
 
Cold War defection in Australia 
 

 
The dingy light fails to illuminate a bare cubic room. Potent odours of styro-foam emanate from a 
mattress that lies lopsided on the floor.  A ceiling fan rotates slowly overhead; a large figure sits over 
the small desk. Márk is scribbling a crude drawing of three small figures below the text on a 
crumpled telegram. ‘Piroska’ and ‘Onya’ are the captions of the small figures beside him. As the 
metal blades of the fan gyrate overhead the pictured bodies are dismembered by the cutting 
shadows, their expressions cracked, the links in their hands severed by the dark. Next to the 
drawing is a newspaper whose front cover depicts the image of CCCP emblem tanks, posing like 
models of a new fashion line, on the outskirts of Budapest. These same symbols of oppression they 
had faced on the tracksuits of their opponents in yesterdays bloody final. The 1956 Melbourne 
Olympics had been an isolated success for Hungary.   
 
His green water polo dressing gown hangs limply from a lone hanger on a tall rack. The tricolour of 
the Hungarian flag is faded on the chest. Moreover the crest is sliced crudely, where Márk and his 
teammates had removed the Reskotai coat of arms after arriving in Australia and receiving the news 
about the Soviet occupation. 
 
His gold medal lies precariously tossed on the edge of the desk, near the bin. His eye is split and his 
heavily bandaged head looks bloated, like a soldier with a shrapnel wound. He feels delirium 
engulfing him, the dull buzz of the fluorescent lamp filling his mind. There is a knock at the door. He 
weighs up the images in his hands and then turns, his wide back tense, his heart still. 
 
BRIEFCASE – DOCUMENTS 
 
He stole quickly out into the warm air, his large figure engulfed by the long black of a quiet night.   
 
‘Mr. Ambrus?’ inquired a faint voice. 
 
‘Yes’ he replied, his accent wrapping thickly over the top of the man’s nasal words. 
 
‘Good to see you. Follow me’ came the invisible reply from a silhouette now moving about ten yards 
in front of him. Márk chose to maintain a distance as they moved out of the deserted Olympic 
compound and walked by the Yarra. The salty breath of the river was sharp in his nose. But looking 
over its shimmering surface and with his hand tracing the metal railing on the promenade he was 
lulled into recollection of the Gélert Baths with their stone columns and arches, teaching Piroska 
how to throw a polo ball. 
 
GOVERNMENT AGENT ESCORTING MAN TO ARRANGE DEFECTION 
 
The low grunt of an engine rumbling in to life startled him in the dark. Burning white lights then 
flicked on in front of him. He felt like a rabbit caught in headlights. Losing hold on the railing he 
moved towards the vehicle with one hand in front of his face.  He reached the black FX Holden and 
opened the rear passenger door. Inside the beige seat leather was cold and sickly smooth. The man 
moved the car off. 
 
Márk pulled the telegram from his jacket pocket. It felt flimsy and abstract in his large hands. The 
words he had read so many times flashed in an out of existence as the car moved quickly through 
the empty streets. The yellow street lights cast a momentary glow over the black letters, fragmenting 
his reading. 
 
‘Situation bad…house ok…people are disappearing’ 
  



They soon arrived at high pair of spiked black gates, the man using a touch pad to gain entry. A 
forbidding concrete building rose up in front of them, the government safe house they had informed 
he would be taken to. When they stopped in front of the grey walls a man opened the door for him. 
They all wore black hats. He was taken inside and upstairs. 
 
As he and the two men now escorting him reached a tall brown door on the left they ushered him 
into a seat before going in. The vacuum of the white corridor was excruciating. The unadorned, 
sterile walls reflected the fluorescent lights overhead, and he felt suffocated by the stale air. 
 
He realised he was sweating, the underarms of his shirt damp and dripping. When he looked down 
at the telegram and the newspaper clipping again he felt bile rise in his throat. The childish drawing 
was so divorced from the cavernous muzzles on the main guns of the Soviet tanks. Their optical 
periscopes he felt searching deep into the recess of his eyes, goading him to come and see for 
himself their grandeur. 
 
The door opened slightly, releasing a sliver of softer yellow light, he was called in. 
 
Three men sat in the room, each wearing a dark grey jacket and black bowler hat. He was invited to 
sit in front of the desk, with one man sitting opposite him and two beside him. The fat man on the 
other side of the desk was bald, and as he sat up to loosen his tie his belie surged forward. 
 
‘Mr. Ambrus, sorry for keeping you waiting he said, Márk watching with disdain the fatty lips move 
below his neat moustache. 
 
‘We hope you’ll take up our offer. We see it as a great opportunity for yourself, and although it’s a 
hard decision we’re here to help you through it’ the men at either side of him nodded their heads in 
agreement like excited children, anticipating a treat.   
 
‘You see the Liberal party is like you. We don’t agree with what these Communists are doing at all.  
And they’re a problem here as they are at home for you in Hun-garey. We understand your pain’ he 
went on to say, the shine of his sweaty head like a gleaming saucer in the cheap light, his ugly smile 
lost on Márk. 
 
When Márk said nothing the fat man looked confusedly at his partners, before pulling in his chair 
and smiling his tokenistic grin again. 
 
‘If you’d accept, we’d ask also that you write a testimony for us here. Just for safe keeping of 
course. Just explaining how hard it’s all been with the Communists at home’ he said. 
 
‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything. All I’ve heard is from my sister. I left before the Soviet’s arrived’ 
he replied strongly. 
 
The hammer and sickle tainted his eyes and he drowned in a sea of red as the thoughts of his 
betrayal filled his ears and mind, the agents knowing nothing of his pain. To them communism was 
a game, a banner, a colour, a vote. To him it was his local shop, his home, his family. 
 


