked, “How long
do you want to visit there?”

“I'll stay with my sister and won’t come back.”

He seemed confused and telephoned Mrs. Nagy to help translate. They talked for a
while, and she must have told him my reason for the move. Finally, he turned the phone
over to me.

“He is very disappointed but understands that you want to be with your sister,” Mrs.
Nagy related to me. She told me Mr. Leahy planned to teach me television repair very soon.
“He hoped that by the end of the year, you'd be able to run the shop for a few weeks while
he took his family to Ireland for Christmas.”

After his many kindnesses, | felt awful about letting him down, but | did not change my
mind. We agreed to stay until | had enough money for the airfare and a few weeks’ living
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expenses in Montreal. Although | did not know my friend’s relatives, | naively hoped to stay
with them.

Near the end of February, my friend John replied to my letter. He was glad to hear my
plan and promised to help me initially. “My relatives have had enough of me, and | need to
find another place to live anyway. I'll have a room for us by the time you arrive here,” he
assured me. “Please send me your flight information. I'll meet you at the airport.”

| told Mr. Leahy that my friend would have a place for us to stay in Montreal. He then
took me to the travel agency and helped me reserve a flight departing two weeks later. The
agency even sent a note to John in Montreal with my arrival information. Preparation for
the trip was complete, except | still did not have enough money to cover the ticket and living
expenses.

Knowing about my tight financial situation, my boss offered me a loan of $150. “You
can repay me by sending me ten dollars monthly,” he said. “I'll also give you a letter of
recommendation. Perhaps it'll help you to find work more quickly.”

For a moment, | considered changing my mind and staying. However, thoughts of
reuniting with my sister, plus the chance to continue with my hurdling, helped me stick to
my plan.

Spring weather arrived at the beginning of March 1957 as | prepared to leave
Vancouver Island. The night before | left, Mr. Nagy invited some Hungarians over for a
formal dinner so we could say goodbye to one another. The following day, Mr. Nagy took
me to the Vancouver airport, where | boarded a large four-engine plane for my
transcontinental trip. The aircraft landed in several cities to pick up and drop off passengers.
By this time, however, | felt like a seasoned traveler, and nothing about the flight worried
me.

Life in French Canada

The short walk from the airplane to the Montreal passenger terminal quickly made me
aware of the big difference between spring weather in British Columbia and Quebec.
Vancouver's temperature was in the low 50s when | boarded the plane. In Montreal, it was
well below zero. Even though | wore the light coat Father Bullock had given me, | shivered
in the freezing weather. | did not have gloves but soon realized they would be a necessity.

My friend John Fischer was waiting for me in the arrivals area. Heavy snow covered
the landscape as we made the hour-long bus trip to the city terminal. During the trip, he
informed me that he had already rented a room for us from a German bachelor. We
boarded a local bus in the city that dropped us off a few blocks from John's residence. After
a short walk in the crisp white snow, we arrived at the building where he lived.

John introduced me to our landlord, Herr Weiner. “You may call me Klaus,” he said.
“Leave your wet shoes and coat in the hallway. | don’t want you to track water through the
apartment.”

John knew the rules and had already taken his shoes off. After | removed mine, he led
me to our room. Passing through the living room, | noticed a large picture of German troops
marching in Berlin on the wall.
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In our bedroom, John whispered to me, “I think Klaus is a former Nazi. Be sure not to
say anything bad about them.”

“‘Does he know that you're Jewish?” | asked. “Why did you rent the room from him?”

“No, he mustn’t know, or he’ll boot us out. This place is within a ten-minute walk of my
newspaper office. It was also the cheapest room | could find for us.”

My friend’s wavy chestnut hair and blue eyes made him look like a young Paul
Newman. If our landlord judged ethnicity by appearance, we did not have to worry about
him learning the truth.

John gave me the address of the Employment Bureau of Montreal and recommended
| go there right away. When | was ready to leave the following day, our landlord noticed |
did not have gloves. He lent me a pair as well as some galoshes. “Wear these over your
shoes. It'll prevent them from becoming soggy,” he advised. His thoughtful generosity
touched me.

Carrying Mr. Leahy’s letter, | took the bus downtown and proceeded to the employment
office. A long line of people stood outside the building, and | took a place at the end. It was
bitterly cold and snowing. The sidewalk was slushy due to the heavy salting. | was thankful
to have the warm gloves and the galoshes.

The line progressed slowly. By the time | stepped inside the office, my feet felt frozen.
People around me spoke French, and | remembered my basketball teammates’ predictions
about the cold weather and possible language problems.

Finally, | reached the inner office and entered a vast hall containing 50 to 60 desks.
The people seated at each desk were busily talking. Next to the door sat a clerk holding a
tablet in his lap. Without asking any questions, he pulled a number from the tablet and sent
me to the desk corresponding to that number. The man behind the desk spoke to me in
French and pointed to a chair to indicate | should sit down.

“I'm sorry, but | don’t speak French.”

He switched to English and asked me several questions. | had trouble following his
rapid talk and asked him to speak more slowly. He complied but was noticeably annoyed.
Taking my Canadian immigration document, he typed my personal information onto a form.

“What kind of work can you do?” he asked next.

“I’'m an electronic technician. | worked in a radio repair shop in Nanaimo for two months.
| want to do something similar,” | replied while showing him my letter of recommendation.

“Were you laid off?”

| did not know what “laid off’ meant and asked him to explain. He did, but his raised
voice indicated increasing annoyance.

“No,” | replied once | understood his question.

“Then why did you leave?”

“I want to live in Montreal so | can continue running.”

The man lost all control and exploded in rage. “Look around! All these people are
without work, and you quit a good job so you can run?” He pulled the form out of the
typewriter and ripped it in half. “Go find work yourself!” With that, he dismissed me.

Mr. Nagy’s warnings echoed through my ears. He was right. Why didn’t | listen to those
who advised me to stay in Nanaimo? | should have appreciated what | had. However, it
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was too late. | went outside the building and retook a place at the end of the line. Hopefully,
| will be sent to a different agent next time, and | will know what to say.

After a long wait, | reached the inner office again. Before stepping inside, | removed my
coat so the clerk wouldn’t recognize me. It worked. This time, he directed me to another
agent on the other side of the room.

The first couple of minutes with the second agent, a tall, thin woman, followed a pattern
similar to the first interview. She was also a French Canadian, but | could understand her
much better. She also asked if | had been laid off.

"Yes, and | could not find other work there,” was my prepared answer. “I hoped that
there would be more jobs for technicians in a big city.”

“Well, let me see what we have.” She flipped through a folder and pulled out a sheet.
“This company needs someone to wire, assemble, and test large electrical boards. Do you
think you can do that?”

“Yes, | have a lot of experience in that kind of work,” | replied, my heart pounding rapidly.
“I am particularly familiar with testing.”

She made a phone call and wrote an address on a piece of paper. “Go to see Mr. Ward
at the Standard Electric Time Company. He'll interview you.”

Standard Electric Time Company was founded in 1884, only six years after Edison
invented the electric light bulb. The company grew and, in the 1930s, developed the first
hospital communication system. Two decades later, the firm pioneered automatic nurse-
calling stations. This product became very popular in hospitals, and the company needed
more people to build and test the systems.

Mr. Ward, a gray-haired gentleman, was the production foreman of the company. After
reading Mr. Leahy’s letter, he walked me through a clean production area that seemed to
be brand new. | saw people working on large panels measuring about three-by-three feet.
The panels had electrical components mounted and wired on their backs. On the front, they
had colored monitor lights and switches. Mr. Ward explained that the boards would be
installed at the nursing stations of hospitals. The boards were wired to switches in the
patients’ rooms, allowing the patients to have instant communication with the nurses.

Mr. Ward had me sit at a workbench at the end of our tour. He handed me a couple of
electrical components plus two diagrams—one showed the placement of the components
and the other one the wiring schematics. He asked me to mount the components on the
board and complete the wiring.

The task was elementary, and | completed it in a short time. Satisfied with my
performance, he told me | could start there the following Monday. My pay would be $45 per
week.

| was happy to find a job so quickly. The work seemed repetitive, but | hoped to advance
to a better position later. The wages he offered, however, bothered me.

‘I earned $60 per week in Nanaimo,” | told him, pointing to the part of Mr. Leahy’s letter.
“Would you pay me the same?”

He did not like my question. “That was in British Columbia. In Montreal, we don’t pay
that much to assemblers,” he snapped. “Particularly when you don’t know much English! If
you want more, you can find a job elsewhere.”
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| wished | had kept my mouth shut. “I'm sorry. Forty-five dollars will be fine.”

When | left the building, it was still snowing. Except for the major boulevards, all the
streets were covered with ice. It certainly did not look like spring. That evening, when |
asked our landlord how long the cold weather would last, he said the snow might stay on
the streets through April. His answer dashed my hopes of being able to start running
hurdles on a track right away.

After sharing the news of my job with John, my next task was to find a way to visit my
sister. John suggested we ask the owner of the nearby Hungarian delicatessen. “The owner
has lived in Montreal for a long time and probably knows where the refugee center is.” We
needed to buy some food anyway, so we walked over to the deli.

We soon learned that Hungarian refugees without sponsors stayed in a former Army
camp in Joliette, located about 35 miles away from Montreal. Regular bus service was
available from Montreal’s central station to Joliette. The next day, | boarded the bus and
headed to the camp.

Stepping off the bus in Joliette was like arriving in another country. | heard only French
spoken on the streets. When | asked people for directions to the camp in English, they
answered in French. Still, | managed to find my way to the place and asked for Eva at the
entrance. A helpful guard directed me to a large waiting room. About 30 minutes later, my
sister appeared, holding hands with a middle-aged man.

Seeing me, she dropped his hand and rushed to me. We hugged each other joyfully.
Then, pointing to the man beside her, she said, “This is Tibor, my husband.”

| had trouble hiding my surprise. Eva had always dated good-looking men of her age.
Although | had heard Tibor's name mentioned at home, this was my first time meeting him.
He looked more like her father than her husband. There was nothing to do but greet him.
“Szervusz and congratulations,” | said to him, not too enthusiastically.

Once we began talking, | found Tibor to be pleasant and friendly. He and Eva told me
briefly about their escape from Hungary nearly a month after mine. Their journey had
proven far more difficult. The border patrol caught them on the first try. After they bribed
the guard escorting them back to Budapest, he let them go. Their second attempt to cross
into Austria was successful, and they stayed briefly at the same Eisenstadt refugee center
where | had been. Tibor spoke German and French fluently and acted as an interpreter in
Austria.

They had no idea where | was. By the end of 1956, Brazil was the only country still
accepting refugees. Fortunately, just as they were applying for immigration to Brazil,
Canada opened its doors to another wave of Hungarian refugees. They flew on a troop
carrier to Montreal amid one of the coldest North American winters on record. Tibor, a
mechanical engineer, hoped his knowledge of French would enable him to find a job soon.

| reported to work the following Monday. To my relief, everyone in the assembly area,
including the few French Canadians, spoke English. My job was interesting at first. | spent
three days completing the first large control panel assigned to me. However, to my
disappointment, | had to turn the panel over to a technician for the electrical tests. When |
told Mr. Ward that | could also perform these tests, he told me it would be long before |
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could transfer to the testing department. | worked on the same products during the next
several weeks.

It was a new experience for me to punch a time clock in the morning, at the beginning
and end of the lunch break, and the end of the workday. When | asked why we had to
punch in and out during lunch, | learned that the half-hour we had for lunch was unpaid. |
was surprised because we had paid for lunchtime in Hungary. In addition, | also found out
the company did not provide paid medical insurance. That benefit had been given
automatically to all workers in Hungary. | began to realize that not many things in Canada
were free.

Lunchtime, although not paid, was the best part of my day. The factory was located
only a block from a busy commercial street called Rue St. Catherine. After punching the
time clock, | would gulp down the sandwich | had prepared the previous night and rush
over to Saint Catherine Street to look around. People in Montreal were much better dressed
than were those on Vancouver Island. My Nanaimo basketball teammates were right about
beautiful young women parading on the streets. | wished that | had longer lunchtimes to
observe them.

A few weeks after we moved into our rented room, Klaus knocked on our door one
evening. He was highly agitated, holding an airmail letter in his hand. “Who do you know in
Israel?” he demanded, handing John the letter.

| remembered John telling me about a cousin who lived in Israel. If Klaus found out, he
would naturally suspect that John was Jewish. He would immediately kick us out of the
apartment, ending our cheap rental. | looked at John anxiously, waiting for his answer.

‘I don’t have any idea,” said John calmly while taking the letter from our landlord. After
reading the sender’s name, he exclaimed, “It's from our Jewish neighbor’s son. How could
he be in Israel?”

He opened the envelope and began to read the letter. After finishing the first page, he
turned to Klaus, who was still waiting. “He is asking me to find his lost uncle who immigrated
to Canada after World War II,” he continued.

Klaus did not look convinced. “How does he know where you live? Why would he
contact you?”

“His mother in Budapest probably heard that | am in Canada. She could have asked
my mother for my address.”

“| certainly hope you won’t help him. Jews have lots of money. Let him hire an
investigator.”

“Of course. | won’t even reply to him,” said John after crumpling up the letter. “He was
never my friend.”

Klaus mumbled something approvingly and left us. After unfolding the letter inside our
room, John whispered, “That was close. It was dumb of me not to warn my cousin about
our landlord. Do you think Klaus believed me?”

“I'm not sure. Let’s buy food and discuss what to do next.”

We asked the deli owner if he could recommend a nearby place to live. He promised to
look around for us. On our way home, we decided to play it safe in case Klaus suspected

17



something. Beginning that night, we barricaded our bedroom door to protect ourselves
while we slept.

A few days later, | received good news from my sister. Tibor had found employment
with an air-conditioning company at a monthly salary of $250. Eva had been hired to work
in a small import-export shop through the local Hungarian-Canadian community. She
received 50 cents an hour for packing and addressing orders. The three of us planned to
find an apartment as soon as we had enough money for the rent. John had arranged to
rent an apartment with three other young men. In the meantime, he and | stayed with Klaus,
trying to convince him that we had nothing to do with Israel.

Eva and Tibor moved from the Joliette camp to Montreal, where they stayed in jail for
a few days. As in Vienna, where Hungarian refugees were allowed to sleep in unused jail
cells, Montreal's mayor had opened jails for people who left the refugee center for new
jobs.

As | waited until Eva, Tibor, and | could afford to find a new home together, | continued
to be haunted by recurring dreams. In my dreams, | would sneak back into Hungary using
a variety of challenging routes, only to find another revolution underway. During the fighting,
| kept asking myself how | could have been so foolish as to return after successfully
escaping. Awaking from these nightmares, | was always soaked with sweat. These dreams
stayed with me for a long time.

Another chronic problem | had was the steady pain inside my upper lip, resulting from
my tripping over the cobblestone barricade back in Budapest. When | told the deli owner
about it, he recommended a Hungarian dentist whose office was not far from where |
worked. | was concerned about the cost, but the owner assured me the dentist’'s fee would
be very reasonable. He telephoned and made an appointment for me.

Perhaps my family’s dental genes were weak. My mother lost all her teeth when | was
only seven or eight years old. She had upper and lower dentures, and | remember how
difficult it was for her to chew hard food. Although she kept a clean home and ensured |
had a bath in a washtub weekly, dental hygiene was not high on her priorities. | don’t
remember using a toothbrush until my late teens. As a result, my teeth were in bad shape,
and | visited the dentist in Hungary frequently.

During lunchtime, | walked from work to my dental appointment. Hearing the soft music
in the dentist’s spacious, nicely furnished waiting room helped to calm my nerves. | was
the only patient, and the receptionist took me to the dentist a few minutes after my arrival.
| was impressed with the short wait. Back in Hungary, the government-owned medical
offices did not offer appointments. Patients would show up and wait for their turn. If the
doctor were very busy, the wait could take hours.

The doctor greeted me in a friendly manner. His Hungarian parents had immigrated to
Canada when he was a young boy. After completing college in Montreal, he decided to
become a dentist. During the past few months, he had seen several newly arrived refugees.
“I'll take good care of you,” he assured me. “Now, let's see what your problem is.”

After a short examination, he informed me that my teeth looked dreadful. Seeing the
condition of my gum inside the upper lip, he suspected some of my upper front teeth were
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damaged. “The X-ray will tell us what | need to do. Come back tomorrow, and we’ll review
your condition.”

The next day, | went back to see him. “Your mouth needs lots of work. Three of your
front teeth are cracked, and they must be removed. | am surprised that an infection hasn’t
set in. The lower teeth we can save, but some need fillings.”

“How will | look without my front teeth?”

“I'll make a good denture for you that will last for a long time.”

| was confused and concerned. “How long will it take before I'll have teeth again? How
much will it cost?”

“I'll have a denture prepared to replace your natural teeth before | pull them out,” he
replied. “As for the cost, I'll only charge for the material, and you can pay it off monthly.”

| had not heard about the immediate replacement of teeth. “I thought my mouth would
have to heal before | could be fitted for a denture.”

“‘Not anymore! This way, your gum forms around the denture during the healing period.
It will work almost as well as your natural teeth.”

That was almost too much for me to absorb. However, he convinced me that,
considering my financial status, it was the best alternative for me. | agreed, and he made
an impression on the upper portion of my mouth. He set another appointment for the next
step.

| shared the information with John and our landlord that evening. John doubted it would
work, but Klaus said he knew someone who had had the same procedure done. According
to him, it worked well. | decided to go along with the plan.
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Photos taken in Montreal mid-1957. Left: Eva and | with her
husband, Tibor. Center: Eva in a relaxed moment. Right: |

was wearing the same jacket used during the escape from
Hungary.

Now that | was more experienced at work, my job became boring. The company had a
large order for the panels | worked on, and | completed a panel every two days. Mr. Ward
would not let me switch to a different product. He told me | would be doing the same work
for several months. One afternoon, being utterly bored with the repetitive work, | dozed off
with some tools in my hands. Although the boss did not notice, some of the assemblers



saw me nod off. One woke me up, but another must have reported me to Mr. Ward because
he appeared on the scene.

He lectured me boomingly, saying that the company did not pay me for sleeping. “If that
happens again,” he warned me, “I'll write you up.” With that, he stormed out of the
production area.

Some other workers snickered after witnessing the scolding, making me realize | was
unpopular among them. I carelessly bragged about my technical education during my first
few weeks of employment. Naturally, they resented the fresh-off-the-boat smart-aleck who
wanted to be at the head of the line. | promised myself never to be so insensitive again.

On the day of my tooth extraction, | asked Mr. Ward to let me take the afternoon off to
have my teeth pulled. He did not want my work to fall behind schedule but allowed me to
be away for two hours—without pay. Fearful of what | faced, | headed to the dental office.

After the dentist shot my mouth full of Novocain, he removed all my upper teeth. He
placed the new denture, took a picture of my head, and let me go. He instructed me to keep
my mouth shut tight to minimize bleeding.

When | returned to work, my swollen face created quite a bit of interest. | hoped that
Mr. Ward would allow me to go home. He gave me a disapproving look when | pointed out
that 1 was not supposed to talk and sent me back to my workbench. For the rest of the
afternoon, | continued working while swallowing blood. Being only twenty years old, | did
not make a big thing out of the matter. However, later in my life, | frequently considered
how heartless it was of my boss not to let me take the rest of the day off.

For the next several days, | lived mainly on yogurt. Gradually, my new teeth became
functional, and | could eat soft food. Even chewing hard food did not cause problems in a
month or so. The dentist had been correct about the excellent fit of the denture.

One of the import shop owners where Eva worked told her about a vacant two-bedroom
apartment where he lived. My sister, her husband, and | looked at the place and decided
to rent it. If we signed a one-year lease, the landlord offered a free month’s rent. Not
knowing that was a standard rental practice, we gladly accepted the offer, thinking we had
received a special deal.

The apartment had major appliances, but otherwise, it was empty. One of the local
newspapers advertised a special sale: furniture for two bedrooms, living room, and kitchen
for $99. The ad also mentioned easy payment plans, something we were not accustomed
to in the cash-only Hungarian system. We visited the store the following Saturday to buy
the complete package.

A smiling salesman greeted us at the door. We showed him the ad and stated our
intention to purchase the furniture. He led us to the advertised furniture, offered seats
around the coffee table, and said, “Allow me to get to know you better first. That way, | can
serve you better,” he suggested.

The man asked many questions about us and showed a remarkable interest in our
background. He told us that Western nations should not have let the Red Army put down
the Hungarian Revolution. We liked him for being so sympathetic to our country.

After a while, he said, “I want to be your friend and give you honest advice. This
advertised $99 special is not good enough for sophisticated people like you. Let me show
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you something much better.” He directed us to a different section of the store. “The furniture
here is well made and will last you long. This will serve your needs much better.”

We agreed with him and selected the set we liked the most. The price came to $499.
Seeing a number much higher than we had expected, we did not want to buy. “Let me bring
the owner over to see what he can do,” he offered. “l want you to have the high quality you
deserve.” He went into the office at the rear of the store.

In a short time, he reappeared with another smiling man. The slick salesman said, “He
is my boss, and | explained your background to him. He understands you don’t have much
money, so he will work out a payment plan you can afford. In addition, he’ll add a gift for
you.”

The boss led us into his office and offered us coffee. After doing some calculations, he
pointed out that we could have all that high-quality furniture by paying only $25 monthly for
the next two years. Since he liked us so much, he would even give us three free pillows!
Everything would be delivered to our apartment the following day without extra charge.

How could we refuse such generosity? We signed the contract and took the streetcar
to our new home. In the building, Eva introduced us to her boss, Sanyi. We told him about
the nice salesman and the special deal he had arranged for us.

After looking at the contract we had signed, Sanyi was not impressed. “What happened
to the $99 price? You'll pay $600, including $100 for interest.”

Tibor replied, “The advertised special was not very good quality. He told us this was
much better and even gave us three free pillows.”

Sanyi became angry. “He took advantage of your inexperience. Let’s return to the store,
and I'll straighten him out.”

He drove us to the furniture store. When we pointed out the salesman to him, Sanyi
yelled at the man. “How could you trick these people into paying such a high price? | want
you to give them the deal you advertised!” Sanyi was not a big man, but his voice boomed
through the store.

Customers stared at us. The salesman became alarmed. “Let me take you to the office
to discuss this,” he whispered.

Sanyi did not budge. He was waving the contract in his hand. “No, | want everyone to
hear how you tricked these people. They came to spend $99, not $600. Give them what
they asked for!”

The store owner appeared in a hurry. “OK, OK! We’ll change the order to please you,”
he said reassuringly while smiling at everyone. “I'll take care of everything.”

He ripped up our contract in his office and wrote a new one. “Since there has been a
misunderstanding, I'll give you a higher-priced set for $99. Of course, the free pillows will
still be included.”

Sanyi proudly took us back to the apartment. “Before you sign a contract, let me know
about it. You must be very careful with those fast-talking salespeople.”

Another lesson we learned in Canada!

The next day, we moved into the apartment. After the furniture arrived, Sanyi and some
other Hungarian-Canadians donated many essential household items to us—the rest we
purchased at the Salvation Army store. In a few weeks, we had accumulated almost
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everything we needed. Eva cooked for us. Tibor and | took care of the shopping and
cleaning. Our little family lived together quite happily.
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Chapter 2: Joining a Canadian track club

The harsh winter ended in late April when spring weather finally arrived. | learned
Montreal had two large track and field clubs, St. Lambert and Mount Royal Athletics. The
latter was closer to where we lived. | stopped by to visit there as soon as the snow melted.

The head coach greeted me warmly. After I filled him in about my running background,
he told me, “I'll be glad to work with you. But our club has no outstanding hurdlers for you
to practice with.” Seeing the disappointment on my face, he added, “Our sprinters,
however, are among the top in Canada. You'll enjoy being part of our team.” He stepped
next to me to compare our feet when he heard | did not have spike shoes. “Looks like we
wear the same size,” he said. “Tomorrow, I'll bring you my old shoes from home. You can
have them. My running days are over.”

| began working out the next day. After several months of inactivity, | had to start up
gradually. Coach Carroll, a former Canadian 440-yard champion, was extraordinarily
patient and understanding. He prepared a separate training schedule for me. | hoped to
work out with the team members in a few months.

The following week, the coach waved me over. “| have something you'll enjoy reading,”
he said, handing me a Montreal newspaper. He pointed out an article in the sports section
with my name in it. “I talked with one of their reporters yesterday and mentioned that you've
joined our club. Now, you have to live up to their expectations.”
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| was happy to see the article and proudly showed it to my boss the following day.
Knowing that he was an ice hockey fan, | assumed he would be happy to see he had an
elite athlete working for him. Perhaps he would even allow me to leave work a little earlier
every day to be at the track sooner. The factory was located south of downtown, about 40
minutes from the Mont-Royal track by streetcar. | was always one of the last to arrive for
practice.
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Mr. Ward was not impressed. “Be sure it does not interfere with your work,” he grunted.
“‘Running hurdles is not like playing ice hockey. You can’t make a living from it.” He handed
back the article, shaking his head disapprovingly. His reaction was far from the praise |
expected.

A week later, my friend John Fischer also joined the track club. His fastest 100-meter
time back in Budapest, 10.8 seconds, was respectable even in Canada. However, he had
not worked out for over six months, so he also had to begin carefully. | hoped that by the
end of the summer, we could be part of the same relay team again.

The first major track meet occurred in June in Valleyfield, Quebec, along with the
Scottish Highland Games. Instead of metric distances, all races were measured in yards
and miles. One of our club sponsors drove us to the meet.

After changing into our tracksuits and walking to the small stadium, John and | had a
big surprise: the running track had been laid on the grass! The only hurdle event for men
was the 120-yard race with 42-inch-high hurdles, and the coach did not want me to run that
on the grass. Instead, he entered me into the 440-yard sprint. Although the coach was not
entirely convinced that John was ready to compete, he agreed to let John run the 100-yard
dash.

| expressed my concern about not being able to run a good time on the soft grass.
Coach Carroll, however, reminded me that everyone else would have the same handicap.
“‘Don’t worry about the time. Run to win!” he said.

| was uncharacteristically nervous before this track meet, my first in Canada. John’s
event was first on the schedule, well before mine, so we warmed up separately. Finding a
quiet place to concentrate on the busy field was challenging. Scottish bagpipe players were
everywhere, practicing their instruments. The strange sound bothered me, and | struggled
to block it out. | wanted to stay close to the track to observe John’s race so | could not
escape from the pipers.

John had a good start, leading in his heat for the first 50 yards. Suddenly, his legs
buckled, and he fell. As the other runners passed him, his facial expression showed he was
in pain. | ran over and helped him stand. “My hamstring is hurting. | think | tore a muscle,”
he told me as | helped him off the track.

Our coach rushed to us with a trainer. They tied an icepack to the back of John’s thigh
and had him lie down in the grass. The coach was blaming himself for letting John race
with so little preparation. | was praying to St. Anthony to protect me during my run.

The 440-yard race had timed heats. The officials put me into the first heat based on my
fastest time. | did not know any of the other runners except for George Gluppe, who was
also a club member. George and | had trained together during the past weeks, and | knew
he was the faster of the two of us. | was to run in Lane 3, and George had Lane 5. My
strategy was to stay close behind him.

After the starting gun sounded, George took off very quickly. Halfway through the race,
he was at least 15 yards ahead of me, and | gave up any hope of staying close to him. By
the 330-yard mark, his lead had increased. | felt surprisingly strong, however, and began
to stride faster. George faded in the last 50 yards, and | passed him!
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After the race, he told me that he had underestimated the effect of the soft track. “The
fast pace of the first 220 took so much out of me that | could hardly lift my legs at the end.
This is probably the only time you’ll beat me,” he said with a smile. He was right. | could
never beat him again in the 440 dash.

Left: John Fischer and | during a stop on our way to the track meet. Right: Winning the 440-
yard race held on a grass-covered track. Finishing a close second is George Gluppe, who
became another long-time rival and friend.

A few days later, John showed up at the track, walking with a limp. “I tore my right
hamstring, which will take months to heal. My running days may be over,” he said with
sadness.

The news hit me hard. We had been running on the same Hungarian team for four
years. We were both national junior champions—John in the 100m sprint, and | won the
400m hurdles. | ran the third leg, and he was the anchor of our champion 4x100m relay.
The experiences we had shared cemented our friendship. Now, that camaraderie might not
be as strong. | expressed my sorrow and the hope that his injury would not prevent him
from running again. Unfortunately, my wish did not come true.

In August, our coach informed me of a significant two-day track meet soon in Toronto.
He planned to drive several of us down on a Thursday so we could compete on Friday and
Saturday. Toronto was Canada's track and field capital, and | looked forward to running at
the famous East York club.

The next day, | asked Mr. Ward if | could take two days off for the track meet. He was
not happy to hear my request. “You don’t earn any vacation until you've worked here for a
year.”

“This meet is crucial. I'll have a chance to run against the top Canadian hurdlers,” |
protested.

“What is more important, your work or running?”

“‘Running. Someday, | hope to compete in the Olympics.”

“Well, in that case, I'll just have to let you go.”
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“Thank you very much,” | replied happily, misunderstanding his statement. “I'll work
extra hard after coming back.”

“You won’t be back. You are fired!”

| was unsure what “fired” meant, but his facial expression told me it was not good. | was
correct. He led me to Personnel, where | received my pay that day. Then, he walked me
out of the plant.

What am | going to do now? If | return to the Employment Bureau, | must admit that my
boss fired me. They may not help me find another job. | did not know what to do next.

That afternoon, | told my coach what had happened. He was sympathetic but reminded
me that track and field was an amateur sport. “Some of our club members have well-to-do
parents, so they don’t have to worry about paychecks. Some of the others attend American
colleges and only come home for the summers. Those who work must coordinate their jobs
with their sports activities.” He advised me to look for work in the newspaper's classified ad
section.

For several days, | called different companies without any luck. Then | saw a promising
advertisement for a technician-foreman experienced with record changers and audio
amplifiers. “Apply in person,” the ad stated. Although | had only worked with single-record
players and not record-changers, | went to the company the following morning with high
hopes.

T
T i
10 ﬁ Ir (U] 3

A single-record player compared to the record-changer, where multiple records could
be stacked for an extended period of play.

The Norel Electric Company was a relatively small operation constructing portable
record changers. The owner, Mr. Kucharsky, walked me through a small production area
and assembly line. Next, he took me to the test station and explained that his technician
was leaving soon. “His children live in Toronto, and he wants to be near them. | need
someone to take his place.”

| confessed that | had no record-changer experience but assured him | would learn fast.
The rest of the job—electronic circuitry— | could handle immediately. He asked me to come
and work with his technician for a few days. After the trial, he would decide whether to hire
me or not. He would not pay me for the trial period.
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For several days, the technician trained me to operate record changers. They used two
different British-made products that handled up to twelve records. Troubleshooting their
mechanical operation challenged me, but | was determined to learn enough to work there
independently. At the end of my trial, the owner hired me at a monthly salary of $200. In
addition to supervising the production people, my responsibilities included the final testing
and repair of the products. Because the other technician was leaving soon, there was no
way the boss could let me have time off for the Toronto track meet. It was hard to skip the
meet, but | did not want to risk losing another job.

The change of employment was most fortunate, though. My work was no longer
tedious. Solving problems that occurred on the production line, as well as testing and fixing
the products, kept me very busy. In addition, | picked up some French words and
expressions. All the women working on the line were French Canadians who always spoke
in French among themselves. | had more trouble understanding their rapidly accented
conversation than understanding English.

My brother-in-law was fluent in Parisian French, which was quite a bit different from the
dialect used in Quebec. He and my sister had only a limited understanding of English. On
Sundays, we usually went to see Hollywood movies, where | acted as a “translator.” Talking
during the movies annoyed others in the audience, and most of the time, we had to move
away from the other people. We could watch three movies for 25 cents per person!

Not far from the movie theater was a steakhouse on Saint Catherine Street. We saw
two chefs near the window preparing the steaks over open flames. One day after the movie,
we decided to try it. The restaurant offered a complete meal with steak for 99 cents. None
of us had eaten a steak before.

The person taking orders asked us how we wanted our steaks prepared. Not knowing
what to answer, we asked him what choices we had. The man replied, “Rare, medium, or
well done.” At that point, | suddenly recalled what | had heard about steaks a few years
earlier.

After the Hungarian national soccer team defeated England 6-3 in London in 1953, one
of the players gave a talk in our clubhouse about their stay in the British capital. He was
impressed with nearly everything except the English cuisine. He described his worst
experience when their hosts ordered the specialty of the fancy restaurant—beefsteak
served rare—for the team.

“After the waiter brought the huge piece of meat, | cut into it, and blood oozed out on
my plate,” the soccer player said. “It was repulsive. Naturally, | refused to eat it.”

Hearing that, most of us in the audience looked at each other with disbelief. How could
civilized people eat raw meat? That topic had been the subject of discussion for a long
time.

Not wanting to have blood on my plate, of course, | ordered my steak well done. Tibor
and Eva followed my example and asked for the same.

Our 99-cent steaks were disasters. They were hard and badly burned. The three of us
concluded that we would never try steak again. After that awful experience, with a few
exceptions, such as when we splurged in a Hungarian restaurant, we ate the food Eva
cooked for us at home.
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| competed several times throughout the summer and gradually bettered my previous
personal records (PRs) in every event. Several of my teammates became good friends.
Most of them had cars, and | looked forward to having one. Saving money, however, was
not easy. Every month, | paid to the dentist and Mr. Leahy, my former employer in Nanaimo.
In addition, | occasionally sent money to my mother in Budapest. | did not have much left
after paying one-third of the rent, utilities, and food.

Attending one of the gatherings of newly arrived Hungarians, | met a man my age, Tom
Wollitzer, who had already purchased a car. Tom was very good-hearted and offered to
teach me to drive his car, equipped with a manual transmission. During the following
months, we practiced in a large parking lot. | had trouble manipulating the clutch and gas
pedals simultaneously and often stalled his car's engine. After | obtained a learner’s permit,
he allowed me to venture out on the streets. Gradually, | learned to drive.

Snow began to fall in late October, and the track season ended. By November, snow
covered the already icy pavement. The major thoroughfares received heavy doses of salt,
but it was treacherous to drive elsewhere. Running outdoors was also dangerous. Our
coach arranged for the team to work out on the upper walkway of the Montreal Canadiens’
large ice hockey arena. In addition, | joined a dozen other young Hungarians to form a club
basketball team.

| did not know much about ice hockey, although | once saw the Soviet team play an
exhibition game in Budapest after their return from a North American tour. After interviewing
the team, a reporter asked their impression of the Canadian team. The players’ unanimous
response was, “They were brutally tough.” After watching the Soviet team play a tough
physical game in Budapest, | could not imagine how another team could be even rougher.
However, when | watched the Montreal team’s hard body checks during practice, | agreed
with the Soviets.

In December, | received a letter from Boriska and Gabor, who stayed behind in
Nanaimo. Their four-month-old baby’s crying bothered some of the motel guests. After
repeated complaints, the motel owner fired the young couple. Because Géabor had
experience with electronics test instruments, they hoped he would find suitable
employment in Montreal. We offered to let them stay with us until they found jobs. Before
Christmas, after driving their old car across Canada, they arrived with another refugee
couple. Boriska, Gabor, and baby George took my bedroom. | moved into the living room.
The other couple moved in with their friends.

Having five adults in the apartment was tight. Gabor also had trouble finding a job. After
nearly two months of unsuccessful searching, he began to drive a taxi. He learned to drive
during his military service in Hungary and obtained a driver’s license in Montreal. Within a
few weeks, they rented an apartment and moved.

In early 1958, an advertisement in the local Hungarian newspaper caught my eye.

“1953 Ford sedan with low mileage, in excellent shape. Manual transmission, radio,
heater, and whitewall tires. Price: $850. Easy payments can be arranged. Call Mr.
Silverman!” The ad also showed a picture of the car.
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A 1953 Ford, similar to
the one advertised in the
Montreal newspaper.

With $50 in my pocket on the weekend, | asked Tom to drive me to the dealer. | fell in
love with the car the moment | saw it. Mr. Silverman prepared the contract, | signed it, and
the car was mine. That over 95 percent of it still belonged to the finance company did not
bother me. | had an automobile! That was something that had been far beyond my wildest
dreams in Hungary. There was only one problem. | only had a learner’s permit, not a regular
driver’s license. The salesman assumed that | was legally licensed and gave me the key.

After Tom left, | carefully drove the car out of the dealer’s lot and headed home on the
snow-covered Cote des Neiges Boulevard. Driving slowly and carefully uphill, I reached an
intersection where the traffic lights were not operating. Two police officers directed traffic.
They stopped my car to let the vehicles move in the other direction. When they waved me
to start, | stalled the car and could not move it upward on the steep slope.

Cars behind me began to honk their horns. One of the police officers noticed my plight
and yelled something to me in French. | desperately tried to engage the clutch again without
success. One of the policemen came to my car, opened the door, told me to move to the
passenger side, and drove us across the intersection. | was petrified that he would ask for
my driver’s license. If that happens, | could be arrested and lose my car! Fortunately, he
was too busy handling the traffic jam | had created. | managed to drive home without any
further problems.

At first, Eva and Tibor could not believe | bought a car. Tibor was concerned that | had
too much debt. He was correct. | was barely able to pay the operating expenses and
insurance. However, the most important thing to me was that | had a car!

| passed the driver’s license exam a few days later and was ready to drive to work.
First, however, | had to find a parking place downtown. | learned quickly that parking in the
downtown area was expensive. An uncovered parking lot a few blocks from my workplace
offered space at a monthly rate of $25, equal to one-eighth of my salary. | knew riding the
streetcar would cost much less, but a car owner must drive!

My next problem was parking the car overnight on our street in winter weather. After
every major overnight storm, the snowplows cleared the center of the roads by throwing
the snow sideways—on top of the parked cars. When | stepped outside our apartment
building in the morning, all the cars were covered with snow. | borrowed a shovel from the
building manager and looked for my car. | was half frozen when | cleaned the snow off the
top and scraped the ice off the windshield. Shivering, | sat in the car and turned on the
ignition.
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The motor made a painful grinding noise while slowly turning over a few times. Then, it
stopped completely. My additional efforts to start the ignition were fruitless. In the
meantime, well-heated taxis passed by, their drivers looking for easy fares. Already late, |
swallowed my pride and flagged one of them down to take me to work.

“Why did you buy a car in the winter?” my boss asked after hearing my story. “You
should have waited until the summer when the roads are clear. But even then, you should
not drive it to work and pay for parking.”

He was right. | should have asked for advice before deciding, like purchasing a car.
Gradually, | was beginning to learn that it is unwise to make hasty decisions.

On the days when the ice hockey arena was unavailable, our track team ran cross-
country in the snow. Winter temperatures in Montreal often dipped well below zero degrees
Fahrenheit. Breathing was painful in such cold weather. | remember that after running
several miles outdoors, it took some time before | regained my normal voice.

Playing basketball was fun, and my friend Gabor joined our team. One of the older
players did the coaching. He found a prominent sports institute to sponsor us. We took on
their name and used their spacious indoor court for practices and home games. One of the
added benefits of the facility was its attractive receptionist—a young, blonde French-
Canadian girl with a mesmerizing smile. Several of our players had asked her out without
success.

During one of the practice sessions, as | was in the air shooting for the basket, the
player who covered me tried to knock the ball away. He missed the ball, but his elbow
sideswiped my nose. | heard a crunching sound. When | landed on my feet, the other boy
looked at me with an alarmed expression. My face was numb, and blood poured from my
nose. One of the boys quickly removed his shirt and held it to my face.

Our coach guided me out of the court to the front desk. The receptionist was ready to
go home but offered to take us to the nearest hospital. She showed genuine concern and
escorted us into the emergency room. A doctor stopped the bleeding and informed me that
my nose would need surgery. He made an appointment with the hospital for the following
day and sent me home. Before leaving, | looked in the mirror and saw my flattened nose
taped to the right side of my face. | looked like the boxer who lost the fight.

The coach took me home in a taxi from the hospital. When Eva saw me, she nearly
fainted. “What happened to you?”

“One of our players accidentally elbowed me,” | answered. Then | gave her and Tibor
the details of the accident. “Tomorrow morning, a surgeon will fix my nose. In six weeks, |
can be back playing basketball again.”

Eva was noticeably unhappy to hear that | planned to return to playing after what had
happened. Tibor was concerned about how | would pay for the hospital expenses. | had no
insurance, and until he brought up the subject, the thought of medical bills had somehow
escaped my mind. Back in Hungary, every citizen had national insurance coverage. In
1958, that kind of coverage did not exist in Canada. | went to bed worrying about the
hospital charges—in addition to the actual surgery.
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| took the streetcar to the hospital the following day. Everyone stared at me when |
boarded. It was strange initially, but it no longer bothered me after a while. Attracting all
that attention made me feel like a celebrity.

When | checked into the hospital, the clerk said, “The sports center’s insurance will
cover all your expenses.” His statement lessened my concern, although I still worried about
having surgery. Next, the staff took me to the operating room area and prepared me for the
operation. Within a short time, | was asleep.

“Wake up, Mr. Besser, wake up,” | heard a woman say. When | opened my eyes, they
gradually focused on a pretty nurse. “Your surgery went well, and your nose will be fine
again.”

| touched my face and felt something covering my nose. “That protective mask will stay
on for a while,” she told me. “We don’t want you to touch your nose.”

As the anesthesia wore off, | remembered | had not gone to work that day. Although
my brother-in-law had promised to call my boss and explain what had happened to me, |
became concerned about my job. “How soon will | go home?” | asked the nurse.

“If all goes well, you can leave in three days, but you must wear a nose guard for six
weeks.” She also told me she would help me call my work after the doctor saw me. Later,
| phoned my boss and apologized for not being there. He was very understanding. “Don’t
worry,” he comforted me. “I'll take your place while you’re in the hospital.” He sounded
much kinder than my previous boss, and | appreciated his support.

That afternoon, | had a surprise visitor. The sports center’'s receptionist, Pierrette,
stopped by. “I'm going to work now, but | wanted to see how you are doing,” she said with
her cute French accent.

Suddenly, | felt great and assured her that everything was fine. We talked briefly, and
she promised to return the next day. Eva and Tibor visited later and smuggled in a piece
of Hungarian pastry. My first day in the hospital had gone well.

Pierrette kept her word and visited until the hospital discharged me. | built up my
courage and asked if we could go on a date later. “I| want to see first what you'll look like
when that nose guard comes off,” she said jokingly. However, she agreed to go out with
me.

| was thrilled and already thought about how my teammates would envy me. It turned
out to be true. After hearing the news, one of the boys said, “If | knew that she would be so
sympathetic, | would have asked someone to break my nose!”

The nose guard came off six weeks later, but the doctor still taped my nose for a while.
| started to play basketball again, and the other players showed extra caution not to touch
me. It helped my scoring. | took advantage of their concern and wore the tape for the rest
of the season, even when the doctor no longer required it.

Pierrette and | began to date regularly, and | quickly learned that her father did not like
me. The first time | arrived at their house and knocked on the door, he opened it and stared
at me. “Bonjour, monsieur,” | greeted him in French. Not wanting to risk saying something
incorrectly, | introduced myself in English. Before | could say anything else, he yelled back
into the house, "L'Anglais est ici!" (The English guy is here!). Then he slammed the door in
my face.
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Left: Part of the Ivan Cutue Institute basketball team, showing me with my nose taped.
Right: two photos of Pierette and me (still with a swollen nose but without the tape).

Pierrette apologized for her father's behavior. “Please don’t take it personally. He is
frustrated about my dating someone other than a French Canadian.”

Nothing | could do would change his mind. The door-slamming routine remained the
same when Pierrette and | saw each other.

By the end of April, milder weather arrived. Before my spring running training began,
John and | drove over 300 miles to New York City during a long Easter weekend. He had
distant relatives living in Brooklyn who offered us a place to stay.

With our escapes from Hungary still fresh in our minds, we could not believe how simple
it was to pass through the Canadian border. The uniformed guard waved at us as we
passed by. The U.S. border agent wanted to know how long we would stay and wished us
a pleasant visit. John looked at me and said, “Laci, we’re now living in a different world.”

We saw the skyscrapers, Harlem, and Times Square in New York. It was a busy trip,
but we both wanted to find out if there was any difference between Canada and the United
States. At the end of our journey, we concluded that the Americans lived more hectic lives
than the laid-back French Canadians did. What we immediately liked about the U.S. was
that people spoke English. John and | could handle conversational English well by then,
but French was still difficult. We commented that perhaps one day, we would have the
opportunity to move to the States.

The most exciting part of our trip was seeing Harlem. Before that day, | had seen only
a few black people and never had talked with one. We could walk in downtown Montreal
all day and only see white faces. On the streets of Harlem, John and | stood out.

During our walking tour, we stepped into a shop to buy film. After we said a few words,
the clerk wanted to know what country we came from. We talked with him for a while and
learned he had been stationed in Austria with the U.S. Army. He remembered seeing the
menacing guard towers on the Hungarian side of the border. When we left, he told us, “You
two are the first Hungarians I've met.” | did not dare to say to him that he was the first black
man with whom | had had a conversation.
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After our return, seeing Niagara Falls was next on my list. Eva, Tibor, and | took time
off in July and drove to the Ontario side of the Falls. They were fascinating—far beyond
our expectations. We could walk through caves to an opening behind the largest waterfall
that flowed at a rate of 65,000 cubic feet per second. The thundering noise of the water
hurt my ears. We could not hear each other even when we shouted.

After staying overnight in a motel, we headed home on a different route to see more of
the Canadian countryside. About halfway home, we stopped to refuel. In those days, the
station attendant automatically checked the oil and water levels of the car. He informed me
that the oil was dirty and needed replacing. “This week, we have a special for an oil change
and a complete lube job,” he added. | agreed to finish the work while we had lunch in a
café next to the station.

Following lunch, we continued our journey. During a long section of road repair, the
highway's surface changed to gravel. We returned to the paved road after driving on the
rough surface. Then, | heard a strange noise coming from underneath the car. | pulled off
the road and looked under the hood. Everything seemed to be OK. As | continued driving,
the grinding noise remained, and the car felt sluggish. Tibor recommended stopping.

We were within sight of a small town. | walked there and asked for help at the nearest
service station. They dispatched a tow truck that took me back to our car. The mechanic
lifted the hood and looked at the radiator and the fluid levels. “Your car has no transmission
fluid,” he informed us. “Most likely, your transmission is gone.”

“We just had an oil and lube job a few hours ago,” | protested in disbelief.

The man placed a jack under the rear bumper, hoisted the car, and climbed under it. In
a few seconds, he reappeared. “The transmission fluid plug is missing. It probably came
loose on the rough road.”

“What can we do?” Tibor asked.

“I'll tow you into our garage to see what’s wrong with the transmission.”

Finding no alternative, we agreed. He asked us to sit in our car and towed it facing
backward to the service station.

He and another mechanic spent some time diagnosing the problem. The owner of the
shop told us that our transmission was dead. A replacement would cost around $200. The
bad news devastated us. We did not have that kind of money.

“‘How much do you have?” the owner asked.

We added up what we had jointly, and it came to $44.07.

The owner scratched his head. “That won’t do it.” Seeing our dismay, he added, “There
is a junkyard not far from here. | will send my man over to see if they have a Ford like yours.
If so, we could take out the transmission and put it into yours for forty bucks.”

That sounded promising. “Please go and take a look,” | said to him. | silently asked St.
Anthony for another miracle.

Two men left with the tow truck. We waited anxiously for the news. They returned
smiling. “We found one for you,” one of the men announced. “Come back in the afternoon.”

We wandered aimlessly around the small town. Knowing that four dollars would have
to be enough to cover all our expenses for the rest of the trip, we decided not to eat anything
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and save our money for gasoline. Of course, everything depended on the transmission of
a junk car.

Left: Eva and | at Niagara Falls. Right: On our way back when the car problem developed.

The two men finished the work as we returned to the station around mid-afternoon. One
drove the car around and announced that the transmission replacement worked fine. We
handed $40 to the owner, thanked him for being so helpful, and left. Although he did not
tell me to do so, | kept the speed at 50 miles per hour. Our money was enough to fill the
gas tank, and we made it home without problems. The next day, | went to church and
thanked St. Anthony for his help. After payday a week later, | put two dollars into the
collection box before his statue.

“Cousin” Pista and | kept up our regular correspondence via postcards. | was careful
not to write anything that could have led to problems with the Hungarian authorities.
Instead, | carefully described my new experiences in Canada. Occasionally, | even
discovered events that we had always believed to be Communist propaganda turning out
to be true. One of them was when | first saw an armored car in Montreal.

As | strolled along one of the major boulevards during my lunchtime, admiring the pretty
young women, | noticed an unusual van parked across the street. Two uniformed men
stepped out of the vehicle, carrying large bags in one hand and revolvers in the other. |
assumed it was a movie set and looked for the cameras, but | did not see any. The two
men entered the bank.

“It looked like they were making a film on the street,” | told my boss after returning to
work.

“What makes you believe that?”

When | explained what | saw, he shook his head. “No, those men are guards delivering
money to the bank.”

“‘But why do they carry guns?”

“So they won’t be robbed.”

| had difficulty believing someone would attempt to hold up a bank in broad daylight.
When | told him that unarmed “money mailmen” delivered cash in Budapest without anyone
bothering them, it was his turn not to believe me. He concluded that if that were true,
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Budapest, under Communist control, would be a safer place than Montreal. In those days,
that was actually correct.

During the summer, | participated in two major track meets in Toronto. In the first one,
at the East York track club, | met several American runners from various universities. They
told me about college athletics and suggested | consider attending college in the United
States. “We have an indoor track,” said one of the University of Michigan runners. “You
wouldn’t have to run in the snow.”

“| attend UCLA. In California, we train outdoors all year round,” added another boy.
“You’re crazy to stay in Montreal.”

‘I don’'t know how I'd apply. | went to high school in Hungary and don’t have any papers
to prove it,” | replied.

“We have many students from other countries. As for your papers, write the school and
ask for a copy,” advised the Michigan runner.

Running my fastest time, | finished third—behind the best 440-yard Canadian hurdler
and one of the American visitors. In Montreal, | had run that race only once without strong
competition. | realized that to do better in that event; | should either move to Toronto or find
out if there was a chance to attend an American college.

Back in Montreal, | asked my coach for advice. “You are already 22 years old. Most
kids begin college at 18,” he told me. “Your limited English would also be a handicap.
However, it would help your hurdling significantly, so look into it.”

“How should | do that?” | asked him.

“Next month is the Canadian Interprovincial Championship in Toronto. It is a major track
meet organized by the Canadian Legion. Many American track coaches come there to
scout new talent. Maybe one of them could help you.”

I thanked him for his suggestion. Perhaps | could go to college and become an
engineer. Although college education had been free in Hungary, the thought of going to
college had never entered my mind; being the first high school graduate in my family had
been a significant accomplishment.

The next day, | wrote to my mother and asked her to mail me my high school certificate.
Having graduated from a four-year technical high school instead of a regular one worried
me. However, | hoped a technical school background would be acceptable because |
planned to study engineering.

My high school certificate, however, never arrived. | suspected the censors had
confiscated it, so | wrote to the school directly and asked for a copy. They did not even
answer. | assumed it was due to my blacklisted status. | doubted a college would accept
me without proof of high school graduation.

Coach Carroll felt sorry for me and wrote a supportive letter to explain my
circumstances. His letter, addressed “To Whom It May Concern,” described my refugee
status and the reason for my inability to obtain my high school certificate. “Considering your
political background, the college might make an exception and allow you to enter,” he told
me, trying to comfort me. | could only hope that he was right.
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| had never heard the statement, “To Whom It May Concern.” It sounded impressive,
but even with the help of a dictionary, | did not fully understand its meaning. Still, |
appreciated the coach’s writing this letter to help me.

Before the interprovincial track meet, the Canadian Legion sponsored a one-week-long
Olympic Training Plan in Toronto. Business during the summer was slow, and my boss
allowed me to take the week off—without pay—to participate.

In Toronto, about 150 young men and women from all over Canada participated in the
training program. A Legionnaire escorted a dozen athletes from Montreal, almost evenly
split between my club and St. Lambert. We stayed in a college dormitory and used the
school track for our workouts. We ate in the school’s cafeteria. | liked the food and never
went hungry.

In addition to the Canadian team coaches, various American universities also sent
coaches “to scout.” | talked with several of them about my desire to attend college. They
all encouraged me and did not feel my age would be a problem. | still hoped to receive my
high school records from Hungary, so | did not mention that subject. | began formulating a
plan to become a college student the following year.

| particularly liked a black coach who worked with hurdlers. He gave me several helpful
tips to improve my hurdling. | asked if | could enroll in his college. To my surprise, he did
not show any interest in me.

At the end of the week, we all looked forward to participating in the Canadian Legion
Interprovincial Championship. A two-day meet was initially scheduled, but a massive storm
on Friday forced all the events to be held on Saturday. In the absence of the Canadian
hurdler who had beaten me the previous month, | won the 440-yard hurdles. After the race,
| confidently approached the black coach who had watched the race and conveyed to him
my strong desire to go to his school.

Montrealer Captures

Men's 440 Hurdles
At Legion Track Meet

Winning the 440 yard hurdles made

Less Buesser of Montreal the headlines in one of the Montreal
won the men's 440-yard hurdles|
vesterday at the Canadian Le- newspapapers.

glon’s Olympic tralning plan
track and field champlonships.

Saturday’s events at the Ca-|
nadian  National Exhibition's
grandstand track were resched-
uled after heavy rains washed
out most of Friday night's pro-
gram,

Second in the 440 hurdies
was Dave Bradwell of Regina
and Richard Potter of Oromoc-
to, N.B, was third

“Well, that may not be easy, but I'll ask one of our administrators to contact you,” he
said after some hesitation. “Our school is unique, and you may not fit in,” he added.

His statement puzzled me, and | doubted | would hear from him, but he followed up on
his promise. After returning home, a letter came from the Admissions Office of Howard
University. The first sentence began, “As one of the white faculty members, | want to
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explain why Coach W. did not encourage you to apply to our school.” Then, he explained
possible racial conflicts that might make it difficult for me to blend into the student body.

After reading the letter, | became more confused and asked our coach to explain what
it meant. He laughed first and said, “Howard University is a prestigious Negro school. |
doubt that they have many white students. You definitely don’t want to go there.”

Completely unaware of the racial tension that existed in the United States, | still thought
it would be unique to be a white student at the school. | imagined how popular | would be
with the girls. However, when | shared my story with others on my track team, their replies
were uniformly negative. “You’d find yourself in a lot of trouble there,” said one boy who
attended college in lowa.

What kind of trouble is he talking about? My friend John and | had visited Harlem
already, and we had not encountered any problems. | was perplexed but did not go into
the subject further.

The same boy thought for a minute and then said, “Come to the University of Dubuque
in lowa. It is a relatively small school, but the administration wholeheartedly supports
athletics,” he explained. “In a big school, you’ll be just another number, but at Dubuque,
most students will know you.”

His recommendation made sense. During the next track meet, he introduced me to
others who attended the University of Dubuque. | learned that a significant number of their
track team originated in Canada—about half a dozen from Montreal. | thought | would not
be alone if | went to school in Dubuque. Although the university did not have an engineering
school, it offered a two-year pre-engineering curriculum. They told me that after my second
year, | could transfer to a large university to complete my degree. It sounded like an ideal
combination to me.

Eva and Tibor liked my idea. A mechanical engineer himself, Tibor agreed that | should
study engineering. “When you become an engineer, you will no longer have to repair
electronic products,” he told me. “You'll be designing them and earning much more money.”

That sounded great! | decided to proceed with my plan.

Several teammates returned to American colleges at the end of the summer. Those
who attended the University of Dubuque promised to bring up my case to the track coach.
They took a photocopy of Coach Carroll’s letter, and | eagerly awaited a response.

A month later, the head coach wrote to me. He suggested | contact my high school
again and request a transcript. “I| may be able to have you admitted without it, but it would
be much easier if you had proof that you have completed high school.”

When | asked my mother again, her careful reply blamed the post office for “losing the
shipment.” | was convinced, however, that the Hungarian authorities had confiscated it. My
hopes of attending college began to fade.

One of my mother’s letters caught me by surprise. Usually, we both avoided writing
about politics, knowing that censors might read our correspondence. In this letter, however,
she wrote the following:

My Dear Lacika,

It still pains my heart that both you and your sister left your motherland. | am also sorry
that you are not receiving the kinds of athletic benefits the Hungarian Socialist Government
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provided to you. Under the conditions in which you live, your dreams of going to the
Olympics might never be fulfilled.

By now, you should have realized that it was a mistake for you to leave Hungary. Make
me happy by returning home! Your track club teammates and coaches will receive you with
open arms. You could also have a chance to study at the Budapest Technical University
and try out for the Hungarian Olympic team next year.

Your loving Mother

That did not sound like my mother! She knew how happy | was in Canada. Other than
having me there to help her, why would she want me to live under the Communist Party’s
rules again? | did not know how to respond and had several restless nights trying to figure
out how to reply. Finally, | decided not to answer.

About two weeks later, | received another letter from her with a Swedish postmark on
the envelope. One of my former teammates, traveling with the national team to Stockholm
for a track meet, had mailed my mom’s letter from there. Mother explained how a district
Party official had visited and told her what to write. She added, “I have been so worried that
you would not receive this letter in time and fall for their trick.”

Relieved by her clarification, | wrote to her immediately, knowing that she would have
to show my reply to the authorities. First, | thanked her for her concern. Next, | explained
that running was no longer important to me. | included a picture of Pierrette and told her
that we would be married soon. After the wedding, we would remain in Montreal.

The Party officials must have bought my story because Mother had no follow-up letters
on that topic. | had to stop writing her about my track participation to be consistent with my
blatant lie.

In early 1958, Pista asked his girlfriend’s father for the honor of marrying his daughter.
The father agreed, and the marriage took place in the fall. Pista sent me photos taken at
the wedding. | was happy to hear the good news and wished them a long life together.

Left: Pista and his
brother "nagy Laci,”
celebrating Pista’s
engagement to Kuki.
Right: The smiling
young couple at their
. wedding.

Eight years after the revolution, the Hungarian government issued an amnesty to those
who left the country illegally. Shortly after that, | went back for a visit and learned about the
harsh questioning my mother and Pista had faced after my escape. Pista also told me that
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his water polo team had participated in a tournament held in Amsterdam, but the Hungarian
authorities had not allowed him to leave the country. They kept track of our connection and
did not want to allow him to defect.

Corruption in a Capitalist Society

Corruption in the Montreal police force was common knowledge. After | began to drive
my car, one of the women at work advised me on how to protect myself from a traffic
citation. “Keep a five-dollar bill inside your car registration. If you are stopped for a driving
violation, hand your license and the registration to the policeman. He’ll take the money and
let you go.”

“But if he is an honest policeman, won't he think | am trying to bribe him?”

“No, just pretend that the bill slipped in there accidentally.”

She sounded so convincing that | decided to follow her suggestion. A few weeks later,
a policeman stopped me for speeding on a city street. He walked to my car and told me to
roll down my window. He lectured me about speeding and the possible consequences |
could face. “You're in a lot of trouble. You will have to take time off work and go to court.
You'll have to pay a fine when you're found guilty.” Then, he added sympathetically, “I hate
to see all that happening to you.” Finally, he asked for my driver's license and car
registration.

With trembling hands, | handed him both. After unfolding my registration, he saw the
money. He quickly handed everything back to me. | am in real trouble now. My heart was
beating rapidly.

He dropped one of his heavy gloves inside my car and said quietly, “Put the money into
my glove and hand the glove back to me.”

| did what he told me. “Next time, obey the speed limit!” was his parting comment as he
returned to his patrol car.

| drove away with mixed feelings. Avoiding both traffic court and a fine for a five-dollar
bribe made me happy. At the same time, | had become a cheater—something | had always
loathed. | recalled what my mother had told me after | stole an apple from a classmate,
“We’re poor, but we're not thieves.” In my eyes, a cheater was equally bad or even worse.
My coaches always emphasized fair play without cheating, and | have violated that
principle.

After some deliberation, | decided not to tell anyone about this experience and promised
never to do it again.

Paying income tax was new to me because the socialist Hungarian government did not
collect any. The women at work explained how the system worked in Canada. They also
gave me advice on how to save money. “Go to the church and give them ten dollars,” one
of them told me. “The priest will give you a receipt for two hundred. You can then claim that
amount as a donation to reduce your taxes.”

What | heard blew me away—a priest would collaborate in such a fraudulent scheme?
Back in Budapest, | had heard rumors about corrupt Hungarian government officials who
accepted bribes. They received severe sentences when caught because the government
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wanted to set examples to show it would not tolerate dishonesty. But those officials were
ordinary people who could easily be bought. This time, however, the allegations were
against the men of God. | could not believe the claim until some other people confirmed it.
It shook my faith in the Church.

As the 1958 Christmas season approached, the company where | worked received a
large order from a department store. My boss allowed me to temporarily hire an
unemployed Hungarian engineer to help me with the final test of the products. The man
had also come from Budapest. After hearing what high school | had attended, he told me
that he and his wife frequently spent time with one of my teachers, Mrs. X.

“Mrs. X, that dirty Communist,” | stated with disgust.

“Oh, no! She was only putting on an act.”

“What do you mean? She was one of the leaders of the local Communist party cell!”

“After the war, her husband was convicted and jailed for being a member of the
Arrowcross Party during the fascist era. She joined the Communist Party and became
extremely active in freeing her husband.”

The news shocked me. Because of her solid political stand, most students disliked Mrs.
X. Behind her back, we tried to cause her as much trouble as possible. | recalled the day
she proudly showed us a large stack of typed sheets representing the manuscript of a new
book she had just completed on Marxist-Socialist management. She was called out of the
classroom for a short time. One of the students quickly removed several pages from the
stack and distributed them among us. We clowned around for days, making fun of her
writing while she was no doubt searching for the missing pages of her manuscript.

After discovering that her unpopular behavior had been a deception used only to save
her husband, | felt guilty for making her life more difficult. Since that day, | have often
wondered how many seemingly devoted Communists only pretended to follow the Party
lines for various unknown reasons.

College Plans

During his college Christmas vacation, one of my teammates brought me an envelope
containing an application for admittance to the University of Dubuque. “Our track coach
convinced the school administration to accept you without your high school transcripts,” he
told me. “Complete the forms, and I'll take them back with me next semester.”

That was good news! | carefully filled out the forms and passed them back to my
teammate. A month later, | received a large envelope from the school. In the packet, | found
a confirmation of admittance, a hefty college catalog, and, to my complete delight, a notice
that | would receive an athletic scholarship to pay for most of my tuition and expenses for
the school year. The university wanted me to apply for a student visa at the American
Consulate and to show up for freshman orientation in the early part of September 1959.
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| shared the information with Eva and Tibor. We celebrated that evening by having
dinner at a Hungarian restaurant. At that age, | could eat a complete Fatanyérost! (Wooden
Platter) by myself. Eva and Tibor struggled to finish a second one together. During dinner,
Tibor agreed to buy my car and the furniture | owned. He would take over the remaining
payments for everything.

Photo of a Fatanyéros meal
in present days. It used to
have more variety and larger
portions.

My dream had always been to be an Olympian, and now | saw my hope rekindled. One
day during track practice, | asked our coach, “If | significantly improve my 400-meter hurdles
time while competing at Dubuque, could | be considered for the Canadian Olympic Team?”

“I'm afraid not. You would have to be a Canadian citizen,” he said. “It takes five years
before you can apply for citizenship. You’ve been here less than three.”

My heart sank; in an instant, his answer killed my Olympic dream. By the time of the
next Olympics in 1964, | will already be 28 years old—over the hill for Olympic competition.
But then my thoughts rebelled. No, | will not accept defeat so easily!

The following day, at lunchtime, | visited the Immigration Center to inquire further.
“Unless you’ve been a legal resident of Canada for five years, you are not eligible,” they
told me.

“But | may have a chance of going to the Olympics,” | argued. “They won’t take me to
the Trial unless | am a Canadian citizen.”

“It makes no difference. Even if you want to become the Prime Minister, you still need
five years. Come back in 1961!”

| was frantic. The thought of returning to Hungary flashed through my mind. But the
price would be high—too high. Pretending to be a devoted Communist was something |
could not bring myself to do, not even if it would take me to the Olympics.

Gradually, | had to accept that my greatest dream would never come true.

1 A large meal served on a heaping 18-inch-long wooden platter. It included two large Wiener schnitzels, two
small Gypsy-steaks, two pork chops, two roasted kolbasses, various forms of potatoes, steamed red cabbage,
and salads.
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In addition to learning to live with that bad news, another problematic task remained:
explaining my college plans to Pierrette. | loved her dearly and did not know how to break
the news of my departure. | kept putting off the announcement, but the months passed
quickly. Eventually, | could not wait any longer and had to admit to her that | would be
leaving soon.

“My father warned me about dating foreigners,” she told me with teary eyes. “How can
| face him after you leave me?” she added, crying. “Couldn’t | go with you?”

| felt awful watching the tears rolling down her pretty face. | tried to explain that this was
a once-in-the-lifetime opportunity to better myself. In college, | would be busy and not have
time for dating. Hearing that | might be back for Christmas vacation did not comfort her.
Abruptly, she asked me to take her home. After that day, | never heard from her again. |
was heartbroken and hoped she would eventually find happiness.

Once | decided to live in the United States, | began to pay more attention to news events
in that country. Election fever was running high, and the American voters had to choose
who would replace Dwight Eisenhower as president. All the women at work liked the
handsome Senator Kennedy, but one of them commented, “He could never be elected in
America.”

“Why not?” | asked.

“Because he is a Catholic.”

Her reasoning puzzled me. “What’s wrong with being a Catholic?”

“‘Most Americans are Protestants. They’re concerned that the Pope would influence
someone who is Catholic.”

That reasoning would not have crossed my mind. Because | had spent so much of my
life under the Communist regime in Hungary, where religious faith was discouraged, | did
not realize how important religion was to most people in North America.

| informed my boss about my college plans at the beginning of August. He understood
my reasons for leaving Montreal and wished me good luck. Within a week, he found a
replacement for me. | tried to train the new man and pass on all my experience. Two weeks
later, | left Norel Electric, my eyes on the future—I was ready to become a college student
in the United States.
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Chapter 3: College Life at the University of Dubuque

Just after my twenty-third birthday, in August 1959, | boarded the train from Montreal to
Chicago. | carried a suitcase and an athletic bag containing all my material possessions. After
paying off the dentist in Montreal and my former employer in Nanaimo, | had about $100 to
my name. Knowing that a full scholarship awaited me, | felt pretty happy and unconcerned
about my financial status.

After an overnight ride, | arrived in Chicago at midday. The connecting train to Dubuque
was scheduled to leave from a different station several hours later. | walked to my transfer
point through busy downtown streets in hot, humid weather. When | reached the other station,
my shirt was soaked with sweat. Montreal’s summer climate had not been pleasant, but the
Chicago weather that day was much worse.

| boarded the westbound train and settled in for another ride. Dubuque was 180 miles
northwest of Chicago, and the train stopped several times on the way. It arrived in Dubuque
around midnight. Only a few people departed the train in the dark at the nearly deserted
terminal. Fortunately, | found a taxi to take me to the school.

After finding out where | came from, the talkative driver told me that the city also had
another college, Loras, where the Catholic students went. He was surprised to hear that | was
Catholic and asked, “Why aren’t you going to Loras instead of the U. of D.?”

“I'll be on the University’s track team,” | answered proudly.

“Yes, I've heard the school has many Canadian athletes,” he replied. “But our football
team has only American players. My nephew is the star quarterback.”

During the remainder of our ride, he talked in detail about his nephew’s play in a home
game he had attended the previous year. | listened politely without telling him how little | knew
about football. Finally, we arrived at the University’s administration building, where he dropped
me off.

A bright light shone over the main entrance of the four-story building. To my relief, the
door was unlocked, and the hall lights were on. | walked in and surveyed the offices on the
main floor. Not finding anyone, | took the stairs to the second floor. Once again, nobody was
there—I saw only classrooms with their doors open. Walking to the third floor felt like being in
a ghost town. All the doors were closed, so | went up to the top level.

Most doors were also shut, but | saw one open farther along the hallway. | walked over
and peeked in. It was a large room with four single beds, three occupied by boys sleeping.
The fourth bed was empty.

I hesitated for a moment. Should | wake one of them up and ask for directions? No, most
likely, he would not appreciate my disrupting his sleep. Tired from the long day of travel and
not having a better idea, | placed my luggage next to the empty bed, took off most of my
clothes, crawled into bed, and slept.

The other three residents were surprised to see someone sleeping in the fourth bed in the
morning. Their voices woke me up, and | recognized two from the St. Lambert track team in
Montreal. The third one was also a St. Lambert trackman, but I did not know him. Waking up
amid people | knew reassured me, and | told them | hoped to become the fourth resident in
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their room. They informed me, however, that the space was assigned to an American football
player.

The Canadians took me around the campus and introduced me to college life. One of the
first bits of information regarded freshmen initiation during “Hell Week.” It did not sound very
promising. “You have to wear a beanie for a week whenever you step outside your room,” one
of them told me.

“If you’re caught not wearing it, you’ll be in big trouble,” added another. “You must also
learn and recite a poem if an upperclassman commands you.” The poem began with | am a
silly, simple, scintillating freshman. “Then, you do exactly whatever he or she tells you.” The
rest of our group then entertained me with some of the awful experiences they had faced
when first coming to the school.

My rebellious nature bristled at what | heard, and | wanted no part. Why should | let a 19-
year-old sophomore boss me around? However, they explained that freshman hazing was a
long-established tradition, and there was no way to avoid it if | wanted to be a student at
Dubuque. Defeated, | went to the Student Union to pick up a beanie.

The student in charge of the beanies checked my name on the freshman list. “Looks like
you are over twenty-one,” she said. “In that case, you are exempt during the entire initiation
week.”

“You mean | don’t have to obey those rules?”

“Right. They changed the rules after the Korean War to honor the veterans returning to
school on the Gl Bill.”

That was great news! It saved me from the hazing most freshmen faced.

Left: Taking a shortcut to leave the fourth-floor room where | had “crashed” on the night
of my arrival. | am pictured with three of the Canadian athletes and a bearded American
student of the Dubuque Seminary. Center: In the same room with some of the members of
the Dubuque track team. Right: An upperclassman is fitting a beanie on an attractive
freshman.

Though | was hoping to room with someone | already knew, the housing office assigned
me to a room with another foreign student—a sophomore from Iran. His hame was Firouz
Ahmir Fahradi, but students called him “Fi.” He had not yet returned from summer vacation,
so | had the room to myself for several days.
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The food in the buffet-style cafeteria was excellent. It offered a wide selection of menu
items with unlimited portions. The Canadian trackmen told me the first day never to stand in
line. “The school athletes always cut to the head of the line,” said one of them, wearing a
letterman’s jacket with a large “D” on it. | had nothing like that to show | was a team member,
so | was nervous about following his advice. The only time | cut in line was when | mingled
with some of the Canadians.

The track coach was also the head football coach. In the fall, he was busy with the football
team and told me to run cross-country to stay in shape. Although | did not intend to participate
in cross-country and did not enjoy running long distances, | began to work out with the team,
whose top performers were all Canadians.

Registration for the fall semester took place a few days after my arrival on campus. The
process was strange because all students of the same grade level took identical courses
yearly in Hungary. At Dubuque, | received a note instructing me to discuss my program with
an advisor.

The advisor assigned to me was one of the English professors. After greeting me in his
office, he leafed through my file. “Why don’t | see your high school transcript?” he asked me.

| explained the reason and referred him to the letter from my Canadian track coach. He
read several papers in my file, and | could see by his expression that he was not satisfied. “I
don’t see your SAT scores. Where did you take it?”

| did not know what SAT meant and asked him to explain. He became even more
frustrated. “Are you telling me you were admitted without taking the SAT?”

‘I am sorry, but | didn’t know about that. Could | take it now?

“Wait here,” he said and abruptly left the office.

What will happen now? Why didn’t they give me the test before? What if | don’t pass?
Would the school send me back to Canada? My mind raced through various disturbing
scenarios.

The advisor returned with another staff member. “We don’t understand how this could
happen,” the other man told me. “Come with me. I'll administer the test to you now.”

He led me into an empty classroom. Once | sat down, he handed me a booklet, a pencil,
and a sheet with multiple squares to mark my answers. He checked the clock and then told
me to proceed.

This was the first time | had ever seen a multiple-choice test. There were both math and
verbal questions. In the math section, most of the questions were easy to answer, although |
had trouble understanding some of the wording. The rest of the booklet was a nightmare
because it was so difficult to comprehend the questions. Initially, the proctor helped clarify
what | did not understand, but as time passed, he told me, “If you don’t know the answer,
simply go to the next question. Don’t guess!” At the end of the time allowed, he collected the
material and said, “Go to see your advisor tomorrow.” With that, he left me.

| was utterly dazed, and leaving the classroom took me quite a while. My morale was low,
knowing I had not understood many questions. | blamed myself for being so unprepared. Apart
from my first-year high school Russian language course, nothing like this happened to me.
How could | pass the courses if every college test was this difficult?
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The advisor was unhappy when | went to see him the next day. “You don’t have your high
school transcripts. Your SAT scores are dismally low,” he began. “You should never have
been admitted to our school.”

| knew | was in trouble. “What can | do now?”

“Because the track coach somehow arranged to bring you here, our Registrar has agreed
to let you stay. You will be a part-time student on probation,” he explained. “You must maintain
a C average this semester to gain full-time status. I'll set up your courses now.”

The advisor took out a form, pondered a bit, and then listed three courses: English,
Algebra/Descriptive Geometry, and Physics. “Be sure to see me if you encounter any problem
with those courses,” he told me before letting me go.

Hearing that | could attend classes was a relief. Although | did not fully understand the
difference between full-time and part-time, | was glad to hear that they would not send me
back to Montreal.

After returning to my room, | met my roommate Firouz. He was not tall but had a robust
body, thick, dark, short hair, bushy eyebrows, and “cauliflower” ears. | immediately guessed
he was a wrestler.

“Hi, | am Firouz, but call me Fi,” he said while giving me a firm handshake. “It looks like
we’ll share this room for a year.”

| also introduced myself, and we talked about our backgrounds. Fi had come from an
upper-class Iranian family and was there to study chemistry. He knew quite a bit about the
Hungarian Revolution and told me how frustrated he felt when the Western nations had not
offered any help to my country. “Too bad that Hungary had no oil,” he told me. “If the Russians
were to invade Iran, the American Marines would be there promptly to protect the oil.”

In our short conversation, | sensed that he did not like the United States. “Why did you
come to America to study?”

“The Americans have the best schools. After | learn all | need, I'll return to Iran.”

Later, | discovered he had applied to two more prominent universities but did not have
good enough grades to be admitted. He planned to stay at Dubuque for two years and then
hoped to transfer to the lllinois Institute of Technology in Chicago.

When Fi heard that | was on a tight budget, he went to the bank, where he had a checking
account. He returned with a signature authorization form and offered me to sign. “When you
need money, use my account,” he said. “Just make sure you leave some for me,” he added
with a smile.

His generosity touched my heart. | thanked him profusely and assured him | would only
use the account for emergencies.

The day after | took the SAT, the cross-country coach timed us to see how well we did on
the 880-yard runs. | was glad to run after the tension of the morning. When we finished, he
came to me and said, “l want you to know that you broke the school record.”

The news surprised me because | had finished third behind two other runners. “What was
my time?”

“It is not a track record,” he explained. “You had the lowest SAT score in the school's
history.”
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My roommate, Firouz, was a wrestler
and a weightlifter. He was about five
inches shorter than | but weighed a
few pounds more. He was capable of
lifting 250 Ibs. over his head.
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My teammates laughed, and | tried to put on a brave face. However, | was embarrassed
and tried to explain that | did not understand most of the questions. The coach informed me
that my low score put me on probation and | would not be eligible to run track that school year.
The league rules specified that an athlete must complete at least one semester as a full-time
student before becoming eligible for an interscholastic competition.

Hearing that | could not compete the following spring was a real blow. Then, as if that were
not enough, a headline in the sports section of the next day’s student newspaper read,”
Hungarian Foreign Student Breaks School Record.” As it turned out, one of the cross-country
runners was a reporter for the newspaper. After overhearing the story at the track, he wrote
the article for the paper.

At first, | just wanted to hide in my room. Fi and my Canadian friends talked me out of it
and convinced me to look at the positive side of the news. “Your teachers will read the article
and sympathize with you,” said one of them. “We know you’re not a dumb jock. Once your
English improves, you'll do well.”

Gradually, my self-confidence returned, and being a “record-breaker” stopped bothering
me. Actually, it created some notoriety that | began to enjoy. The article was sympathetic to
my case; it explained that | had only lived in Montreal for a few years and had not had the
opportunity to learn English properly. The story was well-written and engaging to the students
and the faculty. Even though | did not wear a beanie, it was not long after the article came out
before most of the school’s 625 students knew all about the Hungarian freshman.

Instruction began the following Monday. My first class was algebra. | sat in the classroom's
front row with 20 to 25 students. When the professor entered the room, | stood up, following
the Hungarian custom. To my surprise, none of the other students did. Embarrassed, | quickly
sat down.

The professor introduced himself and began to read the class roster. He asked students
if he had pronounced their names correctly. | was surprised. He was the professor—why
should he care? | thought in the classroom, he would be an unquestioned authority. | began
to realize that in American schools, the customs were different.

The outline of the topics we would cover that semester seemed like a review of my high
school math classes. The homework he assigned also looked easy. | was confident that |
would do well in that course.
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| found the physics class more difficult because the teacher lectured most of the time
instead of using the blackboard as the math professor had done. However, this class would
include labs, and | always liked those. Performing experiments on a bench sounded like fun.

My third course, English, was the hardest. When the instructor returned the first homework
assignments the next day, my page was covered with red marks. In that class, | was
introduced to something new to me—Webster’s Dictionary.

Hungarian is a phonetic language. Once we learned to sound out the 41 letters and
digraphs, we always pronounced them the same way in every word. Spelling was easy. |
thought that dictionaries only served to find the foreign equivalents of words.

Slowly, however, | began to appreciate the Webster’s. At first, it was hard to find a word
after hearing someone pronounce it. The instructor recommended that | learn two new words
every day. | followed his advice and gradually increased my English vocabulary.

Although | was not eligible to participate in track or cross-country, | could play soccer on
the school’s team and was soon elected to be the captain. Several of our players came from
foreign countries where soccer was the primary sport; we easily defeated most other schools
in our conference and won the championship. It was not a varsity sport at the university in
1959, but playing on the team helped me establish close friendships with several boys and
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Under fine weather conditions
and with spirits high, the Spartans
started rolling early in the game,
scoring two goals in the
first half. It was Fred Stanger who
kicked hard to score the first goal
with a 10 yard drive in the left side
of Beloit's net. Dubuque’s second
goal was the result of a smooth
combination play which reached its
final stage when Les Besser used
his head for a pointer in the center
of the net. As with Stanger’s goal
Besser was assisted Dby Juris
Terauds.

Field captain Les Besser thinks
that remarkable improvement has
been made by the Spartan Soccer
club. Reverend Heydinger, who is a
devoted soccer fan, gained great
enjoyment in attending from Du-
buque. Misfortune, however, was on
his side when a Beloit fraternity
man backed into his car.

7/

The U. of D. soccer team after afall practice session. | am standing on the left and my roommate is
second from the right.

U. of D. was affiliated with the Presbyterian Church. In addition to the regular class
curriculum, students must attend Chapel every Wednesday. The school also had a Seminary,
dubbed by the Canadians the “Angel Factory.” The Seminary students were easy to
recognize; they were older, better dressed, and more dignified than the rest of the student
body.

Along with several of my Canadian friends, Fi and | frequented the Foreign Student Club.
About 30 students from foreign countries attended the university, although most came from
Canada and Mexico. In the club, | befriended a Mexican girl, Mathilda, and we began to spend
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time together. Soon, she broke up with the seminary student who came from her hometown.
She told me that they had dated for almost a year.

One Wednesday, we skipped Chapel and listened to her favorite records in the Music
Building. A few days later, | received a note to see the Dean of Students. My friends warned
me, “He does not favor bringing foreign athletes to the school. Be careful what you say to
him.”

“Nice to meet you, Leslie,” the Dean greeted me warmly. He was probably in his late 50s,
gray-haired, with a “minister-like” smile. He then complimented me on my academic progress.
“I've heard you are the top student in your algebra class and progressing in your other two
courses.”

Perhaps he does not know that | was not in Chapel last Wednesday. | thanked him and
waited to see if he had more to say. He did not waste any time.

“Because you are not eligible to run track next spring, we expect you to perform some
duties on campus toward your expenses,” he began. “You could work in the cafeteria or help
to clean the schoolyard.”

Working in the kitchen did not sound appealing. | explained to him that | was an
experienced electronics technician. “Perhaps | could be useful with maintaining some of the
electrical equipment.”

“Those jobs have already been filled, but the man who installed the new speakers in our
chapel told me he was looking for help. That job would pay you more than the campus
assignments.” He gave me a phone number to contact Mr. Harrington. “Let me know if he
hires you, and we’ll talk about your school expenses.”

I hoped that was the end, but he switched to another subject. “It has come to my attention
that you and Mathilda have been dating. Her father is very concerned about his daughter
seeing someone who is not a Presbyterian.”

| suddenly remembered that her parents were very religious and had contributed heavily
to the school’s funding.

“What would you like me to do?” | asked meekly.

“Of course, | can’t tell you how to handle your personal life, but | would be much happier
if she were dating a future minister of our Seminary.”

The man was well-informed. The situation reminded me of the Hungarian Communists
who bullied me into buying bonds to help “our North Korean comrades.”

“Perhaps it would be better to stop seeing her,” | offered.

“It's your decision. I'm certain you’ll do what you think is right.” He dismissed me at that
point. Not wanting to risk my future at the school, | broke up with Mathilda a few days later,
making an excuse that | had to find a part-time job and would not have any free time. | did not
date anyone else for the rest of the school year.

Following the Dean’s instructions, | phoned Mr. Harrington, who invited me for an
interview. His home-based business, Sound Unlimited, specialized in audio system
installation and repair. He had previously worked alone, but demand for his services
increased, and he needed an assistant. After a short discussion, he hired me to work 20 hours
a week, paying me $1.50 per hour. | used half of my income for school expenses and saved
the rest for a car.
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| planned to spend the following summer in Chicago and join the University of Chicago
Track Club. | contacted their head coach after learning about my ineligibility at Dubuque. He
told me | could train under him during the school vacation. | figured that an automobile was
essential to make my summer plan feasible.

Mr. Harrington was a very considerate employer. He arranged my working hours so they
would not interfere with my classes and soccer activities. | helped him install and maintain
sound systems in churches and meeting halls in Dubuque and the neighboring towns. When
we did not have outside jobs, | repaired stereos and radios in his home. His wife always offered
me snacks during work, and | became friends with their two teenage children. The job was
perfect, and | worked for him 20 hours weekly during my entire Dubuque stay.

As Thanksgiving approached, | was helping one of my algebra classmates, Kenny, with
homework. “Do you have a place to spend the vacation?” he asked.

“I'll stay in the dorm.”

“l talked with my parents about you, and they invited you to stay with us for the holiday.
Come with me to have home-cooked turkey!”

| had never eaten turkey, which sounded appetizing, so | gladly accepted his invitation.
We took the train to Chicago, and his father picked us up at the station. The entire family
greeted me at their house and made me feel at home. The next day, we had a fabulous dinner
celebrating my first Thanksgiving Day in America.

The following morning, Kenny introduced me to two of his friends who lived in the
neighborhood. They carried air rifles. Kenny pulled one out of his closet and said, “Let’s go
coon-hunting!”

“What'’s that?”

“We’ll look for nigger kids and shoot at them. You should see them run,” he said with a
satisfied chuckle.

His words stunned me. | had heard that derogatory term on television, but this was the
first time someone had used it in my presence. In addition, hearing that a nice, church-going
boy would shoot at small children was simply too much. It took me a while to find words to
reply.

“No thanks. | have some homework to do,” | muttered.

Kenny shrugged his shoulders and left with his friends. He probably sensed my
disapproval because he did not tell me the results of their hunting. That incident, however,
stayed in my mind and marred the otherwise wonderful long weekend.

A week later, a teacher at the local high school asked our soccer coach if he could provide
four chaperones for the school’s Christmas dance. My roommate, two other players, and |
volunteered for the job. When we showed up on Saturday evening, the teacher explained our
duties. One critical task was to admit only students of that school to the dance. “Look out for
the Loras College boys. Sometimes they try to crash the party,” he warned us.

We took our jobs very seriously, and the dance was going smoothly. Then, sure enough,
a group of Loras boys tried to enter. We blocked their way. After some pushing and shoving,
one of the intruders challenged my roommate to a fight. “If you dare to step outside, I'll take
care of you,” threatened the boy, adding some profanity to make his point.
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Fi kept his cool. “Let’s go outside,” he agreed. | went along, wondering if | should call the
police. Some of the aggressive boy's friends also followed. | became quite concerned about
the outcome.

At the side of the gym, the Loras boy took a hostile step toward Fi. However, before the
bully could do anything, Fi grabbed his clothes and lifted him over his head like a barbell. “Do
you still want to fight?” he asked the boy softly.

“No, Sir,” came the humble reply.

Fi put the boy on the ground. That was the end of the skirmish. The group turned around
and left in a hurry without saying another word.

Christmas vacation approached, and | decided to hitchhike to Montreal to save money. |
had not done that before, but | heard it was easy. One of the Canadian track team members
lent me his letterman’s jacket, saying drivers were likelier to pick up students.

A classmate gave me a ride to Chicago early morning after classes ended. He dropped
me off at the eastbound freeway and wished me good luck. | carried only my small suitcase;
besides some clothing and my workout outfit, it contained food | had hoarded from the
cafeteria for the previous two days.

The weather was cold, but | was used to it. Running in sub-zero temperatures during the
Montreal winters had acclimated me to the cold. | was also lucky and did not have to wait too
long to receive rides for the first half of my journey. By the late afternoon, | was already on the
Canadian side of the border after passing through Detroit and Windsor, Ontario. A truck driver
took me from there past Toronto. He dropped me off at the exit to a small town that was his
destination.

At that point, my good fortune abandoned me. After the last ride, | stood on the side of
Highway 401, but nobody stopped for me. The icy wind chilled my body. | realized that even
though hitchhiking was cheap, it was probably not the best way to travel. Snow began to fall,
and soon | looked like a snowman.

After a long wait, a passenger car stopped and pulled off the road ahead of me. The lone
driver opened the passenger door. | rushed over and asked if he would give me a ride. The
man waved me in. | gladly obliged. After tossing my suitcase in the back, | hopped into the
front seat, closed the door, and the car took off.

After being numb from the cold for so long, it took a while for my senses to return. The car
was well heated, but the inside air had a strange odor—alcohol. The driver began talking to
me with slurred speech. | realized he was drunk. Now what?

I had to make a quick choice between waiting in the freezing weather for another ride or
trusting the drunk’s ability to stay on the road. | chose the latter but planned to leave the car
at the first sign of a populated area. Traffic was very light, and he seemed to have control over
his vehicle.

Jacques, a bilingual French-Canadian, was heading to Montreal to spend Christmas with
his girlfriend. “Being a traveling salesman, | don’t see her enough,” he told me. “I'm going to
ask her to marry me,” he added between deep yawns.

| asked him if he wanted to rest and let me drive. To my relief, he accepted my offer and
pulled off the road again. We switched positions on the front seat. “WWake me up when we
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reach Montreal,” he muttered, promptly falling asleep. It looked like my guardian, St. Anthony,
had rescued me again.

After driving a short distance, one of the roadside signs told me why none of the drivers
had offered me a ride in that area. The sign stated, “Millbrook Youth Correctional Centre. Do
not pick up hitchhikers!” The warning signs appeared every few miles. Luckily for me, the man
who offered me the ride was probably too drunk to read them. Or perhaps he just wanted to
have company for the long drive. | did not care. Driving inside the warm car was far better
than standing outside in the cold.

It was the middle of the night, and | was pretty sleepy. | rehearsed the new English words
| learned in the past months to stay awake. Sometimes, | opened the window and let the cold
air hit my face. Jacques was sleeping peacefully, occasionally snorting and mumbling a few
words in French.

The fuel gauge was fast approaching the empty mark. | pulled into a service station with
a coffee shop beside it. | stopped carefully not to wake Jacques, but he opened his eyes.
“Where are we?”

“About a hundred miles from Montreal.”

“Thanks for letting me rest. I'll take over now,” he told me while paying for the gas. After
having a piece of apple pie and coffee, he became a different person—alert and ready to
drive. When we reached Montreal, he dropped me off where my sister and brother-in-law
lived. They probably did not appreciate my waking them up early Sunday morning, but their
friendly reception was heartfelt. | was glad to be there and immediately fell asleep on their
sofa.

My vacation passed quickly. I tried without success to contact Pierrette. She no longer
worked at the sports center. When | called her home, her father hung up without saying
anything to me. | finally accepted that | would not see her again. | met with most of my other
friends and told them about my experiences in America. Many were envious, and all wished
me good luck for the rest of the school year.

After hearing about my hitchhiking adventures, my brother-in-law gave me a train ticket
for Christmas. It was a welcome gift, and the long train ride allowed me to study for my
semester finals—something | had neglected to do in Montreal.

After the finals, the advisor happily informed me that my grades—A in math, B in physics,
and C in English—would entitle me to become a regular full-time student for the second
semester. Unfortunately, they did not change my ineligibility for track. The coach told me |
could work out with the team but could not compete at the meets. My only hope was to
compete at the University of Chicago Track Club during the summer.

Several of my friends joined social fraternities. They had lots of fun, but | did not have time
for that. Taking five additional semester units, working 20 hours per week for Mr. Harrington,
and running track nearly daily kept me busy. By Easter, however, | had saved enough money
to buy a car again.

Chicago students told me cars were much less expensive there than in Dubuque. During
Easter vacation, with $200 in my pocket, | took the train to the Windy City. After stopping at
several used-car lots, | bought a 1954 Ford for $200. The salesperson filled the gas tank and
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assured me it would be enough to take me back to school. Most of the students lived in the
dorms and did not have automobiles. Having one made me feel very important.

Buying a vehicle from an unknown used-car dealer turned out to be a very unwise
decision. Within a month, my Ford needed a major repair, costing nearly as much as its
purchase price. Another lesson learned the hard way!

My report card at the end of the second semester showed a B+ grade average for the
school year. Scholastically, | had done well. On the other hand, my finances were not in such
good shape. After paying for my school expenses and the car repair, | had about $40 left. It
would have been wise to stay and work a few weeks more for Mr. Harrington, but | was eager
to return to track competition. Despite his kind offer, | was too proud to withdraw money from
Fi’'s bank account. So, right after final exams in late May, | packed my suitcase, took my $40,
and drove to Chicago.

Summer in Chicago

After arriving in the city, my first task was to look for a job. The Gudeman Company, a
large capacitor* manufacturer, advertised in the Chicago Tribune for technicians to fill various
positions. After an interview, they hired me to supervise one of their final test departments.
The job paid more than | had ever made, but exempt? personnel only received paychecks
twice each month. | did not have enough money to survive for two weeks.

In a Chicago public telephone directory, | looked for typical Hungarian names (Nagy,
Kovacs, Szabo, etc.). Calling them one by one, | asked if they knew someplace where | could
stay immediately and pay in two weeks. The first two people could not help, but the third one
knew a Hungarian woman who ran a boarding house on the north side of Chicago. | called
the owner, and she was open to accepting a delayed payment. She invited me to visit her
place.

The boarding house was about 80 blocks north of the Huron Street address of Gudeman.
| drove up there on the busy Lakeshore Freeway. After hearing about my financial problem
and seeing the job offer letter, the sympathetic owner agreed to take me in. She offered me a
room shared with another boarder. Breakfast and dinner were included. | could pay her two
weeks later after | received my first paycheck. Mission accomplished: in a strange city, on the
first day, | had found work and a place to stay!

Mrs. Szabé introduced me to my boarding house roommate, another Iranian. In sharp
contrast to Fi, Amin came from a poor family. His heavily accented English was even worse
than mine. He told me how he struggled in his courses at a nearby college.

After a tasty dinner, | hit the bed, but Amin stayed up late to study. Following the Hungarian
superstition?, | counted the corners of our room and went to sleep.

1 Components that are widely used in electrical/electronic circuits for various functions, such as coupling, blocking, and
filtering electrical signals.
2 Salaried, instead of hourly paid employees.
3 My mother told me that if | counted the corners of a room where | was sleeping for the first time, any good dream | had
that night would come true.
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Knowing | would encounter heavy rush-hour traffic on the Lakeshore Freeway, | left for
Gudeman early the following day. The manager | reported to led me to a large room in the
basement and introduced me to the women who performed the various electrical tests. | was
familiar with most of the test equipment, but | also had to write daily reports to management.
The women had to punch a card at a clock when they came and left work. As a supervisor, |
did not have to punch in and out.

Throughout most of the day, | sat at my desk in the corner of the room, learning about the
required paperwork. Occasionally, when a technical problem came up, | helped the testers. If
| could not figure something out, | asked for assistance from the supervisor of another test
group. My job was not difficult, but the conditions in the room were unpleasant. As each day
progressed, the temperature of the work area climbed into the 90s. The women wore light
summer dresses, but the supervisors had to wear a white shirt and tie. | could hardly wait until
the end of the workday to remove the tie and unbutton my collar.

After work, | drove to the University of Chicago campus track to meet the head coach, Ted
Haydon. His track club had produced several U.S. Olympians, including Willye White, silver
medalist of the women’s long jump in 1956, and Ira Murchison, a member of 4x100-meter
gold medal-winning relay and the co-holder of both the 100-meter and 100-yard world records.

In addition to being one of the U.S. Olympic coaches, Mr. Haydon was a wonderful human
being. One of his “trademarks” was the long list of excuses he carried with him. The list
included numerous statements, such as: “Ate too much”, “Not enough time to warm up”,
“Warmed up too much”, “My starting block slipped”, “I can’t run on a muddy track”, “Started
my kick too soon”, “Started my kick too late”, etc. When one of his athletes did not perform
well, before they could say anything, Coach Haydon showed the list and asked the athlete to
select the applicable excuse. In the rare case that an excuse was not on the list, he appended
it.

Although | did not formally join the club, he allowed me to work out with the other athletes
and compete under the “unattached” status. That did not bother me. | was glad to train under
such a great man and be part of his distinguished group of athletes.

The athletic conference to which the University of Dubuque belonged did not have 440-
yard hurdles; they only ran the 220-yard low and 120-yard-high hurdles. Even though | worked
out with their team during the spring, | never had the opportunity to practice my main event.

The 440 hurdles usually cover one lap around the field. At the University of Chicago track,
that race was run in a U-shape configuration—two straights with only one curve in between. |
had trouble adjusting my running to that layout, but Mr. Hayden was not concerned. “It will be
easier to run straight out of the blocks instead of facing the curve,” he told me. “l want to see
what you can do.” He entered me in a meet that weekend, only a few days after | began to
run at his track.

All of U. of C.’s track events were measured in metric distances, corresponding to the
Olympic standards. In the race that weekend on their track, | ran in Lane 2 next to the club’s
best 400-meter hurdler. | began cautiously but still won, running my fastest time: 53.8
seconds. Mr. Hayden congratulated me and added, “By the end of the summer, you’ll run
even better.” His praise made me feel great. After running an unexpected PR in my first race
of the year, | looked forward to competing more that summer.

54



Ira Murchison impressed me the most of all the U. of C. runners. His powerful black body
was not tall, but his arms and legs moved incredibly fast. His blinding speed right from the
start of a running event earned him the name The Human Sputnik. He also had a great sense
of humor. After seeing me in a race where | began too slowly, he told me, “Work on developing
a suntan like mine. It'll help you have a much faster start.”

Left: Murchison, the 5’5” Human Sputnik. Right: Runners are approaching the second of the
ten hurdles in my first race of 1960. (I am second from the right.) Although, at that point, | was
trailing the leader, | caught up with him halfway through and won the race.

On my way to the Lakeshore Parkway after a workout, | passed a movie theater and
noticed Porgy and Bess playing there. During the week, several women at work talked about
the great songs in the movie, so | decided to see it. After finding a place to park my car on the
other side of the block, | took a shortcut through an alley to the theater, bought my ticket, and
went inside.

The movie had already started. | sat in the last row of the dark auditorium. At first, | did
not see anyone else inside. Once my eyes adjusted to the darkness, | realized the room was
packed—with black people. Just as | had been on my first visit to Harlem in New York, | was
in the minority. This time, it did not bother me. | loved the film. The cast was great, and the
songs were wonderful. After the movie, | returned to my car through the dark alley, humming
some of the melodies | had just heard.

Three large young black men stood halfway down the alley. They were smoking and
chatting. As | approached them, they began walking toward me in a threatening manner. |
quickly turned, ready to run from the danger, but saw two more men coming from that
direction. | was trapped, and my heart started beating rapidly. | stepped beside the wooden
fence with my back against it and hoped the men would pass by. They did not.

The five men formed a half-circle around me. | tried to look cool and smile, but my legs
were shaking. All of them were big guys, and none returned my smile.

The one who seemed to be their leader began to talk. “We don’t want to hurt you. Give us
your wallet and your watch.” The others laughed, probably noticing how scared | was.

| had no choice. My only possible defense—running away—was blocked. | removed my
watch, pulled my wallet out, and handed it to the leader.
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He rummaged through the wallet, took out all the money, and counted it. “Only thirty
dollars,” he announced to the group. He then threw the wallet at me. “You can keep the rest.”
After that, they ran away, heading toward my car.

Badly shaken, | went back to the theater. After hearing what happened to me, the ticket
seller called the police. Within a few minutes, a patrol car with two burly police officers showed
up. They asked me to sit in their car and describe the incident. Then, they drove around the
neighborhood with me, but we could not find any perpetrators.

When they gave up, one of them asked, “Do you want to file a report at the station?”

I had had enough excitement for the day. “No thanks. Let me go home.”

They drove me back to my car and gave me some parting advice. “Don’t ever walk in this
district after dark.”

Their suggestion was not necessary. | had learned my lesson. After that day, | avoided
even driving through it!

My first payday was six days away, and | was penniless. Fortunately, | had filled my car
up with gas three days before. | could only hope the full tank would last me for another week.
As for food, | ate as much as possible at breakfast and dinner in the boarding house and
skipped lunch. My landlady was impressed by how much | enjoyed her cooking. | felt
embarrassed about the holdup incident and kept it to myself.

Although my car did not have much fuel left by Friday, it did not let me down. After receiving
my pay, the first trip was to a gas station. While the attendant took care of the car?, he told me
the fuel tank was nearly empty. | do not know what would have happened if | had run out of
gas on the parkway without a penny in my pocket. My old friend St. Anthony was watching
over me again.

One evening after dinner, while we were watching television, Amin suddenly announced,
‘I have a terrible pain in my belly.” When the trouble did not subside, the landlady suggested
he visit the emergency room. He said he was afraid of doctors. | finally convinced him to go
and then drove him to the ER. After an examination, the doctor diagnosed appendicitis and
recommended surgery. The hospital admitted him immediately. | promised to come by to see
how he was doing.

On my way out, | stopped by the nursing station and chatted with the nurse in charge. She
was a pretty, petite young woman from the Philippines. Her name was Ludie. | asked if she
would come to see a movie with me one day. She declined but invited me to a party that
weekend. She shared an apartment with her two sisters, who were also nurses. | gladly
accepted the invitation.

| found Amin in bed when | visited the following evening. The doctors had informed him
that if he had not come the previous night, his appendix could have ruptured. He was very
grateful to me for taking him to the hospital. | also saw Ludie again and looked forward to
going to her party.

4In those days, as soon as a car pulled up to a service station, the attendant not only filled up the fuel tank but also cleaned

the windshield and checked the tire pressures, as well as the oil and water levels.
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Sunday afternoon, | showed up at Ludie’s apartment. She introduced me to her sisters
and several of their friends. All the men were doctors, and | felt outclassed since | was only a
first-year college student. However, in Ludie’s eyes, | was equal because | came from Europe.
We began to see each other regularly.

Sometime later, my coach came to practice holding a Sports lllustrated magazine. Pointing
to the cover, he said, “Glenn Davis, the world record holder, will be here next month to run
two events, only 20 minutes apart. He will run the 400-meter sprint first and then the 400-
meter hurdles. Here is a chance for you to look good.”

Of course, | had heard about Davis of Ohio State but had not seen him run. He had been
untouchable in the 400-meter hurdles since winning the 1956 Olympics. He was also the
unquestioned favorite in the event for the 1960 Games, only two months away.

| knew | would never have a chance to finish close to Davis, even after he had run another
race a few minutes before. Still, the possibility of being in the same heat with an Olympic
champion and world record holder appealed to me. “Yes, | would love to run in that meet,” |
replied. The coach promised to enter me.

Mr. Haydon was a great coach. Under his guidance, | trained the hardest my entire life,
preparing myself for the big race. Two weeks later, | improved my time in the 400-meter
hurdles by a second, running 52.7 seconds. Ludie came to see the meet and was very
impressed by my hurdling. The big race was only two weeks away. | was ready, both physically
and mentally.

An Unexpected Setback

Chicago’s summer weather became hotter and more humid. The basement room where |
worked had neither air conditioning nor access to fresh air. To make life more comfortable,
we had two large electric fans that helped move the hot air around.

One afternoon, a woman complained about the air blowing into her face and asked me to
move the fan. | stepped next to the fan, grabbed its base with my right hand, and tried to move
it. The fan began to tip. Without thinking, | reached toward the top with my left hand to maintain
balance.

| heard a strange noise and felt a sharp pain in my left hand. Some of the women
screamed. When | looked at my hand, | saw blood running down my arm. | let go of the fan
and brought my left hand closer to my face. My thumb had a gaping cut, and | could see the
white bone inside.

Recalling my elementary school first-aid course, | grabbed my left upper arm tight with my
right hand to apply pressure to the main artery. A supervisor in the adjacent room had heard
the screams and rushed in to investigate. He immediately guided me to the plant’s nursing
station. The nurse quickly bandaged my hand and drove me to the nearest hospital. Within a
few hours, they wheeled me into surgery.

I woke up with a heavily bandaged left hand. A nurse explained how lucky | had been that
day. “A renowned hand surgeon was visiting our hospital when you came in,” she explained.
“Without his special skills, your badly damaged thumb would have been removed.” She added
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that the surgeon had inserted a long metal pin through my thumb into my hand. “In about two
months, if the tendons hold, the pin will be removed.”

Apparently, when | tried to move the fan, my left thumb had slipped through the loose wire
screen cage, and the rotating blades had mangled it. To make matters worse, the blades of
the old fan were covered with grime. In addition to the challenge of rebuilding the thumb, the
physicians had to deal with the dirt in the wound. | received heavy dosages of antibiotics to
prevent infection.

What will happen now? How will | pay for all the expenses? How could | run under such
conditions? There might not be another chance to run against Glenn Davis. | was
overwhelmed.

I called my landlady and explained what had happened. She was sorry to hear about my
accident and told me she would not charge me for room and board while | was in the hospital.
She was such a caring lady.

A man with a broad smile came into my hospital room and introduced himself as a
Workmen’s Compensation Insurance representative. | had not heard about that organization
and suspected trouble.

“It was very careless of you to stick your thumb into that old fan,” he scolded me. “It could
have been much worse.”

| agreed with him and tried to figure out why he had come to see me. Gradually, he got to
the point. “Because the accident happened at work, we will cover your medical expenses. In
addition, we’ll pay your salary until you're fit to return to work.”

After hearing this good news, | almost jumped out of bed and kissed the man.

“Please sign these papers to settle your case.” He pulled several sheets out of his
briefcase and handed me a pen. | gladly obliged. The man said goodbye and left.

Ludie visited me late in the evening. She had tried contacting me at the boarding house
and learned what happened. After giving me lots of medical advice, she told me that her father
had suddenly become very ill, and she was taking time off from work to see her father. “I'm
flying to Manila tomorrow,” she said. “Depending on my father’s condition, | may not see you
before the end of the summer.” That was not good news, but she promised to stay in touch
by mail. For several months, we corresponded by mail.

The next day, | began to explore the hospital by walking around the hallways, wearing my
hospital gown. In a large sitting room, several patients watched the Democratic Convention
on television. | sat next to a lady and learned about the candidates from her. Later, when she
heard that my accident had taken place at work, she told me she had a lawyer friend who
handled insurance cases. “He’ll visit me tomorrow, and I'll introduce you to him. He could get
you money for your injury,” she said.

Her friend, Jason Roth, showed up the next day. “Have you signed any papers?” he asked
me after | told him about the insurance man’s visit.

“Yes, because he promised to pay my hospital expenses and salary.”

“Well, that is still OK. I'll have to work harder. I'll take them to court, and they’ll pay more.”

He explained that usually, he handled clients on a 50-50 basis—he would keep half of any
money awarded. My case, however, would require more work, so he wanted to keep two-
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thirds of the settlement I'd receive on top of what had already been promised to me. If he lost
the case, | owed him nothing.

It sounded like a good deal. | signed the papers he prepared. He asked me to contact his
office after my release from the hospital.

Four days later, the doctors informed me that the antibiotics had worked, and my hand
was healing without infection. They discharged me, and | returned to work the next day. My
manager was happy to see me because he had had to fill in for me in my absence. The guilty
fan had already been hauled away, but | found it in the warehouse. Looking at the grime
covering the filthy blades, my respect for the doctors who had prevented an infection in my
hand increased even more.

When | telephoned the lawyer, he came over for a consultation. “When doctors want you
to exercise your thumb, don’t do it!” he instructed me. “The stiffer your thumb is, the more
money you’ll receive from the court.”

“Will my hand still be OK later?”

“Sure, don’t worry.”

Not knowing better, | foolishly followed his advice.

Several women from my department spent excessive time in the restroom. After coming
to work in the morning, they punched the time clock and retreated to the bathroom,
presumably to smoke and chat. Twenty to twenty-five minutes before the end of work, they
reversed the procedure—disappearing into the restroom first and then coming back to punch
their timecards a few minutes after the bell indicated the end of working hours. Despite my
repeated warnings, they continued their annoying routine. Some offered excuses, such as “|
have an upset stomach,” “| have female problems,” and “The previous supervisor didn’t mind,”
but most of them just shrugged their shoulders in defiance.

Finally, my patience ran out. One afternoon, when they retired to the restroom 30 minutes
before quitting time, | took their timecards and punched them out. Then, | sat at my desk and
waited for their reaction.

A war erupted when they returned from the restroom and discovered what | had done.
They screamed and yelled at me and wanted me to change the time on the cards. | refused.
They ran to the union steward and filed a complaint. Not understanding the power of unions,
| was not concerned.

A hearing followed the next day. Several women testified that | harassed them and
demanded they work beyond their capabilities. Nobody took my side. The union demanded
my transfer, claiming the women did not want to work under my supervision. Management
caved in, not wanting a fight before an upcoming contract renewal. They transferred me to
work with one of the production engineers. As it turned out, the new assignment allowed me
to see the mass production of various capacitors in a fully automated environment. It was
interesting and educational, so | appreciated their action. | also learned that picking a fight
with a trade union was not wise.

The stainless steel rod still poked through my left thumb. Without the effective use of that
thumb, | realized how important its function was. Even little things like tying my necktie or
opening a car door were difficult. Following the lawyer’s advice, | did not perform the doctor's
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recommended exercises. | assumed | could begin doing those after the insurance claim was
settled.

While | had trained at the University of Chicago Track Club, | noticed that most sprinters
had powerfully built bodies instead of the traditionally slim build of runners. | learned that they
worked out with weights under Coach Haydon’s guidance. His success coaching runners
inspired me to work with weights. | recalled that at Dubuque, the football players used the
weight room, but our old-fashioned coach forbade the runners to touch weights.

How could | become stronger without violating our coach’s rule? There was no way to use
the school’s weights behind his back. Buying heavy weights and using them in our small dorm
room without anyone noticing was unrealistic. Then, one day, | came across a promising idea.

At lunchtime, | frequently walked to a nearby drugstore to read magazines. One of my
favorites was published by the Joe Weider Muscleman organization; it contained success
stories on how men developed a “Mr. America” physique. Among the various advertisements,
| saw one aimed at runners—a jacket with 20 pockets and 20 small, flat one-pound weights.
The ad described how runners could develop powerful legs by gradually sliding more and
more weights into their pockets. The idea made sense to me. | ordered the jackets with the
weights and planned to start adding them during the winter conditioning season.

I informed my manager in mid-August that | was returning to school in September. He was
unhappy and reminded me | had asked for permanent employment in May, not a summer job.
I told him that my accident had changed my plans. “I expect to have a significant insurance
settlement soon,” | explained. “It'll pay my way through another year of school.” He accepted
my reasoning and began to search for my replacement. At the end of the month, | left the
Gudeman Company and returned to Dubuque.

My sophomore year

My first-year roommate, Fi, had transferred to a school in Chicago. Sophomore Bill Day,
a promising young Canadian sprinter from Toronto, took his place. Bill had an easygoing
personality, and we quickly became good friends.

Although Bill majored in physical education and biology, he had a keen sense of business.
When he learned | could fix radios and record players, he proposed we form a business on
campus. “I'll be your business manager and find defective products for you,” he proposed.
“You repair them, and we’ll split the profit.”

| asked my part-time employer if he approved of our campus-based enterprise. He did not
object. “Go ahead, but don’t put me out of business,” he said with a smile. | bought hand tools,
a soldering iron, a multimeter, and a toolbox from Allied Radio of Chicago. Lebico (a name
derived from the first letters of “Leslie & Bill Company”) began operations in September 1960.
Bill mounted signs on the dormitory’s bulletin boards to advertise, and our business took off.
Thanks to the relatively short life of electron tubes, radios needed frequent repair, and our
enterprise was quite profitable.

Other students frequently visited our room. Many used colorful language that bothered our
ears, so we established “house rules” to curb swearing. We bought a piggy bank and posted
a sign on our door listing fines for using foul language:
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Accidental 1 cent

On purpose 5cents

Shameful 10 cents

Sinful 25 cents

Although some of our visitors protested, they always paid. Eventually, the bank became a
conversation piece around the dorm. We had enough money in it by the end of the school
year to purchase letterman jackets for both of us.

Ever since the Hungarian Revolution, | had wanted to own a weapon for some
unexplainable reason. One of the sports magazines advertised a wide range of guns, and |
mail-ordered a 22-caliber revolver and ammunition. After it arrived, Bill and | began target
practice through our dorm window. Our room on the third floor provided a great vantage point.
We aimed at squirrels residing in a large tree about 25 yards away but never hit one.

The irate proctor of our building heard the blasts and came pounding on our door,
demanding to know what we were doing. We tried to hide all the evidence, but the cloud of
gun smoke still hung in the air when he entered. The proctor wanted to confiscate the gun,
but finally, let me keep it after we promised never to use it again in our room. That incident
ended our sharpshooting activities. As a token of our gratitude, we did not charge for repairing
the radio he had brought us a few days earlier.

My sophomore courses were easier than the ones | had taken in my first year. Perhaps
my improved language skills contributed to my studying better. | took calculus, chemistry,
English, statics and dynamics, speech, and economics. During the fall semester, | ran cross-
country and continued to play soccer. | still worked for Mr. Harrington and repaired students’
radios on campus. | did not have any social life.

In the 1950s, the traditional haircut among young college men was the crewcut. My
teammates constantly teased me about my long hair. Eventually, | gave in and let the barber
make me look like the rest of the team. | sent a photo to my mother, and she was horrified to
see me with a one-inch flat top. Gradually, | let it grow longer, and by the end of the school
year, my hair returned to its regular length.

Watching the televised 1960 presidential debate between John Kennedy and Richard
Nixon was a new experience for all American viewers, particularly for me. In Hungary, during
the Communist control, the Kremlin decided who would govern our country. Our “elections”
were only formalities, so | looked forward to seeing how they were handled in the United
States.

Kennedy’s optimistic demeanor left a deep impression on me. He also looked better than
Nixon. If | had been an American citizen, Kennedy would have had my vote. When he was
elected later that year, | was glad | had supported him.

In late October, a doctor in Chicago removed the steel rod from my left thumb. | did not
have to wear the protective bandage after that. But my thumb was stiff, and | was unable to
bend it. The doctor submitted a report to the court. Shortly after, | received a letter from Mr.
Roth, my lawyer, asking me to appear for a hearing in Chicago.

The big city courthouse was close to the station, so | took the train to the hearing. The
setting was entirely new to me. | sat at a small table with my lawyer on the left side of the
room. The three insurance lawyers representing Workmen’s Comp sat at another table on
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the right side. After the judge heard arguments from both sides, he examined my hand. Shortly
after, he announced the judgment; “Plaintiff shall receive $1,000 in addition to what
Workmen’s Comp has already paid.”

| was excited to hear the good news. One-third of a thousand dollars represented a large
sum to me. My lawyer began to thank the judge for reaching such a just compensation, but
the judge interrupted him. “Mr. Roth, what percentage of the money will go to you?”

“Well, Your Honor, this was a difficult case because Mr. Besser had already agreed to
settle for only medical expenses and lost wages,” he began. “Workmen’s Comp took
advantage of his inexperience by not telling him what he should receive for his disability.”

“How much of the $1,000 do you keep?” the judge interrupted him again.

“He receives one-third, and | keep two-thirds for all my work.”

“Mr. Roth, | feel you are also taking advantage of Mr. Besser's inexperience,” said the
judge disapprovingly. “I think the split should be in his favor. After all, he is the one suffering
a lifetime disability. Don’t you agree?”

| walked away with a check for $666.67! Except for the inflationary days in Hungary, when
it took trillions of pengds to buy a loaf of bread, this was the largest sum | had ever possessed.
Feeling rich, | immediately decided to fly to Montreal for a Christmas vacation. Not only will |
fly there, but I'll buy my sister the kitchen mixer she always dreamt of having. Her husband,
Tibor, had a thrifty nature and did not want to spend money on what he considered
unnecessary. | knew she would enjoy having a mixer. | cashed the check after returning to
Dubuque and hid the money in the bottom of my toolbox.

College soccer and cross-country seasons ended in November. Our teams won
conference championships in both sports. | was happy that | did not have to run the two-mile
races anymore, but | missed playing soccer. After taking a two-week rest, | began the
conditioning workouts for the 1961 track season. Dubuque did not have an indoor track, so
we continued running outdoors. The climate in the Midwest was not as severe as the Montreal
winters. | had no trouble running on the snow-covered roads.

Dubuque’s athletic conference did not include my specialty, the 440-yard hurdles. The
coach wanted me to compete in the 120-yard and 220-yard hurdles, the 440-yard dash, and
the 4 x 440-yard relay. | lacked the speed of a true sprinter, so | had no hope of excelling in
the shorter hurdle events. My best chance was to compete against the quarter-milers.

My roommate Bill Day was a sprinter but planned to move up to up the 440-yard race. |
did not like the idea at all. If he succeeded in developing his endurance, | would have no
chance against his superior speed. However, | had a secret weapon—my weight jacket! |
slipped an additional pound of weight into my jacket every second day. Of course, | told Bill
about it, but he did not think much of my crazy idea. The two of us followed the same workout
routine during the conditioning sessions, except for the extra weight | carried.

| showed my injured thumb to a doctor in Montreal during Christmas vacation. He was
astonished to hear that | had followed the lawyer’s advice instead of having physiotherapy.
“There isn’t anything you can do now,” he told me. “The money you’ve received was not worth
having a stiff thumb for the rest of your life.” | wished | had acted differently, but it was too late.
Another lesson learned the hard way.
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The indoor track season arrived, and our team'’s first dual meet was against Coe College
in Cedar Rapids. Both my roommate and | were to run the 440-yard race. By then, | carried
the full 20 pounds of extra weight during our workouts and ensured Bill knew it daily.

Bill and | warmed up together before the race. | repeatedly told him how great it felt to run
without the weights. He looked worried at the start, and he already appeared psychologically
defeated. | won the race and set a new track record at Coe. Bill threw up after the finish and
was utterly disgusted. “I'll never run another 440 in my life,” he told me. His loss did not affect
our friendship or business relationship, and | had one less competitor to worry about for the
rest of the track season. Buying the weight jacket turned out to be a good investment!

Left: The 1960 yearbook photo shows my crewcut. Center: Our cross-country team leaves the
track towards the fields at the beginning of a two-mile race. Right: Traveling with the team to a
track meet.

| was as busy during the second semester as in the first. Scholastically, my sophomore
grades improved from the first year; | earned A’s and B’s in all my courses. At the conference
track and field championship, | made the finals in both short hurdle races (110y & 220y) and
ran on the winning 4 x 440-yard relay team that set a new school record. Our team also won
the overall conference championship.

Altogether, it was a good year for me, apart from being unable to run my best event—the
440-yard hurdles, where my previous experience would have been beneficial. Until the late
1960s, the track programs, even at the large universities, included only the 330-yard hurdles—
instead of the full 440-yard event. The smaller schools’ programs generally only included the
120-yard high and 220-yard low hurdle events, which heavily relied on speed instead of speed
endurance. With hindsight, | should have selected a college where | could have been more of
a “star athlete”

One of my former Dubuque track teammates, a friend from Canada named Blair Bowling,
also wanted to pursue engineering. After completing the two-year pre-engineering program,
he transferred to the University of Colorado (CU) for his BSEE degree. He also continued
running. | saw him in Montreal during Christmas vacation, and he told me what a great place
Boulder was. Just as he had inspired me to attend the University of Dubuque earlier, he
convinced me to finish my schooling at CU.
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The University of Dubuque’s
school record-setting conference
champion 4x440-yard relay team
(I am the first from the right).

Before continuing college, however, | wanted to obtain Canadian citizenship. It would
require two more years of Canadian residency. Facing two more frigid winters and trying to
speak French in Montreal did not appeal to me. My roommate, Bill, suggested living in Toronto
instead. Not only was Toronto, Bill's hometown, English-speaking and slightly more
temperate, but it was also more industrialized than Montreal. “You'll find a good job there
quickly,” he told me. | agreed to drive there with him.

Eva was unhappy when | wrote about my plan to live 300 miles southwest of them. During
the transition to our new lives away from Hungary, the closeness in Montreal gave us great
comfort. Sharing meals and time maintained the relationship we had known growing up. Still,
| decided to spend the two years in Toronto and promised Eva | would visit frequently. After
receiving my citizenship, | planned to transfer to CU and finish my engineering studies.
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Chapter 4. Becoming a Canadian Citizen

After a full day of driving, Bill and I reached his parents’ house on the east side of Toronto.
They put me in their guest room and told me | was welcome to stay there until | found other
accommodation. After having dinner with Bill’'s family, | looked through the classified section
of the Toronto Star and selected several possible leads. The following day, | interviewed three
different companies and landed a job with Philips to work in the final test department of their
television production. The job was interesting, and my colleagues were beneficial in teaching
me various tasks.

During work, | saw a television advertisement for a health club, Vic Tanny’s Gym. The ad
displayed several before-and-after pictures of people losing weight or building up their bodies
and offered memberships for as little as one dollar per week. | drove to the gym after work to
inquire about joining.

An attractive woman, wearing a tight black leotard and a white blouse, introduced herself
as Marie, the assistant manager. She showed me the facilities and invited me into her office
to discuss a membership. | told her that | came to take advantage of the one-dollar-per-week
offer. She then pointed out the fine print—that rate only applied to a life membership. Because
“life” was not an acceptable legal term, the contract guaranteed a minimum of seven years.
The total cost was seven times 52 weeks, amounting to $364!

Seeing my reluctance to pay that price, she called in Eddie, the manager. In addition to
being a muscleman with 19-inch biceps, he was a master salesman. After listening to him for
a while, | visualized myself having a powerful body and signed the contract. Eddie assured
me that he would personally supervise my progress. He set an appointment for the following
day for my first workout.

At the first appointment, Eddie weighed me and measured my arms, chest, and legs. He
planned a six-month program for me, setting a goal to increase my body's muscle mass by 15
pounds. “If you want to gain weight, you must stop running,” he told me. “You can restart after
you reach the goals we set.” His enthusiastic salesmanship had won me over, and | agreed
to give up the track during my weight-gaining program. We set up a schedule with three
workouts each week.

Although he started me with relatively light weights in the first session, my body was sore
for the next few days. Eddie told me the pain pinpointed the muscles | needed to strengthen.
Following his instructions, | began to eat even more than usual. By the end of the first week,
my weight had increased by two pounds. He congratulated me on my progress and
encouraged me to work harder. | enjoyed being in the gym and looked forward to each
workout.

A week later, | thanked Bill's family for their hospitality and told them about finding a
basement apartment to rent in a house located near the gym. | continued sending money to
my mother in Hungary and wished she had a phone so | could hear her voice occasionally.
Communicating by mail alone for five years had been difficult for both of us. | hoped we could
reunite soon.

Marie waved me into her office one day after my workout. “How much money do you make
as a technician at Philips?” she asked.
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The question surprised me, but | gave her the amount. “You could make more by working
for me here.” My skepticism only encouraged her. “You'd be helping people at the same time.”
She explained that Eddie had bought a horse farm and resigned from Vic Tanny’s. Marie had
been promoted to manager and needed someone to take her place. “I'd like you to become
my assistant manager.”

The idea of working in a non-technical field had never crossed my mind. “What would | be
doing?”

She explained that selling memberships would be my most important task beyond
supervising the instructors. “In addition to a base salary, our weekly bonuses are determined
by the number of memberships we sell.”

“But | don’t look like the rest of the staff,” | said. “They all have ideal bodies, and | am so
thin.”

“That's no problem,” she assured me. “Remember, most people come here to lose
weight.”

| wanted to learn more about electronics before returning to finish my engineering studies.
Working in a health club would be a completely new tangent for me. However, my resistance
began to weaken. The base salary she offered was more than | was making at Philips, and a
bonus on top would allow me to buy a newer car. The idea of working for a charming single
woman clinched it. “I'll take the job.”

Vic Tanny’s Gym was not an ordinary health club. Following the success of Jack LaLanne,
Tanny has owned 120 clubs across the United States. The one | had joined was his first entry
into Canada, and he had plans to spread throughout the country. Before his chain opened,
gyms were mostly sweaty, dirty places, catering mainly to men. In contrast, Tanny’s gyms,
with their wall-to-wall carpets and floor-to-ceiling mirrors, were inviting to men and women of
all ages.

Tanny’s gyms did not cater to strongmen and serious bodybuilders. Eddie made it clear
these types would not be welcome. “They work out for long periods and make the other
customers look bad,” he told me. “We want businessmen who pay cash for their membership
and don’t tie up the equipment.”

Selling long-term memberships to people who came to the gym after hearing the one-
dollar-per-week TV advertisement was not easy—particularly for someone like me who had
never sold anything. My on-the-job sales training was very brief. The first week, Eddie and
Marie let me watch their techniques. After that, | was on my own. | was initially petrified, but
reading books written by expert salespeople helped me realize that people entering the gym
already desired what | was selling. Some wanted to lose weight, while others wanted to
improve the shape of their bodies. Regular workouts and improved eating habits could help
them. Once | recognized that we provided an essential service to them, my job became more
manageable.

One selling tool we used successfully was an issue of Wisdom magazine dedicated to
health and fithess. The cover showed Tanny along with President Kennedy and a famous
heart surgeon. A section in the magazine referred to Tanny as “America’s most famous
physical educator and greatest crusader for better health and a more physically fit nation.”
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Left: Cover picture of Wisdom magazine, showing Tanny with President Kennedy. Center:
Tanny’s photo in the section about his gym empire. Right: My business card.

One of Vic Tanny’s corporate protégés was Tom Sansome, who won the Mr. America
bodybuilding title in 1958 (he later also became Mr. Universe in 1963). When Tom visited our
gym, | asked how to increase my 145-pound body weight. His reply was simple, “Work out
harder and eat more of the right food.” He introduced me to Tiger Milk and other high-protein
supplements. He also reminded me that if my goal was to run track again, | must focus on a
routine that improved strength without adding much bulk. He revised my workout schedule
and encouraged me to contact him if | needed help in the future.

Less than two months after | began full-time work at the gym, Marie had another surprise
for me; she also resigned to join Eddie’s horse farm business. | became the manager in charge
of the operation. Alarmed by the changes, Tanny’'s New York-based headquarters
immediately transferred its regional director to Toronto. Within a few days, | met my new boss,
John Valentine, whose charter was to open additional gyms in Canada.

Johnny (as everyone called him) was handsome, with an ego to match his looks. He also
brought his lady friend, Sylvia, with whom he had lived for some time. They rented a fancy
apartment in one of the newly built high-rise buildings. He drove a brand-new convertible and
worked out daily before we opened to customers. Part of his morning routine included helping
me polish my sales presentations.

Before getting down to business, one of Johnny’s first questions was to ask me privately
about the “availability” of our female instructors. He warned me to keep the news of any
possible future conquests from Sylvia, whose father was a high-ranking mobster in New York.
Johnny also showed a keen interest in the workout programs of attractive female members.
From the first day of our acquaintance, | sensed that trouble was brewing, and it did not take
long to prove me right.

Johnny began to spend time with a Miss Toronto contestant who was a regular in our gym.
An affair soon blossomed. Sylvia found out about the romance and called her daddy for help.
Frightened by the possible consequences, Johnny disappeared.

Two tough-looking men showed up at the gym the next day looking for Johnny. | had seen
gangsters in movies, and these men fit that image perfectly: massive bodies, piercing cold
eyes, and dark suits with flashy neckties. Not finding their man, they sat in one of the offices
for the rest of the day, staring at the front door.
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Later that afternoon, Johnny phoned, and | told him about the scary visitors. He was
concerned about his safety. Knowing | had a gun, he asked me to borrow it. Like a fool, |
agreed to meet him after closing the gym to give him the gun. The next day, Sylvia told me
that the frustrated goons had roughed up the Miss Toronto hopeful, and she was hospitalized.
“Perhaps that will teach that bum a lesson,” she said.

When Johnny heard about the beating, he called Sylvia and begged forgiveness. She
relented. They spent the night together in their apartment, and the mobsters returned to New
York. But after that, Sylvia overheard Johnny calling the girlfriend in the hospital. Becoming
furious, she attacked him with a knife. He ran away.

Sylvia called the gym to let me know she was at home with a terrible migraine headache.
She mentioned chatting with her father. “This time, Johnny will pay dearly,” she said. “He is
hiding, but | have his gun. My daddy will arrange a crime scene and leave the gun there with
Johnny’s fingerprints.”

“Sylvia, that's my gun!” | said, panicking. “l bought it in the States and brought it with me.
I will be in as much trouble as Johnny. Please give it back to me,” | begged.

She was enraged, and my reasoning did not calm her down. | drove to her place and
continued pleading my case while massaging her aching head. After a long time, she finally
gave in and returned my gun. | went home and hid the weapon in the bottom of my toolbox.

Later, Johnny called Sylvia and asked for another chance. She agreed, and they drove to
Niagara Falls for the weekend, coming home like two lovebirds. As far as | know, Johnny
behaved himself after that incident. He appreciated my loyalty and continued mentoring me
during the rest of the time | was employed at the gym.

In addition to improving my salesmanship, Johnny was also eager to have me upgrade
my appearance. He was unhappy to see me wearing inexpensive Simpson-Sears slacks in
the gym and took me to a custom tailor shop in downtown Toronto. “Lou is a friend of mine,
and he’ll outfit you properly,” he said when introducing me to the owner. Two weeks later, |
had two new suits, additional black slacks, several shirts, and an overcoat. They were several
times the cost of ready-made clothing, but they fit better. Wearing my new clothes, | began to
feel like a different person.

The next thing on Johnny’s list was my car. “You are the manager of a famous health club.
It would be best if you drove something more appropriate than that junk,” he said, pointing to
my eight-year-old Ford. After we visited several new car dealers, it took me only a moment to
fall in love with a two-seat, fire-engine red 1962 Triumph equipped with whitewall tires.
Although Johnny cautioned me about the poor reliability of British sports cars, | was ready to
buy it for whatever price the salesman quoted. Then, | saw a new side of Johnny—the master
negotiator.

In the gym, | withessed his great salesmanship many times. He immediately knew what
would appeal to potential customers. He was prepared to overcome whatever objection they
could raise if they resisted. He never lost a sale. He also came to my rescue several times
when | could not close a sale. Now, he was playing a different role—demanding a lower price!
The car salesman and his boss were no match for him and sold me the car for a sum far below
the original asking price. Leaving my Ford behind, | drove the Triumph home in ecstasy. My
admiration for Johnny’s ability grew even more.
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Of course, after obtaining my new clothing and car, | could no longer live in someone’s
basement apartment. The next improvement was to move to a nicely furnished apartment in
a high-rise. | also found a girlfriend. She and | ate out regularly and began to visit the city's
night spots. Johnny was satisfied with my progress.

My new purchases and fast lifestyle were expensive. | was spending money faster than |
was making it. When | became concerned, Johnny told me to relax. One day, he told me
confidentially of his ambition; he planned to buy the franchise rights to Tanny’s gyms in
Canada. “In a few years, I'll have several gyms open in Ontario and Quebec,” he predicted.
“Then, you’ll have my job to look after the East Coast while | expand to the West. You'll have
more money than you can spend.”

His ideas were seductive, but deep inside, | still wanted to be an engineer. My goal was
to work in Canada for two years, apply for citizenship, and then return to a large university to
finish my studies and resume my track career. With a more muscular body, | hoped to run
much faster. Knowing Johnny would disapprove of my plans, | kept them to myself.

When everything was going so well, a new problem suddenly appeared. During my
workouts and occasionally at night, a cramp and sharp pain in my left chest began to bother
me. Remembering my mother’s heart irregularity, | started to worry about my own heatrt.
Concerned about a possible heart attack, | went to the library to read up on the subject. After
seeing that the symptoms of an impending heart attack were similar to my chest pains, |
became alarmed.

I remembered that my sister's next-door Montreal neighbor was a heart specialist.
Because | had already planned to drive to Montreal to show off my new car, | contacted Eva
and asked her to schedule an appointment with the doctor. | took a few days off from the gym
and headed to Montreal late one afternoon.

About halfway through my drive, the chest pain suddenly appeared, and my left hand
became semi-numb. | pulled off the road, expecting to die. After massaging my chest, the pain
eventually subsided, and though being shaken, | reached Montreal safely.

The following day, | attended the appointment and explained my fear to the doctor. After
various tests, he had good news. “You have a perfectly healthy heart,” he began. “Although
your heartbeat is lower than normal, that's common for athletes. Don’t worry anymore.”

He sounded reassuring, but | knew that my chest pains were real. “What else could cause
those cramps?” | asked.

After a lengthy discussion, the doctor finally pinpointed the most likely cause. “The weight
training has expanded your chest, irritating some nerves. | predict that your body will adjust
to its new form after a while, and the nerves will no longer bother you.”

He was right. | do not recall ever having those pains after our discussion.

When the Canadian winter arrived, the Triumph did not adjust well to the cold weather.
Although its mechanical problems were covered under warranty, it soon spent more time in
the repair shop than with me. | wished | had listened to Johnny’s warning, but it was too late.
Then, late one evening, when | came out of the gym, | found my parked car badly damaged.
Some large vehicle had lost control in the snow and slid into the Triumph'’s left side, crushing
its door. Not having all the parts in stock, the dealer took nearly two weeks to repair my car.
In the meantime, | had to rely on my girlfriend to chauffeur me around.
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The winter eventually ended. The car’s problems, unfortunately, did not. As it was reaching
the end of its one-year warranty period, the potential repair bills began to concern me. | visited
a Mercury dealer and traded the Triumph for a car built in Canada. | was not going to endure
another winter with that British-made lemon. This time, the lesson | learned was costly.

Left: My only picture of Johnny, taken at an office party, does not do justice to his good looks.
Center: Reporting our gym’s daily membership revenues to Vic Tanny’s headquarters. Right:
With Eva and my dream car during the visit to Montreal.

| went to the Mercury dealer to pick up the new car. The salesman told me that beginning
with the 1962 models, all Canadian vehicles had to be equipped with seat belts in the front
seat. The lap belts were identical to what airplanes used, and | did not bother buckling in on
my way home. Later that evening, | wanted to see how the car drove on the highway. That
time, however, | decided to see what it felt like to have the seat belt buckled. Highway 401
was only a few miles away, and | headed in that direction. It was already dark, so | turned my
headlights on and listened to the radio. After entering the freeway, | stayed in the right lane,
following the break-in instructions not to exceed 55 miles per hour.

After driving for about five minutes, | noticed a set of headlights rapidly growing more
prominent in my rearview mirror. Then, | felt a sudden jerk from the rear.

I may have lost consciousness for a short time. The next thing | remember was finding
myself hanging by the seatbelt inside the car, which was resting on its roof. The driver’s side
door was missing. It took me a few seconds to realize | had been involved in an accident. The
car’'s engine was still running. My first reaction was to turn it off to prevent a possible fire. After
fumbling with my left hand in the dark to find the ignition key, | suddenly remembered that |
was in the new Mercury. The ignition key of this car was on the opposite side of the steering
column from where it had been in the Triumph. Finally, | managed to stop the motor.

| unbuckled the seatbelt and fell to the roof of the inverted car. After climbing out, | was still
somewhat dazed. | saw headlights nearby but did not know what was going on. Witnessing
the accident, other drivers had pulled off the elevated road and offered assistance. More and
more people crowded around me, eager to learn what had happened. A woman fainted after
seeing my car upside down, with its missing front door and dangling seatbelts.

The flashing lights of an ambulance appeared. Two attendants rushed to the scene. Seeing
the woman on the ground, they hovered over her and eventually took her away. At that point,
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nobody paid attention to me. Finally, a highway patrol car showed up to investigate. The
patrolman told me another police car had been following the vehicle that hit me after observing
its erratic driving. The driver had attempted to pass me on the left but had misjudged the
clearance. His right front bumper hit my car’s left rear side. The impact tossed my vehicle off
the elevated road. After nose-diving into the lower field, it flipped on its top. The police had
already apprehended the intoxicated driver. At the station, his blood-alcohol level was
measured at 0.14—nearly twice the allowed maximum!

The highway patrolmen drove me to a nearby hospital to be examined for injuries. During
the trip, they told me that wearing the seat belt had undoubtedly saved my life. Thanks to my
guardian angel, | was unharmed except for a few minor bruises and a sore neck. The car,
however, was a total loss.

Fined $350 For
Dangerous Driving

A Scarboro driver, whose car
caused another vehicle to leave
the road, was Tuesday fined
$350 and costs or 30 days in jail‘
for dangerous driving. Delamere

- dangerous Left: The front of my car
Aibion avcnue, sichaed ity 1 after the accident.

the charge before Magistrate i . i i
iCrawford Gucee n whibs poice.  RIght: An article in the

court.
PC David Onlock, of the Whit- Tor(,mtp Star reported
by Detachment of the OPP, said the incident.
|that on Aug. 18, on Highway 401,|
"near Pickering, the accused’s
|car had struck another vehicle
{in the driving lane. As a result
of the impact, he said, the other
{vehicle, driven by Leslie Bes-
ser, also of Scarboro, had rolled
in the ditch and suffered $1,500
damage.
He told the court that a
T 3 breathalizer test showed a
1Y { \ count of 1.4.

After junking my car with less than 30 miles, the insurance company replaced it with a
1963 model because an identical 1962 model was unavailable. Since my accident, | have
advocated for seat belts, always buckling them immediately after entering an automobile.

The Great Impostor

One of the men to whom | sold a new gym membership was Frank Frankfurter, another
Hungarian emigrant to Canada. After he arrived in Toronto, he worked as a salesman and
later established a distributorship for two large Japanese electronics companies, Sharp and
Pioneer. By the time we met, he had a thriving, successful business. He usually worked out
during the day when the gym was relatively quiet. | had opportunities to hear about his
company’s operation during those times. Not having any experience with an import business,
| was amazed to learn the challenges and regulations required to import products into Canada.

In the late 1950s, Japan began to export electronic consumer goods to North America.
Due to their low prices, the products quickly gained popularity in the U.S. and Canada. Soon
after their purchase, however, many of the buyers experienced performance and quality
problems. The expression, “Sounds like a cheap Japanese transistor radio,” was frequently
heard.
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The two firms Frank represented manufactured quality, high-fidelity sound equipment
and sold the items slightly below the prices of domestic goods. They also developed
innovative new items not available in Canada. One announced by Sharp was a Citizen’s Band
walkie-talkie, available at an affordable price. Frank’s company received the first samples from
Japan and planned to place a large order.

Japanese-made walkie-talkies had been marketed in the U.S. for several months. Their
relatively low power output did not require FCC approval or user licenses. Due to their small
size, ease of use, and low cost compared to the expensive and bulky mobile phones, they
gained immediate popularity. Only after a large number had already been in the hands of
consumers did TV companies learn about the occasional interference caused by these
products in the reception of Channel 2. There was no easy way to fix the problem.

The Canadian government swiftly passed regulations to prevent the problem from
occurring in Canada. They ordered testing of every model before it could be approved for the
domestic market. The samples Frank submitted to CSA (Canadian Standards Association) for
testing were rejected because they exceeded the maximum level of unwanted radiation.

Frank was devastated and shared his frustration with me at the gym. “There is a large
potential profit,” he said. “Japanese companies don’t react quickly. It could take months before
they come up with a modification. By then, my competitors may already have other products
on the market.”

One of the gym members | knew was a ham radio operator. | visited his home once
and saw that he had a nice assortment of high-frequency test equipment. When | heard about
Frank’s problem, | offered to help him.

“Let me work on one of the samples to see if there is a quick way to solve the problem,”
| suggested, knowing that the ham operator would not turn away from an opportunity to see
the insides of a new product.

Frank had heard about my Hungarian technical high school background and two years
of college in the U.S. Still, he looked doubtful. “It doesn’t sound like a simple problem to me.
How could you fix it?” he asked.

“'m not promising anything, but you have nothing to lose. Of course, you should still let
Sharp know the test results.”

“You’re right,” he replied. He returned later to the gym with a pair of walkie-talkies. “See
what you can do, but don'’t let them out of your hands. CSA placed a stop order on their use
in Canada.”

I had already contacted the ham operator at his work, and he agreed to let me use his
equipment. Later that evening, in his basement, | began to tweak the components of the radio
while monitoring the radiation. Somehow, without deeply understanding what | was doing, |
found that changing a component significantly dropped the unwanted radiation level®. |
changed both units and returned them to Frank the following day. He immediately shipped
them to the CSA central laboratory in Ottawa.

1The change reduced the bias current of the transmitter’s oscillator that led to a drop in the second harmonic.
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Three days later, an excited Frank showed up at the gym. “You’re great! They've
approved the product for import,” he said while handing me a check for $100. “Please accept
this as a token of my appreciation,” he added. Then, he invited me for dinner that evening at
a Hungarian restaurant.

During our meal, Frank told me he had built a successful sales organization, but the
only technical person on his staff was a technician. “He can fix defective equipment by
following service instructions, but | need someone like you to do the higher-level work. | want
you to be my chief engineer,” he concluded.

“But | only have two years of college,” | responded, without even thinking of how Johnny
would react to my leaving the gym.

“Nobody will know except the two of us,” he responded.

The truth was that for several weeks, | had been thinking about leaving the gym. As
much as | admired Johnny’s salesmanship, the people he associated with and his
guestionable lifestyle scared me at times. | might eventually become like them. No, | wouldn’t
want that!

In addition, the idea of working for a more respectable organization appealed to me.
Returning to the technical field made it sound even better. “What would | be doing in your
company?” | asked.

He already had a plan for me. My primary responsibility would be the technical
evaluation of the various electronic products available from his two principals. It might even
involve taking occasional trips to Japan. In addition, | would represent his company to the
Canadian government agencies for product approvals. The walkie-talkie radiation issue was
unusually complex, but every item that had an AC power connection had to be checked and
approved by CSA.

The job sounded exciting and challenging but also risky. | would undoubtedly learn
much, but | would always have to be alert and pretend | was an engineer. “What happens if
someone finds out | don’'t have a degree?” | asked.

“Nothing. I'll return to using an outside engineering service, as I've been doing. You
can become a salesman and sell our products.”

During the next hour, we agreed on the details. | was to report to his company in two
weeks. The next day, | resigned from the gym.

My timing was not the best. Johnny was opening a second gym in Toronto. In addition,
Vic Tanny indicated that he was open to selling Johnny the rights to operate throughout
Canada. Depending on a successful financing arrangement, Johnny hoped to achieve in
Canada what Tanny had done in the United States. If he succeeded, | had a bright future in
his operation. Hearing that | wanted to leave his team, he became extremely frustrated and
tried to change my mind. However, | was determined to leave and stuck with my decision but
agreed to help part-time. | ended up working at the gym three evenings a week.

The employees at Importhouse of Canada greeted me wholeheartedly. They had heard
about my simple but successful solution to the walkie-talkie problem and assumed | was some
technical guru. They went out of their way to help the person who saved Frank from a major
headache. The technician told me he appreciated having an engineer assist him when
“something was over his head.” A cute secretary offered to help me with any business
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correspondence with Japan. The sales manager told me about his connections that could
save me money when buying furniture or household goods. “I know most of the big store
managers in the city. They’ll give you great discounts.”

| couldn’t have asked for a warmer welcome.

The following year represented one of the most challenging parts of my life. | rapidly
learned more about a wide range of sound equipment and radios, improved my English
language reading and writing, developed a way to communicate with Japanese engineers
who frequently visited us, and worked on behaving with the authority expected from a chief
engineer. When | had some spare time, our sales manager took me on sales calls and taught
me about technical sales. Frank approved all of my activities and was highly satisfied with my
performance.

The scary part of my job was visiting the Ottawa-based Canadian Government
laboratories to approve newly imported products. Most of the time, they ran measurements to
verify my test results and asked questions about the test setups we had back in our company.
| could handle the technical parts, but occasionally, they asked about American colleges. That
was a potentially dangerous subject.

“From which college did you graduate?” asked one of the older engineers during a
coffee break.

“University of lowa,” | replied because | had visited that school twice during track meets
and knew it had a complete four-year engineering program (the University of Dubuque, the
school I had attended, only offered a two-year pre-engineering curriculum).

“Oh, | graduated from there, too,” he said joyfully. “Is Professor Jones still teaching?”

| did not know what to say. Hoping his question was not to test if | was a graduate of
that school, | answered. “He only taught occasionally. | didn’t know him well,”

Trying to anticipate his next question, | prepared myself for the worst. If they discover
I'm a fake, all my submitted test results could be invalidated. In addition, Frank’s company
and perhaps even | could face legal action.

Fortunately, he did not suspect anything and told me stories from Professor Jones
during his courses. | just listened and laughed at the appropriate times. He liked me as an
appreciative audience.

The following weekend, | visited the University of Toronto’s library and studied the
catalogs of “my alma mater.” My confidence level significantly increased after memorizing the
names of several engineering courses and professors. No more problems occurred after that
incident.

Immigrants had to reside in Canada for at least five years to become eligible for
citizenship. Although | had arrived in Canada at the end of 1956, | had spent two years in the
US attending college. Therefore, | had to wait until 1963 to apply for citizenship. After going
through the formalities, | became a naturalized Canadian in August 1963.
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On my way to the ceremony, the reality hit me—in a short time, | would no longer be
able to call myself a Hungarian. How can | deny being part of the country where | was born
and raised? How could | face my countrymen if | ever had the opportunity to visit there?

At City Hall, I shared my concerns with an older Hungarian waiting to become a
Canadian. “Don’t worry,” he said. “As long as you can speak our language, you’ll always be a
Hungarian deep inside. Nobody will know the difference if you ever go back to Budapest.”

His advice helped ease my conscience. | promised myself never to forget my native
language. After the citizenship ceremony, | took my girlfriend to a Hungarian restaurant to
celebrate. Despite all the beautiful things Canada had to offer, | concluded that Hungarian
food still tasted the best!

My dedication to weight training in the gym had paid off; | no longer felt embarrassed
to wear swim trunks at a pool. | began to run track again. Although | had gained 35 pounds
during the nearly two-year track layoff, my sprinting had actually improved. | was optimistic
about running hurdles at a major university. Following the recommendation of a former track
teammate, | applied for admission to the University of Colorado at Boulder.

Left: Picture taken at age 19, six feet tall and weighing 145 pounds. Center and right: Thirty-five
pounds heavier after 18 months of weight training. Even though I had not become a bodybuilder,
using my before-and-after photos helped convince men to buy gym memberships.

The nearly two years | had spent working in the gym and at Frank’'s company had
opened my eyes. For the first time, | looked beyond becoming only an engineer and
considered the opportunities that sales and marketing might offer. In the CU catalog, an
exciting combination major caught my attention: a B.S. in Electrical Engineering and Business
Administration. The double major would require taking courses in the Business School, adding
at least one semester before | graduate. Still, it would allow me to advance into management
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sooner. | decided to follow that path. After receiving acceptance and the promise of an athletic
scholarship at CU for the 1963-64 school year, | resigned from Importhouse at the beginning
of August.

Frank was not happy to hear my plans. He could not understand why | would want a
degree when | already had a well-established engineering career. After a long argument, he
angrily told me that | let him down. We did not part as friends.

After a lengthy preparation, | finally built up my courage to face my girlfriend with the
news. It was possible that after seeing the college catalogs in my apartment, she expected
me to leave for school one day. However, reality has now set in, and we have had several
emotionally charged discussions. “If you promise to marry me, I'll wait for you until you
graduate,” she offered in one of them.

Her offer put me on the spot. | liked her very much, but | did not feel that overpowering
love | read about in novels so many times. “Three years is a long time,” | said after hesitation.
“Let’s wait a while to see how we both feel then.

It is evident from the tears in her eyes that my answer was not the one she wanted.
When she composed herself, we agreed to stay in close contact and see each other during
Christmas vacation. After our talk, it felt like a heavy weight had been removed from my
shoulders, and | bought her a beautiful necklace as a parting gift. She promised to wear it
frequently.

Saving money had not been a practice in my family. As far back as | can remember,
the little money my mother earned was spent almost immediately on our necessities. During
my three years in Montreal, | lived paycheck to paycheck. When | received a raise, there were
always new things to buy. In my school years in Dubuque, the scholarship covered my tuition
and living expenses. The part-time repair jobs helped me to purchase and maintain my car.
At my jobs in Toronto, | earned far more than ever before, but my expectations also increased
significantly, and my new lifestyle cost much more. Consequently, after two years of working
in that city, after paying for my airfare to Denver, | had only $500 left. Still, | was not concerned.
After all, the university gave me a full scholarship to cover my basic expenses. During the
summers, | would find jobs to earn more spending money.

| subleased the apartment, sold my car, packed my belongings, and flew to the mile-
high city of Denver in late August. From Stapleton Airport, | took a bus to Boulder, ready to
begin the next segment of my life—as a student at the University of Colorado.
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Chapter 5: Life at the University of Colorado

The bus ride on the four-lane expressway connecting Boulder to Denver was unexciting
until we reached the top of a long rise. Then, as we passed the crest, a breathtaking view
appeared—the city of Boulder backed by the snow-capped foothills of the Rocky Mountains.
Seeing the glorious sight in person was far more impressive than what my former teammate
had shown me in his CU yearbook. | silently thanked him for recommending this school to me.

Two photos of Boulder. Left: Part of the university campus with foothills in the background.
Right: The famous “Flatirons” peak with the letters “CU” painted by students (I added the letters
in this picture). Before a home football game against Oklahoma University, some visiting
pranksters rounded the “C” to an “O” to look like OU!

It was mid-afternoon on a gorgeous sunny day. | left my luggage at the Student Union and
went to the office of the head track coach to find out about housing and my scholarship. After
introducing myself and handing him the letter | had received from him earlier, he looked at me
with a puzzled expression. “How old are you?” he asked.

“I've just celebrated my 27th birthday,” | replied.

“Uh-oh. You had better sit down, son. We have a problem.” In the next minute or so, he
explained what it was.

The U.S. had long dominated the sprint, jump, and hurdle events in track and field.
European and Australian runners excelled in middle- and long-distance running. Some
American colleges had begun to recruit foreign distance runners, who generally peaked in
their mid-twenties. The college alumni responded unfavorably to squeezing out American
students, so the Big Eight Conference had set an age limit for foreign students. Under that
rule, eligibility for foreign college athletes began at age 18—even if they did not attend college.
Therefore, when | turned 22, my eligibility for a Big Eight school ended. Somehow, no one
had thought about to check my age.

The coach felt almost as bad as | did. He had assumed | was the same age as my friend
Blair, who had transferred to CU from Dubuque earlier. Trying to cheer me up, he told me that
the soccer team did not have the same restrictions. “You can try out for the team,” he offered.
"But there are no scholarships for soccer.”
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During my high-flying lifestyle in Toronto, | had saved only about $1,000. Out-of-state
tuition at CU was $720 per semester. Room and board in the dorms cost about $120 each
month. My funds would not even be sufficient for the first semester.

Fortunately, the coach thought of a way to help me.

He explained that the assistant in the electrical engineering lab had just graduated, and
the professor in charge was looking for a replacement. Professor Wicks, the head of labs, was
happy to find someone with circuit and test equipment experience. He hired me the same day
to work there at half-time. The pay was not great, but the job enabled me to pay tuition at the
in-state level—only $180 per semester.

The coach also sent me to investigate the cheapest place in town to live, the Men’s Co-
Op. The three-story house with a dozen rooms was conveniently located at the edge of
campus, adjacent to the home of the University President. There was an opening in one of
the double rooms for $50 per month. The cost was low because all the residents shared
duties, including cooking and cleaning.

My would-be roommate, Eric, was a junior and an early hippie. A native of Colorado,
perhaps he was inspired by the grandeur around him. Maybe he was rebelling against the
norm. In any case, he told me immediately that he rarely cleaned his clothing or cut his hair.
In addition, he declared that he only washed his bedding once each semester. Because this
washing had just occurred, the room did not smell too bad.

As a money-making venture, he had decided to brew beer that year and had already
stashed many bottles of his concoction on one side of the room. Once it fermented, he planned
to sell the beer for 25 cents a bottle.

Eric’s slovenly habits were probably the reason for the vacancy at the Co-op. However, |
could not be choosy and felt relieved to sign the nine-month agreement. Once again, my
financial problems were resolved on the first day of my arrival in a new place!*

With an aching heart, | had to accept that my decade-long track career had ended. Even
if | began to work out independently and could again join a club the following summer, at 28,
I would no longer be competitive. My dream of going to the Olympics one day faded away. |
decided to give up track and concentrate on making the school’s soccer team.

After settling at the Co-Op, | went to the soccer field. Although | considered myself to be
in good shape, my regular one-mile warm-up jog nearly exhausted me. Others reminded me
of the effect of the high altitude, and it took me a few weeks to adjust entirely to being 5,400
feet above sea level. The coach was impressed with my speed and soon put me on the first
team. For the next three years, | played soccer for CU. | became the team’s co-captain in my
last year.

Registration for my academic courses brought an unpleasant surprise. Although my
transcript showed good grades, the math professor who processed me was not impressed
with my small-school background. When he heard what book we had used at Dubuque for
calculus, he told me, “That book is outdated. We teach the new math here, using my textbook.”
After disallowing my sophomore math courses, he put me in his class. “You need to learn the

1 Just as had happened in Chicago in 1960.
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Set Theory,” he said. “It's a new method of math.” | had never heard of that term before and
instantly disliked the professor. His course sounded intimidating.

I no longer have the textbook the professor wrote, but here is a similar “simple introduction”
to the Set Theory from the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy?.

The fundamental concept in the theory of infinite sets is the cardinality of a set.
Two sets A and B have the same cardinality if there exists a mapping from the set A
onto the set B that is one-to-one, that is, it assigns each element of A exactly one
element of B. It is clear that when two sets are finite, then they have the same
cardinality if and only if they have the same number of elements. One can extend the
concept of the ‘number of elements’ to arbitrary, even infinite, sets. It is not apparent
at first that there might be infinite sets of different cardinalities, but once this becomes
clear, it follows quickly that the structure so described is rich indeed.

This paragraph speaks for itself and explains why American students have so much
trouble learning mathematics. After being the top student in every math class | had ever taken,
| struggled through both semesters of the “new math” and learned very little. Fortunately, the
professor who taught the higher-level course the following year did not use the same approach
and saved me from being completely turned off by the subject. In my 40 years of successful
engineering practice, | never encountered a practical application of Set Theory!

In addition to the standard electrical engineering program, | also took accelerated core
courses in the business school for three hours weekly. Learning the principles of accounting,
finance, management, marketing, statistics, and business law was extremely interesting. How
much easier it would have been to manage employees at Tanny’s Gym had | known what |
was now discovering. The more | learned, the more | realized how little | knew about running
a business.

One business course required extensive reading. Our Business Law professor, a
fascinating lawyer, asked us to read a book each week. We also had to memorize terms and
events, which was never easy for me, even in my native language. Of course, | understood
that a lawyer had to remember all those facts, but | preferred the more analytical homework
assignments.

Perhaps the most interesting business course was Statistics. In our first session, the
instructor asked the class to predict the population of Boulder in 20 years. Like everyone else
in the course, | researched the past growth of the city and extrapolated it to the future. All of
us received F’s for our work.

The instructor lectured us at the beginning of the next class. “You forgot to include the
effect of IBM’s opening a plant in Boulder next year. Many of those employees will come from
other places,” he began. “In addition, the presence of IBM will result in new startups related
to computer peripherals. Re-do your work!”

2 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/set-theory/
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Considering such a growth spurt had never occurred to us. The following week, we proudly
presented our new projections but received the same disapproval from the instructor. “You
did not consider that the baby boomers will have more children. Do your work again!”

The following week, he told us we forgot to include the effect of Boulder’s climate. “We
have at least 300 clear, sunny days each year. That will attract people from those gloomy
Eastern cities,” was the next clue. And so on. Every week, he gave us another hint on how to
improve our prediction. By the end of the first semester, we had a sophisticated model and
learned much about forecasting. | wish | had kept my final result to see how close my
projection came to the city's actual population.

The Friday before Thanksgiving vacation, | returned to the Co-Op for lunch and found
several boys sitting in the living room, somberly staring at the television set. “What’s
happening?” | asked.

“President Kennedy was shot in Dallas,” replied one boy quietly.

The news shocked me. The President and his pretty wife had been in the news the
previous night, looking happy and healthy. “Is he OK?” | asked.

Nobody knew, but ominous news began to come from the local Dallas station. After a short
time, Walter Cronkite, his voice shaking, announced that the President was dead. We all sat
and stared at each other in disbelief.

The front door opened, and Henderson, one of our housemates, entered. Seeing us sitting
quietly, he asked what was going on. “The President was shot and killed in Dallas,” answered
one of the boys.

“Well, he finally got what he deserved,” Anderson declared happily. “He should have
stayed home.”

“Get out of here, Anderson, you b------ I” yelled Eric angrily.

Anderson, a big, beefy Texan who was also an ROTC Marine, outweighed Eric by about
100 pounds. He took a step toward Eric, probably to respond to the insult. Then, looking
around and realizing he was hopelessly outnumbered, he backed away. Muttering something
about stupid liberals, he went to his room.

None of us felt like having lunch, so we dispersed quietly. At dinner, Anderson apologized
to the group for his insensitive remark. | did not forgive him and avoided talking to him for the
rest of the school year.

Our soccer team won the Rocky Mountain Intercollegiate Soccer League championship.
We also played exhibition games against other Big Eight schools, finishing the season
undefeated with only one tie. Although | preferred to play forward, the coach had me play
center halfback®. He reasoned that | had the speed and the stamina to guard the other teams’
center forwards, who generally represented the most significant scoring threat. Although
soccer games required two 45-minute periods with continuous play, | always felt that running
a single 400-meter hurdle race was far more tiring.

3In those years, soccer was played in a more offensive style, compared to the midfield-oriented strategy of today. A team had
five forwards, three halfbacks, two fullbacks, and a goalie.
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Picture of our League Champions soccer team, taken at the award banquet. | stand to the left
and slightly behind the coach holding our trophy. Our top scorer was a 5°’5” player from South
America (third from the left).

My roommate’s beer-making effort was not successful. Some nights, | heard popping as
his vertically stored bottles blew their lids and foamed all over. Our room developed the foul
smell of a cheap pub. We had to keep our windows open for several days to remove the odor,
and the carpet required professional cleaning.

When the brewing process was complete, he generously opened some bottles to share at
dinner. The brown liquid tasted awful! At first, | thought that it was only me because | had been
spoiled by good beer, but the expressions on the faces of the others confirmed my judgment.
Eric’s “beer” was not fit for human consumption. He quickly lowered his price from 25 cents to
10 cents, eventually five cents per bottle. Still, he could not sell a single bottle. His pride
prevented him from dumping everything, so he slowly drank his entire stock during the rest of
the school year. | felt sorry for his business failure but was glad the last bottle was out of our
room.

Several Boulder residents volunteered to become “host families” to foreign students. The
Sheets family selected me and regularly invited me to their house for home-cooked meals.
They had two teenage children who loved to hear about my experiences during the Hungarian
Revolution. Their son, Payson, who planned to become an archeologist, had heard about
Attila the Hun in history class. He hoped to visit Hungary one day and look for the unknown
gravesite of the king.

One day, Mrs. Sheets asked me what my favorite Hungarian meal was. “Chicken
paprikas,” | told her.

“Would you prepare it for us one day?” was her next question.
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“l would, but | don’t know how.”

“Could you ask your mother for a recipe?” she persisted.

The next day, | wrote to Mother and asked for instructions. By return mail, she sent me a
hand-written recipe. My host family’s mother became excited and invited several neighbors to
come for a Hungarian feast during Christmas vacation.

The two main parts of the chicken paprikas are the chicken, cooked in a broth, and the
dumplings, called nokedli. Mrs. Sheets purchased all the ingredients. The recipe outlined
instructions for the chicken, and | proceeded to cook it in a large pot. The nokedli required a
lot more work. | remembered watching my mother make it many times. First, she would make
the dough and then flatten it on a breadboard. Holding the board over the stove, she would
chop small pieces directly into a pot of boiling water. Immediately, the pieces of dough sank
to the bottom. When they came up to the surface, they were ready to eat.

Somehow, | misread the recipe and put too many eggs into the dough. The dough was
thick and sticky instead of the expected nice, smooth texture. When | began to chop it into the
water, instead of small half-inch segments, large chunks of dough came off. They did sink to
the bottom of the boiling water, so | was satisfied and waited. The problem was that they never
rose to the top. | did not know what to do. After a long wait, | decided to fish them out of the
boiling water and serve them as they were.

While concentrating on the dough, | forgot about the chicken. When | rescued it from the
pot, it was completely overcooked. The meat came off the bones and looked very
unappetizing. Not having any other choice, | proceeded to serve the meal.

The guests were extremely polite, but | could tell that the dinner was a disaster. The meat
was watery, and the oversized dumplings had the consistency of racquetballs. | watched our
guests struggling as they tried to cut the large lumps of dumplings without much success.
Fortunately, Mrs. Sheets had baked a beautiful apple pie, so at least our guests did not have
to go home completely hungry. My host family never asked me to cook again.

The academic year passed quickly. | stayed at the Co-Op during school vacations, reading
the law books and trying to understand Set Theory. Despite my best efforts, | barely received
a C in math. | received a B in Business Law and A’s in all other courses in the first semester.
In the second semester, | received all A’s except for a C in math again. My cumulative Boulder
grade average for the year was 3.58.

| enjoyed working for Professor Wicks in the electronics lab. He encouraged me to apply
for an academic scholarship. Nearly all of them were available only to U.S. citizens or
immigrants with Green Cards. Still, he found a company without such a restriction called
Square D. | applied immediately, and Mr. Wicks wrote an excellent recommendation to
accompany my request. Within two weeks, | received the news—that Square D had granted
me a scholarship of $500 each semester until | completed my B.S. (Electrical Engineering &
Business Administration) degree. After thanking the company, | considered moving out of the
Co-Op in the fall.

Instead of looking for full-time employment, | took courses during the summer to earn more
units. Some of the credits | had transferred from Dubuque had not been allowed. My double
major required additional courses, so staying in school all year round made sense. | also
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continued working in the electronics lab, developing new experiments for the following school
year. My days were as full and challenging as they had been during the regular term.

The only bright part of the summer was a visit from my Toronto girlfriend. She could stay
in our room because Eric had gone home for the summer. Her German nature, however, could
not stand the condition of the room. As soon as she arrived, she began a major cleaning.
When Eric returned at the end of the summer, he did not recognize the place. Suspecting that
he would not help keep the room clean, | told the Co-Op | would not stay there for the next
school year.

Our soccer team’s goalie, Dick Rumpf, was planning to move out of the dorm and was
looking for a roommate to share an apartment. Dick, a German-American aerospace
engineering student, and | had similar personalities and interests. The two of us began to look
for a furnished apartment to rent. We soon saw an advertisement in the newspaper for a
basement apartment only a block away from the Co-op. Dick and | immediately responded.
The one-bedroom apartment with its small kitchen and spacious bathroom looked perfect.
The rental price was unusually low.

Mrs. Williams, the elderly widow who owned the house, interviewed us at length. At first,
she was reluctant to rent to us because she preferred a married couple. Using the
salesmanship | had learned in the gym, | convinced her that having two engineers in the house
would be a real asset. She would never have to worry about mechanical and electrical
problems. We also promised to keep the place clean and not to sneak in girls. Finally, she
agreed, and we moved in the following day. As for our promises, we did keep the apartment
clean...

We learned why the rent was so low when we went to bed the first night. Our bedroom
window faced the house of the “animal house fraternity” of the campus. Loud music and party
noises kept us awake. At midnight, we called the police and complained. After a while, the
noise calmed down, and we slept for a few hours.

During the following week, the fraternity hosted two more loud parties. After each call to
the police, the frat boys pulled back inside their building and turned the volume down for a
while. Next, we complained to the Inter-Fraternity Council, and | wrote a letter to the student
newspaper. Two fraternity boys came to see us the day after the letter was published.

Fraternities Must Limit Their Affaiirs
ToEntertaining Selves--Not Neighbors

After looking at the picture ap-
pearing on the front page of the
Colorado Daily (Sept. 28, 1964 —
“End of a Party”), I feel that it
is time that the fraternities limit
their parties to enlertaining
themselves, without disturbing
their neighbors.

You may recall, last spring,
when the issue of tuition in-
crease was raised, local resi-
dents openly expressed their lack
of sympathy toward the stu-
dents.

IT BECAME quite ohvious the

“We're sorry to hear that our parties keep you awake,” one of them stated. “Instead of
complaining to the police, why don’t you join us? We have more girls than we can handle.”

public believes that the average
student is here to attend parties
and to “have a good time.”
Since the public does have pow-
er to influence the future of the
University an effort should be
made to improve its relationship

with the students.

One can easily predict the
effect on the public opinion, if
local residents continually have
to call upon the police to. de-
crease the noise level of the par-
ties. All of this happens because
of an irresponsible minority who

seems to have no concern for
anyone outside their house.

I am not attacking fraterni-
ties as a whole. They have some
fine qualities and they probably
represent the “‘only kind of liv-
ing” to some students. Howev-
er, since the public is measur-
ing the student body by the be-
havior of some of its individuals,
I feel that the Inter-Fraternity
Council should take steps to in-
sure that a few “party boys"”
will not spoil the situation for
the rest of us.

Les Besser

“You'll have lots of fun,” added the other.
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Although their offer sounded tempting—"“If you can’t beat them, join them”—we declined
by telling them, “We’re engineers and have to study.” After some negotiation, we reached a
mutually beneficial agreement. They would inform us about their parties in advance so we
could study in the library on those evenings and not complain. In return, we could take home
their leftover party food. In addition, if they had too many girls at a party, they would invite us
over to discover “what you’re missing by not joining our fraternity.” The arrangement worked
well for us. We saved money on our grocery bills and had opportunities to meet sorority girls
who would never have come near the engineering school.

Although we lived on the edge of the campus, | was itching to have a car. When |
mentioned it to one of the sponsors of our soccer team, who owned a dealership in Boulder,
he showed me a used 1947 Chrysler. “This beauty was owned by one of our lady teachers,”
he began. “She kept it in her garage and rarely used it. The car has only 26,000 miles and is
in excellent condition.” He sold it to me for $150.

Compared to the current models, the nearly 20-year-old Chrysler looked like an old
battleship. However, it was in spotless condition and had velvet-covered seats. | had wheels
for my stay at CU.

Our soccer team again had a banner year, although we lost a game against the Air Force
Academy. Playing against the Academy was always challenging. Although most of their
players lacked soccer skills, they were extremely tough physically. The rules allowed unlimited
substitutions. Three or four times during the game, their coach would send in a new squad.
“Kill” was their strategy. | suffered a broken cheekbone in the game against them and had to
sit out the last two matches of the season. The bone under my left eye had to be repaired with
a stainless-steel wire.

Near the end of the semester, | was invited to a meeting of the engineering honorary
society, Sigma Tau. Professor Wicks told me that being a member of an honorary always
looked good on a résumé, so | went to the gathering. About 40 other students showed up;
some of them were already members. While we waited for the meeting, | started a
conversation with two girls seated behind me. When one of them heard | was studying
electrical engineering, she asked me what to do about her transistor radio’s volume control,
which was making unpleasant scratchy sounds. | offered to look at the radio the next day.

The four society officers sat at the front as the president opened the meeting. He explained
the charter of the society and talked about their activities. At that point, the vice president took
over. “You’ve been selected for possible memberships based on your academic performance
and extracurricular activities. Tell us something about you.”

One by one, we introduced ourselves. Most pledges only said a few words, but two were
lengthy. When it came to my turn, | told the group about my long-time interest in electronics
and that | had given up a well-paying job to become an engineer.

At that point, all new pledges were asked to leave the room and wait outside. After a while,
the president invited us back. “Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve all been accepted. Now,
we'll elect the officers for the next year.” Then he asked for nominations for president.

To my surprise, Sharon Varian, the girl with the radio problem, stood up to nhominate me.
She told the group | had offered my help without knowing her. She added that my experience
managing the gym would enable me to lead the group. | was stunned to hear the unexpected
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endorsement by someone | had just met. Three others also received nominations, but | won
the most votes. To return the favor, | nominated Sharon for secretary. She was also elected.
After the meeting, the former president handed me a booklet, Robert’s Rules of Order.
“Study this to handle future meetings,” he told me. | learned many new concepts, such as
orders, motions, resolutions, etc. The first meeting | presided over was difficult, but we all
learned our roles after a while. | enjoyed our meetings and decided to become involved in the
student government. By the spring of 1965, the student body elected me to be an Associated
Engineering Student Council member. | also held offices in two other engineering honoraries:

Tau Beta Pi and Eta Kappa Nu.
, PRES e

JSToLAN

Left to Right: Les Besser, John Stohl, Vincent Goshi, Sharon Varian, Lyle Hom, Chas
Wogner.

Student government photos from 1965. Left: Sigma Tau. Right: Associated Engineering
Students (I am standing in the center of the back row).

Divorce Quebec Style

Visiting my sister in Montreal during the summer of 1963, she shared her marital concerns
with me. “Tibor is a wonderful man. He loves me and takes good care of me,” she began. “The
problem is that | want children, and he will not consider having a family.”

“What do you plan to do?”

“If he doesn’t change his mind soon, I'll divorce him.”

| did not believe she was serious, but a few months later, she let me know that he had
chosen to get divorced rather than have children. However, divorce in the Catholic province
of Quebec was challenging to arrange. The courts would agree to break up a marriage for
only a limited number of reasons, such as extreme physical or mental cruelty or adultery.

A commonly used process to circumvent these restrictions was to fake adultery. The
couple that had mutually agreed to a divorce hired a team of a “professional” woman, a private
detective, and a photographer. The husband would check into a motel with the and. The
detective and the photographer would show up at the hotel and take pictures of the two in a
compromising situation. The wife could then sue for adultery using the photos for proof. Eva
and Tibor went through these steps and obtained their divorce in early 1964. She continued
working at the import-export company to support herself.
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| felt sorry for Tibor because he was a good man. The two of us never had any
disagreement, and | did not know why he did not want children. | wrote him a friendly letter
and wished him all the best.

At the end of the summer, Eva sent me a long letter to tell me about a new man in her life.
Péter, another 1956 Hungarian refugee, was a divorcee about Eva’s age with “all the good
qualities of a loving husband.” She added that | had already met him when [ lived in Montreal.
“He was the one who played the piano in the evenings at the ski resort where we all stayed
for a long weekend.”

Hearing that she had met someone compatible was good news. | had been worried about
her being alone, but now she sounded happy. The ending of her letter, however, raised some
concerns. | recalled that the talented entertainer had also liked to drink excessively. | wrote to
Eva immediately and asked about Péter’s bad habit. | also wondered if a piano player could
make enough money to support a family.

In her reply, she assured me that his drinking was all in the past. “He did it to forget the
problems of a failed marriage, but he gave it up completely. Don’t worry!” In the rest of the
letter, she told more about Péter. Piano playing was only his hobby. Trained as a mechanical
engineer, he had switched to sales and, for the past two years, had operated a distributor
partnership. After their marriage, they would settle in his house and “make babies.” Her plans
sounded good, and | hoped her future husband’s drinking would not lead to any problems.

Before Christmas that year, | received an invitation to attend their wedding in Montreal.
Included was a generous Christmas present from the groom—a round-trip plane ticket. | took
a few days off from school and flew to Montreal for the wedding in mid-February 1965. They
exchanged their vows in a simple ceremony, and both looked very happy. Péter went out of
his way to make me feel at home. | was glad that my sister had found a good partner.

Left: Eva and Péter at their
wedding in February 1965.
Right: My photo begins to
show some hair loss.

When | returned to Boulder, the difference between the winters of the two cities became
clear to me. Both had cold weather and lots of snow, but we had many sunny days in
Boulder—a rare event in Montreal! The gloomy gray skies and high humidity made the
Canadian winters unpleasant. | was glad to be in Colorado again.
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| liked all the courses during my second year at Colorado, except Electromagnetic (EM)
Field Theory. The subject itself was interesting: how electric currents create magnetic fields
and what the effects of these fields are. The part | did not like was memorizing long formulas.
No lab was associated with the course, so we only learned the theory.

The professor who taught the course left for a one-week conference in the second
semester. A practicing engineer from a Boulder company took over instruction during our
teacher's absence. He showed up Monday and wanted to know what we had learned. He
asked about real-life applications of EM fields. When we could not answer his questions, he
shook his head in disbelief. “Let me explain how these fields are created, measured, and
applied,” he said. During the rest of the week, he changed the seemingly dull subject to an
interesting one. Instead of learning new formulas, we began to understand the fundamentals
of the topic. We loved that engineer!

At the end of the week, our class presented a petition to the Dean. We asked if that
engineer could continue teaching the course for the rest of the semester. Our request was
promptly denied. We had to endure memorizing yet more equations without understanding
their purposes. After completing two semesters of the course and earning B’s, | learned little
about how microwaves can be used.

Interestingly, after graduation, the Microwave Division of Hewlett Packard hired me and
allowed me to learn state-of-the-art applications of microwave technology. With that
knowledge, | later founded two companies in that field.

First Experience with the Hewlett Packard Company

Professor Wicks, my mentor, had been a college classmate of a man named David
Packard, and they had worked together for a while at General Electric. The professor recalled
when Hewlett and Packard (HP) started their business and invited him to join their new
venture. “I was not a risk taker,” the professor told me. “| wanted a steady job and secure
monthly paychecks. Imagine what I've missed,” he added.

His story made me think about what | could have achieved by staying with the Vic Tanny
organization in Canada. By that time, my former boss had expanded his operation throughout
Canada. On the other hand, the gym business was not a model of ethical operation, so |
shrugged off those thoughts.

In the spring of 1965, Professor Wicks told me HP was known to support the continuing
education of their employees, and he recommended that | apply for a summer job at HP
oscilloscope division in Colorado Springs. “CU had a branch in Colorado Springs, and I'm
certain HP would even allow you to take a course there during working hours,” he told me. |
followed his advice and applied for a summer job. One of the HP engineers who regularly
visited our school interviewed me and offered me a summer job. | happily accepted and looked
forward to working for that famous company.

When the second semester ended, | moved to Colorado Springs. My roommate’s parents
lived in the city. They helped me find an inexpensive trailer home rental for the summer near
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the Garden of the Gods*, located only a few miles from the HP plant. A small creek flowed
peacefully through the large trailer home complex. My bedroom window offered a magnificent
view of Pikes Peak. This trailer park looked like a pleasant place to spend my summer.

The first evening, however, | heard some commotion nearby. After going to investigate, |
saw a police officer struggling with a burly man next to one of the trailers. The officer was
trying to handcuff the intoxicated man, who was not cooperating. Confident about my Vic
Tanny muscles, | stepped in to help. The two of us managed to subdue the troublemaker. The
officer handcuffed him and shoved him into the patrol car. Before leaving, the police officer
thanked me for my assistance.

| later learned the drunk had wanted to enter the trailer owned by his former girlfriend. He
tried to force his way when she refused to let him in. She had called the police, but the intruder
still refused to leave. When the officer attempted to arrest him, he resisted. That was when |
came upon the scene. The trailer park’s manager came to see me, and to show his
appreciation for my help protecting his tenant, he installed a TV in my unit free of c