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Adam LeBor has been tear-gassed, shelled and arrested as a spy during his 10
years as a journalist in Eastern Europe. Here, he recalls some extraordinary
adventures in a fast-changing region

So this is how it was then, when the Red Army went home to Russia, the Lenin
statues disappeared and half the world turned upside down. Sergei and I were
propping up a bar in the Ukrainian port of Odessa, drinking Dutch beer,
watching the prostitutes gossip in the corner. This was the Wild East,
capitalism’s newest frontier. Perched on the edge of the Black Sea, with a famous
long staircase down which a pram tumbles in the Eisenstein film Battleship
Potemkin, former manor of Leon Trotsky, Odessa then was an untamed place.

Its main restaurant was packed with sailors blitzed out of their minds on vodka,
slumped face down on grimy tablecloths. Vigilant private security guards
patrolled back and forth, walkie-talkies crackling, their long truncheons at the
ready, ready to club any miscreant insensible. And that was just inside the
restaurant. No waiter appeared when I tried to dine there, but it did not seem a
place to complain about the lack of service.

That was back in the early Nineties, when Ukraine was newly independent, but
anarchy and the tinkle of broken glass were in the air as the old one-party system
collapsed, yet to be replaced by democracy or indeed any kind of government.
Nobody knew who was really in charge, because nobody was. Into this power
vacuum stepped rapacious businessmen like Sergei, to pick over the remains of
the state. Communist officials had become capitalists overnight, still helping
themselves to the country’s resources. Only now they operated in the name of
the free market instead of a centrally planned one.

So I tried the hotel bar where I was presented with a sandwich by the waitress,
and several other offerings from my new friend Sergei. A boat, he ventured,
perhaps I would like to buy a nice yacht, with plush furnishings and a fancy
motor? It was out in the harbour, bobbing gently in the waves. Perhaps, I replied,
a boat might be fun to own. Just $30,000, he said, who could quibble at such a
cheap price? I hummed and hawed a bit. No boat, he said, OK. But how about a
tighter plane? A fully operational MiG 29?

Now he was talking. My own air force. Bank managers, difficult editors would
quiver with terror as I buzzed their offices. Why not? This was a time when
independent states were sprouting across the former Soviet bloc like mushrooms
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after the rain, each with its own armed forces. Maybe I could have my own
country as well. LeBoristan. It had a certain ring to it.

My first task as head of state would be to start a border dispute with the
neighbours. But before hostilities could commence, like every new potentate, I
would have to equip my generals with the necessary top-of- the-range military
gear. Apparently that would be quite straightforward, now that I had met Sergei.
Everything was for sale, especially weapons.

"How much for this MiG then?" I asked, in an insouciant drawl, as though this
was the sort of purchase I considered daily.

"Eight million dollars," replied Sergei, taking a long swig from his beer. I
considered this and asked how I could get the plane out of the country. "Don’t
worry my friend, all the paperwork and forms, customs, everything will be taken
care of," he said, leaning forward conspiratorially. "You just specify where you
want delivery." Eight million dollars, I replied, was rather more than I had
budgeted for this trip. "OK, I cannot change the price, but I give you whichever
kind of rocket attachments you like, for free, a special gift. Air- to-air, or air-to-
ground. You decide."

Welcome to the new Eastern Europe. A region where Communism has been
replaced by chaos-tinged consumerism, Marx by mammon, and once stable,
unified states such as Yugoslavia - even sedate Czechoslovakia - divide
themselves up like so many geopolitical amoebas. Often to the soundtrack of
shrill declarations of ethnic and cultural superiority, as long-dormant national
disputes, deep-frozen for 50 years, explode once again and new states are born

by both blood and the ballot box.

It has been a decade of experiences - some adrenaline adventures, others
disturbing incidents that linger still - that I could have never imagined when I
tirst came here in the winter of 1990. For capitalism’s Wild East is also the land of
opportunity for a journalist. I have hitched a lift home from Kiev to Budapest in a
prime minister’s private jet, watching from the window as the Ukrainian army
band played by the runway, red stars on their caps floodlit in the snow in a
Soviet-era tableau. I have looped the loop in a Slovak fighter plane as sky and
ground merged into a patchwork blur; stood on set as a hardcore pornographic
film was being shot in a Budapest villa; been tear-gassed in both Bucharest and
Belgrade (Romanian tear-gas is like a bad hay-fever attack, Serb has you crawling



on the floor hunting for air); arrested as a suspected spy in former Yugoslavia;
and even captured in a battle in Bosnia.

Other pictures too linger in my mind: a barber cutting his customer’s hair under
a giant portrait of Stalin in the Georgian port of Batumi; the look of shame on a
Muslim woman’s face in the Bosnian city of Zenica as I tried, vulture like, to
prise out of her the details of her rape by Serbian soldiers; an old lady sitting
helpless and crying in Sarajevo’s streets as snipers’ bullets cracked around her;
and the way black flies swarmed over my arms as I walked over the mass graves
at Belzec, the Nazi extermination camp in Poland.

But these - and even my Odessa encounter with Sergei - all lay ahead of me when
I first settled into my new flat by the Danube in Budapest, where I had set myself
up as a foreign correspondent, on a slender retainer and a promise of articles to
be printed in The Independent. The Soviets were leaving, and the city was
celebrating the end of over four decades of occupation. The Warsaw Pact had
collapsed, and so had the Communist trading bloc, Comecon - signed out of
existence in the Hungarian capital. The Hungarians, Czechs and Poles celebrated,
while the Vietnamese and Cubans looked on stonily. History marches on,
unstoppable as ever, especially in this part of the world, where for centuries
armies of competing empires - Ottoman, Hapsburg, Nazi and Soviet - have vied
for power, leaving their buildings and cultural legacies behind.

For now, at least, soldiers march across hostile frontiers no more, and power
stems not from the barrel of a gun, but from the cursors on bureaucrats’
computer screens in Berlin and Brussels. The key Central European nations of
Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland are now poised to join the European
Union, while Slovenia and the tiny former Soviet republic of Estonia are not far
behind. Even Romania, with its endemic corruption, supremely venal officials
and ramshackle infrastructure, will be considered for EU membership some time
in the next decade. If Greece can join, then why not the lynchpin of the Balkans?

As well as new states, the last decade has given birth to whole new regions of
Europe, at least in diplomatic speak - shorthand terms that indicate new
aspirations towards the West, or the revival of older ones. Czechs will tell
visitors proudly that Prague is a long way west of Vienna, and theirs is the
heritage of middle Europe, not the Balkans.

In Hungary, the foreign ministry has conceived of, if not invented, a new part of
the Continent, known as East-Central Europe. Quite what makes up this area



nobody is quite sure, except that Budapest, three hours” drive east of Vienna, is
its epicentre. The message seems to be that Hungary is not Romania, is not in the
Balkans and wants very little to do with it. Even though it is right next door, and
Budapest rhymes with Bucharest.

Where the Balkans begin nobody is sure either, although the Romanian city of
Cluj, in Transylvania, seems a suitable starting point. Cluj was, until the 1920
Treaty of Trianon that reshaped Eastern Europe, known as the Hungarian city of
Kolozsvar. Even now the city retains its faded fin- de-siecle grandeur, although
its dusty streets are filled with sputtering Romanian-built Dacia cars instead of
horse-drawn carriages. Steadily reviving after the moribund decades of Marxism,
its greatest drawback is the ultra- nationalist and anti-Hungarian mayor,
Gheorghe Funar, who spends millions of lei erecting monuments to Romanian
national heroes that would be better used improving the city’s infrastructure. For
a Briton, growing up in a culture of free speech, democracy, reasonable political
transparency and fair play, the Balkan mind-set can take some getting used to.

Once, reporting here, Funar’s deputy carefully explained to me how the
Hungarian government ran a special college in Budapest from where beautiful
Magyar maidens were trained in sexual skills and sent out to enrol in the West’s
leading universities. They would seduce the best students, likely to become
political or economic leaders, and marry them. Safely ensconced in the
Hungarian honey trap, he claimed, this network of international politicians
would then oppose Romanian national interests whenever possible and work for
Budapest’s interest. It was nonsense, of course, but still an illuminating insight.
Sad to report, after eight years of being based in Budapest, not a single Magyar
temptress has attempted to recruit me for the cause of Greater Hungary.

Further down south, in the capital, Bucharest, many Romanians still pine for the
strong hand of the "Genius of the Carpathians", as former ruler Nicolae
Ceausescu liked to style himself. One recent opinion poll showed 61 per cent
believing they were better off under his rule. Nicolae and his hated wife Elena
died in a hail of bullets on Christmas Day 1989 - the Revolution’s present to the
Romanian people, or the convenient removal from the political scene of the
couple who knew most about their neo-Communist successors. Either way,
nostalgists with enough lei, or preferably dollars, can at least kit themselves out
in the Ceausescus’ clothes and possessions, recently auctioned off on the Internet.
This kitsch collection included a pair of white leather brogues perfect for a New
York pimp and rows of womens’ suits in fetching shades of pink, yellow and
turquoise. Also on offer was a 1975 Buick donated by former US President



Richard Nixon, an embarrassing reminder of the way the Ceausescus were once
feted by world leaders as anti-Soviet mavericks. They even visited Buckingham
Palace, after which several items reportedly went missing.

Now Bucharest, like its neighbours Budapest and Sofia, is slowly recovering
some of its pre-war grandeur, but it will be decades, if ever, before the city is
dubbed the "Paris of the East" again. The Athenee Palace hotel, immortalised in
Olivia Manning’s best-seller The Balkan Trilogy and home to generations of spies
and secret policemen across the decades, still stands, reborn as a Hilton. The
service has undoubtedly improved but the atmosphere of intrigue has vanished.

Ceausescu’s lasting legacy to his people - apart from a wrecked economy and
crumbling national infrastructure - is his massive, 3,200- room palace, high up on
a hill overlooking Bucharest, that still casts a shadow, both real and
metaphorical, over the city. Twenty- four thousand workers toiled for five years
to build this monstrous but oddly impressive edifice, now wused by
parliamentarians, and also available for hire for Nato conferences and fashion
shows. The balcony looks on to a grand avenue that Ceausescu named
"Boulevard of the Victory of Socialism", precisely one metre wider than the
Champs Elysees. Nicolae Ceausescu never stood there to receive his people’s
acclaim. That honour was left to former president Ion Iliescu and, ironically, one
of capitalism’s icons - the pop star Michael Jackson.

Sometimes it is the tiny, illuminating moments that illustrate how, in much of
post-Communist Eastern Europe - even in the countries that proclaim their
middle-European heritage - the gulf in mind-sets between East and West will
take years to fade. As the episode of the patriotic radish illustrates. It was the
winter of 1991, a few months into the Croatian war of independence, and we
were dining at our hotel in the capital, Zagreb. The Croatian flag, with its
alternate pattern of red and white squares, flew on every street corner, as though
the very emblem itself could ward off Yugoslav attacks. The radio was filled with
patriotic songs, and the streets with armed soldiers. Across from our hotel was
the headquarters of the nationalist HOS militia. Visitors had to leave their guns
at the entrance, and the reception looked like an armoury, with Kalashnikovs,
machine-pistols and sub-machine guns piled up in disarray.

It was a dark and frightening time, when the Yugoslav army was bombarding
much of the country, and citizens in towns and cities such as Vukovar and Osijek
cowered nightly underground as the shells and mortars rained down. Even
Zagreb was not immune: shop windows were covered in tape to prevent flying
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