
W 'We Have Been 
Exploited9 

M e 
T H E W A S H I N G T O N P O S T Smday, July 13,1975 

By Haynes Johnson 

This is anotfier in a series of periodic articles about 
American life today. Today's article examines what has 
Jiappened to one of the couples aboard a flight of 42 tm-
migrants from Eastern Europe, as reported in The Post 
last March. 

MONROE, N.Y.—There had been a letter, i n Hun
garian, i n neat script. 

Perliaps you remember us: you interviewed us on 
our way from an Austrian camp to flew York. We'd 
very much like to see a copy of the report you wrote. 

We have been living here in New York for the 
past two and a half months. My husband works here 
in a factory for $4.80 an hour. We have been struggl
ing a lot because we have been exploited quite a bit, 
but there are also good results. We have passed our 
exams in English and we now have driving licenses. 
We also bought a car. Please accept our apologies for 
writing in Hungarian but perhaps there will be some
body who translates our letter for you. Unfortunately, 
we don't know enough English to write a letter. But 
we are trying hard. * 

Thank you for your efforts in advance. 
Yours respectfully, 

merican experience 
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The return address had said Box 690, Rt. 1, Monroe, 
N.Y., but the waitress at the coffee shop, the barten
der at the Hungry Lion, the gasoline attendant at the 
Gul f Station—do not know where they live. Out in 
the country somewhere. No listing in the directory. A 
neighbor, who answers a call, knows of them, but is 
only able to give vague instructions in halting Eng 
lish. Something about West Monbasha Road beyond 
the fire house on the lake. 

Lake Monbasha Is a small jewel In the mountains 
some 10 miles north of the Jersey-New York border 
and another 10 to 15 miles west of the Huason and 
the Harriman State Park. The road from Monroe 
winds through thick woods until it straightens out by 
the lake. Cottages line the shore. Clusters of mail 
boxes stand along the road. Box 690 bears the name 
"Fenyves i . " 

"Fenyvesi? Fenyves i? , , says a man tending his lawn. 
" I think that's the new guy. Up the road, on the hi l l , 
around the le f t Green house on the top." ' 

Imre Fenyvesi has just come home from work, "10 
mile far," i n Sloatsburg. "Hello, hello," he says, with 

i smile. "Come in. Come in . " His wife, Ilona, joins us, 
also smiling. I am the first visitor to their small, Spar-
tanly furnished, but immaculately neat home. And 
the first, it develops later, to ask how they are ad
justing to American life. Soon we are seated at a 
table, eating a goulash dinner. " Y o u l i k e ? " Dona says, 
hesitantly. I like. "Sugar, you no like the sugar?" 
Imre inquires. "Too sweet? I like the sugar." He stirs 
his goulash. Then: " Y o u stay with us. Here, tonight. 
You our guest." 

During dinner, and later in the evening, the Feny-
vesis talk about their experiences. They are apologetic 
about their Engl ish: they understand, they keep say
ing, but they find it difficult to speak. As the evening 
wears on, though, they relax and become more confix 
dent. We are able to carry on an extended conversa
tion. When I had last seen them, four and a h a l l 
months ago, neither could speak a word of Engl ish. A 
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/mre and Ilona Fenyvesi study English. 

 e
ko

ny
vt

ar
.s

k-
sz

eg
ed

.h
u 

 e
ko

ny
vt

ar
.s

k-
sz

eg
ed

.h
u 



The Fenyvesis, bo th i n the i r l a te 20s, bo th f r o m 
Budapest, had spent the i r f i r s t n i gh t i n A m e r i c a i n 
the La tham, a d ingy Manhat tan hote l on East 28th Street. 
They had studied the i r Hungar ian-Engl ish d ic t ionary i n 
the i r r o om tha t n ight , b u t i t d idn ' t help them, The next 
morn ing , as a six-Inch snowstorm buf feted New Yo rk , 
they had set out on foot to f i nd the two addresses far up
t o w n to w h i c h they had been d i rected—the Social Secur i ty 
office, to ob ta in the i r necessary papers, and the pr iva te 
agency wh i ch had sponsored them on the i r t r i p f r o m 
A u s t r i a to Amer ica. The Fenyvesis got lost and had to be 
d r i v en to the agency office by a New Y o r k police cruiser. 
Once there, they found the employment prospects bleak. 
There was a chance, they were to ld , they m igh t be able 
to wo rk for a couple i n Boston. They d idn ' t know where 
Boston was. I t was upsett ing, b u t they wou ld wa i t and ae*. 
They wou ld take any k i n d of wo rk available. Even after 
24 hours i n the new country , they were certa in about one 
po in t : they were anxious to leave New York . 

"New Yo rk , " Imre said then, th rough a translator , "Is 
too big. Every th ing is too b ig . " 

They were to f i n d New Y o r k even more d i f f i cu l t 
before they le f t . The j ob I n Boston never mater ia l ized. 
A f te r wa i t i ng i n the La tham fo r w o r k i n h is f i e l d — 
Imre was a l ocksmi th i n Hungary—and seeing the i r 
meager savings dwindle , the Fenyvesis were t o l d of a 
Job by the agency tha t had sponsored them. They were 
to be housekeepers fo r a large foreign-born fami ly , the 
husband Czech, the wi fe French, i n an expensive apart
ment area i n the East 70*1, j u s t of f Cent ra l Park. 

I t was a d is i l lus ion ing experience. "People no good, 
Job no good," Imre says, s imply and succinctly. They 
were taken advantage o f — i n the words of I lona, they 
were exploited. They worked f r om 6 o'clock i n the morn
ing u n t i l 10 o'clock i n the evening, seven days a week. 
For this they were paid a f la t rate of $150 a m o n t h — n o t 
for each of them, bu t a collective salary as a couple. 
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White i n New York Imre and I lona, who are Cathol ic, 
began going to a Hungar ian-Amer ican church. Through 
i pr iest they were to ld of someone who m i g h t help 
them. A M r . Ap a r t i n i , on Second Avenue, uptown. He 
Is connected w i t h a Hungar ian t rave l bureau. He also 
f ives regu lar radio broadcasts, i n Hungar ian , a imed St 
emigres i n the New Y o r k met ropo l i tan area. I m r e and 
Hons met h im , described the i r needs and ski l ls , and 
were ment ioned on a subsequent broadcast 

George K renne r happened to be l i s t en ing to the radio 
one n i gh t here i n Monroe, when he heard about the 
Fenyvesis. Krenner , 62, is h imsel f a Hungar ian i m m i g r a n t ; 
he came here some 20 years ago. Now he l ives i n one of 
the cottages over looking Lake Monbasha, surrounded 
by h is o w n ch i l d r en and the i r fami l ies i n ad jo in ing 
homes. He plans to r e t i r e at the end of th is year f r o m 
his j ob as a toolmaker i n Sloatsburg. He knew there was 
t"n opening fo r an apprent ice—and he also had a smal l 
home behind his own tha t he wou ld l i k e to r e n t 

K r enne r called the Fenyvesis i n New York . I m r e and 
Hona were ecstatic. The i r problems, i t seemed, were be
h ind them. K r enne r sent his son to p ick them up i n New 
Y o r k and dr ive them back to Monroe. Ear ly i n the spr ing 
they l e f t New York , threaded the i r way n o r t h th rough 
tne Manha t tan traf f ic , crossed the Hudson and headed 
west across the mountains to beg in the i r new l i f e i n 
Monroe. 

THERE A R E NO second acts In Amer i can l ives, Scott 
F i t zgera ld once wrote. A f ine l ine , b u t incorrect . For 

people l i k e the Fenyvesis l i f e i n Amer ica is a succession 
of acts, m ino r and major, serious and fr ivo lous, humorous 
and g r im . No th ing is predictable. 

The j ob is f ine. Imre is do ing we l l . " I hope Imre l ikes 
us as m u c h as we l i k e h i m , " says his boss. "He had a fu
ture w i t h us . " I m r e often leaves at 6 o'clock f o r the factory 
In Sloatsburg " t en mi l e far . " He has j o ined the un ion . 
F i f t y do l lars i n i t i a t i on fee, $25 a year i n dues. He started 
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i t $4.70 i n hour, got a 10-cent-an-hour raise, and goes up 
another 10 cents i n September. He makes a po int , proud ly , 
of showing the increase on his pay check. 

I l ona l istens in tent l y , then gets up f r o m the table. She 
foes to another room and comes back w i t h a ledger, the 
k i n d you buy i n a dime store. On i t she careful ly wr i tes 
down each week's salary i n two sections, one "eng l i s " the 
other "hungary . " The phrases and in i t i a l s are bewilder
i n g to them; the rest of us take these bureaucrat ic i n t r u 
sions i n our l ives for granted: "per iod ending fed 
w i t h tax f.i.c.a state w i thho ld s.u.L 
gross pay net pay." I m r e is mak ing $231.48 a week, 
exclusive of overt ime. A f t e r deductions his t ake -home 
pay is $191.91. 

To impover ished immigrants , who came to Amer i ca 
f r o m a refugee camp near V ienna f u l l of fears and hopes, 
that $12,000 annual income seems an a f f i rmat i on of the 
•tories they had heard, and had to ld each other, wh i l e i n 
Europe. I m r e and I l ona thought so, too, at f i r s t . A f t e r 
the i r deductions, the i r r en t of $150 a month , the i r u t i l i t i e s 
(excluding the phone they don't have), the i r food, c lo th ing 
i n d other essential expenses, they were s t i l l able to save. 
Now they f i n d themselves v i r tua l l y w i t h o u t a penny. The 
reason has less to do w i t h the j ob than w i t h the more 
personal side of the i r Amer i can experience. 

I m r e explains the prob lem by saying: " I n Hungary there 
is good people. Here is also good people. B u t on ly Amer
i can people good. Hungar ian people no good. Every Amer
ican good man, bu t Hungar ian man no good man. Here 
Hungary people envious—envious? you unders tand?—i f 
come new Hungar i an people. They don ' t wan t you here . " 

A f t e r I m r e and I lona came to Monroe and began pay ing 
the i r r ent , they f ound themselves cut off, far i n the coun
t r y . They expected help f r om those who, l i k e themselves, 
had made the d i f f i cu l t t rans i t i on f r o m Europe to Amer ica . 
Those, indeed, who were now l i v i n g around them. They 
received none—no offers of assistance, no contact f r o m 
anyone. They have done everything on the i r own. 
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Every Saturday, i n fa i r weather or f ou l , they wou ld 
leave the i r home and walk the f ive or more mi les to 
Monroe to do the i r weekly shopping. "We wa lk wa lk wa lk 
wa lk every weekend because nobody he lp . " Then, gro
ceries and supplies i n hand, they wou ld take a t a x i back 
to the country . I t became into lerable . They needed the i r 
own t ranspor ta t ion . 

I m r e saw a car a t a gas stat ion. I t was a wh i t e , o l d Fo rd 
Falcon. Fo r sale. When he had enough cash, he bought 
i t f o r $600. I t was a lemon. " M o t o r no good, t ires no good, 
brakes no good. I change. You understand?" Ano the r $400 
f o r an engine, $120 fo r t i res and brakes. I m r e d i d the 
w o r k himsel f . "Now is good." 

Despite what they said i n the i r l e t ter , the Fenyvesis 
do no t ye t have dr iver 's licenses. They studied h a r d to 
master enough Engl ish to get learner 's permi ts , b u t they 
have no t yet received the i r licenses. A t the moment the i r 
single most i m p o r t a n t goal is to get those licenses. Then 
I lona can begin l ook ing f o r w o r k herself. Then they w i l l 
be mobi le . Then they w i l l be independent. 

They are s t i l l w o r k i n g hard at t h a t task. To demon
strate, I m r e picks up a booklet and s lowly reads a loud i n 
Eng l i sh : 

"Who mus t have a dr iver 's license i n New Y o r k State? 
A person may not operate a motor vehicle or motorcyc le 
on pub l i c highways unless he has a va l i d l earner—learn
er ' s—permi t . I n add i t ion , the operator must operate on ly 
the type of vehicle f o r wh i ch he is l icensed. For example, 
i f he has a class f ive license, h is operat ion is res t r i c ted to 
automobi les and t rucks of less than 80,000 pounds. " 

He stumbles over on ly one word—learner 's . The rest is 
l e t t e r perfect. 

When I m r e and I lona l e f t V ienna f o r the f l i g h t to New 
Y o r k they carr i ed w i t h them a smal l Hungar ian-Engl ish 
dict ionary. They were read ing i t on the plane. I n New 
Yo rk they bought another d ic t ionary , a paperback. The i r 
"Handbook f o r Hungar ians " was publ ished i n 1M7 as a 
service fo r refugees who came here after the bloody up-
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r i s ing against Russian ru l e . I t was publ i shed i n New Y o r k 
by something cal led Free Europe Press, a d iv is ion of the 
Free Europe Committee. Undoubtedly , C I A money was 
involved. How i t came to be publ ished means no th ing to 
Imre and I lona. They are no t in to the pol i t ics of the mo-
ment. Or pol i t ics of any k ind , for that matter . The i r new 
dict ionary is far better than the o ld . I t is indispensable. 
They study i t every n i gh t and every weekend. I t is the i r 
teacher, the i r classroom, the i r school. 

I m r e now says he commands an Eng l i sh vocabulary of 
BOO words. He repeats th is f igure several t imes. He knows 
exact ly because he and I lona d r i l l themselves on specific 
words and phrases. I l ona keep a r u n n i n g log book of words 
they are studying, one co lumn for the Engl ish words, the 
other f o r the Hungar ian t rans lat ion. I t is now quite long. 

D u r i n g the day she occupies her t ime i n another fash
ion . She keeps on the black-and-white T V set they bought 
for $150 and l istens i n t en t l y to the soap operas, quiz and 
t a l k shows t h a t f i l l the screen hour a f ter hour. As she 
l istens, she j o t s down words i n another notebook and 
then searches for the t rans lat ion. He r words-off-TV log 
now is a r ranged i n sections beg inn ing w i t h the A's down 
to the Z's: b ra in , brag, brace, brake, bracelet, boom, b u r n . 

"Some t ime next year speaking good Eng l i sh , " I m r e 
says. He stops, smiles shyly, shrugs as i f to dismiss what 
m i g h t have seemed a boast, and says: "No t good Engl ish, 
b u t middle , I hope." Then, the pr ide again: "When f i r s t 
we met we no speak Eng l i sh . " 

IN T H E P A R L A N C E of the news business, the Fenyvesis 
are wha t is cal led "sof t . " They offer no great clues 

about the d i rec t ion of the country , nor can they speak 
au thor i t a t i v e l y about our pol i t ics, our economy, our i n 
t e rna t i ona l re lat ions, our f o r m of government. Even as 
immigrants they are inv is ib le i n the ebb and f l ow of 
today's " s i gn i f i can t " nat iona l news. No organizations were 
formed to assist and relocate them on the i r a r r i va l . No 
reporters or T V cameras were there to record the i r story. 
No po l i t i c ians met the i r plane, as i n the case of the Viet
namese who came here after them. They are mere ly 
among the latest i n tha t l ine of immigrants s t rugg l ing 
to adapt to a strange l and and an a l i en cu l ture . 

D u r i n g h is travels around the Amer ica of 140 years 
ago, de Tocquevi l le was s t ruck by the pioneers he met 
i n some d is tant backwoods. 
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Television helps Imre and Ilona Fenyvesi learn English. 
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"We entered the l og house," he wrote of one o f h i i 
encounters. "The inside is quite un l i ke the cottages of 
the peasantry of Europe: i t contains more than is super
f luous, less than is necessary. A single w indow w i t h a 
mus l in b l i n d ; on a hear th of t rodden clay an immense 
f i re , wh i ch l i ghts the whole s t ruc ture ; above the hea r th 
a good r i f l e , a deer's sk in , and p lumes of eagles' feathers; 
on the r i g h t hand of the chimney a map of the Un i t ed 
States raised and shaken by the w i n d th rough the cran
nies i n the w a l l ; near the map, upon a shelf f o rmed of 
rough ly hewn planks, a few volumes of books—a Bib le , 
the six f i r s t books of M i l t o n , and two of Shakespeare; 
along the w a l l , t r u n k s instead of closests; i n the center 
of the r oom a rude table, w i t h legs of green wood, and 
w i t h the bark s t i l l upon them, l ook ing as i f they grew 
out of the g round on wh i ch they s t o o d . . . . " 

He described the inhabitants as belonging to " t h a t 
restless, calculat ing, adventurous group of men who . . . 
endure the l i f e of savages fo r a t ime, i n order to conquer 
and civi l ize the backwoods." 

The Fenyevsis' l i v i n g condit ions are cer ta in ly less 
p r im i t i v e and physical ly dangerous, bu t at th is po in t i n 
the i r personal odyssey they share another t r a i t tha t De 
Tocquevi l le observed. " I n the bosom of th i s obscure 
democracy, wh ich has as yet brought f o r t h ne i ther 
generals, nor philosophers, nor authors , " he wrote , " a 
man migh t stand up and pronounce a f ine de f in i t i on o f 
l i be r t y . " 

I m r e struggles to express his impressions of Amer i ca 
so far. 

" I n Hungary no good because many res t r ic t ions , " ha 
says. "There is no l i b e r t y i n Hungary . I t has, Amer ica , 
l iber ty . You understand?" 

The Fenyvesis' are uncer ta in about the i r fu ture , b u t 
they have a f ami l i a r goal. Once they get the i r dr iver 's 
licenses, once they master t h e i r Engl ish, they want to b t 
on the move. They p lan to go to Cal i fornia. 

"We l i s ten many good things about San Francisco," 
I m r e says. "We see i n Vienna movie of San Francisco. I 
wou ld f i n d another j ob i n San Francisco i f somebody 
wou ld he lp . " 

Whatever t roubles they have encountered, no th ing has 
happened so far to make them doubt the i r decision t o 
immigrate . 

"We go to Ca l i f o rn ia , " I m r e says. "Every Amer ican w i l l 
he lp . " 
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