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Clashes Disrupt Hungary’s Celebration of Anti-Soviet Revolt 

By CRAIG S. SMITH
WARSAW, Oct. 23 - Violent clashes in Budapest on Monday as the police tried to contain a month-old antigovernment protest movement marred the 50th anniversary of Hungary’s uprising against Soviet domination.

The police used rubber bullets, tear gas and a water cannon to disperse thousands of protesters who had gathered for a rally after a group of them took control of a Soviet-era T-34 tank that was on display for the commemorations and drove it toward the police. About two dozen people were injured, none seriously.

The rally was one of several held over the past month calling for the resignation of the Socialist prime minister, Ferenc Gyurcsany, after the leak of a tape recording in which he told fellow party members that he had lied about the economy to win national elections in April.

Mr. Gyurcsany, whose party governs in a coalition with the Free Democrat Party, won a vote of confidence this month.

The leaders of the rally wanted to take advantage of the anniversary to press for Mr. Gyurcsany’s resignation.

But the clashes bore little resemblance to the 1956 uprising, which ended when Soviet tanks entered the city and opened fire. Thousands of Hungarians were killed in the fighting then, and hundreds more were later executed or imprisoned. 

“Despite the often justified disappointment and discontent, the majority of Hungarians believe that parliamentary democracy is the most suited to express people’s will and to create law and give a program to a free Hungary,” the prime minister said Monday in a speech in Parliament commemorating the 1956 uprising. 

Hungary held its first free elections in 1990 and joined the European Union in 2004. But its democratic and capitalistic transition has come with complications.

The country, which had liberalized its economy ahead of others in Central Europe, quickly became a magnet for foreign investment. But government spending and inflation have crept steadily higher, causing concern among foreign investors, who have called for painful economic reforms.

Mr. Gyurcsany, who promised tax cuts during his party’s campaign, has since raised taxes and cut benefits in order to control the ballooning budget deficit, now about 10 percent of overall economic output.

In the recording that gave rise to the protests against his government, he admitted to having lied about the economy. But he has contended that the comments were made in the context of a call for his party to be more serious about reforms.

Near Heroes’ Square, a few miles away from the clashes, Mr. Gyurcsany briefly attended the unveiling of a monument commemorating 1956 but left as several hundred people mocked him by chanting phrases from his speech back at him and shouted, “Gyurcsany, go away!”
Many people on the streets called him a dictator and complained that political life continued to be dominated by people from the Communist era. Mr. Gyurcsany began his political career as an official of the Young Communist Organization. The Socialist Party is a successor to the Communist Hungarian Socialist Workers Party, which ruled the country until 1989.

“We should learn from the spirit of 56,” said a university student who would give his name only as Marci. “We should finish off what began in 1956, because in 1989 there wasn’t really a complete change.”
Violence associated with the current protests has been limited to vandalism by fringe groups, and Mr. Gyurcsany’s government has not tried to stop the protests or interfered with protesters camped in front of Parliament. Those protesters were moved away from the building early Sunday in order to clear the way for Monday’s ceremonies, but their tents remained and they were expected to resume their vigil on Tuesday.

The clashes on Monday occurred as the police tried to keep the rally of tens of thousands of people, stretching from Astoria Junction to Deak Square, from moving back toward Parliament. The violence began when some demonstrators managed to commandeer the tank on display at Deak Square.

“The whole crowd started cheering” as the protesters started to drive the tank, Reuters quoted its cameraman, Fedja Grulovic, as saying. “The police started firing tear gas, then the tank stopped.” 

Some protesters responded by throwing stones. Mounted police officers with rubber batons and a water cannon were brought in to clear the area.

Katalin Tordas contributed reporting from Budapest.

Copyright 2006 The New York Times Company 

