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FROM THE STONE AGE TO BRONZE:
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The American Embassy in Budapest stood facing a public square
landscaped around a large memorial. A low, fencelike barrier, where
several police officers stood idly around a guardhouse, edged the
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However, said the young Hungarian diplomat who was taking us
around, the fence and the security detail were not there to protect the embassy. Instead, they were for the
safekeeping of the memorial. Standing on a large foundation, the gray stone pillar was crowned with the five-point
gold star familiar from images of the Red Army. It had been built to commemorate Hungary’s “liberation” by the
Soviets in World War II.
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There was significant public sentiment after the Soviet bloc fell apart and Hungary achieved democracy to
demolish the memorial, but the authorities ultimately decided that the wise thing to do was to let it be, as it would
not be wise to invoke the wrath of the Russians. However, there was no end of people who decided to take the matter
into their own hands. The authorities realized that the memorial would soon be mutilated beyond recognition and
decided to protect it.

So the story went. Indeed, the landscape of Budapest, like all other European metropolises, is dotted with so many
stone and bronze statues, castles, cathedrals, and other artifacts of its historical heritage, which are all left largely
unsecured so people can touch them at will. Yet the memorial was completely surrounded with yet another barrier
so that no one would be able to reach it before the guards could chase them away.
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The people who restored democracy to Hungary did not give up so easily, though. Many years later, in 2011, the
authorities erected a statue in front of the memorial. The bronze figure portrays a slightly larger-than-life President
Ronald Reagan, brimming with self-confidence, taking a step forward towards the stone memorial. Yes, the
American president who challenged Gorbachev to “tear down this Wall.” Needless to say, there is no fence, no

barrier of any kind there, as visitors have their pictures taken there, sometimes with their arms around the statue’s
ample shoulders.
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