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A large and growing body of literature has investigated the German-
Hungarian relationship in the 1930s and early 40s and the role Hitler and
Mussolini played in the territorial aggrandisement of Hungary between
1938 and 1941. The historiography is overwhelmingly consensual on a
number of points: firstly, as the direct result of the Second Vienna Award
Hungary allowed the free passage (droit de passage) of the Wehrmacht to
Romania.1 Historians have been aware that the Wehrmacht had already
requested the use of Hungarian territory in its contingency plan to occupy
Romania much earlier than September 1940, in the spring of 1940 in fact,
but because the German military passage did not occur at that time the
problem in historical research seemed unimportant.2 Instead, Hungarian
historians have argued that the passage of German military trough Hun-
garian territory after the Second Vienna Award, and Hungary’s adherence
to the Tripartite Pact in November 1940 and allowing the Wehrmacht to
use Hungarian territory in the invasion of Yugoslavia in April 1941 cumu-
latively caused a deterioration in the Anglo-Hungarian relationship and in
the British opinion of Hungary.3 This argument has a number of inherent
flaws. Hungarian historiography has been primarily interested in the con-
clusions and outcomes of British policy towards Hungary, but the analysis
of the complex interplay of influences, dynamics and the criteria of the
British decision-making process, which provide a more nuanced picture of
British perceptions and policy towards Hungary, have so far been largely
neglected.

The problem of the prospect of a spring 1940 German military
passage through Hungary has so far been the scarcely understood affair of
the Anglo-Hungarian relationship. New and persuasive evidence, emerg-
ing from British archives, suggest that a decision to grant this free passage
was reached in Budapest much earlier than has been previously suggested,
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in April 1940. This fundamentally changes our understanding of
German-Hungarian relations by providing a new perspective on the ways
Hungarian Prime Minister Pál Teleki (1939-41) perceived Hungarian revi-
sionism, neutrality and independence regarding the relationship with Ber-
lin. Firstly, it suggests that Teleki’s agreement to a German passage was
not the result of gratitude for the Second Vienna Award, nor was it the
sign of Hungarian subservience occurring as the consequence of the
disappearance of Allied counterbalance to German hegemony in the conti-
nent after the fall of France, a notion steadfastly maintained by Hungarian
historiography. The newly found evidence makes it necessary for us to
rethink this argument and to disentangle the true motives behind the early
Hungarian accord.

In this study, these misconceptions are contested, and it is argued
that the Hungarian decision to grant a way-leave passage to Germany in
April 1940 fundamentally changed British perceptions towards Hungary,
and in particular the way London looked at the trustworthiness of the Hun-
garian elite, and its willingness and ability to confront Germany. This
made a dramatic impact on British attitudes towards Hungary’s future role,
geographical shape and social and political structure in post-war Central
Europe. This episode is effectively the long lost puzzle piece of the
evolution of British opinion about Hungary: it finally explains the reasons
behind the sharp deterioration of British official opinion during the course
of the summer of 1940; a phenomenon which so far has been understood
only superficially, and which have been explained with the generalisation
that Hungary followed an increasingly pro-German policy.

With regards to the Hungarian perspective, the question inevitably
arises why Budapest consented to a German request in April. So far, the
Allied defeat in France in June 1940 went some way towards explaining
Hungary’s growing subservience. Historians have also argued that after
Dunkirk Teleki’s implicit faith in the ultimate British victory had been
fundamentally shaken, and apprehension about losing the possibility to
enlist German assistance for further territorial gains brought the realization
that closer cooperation with Hitler would be vital.4 The evidence brought
forward here suggests that by the spring of 1940, due to the lack of open
and immediate British support for Hungary’s territorial claims, Teleki had
been keen to bring the question of Transylvania to a head, in disregard of
British disapproval. Balázs Ablonczy and Tibor Frank has pointed to the
primacy of frontier revision in Teleki’s foreign political aims,5 but the
unquenchable thirst for revision does not seem to explain the decision to
value German support more than the British.
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The answer ultimately lies in the dramatic shift on the inter-
national stage. The Hitler-Mussolini meetings at the Brenner Pass in
March 1940 have been viewed as a crucial step in the materialization of an
active German-Italian military alliance in the war, but historians have not
recognised its implications for the future of Hungary. British sources
indicate that at Brenner a secret deal was struck, and in return for greater
influence in the Balkans Mussolini had given up its special relationship
with Hungary.6 These documents indicate that losing nominal Italian pro-
tection, Hungary was faced with the dilemma of resistance or collaboration
in the face of German armed pressure. Here, we are arguing primarily that
the arrangements of the Brenner meetings could potentially explain that
out of fear of physical German occupation Teleki decided to provide a
carte blanche to Berlin to pass through Hungarian territory.

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate the impact of the
Hungarian decision to grant transit rights for the Wehrmacht in April 1940
on the Anglo-Hungarian relationship and British Central European and
Balkan strategy until diplomatic relations were broken off between
London and Budapest in April 1941. It is also interesting to disentangle
how the question of the droit de passage affected British opinion of
Hungary’s recent territorial gains and how it shaped British post-war
planning in Central Europe. At the same time our analysis aims to dis-
entangle who and on what principles made policy on Hungary in White-
hall, and demonstrates the ways the various individual perceptions and
political and strategic priorities in the region shaped British official policy
towards Hungary.

Several studies have produced sketchy analyses on this problem,
but until now no reliable evidence has been brought forward to suggest
that Hungary granted military passage to Germany earlier than September
1940.7 András Bán recognised that the question posed an impossible
dilemma for Teleki, who so far successfully maintained a balance between
Germany and the Allies, but neglected its impact on the Anglo-Hungarian
relationship.8 György Réti has also paid some attention to the problem, and
stressed that the lack of Italian encouragement to resist a German request
put Hungary in a difficult situation, but Réti’s scope of analysis was
limited to German, Italian and Hungarian sources.9 Elizabeth Wiskemann
claimed that the German demand for a passage through Hungary served as
a cover for the invasion of Denmark and Norway, to direct attention away
from Scandinavia. Wiskemann unfortunately did not disclose her source of
information, but her argument was probably valid, as the Hungarian
decision occurred simultaneously with the Scandinavian campaign.10
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Until now, German, Italian, and Hungarian sources have
provided the largest set of evidence, but all of these are very vague on the
subject, particularly regarding the timing of the Hungarian decision. The
question presented a delicate and highly confidential issue for all parties;
therefore the problem is absent from official sources. The published
diplomatic documents of the German Foreign Ministry and the German-
Hungarian diplomatic correspondence do not mention that Berlin asked for
a military passage from Budapest in the spring of 1940.11 Italian sources
are also very obscure on the question. Talamo, the Italian minister in
Budapest, reported on several occasions in April that Berlin possibly
requested a military passage through Hungarian territory, but remained
silent on whether the Hungarians actually granted the passage.12 The I
Documenti Diplomatici Italiani, the published diplomatic sources of
Italian foreign policy reveals nothing exact about a ‘droit’ in the spring of
1940 either. The surviving Hungarian sources are similarly silent. Neither
the Diplomáciai iratok Magyarország külpolitikájához (DIMK), nor the
diplomatic correspondence between Berlin, Rome and Budapest mention
anything specific about a German request and a Hungarian reply. The
minutes of the Hungarian Cabinet meetings offer no further evidence
either.13 A memorandum handed by Lipót Baranyai, the anglophile
president of the Hungarian National Bank and a close ally of Teleki,
directly to Ciano on the 8 April is one of the rare documents clearly
indicating that the Germans contacted Budapest about a military passage.
In a questionnaire Baranyai enquired about whether Italy was willing to
defend Hungary against German aggression.14 Mussolini’s answer to the
Hungarian inquiry, after consultation with Berlin, was abrupt and laconic:
I am Hitler’s ally, and wish to remain so.15

Mussolini’s evasive response prompted Budapest to look for alter-
natives elsewhere. A similarly worded memorandum and questionnaire
was prepared for the Foreign Office by Teleki, which inquired about the
British attitude towards the prospects of allowing a German military pas-
sage. The memorandum pointed out that the British response would signi-
ficantly determine the Hungarian decision, but Foreign Minister István
Csáky wrote on the bottom of the page that the memorandum was never
sent to London.16 A personal letter, written by Teleki on the 17 April to
Hitler, also mentions the matter: Teleki assured the Germans that in return
for supporting Hungary’s bid for Transylvania, the passage of the
Wehrmacht to Romania would be allowed.17 It can thus be suggested that
the reason for holding the memorandum back was either the fact that
British opinion was not considered important anymore, or that Budapest
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made the decision to allow the military movements of the Wehrmacht
before the 17 April, or perhaps both.

So far only a fraction of the diplomatic reports of Owen O’Malley
(British Minister in Hungary, 1939-41) have been analysed by historians.
His reports convincingly prove that Hungary eventually granted a passage
in early April, but the exact date of the decision and the actual form of the
German request still remains very uncertain.

British priorities in Central and South East Europe until April 1940

In order to understand the impact of Hungary’s yielding to any German
transit request on the Anglo-Hungarian relationship we first need to ask a
number of questions. Firstly, it is useful to dwell upon problems such as
the British official attitude towards the role of small and neutral powers in
Europe, and the implications of the violation of their territory for British
strategy in time of war and peace. Also, sketching the interplay of Britain’s
political, military and economic priorities in Central Europe and the
Balkans, and outlining the criteria which determined the British perspec-
tive of the Anglo-Hungarian relationship, with particular attention to the
development of the German-Hungarian cooperation and the impact of
Hungary’s territorial claims on British policy prior to March 1940 will
enable us to have a clearer understanding of the effects of the problem on
British perceptions and policy.

The 1907 Hague Convention addressed the conduct of warfare and
the rights and duties of neutral powers. It forbade belligerents to move
troops or convoys of either munitions of war or supplies across the
territory of neutral powers; at the same time it prohibited neutrals from
allowing such actions.18 Many of these carefully laid down rules were
violated during the Great War. For instance, the German invasion of
Belgium in 1914, essentially an attempt to enforce a military passage to
France, was the violation of neutral territory. The inviolability of European
neutrals occupied a decisive role in the British strategy of the balance of
power, because it provided buffer zones for great power rivalry. In 1839,
Britain guaranteed Belgian neutrality, which eventually caused London to
declare war on Germany in 1914.19 After the Great War neither the League
of Nations nor other supranational bodies regulated the rights and duties of
neutrals in war, thus the Hague Convention remained in place to regulate
their role.
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It is clear that the Belgian example cannot be used to illustrate
British attitudes towards the role of neutrals and small powers in the
interwar period, particularly in Central Europe.20 Although Britain re-
turned to the balance of power, Whitehall was traditionally less concerned
with this part of the world. This period does not provide a suitable
precedent through which the paradigm of British attitude towards a droit
de passage through neutral territory in Central Europe could be examined.
The only notable exception is the question of a Red Army transit through
Poland and Romania, which would have been the fundamental element of
a collective security system against Nazi Germany from the mid-1930s.21

This example is useful in providing a rare glimpse of the British stance on
the issue of great power military passage through the territories of small
Central European states, but because the Soviet Union appeared as a
friendly power in this equation and that the scheme was to be organised in
peace-time, considering it provides inaccurate evidence for the British
attitude towards such a problem in war. Besides, Poland and Romania
would have played an integral part in the collective security system; hence
they cannot be referred to as neutrals.

Underpinned by deep antipathy towards Communism, Prime
Minister Neville Chamberlain and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax pro-
ceeded with great reluctance in negotiating the encirclement of Germany
with Soviet participation. Consequently, and as a result of extreme Polish
reluctance, London rejected supporting the passage of the Red Army
through Romania and Poland in 1938 in defence of Czechoslovakia.22

Shrouded in the dense fog of appeasement, the principles of British
strategy were unclear at the time, but the lukewarm enthusiasm to commit
to collective security tells much about the inherent reluctance to conduct
active power policy in a traditionally and practically second-tier region.

From the British perspective, the sweeping territorial changes of
Czechoslovakia in 1938 were acceptable, because they were negotiated at
the green table. Moreover, it perfectly befitted Chamberlain’s notion that
he would be able to cooperate with Berlin in resolving outstanding Central
European issues, which he believed would bring long sought stability to
international relations and to the region alike. For these reasons, the First
Vienna Award, the German-Italian arbitration of the Hungarian-Czecho-
slovak territorial dispute in November 1938, was de facto accepted by
London.23

In contrast, when in March 1939, simultaneously with German
aggression against Bohemia and Moravia, Hungary occupied Ruthenia,
Czechoslovakia’s easternmost province, British perceptions towards
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Hungary underwent a considerable change. From this kind of Hungarian
behaviour, which appeared to be a covert German-Hungarian military
cooperation, policy-makers in Whitehall were convinced that the ‘Hun-
garian jackal’ had taken the bait, and in return for further chunks of
territory in Transylvania would actively assist the ‘German lion’, its
master, in carving up the region. After the destruction of Czechoslovakia,
the German aggression against the Romanian oil fields had become the
permanent subject of British anxieties and the Foreign Office expected that
the Wehrmacht would most likely use Hungary as the most obvious transit
route. Whether Hungary would offer resistance to German aggression, or
grant military passage to avoid occupation, was a constant subject of
Foreign Office discussions.24 The predictions of the British Embassy in
Budapest that at best Hungary would only offer token resistance to such
German designs had significantly determined the way the Foreign Office
looked at the future of Hungarian foreign policy and the nature of the
German-Hungarian relationship.25 Consequently, Whitehall’s conception
of German-Hungarian military cooperation against Bucharest became
central to its perception of the Hungarian-Romanian territorial dispute and
became the underlying reason for discouraging Hungary’s persistent
claims in Transylvania.26

The Kassa-Velejte railway incident in September 1939 is an
illustrative example, which vividly demonstrated the way Budapest
perceived German-Hungarian cooperation against Romania. The German
request to use the Hungarian section of this railway for the duration of the
German-Polish war has received great prominence in the Hungarian
historiography, although its implications for the future course of the
German-Hungarian relationship and the British reaction have not been
adequately stressed.

Teleki refused to grant passage for German military convoys
against Poland on moral grounds, citing the century old friendship between
Hungary and its northern neighbour. Historians have repeatedly overstated
this aspect and used it to underpin the image of Hungary as a country
steadfastly defiant to German pressure.27 In this respect, András Bán also
argued that the Hungarian noncompliance had a distinctive positive
reaction in London.28 Bán quoted Ralf Walford Selby’s Foreign Office
memorandum about Hungary, which emphasized that the Kassa example
clarified that Britain could count on Hungarian resistance against
Germany. The problem with this is that Selby was the lone voice in the
Foreign Office stressing that suspicions towards Hungary were unfounded.
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Moreover, he was a junior clerk, and his proposals were mostly side-
lined by senior officials at an early stage.29

In reality, the Hungarian refusal triggered mixed feelings in the
Foreign Office. Csáky’s promise that the railroad tunnels near Kassa
would be blown up if the Wehrmacht would have attempted enforcing the
passage turned out to be lies, which repulsed British policy-makers.30 C. A.
Macartney and Gyula Juhász pointed out that officials in Whitehall
believed that Hungary asked for a free hand in Transylvania for allowing
the passage and only after the German rejection they make the decision to
refuse allowing a military passage.31 However, it would be a mistake to
think that for these reasons British perceptions in relations to Hungary
were always and consistently negative. Both junior and senior officials in
Whitehall still displayed great trust in Horthy’s and Teleki’s ability to
mount stiff resistance to German demands incompatible with Hungarian
independence, such as a military passage.32

Historians have not pointed out that at the same time as refusing to
open the Kassa railway Csáky declared that a similar request for a passage
towards Romania would be granted without hesitation in return for
supporting Hungarian claims for Transylvania.33 The question had not
been raised by Berlin at that time, but Csáky’s statement amply demon-
strates the Hungarian stance in the matter.

During the ‘Phoney War’ Britain found itself caught between
Nazi-Soviet cooperation and its own military weakness in its Central
European strategy. Military options had to be reconsidered; opening a
Balkan front and defending Hungary, Romania and Yugoslavia against
German aggression was ruled out and the strategic emphasis shifted to the
defence of vital imperial lifelines in the Mediterranean.34 This however did
not mean that London would not do its utmost to limit German expansion
in the region. The consequence, as we would see from the response to the
Hungarian agreement to the prospect of a German military passage in
April 1940, was a confusing vacillation between decisions taken in the
short-term military interest, and decisions dictated by the interest in long-
term political goals in the wider regions of East Central and South East
Europe.

Hungary grants military passage to Germany

The first confirmation that Hungary might be willing to grant passage was
reported to London by O’Malley in early March 1940. Taking advantage
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of the opportunity of the 20th anniversary of Horthy’s election as
Regent, O’Malley requested a private audience to probe him on German-
Hungarian relations. The meeting offered some deeply revealing insights
into the recent dramatic development of Hungarian foreign policy. Horthy
avoided O’Malley’s direct questions about the possibility of Hungarian
acquiescence to a German military passage. He remained very ambiguous
and talked around the subject at great length. He extensively dwelt upon
the disaster impending in Europe and the difficulties with which Hungary
was confronted. Notably however, he referred to ‘the sombre nature’ of the
decision he would have to take if Germany, determined to make a dash for
the Romanian oilfields, offered him the choice between regaining
Transylvania and armed German intervention. Regardless of O’Malley’s
persistence in demanding the declaration of a clear policy, Horthy only
noted that Hungary’s attitude depended on Mussolini’s willingness to
stand by Hungary. The meeting left O’Malley profoundly uneasy.
Regardless of being sympathetic towards moderate frontier revision, he
was evidently unable to comprehend why Horthy would place regaining
Transylvania before Hungarian independence. Judging from Horthy’s
circumspect attitude O’Malley was convinced that the question of military
passage had recently been brought up by Berlin again, and Hungarian
policy-makers were now intensely debating their options.35

Ultimately Horthy’s lack of political and diplomatic skill accounts
for his surprising frankness. Previously, Teleki was careful not to reveal
his card to the British. Horthy’s comment on the ‘sombre nature’ of the
decision about Transylvania seems to be a slip of the tongue, that later
caused considerable headaches to Teleki. In an attempt to repair Hungary’s
reputation in Britain Teleki took matters in his own hands. When
O’Malley requested clarification from Foreign Minister Csáky, keen to
prevent the meeting, Teleki stormed out of an ongoing Cabinet meeting to
confer with O’Malley personally.36 During their interview, the British
minister pressed the case of the importance of Hungarian resistance to any
German requests for transit, but sounded very vague in his argument
against such Hungarian actions. Since the outbreak of the war, quite
strikingly, O’Malley did not receive detailed instructions about the official
British attitude towards the question of Hungarian armed resistance;
therefore in his reasoning he could only stress Britain’s obvious strategic
interest that blocking further German expansion in the region was vital
both for Britain and Hungary.

Teleki appeared to be fully aware of the importance of Hungarian
resistance for London, and as a result, by vaguely referring to the
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possibility of a firm Hungarian protest, he attempted to take the wind
out of O’Malley’s complaints and to reassure British anxieties: “[…] it
seems to me that if we are to be robbed of our independence we can either
voluntarily submit ourselves […], or we can make it plain that we have
been overridden by brute force, in which case we can at least preserve the
hope of recovering our liberty later on.” 37 Highly skilful in his tactics, he
obviously aimed to probe O’Malley as to whether a mere diplomatic
protest would suffice to retain British sympathy. Historians have often
stressed that Teleki held great and genuine affection towards Britain and
tried his utmost to win British support both for Hungarian independence
and territorial aspirations. However, a deeper examination of the Anglo-
Hungarian relationship, and the problem of the German military passage in
particular, provide ample evidence that Teleki’s political course and
diplomatic moves were largely dictated by the determination that Hungary
could not abandon revisionism, and his conduct in this context had little
regard for British opinion.

Regardless of the obscurity of Horthy’s and Teleki’s words, the
evidence suggests that Teleki tried to maintain a balance between the
Allies and Germany with the unquestionable aim of preserving Hungarian
independence and neutrality as far as possible. In the process, until late
March, Teleki was able to resist German requests for a way-leave
passage.38

Since the final destruction of Czechoslovakia in March 1939,
German military passage through Hungary, or German-Hungarian military
aggression against Romania had been expected in Whitehall. Hence, the
response to O’Malley’s reports, which merely reiterated the possibility of
German military movements, was minimal. The probable Hungarian
acquiescence nevertheless stirred up some crude emotions, which vividly
demonstrated the mind-set of key policy-makers. For instance, Alexander
Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, the
effective head of the Foreign Office, referred to Horthy’s comments with
sharp disapproval: “Disgusting!”39 At the same time, the British were keen
to forge the mutual cooperation of South East Europe against Germany. A
clear sign of this increased British interest was the calling of the heads of
British missions in the region to a conference in London. Before leaving
for the conference, O’Malley requested to see Teleki once again to find out
more about the recent meeting between Hitler and Mussolini at the
Brenner Pass. Teleki was anxious to convey that neither the Axis nor
Hungarian policy had changed as a result of the Brenner talks. The
interview did not bring tangible results, but O’Malley described Teleki as
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being unusually reticent, and was convinced that the Hungarian premier
had something to hide.40 O’Malley soon left for London, at a crucial
turning point for Hungary and the Anglo-Hungarian relationship. While he
was away, Teleki finally bowed to persistent German pressure and granted
military passage to the Wehrmacht.41 It is not beyond the bounds of
possibility that the fact that O’Malley was away provided a pressure-free
opportunity for Teleki to acquiesce to German demands; nevertheless,
O’Malley was only informed about the Hungarian decision upon his
return. 42

The meetings of British representatives in London dedicated very
limited attention to Hungary. The focus of the conference was to discuss
Britain’s vital strategic interests in the region. Debate centred on the
Turkish attitude towards the war, and the possibilities of providing help to
Romania, which at the time faced intense political and economic pressure
from Germany and the Soviet Union. Because of its important strategic
position in the vicinity of the Straits, special attention was also placed on
bringing Bulgaria closer to the Allies. These questions overshadowed the
problems surrounding Hungary, which clearly demonstrated its relative
strategic insignificance. However, during the time of the conference,
reports were received about the recent meetings between Hitler and
Mussolini at the Brenner Pass and its possible implications for Central and
South East Europe. These news once again set British strategic planning in
motion.

Historians have underlined the Brenner conference as the decisive
event in the completion of a German-Italian military alliance, an iconic
encounter of the two dictators, where Hitler finally persuaded Mussolini to
join the war on the side of Germany.43 This view of Brenner has persisted
in the writings of Hungarian historians, who have not recognized its far-
reaching implications for Central and South East Europe, and Hungary in
particular.44 Sources about the Brenner meetings are limited, and the
surviving accounts are deliberately ambiguous: German, Italian and Hun-
garian documents do not mention that the question of Hungary was ever
brought up.45 By comparison, British official sources strongly suggest that
at the Brenner Pass Central and South East Europe had been carved up into
a German and Italian sphere of influence, and in exchange for greater
dominance in Greece and the Mediterranean, Mussolini had given up the
protection of Hungary. Due to losing the protection of Italy, Budapest was
left with limited room to manoeuvre against Germany, which, this study
argues, became the primary reason for providing a carte blanche to the
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Wehrmacht to pass through Hungarian territory if Berlin deemed it
necessary at a future date.

London received the news through unspecified and highly con-
fidential diplomatic sources that Hitler at the Brenner Pass bluntly broke
the news of the imminent invasion of Romania to Mussolini, who realised
that Hungary would serve as a transit route in the process.46 More detailed
information started to flow from mid-April. Then the French reported that
members of the Italian Embassy in London openly declared that as a result
of the Brenner Conference Italian policy was forced to make a dramatic
turn in respect to Hungary. They admitted that Italy would now be unable
to do anything in Hungary against German wishes, and the Duce was
helpless to protect that country if Germany wanted to enforce a military
transit.47

A little later, information from the highest Hungarian circles con-
firmed the connection between the Brenner meeting and Hungary’s deci-
sion to allow German military movements. Ian Campbell, the British
minister in Belgrade, conveyed Horthy’s words to the Foreign Office. In a
direct message to Campbell, Horthy readily explained in plain words that
due to the change in Hungary’s position after the Brenner meetings it had
been decided in Budapest to allow the entry and passage of German troops
to Romania.48 At the same time, diplomatic and intelligence sources
reported heavy German military concentrations along the frontiers of
Hungary which underpinned the supposition in Whitehall that the sub-
jugation of Romania (and Hungary) was planned. (The same sources
however all described the German disappointment about the on-going
operations in Norway, and how the sluggishness of the campaign was most
likely to upset the original intention to occupy Romania before the summer
campaign on the Western front).49

If the British had any doubts about the Hungarian attitude towards
the question of any German military passage, they soon disappeared after
O’Malley’s return to Budapest. Disturbed by the rumours of the increased
German pressure for a passage, O’Malley, evidently in possession of
clearer instructions this time, pressed Teleki at their meeting on 20 April to
declare Hungary’s response to these German requests. Annoyed at being
forced into a corner, Teleki firmly rejected giving an answer: “[In] this
question […] I tolerate no intervention. What Hungary does […] is Hun-
gary’s business and it would be inconsistent with our dignity to give way
to the pressure that now you put on us to declare ourselves.”50An affirma-
tive answer to a German request could be held responsible for the sudden
dramatic change in Teleki’s tone. At the same time, as Teleki later
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admitted, the scant British attention to Hungary also played a crucial
role in yielding to German demands. Henceforth, Teleki did not even try to
prevent Csáky from trampling over the previously carefully protected
relationship with London, and did not block him from meeting O’Malley.
Keen to avoid these persistent interrogations, Teleki now sent Csáky to
break the news to the British minister that Hungary would not in any way
resist any German request and the railway line running through Kassa
[Košice] and Ungvár [Uzhhorod] would be put at the disposal of the
German army if it wanted to use it to invade Romania. However, it would
be misleading to put Csáky unduly in the role of a staunch advocate of
German orientation. According to O’Malley’s account, the Hungarian
Foreign Minister looked deeply shaken when he gloomily explained the
reasons for the decision: “The other alternative would be forcible
resistance to the German army. This could at best only last for a few days.
[…] Put yourself in my place and ask yourself what would you do?”51

O’Malley, compared to his predecessor Geoffrey Knox, was
genuinely fond of Hungary. He evidently felt kinship with the problems of
small nations in Central Europe, and to a certain degree he even sympa-
thized with Hungarian revisionism.52 He regarded the efforts Teleki and
Horthy had made for maintaining Hungarian independence highly, but
now felt bitter and disillusioned by the turn in Hungary’s foreign policy. A
little later, O’Malley learned from a close friend of Horthy that the
Brenner Conference, the recent successes of the Germans in Norway and
more precisely the British inability to protect Norway from a German
invasion, had confirmed the Hungarians in their decision that a way-leave
passage should be provided to Germany.53 Hence, upon his return to
Budapest realizing the shift in Hungarian foreign policy, O’Malley
recommended the immediate and complete restriction of trading raw and
war materials with Hungary, which he argued, would eventually fall into
German hands.54

The reaction of the Foreign Office

O’Malley’s reports brought deep-seated prejudices against Hungary in
Whitehall to the surface. The Hungarian decision was viewed as a cohernt
element of a tendentiously pro-German Hungarian policy, which left no
doubt about Hungary’s future attitude. Even though Hungary was con-
sidered militarily invaluable in British grand strategy after the collapse of
Poland, a German military passage through Hungary touched on a nerve
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and shifted British perceptions about Hungary and the Hungarian
political elite in particular. The question of how London should react
triggered intense soul-searching in the Foreign Office. The debate centred
on the problem’s immediate implications over the defence of Romania,
war trade with Hungary and the future of the Anglo-Hungarian relation-
ship. The question divided senior officials. ’Rab’ Butler, the Under-
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs recommended that the situation
should be ruthlessly exploited to cause trouble to Germany. His suggestion
that inducing Hungary to armed resistance would be a gain for the British
war effort, no matter how modest, proves that foreign affairs were now
inextricably mingled with defense considerations.55 Robert Vansittart, the
former head of the Foreign Office, also known for his deep antipathy
towards Hungary, also criticized the lack of active British support to
neutrals. After being kicked upstairs to become Chief Diplomatic Advisor
(a role with no direct influence on policy-making) Vansittart had now
evidently taken the opportunity to blame Britain’s diminishing reputation
in the region both on the mismanagement of British foreign policy and
Hungarian revisionism.56

As the debate reached the senior levels the tone became more
pragmatic. Orme Sargent, the head of the Southern Department raised his
voice against jumping into half-baked adventures and immediately
sidetracked Butler’s proposition. Sargent, who harbored feelings of resent-
ment towards the Hungarian elite, mostly due to Magyarization in the late
19th century, did not seem surprised by the Hungarian decision and felt
confirmed in his long-standing suspicions about a German-Hungarian
conspiracy against Romania. His response on the other hand also reflected
his broader understanding of the strategic implications of Hungary’s ‘volte
face’. Sargent was convinced that egging the Hungarian government to
resist Germany was inadvisable, as the short-term advantage of a brief
Hungarian resistance was outweighed by the long-term political dis-
advantage of being once more accused of failing to help a neutral state.57

This statement corroborate Macartney’s argument, which emphasized that
an openly pro-British Hungarian foreign policy in early 1940 would have
been an embarrassment for London, as Britain lacked the means to provide
adequate help. Cadogan wholeheartedly agreed with Sargent, but made an
interesting remark, which puts his earlier appalling opinion about Horthy
into context. He now stressed that a country that was not keen to commit
suicide cannot be treated harshly at the peace conference. Comments such
as this contradict the picture often painted by historians about Cadogan,
whose attitude towards Central Europe and the Balkans have so far been
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judged largely in the light of his often derogatory diary entries.58 From
the outbreak of the war Cadogan was involved in post-war planning to a
great extent and the evidence suggests that he advocated the creation of a
peace settlement which would not have divided the region into victors and
vanquished.59

We know very little about the opinion of Foreign Secretary Lord
Halifax about Hungary in the spring of 1940.60 He seldom minuted
Foreign Office files, and the examination of his official memoranda on
Central Europe and the Balkans do not bringing us closer to his mindset
either. The accuracy of these official memoranda in projecting British
official policy had also been widely questioned by historians. David Dilks
has pointed out that memoranda initialed by Halifax were often compiled
either by Oliver Stanley, Halifax’s private secretary, or by senior officials
in the Foreign Office.61

Indeed, British Cabinet memoranda on the Balkans and Central
Europe in the spring of 1940 are very vague and exhibit a large amount of
indifference. They do not mention the problem of German military passage
at all, but dwell extensively on insignificant issues, such as strong anti-
German feelings in the region and exuded ungrounded optimism about the
temporality of the loss of British prestige.62 Completely disregarding the
implications of the Brenner meetings, these documents did not entirely
exclude the possibility of the Italian protection of Hungary against German
aggression. Considering the fate of Hungary to be an unusually high
priority in Italian policy they expected, or perhaps wished for, a German-
Italian quarrel over Hungary or other positions in the Balkans.63 Another
memorandum in late April similarly misjudged the Balkan status quo, and
Halifax proudly declared that the Balkan Bloc, consisting of Romania,
Yugoslavia, Hungary and Bulgaria, had been created and declared that
British prospects in these countries, with the backing of the Anglo-French-
Turkish alliance, were highly promising.64 Due to the unreliability of these
primary sources, in the analysis Halifax’s opinion, we have to rely on the
scarce number of minutes in Foreign Office files scribbled by Halifax
personally.65 The fact that he mostly only initialed the minutes written by
Sargent and Cadogan, as a sign of concurrence, or simply minuted ‘I
agree’, leave no doubt that on Hungarian matters the Foreign Secretary
largely relied on their viewpoints. These observations attach added
importance to Sargent’s and Cadogan’s opinion in analyzing the official
British opinion of Hungary, all the more so, as in most cases, besides
Halifax, they represented the Foreign Office’s viewpoint at Cabinet
meetings.
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Hungary’s persistent revisionist ambitions, and more crucially
the notion that for its pro-German policy Hungary would be rewarded with
territories at the expense of its neighbours, were now linked with the
German military passage and consequently became the permanent feature
in the British judgement of Hungary. Consequently, this did not only affect
perceptions about Hungary’s future attitude, but also questioned the
viability of Hungary’s earlier territorial acquisitions, the First Vienna
Award and the occupation of Ruthenia, which were now seen as proof of a
long-term German-Hungarian collaboration. Cadogan, Sargent and other
senior policy-makers were convinced that for allowing a military transit
through her territory Hungary would receive Eastern Slovakia as a re-
ward.66

Even though the British foreign policy-making elite now seemed
to have lost faith in Hungary, their reaction to a yet mostly unknown
Hungarian proposition, from a very different quarter, suggests that the lack
of trust was only felt towards the current Hungarian political elite.
Historiography usually suggests that Count Mihály Károlyi, the contro-
versial and left wing president of Hungary after the Great War (1918-19),
had only taken up a political role in the Hungarian anti-fascist emigration
in Britain from 1941.67 New evidence however indicates that he was active
as early as April 1940. Urievicz, an emissary of Károlyi, called on the
Foreign Office in late April and requested British approval for Károlyi’s
plan to offer Ruthenia to the Soviet Union in return for a Soviet guarantee
of Hungary’s independence. Minutes suggest that Orchard and Robert in
the Central Department approached Károlyi’s group positively, and were
keen to sound out Urievicz on the views of a Hungarian political group
which opposed both Hitler and the current Hungarian regime, but because
of the current Nazi-Soviet cooperation they were convinced that Moscow
would not support such a scheme, thus Károlyi’s emissary was not
received.68

“Our fate is being decided now between Namur and Sedan.”69 The
Anglo-Hungarian relationship in the first weeks of the Battle of
France

The decisive moment on the Western front came on 10 May, when
Germany launched a major offensive against the Allies. György Barcza in
London, and the Hungarian elite in Budapest, anxiously waited for the
outcome of the battle, praying for an Allied victory. The aim here is to
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determine whether the outbreak of hostilities on the Western front
brought about change in the Anglo-Hungarian relationship, and in what
direction the war pushed the crippled image of Hungary in London.

Immediately before the Battle of France O’Malley sounded out
Teleki on Hungary’s attitude towards the war and Germany, with the aim
to find out whether the Hungarian position had changed towards a German
military transit. The intense conversation highlighted the enormous
contrast between Hungarian and British perceptions about the limits of
acceptable cooperation between Budapest and Berlin. Frustrated over the
lack of information Teleki was providing, O’Malley firmly indicated that
opening Hungarian territory in return for frontier revision in Transylvania
may have grave consequences for the Anglo-Hungarian relationship and
could result in reducing British raw material export to Hungary. A
seemingly very enervated Teleki, frustrated about the British threats,
exclaimed that this would be the best way to push Hungary into Ger-
many’s arms.70

Teleki, guided by the vision of Hungary’s messianic mission in the
Carpathian basin, was convinced that the security of Hungary could only
be guaranteed by the restoration of Greater Hungary.71 O’Malley and key
British policy-makers refused to accept the idea that the purpose of frontier
revision was to build a geographically and militarily strong Hungary at the
expanse of other nations. They were baffled by Teleki’s policy, which
seemingly was even prepared to collaborate with Germany to achieve this
aim.72

The Teleki-O’Malley meeting on 11 May resonates with this
notion. Teleki, once again showed considerable annoyance towards
O’Malley and blamed British lack of support for allowing a German
passage, if they asked. Teleki was particularly adamant, declaring that the
current situation on the Western front was the result of the failure of
Britain and France to check Hitler when it was still possible, and to
address the territorial problems of Central Europe. He also indicated that
he would not accept territory from either Britain or Germany, and hinted
that Hungary now wished to take matters into its own hands.73 The
Hungarian anger and self-pity over Trianon, which earlier was rigorously
projected towards Britain in an attempt to gather sympathy, now in the
dilemma of collaboration or occupation, turned into intense irritation
towards Britain. The argument that Hungary would not defend Romania,
by refusing military passage to Germany, appeared during this meeting for
the first time, and concurrently served as a justification for action towards
London. The fact that the concept only appeared about a month after the
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actual Hungarian decision occured questions whether it was genuine.
Whether Teleki used this argument as a pretext cannot be decided
conclusively, nevertheless it failed to deceive O’Malley and the Foreign
Office, who considered this argument a fabrication.

Teleki, although irritated with British passivity, continued the
policy of reassurance towards London. He sent Béla Randvánszky to
London, with the message that Hungary would protest at a German
military passage, but the regime and Horthy would stay in place to prevent
the appointment of a Quisling government and any Gleichschaltung of the
country.74 The Hungarian born Lady Listowel, who had connections with
the highest Foreign Office circles, was also sent to London to convey
Teleki’s message of continued neutrality in the war. However, as a result
of Hungary’s compliance to a German passage, the Foreign Office
thereafter turned a deaf ear to these pledges and disregarded them as false
promises.75 These missions failed to influence British perceptions, as
Hungarian assurances were intentionally left vague to avoid angering
Berlin with any resemblence to a pro-British policy.76 Also, these ambi-
guous promises were unable to outweigh the official pro-German rhetho-
ric, the Axis friendly tone of the Hungarian press and the violent anti-
Western invectives of Csáky.77 These kind of diplomatic balancing acts
were acceptable for London during the Czech crises of 1938, but since the
outbreak of war it caused intense displeasure.78

The implications of the droit de passage on British Central and South
East European policy and its impact on the Anglo-Hungarian relation-
ship

The Hungarian decision carried profound implications for British Central
and South East European policy. For one, militarily, Whitehall found the
prospect of an effortless German military transit through Hungary
particularly alarming, because it brought the Wehrmacht dangerously close
to Britain’s vital strategic interests in Greece, Turkey and the Eastern
Mediterranean. Politically, Hungary’s acquiescence, and Britain’s inability
to check German expansion in Hungary, could have sent the signal to
Romania, Greece and Turkey that London could do nothing to prevent
them from falling under the German yoke, which would only be avoidable
if they followed the Hungarian example and yielded.  Also, it potentially
provided the German economy access to essential raw materials, such as
Romanian petroleum and agricultural products and non-ferrous metals
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from mines in Yugoslavia. The sharp contrast between the strong con-
demnation expressed behind closed doors in London, and the seemingly
indifferent official reaction points to the curious conflict and interplay of
short and long-term political, economic and military interests in the wider
region, which evidently worked on a far broader scale than the Anglo-
Hungarian relationship. British military strategy in the Balkans is beside
the point here. The aim is to demonstrate the impact of the Hungarian
decision on British policy towards Hungary and the wider Central and
South East European region.

In London, the swift German occupation of South East Europe
appeared to be inevitable as soon as hostilities broke out on the Western
front in May. Based on O’Malley’s alarming accounts and a fresh report
by the British military attaché in Budapest, the possibility of any
Hungarian resistance to a German passage was completely ruled out by
late April.79 One can immediately argue that the Hungarian decision had a
minimal impact on British strategy, due to the fact that after the collapse of
Poland, Hungary and Romania were already written off in military
planning, and that by late 1939 the British also ruled out any possibility of
opening a Balkan front. However, regardless of its military weaknesses,
the British were far from ignoring the political and military possibilities
the region had to offer in the war. The immediate primary concern was the
probable discouraging effect of Hungary’s decision on Romania’s
determination to resist German aggression. With the aim to increase the
prospects of armed Romanian resistance, London went out of its way to
assure Bucharest of British support. Moreover, to avoid disheartening the
Romanians it was decided that all efforts should be made to prevent the
news from reaching Bucharest.

The prospect of Hungarian yielding also had a significant impact
on Anglo-Hungarian trade. Earlier, Hugh Dalton, the Minister of
Economic Warfare, was convinced that by offering supplementary export
and import quotas, Hungary, which was in desperate need of raw materials
to modernise its industry and army, could be encouraged to resist German
aggression. Now, reflecting on the new situation, Dalton reversed his
viewpoint and proposed the complete suspension of all war material
exports and that further import quotas should be refused.80 By comparison,
the Ministry of Supply was apparently still very interested in maintaining
trade-relations unchanged, as it was keen to secure the import of
mechanical parts and ammunition from Hungarian arms manufacturers.
Thus, they recommended refraining from diplomatic protests or imposing
an economic embargo in order not to compromise trade with Hungary.81
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In the interwar period the Foreign Office was not in a position
to influence British trade policies, which was a rather intriguing charac-
teristic of the British foreign policy-making process, but on this occasion
the direct intervention of Halifax provided an exception. The Foreign
Office unanimously agreed to maintain a rigid set of criteria in trading
with Hungary in the future; contraband-control remained tightly enforced
and exceptions were not allowed.82 War material exports to Hungary in
excess of pre-war levels were also prohibited, but even though Halifax and
the senior officials of the Foreign Office were convinced that strength-
ening the Hungarian Army with war-trade would eventually strengthen the
Wehrmacht, which after the probable occupation of Hungary would disarm
the Hungarians, war material trade remained largely unrestricted.83 The
top-secret scheme of importing Bofors air-defence guns and ammunition,
manufactured in Hungary under Swedish licence, for the defence of
Britain and Portugal seemed to have a critical role in the decision to
maintain friendly diplomatic relations with Hungary and for keeping war-
trade unrestricted.84 Halifax was very interested in acquiring these guns
from Hungary and believed that putting political and economic restrictions
on the Anglo-Hungarian trade would cause resentment in Budapest, which
could endanger the Bofors scheme.85 In order to help the deal, Halifax and
the War Office both expressed their willingness to satisfy future Hungarian
requests for increased import quotas, if it would facilitate the
manufacturing of the Bofors guns.86

Whitehall’s disapproval of the constant flow of overtly anti-
Hungarian newspaper articles in the British press, which kept reiterating
the possibility of a German-Hungarian military alliance, also demonstrates
the utmost determination to avoid compromising friendly relations with
Budapest. For instance, in early May, the Evening Standard enthu-
siastically claimed that Hungary aimed to regain Transylvania with
German assistance, and would allow a German military passage through
its territory in return.87 Barcza, being completely unaware that Hungary
provided a military carte blanche to Germany, as standard procedure,
vehemently protested against the publication of the article, which, he
believed unduly put Hungary in a negative light.88 Even though Cadogan
grew more and more certain about a German-Hungarian military coopera-
tion against Romania, to maintain cordiality between London and Buda-
pest, he acceded to Barcza’s request and took steps to prevent any
recurrence.89

For all these reasons, O’Malley was instructed to maintain friendly
relations with Budapest, and was advised that instead of issuing an official
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diplomatic démarche, British reservations should only be raised in a
personal letter to Csáky, which nevertheless should highlight the
inconsistency of Hungary’s move with the concept of neutrality. 90

However, in the longrun, the matter proved to be a critical water-
shed in the Anglo-Hungarian relationship and made a dramatic impact on
British perceptions about Hungary and regional policy alike. Primarily, it
raised doubts about the earnestness and trustworthiness of the Hungarian
elite, which brought questions about Hungary’s post-war social and
political structure to the forefront. Furthermore, the earlier tacit consent to
Hungary’s recent territorial acquisitions now came under review in
London. It is becoming increasingly important to review the enduring
viewpoint of this era’s historiography that Hungary’s adherence to the
Tripartite Pact in November 1940 and the participation in the invasion of
Yugoslavia in 1941 were ultimately responsible for the deterioration of the
British view of Hungary. The evidence set out here strongly suggests that
allowing access to Hungarian territory had a more far-reaching impact on
British opinion.

The Foreign Office blamed Hungary’s increasing cooperation with
Germany on Horthy’s apparent reluctance to commit Hungary against its
powerful neighbour, which was believed to be the result of the Regent’s
inherent admiration of German militarism and his continued inability to
control the pro-German elements of the army’s high command. Also,
senior policy-makers viewed Horthy’s subservient attitude as the natural
continuation of the German-Austro-Hungarian military alliance in the
Great War, a notion, which in British perceptions determined Hungary’s
place on Germany’s side in a future conflict and became responsible for
seeing Hungary as unreliable. Since Trianon, senior officials often referred
to Hungary as one of the main culprit of the Great War, a country, which
deserved dismemberment at Trianon due to the impatient Magyarization of
its minorities in the dualist era. Hungary’s current behaviour consolidated
these deeply held perceptions.91

Teleki’s positive image in London also crumbled. The Central
Department, which oversaw Czechoslovak and Hungarian affairs, until
now expressed its appreciation for all the work Teleki had done for
Hungarian independence and neutrality. However, after this shift in
Hungarian foreign policy Roberts and Orchard uttered their deepest
disappointment and irritation over Teleki’s dubious conduct.

These developments had a profound impact on the dwindling
Anglo-Czechoslovak relationship, which since the outbreak of the war had
been deeply troubled over the issue of the status of the Czecho-Slovak
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émigrés in London. Edvard Beneš, the last Czechoslovak president and
now head of the Czech émigrés, demanded the repudiation of the Munich
Agreement and the recognition of the Czecho-Slovak National Committee
as a legal government-in-exile. Suspicious about his political machinations
and keen to avoid being drawn into political and territorial commitments,
the British until then exhibited extreme reluctance to recognise this émigré
group, but increasing German-Hungarian collaboration eventually broke
the deadlock. Upon receiving news of the Hungarian decision about the
passage of German troops through Hungary, Roberts and Orchard, guided
by the strategic priority to find allies on the continent, now recommended
that more support should be given to nations, such as the Czechs, which
were ready to make sacrifices for the Allied cause. 92

Hungary’s “unreliability” as a potential partner in the struggle
against Germany set British Central European policy in motion. Since the
Munich Agreement, in order to keep its options open, in official
communications London was careful to appear neither pro-Czech nor pro-
Hungarian. Until March 1940 the same caution was recognisable towards
the Hungarian-Czechoslovak territorial dispute, and its arbitrary settlement
in November 1938, the First Vienna Award.93 The new situation changed
the way London perceived Prague’s and Budapest’s future role and weight
in post-war Central Europe. Roberts, who previously exhibited strong
reservations about Beneš, now insisted on abandoning impartiality in the
Hungarian-Czechoslovak rivalry and recommended that soothing
Hungarian anxieties regarding the developing Anglo-Czechoslovak friend-
ship or the future Czechoslovak frontiers was now unnecessary as Hungary
had committed itself on the side of the enemy.94

British Central European priorities shift: the changing significance of
the German military passage through Hungary

Hungarian historiography did not recognise that until the ‘droit’ affair the
Czech émigré question in London had a Hungarian angle, and London was
reluctant to decide between Prague and Budapest.95 In early July however,
at the recommendation of Halifax, the Cabinet decided to recognise the
Czecho-Slovak National Committee as the provisional government of the
Czecho-Slovak peoples.96 The reasons for the decision were both strategic
and political. As a result of the defeat of France and Hungary’s openly pro-
German policy, Halifax stressed that the opinions of Paris and Budapest
could now be ignored.97 Despite the recognition, London still explicitly
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refused to commit to the future frontiers of the Czecho-Slovak state, but
compared to 1939, when similar reservations were expressed, the question
lost its Hungarian dimension. 98

We have noted the disagreement between O’Malley and the
Foreign Office about the direction of British policy should take over
Hungary. Now, the recognition of the Czech émigrés brought the differ-
ences to the surface, which eventually clarified the impact of the droit de
passage on British perceptions over the question of the future of
Hungary’s recent territorial gains. Earlier in February Sargent had noted
his dissatisfaction over O`Malley’s pro-Hungarian inclination and minuted
with discontent that “[…] the Hungarians have an eloquent advocate in the
person of His Majesty’s representative”.99 Later in July Sargent was
particularly annoyed over O’Malley’s recommendation that in order to
prevent Hungarian flirtations with Germany Hungary’s territorial claims in
Transylvania should be officially supported.100 Due to O’Malley’s pro-
Hungarian views on frontier revision, and perhaps to avoid his unneces-
sary protests, the Foreign Office deliberately failed to inform him that the
Czech émigrés would receive recognition. O’Malley, on receiving the
news felt let down and deprived of any opportunities to sooth Hungarian
anxieties or to influence Hungarian foreign policy.101 One of the most
significant results to emerge from this spat was that during the ensuing
discussion, the Foreign Office categorically asserted that the Hungarian
decision to grant military passage to Germany in April crucially influenced
the decision to recognise the Czecho-Slovak Committee as a provisional
government.102

Before the French defeat, while the British Expeditionary Force
was standing and fighting on the continent, the Hungarian attitude in the
matter of German military passage was of primary importance in British
Central and South East European policy. However, after the Allied
collapse the question seemed to be less pressing in terms of strategic
planning. For this reason, and also due to the fact that the passage did not
occur, British official criticism of Hungarian policy had somewhat
softened by the autumn of 1940. Thus, when German troops passed
through Hungary via Romania in October en masse the matter did not
disturb the Foreign Office to the same degree as it did earlier in April. (By
agreeing to the German-Italian arbitration of the Hungarian-Romanian
territorial dispute, the Second Vienna Award, Hungary consented to allow
the transfer of German troops to Romania).103 By the turn of the year, the
use of Hungarian territory lost most of its strategic implications, but as we
would see, regardless of the evidently softened disapproval of Hungary’s
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foreign policy, resentment towards the Hungarian elite had not changed
and for this the decision to allow a German passage remained responsible.

Hungarian historiography has shown considerable confusion about
British policy towards Hungary in late 1940 and early 1941. András Bán
and Ignác Romsics interpreted the prolonged debates within the Foreign
Office, a common mechanism of policy-making in London, as the sign of
intense fluctuation and inconsistency in official policy. Bán and Romsics
percieved the formulation of British opinion as a series of balanced and
meticulous debates, a series of consensus achieved by the painstaking and
equal participation of the Cabinet, the Foreign Secretary and the Foreign
Office, which considered every possible scenario to reach a wise and
sensible decision. In effect, the process was largely the uncoordinated
interaction of governmental departments and influential officials.
Decisions, particularly on secondary issues such as Hungary, were often
made hastily, based on limited information by the department heads of the
Foriegn Office, without consulting higher authority. The Foreign Secretary
and the Cabinet only dealt with Hungarian questions when they gathered
primary importance in regional war strategy.

For these reasons, view-points of the military passage varied
significantly depending on the participants of discussions and how it
related to British grand strategy at the particular moment. For instance,
nobody has taken the trouble to juxtopose the correspondence of the two
departments responsible for the region, the Central and Southern, which
long had been quarelling about the direction of policy towards Hungary.
This debate became particularly prominent from late 1940. Such analysis
would have revealed that the issue of a German military passage does not
only serve as a barometer for the Anglo-Hungarian relationship but also as
a the showpiece of the dynamics of British grand strategy in the region,
and as a window to the workings of the British foreign policy-making
process.

Neither Bán nor Romsics realised that the Southern and Central
Departments were at odds over the policy Britain should follow towards
Hungary. A comparison of the Central Department’s policy in the
Hungarian-Czechoslovak relationship with that of the Southern, which
dealt with the Hungarian-Romanian dispute separately, indeed projects the
distinct impression of confusion in British policy. In January 1941 Britain
severed diplomatic relations with Bucharest claiming that Romania
became the base of the German army. For this reason, the Central
Department, although still critical about the the pro-German attitude of the
Hungarian elite, recommended a friendly policy towards Hungary, which
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in effect demonstrates the diminishing significance of Hungary’s earlier
stand on the military passage. Bán mistakenly interpreted the contrast
between Cadogan’s disapproval of the Second Vienna Award in
September 1940 and Makins’ positive tone towards Hungary in early 1941
in the Central Department as a positive shift in British opinion. During the
course of the first three months of 1941, Makins and Roberts, the senior
officials of the Central Department, articulated a surprisingly lenient and
friendly tone towards Hungary.104 They blocked the request of the
Treasury to freeze Hungarian financial assets in London - moreover their
tone occasionally suggested that they were toying with the idea of basing
British post-war Central European strategy on a strong and territorially
bigger Hungary.105

On the other hand, from 1941 Orme Sargent, the head of the
Southern Department, strongly pressed for a pro-Romanian policy in the
Hungarian-Romanian territorial dispute over Transylvania. He constantly
used the Hungarian decisions made in April and October about a German
passage as the basis of his anti-Hungarian tone. He was startled that
London still maintained contacts with a country that allowed the easy
passage of Nazis towards the Mediterranean.106 Vansittart shared Sargent’s
view-point and also recommended that diplomatic relations with Hungary
should be immediately severed, as the Hungarian elite was completely on
the side of Nazi Germany and thus the country was under enemy
control.107 Roberts, who defended Hungary and explained that the country
was only a corridor for Germany, not like Romania, immediately sidelined
these arguments.108

It seems curious that Makins and Roberts, who arguably carried
less influence in decision-making at Cabinet level than Sargent, managed
to lead the formulation of policy towards Hungary in the early months of
1941. It is not our aim to enter into a prolonged analysis of the British
foreign policy-making process but to point out that until the attitude of
Hungary became a primary concern in the Yugoslav crisis in April 1941,
the Foreign Office, particularly its Central Department, was allowed to
direct the conduct of policy. When in April the German aggression in the
Balkans seemed imminent, the defence of Yugoslavia and Greece became
a primary British strategic interest, and thus Cadogan, Eden and the
Cabinet overruled the recommendations of the Central Department and
decided that attaining allies on the continent by supporting Yugoslavia was
more important than securing the friendship of Budapest. Hence
diplomatic relations with Budapest was broken off on 7 April for the
reason that Budapest allowed Hungarian territory to become a German
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base in the assault on Yugoslavia. In April 1941 the shift in the strategic
situation in the Balkans necessitated the adjustment of British priorities.
Consequently, the Anglo-Hungarian relationship became subordinated to
these.

Conclusion

Many historians have criticised Britain because it expected second-ranking
powers to make sacrifices on the altar of the Allied cause.109 The evidence
set out here suggest that these claims are unteanable in the case of
Hungary, which during 1940-41 was never asked to follow an openly pro-
British policy or to declare war on Germany. Both O’Malley and Barcza
stressed on numerous occassions to the Foreign Office that with a British
promise of the revision of the Trianon frontiers Hungary could have been
instantly turned against Germany. This card however was never played by
Whitehall. The evidence suggests that through diplomatic channels Buda-
pest was strongly urged to resist German political, and economic pressure,
and to deny the right of military passage, but direct threats or military and
other promises were never used to influence the direction of Hungarian
foreign policy.

This article has also re-examined some of the statements made by
British and Hungarian historians and by scrutinising a large number of
hitherto unused sources has concluded that Teleki did not decide to pursue
a closer cooperation with Germany as the consequence of the Allied defeat
in France, but he did so because Hungary had lost Italy’s support after the
Brenner Conference. This study has argued furthermore that providing
transit right for the Wehrmacht in April 1940 became a turning-point in the
British perceptions of Hungary, which consequently was viewed by senior
decision-makers as a country that had been drawn into the German orbit by
its own choice. One of the most significant findings to emerge from the
analysis of the question of the ’droit’ is that the new evidence presented
here now clearly explains the radical contrast between the positive British
opinion of Hungary in early 1940 and the condemnation of the Second
Vienna Award in August 1940. This, until now, has only been explained
by the vague and generalizing argument that Hungary followed an
increasingly pro-German policy.

This study does not trace the development of British policy after
1941, but it emphasizes that as a consequence of the ‘droit’ affair, trust in
the Hungarian political elite as a reliable partner had already been shaken
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by mid-1940 and in British official circles the justification of Hungary’s
territorial acquisitions were already being debated and questioned. This
attitude essentially prevailed until the Paris Peace Conference in 1947.

The analysis of the British reaction to the question of military
passage has also provided a window through which the labyrinth of the
British foreign policy-making process towards Central Europe and the
Balkans could be better understood. It demonstrated the contrast in the
workings of Whitehall between the day-to-day conduct of foreign policy
towards second-tier regions, such as Central Europe, and crises, when
imperial priorities were threatened, such as during Hitler’s Balkan cam-
paign of April 1941. The reaction to any German military transits through
Hungary changed accordingly.110
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