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When Vice-Admiral Miklos Horthy was elected regent of the Kingdom of 
Hungary by that country's National Assembly on March 1, 1920, no one envis-
aged a regency that would endure for nearly twenty-five years. Act I of 1920 
regulated the powers of the regent;1 it did not, however, touch on the question of 
who would fill the empty Hungarian throne. The expectation was that the 
Entente's unequivocal opposition notwithstanding, Charles IV of the House of 
Habsburg, would, in time, be restored. The powers vested in the regent by the 
National Assembly were strictly circumscribed and resembled more those of a 
weak president than those of a constitutional monarch. 

The Regent, however, was voted wider powers that very year.2 Over the 
years, a number of bills would be introduced with the dual aim of giving Horthy 
further powers still, and of settling the issue of succession. The real reason why 
all this was so important was never specified.3 

Horthy himself wanted to solve the question of succession by nominating 
two or three candidates for the regency in his political testament. In 1937, he 
called on the government to work out a bill providing for this contingency.4 

The first draft of the bill on succession stipulated that Parliament (the 
bicameral system had been restored in Hungary in 1926) vote on the Regent's 
nominees in an open ballot. Legally, thus, Parliament was free to contravene 
Horthy's will; within the given political constellation, however, the open ballot 
provision was tantamount to curtailing the Parliament's authority, as the liberal 
Karoly Rassay, president of the Civil Liberty Party (Polgari Szabadsagpart), 
pointed out in the House of Representatives.5 

The politically well-informed claimed to know for a fact that the sole 
purpose of the new bill was to allow the Regent to name his own son to be his 
successor. The assumption was borne out by the circumstance that Act XXII of 
1926 already contained provisions for the election of the new regent in case of 
Horthy's incapacity or death. The new bill seemed to be superfluous and 
unwarranted, and Rassay was not the only one to say so. In the face of this 
resistance, in mid-June, Horthy revoked his permission for Prime Minister 
Kalman Daranyi to present the bill in the Lower House.6 



A few weeks later, the Prime Minister presented a revised version of the 
bill, one that spoke only of the Regent's right to make recommendations as to the 
person of his successor. The Social Democrats and the liberal democratic 
National Kossuth Party (Orszagos Kossuth Part) rejected even this proposal, 
arguing that a new franchise bill — one that would abolish the restrictions on the 
franchise and introduce the secret ballot nation wide — should have been given 
priority. They also wanted to see limitations placed on the Regent's tenure in 
office. The far-rightist Popular Will Party (Nepakarat Part) likewise opposed the 
bill on the grounds that passing it would do away with the temporary nature of 
the regency. 

The Civil Liberty Party, on the other hand, endorsed the bill as one which 
gave the Regent no more than the right to recommend a successor. As such, it 
had propitiously reconciled the nation's esteem for the Regent with securing the 
expression of the nation's sovereign will through Parliament. The Smallholders' 
Party (Orszagos Kisgazdapart) also supported the bill, as did Sandor Ernszt, a 
conservative Catholic delegate, who praised it as a measure which, by perpetuat-
ing the interregnum, served to uphold the monarchy, that "natural deterrent" to 
"the vogue of dictatorship."7 

The law that was passed allowed the Regent to name three nominees to 
succeed him. Both houses of Parliament sitting together had then to vote in a 
secret ballot on whether or not they wished to consider also candidates other 
than those nominated by Horthy. If not, they were to choose one of Horthy's 
nominees in a secret ballot. At least three-fifths of the members of both houses 
had to be present for the election of the new regent to be valid. A National 
Council was to function as head of state until the new regent was sworn in.8 By 
the terms of the succession bill passed in 1937, thus, the Regent's nomination 
carried at most a moral weight, for Parliament was free to veto his nominees, 
and elect its own candidate instead. The bill, however, made no provisions for a 
proxy should the Regent be incapacitated by illness or in any other way. 

In keeping with the provisions of the bill, Horthy nominated three ex-
prime ministers as his possible successors: Kalman Daranyi, Count Gyula 
Karolyi, Sr., and Count Istvan Bethlen. By 1941, however, Daranyi was dead; 
the other two nominees were practically the same age as Horthy, who turned 
seventy-three that year.9 

In autumn of 1941, Horthy was taken seriously ill. In a letter written to 
Prime Minister Laszlo Bardossy in late November, he urged that the matter of 
succession be conclusively settled in his lifetime. Act XIX of 1937, he main-
tained, did not really solve the problem; what was needed was a law that did 
away with the interregnum between the death of one regent and the swearing in 
of his successor. He also took the opportunity to criticize the bill on the grounds 
that his own recommendations were of no real consequence. He asked that 
Parliament choose a vice-regent who would automatically succeed to the regency 
in the event of his resignation. He did not, however, wish to nominate anyone 
for the post of vice-regent.10 



Horthy's concern appeared justified. There could be no doubt that the far 
right would be the first to take advantage of the Regent's incapacity or sudden 
death, and install its own candidate as regent. Chances were that the Germans, 
too, would have used their influence to this effect." 

As General Gyula Kad&r recalled it, the notion that Istvan Horthy, the 
Regent's elder son, be elected vice-regent was first formulated at the home of 
Bela Somogyi, a member of the Upper House.12 Istvan Horthy, for his part, 
turned down the suggestion point-blank.13 The far-rightist ex-prime minister, 
Bela Imredy, the head of the Party of Hungarian Revival (Magyar Megujulas 
Partja), immediately found a willing "alternative," the Habsburg Archduke 
Albrecht, a man of overweening ambition and, as an adult male member of the 
House of Habsburg, automatically a member of the Upper House of Hungary's 
Parliament. 

The idea of instituting the vice-regency and getting Istvan Horthy to fill 
the position had been broached by Horthy's immediate circle as early as 1939-40. 
Making the regency hereditary, so the argument went, would dispense with all 
the turmoil that electing a new regent would involve; it was a way of guarantee-
ing political continuity and stability. During the Regent's lifetime, the vice-
regent would have "the role of a counsellor with no authority and no responsibil-
ities." Istvan Horthy's credentials for the post, they maintained, were undisputa-
ble: he was a man of absolute integrity and unmistakably an Anglophile; his 
person would be a bulwark against the far right, and against the growing German 
pressure. A further consideration in Istvan Horthy's favour was that the Regent 
was the only person in the country who enjoyed the nation's unqualified esteem; 
this esteem would be perpetuated in his son. Finally, Istvan Horthy's election as 
vice-regent would be a significant step toward the establishment of the Horthy 
dynasty.14 

Did Horthy really have dynastic ambitions? An unequivocal answer is 
hard to come by, given the paucity and contradictory nature of the available 
sources. What we do know for sure is that Horthy, in his letter to Bardossy, 
asked that the vice-regent (whose name he did not specify) be invested with the 
right of succession. Obviously, he welcomed the idea that his son should be his 
proxy, for he was a man with whom he could cooperate unreservedly. As 
Horthy tells it in his memoirs, he did not want to be accused of nepotism; on the 
other hand, he could not be indifferent to his son's "personal future".15 The 
Prince Primate, Jusztinian Seredi, recalled him saying: "Everyone who has a 
house wants his son to inherit it when he dies;... that's how he is with the 
regency, which he wants his son to inherit".16 Mrs. Istvan Horthy, the Regent's 
daughter-in-law, was of a very different opinion. Unlike Seredi, she believed 
that Horthy wanted to see a vice-regent elected because of his own advanced 
age. Istvan Horthy's antipathy to the Nazis, his foreign contacts, and the fact 
that he was Horthy's own son made him the most attractive choice, for he was 
someone whom the Regent could trust implicitly. Mrs. Istvan Horthy expressly 
made a point of the fact that the family never entertained the notion of founding 



a dynasty.17 To answer our own question: It seems that Horthy was not the one 
to originate the notion of founding a dynasty, but once the idea of electing his 
son as vice-regent came up, he did not discourage it. 

There was no doubt in Bardossy's mind that Parliament would never 
consent to automatic succession for the vice-regent, given that one would be 
elected at all. Several of Horthy's own advisers — Istvan Bethlen, for one — 
were also against the proposal.18 The Roman Catholic Church also opposed it,19 

as did the liberal opposition, and many members of the Party of Hungarian Life 
(Magyar Elet Partja), the government party. The most vehement opposition 
came from the far right. 

On the matter of the vice-regency as such, the parties were pretty well 
divided. Bela Imredy and the far right backed Archduke Albrecht, a political 
extremist unlikely to have been a good choice. Nor would the British and 
French governments have approved of the election of a Habsburg. Much to his 
surprise, Albrecht got no support from Germany either; Hitler simply refused to 
receive him. Imredy and his party, however, started campaigning for him in 
December of 1941. Imredy had his own personal reason for wanting to thwart 
whatever plans Horthy might have had for his son: he never did forgive the 
Regent for dismissing him from the prime minister's post in 1939. 

The Archduke took particular pains to win the backing of the Arrow-
Cross Party (Nyilaskeresztes Part).20 Ferenc Szalasi, the party's leader, had 
decided against supporting him in the summer of 1941 already, and declared: 
"Sz. [Szalasi] has always known and shall always know who his head of state 
is." On the other hand, Jeno Ruszkay — whom Szalasi would later expel from 
the party — supported Albrecht f rom the start, and consulted on a number of 
occasions with Bela Imredy, the pro-German General Jeno Ratz, and the 
Germans. Though he could not get Szalasi and the party to endorse Albrecht, 
Ruszkay wanted them to at least start a campaign of defamation against Istvan 
Horthy. Szalasi, however, was unwilling to go even this far, hoping to win 
Horthy's favour by backing his son. He sent Gabor Vajna to try to set up a 
meeting with Istvan Horthy, who, however, would have nothing to do with him. 
At this point, Szalasi made a complete volte-face; the party was free to engage 
in a campaign of defamation against Istvan Horthy.21 Fliers flooded the cities 
castigating him as "a thoroughly debased drunkard and an immoral, degenerate 
womanizer", "an Anglophile traitor," and "a dandy with Jewish morals, wallow-
ing delirious in the delights of depravity."22 

The main objective of this campaign, as far as the Arrow-Cross Party was 
concerned, was to curry favour with Nazi Germany. Hitler, however, opted to 
stay on good terms with Horthy. The fliers succeeded only in fuelling Horthy's 
antipathy to Szalasi and his party, and in rallying the Smallholders' and the 
Social Democrats' parties which otherwise would probably have opposed the 
establishment of the institution — to support the concept of the vice-regency.21 

Even Imredy and his faithful denounced the Szalasi party's campaign. 



The government party itself was far from united on the question of just 
who the vice-regent should be. They did not trust Albrecht; but Istvan Horthy 
was suspect as harbouring dynastic ambitions, and a small group within the 
government party took exception to his Anglophile leanings. 

The Catholic Church — headed by the Prince Primate, Jusztinian Seredi 
— also had reservations. Seredi and Horthy had started out on the wrong foot in 
1927, when the Vatican appointed Seredi Prince Primate, and not the Hungarian 
government's and Horthy's candidate, Lajos Smrecsdnyi, Archbishop of Eger. 
Seredi, as sometimes happens with people who unexpectedly find themselves 
appointed to positions of power, uncritically followed the Vatican's bidding, and 
saw Horthy as a Protestant in the first place, and only secondarily as a head of 
state.24 Furthermore, Seredi was a legitimist, and feared that Istvan Horthy's 
election as vice-regent would put an end to the interregnum character of the 
regency, and an end also to the possibility of a Habsburg restoration. As Seredi 
saw it, Istvan Horthy was not particularly popular, and the Catholics of the 
country would have preferred a Catholic vice-regent. Still, if electing Istvan 
Horthy vice-regent was the price to be paid for domestic peace and non-interfer-
ence from Germany, he was willing to pay it: for rejecting Istvan Horthy would 
boil down to a vote of non-confidence for the Regent.25 

The Reformed (Calvinist) Church, particularly Bishop Laszlo Ravasz, 
supported Istvan Horthy's candidacy wholeheartedly. All the leading Reformed 
churchmen signed the paper endorsing the Regent's son as vice-regent. 

The bill concerning the vice-regency was discussed in principle at a 
conclave held on January 20, 1942. Laszlo Bardossy, Minister of the Interior 
Ferenc Keresztes-Fischer, Justice Minister Laszlo Radocsay, Gyula Karolyi, 
Moric Eszterhazy, and Ivan Rakovszky were all who were present. Istvan 
Bethlen had been invited to attend, but his car broke down on the way to the 
meeting (not accidentally, chances are); thus, they consulted with him later on. 
At this closed meeting, the decision was reached to endorse the election of 
Istvan Horthy as vice-regent, but not cum jure successionis.26 

Prime Minister Bardossy summarized the final draft of the bill at the 
cabinet meeting held on January 27. He pointed out that the earlier bills dealing 
with the powers of the regent did not make adequate provision for the Regent's 
proxy. It was a matter that needed to be dealt with without delay, particularly 
since the country was at war. The new bill would be in keeping with Hungarian 
constitutional practice, for until 1867, the Palatine had functioned as the King's 
institutional proxy. The institution of the vice-regency would relieve the Regent 
of the more mundane of his tasks. The cabinet resolved to submit the bill to 
Parliament after having shown it to the Regent.27 

The bill on the vice-regency was framed to guarantee that Horthy's own 
candidate would, in fact, be appointed. It gave him the right to recommend up 
to three people for the post; if he recommended only one person, Parliament 
would have to "elect" him. Horthy's recommendation of even one candidate 
meant that only that one person was in the running, for Parliament could propose 



a candidate only if the Regent submitted no candidate of his own. In that case, 
an endorsement signed by one hundred and fifty MPs qualified one as a candi-
date for the vice-regency. If there was only one candidate, and he had been 
endorsed by over two-thirds of the members present at the opening of that 
particular sitting, no vote was to be taken: he would simply be declared vice-
regent by the Speaker. 

The government party had a clear majority in the House of Representa-
tives, and had been busy winning outside supporters as well. Istvan Horthy 
would have no trouble getting the required two-thirds majority. There was also 
a further safeguard that guaranteed Horthy the last word: the election was valid 
only if the Regent confirmed the results. The powers of the vice-regent, 
however, were rather restricted: his appointment could be rescinded at any time, 
and he would not automatically succeed to the regency. The election of the 
regent was reserved to Parliament, and the vice-regency was to be terminated by 
the inauguration of the new regent. 

The Prime Minister called an inter-party conference on February 6, which 
continued on February 9. Bardossy — aware that there was little popular 
support for setting up the vice-regency — outlined the bill, and asked the parties' 
representatives to vote on the bill without a debate, and to treat its passage as a 
matter of highest priority. Bela Imredy protested against the haste; in his 
opinion a constitutional matter of such weight called for careful consideration, 
and his party definitely wanted to address the issue in the House. He also had 
doubts as to the need for a vice-regency in the first place: the Regent needed a 
proxy only in case of unexpected incapacitation (by an illness, for instance); in 
that case, however, the prime minister could very well take over for him on an 
interim basis. In Germany, too, Imredy argued, the head of state and the head of 
government were one and the same person. Nor did he approve of the vice-
regent's being vested with the powers of commander-in-chief; it was hard to see 
how two people could both exercise supreme command. Andor Jaross, a 
member of Imredy's party, agreed: "The nation, at the moment, is not so united 
in spirit that we could decide an issue of such significance." His reservations 
were shared by the Arrow-Cross representatives who urged that public opinion 
be duly considered in debating the vice-regency bill. 

Support for the urgent passage of the bill came from the Smallholders 
and the Civil Liberty Party, whose spokesmen maintained that passing the bill 
would help to achieve the very unity whose absence Jaross had deplored, and 
that it would add immeasurably to the citizens' sense of security. The Social 
Democrats took no stand at this meeting. Bardossy declared himself ready for 
further consultation with the various party leaders, but reiterated the need for the 
bill's urgent passage. It was resolved to continue discussions on February 10.28 

That very day yet, Bardossy submitted the bill to the House, where it was slated 
for debate without delay.29 

The next day, it was agreed that only the Party of Hungarian Revival and 
the Arrow-Cross Party would address the House apropos the bill, with one 



speaker each. The bourgeois opposition parties and the Social Democrats had 
decided to support the bill. It was a demonstrative stand against the German 
threat, and for the sovereignty of Hungary.30 Horthy and his "conservative 
liberals" were still a deal better, from the Social Democrats' point of view, than 
the far right, and could do with their support. There would be time enough after 
the war, once the far right was eliminated, to join with the Smallholders and the 
democratic liberals to topple the system as a whole.31 

The parliamentary debate on the vice-regency bill took place on February 
10, after the inter-party conference. As soon as the bill had been presented, Bela 
Imredy asked to speak; it was his moral obligation to do so, he said. The 
government, he charged, had presented the parties with a fait accompli; the 
procedure was not exactly what one could call constitutional. In fact, the bill 
before the House was without constitutional precedent, not just in Hungarian 
history,32 but in the history of other nations as well. As Imredy saw it, the vice-
regency bill was, in effect, the duplication of the regent's powers, though he 
conceded that as concerned the letter of the law, the bill contained measures 
aimed at avoiding just this sort of duplication. The Arrow-Cross speaker joined 
Imredy in censuring the bill, and castigated Istvan Horthy, who was "no friend" 
of Germany and, therefor, was unfit for the post of vice-regent. Since no one 
else rose to speak, the House voted to accept the bill in principle,33 

Bardossy replied to the critics at the next sitting of the House, on 
February 12. He declared that the parties had not been faced with a fait accom-
pli:; the inter-party conferences had been their opportunity to discuss the bill. 
Imredy, he charged, had not kept to the agreement reached at the inter-party 
conference; his address had destroyed the solemnity of the occasion. The House 
then voted to pass the bill point by point,34 but that was still not the end of the 
debate as far as Imredy and his party were concerned. Andor Jaross read out his 
statement, and decried the fact that it had only appeared in the National Socialist 
papers, though he had asked for an objective press coverage at the inter-party 
conference. Imredy rose to take exception to the "personal insult" he had 
suffered from Bardossy, and there followed a heated verbal altercation between 
them. Bardossy concluded by noting that the government would see to it that 
the speeches of the Hungarian Revival and the Arrow-Cross Party spokesmen 
would be reported objectively in the press.33 

The Upper House discussed the bill on February 14, and passed it both in 
principle and in points of detail. Horthy's rescript renouncing his right of 
nomination in favour of Parliament was read to the House of Representatives at 
its February 16 sitting.36 Ostensibly, the move was motivated by his respect for 
the sovereignty of the Parliament; in fact, he did not want to nominate his son 
himself. 

Istvan Horthy was elected Vice-Regent on February 19, at a joint sitting 
of Parliament, with two hundred and eighty members of the House of Represen-
tatives and two hundred and three members of the Upper House present. Two-
thirds of them gave Istvan Horthy their written endorsement. Archduke Albrecht 



and other members of the House of Habsburg, Imredy and his party, and most of 
the Arrow-Cross representatives were demonstratively absent. 

The session was opened by Bertalan Szechenyi, the Speaker of the Upper 
House, who proclaimed that the Regent had renounced his right of nomination, 
and that Parliament was free to name its own nominees. At that point Istvan 
Kolcsey called out: "Long live Istvan Horthy!"37 The assembled resolved to 
forego the balloting procedure, and the Speaker declared that Istvan Horthy had 
been elected Vice-Regent by acclamation. The election was confirmed by the 
Regent, and Istvan Horthy was sworn in. 

The following day the Arrow-Cross Party resumed its campaign against 
Istvan Horthy. The far rightist Pesti Ujsdg had a picture of the Vice-Regent, and 
under it the caption "Not welcome", the abbreviated form of "Jewish advertise-
ment not welcome", a notice regularly published in the paper.3" The message 
was unmistakable, but there were no real repercussions; the paper's license was 
suspended only for two weeks. But the Vice-Regent's election also led to a rift 
within the Arrow-Cross Party: Szalasi expelled Ruszkay and Kalman Hubay, and 
all the representatives who had attended the joint session at which the Vice-
Regent had been elected.39 

The Nemzetor (Guardian of the Nation), the official paper of the Party of 
Hungarian Revival, reported on the election without much enthusiasm.40 In a 
letter dated February 20, the party's own "favorite", Archduke Albrecht, told 
Horthy that he thoroughly disapproved of his son's election. 

The other parties swallowed whatever reservations they might have had, 
and accepted Istvan Horthy as Vice-Regent. 

The Kis Ujsag (Little Paper), the Nepszava (The People's Word), the 
Magyar Nemzet (Hungarian Nation), the Esti Kurir (Evening Courier), the 
Fuggetlenseg (Independence), and the Pesti Hirlap (Journal of Pest) all ex-
pressed their high esteem of the Vice-Regent. The Nepszava and the Esti Kurir 
emphasized that Horthy was a mechanical engineer, and as such, had worked 
alongside the working class; he knew their problems, and was sensitive to their 
needs. He was also a fine soldier, something particularly important for a deputy 
head of state in times of war.41 The Fiiggetlenseg expressed its hope that the 
"glorious edifice" begun by the Father would be continued and brought to 
"glorious completion" by the Son.42 There was no question that Istvan Horthy 
was seen as the future Regent. The Magyar Nemzet published a list of those 
who had endorsed Istvan Horthy's election. Ferenc Chorin and Samuel Gold-
berger, the two Jewish members of the Upper House, however, were left out, as 
were some of the major opposition politicians: Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky, Karoly 
Rassay, Zoltan Tildy, and Istvan Vasary. It could hardly have been a coinci-
dence.43 

There was no great enthusiasm for the new Vice-Regent among the 
military. General Ferenc Szombathelyi, who had been appointed Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff on Istvan Horthy's recommendation, supported him, 
obviously; but most of the officer corps was indifferent. The rightists among 



them were wont to be of the same mind as Imredy and the Arrow-Cross.44 One 
of the reasons Istvan Horthy would have to go to the front was to win the 
respect of the army. 

The Axis powers reacted to the Vice-Regent's election pretty much as 
could be expected. The German press simply reported the event with cool 
detachment. Andor Hencke, the member of the German Foreign Ministry's 
political department stationed in Budapest, wrote two reports on Istvan Horthy 
on February 21. He emphasized that everyone, save for "the Jews and the 
aristocrats," was upset with young Horthy's election, for he was known to be an 
Anglophile. As Dietrich Jagow, Germany's ambassador to Budapest, reported to 
the German Foreign Ministry, Horthy's former English contacts were good 
reason to suppose that he still sympathized with the British. At the same time, 
he was sure that as a responsible Hungarian statesman, Istvan Horthy would 
back the Bardossy government's Germanophile policies.45 

Though there was no official German reaction, Goebbels, the German 
Minister of Propaganda, reflected candidly on Istvan Horthy in his diary. The 
Hungarian Regent's elder son was a "Jew-lover," an Anglophile to the bone, 
uncultured and politically ignorant; in short, he was a man the Nazis would have 
trouble with, if ever he succeeded to the regency. Wartime, however, was not 
the time to deal with matters of this sort; they'd have to make the best even of a 
Vice-Regent so little to their liking, and put off any action that might need to be 
taken until after the war.46 

The Italian press reported on the Vice-Regent's election in a much more 
favourable light. It pointed out that Hungarians had always set great store by 
tradition and continuity. They could hardly have found a better man than Istvan 
Horthy, who was a modern man to his fingertips 47 Count Ciano's diary, on the 
other hand, paints a less enthusiastic picture. Istvan Horthy, Ciano wrote, was 
totally unsuited to the role of Vice-Regent. But in electing him, the Italian 
Foreign Minister noted, Hungary was taking an anti-German stand of sorts.48 

The Allies did not attach any particular importance to the event. Great 
Britain considered itself at war with Hungary since December of 1941, and The 
Times carried only a brief article on the election.49 

Shortly after he was elected Vice-Regent, Istvan Horthy, a Lieutenant in 
the Hungarian Air Force, asked to be sent to the Russian front. He wanted to 
get some first-hand experience of the situation there. He hoped that as Vice-
Regent, he might be in the position to influence an eventual armistice or peace 
treaty, and did not want to lay himself open to the charge of having had no 
experience of military affairs.50 He died in action on August 20 when his plane 
crashed near Aleksejevo-Lozovskoje. His hopes — and the hopes attached to 
him — died with him. 
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