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Nation by Nation — the Relay
Race to Freedom

Fifteen years ago an extraordinary experiment took
place in Eastern Europe. Within a short period of time,
several nations suddenly found themselves standing face
to face with the chance to change their fate — an event
rarely seen in history. The fact that the silent public of
these several countries could at last speak out, that they
dared to reach for freedom, that one after another set
aside submission — all this was not a foregone conclusion.
Happily, the end of the last totalitarian system in Europe
did not become yet another tragic stage in world history.

On 4th June 1989, on the very day when Europe saw
(Polish) society victorious against its Communist rulers,
Chinese students, revolting against their system, were
massacred in Peking in the Square of Heavenly Peace
[Tiananmen Square]. There, at the hint of a threat, the
Communists did not hesitate before resorting to butchery.
And they are still in power.

Poland had waited too long. Within six months of the
founding of “Solidarity”, in the spring of 1981, Polish
“opposition” spheres were in a position to win against
their own, local rule. However, Poland’s isolated position
within the Soviet bloc was not conducive to a victorious
outcome. The Soviet Union was yet to face up to
perestroika. Poland “survived” her victory but did not see
it put in force. Nothing more could be done at that point
than see through the hopeless years of martial law and
wait for the final outcome. There was no need now for a
multi-million “Solidarity” member-ship, memories and
consciousness of what had been achieved would suffice
to keep it alive.

On 23rd November 1989, on the seventh day of the
“velvet revolution” in Prague, Timothy Garton Ash said to
Vaclav Havel: “In Poland it took 10 years, in Hungary 10
months, in the GDR 10 weeks, perhaps it will take 10 days,
here in Czechoslovakia?”. The revolutionary events did,
indeed, take a little longer but word had gone out. The
pace of change was truly remarkable.

As subsequent steps on the road to change did not
meet with expected forced opposition from the
authorities, so courage grew. Meanwhile, with every
compromise, the power of the authorities became
weaker. The peoples of other countries could start out on
ever-decreasing marathons.

Revolutionary changes sometimes happened to be an
illusion (like in Romania at an early stage) and sovereignty
to be apparent (Belarus).

The breakthrough of 1988/91 meant a peaceful
overthrow of Communism in Europe. Today, 15 years after
the victorious elections in Poland, the residents of the
seven former Soviet bloc countries may be certain that the
“Yalta” curse will not come back to them. 

Zbigniew Gluza
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22nd December 1989, Bucharest. Photo: T. Chesnot / SIPA/East-News
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LASZLO TÖKES:
(pastor of the Hungarian Reformed Church in Timisoara)
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From un-published sources Initial view of the Romanian Information Services concer-
ning the events of December 1989:

In the afternoon, when at last the number of Calvinists protesting outside the residence
of Pastor Tökes was beginning to dwindle, suddenly a group of aggressive young people
appeared. They incited those present to violence, shattered shop windows and blocked the
traffic, stopping trams, buses and cars.

17th December
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Official Report of Gheorghe Mocut, prosecutor, of the Chief Prosecutor’s Office:
Until we reached the airport in Timisoara, we — five prosecutors from the Chief Prose-

cutor’s Office — did not know where we were going. In Timisoara we were informed that
on 16th ���������� a group of hooligans had joined the followers of the Reformed (Calvi-
nist) Church, in order to protest against the relocation of Pastor Tökes, and that they were
on the rampage, damaging the provincial party headquarters’ building and shop windows.
In the prison we were told that hundreds of hooligans had been detained. I had to deal with
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one hundred and eighty of them, most of them minors, some younger than fourteen.
Despite having been ordered to immediately prepare charges, after interviewing them we
took the decision to release them. At the same time — in the afternoon and evening of 17th
���������� — the crowd could be heard through the windows giving on to the courtyard,
chanting “Ceausescu out”, “Freedom”, “Bread for the children”. At 7.30 p.m. we were
informed of ten new “commandments” issued by the Political Executive Committee of the
Romanian Communist Party, among them the unconditional arrest of all those detained
on the basis of “we’ll find something to charge them with”. I stuck my neck out. ��� I did
not arrest any of them. I was saved by the revolution.

Results of investigations, conducted under the direction of Dr. Marius Micolciou, into
events which took place within health service institutions in the town of Timisoara,
during the period 16th–22nd December:
����� During the night of 17th/18th �����������all the hospitals were taking in the inju-

red, with the exception of the military hospital where, behind closed doors, M. Todorov bled
to death, while V. Barbat was thrown out of the operating theatre and taken to the provin-
cial hospital, where his life was saved. This was one of 49 serious operations. ��� We re-
gistered 119 deaths, and treated 485 injured. Functionaries of the Securitate tried to carry
out investigations. They kept taking away notes and documentation on the injured.
Luckily, they did not manage to take away the departmental reports. ��� They did not
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manage to burn everything. They spent the whole day of 18th ���������� in the morgue
with the bodies, and we were not allowed in at all. During the night of 18th/19th �������
����, between two and four in the morning, 43 bodies were taken to the crematorium in Bu-
charest. For the cremation, 23 bags with clothes, measuring 2.5 metres, were prepared,
among these were two or three with military uniforms. The clothes were not burned
thoroughly. From the unburned remains and the holes in the chests one could deduce that
these were soldiers shot for refusing to carry out orders to shoot at the people.
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DORANA COSOVEANU:
(Curator of the National Museum, founder
member of the Civic Treaty)
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1st January 1990 — The Polish state,
called the Polish People’s Republic
since 1952, returns to its traditional
name of the Republic of Poland.

12th June 1990 — A declaration of
sovereignty of the Russian Soviet Fede-
rated Socialist Republic is proclaimed
— the Russian Federation is estab-
lished.

21st June 1990 — Unanimous state-
ments on the final nature of the border
on the Odra and Nysa Rivers are
adopted by parliaments of the Federal
Republic of Germany and the German
Democratic Republic.

15th July 1990 — USSR’s President
Mikhail Gorbachev announces, during
Chancellor of the Federal Republic
Helmut Kohl’s visit to the Caucasus,
that united Germany will take sovereign
decision on the military alliance it wants
to be a member of.

17th July 1990 — Polish Foreign
Minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski attends
the third round of the “2+4” talks in
Paris (both German states plus Great
Britain, France, US and USSR) that
recommends Poland to settle all Polish-
German issues — including the
question of borders — by means of
bilateral treaties. Moscow gives up its

key demand — to sign a peace treaty
with Germany as the final legal act
winding up the unification process.

12th September 1990 — In Moscow, the
participants in the “2+4” conference
sign a treaty on the final settlement of
German issues, abolishing the special
powers exercised by Western super-
powers in that country since 1945 and
fixing the date for withdrawing the
USSR troops from East Germany. 

3rd October 1990 — The unification of
Germany that remained divided since
1945 becomes a fact.

6th November 1990 — Hungary be-
comes the first Eastern bloc state to be
admitted to the Council of Europe — a
political organization founded in 1949
to group states that undertake to
observe human rights, the rule of law
and democratic principles.

14th November 1990 — A Polish-
German treaty stating the inviolability
of the border on the Odra and Nysa
Rivers is signed in Warsaw.

1st January 1991 — Berlin again be-
comes the capital of Germany.

15th February 1991 — A meeting of
presidents, prime ministers and foreign
ministers of Poland, Czechoslovakia and
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Hungary is held in Budapest and
Visegrad in Hungary — a declaration on
the cooperation of the three states in
striving for European integration is
signed (the formal beginning of the
“Visegrad Triangle”).

31st March 1991 — The end of ope-
ration of the military structures of the
Warsaw Pact — a tool of Soviet military
domination over Eastern Europe
existing since 1955.

19th June 1991 — The last Soviet troops
leave Hungary — the first stage of
withdrawal of USSR’s troops from the
former Eastern bloc countries.

25th June 1991 — The last Soviet troops
leave Czechoslovakia.

28th June 1991 — the Council for
Mutual Economic Assistance, which
integrated the Eastern bloc countries
under the USSR guidance since 1949, is
dissolved.

1st July 1991 — The last meeting of the
Warsaw Pact Political Consultative

Committee is held in Prague — the
Warsaw Pact is formally dissolved.

19th–21st August 1991 — An
unsuccessful Communist coup d’état by
the Soviet bureaucracy in Moscow on
the eve of signing a new federative
treaty loosening ties between Soviet
republics. The putchist forces take up
positions in the centre of Moscow and
put USSR President Mikhail Gorbachev
under house arrest. Russian President
Boris Yeltsin, remaining free, appeals to
the people of Moscow to disobey the
conspirators.

24th August 1991 — The Ukrainian
Parliament proclaims the state’s inde-
pendence. 

25th August 1991 — The Supreme
Soviet of the BSSR proclaims the
independence of Belarus.

28th–29th August 1991 — Foreign mini-
sters of France, Germany and Poland
hold consultations in Weimar. The
Weimar Declaration on the future of
Europe begins institutional cooperation
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2nd–3rd October 1990. Residents of Berlin celebrate the unification of Germany. 
Photo: Sławomir Sierzputowski
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between the three states forming the
Weimar Triangle since then.

3rd September 1991 — Poland recogni-
zes the independence of Belarus.

17th September 1991 — The Supreme
Soviet of the BSSR changes the name of
the state to the Republic of Belarus and
reinstates Belarusian national symbols. 

September 1991 — Lithuania, Estonia
and Latvia are admitted to the UN.

26th November 1991 — Poland is
admitted to the Council of Europe.

1st December 1991 — Ninety percent of
those voting in a referendum in the
Ukraine support the idea of the repub-
lic’ independence, thus sanctioning the
existing situation. 

2nd December 1991 — The Polish
government recognizes the independen-
ce of Ukraine.

8th December 1991 — The leaders of
three largest USSR republics: Russian
President Boris Yeltsin, Ukrainian Pre-
sident Leonid Kravchuk and the

Chairman of the Belarusian Supreme
Soviet Stanislav Szushkevich meet in the
Białowieża Forest to declare that the
USSR ceases to exist as “an entity of
international law and part of the
geopolitical reality.”

9th–11th December 1991 — The
summit meeting of the European
Community in Maastricht (the
Netherlands) results in the signing of an
agreement providing for the
establishment of the European Union,
the introduction of Euro as a common
currency, and coordination of foreign
and military policies. 

21st December 1991 — The establish-
ment of the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States grouping a majority of
the former Soviet republics.

25th December 1991 — USSR President
Mikhail Gorbachev resigns, the USSR
ceases to exist.

7th February 1992 — The signing of a
treaty on the European Union in
Maastricht (the Netherlands).
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August 1991. A demonstration during the coup d’état in Moscow with Boris Yeltsin standing in the middle.
Photo: Andrzej Iwanczuk / REPORTER
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5th March 1992 — The establishment
of the Council of the Baltic Sea States
with Poland as a founding member.

20th July 1992 — Prime Ministers of
Russia and Belarus sign a treaty resto-
ring close political and military ties
between both countries.

21st December 1992 — In Kraków,
Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary
sign the Central European Free Trade
Agreement (CEFTA) on a gradual
removal of customs barriers within the
next 10 years.

1st January 1993 — The “Velvet
Divorce.” Czechoslovakia splits into two
independent states — the Czech
Republic and Slovakia.

13th May 1993 —Estonia is admitted to
the Council of Europe.

14th May 1993 — Lithuania becomes a
member of the Council of Europe.

30th June 1993 — The Czech Republic
and Slovakia are admitted to the Coun-
cil of Europe.

25th–26th August 1993 — Russian
President Boris Yeltsin says, while on a
visit to Poland, that Moscow does not
object to Poland’s membership in
NATO (later a Russian diplomat with-
draws this declaration).

31st August 1993 — The last Soviet
troops leave Lithuania.

17th September 1993 — The last Soviet
troops leave Poland.

7th October 1993 — Romania is ad-
mitted to the Council of Europe.

1st November 1993 — The treaty on the
European Union becomes effective.

4th January 1994 — Lithuanian Pre-
sident Algirdas Brazauskas addresses a
letter to the NATO General Secretary
requesting that Lithuania be admitted
to the North Atlantic Alliance.

11th–12th January 1994 — In Prague,
US President Bill Clinton presents the
“Partnership for Peace” plan offering
cooperation with NATO to countries
that are not NATO members.
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Farewell to Red Army soldiers leaving Poland. Photo: Jerzy Undro / PAP
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2nd February 1994 — Poland joins the
“Partnership for Peace.”

8th February 1994 — Ukraine joins the
“Partnership for Peace” program as one
of the first former Soviet republics.

31st March 1994 — Hungary files a
formal application for joining the
European Union.

8th April 1994 — Poland files a formal
application for joining the European
Union.

11th April 1994 — During his visit to
Poland US Deputy Secretary of State
Strobe Talbott confirms the existence of
close relationship between the parti-
cipation of Central European countries
in the “Partnership for Peace” program
and their possible NATO membership.

5th July 1994 — Poland is the first
participant in “Partnership for Peace”
to agree its Individual Partnership
Program with NATO.

31st August 1994 — The last Soviet
troops leave Germany, Estonia and
Latvia.

13th–16th September 1994 — Military
exercises are held at the training ground
in Biedrusko near Poznań under the
“Partnership for Peace” initiative as the
first manoeuvres of NATO forces on the
territory of a state that is not a members
of the Alliance.

8th October 1994 — American
Congress adopts the “Brown Amend-
ment,” thus expressing its readiness to
include the Visegrad Group states in
NATO.

10th February 1995 — Latvia is
admitted to the Council of Europe.

22nd June 1995 — Romania files a
formal application for joining the Eu-
ropean Union.

27th June 1995 — Slovakia files a
formal application for joining the
European Union. 

13th October 1995 — Latvia files a
formal application for joining the Eu-
ropean Union. 

9th November 1995 — Ukraine is
admitted to the Council of Europe.

24th November 1995 — Estonia files a
formal application for joining the Eu-
ropean Union.

8th December 1995 — Lithuania files a
formal application for joining the Eu-
ropean Union. 

17th January 1996 — The Czech
Republic files a formal application for
joining the European Union. 

22nd November 1996 — Poland is
admitted to the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD), an organization
grouping the most developed countries
of the world (Hungary and the Czech
Republic had already joined the OECD
before).

4th December 1996 — The European
Parliament adopts a resolution con-
demning the anti-democratic policies of
Belarusian President Alexander Lu-
kashenka.

23rd May 1997 — Presidents of Russia
and Belarus sign a statute of the Union
of Belarus and Russia; in June it is
decided that the former USSR national
anthem will become the UBR anthem. 

8th July 1997 — An official invitation to
join NATO is extended to the Czech
Republic, Poland and Hungary during a
NATO summit in Madrid.

9th July 1997 — The Charter on a
Distinctive NATO-Ukraine Partnership
is signed during the NATO summit in
Madrid with NATO members
expressing their support for the
Ukrainian sovereignty and territorial
integrity, considering the existence of
independent Ukraine as a stability fac-
tor in Europe.
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31st March 1998 — The beginning of
negotiations on the accession of Poland,
the Czech Republic, Hungary, and
Estonia to the European Union.

12th March 1999 — The Czech Repub-
lic, Hungary and Poland join NATO.

24th March – 10th June 1999 — NATO
is launching bombing raids over
Yugoslavia as part of its intervention
aimed to prevent genocide in Kosovo
(with the newly-admitted countries
taking part).

18th September 1999 — NATO’s
Multinational Corps Headquarters
North-East (Denmark, Germany, Po-
land) are formed in Szczecin.

15th February 2000 — Lithuania, Latvia
and Slovakia begin negotiations on the
accession to the European Union.

28th April 2000 — During the
millennium celebrations of the Gniezno
Assembly prime ministers of Poland,

the Czech Republic, Hungary, and
Slovakia and the chancellor of Germany
meet in Gniezno to declare their will to
create a “Europe of free nations living
in peace, security and prosperity.”

1st January 2002 — The Euro coins and
banknotes come into circulation in
twelve European Union’s countries.

27th September 2002 — The
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe issues a resolution condem-
ning human rights violations in Belarus
(Belarus lost its observer status in the
Council of Europe in 1997 and is the
only European country remaining
outside the Council).

November 2002 – April 2003 — 14
member states of the European Union
consider Belarusian President Alexan-
der Lukashenka and his ministers
personae non gratae in the European
Union.
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Independence, USA, 12th March 1999. Polish Foreign Minister Bronisław Geremek signs accession
documents on Poland's membership in NATO. Standing behind him from the left: US Secretary of State

Madeleine Albright, Czech Foreign Minister Jan Kavan and Hungarian Foreign Minister Janos Martonyi.
Photo: Cliff Schiappa / PAP/EPA
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11th–12th November 2002 — NATO
members gathered at a summit meeting
in Prague extend an invitation to
Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Romania,
and Slovakia to join the Alliance.

13th December 2002 — At the summit
meeting of the European Union in
Copenhagen the Czech Republic,
Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Slo-
vakia and Hungary close negotiations
on their accession to the European
Union.

9th April 2003 — The European
Parliament agrees to admit new states
(including the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia, and
Hungary) to the European Union;
referenda held in those countries in the
following months show that people
there are for joining the Union.

29th March 2004 — Bulgaria, Estonia,
Lithuania, Latvia, Romania, and
Slovakia become NATO members.

1st May 2004 — Seven countries of the
former Soviet bloc: the Czech Republic,
Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland,
Slovakia and Hungary are admitted to
the European Union.

Edited and compiled by 
Bartosz Kaliski
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Warsaw, 8th June 2003. Warsaw residents celebrate the outcome of the referendum on joining the European
Union in which more than 50 percent of the eligible took part; more than 80 percent of the voters came out in

favour of Poland joining the European Union. Photo: Maciej Macierzyński / REPORTER
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The KARTA Centre is an independent non-governmental
organization, which documents and popularises — by means of publications,
competitions, conferences and exhibitions — events and facts from the
history of 20th century Poland and Central-Eastern Europe. Its official activity
as a foundation began in 1990, but its beginnings date back to January 1982.
At that time, in reaction to the imposition of martial law, an illegal newspaper
entitled “Karta” was published and was gradually transformed into an
almanac describing people’s attitudes to totalitarianism. In November 1987,
“Karta” formed the “Eastern Archives”, an independent group dedicated to
identifying recent historical facts falsified by the Communists. The year 1991
saw the first legal issue of the historical journal “Karta” and, since then, all
the work involved in archives, documentation, as well as editorial and
publishing activities are held at the KARTA Centre. 

Today the Centre comprises:
“Karta” Quarterly (40 issues appearing between 1991–2004) showing
contemporary history from the individual’s perspective by means of memoirs,
diaries, letters and personal accounts, supplemented with documents, historians’
commentaries and numerous archive photographs, creating a kind of picture book
history. The journal also deals with difficult subjects such as relations between the
Poles and the Ukrainians, Germans and Jews.

The Archives — the Centre’s archive collections have been developed as a result of
its comprehensive activities — from the very beginning of the “Karta’s” (1982)
existence, and, in an orderly manner — from the time of the foundation of the Eastern
Archives (1987). These resources document the whole “social” history of 20th century
Poland and her immediate neighbours, and especially subjects that have not been
researched or are barely present in collective awareness. The Centre puts special
emphasis on gathering records by individual eyewitnesses (memoirs, diaries, and
reports...).
The Centre’s archive collections include:

Eastern Archives — the fate of the Polish population in the Eastern Borderlands of
the Second Polish Republic after the outbreak of WW II until the 1950s, including
the documentation of the “Index of the Repressed” and copies from the post-
Soviet and émigré archives (52 meters)

Opposition Archives — social resistance and opposition against the authorities,
including everyday life in the Polish People’s Republic (PRL), including one of
the largest and most comprehensive collections of underground periodicals
and books, as well as other publications (posters, bills, leaflets), group and
individual collections, museum pieces, and independent fine art works from the
years 1980–89 (700 meters)

Photographic Archives — more than 100,000 photographs from the period
1890–1990, including more than 16,000 digitized ones; photographs from family
albums, news photographer heritage, and amateur photographer archives; the
collections are gradually being made available in the Internet.

Oral history — the aim of the programme is to record, archive and render available
biographic reports by witnesses of the 20th century history — recorded by means of
the oral history methodology. In the Eastern Archives and the Opposition Archives
the Centre holds more than one thousand reports recorded since the end of the
1980s. In 2002, more than 160 reports by the former inmates of the Mauthausen-
Gusen Nazi concentration camps were recorded as part of the international “Maut-
hausen Survivors Documentation Project”. Several dozen reports by female prisoners
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