
offensive against Hitler through Normandy and not through the Balkans as many 
in Hungary had hoped. 

Shortly after the war, Veress and his future wife, together with their 
immediate families, sought asylum in England where they both worked for the 
Hungarian Section of the BBC. 

Esther E. Vital is 
Vancouver 

Red Star, Blue Star: the Lives and Times of Jewish Students in Commu-
nist Hungary (1948-1956) Compiled and edited by Andrew Handler and 
Susan V. Meschel. Boulder, CO.: East European Monographs (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1997). Cloth: $31.50 (US). 

Red Star, Blue Star is an unusual book. Though poorly organized, it is still a 
compelling anthology of Jewish autobiographical writing. Comprised of seven-
teen personal stories or short life writing texts, the book's aim is to record the 
experiences of young Jewish men and women during the post-war period in 
Hungary. The narrators of these stories were all children or teens living in 
Hungary in 1948 when Hungary became a Soviet satellite nation. The assump-
tion of the editors is that "[b]eing Jewish in a Communist country meant being 
out of sight but not out of mind" (x). Thus, the majority of the stories told in the 
collection recall the anguish and the bravery of living under Stalin's eye, and 
sometimes this intersects with the experience of anti-Semitism. Andrew Handler, 
one of the story-tellers, writes in a long introductory essay to the collection that 
"[e]nding the war as the last ally of the Third Reich and the last executors of the 
Final Solution of the Jewish Question left permanent scars on the national 
character. The provisional system of governance proved not to be a prelude to 
democracy." Handler's conclusion is the ironic observation that "the liberators 
turned out to be occupiers" (7). In other words, the anti-Semitism that was rife in 
the final stages of the war in Hungary grew into a new form during the commu-
nist era, the victims of which are the Jews whose stories are told here. The truth 
is that not all the story-tellers focus on anti-Semitism, but all regret the period of 
Russian domination. 

The majority of the story-tellers eventually left Hungary, most after the 
uprising of 1956. Though many are academics in the West, some are prominent 
members of the business community in various American cities — Washington 
and Los Angeles, for example. Yet a few more remained in Budapest, such as 
two of the three women represented in the book — Eva Szekely and Marta 
Hentz. 

The stories are interesting, some more than others, and some better 
written (and better edited) than others. What the stories lack is a proper intro-
duction which contextualizes them, and an obvious sense of ordering. As they 



stand now, they seem to be randomly placed in a long line of uninterrupted 
contents referred to only as "Part Two." (This means that the introduction is 
"Part One.") A clearly articulated Table of Contents might at least provide an 
ordering principle to help the reader link details, themes, experiences of internal 
deportation or perhaps emigration. How each story illustrates what I assume is 
the thrust of the book — anti-Semitism did not die in Hungary with the end of 
the Holocaust — would be a happy conclusion to the multitude of experiences 
and ideas expressed by the narrators. Moreover, the experiences and ideas 
expressed by the narrators do not necessarily coincide with the objectives of the 
introductory essay leaving me to wonder what the purpose of the editors is. 
Having said this, the stories themselves are interesting recollections of a period of 
Hungarian history not often discussed by Jewish survivors of the Holocaust and 
although not mentioned and not problematized, the issue of gender is prominent. 
Only three of seventeen stories are by women, two of those women remained in 
Budapest, and among the other 17 stories, women's roles are often implicated. 
Take for, example, the most poignant of the stories, "My Blue Velvet Dress," 
where the once-buried blue velvet cloth is all that remains of Susan V. Meschel's 
beloved father as she crosses the Hungarian border "into freedom" (143). 

The book has some meaning for Canadian readers for two reasons: first, 
the introductory essay ends with an all too brief reference to the Gyorgy Lan-
deszmann affair (38-9), and second, the final life story, "Turnaround," is told by 
Peter Barta, a professor of electrical engineering at Ryerson Polytechnic Univer-
sity in Toronto. Although "Turnaround" ends too abruptly, it tells the story of an 
adolescence spent in Miskolc by a "Budapest kid" who "longed for Budapest" 
and its "Eleventh District, Gellert Hill, Horthy Circle (now Zsigmond Moricz 
Circle), Bottomless Lake, our temple, and the railway tracks going toward 
Vienna." This image of the railway tracks is metaphoric: most of the narrators 
fulfil their longing to escape Hungary and emigrate to the United States, Norway, 
Denmark, Sweden and, in one case, Toronto. Indeed, readers will notice that 
certain countries of immigration are over-represented, as are certain professions. 
Many of the tellers are scientists or engineers, often working in an academic 
setting. Some of the writers, however, such as Andrew Handler himself, and 
Paul Hollander, arc professors of history and sociology respectively, at American 
universities. Perhaps most dramatic among the stories is Hollander's. A school-
mate of the Hungarian dissident, George Konrad, Hollander was forced to leave 
Budapest with his family at nineteen years of age to take up a wretched existence 
with a "peasant family also regarded with disfavor by the authorities" (107). 
Hollander is quick to say that his "difficulties in Hungary between 1948-1956 had 
nothing or little to do with being Jewish" (107). Instead, he pays the price for 
the financial success of his maternal grandfather which, he admits, is the plight 
of many Jews in Europe who survived as businessmen, industrialists and property 
owners (102). Refreshing is Hollander's measured sense of change. Glad to leave 



Hungary in a way, he is less romantic than his colleagues about the problems he 
will face in the West where "there were more choices to make and the problems 
to be faced were no longer political" (115). 

Marlene Kadar 
York University 

Az. 1956-os magyar forradalom a vilagpolitikdban: Tanidmdny es vdlo-
gatott dokumentumok [The 1956 Hungarian Revolution in World Politics: 
A Study and Selected Documents], Csaba Bekes, ed. and comp. Budapest: 
1956-os Intezet, 1996. Pp. 184. Paper. 

This volume was produced and published under the aegis of the 1956 Institute in 
Budapest, an institution that has seen its funding slashed recently. It is a fine 
work, like many of the others produced by the 1956 Institute, offering useful 
documents and well as an excellent introduction to the subject. 

Bekes's 74-page introductory study in this volume is a succinct and lucid 
examination of the international context and impact of the 1956 Hungarian 
Revolution, written in the light of recently released secret documents. The 
author's main argument is that in October and November of 1956 the great 
powers of the world acted purely on the basis of perceived self-interest. In 
particular, the United States, the leading power of the "Free World," did not want 
to see the events in Hungary derail the process of increasing accommodation 
between the West and the USSR. By this time, the leaders of the US had 
acknowledged Eastern Europe to be in the Soviet sphere of interest and their 
policy towards the Soviets had accepted the importance of negotiations over 
confrontation; as a result, they wanted to make sure that this status quo was not 
upset by events in Hungary. Notwithstanding this desire, the Americans also 
wanted to make sure that the world did not get the impression that the US would 
do nothing in response to the Soviet intervention in Hungary. The result was a 
major chasm between American rhetoric and action — or more precisely, 
inaction — which had disastrous impact on the outcome of events. The attitudes 
of the other great powers were equally self-serving. France and England had 
more of an interest in unrest in Hungary than the US, but only as a factor that 
diverted Soviet attention from the Middle East. The Soviets themselves would 
have preferred a Polish-style resolution to the crisis, but they were ready to 
intervene if this was not possible and the existing Marxist-Leninist order in 
Hungary appeared threatened. 

Bekes devotes most of his attention to an analysis of American policy. 
In this connection he observes that Washington's two-faced policy of proclaiming 
the need to "liberate" Eastern Europe from Soviet rule while seeking peaceful 
accommodation with Moscow became especially pronounced after the advent to 




