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I know I’m approaching an honored HPC dividing line with this talk, and I want to be up
front about how I justify my choice of topic. I like very much our mutual agreement to
give papers on topics outside our area of professional expertise, and to use the
opportunity of presenting a paper to our peers as a chance to explore a new interest, to
develop a new body of knowledge, to discover something new and to share it with our
colleagues. Tonight, I am going to be telling some stories of an important phase of my
career that lies now, mostly, in the past. But while my professional area of interest is
American literature and higher education, most of what I want to talk about with you
tonight is in fact at least somewhat new to me. My topic this evening is what happened
after the Velvet Revolution in the Czech Republic and elsewhere in Eastern Europe. My
topic is more historical and political than literary tonight. As an English teacher, I rely a
good bit on story telling, and some sections of the paper are definitely in the first person.
But preparing my talk tonight was an interesting experience for me in trying to write
what historian Timothy Garton Ash calls “the history of the present.” It’s been a matter
of trying to gain a larger perspective on the fairly recent events of the history of the last
twenty years, events that I had the privilege of observing up close. I hope I am
respecting the traditions of the HPC in investigating and reporting on a new interest, an

area outside my immediate professional expertise.



Twenty years ago, between November 16 and December 29, 1989, one of the most
remarkable events in European history took place: The Velvet Revolution. Inspired by
the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, the people of Czechoslovakia pushed for their
own freedom, and they did so nonviolently. British historian Timothy Garton Ash calls
November 9 the greatest day in European history, but it was the weeks and years that
followed that became, perhaps, the greatest movement for freedom in world history.
Because of what happened in those weeks, and in the years that followed, much of it
quiet, unreported, largely undramatic, hundreds of millions of people across Eastern
Europe and Central Asia today live in freedom. At least if we try to measure such
revolutions by the number of people affected, it would be hard to argue against the
revolutions of 1989 as the most significant—and without doubt, the most important
during our lives. No doubt there’s a case to be made for the more important
philosophical consequence of the French Revolution of 1789 or the American Revolution
of 1776. But in terms of the number of people who live in relative freedom, the

Revolutions of 1989 are without equal.

Like most people who came to consciousness during the Cold War, I thought the Iron
Curtain was an inevitable and unchangeable part of our world, as much a part of the Cold
War landscape as the bomb shelters and the “crouch and cover” drills I remember from
grade school days. Tony Judt, in his great book Post War: A History of Europe since
1945 writes:

When Communism fell and the Soviet Union imploded, they took with them not

just an ideological system but the political and geographical coordinates of an



entire continent. For forty-five years--beyond the living memory of most

Europeans--the uneasy outcome of World War Two had been frozen in place.

The accidental division of Europe, with all that it entailed, had come to seem

inevitable. (749)
And so those days in November 1989 were miraculous. Every morning, it seemed, we’d
come down for breakfast, open the newspaper, and learn that another country was free.
Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria. It was astonishing, and it
still is. The revolution in Romania, culminating in the Christmas Day execution of the
Nicolae Ceauscecu and his wife, was bloody and violent. But in all of the other
countries, the changes were remarkable, unbelievable, really, for their peaceful nature, for

their suddenness, and for their surprise. Who saw it coming? Almost no one.

Like many of you, I watched the Revolutions of 1989 on the television, as Peter Jennings
and Tom Brokaw and Sam Donaldson reported from Berlin and Budapest and Prague.
But quickly my adventuresome wife pointed out that there would soon be a new demand
for English teachers in Central Europe, and so I applied for a Fulbright and we spent 13
months in 1992-93 in Czechoslovakia. We were in the Slovak capital, Bratislava, where
I taught American literature, American history and English conversation at Comenius
University. Our young sons attended the local public schools, with teachers who spoke
not a word of English, and who remained a bit wary of these American visitors
throughout the year. On January 1, 1993, we woke up in a new country--the Slovak
Republic--because the Czechs and Slovaks had agreed to a Velvet Divorce, and the two

countries went their separate ways. Pat and I continued our involvement in the Czech



Republic, making frequent trips back there from 1997 until 2007, as volunteers in the
Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking Project, a professional development program
for teachers sponsored by the International Reading Association and funded by George
Soros' Open Society Institute. During those years, I made about 10 trips to the Czech
Republic, and another ten to other places around Central and Eastern Europe, including
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Armenia, and Russia. In 2005 we spent a semester in
Austria, just across the border from the Czechs and the Slovaks, and observed events
from the neighbor's point of view. So in the twenty years since 1989, I've lived in Central
Europe for a year and a half, and I've traveled there for periods of 10 days or two weeks

nearly 20 times. Many of my remarks tonight will be drawn from those experiences.

Several remarkable protest actions anticipated the changes of November 1989.
Americans are fond of giving credit to Ronald Reagan and his famous “Mr. Gorbacheyv,

'9’

tear down this wall!” delivered with all of the tough-guy bravado of the TV western. But
most Europeans point to a different chain of preceding events. And they are somewhat

whimsical and remarkable in retrospect. Many Americans missed these events, because

our focus was on China and Tiennamen Square that summer (April 14-June 4).

On August 19, 1989, the Pan-European Picnic was held on the border between Hungary
and Austria, near the historical city of Sopron, Hungary. By mutual agreement between
the two countries, the border crossing was opened for three hours, and people passed
freely both ways, some leaving Hungary for ever, and some coming into Hungary for the

day’s festivities. Hundreds of vacationing East Germans nearby at Lake Balaton took the



opportunity to escape to the West. The Foreign Ministers of Hungary and of Austria took
wire cutters and took a few snips out of the barbed wire of the Iron Curtain. And then
they enjoyed a picnic together—bread, salami, potato salad, beer—a regular Austro-

Hungarian summer spread. “In 2009, Angela Merkel, the current German Chancelor who

grew up in East Germany, visited festivities marking the 20th anniversary of the Pan-
European Picnic and thanked Hungarians for courage and foresight: "Two enslaved
nations together broke down the walls of enslavement... and Hungarians gave wings to

East Germans' desire for freedom." (Wikipedia). It started with a picnic.

A few days later and several hundred miles to the north, another remarkable event took

place.

The Singing Revolution of the three Baltic States—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—had
been building for several years, as a revival of singing festivals in 1987 in those countries
led to an increase in national pride and a growing resistance to Soviet domination.

People gathered in large numbers for outdoor singing festivals—choirs and folk
ensembles gathered from every corner of the three countries to compete in singing
contests and to celebrate folk songs, folk dancing, and folk costumes—think of a
massive 3-country Tulip Time. These events culminated on August 23, 1989, when
approximately two million people joined hands in a human chain stretching 600
kilometers, linking the three national capitals of Vilnius, Lithuania; Riga, Latvia; and
Tallin, Estonia. They called their human chain "the Baltic Way." For 15 minutes, at

around 6 pm on the evening of August 23, 1989, 2 million people linked hands, and sang



illegal nationalistic folk songs, and drew the attention of the world to their hunger for
freedom and self determination. It would be a few more years, in 1991, that the Baltic

states would be able to restore their full independence.

These events and others across Central and Eastern Europe in 1988 and 1989 were all
tentative efforts by the people of the Soviet Bloc nations to test the reality and the limits
of Mikhail Gorbachev’s ideas of glasnost and perestroika, or openness and restructuring,
that suggested a new era was beginning. But in the historical context of Hungary in
1956, Prague in 1968, and the suppression of Solidarity in Poland in 1981, no one knew

how far these new ideas could be taken, nor when the Soviet backlash might begin.

Michael Meyer, the Newsweek correspondent who covered the region in the late 1980’s,
has a new book just out this fall, entitled The Year that Changed the World: the Untold
Story Behind the Fall of the Berlin Wall. Meyer steeply discounts any theories of US
influence or responsibility for what happened in 1989. Reagan’s challenge was for the
most part unreported and ignored in the East. US attention was focused on China. US
intelligence agencies were as surprised as everyone else was when one evening in
November 1989, people began streaming through Check Point Charlie and other
crossings at the Berlin Wall. Sometimes we hear that Reagan outspent the Soviets in an
arms race that bankrupted the Soviet Union and led to the changes. Certainly there were
economic pressures within the Soviet Union that hastened its demise. But to claim US

credit for what happened, and to discount the truly revolutionary changes begun by



Gorbachev and carried out by countless courageous Central European leaders and

dissidents, is, according the Meyer, to distort the history of the period.

Meyer also argues strongly for the major significance of the courageous actions taken by
reform-minded leaders, especially in Hungary. You will recall that Hungary was the first
country to begin dismantling the border, and that all through the summer of 1989, East
Germans were driving their smoking Trabants to Hungary, abandoning the cars at the
border, and walking to freedom in Austria. The policies of Miklos Nemeth, the Harvard
educated Prime Minister of Hungary were instrumental in creating a more open attitude
and a willingness to consider the Iron Curtain dispensable. The Pan-European Picnic was
Nemeth’s initiative to test the limits of perestroika and to see if Gorbachev was good to

his word that he would not intervene.

When the revolution came to Prague near the end of 1989, it also came with singing--
"We Shall Overcome" was one of the favorites, and we enjoyed many late nights of folk
singing during our visits to the Czech Republic, all of which ended with "We Shall
Overcome," sung simultaneously in Czech and in English. And the revolution came
with the shaking of key rings. 250,000 or 300,000 people would gather each evening on
Wenceslas Square in Prague, singing, chanting, and shaking their keys, as if to insist that
the doors and gates and barriers to their freedom be opened. In The Year that Changed

the World, Michael Meyer writes



This revolution was a family outing. Exuberant crowds invented a new Czech
national anthem. Anyone could play it. You just took your house keys out of
your pocket and jingled them above your head. Tens of thousands were doing it,
and the noise drowned out everything, like the ring of a thousand alarm clocks.

(179)

Meyer goes on

Prague was Eastern Europe’s happiest revolution, a delirium of good feeling. It
was also the fastest, a revolution of passionate compression. Once it got going,
the communists almost ran from power. This gentle revolution, the “Velvet
Revolution” as Vaclav Havel dubbed it, was sheer theater, a geopolitical
spectacular as masterfully choreographed as the playwright’s own absurdist

comedies. (177)

As an English teacher, I took special interest in what happened in Czechoslovakia.
Vaclav Havel, the dissident poet-playwright was at the center of events there, and the
change of governments was finally concluded when Havel was elected by the parliament
to be President on December 29, 1989. After a month of public demonstrations in Prague
and across the country, during which millions of people shook their key rings in a
symphony of sound demanding that the doors be opened, the Velvet Revolution was

achieved. In the Slovak part of the country, they called it the Gentle Revolution.



One of the first things we learned when we arrived in Bratislava, Czechoslovakia, two
and a half years later is that what looks from the outside like a Revolution is regarded
more modestly by insiders, who refer to the events of 1989 not as the Revolution but as
“the changes,” or in Germany as “the turn.” The local terminology suggests that the
radical changes in thinking and behavior required by a political revolution had not fully
taken root in the hearts and minds of the people of Eastern Europe before the Wall fell

and the Curtain was pulled back.

Some symbolic changes, however, were quick to come. The mammoth statues of Lenin
disappeared, and the signs for streets named after the heroes of socialism were crossed
out with dramatic black Xs. Many streets and city squares acquired new names—Iike
Peace Street, Freedom Square. An Irish pub opened. The United Colors of Benetton was
among the first western chains to open a store. Fried chicken and hamburgers made their
inevitable appearance. Russian language was no longer required in the schools, and we
found ourselves on some Saturdays at the university with the preposterous job of trying to
“retrain” Russian teachers to become English teachers. They were not amused. Russian
had been the required second language in schools for 40 years, and the Russian teachers
had been top dog in most schools. Now to have the visiting American teacher--the
former enemy--trying to retrain them to teach English--the bottom-of-the-pack language

until just recently--was to them a professional insult.

University students, on the other hand, were flocking to English. Before 1989, the

English department at Comenius University had a dozen faculty members to teach 50



students. Now more than 500 students were enrolled in the English Department, and
those same 12 faculty members were happy to see a fresh hand walk in the door. They
assigned me the American literature class I had prepared for, and then added the
American History lecture for 200 students ("What am I supposed to cover," I asked.
"Columbus to Viet Nam," the department chair answered. "You have 12 weeks, one hour
a week.") And a dozen sections of English conversation. "Talk about anything you want,
but make sure the students talk. We want them to hear your American accent and learn to

imitate it."

Teaching stories:

Walt Whitman --"factology"

dean of ideology

student who claimed he was a free man and didn't have to do what I assigned.

Even as early as 1992, though, there were signs of nostalgia for the securities of the old

system. As the state subsidies disappeared, tickets to the beloved opera and orchestra

concerts skyrocketed out of the reach of ordinary citizens, and a passel of curious

Austrians were willing to make the short trek across the border for what for them was a

cheap meal, an affordable opera ticket, and astonishingly high quality performances.

When they filled up their cars with cheap Slovak groceries before the trip back home,

10



some Slovaks thought they were thumbing their noses at the economic disparity between
West and East. With the disappearance of the socialist safety net, for the first time since
the end of World War I, some Slovaks were hungry enough to paw through dumpsters
and garbage cans, looking for food. In the old days, the paucity of goods affected all
alike, but no one went completely without basic food. But now the growing gulf between
the emerging entrepreneurial class and those who were not able to navigate the transition
to the new economy, especially the seniors whose pensions were reduced or eliminated,

were really suffering.

This economic suffering was exacerbated by several factors in the early years. The
popular imagination was that the transition from socialism to democracy, from a
command economy to capitalism, would be fairly quick. With the borders open, many
Slovaks were able to travel to Austria, and they saw the glories of Vienna for the first
time--the cars, to commercial goods, the housing, the clothes, the pastry shops. They
liked what they saw, and they imagined it all would soon be theirs. But in the new
capitalist system, the only ones with any capital were, of course, the old communist
bosses, and soon the stories of corruption, of immoral greed, of the discredited
communists escaping with bank accounts and resources of the state were circulating

widely.

The Velvet Divorce also brought a largely unanticipated set of problems. In the former

Czechoslovakia, many industries had been centrally planned to place the more primitive

11



heavy industry in Slovakia, and the finer, more skilled, more technical completion stages
of manufacturing in the Czech side. Early 1993 brought story after story like this--the
Slovak aluminum foundry in the central mountains continued to churn out its rough
goods, but neglected to notice that its Czech customers had negotiated a better price from
a Polish foundry, and soon they had months worth of materials with no one wanting to

buy it.

These economic problems also fueled a sort of intellectual and cultural impatience, and
Havel and his fellow reformers were square in the public's site finder. The language of
reform, of course is a language of purity and absolutes. The Good reformers were
battling the Evil powers that be. The reformers spoke Truth, while the communist leaders
told lies. "We must live in truth," Havel said again and again. And when the crowds
gathered on Wenceslas Square during the days of the Velvet Revolution, one of their
most repeated chants was “We are not like Them! We are not Like Them!” That is, we

are not liars, we are not crooks, we are not repressing the working people of this country.

Timothy Garton Ash, in History of the Present, writes:

In Poland and Czechoslovakia, the civic movements came to power with a

rhetoric derived from the apolitical language of democratic oppositions—a

language of philosophical and moral absolutes, or right against wrong, love

against hate, truth against falsehood. To communism as a monopoly system of

12



organized lying they counterpoised the apolitical program of “living in truth.”

(23)

But of course the business of governing, especially in an emerging democracy, is a
matter of compromise, of partial truths, of half-way measures, of doing the best one can
under miserable circumstances. Now Havel and his fellows--and remember that they
were writers, professors, journalists, many recently released from prison or returning
from internal exile as boiler stokers or forestry workers in the hinterland--seemed
incompetent at best and frauds at worst. Havel addressed a joint session of the US
Congress on February 21, 1990, but as late as four months earlier, in October of 1989, he
had been in prison. It would have been a mind boggling experience for anyone, and
when he didn't turn out to be an economic miracle worker within a few years, more than a

few people lost faith in him.

Adam Michnik, the writer who helped lead Solidarity in Poland, said “Having lost the

communist devil, we find the devil in each other” (Garton Ash, 24)

A different Vaclav, Vaclav Klaus became the more important leader for some years.
Klaus was a Milton Friedman-quoting economist who became Prime Minister, a self-
proclaimed Thatcherite, who pushed hard for free-market reforms, no matter what the
social costs and no matter how abrupt the transitions from a system of state ownership

and widespread subsidies. In the Slovak side of the country, a charismatic leader of a
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much different sort, Vladimir Meciar, came to power. This former boxer enticed
Slovakia for a number of years towards a return to communism, and Slovakia's tolerance
of him delayed their entrance into the European Union for a number of years. It was
Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic who entered first--Slovakia came in later, with
the more difficult-to-reform countries like Bulgaria and Romania. (See Judt, Post War,
660-664 for an account of the roles of Klaus and Meciar in the Velvet Divorce that

separated the two countries.)

But already during our first year in Slovakia in 1992, the German company Volkswagen
bought the decrepit Skoda factory, and Slovakia was making its first hesitant steps on its
way to its current status as one of the major manufacturer of cars in Europe—an
astonishing transformation in 20 years for this formerly underachieving nation.
Ultimately the economic forces of European integration outweighed lingering ideological

battles.

It was an interesting thing to get on an airliner in those years and fly to Eastern Europe.
The planes were full of American consultants going to work with their counterparts all
over the former Soviet bloc. I met lawyers, judges, border control agents, doctors, and
business people galore. Also more than a few missionaries, especially those going to
agitate against the liberal abortion laws of that region. It was hard, sometimes, not to feel
a bit like an imperialist, spreading American ideas and influence across our vanguished

Cold War enemies.
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Our volunteer work with Czech school teachers was made possible by the Open Society
Institute, the foundation funded by George Soros to promote democratic transition across
the former Soviet World. We were part of a program called Reading and Writing for
Critical Thinking, which opened in 9 countries in 1997—from the Czech Republic in the
west to Khazakstan in the East, and from Estonia in the North to Macedonia in the South.
Eventually the program expanded to include 30 countries. Pat and I worked with the
same 35 Czech teachers, making three trips a year for the first three years, meeting them

in workshops, and then visiting their classrooms around the country.

Our work with school teachers and university professors gave us the best window into
life after the revolution. At our first workshop, in 1997, the participating teachers arrived
in lumbering old fashioned buses, and for the four days of the workshop, they wore the
same gray suits day after day. They began with their arms crossed across their chests,
and resistant looks on their faces. They had volunteered to participate in the workshop,
but they still harbored a fair bit of skepticism, wondering if they had much to learn from

this American couple who came to teach them.

In the workshop we taught a first lesson—about sea turtles, of all things, in this land-
locked Central European nation—and slowly conversations began to bubble, colleagues
were talking, teachers were sharing their early drafts of essays. Most important, the
questions started flowing. How will Czech children respond to similar lessons? What if
the classrooms get too noisy? What if students ask me questions I can’t answer? Won’t

this take too much time? And our favorite question: “Obviously, these active learning

15



methods work in practice. But do they work in theory? What’s the educational

philosophy behind this new way of learning?”’

As we analyzed this first and subsequent lessons together with our Czech colleagues, they
began to see the ways that critical thinking and active learning could help them produce
the kinds of graduates of their schools who would be ready to assume their role as
citizens of a newly democratic nation. As we visited their classrooms, listened to their
students, and browsed through their portfolios of lesson plans and curriculum materials,
we realized that a new thing was brewing in the schools. Instead of the kinds of
classrooms we had seen in 1992, where students memorized vast quantities of factual
material, these teachers were encouraging individual thinking, debate, research, and an

open attitude toward authority and knowledge.

One early participant asked us to help her teach her students about two new concepts:
possibility, and responsibility. “We’ve never had possibility before,” she said. “We
could not choose a career, select a book, or watch a film that hadn’t been pre-approved.
We could not travel. Now we can do all those things, but we need to learn to make the
most of our possibilities. We also need to learn responsibility for the choices we make,

because we never had responsibility before, either.”

We saw many changes over these years. A visit to a technical training high school

revealed classrooms full of plumbers- and electricians-in-training who were learning

Western European building codes, so that these students could begin careers that crossed
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borders. Our Czech teacher colleagues reported that their own children were now
enrolling in universities in France and the Netherlands and the UK, taking advantage of
new opportunities to gain the best education they could. European integration was
playing out in the lives of our colleagues in very specific and personal ways.
Occasionally, we’d get a phone call at home in Michigan from a colleague who had
traveled in our direction for a visit—the kind of miracle trip these Eastern Europeans had

never dreamed would be possible in their lives.

When we attended the 10" anniversary of the teacher development program in 2007, the
participants arrived not in smoking old buses, but in contemporary European cars like the
ones teachers in Western Europe drive, and their gray suits had been replaced by colorful,
trendy styles. In ten years, the original group of 35 workshop participants had assisted in
the training of over 11,000 of their fellow teachers, in every corner of the country. They
still didn’t speak much English, but they reported many successes in their classrooms,
they showed us photos of vacations trips all across Europe, and they were proud of what
had become of their country—and of themselves—over nearly 20 years of freedom.
Their standard of living has been rising steadily for two decades. It is still not fully

equally with that of most Western Europeans, but parity is now imaginable.

Of course, many problems persist. Income disparity is growing. Corruption continues to
be a problem. The pace of reform is slower than many—especially the young—would
like. Many are shocked by the ineptitude of democratic politicians, whose bumblings are

now broadcast for all to witness. More than a few are dismayed by the consumerist
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mentality that has swept in after years of frugality and deprivation. For a nation proud of
their skeptical bent (we used to joke that if there were an Olympic Gold Medal in
Skepticism, the Czechs would win it every year), they have plenty of new material to
lament.

By 2007, George Soros had decided that he had accomplished what he could for
Central and Eastern Europe, and he turned his attention and his millions to post-conflict
Africa. I've been fortunate to travel four times to Liberia to conduct similar sorts of
teacher development workshops. The challenges there are far different, and deserve
another evening of story telling. But I think Soros is right: the time for retraining and
citizenship development in the Czech Republic and elsewhere is over. The country is
back on its feet. It is well along on its integration into the European Union. Itis a
member of NATO. It has become, in just 20 years, a stable and moderately prosperous
young democracy. In most ways we can measure, the Velvet Revolution has been a
success. Among the countries of the former Soviet Bloc, The Czech Republic is perhaps
the most stable democracy and the most fully integrated with its Western European

neighbors. (The former East Germany is in a different category, of course.)

Back in early 1990, just a few months out of jail, when Vaclav Havel stood before that

Joint Session of Congress, he concluded his talk with these words:

What I am trying to say is this: We must all learn many things from you, from
how to educate our offspring, how to elect our representatives, all the way to how
to organize our economic life so that it will lead to prosperity and not poverty. But
it doesn't have to be merely assistance from the well-educated, the powerful and
the wealthy to someone who has nothing to offer in return.

18



We too can offer something to you: our experience and the knowledge that has
come from it.

Our second President, John Adams, said that the American Revolution happened in the
hearts and minds of ordinary people long before the shooting broke out at Lexington and
Concord. For our friends and colleagues in Eastern Europe, the changes came first, and
the revolution has been happening slowly ever since. Their model of continuing

democratic progress is an attractive lesson they can now offer to us.
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