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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. 




