
Behind The Iron Curtain
                                                                 Czechoslovakia
On an April day in 1980 Mary and I felt a sense of foreboding as we approached the a ten-foot-
high wall with barbed wire and armed guards on top. It marked the border between Austria and
Czechoslovakia. We were very glad that our Viennese friend Rudolf Gamharter was driving.
Rudolf was the Hewlett Packard (HP) sales manager for the Eastern bloc countries.

We were escorted into a small office structure inside the wall, where our passports and visas
were checked. We were required to show detailed itineraries for our trip and exchange a speci-
fied amount of western money for Czech Koruna.

When we finally checked into the Budweiser, a good quality hotel, in the modern city of
Prague, we were able to relax a bit. However, our mood changed again the next day. We stood
aghast at one of the spots we visited. It had been labeled by Hitler as the “Museum Of An
Extinct Race.” There he had placed many of the worship items and artifacts he had ransacked
and looted from many of the synagogues in Europe.

After crossing the Vltava River, we strolled through the Old Town
of Prague, which dates back to the 12th century. There were mag-
nificent cathedrals and other impressive buildings. We were in-
trigued by the legend of the alchemist who was held captive by the
king until he could transmute large quantities of base metals into
gold. He met his death attempting to escape.

While Mary and I were sightseeing, Rudolph was at the HP office
in Prague. One of the challenges he faced was finding a legal way
to reward employees for superior performance. Russia had invaded

Czechoslovakia in 1968. One of their many laws was that everyone would receive the same
very modest pay, regardless of performance or responsibility.

We experienced the effect of the law as we stopped for lunch on our way to Karlovy Vary. The
restaurant we entered was empty, and we sat at a table. The staff began protesting that we could
not sit there because all the tables were reserved. Rudolf was apparently expecting this. He told
us to stay where we were, and he told the staff that we would leave when the people with reser-
vations arrived. They did not, and we had lunch.

I had been invited to moderate a panel discussion on laboratory automation at the Danube
Chromatography Symposium in the town of Karlovy Vary. There we were treated royally and
given a VIP suite at the Grand Pupp hotel where the meeting was held. One evening during the
week participants were taken by bus to a remote location for dinner. The food was OK, but the
rest of the evening was unforgettable.



At our table was a professor from Texas A&M along with his father-inlaw, who lived nearby
and spoke no English. A business acquaintance of mine, whose parents were Czech, was also
there. In addition, at the table were three Russians, two men and a woman. We had heard that
there was a Baptist Church in Moscow, and Mary asked the Russian lady about it. Her reply
was interesting, “In Russia we discourage such sects.” Such was the nature of the Iron Curtain.

We were still having some interesting conversations at about midnight when we noticed that
the place was suddenly very quiet. The bus had loaded and gone off without us. The Tepla
River flowed past our hotel as well as past our location. We knew that if we followed the river
we would eventually get to the hotel. There was, however, a lively debate about whether we
should go upstream or downstream. Our choice was correct, and after a couple of hours, the
weary walkers straggled into the hotel.

Spending a relaxing weekend in Vienna before my next commitment in Moscow was a wel-
come change.

                                                                      Moscow
When we arrived on April 25, a large crew was shovelling snow at the airport. I was nervous as
we came close to the front of the customs line, and their treatment of the guy ahead of me
added to my concern. They gave him what sounded like verbal abuse and almost destroyed his
billfold going through it. We must have looked like honest people, for they waved us through
after a cursory check of our baggage.

During our bus ride to the Intourist hotel, we could see a lot of and cleanup and construction
activity. They were sprucing up for the 1980 Olympics. That was the one which president
Carter boycotted because of Russia's war on Afghanistan.

We were delighted with our hotel room. It faced Red Square, and we had a
great view of the Kremlin, Saint Basil's Cathedral, and a number of golden
domed former cathedrals which had been closed or converted to museums.
It didn't bother us that for twenty fours a day a person at a desk in the hall
made notes of the coming and going of the residents. Two other HP guys
from Germany were at the hotel. From their experience we knew that phone
calls from the hotel were monitored.

Friend Rudolf was in Moscow taking care of business at the HP office there. At one point he
was taking me somewhere in a car when he was stopped by the police for a traffic violation. I
was a very nervous observer as they asked for his passport. His response was, "I don't have my
passport; here is my business card." They repeated the request and he gave the same response
four or five times. They finally gave up, went back to their car, and drove off. He said that if he
had given them his passport, there was no assurance that he could get it back.



I was in Moscow to give six hours of lectures at the university. The subject was “The Use Of
New Computer Technology In Chromatography.” It was an interesting experience because of
the simultaneous translation. I would speak for a few minutes and pause for the translation. I
was not speaking from a manuscript, and at one point I lost my train of thought during the
translation.

Rudolf had arranged for a delightful Russian lady to be Mary's tour guide
while I was occupied. She had served as a translator for the Russian gen-
erals at the Potsdam conference where Europe was carved up after WWII.
As a reward she had been given a very nice apartment in Moscow. She
apologized for not showing us the apartment. She would lose it if the
authorities learned that we had been there.

In most countries that we had visited I could get along
reasonably well even though I didn't speak the language.
In Russia the Cyrillic script completely defeated me. The underlined text is my name and below
it is Hewlett Packard. So I had to improvise. For example, Mary and I had tickets to the
Bolshoi. We could easily walk to the theater, but finding our seats was a problem. I adopted the
strategy of walking up to an usher, point to the number on the ticket and then point in a direc-
tion. I would repeat until he shook his head yes. We enjoyed the ballet.

It was Easter week for the Eastern Orthodox Church, and we attended a moving service at the
Moscow Baptist Church. We were recognized as Americans and taken to a section reserved for
visitors on the second level. The building was filled to well over its capacity. In addition to the
space behind the pulpit, the aisles and stairways were packed with people. As we left, everyone
who could reached out to touch us. Soldiers were in the street after the service.

One week later, in a very modernistic church in the Vienna Woods, we attended our second
Easter service. We were overwhelmed by the closing hymn, sung in English, “When The Saints
Go Marching In.”

During our return flight we agreed that while there were problems at home, we were a lot better
off than people in the countries we had visited.


