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Part II 
The Search for Peace 

Introduction 

The less than four years that separate the summer of 1941, when 
Hungary became involved in the war, and the spring of 1945, 
when the war ended, constitute one of the most fateful periods of 
modern Hungarian history. These years witnessed the loss of 
much of Hungary's youth, the country's occupation by German 
forces, the deportation and subsequent extermination of the 
majority of the Hungarian Jewry, the destruction of many of 
Hungary's cities, and finally, the imposition of an occupation 
regime by the Soviet Union. For convenience's sake, this 
momentous period may be divided into shorter time-spans 
coinciding with the administration of the men who headed 
Hungary's wartime governments. The first of these, the Bardossy 
period, lasted from June of 1941 to March, 1942. This was 
followed by the two years of Miklos Kallay's premiership. Then 
came Dome Sztojay's term in office (March-August, 1944), 
followed by the short-lived government of Geza Lakatos 
(August-October, 1944). Finally, the last months of the war saw 
the regime of Ferenc Szalasi. 

While Prime Ministers came and went in Hungary, the 
dominant figure of the country's historical evolution until 15 
October 1944 was Miklos Horthy, the Regent. Although he 
probably did not relish this exalted role, the crises brought on by 
the war had thrust him into a position of increasing influence and 
enabled him to command more respect and awe than did any 
other Hungarian inside or outside the country. In reality then, a 
periodization of Hungary's wartime history would be more 
accurate if it were based on the twists and turns of Horthy's 
political outlook rather than on who headed the government. 
This is especially true of the last seven months of his regime when 
he was no longer always able to exert influence over the 
composition of his government due to increased meddling by the 
Germans. 



While the principal figure of the Hungarian political scene in 
1941-44 was Horthy, the dominant political issue was the 
question of participation in the war. Every Hungarian public 
figure in this period felt compelled to weigh the pros and cons of 
this issue, and come to some decision on the desired nature and 
extent of this participation. Most of them were eventually 
forced — by their own consciences or as a result of pressure from 
others —to grapple even with the question of ending their 
country's involvement in the war altogether. 

The essays in this part of this special volume deal with various 
aspects of wartime Hungary's quest for the curtailment of the 
country's participation in the war. T h e history of this quest has 
been told before.1 Thus most of its details are known. 
Nevertheless, a survey of its highlights might be useful as an 
introduction for the lay reader or as a review for the professional 
historian. 

As has been pointed out in the introduction to the first part of 
this volume, most of Hungary's leaders never really relished the 
thought of making common cause with Germany in a European 
war. One of them, Pal Teleki, even took his own life to protest 
the prospect of his country abandoning the policy of neutrality. 
Notwithstanding Teleki's sacrifice, the policy of non-involvement 
in Germany's military ventures was abandoned by Hungary, 
above all in the decision of June, 1941 to join the war against the 
Soviet Union. The extraordinary circumstances of that decision 
have been discussed in detail in Part I of this volume. 

The wisdom of joining the war, not adequately considered in 
those crises-ridden days of June, 1941, was soon questioned by 
Hungary's leaders. Even before the Germans suffered any serious 
reverses, some of Hungary's leaders realized that the decision to 
enter the war was a mistake, and began devoting their energies to 
devising plans for dissociating Hungary from the Axis war effort. 
This soul-searching among Hungary's leaders, and especially by 
Horthy, coincides with the Bardossy period mentioned above. It 
resulted in an important decision that manifested itself above all 
in changes in the composition of the country's civilian and 
military leadership. By the end of this period, the chief architects 
of Hungary's involvement in the war, Laszlo Bardossy and Henrik 
Werth, were no longer in office. 2 

If the months of Bardossy's wartime administration constitute 
the gestation period of the Hungarian decision to reverse the 



country's war policy, the two years of Miklos Kallay's rule can be 
characterized as the time of search for the ways and means of 
implementing that decision. In the final analysis, this search was 
unsuccessful. Ideas regarding the limiting and even ending of the 
Hungarian war effort were plentiful, but their implementation 
more often than not proved very difficult. Obstacles to 
disengagement were numerous: the most formidable were the 
strategic realities. As long as all or most of East Central Europe 
was firmly in the hands of the Wehrmacht, there could be no 
Hungarian defection from the Axis, the most Hungary could do 
was to reduce her support of the German war machine. Another 
major obstacle was the attainment of some kind of an agreement 
with the Allies. Part of the problem was arranging and 
conducting secret negotiations with Allied representatives. 
Another was the fact that the Allies spoke with many voices. 
Then there was the phenomenon of the Hungarians making what 
they considered to be significant moves toward disengagement, 
only to be told that what they had done was not enough to earn 
the respect of the Allied governments. 

Frustrated by these obstacles, the Kallay government made 
only limited gains in its quest to redefine the Hungarian 
involvement in the war. Limited though these gains were when 
seen through the eyes of those who expected a complete 
turn-about in Hungary's allegiance, they represent a remarkable 
feat of political maneuvering when seen in the context of the 
general European situation of the time. Perhaps the most 
important of the Kallay government's achievements was the 
cessation of hostilities with the Western Allies. British and 
American aircraft, for example, could fly over Hungarian 
territory undisturbed. In return, Hungary was spared strategic 
bombing for the time being. A change came on the Russian front 
also. There, what was left of the Hungarian forces after the 
winter of 1942-43 were withdrawn from fighting and were 
assigned to occupation duties. Other concessions by the Kallay 
regime were Hungarian help to Yugoslav partisans, and 
favourable treatment of British and American POWs who had 
escaped to Hungary from German camps. On the home front, 
Kallay's policy of gradual dissociation from the war manifested 
itself in a liberal treatment of opposition elements, of refugees 
from German-controlled lands and, relatively speaking, of 
Hungarian Jews. As a culmination of its policies, the Kallay 



administration became involved in a scheme calling for Allied 
paratroops landing in Hungary, and a decision to order home all 
Hungarian units from Russia. 

Not surprisingly Hitler learned of these plans and his patience 
ran out with the ever-reluctant and "double-dealing" Hungari-
ans. He decided to invade Hungary and to occupy her in 
conjunction with Rumania and other Axis satellites. In the end 
cooler heads prevailed in Berlin and the planned invasion was not 
put into effect. Instead, Hungary's leaders were summoned to 
Salzburg and were told that as long as they complied with the 
German government's wishes their country's invasion and 
dismemberment by its neighbours could be avoided. Even before 
the Salzburg discussions were concluded, German troops poured 
into Hungary effecting a quick and practically bloodless 
occupation. 

Among the conditions imposed on occupied Hungary were the 
appointment of a government acceptable to Hitler, and the 
"solution" of Hungary's Jewish question according to German 
wishes. Dome Sztojay, a former Hungarian minister to Berlin, 
was appointed Prime Minister. Next, the round-up and 
deportation of Jews was started under the watchful eyes of 
"experts" from Germany headed by Adolf Eichmann. 

In the spring and early summer of 1944 it seemed that the last 
had been seen of the Hungarian plans to leave the Axis. In the 
second half of the summer, however, these hopes were reborn, 
mainly as a result of a further deterioration of Germany's 
strategic position. The first significant development was Horthy's 
decision to abandon his self-imposed (since the start of the 
German occupation) withdrawal f rom politics, and to intervene 
personally in the deportation of the Jews. As a result, the Jews of 
Budapest escaped the horrible fate that befell their less fortunate 
co-religionists in Hungary's provinces. 3 Next, Horthy replaced 
Sztojay with General Geza Lakatos whose secret task was to effect 
Hungary's defection f rom the Axis. 

From the very start, the Hungarians' expectations were 
disappointed. They kept hoping for divisions of British and 
American paratroopers to land in Western Hungary, and they 
wanted a negotiated armistice. They were told that sending 
Western forces to Hungary was out of the question and that a 
Hungarian surrender had to be unconditional. In the end, the 
Lakatos government began secret armistice negotiations with the 
Russians. 



While one group of Hungarians was preparing the defection, 
another group conspired with the Germans to effect a wholesale 
change in Hungary's leadership. In the end, it was this 
German-backed group which succeeded. 4 Within hours after 
the announcement of the armistice, Horthy and his associates 
were driven from power and the government was entrusted to 
Ferenc Szalasi and his Arrow Cross Party. With this ended the 
Hungarian quest to terminate involvement in the war through 
action from above. From this time on, Hungarians opposed to 
the German alliance could look only to outright resistance as a 
means of accelerating the process of their country's liberation. 

The histories of Germany's wartime satellites are usually 
discussed in terms of resistance and collaboration. This 
approach proves simplistic and not very useful in the case of the 
Hungary where, in a sense, some of the chief collaborators were 
also the chief resisters. Of course, even within the country's 
leadership it is possible to identify people who favoured closer 
collaboration with Germany, and those who opposed, to various 
degrees, participation in the war. Indeed, many Hungarian 
leaders made the transition from collaboration to being 
opponents of it, and a few behaved in a highly opportunistic 
fashion and changed their position according to the dictates of 
the moment. 5 Considering these facts, the application of the 
term resistance in its most commonly used sense —the one that 
conjures up images of saboteurs and gun-toting partisans —to the 
Hungarian case does not appear useful. In the Hungarian 
context it seems far more appropriate to equate resistance with 
opposition to collaboration. Considered from such a perspective, 
the wartime history of Hungary reveals a complexity that belies 
the simplistic image of the country as Germany's subservient, 
"last satellite." 

What is true in this respect of Hungary's wartime leadership, is 
true also of the country's population. Undoubtedly, most 
Hungarians were ill-at-ease about the war. It is also true that 
they were generally wary about seeing their country transformed 
from being a reluctant German satellite to being a rebellious one, 
as this involved far too many risks. In any case a popular 
rebellion against collaboration made little sense throughout most 
of the war since during the Prime Ministership of Kallay, and 
again under Lakatos, there were repeated rumours of an 
impending deal with the Allies and defection from the Axis. Of 



course, for a while after the German occupation, and again after 
the Szalasi takeover, resistance must have seemed more logical, 
and indeed it did increase as some of the essays in this volume 
point out. But for much of the wartime experience of Hungary, 
active resistance was confined to groups that on the whole had no 
faith in the desire of the country's leaders to be anything but 
Germany's loyal agents. As such groups, including the 
communists, were very small and uninfluential, Hungary's active 
resistance movement was feeble until the final phases of the 
war.6 

The lack of an effective resistance movement did not mean 
that all elements of Hungarian society endorsed the Horthy 
regime's policy of reluctant collaboration. In fact the Kallay 
government's practice of treating with both the Germans and the 
Allies was commonly referred to as the Kallay-kettos, a 
play-on-words on kalloi-kettos, the double dance of Kallo, a 
folkdance from Kallay's home county. Some groups, such as 
opposition politicians, populist writers and concerned church-
men, favoured a more determined effort to dissociate Hungary 
from Germany. Their activities only widened as the crises of 1944 
swept the country. The effectiveness of their work was hindered 
by the mass arrests that were carried out by German security units 
(and their Hungarian collaborators) after the German occupa-
tion and again after the Szalasi coup seven months later. 

One of the papers in this part of our special volume deals with 
an aspect of the resistance instituted by Hungary's government. 
In this study, Professor Istvan Mocsy examines the Kallay 
cabinet's efforts to reach an agreement with the British regarding 
Hungary's defection from the Axis. He points out that while 
unrealistic conditions insisted on by the Hungarian government 
made progress in the negotiations difficult, in the end the quest 
for a deal with the Western Allies failed because it was not in the 
interest of the Soviets, who were able to frustrate Hungarian 
aspirations. Professor Mocsy concludes that both in this matter 
and in the settlement of the postwar fate of East Central Europe, 
it was not the "conduct or desires" of the small nations that 
mattered, "but the interests and the power alignment of the 
Great Powers." 

The three papers that follow Professor Mocsy's work deal with 
the opposition to collaboration that was generated by three 
important elements of Hungarian society: the Churches, the 



intelligentsia and the students. The first of these studies 
examines the attitudes of Hungary's Churches to National 
Socialism and the German war. According to Professor Leslie 
Laszlo, the study's author, the leaders of Hungary's Churches 
were alerted to the danger of German Nazi influence as a result of 
the treatment the Christian Churches received in the Third 
Reich. Hungary's concerned churchmen reacted to the danger 
first by seeking greater cooperation between the Catholic and 
Protestant Churches. At the same time, many churchmen 
condemned the teachings of National Socialism in books, 
pamphlets and in religious periodicals. Under a deeply religious 
and anti-Nazi Prime Minister like Pal Teleki, the Churches 
collaborated with the government in countering radical right-
wing propaganda. Still another sphere of anti-Nazi activity for 
the Church was the combatting of the ever-increasing influence 
of German Nazi ideas among Hungary's ethnic German 
population. 7 

In the next paper, Professor Mario Fenyo, the author of a 
major monograph on wartime Hungarian-German relations, 8 

discusses the subject of resistance among the Hungarian 
intelligentsia. Like the leaders of Hungary's churches, the 
country's intellectuals, in particular several young populist 
writers, perceived the Nazi threat early and tried to counteract it 
by emphasizing in their writings Hungarian values and 
traditions, and the need to preserve Hungary's independence. 
They also continued to advocate social reform and published 
periodicals for the dissemination of their ideas. All this was 
usually done with caution, Fenyo argues, without open 
denunciation of the war and the German alliance. Hungary's 
intellectuals, like their more conservative counterparts in the 
political establishment, preferred methods of peaceful opposition 
to those involving open confrontation. 

The last of the three studies dealing with particular elements of 
wartime Hungary's society examines a group closely linked—both 
temperamentally and professionally — to the intellectuals: the 
country's students. In an autobiographical essay, Professor Janos 
Horvath relates his recollections of the 1944 Hungarian student 
movement for independence. It is with this paper that we at last 
get descriptions of resistance activities in the tradition of the 
struggles of German-occupied, subjugated territories. Horvath 
describes clandestine organizational work, attempts at illicit 



publishing, police raids, arrests, interrogations and, in the case of 
the lucky few such as Horvath himself, escapes. His account also 
speaks of heroism as well as youthful naivete on the part of 
university and college students who conspired against a ruthless 
occupying power (and its local agents) in the name of national 
independence. In the end, the defeat of the Germans and their 
Arrow Cross allies was brought about not by the students (and 
other members of the resistance) but by the Red Army, which 
arrived at the gates of Budapest just as Horvath was being 
tormented by his captors for information on his associates. 
Horvath's paper completes the series of essays which has taken the 
story from Hungary's drifting toward war, to the capture of 
Budapest in the winter of 1944-45. These papers are followed in 
an appendix-like fashion by a documentary article in which 
Professor Laszlo analyses and presents excerpts from the diaries 
of one of wartime Hungary's most prominent men, Prince 
Primate Cardinal Jusztinian Seredi. This evidence, Dr. Laszlo 
argues, helps to dispel the charge made by some historians that 
Hungary's Churches collaborated with the Germans and failed to 
serve the cause of peace. Professor Laszlo's documentary study is 
in turn followed by reviews of books dealing with or touching on 
Hungary's involvement in the Second World War. 

As an epilogue to the story of Hungary's futile quest for a 
timely end to involvement in war, a few words should be said 
about the peace that eventually awaited her at the end of the 
road that she had travelled since 1941. It must be noted in this 
connection that Hungary's ultimate fate was influenced in part 
by two factors. One of these was Hungarian participation in the 
war on Germany's side, while the other was the fact that two of 
the country's neighbours —Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia —were 
considered to be Allied powers. As significant territorial 
adjustments at the expense of victorious powers were unlikely, the 
possibility of territorial rearrangement in the Carpathian Basin 
boiled down to the question of the future of Transylvania. As has 
been seen in Professor Mocsy's paper, in 1943 the British were 
inclined to favour Hungarian claims to much of that land, or 
were willing to allow the re-establishment of an independent 
Transylvania. It is also known that the United States State 
Department at times also expressed similar sentiments.9 

Unfortunately for Hungary, however, the country that had most 
to say about postwar frontiers in the Carpathian Basin was 



neither Britain nor the United States, but the Soviet Union. 
While the British and the Americans could almost look upon 

the territorial division of the Carpathian Basin as a theoretical 
question, the Russians considered this issue to be vital to their 
interests. They no doubt considered this region to be a possible 
staging area for any future attack on their country, and believed 
that one part of it —Subcarpathia —could serve as a "Piedmont" 
for Ukrainian irredentism. For these reasons they, and above all 
Stalin, maintained keen interest in this issue throughout the war. 

Soviet aspirations in the Carpathian Basin can be divided into 
two categories. In some areas the Russians had direct interests, 
elsewhere they hoped to exercise indirect control. Into the 
former category belonged Subcarpathia with its majority 
Ruthenian population. It has been argued that Stalin had 
designs on this land already in 1939. 10 

A region of intense, though indirect, interest to the Soviets was 
Transylvania. On the future of this land Russian pronounce-
ments kept shifting during the war. In 1940, when Moscow 
asserted its claims to certain Rumanian territories (the old 
Russian province of Bessarabia and other regions), the Soviets 
encouraged the Hungarians in their machinations to regain 
Transylvania. A friendly Russian attitude toward Hungarian 
revisionism continued for some time and survived even Hungary's 
joining of the German-Italian-Japanese Tripartite Pact in 
November of 1940.1 1 But good relations between Hungary and 
the USSR, born mainly out of common hostility toward 
Rumania, did not last much longer. They were weakened when 
Budapest assumed a role in the German invasion of Yugoslavia in 
April 1941, and were shattered when Hungary entered the war 
two months later. During the years that followed, Soviet plans 
regarding Hungary evolved partly as a result of consulta-
tions with Eduard Benes of the Czechoslovak government 
in exile. These plans called for the occupation of Hungary 
by Soviet troops alone, the detachment from Hungary of 
the lands she had regained between 1937 and 1941, and the 
expulsion of Hungarians from these and other regions. If there 
were doubts in Moscow about the future of Transylvania, these 
were dispelled when Rumania managed to effect a turnabout in 
her allegiance but Hungary could not. 12 The British and the 
Americans did make some efforts to influence the outcome of 
events but these proved too feeble. As is known, the British 



suggestion to establish a democratic federation in East Central 
Europe (with possible Transylvanian membership) was effectively 
opposed by the Soviets, as was Churchill's 1943 plan to send 
Western troops into the Middle Danube region from the south. 
Mainly because of their military successes, the Soviets were able 
to achieve the region's postwar reorganization single-handedly. 

The new territorial arrangement was legalized by a number of 
international agreements. The Soviet-Hungarian Armistice of 
early 1945 re-established Hungary's frontiers in the North, East 
and South as they had been in 1937. Next, a Czechoslovak-Soviet 
agreement gave Subcarpathia to the USSR. The final settlement, 
in terms of a peace treaty with Hungary, was slower to come 
about, and at times the impression was created in Moscow that 
Hungary had the right to bargain, but in the end all Hungarian 
pleas for favourable consideration of Hungary's territorial and 
ethnic interests were disregarded and the Trianon dictum was 
officially reimposed on the country with one minor exception —a 
border adjustment in favour of Czechoslovakia.13. The pain 
caused by this settlement to Hungarians was aggravated by the 
treatment given to co-nationals in the neighbouring states. In 
Czechoslovakia, for example, their property was confiscated and 
they were deprived of their citizenship (and the rights that went 
with it). Moreover, many of them were expelled from 
Czechoslovakia, or were deported to remote regions of it. 

The reasons for this harsh treatment of Hungary by the Soviets 
(and their East Central European allies) were numerous. The 
"unprovoked aggression" of Hungarians against the USSR had 
probably little to do with it. The Soviet decision to award 
Transylvania to Rumania, for example, was influenced in part by 
Moscow's acquisition of some of that country's eastern provinces. 
Through gaining territories in the West, Rumania's communist-
controlled government could ward off the wrath of the masses 
displeased by the losses in the East.14 In Czechoslovakia and 
Yugoslavia too, Stalin expected pro-Soviet governments to 
emerge after the war, while for some time he was not sure that the 
same would happen in Hungary. Accordingly, Stalin was much 
more eager to appease those countries than Hungary. As regards 
the West's inability to influence the unfolding new territorial 
order in East Central Europe, it must be kept in mind that 
Western military leaders were most reluctant to see wrangles over 
future boundaries in that part of Europe interfere with the 



effective prosecution of the Allied war e f f o r t . A n d by the time 
the war had ended, the Soviets were in complete control of the 
Carpathian area and the West's influence there had diminished 
even further. In this manner, peace did come to Hungary in the 
end. It was a "hostile peace" as one commentator has put it,16 

one that probably exceeded in its harshness the most pessimistic 
premonitions Hungarians may have had about their future 
during the war. 

N.F. Dreisziger 
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