In Hungary, Bush Salutes Anti-Soviet Revolt of '56
Comparison to Iraq War Draws Mixed Response
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BUDAPEST, June 22 -- President Bush bowed his head and seemed to pray silently for a moment after laying a wreath Thursday before the eternal flame in Kossuth Square, an homage to the 1956 uprising against communist rule. Later, atop a hill that afforded spectacular views of this historic European capital, Bush hailed Hungary's resistance as a story that "inspires all who love liberty."

The president sought to draw parallels between Hungary's transition from dictatorship to democracy and the U.S. enterprise in Iraq, where the administration is struggling to help launch a democratically elected government.

"Iraq's young democracy still faces determined enemies," Bush said. "Defeating these enemies will require sacrifice and continued patience -- the kind of patience the good people of Hungary displayed after 1956."

The address here capped Bush's tour this week through the heart of the old Austro-Hungarian empire. Bush flew to Vienna on Tuesday, conferred with European Union leaders Wednesday, and moved on to Budapest, where he consulted Thursday with the Hungarian prime minister and president about the Balkans, Iran, energy and a dispute over visa policy. By Thursday night, the president and first lady Laura Bush were back at the White House, less than 62 hours after they left Washington.

There were rallies against Bush, but the president was not personally confronted with much protest. He was greeted warmly by other leaders, especially here in Hungary, where the opposition to Bush that is common in other European countries is perhaps not as pronounced. Like other former satellites of the Soviet Union, Hungary maintains "an emotional attachment" to the United States, in the words of Istvan Szent-Ivanyi, a Hungarian member of the European Parliament.

Bush's symbolic gestures here appeared likely to be appreciated by many Hungarians, who perhaps with some ambivalence lined the streets for a glimpse of the American president on his first visit to Budapest.

Aniko Kellner, a 34-year-old graduate student at Central European University, noted how the Western powers failed to come to the aid of Hungary when the popular rebellion was crushed by the Soviet Union. At the time, the United States was preoccupied with the Suez crisis and had no interest in pressing for a confrontation with Moscow.

For Bush to praise a revolt that the United States did not support "is a very tricky thing," Kellner observed. "For Hungarians, it could be seen as unintentional cynicism."

Such comments highlighted the land mines Bush had to navigate this week as he promoted what he has described as the central mission of his presidency: the spread of democracy around the world. "Freedom is universal," Bush told students in Vienna on Wednesday. "I don't think freedom is just a right for American citizens."

Without formally expressing regret for how the United States acted toward Hungary in 1956, Bush seemed to touch on it in his remarks to several hundred dignitaries gathered beside a 19th-century fortress 754 feet above the Danube. "We have learned from your example," Bush said of the Hungarians who resisted the Soviet tanks. "We resolve that when people stand up for their freedom, America will stand with them."

Bush added, "The lesson of the Hungarian experience is clear: Liberty can be delayed, but it cannot be denied."

Bush seemed to have put the basic Hungarian sympathy to the test, in large measure because of anger with the U.S. invasion of Iraq and anti-terrorism detention policies that are not seen here to square with American ideals. While Hungary originally backed the United States and contributed about 300 troops in a noncombat role in Iraq, the government pulled them out after intense public pressure in 2004.

"There is a contradiction here," said Tibor Varady, a Budapest lawyer who helped organize protests Thursday while Bush was speaking. "The revolution in 1956 ended with occupation by the Soviets. The problem is today George Bush stands for occupation. He has not represented freedom."

Richard Hirschler, who edits a Hungarian online economics magazine and speaks favorably of Bush, said he believes such sentiments are common in his country. "Most Hungarians are hostile to the United States. I am in a minority," he said. "Thankfulness is not a political category. People conveniently forget that the United States is the reason Hungary is a free country right now."

It didn't help, he noted, that the Budapest trip was a bit of an afterthought for the White House, which had originally planned for a presidential trip to Ukraine but put it off because of the difficulties there in putting together a government after elections three months ago. The actual anniversary of the Hungarian uprising is in October, and more than 50 international leaders are expected to attend a celebration, Hungarian President L?szl? S?lyom told reporters.

If Bush would have come this fall, Hirschler said, "it would have been another thing." As it is, he added, "people are not thrilled" about the Bush visit.

Bush is the third U.S. president to visit Hungary, according to the State Department. Bill Clinton visited twice, and Bush's father, George H.W. Bush, visited in 1989, just months before Hungary and other Eastern European countries broke free of Soviet domination.

Bush has made a special effort to cultivate ties with the former Soviet bloc countries, especially as Russia has taken an authoritarian turn under President Vladimir Putin. The U.S. ambassador in Hungary is George H. Walker, a wealthy St. Louis business executive who is a first cousin to the first President Bush.

At Central European University in downtown Budapest, which has finished classes for the year, some remaining graduate students said the presidential visit was not drawing a huge amount of attention, if only because it was last-minute. The university, created in 1991 by a group of anti-totalitarian intellectuals with financing from George Soros, draws heavily for its student body from central and eastern Europe. Some of the students interviewed Thursday indicated some of the same ambivalence toward the United States as many of the rest of their countrymen.

Slava Shayman, 22, who grew up in Hungary after moving here from Russia as a young boy, described Bush as a "charismatic" leader. "He's learned a lot," Shayman said, "and he's had to confront a lot of things. But I don't like his politics."
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