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PREFACE


The power of personal stories is indescribable. When we are asked about the most influential elements that have shaped our lives, most of us begin to search among the experiences and individuals that have left a mark on our decisions and our understanding of the world and ourselves. We try to recall what others have told us, how they have treated us, what they have taught us. Perhaps we tell other people’s stories that have moved us, and by that we might move others.


What is a better place to begin examining personal inspirations if not one’s own insignificant life and the numerous catalysts that shape it, especially when it feels worthy of appreciation? I sympathize with those readers who question the value of an ordinary chronicle of an uncelebrated author. However, an abundance of stories of prominent individuals exists, and examples from relatively unexceptional lives can be just as inspirational as those from extraordinary ones, if not more. They reflect the plenitude of opportunities for profound stimulations in our common lives.


My intention with this book was certainly not to exemplify the practicability and reasonability of the reflections previously described in my first book Reflections on the World of Human Inspirations: In Search of Authenticity, a work that was born as an originally unintended byproduct of writing the one you are holding in your hand. Nor was it to provide a recipe for a journey to enlightenment, which I must yet discover. This book could be understood, however, as the description of my personal journey that has led to the convictions presented in my earlier work.


The main sources of my inspirations can be grouped into two categories: history and encounters. History is an extremely complicated science, but it is the greatest of teachers. It is the foundation of the path to wisdom. To quote the great Cicero, “Historia est testis temporum, lux veritatis, vita memoriae, magistra vitae, nuntia vetustatis,” or “History is truly the witness of times past, the light of truth, the life of memory, the teacher of life, the messenger of antiquity”.


Events of the world, news related to the causes we deeply care about, much of the information we deliberately seek to increase our understanding and learn about what reaches us without effort, whether it is political, ecological, social, humanitarian, technological, or of any other sort, all of it is part of history. So are facts and tales, chronicles and anecdotes, hardships, successes, and failures. We are part of history. Human history is generated by people (at least beyond what concerns pure nature, if anything of that sort is still left out there), and it impacts people. Global history encompasses personal histories. But it is not only about the well-known ones, it is not only about statesmen, poets, celebrities, or kings. It is especially about all of us, about the everyday lives of everyday people. It is our own little history within the grand history of the world that makes us who we are. We can’t understand ourselves without understanding our past. It is this recognition that can help us draw inspirations that will steer our future toward a history we can be proud of.


Encounters inspire through the wonderful and the dreadful we see, hear, and live through, the joy and suffering we experience or observe directly in the lives of others, the treatment we receive, the moments we wish never to forget, the ones we wish never came, and the ones that spark sudden realizations. Encounters are related to history; today's encounters are tomorrow's history.


The significant elements that seem to repeatedly surface throughout the book like a common thread through my inspirations are war, oppression, poverty, and other hardships that I did not suffer but the impacts of which I observed and always remained conscious and compassionate about. Another is my fascination with people, their stories, skills, capacities, and wisdom. They make me want to share them with others and facilitate interactions between people I know but are unknown to each other. I often feel the urge to make my unconnected acquaintances, distant and near, meet each other and make new, lasting connections. To care for my networks of colleagues, family, and friends, and connect their members, not least across these domains and across borders. True networking is less virtual than it is real, and it is not only to stay connected within a cohort, generate ideas, or forge collaborations but to bring diverse people closer to each other.


Inviting my closest colleagues to travel in my home country in the company of my parents, so the people I admire most could meet one another and take part in unforgettable adventures made unique by the composition of the group, is among my most cherished memories. As time passes and the notion of aging sinks in, my appreciation for friendships and other much valued personal connections is reaching a new level. I reflect on past acquaintances, identify faded and long-disappeared fellowships, track down people not seen for many, many years, reestablish connections, and continue where these were left off. This is one of the activities I find most fulfilling.


Caring for people’s inner world is what brings true joy and improves lives. It even makes work more enjoyable and can facilitate a more successful professional life. Our humanity can advance our profession perhaps more than the other way around. Positive human interactions can do wonders. Smiles can be more powerful than academic publications, lectures, or fame, and when they go hand in hand, the impact is amplified. Smile elicits smile, kindness returns kindness. I remember telling myself in my teens that I wanted to be a person who always smiles at others. Did I just sense at that point the power of smile and the energy naturally joyful people can radiate? I leave it to others to judge whether I have succeeded in becoming one of them, but it may well be that smiles have been guiding my strongest inspirations. Could it be that this trigger of perception of a person’s inner good, in combination with a sensation of trust, respect, and perhaps emotional safety, has had a profound influence on me throughout?


This book is an attempt to put the first forty years of my own history under the magnifying glass, extract the most memorable and influential moments that have led to an ocean of positive inspirations, and let them form part of the history of those whose interest they awaken. Let them inspire. The driving force behind each moment that touches our heart, puts a desire in our mind, kicks off a passion, and urges us to act is unique and personal. You may find some of my inspirations analyzed here absorbing or directly inspiring, others may be uninteresting or even disagreeable. It’s fine, this is my story. But this book will transcend its descriptive character if it makes you think about your own story. Seek therefore the big picture, the guiding patterns. You may recognize some of them in your own life, or you may have different, more fascinating ones. Because our daily inspirations strongly depend on us, on the lives we lead, the environments we live in, the people we know, and the new acquaintances we obtain. I remain hopeful that my story will help you find yours.


Let this book inspire first of all you, my dear Jonatan and Dalia. This book has been written especially for you. May it serve as the starting point as you examine your own past and continue to shape what will become your own history.


September 2024
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A TWENTIETH CENTURY ANCESTRY


“We cannot always build the future for our youth, but we can build our youth for the future.”


–Franklin D. Roosevelt


The lives of my grandparents and my parents up until my first memories of them is to me just as much history as anything learned in history class. But it is a very special history because it offers what no school or book can offer. What it offers is an unparalleled step towards the understanding of my own life and towards the appreciation of its gifts, blessings, opportunities, and challenges, provided by the first-hand stories of the generation whose lives had been marked by a World War and whose hopes had been shattered by the Iron Curtain. It is a generation that more often fantasized about running with a suitcase than had the strength and courage to do so, and which finally saw the glamour of another world but only on TV and only to realize that dreams would remain dreams.


This generation, which learned to extract the best of what fate slipped in its path, turn it into success and happiness, and remain hopeful and contented, taught me to realize how fortunate I am, that nothing comes without a price, and that nothing, not peace nor prosperity, should be taken for granted. There are no guarantees issued for anyone. History is rich in abrupt, unnatural, and detrimental changes caused by few whose decisions can lead to societal shock and unexpected misery all too suddenly for way too many people. And although this general nature of the past millennia has been rather recently broken by rapid progress in the luckiest parts of the world, nobody can predict with certainty if and how long it will last. These realizations of mine were later reinforced by learning the fascinating history of another family, that of my better half. But let’s start from the beginning.


My grandparents were teenagers or in their early twenties when Hitler and the Nazis plunged the world into one of its darkest periods. They lived in two neighboring small villages about thirty kilometers from the second largest city of Czechoslovakia, Bratislava. It was a significant distance at that time. They only made the one-hour horse carriage ride to the nearest town of Šamorín six kilometers away for basic necessities two to three times a month. Schooling was of little importance, working on the family farm was inherent. Later in life, boys often joined their fathers in their vocation. Getting married and becoming caring and diligent mothers and wives was all that was expected of girls. Indeed, both my grandmothers bore the flag on the household front in support of their husbands’ battle for economic survival.


My maternal grandmother Erzsébet (Elisabeth in Hungarian, often shortened to Erzsi) came from a poor family living in the small village of Bacsfa (today Báč in southern Slovakia), just a stone’s throw away from the Danube River. Both her parents worked at the nearby manorial court. Her father was the lord’s carriage rider. It was said that the lord loved riding his horse and he could depart in any direction and ride for hours without leaving his lands. My great-grandfather loved to clean and prepare the carriage for the Sunday rides across the endless estates. He was proud of his service, which he performed with dignity. His wife, my great-grandmother, was a housemaid in the castle. The family was well respected and fairly treated by its employer. It was given a lovely home near the castle, a large piece of land to cultivate to their own benefit, and a pay. My grandmother retold in her nineties with a glitter of happiness in her eyes the stories of her friendship with the lord’s children and the joys of countless hours of play with them. The years at the court were the best ones she remembered.


Erzsi became a housemaid herself and was serving in Budapest when World War II broke out. Her father was a man who would do anything to protect his family from more hardship. He did not hesitate to go and bring her home amidst shooting on the streets of Budapest. Erzsi was not allowed to return until the end of the war. When the war ended, however, the Beneš decrees led to plans of massive deportation of Hungarians from Czechoslovakia. Due to the lacking support of the Allies, the expulsion was later termed “population exchange”. A different term for the same misery. As the sick and weak were said to be spared from deportation for the time being, my great-grandfather decided to take his chances and make himself turn ill. Family recollections refer to drinking something that made him suffer from high fever for weeks. The family remained rooted in Bacsfa until this day.


For no girl in Erzsi’s shoes was education beyond the basic eight-year elementary school of any priority. There was instead plenty of motherly inspiration from my great-grandmother, whom I remember visiting frequently with my grandmother before she passed away when I was about seven. It was that traditional thousands of years old inspiration to become nothing less and nothing more than a good wife and mother by the time a girl was ready to establish her own family.


Erzsi married a very honest, warmhearted man named Vili Domonkos. They both attended the same school class, the only one available in the village. Vili was from a richer family of peasantry. His father owned hectares of fields and forests. Peasants with large land possessions were respectable members of the village society. They were saluted as manors or gentlemen, as family letters recently found in the attic of my grandmother’s house confirm. Family history also indicates that earlier generations of the Domonkos family belonged among the nobility.


Vili’s father was remembered as an arrogant man always wearing a uniform similar to that of the hussars (medieval Hungarian cavalry). It is said that one day he slapped a man from anger so hard that he became deaf in one ear. He feared nobody when his family needed protection. As the Russian liberators crossed the country towards the end of World War II, they were infamous for their desire for local girls. The soldiers were going from house to house meticulously looking high and low. My great-grandfather hid his daughter Etus in the haystack in the barn. The soldiers approached the house. After not finding anyone inside, one Russian approached the barn. He opened the door, entered, looked around but saw nobody. He started walking toward the haystack, as if he sensed something unusual about it. My great-grandfather then grabbed the pitchfork standing in the hay and told the Russian, “If you make one more step, I’ll kill you”. The soldier turned around and left the barn.


After southern Slovakia was annexed to Hungary following the First Vienna Award in 1938, Vili was not spared from being drafted into the Hungarian army, which fought on the side of Nazi Germany. He was sent to the Russian front, where he was taken prisoner of war. It is not known where this occurred, but it is fair to assume it was somewhere on the Leningrad–Moscow– Stalingrad line (St. Petersburg–Moscow–Volgograd today), which was as far as the German war campaign reached on the Eastern Front.


Vili was released after the war and began the arduous walk home from wherever in the Soviet Union he may have been at the time of his release. Only a few survived the journey and reached their home in re-established Czechoslovakia. The long and grueling walk took months. Food was so scarce on the way that Vili often tried to dig up roots from the ground and feed himself with anything that resembled food. Weighing forty kilograms, he collapsed when he finally reached the gate of his father’s house—the house where he and Erzsi lived for the rest of their lives. Erzsi passed away in this house in 2020.


Few years later, this part of my family too was standing on the platform waiting for the train that would deport them to Hungary. Nobody in the family knows what the reason was that at the last moment they were told not to board the train and return home. Vili and Erzsi got one more chance to fall in love with each other. But their love would be put to the test again and again. Vili’s parents opposed the marriage on grounds of social and economic differences between the two families, but he never gave up on her. The following years brought further challenges caused by the unkindness of Vili’s parents towards Erzsi. She soldiered on through decades, until she finally earned more respect from her mother-in-law than what her mother-in-law had for her own daughters.


My grandfather learned peasantry from his father. High education wasn’t a priority even among those whose land ownership secured a certain social status. His peasant career was hindered by the war. Soon after the war the communists came to power and the family properties were lost to collectivization. Everything was confiscated apart from modest homes. Lands, forests, cattle, horses, agricultural equipment, all had to be turned in for the benefit of the state. The wealthy Kuchta family was moved out of the castle, most likely into one unit in a concrete block of state-built flats provided as compensation. Vili was given employment in the newly established, state-owned United Agricultural Cooperative. There he was very successful. He adapted to the circumstances, he set goals, loved his work and did it the best he could. He was skilled and talented, but, most of all, he was determined to succeed. Year after year he was decorated as the most productive employee of the union. He received thirteenth and fourteenth salary bonuses. Nobody could achieve bigger yields on the pig farm. Nobody could make a sow farrow more piglets than the ones in his care. He fostered his state-owned pigs with love.


Vili and Erzsi created a home of harmony, love, wisdom, strong moral values, and faith. They raised their two daughters in a happy family environment despite the challenges that politics, society, and its often outdated but changing traditions put in their way. Economic progress also followed. They were now able to enjoy modest vacations, and they were the first ones in the village to own a car and a black-and-white TV. Villagers used to gather in their house to watch the first broadcasts in the 1960s. And while Vili was the breadwinner, had authority and enjoyed respect in the house, Erzsi oversaw the economy. She was wise with money, she always asked her husband for approval of her spending, but she never got no for an answer.


Auntie Katica was a distant relative of Vili living in Bratislava. She remained unmarried and lived with her father in an elegant, old-fashioned house with a stylish antique interior. They were a typical example of what was left of the pre-war aristocracy, so-called Prešporáci, citizens of Prešporok. Prešporok was the name of Bratislava before 1919, which originated from its German name Pressburg from the times when most citizens of the “Beauty on the Danube” in the Austro-Hungarian Empire spoke both Hungarian and German.


Katica was always elegantly dressed, wore a brooch in her hair, had her favorite café in town and a brother in Vienna, behind the Iron Curtain. After her father died, she felt the house was too big for her. Vili encouraged her to sell it and move to the countryside. He built a one-room extension to the house for her, and Katica moved in with a few pieces of furniture and a sewing machine. She was a tailor, and she had a well-established clientele.


My mother used to sit by her sewing machine and watch her work. This was the time when her passion for fashion began to develop. The desire to create something as beautiful as a dress of the latest fashion, or perhaps even dictate what people call fashion, grew in her. She decided to study tailoring, a school that would not finish with a graduation certificate. Vili, a devoted reader of books about geography, history, and animals, demanded that both his daughters graduate from secondary school. But my mother had one dream in her mind only, and there was nothing that could deter her. She became an exceptionally good tailor. With passion for vocation inherited from her father, she was the best in class, and everyone quickly realized her talents. She followed the latest fashion at home and abroad and created whatever garment she wished to wear regardless of whether there was understanding for it or not in the countryside. Envious ladies in the village used to call her “the clown”.


My mother felt that her profession was different from those of most other women around her, many of whom out there, away from the big cities, were trained sales assistants or waitresses. (These professions weren’t reserved for students, but, unlike today, they were respected and required professional training). She sensed the element of creativity and art in her work. She decided to study fashion design at a boarding school in the remote town of Trenčín, the capital of the Czechoslovak textile industry and fashion. In the meantime, however, she fell in love and followed her heart and dream to establish a family instead of a career. After giving birth to my brother and me, she continued to feel the inspiration to address another dream of hers—teaching her profession. She desperately needed a high school graduation certificate to be able to study at a higher education institute. She pursued a distance learning program and left the family every Saturday for five years to study economy at high school level, which would guarantee her the much-needed graduation diploma and her father’s ultimate satisfaction and pride. She would leave us subsequently every Saturday for another two years to obtain a pedagogical degree qualifying her to teach tailoring.


Mom’s talent was best demonstrated by the way I dressed throughout my childhood. I was always the most modernly clothed kid in class. Sometimes scandalously modern. My mother used to sew clothes for the family based on the German fashion magazine Burda, which was a couple of years ahead of the Eastern Bloc fashion. It wasn’t always fun though. I remember the elegant wide beige pants with green stripes, which earned me a mockery for going to school in what my classmates saw as “pajamas”. But my brother and I had every stylish rag one could ever wish for, and it only cost my parents the price of the material.


My paternal grandmother Julianna (known to people as Juli) and her sister were orphans. Their mother died early, and their father remarried. The stepmother refused to accept the girls in her new household and demanded her husband to abandon them. As hideous as such a relation between a father and his daughters may sound nearly a century later, he agreed. The girls were adopted by their mother’s family. Juli’s sister was in Budapest during World War II. Lacking the kind of love and care of a father that my other grandmother enjoyed, there was no savior coming for Juli’s sister. Her dream to become a nun never materialized. Juli lived the rest of her life with the knowledge that her sister was first raped then either killed or she committed suicide in Budapest.


Juli obtained her elementary school education before the war. She married my grandfather Jani in early 1946, soon after the war had ended and after having known him for a mere three months. They settled in the first house of the village twenty minutes’ walk away from my mother’s family. Juli began to carry out what was expected of a woman in the country at that time. To take care of the household and the small farm and raise their two sons and a daughter. The marriage wasn’t a happy one. I never saw my grandparents sharing a bedroom or speaking particularly nicely to each other. Juli was submissive, Jani was rough. They were the antipodes of my maternal grandparents; their relation was stormy, their home untidy.


Jani, born in 1918, learned carpentry after completing elementary education. He was inclined to personal growth. He was a very skilled carpenter with a profound love for math, which he was proud of. He often flashed with unaided multiplication of two double-digit numbers. His friends liked to double-check him, but he failed rarely. His qualities were soon recognized, and he was promoted to group leader.


Jani had also fought in the Hungarian army and was captured by the Soviets. He was another of the very few fortunate ones who survived the thousands of kilometers long walk home across devastated land. After the war, he set up his own business. He was a carpentry master, and he trained apprentices. The communists, who had recently come to power, classified him for his initiative as a slave owner, capitalist, bourgeois, or something unwanted of that sort. It didn’t take much those days, after the Vienna Award became void in 1947, to be jailed or killed if one was a Hungarian in the newly recreated Czechoslovakia. Jani was jailed in 1950 on a fabricated charge of exploiting his apprentices. At the time my father was born, Jani was in prison, and Juli had to handle my five-year old uncle and the birth of my father on her own. Jani was soon after bailed out. It took him several years to repay his benefactor, a distant relative.


From the late 1950s and early 1960s group leader positions held by Jani demanded appropriate secondary education. Vocational secondary schools with graduation and a diploma equivalent to a high school degree started to be common in the late 1950s. Jani realized that he could benefit from such a degree. After five years of distance learning, he graduated from a secondary school for civil engineering around the age of forty. He became the leader of the construction group for one of the agricultural cooperatives. Feeling the joy of all aspects of construction, he continued to design buildings and supervise their completion. He revised stress analysis exercises from school over the years to come, to make sure he wouldn’t forget what he had learned in the field of statics.


Although Jani began working in the building construction business, and vaulted wooden roofs became increasingly uncommon with the new government program to conserve forests, he never gave up his original profession, carpentry. He has been recognized throughout his life as one of the best carpenters in the region. And one of the best singers of Hungarian folk songs, which men sang every evening in the local tavern after a few beers and stampedli (shots of spirits). It didn’t happen often that he came home sober from the pub during those final years that I remember with him. He continued to work until a few weeks before his death from liver cancer at the age of seventy-five.


For decades after Jani’s death, I occasionally met someone who proudly said that he had known my grandfather. The master barber in one of my hometown’s barber shops used to recognize me immediately when I entered. He asked me if I was the son of Tibor or Zoltán since Jani’s two sons resemble each other nearly indistinguishably. “Your grandfather was a great man,” he used to say. “I am proud to have known him many years ago, that old master who knew what it takes to be a master in craftsmanship,” he added. Jani was one of the very few who always saluted him with the distinguishing title master. The barber never let me go without adding that the region has not seen a man who could sing more folk songs than Jani, nor who could sing with the sentimentality only he could perform.


In their teens, my father and his brother routinely helped with various private carpentry and construction projects that Jani was hired to complete over the weekends. From sheds and barns to house roofs and church tower reparations, skilled hands were always in demand, and extra income was never to be refused. As the boys grew older, they weren’t short of money. Jani shared the profit of the day equally.


By the time my parent’s generation entered teenage years, it became inherent to continue to study after elementary school. My uncle Zoltán continued in his father’s footsteps and studied civil engineering at a technical secondary school. My father Tibor often visited his five years older brother in the dormitory in Bratislava and listened in awe as Zoltán praised his school, its new premises, and all the excitement he experienced as a diligent student in the big city. Zoltán was a good student, and he later aspired to enroll at the technical university, although he would decide not to complete the program three years into his undergraduate studies.


Tibor naturally followed his brother and father in their endeavor to study civil engineering. After graduating from the civil engineering program of a technical secondary school in Bratislava, he was also enrolled in a university program, but at that time their sister Éva was about to start secondary school. The first intention was to make her become a civil engineer as well, but my grandmother rejected the idea. Éva attended a secondary boarding school of economics. Jani couldn’t support both Tibor’s college studies and his sister’s boarding school. Éva graduated and worked as an administrator over the decades to come. My father never regretted not having a college degree.


My parents’ and their siblings’ education were in line with the average trends at the time. It was higher than that of their parents, but a university degree was still rare and highly regarded. Their education resulted from societal and family inspiration to climb to higher rungs of the then existing social ladder. It is noteworthy that nearly all grandchildren (nine out of ten) of my paternal and maternal grandparents have obtained a university degree. There are among us engineers, teachers, a linguist, a lawyer, an environmentalist, and a doctor. None of us feels special in any way for having a college or university degree in an age when not having one almost seems more awkward.


The Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia on the night of 20–21 August 1968 was not a very dramatic event for my father. The tanks appeared one day standing on the squares of Bratislava, and they would remain there over the weeks following the invasion. Tibor and his friends found it amusing to talk to the uninterested soldiers. On the other hand, my mother was just twelve when a rumbling noise woke her and her sister in the middle of the night. Their house stood next to a major road leading to the Hungarian border. The parents were on vacation in Hungary, and Vili’s sister Vinci (Vincencia) came from Budapest to look after the girls. When Vinci woke up, she immediately recognized the noise that was so clear in her memories from a quarter century earlier. “These are tanks,” she said to the girls.


They were afraid to go out on the street, so they sneaked instead along the fence to the end of the backyard, from where the view of the road winding through the village was clear. “The Russians have invaded your country,” Vinci added. Next morning the villagers went cheerfully out to the road and waved to the passing soldiers, not understanding the consequences of this historic day. What mattered to my family most was that Vili and Erzsi were unable to return from Hungary, and Vinci could not go back to Budapest for another two weeks.


Tibor was spending the summer of 1969 undertaking an internship in West Germany organized by the technical secondary school he was attending. The experience was an eye-opener. Observing technical progress, discipline, strict rules, and a culture of thrift taught him things he wouldn’t see in Czechoslovakia for decades to come. He learned to respect his work and do it with utmost devotion and perfection. I’ve heard my father referring to that summer endless times. The items, values, lifestyle, attitudes that arrived in the East during the years after 1989 would strike him like déjà vu. When his colleagues later in his professional life protested the implementation of new company rules, when a new technology had to be adopted, or when he noticed a “Western solution” on a construction site while walking on the street, he noted, “I have seen this when I studied in West Germany in ‘69. It took a while for it to arrive.”


One day after his return from West Germany, my father met a couple of friends in the local pub. Naturally, he described the experience and his impressions with enthusiasm. He talked about the technical advancements, about the lessons to be learned from the sense of responsibility and attitude he had never seen before, but also from the scrimping and saving he did not expect in his wildest dreams to see in the West, which he observed as being far beyond what he was used to back home. A few days later the secret police knocked on the door. He was taken to a long interrogation about his stay in the West and its effect on him. Eavesdropping ears were everywhere, and intimidation was a common method to deter from opposing the communist ideology. The 1969 experience was supposed to reoccur in 1970, but it was prevented by the consequences of Alexander Dubček’s Prague Spring and the subsequent invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries.


My father obtained many of his personal qualities during the mandatory two-year military service that followed his graduation. I never heard him speak of the service in negative terms. He always considered this period of Cold War era service during his late teens critical for his personal development. It was here that he tasted the power of compliance, diligence, and learning. He continues to be proud and thankful for the inspirational years that “turned boys into men and taught men discipline.”


He climbed the ladder in the military quickly especially because of his sense of obedience and discipline. His superiors realized his organizational and communication skills and sent him to a military school. He became an officer within a few months and with that his military years turned into years of freedom, independence, and fun. He was gaining new skills with his responsibilities, which he learned to handle with ease. He learned to deal with those of both higher and lower ranks as he tried to please both and deliver what was required of him. He became one of the most trusted comrades for many of his superiors, who did not hesitate to share with him the most intimate challenges of professional military life. These insider views proved to be crucially important for resisting the convincing pressure towards a professional military career. The skills gained in the military happened to be essential especially later, when the political and societal situation took a hundred-eighty-degree turn in 1989. In the early 1990s, when state companies, including the one where my father worked as a construction project manager, were dismantled as a result of privatization shortly after the fall of communism, he established a private construction company, which would secure an economically comfortable life for our family.


»«


I enrolled in kindergarten at the age of five, one year before school. In that first and last year of kindergarten, we learned about the greatness of Lenin, evilness of the imperialist capitalist Western powers, and the honorability of our saviors, the Soviets. It was never too early to be engulfed in the communist brainwashing. We drew the Soviet flag next to the flag of the Czechoslovak Socialistic Republic, and we used to sketch Aurora, the battleship that signaled the beginning of the Great October Socialist Revolution of 1917, which actually took place in November, at least according to the Gregorian calendar.


In primary school, we held a two-day civil defense practice twice a year. We learned about air-raid precautions, gas masks, and first aid. Every child was infused with the dream to advance on the communist ladder, starting with becoming iskra at the age of six (meaning spark, an early childhood scout organization), then pioneer (communist boy scouts wearing red scarfs), then member of Sväzarm (union for cooperation with the army; a more advanced movement but still reminiscent of the boy scouts), and finally member of the Communist Party, the ultimate, well-deserved honor after all the precursors. We were provided with plenty of powerful inspiration necessary to have a bright future under the system that was never meant to fail.


This western part of the then Eastern Europe, in which I was growing up, was not exactly the bottom of the world during my life’s first decade, which coincided with communism’s last decade, before the region began its transition to become the eastern part of the Western world. Putting ideology aside, the rate of progress and the slowly but steadily increasing standard of living provided a comfortable life with an enjoyable, even if at times dishonest, culture to the majority. The years of westernization that followed were for most people many times more arduous and devastating. Many even today are nostalgic about the days of communism, as the abrupt changes are still in the memory of all but the youngest. But the transition has been far better than what many other nations, such as the former Yugoslavia, Romania, or those in the Caucasus or Central Asia, had to endure.


My parents created a safe and healthy environment to grow up in. My father secured the income and the necessary material needs we may have had. He demonstrated every day that honest hard work pays off in every society, even where it may seemingly be discouraged. He worked in a large state construction corporation during the day, and in the evenings and weekends he tended everything else that required attention or could raise our living standard. He fixed the house, cultivated peach, paprika, and watermelons for sale on lands of substantial size belonging to my grandparents, he produced hundreds of liters of wine, helped friends and family with their construction projects and manufactured everything that was needed but was difficult or too expensive to obtain. He studied to the very last detail, designed, and then built on his own or with the help of friends his trailers, furniture, kennel, paprika grinding machine, grill, smokehouse, sausage stuffer, grape destemmer, wine press, and nearly everything else around the household that was needed or required replacement.


He could not rest until what came to his mind was completed. He obtained the necessary knowledge from books and from the best experts he could find in the country, or sometimes beyond its borders, and then he performed the task for the first time. And then again and again, improving with every iteration. Until today he knows only one type of attitude to every challenge: perfectionism through knowledge and rigor. He demanded the same attitude from his children. When I wished for a dog, I first received books. One about the various breeds, another about dog training and care. Only after conquering the theory and understanding the responsibilities was I allowed to obtain a dog, which came with the obligation to put the knowledge into practice.


My father must be one of the most inspired people I ever knew. He becomes excited from everything he hears and sees. New ideas, goals, and solutions are constantly flooding his mind. He sets several new goals for himself every day, some being simple ones, others complicated long-lasting projects, but he burns for all of them equally. My brother Adrian and I used to be involved in many of his personal projects. Once our homework was ready after school, we were asked to help with everything we could help with and learn what we could not. We assisted in painting, farming, wine making, changing windows, mixing and casting concrete, building a terrace, a formwork, a roof, a summer house, and more.


My mother was the family’s equal-load-bearing second backbone. She single-handedly managed, as a full-time engagement, the entire household and most of the everyday child-raising. She woke us up in the morning, prepared breakfast and the snack box for school, she awaited our arrival with the most incredible warm lunches every day, helped with the homework, played with us, talked to us, listened to our joys and worries, read us good night stories, and put us to bed. She drew posters of our favorite cartoon characters, spent days and nights designing and sewing the most wonderful pieces of garments and costumes for carnivals (as in my father’s case, things were preferred to be made, not purchased), cared for us when we were sick. On Sundays, she drove us to church and to visit our grandparents. During the summer months, she took part in every moment of the family’s intense land cultivation efforts.


Throughout my early years in elementary school, she meticulously checked every day if we learned everything we were supposed to know the next day in school. She skimmed through the last topic in my book, tested me orally, and called out every detail that I missed in my summary talk. If I had missed a considerable number of important facts, she asked me to read the chapter a few more times and try to summarize again a little later. Skipping school was hardly an option. Mom always objected when dad insisted that we join him on one of his enjoyable business trips. Coming home from school with a B for a test or a quiz was frowned upon. With her double- and triple-check technique the day before, getting a B was simply not fancy. Maybe she felt it reflected her imperfection as much as mine.


Both my parents were inspired by the benefits of the family arrangement (gender roles, as it is termed today) they grew up in, rather than by what became the norm in the meantime—the two working parents. My grandfathers were the breadwinners, they secured an income, which they then usually passed on to their wives. They had the authority and could have had the final word if they wanted to, but in the end things happened as their wives quietly wished for. My grandmothers took care of the children, their moral development, the household, yard with the livestock, the fruit and vegetable production, all the non-monetary income of equal importance. Their husbands brought the badly needed cash, but they ensured it lasted until the end of the month. Whenever they needed to buy something out of the ordinary, like new shoes for the children or a jacket for their husbands, they discussed it with their husbands, who first questioned the necessity but never really objected.


I grew up in a period of political indetermination when communist socialism was replaced by capitalism, via something anarchistic between the two. All these forms of society embraced the equality and liberation of women. Communism did so maybe even more vigorously than capitalism, at least in theory. Marxist feminism even accused capitalist economy with the oppression of women. In reality, gender equality in communism was something of an illusion. With whatever came after communism came undoubtedly more feminism, often in its radical form. Rather unsurprisingly, therefore, I don’t remember feeling any inequality between men and women while growing up. Neither did I feel inequality between my parents and their roles even though my mother never had a real job. How could I feel any? It was their joint decision, and I only benefited from it as a child.


My father worked tirelessly to secure an income that covered the family’s needs and wishes while my mother worked around the clock with everything else. The two completed one another. Their importance and respect towards each other’s contribution was identical. The productive labor (financially compensated) and the reproductive labor (seemingly uncompensated) had equal weights, and they elicited equal hardships and pride. My father was proud of the house he had built and his extra diligence that secured a comfortable life for the family, while my mother was proud of a perfectly kept household, children performing well in school under her guidance, the neat record-yielding garden, clothing handmade according to the latest fashion, always fresh food, and a larder of plenty. Significant income generation without a pay slip. A healthy diet never required attention, as its opposite wasn’t known at home. It wasn’t much that we needed to get from the grocery store, and the words organic, ecological, or processed food entered my vocabulary only in adulthood.


Although my father was the primary authority in the family, both parents appreciated each other’s indispensable roles with a sense of respect. Despite their differences, occasional quarrels, and my father’s wish to see my mother spend more time on self-education, I heard mom often speak highly of dad and dad describe mom innumerable times as the most wonderful wife anyone can wish for, one with qualities I may want to look for when searching one day for a spouse of my own. It wasn’t rare that other men, colleagues or friends, asked dad where and how he managed to find such an admirable partner.


Accepting distinct gender roles did not give our family less financial freedom, and it took away a lot of the stress often caused when busy work schedules must be combined with children’s school activities, daycare opening and closing times, sick leaves, caring for elderly parents, appointments with authorities, and all other private issues that must be taken care of. Planning days off and vacations was easier, unnecessary temptations were minimized. And there was time and consideration for the many aspects important for the maintenance of a harmonious family environment and a healthy relationship between children and parents, for openness, communication, play, spirituality, exercises of attentiveness, diligence, and responsibility. My parents set their priorities, and they never doubted them.


Most if not all my schoolmates’ mothers were working and sharing the household duties with their husbands, just like most parents do today. When we had to fill in elementary school a form with our parents’ occupation, I didn’t feel proud to write next to my mother’s name the word housewife. But I was proud of not having to eat in the school canteen most kids complained about or stay in after-school, and I loved being instead welcomed home by mom, who was waiting with freshly cooked meal right after classes. My case was enviable among the kids. And so was my mother’s case among many of the mothers.


These were remnants of the past social structure, which people remembered from their childhood and which some were still able to identify with. But it was no longer the trend, it wasn’t always affordable, and with increasing material wealth and expectations they often lacked the inspiration and drive to live by it and recognize its luxury. Both my parents believed that this division of duties would be the best for the togetherness and happiness of the family and for the prosperity of their children. It has paid off, and although it is far not the only factor that affects the integrity of a marriage (if it does at all), I value it even more when I realize that many of the families that used to be around us in my childhood are no longer functional, complete families.


Even at an advanced age, mom and dad continue to be as hard-working from early morning till late evening as one can only imagine, entirely for their own pleasure and for the benefit of the family. Dad builds, fixes what needs to be fixed (sometimes even what doesn’t), and secures a more-than-enough income that he generously spends on his children and grandchildren, who are not in need of it. Mom prepares magical holidays and frequent family feasts, maintains the tidiest, wonderfully decorated residence and its ornamental garden, and cultivates a five-hundred-square-meters land, where she grows almost every kind of vegetable that can grow in the south Slovakian climate (and that is a lot) in an amount sufficient for the family during most of the year. More than a hundred jars of her pickled fruits and vegies stand in the larder at any time.


My grandparents worked sedulously not only until the day of retirement but until the day they could no longer move or take care of themselves. In their footsteps, my parents love to work all the time, try to get better at what they do, fulfil their duties, make new ones, and enjoy the products of their diligence. Tangible and intangible products. Wealth was never a topic or a lifestyle in our home. “Work ennobles man,” used to be the motto.


Conversations involving money were mostly conducted in the spirit of saving regardless of sufficiency. Minimize expenses, avoid unnecessary spending. Mom sewed most of our clothes, which were more fashionable than anything available on the COMECON market. We were taught to switch off the lights when leaving a room in the house or pay a small fine into a common money saver. And when we wanted a new bike or came up with a wish of similar extent, we were given the chance to earn its price first.


There was always plenty of opportunity to help against a little payment. After dad came home from work, we used to go to our peach orchard, vineyard, paprika field, or watermelon rows, which provided the legally untaxable, generous second income and pocket money for my brother and me every time we walked to the roadside with a couple of boxes and a balance to sell the produce to the passersby. Later we were paid by square meter of paint job, by hour of construction work, by the number of completed festoons when stringing up paprika to air-dry, or by the number of bricks when cleaning them from mortar for reuse after a demolition. It was not child labor but learning the real value of money, the respect for the effort it takes to earn it, and towards everything it provides. On the other hand, one way or another, we always got everything we wished for. Either by saving up for it or by patiently waiting for a birthday or Christmas. Sometimes as a surprise on a completely ordinary day. We were never denied an optional school trip or an extracurricular activity of our choice, from occasional dance lessons in school to joining a fencing club over many years.


Our lives began to change when I entered the teenage years. Puberty wasn’t the main reason though. Adrian and I got a little sister, and at about the same time our country embarked on a long journey from throwing away its Eastern legacy to becoming part of the new West, a journey from communism to capitalism. Soon after, Czechoslovakia split into two countries, and we were on the side believed to be more disadvantaged, poorer, and much less favored by the world around. State corporations slowly disappeared, and my father decided to establish his own construction company. There was a lot more insecurity, more stress, and longer working hours.


Dad usually worked around sixteen hours a day, six to seven days a week. He continued to enjoy his job but at a different level. Instead of leading large public building construction projects, he was now responsible for every aspect of his business that focused mainly on family house construction and renovation. Securing new projects, convincing the customers that what they desired was flawed and could be improved, preparing price offers, negotiating blueprints, obtaining materials and subcontractors, writing invoices, calculating employee salaries, hiring, and firing, arranging team building events, solving his employees’ private problems and a myriad of technical details on site every day, everything was part of the job description.


His technical, intellectual, and leadership qualities, but especially his adaptability, were remarkable. He continued to learn by the minute. There is no other way when you live in a newly formed state that decides to change course by a hundred-eighty degrees and develop a new political and economic system while lacking the experience of doing so. Coping with constant changes in legislation and the economy and the sudden oversupply of the market with new and often dubious technologies and products was a challenge. Dad visited just about every civil engineering fair in Central Europe over the coming years, and every time he came home with hundreds of pamphlets and brochures about various products and unique solutions. He loved especially the ideas collected in Austria and Germany, which were not yet known in Slovakia.


No matter how tiring it was, dad loved the new challenge. The results of his everyday efforts were perceptible, and the satisfaction of the investors and future house owners kept him going. Honesty and fairness towards those who trusted him and towards his employees was extremely important to him. When generosity towards employees was generally being replaced with exploitation, he treated his employees with Christmas bonuses and free wine tours to Hungary. Already back when he was project manager in the state construction company, he raised the wages of his on-site team leaders above what company policy permitted, even if he had to regularly defend the necessity of the extra expenses in front of his bosses. He believed that the additional effort and responsibility deserved supplemental financial compensation, and he understood how much all of this meant for quality.


What mattered most to him was the unparalleled quality, which he demanded from everyone, especially himself. Service providers usually claim that they are satisfied when their customers are happy. My father was pleased only when he knew there wasn’t the slightest possibility the customer could ever question anything he delivered, whether visible or hidden in the construction. This was true about the price as well. He believed that hard work, honesty, generosity, and humbleness in business can provide utmost quality at the most competitive price.


He refused to build what he saw regrettable, and his reputation entitled him to do so. When he saw the blueprints of a new project, he often advised the investors first to re-design the building from scratch, to make it habitable by his standards. Future building owners were eventually grateful for a much better product than they initially envisioned. When dad was happy with the job, there was nothing the customer could possibly complain about.


He was perhaps fortunate to live in an era and society in which young people had the opportunities to work their way up on the professional ladder by learning on the job, and certificates and diplomas didn’t have the weight they have today. The experience and expertise he gained over the years became highly respected and envied by many engineers around him, despite his lack of a university degree. He did not receive a major claim for repair in the nearly twenty-five years he ran the company. Over the last decade, despite significant economic downturns brought about by the 2008 financial crisis, he had to turn down orders instead of chasing new ones.


Diligence, honesty, and quality prevail in an ideal world. But it was not so certain in the world we were living in. In the 1990s honesty began to be a unique feature in business, unqualified yet strong competition emerged, and longevity was in jeopardy without the use of corrupt methods. Many private company owners were visited by what people called the mafia. Dubious personal protection companies promised to ensure that nothing would happen to those entrepreneurs and their families if they paid a monthly fee or handed over a substantial share of the turnover, but they could not guarantee their safety otherwise. They could guarantee big problems though. Many small companies went out of business due to this practice. There was nothing one could do about it, with authorities, including the police, being corrupt or scared to act.


My father never liked to display success or act as a company owner and director. He did not use advertisements, the company cars had no company logo on them, he kept his office at home, and he did not put up the company name on the hardly noticeable commercial building, which he built in a small countryside village. He drove an old car, usually just as worn and dirty as the ones his employees drove to the construction sites. When he treated our family to a new car, he continued to use the old one for work, just to make his employees feel that he was one of them. He considered showing modesty and equality an important part of company morale.


Many changes were forced upon the family by the life the new post-communist age brought along. Farming, wine making, peach harvest, or pig slaughter were discontinued forever. The Club, an active union of friends from the days of their bachelorhood, which my father belonged to, ceased to exist. The Club used to meet regularly to discuss everything men love to talk about and to enjoy moments of high spirits. It also organized canoeing, goulash cooking, and pig roasting events for the members’ families. But in the post–Cold War world of stress and work around the clock, time for such pleasures was no longer to be found. Human relations were changing, and they often disappeared as economic incentives moved to the forefront of priorities. Our family felt it firsthand. My father and his brother established the company together, but their fundamentally different work ethics and personalities made their relationship deteriorate. A decade passed after my uncle left the company before the brothers were able to talk to each other again.


Everybody in the family became involved in the business. Mom helped with the paperwork and other secretarial tasks. Adrian and I earned most of our pocket money working on the various construction sites during the summer. As soon as we obtained a driver license, dad asked us to drive employees, transport supplies, deliver documents. When our sister Valika became a teenager, she decided to try manual labor during a few summers too.


After Adrian and I embarked on our civil engineering studies at the university, we were gradually given more professional tasks like preparing technical drawings, calculating material needs, writing reports, or performing on-site checks. We studied civil engineering, and we lived civil engineering. We learned a great deal from each other. Dad profited from our access to experts at the university, and we benefited from his immense experience and the opportunity to see and try out in the field things we had heard in the classroom. The three of us often spent hours discussing blueprints, designs, and technical solutions, sometimes only because we enjoyed hearing each other’s opinions and ideas.


Dad prided himself on the fact that he started the company “with two shovels and a hammer taken from home”. But he worked incredible hours even as the business began to run more smoothly, as mom took over some of the paperwork, a bookkeeper the economics, and the new company building was packed with the necessary equipment, cars, truck, building materials, all collected little by little without any mortgage ever being considered. Dad only allowed himself as much as he could afford. Banks and financial institutions weren’t to be trusted.


The extra work hours and the capital saved were not turned into expression of wealth and representation. Dad used to tell us that he could probably afford a big fat Mercedes, or two, or three, but what a stupid thing it would be to drive one. Instead, he invested in the company, in his children’s future, in daily pleasures, primarily traveling, cultural events, and cherishing friendships, and of course in his passion—construction, construction, beloved construction. Work was his hobby. He renovated and re-renovated our house, refurbished the summer house, built another company building, and another one and another one, which he never really needed. Fabrication was a safer way to preserve the savings than dealing with the banks. And it meant a lot of fun too.


He did not wish the company to grow, and he wasn’t dreaming that his children would one day take over the family business. He was hoping that we would choose an easier career, a more cultured one, which does not rely on daily work with people with relatively low intellectual qualities and a weak sense of responsibility, as, he felt, was often the case with his laborer employees. Since his departure from the managerial position in the ill-fated state firm, he considered that part of his new job the most challenging especially because he never allowed quality to be compromised. Dad often emphasized the fact that losing the daily contact with intellectuals he could continuously learn from and whose educated opinions he could always count on while working at the state firm came as the biggest blow when the political changes forced him to start his own company. Now he had to work much harder for information and knowledge, especially general, all-embracing knowledge and enlightening discussions unrelated to work, than when it was readily available and always present among colleagues.


In the 1990s dad enjoyed playing with the property restitutions. He didn’t only look at the properties his parents and my mother’s parents were now entitled to, almost half a century after the communists nationalized all private property, including horses, cattle, and farming equipment. He took great pleasure in looking in the archives and identifying the rightful owners of pieces of land around the town, some perhaps attractive but now being desolate no man’s lands. When he set his mind to buying one, the delight was in tracking down those current owners who a generation or two after nationalization had no idea about the possessions they suddenly had the right to claim.


He commonly ran into the difficulty of having to find a whole family tree of descendants of the original owners from the middle of the twentieth century. This resulted in numerous emotional experiences, from announcing old and poor individuals that they were actually rich to wholeheartedly reuniting across the Slovak-Hungarian border siblings that had not known about each other’s existence. Mom and dad eagerly described these fascinating incidents, which had so much power to teach and inspire.


I always found it hard to understand how dad could do so much with his time. As if he stretched the twenty-four-hour days to be twice so long. On top of the already overwhelming business-related duties came the tasks to please everyone who relied on his personal contacts and advice. Making phone calls to find out things on behalf of others, picking up a carful of homemade goodies from his butcher friend to distribute among his other friends, collecting the cassettes with the complete Beatles collection that he asked a music loving friend to prepare for me when he heard that I was becoming a fan, or making one of the frequent visits to friends, acquaintances, and relatives who asked him to come over, look at the house, and give recommendations regarding refurbishment. Needless to point out that it never crossed his mind to charge for such services.


The number of tasks he is still able to complete with unconditional élan, enthusiasm, and vigor on a daily basis continues to impress everyone, including me. Many are self-imposed tasks; he never hesitates to offer his assistance when he knows he could be helpful. He has always found the time and energy for every favor asked of him. He rarely says no and never forgets a request. Dozens of bullet points are on his to-do list every day. What gets on the list does not disappear until it is completed. Whatever isn’t completed one day, is rewritten to the next day’s list.


When asked what drove him to work sixteen hours a day for nearly five decades, my father gives a simple answer—family. His goal was not to accumulate wealth or establish a dynasty of successful civil engineers. He simply wished his family to enjoy a little more than the average citizens did, to maintain that quality of life, secure for his children an easier start on the journey into adult life regardless of the unforeseeable political and economic challenges and achieve all this while staying with his feet on the ground.


Seeing him working with the same engagement after turning seventy, when he enjoys a hard-earned and well-deserved financial security and his children have moved out of the nest and into that adulthood he’s helped so much to start off, it must be said that another reason for his tireless diligence has probably been the passion for usefulness, accomplishment, fulfilment, and satisfaction of his endless inspirations. He constantly works especially because he loves to work, to be productive, to set goals, and he enjoys when those goals are achieved. Every time his family warns him of the effects of stress, he argues that he never knew what stress was and has never felt its effects. Perhaps this is the case after all because of his love and enthusiasm for everything he does, and because in much of it there is a good dose of challenge and learning and an element of giving and sharing.


»«


My father loved to spend quality time with his children. He played with us rough-and-tumble when we were little, kicked the ball, fooled around in the small unsophisticated swimming pool, started the outdoor fireplace in the weekends to roast bacon on sticks and capture on a fresh slice of bread its grease dripping as it began to sweat. He taught us skiing from a young age. But there was little time for such activities. He often asked us to drive with him when he had some business to attend to in the evenings or weekends so we could spend more time together. While he was working in the state firm, he let us skip school for a day a few times a year, despite mom’s opposition, to join him for a business trip across the country. Apart from visiting the construction sites of future hospitals, factories, and other public buildings where we were fascinated by the trucks, cranes, and other heavy machinery, we always stopped at a historic site or a cozy town, where dad gave us a guided tour. He knew the country inside out. During the long drives we talked just about everything from the places we passed and the teachers we disliked in school to the girls we were interested in and the interests and dreams that were developing in our minds.


It was dad who inspired me to begin keeping a diary. One day when I was seven, he handed over to me a hardcover notebook and explained what a diary was. I learned to write a few months earlier and it sounded like fun. The first record is from 3 May 1987, and it describes a weekend spent with my extended family canoeing, playing football, and spotting deer in the woodland along the Danube River. When I recently opened the diary after many years, I realized to my surprise that I continued writing about major events until 1993. I consider it quite an achievement considering that children’s attempts with new undertakings tend to be extremely short-lived.


My first authoring activities summarized especially family vacations, but it is a great joy and a source of inspiration today as a father to read about the moments of boyhood cheerfulness, amazement, jealousy, frustration, anger, or even desire to take revenge on my brother after a good load of teasing and mocking. It is fascinating to read about the joy I felt when I saw and touched Ayrton Senna’s McLaren-Honda on display in Budapest after he won the Hungarian Grand Prix in 1991, the year of his third World Championship title, about a visit to the former communist presidential hunting lodge in the Tatra Mountains, or about my reflections on the fact that we no longer could pay with the Czechoslovak koruna after the country had split into two independent states. The diary also contains my first ski lift ticket, various tickets to museums, entertainments, and public transportation, postcards sent by mom and dad from their hard-earned trip to the forbidden West, and original autographs of famed Hungarian comedians, which I have obtained after knocking the door of their dressing room following their shows in our town’s culture house. My handwriting seriously deteriorated during the six years that I kept the diary. The last record is from the Istrian peninsula in Croatia, my first trip to the seaside in July 1993.


Mom and dad were always prepared to give a piece of advice, no matter what the issue was. There were no secrets in the family. Dad used to regularly ask us since kindergarten about the girls we liked. Not to approve of our taste or disapprove of our choice. It was about staying open to each other and not missing any opportunity to give guidance when an emotionally developing child, a vulnerable one or just one in love, may need it most. Advice came from every angle all the time, whether my siblings and I thought we needed it or not.


We were taught to develop as many personal principles as possible, in every aspect of life, and stick to them strictly. “Life without principles isn’t worth anything,” dad used to say. We were constantly reminded that the noblest of arts in the world is learning to live life itself and that one of the most pivotal parts of that artwork is the selection of a spouse. We were encouraged to reason, always and about everything. “Whatever you do, do it well. You can’t even clean your bottom properly without using your brain,” we heard frequently. When we couldn’t pass the right tool at the right time while we were helping fix something around the house, dad used to say with a strict voice: “My father used to slap me when this happened”. I was glad my father never applied that technique, because I failed too often to hand him exactly what he needed without being reminded.


Mom was stricter concerning our performance in school. Bringing anything but an A for a quiz or an exam was followed by an expression of disappointment: “Why? You should have spent a little more time on it.” Dad was more easy-going probably because he never was a strong student himself. He knew that good grades constitute a small fraction of what it takes to be happy and successful. But if we didn’t behave to his liking, it was he who did not hesitate to demonstrate his parenting credo through fair punishment. Adrian and I were about twelve and ten when we broke the glass in our bedroom door after a Tom & Jerry-like pursuit of each other across the house. We were instructed to fix it: borrow a hand trailer, take off the door, drag it through the town to the glazier, pay for it, and take it home. It was a lesson in teamwork, responsibility, and consequences.


The only slap I ever got from my father, and one that followed from the wall right after, was at the age of fourteen, when I came home from a schoolmate’s birthday event few streets away one hour later than promised, without calling home and asking for permission. It wasn’t about my parents being worried and certainly not about their style of parenting, which flooded my life with love and care. It was a lesson about broken agreements. I tend to strongly dislike tardiness until this day, although that may have other reasons as well.


We paid a fine for forgetting to turn off the lights after leaving a room, and we were banned from the TV for a few days when we happened to disrespect our parents. On the other hand, crashing the car at a later point didn’t have repercussions. Mom and dad had understanding for unintentional mistakes, and they knew the emotional roller-coaster we were going though in such moments even without words of rebuke. They understood that such events carried an inherent sense of penalty and had the power to inspire scrutiny of our conscience and evolution of prudence.


Dad believed that only punishment, his translation of “helping to understand the consequences”, can turn a young man into a decent, sturdy, careful, and virtuous person. He often expressed his conviction that a child cannot be properly raised with love alone, only with strict rules and consequences of disobedience. As the two aren’t mutually exclusive (even if he often presented them as such), reality on the ground was of course different. We received a lot of love from both parents, each conveying it in a different way. After dad had turned sixty, he admitted the wrongness of his rhetoric and agreed that love, although certainly not doting with no limits, is indeed the most powerful tool to raise a person or shape a relationship. Principles, authority, and discipline are just parts of it. They are some of the instruments that can be applied along with, and in the name of, love. He finally began to preach what he had been practicing all along.
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