"Connecting Past and Present"

By Plain Dealer guest columnist Edith Lauer

When Hungary's president, Pal Schmitt, visits Cleveland this weekend, the still sizeable Hungarian-American community here -- estimated at more than 100,000 in the region -- will greet him with great enthusiasm. Twenty years have passed since the fall of communism, when, during his 1991 visit, Jozsef Antall, the first freely elected prime minister of Hungary, received a tumultuous welcome by Hungarians in Northeast Ohio.

Since then, Hungary's government has repeatedly changed hands between conservative and liberal (Socialist) politicians as it has traveled the unexpectedly difficult road of transforming itself into a free-market, democratic nation. Its long-held dream of joining NATO was at last fulfilled in 1998. And in 2004, it rejoined "the West" when it became a member of the European Union, serving as its president for the first six months of 2011. Hungarian-American bilateral relations have been strengthened through NATO and through the sharing of common democratic values.

Cleveland Hungarian-Americans continue to travel to their homeland and to follow events not only in Hungary, but in neighboring countries as well. Many Hungarian-Americans hail not from present-day Hungary, but from the large historic Hungarian minority communities of Slovakia (520,000), Romania (1.5 million), the former Yugoslavia (350,000) and Carpatho-Ukraine (160,000). As the tragic Treaty of Trianon redrew Hungary's borders in 1920, millions of Hungarians became citizens of new countries overnight, without having any say in the matter. 
Cleveland can no longer lay claim to the distinction of being home to the second-largest Hungarian population after the city of Budapest. But an active Hungarian community still exists in the city today. Its institutions include many Hungarian churches (sadly, St. Emeric Catholic Church is closed while its appeal to the Vatican is pending), an extensive Hungarian Scout program, weekly Hungarian language school and numerous well-managed cultural, social and charitable nonprofit organizations that promote Hungarian culture and heritage.

To this day, Cleveland is home to landmarks of historic significance to Hungarians. When Schmitt and his delegation visit the Hungarian Cultural Gardens, he will see the Cleveland community's devotion to Hungarian composers and poets, such as Ferenc Liszt, Imre Madach and Endre Ady. As they lay a wreath downtown at the statue of Cardinal Jozsef Mindszenty, they will honor a man whose persecution by Communists is a painful personal memory for many Cleveland-area Hungarians.

Near Mindszenty's graceful bust, a statue of a freedom fighter holding a flag was installed in 2006 commemorating the 50th anniversary of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution and freedom fight against Soviet domination. It speaks of the sacrifice and love of freedom of many "56-ers," a generation that prides itself on being the first to show the true and terrible face of communism. A large number of freedom fighters subsequently settled in Ohio after escaping the Soviet defeat of the revolution. The fabric of Cleveland's business and civic life has been enriched by those 1956 refugees, who became successful professionals in Northeast Ohio.

Of approximately 15 million Hungarians in the world, with only 10 million living within Hungary, the United States is home to 1.4 million who claim Hungarian ancestry. When the Hungarian president speaks of his government's desire for national unity, he is reaching out to acknowledge that Hungary's large diaspora in the United States, Australia and Western Europe is just as much a part of the Hungarian nation as the members of the historic Hungarian communities in the countries surrounding Hungary.

Many people in the diaspora have longed to formalize their ties to the land of their birth by becoming citizens of Hungary. Thus, a number of Northeast Ohio residents have taken advantage of a new system of simplified naturalization and will have the unforgettable experience of taking their oath as Hungarian citizens in the presence of the Hungarian president during his Cleveland visit.

Nothing speaks more convincingly of the open, inclusive nature of American democracy than the acceptance of dual citizenship. This nation that has served as the beacon of hope for millions of immigrants, among them Hungarians, recognizes that diversity is a source of strength. One can be a loyal citizen of his adopted country and, at the same time, maintain strong ties to the land of his birth. Many members of the Hungarian-American community, including the writer of this article, provide living proof of the positive ties that connect their past and present lives.

Edith Lauer is a Cleveland resident, Chair Emerita of the Hungarian American Coalition and Board Member of the Cleveland Hungarian Heritage Society.

