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Hungarians and Americans or, at least, Hungarians and Americans who were 
knowledgeable about the world, have known about each other ever since the 
birth of the American Republic. However, the awareness about Amerika by the 
less then highly-educated members of the Hungarian public did not start to 
emerge until the 1840s, while a similar knowledge about Hungary in the US was 
not born until the visit of Louis Kossuth to the American Republic in 1851. 
Thereafter, certain historical developments tended to rekindle the mutual interest 
of these two nations in each other. In Hungary, the great expansion of economic 
opportunities in the United States during the last decades of the 19th century 
attracted attention, as did America's gradual rise to great power status in the first 
half of the 20th century. In the United States, the coming of thousands of the 
refugees of the 1848-1849 Hungarian War of Independence, the participation of 



many of these ex-soldiers in the American Civil War and, in the three-and-a-half 
decades before 1914, the arrival of over a million economic migrants from 
Hungary, contributed to a greater interest in, and knowledge of, things Hungar-
ian. In the twentieth century, Hungary's role in the international arena also 
attracted the attention of America's diplomats and statesmen, and after the 
Revolution of 1956 in Hungary, of the wider American masses as well. Further 
increasing American awareness of Hungary and Hungarians was the influx of 
two new waves of Hungarian newcomers, after the Second World War and, more 
importantly, in the wake of the 1956 uprising, respectively. 

Despite these historical contacts and interactions, the images Hungarians 
and Americans had of each other were often imperfect and incomplete. They 
were in many cases mere stereotypes. Little attention has been paid by histori-
ans to the evolution of the mutual views or, more precisely, of the mutual 
stereotypes that Magyars and Americans held of each other through the ages. 
The works reviewed here each contribute, to a greater or lesser extent, to the 
historiography of this subject and are therefore worth examining. 

* * * 

Geza Zavodszky's American Effects on Hungarian Imagination and Political 
Thought documents the fact that interaction between Hungarians and Americans 
existed even before 1848, in particular, that the United States had an important 
impact on the evolution of Hungarian political ideas and public beliefs from the 
time of the Republic's birth to the eve of the 1848 Revolution. To prove this, 
Zavodszky has examined the echoes that political, economic and social develop-
ments and trends in the United States had evoked in Hungary's press and in the 
writings of her political and literary elites. He demonstrates that "Amerika" had 
a profound impact on Hungarian political ideas and provided an impetus toward 
demands for changes in public life, first and foremost in the realm of penal 
reforms. 

In those times Hungarians received information about the United States 
through French, German and other intermediaries, from Hungarian citizens who 
had travelled there (or who corresponded with Americans), and above all, f rom 
travelogues about America written by Hungarians themselves. In this category, 
the most important work was Alexander Boloni Farkas's Utazas Eszak-Amerika-
ban [Journey in North America] (1834), a book which achieved unprecedented 
popularity in Hungary until its further reprinting was banned by Habsburg 
authorities fearful of its pro-republican and pro-democratic sentiments. The 
United States depicted in Boloni Farkas's book became the model that the great 
majority of Hungarian reformers wished to emulate. The impact of a later work, 
Agoston Haraszthy's similarly entitled Utazas Ejszak-Amerikdban [Journey in 
North America] (1844), was less pervasive, although this account alerted some of 
its readers to the economic opportunities provided by the United States, mainly 



because of the keen interest its author seems to have had in making profit while 
touring and learning about America. 

Zavodszky's monograph fills a large gap in the English-language literature 
of the story of Hungary's Americanization, and a smaller one in the history of 
that mega-trend which the author sees as the Americanization of the whole 
world, a process that had started in the eighteenth century and has been acceler-
ating ever since. His book is extensively researched and contains a useful 
bibliography as well as biographical notes (pp. 297-313). It will undoubtedly 
serve a generation of students of the American impact on Hungary of the pre-
1848 era. One can only hope that in the not too distant future, works of this 
nature will emerge also on some of the lesser documented phases of the post-
1848 age. 

* * * 

Professor Wandycz's paper, given as a keynote address in the conference from 
which issued the volume of essays Vampires Unstaked, does not say much 
about American images of Hungary, as he deals with the larger subject of 
French, British and American attitudes to Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, 
but what he says is often interesting. His first conclusion is that "the ignorance 
of East European matters in the West... has not appreciably diminished in spite 
of the emergence of groups of well qualified regional experts." (p. 18). Sec-
ondly, Wandycz argues, the images of East Europe in the West have been, in 
recent decades, more negative than positive." He also suggests, in particular 
reference to the image of Hungarians, that whether their reputation was positive 
or negative, depended in large part on the ideological outlook of the Westerners 
who were passing judgement, (p. 18). 

* * * 

In Vampires Unstaked, Wandycz's paper is followed by Laszlo Maracz's study of 
the Western images and stereotypes of the Magyars. This work suggests that 
Western images of Hungarians through the ages remained rather consistent and 
contained both "positive and negative values," and that shifts between these were 
"triggered" by "political decisions" and changing "attitudes in the West" (p. 26). 
Indeed, it seems that Western opinions about Hungary, from the time of the 
Hungarian "plundering forays" into Western Europe in the ninth century to our 
age, were more the result of deliberately orchestrated propaganda than of actual 
realities. During the 9th century such propaganda was inspired by Holy Roman 
Emperors whose princely rivals had recruited the Hungarians to ravage the 
emperors' lands. In the 17th and 18th centuries, negative images of Hungarians 
were propagated by the House of Habsburg as well as Germans living in 
Hungary, in order to discredit the Magyars' demands for more autonomy within 
the Habsburg realm. Conversely, positive images of Hungarians were promoted 



by popes who wanted their non-Hungarian subjects to follow the example of 
certain particularly pious Magyar rulers, or much later by Western liberals who 
wished to inspire their countries' peoples with the examples set by Hungarians 
struggling for modernization and independence. Later, in the 20th century, the 
image of Hungarians underwent drastic gyrations. English propaganda against 
Hungary started in 1908, at the time when the United Kingdom sought rap-
prochement with Germany's enemies. The war of words began with R.W. Seton-
Watson's Racial Problems in Hungary (1908), which strove to demolish the 
"Kossuth myth" of a liberal Hungary and replace it with an image of Magyars as 
obstacles to progress and oppressors of minorities. This propaganda offensive 
only intensified during the First World War, especially in 1917 when the aim of 
British (and Allied) diplomacy became the destruction of Austria-Hungary and 
the Western public had to be prepared for this event. Negative images of the 
Magyars persisted until the events in Budapest of 1956, after which Hungarians 
became once again positively regarded in the West. After all, they had joined 
the West's struggle against Soviet expansionism. 

In his brief introduction to Vampires Unstaked Andre Gerrits identified 
the volume's first aim as outlining the images that nations of East Central Europe 
have of each other, as well as those that the West has of them. The second goal 
was to determine to what extent these images affected political decisions in — or 
about — the region. The volume at hand has been more successful in accom-
plishing the first of these aims. Concerning the second one, only tentative, and 
not very convincing, answers have been given. Wandycz, for example, points 
out that the negative image of Poles that generally prevailed in early twentieth 
century United States, did not keep America's leaders from supporting the cause 
of Polish restoration in the wake of World War I (p. 11). On the other hand, he 
admits that a favourable public image of a country did not necessarily result in 
vigorous Western action on its behalf when it was threatened by an outside 
power, as had been demonstrated in the case of Czechoslovakia during the 
Munich crisis, and again during the Soviet occupation of Prague in 1968. When 
everything said is taken into consideration, the following query remains basically 
unanswered: would the tens of millions of East Europeans who were left 
stateless by the post-World War I peace settlement — or found themselves living 
as minorities in the nation states of other peoples — have found better treatment 
had their image been a more favourable one in the West? 

* * * 

While Zavodszky's book dealt entirely with Hungarian images of America, John 
F. Montgomery's book (originally published in 1947 by the Devin-Adair publish-
ing company of New York) offers an example of an American's image of 
Hungary. And Montgomery's view is an unusual, almost unique one, offering a 



favourable portrait of both interwar Hungary and, what is more remarkable, of 
her elite, at a time when Western images of Hungary were generally negative. 

It is well-known from about 1910 to 1956, that Hungary did not enjoy a 
favourable image in the West, a circumstance that must have had a very damag-
ing impact on the country's evolution given the fact that it was precisely in this 
period that two peace settlements were imposed on the Hungarian nation. How 
Hungary had lost its previously good reputation in the decade leading up to the 
outbreak of World War I is explained in part by Geza Jeszenszky's excellent 
monograph, Az elvesztett presztizs [The lost prestige].' The decline of Hun-
gary's reputation in Great Britain contributed to a similar decline in the United 
States, especially during the Great War. During the this conflict English propa-
ganda against Hungary reached the United States and was supplemented by local 
anti-Magyar propaganda after the US entered the war against the Central Powers 
in 1917.2 Anti-Hungarian sentiments persisted throughout the post-war years and 
into the 1920s and 1930s. They were reinforced by the propaganda that was 
being spread by former members of the post-war revolutionary regime of Count 
Mihaly Karolyi, as well as spokesmen of the Little Entente countries (the newly-
established Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, and the greatly enlarged Rumania) 
who wanted to make sure that Hungary's reputation in North America and 
elsewhere stayed negative, while those of their own nations continued to be 
favourable. 

With the outbreak of the World War II in 1939, the situation further 
deteriorated, as the American public came to associate Hungary with the coun-
tries that had aligned their policies with those of Nazi Germany. In December 
of 1941 Hungary's reputation in North America reached its nadir when the 
American Republic became involved in the world conflict after the attack on 
Pearl Harbor by Japan, and after Hungary's government — imitating the example 
of Nazi Germany and fascist Italy — declared war on the United States. During 
the three years that followed, Hungary was seen as Hitler's ally, and greater 
credibility was gained by those who wished to condemn Hungary or, at least, her 
ruling elite. The Hungarian emigre left went into high gear with its anti-Horthy 
propaganda, lead by such publicists as Oscar Jaszi and Rusztem Vambery.3 

These voices were echoed by Little Entente spokesmen, in particular by Eduard 
Benes during his tour of the United States and Canada in 1943. 

Fortunately for the people of Hungary and Hungarian immigrants in 
America, the leadership of the US was not uniformly anti-Hungarian in senti-
ment. In Washington in particular, some sympathy remained throughout the war, 
if not for the Hungarian government then for the people of Hungary and 
Hungarians in general. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, despite his unde-
served reputation among Hungarians as a Hungarophobe, was not antagonistic to 
the Hungarian nation. When Hungary's government declared war on the United 
States in December of 1941, he was instrumental in delaying a US declaration of 
war on Hungary, saying that the people of that country had nothing to do with 
the government that allied itself with Nazi Germany. The US declaration of war 



was only issued half-a-year later. It should also be added that Roosevelt 
supported the idea of restoring the Austro-Hungarian empire in one form or 
another after the war 4 

While the US President was not entirely unsympathetic to Hungary and 
Hungarians, many of his officials were. Among these were Sumner Welles, the 
Under-Secretary of State; Hamilton Fish Armstrong, the editor of the State 
Department's journal Foreign Affairs', and Alan Cranston who worked in the 
Foreign Newspapers section of the Office of Wartime Information for a better 
part of the war. One fairly influential American who was an exception in this 
respect, and was an avowed supporter of Hungary throughout these years, was 
J.F. Montgomery. 

John Flournoy Montgomery was born in 1878 into an "old-stock" 
American family. He started his career in sales and business management and, 
for much of his early adult life, was an executive with various subsidiaries of 
what later became the giant Nestle Food Company. Throughout the years, he 
was a supporter of the Democratic Party. In fact, soon after the Democratic 
electoral victory in 1933, Montgomery resigned from most of his business direc-
torships and accepted President Roosevelt's offer to become the American envoy 
to Hungary.'' 

From 1933 to 1941, when he was recalled from Budapest, Montgomery 
kept sending reports to Washington that revealed his sympathies for Hungary and 
most of her leaders. In fact, for Montgomery, the popular practice in English-
speaking countries of labelling Hungary a "backward, feudal" land, was a 
convenient ex-post-facto justification for the ill-treatment which that country had 
received in the post-World War I peace settlement. And, he continued to express 
these views, both in newspaper articles and in State Department circles, after his 
departure from Budapest. On one occasion at least, Montgomery took on the 
task of defending Hungary's leaders against allegations made against them by 
members of the Hungarian emigre left in the American English-language press. 
His most important act in support of Hungary and its pre-1944 regime, however, 
was the writing of the book: Hungary, the Unwilling Satellite. Unfortunately for 
Hungarians, the book did not appear in print until after the war's conclusion. 
Accordingly, it could not make an impact on American public opinion during the 
negotiations in 1945 concerning a post-war settlement in East Central Europe.6 

In his book, Montgomery denied that Hungary was a "feudal" and 
"fascist" state, as her detractors would have had the American public believe. 
He argued that, for much of the time he had been in Budapest, the Hungarian 
regime strove to maintain a free hand in foreign policy. "Up to the time when 
Germany and Italy were pushed together by force of events, Hungary could and 
did balance between the two.... This policy... gave Hungary... considerable liberty 
of action...." (p. 18). But Montgomery reserved most of his persuasive skills for 
a condemnation of the treatment that Hungary had received at the end of World 
War I: 



[In 1919-1920] [w]e Americans were ordered to love Czechoslovakia, 
Rumania and Yugoslavia and to applaud the ill-treatment meted out to 
Hungarians... We did. We bowed reverently to the fact that one 
[ethnically] mixed community, Austria-Hungary, was replaced and ab-
sorbed by a number of states, three of which,... were no less mixed than 
the dissected empire had been.... [W]e bowed to this settlement. To be 
quite exact, we did not care.... If it suited the British and French to put 
millions of German-Austrians and Hungarians under Czech rule, Hunga-
rians under Rumanian, and Croats under Serbian domination, why 
should we be squeamish? But having helped our allies to win, we had 
our share of responsibility in the results of victory. We should not have 
washed our hands of all the injustice committed.... 

Even before Hitler shocked us into realizing our blunders, the truth 
had dawned upon some Americans... Businessmen, having visited first 
Croatia and then Serbia, or first Transylvania and then old Rumania, 
would ask... why advanced races had been put under the rule of [rela-
tively] backward ones.... 

People deprived of their livelihood by their neighbors never even had 
a hearing. At the same time, those who profited by the victors' arbit-
rary discrimination showered us with an unceasing flow of propa-
ganda.... the object of which was to keep what had been seized.... 

Having been American Minister to Hungary from 1933 to 1941, my 
regular post of observation... was Budapest. It was a unique post 
because the Magyars,... were always aware of being between the two 
fires of German and Russian imperialism. During those years, most of 
us saw only one fire, the German one. Hungary's vision was far ahead 
of ours. Had we listened to Hungarian statesmen, we should perhaps 
have been able to limit Stalin's triumph in the hour of Hitler's fall. 

[B]etween the two wars,... from my watchtower on the Danube... 
what I witnessed was a tragic and insoluble conflict between fear and 
honor, in which fear was bound to win. It is an undeniable fact that on 
many occasions those who had been treated as stepchildren by the 
Western powers in 1919 showed more loyalty to the Allied cause than 
their spoiled favorites did.7 

In his final condemnation of the post-World War I peace settlement with 
Hungary, Montgomery asks the pertinent question: "Would it not have been 
better if we had opposed the arbitrary discrimination indulged in by the surgeons 
of 1919, who thereby afforded Hitler his most powerful arguments?"8 

As has been mentioned above, Montgomery's view were rare if not 
unique among American officials during and immediately after the Second 
World War. The general attitude to Hungary, and especially to her interwar and 
wartime regime, was one of hostility and derision. It had to be the outbreak of 



an anti-Soviet revolution in Hungary in 1956 that would alter American attitudes 
to the country and its people. 

The re-publication of Montgomery's little-known 1947 book will be 
welcome news for those who feel that Hungary had too much negative publicity 
as a result of her participation in the Second World War. 

The works reviewed here, despite their varying lengths and differing 
scholarly qualities, are useful contributions to the subject of the images — and 
stereotypes — that Hungarians and Americans have of each other. While they 
close some of the gaps in the literature of this subject, they leave ample room 
for further research. 
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