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Part I 
The Road to War 

Introduction 

National calamities of vast proportions are not unusual in 
Hungary's history. The Tatar conquest, the Turkish wars, the 
struggles against the Hapsburgs had all caused innumerable 
casualties and large-scale devastation. Both in terms of its 
immediate impact and long-term consequences, the Second 
World War was still another of these great calamities for 
Hungary. Military losses were huge. In January and February of 
1943 for example, over 100,000 Hungarian servicemen were 
lost —killed, missing or captured —when the Second Hungarian 
Army was destroyed in the massive Soviet breakthrough on the 
Don River.1 Hungary's civilian casualties, incurred mainly 
during the final phases of the war, are estimated to have been just 
as severe while about half a million people —mainly Jews — 
perished in German concentration camps.2 A similar number of 
people were lost by Hungary as a result of the exodus of refugees 
that took place at the end of the war. 

Physical destruction was also very severe. Allied bombers and 
Russian artillery left many of Hungary's cities in ruins. As they 
retreated, the Germans stripped the country of resources and 
equipment —including some 500 factories—and destroyed what 
could not be removed: bridges, power stations and whatever else 
could be of use to the enemy. War damage and German 
removals are said to have amounted to 40 percent of Hungary's 
national wealth at its 1944 level. 3 

As if these losses were not enough, the country continued to 
suffer as a result of Soviet occupation. The initial looting by the 
rank-and-file was followed by the organized confiscation of 
Hungary's wealth and resources by the occupying military 
authorities. A large part of what was left of the country's industry 
was put under Soviet military management and was forced to 
produce mainly for the occupying power. Additional wealth was 
extracted from the country under the label of reparation 



payments owed to the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and 
Yugoslavia. Not surprisingly, Hungary's economy soon reached a 
state of near-total collapse: by the end of 1945 the rate of infla-
tion amounted to 15 percent per hour. 

One of the most obvious long-term consequences of the war for 
Hungary had been the re-establishment of the territorial 
arrangement in East Central Europe which had been proclaimed 
by the Treaty of Trianon of 1920. This meant that the lands that 
had been returned to Hungary between 1938 and 1941 were once 
again assigned to the country's neighbours. Millions of 
Hungarians were placed under foreign rule again, rule inspired 
in some cases by a heightened spirit of revenge. Czechoslovakia, 
in particular, embarked on a campaign of repression against her 
Hungarian citizens.5 What happened to that country's Magyar 
residents in the wake of the war was just an indication of the fate 
that could await unprotected minorities in East Central Europe 
in the postwar era.6 

The most important consequence of World War II for 
Hungary was the transformation of the country into a client state 
of Soviet Russia. This was a fundamental geopolitical change. 
Having been part of the eastern protective frontier of Western 
Europe for centuries, Hungary became part of the western 
defensive perimeter of the new colossus of the East. This strategic 
transformation was accompanied by equally dramatic changes in 
the country's internal affairs. In forging a "socialist society" in 
Hungary, the Soviet Union, through its Hungarian communist 
allies, systematically destroyed many centuries-old institutions 
and replaced them with ones that had few if any roots in 
Hungarian history. The Churches, the press, the universities, the 
professions, etc., were subjected to strict state control. At the 
same time, established Hungarian traditions such as a multi-
party system and a vibrant intellectual life were stifled under the 
forcibly imposed straightjacket of Marxist-Leninist dogma. More 
important still, for many years persistent efforts were made to 
isolate Hungary from Western ideas and influences and thereby 
to severe her centuries-old links with Central and Western 
Europe. 

Naturally, this view of the Second World War's impact on 
Hungary is not shared in its entirety in communist countries. 
There, Hungary's socialist transformation is proclaimed to have 
been a beneficial development. Accordingly, the Soviet 



occupation in 1945 is portrayed as a "liberation" rather than still 
another of those national calamities that befell Hungary from 
time to time in her long and troubled history. That the war itself 
was a great tragedy for the Hungarian nation, is of course 
commonly accepted by communist commentators and historians 
as well. 

The responsibility of the Hungarian people, and especially, of 
Hungary's leaders, in bringing about their country's participation 
in World War II, this most tragic episode of modern history, has 
attracted the attention of many historians inside and outside of 
the frontiers of Hungary. It is generally admitted that 
throughout the years leading to Hungary's entry into the 
war —and even after it—two sets of factors existed which 
determined Hungary's involvement — or continued participation 
— in the conflict. One set of factors were beyond the power of 
anyone in Hungary to influence, while the other consisted of 
those that the Hungarian nation, or at least its leadership, should 
have been able to control. Where historians disagree is in 
determining which factor belonged to which of these two basic 
categories. To put it another way, some historians feel that 
Hungary and her leaders could do very little to influence the 
circumstances that led to the country's tragedy while others 
believe that a part of Hungarian society, in particular the 
political and military elite, was, through acts of omission or 
commission, primarily responsible for the fate that befell the 
nation. 8 

The factors that are commonly considered to have caused, or 
at least contributed to, Hungary's involvement in World War II 
can be characterized as being either primarily external in nature, 
or predominantly internal. Into the former category belong such 
historical circumstances as the international organization of East 
Central Europe at the time: the division of this region into hardly 
viable, small nation states. Other such factors were the existence 
of international rivalries, massive irredentas, economic underde-
velopment, in this zone of tension wedged between Germany and 
Russia. Many of these problems have been ascribed to the 
inadequacy of the order that had been devised for East Central 
Europe by the peacemakers after World War I, but it is evident 
that some serious problems would have existed in this region even 
if a wiser and more just peace settlement had been imposed in 
1919-1920. 



Among the "internal" factors making for Hungary's involve-
ment in the war the first that has to be mentioned is probably the 
universal resentment felt by Hungarians for the post-World War 
I peace settlement. This feeling united Hungarians in a way they 
had never been united before, at least not for a long period of 
time in their history. The political atmosphere and realities this 
sentiment created in Hungary were probably the most potent 
factors shaping the country's foreign policies in the period under 
consideration in this volume. But revisionism, as the politics of 
seeking a change in the peace settlement was known in Hungary, 
need not have led to an outright military alliance with Germany; 
thus it is revisionism by other than peaceful means that can be 
more appropriately labelled as a factor making for involvement 
in the war. Other internal factors were divisions within Hun-
garian society, often precisely over this question of peaceful 
vs. non-peaceful revision. One of the most important of these 
divisions was the rift between Hungary's military and civilian 
leadership. 

The milestones of Hungary's descent to the status of a Nazi 
German satellite are familiar to most students of Hungarian 
history. Some of them are discussed in fair amount of detail by 
the authors in this volume. Nevertheless, it may be useful to 
review them briefly. It can be argued that the process really 
began in 1938. This is not to dismiss the numerous 
factors —international, economic and ideological —which made 
for Hungarian-German collaboration before that year but there 
was no hard evidence until then that Hungary could be made a 
tool of German ambitions. In this respect Hitler's occupation of 
Austria was an ominous development. It made Hungary 
contiguous with the Third Reich. In the realm of international 
relations, it proved the supremacy of German influence in 
Central Europe. Italy, which had opposed Anschluss in the past, 
abdicated its position as a major power in the region. Internally 
the Austrian Anschluss strengthened those elements of Hungar-
ian society which favoured closer cooperation with Germany: the 
increasingly radicalized ethnic German community, and the 
pro-Nazi parties within Hungary's body politic. 

An even more important development in 1938 was the Munich 
crisis. This was one of those events in diplomatic history in which 
there were far fewer winners than losers, one which disappointed 
almost everyone, excepting those misguided people who really 



believed that the agreement assured "peace in our time." It is 
perhaps a little known fact that the man who was probably most 
disappointed by the settlement was Hitler himself. The records 
of German-Hungarian discussions at the time strongly suggest 
that Hitler's real aim was not a negotiated settlement, 9 but a 
limited, victorious war which would disprove and therefore 
silence those in his entourage who kept cautioning him about 
probable great-power intervention on behalf of the small 
countries of East Central Europe. A "diplomatic solution" of the 
Sudeten issue deprived Hitler of a good excuse to attack 
Czechoslovakia. Of course, he made the best of his " tr iumph" 
over the British, French and the Czechs, and further consolidated 
the Reich's diplomatic ascendancy in Central Europe. 

The country that lost most at Munich —aside from Czechoslo-
vakia—was Hungary. Only a few months earlier that country 
stood on a proud plateau of its interwar diplomatic history. It 
had reached an agreement, the so-called Bled accords, with its 
Little Entente neighbours. At the same time it was being offered 
a military alliance by the Third Reich, the region's only great 
power. But the German offer was rejected and within several 
weeks Hungary's international position took a dramatic turn for 
the worse. In the Munich agreement, Germany's and even 
Poland's claims against Czechoslovakia were satisfied, but not 
Hungary's. This was a bitter pill to swallow for the country that 
probably had the most justified claims against Czechoslovakia. 
In the end, Hungary's case was considered, and some territory 
was returned to her through the First Vienna Award, but it was 
amply evident that all this was partly a handout from Hitler, a 
favour granted by a great power to a small one. Later it became 
increasingly obvious —as Dr. Wagner points out in his paper — 
that Hungary's continued enjoyment of that favour was 
conditional on good behaviour. The German leaders would 
never forget—and would f rom time to time remind the 
Hungarians—that when Germany had wanted Hungary's milit-
ary cooperation, it was not offered. It is not an exaggeration to 
conclude that Munich marked the beginning of the end of a truly 
independent Hungarian foreign policy, one which had been 
promulgated to a large extent on the mistaken premise that the 
Western democracies, especially Britain, could and would exert 
an influence in the affairs of East Central Europe. It is not 
surprising that in the wake of Munich, Kalman Kanya, the 



architect of this independent foreign policy, had to leave 
office.10 

Despite the setbacks Hungarian diplomacy suffered in the fall 
of 1938, throughout 1939 a semblance of independence was 
maintained by Hungary —so much so that when in March of that 
year Hungarian forces re-occupied Subcarpathia, the impression 
was maintained in Budapest that the move was made on 
Hungary's initiative in disregard of Hitler's wishes. In reality, the 
occupation was secretly though reluctantly consented to by the 
Germans and constituted still another of those handouts by the 
Germans for which Hungary's leaders were expected to be 
eternally grateful. 

It was through this process of peacemeal and on the whole 
peaceful revision that Hungary, slowly and almost impercepta-
bly, drifted into the Axis orbit. The next milestone along this 
road —as Dr. Balogh explains in her study —was the crisis that 
culminated in the Second Vienna Award and the most damaging 
one, was Hungary's involvement in the Yugoslav campaign. That 
crisis, also linked to the issue of territorial revision, cost the 
country much of its reputation as well a Prime Minister Pal 
Teleki's life —through suicide. It also set the stage for the final 
and irrevocable involvement in the war less than three months 
later. 

It might be asked at this point whether it would have been 
possible for Hungary's statesmen to halt this process of 
increasingly closer association with Germany. The answer to this 
question probably has to be negative. First of all, few people at 
the time thought that this friendship would lead to serious and 
undesirable consequences, including the loss of the country's 
independence. Secondly, the success of the policy of treaty 
revision was predicated on German support and treaty revision 
could not be abandoned. As Professor Vardy points out in his 
paper, the desire for reunion with Hungarians beyond the 
borders of Trianon Hungary was a national obsession in interwar 
Hungarian society. It would be safe to say that no Hungarian 
government that failed to espouse revisionism had a chance to 
survive. Each and every Hungarian leader was expected to seek a 
remedy for the country's tragedy: a peace settlement which had 
left the nation "mortally wounded." Few in the country could 
imagine that what appeared to be the only cure for this state of 
affairs —revision in collaboration with Germany —could turn out 



to be worse than the disease. Moreover, before the days of 
impending German domination of East Central Europe, 
Hungary's governments had sought to foster revisionist senti-
ments in their country. When the German danger became acute, 
revisionism became dangerous, but it could not be stopped as 
national public opinion could not be turned around. In a sense 
then, on the eve of war, the Horthy regime became the victim of 
its own propaganda. In this sense, the tragedy of Hungary's 
interwar leadership was of its own making. 

Although by June of 1941 the process of Hungary's transforma-
tion into a German client state was well advanced, especially in 
matters pertaining to international relations, the abandonment 
of the last pretence of neutrality did not come about easily. As 
some of the authors point out in this volume, Hungary's leaders 
entered the war reluctantly, and only in the midst of great tension 
and confusion. Even after the start of the German-Russian war, 
they tried to prolong their country's neutrality but abandoned 
their efforts as a result of a series of extraordinary developments, 
culminating in an air-raid against targets in north-eastern 
Hungary, not very far from the Soviet border. 

This raid, particularly the bombing of the city of Kassa 
(Kosice), constitutes the immediate cause — or excuse as some 
historians would say — of Hungary's final involvement in the war. 
Although a largely unexplained event which is still the object of 
controversy particularly in the West, there are a few facts that 
can be told about it with some degree of certainty. The attacks 
took place in broad daylight, in the early afternoon of the 26th of 
June, 1941. Near the town of Raho, right on the Russian border, 
a passenger train was attacked. Some sources talk of an attack on 
Munkacs, a larger town at some distance from the frontier. 
Substantial damage was done only in the provincial centre of 
Kassa, about one hundred kilometers further west, very near the 
Slovak border of 1941. In fact Kassa had been one of the cities 
returned to Hungary by the Vienna Award of 1938. There, some 
thirty bombs were dropped, causing loss of life and considerable 
destruction. The planes, according to the vast majority of 
reports, were twin-engined monoplanes, and they had ap-
proached the city from the southeast and departed in the same 
direction. Reports on their markings are contradictory. The 
bombs they dropped were 100 kilo bombs. An unexploded bomb 
was dug out and photographed. The pictures show a bomb with 



Russian inscriptions. The raids were reported to military 
headquarters in Budapest as unprovoked Russian attacks, and 
the Hungarian government decided to declare the existence of a 
state of war between Hungary and the Soviet Union as a result. 
That decision constituted the last milestone on the road that led 
to Hungary's involvement in the Second World War. 

Two papers in this special volume of HSR examine the long 
term origins of Hungary's involvement in the war. Two others 
deal with the background of the incident that was the immediate 
cause, while the last study is devoted to the events of June 26, 
1941 alone, as well as the historiographical mysteries that 
surround it. The question of revisionism as a national 
phenomenon in interwar Hungary is examined in the first of the 
papers dealing with the long-term origins of Hungary's 
involvement in the war. In his study, Professor Vardy surveys the 
birth and evolution of the "Trianon syndrome" in Hungarian 
society. He analyzes the impact that the dismemberment of the 
country by the peacemakers had on the national psyche, and 
particularly on a very influential intellectual, historian Gyula 
Szekfu. Vardy points out that the lesson Szekfu and many of his 
followers drew from the First World War and its troubled 
aftermath was that Hungary's tragedy came at the moment she 
became dissociated f rom Germanic Central Europe. The 
implications of such teachings were momentous. There can be 
little doubt that many of Szekfu's readers concluded that 
Hungary's tragedy could be reversed only if she regained her 
historic association with the German world. 

While Professor Vardy examines the impact of an act of 
international politics on national attitudes and consciousness, Dr. 
Balogh describes how the latter eventually expressed themselves 
in the conduct of Hungary's foreign relations. Peaceful revision, 
she points out, became possible only when the post-World War I 
order began disintegrating in East Central Europe. Even then, it 
was a very difficult proposition, as Hungary's leaders had to 
exploit opportunities created by the German assault on the 
Versailles system without bringing disaster upon their country, 
such as involvement in war, the impairment of national 
independence, or the loss of the goodwill of the great powers. For 
some time, and to some extent, the Hungarian leadership was 
successful in this difficult undertaking, but then its luck ran out. 
Dr. Balogh argues that by 1940 the Hungarian policies of 



peaceful revision had become counterproductive. In particular, 
the diplomatic manoeuverings that led to the Second Vienna 
Award alienated great power opinion and accelerated the process 
of Hungary's satellitization. I1 

Dr. Balogh's paper on diplomatic history is followed by one 
touching on the subject of civil-military relations in the same 
period. While Dr. Balogh explored the contribution made by 
Hungary's diplomats to their country's drift toward war, 
Professor Sakmyster examines the similar efforts of some soldiers. 
He does this with special reference to the final act of this drama, 
the Kassa bombing and the declaration of war on the U.S.S.R. 
His paper then, is both a study of the long-term origins of 
Hungary's entry into the war, and an examination of the 
historical roots of the immediate cause of involvement. The story 
he tells differs from the one related by Dr. Balogh. Hungary's 
diplomats allowed their country to drift towards disaster to a 
degree —perhaps a large degree —unwittingly, while the soldiers 
Dr. Sakmyster talks about deliberately sought their country's 
entry into the war on Germany's side. His argument is that the 
Kassa bombing was probably a plot hatched by two or perhaps 
more Hungarian officers stationed in Berlin, and carried out by 
the German secret service (the Abivehr). All this seems to have 
been done behind the backs of these men's military superiors, and 
certainly without the knowledge of Hungary's civilian leaders. 

A very different explanation is given about the Kassa 
bombing's historical origins by Dr. Wagner. He also believes that 
the incident was the consequence of a conspiracy, but he argues 
that it was prepared and carried out entirely by the Germans, 
probably in retaliation for the reluctance Hungary's civilian 
leaders had shown in the past when Germany had asked favours 
of them, especially proofs of solidarity with German military 
ventures. At the end of his paper Dr. Wagner reveals 
information he had obtained during and after the war (much of 
it while he had served in Hungary's diplomatic service) 
suggesting that the Kassa raid had been carried out by German 
agents operating from Slovakia. 

The last paper deals with the Kassa incident itself, as well as 
the theories that have been advanced about it since 1941. Unlike 
the studies by Drs. Sakmyster and Wagner, it argues that there 
are reasons for doubting the conspiracy hypothesis. It also puts 
forth a possible explanation why the belief that the bombing had 



been a plot gained almost universal currency among Hungarians 
both in emigration and in Hungary. The Kassa raid may or may 
not have been the result of a plot, the paper concludes, but there 
certainly seem to have been plots to make us believe that it was. 

Differences among the five studies in this volume are obvious. 
They are written from different perspectives, with different 
emphases, and often with widely differing underlying assump-
tions. The latter is especially evident in the three papers touching 
on the immediate origins of Hungary's involvement in the war. 
Their authors, while not claiming to know all the mysteries of the 
Kassa raid, incline toward endorsing three very different 
explanations. Despite these differences, a common theme does 
appear to run throuh all five of these studies. They all describe 
an aspect or part of a great human tragedy. Professor Vardy 
explains how a great national calamity — the Treaty of Trianon — 
generated something akin to a collective political neurosis in 
Hungary. Dr. Balogh describes how the country's leaders, 
afflicted with an obsession about treaty revision, drifted closer 
and closer to the German orbit despite their beliefs in national 
honour and independence. Professor Sakmyster cites the 
examples of officers who, in their zeal to "right the wrongs of 
history," conspired to drag their country into the war in disregard 
of the wishes of both government and people. And Dr. Wagner's 
paper points out that the Germans possessed ample means of 
forcing Hungary to cooperate with them whether she wanted to 
do so or not. 12 In a sense, all these papers describe the 
desperate and, in the end futile quest of a nation for 
self-determination and justice in a world dominated by forces 
beyond the power of any small country to influence. 

N.F. Dreisziger 
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