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Hungary in 1945: An Introduction 

N.F. Dreisziger 

1945 was a fateful year in the history of Hungary and in the lives of her people. 
It began with some of the bitterest, most destructive fighting ever to take place 
on Hungarian soil: a life-and-death struggle between what was left of Hitler's 
armies and the largest military machine of World War II, the Red Army. And 
the year ended with the beginning of the slow reconstruction of "liberated" 
Hungary in the shadow of the victorious and powerful Soviet Empire. From 
experiencing death and destruction in January, the country passed to a stage of 
its development where it could experiment with a small degree of democracy and 
political pluralism but only as a result of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin's decision 
not to impose Soviet-style totalitarianism on Hungary for the time being. 

Despite the existence of limited freedom and the fervent hope by 
Hungarians that more would come, the work of rebuilding war-torn Hungary 
progressed only slowly. Economic reconstruction, in particular, was impeded by 
the enormous damage that had been inflicted on the country during the war, 
especially in 1944 and 1945. The damage suffered by the capital Budapest is 
touched on by military historian Krisztian Ungvary in his study of the last days 
of the battle of Budapest. The overall damage is summed up in Professor Susan 
Glanz's paper: 

...between 420-450 thousand Hungarians died [during the war] and 
between 850-900 thousand were taken prisoners of war. Before the war 
Hungary had been an agricultural and industrial nation. In 1938, the 
last peace year, 37% of the national income was generated by agricul-
ture and 38% by industry. Due to the demands of war, in the period of 
1943-44, the ratio changed to 43% of national income generated by 
industry and 28% by agriculture. But after the war the destruction of 
the industrial sector left the country paralyzed. The damage,... caused, 
amounted] to $4.27 billion — which represented five times the national 
income of that year and 40% of the national wealth. The country's 
infrastructure was destroyed, and agricultural activity also almost came 
to a standstill as the armies moved through Hungary. Over 90% of all 
industrial plants suffered some damage and nearly all inventories 
disappeared. Coal mines ceased to function as nearly all were Hooded 
because of the lack of electricity needed to pump water out. The 



economic situation was made even worse by Hungary's foreign and 
domestic debt. By September 1945 the foreign debt had amounted to... 
$578 million.... [and] domestic debt [had reached] 14.2 billion pengos 
[already on the eve of 1945].' 

Had Professor Glanz wished to give a detailed picture of Hungary's 
economic difficulties in 1945, she could have filled several pages of her paper. 
To begin with, Hungary's transportation infrastructure was destroyed during the 
war. From March 1944 on, when Hungary became occupied by the Wehrmacht, 
the country was no longer spared by Allied air forces. In the balance of that ' 
year and early during early 1945, Hungary's railways, bridges, roads, as well as 
rolling-stock and motor transport manufacturing establishments were the targets 
of repeated attacks by the British Royal Air Force, the American Air Force and | 
by Soviet bombers. During the struggle for Hungary between the Axis forces 
and the Red Army, much additional damage was inflicted. As if this was not 
enough, further destruction was inflicted by retreating German and Hungarian 
forces. In their flight westward they blew up most of the country's river and 
railroad bridges. They ripped up railway tracks in many places and took most of 
the country's rolling stock to the Third Reich. Many merchant ships were sunk 
by the retreating forces, while the rest, including all barges and tugs, were taken 
upriver to Germany. The same fate befell most of the country's automobiles and 
motor transport vehicles. 

In regards to the state of the Hungarian economy during 1945 it might be 
added to what has been said above that, during the last phase of the war, the 
German High Command ordered a policy of systematic industrial dismantling 
and removals with the aim of denying the Red Army the chance of drawing on 
Hungarian economic resources. The consequence of this policy has been aptly 
described by economic historian Andras Gollner: 

about 500 important factories not severely damaged by Allied bombs 
were either wholly or partially dismantled, their equipment requisitioned 
or scattered around the countryside. Paralleling this action, a consider-
able quantity of immovable property was destroyed by Nazi demolition 
experts. The list of removals and destruction is very long indeed, 
consisting of vast amounts of industrial and agricultural goods. Even 
the country's entire gold and silver reserves were taken to Germany.2 

It also has to be remembered that, in addition to the loss of infrastructure * 
and equipment, Hungary lost people as well, beyond those who became victims 
of the conflict. In the first half of 1945 approximately half a million people fled 
Hungary. These refugees included members of the government, the bureaucracy, \ 
the military, and of the professions, as well as thousands of ordinary working 
people. From the point of view of economic reconstruction, most costly was the 
loss of a large numbers of technicians, engineers, plant managers and owners. 



Hungarians, however, were leaving the country not only towards the West, but 
they were also leaving towards the East. As the Red Army moved through the 
country, it collected a wide variety of people for deportation to the Soviet Union. 
There were the POWs — Hungarian soldiers who surrendered to the Russians; 
there were also soldiers that had gone into hiding and were discovered, members 
of the police forces, of para-military organizations, and so on. Then there were 
ordinary civilians — in some cases ethnic Germans, but more often than not 
Magyars — who were swept up by the occupation authorities and were sent to 
collection points from where they were transported to Soviet labour camps. It 
has been estimated that from the end of November 1944, the Soviets have 
removed from Hungary well over half-a-million people and scattered them 
throughout the GULAG — the world of POW, labour and penal camps that 
dotted the map of the vast Soviet countryside. According to our source, about a 
third of all those removed were civilians.3 

There were, however, further impediments to economic reconstruction, as 
has already been hinted at in the quotation from Professor Glanz's paper. In the 
armistice agreement Hungary's Provisional Government signed early in 1945, the 
country was compelled to pay a very stiff penalty for its involvement in the war. 
The terms of this agreement gave the U.S.S.R rights to war booty. Furthermore, 
all German or Italian-owned assets in the country had to be transferred to Soviet 
ownership. Moreover, Hungary was denied generous financial and material 
support from the UNRRA, while some other states in East Central Europe 
received much help from this agency.4 And, Hungary v/as confronted by other 
burdens. It is worthwhile quoting Professor Gollner again: 

After 1945 the difficulties stemming from the economic havoc wreaked 
by the war were accentuated unexpectedly by another obstacle: Soviet 
economic exploitation. It came to equal, if in a different way, the 
intensity of those pre-1945 constraints which had for so long denied 
decent socio-economic standards for Hungary's people. 

As the Red Army advanced westward through Hungary, all enterprises 
falling within its territory — some vacated only a few hours earlier by 
Nazi demolition experts — were assigned Soviet military commanders. 
These saw to it that factories still in working order began producing 
immediately for the war effort against the retreating Germans. Soviet 
military personnel also supervised production in the coal mines, and 
deliveries to the [Red] [A]rmy began forthwith.5 

In fact, documentary evidence published in Hungary in the early 1970s describes 
the overall impact of Soviet military management on Hungary between the early 
winter of 1944 and the late summer of 1945. In the words of Professor Gollner 
this "management' resulted in: 



1. The complete depletion of economic stocks... 
2. Wholesale removal of all liquid assets from Hungarian banks and 
enterprise safes... 
3. Widespread dismantling and removal of equipment from factories; 
4. Breakneck production under difficult working conditions, heedless of 
the need for maintaining equipment; 
5. Soviet requisitioning of industrial products without remuneration; 
6. The difficulty of ensuring labour supply because of arbitrary street 
arrests by Soviet patrols and deportation of large numbers of skilled 
workers to the Soviet Union; and 
7. The non-payment of workers' wages by Soviet military managers.6 

By the time Soviet military management had ended in Hungary during 
the summer, the country's economy was in worse shape than it had been six 
months earlier. To quote Professor Gollner again: "...the affected firms were in 
utter chaos. Thousands of valuable machines and tools were lost, stocks were 
used up, and machines left badly damaged. Most of the firms were also hope-
lessly in deficit...." In agriculture the situation was similar. The Red Army had 
requisitioned "vast quantities of agricultural goods without payment, and drove 
away tens of thousands of cattle, horses, and other livestock." From the summer 
on, the requisitioning was the responsibility of the Hungarian government which 
tried to compensate the peasants. "Consequently, Gollner remarks, "instead of 
the peasants bearing the brunt of the occupation cost, the load was shifted onto 
the Hungarian treasury." All-in-all, Gollner concludes, "Soviet military manage-
ment accelerated the collapse of Hungary's private sector,... impoverished 
millions of Hungarian workers and peasants, and confounded the country's new 
and inexperienced public administrators." Under such conditions it became 
necessary to introduce "the most thorough and encompassing central planning." 
"In 1945," Gollner goes on, "the Communist Party captured a commanding 
position in economic reconstruction — the Supreme Economic Council (SEC). 
This important instrument enabled it to sever the jugular vein of private capi-
tal..."7 

The situation was exacerbated by the regime of reparation payments 
which was imposed on Hungary. In compliance with the Reparations Agreement 
of June 15, 1945, the country was obliged to pay heavy compensation to the 
Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. The total sum of $300,000,000 
does not seem excessive at first glance; however, when we consider the price 
structure, the product mix, and the timing of the deliveries, we realize how 
onerous this regime was for Hungary's postwar economy. The agreement on 
retribution did not take into consideration the fact that in the summer of 1945 
much of Hungary's manufacturing was in shambles. Furthermore, no credit was 
given for the deliveries Hungary had made to the Soviet Union prior to the 
signing of the agreement. As a result, "almost 90% of Hungary's heavy indus-
trial production [became] tied down by reparations orders." According to figures 



produced by the Hungarian General Creditbank — "[by] August 1946, 76,000 
out of 95,000 employees in heavy industry were engaged in retribution work,..."8 

A further problem was the fact that the value of retribution goods delivered was 
calculated at the level of 1938 dollars which in effect meant that Hungary had to 
deliver three or four times as much goods as would have been the case if 1945 
dollars were used to determine their value. Underpricing, however, "was not the 
only factor substantially raising the nominal costs of the reparations package." 
The reparation agreement also overvalued the Hungarian currency. The net 
result, in the words of Professor Nicholas Spulber, was that "to obtain credit for 
one dollar of reparations, Hungary had to deliver goods worth almost 4 dollars at 
the current exchange rate."9 Professor Gollner concluded that "the combined 
effects of these factors pushed up the reparations bill's real value to about 1.5 
billion 1946 U.S. dollars."10 It is not surprising that in the immediate post-war 
era Hungary made little or no progress in economic reconstruction and her 
people experienced wide-spread privations and even, in some cases and in some 
regions, starvation. 

The situation was similar in the realm of politics. Though — as Profes-
sor Glanz points out in the first lines of her paper — some people in the early 
1990s still talked of the "freedom" that had existed in the country in 1945, this 
myth of post-war political liberty had arisen years later when there was no 
freedom in the country, and when what had existed before appeared in a much 
more favourable light than conditions at the time really warranted. 

There was only limited political freedom in the immediate post-war 
Hungary, and whatever freedom there was, existed by the grace of the Soviet 
leadership which was not ready for the time being to try to impose complete 
control over Hungary. Nevertheless, it did want to create conditions which 
would facilitate the imposition of complete control later and did not hesitate to 
use any means in achieving this. Some of the better-known methods used were 
the domination of such bodies as the Allied Control Commission for Hungary, 
the country's Supreme Economic Council, as well as the Ministry of the Interior, 
and through it, the security police forces. At the same time, the media under 
Soviet control — as well as military transportation facilities — were placed at 
the disposal of the Communist Party of Hungary. On the political "agenda" of 
the Communists in 1945, it is worth quoting Professor Bennett Kovrig, the 
author of the most detailed and most authoritative history of the Communist 
Party of Hungary: 

Stalin was intent on fostering compatible regimes in his newly 
acquired sphere of influence, but in the case of Hungary he proceeded 
more cautiously... Following his advice,... the [communist] party's... 
leaders developed an incremental strategy... Butting on a conciliatory 
mask, they called for national unity and set the pace for the implemen-
tation of the land reform... At the same time they sought to expand 
their power base by indiscriminate recruitment, by seizing a dominant 



position in the Trade Union Council and the police, and by creating a 
political police to pursue their enemies..., 

[After their defeat in the elections] the disappointed communists 
intensified their struggle from above and from below. Control over the 
interior ministry helped them to purge their opponents from the state 
administration, to persecute their enemies at large, to disband non-
communist youth organizations, and to harass workers into joining the 
party.... At the same time, while rejecting Western aid, they could not 
countenance criticism of Russian pillage, of the heavy burden of repara-
tions, and of disadvantageous commercial deals with the Soviet Un-
ion....11 

Though not too many people suspected at the time, in 1945 the commu-
nist transformation of Hungary was not a question of "if" but of "when." 

* * * 

In this special issue three research papers deal with themes that were central to 
evolution of Hungary in that fateful year of 1945: the war, economic reconstruc-
tion, and political as well as psychological rehabilitation. Dealing with the 
theme of the war, Krisztian Ungvary, in a case study of the collapse of Axis 
forces in Hungary, examines the antecedents and the events of the most disas-
trous of their defeats, the destruction of the German and Hungarian units that 
became trapped in Budapest (more precisely, Buda) when Soviet forces sur-
rounded the Hungarian capital. In the following paper Professor Susan Glanz 
looks at issues of economic and political reconstruction, focusing on the first 
post-war elections that Hungary experienced after being "liberated" by the Red 
Army. The third paper deals with the theme of the Hungarian nation's moral and 
psychological rehabilitation. An important element of this process was the 
business of finding out what had gone wrong in Hungary during the 1939-1945 
period and who were responsible for the country's tragedy. As Dr. Pal Pritz 
explains in his paper on the post-war trial of Premier Laszlo Ba/dossy, in 
Hungary — as in some other countries as well — this process did not stop at 
answering the above questions but imperceptibly transmuted into a search for 
scapegoats and the inflicting of retribution on those who were in power before 
1945. In an appendix-like documentary paper, the editor of this volume tries to 
throw a little more light on the mentality of Bardossy in the summer of 1945, at 
the time that he began to face the prospect of being accused of war-crimes and 
being brought before a war-crimes tribunal. He also argues that the former 
Hungarian Prime Minister was not the war-hawk that his critics have made him 
out to be, and suggests that some of the accusations that have been made against 
him should be qualified or, in at least one case, be dismissed. 
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The "Second Stalingrad": 
The Destruction of Axis Forces at Budapest 

(February, 1945) 

Krisztian Ungvary 

translated from the Hungarian by Sean Lambert 

The Strategic Situation from late-Sept., 1944, to early Feb., 1945 

Hungary became the primary theater of operations on the eastern front after the 
withdrawal of Romania from the war on August 23, 1944. In Poland, the front 
stood firm at the Vistula until January of 1945, thus both sides sought to resolve 
the stalemate on Hungarian soil. The Germans consequently sent a steady flow 
of reinforcements there: in September of 1944 the number of divisions from the 
Heeresgruppe Siid operating in Hungary had already reached eleven (four of 
which were armored); by January of 1945 the number of German divisions 
operating in the country stood at twenty-two (seven armored) and by early 
March thirty-one (ten armored). During this same time the front was constantly 
shifting due to the huge amount of weaponry deployed there and the conflict 
turned into a war of attrition. 

The goal of the Soviet command following the conclusion of the tank 
battle at Debrecen was to occupy Budapest on the march toward the Vienna 
region. In the autumn of 1944, Stalin was already thinking in terms of territorial 
partition with the allies and wanted to ensure his supremacy in Central Europe as 
soon as possible. With this in mind, on October 28, he ordered Marshall Mali-
novsky to take Budapest immediately. 

The capture of Budapest was of considerable strategic importance because 
without taking the capital city, further advance toward Vienna would not have 
been possible. As a result of the rash order to attack, the Soviet advance bogged 
down on the approaches to Budapest after the Hungarian First Airborne Battalion 
and units of the German 503rd Heavy Tiger Division disabled approximately 
fifty Soviet tanks on the outskirts of Vecses.1 The front stiffened on the peri-
phery of Pest and thus began the siege of the capital city whose duration of 
fourteen weeks was surpassed only in the sieges of Stalingrad and Leningrad. 

A subsequent Soviet attack launched on December 6 from the vicinity of 
Hatvan succeeded in breaking through the German lines; on December 10, Soviet 



troops reached the Danube and invested the city in a semicircle. On December 
22 the Soviets broke through the front at Lake Velence. Exploiting the complete 
absence of German reinforcements behind the front, the Soviet forces advanced 
to the western fringes of Buda on the 24th, penetrating into the city that after-
noon and to within five kilometers of the right bank of the Danube. 

The Soviets, however, were not equipped to exploit this opportunity fully, 
which fact allowed Karl Pfeffer-Wildenbruch, the commanding general of the 
Ninth SS Mountain Corps, to organize a defensive base in Buda with the forces 
at his disposal. But this was only a temporary reprieve for the Germans. On 
December 27 the command of the Ninth SS Mountain Corps decided to evacuate 
Budapest and attempt a breakout toward the west.2 Preparations for the evacua-
tion had already started when, on December 28, Hitler forbade the attempt. The 
Fourth SS Panzer Corps was accordingly transferred from the Warsaw area to 
Transdanubia in order to reestablish contact with the forces under siege in 
Budapest. This operation, bearing the code name "Konrad," consisted of three 
successive actions which ultimately failed despite the fact that the Germans had 
employed all the military might at their disposal in order to force and end to the 
stalemate.3 

Antecedents to the Breakthrough Attempt 

On several occasions during the siege, the command of the German army in 
Budapest made plans to abandon the city and attempt to break out of the Soviet 
encirclement. Such an action would have been possible either in early January 
or in concert with the later German relief operations. Hitler, however, continued 
to deny permission to launch such an action. In Hitler's mind, the defense of 
Budapest was primarily of political rather than military significance. In light of 
the fact that the Germans had transferred more reinforcements to Hungary than 
any other theater of operations, it became vitally important to Hitler that he be 
able to produce some positive results where the greatest number of his armored 
divisions had been deployed. 

Karl Pfeffer-Wildenbruch acted in accordance with Hitler's orders until 
the very last moment. He engaged in no negotiations with Soviet military 
emissaries and directed the defense of Budapest for seven full weeks, until 
February 11. He only committed himself to a breakthrough attempt at the 
eleventh hour, after it had become evident that the remaining districts of Buda 
would soon fall to the Soviets. Throughout the entire war to that point, no 
German army had yet chosen to lay down its arms before the Soviets if a 
breakout operation remained a viable alternative.4 Psychological factors played 
the primary role in this: commanding officers could not face the odium of 
surrender and everyone feared Siberia and the Soviets. On the eastern front, 
total Weltanschauungskrieg was being waged. This sometimes had fatal impli-



cations for prisoners of war. Thus it was not only an ethos of duty and loyalty 
which compelled the Germans to resist to the final bullet, but fear as well. 

Between February 5 and 6 the Soviets captured Sas Hill, thus opening the 
western approaches to Castle Hill and the Citadel.5 On February 8 combat 
centered around the Southern Railway Station, on the 9th around Lesser Gellert 
Hill (Kis Gellerthegy), and by the 10th Soviet forces were laying siege to the 
Citadel. 

Pfeffer-Wildenbruch then decided to act. Since further resistance seemed 
futile, he decided to attempt a breakout. Because Hitler had prohibited any such 
action, it was only at the last minute, on February 11 at 5:50 p.m., that he made 
the following announcement on his radio: 

1. We have exhausted our rations and loaded our final cartridges. We, 
the defenders of Budapest, may choose between capitulation and massa-
cre. The remaining combat-ready fragments of the German army, the 
honved (Hungarian soldiers) and the Arrow Cross will together launch an 
offensive action in order to secure a new base of operations. 

2. At sunset on two-eleven I'm breaking out. I request rendezvous in the 
vicinity of Szomor-Mariahalom. 

3. Signal: twice green equals friendly forces. 

4. Effective strength: 23,900 Germans of whom 9,600 are wounded; 
20,000 Hungarians of whom 2,000 are wounded; and 80,000-100,000 
civilians.6 

Immediately after the announcement, personnel of the signal unit demolished the 
radio equipment, rendering the launching of the operation irreversible. 

The German and Hungarian Forces Defending Budapest 

At this time Pfeffer-Wildenbruch had only very limited forces at his disposal. 
The German divisions were in a state of total battle weariness. The SS and 
police units consisted primarily of poorly trained ethnic-German — so-called 
Volksdeutsche — conscripts from Transylvania and Hungary,7 whose esprit de 
corps often left much to be desired.8 An unsteady supply of ammunition was 
also a source of great difficulties. Survivors recall that rations were very bland, 
consisting generally of horse meat and beans. There was certainly no lack of 
horse meat since two cavalry battalions had been trapped in the city and most 
Hungarian supply trains were horse-drawn. 

Most of the remaining heavy weaponry had either been destroyed already 
or was tied down in battle and could not be utilized as part of the breakout 



attempt owing to the fact that the majority of vehicles could not be redeployed 
undetected to the starting point of the operation.9 

The state of the Hungarian troops was even more appalling. Of the 
14,000 combat-ready soldiers which constituted the Tenth Infantry Division in 
early November, by January at best only 2,500 had remained. The great 
majority of these, 1,800 troops, defected to the Soviet side on February 1 when 
the front line shifted to Margit Boulevard.10 The Twelfth Reserve Division by 
mid-December had dwindled to a force consisting merely of six, weak, 200-man 
battalions, and seven artillery batteries. During the seven-week siege, this 
number was further reduced by approximately one-half. The First Armoured 
Division, which in the middle of December still possesssed ten serviceable tanks, 
presented an even more discouraging picture. By January all its armored 
vehicles had been destroyed and by the beginning of February the division's 
effective strength amounted to only about 200 men. The Fourth Hadik Hussar 
Regiment by this time had counted only sixty men. Around February 8, its 
commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kokay, summoned his remaining men 
and issued furloughs to them, thereby dissolving his own unit. 

The morale of the troops defending Budapest was generally not the best. 
Most Hungarian soldiers attempted to extricate themselves as quickly as possible 
from participation in the seemingly futile resistance and deserted, defected to the 
Soviet side or simply lingered behind the front lines. This explains why the 
number of troops receiving rations in Budapest outnumbered the standing 
personnel of all the combat units in the city approximately five-to-one! For this 
reason, Pfeffer-Wildenbruch had little regard for the combat effectiveness of the 
Hungarian troops and, during the final stages of the siege, did not even take 
them into consideration. 

The German army was in somewhat better shape, if only for the reason 
that, being on foreign soil, made it more difficult for German soldiers to go into 
hiding. Also, the Germans were more frightened of the prospect of capture by 
the Soviets than were the Hungarians. It was known at the time that the 
Russians often did not spare the lives of SS personnel — who constituted half of 
the German forces in Budapest — when they fell into captivity. It should be 
mentioned that the SS units defending Budapest were not made up of crack SS 
troops from the Reich, but consited in part of conscripted S-"abians from the 
Bacska and Banat regions of the southern part of the Carpathian Basin (primarily 
the Twenty-second SS Division), and of Transylvanian Saxons (the Eighth SS 
Division) from what is present-day Rumania. There were also French, Spanish, 
Walloon and Flemish conscripts in these units. 

The Operational Plan of the Breakout 

On the morning of the 11th, Pfeffer-Wildenbruch convened a meeting of his staff 
at which, after heated debate, it was decided that the breakout would be con-



ducted through wooded terrain in smaller detachments and without the aid of 
heavy weaponry. According to the plan, the main forces were to commence the 
operation at 8:00 p.m. from Szell Kalman (today better known as Moszkva) 
Square and Szena Square, with several smaller commando units moving out from 
along the entire length of Margii Boulevard. The first objective: Hiivosvolgyi 
Avenue to the Budakeszi junction, regrouping of the troops first on Remete Hill 
and then in the woods lying to the east of Tinnye. They planned to reach 
Tinnye by morning which they would capture through concentrated attack; from 
there they would execute a breakout to the south if circumstances permitted. 
According to their calculations, they would reach their own lines in the neigh-
borhood of Szomor the next day at around noon. They also adopted the 
watchword for establishing contact with their own troops: "Hitler-Hindenburg." 
In order to preserve strict secrecy surrounding the operational plan, it was only 
revealed to the divisional commanders at 2 p.m., to the regiment commanders at 
4 p.m. and to the troops at 6 p.m. It was only at this time that the Hungarian 
troops — along with their commanding officers — were informed of the plan 
because the Germans feared betrayal from them. Before the operation was 
finally launched, they destroyed their remaining serviceable vehicles and 
materiel. 

It is revealing of the true degree of secrecy surrounding the plan that 
several of those who participated in the operation (including Hungarians) 
remember having suspected on the morning of the 11th, and even as early as the 
evening of the 10th, when the operation was to be launched.11 

Wild notions regarding the breakout attempt spread among the troops. 
Many believed that they would reach their own lines after a short march. Some 
claimed that it would be a mere fifteen to twenty-kilometer march, that the 
Soviets had only service units poised against them and that the rescue forces 
were already waiting to meet them at Pilisszentkereszt. Shortly after 6 p.m. 
General Schmidthuber, the commanding officer of the German Thirteenth 
Armored Division "radiates a paternal air among his circle of intimate friends 
and declares, 'Well, we're not just going to stand here and let ourselves be captu-
red are we? By the day after tomorrow we'll all be on the other side, sitting 
together comfortably and drinking a little wine.'"12 The same sort of reasoning 
prompted an entire army of civilians to prepare for the breakout, often with 
strollers and stacks of furniture. 

Sober observers suspected, however, that the operation might not be so 
successful. Pfeffer-Wildenbruch, accompanied by Lieutenant Colonel Dorner's 
500 SS police and Ivan Hindy, the commanding officer of the Hungarian First 
Corps, perhaps not by chance, chose another route: they planned to bypass the 
most critical phase of the operation — the penetration of Soviet lines — by 
taking the Ordogarok (literally: the Devilditch) underground sewage canal as far 
as the Bolyai Academy. 

The Soviets likely suspected that a breakout attempt was imminent. 
There was every reason to believe this since the Germans had always attempted 



this if at all possible. Neither could the direction of the breakout attempt have 
remained a mystery because it was obvious that the Germans would choose the 
shortest wooded route where they would not have to engage their forces in open-
field combat with the superior Soviet armor. In addition, there is evidence 
indicating that the German operational plan had been betrayed.13 

Soviet expectations are revealed by the fact that they formed three lines 
of defense at the eventual point of the breakout attempt. The first at the height 
of Szell Kalman Square, the second at the height of Janos Hospital with the third 
extending along the slope of the Janos Hill. People who lived in the vicinity at 
the time recall that most residents of Retek Street, Lovohaz Street and the lower 
section of Filler Street as well as Szell Kalman Square were evacuated in the 
week preceding February 11. The Soviets planned to withdraw from the first to 
the second line of defense at the beginning of the attack from where they would 
contain the enemy assault in the correspondingly formed pockets. More forces 
were stationed between Budapest and the front, such as the Second Armored 
Guards and the Fifth Mounted Guard Corps. The Soviets also positioned an 
armored unit near Dorog in order to seal off the Tinnye-Perbal road in the event 
of a breakout attempt. 

There is very little information available regarding the immediate military 
preparations preceding the breakout attempt. According to some sources, at 6 
p.m. the Germans infiltrated Soviet-held sectors along Margit Boulevard and 
elsewhere with an advance unit dressed in civilian clothing whose mission it was 
to roll up the front line. The Soviets had earlier employed this strategy during 
the capture of the Southern Railway Station.14 The Hungarian First Army Corps 
also maintained a plainclothes "diversionary unit" which likely participated in 
preliminary actions prior to the breakout attempt.15 

According to other sources, a detachment of German commandos dressed 
in Soviet uniforms inaugurated the breakout action. Posing as Soviet guards 
escorting German prisoners, they succeeded in disarming the Soviet sentry post 
at Szell Kalman Square.16 

Interestingly, Pfeffer-Wildenbruch and the other German officers who 
survived the breakout attempt did not recall any such advance operations. They 
claim that the Kiindiger Rangers were to open the front at Szell Kalman Square. 
Works on the siege of Budapest repeat uniformly that "the Russians began to 
cover the castle in an incredibly dense barrage at precisely 8 p.m., just as troops 
began streaming out from the castle..."17 This is cited above all to serve as proof 
that even the smallest strategic details of the breakout attempt had been betrayed. 

This, however, was not actually the case. The artillery bombardment 
became increasingly heavy until 10 or 11 p.m., only then reaching its climax.18 

Although the Russians had predicted the site of the breakout attempt, they were 
probably not completely certain of its timing, if not for any other reason than the 
fact that, during the siege of Budapest, German-Hungarian forces had carried out 
more than twenty attacks which were never immediately distinguishable from the 
beginnings of a breakout attempt. 



The Beginning: "Der erste Akt der Verzweifelung" 

The first units of storm troops began their attack at 8 p.m. According to the 
operational plan, the two primary assault units were to have been Haller's Eigth 
SS Mounted Division and Kiindiger's 271st Volkisch Grenadiers, both of which 
were supplemented by other units. 

We rush across the open square. There is crackling, rattling and 
whistling in front of us, beside us and behind us. Machine guns 
clattering, submachine guns sputtering, shots ringing out, hand grenades 
exploding — fire everywhere. No time to think. There is a burning 
armored vehicle in front of me. There must be Russian guns ahead 
which are firing nonstop into the swarm of attackers. Direct hit follows 
direct hit. Those who get hit stay down. Like lemmings rushing 
blindly down into the sea, the previously disciplined assault forces now 
raced headlong toward oblivion.19 

At Ostrom Street the surviving members of Vannay's Rangers regrouped. 
Their gear and equipment consisted of a winter jacket made of bed sheets, a 
small bag containing chocolate, pdlinka (Hungarian brandy) and lard, a helmet, 
grenades and submachine guns — many of which were of Soviet make, which 
were advantageous in that it was not difficult to obtain ammunition for them. 

One former member of Vannay's Rangers present at Ostrom Street recalls 
that among those present 

three spoke impeccable Russian, one ethnic German from Bessarabia..., 
[another man who] had been a prisoner of war for ten years and the 
[third]... a Ruthenian boy. They took ladders and slid them horizontally 
across the artillery trenches and crawled across into the darkness on all 
fours, speaking with the Russian sentries — and they made it over! 
Dispatch back: second squad may proceed. In the meantime all hell 
broke loose: powerful mine explosion, machine guns and other small 
arms. In spite of this, the majority of the second squad made it across 
to the postal building where they met up with several of Vannay's men 
who had been holding out inside.20 

Several people recall that in the hours before the breakout attempt, the Soviets 
played the hit song "Hiaba menekiilsz, hiaba futsz" ("No Sense in Running, no 
Sense in Flight") and blared the message "We know that you're going to try a 
breakout and we're waiting for you!" via loudspeaker.21 

Soviet flares bathed Szell Kalman Square in daylight and machine-gun 
fire swept down upon the troops spearheading the breakout. Soviet armored 



vehicles and anti-tank guns dug in at Janos Hospital made any advance difficult. 
The attack stalled here for quite some time until a tank which had miraculously 
made it through unscathed was incredibly able to destroy them. 

The attacking German and Hungarian troops used bazookas to destroy 
several of the Soviet armored vehicles which had taken up position along the 
Varosmajor - Janos Hospital - Budagyongye line. However, one must keep in 
mind that the attackers were only able to take six or seven kilos of arms and 
ammunition with them — some hand grenades, a rifle or submachine gun, a 
maximum of seven magazines while a few of them had bazookas. Very few 
carried machine guns because an extra man was required to carry their maga-
zines and the entire apparatus was extremely heavy. Due to the intense combat, 
most soldiers had run out of ammunition after the first kilometer of the advance. 

The command of the First Hungarian Armored Division reached the foot 
of Szilagyi Erzsebet Avenue between ten and eleven o'clock followed by a swell 
of humanity from Moszkva Square which included civilians and mothers pushing 
baby carriages. 

Suddenly three Soviet armored vehicles rolled out from Pasareti Street 
and from a distance of approximately 400 meters fired shells and tracers 
at the compact columns of people. What resulted was unimaginable. 
The shells blew away ten people next to me and when you tried to get 
out of there, you would step on some guy who started moaning.22 

The initial wave of several thousand attackers — probably owing to sheer 
physical pressure exerted from behind by subsequent waves of troops — broke 
through the line of the Soviet 180th Division, trampling over mounds of corpses 
of those who had fallen before them, and proceeded up Szilagyi Erzsebet Avenue 
to Budagyongye where they reached as far as the pharmacy located at the 
Budakeszi junction. This advance was won at an unbelievable human cost. The 
losses were so appalling that the vanguard of the second attack wave did not 
dare move forward. The narrow streets of the Castle District were jammed with 
troops from the rear who could not see the carnage and were trying to make 
their way to the front line. The blockage often lasted for hours. 

The breakthrough did not entail a total mop-up of the occupied ground. 
Soviet soldiers hid in buildings and occasionally opened fire on those fleeing the 
city. 

The second echelon reached the front line between approximately 9 p.m. 
and 11 p.m. General Schmidthuber, the commander of the Thirteenth Armored 
Division, was killed on Retek Street and Zehender, the commander of the 
Twenty-Second SS Mounted Division, had his right leg blown off and committed 
suicide. Major General Rumohr and three of his officers did likewise. 

The Soviets had already evacuated the entire civilian population of the 
area between February 10 and 11. Soviet soldiers either withdrew or hid in the 
attics of nearby buildings. They were not immune to the shock of combat and 



panic broke out in several places among the Soviet troops.23 As a result of this, 
gaps emerged in the Soviet defenses through which it was possible to exit the 
city unimpeded. 

Lieutenant-General Billnitzer reached Szena Square at only around 11 
p.m.: 

Here our unit was greeted by a horrible sight. It must have been 
around midnight. In the middle of the square there was a medium-sized 
armored vehicle whose German insignia was clearly visible. The 
flaming vehicle illuminated the entire square making it possible to see 
the aftermath of combat since it was from here that the first breakout 
attempt was launched in the direction of Olasz Avenue. We saw 
corpses and the wreckage of vehicles lying in every direction. We 
reached the foot of the street leading to Olasz Avenue where mostly 
German wounded lay moaning in the first floor windows of the build-
ings, asking for cigarettes to relieve their suffering. It was from them 
that I learned that the breakout attempt had been unsuccessful and that 
they had seen a huge number of dead. During this time there was 
relative calm. One could hear the sizzling sound of burning vehicles 
and snatches of conversation from the wounded resigned to their fate.24 

At around midnight relative calm descended upon Szell Kalman Square: 

A few hours later, when we got back down to Szena Square... the newly 
forming crowd instinctively set off in the direction of Olasz Avenue 
because they thought this would be the way out. We joined up with 
bigger and smaller groups. There was no unified command. Movement 
wasn't uniform and various groups of people moved toward the city as 
well. In the calm of the night they were obstinately, stubbornly trying 
to get somewhere, apparently without any direction. I clearly remember 
reaching Bimbo Street... from where we wound our way uphill with the 
crowd. After we had made it up out of the valley we perceived combat 
sounds and the braking and squeaking of tracked vehicles was even 
audible.25 

A few officers still maintained a measure of control over their troops. 
Helmut Wolff, the first lieutenant of the Feldherrenhalle Anti-tank Brigade, and 
later colonel in the Bundeswehr, saw that it would be impossible to advance any 
farther in the direction of Szilagyi Erzsebet (Olasz) Avenue and ordered his 
remaining intact battalion to attempt to break out across Vermezo-Kekgolyo 
Street. This was an unexpected success. They were able to pass through presu-
mably abandoned Soviet positions with practically no resistance. By daybreak 
they were already on the steep heights above the Budakeszi junction. During the 



course of that day another approximately 2000-strong detachment joined forces 
with them, increasing their total strength to nearly 3,200 men.26 

Sources recall a dense fog extending down to the foot of the Buda Hills 
on the morning of February 12. Many groups took advantage of this weather, 
including many civilians who at this time were proceeding in several groups of 
various sizes (two to three thousand), some in the direction of Szabadsag Hill 
and others to the north, in the direction of Remete Hill and Harmashatar Hill. 
Thus the breakout attempt was successful in so much as approximately 16,000 
people reached as far as the hills surrounding the city. 

The German Command's Passage through Ordogarok 

According to the operational plan, the staff of the German headquarters — 
Colonel Dorner's 500-man storm-trooper unit as well as the Luftwaffe's anti-
aircraft personnel and marines (the hand-glider pilots trapped in Budapest) and a 
few other special units — were to get behind Soviet lines via the Ordogarok 
sewage canal. However, because the existence of the underground passage did 
not remain secret, various groups attempted to use it as an escape route without 
permission, especially after the collapse of the organized breakout attempt.27 

It had already become light when the Germans reached the mouth of the 
Ordogarok. The emerging storm troopers were greeted by heavy artillery and 
machine-gun fire, making further advance impossible. Some of the Germans at-
tempted to proceed via the narrower canal running beneath Budakeszi Avenue 
which branched off from the main canal beneath Hiivosvolgyi Avenue. Pfeffer-
Wildenbruch was among those who tried this route. After exiting the sewage 
canal he and the ten to fifteen people next to him sought refuge in one of the 
villas cm Budakeszi Avenue. However, the Russians discovered them later that 
morning. A Soviet officer recalls that 

During the battle for the house we sent a Hungarian civilian who spoke 
German over to the enemy in order to offer them a chance to surrender. 
In order to lend more authority to our ultimatum, we positioned our 45-
millimeter gun — which was manned by First Lieutenant M.U. Zago-
ryan — opposite the house. The answer from the enemy was that they 
would lay down their arms under the following conditions: (a) we 
ensure their lives and (b) a Soviet officer of at least the rank of major 
take them into custody. Major Skripkin, the commander of the divi-
sion's chemical unit, was there and wrote on a piece of paper with a 
finger dipped in ink[!] that he, .as a major in the Red Army, was 
prepared to take them prisoner.?8 

The planned breakout through the Ordogarok sewage canal ended in 
complete failure. As far as we know, of those who set forth on this route, not 



one managed to make it over to their own lines and it is questionable whether 
anybody even made it beyond Pesthidegkut. After Ivan Hindy and his escort 
turned back before Budagyongye at around noon, he decided that he would try to 
sneak out undetected somewhere in the city and disappear. Since it was not 
possible to get out at the Ordogarok outlet or through the collapsed vault at 
Dobrontei Square, the detachment chose to take the original exit where they 
were immediately captured.29 

The Fate of the Troops and the Events of February 11-13 
I 

The withdrawal of the Soviet first line of defense opened several gaps through 
which a significant number of people were able to slip through the encirclement. 
Reaching wooded terrain was naturally the primary goal because there one would 
not be forced to contend with Soviet armor and progress was much quicker than 
in urban areas. 

Troops attempting to break out managed to reach woodland at several 
places. One group of approximately two to three thousand men set off in the 
direction of Harmashatarhegy, Solymar and Csobanka. Another group of fleeing 
German soldiers chose the Harmashatarhegy - Szarvas Hill - Nagyszenas route 
from which they escaped into the woods between Tinnye and Derbal. A third 
group, to which Lieutenant Colonel Wolff belonged, moved south from Nagy-
kovacsi. The air force even dropped supply canisters — whose remnants long 
lay rusting in the woods — down to them on the crest of the Voros Pocsolyas. 
This group reached the woods in the vicinity of Budajeno and Telki. 

The fleeing troops and civilians were able to travel through the woods 
relatively undisturbed if one overlooks the attacks by Russian airplanes. The 
risk factor always increased dramatically once one left the woods for the open 
field where one had to contend with Soviet cavalry and armored vehicles 
patrolling the roads. The Russians often fired mortars at groups appearing on 
the western slopes of the Buda Hills, forcing them back into the woods. 

A significant number of people, including Lieutenant General Billnitzer 
and his troops, veered off toward the south in the direction of the Nagykopasz 
and the Game Preserve (Vadaspark). Many of the troops participating in the 
operation, such as First Lieutenant Litterati and many Germans, attempted to 
break out along the cogwheel railway line. Some of them made it all the way to 
Szabadsag Hill, but were massacred there by Russians waiting in ambush who 
spared only the Hungarians.30 All semblance of discipline crumbled among the 
starved and half-mad troops who occasionally turned on one another over food.31 

Many of the fleeing soldiers discarded their weapons so that they could move 
faster in the deep snow.32 By this time many had indeed given up the fight: 

The Germans moving ahead of us stopped dead in their tracks, so we 
stopped too — but since we didn't know what was going on, we 



continued forward with the captain. Up ahead the ranking German 
officer, Obersturmbannfiihrer Fliigel, was lying in the snow screaming 
that he had had enough of this madness, that it was all in vain and that 
he wasn't going to take another step forward etc. His men just stood 
there around him...33 

According to those who participated in the operation, after two or three 
days everybody was on the verge of madness. Soldiers saw houses, kitchens and 
food before them in the fields of snow or imagined that they were at the 
Southern Railway Station. Many were driven insane by constant privation.34 

Only somewhat more than 700 men managed to reach the German lines, 
a large number of whom belonged to the group led by Lieutenant Colonel 
Helmut Wolff. On February 13 they marched all the way to the western fringes 
of the woods above Nagykovacsi to the Budajeno heights. After dark they broke 
through the interior Russian line which lay before them and — engulfed in a 
continuous fire-fight — reached the lines of the German Third Mounted Division 
at dawn.35 Reserve First Lieutenant Laszlo Szilasy led the first group to arrive. 
By the evening of the 13th they had already reached the Anyacsa-Pusztai heights 
between Szomor and Mariahalom. They crossed into German lines near the 
chapel in the cemetery of the Szomor Catholic Church with a total of four 
officers — three Germans and one Hungarian — and twenty-three privates. The 
Germans could attribute their successful crossing primarily to Szilasy's knowl-
edge of the local terrain.36 

Most of the 624 men who succeeded in reaching German lines did so on 
February 16. Only very few — at most eighty to one hundred men — arrived 
after this date.37 

For some, the breakout operation ended only weeks or months later. 
Some German soldiers, fearful of being captured, hid out in the woods, and 
sometimes even the city itself, until spring and even summer. 

Those who stayed behind: Events at the Castle and the Military Hospital 

People remained in the Castle for various reasons. The order calling for a 
breakout operation simply did not reach many troops while many stayed behind 
intentionally because they thought the undertaking to be hopeless. Hungarians 
constituted the majority of the former group and nearly all of the latter. The 
number of Hungarians who took part in the operation could not have exceeded 
five thousand. 

Several thousand seriously wounded men remained in the Alagut (Tun-
nel), the Castle Hospital, the basement of the National Bank, and elsewhere. 
"Many of them were crying in fear of what tomorrow would bring" is how one 
of the survivors remembers the mood which prevailed in the Tunnel at the 



beginning of the breakout. And to make matters worse, the head physician fled 
with his staff leaving his charges to their fate. 

Staff physician Hiibner, seeing that the breakout attempt had failed, 
turned back in order to remain with the wounded whom the other doctors had 
left to fend for themselves in the dressing stations in the cellars of the Royal 
Palace. Here approximately 2,000 wounded remained without any care or 
supervision. 

The Russians decided to close the hospital and picked the doctors out 
from among the P.O.W.s in order to help with the wounded. Medical Sergeant 
Aladar Konkoly Thege remembers it this way: 

I had to go to the second floor below ground. We were moving ahead 
slowly, only a few lamps and candles flickered. The air was dense and 
stuffy. The smell of blood, decay, pus, excrement, sweat, urine, to-
bacco smoke and gun powder mixed together to form a thick stench. It 
permeated the corridor, nauseating, unbearable. Flashlights plucked 
faces from the dark. Wounded lay in long lines along both walls of the 
corridor on wooden bunks — some of which were multilevel — al-
though many received nothing more than bare concrete. Most of them 
were in uniform with bandoliers, maybe the side-arm holster wasn't 
empty, there might be hand grenades in their pockets. Bloody, fester-
ing, soggy bandages, open fracture wounds held together by loose wire 
splints.38 

Fires broke out at the dressing stations several times, though they were 
put out immediately. The fires were probably started by cigarettes. Estimates as 
to the number of lives claimed by the blazes vary from 300 to 800. The 
wounded from the dressing stations were transferred to Honved Military Hospital 
Number Eleven (on the present site of the College of Physical Education), with 
the survivors returning home during the summer of 1945. 

Epilogue 

The Budapest breakout attempt went down in history as one of the most desper-
ate operations of the Second World War. It followed Central Europe's bloodiest 
urban siege. Out of the 43,900 German and Hungarian troops serving in 
Budapest on February 11, forty-six percent were killed during the course of the 
breakout attempt (see the appendix on page 30). Less than two percent of the 
soldiers who had been defending Budapest escaped, and of these, fewer than ten 
percent were Hungarian. Nearly half of the soldiers who participated in the 
breakout operation, 17.000 men, perished in the space of a few days. It is not 
by chance that Budapest is often referred to as a "second Stalingrad" in German 
memoirs. 



Germans, especially those wearing SS uniforms, could not count on 
clemency. What happened fifty years larpr in Grozny and Sarajevo was a brutal 
reality in Budapest during the winter of 1944-45. In many cases, those giving 
themselves up were simply slaughtered, as occurred next to the Janos Hospital 
where German corpses with their hands raised in surrender lay strewn on the 
ground.39 The wounded were also often shot, "accidentally," presumably because 
they were not fit for work and presented nothing but a burden to the Soviets.40 

Members of the SS were often forced to dig their own graves, such as at the 
Budakeszi community athletic field41 Russian and Ukrainian soldiers serving in 
the German armed forces were shown the least mercy of all: they were shot 
summarily.42 

What prompted the the German command to undertake such a desperate, 
insane operation, as it did at Budapest on February 11? 

The breakout operation is only comprehensible when considered as a 
manifestation of total war psychosis. Alas, the German command was not equal 
to the great challenge with which it was faced: its fear of the Russians — and, 
especially, being captured by them — impaired its judgment and, instead of 
surrender, it chose to drive its panic-stricken troops toward certain destruction. 

The ultimate responsibility, however, for the carnage at Budapest — 
throughout the winter of 1944-45 but in particular in the final phase of the battle 
— rests with the supreme war leaders: Stalin and, especially, Hitler. For both of 
them the struggle for the Hungarian capital became less and less a military 
necessity; it gradually turned into a battle to gain political advantage or to score 
psychological victory. In the end, it became a contest of wills. By the fall of 
1944 Stalin had definitely aimed at grabbing as much land in Central Europe as 
possible to strengthen his hands in the forthcoming negotiations at Yalta and, 
ultimately, at a post-war peace conference. Hitler, on the other hand, was 
desperate to prove that, once he had concentrated substantial forces in Hungary, 
he would not have to yield Budapest to the Russians. He could have offered a 
rescue to the city's defenders by allowing them to break out with a fair chance of 
success in December when the local command had deemed such operation still 
feasible. By the second or third week of January, when the IV SS Panzer Corps 
got close to the western outskirts of the city, the chances of a successful break-
out had diminished greatly, but had not disappeared completely.43 Hitler, 
however, cared not for his soldiers but only for the triumph of his will. Like the 
German panzer thrust toward Stalingrad in December of 1942 (Operation Winter 
Storm), the IV Panzer Corps' drive toward Budapest aimed not at rescuing the 
besieged forces but at re-establishing German control over the city. On both 
occasions a reasonable opportunity to rescue the trapped Axis forces was missed. 
By prohibiting a timely evacuation of Budapest by its defenders, Hitler showed 
the same callous disregard for human suffering and human lives that he had 
demonstrated at Stalingrad or, as a matter of fact, Stalin had shown toward the 
population of Leningrad during the siege of that city by the Germans. 



The blame for the virtual annihilation of what was left of the forces 
defending Budapest by February of 1945, can be placed squarely on the Fiihrer's 
shoulders. Contrary to the dictates of military necessity he, instead of trying to 
save the precious few military formations the Reich still had, allowed more of 
them to be trapped deep behind Russian lines. By the second week of February, 
the defenders of Budapest — diminished in numbers, broken in spirit, exhausted 
and starved — faced the choice between mistreatment (and possible death) 
through surrender and death through fighting to the last bullet. Their command 
chose the alternative that was no longer viable: a breakout attempt. Not surpris-
ingly, it resulted in still another of the war's great slaughters. 
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Appendix 

Effective personnel of the Hungarian and 
German forces in Budapest as of February 111 

43,900 (including 
11,600 wounded) 

100% 

No. of prisoners taken between Feb. 11 and 152 ca. 22,350 50.9% 

No. of prisoners taken after February 15 max. 1,000 2.3% 

Identified in mass graves3 ca. 5,000 11.4% 

No. of soldiers who reached German lines max. 700 1.6% 

No. of soldiers who went into hiding4 max. 700 1.6% 

No. of soldiers killed and missing ca. 14,250 32.5% 

Total no. killed during the breakout attempt ca. 19,250 43.9% 

Notes to the Appendix: 

'By this time the effective strength of the original forces had already been reduced 
by one-half. 

2This number was reported by the Soviet high command. After the occupation of 
Budapest, the Soviets declared all uniformed personnel including postmen, firemen and 
policemen to be prisoners of war and deported several tens-of-thousands of civilians as well. 
General Malinovsky purposely overestimated the number of German and Hungarian troops 
in Budapest to be 188,000 in order to account for the persisting siege and had to produce a 
commensurate number of prisoners. 

'Based on research done by Laszlo Hingyi, Gyorgy Pongracz, Oszkar Toperczer and 
Pal Dobai. 

4This applies primarily to Hungarian troops. 
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Economic Platforms of the Various Political Parties 
in the Hungarian Elections of 1945 

Susan Glanz 

In the 1989-90 elections in Hungary, politicians reminisced of the good old days 
of 1945 and kept saying how "free" the elections of that year were. Were those 
elections as free as they would like us now to believe? 

This paper will examine the economic platforms of the various parties 
that were allowed to participate in Hungary's first post-war elections. It will also 
suggest that the elections seemed free, because the Western Allies — the British 
and the Americans — had a "hands off policy" at that time toward Hungary. 
They were more preoccupied with problems elsewhere in the world and as a 
result, by default, they conceded Hungary as an area falling under the Russian 
sphere of influence. The Soviets on the other hand, were not that sure how 
much pressure they could apply in Hungary and, as a result, they intervened in 
the elections less than in those of the other East European countries. 

In the 1944-45 period the exhausted nations of Europe began the task of 
rebuilding their destroyed economies. The dual tragedies of the Great Depres-
sion and the war had created an atmosphere where direct government involve-
ment in the economy became accepted as the norm. A surge of idealism 
combined with a disillusionment with the old order resulted in radical leaders 
gaining strong moral and political influence. The desire for change in political 
life and the acceptance of government control in many areas of the economy was 
illustrated by the many parliamentary seats won by Social Democrats and 
Communists in most of the European countries. 

Hungary's losses in the Second World War had been devastating. 
Estimates are that between 420-450 thousand Hungarians died (higher than 
British, Italian, French or American losses), and between 850-900 thousand were 
taken prisoners of war.1 Before the war Hungary had been an agricultural and 
industrial nation. In 1938, the last peace year, 37% of the national income was 
generated by agriculture and 38% by industry. Due to the demands of war, in 
the period of 1943-44, the ratio changed to 43% of national income generated by 
industry and 28% by agriculture.2 But after the war the destruction of the 
industrial sector left the country paralyzed. The damage, in f938 prices, was 22 
billion pengos — using the 1938 exchange rate of $1=5.15 pengos, the damage 
caused amounts to $4.27 billion — which represented five times the national 



income of that year and 40% of the national wealth.3 The country's infrastruc-
ture was destroyed, and agricultural activity also almost came to a standstill as 
the armies moved through Hungary. Over 90% of all industrial plants suffered 
some damage and nearly all inventories disappeared. Coal mines ceased to 
function as nearly all were flooded because of the lack of electricity needed to 
pump water out. The economic situation was made even, worse by Hungary's 
foreign and domestic debt. By September 1945 the foreign debt amounted to 
890 million pengos plus $578 million. In addition, to meet the reparation 
payments imposed after the First World War and to finance the increasing 
budget deficit, the Hungarian government sold more and more bonds beginning 
in 1931, rapidly increasing domestic debt. By the end of 1944 domestic debt 
was 14.2 billion pengos,4 

Discussions to form a post-war Provisional Government began in 
Moscow, in November 1944, since Russian forces were already on Hungarian 
soil. Earlier, in mid-1943, the Hungarian Social Democrats formed an alliance 
with the Smallholders' Party, but the rapidly changing political situation rendered 
their program outdated by the end of the war. The Communist Party began 
formulating its social and economic policy for the post-war Hungary in Septem-
ber 1944 in Moscow. Its program was published in Debrecen on November 30lh, 
1944. 

On December 3, 1944, the Hungarian National Independence Front was 
formed by the Social Democrats, Smallholders, Communists and National 
Peasants and Civic Democratic Party members; these were the largest legal and 
some illegal opposition parties. The Front accepted and republished the Commu-
nist Party's program as its own. The Front's plan for economic recovery can be 
grouped around four ideas: 

1. Land reform; distribution of land to the peasants and the abolition of 
the production quota system introduced during the war. 

2. Nationalization of mines and utilities, and state supervision of cartels 
and monopolies. 

3. Balancing the state's budget and the introduction of a stable currency. 
4. The extension of social welfare legislation to include health and old-

age benefits to agricultural and domestic workers, payment of unem-
ployment compensation to the unemployed and the indexation of 
wages to inflation rates.5 

The Provisional Government, which took office on December 22, 1944, 
in Debrecen, responded to and formally declared the international agreement as 
specified by the Yalta "Declaration on Liberated Europe" as being "broadly 
representative of all democratic elements of the population." The government 
that was formed consisted of 2 Social Democratic Party members, 2 Smallhold-
ers' Party members, 2 Communists, 1 National Peasant Party member and 4 
unaffiliated representatives.6 These parties were the largest anti-fascist parties. 



The Provisional Government was officially voted into office by the 
Provisional Assembly meeting in Debrecen 27, 1944. The 230 members of the 
Provisional Assembly were elected in areas liberated by the Soviet Army. Of 
the members 71 were Communists, 55 were Smallholders, 38 were Social 
Democrats, 16 represented the Peasant Party, 12 represented the Civic Demo-
crats, 19 were union representatives and 19 were unaffiliated.7 There is dis-
agreement regarding the official and true affiliation of the assemblymen, but we 
will accept the official Hungarian data.8 

In January 1945, the Provisional Government signed the armistice 
agreement with the Allies, in which it agreed to pay $300 million in compensa-
tion within 6 years; $200 million was to go to the Soviet Union, $70 million to 
Yugoslavia and $30 million to Czechoslovakia,9 and all German and Austrian 
property was given to the Soviets. The armistice agreement also obligated the 
Hungarian government to preserve German property in the condition it was on 
January 15, 1945. As the government could only extend its jurisdiction slowly, 
it simply had to assume responsibility for the damages to these properties. 

Between January and April, 1945, the bank note issue of the Hungarian 
National Bank ceased completely, as the gold reserves of the Bank had been 
confiscated by the Hungarian Nazis and removed from the country. In its place 
the Russian Army issued significant quantities of military money, also denomi-
nated in pengos. State revenue collections were nonexistent, and production — 
both industrial and agricultural — was minimal, nevertheless the demands for 
food and other necessities were increasing. As a result, prices began to escalate 
rapidly. In addition the obligation of paying for the upkeep of the Russian Army 
was enormous, which also added to the inflationary pressure.10 

Although the Provisional Government officially did not have an economic 
policy until the summer of 1945, we can safely assume, that for the first six 
months its policy was the same as that of the National Independence Front. This 
is suggested by the decrees issued by the Government. 

The two decrees which affected the future history of Hungary were the 
ones on workers' committees and land reform. One of the first decrees passed 
by the government was regarding the workers' committees, which was issued on 
February 15, 1945. The committees were charged with restarting production in 
the factories and representing the interest of the workers to management. These 
committees were created to increase the influence of the Communist Party in the 
factories, as the unions were traditionally supporters of the Social Democrats. 

On March 17, 1945, even before the fighting on Hungarian soil was over, 
the decree on land reform was passed. This decree provided for the compensa-
tion to landowners for expropriated land holdings of 142 to 1,420 acres (100 -
1,000 hold). None of the compensation was ever paid. For holdings of over 
1,420 acres, no compensation was even promised. Over 35% of the country's 
territory was distributed to more than 642,000 families, creating a new land 
owning class." To some this seemed radical, but even the US State Department 
Advisory Committee, charged with formulating US peace proposals after the 



Second World War, suggested on May 1, 1944 that "electoral reform and land 
reform are requisites to the achievement of a democratic Hungary... a thorough-
going land reform would open the way for peaceful development of social and 
political democracy and would eliminate the control of a reactionary minority 
which has in the past monopolized power..."12 

The harvest in 1945 was a disaster, caused by bad weather, lack of seed 
and tools, and by the war conditions. As a result there was no surplus produce 
available to be delivered to the urban areas. The Russian head of the Allied 
Control Commission refused the food aid offered by the United Nations Relief 
and Rehabilitation Administration, and food rationing that was introduced during 
the war had to be continued and soup kitchens were also opened for the 
hungry.13 Because of the decreasing value of the currency, the economy reverted 
to a barter system. The state intervened by creating a Barter Office of the 
Ministry of Public Supply to facilitate and regulate this burgeoning barter 
business. To make matters worse or, according to this Ministry, to improve the 
supply of agricultural commodities, peasants were forced to pay all kinds of 
taxes in commodities. This further reduced the market supply of goods. 

In the nine month period from November, 1944 to July 1945 Hungarian 
companies were under military management and 75% of their output was 
requisitioned by the Russians for their military and reconstruction.14 A typical 
example of the economic conditions was described by the manager of the 
Hungarian General Credit Bank (Magyar Altalanos Hitelbank) in a letter sent to 
both the Provisional Government and the Budapest National Committee on 
February 5, 1945. He wrote, that "on the 30th of the last month a committee of 
Russian officers came to our offices, forced open the steel cash registers and 
safes and took roughly 113 million pengos in cash, from larger safes they 
removed about 800 suitcases, and broke into about 1,400 safe-deposit boxes and 
took their contents.... These officers also seized stock certificates belonging to 
both our clients and the bank itself. These represent an additional several 
hundred million pengos in loss. The officers aico confiscated typewriters, 
calculators and bookkeeping machines, which were essential for restarting our 
business."15 

On the political front the situation was not much better. In this same 
time period the Provisional Government was reshuffled twice. In both cases the 
government took a decided turn to the left. The last resignations in July 1945 
resulted in a Communist-Social Democratic majority in the cabinet.16 

On August 27, 1945 the Hungarian government signed the Hungarian-
Soviet Economic Pact. This agreement provided for the establishment of Soviet-
Hungarian joint-stock companies in bauxite-mines, oil exploration, refineries, 
shipping and air-transport. The stocks of these firms were equally divided 
between Hungary and Russia. The general manager of these companies was 
nearly always a Soviet citizen, though their chairmen were Hungarian. These 
companies were exempted from paying taxes, and export and import duties.17 

The Hungarian contribution to these firms was the existing assets of the firm, 



while Soviet contribution came from the assets acquired through reparation 
payments or requisitions. The US and British governments lodged mild com-
plaints that this pact ignored the equal treatment of the Allies, as they were not 
informed of this pact. The complaint stated that the Soviets came to control 
50% of the Hungarian industry. But this protest was ignored.18 

Based on the perceived successes of the May Day rallies, the Communist 
Party raised the issue of elections. Towards the end of August the cabinet 
discussed the timing of the elections. Since the Communists and Social 
Democrats were now a majority in the cabinet, their timetable won. The motion 
was made and passed that the elections would be held in two rounds, first to be 
held would be the Budapest municipal elections on October 7th, and then the 
national elections on November 4th. The Communists and Social Democrats felt 
sure that they would win in the Budapest municipal elections. These two parties 
thought that they had a broad-base support in .the capital city, 40% of the eligible 
voters belonged to either the Communist or the Social Democratic Parties.19 

The Nationwide National (Election) Committee (Orszagos Nemzeti 
Bizottsag) was formed on September 17, 1945 and charged with granting 
permission for participation in the elections. Of the ten parties requesting 
authorization to participate in the Budapest municipal elections and in the 
national elections, seven were granted permission. The participating seven were: 

1. The Smallholders' Party, 
2. The Social Democratic Party, 
3. The Hungarian Communist Party, 
4. The Civic Democratic Party, 
5. The National Peasant Party, 
6. The Hungarian Radical Party, and 
7. The Democratic Popular Party (the one headed by Istvan Barankovics) 

The three parties that were denied permission were Count Jozsef Palffy's 
party which was also called the Democratic Popular Party (De.mok.rata Neppart), 
the Traditional Democratic Party of the Intellectuals (Ertelmisegi Osztaly Osi 
Demokrata Pdrtja) and the National Democratic Party (Nemzeti Demokrata 
Part).20 [Other sources list the Christian Women's Camp (Kereszteny Noi Tabor) 
as the third party not permitted to run, instead of Palffy's Democratic Popular 
Party.]21 At the end of September Palffy's Democratic Popular Party joined with 
the Civic Democratic Party. 

The Party Platforms 

1. The Smallholders' Party (officially called the Party of the Independent Small-
holders, Agricultural Day Workers and of the Middle Class (Fiiggetlen Kisgazda, 
Foldmunkds es Polgari Part) did not have a detailed platform for the fall 



elections. Their platform was the previously published party program. Accord-
ing to the Party leaders the issues these elections will be decided on were not 
economic issues, but on the visions of Hungary's future. On the day of the 
Budapest municipal elections, the party paper summarized the Smallholders' 
position by saying "this election will not decide whether we need to fight against 
inflation, reactionary politics or the black market,... in these questions the 
Hungarian public has already spoken. The issues this election will determine 
are: what road and what ideology the Hungarian Government will take in the 
future."22 

It is interesting to note that this party was originally formed to represent 
the interest of peasants and small property holders, but did not formulate a land 
reform program of its own. A proposal that was considered in early 1945, but 
which did not get published, showed some similarities to the program of the 
Social Democratic Party. The proposal expressed doubt that land reform could 
be accomplished in the planned time frame (March 17 and October 1, 1945), and 
it argued that land must be worked by those who own it, also suggesting that 
land should never be sold, but only be inherited.21 By the time the elections 
were held, this issue was moot, as land reform had been accomplished. 

The central theme of the party's program was the concept of maintenance 
of private property and the freedom of enterprise, both in industry and in 
agriculture. They also spoke out against agricultural cooperatives, and did not 
openly discuss the nationalization of industry as suggested by the Independence 
Front, and they argued for a non-partisan civil service. A unique suggestion by 
the party was the right to strike by peasants.24 

The Smallholders' agenda also included the demand for a progressive 
income tax structure and argued against sales taxes. The party also spoke of the 
urgent need of establishing a socialized health care system and an old-age 
pension system for all.25 

2. The Social Democratic Party's (Szocialdemokrata Part) platform was accepted 
at its 34lh congress held in August 1945. In agriculture the party called for the 
importation of livestock, sale of agricultural machinery at reduced rates, the 
provision of cheap credit to farmers, the establishment of sugar refineries and 
canning factories and the extension of health care and old age benefits to 
agricultural workers to the same level as those of industrial workers. In industry 
the party called for the nationalization of mines, electric utilities, and other key 
industries, with special attention to the light-metal fabrication industry and for 
the limitation of foreign trade rights exclusively to the state or to cooperatives. 
To help revive the economy the party suggested that trade agreements be signed 
with neighbouring countries, and that all trade agreements should have a barter 
provision. The platform also proposed a new progressive tax system. To 
prevent funds from leaving the country, the Social Democrats campaigned for 
strict foreign exchange controls, a balanced budget and state control of privately 
and publicly held banks. To "prevent" the spread of discontent, it advocated the 



nationalization of the radio and movie industry and proposed to subsidize 
publishing houses and exhibition halls.26 

3. The Hungarian Communist Party's (Magyar Kommunista Part) official 
platform was published in September. The platform's cornerstone was a three 
year plan to develop industry, transportation and agriculture. One of the plan's 
point was to set maximums for — and eventually to fix — the prices of wheat 
and bread, as well as those of raw materials such as coal, iron ore, electricity 
and oil. The platform also spoke of the state being the supervisor of industrial 
production and of setting ceiling prices to 70% of consumer goods. The 
Communist Party promised low cost loans to new farmers, and the establishment 
of agricultural cooperatives in order to take advantage of economies of scale in 
production, purchasing and sales. They promised to stabilize the currency by 
balancing the budget and by forcing the wealthy to pay higher taxes and to give 
the government a one-time loan. The platform included a progressive tax 
system, the freezing of foreign bank accounts and wealth abroad, state monopoly 
of foreign trade, and the nationalization of utilities and mines. It also promised 
to establish a price parity between agricultural and industrial products, such as 1 
pair of work boots would equal 1 metric ton of wheat.27 

4. The Civic Democratic Party (Polgdri Demokrata Part) positioned itself as the 
party representing the middle and lower middle classes. It sought the termina-
tion of political appointees in public service and the running of the country by 
decrees. It proposed that issues of universal interest be decided by referendums. 
The platform included the introduction of a progressive tax system to eliminate 
income inequality, a higher tax rate on wealth than on earned income. It also 
called for government control of trusts and cartels and the reduction of the role 
that banks traditionally played in the Hungarian e c o n o m y . F o r the long-run, 
the party advocated the introduction of a single tax system such as the one that 
had been advocated by the American economist Henry George (1839-1897) who 
in 1879 had called for a single land tax to replace all other taxes. They also 
proposed subsidies to establish agricultural entities and the payment of unem-
ployment compensation to the unemployed. The party further advocated an 
industrial policy that emphasized industrial development outside Budapest to 
provide employment to rural workers. The platform also included the promise of 
universal health coverage and pension system, a balanced budget, .a stable 
currency and the introduction of liberal trade policies.29 This party was at a 
disadvantage as it did not have a nationwide party network. 

5. The National Peasant Party (Nemzeti Parasztpdrt) saw itself as the representa-
tive of the poor peasants, those who received land in 1945. It saw the land 
reform only as the first step toward the creation of a nation of small farmers. It 
promised seeds, animals and machinery, as well as long-term interest free loans 
to start the new farms created by land reform. The party also promised to help 



organize farmers into cooperatives in order to take advantage of large scale 
production and purchasing.30 

6. The Hungarian Radical Party (Magyar Radikdlis Part) only received permis-
sion to publish its position paper a week before the Budapest municipal elec-
tions. The party viewed itself as the party of the "working intellectuals." They 
announced that they did not want to "participate" in power, but only wanted to 
take part in the changes occurring in Hungary. They stated that they did not 
oppose "socialism, if socialism means a fairer social and economic system."31 

To achieve a more equitable income distribution, the party demanded the 
divestiture of monopolies, elimination of tariffs, establishment of public work 
programs for the unemployed and seeking of foreign loans to reduce the rate of 
inflation. The program also spoke of the need to balance the state's budget by 
reducing expenditures. In order to make displaced government workers emplo-
yable, the program suggested that the state pay for their retraining.32 

7. The Democratic Popular Party (Demokrata Neppdrt) was given permission to 
run, but choose not to participate independently due to the lack of campaigning 
time and the dearth of funds. The party saw itself as the Hungarian equivalent 
of the Christian Democratic parties in Western Europe. Its representatives ran 
on the same ticket as the Smallholders.33 The chairman of the party in his 
September 25lh speech defined the goals of the party. He stated that while the 
party supported the concept of private property, it proposed "the nationalization 
of those industries that are for the public good". To increase agricultural 
productivity and fair distribution, the creation of agricultural cooperatives must 
be encouraged. The party would maintain the network of religious schools, and 
support the charitable works of religious institutions; also, churches should be 
compensated for their expropriated lands.34 

In summary, the six parties did not have significantly different platforms. 
They could not, as the Nationwide National (Election) Committee would not 
have given them permission to run, as it refused permission to other parties. The 
parties that were not members of the Independence Front were also disadvan-
taged by the short time between the announcement of the elections and the 
elections themselves. All parties talked of the importance of private property, 
privately owned means of production, the freedom of the enterprise, and private 
initiative, though the Communist platform subjugated these to the interests of the 
state. The Communists saw private firms playing a decreasing role in the 
economy. In addition, the largest four parties — the Social Democrats, the 
Communists, the Smallholders and the Civic Democrats — called for a social-
ized health care system and a revision of the pension system. 

The Communists had the most detailed campaign platform. Also, their 
campaign was the best run as they were most liberally supplied with print media 
and means of transportation by the Russian occupation forces. Overt displays of 



anti-communist agitation was restricted by both the Russian army and the 
Hungarian AVO (Allamvedelmi Osztaly — State Defense Department).15 

None of the parties opposed the land reform, but the Smallholders 
opposed the concept of cooperatives. All parties kept the nationalization 
program of the Independence Front, that is the need to nationalize only utilities. 
All the parties also called for a more equitable, and progressive tax system. 
Only the Social Democrats talked of the type of government they envisioned, a 
People's Republic. This is interesting because in an internal document prepared 
a year earlier by the Central Committee of the Communist Party, they called for 
the same thing.36 Of all the parties only the Communists offered a concrete 
solution to the rampant inflation. The emphasis placed on balancing the budget 
by all parties is interesting, since the accepted budget philosophy since the 1930s 
was "functional finance" which in fact suggests that the government aims at 
neither a surplus nor a deficit but at accomplishing its goals. It is obvious that in 
the post-war period Hungary could not balance its budget, so the call to increase 
the tax burden of the rich to balance the budget was empty political rhetoric. 

Both the Social Democrats and the Communist Party platforms called for 
state control of foreign trade, the other parties talked of liberalizing foreign 
trade. This was one of the areas where the platform of the Social Democrats 
went further than the platform of the British Labour Party, as the BLP only 
called for state aid to revive foreign trade. The other area where the Hungarian 
Social Democrats' platform was much more detailed than the British is in its 
provisions concerning agriculture. Here the differences between the two 
programs are self-explanatory, since by the end of the Second World War in 
England's economy agriculture played only a small role. 

The campaigns were marred by violence around the country, several 
people were injured and a few were killed. On September 26, a few weeks 
before the municipal elections, the Communists and the Smallholders agreed to 
reduce the violence of the campaign, both in the media and at rallies. The 
Smallholders terminated holding rallies and opted for door-to-door campaign-
ing.37 

In the Budapest municipal elections held on October 7th, 1945, the Social 
Democrats and the Communist Party ran on the same ticket, called the "United 
Workers' Front"(Dolgozok Egyseglistaja).38 In spite of their expectations, they 
did not win. The Smallholders won by receiving 50.54% of the vote, the 
"United Workers' Front" received only 42.75% of the vote. The remaining votes 
were distributed among the Civic Democratic Party (3.83%), National Peasant 
Party (2.01%) and the Hungarian Radical Party (0.086%).39 The'Communist 
Party blamed its loss on the severe economic crisis, on the right-wing of the 
Socialist Democrats and, of course, on the anti-Soviet attitude of the middle class 
and the influence of the Catholic Church. The Social Democrats blamed their 
defeat on the United Workers' Front and on October 12th decided to run inde-
pendent campaign in the national elections.40 



The Western media applauded the results of this election, but they also 
talked about the fear that was already gripping the country, a fear caused by 
rampant inflation and increasing crime in the streets. On October 9th The New 
York Times reported that a state of siege was declared in Hungary as "political 
unrest leads t'o murder and robbery."41 

On October 16, Klementi Y. Voroshilov, the chairman of the Allied 
Control Commission and a member of the Soviet Politburo, in order to avoid a 
similar "disappointing" outcome, suggested that in the nationwide elections the 
parties run together on one list (which, of course, means that they all would have 
won or they would all have lost at the same time!) His suggestion also stipu-
lated that the distribution of seats in the post-election Parliament be predeter-
mined.42 The US and British members of the Allied Control Commission did not 
take a strong stand against this suggestion. Instead, they said that a joint list 
would not meet the "Yalta requirements". The Smallholders and the Social 
Democrats also held their ground by insisting on running independently and the 
Russians were forced to compromise. After several days of negotiations an 
agreement was reached. It was agreed that regardless of the outcome of the 
elections, the new government would still be a coalition government43 

On October 18, the newly appointed Roman Catholic Cardinal of 
Hungary, Cardinal Jozsef Midszenty, published a pastoral letter urging Catholics 
to vote for the Smallholders. This letter was extremely critical of everything that 
had happened in the country44 As a countermeasure against Midszenty's 
pastoral letter, the communist-controlled police arrested the vice-president of the 
Budapest stock exchange, as well as four brokers, a foreign exchange trader and 
several bankers. They were accused of "causing" inflation.45 

On October 23, after the loss in the Budapest Municipal elections, the 
Social Democratic Party published the proposals it had made earlier to the 
Provisional Government to overcome the economic problems and to enhance the 
party's chances in the national elections. These proposals went further than the 
party's platform in the Budapest elections. It is the first time that the party 
spoke of the need to reduce the rate of inflation and the need to make work 
obligatory for all adults. To overcome the growing dissatisfaction among the 
populace, the party proposed food and clothing subsidies for those employed in 
industries directly involved in rebuilding the nation. Going beyond the proposals 
of their previous platform, the Social Democrats suggested the creation of 
agricultural supervisory committees. The task of these committees would be to 
see that those who work the land are the owners of the land. The tools the 
committee would have to achieve these goals would be the power to confiscate 
the land from those who did not work it, or from those who did not meet their 
production quota requirements. To achieve the goal of balancing the budget, the 
party proposed to index tax obligations to the inflation rate. The Social Demo-
cratic Party maintained that industry should remain in private ownership but with 
strict state supervision over production and distribution. This proposal also 



spoke of limiting access to the media and suggested that only members of the 
Independence Front should be allowed to own newspapers.46 

After their victory in the Budapest elections, the Smallholders expanded 
on the theme of free agricultural enterprise and promised to reevaluate the claims 
of those peasants who either did not receive any land or received too little land 47 

In spite of the previous agreement, the Communist Party kept up its 
attacks on the Smallholders and the right-wing of the Social Democrats. The 
left-wing of the Social Democrats joined with the Communists in attacking 
Smallholders. These attacks intensified after the Budapest elections 48 

To counterbalance the Russian influence, to show that the US saw the 
elections as free and fair, and to help the non-communist parties, the Truman 
government recognized the Provisional Government on November 2, 1945. 

On November 4th the nationwide elections were held. The result of the 
election was a resounding victory for the Smallholders who received 57.03% of 
the vote. The Social Democrats came in second with 17.41%, the Communists 
third with 16.95%, the National Peasant Party with 6.87%, the Civic Democratic 
Party with 1.62% and the Hungarian Radical Party received 0.12% of the votes.49 

It is interesting to note that the public mood at the time was in favour of 
nationalization, despite the fact that the party with the largest following, and the 
winner of the elections, the Smallholders' Party, did not endorse it. A public 
poll taken at the time showed the following results:50 

People were asked whether or not they favoured the nationalization of 
factories and banks. The answer was: 

Factories Banks 
Support nationalization 67% 75% 
Oppose nationalization 32% 23% 
Don't know/no answer 1% 1% 

On November 15, the Provisional Government resigned and the new 
cabinet was sworn in. Of the 18 cabinet posts 9 or 50% were given to Small-
holders, 4 (22 %) to the Communists, 4 (22%) to the Social Democrats and 1 (6 
%) to the Peasant Party. Due to the agreement before the elections, the Small-
holders, the Social Democrats and the Peasant Party received fewer cabinet 
appointments and the Communists were given larger percentage of seats than the 
election results warranted. Of the 32 deputy ministry spots only 9 (28%) were 
assigned to the Smallholders.51 

So, in spite of the electoral victory, the Smallholders did not form a 
government. The clever "salami tactics"52 used by the Communist Party during 
the next three years, eventually lead to the exclusion of all other parties from 
power and to complete one-party rule in Hungary. The appeasement policies of 
the two other large parties, the Smallholders and the Social Democrats, slowed 
this process but could not stop it. 

The elections seemed free, because six parties participated, although the 
playing field was far from level. Other individuals and groups that to form 



political parties early in 1945, but were denied permission to organize. Authori-
zation had to be granted by both the Independence Front and the Allied Control 
Commission. Some of the groups that were denied permission to organize were 
the Coalition of Hungarian Patriots for Freedom and Freedom Party (Magyar 
Hazafiak Szabadsag Szdvetsege es Szabadsag Part), the Independent Popular 
Socialist Party (Fiiggetlen Szocialista Neppart) and the Nation-building Peace 
Party (Nemzetepito Bekepart). Others, such as the Hungarian Party (Magyar 
Part), the Party of Hungarian Agricultural and Industrial Workers (Magyar 
Foldmuves es Munkaspart), the Hungarian Republic Party (Magyar Koztarsasag 
Part), and the Kossuth Party were given permission to organize, but joined with 
the Smallholders within two months of their founding.53 

Not only did the Soviets aid the Communist Party directly, by providing 
it access to the media and transportation, they also helped the party indirectly: 
e.g. when the Communist Party stalwart Zoltan Vas became the Mayor of 
Budapest, the Russian Army gave food loans to the starving citizens of the 
capital — from previously requisitioned Hungarian stores. Soviet goals were 
made abundantly clear even before the election. When American Secretary of 
State James Byrnes informed Marshall of the USSR Army and Foreign Minister 
Vyacheslav M. Molotov, that the US "would join others in observing elections 
in Italy, Greece, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria," Stalin is reported to have 
responded that a "freely elected government in these countries would be anti-
Soviet and that cannot be allowed."54 However it was the 50-50% agreement 
between Churchill and Stalin regarding Hungary, that made the Soviets push for 
less radical changes and allowed change to occur slower than in other 
countries.55 

The British and American governments had a hands-off policy toward 
Hungary. They voiced complaints against egregious disregard of previous 
agreements through the Allied Control Commission, but this was not going to 
change Russian policy. As the chair of the Allied Control Commission was a 
Russian, the other members needed his permission to travel in Hungary and to 
communicate with the cabinet. The British were the first to admit that Hungary 
was not important to them, when in March 1945, Sir Orme Sargent, then under-
secretary and later permanent under-secretary at the British Foreign Office, stated 
that British policy viewed Hungary as an "issue not vital." He foresaw that the 
"governments in these countries would be modeled on totalitarian lines.56 

Actually Stalin was truly candid when he told Milovan Djilas that "This war is 
nv,t as in the past; whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social 
system. Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach. It 
cannot be otherwise."57 

In 1952 communist leader Matyas Rakosi, in talking about the post-war 
years, bluntly summarized the aim of the Communist Party as havinp been the 
achievement of total domination in all spheres of life: 



In stating our demands, we carefully weighed the probable effects of 
them, and whenever possible proceeded cautiously, step-by-step, so as 
to make it hard for the enemy to muster and mobilize all his strengths 
against us. We gradually increased our demands in every possible field, 
using provisional forms. In the banking line, for instance, we insisted 
at first only on state control over the banks, and only later, on national-
ization of the three major banks. We proceeded in a similar way with 
industry, first demanding state control over the mines, then expanding 
our demands to the control of large machine manufacturing factories 
and smelting industry, and ending by their nationalization. Thus we 
achieved the nationalization of industry by dividing the process into 
four or five stages during the span of several years.58 

And, indeed, the communist takeover proceeded rapidly as soon as it 
became clear that the US and Britain would not interfere. Some examples of the 
rapid transformation of the Hungarian economy to a command economy began 
when in 1946 coal and bauxite mines and aluminum producers, and the five 
largest industrial holding companies were nationalized, while the Hungarian 
National Bank was placed under state supervision. The following year all banks 
were first placed under state supervision and then were nationalized. Political 
witch-hunts, arrests and incessant media campaigns left the opposition parties 
decimated. The 1947 elections reflected this: the once mighty Smallholders, for 
example, received only 15% of the vote.59 In 1948 all companies having over 
100 employees were nationalized and the stock exchange closed its doors. In the 
same year the Social Democratic Party and the Communist Party merged. In 
1949 all companies employing over 10 workers were nationalized; and the rest is 
history. 

The politicians who in the 1990 elections talked of their parties continu-
ing the traditions of the parties of 1945, were actually representing parties with 
directly opposite economic platforms. All parties in the early '90s talked of 
reducing the role of the government in the economy, and of the importance of 
the market and of the need to privatize enterprises. 
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War-Crimes Trial Hungarian Style: 
Prime Minister Laszlo Bardossy 

Before the People s Tribunal, 1945 

Pal Pritz 

translated from the Hungarian by Daniel Szekely 

Like a snow-white rococo wig, so did the one-time Royal Hungarian Prime 
Minister Laszlo Bardossy's hair gleam in the courtroom.' His face was also 
pale. Frail as ever, his figure grew even more ethereal after the tribulations and 
privations he had undergone during the previous months. On the small table, by 
which he was seated, a heap of paper was towering along with a glass of water 
and some medicines to strengthen his sickly body if needed. 

However his eyes — a mirror of his intellectual character — were bright, 
and keenly ranged over the courtroom. He intently listened to what was said in 
an effort to anticipate and fathom the dangers hidden in the questions put to him. 
Evidently, the stakes were very high. They were much higher than his mere 
earthly existence — since he had long realized that he would soon die a violent 
death. What was at stake was the very essence of his whole life. All of his 
efforts were aimed to demonstrate that — while he admitted to have been 
responsible for the tragedy of his fatherland — he had not committed a crime, 
still less a series of crimes, and that his responsibility was to be extenuated by 
the pressure of powerful external forces which had caused Hungary's tragedy at 
the end of World War II. 

He could often feel his superiority over his opponents, including the 
presiding judge Akos Major (who only a short time earlier had been a judge-
advocate of the Royal Hungarian Military Court), as well as the public and the 
political prosecutors. He was more knowledgeable, more informed, and he could 

I chose his words in a more refined and inventive fashion. He would often take 
advantage of his superior language proficiency by using foreign terms and 
expressions to confuse the court. True, he was not always successful in this 

s effort: to his Latin-language citations the presiding judge immediately rejoined in 
kind. His English terminological explanations were responded to — to his great 
surprise — also in English by the political prosecutor Sandor Szalai. 



Sometimes he thought to have found allies among the audience. 
Although he did not know and could not know that, often, the presiding judge 
would receive anonymous threatening telephone calls, but he could rightly 
reckon with the sympathy of the audience filling the rows of seats in the major 
Concert Hall of the Music Academy of Budapest which functioned as a make-
shift courtroom. He believed that the audience would not unfavourably receive 
his references to Hungary's successes in recovering certain Hungarian-populated 
territories which had been detached from her under the Trianon Peace Treaty 
following World War I, and that the audience would look upon him as a gallant 
Hungarian champion of the idea of territorial revision. 

Indeed, there were many among the audience who tended to feel and 
think in this manner, because the audience was composed, to a considerable 
extent, of the members of the middle class, and also of intellectuals who wanted 
to absorb the historical atmosphere of the trial. However, there were also many 
who did not and could not feel at home with the Hungarian society of a period 
hallmarked by Miklos Horthy's name: those to whom fatherland had allotted — 
instead of goods — nothing but hard work, or even a great deal of hardship and 
privation if unemployed. And there were also those in the audience who 
originally had lived the good life, but whose circumstances had increasingly been 
made difficult by the regime's anti-Semitic legislation, and who in the end hardly 
managed to save their lives.1 

* * * 

The Bardossy-trial as a process had several extraordinary features. It was 
extraordinary that justice was not administered by the regular judiciary, but by 
the so-called People's Tribunal, a body newly created by four prime ministerial 
decrees, which was later enacted by Parliament as Act VII of 1945. Another 
unusual feature of the trial, which opened on October 29 1945, was that it was 
for the first time since the People's Tribunal had been instituted that a widely 
known personality was brought to trial. It was extraordinary indeed because this 
person was the one-time prime minister of the country and in this capacity he 
ought to have been judged by a parliamentary jury especially set up for this 
purpose in pursuance of several laws — and mainly under Act III of 1848 — 
which were still in force at the time. On this account, throughout the trial, 
Bardossy contested the competence of the People's Tribunal in his case. True, in 
the armistice agreement, signed in Moscow on 20 January 1945, enacted some-
what later and included in the National Body of Laws as Act V of 1945, 
Hungary undertook "to assist in arresting the persons accused of war crimes, in 
extraditing them to the governments concerned and in condemning [them]."2 It 
logically followed that a newly created judiciary should pass sentence on such 
war criminals. Thus it was also quite natural that those responsible for such 
crimes should be sought primarily among persons who had held the highest 



public offices during the war. Yet to those with a sense of justice, to those 
steeped in constitutional law, i.e. to the generation grown up in the spirit of the 
traditional Hungarian legal system, this procedure seemed to be unacceptable. In 
this context, it will suffice to refer to the conduct of Vince Nagy, minister of 
home affairs at the time of the bourgeois democratic revolution of 1918, who — 
out of similar considerations — refused to act as public prosecutor in this trial, 
though he naturally insisted on proceedings being brought against Bardossy. 
Instead, he accepted the political prosecutor's role in the trial of Arrow-Cross 
leader Ferenc Szalasi.3 

The circumstances themselves were extraordinary too. The courtroom 
was unheated, and the audience watched the events all wrapped in winter coats. 
Even the members of the tribunal had their hat on (except when they were 
photographed so that posteriority might see their uncovered heads). Although 
the guns had been silent for several months, the signs of destruction of the past 
months were clearly evident. The country and its capital lay in ruins and the 
wreckage of the bridges that used to link Buda and Pest slowed the flow of the 
Danube River. The everyday life of the population could only slowly get back 
to normal. Feeding and clothing the population, providing people with work, 
were all towering as virtually insurmountable difficulties. Still more serious than 
the losses of material life were the several wounds inflicted on the lives and 
souls of people. There was hardly any family that was not mourning someone, 
or searched desperately for a missing father, mother, wife or child. Grief gave 
rise to passions, and the throbbing mental pains prompted people to look for the 
underlying causes of the tragedies that befell them, and also for those who were 
responsible for these. 

There was Laszlo Bardossy sitting in the courtroom, first in the Music 
Academy, then (in late-December, 1945) in the hall of the appellant court, in one 
of the few undamaged parts of the Parliament Building. From time to time 
passions flared up around him and not without reason as it was clear even to the 
less informed people that it had been during Bardossy's prime ministry that 
Hungary got involved in World War II. The Hungarian Army had crossed the 
country's southern borders in April 1941 to participate in the occupation of 
Yugoslavia. Two months later Hungarian troops penetrated into the territory of 
the country's giant neighbour, the Soviet Union. Moreover, in December 1941, 
Hungary followed the example of Nazi Germany and declared war on the United 
States. 

It is always the business of a court of justice to put the facts onto the 
scales of justice and to weigh the pros and cons soberly and objectively. Under 
such unusual external pressures as existed in this particular trial, however, the 
court was unable to be free of emotions. The People's Tribunal viewed Bar-
dossy, and let him be seen, as an "evil" person who had committed such 
monstrous crimes as "were unprecedented in the whole history of the world."4 

On the other hand, Bardossy's pleading was strengthened not only by his 
superior intelligence, wide knowledge, and by his ability to formulate his 



sentences in a brilliant, almost literary style — or by his abilities as a debater 
who did not refrain from some sophistry — but also by his argumentation built 
on emphasizing the necessity of revising Hungary's post-Trianon borders. This 
line of argument inflamed sentiments which remained unanswered because the 
court — under the country's international situation at the time — was not in the 
position to pay regard whatsoever to national feelings and sensitivity. Namely, 
at the end of World War II, Hungary had to accept a peace treaty, the territorial 
provisions of which were even more disadvantageous than those of the Trianon 
Peace Treaty, whose terms had appeared quite inconceivable to Hungarians at 
the time they were proclaimed. At the same time, Bardossy built his defence on 
the undoubtedly advantageous territorial consequences of the First and Second 
Vienna Awards and of the subsequent Hungarian actions in Sub-Carpathia and in 
the South-Hungary (also known as Bacska or Voivodina).5 

It was in this connection that the proceedings would often become heated 
on the pattern of Sophoclean dramas. At a certain moment of the proceedings, 
for example, the presiding judge got carried away to such an extent that he told 
Bardossy to shut up, had him shackled and led out of the court-room. The 
provocation for this deed was an unfavourable remark by Bardossy about Endre 
Bajcsy-Zsilinszky — who had been so infamously executed by the Arrow-Cross 
regime hardly a year earlier.6 

Still in 1945, based on serialised reports of the Hungarian National 
Reporter and the Hungarian Telegraphic Agency, the proceedings of the Bar-
dossy trial were published in a thin volume,7 in the same way as those of the 
other major war criminals. The value of this brochure as a historical record is 
not really significant, because this thin publication could not represent the main 
lines of the trial in their due proportions. However the little volume succeeded 
in stressing those elements of the proceedings which made it possible to place 
Bardossy in the most unfavourable light. At the same time other components of 
the trial were either missing or were only very faintly represented on its pages. 
Nevertheless, since over the decades even historians virtually lacked access to 
the proceedings of the trial — which, or more precisely fragments of which, 
have been kept in the Archives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs — the 
brochure has come to mean much to historians interested in this subject. A 
similarly small volume, entitled A nemzet vedelmeben (In defence of the nation),8 

was published in Switzerland in 1976, containing nothing but two highly 
elaborate speeches of Laszlo Bardossy. Namely, those which he had delivered 
as his last pleas before the courts of first and second instance, respectively. So 
one extreme was followed three decades later — and on foreign soil — by 
another, representing opposing points of view. 

One-sided views, however, are never suited to give a true picture of the 
past. As early as 1945, it was envisaged that the proceedings of the trials 
conducted by People's Tribunals in the case of each major war-criminal should 
be published in full, as textbooks to help educators to shape the historical 
consciousness of future generations. As it clearly appears from proceedings of 



the Bardossy-trial — first of all from the reasons adduced to the sentence of the 
court of first instance — the real objective of the trial was not only to condemn 
Laszlo Bardossy, the former Royal Hungarian Prime Minister, but to put the 
entire political system of the post-World War I Hungary on the pillory. 

Therefore it seems to be justifiable on several counts that the contempo-
rary reader — and anyone who wants to be well-informed of the stormy history 
of Hungary in the 20th century — should take a volume in his hand, which is 
not a tendentious selection but contains each important still existing page of the 
Bardossy trial's proceedings.9 

The trial scrutinized not only Bardossy's activity as Prime Minister and 
his conduct in later years, but it also offered an all-inclusive picture of Hungar-
ian society after 1918-1919. At the same time — as is so often the case — it 
also cast light upon the way of thinking and attitudes of those passing judgement 
on Bardossy in 1945. Thus, half a century later, a historian can simultaneously 
weigh two things, namely the message of the proceedings concerning Bardossy 
and the Horthy-era in general, and the extent to which the facts revealed — and 
the view of history formed during the trial — could survive in later historical 
works on this subject. This weighing can be sober and circumspect only if the 
investigator will not yield to the great temptation of projecting the immense 
socio-political changes of today on his subject, which is multi-layered anyway. 
It is the main task of a historian to reconstruct the events of the past to the best 
of his knowledge. Therefore, in order to complete the record conveyed by the 
published documents, these questions should be addressed briefly. 

* * * 

Laszlo Bardossy was born on December 10, 1890, in the city of Szombathely, 
into a gentry family whose members had traditionally served in the state admin-
istration. His father, Jeno Bardossy, was a ministerial counsellor. His mother's 
maiden name was Gizella Zarka de Felsoor. He attended secondary schools in 
Eperjes (now in Slovakia) and in Budapest. He studied law at universities in 
Budapest, Berlin and Paris, partly to enrich his knowledge of foreign languages 
— which included English as well — and to widen his intellectual horizons. He 
soon rose above the intellectual level of his classmates. The real underpinning 
of his early successes was, above all, his mental alertness. There is a story 
about him to the effect that at the time of examinations his fellow-students 
passed the news: "Laci Bardossy is to sit for examination, let's go to listen to 
him!" He was characterized, for the most part, by idealism, high ethical stan-
dards, receptivity to and demand for beautiful forms, and a keen interest in 
aesthetic qualities. So it was not by chance that, having graduated from the 
university in 1913, he could start his career as an employee of the Ministry of 
Culture. His activity in the ministry provided him a good opportunity to get 



acquainted with the contemporary Hungarian state administration, with its 
working methods, and its mentality. 

Like most of his colleagues, Bardossy could only slowly advance in rank. 
First he was junior clerk, and he was still a ministerial assistant secretary as late 
as 1918. Hungarian history had already reached the years of the counter-revolu-
tionary period,10 when he was appointed ministerial secretary in 1921, which was 
still rather a low civil service grade and pay category. Though in the meanwhile 
he also had a more pleasant and meaningful work, as he was acting for some 
time as the school-inspector of Pest County. 

The only positive development of those years was Hungary's attainment 
of independence — though only so far as this independence could be to the 
advantage of a territorially mutilated and internationally isolated country, faced 
by the need for social progress of which had come to a halt. The country's new 
situation required the establishment of an independent Hungarian ministry of 
foreign affairs. In fact, this work had already been started at the time of the 
bourgeois democratic revolution in autumn 1918, but due to the tremendous 
political upheavals of the time, the bulk of the work remained unfinished. In 
the early 1920s, the work was resumed, especially in establishing Hungary's 
diplomatic service. As a possibility, the new foreign ministry could choose to 
take over the officials with Hungarian citizenship who had been active in the 
formerly common Austro-Hungarian foreign service. There were so many of 
these that they could have easily filled all the diplomatic posts needed by a small 
country such as Hungary. But the contemporary Hungarian public opinion 
mistrusted those officials who were imbued with the spirit of the Ballhausplatz. 
Accordingly, this professionally quite natural solution, was not accepted. 
Instead, the high officials of the new ministry chose to select and employ highly 
qualified persons — with a wide knowledge foreign languages — from the 
existing Hungarian public administration. Bardossy belonged to this group. The 
fact that Bardossy got to the Dfsz Square — the place where Hungary's Foreign 
Ministry was located in the interwar period — was also helped by the fact that 
he had participated in the preparatory work for the peace treaty. 

He assumed his post with the Ministry on February 18, 1922. He was 
assigned to the press department to be its deputy head. In 1926 he was pro-
moted counsellor to the departmental head, and not much later he was appointed 
head of the press department. In 1930, he became counsellor to the Hungarian 
Envoy in London, i.e. he became the first among the subordinate officials of the 
Legation. He was to act for the envoy in case of his illness or absence. 

It was anything but a cheering task to participate in the guidance of 
Hungarian press policy at the time. The country's international prestige was at 
its lowest, and the well-known circumstances under which the counter-revolution 
had come to power, were enough in themselves to give rise to great international 
aversion to Hungary, which was still further enhanced by the anti-Hungarian 
propaganda campaigns that were conducted by Hungary's enemies at the time. 
Efforts to counteract the effects of all this met with two major difficulties. The 



first was that Hungarian propagandists of the times ignored the fact that support 
for the cause of Hungarian revision could not be won solely by an endless 
complaining about Hungary's injuries. During the whole period, Hungarian 
officialdom was unable to understand the real causes of historical Hungary's 
collapse, and not until the thirties was the impossibility of the re-establishment 
of historical Hungary realized — and even then only by a rather narrow circle. 
The other reason for Hungary's inability to counter hostile propaganda was the 
shortage of funds. Funds available for propaganda by Hungary represented only 
a fragment of what was spent by the Little Entente countries for similar pur-
poses. 

In these years, the formerly idealistic young Bardossy increasingly turned 
into a cynical and disillusioned man. This behavioral pattern was not peculiar to 
him. A lot of cynicism may always be found among those in power, and adding 
to this was also the Hungarian reality of the twenties. Bardossy's psyche was 
even more distorted by his weak physical condition. His permanent nervous 
tension made his stomach so sick that he had to undergo a serious operation in 
which half of his stomach had to be removed. His faculty of quick perception 
could but hardly tolerate the much slower grasp of his colleagues and subordi-
nates, his constitution could not suffer any vagueness, not even the necessary 
circumspection or careful consideration of matters. Over-confident in his quick 
perception, Bardossy not infrequently made over-hasty — and hence often wrong 
— decisions In addition, his scathing remarks rarely failed to give offence to 
others. Exceptionally clever and intelligent though he was, Bardossy failed to 
grow in prudence and sagacity. It seems necessary to dwell upon this topic, 
mainly because these personal traits were to play a significant role in developing 
all what was negative in his actions as Prime Minister. 

Bardossy had served until the summer of 1936 in London, when he was 
moved to Bucharest, now in the capacity of envoy. Later he rose to the foreign 
minister's post which he occupied in February 1941 after the unexpected death of 
the Count Istvan Csaky. It is worthwhile noting, however, that the idea of his 
being appointed minister had already been brought up when Kalman Kanya had 
to be replaced in late 1938. At that time, however, Bardossy had refused the 
offer of promotion for fear that Csaky, a very ambitious man, would not tolerate 
being ignored and would try to sully Bardossy's reputation. It was rumoured that 
at the time the two had frankly discussed this delicate situation." 

As regards his view of Hungarian society, Bardossy agreed with those 
who maintained the necessity of reforming and modernizing the country's social 
system. He thought modernization could be achieved through right-wing 
radicalism, suggesting that his views resembled those of Gyula Gombos (Inci-
dentally, he had a family connection to Gombos: he had married a divorced 
woman who happened to be a sister of Gombos's second wife.) Furthermore, 
when he was appointed Prime Minister after Count Pal Teleki's suicide on 3 
April 1941, Bardossy — in an address to Parliament — spoke highly of 
Gombos's genius and of his political objectives. What he had had in mind, 



however, was probably a greater degree of social justice, a moderate land 
reform, the modernization of public administration, the promotion of public 
health, and a more advanced social policy.12 Unlike Gombos, who was forced 
from power because he had aimed at the elimination of parliamentarism, 
Bardossy did not take steps to limit further Parliament's authority, although his 
predecessor, the renowned Count Teleki — in an environment imbued by the 
spirit of the Nazi "New Europe" — felt it necessary to move from parliamenta-
rism towards a corporative political system. 

A phenomenon not rare among the members of Hungary's Christian 
middle-class, anti-semitism was not alien to Bardossy either, though his attitude 
towards Jews was basically influenced by the country's actual political constella-
tion, both at home and abroad. Presumably, he shared Gombos's views in this 
respect, and the differences between their actions arose as a result of the 
different nature of the actual conditions existing at the time. In 1932 Gombos 
reached a reconciliation with Hungary's Jewry, or at least with "the patriotic 
element" thereof — as he put it. Consequently, no measure detrimental to the 
Jews was taken while he was in office as Prime Minister. Bardossy, in contrast, 
was responsible for the submission of the third anti-Jewish bill to Parliament and 
its being approved as Act XV of 1941. This legislation banned marriage 
between Jews and non-Jews, and declared sexual intercourse between such 
persons as "criminal miscegenation." 

It was also during Bardossy's prime ministership that some 18 thousand 
Jews were killed in the vicinity of Kamenev-Podolsk, in occupied Russia, in late 
August of 1941. Hidden in the background of this great tragedy was the 
Hungarian government's idea — in fact, the plan — that Jews who lacked 
Hungarian citizenship and those who had fled to Hungary from neighbouring 
countries, should be "repatriated" to the place from where they had originally 
come from, i.e. mostly to Galicia (in present-day Ukraine and Poland). The 
attack on the Soviet Union provided a good opportunity for the implementation 
of this plan. True, Hungary's political leaders — including Bardossy — had not 
been fully aware of the fact that this deportation could end up in a massacre of 
the Jews in question. When a Jew who had escaped the slaughter and made his 
way to Budapest, told this terrible story to Ferenc Keresztes-Fischer, the Minister 
of Internal Affairs at the time, the deportations were immediately stopped, and 
Bardossy did not overrule this decision.11 

Bardossy held his office as Prime Minister for slightly more than eleven 
months. This time-span represents hardly more than a split second in the life of 
a country. Yet, these short months brought changes which resulted in a great 
tragedy for the nation. 

Having taken office as Prime Minister, Bardossy's first days were already 
burdened with immense tensions. The suicide Pal Teleki had committed just a 
few hours earlier was a memento: Hungary shall not participate in alliance with 
the Germans in the elimination of the South-Slav state. The "escape to death" of 
the immediate past prime minister also demonstrated that not even Teleki had 



the strength to keep his country from taking advantage of a good opportunity for 
further territorial revisions. Bardossy was deliberately appointed to this post as 
one capable of ensuring the smoothest possible execution of that process. 
Initially, Regent Horthy had offered the post to Keresztes-Fischer, but he refused 
it. The point that certainly weighted with Keresztes-Fischer in his decision was 
that, while disapproving the whole action, he was not inclined to face the 
consequences of opposing the wishes of Horthy and his military advisers. 
Bardossy, however, thought otherwise. In fact, he changed the position he had 
taken earlier in this matter. Namely, in late March and in early April, he had 
shared Teleki's view that Hungary should not unrestrainedly side with the 
Germans, and both of them sought to achieve what was virtually impossible: the 
Hungarian involvement in the war should not go beyond the point where it might 
come into conflict with the Anglo-Saxon Powers. Although the conditions 
formulated at the session of the Supreme Council of Defence, held on April 1 
1941, formally made Hungary's participation possible in this fashion, but the 
wide gap created by these conflicting endeavours was unbridgeable even by the 
most brilliant of formal solutions. 

The People's Tribunal found Bardossy guilty mainly on four counts. One 
of them concerned the occupation, or rather, recapture of historic South-Hungary. 
It should be noted — as opposed to the prosecution's main argument at the trial 
— that the purported disagreement between the approach to this issue of 
Bardossy and Teleki — at least until Teleki's suicide — was a contrived one. It 
is in fact, not accurate to state that Bardossy hastily, irresponsibly and arbitrarily 
acted in this matter. As regards its final outcome, the action in South-Hungary 
undoubtedly had a negative effect on the country. Bardossy's personal responsi-
bility extended only so far, but no farther, as he had executed what the then 
official Hungary wanted. It must be clearly seen that Great Britain — while 
having threatened Hungary with the negative consequences of siding with the 
Germans — failed to do anything to shield the country from German pressure. 
Hitler may well have been able to solve the Yugoslav question without any 
Hungarian co-operation as German troops could have advanced easily into 
Yugoslavia through one-time Austria. Hungary's military cooperation in itself 
was not indispensable at all for Berlin. However, it must also be taken into 
consideration that German actions against Yugoslavia and Greece should not be 
separated from the Fall Barbarossa, i.e. the planned attack on the Soviet Union. 
The campaign against the Balkan states was also planned to be a lightning war 
(.Blitzkrieg) to promote the successful execution of the Barbarossa Plan. Thus 
the Germans were interested to develop the widest possible front — preferably 
on open terrain so that they might solve all the tasks of this campaign "in one 
blow." Hungarian support was also indispensable from the point of view of 
politics. Germans were keen to demonstrate that it was not their own interests 
that counted, but that the campaign was aimed to remedy the unjust decisions of 
the Versailles peace treaties by creating a new Europe where the Croats would 
regain their independence from the Serbs, and half a million Hungarians would 



also be liberated from the assimilationist policies of the multinational Yugoslav 
Kingdom. 

It is hardly realistic to assume that the general public of Hungary, 
strongly nationalist as it was at the time, would have tolerated inaction by its 
government, namely, that it would let half a million of Hungarians be subjected 
to German rule after Serb dominance, when there was a possibility of regaining 
them for the fatherland. In contemporary Hungary, no one believed that the 
recovering of Northern Hungary, Sub-Carpathia, Northern Transylvania, and 
South-Hungary actually meant a territorial expansion of the country. As the poet 
Mihaly Babits said: "Do not say that the fatherland is expanding — The 
fatherland, the fatherland has always been the same."14 

Bardossy abode by the Teleki-created formula — the very essence of 
which was that Hungary would not deploy its troops before the collapse of the 
South-Slav state — to such an extent that he was not inclined to let the Hungar-
ian Army go over to the offensive in spite of repeated German requests to this 
effect. 

The Bardossy-trial placed a great deal of emphasis on the Soviet warning 
against any involvement by Hungary in Hitler's Yugoslav campaign. True, 
Hungary had been warned by the Soviets, and it was also a fact that the Soviet 
Union had concluded a friendship and non-aggression pact with Yugoslavia just 
one day before the start of the German attack. However, a much more important 
aspect than that is that — in the discussed period — the Soviet-German relations 
were regulated by a mutual non-aggression pact concluded on 23 August 1939. 
In the spirit of this pact, then, the Stalinist Soviet Union had its Embassy in 
Belgrade closed barely one month after the German attack on Yugoslavia.15 

Relying on all these facts and looking at the events from the perspective 
of almost half a century, the historian cannot but conclude that, though the 
occupation of the historical South-Hungary in the end spelt disaster for the 
country, the circumstances surrounding the year 1941 hardly offered a better 
outcome for Hungary than that. 

Quite different is the situation with the other main count of the indict-
ment against Bardossy, the one that concerned Hungary's attack on the Soviet 
Union. 

The fact is that the events of April, 1941, did not enhance the country's 
capacity for manoeuvring. The re-occupation of South Hungary hitched the 
Hungarian wagon even more tightly to the German train. Great Britain contin-
ued to refrain from an open declaration of war against Hungary for the time 
being, restricting itself to breaking off diplomatic relations with Budapest. 
Furthermore, the occupation of much of the Balkans further strengthened 
Germany's position throughout Europe. Not surprisingly, Hungary's pro-Nazi 
Arrow-Cross Party gained further ground in domestic politics, and Arrow-Cross 
politicians with a not insignificant lung-power began demanding that Hungary 
show an unambiguously positive attitude towards the Germans and take sides 
with them openly. Though the military leadership was not so vocal, yet behind 



the scenes it kept pushing the government in the same direction. As soon as 
reports on Hitler's plan to break the 1939 pact with the Soviets began arriving, 
Henrik Werth, the Chief of the General Staff, and some other generals of similar 
mentality, tried to force the government to join forces with the Germans in their 
planned military campaign against the Soviet Union. Strong pressure of the 
same kind was exerted on the Hungarian leadership by Dome Sztojay who, as 
Hungarian ambassador to Berlin, was occupying a key position in Hungary's 
hierarchy, and of whom it could not be known whether he represented Budapest 
in Berlin, or Berlin in Budapest.16 

When the Wehrmacht, without any declaration of war, launched its 
assault on the surprised Red Army on 22 June 1941, Romania and Italy also 
declared war on the Soviet Union. What the Hungarian government did at this 
point was only to break off diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. Hitler 
— in contrast with the attitude he had shown at the time of his offensive against 
Yugoslavia, when he had explicitly invited Horthy to participate in that cam-
paign - now only requested that the Hungary's eastern borders be reinforced. 
This indicates that the Hungarian participation in this case was by far less 
important for Hitler than had been the case in the attack against the South-Slav 
state. Of course, it does not follow that he did not consider Hungarian participa-
tion to be important, he "only" wanted to avoid having to pay any price for it. 
He could undoubtedly reckon with Hungary's entry into the war before long; in 
the meantime, the lack of Hungarian military participation would not disturb his 
relations with Romanian Premier Marshal Antonescu and Slovak President Tiso. 

The German Army advanced deep into the Soviet territory at an amaz-
ingly rapid rate. At the June 23 session of the ministerial council, Karoly 
Bartha, Minister of Defence, expressed his "expert opinion," namely that the 
German army would overpower the Soviet Union in less than six weeks. 
Though, at the 1945 trial, Bartha's above-mentioned statement provoked a roar of 
laughter among the audience, it still remains a fact that this belief had been 
shared by the whole Hungarian military leadership at the time, and the same 
view had been held by many — either with fear or with hope — throughout 
Europe. 

On June 26, Finland also entered into war on the side of the Germans. 
("Independent" Slovakia and Croatia had already taken similar steps somewhat 
earlier.) Hungary was the only state among Germany's allies that had not got 
involved in the war — except for Bulgaria, whose participation was seen as 
impossible and had not been reckoned with by the Germans from the outset. 
And it was precisely on the following day that the Kassa air-raid took place — 
an event whose circumstances have never been clarified — which gave Bardossy 
the final push to decide in favour of entering into the war. 

At the time of the re-occupation of South-Hungary, the Yugoslav air-
force had inflicted much heavier air-strikes on some southern cities of Hungary, 
but all that could not divert Bardossy from his resolution to start actions only 
after the independence of Croatia had been declared. Now, however, a much 



poorer pretext was enough for him to make his fatal decision.17 Why? Certainly 
because the bombs released over Kassa gave only the final thrust to taking a step 
the preconditions of which had already been ripening ever since the birth of the 
"counter-revolutionary" system in 1919. Thus it is understandable that Molotov's 
so often cited message — i.e. a cipher telegram dispatched by Jozsef Kristoffy, 
Hungarian envoy to Moscow, and the related question of whether Bardossy had 
made it known to the ministerial council and the head of the state — is not of so 
great importance as was attached to it by the tribunal, by the reasons adduced in 
the judgement, and later by historiography itself. What was really important at 
the moment for the Hungarian policy-makers was not so much the Soviet 
message as the seemingly victorious rush with which the German forces were 
advancing towards Moscow. On the other hand, there was marching the entire 
reorganized Little Entente now under the aegis of the Germans, as Endre 
Bajcsy-Zsilinszky so vividly depicted it in his letter of 19 January 1942 to 
Bardossy.18 What was really of decisive importance was that the foreign policy 
horizon of the whole Hungarian ruling elite was unable to fathom the situation's 
all-European dimensions, let alone world dimensions. It was also of great 
significance that the elite could not grasp at all the decisive importance of the 
potential might of the forces opposed to fascism, that is it could not comprehend 
the fact that the Soviet Union had found firm allies in the western democracies 
in this struggle for global domination. 

It was often brought up during the trial that Hungary had declared war on 
the Soviet Union, and later this interpretation became so deeply rooted in 
Hungarian historiography that even the historical chronology, published in 
several editions by the Institute of History of Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
during the eighties, contained the entry "declaration of war." In reality, however, 
Hungary had never declared war on the Soviet Union. Bardossy had much more 
sense than to commit such a blunder. 

Besides, this approach includes something paradoxical. In case of the 
German attack the — justifiable — accusation was that it had been launched 
without any prior notice, i.e., without a formal declaration of war. In the case of 
the Hungarian attack, which was preceded by a formal notice, i.e. a statement 
about the "existence bf a state of hostilities," always the term "declaration of 
war" is used. 

Furthermore, during the trial it was often mentioned that Bardossy had 
ncted contrary to the constitution. In this instance too, the reality is that, while 
Lite political leadership had not completely adhered to certain prescriptions and 
provisions, it was not justifiable to state that Bardossy had explicitly violated the 
"constitution" as it virtually had not existed. Act XVII of 1920, empowered the 
Regent of Hungary to order "the deployment of the army outside the borders of 
the country, provided all Hungarian ministries assume full responsibility and the 
Parliament's subsequent approval would be applied for immediately" and it 
would be obtained. Since, at its session of June 26, the ministerial council 
certainly voted for the country's entering into the war and as it was Horthy rather 



than Bardossy who actually made that decision, the only "violation of the 
constitution" Bardossy committed was the fact that he applied to the Parliament 
for the subsequent approval of these actions rather late, i.e. only on July 24. The 
weight of this negligence (as a charge against Bardossy) can be measured 
correctly only if we add to this the fact that the approval by the Parliament came 
as late as 23 October 1941. Not that Parliament had been pondering the issue 
for several months, its delay might be ascribed much more to the fact that it 
considered the practising of its mandate so much just a formality and so insignif-
icant that it simply did not care for putting the issue on the agenda earlier than 
that. All this clearly shows that the country's entry into the war was not the 
over-hasty and ill-considered act of one single man, but the decision of the entire 
"official Hungary." 

With these appropriate qualifications made, we can return to the question 
of Bardossy's personal accountability. His tremendous personal responsibility for 
the ensuing tragedy lies in the simple fact that he entangled his country in a war 
in which Hungary had no interest. It is beyond doubt that avoiding involvement 
in the war would have required immense efforts. It would have required acts of 
extraordinary statesmanship. Under ordinary circumstances, highly educated and 
diligent government officials may often exercise a fairly good leadership over a 
country. But pity a country in the midst of a world crisis that lacks outstanding 
statesmen! Horthy had gradually grown into a widely popular personality, in fact, 
he had overcome the challenges that came his way during the 'twenties and 
'thirties, mainly because he received wise advice, especially from Prime Minis-
ters Istvan Bethlen and Pal Teleki. He was never able, however, to rise to the 
level of a great statesman, even though he was inclined to believe so after 
having been flattered endlessly by members of his entourage. Bardossy was an 
intelligent man and it must have been clear to him that he was constitutionally 
unable to act as an outstanding statesmen. We do believe that he had no ulterior 
motives and that he was speaking quite frankly, when — during the trial — he 
declared to have been nothing but a government official.19 And, of course, it 
was beyond the power of a government official to turn the decision of 26 June 
1941 in a proper channel — largely because in this case he would have had to 
surpass himself. 

In this context, it would be important to know exactly everything that 
was said at the June 26 session of the ministerial council, and so to clarify who 
among those present — and to what extent — tried to avert the country's entry 
into the war. The minutes of the session were signed by Bardossy and suggest 
that only Ferenc Keresztes-Fischer spoke up against the war. However, accord-
ing to a subsequent statement by Istvan Barczihazi Barczy, who had kept the 
minutes, the record had been falsified. According to another version of the 
minutes — which were actually prepared by Barczy much later, as late as 1945 
or perhaps even later — the number of those voting against the war was higher. 
The documents of the trial cast serious doubt on the trustworthiness of Barcy's 
statements. While Bardossy's version certainly tended to soften, Barczy's 



statement intensified the voice of those opposing war. It is difficult, if not 
impossible to know which of the two versions approach reality.20 Never-the-less, 
one thing can be taken for granted: even if Barczy's version happens to reflect 
reality, it does not suggest that the ministerial council as a whole favoured 
neutrality in the war and, even if it had, it would have been very difficult to put 
such a conviction into effect. 

All things considered, we still have to maintain that the country's prime 
minister should not have taken steps to embroil the country in war: the prime 
minister as a statesman ought to have realized that the ongoing war was a 
world-wide struggle from which Germany would never emerge victorious. Nor 
was it a decisive argument that the ruling layers of Hungarian society had long 
cherished the hope of attaining a possible peace-agreement in case the Germans 
were likely to lose the war against the Soviets. As a statesman, Bardossy ought 
to have known that the war was a total one. Though Bardossy could easily 
reject the judgement against him — which based some of its arguments on the 
Atlantic Charter, a document that had been drafted after his "crime" had been 
committed. But it was a serious error on his part that in 1941 he never confided 
— for reasons quite unknown, perhaps out of personal animosity — in the words 
of his envoy to London, Gyorgy Barcza. Under the circumstances it is under-
standable that during the trial Bardossy made every effort to discredit Barcza and 
question his expertise. But it is not so easy to understand why in 1941 he had 
failed to meditate over the reports Barcza had sent him. Probably he had failed 
to realize that Great Britain in 1941 was no longer the same isolationist country 
that he had come to know during his diplomatic service there between 1930 and 
1936. In this new Great Britain, those appeasers who had sought to come to 
terms with Berlin in order that the fascist aggression might be turned against the 
Soviet Union, have long been discredited. This was the Great Britain of 
Churchill who in those days promised his people nothing but blood and tears, 
but, for the future, he held out the prospect of victory. 

Although Teleki's conception of an "armed neutrality" met with failure 
when Hungary joined the German aggression against Yugoslavia, even at this 
point in time the country's involvement in the war was still not inevitable. There 
was still time to consider things over and over again, which Bardossy did. He 
held the view that the Germans' demands should be met as soon as possible, so 
that — by a punctual fulfilment of their minimum demands — the fulfilment of 
their maximum demands might be warded off. History, however, refuted this 
manner of political thinking, because it was precisely this readiness to comply 
with the first German requests that enabled them to squeeze the maximum out of 
the country. The number of casualties was not possible to be reduced by this 
political line. What actually happened was just the opposite: compared to the 
size of the country's population, the number of Hungarian casualties ranked 
highest in the region; much higher than, for example, in the case of the Czech-
Moravian Protectorate. 



Bardossy very self-consciously refuted the accusation that he had con-
ducted a class policy. He very emphatically stressed his being a true Hungarian, 
emphasizing that both himself and his acts were always governed by the true 
interest of the Hungarian nation. But in the same way as the national unity, 
which he had a special penchant to refer to, had never existed, he had never 
been able to separate the national interest from class interests, i.e., from the 
interests of the given political establishment. This also means that promoting the 
real national interests always came up against serious obstacles, to such an extent 
that class viewpoints would finally always overpower the specific national 
interests. Thus it happened what Peter Gosztonyi, a well-known Hungarian-born 
historian working in Berne, described in the following words: "There have been 
but a few wars in which a country was so carelessly involved as Hungary was 
rushed into danger by its leaders in June 1941."2I 

The third main group of charges made by the People's Tribunal against 
Bardossy centred around Hungary's entering into war — or as it was formulated: 
"declared war on" — with Great Britain and the United States. In this instance, 
the situation was very much the same as with the accusation of attacking the 
Soviet Union. Namely, while the country's room for manoeuvring had continued 
narrowing down, yet Bardossy's responsibility was clearly evident. 

That the country's room for manoeuvring had become restricted more 
than before was shown by the fact that while in the Soviet case official Germany 
had wrapped itself in silence, now it exerted an explicit pressure on Hungary to 
declare the state of war. Despite all this, at this point a statesman-prime minister 
ought to have put up resistance to the German pressure, or thwarted it by 
cleverly using his diplomatic skills. By that time it had become quite clear that 
any further widening of the war would doom the Third Reich to defeat. 
Consequently, the fatal nature of Hungary's close alliance with Germany should 
have also become clear — at least in the eyes of a politician who was able to 
see the future amidst the clamour of everyday propaganda. Bardossy, however, 
instead of resisting the German-Italian demands, used his diplomatic inventive-
ness and skills to have a formula accepted by the ministerial council on 11 
December 1941, which could be "further developed" at any given time, that is, 
which enabled him to break off diplomatic relations and to "further develop" this 
— without consulting the ministerial council anew — all the way to announcing 
the "onset" of a state of war. (Bardossy's conduct could be seen as diplomatic 
only so far as he restricted himself to merely establishing, instead of declaring, 
the state of war. By this he wanted to express that this was not to mean an 
arbitrary Hungarian step, and it meant not more than Hungary had taken notice 
of the recent changes in the international situation and had drawn the conse-
quences, involuntarily though.) 

In addition to what has been discussed above, two more components of 
Bardossy's motives should be taken into consideration. The first is a deep-seated 
resentment psychosis that strongly influenced him and his acts at both the 
national and the personal levels. At the national level: why should he have 



avoided war with Great Britain, when Great Britain had acted so unjustly against 
Hungary. In his opinion, which he expressed both to the American Envoy in 
Budapest and then to Parliament, "Great Britain want[ed] to give assistance to 
the Soviets by terrorizing and... even sacrificing Hungary."22 Bardossy's funda-
mental position, then, was that it was Great Britain that had done serious 
injustices to Hungary, first when it had actively participated in the dismember-
ment of Hungary, and second, when it had given support to the Bolshevik Soviet 
Union by sacrificing Hungary instead of appreciating the country's eminent role 
in the anti-Bolshevik struggle. It was in this manner that the ex-prime minister 
explained away the fact that Britain, following the logic of a joint anti-fascist 
struggle against Germany, failed to spare Hungary, a country which — being at 
war with the Soviet Union — was causing damage to this anti-fascist coalition. 

On the personal level: Bardossy's resentment against the British had fed 
on the fact that during his service in London, his wife — who had been a 
divorced woman — was not acceptable in the highest circles of English society, 
a circumstance that deeply offended Bardossy's gentlemanly pride. 

The other component of Bardossy's motives was his singular belief in the 
power of "destiny." In the life of the Bardossy couple many human tragedies 
had taken place which had greatly affected them and which had produced an 
almost magical effect on their weak nerves. These human tragedies included the 
untimely and extremely painful death of Mrs. Bardossy's sister, who — as has 
been mentioned — was Prime Minister Gombos's wife. Gombos had also 
suddenly died a few years later at the age of 50. Bardossy's old colleague and 
immediate predecessor as foreign minister, the Count Istvan Csaky fell victim, at 
age 47, to an incurable disease. Gombos's successor as Prime Minister, Kalman 
Daranyi, died of an acquired disease at 53. When Bardossy became heir to the 
Sandor Palace,23 he could not but help seeing before his inner eye the shades of 
Teleki's tragic last night. It was probably due to this fact that Bardossy and his 
wife, as if under a spell, were reluctant to move into the palace, on the walls of 
which there hung the portraits of several figures of Hungarian history who had 
met tragic deaths. It was not until malicious gossip in the capital city — namely 
that the new premier would not last long in his office -— had come to the ears of 
the Bardossys that they decided to move in, presumably with heavy hearts.24 

The fourth main group of accusations against Bardossy concerned the 
years following his activities as prime minister. In 1943 he had undertaken to 
act as the president of United Christian National League and in 1944 he was 
elected to Parliament as the representative of Szombathely, his native town. He 
delivered speeches arguing for the continuation of war, worked to promote the 
close collaboration of the extreme rightist parties, participated in the National 
Alliance which aimed to block any attempts to withdraw Hungary from the war. 
All this gave rise to displeasure and incredulity even among those who until then 
had sympathised with Bardossy or at least received his actions with understand-
ing. It was at this time that Bardossy published the book: Magyar politika a 
mohacsi vesz utan (Hungarian Politics after the Mohacs Defeat).2<i While 



working on his book, he had consulted eminent Hungarian historians; Bardossy, 
however, was not led by a strong desire to contribute to the advance of histori-
ography. For him the historical material was to help him in justifying his 
actions. He projected his own person on the figure of the Cardinal Frater 
Gyorgy,26 whose unsuccessful political line seemed to him to be a good excuse 
for the failure of his prime ministry and a good argument for his exoneration. 

Bardossy had involved the country in the war against the Soviets, and 
then accepted the state of war with Great Britain and the United States, in order 
that he might ward off the country's occupation by the Germans, potentially the 
greatest evil — as he believed it. In this belief he could write with deep insight 
about Frater Gyorgy: "...the thought underlying his policy was to keep the 
conflicting parties out of the country rather than to provide opportunities some-
times to one other times to the other... to exert influence and to play a role in the 
nation's life..."27 

With the progress of World War II, people in increasing number began 
suggesting that Hungary had taken sides with the weaker party in this struggle. 
"Only the simpletons may delude themselves," Bardossy retorted, "with the 
short-sighted s wisdom' that what has to be done is nothing but simply to take 
sides with the stronger.... As if it could be foreseen who would turn out to be 
the stronger, and as if a cowardly defection to the other side,... would not bring 
about, sooner or later, a danger twice as great as the one they wanted to avoid."28 

As the probability of an Axis defeat increased, efforts to explore the 
internal implications of the expected defeat came to the fore. Bardossy tended to 
regard the lack of national unity, rather than his own fatal steps, as the source of 
danger: "What can an individual do, at whose efforts a fatigued generation is 
looking indifferently and without any understanding, and who is surrounded by 
mistrust, suspicion, in fact, by hatred, but whose soul is possessed by the 
objective he once set himself, but who is no longer able to reckon with the 
means and the circumstances... The petty-minded little men swaggering around 
the giant have not understood, perhaps have not even seen the objective."29 

Having read Bardossy's book, Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky became extremely 
agitated because in early 1942 he still considered Bardossy a statesman. In one 
of his letters Bajcsy-Zsilinszky wrote: "This man, one of the main villains of the 
thousand-year-history of Hungary," has the audacity not only to excuse himself 
by showina^the events of the past in a false [light] but also to teach us a general 
lesson of how a real politician, a great statesman, should behave."30 

Supposedly, Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky was exaggerating here much in the 
same way as he did in his letter of 19 January 1942, when he had written about 
Bardossy in a very favourable manner. Basically, he was closer to the truth in 
the former case, because Bardossy was really mistaken when he tried to explain 
the motives of his actions through the example of Frater Gyorgy's policies. 
Beyond all this — and admitting that some similarities can be found in the 
situations after Mohacs and after the spring of 1941 — the analogy was 
misleading because, while the sovereignty of the Hungarian Kingdom was 



threatened by two great powers in the 16th century, the Soviets were not a real 
threat in 1941 as compared to the very real threat posed by Germany. So it was 
Bardossy who, with his move to embroil his country in the war, virtually invited 
his and the country's tragedy. Gyorgy Martinuzzi's greatness as statesman 
manifested itself in the fact that he sought to extract better conditions for the 
Hungarians at a time when the country had been split into three parts. Bardossy, 
in turn, strove to thwart the German threat and, with his basically mistaken 
policy, he exposed the country to another danger. It is hardly appropriate to 
bring up the point in his defence that the other countries of this region also 
shared the same fate as Hungary after World War II. There is no reason for 
entering into explanations of the type "what could have happened if...." It 
should suffice to refer to the immense difference between being in the good 
graces of three great powers and being at war with them. In the former case 
Hungary could have got into the Soviet sphere of interest under more favourable 
conditions, as a minimum. 

* * * 

As the front line drew nearer, Bardossy and his family left for his native 
Szombathely in 1944, then in early 1945 — with the help of the Edmund 
Veesenmayer, Hitler's plenipotentiary commissioner in Hungary — moved to 
Bavaria to find refuge there. In late April 1945 when Nazi Germany was living 
its last days, Bardossy called on Hans Frolich, the Swiss envoy to Germany, and 
applied for an entry visa to Switzerland. The envoy considered Bardossy a 
diplomat, a person who essentially had done his duty as required by his post, and 
proposed that the visa to be granted. The Swiss Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
seems to have agreed with Frolich. In a few days Bardossy crossed the border 
of Switzerland and was placed in a camp set up for refugees. 

This situation, however, hurt his gentlemanly pride. He believed that, 
being in possession of a diplomatic passport, he and his family had the right to 
move freely. With this belief — consciously or unconsciously, who knows — 
he prepared his own demise. His case was brought before the Swiss minister of 
justice who was not so tolerant as Frolich had been. Although before the final 
decision on Bardossy's fate they asked for the opinion of the ex-envoy Jaeger, 
who had served in Budapest, as well as of that of Janos Wettstein, Hungarian 
ex-envoy to Berne — and neither of them was against Bardossy — the Swiss 
government decided to expel Bardossy from Switzerland. Thus on May 4 he, 
together with his family, was transferred to Germany, to a place where American 
troops had already arrived. He was arrested and a few months later he was 
transported in shackles, in the company of a group of other alleged war-crimi-
nals, to Hungary. 



* * * 

It appears from the trial as a whole, but particularly from the sentence passed by 
the court, that there was a definite intention by the court to introduce a new view 
of history. The death-sentence pronounced was passed not only on Bardossy 
himself but also on all what had happened in Hungary during a quarter of 
century between 1919 and 1944. This view was quite understandable at the 
time, amidst the still smouldering ruins and hurting wounds. It is quite another 
thing that this view remained essentially unchanged for several decades to come, 
and a long time had passed before it was slowly replaced by the more reasonable 
view of history. It was still considered appropriate as late as 1977 to echo the 
verdict of that trial and to describe Bardossy as an utterly wicked criminal who 
"involved Hungary in World War II by attacking Yugoslavia and declaring war 
on two world powers, the Soviet Union and the United States,...."31 

Historical analyses will certainly demonstrate that Marxist historical 
works produced in the fifties and sixties were inspired by the spirit of People's 
Tribunal trials which had condemned the major war criminals. Among the 
reasons for this four deserve special mention. The first undoubtedly has much to 
do with the fact that the trials were so near in time to the events of the war. 
Secondly, producing a constraining effect on historiography was also the fact 
that the regime in power after 1948, strove to legitimize its rule through control-
ling the writing of history. In its view, the more evils were said about the 
political regime of the previous quarter of a century, the more "convincing" 
became the arguments for the "advantages" of the new system. The third reason 
is connected with the international obligation imposed on Hungary of treating the 
question of Trianon as taboo. Finally, the fourth was the fact that the source-
materials made available for use by historians was fragmented and/or tenden-
tiously selected. 

Today, half-a-century after the events, we have a historical perspective 
that is adequate for judging the events of the Second World War. Politics, of 
course, has its particular viewpoints even today, though often with an opposite 
tendency, which historians are expected to take into consideration. However, a 
historian who can ward off the fluctuations of everyday political life and does 
not aim at benefiting from day-to-day changes in public opinion, can easily and 
safely resist these pressures. True, the present-day Hungarian historiography is 
still in debt for clarifying problems related to the so-called Trianon-complex, but 
there are no longer obstacles in the way of a consistent work on this topic. In 
fact, sometimes care must be taken lest the aspects of the Trianon-issue should 
obscure other important factors. It was with this in mind that the material of the 
Bardossy trial was published to help to clarify some of these problems. 

In connection with the conduct of the Bardossy-trial, it seems sufficient 
to establish that its verdict was not predetermined, even though the probability of 
passing a very severe sentence had been very high right from the beginning. 



Bardossy's wartime actions provided more than enough material for his just 
condemnation without any special preconception. 

Somewhat different is the situation with the actual sentence passed by the 
court: first he had been sentenced to death by hanging, which was approved by 
the National Council of People's Tribunals, and it was only on the day of the 
execution that the Supreme National Council changed the sentence into death by 
firing squad. The utter severity of the sentence gave rise to many disputes at the 
time, which would be even more justifiable today. What makes the severity of 
the sentence even more disputable is an international comparative investigation 
of the post-war legal retaliations, from the findings of which it appears that, for 
example in Austria — where a not insignificant portion of the population 
participated in the Nazi oppression and persecution — not more than 32 persons 
were executed for similar war crimes, while the corresponding figure for 
Hungary was 189.32 

At the same time the conduct of the trial was not perfect in several 
respects. This is suggested by the fact that the editor of the material of the trial 
had to add a good number of explanatory notes, had to rectify errors, correct 
false interpretations, and revise careless citations and references. Not infre-
quently the editor had to rectify strongly biased, in fact, ill-willed misrepresenta-
tions or to call the reader's attention to the presiding judge's unacceptable 
practice of sometimes referring to provisions of acts as source of law which had 
long been repealed, etc. 

Nevertheless, the People's Tribunal essentially did not violate the usual 
norms of jurisdiction. This is proved by the fact that neither Bardossy, nor his 
defence counsel appealed to the principle of "nullum crimen sine lege" (there is 
no crime without law), in other words, a lawful sentence may only be passed on 
a deed which had been already banned, or had been designated as a crime, at the 
time it was actually committed. Bardossy, however, never admitted the compe-
tence of the People's Tribunal as a court, and his defence counsel at the trial of 
second instance went as far as submitting a claim of mistrial against the trial of 
first instance on the grounds that the presiding judge, Akos Major had not the 
proper legal qualifications either as judge or as a lawyer, but the defence counsel 
did not bring up the principle of "nullum crimen sine lege" against the whole 
procedure. This obviously came from the logic which Bardossy so consistently 
followed in connection with his acts. It was the principle of "rebus sic standi-
bus," i.e. one must interpret, define and face things as they are under the given 
circumstances. It was with reference to this principle that Bardossy tended to 
justify his breaking the eternal friendship pact with Yugoslavia in 1941, as well 
as his right to occupy the South-Hungarian region. Bardossy was also aware 
that law used to cope with the changing situations, adjusting itself to the new 
circumstances, and that obligations undertaken under international contracts 
would necessarily make their effect felt in the internal legal system as well. In 
the shadows of death — leaving behind the cynical traits of his attitude he had 
assumed in his life, he also came to recognize and feel the seriousness of 



sufferings caused by World War II — Bardossy worded his feelings thus: "I 
admit that all the emotions and bitterness that had justifiably accumulated should 
be vented. It should be made possible that the soul could feel some relief only 
in order that the soul recovering from its sufferings might find its way back to 
national unity. No sacrifice will be great enough to achieve this end." True, he 
still added that the making of such sacrifices had "nothing to do with jurisdic-
tion,"33 yet the basic idea underlying his statement was the recognition of the 
justness of emotions and bitterness. 

NOTES 

'Reconstructing the atmosphere of the trial and its political context is the 
important work of Akos Major: Nepbirdskodas, forradalmi torvenyesseg. Egy nepbiro 
visszaemlekezesei [People's jurisdiction, revolutionary legality: Recollections of a 
people's judge] Edited and prefaced by Tibor Zinner (Budapest, 1988). 

2Denes Halmossy: Nemzetkozi szerzodesek 1918-1945 [International pacts and 
contracts 1918-1945] Second revised and enlarged ed. (Budapest, 1983), p. 505. 

3It should be mentioned here that in his memoirs, Vince Nagy — who had been 
a leading personality in the bourgeois democratic revolution of 1918 and subsequently 
was one of the defence counsels to Mihaly Karolyi in the lawsuit against him, then one 
of the political prosecutors in the Szalasi-trial in 1946 — claims that Istvan Riesz, the 
then minister of justice, invited him to chose from among the chief war-criminals those 
he wished to prosecute in the capacity of state prosecutor. In his reply Nagy declared 
that his only choice was Ferenc Szalasi, because "in my opinion Bardossy and Imredy 
were constitutionally appointed prime ministers, and so — by virtue of the 1848 acts — 
they may be called to account for the crimes they committed in this capacity only by a 
parliamentary court of justice. I most definitely find them guilty of crimes committed 
on several counts against our country and people. I would be willing to act as prosecu-
tor against them before a parliamentary judiciary. But led by my sense of constitutional 
justice, I should not accept it before a normal criminal court. On this account, I choose 
Szalasi who came to power in a non-constitutional way." Vince Nagy, Oktobertol 
oktoberig [October to October] (Budapest, 1991), p. 335. 

4Expressions used in the sentence of the court of first instance. 
3Major, op. cit., pp. 119, 203, 213-215. Under the Trianon Peace Treaty of 

1920, Sub-Carpathia (along with Northern Hungary) was annexed to the newly formed 
Czechoslovakia; South-Hungary (including such regions as Bacska and part of the 
Banat) was attached to form part of Yugoslavia (more particularly to Serbia). Croatia, 
which had formally also belonged to the Hungarian Kingdom, was also detached to 
become part of Yugoslavia. Transylvania and other parts of East-Hungary, together with 
the remaining parts of the Banat, were annexed to Romania. Throughout the text the 
term "historical Hungary" refers to the pre-Trianon state of the territory of Hungary. 

bIbid. pp. 218, 221-223. 
1 Itel a tortenelem. A Bdrdossy-per. I. A vdd. 2. A tdrgyalas es itelet. A Magyar 

Orszagos Tudosi'to es a Magyar Tavirati Iroda hivatalos kiadasaibol szerkeszti Abraham 
Ferenc es Kussinszky Endre [History judges. The Bardossy Trial. 1. The accusation. 2. 



Proceedings and sentence. Edited from the official publications of the Hungarian 
National Reporter and the Hungarian Telegraphic Agency by Ferenc Abraham and Endre 
Kussinszky] (Budapest, 1945). 

8Laszlo Bardossy, A nemzet vedelmeben. Utolso beszedei az un. nepbirosag elott 
[In defence of the nation. His last pleas before the so-called people's tribunals] (Fahr-
wagen, 1976). It should be noted here that relying on the above cited Swiss publication, 
the second issue (of November-December 1988) of Hunnia Fiizetek (Hunnia Booklets) 
also printed — in somewhat abridged form — Bardossy's last plea before the court of 
first instance. 

'Bardossy, op. cit. 
10I.e. the Horthy-era, especially its first period; counter-revolutionary in the sense 

that it opposed — and repudiated — the previous bourgeois democratic and communist 
revolutions of 1918-1919; it was also characterized by a strong nationalist-revisionist 
attitude, in which a constant demand for the revision of the territorial decisions of the 
Trianon Peace Treaty was also implied. 

"Hungarian National Archives. Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Political papers. 
(Hereafter HNA K 63). Also, Domokos Szent-Ivanyi, Csonka Magyarorszag kiilpoldi-
kaja 1919 juniusatol 1944. mdrcius 19-ig [The foreign policy of post-Trianon Hungary 
from June 1919 to March 1944], p. 559. 

l2"Bardossy Laszlo bemutatkozo programbeszede a kepviselohazban 1941. IV. 
14-en" [Laszlo Bardossy's policy speech in the House of Representatives on April 14 
1941] In Naplo, Vol. X, (1939), pp. 3-8 (The 1939 session of the Parliament formally 
lasted several years.) 

L1In his major synthesis, Rudolf L. Braham pointed out that the Hungarian 
administration decided on the "repatriation" of "stateless" Jews in June 1941. In July, 
30 to 35 thousand persons were arrested, of whom 18 thousand were actually deported. 
The Germans were not prepared for such a glut of Jews from Hungary, and asked the 
Hungarian administration to stop further deportation, stating that "they do not know 
what to do with them", "they endanger our communication lines". Out of those who had 
been deported to the neighbourhood of Kamenev-Podolsk (in the Ukraine), some 16 
thousand were killed, and two thousand managed to escape. Minister of the Interior 
Ferenc Keresztes-Fischer was informed of the massacre by one of them — the Hungar-
ian administration may rightly be supposed to have not been aware that the deportation 
of Jews would mean their slaughter — and he stopped deportations. Cf. A magyar 
holocaust [The Hungarian holocaust] (Budapest, 1988), Vol. 1. pp. 168-174. 

l4After the first Vienna Award, on November 6, 1938, the day of Horthy's 
marching into the Slovak part of the city of Komarom (Komarno), the poet Mihaly 
Babits published a poem entitled "Aldas a magyarra" (Blessing on the Hungarians) in 
the newspaper Pesti Naplo. The first strophe of which reads: 

"Ne mondjatok, hogy a haza nagyobbodik, 
A haza, a haza egyenlo volt mindig, 
Ezer ev ota mar, es mindig az marad, 
Mert nem darabokbol osszetakolt darab: 
Egy test a mi hazank, eleven valami! 
Nem lehet azt csak ugy vagdalni, toldani." 

For lack of an artistic English translation, this strophe can be rendered into prose thus: 
"Do not say that the fatherland is expanding, 
The fatherland, the fatherland has always been the same 



Since a thousand of years, and will ever remain so, 
Because it is not a piece composed of pieces itself; 
Our fatherland is one body, something alive! 
It cannot be simply dissected and then pieced together again." 

Laszlo Lang was so kind as to call my attention to this poem, for which I express my 
best thanks herewith. (P.P.) 

15Peter Gosztonyi, Magyarorszdg a masodik vilaghaboruban. Tanulmanyok es 
riportok Magyarorszdg masodik vilaghaborus szereperol [Hungary in World War II. 
Studies and reports on Hungary's role in World War II], Vol. I. (Munich, 1986), p. 33. 

16Gyu!a Juhasz, Magyarorszdg kiilpolitikaja 1919-1945 [The foreign policy of 
Hungary 1919-1945] Third revised ed. (Budapest, 1988), p. 156. See also the selected 
paper of this author: A haboru es Magyarorszdg, 1938-1945 [The war and Hungary] 
(Budapest, 1986). 

l7The air-raid on Kassa (now Kosice in Slovakia) has been a topic widely dealt 
with in the literature. Both in Hungarian historiography and in the public media, the 
main train of thought has been represented over the past decades by the conception that 
the air-raid had been concocted jointly by the German and Hungarian general staffs in a 
conspirative manner. This conception must have been strongly motivated by certain 
actual political considerations, as it is also beyond doubt that at the time, right after the 
event had taken place, without any thorough examination of the circumstances of the 
air-raid, views with quite the opposite actual political aims were formed and began 
spreading widely, according to which the Soviets had executed the raid. The connection 
between the Bardossy-trial and the historico-political consciousness of later times is very 
palpable in this case too. The People's Tribunal, on the one hand, abstained from 
interrogating Adam Krudy, on whose role as an "enlightening" informer of Bardossy — 
which role virtually never existed — so great an emphasis was placed later. On the other 
hand, the Tribunal also failed to apply to the Allied Powers for the extradition of Bela 
Csekme whose incidental examination at the trial would have ruined the German version 
for the simple reason that the planes of the Hungarian air-force might also have 
participated in the air-raid. These procedural defects of the trial were dealt with in a 
self-critical manner by Major, op. cit., pp. 243-245. A staff-officer of the Hungarian 
engineering corps, Captain Julian Borsanyi summarized the findings of his historical 
investigations in Hungarian language in A magyar tragedia nyitanya. Az 1941. junius 
26-i bombatdmadas dokumentacioja [Overture to the Hungarian tragedy. A documenta-
tion of the bombing raid of June 26 1941] (Munich, 1985). A conference arranged on 
the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Hungary's entry into war against the Soviet 
Union at the Institute and Museum of War History as well as issue 2 of 1991 of the war 
historical journal Hadtorteneti Kdzlemenyek also treated this problem. But — as has 
been also correctly established by Julian Borsanyi in his work cited below — the very 
essence of all this certainly lies in the mere fact that Hungarian historical research still 
has to go a long way to achieve a satisfying result. Cf. Julian Borsanyi, "Haboruba 
sodrodasunk feher foltjai. Szemelyes eszrevetelek a kassai bombatamadasrol" [Blank 
spots of the history of our engagement in the war. Some personal comments on the 
bombing raid on Kassa] Hadtorteneti Kdzlemenyek, No. 2, 1991. pp. 88-113. Editor's 
note: for English-language treatments of the subject see the following papers by N.F. 
Dreisziger: "New Twist to an Old Riddle: The Bombing of Kassa (Kosice), June 26, 
1941," Journal of Modern History, Vol. 44, No. 2, (June 1972), pp. 232-42; "Contradic-
tory Evidence Concerning Hungary's Declaration of War on the USSR in June, 1941," 



Canadian Slavonic Papers, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Dec. 1977), pp. 480-88; and, "The Kassa 
Bombing: The Riddle of Adam Krudy," in Dreisziger, ed. Hungary and the Second 
World War (Toronto: Hungarian Studies Review, 1983), pp. 79-98. These studies 
suggest that Adam Krudy was lying (possibly for patriotic reasons), and that the air-raid 
might have been carried out by the Soviets after all, but was meant to hit a Slovak 
target, in retaliation for the Slovak declaration of war on the U.S.S.R. the day before. 

I8Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky Fond 28/206, in the Szechenyi National Library, 
Department of Manuscripts. The letter was published by Lorant Tilkovszky: Bajcsy-
Zsilinszky Endre. Irasok tole es rola [Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky. Writings by and about 
him] (Budapest, 1986), pp. 153-160. 

19Bardossy, op. cit., p. 201. 
20Ibid., vol. II, notes 9, 10, 53 and 209; see also Sandor Szakaly: "'... Magyar-

oszag es a Szovjetunio kozott a hadiallapot beallott:' Egy dontes politikai hattererol" 
["...The state of war between Hungary and the Soviet Union has set in," On the political 
background of a decision], Hadtorteneti Kdzlemenyek, 1991, No. 2. 

2IGosztonyi, op. cit., vol. I, p. 23. 
22Magyarorszag es a masodik vilaghaboru. Titkos diplomaciai okmanyok a 

haboru elozmenyeihez es tortenetehez [Hungary and World War II. Secret diplomatic 
documents to the antecedents and history of World War II] Documents selected and 
introductory studies written by Magda Adam, Gyula Juhasz, Lajos Kerekes (Budapest, 
1959), Supplement 2 to No. 152. 

23 A palace serving in the discussed period as the office and residence of the head 
of government in power. 

24For the life and mentality of Laszlo Bardossy, see the documentation in the 
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Document 

A Dove? A Hawk? Perhaps a Sparrow: 
Bardossy Defends his Wartime Record before 

the Americans, July 1945 

Introduced and edited by 

N.F. Dreisziger 

When the 56-year-old former Royal Hungarian Prime Minister Laszlo Bardossy 
was transferred from Switzerland to the American-occupied zone of Germany in 
the spring of 1945, his chances of being brought before a special court of justice 
or war-crimes tribunal increased exponentially.1 For the time being, he was 
detained in a camp near the city of Augsburg, probably very near the site of the 
battle where, a millennium earlier, an international army under the command of 
Holy Roman Emperor Otto I dealt a crushing blow to a Hungarian force that had 
been allied with Otto's German enemies. Now, after an even larger-scale defeat 
inflicted on German and Hungarian forces, another Magyar leader awaited the 
judgement of the victors. He must have had in mind the terrible retribution that 
had been inflicted in the summer of 955 on the commanders of the defeated 
Magyar army.2 But 1945 was not 955, and taking vengeance was not instant, 
especially not in the lands occupied by the Western Allies. Before the victors 
would mete out justice to the vanquished, much preparation had to be done. The 
preliminaries of these preparations would involve the interrogation of prospective 
subjects of judicial prosecutions. Bardossy himself was interrogated by person-
nel of the German Intelligence Section of the 7th American Army. A transcript 
of this interrogation survived and can be found in the records of the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS). It is published here for the first time. 

The text containing Bardossy's interrogation, like the transcripts of the 
interrogation of numerous other prominent Axis personalities who had fallen into 
American hands, is not a source that throws much new light on the events of the 
Second World War. The officers conducting the questioning rarely knew much 
about the background and activities of the person they interrogated, and the little 
they knew tended to be derived from sources that were highly prejudiced against 
anybody associated with the Axis. Furthermore, the persons interrogated were 



apparently not in a position to prepare for their questioning; they were probably 
not allowed to bring notes with them, and they were certainly not in possession 
of the records which could have refreshed their memories of events. These 
circumstances notwithstanding, the transcripts of these interrogations are useful 
in that they reveal much about the frames of mind that those questioned experi-
enced at the end of the war. This fact is no doubt true of the transcript of 
Bardossy's interrogation. 

Though it is not obvious from the document — the matter is mentioned 
explicitly only in the concluding section — what was in the back of the former 
Hungarian Prime Minister's mind throughout the interrogation was the probabil-
ity that he would soon face judicial prosecution before some kind of a war-
crimes tribunal, though he must have hoped that this would be an international 
one and not one in Hungary or in another East European country.1 For this 
reason the answers Bardossy gave to his interrogators' questions were phrased 
especially to demonstrate his innocence in the decisions his government had 
made while he had been in office, decisions that his captors and prospective 
judges could view as having contributed to the slaughter and human suffering 
that was experienced during the war. According to the testimony Bardossy gave 
to his American interrogators in July of 1945, he had shouldered only limited 
responsibility for his nation's involvement in the war. 

Bardossy employed a series of arguments to prove his minimal respon-
sibility for Hungary's becoming a belligerent on Germany's side. First of all, he 
stressed that, during his "short" term in office "(eleven months)" "every decision 
of the government over which I presided ha[d] been [taken]... with the consent 
of the Regent and with the explicit or tacit approval of the Parliament." These 
decisions, according to the former Prime Minister, were dictated "only by the 
interests of our... nation." According to Bardossy, two of the principal aims of 
his government in 1941 had been to "keep the unity of our nation" and to "fulfil 
our national obligation toward our Hungarian brethren [in] the territories severed 
from Hungary in 1919." 

To keep the "unity" of the Magyar nation, in Bardossy's view, was to act 
in accordance with Hungarian public opinion; and public opinion in Hungary 
obliged Bardossy to embark on the very steps that four years later brought 
against him accusations of being a war criminal. "Public opinion," he argued, 
demanded that Hungarian troops enter the Magyar-populated regions of Yugo-
slavia, once that state had collapsed under the German Wehrmacht's onslaught. 
The Hungarian nation would not have tolerated the occupation of Vojvodina by 
German troops, and its transformation into a German Gau under a Nazi Gaulei-
ter. Public opinion, that is, anti-communist sentiments, were also instrumental in 
Hungary's involvement in the war against the U.S.S.R. To go against national 
consensus, according to Bardossy, would have destroyed the political unity of the 
country and would have exposed it to foreign (i.e. German) influence and 
interference to a degree even greater than had been the case under his leadership. 



The most important consideration in Bardossy's decisions, as he explained 
to his American interrogators, had been the "national obligation" his country had 
to the Hungarians beyond the borders of truncated Hungary. As has been 
mentioned, that particular motive played a vital part in the April, 1941, move to 
send troops into Hungary's one-time southern provinces, as it had been the 
motivating force behind many of the actions of Bardossy's predecessors from the 
fall of 1938 to the spring of 1941. 

These were Bardossy's main arguments in 1945 in defence of his record, 
aside from his somewhat confusing statements as to when and why Hungary 
followed the German example in declaring war on the United States after the 
onset of a state of war between the U.S. and Japan. Since in July of 1945 
Bardossy was not in possession of his private papers or of the relevant govern-
ment records, and had no access to legal or other pertinent advice, he could not 
make an effective defence of his actions of four years earlier. In fact, an 
examination of the evidence enables historians to say more in defence of his 
leadership. As Dr. Pal Pritz has pointed out in this volume, Bardossy cannot be 
exonerated for some of his over-hasty and ill-advised decisions he had made 
while he had been in office, it is nevertheless true that he was not the "hawk" 
that he has been made out to be in the nearly fifty years after his death, and that 
his vilification as a war-criminal is quite unwarranted. 

The most onerous charge that was levelled against Bardossy after the war 
by his detractors has been that he was the Hungarian leader most responsible for 
engineering his country's involvement in war against four countries, including 
three great powers. These four nations were (in chronological order) Yugoslavia, 
the U.S.S.R., Great Britain, and the United States. Viewed from a historical 
perspective of half-a-century, and in light of the documentary evidence, it is 
obvious that these charges have to be qualified and, in one instance at least, 
should be dismissed altogether. 

* * * 

The Hungarian decision regarding involvement in the occupation of the Magyar-
populated regions of Yugoslavia had been actually taken before Bardossy 
became Prime Minister. It should be recalled that it was that decision, enthusi-
astically endorsed by Regent Miklos Horthy himself, that caused enough grief to 
Prime Minister Pal Teleki to prompt him to take his own life. Bardossy might 
have agreed with Horthy and, as he would argue in 1945, with the rest of the 
country's population, but he only implemented a policy that he had inherited 
from the crisis that pre-dated his appointment. This circumstance does not 
absolve him entirely from shouldering responsibility for Hungary's actions at the 
time, but it places the issue of his guilt into different light. 

The circumstances of Bardossy's responsibility for the involvement of 
Hungary in the war against Soviet Russia are different. On the one hand, in this 



case he had been at the helm of the government for some three months and, 
therefore, he cannot distance himself from the decision on grounds of its timing. 
On the other hand, however, Bardossy's guilt in this matter is not straightforward 
for another reason. The reason for this is the fact that the record of his actions 
prior to the German invasion of the U.S.S.R. suggests that he was not in favour 
of Hungarian participation in that war, and opposed those among Hungary's elite 
who thought otherwise. 

Hungarian participation in the invasion of Soviet Russia had not been 
counted on by the Nazi leadership. Unlike in April of 1941, when Yugoslavia 
was invaded, the Germans did not need Hungary as a staging-ground for their 
deployment against their intended target. Furthermore, in June of 1941 Hitler 
considered the Hungarians a risk to the security of Operation Barbarossa and 
refused to inform them of his plans until the last minute. In Budapest, however, 
no one of importance seems to have doubted the probability of war between the 
Reich and the Soviet Union. There was, however, no agreement among Hun-
gary's political and military circles regarding the question what role Hungary 
should play in the expected conflict.4 

The division of views on the question of cooperation with the Third 
Reich was not new. Ever since the start of Hitler's program of expansion in 
eastern Europe there had been men within the Hungarian leadership who had 
opposed the idea of military collaboration with the Nazis. However, with Pal 
Teleki dead and the cautious elder-statesman Istvan Bethlen's leverage in the 
country's government reduced, the influence of this group had reached its nadir 
by the summer of 1941. At the same time, the position of their opponents had 
been strengthened as a result of the Germans' great victories during 1940. The 
accession of Rumania to the Axis camp the same year also had an impact: 
Hungary now had an influential competitor for Hitler's graces. The leaders in 
Budapest had four times succeeded in revising the territorial provisions of the 
Treaty of Trianon in their country's favour in less than four years, each time with 
German support or acquiescence. By 1941, however, it became evident that, 
unless Hungary outperformed Romania in the race for the FUhrer's good will, the 
spoils might go to the Rumanians in the future.5 

Despite the existence of these complicating factors, there is no evidence 
that Prime Minister Bardossy sought his country's participation in the planned 
German attack on Soviet Russia. A different outlook prevailed, however, among 
some members of the Hungaiian military. The chief spokesman for Hungary's 
pro-German officer corps was General Henrik Werth, the Chief of the General 
Staff. During the late spring of 1941 Werth made repeated attempts to convert 
Bardossy to the idea of voluntary participation in the expected German invasion 
of the Soviet Union. Werth's demands for a Hungarian-German military alliance, 
however, were firmly rejected, and the government continued to maintain its 
stand for a while even after the start of the German invasion of Russia on June 
22nd.6 But soon enormous pressure was exerted on Bardossy's government to 
change its course. Pro-Nazi and stridently anti-Soviet elements within the 



country demanded a show of solidarity with Hitler's "crusade" against commu-
nism and a warning came from Rome that Hungary's inaction might have 
harmful consequences. Slovakia had also joined the war against the U.S.S.R., 
leaving Hungary as the only central European state not to have done so. More 
important still was a message received from Germany through unofficial chan-
nels to the effect that if Hungary wanted to participate in the campaign against 
Russia, she would have to join immediately and voluntarily.7 The message was 
delivered in "emphatic" language by General Kurt Himer, the German High 
Command's representative in Hungary, to General Werth who passed it on to 
Bardossy. Evidently disturbed by developments, in the afternoon of the 24th 
Bardossy summoned Otto von Erdmannsdorff, the German Minister to Hungary, 
for an interview and told him that the matter of Hungary's participation was up 
to the country's civilian government to decide. If Germany desired Hungary's 
assistance she would have to request it through the regular diplomatic channels.8 

The Hungarian Prime Minister's response to the German demand deserves 
attention. There may be those who would dismiss it as posturing, or even an 
attempt to extract concessions from Germany in return for Hungarian participa-
tion. But it is doubtful if Bardossy could really expect the Fiihrer practically to 
beg for Hungary's assistance, especially when all of Germany's other friends had 
offered their help voluntarily. Bardossy's motives were probably different. In 
telling the Germans that Hungary's government would consider the question of 
participation in the war if Germany had asked for this officially, the Prime 
Minister probably wanted to avoid his country's involvement in the war without 
having to admit openly that Hungary did not want to participate. Three times 
during the past three years Hitler had moved or was about to move against one 
of Hungary's neighbours, and three times the Hungarian leaders proved most 
reluctant — on two occasions they had in fact told Hitler in advance that they 
would not join him in a war (at the time of Hitler's planned attack on Czechoslo-
vakia in the late summer of 1938, and in the summer of the following year, 
before the invasion of Poland). Taking Hitler's temper and power into consider-
ation, Bardossy could not tell the Germans for a fourth time that Hungary 
wished to stay out of the conflict, but he hoped to accomplish this through 
requesting what the Germans had promised not to do: ask for Hungarian help 
formally.9 

Bardossy continued to stand by his policy of non-involvement only for 
another day. The event that prompted him to abandon his original stance took 
place on the 26th, and it was the air-raids on Kassa (today's Kosice, in Slovakia) 
and other places in northeastern Hungary. It was this development that unnerved 
him. There is no need to re-tell tue story of these raids in detail, as they have 
been the subject of a great many studies.1" Compared with the attack on Kassa, 
the attacks on targets in Sub-Carpathia left little or no damage. Near the town 
of Raho (Rakhov) trains were attacked. Some sources refer to action against the 
city of Munkacs (Munkachevo), although what, if anything, was bombed there 
no one seems to know. More familiar is the story of the attack on Kassa where, 



a few minutes after one o'clock in the afternoon, unidentified aircraft approached 
the town, dropped their bombs, and departed. Several buildings were destroyed 
or damaged in the bombing, including the local post- and telegraph office. It 
should be added that, contrary to certain historical accounts of the event, the 
Hungarian Air Force did not have a base at Kassa. There was only a small 
airfield, used by the training craft of the Miklos Horthy Air Force Academy. 
None of these planes was in a position to give chase to the attackers. 

The consequences of the attack are better known. After an on-the-spot 
investigation, the local military authorities concluded that the attackers had been 
Russian and reported the news to Budapest accordingly. In the capital, reaction 
was one of indignation. On hearing the news, Horthy is reported to have become 
so agitated that he gave orders for immediate reprisals. Bardossy reacted 
differently. He could not believe that the intruders were Russians. He saw the 
whole affair as a plot to force his hand and to involve Hungary in the conflict. 
And if the advocates of war resorted to such underhanded and ruthless means to 
achieve their ends, resistance was useless. It was in this mood that Bardossy 
convened his cabinet. Given the circumstances and the moods of the participants, 
the outcome of their deliberations was predictable. That same day the cabinet 
passed a resolution calling for the declaration of the existence of a state of war 
between Hungary and the USSR. Thus, within several hours after the Kassa raid, 
Hungary was plunged into war." 

* * * 

The accusation that Bardossy had been also responsible for the onset, in 
December of 1941, of a state of war between Hungary and the United Kingdom 
is even less valid than the charge that he had "deliberately" involved his country 
in the German war against Soviet Russia. Yet it has been repeated numerous 
times, and in some cases his government has been squarely accused of issuing 
the Hungarian declaration of war on Great Britain.12 In reality, however, it was 
not the Hungarian government that had declared war first, but the government of 
Great Britain. The roots of this development go back to the summer of 1941. 

The German invasion of the U.S.S.R. had ended the Berlin-Moscow 
alliance and created a military alignment between London and the Kremlin. Not 
surprisingly, a few weeks after the German attack, the British and Soviet 
governments began discussions concerning the conduct of the now common war 
effort against the Axis powers. In early September the question of what to do 
with Finland — whose armies were now fighting alongside the Wehrmacht and 
threatened the security of Leningrad — came up in an interview Sir Stafford 
Cripps, the British Ambassador in Moscow, had with Soviet leader Joseph Stalin. 
During the discussion it became evident that Stalin wanted Britain to declare war 
on Finland. This request was formally presented to the Foreign Office in 
mid-October by Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov. Four days later, 



Ivan Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador in London, .pressed the British Foreign 
Office "very urgently for a favourable reply." The British leaders had two 
reservations about complying with the Soviet request. They believed that united 
action by the members of the British Commonwealth was necessary in the 
matter, and they were worried that a British declaration of war on Finland would 
displease the American public which was thought to be quite sympathetic to the 
Finns.13 

The idea of declaring war on Finland was also unpopular in Canada, in 
particular with the country's Prime Minister, William Lyon Mackenzie King. At 
a meeting of the Canadian Cabinet War Committee in Ottawa on the 29th of 
October King predicted that there would be "popular reluctance" in both Canada 
and the United States to accept further declarations of war, especially when 
urged by the Soviets. According to King, there were additional reasons for 
rejecting Stalin's demands. One of these had to do with the fact that many Finns 
were employed in essential industries in Canada, a situation which could be 
"adversely affected by a declaration of war." Taking all this into consideration, 
the War Committee agreed that British Government should be told that for the 
time being the Canadian government was not prepared to comply with the Soviet 
demand.14 

In view of the doubts that existed both in London and Ottawa concerning 
the wisdom of declaring war on Finland, and the apparent impossibility of 
achieving Commonwealth unity in the matter even if the U.K. government was 
ready to agree, Downing Street refused Stalin's request. But the Soviet leader 
persisted and went even further, insisting that the British, as well as the other 
members of the British Commonwealth — and even the United States! — 
declare war on Finland, as well as on Hungary and Rumania. Finally, at the end 
of November the U.K. leadership decided to give in to the requests of their 
Russian ally. The governments of the Commonwealth countries were urged to 
act in unison and, after some discussion and a brief delay, they agreed. Thereaf-
ter the British Foreign Office issued ultimatums to the governments of Finland, 
Hungary and Rumania, demanding that they end their military operations against 
the U.S.S.R.; and as these demands were not complied with, the U.K. govern-
ment decided to go ahead with the planned declarations of war.1' In the morning 
of the 7th of December, the members of the British Commonwealth declared war 
on Finland, Hungary and Rumania. In the evening of that day came the news 
that the forces of Imperial Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor, causing the outbreak 
of war between the United States and Japan. 

Bardossy played no role in these decisions, other than the fact that his 
administration did not comply with the British ultimatum, but it was hardly in 
position to do so. Somewhat different was the next and last declaration of war 
that the Hungarian Prime Minister is accused of. This followed the onset of war 
between the U.S. and Japan, and the decision by Hitler to demonstrate the Third 
Reich's solidarity with its ally by declaring war on the United States. On this 
occasion, the Germans treated the Hungarians differently from the way they had 



dealt with them in June of 1941. At that time, it might be recalled, no official 
demands were issued to Budapest to join the war against the Soviet Union. Now, 
five months later, the Germans squarely told Bardossy that paragraph 3 of the 
Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Tripartite Pact, to which Hungary had also acceded, required 
a Hungarian declaration of war against the United States.16 There was not much 
Bardossy could do to argue in face of such an explicit demand, and he did not 
get into any arguments. In the wake of the British declaration of war on 
Hungary, Bardossy probably felt that whether his country was at peace or at war 
with the United States, mattered little under the circumstances. 

* * * 

Bardossy was at the helm of the Hungarian government in a fateful period. 
During this time Hungary drifted into the war even though that was not the wish, 
and certainly not the aim, of her Prime Minister. Bardossy might have been a 
quick-witted and knowledgeable person, but no amount of astuteness and verbal 
ability could help him to stir the ship of his nation in exactly the direction he 
desired in the stormy times that he was in office. He was the agile sparrow 
among hawks and doves, but his gifts were not enough to handle the grave 
hurdles fate threw at him and his nation during his time in office. Certainly, he 
was not a dove of peace, but men of such persuasion could not have risen to the 
head of the Hungary's government under the internal and international circum-
stances of the times. His American interrogators concluded that he was a 
"sparrow... perhaps a hawk." And a hawk he was found to be by his nation that 
after the war began looking for explanations for the tragedy that befell it, and 
ended up singling out scapegoats for that tragedy. 

From near Augsburg, Bardossy was taken to Salzburg in Austria where 
the Americans collected the Hungarians who were to be returned to Hungary to 
face charges.17 He was put on the very first plane that took these men back to 
Budapest, and — as Dr. Pritz has outlined in his paper in this volume — he was 
the first to be condemned to death by the special People's Tribunal established to 
try Hungary's "war criminals." The sparrow became a victim of the whirlwind 
that the hawks of war had unleashed on the world two generations ago.18 

NOTES 

The author is indebted to various agencies that have helped to defray his research 
expenses in recent years. These include the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada, and the ARP program of the Department of National Defence of 
Canada. 

'Pal Pritz, "Bardossy Laszlo," in Magyar diplomdcia a ket haboru kdzott 
[Hungarian diplomacy between the two wars] (Budapest, 1995), p. 121. 



2In the Battle of Lechfeld, a Magyar force of nomadic horsemen, which was 
allied with Emperor Otto's enemies, was crushed by an army of armoured knights 
commanded by Otto. At the time the Hungarians were much feared and hated — 
previously they had often plundered much of Europe — and now no mercy was shown 
to them. Legend has it that only a handful of them were let go to spread the news of 
the slaughter, whde the corpses of their leaders were hanged high over the cathedral in 
Augsburg. 

3After the war, the Yugoslav regime of Marshall Tito was actively demanding 
the "bringing to justice" of all Hungarians who had been in leading positions at the time 
of the Axis invasion of Yugoslavia in April of 1941. 

4N.F. Dreisziger: "New Twist to an Old Riddle: The Bombing of Kassa (Kosice), 
June 26, 1941," Journal of Modern History, Vol. 44, No. 2, (June 1972), pp. 233; see 
also my "Contradictory Evidence Concerning Hungary's Declaration of War on the 
USSR in June, 1941," Canadian Slavonic Papers, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Dec. 1977), pp. 
480-88. 

sDreisziger, "New Twist...," pp. 233f. 
6C.A. Macartney, October 15th: A History of Modern Hungary, 1929-1944, Vol. 

2 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1957), chapter 2. This work was published 
in the U.S. as A History of Hungary, 1929-1944 (New York: Praeger, 1957). Also, N.F. 
Dreisziger, "The Kassa Bombing: The Riddle of Adam Krudy," in Hungary and the 
Second World War, Dreisziger, ed. (Toronto: Hungarian Studies Review, 1983), p. 81. 

documents of German Foreign Policy, vol. 13, document no. 54. Also: 
Dreisziger, "The Kassa..." p. 81. 

8A transcript of Bardossy's discussion with Ambassador Erdmannsdorff can be 
found in Gyula Juhasz (ed.), Magyarorszag kiilpolitikaja a nyugati hadjarattol a 
Szovjetunio megtamadasaig, 1940-1941 [Hungary's foreign policy from the time of the 
Western Campaign to the invasion of the Soviet Union], vol. V of the series: Diploma-
ciai iratok Magyarorszag kiilpolitikdjahoz, 1936-1945 [Diplomatic documents on 
Hungary's foreign policy, 1936-1945] (Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 1982), doc. no. 872. 

'Dreisziger, "New Twist...," p. 235. 
l0The literature of this subject is discussed in Dr. Pritz's paper in this volume, 

note 17. For my writings see the papers "New Twist...," and "The Kassa...," cited 
above. Still another twist to the story is offered by Thomas Sakmyster, "The Search for 
a Causus Belli and the Origins of the Kassa Bombing," in Hungary and the Second 
World War, op. cit., pp. 53-65. 

"Dreisziger, "The Kassa...," p. 82. See also, C.A. Macartney, "Hungary's 
Declaration of War on the U.S.S.R. in 1941," in Studies in Diplomatic History and 
Historiography, ed. A.O. Sarkissian (London, 1961), p. 165. 

'"The accusation is repeated in a recent English-language history of Hungary. 
See Lorand Tilkovszky, "The Late Interwar Years and World War II," in Peter F. Sugar 
et al. (eds.), A History of Hungary (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1990), p. 347. 

i:,Cipher telegram, the United Kingdom's Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs 
to the Canadian Prime Minister [Mackenzie King], 27 October 1941, copy in the 
Records of the Canadian Department of External Affairs, RG 25, file 2859-40c vol. 
2930, in the National Archives of Canada (hereafter NAC). In his correspondence with 
U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt about the same subject, Stalin hinted that he was 
ready to make some territorial concessions to the Finns should they abandon their 



German allies. Vojtech Mastny, Russia's Road to the Cold War (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1979), pp. 50f. 

14Minutes of the meeting of Canada's Cabinet War Committee, 29 October 1941, 
copy in the W.L.M. King Papers, J4 series, vol. 424. NAC. Also, King' diary entries for 
Oct. 29 and 30, The King Diaries, NAC. 

l5The minutes of the meeting of Canada's Cabinet War Committee, 27 November 
1941, copy in the King Papers, J4 series, vol. 424. Also, Minutes of the meeting of 1 
December 1941, in the same volume of the King Papers. See also King's diary entries 
for these days. Privately King admitted that Canada had no quarrel "whatever" with the 
countries in question. Yet he felt strongly that solidarity with Britain had to be 
maintained and Soviet Russia had to be assured that she would get all the support 
possible from the British Commonwealth. 

16A Wilhelmstrasse es Magyarorszdg: nemet diplomdciai iratok Magyar-
orszagrol, 1933-1944 [The Wilhelmstrasse and Hungary: German Diplomatic Docu-
ments on Hungary, 1933-1944] Gyorgy Ranki et al. eds. (Budapest: Kossuth, 1968), p. 
639, especially note 3. According to Bardossy, the Germans had also told him at the 
time that Rumania and Bulgaria had already declared war on the United States. From 
the speech of Bardossy before the People's Tribunal, in his trial in the first instance, Oct. 
29 to 3 Nov. 1945. See Laszlo Bardossy, A nemzet vedelmeben [In defence of the 
Nation] (Fahrwangen, Switzerland: Duna Verlag, 1976), p. 63. 

l7Glimpses of Bardossy's days in Salzburg are given in Odon Malnassi, Magyar 
mdrtyrok [Hungarian Martyrs] 2nd ed. (London, 1958), pp. 20f. Malnassi was taken 
back to Hungary later and spent years in jail for his writings in favour of the war 
against the Soviets and of Hungary's wartime governments. 

lxBardossy was allowed to talk to American military intelligence men once again 
before his deportation to Hungary. This document, entitled "Hungary's Part in World 
War II," is dated 9 September 1945 and is referred to in the transcript of the interroga-
tion of Edmund Veesenmayer (former German Minister to Hungary, 1944-45) dated at 
Weisbaden, 5 October 1945. The Veesenmeyer interview can be found in the Records of 
the OSS, 1944-45 series, Vol. 312, Doc. no. XL 22552. A copy of Bardossy's statement 
has been made available to Dr. Pritz by Dr. Peter Gosztonyi of Switzerland, and is 
printed, in Magyar translation, in Pal Pritz (ed.), Bardossy Laszlo a Nephirosag elott 
[Laszlo Bardossy before the People's Tribunal] (Budapest: Maecenas, 1991), pp. 23-31. 

Document: 

Editor 's Note: 

The document appended here is reproduced much as it had been written in 1945. Titles 
are underlined instead of italicized, and Hungarian diacritical marks are not provided as 
they had been invariably omitted by the document's authors. A few editorial corrections 
or explanations are given in square brackets. The report can be found in the Records of 
the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), regular series (Record Group 226) which are 
deposited in the National Archives of the United States. Its identification number is 
142019. 



PWB - CPT Hq 7th Army 
German Intelligence Section 

2 July 1945 

SPECIAL INTERROGATION REPORT No. 9. 

SUBJECT: Interrogation of Dr. Laszlo de Bardossy, former Prime Minister 
and some-time Foreign Minister of Hungary. 
TO: Commanding Officer, PWB-CPT, 7th Army. 

Portrait of a Gentleman and Diplomatist 

On the 21 June, 1945, a Hungarian aristocrat set down on paper the 
skeleton of his life. Life had been good to him, it had never been dull - and 
while the stuffy little room at Camp Baerenkeller near Augsburg was not a 
prison cell, it was certainly not as pleasant as a villa on Balaton Foeldvar [sic, 
Balatonfoldvar], Besides there was his room-mate: "An old man who is always 
complaining". The aristocrat disliked complaints and people who complained. 
He had always liked his privacy. When he finished writing the outline of his 
life, it looked like this: 

Bardossy, Laszlo 

Born in 1890 (10.12.) in Szombathely, Hungary 
Entered the Hungarian Civil Service in 1913 
Has been taken over to the Hungarian Diplomatic Service 1922 
Appointed Counsellor to the Hungarian Legation in London 1929 
Appointed Hungarian Minister in Bucharest 1934 
Nominated Hungarian Minister for Foreign Affairs in Feb. 1941 
Nominated Hungarian Prime Minister 6. April 1941 
Demissioned 6. March 1942 

He later added that he had been educated at the universities of Paris, 
Geneva and Budapest. He had received an LLD in 1912 - "Naturally from 
Budapest". 



He thought of all the interesting and entertaining people he had known, 
and reflected on the bitter jest of being cooped up with a nobody who com-
plained. 

"If only I had something to read - something that could be read over 
and over again. I have my Bible, of course, - but could you get me 
something like Shakespeare?" 

* * * 

When one sees him face to face in animated conversation, the frail, quiet 
man has the alertness of a sparrow. His finely molded and expressively mobile 
features together with his long, fine, silver hair remind one of a portrait of Franz 
Liszt. As he converses in his fluent English, he is poised and has full command 
of himself. Sometimes his long fingers unconsciously toy with an enamelled 
signet ring on his right hand. He is gracious: "I am so glad you brought this up, 
for that permits me to say..." He makes concessions in a gentlemanly manner: 
"You are perfectly right! Absolutely right! I must agree, but..." And as a result 
of these graceful "buts", one imagines him in the red robe of a Cardinal of 
Richelieu 's time. A sparrow? perhaps a hawk. 

From Trianon to Treachery? 

In retrospect the diplomatist sees his high policy as having been deter-
mined by three guiding principles of great clarity: 

"During my short term of office (eleven months) every decision of the 
government over which I presided has been - always with the consent 
of the Regent and with the explicit or tacit approval of the Parliament -
directed only by the interests of our country and nation. Our aim was: 
(1) To keep the unity of our nation; (2) Not to allow foreign interfer-
ence in our state affairs internal or external; (3) To fulfill our national 
obligation toward our Hungarian brethren on the territories severed from 
Hungary in 1919. 

"Ad. 1.) The keeping of the nation's unity has been served by the 
government in refraining from all decisions which could have provoked 
division within the Hungarian nation. That is: The government has 
always put special point to remain in constant harmony with the 
Hungarian public opinion which during my term of office could express 
itself freely. 



"Ad. 2) In order to keep out direct foreign interference, it seemed 
necessary, even unavoidable at given occasions and to a certain extent, 
to fulfill the wishes of Germany [so] that her government should not 
find false pretext to invade the country and to take over the handling of 
our affairs. 

"Ad. 3) The national obligation to free [those] Hungarians living outside 
the national frontier line of 1919 under alien servitude, has spelled for 
us the moral duty to liberate when possible, former Hungarian territories 
with a Hungarian population..." 

It was the attempt to achieve both points 2.) and 3.) that led to the 
diplomatic dance on eggs and sleight of hand that characterized Hungarian 
foreign policy from 1933 to 1945, and finally resulted "in direct foreign interfer-
ence", the "fulfilment of the wishes of Germany" and the eventual loss of 
"Hungarian brethren on the territories severed from Hungary in 1919". 

The critical [events?] in Hungarian foreign affairs took place while 
Bardossy was in Bucharest as Hungarian Minister from 1934 to early 1941. As 
far as he personally was concerned at this time he regarded his major problem 
the question of Hungarian minorities - is outlined in 3.) above. The particular 
segment of this problem that he as Hungarian Minister to Rumania had to deal 
with was the question of Transylvania. 

Bardossy was asked to define exactly what he meant by "public opinion" 
- in authority which he in common with other Hungarian statesmen invariable 
appealed to as an ultimate ratio in the whole matter of Hungarian minorities 
abroad. 

"I am so glad you brought this up! It allows me to say that 'public 
opinion' in this question meant the entire people - the whole country, all 
classes. If I may be permitted to do so, I should like briefly to review 
the history of this question which pros the statement. 

"You will recall that immediately after the last war Hungary had a 
Communist government for a brief time under Bela Kuhn [sic, Kun], 
Even this government had at the very outset as one of its cardinal 
principles the re-attachment to Hungary of territories with Hungarian 
majorities. 

"Later on a peasant government called the 'Party of Small Landowners' 
whose leader was Szabo Nagyatadi also declared as one of its cardinal 
principles opposition to the Trianon Treaty. 



"The upper classes, as represented by Counts Bethlen and Teleki -
well, I might say that they were naturally against it". 

In the light of this tradition and weight of public opinion, Bardossy 
conceived his major task in Bucharest to be "to point out the impossibility of the 
situation" with regard to Transylvania. As Minister in Bucharest I never felt 
German support in this direction. We had more or less the support of the Rome 
government. The head of the Fascist state declared his sympathy in 1935. As to 
Germany - they didn't want to expose themselves. They didn't mean to mix in 
these "Danubian affairs'". 

The first German support came in the shape of the Second Vienna Award 
in 1940, ceding half of Transylvania to Hungary. Although "it seemed that the 
initiative came from Rumania in asking that an award be made, the Vienna 
decision "satisfied neither the Rumanians nor the Hungarians". "Relations 
became more strained. We were on the point of being forced to take action by 
public opinion". 

Nevertheless Hungary and the Hungarians felt a "certain gratitude toward 
Germany for the awards", particularly since all other governments had failed to 
show interest in helping Hungary. 

* * * 

"We did not declare war on Yugoslavia - we merely carried out a 
military action in what had become a vacuum". 

This statement sums up the Premier's attitude toward the whole affair of 
Hungarian annexation through military occupation of the Bacska [Bacska] region 
from Yugoslavia on 10 April, 1941. 

It was all quite legal, if posing certain nice difficulties, in the Premier's 
view. After the putsch which overthrew the pro-German AInoar-Markovitch 
government of Yugoslavia ("until then the most cherished nation for Germany in 
the Danube Valley"), the German government approached Count Teleki asking 
him to join Germany against Yugoslavia and thus regain her lost territories. 

"It was very enticing offer for the dream of all Hungarians - very 
tempting. On the other had we had a moral duty. We had concluded a 
friendship agreement with Yugoslavia at the behest of Germany only a 
few months before. It was a very difficult situation for poor Count 
Teleki"! 



The fact that Count Teleki committed suicide during this crisis is brushed 
aside by Bardossy as "the result of a breakdown of a feeble nervous constitu-
tion, the call of a family heritage in a moment of despair when he felt he could 
no more bear the strain of the burden which governmental duties were putting on 
him for more than three years". 

It was at this critical juncture that Bardossy was called by the Regent to 
jump into the breach. "His Highness perhaps thought I was less mixed up in 
internal affairs and thus less prey to their pressure because I had been in 
Bucharest all these years". 

The "very difficult situation" which spelled "a moral duty" and had called 
Count Teleki's "family heritage in a moment of despair", was dissipated into so 
much thin air for the new Premier as a result of "a telephonic message at 
midnight April 10", informing that Premier - who had been very patient for four 
days - that an independent Croat state had been declared in Zagreb. At the same 
time, according to Bardossy, Yugoslav forces had evacuated the territories 
between the Danube and the Tisa [Tisza] rivers. 

"By carrying out the reoccupation, Hungary followed the Soviet exam-
ple, set on 18 September 1939 when Russian forces entered former 
Polish territories on the basis that Poland had ceased to exist. If 
Hungary would not have acted as she did on 11 April 1941, the German 
Army would have - without any doubt entered the so-called Bacska 
[Bacska] and would have kept it under German occupation". 

Thus no problem existed, since no state existed. No declaration or war 
was necessary, since one does not declare war on a non-entity. The moral 
problem of the friendship pact with Yugoslavia similarly vanished in this stroke 
of central European magic, for now the only moral problem was to save the 
territory from German occupation "with all its far-reaching political con-
sequences". 

Hungarian diplomatic tradition, together with the memory of "poor Count 
Teleki" were also simultaneously honored, for now "both of Count Teleki's 
conditions in the event of a Yugoslav-German war had been fulfilled". There 
was no Yugoslav government. There was no Yugoslav Army. Hungary's moral 
duty was clear. 

A Declaration of war and a "Declaration of Solidarity" 

Many and complicated are the questions which perplex a Pnme Minister, 
but none were more so than those of Russo-Hungarian relations. 



On 22 June 1941, the German Ambassador von Erdmannsdorff - "a 
gentleman" - paid a call on Prime Minister de Bardossy. In the course of the 
conversation the German informed him that Rumania and Finland were joining 
Germany in her war against Russia. Bardossy felt that this was "a sort of 
invitation" for Hungary to join the party too. 

That night he apparently had another of his sessions of "hesitations and 
reflections", for on June 23 the Hungarian Government formally announced that 
it had severed diplomatic relations with the Kremlin. 

To the Prime Minister's surprise and pique, "they laughed at this in 
Berlin and Rome". Meanwhile the ogre of public opinion once more raised its 
head in the Hungarian homeland. 

"Public opinion wanted the war - it was growing impossible for any 
government to resist public opinion, and the army wanted the war -
perhaps foolishly, thinking that it would go brilliantly". 

It was at this point that the Minister's perplexities and doubts were 
cleared up and the issue decided by "the repeated and unprovoked bombing of 
Hungarian towns by Russian planes". 

In 1938 the territory of Karpatho-Ruthenia (formerly the easternmost tip 
of Slovakia) was "re-annexed" to Hungary by the government of Bela Imredy. 
In his discussion of the problem Bardossy emphasized the fact that this territory 
had always constituted a kind of ethnical no-man's land, pointing out that 
President Benes of Czechoslovakia "had repeatedly said that he was holding it 
out as a sort of gage toward the Russians". When pressed the Prime Minister 
admitted that ethnically the territory was of mixed population, "mostly Slavonic 
in character". He further pointed out factors which he felt should not be 
overlooked in the connection; "But it had water-power and lumber and had been 
part of Hungary for - oh, a thousand years!" Thus it was necessary to "round 
out the economy of Hungary". It was in this territory that the towns of Muncacz 
[Munkacs] and Kassa were "repeatedly" (twice) bombed. The investigating 
committee "proved that the bombs were of Russian make". The Prime Minister 
drafted what he considered a well tempered declaration of war. As he remem-
bers it, it read as follows: 

"As a result of the repeated and unprovoked bombing of the Hungarian 
towns of Muncacz [Munkacs] and Kassa by Russian planes, the Hungarian 
Government feels itself to be in a state of war with Russia". 

Berlin and Rome made no comment. In 1942 "Ribbentrop came to 
Budapest to ask for more troops". 



In this episode too, Hungarian tradition and moral obligations were also 
happily honoured. When asked if he did not consider the possibility of keeping 
down the growing German domination by going to war with Russia against 
Germany at this point, the Prime Minister was obviously horrified, pointing out 
that for years "the leading Hungarian politician and brilliant writer Eckhart [sic, 
Tibor Eckhardt?] had unofficially made the promise that Hungary would go to 
war against Russia and defend Karpatho-Ruthenia if the Axis Powers would 
permit Hungary to re-annex it. Moreover the Regent felt a moral duty to the 
anti-Bolshevist heritage of every Hungarian government since Bela Kuhn's 
[Kun]". 

No less thorny a problem, and one which the Prime Minister eventually 
solved with the same brilliance and dexterity, confronted him later that year, 
when "one day we were told that a state of war exists between the States and the 
Reich... They made me understand that I had to declare war too". With an air 
for obvious pride Bardossy exclaims quietly: "I did not!" 

It was his impression that he was being asked to declare war under the 
terms of the Tri-partite Pact which provided that each of the signatory powers 
would come to the assistance of the other if it were attacked. 

The Prime Minister was surprised to learn that in point of technical fact 
it was Germany who had declared war on the United States. After he had been 
given a brief review of the events of the week of December 7, 1941, he ex-
claimed softly: "I am so glad to know that! You see, we had only the German 
view which told us that the United States had provoked and started the war". 

In any event he is now pleased to retail [57'c re-tell?] the facts proving 
that he never declared war on the United States. He informed the German 
representative of his position under three headings: 

(1) "I am quite willing to break off relations 
(2) "I don't want to become the laughing stock of Europe: tne little 

country, Hungary, declaring war on the colossus of America! 
(3) "I can offer neither military nor political support. I have no ships 

except those that go from Buda to Pest. There are too many 
Hungarian nationals in America, and it is also in the interest of 
the Reich not to antagonize them". 

The pressure of the German continued, however. Obviously the Prime 
Minister had to produce a Solomon's judgement. As he sees it, his problem was 
"not to provoke a power which was at its height at this point" and at the same 
time to avoid declaring war on the United States. "After many hesitations and 
reflections, I decided on the following: A Declaration of Solidarity' with 



Germany in her war with the United States. I may say that the next morning 
when Mr. Pell, the American Minister, called on me he congratulated me on the 
wording of .the formula". He further states that 

"The declaration has not been in any way a declaration of war... As 
best seen and proved by the fact that the President of the U.S. has later 
found it necessary to declare war on Hungary which he would not have 
done if he would have considered our previous statement as a declara-
tion of war". 

Conclusions 

Laszlo de Bardossy is a gracious, cultivated man; an aristocrat in the 
European sense of the term who is tied - in spite of the opportunities he has had 
to become a citizen of the world - to a narrow nationalistic point of view which, 
when stripped of its veneer of his soft-spoken punctilio, is as bigoted as that of 
the lowliest Hungarian peasant/ Laszlo de Bardossy fits the pattern of the 
gentleman - civilized conversation is possible with him. 

It might be well to consider here by way of conclusion certain statements 
made by the Prime Minister in his conversation which seem to throw a rather 
oblique light on his true convictions. It is believed that comment on these 
statements would be superfluous. 

"There was at that time a general belief that a clash of the Communist 
outlook with the Capitalist outlook was inevitable. Sooner or later it 
had to come up. This becomes important when one considers it in 
connection with Russia's obviously pan-Slavistic point of view. I may 
say that I still believe in this theory. I believe it will come". 

(Re: Declaration of war on Russia) 

"Yes, that is perfectly true - I was informed of events leading to the 
state of war between Germany and the United States through Hungarian 
diplomatic representatives in the states. But that was so long ago that 
just now it completely slipped my mind". 

(Re: When reminded that the "Ger-
man point of view" was not the only 
information he had access to) 



"Yes, it is true that we played down over the radio the extent of 
Hungarian participation in the war against Russia. But this was primar-
ily for foreign consumption. When I was Prime Minister only small 
forces were sent to the front - it is too long ago to remember the exact 
figure. I was not careful enough to make notes at the time. Later 
Kallay [Miklos Kallay] tolerated this bad and clumsy game. Luckily I 
got out of this in time". 

(Re: When proof was offered that apparently "pub-
lic opinion" had to be conditioned to the Russian 
war.) 

That this is no ordinary predicament he is in at present, Laszlo de 
Bardossy seems to realize. That he has a poised courage in view of this is 
undeniable. And yet, Laszlo de Bardossy loves life - it has treated him well, 
and there are so many interesting people. 

He professes to be curious in regard to this present status: 

"In the course of the interrogation, I took the liberty of asking whether 
the U.S.A. Government considered me as a so-called 'War criminal' 
and if so whether this is the reason for my detention here? 

"In posing the question I had in mind that should the answer be in the 
affirmative: I will have to reckon with my being brought before an 
International Court of Justice. 

"I thought and still believe that my extradition to a so-called Hungarian 
Government which is not, or at least is not yet supported by a freely 
elected Parliament, would hardly be in accordance with the principles of 
justice". 

T/5 George Freimarck 
T/5 Irving M. Rowe 

Note: The writers wish to express their indebtedness and gratitude to Lt. 
Granville (NAIC) for furnishing valuable background material on Mr. Bardossy. 
All errors of judgement are naturally the writers'. 

G.F. 
I.M.R. 
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