Velvet Revolution and Bananas

(by Zdeněk Lyčka)

This month, it has been 20 years since the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia broke out. It started by a mass demonstration at Národní třída (Narodni trida – National Street) in the centre of Prague on 17 November 1989 which was brutally dispersed by the police. About 150 people were arrested and more than 500 injured. I was amongst the young people even if I was not a student any longer. What has me driven there?

My personal experience of “changing the history“ begins shortly before the Velvet Revolution. From 1981 to 1988 I had not any travelling document due to my unsuccessful attempt to leave Czechoslovakia for the West and thus avoid the compulsory military service. When I applied for a passport, I was always written by the Communist clerks: “It is not in the interest of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic that you are holder of a passport“. 

I got my passport back in July 1988 when Gorbatchev appeared in Russia and even some Czech Communists started to be hesitating what would happen in the nearest future. With a new passport, I hitch-hiked to Paris immediately where I enjoyed the city as much as possible. On 20 August, I saw Milan Kundera’s “The Unforgettable Lightness of Being“ and the following day I read articles in the French newspapers describing a big demonstration in Prague on the occasion of the 20 years’ anniversary of the Soviet invasion to Czechoslovakia. I hurried back home to participate in the coming fascinating events which changed the world.

But how did such a demonstration look like? It always started with an information given by the radio stations The Voice of America or Radio Free Europe where and when the demonstration should start. People gathered f. ex. at 5pm at Václavské náměstí (Vaclavske namesti – Wenceslas Square) and waited for the bravest among them to start clap hands or shout slogans. 10 minutes later the police arrived and a real chase in the streets of Prague began. Normally it took ca 2 hours and several people were arrested. The police from time to time even carried some participants almost 50 km out of Prague…

Another big demonstration happened at the 70th anniversary of the establishing Czechoslovakia on 28 October 1988. In January 1989, seven-day demonstrations in honour of Jan Palach’s immolation were brutally dispersed by the police. Among those arrested was Václav Havel who was later condemned to 9 months in prison just for an attempt to put flowers to the statue of St. Václav. In May 1989, thanks to a petition signed by well-known playwrigts and artists, Havel was freed after serving half of his sentence. On 29 June, the opposition, headed by Havel, announced a manifesto entitled “A few sentences“, appealing in vain to the authorities to open discussions. 

The manifesto was signed by 40 thousand people. The Communist rulers were afraid and felt themselves indangered and that’s why they started preparing a big police action.

They took the opportunity during a huge legal student demonstration in Prague on Friday, 17 November 1989, on the 50th anniversary of the funeral of Jan Opletal – a student killed during an anti-fascist rally in 1939. After a march along a route agreed with the authorities, the demonstrators attempted – without permission – to reach Václavské náměstí (Vaclavske namesti – Wenceslas Square). The procession of ca 40 thousand students and inhabitants of Prague who joined them was split to smaller groups of about 5 thousand persons by the police from behind. The remaining few thousands were blocked at Národní třída (Narodni trida – National Street) by special police forces who brutally attacked the crowd. 

White helmets. Shields, truncheons, dogs, armoured carriers and red berets. For the first time in my life, I was really afraid of being killed. The police pressed the crowd together with special vehicles equipped with iron nets. People could not breathe and one could almost hear the bones to be broken. It was impossible to fulfill the police demand to leave the place. The only get-away, a passage in the arcade corner of Mikulandská Street, was about two metres wide and led between a stone wall and a wall made of white helmets and red berets. It was not a problem to pick up a sacrificial lamb here and there out of the flying crowd. Then it went very quickly, two strokes were enough. One over the kidneys, the other over the head... Lots of blood everywhere, and lots of fear. Behind the “devil’s passage“ stood a sadist in camouflage and jumped at those who had come through and thought everything was over. He had a very long and efficient truncheon.


That day, before the demonstration started, I was lucky to buy something which was normally missing at shops – bananas. I put two kilos of them into my Fjällräven-Kånken bag which I got from my Danish friends few years ago. With the bag on my shoulders I followed the students to the demonstration. Thanks to the bananas, I escaped the truncheons at National Street. All strokes ended up in the poor fruit. The Swedes and Central America rescued my back in November 1989 and I am really grateful to them. But that night, I felt so bad that I wanted to come back to the National Street with a Molotov cocktail. My friends, though, calmed me down by saying: “The police waits only for this, and then they will start shooting.“ At this very place in Prague’s centre, there is today a monument of the Velvet Revolution. 

* * *
The parallel between the actions of the Nazis 50 years ago and the Communist security forces in 1989 provoked a storm of public anger. The population began by mass written protests demand an investigation of the police action at Národní třída on 17 November.

Two organizations emerged to lead the opposition movement – the Civic Forum (OF), which was established in Laterna Magika theatre in Prague, and the Public Against Violence (VPN), which was established in Slovakia. Both organizations were composed of Charter 77 activists, students and intellectual sympathisers, and gradually attracted other citizens. 

I set up a Civic Forum branch at the Intercontinental Hotel in Prague where I used to work as a systems engineer. Besides normal everyday problems like helping the permanently striking students from the neighbouring Faculty of Law and the Faculty of Arts, there was quite an important task to expell the secret police members from the hotel which we managed after few days.

Although Alexander Dubček and other politicians associated with 1968 returned to public life (Dubček being even the Speaker of the Parliament), it was Václav Havel who took on the role of universally acknowledged authority. But only intellectuals and Charter 77 signatories and their friends knew him in 1989. It was quite an effort to explain the ordinary people, deformed for many years by the Communist propaganda – waiters, maids, cooks, taxi drivers and other hotel staff – who Václav Havel was. But we succeeded in the end and on 29 December 1989, the transformed National Assembly elected Václav Havel as president.

In the meantime, the National Assembly stroke out the paragraph confirming the leading role of the Communist Party from the Constitution. New political forces and parties were set up, f. ex. the Green Party. After more than 40 years – with a short break around 1968 – freedom of press and information was recognized, Czechoslovak citizens could travel to western countries and to some of them even without visas, Czechoslovakia became a member of the Council of Europe.

To sum it up, the anti-Communist revolution took 10 years in Poland, 10 months in Hungary, 10 weeks in the GDR and 10 days in Czechoslovakia.

* * *

Peter Sís, an internationally acclaimed Czech illustrator, filmmaker, painter and author, who emigrated to USA in 1982 and  today lives in New York, wrote in his book entitled “The Wall: Growing Up Behind the Iron Curtain“: 

“The wall which for many years divided Berlin and the whole of Europe is now, fortunately, only a memory. But some memories need to be preserved. As a message about the past. As a warning to the future. Even though one wall has fallen, others remain and more are being built. All over the world. In Israel, Korea, or on the Mexican border. Symbolic walls, ideological walls and real walls. Walls of fear, confinement and suspicion. Walls without which our lives could be freerer and happier.“

Zdeněk Lyčka, the Czech Ambassador to Danmark

He Who Dares Look Up

Let’s arrange studies for him in order he has a better life.

The parents, bent to the ground so that their son could study.

Don’t go there. You should better study for not being kicked off. By the way, who are these people? Look, don’t put your fingers in this mess. You know well what your mum and myself had to sacrify so that you could be accepted for studies. Why do you think I am in the Party?

One red carnation, please. Don’t wrap it.

What is happening today?

We have our great day, Madam.

The packed-up tram finishes at Charles Square. Everybody has to continue on foot.

The first station. Albertov. A huge crowd of people. Speaches and useless speaches. Banners. Freedom! Freedom!

The procession.

The second station. Vyšehrad or Wenceslas Square? Vyšehrad! Wenceslas Square!

The third station. Vyšehrad. Candels, flowers, the national anthem.

We are at a wrong castle! The shortest way to the centre leads over the bridge.

Back! The bridge is closed!

The procession turns back and descends from Vyšehrad in the opposite side.

It’s going to be worse and worse with you!

The fourth station. Shields and white helmets.

To the embankment! To the embankment!

The jingling of tens of thousands keys. Give the bells to the jesters! The bells to the jesters!

National Theatre. To the nation from itself! A known face appears behind the window. Long live Rösner! He waves his hand.

Czechoslovak Writer publishing house. Don’t write lies! Don’t write lies!

The fifth station. Perštýn.

Citizens, we are appealing to you for…

White helmets. Shields, truncheons, dogs, armoured carriers. And red berets. Oh my God, what is it their commander is holding in his hand? It may not be a truncheon but a white iron pole.

Gestapo!

Lots of blood everywhere. Fear. Let us go…

Yeah? You should have thought it over earlier. Now you’ll get what you really deserve!

The white pole whistles through the air.

The sixth station. The devil’s passage.

All criminal elements can’t be squeezed in Black Marias and thus they must leave the encircled area somehow. The get-away passage in the arcade corner of Mikulandská Street is about two metres wide and leads between the stone wall and the wall made of white helmets and red berets. No problem picking up a sacrificial lamb here and there out of the flying crowd. Then it goes very quickly. Two strokes are enough. One over the kidneys, the other over the head.

Oh, God…

What! You don’t like it?! Bang! Bang! I’ll teach you Gaudeamus!

Woe if someone looks into their eyes. I feel like returning to my childhood and playing kind of a very agressive Duck, Duck, Goose. He who dares look up gets the hardest stroke.

Behind the devil’s passage stands a sadist in camouflage and flies at those who have come through and think everything is over. He has a very long and efficient truncheon…

The last station. Impotence and hate. In all of us, part of human being has died. How many Opletals and Palachs will there yet be?

Zdeněk Lyčka, 18 November 1989
