The poet George Faludy recalls his experiences
tn Hungary's concentration camps,

and how he survived,
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By Gewn'ge Faﬂumﬂy

et OI0E years ago in Hungary I found myself, for the second
time in my life, in a concentration camp. There were some
thirteen hundred inmates: democrats, Catholics, liberals,
socialists and people without any political preferences, most
sentenced to hard labor on trumped-up charges, though a few
were there without having been sentenced or even charged.
We could neither write nor receive letters or parcels; we had no
books, newspapers, radios, or visitors. We cut stones from dawn
to dusk 365 days a year, except for May Day. We did this on a
diet of 1200 calories a day. Our situation was thus better than
in a Nazi concentration camp, but much worse than in the
present-day [1978] Soviet camps recently described by
Bukovsky and others. '

At first we returned to the barracks at night deadly tired,
with no strength even to pull off our army boots and fall asleep
on the rotten straw sacks. Our lives seemed not to differ from
those of the slaves that builc the pyramids, and our futures
seemed equally bleak. But already on the day of my arrest, in
the Black Maria that took me away, I had met young friends
who had been denied a university education because of the war.
Their faces had lit up: “You can lecture us in the camp,” they
said, “and we’ll get our university education that way.” After
about a week in the camp two of them approached me and
insisted that 1 start my lectures immediately after lights-out.
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We were by then even more exhausted than on the day of our arrivq] |
first four men sat beside my pallet, and we were jeered at by the oth,
Eventually twelve prisoners gathered beside my straw sack every nig
for an hour or two. We recited poems, Hungarian poems, and forej;
poems in translation. Among the English ones the “Ode to the Wi
Wind” became the favorite. Then I would speak on literature, histor
philosophy and my lecture would be discussed by all. _
1 was by no means the only prisoner to deliver such lectures. A
mer member of the short-lived democratic government knew Hgy,
and A Midsummer Night's Dream by heart, and recited both to an ent
siastic audience. There were lectures on Roman Law, on the history
the Crusades, narrations of large parts of War and Peace, courses in math
ematics and astronomy avidly listened to, sometimes by men who ha;
never entered a secondary school. There was even a former. st
colonel who whistled entire operas. Those of us who lectured ¢
sacked our memories to keep alive a civilization from which we we
hopelessly—and, it seemed, permanently—cut off. ',
There were prisoners who looked on all this with disgust, mainta
ing that we were insane to spend our sleeping time in lectures when
were all going to die anyway. These men, intent on survival, retreat,
into themselves, becoming lonely, merciless with others, shutting o
thought and even specch. |
' By the second winter of our imprisonment it began to happen when
we were at work that once, twice or even three times in the course 0
day a prisoner would suddenly stop work and stagger off through ¢
deep snow. After twenty or thirty yards of running he would collaps
In each case the man would die a day or two later, usually witho
regaining consciousness. Those who died in this way were always tf
men who had been most determined to survive, those who had CoJ
centrated on nothing but food, sleep and warmth. For my part, owi
perhaps to large doses of pragmatism and positivism in my youth I was
reluctant to admit the obvious: that delighting in a good poem or di
cussing Plato’s Socratic dialogue could somehow arm the spirit to th
point that it could prevent the body’s collapse. _ \
But then I was presented with proof. While I was washing myse
in the snow before the barracks one evening, one of my pupils, a fo
mer government official, a strong young man, came up to tell me th
he would not attend the lecture that night, nor indeed any other nigh
He wanted to survive and was going to sleep rather than talk; he was
going, he said, to live the life of a tree or a vegetable. He waited befor
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has in a state of semi-starvation. Suddenly it occurred to me that I must
dissuade the man. But he was already gone. He slept perhaps twenty
yards from me, but I never summoned the strength to argue with him.
Five days later we saw him stop work, begin to run towards the trees,
and then collapse in the snow. His death has been on my conscience
ever since. But without exception all those who lectured, and all those
who listened, survived.

It does not seem to me far-fetched to apply this lesson in the
infinitely more pleasant society of this country. It justifies, 1 think, the
Platonic view that man as given by nature owes it to himself to obey the
dictates of his higher nature to rise above evil and mindlessness. Those
in the camp who attempted this, survived; although physical survival
had not been their aim. And those who for the sake of physical survival
vegetated, perished in large numbers. It scems to me that the mentality
of these latter is, mutatis mutandis,' analogous to the mentality of the
consumer socicties of the world, of those who seem obsessed with pro-
ducing and consuming an ever-growing mountain of things to ensure
comfort and survival, who have addicted themselves to energy as if to
morphine until they are ready to destroy all nature to increase the
dosage; who have, indeed, increased our life span but have failed to
mention that the brain requires jogging even more than the heart if that
life span is to mean anything.

The other conclusion I have drawn from my camp experience, and
have tried to embody in my own poetry, is that our whole fragile tradi-
tion of art and thought is neither an amusement nor a yoke. For those
who steep themselves in it, it provides both a guide and a goal for sur-
passing all the half-baked ideologies that have blown up at our feet in
. this century like land mines. Sitting comfortably in the present and
looking forward to longevity in an unknown future does nothing to
ensure our survival nor even to make it desirable. In any case we do not
live in the future; we live in the present, and all we have to guide us in
 this present is the accumulated thought and experience of those who
have lived before us.

For all the deficiency of my own learning, then, this is what I have
attempted to voice in my work, and at this point in my life [ feel safe
in echoing the words of Petronius: Pervixi: neque enim fortuna malignior
umguam eripiel nobis quod prior hora dedit—1 have lived, and no evil fate
€an ever take away from us what the past has given. I believe we will
do ourselves a favor if we extend the meaning of the author of the
- Satyricon to include the past of all humanity.
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‘Mutatis muntandis: Latin phrase meaning “with the necessary changes”
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