From the Editor

We had been traveling swiftly east in arguably one of the sleekest
trains of its time during the early morning of April 4, 1995. | remember
this date, because | looked down at my Ironman digital watch face to
check the time. 4/4, it read. Noted. As we traveled further and further
than ever before away from the place | called home, the train slowed
to a pedestrian pace. | gazed out the window, looking for the reason.
We stopped, briefly, and there was a call for passports. We had entered
Hungary. As the Austrian train pulled forward again, the pedestrian
pace continued. Those old tracks couldn't take the speed.

What lay ahead for us were experiences that would physically mold
our plastic, young brains: scores of people at the station in Budapest,
begging us to rent their spare rooms, wide open boulevards with hardly
any traffic, and garish, Western fast food restaurants that attracted
seemingly the only life left out on the streets. While allowing a com-
plete stranger to wrap strands of my long hair with colorful embroi-
dery thread, she pulled me quickly and briefly from our stoop into a
darkened alley to hide from police; she had no license to be working
as a street vendor, but these were desperate times. The apartment we
chose - offered by a wizened old man - was $10 a night for the two of
us, accessed via a rickety cage-style outdoor elevator. With no laun-
dromat, we washed our jeans in the bathtub. Budapest - indeed, every
one of the former communist countries - was a ghost town.

The lessons | took with me from my time spent east of the former Iron
Curtain were lasting. Prague, Krakéw, Warsaw, former East Berlin, and
the East Side Gallery. All that | had read about up to that point did
not prepare me for reality. History lessons in high school were lacking
desperately in context. Seeing the world for myself was the context |
needed to evolve as a human. But, the longer | traveled, the lonelier |
felt - these spaces felt post-apocalyptic. No one had prepared these
populations for life after communism. The Band-aid had been ripped
off, exposing all that was lacking to thrive in a democracy.

And then, while ambling down a narrow street in Budapest, | came
upon a leather shop. It stopped me in my tracks. Here was something
familiar. Here was something | held in common with the shop keeper.
What grounded this artist would ground me as well: leather. His shop
window was full of beautiful, wet-molded, framed art: large, volumi-
nous trees, faces of all walks of life, and a few abstracts as well. Fine,
thin leather had been softened and pushed and pulled until they repre-
sented his intentions. | stood for a few minutes, snapping a few photos
with my precious film, feeling the ground firmly under my feet, grateful
for this discovery.

We live in a time that threatens to destroy what is left of human con-
nection. It is dangerous to give radical thoughts too much mental band-
width, as they tend to polarize and isolate. Leather work has always
predicated itself on thoughtful, methodical processes that require us
to slow down, much like those Hungarian train tracks, forcing us to
work and think at its pace, not ours. It is for this reason that | most look
forward to our shows, because there, leather is our common language,
reminding us - leather workers from all over the world - of our com-
monality.

See you in Sheridan.
Chario
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