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Tiananmen Square Reflects Prague Spring

By DEBORAH HUFFORD

iananmen Square is reminiscent of
another revolution some 20 years
ago in the Town Square of Prague.

In China, as in Czechoslovakia, the widen-
ing pendulum of change crashed abruptly
through the confines of tyranny, and the result
was bloody repression. The lone student —
armed only with righteousness — standing
against a column of tanks is a symbolic image
ctched in the history of modern revolution.
That student also stood in front of Communist
tanks in Prague.

Twenty years ago, the world watched in awe
as a country’s people dared to be brave in the
shadow of a Communist giant, and then
watched in horror when 200,000 soldiers and
600 Russian tanks rumbled down the narrow
stone streets of the capitol Prague and crushed
the flowering independence of a people. The
invasion brought the end of the “Prague
Spring,” a political and cultural awakening in
which Czechoslovakia, a Soviet satellite, zeal-
ously sought political independence from
Russian domination.

| visited Prague on the 10th anniversary of
the Prague Spring rebellion when memories
were rekindled and clandestine memorials
held. I was lucky enough to hear some first-
hand accounts of what it was like to be in the
middle of a revolution. For me, the protests in
Tiananmen Square painfully recalled those
memories.

Because my visit coincided with the decade
anniversary of the Czech rebellion, tensions
ran very high in Prague. Police were every-
where and riots were feared. Upon my arrival,
I was told that tourists were only allowed to
stay in state-sanctioned housing, but a taxi
driver named Karl had found for me the pri-
vate dwelling of a middle-aged woman named
Anna. | decided to take my chances. If the
police asked, I was to say Anna was my rela-
tive.

Anna was overjoyed to have an American
stay with her. The Czechs love Americans, she
said, and called America “The Land of Sun-
shine.” She was openly bitter against the Rus-
sians and surprisingly candid with me. Many
evenings we sat at the dinner table and she told
me stories of the Russian invasion and the
Czech resistance. We held our own vigils in
her kitchen. From a hidden drawer in the
table, she pulled relics from the Prague Spring
— clippings from underground newspapers,
cartoons mocking the Russians, a large picture

of Alexander Dubcek, the liberal president
who had come to represent a poign-
ant persona of Czech nationalism.

Anna took me to her favorite places. Prague
is one of the most exotic European cities, a me-
dieval burg resplendent with fairy-tale castles,
baroque architecture and labyrinthian cobble-
stone streets. It is an ancient city, its historic
Old Town district dating to the 12th century.

Anna showed me lovely old buildings with
pearlescent facades and glimmering gilded
cornices. In the same breadth, she pointed out
where columns of tanks had been stationed
and Czech patriots had overturned buses to
block soldiers. The tanks and blood and chaos
must have seemed a surrealistic collage of bru-
telity against the backdrop of Prague’s heauty.

We went to St. Charles Bridge over the
Moldau River which winds its way serenely
through the rolling hills and proud spires of
Prague. The ancient bridge is guarded by
saintly statues. In their corroded stone faces
were the expressions of implacable pathos,
wrought from centuries of patience and suffer-
ing. After all, on that very bridge, these stone
sentinels had witnessed the invading legions of
the Holy Roman Empire, the Hapsburgs, the
Nazis and the Russians.

Karl, the taxi driver, also had stories to tell.
In 1968, he had been in college, and he remem-
bered he was sitting in a window playing his
mandolin, when a friend told him breathlessly
that the tanks were coming. Dubcek had or-
dered his people not to take up arms, knowing
that his small country would simply be obliter-
ated.

Instead, the mobilized anger of the Czech
populace became a seething intransigence,
galvanized in a coordinated campaign of pas-
sive resistance. When Prague was first assault-
ed with giant Tupolev transports and MiG
fighters, Karl recounted, airport officials re-
fused to refuel the planes. The clandestine
voice of Radio Prague broadcast the license-
plate numbers of security agents and their tires
were slashed. Protesters scrawled derogatory
epigrams and swastikas on tanks. Students put
broomsticks down the barrels and hung on the
guns as the turrets swiveled in iron impotence.
When one student stood unarmed against a
tank, he was simply crushed. When a patriot
was gunned down by a tank, the crowd took up
the red-white-and-blue Czech flag drenched in
his blood and screamed in anguish, “Why!”

At every turn, the Czechs tried to stymie the
efforts of their oppressor, just as Hasek’s
“Good Soldier Schweik” and Tomas in Milan
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Kundera’s brilliant book, “The Unbearable
Lightness of Being,” learned the devious
means of surviving under totalitarian repres-
sion. The Czechs have lived for centuries
under such conditions. So it seems, the Czech
national character has become a dichotomy of
profundity and playfulness; of soulfulness and
cynicism.
When the Russians invaded, Anna recount-
_ed, tanks rumbled down her narrow street,
crushing street lights and gouging building
fronts. Her townhouse was located on Klimen-
ska Street, not far from the river, and she could
feel the vibrations of the tanks on the cobble-
stone many blocks away. Once her son Hunza
(a Czech nickname of “John") threw an apple
core out their third-story window, and the sol-
diers stationed outside machine-gunned the
side of the building.

The “carnival of hate,” as Kundera called it,
was eventually over — powered by sheer force.
The national champion of Czech indepen-
dence, President Dubcek, was manacled and
flown to the Kremlin where he was ordered to
admit his “wrongs” against the state or his
country would be crushed. With the spearhead
of the movement broken, the apparatus of re-

pression swiftly locked into place. A massive
purge ensued. Political, cultural and artistic
expression was squelched. Everywhere there
were arrests and imprisonments.

As a result of the 1968 shut-down, Karl was
denied admission to medical school because of
his participation in demonstrations. He, like so
many of the country’s intelligentsia, joined the
ranks of taxi drivers, window washers and san-
itary workers.

On the 10th anniversary of the Prague rebel-
lion, demonstrations were strictly forbidden,
but there were subtle signs of dissidence.
Black cloths were draped over street signs in
remembrance of the resistance. During the in-
vasion, citizens had changed all the street
signs and address numbers to disorient the

Russian soldiers and hinder the KGB in arrest-
ing dissidents. Bouquets were placed where
Czech patriots had been shot down, although
they were promptly snatched up. There were
also the private vigils in homes among friends.
Silently but defiantly Prague remembered.

One of my most poignant memories of
Czechoslovakia was visiting St. Nicolas Cathe-
dral. A powerful tenor sang the American spir-
itual, “Nobody Knows the Trouble I've Seen,”
in Czech, and the strains of his voice and the
massive pipe organ reverberated through the

very foundation and gargantuan marble col-
umns of the cathedral. The song was a blatant
act of dissidence since Western music was for-
bidden, especially American spirituals about
repression.

Ten years later, Czech bravery still survived
in the face of oppression. Befriending an
American was sure to arouse suspicion in
1978, yet Anna and Karl took the chance. |
don't know if they suffered reprisals for their
association with me, but I suspect they did.
After | had stayed a week with Anna, two plain-
clothes policia came to her apartment.

Although they were courteous, their purpose
was clear. They were government police, and
they asked me what my association was with
Anna. Shortly before I left, Karl's taxi was
broken into and ransacked by the police. Al-
though he shrugged it off, I could see the worry
in his face, and I suddenly felt guilty that I
could return to freedom so easily.

I left Czechoslovakia having learned two
profound lessons: I came to realize, first, how
sweet freedom truly is and, second, how lucky
Americans are never to have experienced the
rage and humiliation of occupation by an ene-
my army.

During the past week, I've been thinking a
lot about the Czech people and their kindred
spirits, the patriots in China. Surely Czech
hearts are with the Chinese students who now
share first-hand knowledge of revolution and
have paid the same exacting price for freedom.

Where the Czechs failed, have the Chinese
also failed? Will the pages of history be turned
back in China as they were in Czechoslovakia
20 years ago?’

Gorbachev's new perestroika and its equiva-
lent, guanxi in China, have coursed like wild-
fire through the masses and stretched Commu-
‘nist latitude to its limit. While the dreary
winter of discontent is finally thawing in
Czechoslovakia and other Communist re-
gimes, fiery revolution has ignited China.

The irony is not lost on the Czech people. It
is one of history’s quirks that the seeds of hope
sown in tiny Czechoslovakia 20 years ago
should now sprout anew in the lumbering gi-
ants, Chinaand the U.S.S.R.

Who knows? In 1968, Gorbachev — then a
young man — may have seen his vision of the
future in the Prague Spring that was savagely
shut down by his own government’s tanks. It is
doubly ironic that Gorbachev's perestroika
and his very presence in China last week fu-
eled the flames of Chinese revolution.



