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    CHAPTER  ONE


ALL POWER TO THE PEOPLE!


(except the power to leave)


       If you are born in a Communist country you are sentenced to live out your life there -- whether you like it or not.  It is a felony to try to escape.  It is a felony with penalties ranging from several years imprisonment (for a spur-of-the-moment run for it), up to death by shooting (for a really determined effort involving the use of a vehicle).  In some Communist countries you are liable to be dropped in your tracks with rifle fire just for walking through the jungle too near the border.


       Yet still the fugitives try -- hanging under railroad cars in Eastern Europe and crouching in false-bottomed fishing boats down Chinese rivers;  pushing patchwork sleds across frozen Arctic seas and clinging to inner tubes in the tropical Caribbean -- they try to our knowledge in their thousands every year and their nations spend three and a half billion [1974] dollars in each of those same years to stop them.  Fifteen Communist nations have sewn minefields, strung barbed wire and put up walls that would reach two and a half times around the equator in order to keep their citizens from escaping.  They pay over three quarters of a million border guards to keep round-the-clock vigils at the ramparts to shoot residents of the workers' paradise when they try to sneak out.  It is a phenomenon of enormous significance, unique in our experience, devastating in its negative impact, yet persisted in with dogged determination -- in face of the fact that these very same nations have demonstrated, as a whole, more political stability than any equivalent group of nations you can point to "on the outside".  The populations of Communist countries support their political and economic systems with majorities estimated by knowledgeable, sincere and anti-Communist experts to be overwhelming -- at least by comparison with what we are used to in the free world.  Although they are often indifferent to the faceless grey blobs who hold high office in their lands, and although they rankle with nationalist sentiment when they live in one of the satellites of a Communist empire, the majority of the citizens in mature Communist states appear to be in favor of the political philosophy of Marxism-Leninism-Maoism-Castroism-Whateverism as long as it delivers enough state-guaranteed equality to satisfy their emotional needs.  More remarkable still, the majority of the citizens of the world's Communist nations favor the intrinsically unproductive economic philosophy of their state "religion" year after threadbare year.  (Although they do make a practice of smashing windows and overturning empty food stalls when their living standards dip below the subsistence level.)


       In a subject plagued by contradiction and ambivalence, we find Communist nations fighting like demons to keep invaders from crossing their borders, then building walls and minefields to keep themselves from crossing them.  No handful of conspirators holds a third of the world's population at bay along those frontiers;  there has to be something else going on here.  A lot of people are building walls because a lot of people want them up;  but no one needs them there unless there is another bunch inside that wants to get out.  Who are they?  That three and a half billion [1974] dollars is being spent by the world's poorest nations, the ones that can afford it least.  And they are governed by penny-pinching misers who wouldn't shell out three and a half cents if they weren't convinced they were getting their money's worth.  What is their money's worth?  Who are they hoarding in there?


       Many believe that it's the whole population -- every man, woman and child that doesn't have a guard's uniform on.  After all, they say, the entire population is inside the fence and the entire population is denied the right to leave.  Then it's an evident fact that the entire population is imprisoned.


       Again and again the Western world has fallen into that trap, believing that if no one is permitted to leave the country, it follows that everyone is being held against his will.  Other aspects of the situation seem to fit that assumption:  we see people being herded into collective farms like so many oxen;  we know that millions have been done to death in these countries;  we know that people had their lifetime earnings taken at the point of a gun when revolution swept across their homelands.  In addition to all that, we know that the very idea of totalitarianism and the "Dictatorship of the Proletariat" (or, indeed, of anyone else), is repugnant to us.  Surely it must be just as repugnant to the fourteen hundred million people [1977] forced by a handful of conspiratorial Communists to submit to imprisonment in their nations-turned-concentration-camps.


       For almost sixty years now, this particular hallucination has made so much sense to us that we've refused to believe the evidence against it.  When Germany attacked the Soviet Union in 1941 a good many wise heads expected the multitudes who had suffered through revolution, civil war, famines and purges to weep with joy over their deliverance.  Instead, the civilian multitudes in German-occupied territory killed over four hundred thousand stalwart members of the "liberating" army with pitchforks and hunting rifles.  We were surprised at first, but then we quickly swept that fact under a rug labeled "mistaken policies of the German occupation forces", and blindly held on to our assumptions about human nature, about human goals and behavior, and about Communism.





CUBA





       Two decades later we hadn't learned a thing.  The Iron Curtain had descended across Europe;  we said this was due to Stalin's neurotic fear of the West.  Later, the Bamboo Curtain clattered down around a quarter of our species;  we said that was due to Mao's fear that Chiang Kai-shek would return to "Mainland" China and topple him from power.  Then in 1961 the Sugar-Cane Curtain trapped seven million innocent Cubans in dreadful bondage to Fidel Castro;  we said it would be inhuman for us to stand only ninety miles away and not lift a finger to help those poor devils.  We rose to the challenge and smashed through Castro's curtain with a dedicated force of Cuban exiles expecting the populace to run into the streets like World War II Europeans to greet their liberators.  When that didn't happen, the "explanations" started to appear.  There were eventually more explanations than there had been liberators.


       The following year we got an opportunity to tell all those imprisoned Cubans that we were still thinking of them and that it wouldn't be a bad idea if they busted out on their own.  The occasion was the Cuban Missile Crisis and our heartwrenching concern for Cuban freedom was expressed by President Kennedy in an evening address carried round the world.  Near the end of his dramatic speech announcing a naval blockade of Cuba, Jack Kennedy turned from the subject of nuclear missiles to hold out a hand to the island's enslaved inhabitants.





       Finally I want to say a few words to the captive people of Cuba, to whom this speech is being directly carried by special radio facilities.  I speak to you as a friend, . . . as one who shares your aspirations for liberty and justice for all.  . . . . 


       Many times in the past, the Cuban people have risen to throw out tyrants who destroyed their liberty, and I have no doubt that most Cubans today look forward to the time when they will be truly free.  . . .  Free to select their own system.  Free to own their own land.





       Three years later almost to the day, Castro announced that anyone who wanted to leave Cuba for the United States would be free to go.  Although he reneged on military-age males, he quickly agreed to permit a special airlift with two flights a day, Monday through Friday, to carry the captive people of Cuba from Havana to Miami.  It operated for five years.  In 1970 it was wound down, with those holding visas at the time -- about ten thousand -- declared the final escapees.  All together, three and a half percent of the Cuban population had agreed to fly out at American expense to the land that shared their "aspirations for liberty and justice for all".  Add another four percent  who "arranged for" their own transportation to the U. S. from 1959 to 1970, then add one and a half percent for those who escaped to other countries, and you have a grand total of nine percent of the Cuban population who left -- either through an open door or a closed one.  What it amounted to, when all was said and done, was less than one percent a year.  And what the whole exercise proved was that the reasonable American assumption expressed in Kennedy's speech -- “that most Cubans today look forward to the time when they will be truly free” -- applied to a very small minority of Communism's captives indeed.


       How many people really want out?  The question is a crucial one.  For decades we've operated under the assumption that if those 770,000 border guards were to oversleep some morning, the captive populations of Communism would make a wild dash for freedom.  Now we find that only five and a half percent of the Cuban population will row their own boats out in a tropical sea, leaving three and a half percent to ride in comfort on a twenty-minute flight to Miami.  What is the situation in the other walled prisons of the Communist universe?


       Fortunately we don't have to guess how many of them would get out if they could.  The fact is, they have  been able to get out from time to time.  All we have to do to answer our crucial question is sit back and count heads as they run through the open door.





EAST GERMANY





       • During the years between World War II and the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961, the citizens of Communist East Germany could leave their national "prison" by merely strolling through the city of Berlin from one sector to another.  Waiting for them on the other side was a free plane ride to West Germany.  Throughout that period, an average of one percent of those citizens choose to escape each year.





HUNGARY





       • In 1956, with the minefields around Communist Hungary dug up and taken away, with border guards unwilling to prevent escape, with the borders less than four hours away by car and less than a day away by bicycle, fewer than two in every hundred captive citizens chose freedom outside.





CZECHOSLOVAKIA





       • In 1968, with the borders of Communist Czechoslovakia thrown wide open for four months, only one-half of one percent packed their bags and went out into the free world.





+   +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +    +





       We have established, then, that the populations of Communist countries are overwhelmingly disinclined to leave.  That's worth thinking about.  We like to suggest something profound by remarking that the one percent or half percent of Communism's prisoners who escaped into the free world each year had "voted with their feet".  That's perfectly true, of course, and we're happy for those who escape.  But it's far more profound to notice that the other ninety-nine percent voted with their seats.  With the gates to the outside world standing wide open for months or years, they found reasons to stay.


       Very well, then, if the number of their citizens who would leave is that small, why have the world's Communist nations spent a total of 38 billion [1988] dollars building walls and fences and minefields to prevent their escape?  And why do they spend over 3.5 billion dollars a year for barbed wire, patrol boats and border guards when they need that money and that effort and that manpower so desperately just to keep their remaining populations adequately clothed and fed?


       That expensive national stockade is certainly not there to prevent the escape of the ninety-nine percent who don't leave.  When you fence in a pasture there may be trees as well as horses in the enclosure, but the fence is keeping in the horses, not the trees.  The fence is keeping in the few in each of these countries who are willing to leave, not the many who are not -- whatever their degree of loyalty.


       It's absurd to talk of captive populations.  The people of Cuba are not held prisoner against their will, nor are the people of East Germany held captive behind their massive wall.  But a small minority of the people in all those Communist countries is being held captive, and the motive behind that disgraceful act is what we must now examine and understand.


