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Writing a work of synthesis is one of the more daunting tasks a historian can
undertake. When done correctly it requires the mastery of a broad range of
relevant secondary sources and the ability to integrate the material into a
narrative that is both accessible and interesting to readers who are not
specialists in the topic. The author’s difficulties are notably increased when
the topic is bristling with controversy, as is the case with the history of
Hungary in World War II. Deborah Cornelius has successfully met this
challenge and written a book that meets an important need. No other book in
any language provides such an authoritative and comprehensive overview of
Hungary during the great cataclysm that was unleashed in 1939. The only
other directly comparable work is one published in 1987 by the Hungarian
historian Gyula Juhász, but it was not designed for a broad audience and is
now outdated.1 Another Hungarian historian, Ignác Romsics, has offered a
valuable, but relatively short, overview of the topic in his excellent book on
the history of 20th Century Hungary.2

In researching and writing her book Deborah Cornelius has skilfully
integrated the scholarship of several generations of historians who have
pondered the problems of Hungary in the era of the two world wars. She
draws on the work of C. A. Macartney and his successors in the West, as well
as the publications of those historians born in Hungary who pursued their
careers in Western Europe or North America. As the book’s extensive
bibliography reveals, Cornelius has also familiarized herself with the vast
output of historical work on the topic by Hungarian historians both before and
after 1989. Furthermore, because the book is meticulously footnoted, the
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reader is able to identify the source of particular quotations or assertions,
something that is not always the case in works of historical synthesis. To
construct her narrative Cornelius relies mainly on published monographs and
articles, but the book is strengthened by occasional citations of archival
material and by very effective use of memoirs and autobiographies. Quotations
from such first-hand accounts enliven the narrative and at times offer new
perspectives on and insights into otherwise familiar events.

Nearly one-fifth of Cornelius’s over 500 page book is devoted to the
legacy of World War I, the peace settlement, and developments in Hungary
during the inter-war period. Relying heavily on Margaret Macmillan’s study of
the Paris peace conference, the author explains how the Treaty of Trianon,
which created sizable Magyar minorities in the Successor States, was
formulated and approved by the victorious Great Powers. Though scrupu-
lously even-handed in her narrative, she makes it clear why most Hungarians
regarded the peace settlement as “an inexplicable miscarriage of justice.” (p.
27) In discussing the psychological impact of the Great War and the partiti-
oning of Hungary, Cornelius makes deft use of quotations from memoirs and
interviews she conducted to illustrate the plight of those Hungarians who
chose to migrate to Trianon Hungary rather than live under foreign rule. Some
found it difficult to acclimate to their new surroundings, such as the Protestant
woman from mountainous Transylvania who felt uncomfortable in the largely
Catholic city of Szeged on the plains. Others felt unable to identify with the
multi-ethnic capital city, Budapest, which somehow did not seem Magyar in
the same way as Kolozsvár or Pozsony.

Cornelius’s treatment of the interwar period for the most part covers
familiar ground, with an emphasis on how the fixation on territorial revision
led Hungarian leaders to make a devil’s pact with Hitler’s Germany. The
author is particularly effective in explaining the rightward drift of Hungarian
political life and the growing appeal of right-wing radicalism. Economic issues
are not dealt with in detail, but the author makes the incisive point that the
collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire disrupted trade patterns and made
Hungary extraordinarily dependent on foreign trade and the vagaries of the
world markets. Considerable attention is given to an interesting discussion of
interwar populist and youth movements, topics on which Cornelius has
published extensively. Yet there are occasional imbalances in coverage.
Several pages are devoted to an interesting but disproportionately long section
on the International Eucharistic Congress of 1938, yet much less attention is
given to the role of the Christian churches in everyday society and the
development of Christian nationalism.3 Similarly, although the growth of anti-
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Semitism and the genesis of anti-Jewish legislation receive careful attention,
the reader learns almost nothing of the Jewish community itself.

In her description of the way in which Hungary recovered some of its
lost territory in 1938 and 1939, Cornelius is both thorough and dispassionate.
Thus, while noting that Hungarians understandably rejoiced in the return of
Ruthenia and southern Slovakia, the author points out the subsequent
problems when Hungarian officials realized that for the most part Hungarians
who had lived in Czechoslovakia enjoyed a higher standard of living and a
more advanced social welfare system than their counterparts in truncated
Hungary. Furthermore, the Hungarians of Slovakia had, in the opinion of
many Hungarian leaders, been “contaminated by Czech ideas,” which led the
Hungarian government to treat the newly recovered land as an “occupied
territory.” The Slovaks, of course, deeply resented the loss of territory and the
appearance of arrogant Hungarian gendarmes, who invaded schools and
destroyed Slovak language text books, announcing that “you can’t use these
anymore.”(p. 97) Nor were the “liberated” Hungarians fully satisfied. An
official report in late 1938 suggested that the enthusiasm of the Hungarians in
the recovered territory was waning, for many believed that “under the twenty
years of Czech rule they had never been so cheated as in the days after the
Hungarian occupation.” In her effort to be completely even-handed in
discussing what has always been a highly contentious issue, Cornelius goes so
far as to conclude that in retrospect “it was a mistake that the Hungarians were
not more generous to the Slovaks in the first Vienna Award.” (p. 93).

The core of Cornelius’s book, chapters 5 through 9, consists of a
thorough narrative of the political and military events of World War II as they
affected Hungary. Although she does not go out of her way to emphasize the
point, this is a history fraught with paradox and irony. The first years of the
war brought misery, destruction, and chaos to much of Europe, including near
neighbours to Hungary like Poland. For most Hungarians, however, the war at
first meant relatively good times. 1939, described as “one of the best years
ever for the Hungarian economy,” (p. 152) ushered in a “war boom” that
lasted right up to 1944. Rearmament, the expansion of exports to Germany,
and the exploitation of newly available natural resources in the recovered
territories combined to boost the economy and raise the standard of living. The
greatest social problems of the 1930s, unemployment and underemployment of
the agrarian population, were now greatly mitigated, as surplus farm workers
began to migrate towards jobs in the factories of Budapest. Unemployed
intellectuals found positions in the civil service in the newly regained territo-
ries, although they were often disliked by local Hungarians who resented the
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fact that these “parachutists,” or outsiders, had suddenly appeared to take jobs
that rightfully should have gone to them.

The prosperity and relaxation of social tensions in the early war years
were accompanied by the introduction of several long-overdue social reforms.
There was a modest upturn in the construction of housing and apartments, and
certain social welfare programs were instituted or expanded. Compulsory
school education was extended to eight years, and a vigorous program of folk
high schools was launched. These reforms were enacted, however, against the
backdrop of increasing discrimination against and persecution of Hungarian
Jews. The Jewish laws of 1938 and 1939 caused considerable hardship and
humiliation for most Hungarian Jews, for whom the legislation was both an
economic and psychological blow. But, as Cornelius carefully notes, the
Jewish laws were not always strictly enforced and ways were sometimes found
to circumvent their intent, as for example the “Strohmann” system, which was
used to conceal continued Jewish ownership of firms. As a result, most Hun-
garian Jews continued to believe that the government, and especially Regent
Miklós Horthy, would “protect them from the fate of Jews elsewhere in
Europe.”(p. 165) Even so, there were ominous signs that an even more viru-
lent anti-Semitism lurked just below the surface in Hungarian society,
especially among military officers. This was demonstrated in the Újvidék
massacre of 1942, the course and impact of which Cornelius treats at length.

As the author demonstrates, the Jewish laws also had certain unin-
tended psychological effects on Hungarian society. When the definition of a
Jew shifted from religion to race, Hungarians found it necessary to conduct
research into their family origins to establish that they had no Jewish
ancestors. Some discovered, to their chagrin, that they were unable to authen-
ticate the pure Christian origins of themselves or their spouses. This was the
case even with about seventy high-ranking military officers. A Roman
Catholic priest, discovering that according to the Jewish Laws he was now
defined as a Jew, declared that “never, even in my dreams, did it occur to me
… that my Hungarian-ness could be placed in doubt.”(p. 187) When Béla
Imrédy, the Prime Minister and strong proponent of anti-Jewish legislation,
was shown documents that supposedly showed he had a Jewish ancestor far
back in his family tree, he was so horrified and humiliated that he immediately
resigned. Others who considered themselves to be pure Magyars were dis-
mayed to find previously unknown ancestors who had been Slovak, Romani-
an, Serb, or German. In other words, the very concept of what it meant to be a
Hungarian was thrown into question.
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Cornelius is very effective in describing the anomalies that charac-
terized the home front in Hungary up to 1944. In many ways life went on in a
normal way. True, the soldiers who were sent in large numbers to fight on the
Russian front confronted the true horror of modern warfare, and there were
enormous casualties and loss of equipment. In fact, the Hungarian army was
woefully unprepared in almost all ways, and the support promised by the
Germans never fully materialized. The inevitable result was a series of
catastrophic defeats in late 1942 and early 1943. This had a shattering impact
on the Hungarian public, for previously news reports from the front had been
misleadingly optimistic. Yet Hungary itself was still spared the direct impact
of the war. The actual military combat remained far off and no Allied air raids
were conducted before 1944.

Cornelius points out that Hungary remained an exception in Hitler’s
Europe in certain other ways as well. The country’s conservative elite relied on
the prestige and popularity of Regent Horthy to hold off radical right-wing
measures demanded by the Nazi Germans and their sympathizers in Hungary.
The Hungarian government steadfastly refused to force Jews to wear the
yellow star or to accede to Hitler’s suggestion that they be sent to Germany as
forced labourers. Horthy also resisted pressures to establish a full-fledged
dictatorship and totalitarian control of society. He even allowed himself to be
convinced that justice demanded that the perpetrators of the Újvidék massacre
be brought to trial, which ended in early 1944 with the conviction of the four
officers responsible for the atrocity. As Cornelius rightly points out, it was a
truly “unique event for a country to put its own officers on trial during
wartime.”(p. 266) Also of note was the remarkable persistence of a pluralistic
system in which parties from almost all points of the political spectrum,
including the Social Democrats, were permitted to participate. Perhaps the
greatest irony was that Hungary, which had been regarded in the inter-war
period by many in the West as a reactionary and backward country, should
during World War II remain as one of Europe’s few “islands of cultural and
intellectual freedom,” (p. 276) a place where the press continued to be rela-
tively open and free and even books by Jewish authors could still be pub-
lished.

All of that came to an end in March, 1944, when German troops
occupied Hungary. In the next twelve months Hungarians were to feel the full
fury of the war: the horror and misery they had earlier been spared now
seemed to descend on them in a concentrated form. With Horthy’s tacit
approval, the Jews were rounded up and deported — but they were sent not to
Germany to work in the war factories as promised but to Auschwitz where the
young, the old, the frail, and those without exploitable skills were gassed on
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arrival — and those put to work often didn’t survive very long. Only when he
came to realize the true nature of the Holocaust did Horthy intervene success-
fully to protect most of the Jews of Budapest. Hungary’s capital city, which
had been largely unscathed in the first four years of war, now was targeted by
Allied bombers. In late 1944 and early 1945 Budapest became the site of some
of the most devastating combat in World War II. The siege of Budapest,
Cornelius points out, was “one of the longest and bloodiest” of the war, and
the intensity of the fighting was comparable to that seen in Warsaw, Lenin-
grad, or Stalingrad. 1944 brought a major political transformation as well. As
the Red Army drew closer to Hungary and a German defeat seemed inevitable,
Regent Horthy agreed to secret negotiations with the Russians to arrange for
an armistice. When Horthy’s attempt to implement the resulting agreement
miscarried, the Germans stepped in, forced Horthy to resign, and installed a
radical right wing government run by Ferenc Szálasi and his Arrow Cross
Party.

Cornelius’s discussion of these events is comprehensive and riveting.
The narrative is enlivened with eyewitness reports on key incidents, such as
Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky’s one-man resistance to the German occupation and
the public reception of Horthy’s radio address announcing the country’s
withdrawal from the war. The author is even-handed in her discussion of the
many controversial issues relating to Hungary in the last year of the war: What
was the nature of the agreement Horthy made with Hitler at Klessheim in
March, 1944? Why did the Jews not try to resist? Why did the Christian
churches not intervene more forcefully to stop the deportation of the Jews?
Would it have served Hungary’s interests better if the regent had resigned in
protest of the German occupation, or, if he remained in office, should he not
have spoken out earlier against the persecution of the Jews? For the most part
Cornelius refrains from taking a position on these thorny issues, although she
gives a cautious approval to Horthy’s decision to cling to power and wait
several months before stepping in to halt the deportations of the Jews. Had he
tried to intervene earlier, Cornelius argues, “he would have been removed or
silenced,” (p. 310) but by biding his time he was able to take advantage of the
substantial weakening of the German military position after the Allies had
landed at Normandy and the Soviets had launched their massive summer
offensive.

The last two chapters of the book deal with the transition from Arrow
Cross rule to the Soviet occupation and the situation that confronted Hun-
garians in the immediate post-war period. Personal accounts are again used to
provide vivid illustrations of key developments in the last months of the war,
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including the rescue efforts of Raul Wallenberg, the catastrophic policies of
the Arrow Cross government, and the ruthless methods first of the retreating
German troops and then of the invading Red Army. Cornelius ably sums up
the policy of the Soviet Union toward Hungary in this period: it was “to
squeeze out of Hungary everything possible in industrial goods, agricultural
goods, and even human resources” in order to “contribute to the rebuilding of
the Soviet Union.” (p. 383) She deplores the depredations of the Soviet troops,
which included widespread plundering and massive deportation of Hungari-
ans, often randomly selected, to serve as forced labourers in Soviet Russia.
Rape by Red Army soldiers of Hungarian women, young and old, was so
common that “few women were spared.” (p. 376) Cornelius presents a stark
picture of the horrors of the Soviet occupation, but she also notes that the
“Soviets, justifiably, regarded Hungary as an enemy state.” (p. 374)

For her brief description of developments in the immediate post-war
period Cornelius draws particularly on the work of Peter Kenez and Bennett
Kovrig.4 She provides useful sketches of the key issues in this period,
including land reform, war trials, negotiation of the peace treaty, and the
Communist Party’s strategy for the destruction of the democratic coalition that
arose after the first elections. She describes step by step how the briefly estab-
lished pluralist system was eroded and disillusioned Hungarians sought to
emigrate. Finally, by early 1948 “Hungary as well as the rest of Eastern
Europe was firmly established in a Soviet-style system.”(p. 417)

Both general readers and specialists in Hungarian history owe a debt
to Deborah Cornelius for her notable accomplishment. Hungary in World War
II: Caught in the Caldron is so eminently readable and comprehensive that
one hesitates to point out a few omissions from the bibliography or suggest
certain topics that might have been covered. Cornelius displays an admirable
mastery of English and Hungarian language materials, but a few German
language titles of importance have escaped her notice, notably the works of
Árpád von Klimó and Christian Gerlach.5 Her section on the inter-war period
might have been enhanced with brief mention of such topics as the Roma
(gypsies), right-wing feminism, or the professions.6 And in general art and
popular culture get little attention. For example, one finds almost nothing on
literature, music and the cinema, which had an impact both within the country
and elsewhere. Yet these are mere quibbles. Cornelius’s book is a major
scholarly accomplishment that will long remain the definitive historical
synthesis of Hungary in World War II.
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