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Though several decades have elapsed since the conclusion of the 
Second World War many pertinent issues remain unsolved. The 
best-known one is certainly the unfinished mission of Rudolf 
Hess. On the eve of the German-Russian war, the Hess affair was 
a momentous German effort to neutralize the West in order to get 
a free hand against the Soviet Union. But the Hess mission failed 
of necessity because by May, 1941, Adolf Hitler's Germany had 
lost its credibility in the eyes of the West. A few weeks later, the 
bombing of Kassa occurred and joined the series of unsolved 
mysteries of this greatest human drama. Like the Rudolf Hess 
mission, the bombing of Kassa is also surrounded by secrecy. 
Owing to the very nature of such events no authentic 
sources —written or printed —have surfaced since. It appears to 
have been planned and executed in complete secrecy as the 
natural outcome of long and complex diplomatic developments. 

On June 4, 1920, the Treaty of Trianon put an end to the 
existence of historic Hungary. It meant significant territorial 
losses for the country and roughly 4 million Hungarian became 
minorities in the successor states. The minority rights of these 
Hungarians remained unsettled between the wars as the successor 
states did not ensure equality for their Hungarian subjects. This 
development caused Hungarians to be preoccupied with 
revisionism, which became the cornerstone of Hungary's external 
policy. Anti-Soviet sentiment was also a prime factor in the 
country's foreign policy orientation. Since Germany found 
herself in a similar strategic constellation, revisionism and 
anti-Communism helped to forge a community of interest 
between German and Hungarian societies. Due to these 
circumstances, for years elected governments in Hungary 
misinterpreted the advent of national socialism, starting with the 
Nazi takeover on February 1, 1933. On that same day, Prime 



Minister Gyula Gombos, formerly a captain on the General Staff, 
sent an enthusiastic message to Adolf Hitler, and requested closer 
cooperation between Germany and Hungary in economic as well 
as foreign policy matters . 1 

Despite Prime Minister Gombos' desire to establish closer and 
more cordial relations with Germany, German-Hungarian 
diplomatic envoys continued to be mutually suspicious of each 
other even before the 1938 Sudeten crisis when the Hungarian 
government refused to participate in military action against 
Czechoslovakia as Germany's ally. On March 7, 1934, Italy, 
Austria and Hungary concluded the Rome Pact in order to 
coordinate their political and economic policies. At the time, 
both Austria and Hungary looked upon Italy as a natural 
counterweight to Germany's expansionist designs. This idea 
proved to be a misconceived one since Italy did not have either 
the military or economic strength to counterbalance German 
imperialism. Because of Germany's rising power in Central and 
Eastern Europe, the Rome Pact was unable to block the 
Wilhelmstrasse's ambitions. As a result, the signatory govern-
ments of the Rome Pact soon took Germany's suspicions into 
consideration and even thought of asking Germany to join the 
Rome Pact. By doing this the Rome Pact governments admitted 
that the idea that Italy could serve as a counterweight to 
Germany was nothing but an empty illusion from the very 
beginning. 2 

The first major break in German-Hungarian relations 
occurred in August 1938 as an aftermath of the Bled Conference 
in Yugoslavia where Hungary and the Little Entente states had 
just reached an agreement. The Bled Agreement of August 23, 
1938, recognized for the first time since the end of the First World 
War Hungary's right to rearmament. It also renounced the use 
of force in territorial disputes between Hungary and the Little 
Entente States.3 It is interesting to note that the Bled 
Conference occurred during the state visit of Regent Horthy and 
other leading Hungarian politicians to Germany. During the 
visit, Hitler and Ribbentrop in vain urged the Hungarians to 
commit themselves to military action against Czechoslovakia. 
These negotiations were summarized fifteen years later as follows: 

During these negotiations the Hungarian Government 
had resisted all the pressure that was put upon them to 
give a firm promise of military cooperation with 



Germany in an attack on Czechoslovakia... Not even 
Hitler's willingness at this stage, to allow Hungary to 
acquire the whole of Slovakia and Ruthenia, could 
tempt the Hungarians, in their disarmed state, to 
commit themselves to military action against Czecho-
slovakia. 4 

On November 28, 1938, foreign minister Kalman 
Kanya was replaced at German instigation for the role he had 
played at the Bled Conference. According to the Minutes of the 
Berlin meeting on January 16, 1939 between the Fuehrer and 
Istvan Csaky, the new foreign minister, Hitler strongly criticized 
the anti-German behaviour of the Hungarian government and 
had especially harsh words for Kanya's role at the Bled 
Conference. Hitler accused Kanya of being an enemy of 
Germany, and of helping to revive the Little Entente against 
Germany during Horthy's state visit to Germany. 5 

Ribbentrop's hostile attitude toward the Hungarian govern-
ment seemed to be evident in the negotiations leading to the 
Vienna Award of 1938. Ciano recorded his telephone 
conversations with Ribbentrop on the matter as follows: "The 
truth is that he (Ribbentrop) intends to protect Czechoslovakia as 
far as he can and sacrifice the ambitions, even the legitimate 
ambitions, of Hungary."5 Mussolini and Ciano wished to utilise 
Hungary as a barrier against Germany's eastward expansion. 
The German foreign ministry clearly saw this intention and 
therefore backed Slovakia against Hungary. In his conversation 
with Vojtech Tuka on February 12, 1939, Hitler "regretted that 
he had not known earlier of the Slovak struggle for independ-
ence."7 During those days Hitler showed himself as a protector 
of Slovakia against Hungarian claims. A.J. P. Taylor was not far 
from the truth when he stated that, in protecting Slovakia's 
independence, "Hitler was acting against the Hungarians rather 
than against the Czechs."8 

The relationship between Germany and Hungary never 
improved; on the contrary, it gradually worsened despite 
Mussolini's and Ciano's interventions to reconcile the two 
governments. The case of Poland was the next test of the 
worsening Hungarian-German connection. On July 24, 1939, 
just a few weeks before the outbreak of the German-Polish war, 
Prime Minister Teleki wrote two letters to Chancellor Hitler 
concerning Hungary's role in the foreseeable German-Polish 



conflict. In his second letter Pal Teleki strongly emphasized that 
"Hungary could not, on moral grounds, be in a position to take 
armed action against Poland." 9 Teleki's second letter caused 
enormous consternation in Germany's ruling circles. On August 
8, 1939, Istvan Csaky received a ruthless answer at Berchtesga-
den. Hitler felt mortally offended and declared that Germany 
did not want Hungarian assistance against Poland because as he 
said "Poland presents no military problem to us." 10 In order to 
conciliate German leadership, foreign minister Csaky apologized 
and withdrew Prime Minister Teleki's letters, explaining that 
"...unfortunately, they had apparently been misunderstood." 11 

On September 1, 1939, the German attack on Poland began. 
Hungary did not lend any assistance in this case. In contrast, the 
army of independent Slovakia joined the German forces and 
started military operations against her northern Slavic brothers. 
The Polish-Slovak war was very cruel the Poles even used 
chemical warfare against the Slovaks. 

The Slovak attack on Poland created a cordial relationship 
between Germany and Slovakia at Hungary's expense. This was 
demonstrated on several occasions afterwards. As an aftermath 
of the war, more than 200,000 Poles escaped from their country 
and found refuge as political exiles in Hungary. From a German 
vantage point Hungary's hospitality to the refugees appeared to 
be an unfriendly act, all the more so as it contrasted sharply with 
the attitude of Slovakia. On October 21, 1939, the Slovak envoy 
MatuS Cernak, was granted an audience with Hitler, during 
which the Fuehrer praised Slovakia's behaviour while sharply 
condemning Hungary's, and held out the prospect of the revision 
of the 1938 Vienna Award at the expense of Hungary.1 2 In July, 
1940, Jozef Tiso, the President of Slovakia, led a government 
delegation on a state visit to Germany. During the ensuing 
negotiations, Hitler and Ribbentrop reassured the Slovak leaders 
that their newly-established country was under the protection of 
Germany which would see to it that Hungary's hostile intentions 
against Slovakia would be prevented from materializing.13 

Germany could not rely on the Teleki government, remember-
ing only too well the uncooperative attitude of the Teleki-
influenced government relating to Hitler's actions against 
Czechoslovakia in 1938 and Poland in 1939. As a result, 
Germany requested Ciano to secure the Hungarian government's 
permission to use its transportation system by German troops 



destined to invade Greece in 1940.14 At this time Hungary's 
military leadership enjoyed a privileged position afforded by Law 
No.II of 1939 on national defense. This law brought about 
fundamental changes in the country's political structure and 
deeply influenced its military and foreign policies in the coming 
years.15 Law No.II of 1939 restored universal conscription, 
compelled all citizens between the ages of 14 and 70 to perform 
defense work even in peacetime, put under military control the 
most important branches of civilian administration including all 
industrial and agricultural production, and established the 
Legfelsobb Honvedelmi Tanacs (Supreme Council on National 
Defense), an organization which had de facto jurisdiction in 
important military, domestic, and foreign policy affairs over the 
regular government. 

As a direct consequence of the overambitious implementation 
of the National Defense Law of 1939, Hungary actually had two 
governments: civilian and military. Regent Horthy sided with the 
latter in most of the civilian-military disputes. In these crucial 
times, on September 1, 1940, Teleki wrote a letter to Regent 
Horthy complaining about the growing influence of the military 
over the civilian administration as well as the activities of General 
Henrik Werth, Chief of the Hungarian General Staff. In this 
letter Teleki accused Werth and the military of interfering with 
most branches of the civilian government including the ministries 
of Foreign Affairs, Commerce, and Industry. The military, he 
further charged, without the knowledge of competent ministers, 
concluded agreements with Germany even on export-import 
matters. Teleki also raised objections against the customary 
practice of German army (intelligence corps) officers commis-
sioned by the Royal Hungarian General Staff routinely 
participating in deciphering codes in the Hungarian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs without the knowledge and approval of the 
Hungarian Foreign Minister.16 

Regent Horthy, confident in the military, failed again to put 
an end to this state of affairs. Obviously, the Regent's political 
philosophy contributed to establishing close military cooperation 
between his country and Germany. In fact, by the time of the 
German invasion of Yugoslavia there had been well-established 
channels of communication between the two general staffs. On 
March 27, 1941, Hitler summoned the commanders of his air 
force and the army and while announcing an imminent attack on 



Yugoslavia he stated, among others, the following intentions "We 
will try to get the neighboring states to participate in a suitable 
way. Actual military support against Yugoslavia is to be asked of 
Italy, Hungary and in certain respects of Bulgaria too."1 7 At 
the same meeting Hitler announced territorial rewards for these 
countries: the Adriatic coast for Italy, the Banat for Hungary and 
Macedonia for Bulgaria.18 

Horthy and his military leaders agreed to the German request, 
while Teleki and some of his supporters had serious reservations. 
Laszlo Szabo, Hungarian military attache in Rome and a friend 
and confidant of Mussolini, belonged to the latter group and 
confidentially informed his Yugoslav colleague in Rome about 
Hitler's intention days before the German attack on 
Yugoslavia. 19 On March 30, 1941, General Friedrich von 
Paulus arrived in Budapest to begin negotiations with General 
Werth, on Hungarian-German military collaboration aimed 
against Yugoslavia. According to Paulus there were no obstacles 
in the negotiations which resulted in mutual understanding. 

On the same day, March 30, 1941, only days before the start of 
military operations against Yugoslavia, Karoly Rassay, leader of 
Hungary's liberal opposition, called on the new foreign minister, 
Laszlo Bardossy, to protest against the planned military action. 
Bardossy defended the country's participation in the planned 
military operation arguing that if Hungary did not take part in 
the action Germany would occupy the country and appoint a 
government which would fulfill all the wishes of Berlin. At this 
meeting with Rassay, Bardossy referred to the extraordinary 
pressure exerted upon the civilian government by Hungarian 
military circles to take active part in the forthcoming German-
Yugoslav war. These military circles based their judgement on 
the fact that up to this point the Hungarian army had been 
mobilized three times without being engaged in action and that if 
the current mobilization did not culminate in military action, it 
would destroy the army's morale.2 0 

As the time of Germany's military confrontation with the 
Soviet Union approached, German diplomats and generals tried 
repeatedly to bind Hungary more closely to the Third Reich. On 
May 24, 1941, Otto von Erdmannsdorff, the German envoy to 
Budapest, had a conversation with Prime Minister Bardossy 
which dealt strictly with military topics and focused on Hungary's 
eventual participation in the anticipated German-Soviet war. 21 



Henceforth, high-ranking military officers of Germany desper-
ately strove to obtain a voluntary pledge from the Hungarian 
government to participate in the coming German-Soviet conflict. 
Learning from past experience when Hungary refused to follow 
the German lead —in the Czechoslovak and Polish crises —Hitler 
and Ribbentrop clung to the principle of voluntary action. They 
did so because they could not countenance being flatly rejected 
again. In addition, the German government was rightly afraid of 
further territorial demands by Hungary which would have 
seriously complicated Berlin's relationship with its two client 
states, Slovakia and Rumania, at this stage of developments. 

In spite of the insistence of General Werth and some other 
ranking Hungarian officers, the Bardossy government stuck to its 
original standpoint that without the explicit request of the 
German government, made through diplomatic channels, the 
Hungarian government would not be willing to participate in the 
conflict. 

Under escalating German pressure, Henrik Werth, Dome 
Sztojay, and Colonel Sandor Homlok, the military attache at the 
Hungarian Legation in Berlin, in vain urged Bardossy to make a 
voluntary declaration of a military alliance with Germany in the 
approaching war. On June 14, 1941, just a week before the 
outbreak of German-Soviet hostilities, Henrik Werth sent a 
Memorandum to Prime Minister Bardossy.22 In it Werth 
impatiently urged the government to authorize him to enter into 
negotiations with competent German military leaders with the 
aim of settling the essential points of military cooperation. In 
Werth's opinion, Hungary ought to participate in the forthcom-
ing hostilities all the more because "the German armed forces will 
achieve victory (over the Red Army) and the participation of 
Hungary will last only for a very short time so that in a few weeks 
the mobilized Hungarian troops can gradually be discharged and 
can return home by harvest time." In the Memorandum, Werth 
steadfastly stressed that Hungary's territorial growth depended 
on the active cooperation of the Hungarian army with Germany's 
fighting forces, and concluded that the government should make 
a voluntary offer of a military alliance to Germany. 

On June 20, 1941, just two days before the German attack on 
the Soviet Union, Colonel Homlok prepared a report to Werth 
emphasizing that: 



I hold necessary Hungary's military participation... 
Military operations will assume the character of a 
"Blitzkrieg"...According to more cautious estimates 
the war will be finished in 3 months.. .I heard such an 
opinion that after the first great battle the Soviet 
military might will start disintegrating. 23 

Some s imu l t aneous events r e n d e r e d Hungary ' s 
position very difficult. On June 22, 1941, Italy declared war 
against the USSR and, on the same day Slovakia severed 
diplomatic relations with the Soviets. The following day, General 
Antonescu issued a Manifesto to the Rumanian army and the 
nation to liberate Russian occupied Bessarabia and Bukovina. 
Concurrently Slovakia entered the war while Hungary merely 
severed its diplomatic ties with the Soviet Union. After the 
session of the Council of Ministers, Premier Bardossy asked 
Karoly Bartha, Minister of Defense, what the outlook for the war 
was. The Minister of Defense predicted total German victory in 
six weeks time. But German plans for a Blitzkrieg were 
threatened already during the first days of the war. This is why 
soon after June 22nd Germany urged some European nations to 
participate in one form or other in the "crusade" against the 
Soviet Union. The propaganda machinery of the Nazionalsozial-
istische Deutsche Arbeiter-Partei in particular tried to muster 
more nations for collective action. Despite these efforts, the 
Bardossy government unequivocally refused to offer military aid 
on a voluntary basis. 

During this highly critical period, interesting diplomatic 
actions and changes in attitude took place in Hungarian-Soviet 
relations which understandably irritated the diplomats of the 
Third Reich. It is important to put events into historical 
perspective. In order to counterbalance Germany's aid to 
Rumania in its dispute with Hungary, Molotov told Jozsef 
Kristoffy, Hungarian envoy to Moscow, as early as July 4th, 1940 
that the Soviet Union considered Hungary's revisionist claims to 
be well-founded and that she will help Hungary at the peace 
conference. 24 Somewhat later, on August 25, 1940, Molotov 
again told Kristoffy that the Soviet Union never acknowledged 
the Paris Peace Treaties and the Treaty of Trianon because these 
treaties created a Rumania which was contrary to the interests of 
Hungary, the Soviet Union and Bulgaria alike. A day after the 
outbreak of the German-Soviet war, Molotov again told Kristoffy 



that the Soviet Union has no territorial demands against 
Rumania, but he, Molotov, wanted to know the Hungarian 
government's position concerning the ongoing conflict. Because 
of the circumstances in those days, Kristoffy no longer had 
contact with his government, therefore Molotov himself gave 
instructions for the restoration of communication links between 
Budapest and the Hungarian Legation in Moscow*. But a chain 
of occurrences intervened and drastically altered the course of 
history. 

On June 22nd, in a telephone conversation with General Kurt 
Himer, liaison officer of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht at 
the Hungarian General Staff in Budapest, General Alfred Jodl 
clarified the official German stand by saying "We are accepting 
every Hungarian aid. We do not want to require anything, but 
everything which they offer we gratefully accept. It is out of the 
question that we would not want Hungary's participation."2 5 

On June 23, 1941, General Franz Haider, Chief of the German 
General Staff called General Himer, liaison officer in Budapest, 
on the telephone and stated categorically the following: 

Now it is important that the Hungarian military 
leadership bring into motion the political leadership to 
offer its voluntary help.. . We do not raise any demands 
because one shall pay for those, but we would be 
grateful for any support especially for fast-moving 
troops (mechanized army corps). 26 

The Hungarian government showed no sign of accepting 
the German stand relayed through Henrik Werth's medi-
ation nor was it inclined to change its frequently expressed 
stand of non-intervention without the official request of the 
German government. Consequently there followed an appropri-
ate shift in German strategy designed to sweep Hungary into the 
ongoing war without the delivery of any explicit German request 
through the usual diplomatic channels. 

In retaliation for the Budapest government's unyielding stance 
this shift occurred very soon. On June 26, 1941 several airplanes 

* Editor s note: The Soviet message arrived in Budapest only 
on the 24th. For further comments on these events see the paper 
by N.F. Dreisziger. 



bombed Kassa, Munkacs and Raho, thereby attempting to drag 
Hungary, the unwilling satellite, into the war. Hungary's 
military leaders made the most of this opportunity to force the 
civilian government to declare a state of war against the Soviet 
Union claiming that Soviet warplanes did the bombing. The 
question was whether this invented explanation conformed to 
reality. 

In September, 1941, two months after the bombing, I 
personally met the then Captain Adam Krudy, an eyewitness to 
the incident, in the home of a distant relative of his (at 4 
Podmaniczky Street, Budapest). Krudy adamantly insisted that 
German warplanes had carried out the bombing. His statement 
sounded logical, however, I still remember questioning the 
preciseness of his eyewitness account. It should be noted that the 
bombing incident remained a much-discussed topic in Hungary 
and the civilian population overwhelmingly regarded the official 
stand as at least questionable. 

Between October 1943 and March 1944, I frequently met with 
several members of the Slovak delegation negotiating in 
Budapest. Interestingly, the name of one delegate was Ladislav 
(Laszlo) Bardossy from Bratislava. A few of them claimed 
indirect and very limited knowledge of the bombers taking off 
f rom an airfield located in Slovakia. With a great deal of 
uncertainty, they mentioned the Spisska Nova Ves airfield. In 
the first year of Slovakia's independence (1938), this airfield had 
been bombed by Hungarian warplanes which caused strong 
anti-Hungarian sentiment across Slovakia. I tried to meet with 
high-ranking Slovak officers who served in Spisska Nova Ves at 
the time of the Kassa bombing. I knew about one who had been 
stationed in that town then and whom I had met frequently in 
Bratislava between June 1946 and November 1948: a certain 
Doctor J.P. At the time of the Kassa incident he had been a 
lieutenent-colonel and Chief of the Medical Staff of the Army of 
the Republic of Slovakia and had been stationed officially in 
Spisska Nova Ves. He related that a few high-ranking Slovak 
officers also knew about the German warplanes taking off from 
Spisska Nova Ves airfield with orders to strike nearby towns 
recovered by Hungary in 1938 through the Vienna Award of that 
year. 

I tried to confirm this explanation of the Kassa mystery by 
establishing contact with knowledgeable Slovak military and 



civilian individuals. Among them was Dr. Jan Spisiak, Slovakia's 
one-time envoy to Budapest. He always gave evasive answers. 

V 

Another was General Ferdinand Catlos, Minister of Defense of 
Slovakia. When he returned from Soviet captivity in 1948, I 
approached him in Bratislava through an intermediary who was 
a mutual friend, but General Catlos was unwilling to answer my 
relevant questions in any form. 

Finally, I would like to attach an epilogue to the event. In light 
of German-Hungarian military cooperation between the June 26, 
1941 bombing and the March 19, 1944 German occupation of 
Hungary, it is clear that even without the bombing of Kassa, 
Hungary sooner or later would have been forced to join Germany 
in its war on the Soviet Union. Germany as a totalitarian great 
power had all the means to impose its will on small nations like 
Hungary, Slovakia or Rumania —especially in times of crisis. It 
would have been the case all the more since Germany's 
adversaries, the Western great powers, happened to be 
disinterested observers at the outset of Germany's eastward 
expansion. Lord Halifax, British Foreign Secretary of that 
period well-summarized the Western attitude toward Germany 
and the small powers alike in his November 1st, 1938 statement 
"It is one thing to allow German expansion in Central Europe, 
which to my mind is a normal and natural thing, but we must be 
able to resist German expansion in Western Europe or else our 

u 27 whole position is undermined." 
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