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Thank You, Tom! 
Hungarian American Coalition Gala 
House of Sweden, Washington, DC 

May 29, 2014 
László Hámos 

 Greetings, Excellencies, Members of Congress, dignitaries and especially the 
two Annettes, Senior and Junior, and Katrina. Congratulations to each of your 
populous progeny for following in the footsteps of your parents and 
grandparents. Let me now address Tom Lantos directly. 

 Have we in the world community of Hungarians ever sufficiently expressed 
our gratitude for your decades of devoted service in the United States Congress? 
For championing the cause of oppressed Hungarian minority communities? For 
promoting the ideals dearest to the Hungarian and the American heart? 

 My first contact with Tom Lantos took place more than 30 years ago, when 
HHRF organized a fundraiser for him after he first ran for Congress in 1980. 

 At that first meeting, I learned three things about Tom that he proudly 
displayed  throughout the decades to come: 

• On the one hand, he was 100 percent Hungarian — unconditionally 

• And at the same time, he was 100 percent American — unequivocally 

• Third, he was 100 percent Jewish — absolutely 

 Tom was a one-of-a-kind, three hundred percent man, whose three 
identities did not exclude, but mutually reinforced one another. 

 Whenever he made a statement in the American context, his exotic 
Hungarian accent – which I believe he cultivated on purpose – was 
unmistakable. For every statement in a Hungarian context, he found a way to 
insert quintessentially American values: love of freedom, respect for the rule of 
law, and respect for minority rights. 
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 His love of Hungary, and for all people and things Hungarian, could not be 
more passionate. He displayed it openly, sometimes to the point of hyperbole. I 
remember the first time he arranged a meeting for Bulcsú Veress and me at the 
State Department, soon after was elected to Congress and Ronald Reagan took 
office. At the early morning meeting on the steps of 2201 C Street with the newly 
appointed Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights, he described the 
Hungarian community in Transylvania as „God’s Other Chosen People” – 
winning , in this way, the heart and mind of the Assistant Secretary. Tom’s 
persuasive eloquence worked its magic, then as many times afterward. 

 His extraordinary facility in the English language won the respect even of his 
Congressional counterparts. His intelligence, wit, and willingness to call a spade a 
spade were legendary – though his frankness was also able to ruffle some feathers 
on chosen occasions. 

 Of the many fond, unforgettable and uplifting memories of Tamás, three stand 
out: 

• First, in 1990, presiding, together with his radiant and loving wife, Annette, 
on the Hungarian national holiday, March 15, at the unveiling of the bust of 
Lajos Kossuth in the overflowing Capitol Rotunda. It was their brilliant 
timing which enabled the signal, collective sigh of relief in the nation’s 
capital over the fall of communism after decades of tyranny. Was it a 
crowning act of divine intervention that upon learning of the first US visit 
of the Hero of the Romanian Revolution, Tom immediately invited Bishop 
László Tőkés to deliver the keynote speech? 

• Second, in Spring of 1987, I was with Tom right after the historic moment 
he addressed the US Congress, condemning the Ceausescu regime’s 
decades-long reign of brutality and anti-Hungarianism. After 11 years of 
frustration, the US Congress had voted to suspend Romania’s Most 
Favored Nation status for the first time. I well remember the pride and joy 
dancing in Tom’s eyes at the achievement.  
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• Third, is my most memorable recollection, described at an earlier HAC gala 
he attended, of the curious scene at a rest stop atop a mountain in 
Transylvania, as I witnessed Annette and Tom generously feeding every 

last morsel of Swiss chocolate to a ravenous and growing band of 
howling dogs. I still do not know if it was my laughter or horrified 
expression that finally convinced them to return to the car to make our 

escape. 
 
 No matter which initiative we proposed, if it was aimed at protecting 
Hungarian minority rights, Tom was our first and immediate ally. He was 
always ready to meet with Hungarian minority leaders visiting Washington: 
László Tőkés, Géza Domokos, Béla Markó, Miklós Duray, András Ágoston, 
along with dozens of other illustrious and lesser-known guests. 

 In June of 1990, it was Tom who received András Sütő, the Transylvanian 
writer who had been blinded in one eye in an anti-Hungarian pogrom, and 
introduced him at a briefing by the 200-member Congressional Human Rights 
Caucus, which he chaired. 

 Tom always took the right action at the right time. Whenever a Hungarian 
minority community suffered a rights violation, we could be certain that Tom 
would be right on it: he would write the letter, deliver the speech, travel to the 
scene --  taking the most effective action to remedy the situation. 

• His last letter written on a Hungarian issue was addressed to Slovak Prime 
Minister Robert Fico condemning the persecution of Hedwig Malina and 
the Slovak Parliament’s affirmation of the infamous Benes Decrees. 

• The issue of the Benes Decrees hit him hard. I helped him prepare for his 
last interview with Hungarian television on this topic, after he cut short a 
New Hampshire visit to fly to DC just to do this interview. He was outraged 
that the discredited concept of collective guilt had reared its ugly head and 
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reinforces to this day the unlawful confiscation of the Hungarian 
community’s properties. 

 In Congress, Tom was recognized as the in-House expert on East Central 
Europe. He was a one-man institution, and Congressional Members and Staff 
knew very well that if they wanted an accurate picture of the often, seemingly 
murky Central European scene, then Tom was the go-to person.  

 Often, Tom exercised his influence in the background. I recall the Rose 
Garden ceremony when President Clinton signed the law on the NATO accession 
of Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic. Tom was not present at this 
ceremony. After Senator Biden’s speech, I congratulated him, whereupon Biden 
drew me aside and told me that actually, it was that great “Hungarian 
patriot” – Tom Lantos – who years before had privately acquainted him with 
the importance of NATO accession, and convinced him to take a strong lead on 
this issue. 

 We are proud of Tom Lantos who, rose to become Chairman the Foreign 
Affairs Committee, and thus the highest-ranking Hungarian-born 
individual in history to serve in the leadership of the U.S. Congress. 

 It is to his and Annette’s lasting credit that they spawned an entire population 
of family and friends worldwide to carry on the mission he envisioned. 

 Thank you Tom. 

 You are irreplaceable. 

 We love you dearly, and will carry on your legacy for time immemorial. 

*********** 
	  


