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Introduction

IN The History of the Russian Revolution, Leon Trotsky wrote a chapter on
the art of insurrection. In it he defined: “Historians and politicians usually
give the name of spontaneous insurrection to a movement of the masses united
by a common hostility against the old regime, but not having a clear aim, delib-
erated methods of struggle, or a leadership consciously showing the way to
victory.”

What happened in Hungary in October 1956 was not a revolution but an
insurrection. It was an uprising. When it began it was spontaneous and leaderless,
and it was truly a movement of the masses bound by one common hatred of the
old regime. Yet it was an anti-Communist uprising like no other. Many of the
rebels held Party membership cards. Most were workers or peasants. The un-
canny feature was that it resembled the classic Marxist revolution, it was fed by
conditions which Karl Marx had always predicted would result in revolution,
and it was led by the workers, the very stratum which he had expected would
take the revolutionary lead. The parallels with what happened in Poland in the
late summer of 1980 are striking; the exception is that this summer the workers
were subdued by blandishments and promises of reform, while in past decades
the Marxist governments have invariably turned their machine guns on the work-
ers from whom they villainously claim to draw their mandate.

The Hungarian uprising of 1956 was crushed by a man who became in-
stantly one of the most reviled men in his country. That same man is today one
of Hungary’s most genuinely popular citizens, Jdnos Kadar. His life has sprung
many contradictions, which cannot only be explained by his subservience to
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8 UPRISING!

Moscow’s fickle whim. Initially, he identified himself with the uprising, served
in its government, and referred to its origins even one month later, in a broad-
cast on November 26th, as a “mass movement”; but by February 2nd he had
shifted to harder ground, and declaimed to Party activists at Salgétarjan, “A
counter-revolution began in Hungary on October 23rd, 1956, in exactly the same
way as it did on August 2nd, 1919. ” He put the country through a period of
savage repression, which culminated in the execution of the (other) “accom-
plices of Imre Nagy” in 1959. By that time, in fact, such a barbarity was quite
superfluous, because the storm’s force was long spent: his subjects had finally
accepted that there was to be no escape from the Soviet empire, that the Western
powers had written them off and that they must make the best life they could for
themselves under Marxist bureaucratic rule.

Kadar played his part in this, declaring as his aim in the early 1960s, “We
must win over every section of our people for the reconstruction of our coun-
try.” The Party’s monopoly on high office was abolished. Once, he told workers
at the Tkarus omnibus plant in Budapest, “The West attacks us because of our
one-party system. They are right. We Communists must work as though there
was a twenty-party system, with a secret general election every day. That’s the
only way to win popular support.” He made a clean sweep of a quarter of the
Party funkciondriusok — the “funkies” — for incompetence, and in 1962 he dis-
missed twenty-five former Party hardliners from the membership and began the
rehabilitation of 190 victims of the Rakosi years. That year the Party published
a declaration squaring up to the blame for the uprising. (Dr. Peter Rényi, editor
of the Party newspaper, Népszabadsag, and a close friend of Kadar, warned me:
“But you will never, ever get to see the document on which it was based”.) The
Central Committee ordered, “The criterium of a person’s social origin was a
necessary tool in this last epoch. But today expert knowledge and competence
are the only basis for assessing any person’s qualifications for offices and func-
tions.” More important, Kddar’s party adopted a policy of ideological
laissez-faire: “Anybody who is not against us, must be for us,” he said. In 1963
the last street-level participants in the uprising were amnestied. In 1970, the
ministry of the interior gave notice that the police were no longer to act as “ideo-

logical watchdogs”, and nowadays most Hungarians are freely able to obtain
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One Nation’s Nightmare: Hungary 1956 9

passports and visas to travel to the West. In short, but for Janos Kadar as leader
Communist Hungary’s lot could have been worse.

True, but for Communism the country’s lot would have been much better.
But the Marxist leaders are the first to deny this; there are none so blind as those
who won’t see. A few months ago I recorded a long interview with the widow of
Dr. Francis Miinnich, K4dér’s chief executive in crushing the uprising, and sub-
sequently, Hungary’s prime minister for many years. After two hours the widow
pointed baffled at my midget recorder and asked if I should not long ago have
changed the tapes or batteries. (She was only familiar with the Soviet bloc prod-
ucts.) She, and all the people like her, have been so thoroughly duped by the
Marxist swindle that they are incapable of grasping that other systems — and in
particular the capitalist system, with its handy profit-motive — work far better.
Even after sixty years of full-scale experiment with entire nations, Marxism has
never once succeeded, yet the swindle is still perpetrated in country after coun-
try. More and more gullible and unwary folk fall prey to its allures, like the
citizens who innocently believe the crafty inventor who claims to have per-
fected a motor engine that runs on water. All human experience is against it.
Scientists unanimously predict that it will not work. In country after country,
the Marxist water engine fails to fire, but the inventor and his mechanics are
growing richer and so the fraud continues. Each time the miserable passengers
protest, their tormentors adopt knowing grins, and dismiss a prominent funky or
even two: in effect, they have just changed the offside front wheel, to camou-
flage the fact that their whole scientific premise is unsound. Meanwhile they
continue to sing its praises, because they know the fate of those who “deviate”.

There is no justice in socialist legality. As Budapest’s own police chief dur-
ing the uprising, Alexander Kopdcsi, told me: “Which man is prosecutor, and
which man stands in the dock, is purely a matter of casting.” Or, as his fellow
Hungarians used to have it: “We are a three-class society: those who have been
there, those who are there, and those who are heading there.” By “there”, they
meant prison. This sense of public grievance, of impotence at the hands of the
funkies, powered the initial phases of the uprising.

It was obvious to me that the industrial workers, with their sense of depriva-
tion and their unrequited yearning for better living standards and free trade union

activity, had powered the uprising, just as in Poland in 1980 they have caused
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their overlords the biggest headaches. To delve into their minds at this distance
in time would not have been easy were it not for the access I was granted to two
revealing and broad-based series of scientifically conducted interrogations of
street-level refugees. The Oral History project of Columbia University, New
York, to which Professor Istvan Dedk granted me full access, consists of thou-
sands of pages of such interviews; I am grateful both to him and to Professor
Richard M. Stephenson, of Rutgers University, for access to the similar series
of interviews expertly conducted by sociologists and psychiatrists on behalf of
the CIA. These reports, compiled only weeks after the failed uprising, leave no
doubt as to why these men and women, mostly in their twenties and thirties,
conspired, organised, fought and indulged in other revolutionary activities, and
finally fled their native country: the workers felt cheated, betrayed, deprived
and persecuted by the funkies imposed on them by Moscow, by the speed-ups,
wage frauds, unsafe and insanitary working conditions, and arbitrary penalties,
by the burrowing of spies and informers and exhausting work methods. The
University and Polytechnic students whose youthful eloquence and zest started
the mass movement into the streets, did so out of a sense of justice, but also
because of disgust at the degradation inflicted on their country behind a facade
of cultural pretensions, and at the indigestible alien patterns of life being im-
ported from across the Soviet frontier. The writers and other intellectuals joined
the clamour later, belatedly making audible the long-suppressed rage of the
workers and students.

These thousands of pages, when analysed, confirm what a US State Depart-

ment intelligence report stated at the time:

It is important to note that economic factors were not among the pri-
mary roots of the revolt. Economic plight created despair, resentment, apathy
and hatred; but it did not create that unity and that revolutionary spirit which
came to be the key to the crystallization, outbreak, and initial victory of the
revolt. As in past instances of popular uprising through nine centuries of
the national existence of the Hungarians, the ingredients of decisive impor-
tance were political and emotional in nature. It is also to be observed that
no revolution had ever taken place in Hungary except at times when the

weakening of the power center became evident and simultaneously some
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prospect or illusion of outside assistance emerged. In 1955-56, both the
outer (Soviet) and the inner (Hungarian Communist) power center showed
unmistakable signs of major weakening. Moreover, events within the orbit
and pronouncements by Western statesmen — always adjusted by Hungar-
ians to conform to their innermost desires — created illusions of prospects

of practical outside assistance.

Having studied the origins of the Hungarian uprising of 1956, I turned to a
field of no less importance: the reactions of the Western powers and United
Nations. How was it that Dwight D. Eisenhower, despite his frequent campaign
promises in 1952 to liberate the Soviet satellite nations, offered nothing beyond
pious expressions of his nation’s sympathy when the uprising began? What was
the role played by Radio Free Europe and similar CIA-financed transmitters?
Why did the US delegate at the United Nations deliberately delay UN action?

Documents newly released under the Freedom of Information Act from the
secret files of the State Department, the National Archives and the Eisenhower
Presidential Library have helped me to fill in some of the answers. Most illumi-
nating were the banal telephone conversations between the White House and
State Department during the crisis. It appears that, just as in May 1940 the mira-
cle of Dunkirk occurred because it never dawned on Adolf Hitler until too late,
that the British army was decamping, so in November 1956 the complete break-
down of communications from Budapest left Washington in the happy belief
that the uprising had triumphed, that the Russians were pulling out.

Frank G. Wisner, the leading CIA official responsible for Central European
operations, hurried from Washington to Vienna on November 7th, stayed there
five days and optimistically reported to Vice-president Richard M. Nixon: “From
many quarters today comes the dismal pronouncement that we failed to save
Hungary, that Hungary /ost the revolution. Tragic though it was in its immediate
effects, the brutal use of Soviet force to crush the brave rebellion of the Hungar-
ian people against their oppressors has stripped the Communist system of its
last pretense of respectability and has taught the free world lessons which it will
never forget.” This was pure whistling in the dark, and Wisner knew it. For a
long time he worried about how the West had muffed this opportunity, then he

took his own life in depression. There never had been a “pretense of respectabil-
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ity” about the Soviet Union: the whole Communist advance is based on con-
spiracy and intrigue, and Party members relish and revel in it. If the Western
powers hoped too for an effect on the Third World, they were disappointed. The
virile and resolute face which Nikita S. Khrushchev had shown to the West
resulted in an enormous increase in Soviet prestige in Asia and the Middle East.
He told a Yugoslav diplomat on November 12th, “The Soviet Union is not think-
ing of going to war, but our latest threats of war were correct and necessary.” In
others words, the Kremlin bluffed the West and won. Conversely: on no occa-
sion since the end of the Second World War have words or diplomatic actions
alone persuaded the Kremlin to abandon a military intervention on which it has
decided.

Some of my conclusions will disappoint my readers. Despite eloquent argu-
ments advanced in particular by Professor Nicholas (Mikl6s) Molndr in Geneva,
and by one of Nagy’s “accomplices” in Budapest, Nicholas Vasarhelyi — to whose
personal courage I otherwise bow in admiration — I cannot find that the Com-
munist intellectuals played a glorious role either before or during the uprising;
of the effectiveness of their self-advertisement after it there can be no doubt.
Nor am I tempted to shed tears over the fate of Imre Nagy who found himself
cast willy-nilly in the role of rebel premier. Unlike the Western journalists who
heaped praise on him in 1956, I have read back through the CIA files of his
utterances in the years after 1945 and find little that distinguishes him from the
other faceless Communists who were carried into power from Moscow exile,
and sustained there by the guns of Soviet tanks. For students of revolution and
insurrection, it will be of interest to see here confirmed that it was the sudden
and unexpected possession by the demonstrators of arms and ammunition —
captured from arsenals or handed over by disloyal troops — that destabilised an
otherwise not unmanageable situation on the night of October 23rd, 1956. Fi-
nally, having talked with many of the leading Communists who took part, I am
left with the vague and undemonstrable impression that they take a masochistic
pleasure in having been incarcerated for large parts of their lives either by their
enemies or by their fellows; further, that the Communists who joined the rebel-
lion seem to have attracted more vicious punishments than the non-Communists.

The men of the “Imre Nagy conspiracy” have talked freely with me without

exception. I must mention in particular Nicholas Vésarhelyi, Francis Donéth,
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Mrs. Julia Rajk, Peter Erdés, Peter Rényi, Nagy’s daughter Mrs. Francis Jdnosi,
and Zoltan Vas, who all still live in Budapest, and the unforgettable late Dr.
Stephen Bib6; Béla Kirdly and Joseph K&vagé in the United States, the late
Julius Hay in Switzerland, and Alexander Kopécsi in Toronto. Regrettably, sev-
eral of the leading participants still in power declined to assist, including Mr.
Kédar in Budapest and General Yuri V. Andropov in Moscow, although I was
able to talk to General Pavel Batov about the Soviet military interventions. Of
Kadar’s entourage, only George Marosén had the courage to talk at length with
me; others, including both gentlemen named Stephen Kovics, indicated a will-
ingness to assist but were prevented by their authorities. However 1 was
privileged to interview at length Dr. Andrew Hegediis, the prime minister at the
time of the uprising. Many other Hungarians assisted me, of whom I mention
Dr. Ervin Hollds, Dr. Andrew Révész, Professor Peter Handk, Professor Tho-
mas Nagy, Vilmos Zentai and Zoltan Zelk in Budapest, and Béa Szdsz, Béla
Kurucz, Frederick Rubin, Janos Bardi and Robert Gati. In Munich Dr. Stephan
Erdélyi allowed me to see his collection of newsreel film. Dr. Elek Karsai of the
Budapest National Archives and Dr. Peter Gosztony of the Swiss East Euro-
pean Institute in Berne gave me valuable archival advice. At the level of
diplomatic affairs, I was fortunate to obtain the diaries of Gaza Katona, politi-
cal attaché in the US legation, and of Fabrizio Franco, Italian minister in
Budapest, to both of whom I express my gratitude. Bill Lomax provided me
with many of the fruits of his own researches, and a number of Western journal-
ists including Noel Barber, Jeffrey Blyth, Alberto Cavallari, Astrid Ljungstrom,
Dr. Hans Germani, Lajos Lederer, Paul Mathias, Ilario Fiore, Bruno Tedeschi
and Fritz Molden gave material assistance. On a practical level it would have
been impossible to encompass the work and produce this history without the
efforts of my interpreters Erika Laszl6, Susan Gorka and Carla Venchiarutti,
and of Dr. Nicholas Reynolds who conducted some of the preparatory inter-
views.

The staffs of the US National Archives, the State Department, the Hoover
Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, the Central Intelligence Agency, the
Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Libraries
afforded tireless assistance; the staff of the Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library
of Princeton University enabled me to use the Dulles papers, including impor-
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tant oral interview material, and I was able to see certain personal papers at
Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire as well. The archivists of news-
paper libraries and photographic agencies too numerous to mention have also
helped to make this book possible, as have a number of other people whose
names it would be impolitic to mention.

Over the six years, I have assembled a considerable documentation on this
uprising, much of it unique. As with my earlier books, this has — with certain
necessary deletions — now been microfilmed by E.P. Microform Ltd., East
Ardsley, Wakefield WF3 2JN, Yorkshire, England, and is available without re-
striction from them.

Twenty years after the armies of Western newspapermen who roamed through
revolution-torn Hungary, I found myself in Vienna about to drive down the same
road to Budapest, equipped with a starter-kit of addresses: the ringleaders who
had survived or evaded deportation, and escaped the hangman and the firing
squad. That the present government, although aware of my intentions, allowed
me in was an indication of progress in Hungary. I was also to meet their own
historians, who have not so far, despite much pre-natal muscle-flexing, man-
aged to give birth to their own narrative of the uprising; and initially no attempt
was made to prevent me from visiting whomever I chose. (Once or twice, hints
would be dropped that in a man’s “own interest” I ought not to visit him.)

The first name on my list was in fact right here in Vienna. It was a name
which its owner at once invited me to forget. I shall call him Jules. He was
ostensibly a Belgian newspaper correspondent; more probably that was a cover
for something else. He invited me to lunch at the Regina Palace Hotel at one
p.m. The clock showed ten past as I sat down beside him at a white, linen-
covered table under an awning; a short, dark-haired, Gallic fifty, Jules had already
ordered. I noticed a bulky envelope next to his plate: from its faded brown col-
our I guessed it to be over twenty years old. While I dictated my own order,
Jules cleared aside his cutlery and shook out five flat notebooks, like biscuits
from a packet.

He beamed like a successful conjurer, pleased by my curiosity. The first
biscuit was an identity card of Matthias Rédkosi — there were the Hungarian
dictator’s bald cranium and evil features leering out of the photograph at me.

The second item was Rékosi’s railway pass, Number 000257, issued on June
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Ist, 1949. I began wondering how Jules had got them. The next two items were
the Party IDs of a not unattractive woman; she had the high cheekbones of a
Mongol and some kind of ornament skewering her hair. The Russian script in
one showed her to be Theodora Kornilova, born in 1903 at Olekminsk; she had
signed the other as Theodora Rékosi, and painstakingly emulated her new hus-
band’s script. Hers was the kind of solemn beauty that admirers of the Orient
would say makes time stand still; while Matthias was fat and unattractive; in-
deed, ugly enough to stop a clock. I meant to ask Jules how he had acquired
these treasures, but the sight of a fifth biscuit squelched the question before I
could level it at him.

It was a small pocket book bound in red leather cloth: a neatly printed per-
sonal index, gold-embossed “No. 17; it listed all the dictator’s cronies and their
telephone numbers, including their secret K-line numbers. I had heard about the
K-line, called the kisbitgo or “little-buzzer” because of its distinctive soft ring-
ing tone; that was the Party’s own telephone network. The first page listed all
the super-elite, the names of Aprd, Acs, Bata, and of the hated Party chief Ernest
Gerd, who I knew was at that time still alive somewhere in Budapest, but un-
seen since his humiliation in 1956 and now half blind; listed too were Hegediis,
Hidas, Kovécs, Matolcsi, Mikes, Piros, Szalai, Vég, and of course R4kosi him-
self.

I riffled through the pages. Here was Elizabeth Andics, and her husband
Andrew Berei, notorious hardliners who had separated for ten years, then been
reunited, although she insisted on addressing him even at home as “Comrade
Berei”. When the rebels came to get them, they fled into an inner room, and
emerged brandishing passports showing them to be Soviet citizens. They were
escorted to the Soviet embassy. The Rakosi telephone index also listed the So-
viet ambassador Yuri V. Andropov — who is now a full general and chief of the
KGB, the Soviet security service — and half a dozen others with Russian rather
than Hungarian names.

Some of the less fortunate had had their names inked out by Rédkosi; others
had merely been deprived of their K-line phones. The index also revealed the
numbers of the secret luxury villas on Lake Balaton, of the Party headquarters

and of the newspapers.
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Jules chuckled, and pointed to one entry under “S”. The giant Stalin statue in
Budapest had had two business phones and one top-secret K-line number, “358”,
as well. The waiter sidled over. I settled the bill, and drove on towards Buda-

pest. I idly wondered who would answer if I could dial 358 today.

David Irving
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Who Was Who In Hungary

The ages are as at the time of the 1956 uprising. As in the bulk of the narra-
tive, forenames have been anglicised where practicable. In the Source Notes,

Hungarian forenames are also used.

Aczel, Thomas — 35, Jewish, Stalin prize-winning author, journalist and Com-

munist Party secretary to the Writers” Union; escaped to USA.

Andics, Elizabeth — 54, Jewish, dialectician, director of the Party School, mar-
ried to Andrew Berei, 56, Jewish, economist, chairman of the Planning Office.
Both alive in Budapest.

Apro, Antal — 43, Jewish, Communist trades unionist who became deputy prime
minister. One of Hungary’s most durable politicians. Still serving.

Bata, Stephen — 46, former bus conductor, chief of the general staff from Octo-
ber 1950 to July 1953 when he became minister of defence.

Benke, Valéria — 36, Jewish, director of Hungarian radio broadcasting; now

Politburo member, Budapest.

Benjidmin, Ladislas — 41, Jewish, former factory worker, poet.

Bibd, Stephen — 45, professor of law, member of National Peasant Party, minis-
ter of state for one day in Imre Nagy’s final Cabinet, the only member who
refused to flee when the Russians invaded Parliament. Sentence: life impris-

onment. Amnestied in 1963, died in Budapest, 1979.

Boldizsar, Ivan — 44, Jewish, diplomatist, professional journalist, editor of Mon-

day News and other Party journals. Born survivor, still writing in Budapest.
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Brankov, Lazarus — Yugoslav chargé d’affaires, framed, tried with Rajk in 1949

and sentenced to imprisonment.

Déry, Tibor — 50, Jewish, prize-winning novelist and long-serving Communist.

Sentence: nine years.

Dobi, Stephen — 64, fellow-travelling Smallholder politician, appointed chair-
man of the presidium (President) in 1952.

Donith, Francis — 41, long term member (and prisoner) of the Party. Sentence:

twelve years.

Dudas, Joseph — rebel commander, editor of rebel Hungarian Independence.
Hanged.

Erdei, Francis — 45, Jewish, a deputy prime minister under Nagy; briefly kid-
napped by Soviets at Tokol when uprising was crushed, then released. Street
named after him now. Died in bed, 1971.

Erdés, Peter — Jewish, radio journalist, now prosperous Budapest manager.

Faludy, George — 45, Jewish, poet, once Rékosi’s prisoner, escaped after upris-
ing to Toronto.

Farkas, Michael — 52, Jewish, Stalinist minister of defence under Rékosi.

Fazekas, George — Jewish, leading former Soviet partisan, Party journalist, lives
in Budapest.

Fekete, Alexander — 29, journalist on Free People, member of Petéfi Circle.

Four years served in prison.

GerG, Ernest — 58, Jewish, many years in Soviet exile, machinations in Spanish

Civil War, ministerial posts in Hungary after the Second World War, deputy
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prime minister 1955 to 1956, succeeded Rédkosi in July 1956 as general sec-
retary (leader) of the Hungarian Communist Party. Escaped during uprising
to Moscow, returned in disgrace in 1960. Died in reduced circumstances in
Budapest, 1980.

Gimes, Nicholas — Jewish, young journalist on Free People, saw the light, be-

came leading agitator in Imre Nagy group. Hanged.

Haraszti, Alexander — 59, journalist, long time Party member, imprisoned under
Rékosi. Joined the Imre Nagy “conspiracy”. Sentence: eight years.

Hay, Julius — Jewish, Communist playwright, spent wartime exile in Moscow,
repented rather late, became a vocal motor behind the popular discontent in
1956. Sentence: six years. Died in Switzerland 1975.

Hegediis, Andrew — 34, sociologist, well-educated, Politburo member since 1951,
one of Rékosi’s closest circle, became deputy minister of agriculture then
prime minister in 1955 under Gerd, still holding that post at the time of the
1956 uprising. Escaped during the uprising to Moscow, returned in 1958 to
Budapest and still lives there.

Heltai, George — Jewish, a local Party branch secretary in Budapest; later offi-
cial of the foreign ministry, acted as Nagy’s unofficial foreign minister during
the uprising, after which his path to the United States was smoothed by
Kédar’s Party, glad to get rid of him.

Horvéth, Martin — 50, Jewish, editor-in-chief of Free People.

Illyes, Julius — 53, poet, playwright.

Janosi, Francis — Calvinist, former head of army political commissars; Imre

Nagy’s son-in-law, friend and adviser.
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Kédar, Janos — 44, engine fitter, leader of underground Party in wartime Hun-
gary, Rékosi’s minister of the interior 1948 to 1951, and inspector general of
the AVO, then Rékosi’s prisoner, freed by Imre Nagy in 1954; became chief
of a Budapest Party branch, joined Nagy’s rebel government, abandoned it
on November Ist, 1956, and returned three days later with Soviet fire-power
to take over Nagy’s post himself. Now widely respected as Party leader in
Hungary.

Karinthy, Francis — 45, writer.
Kende, Peter — 39, one time columnist on Free People; escaped to Paris.

Kiss, Karl — 53, Jewish, undercover Communist activist, leading Party organ-

iser, Politburo member and minister and deputy prime minister under Rékosi.

Kopécsi, Alexander — former Soviet partisan, Budapest police chief 1952 to
1956, effectively joined Imre Nagy’s cause. Sentence: life imprisonment.

Amnestied in 1963, now lives in Toronto.

Kovdcs, Stephen — chief of the general staff in Imre Nagy’s rebel government.
Kidnapped by Soviets at T6kol, sentenced to prison. Lives in Budapest.

Losonczy, Géza — Party member, journalist, imprisoned under Rékosi. Polit-
buro member under Imre Nagy, arrested, died in 1957 in captivity, allegedly
as a result of force-feeding.

Lukécs, George — 59, Jewish, Marxist philosopher; became Nagy’s minister of
culture, kidnapped to Romania with the Nagy group, but returned early to
position of moderate prominence under Kddar. Died 1971.

Maléter, Paul — former Soviet partisan, colonel in Hungarian army, appointed

by Nagy as minister of defence. Kidnapped at Tokdl by the Soviets, impris-
oned by Kadar, tried, and hanged.
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Marosan, George — 48, Social Democratic leader, sold out his party to Rékosi
and the Communists, was soon afterwards jailed by Rékosi, reinstated to the
Politburo in 1956 and became Kadar’s strongman. Lives in Budapest.

Marton, Ladislas — 22, Jewish, student leader, escaped to England. Lives in

Paris.

Meéray, Tibor — 42, Jewish, staff journalist on Free People for nine years from
1947. Escaped to Paris, still lives there.

Molnir, Nicholas — 38, Jewish, journalist, drama critic of Free People, editor of

Literary Gazette. Lives in Geneva.

Mindszenty, Cardinal Joseph — leader of Hungary’s huge Catholic population,
deputy head of State until his incarceration in 1949.

Miinnich, Francis — top-ranking NKVD agent, Hungarian ambassador to Mos-
cow, then to Belgrade; appointed minister of interior in Nagy government,
then of armed forces in the K4ddar government which suppressed the upris-
ing.

Nagy, Imre — 60, Calvinist, old guard Communist; wartime exile in Moscow,
first post-war minister of land reform, then briefly minister of the interior;
became prime minister 1953 to 1955, then again during the uprising of Oc-
tober-November 1956. Kidnapped by the Russians, deported to Romania,

tried by Kadar government, sentenced to death.

Oberszovsky, Julius — editor, rebel newspaper Truth. Sentence: death, later com-

muted.
Péter, Gabor — 50, Jewish, chief of AVO, Communist secret police.

Piros, Ladislas — 39, Jewish, minister of the interior.
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Rajk, Ladislas — born 1909, minister of the interior under Rékosi, hanged after a
notorious show trial in 1949, rehabilitated just before the October 1956 up-
rising with a state funeral.

Raékosi, Matthias — 64, Jewish, leader of Hungarian émigrés in Moscow 1940 to
1944; general secretary (leader) of Hungarian Communist Party 1944 to 1956;
prime minister 1947 to 1953.

Révai, Joseph — 58, Jewish, wartime exile in Moscow, editor-in-chief of Free
People from 1945 to 1951, then propaganda minister; chief theoretician dur-
ing the Rékosi administration.

Révész, Géza — Communist partisan.

Szildgyi, Joseph — police colonel in Budapest, then leading rebel on Imre Nagy’s
staff. Hanged after separate trial, before Nagy trial.

Tildy, Zoltan — Calvinist, former president of Hungary, imprisoned by Rékosi,
joined Imre Nagy’s Cabinet. Sentence: six years.

Vas, Zoltan — 56, Jewish, exile in Moscow during the war, directed Hungarian

partisan school.

Vésarhelyi, Nicholas — journalist; Imre Nagy’s press chief during 1953 to 1955

New Course, then again during the uprising. Sentence: five years.

Zelk, Zoltan — Jewish, poet.
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The Engine Room

THE GLASS CRUNCHES and slithers beneath his shoes as he prods open the
polished door marked “Minister” with his sub-machine gun. He pads across
rich Persian rugs to the ornate writing-desk. From the way the wall facing him
curves outwards, he knows he has reached one corner of the building. Its three
big casement windows overlook a side street and the river.

It feels strange for Ladislas Szolnoki, a trained historian of twenty-eight to
be holding a gun in his hands. But this is November 1956, the revolution is one
week old and he has been detailed by the revolutionary command to inspect this
forbidding fortress of dictatorial power: the ministry of the interior.’

Down in the side street a benevolent policeman has been posted outside the
heavy bronze doors set deep into the square pink granite portico. The entrance
hall and twin marble staircases groan silently with neo-baroque pomposity and
splendour. Once this magnificent structure was the Commercial Bank, a head
office designed to impress visitors with its affluence and authority. The author-
ity is still all-pervading — the wrought-iron grilles over the windows are evidence
of that — but everywhere in this city the one-time affluence has flaked away.

Everywhere, that is, except up here in the minister’s own chambers. The
chandeliers, the gilt and carpets, are present in abundance.

Szolnoki pauses and lights a cigarette. He has probed through scores of rooms
thrown into frantic disorder by the scurrying servants of the ousted dictatorship.
Machine guns have been hastily set up on polished desks, ammunition cases
broken open and preparations made for a long siege. Why did they not fight?
Discarded khaki uniforms — the uniforms of the security police — litter the rooms.
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They must have changed into regular blue police uniforms, because there are
several blue jackets and new leather police boots scattered around too. Their
newness would have roused suspicion in the vengeful mob still hounding through
the city’s streets.

The whole block seems to be empty. Can the London financiers who built
this pile of stone and brick fifty years ago ever have dreamed of the infernal
engines and electrical contraptions that would be installed here in the names of
Marx and Lenin? Can they have envisaged the expressionless and imponder-
able officials who would tread its parquet floors?

By probing along one first-floor gallery Szolnoki has stumbled upon these
ministerial chambers. On one desk he has found an album of candid-camera
pictures of Western diplomats, captioned with their personal backgrounds and
weaknesses. (“Inclines towards Bevanism”, is the caption beneath one British
official’s photograph; his other weaknesses in the catalogue are of a more inti-
mate kind.)

What panicky conferences have these walls witnessed as a nation of ten
million rises in holy anger against these men; what schemes have been laid at
this very council table, how many of them have already failed — and how many
are still running smoothly, geared into some Machiavellian plan?

If this ministry was the engine room of the police state, then this writing-
desk was its control panel. Rifles and pistols lie scattered around the costly
fin-de-siécle furniture. Somebody must have been here before him. The locks
of the desk have been forced; in the drawers are only trivia — routine chits and
memoranda.

He feels eyes glaring at him and swings round nervously. But the eyes are
set below the cruel low forehead of Joseph Stalin, and are leering at him from a
smashed picture frame leaning against the wall. How ironic: this minister’s re-
gime had joined in the raucous outcry against Stalin, and it had ousted its own
Stalinist tyrant, Matthias Rédkosi, too: yet the portraits of both men have, until
now, continued to hang in the privacy of his rooms.

Then a footstep behind him stirs the broken glass. Szolnoki is too startled to
grab his gun. But it is only a boilerman standing in the doorway.

“Me and my mate are the only ones left,” the man introduces himself, wip-

ing his oily hands on his dungarees. “You’ll find this oak panelling in all the
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deputy ministers’ offices as well,” he comments with a smile. “After the Twen-
tieth Congress they all got the same perks as their minister. No cult of personality
here!”

And he kicks the Stalin portrait to show what he means.

Wearing rebel armbands and carrying weapons, Szolnoki and a few helpers
scour the building for three days following rumours that somewhere there are
security police officials still hiding out — perhaps aloft in the unsearched attics.
There are several subterranean levels too, and a labyrinth of inner courtyards.
Several times, Szolnoki comes up against gates padlocked from the inside.

As he explores, he begins to form a puzzling picture of the building’s layout.
In one wing there are hundreds of identical small rooms, like a rabbit warren,
linked vertically by staircases and to one another by short corridors — access
from one corridor to the next can be gained only through three or four intercon-
necting rooms. Their steel partitions are new. A great deal of money has obviously
been spent on the wall-to-wall carpets, modern desks and unfamiliar technical
equipment. The mystery is that each room is identical to the next down to the
very books displayed on the shelves.

Everywhere there are telephones, sometimes four or five on a desk. One of
them suddenly shrills as Szolnoki walks past; his hand has already jerked to-
wards it when an image flashes before his eyes, from a Soviet war film, in
which Nazi officers occupying Kiev are blown to pieces when lured into an-
swering telephones in empty buildings. He lets it ring.

The doors of the safes in most rooms are swinging wide open, revealing
recording tapes and film. The electric lights everywhere are still burning. Once
again he gets the odd feeling that eyes are watching him — that this building is
not empty and abandoned at all, and that he is the unwitting actor in some drama,
of which the final act has to be portrayed.

“See these steel safety doors and these bells out here?” calls the boilerman
from the corridor. “My mate used to collect his pay here. He was told exactly
what time to go, and not to go anywhere without permission. He had to keep one
eye on the lamps. And if a particular lamp lit up, he had to turn back.”

The boilerman sees that he has an audience. “Then there was this electrician
friend of mine. And he told me that his part of the building was chopped up into
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sub-sections, and he was only allowed to do routine maintenance work in each
at certain times. And if he got called in on an emergency job, then he had to keep
an eye on these lamps too.”

He drops his cigarette butt and stubs it out with his boot. “And if a bell went
off everybody had to clear the corridor and go back to the room they had just
left.”

A policeman has joined them, and leafs through a book culled from one of
the shelves. It contains some kind of recording device. The same book is in all
the little rooms.

Szolnoki begins sketching the layout of this labyrinth. Every twelfth room is
a little more elaborate, perhaps a section chief’s. It has a safe, two cupboards,
several tape recorders, a couch, a desk, a bookshelf and a picture of Felix
Dzherzhinski. He was the father of the Soviet secret police — and the only one so
far to die in bed.

With a stick of chalk, Szolnoki numbers each staircase and marks symbols
on the corridors. It is November 3rd already, and it is obviously going to take
weeks to investigate the whole building. He asks the Central Archives to take
over the documents. But the director croaks at the mere thought of ripping out
the files from this ministry. So Szolnoki settles down to screen them here in-
stead.

The documents are remarkable for their lack of the stifling jargon that poi-
sons the regime’s official journals. The authors are clearly professionals, writing
for professionals. In fact, the tone of these secret reports is realistic and busi-
nesslike.

Some of the ministry’s departments had evidently begun to putrefy weeks
earlier. Everywhere Szolnoki finds empty champagne and liquor bottles. He
grins at the incongruous spectacle of Lenin, Stalin and Dzherzhinski frowning
impotently from their smashed picture frames at liquor-sodden heaps of porno-
graphic photographs, of American girlie magazines, and of spy-photos of
diplomats and visiting Western businessmen.

There are thousands of magnetic tapes and these, he reflects, will present
headaches for generations of future historians. The entire operational activities

of the security police and of the nation’s government seem to have been re-
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corded by hidden microphones. He plays a tape selected at random. It is of a
trivial office conversation.

In the typing pool, soft music is still trickling out of the loudspeakers. From
an open safe he scoops out half a dozen loose dossiers. The very first item has
him rooted to the spot for an hour — he is looking at transcripts of telephone
conversations that have been, judging from the paper, very recently typed up:
but the actual conversations had been recorded nearly ten years earlier between
Matthias Rékosi, at that time only the country’s Marxist deputy premier but
already manoeuvring for absolute power, and its legation in Switzerland.

The then prime minister, Francis Nagy, had been visiting Switzerland and
the recorded dialogue concerns the payment of 300,000 Swiss francs requested
by the frightened non-Communist premier as his price for never returning — for
“defecting” to the West. As the historian Szolnoki knows, it was this defection
that opened the way for Rdkosi. But the intriguing question also remains: why
have these transcripts been typed up so recently?

By November 3rd, his team has penetrated upstairs to the third floor. It is not
unlike a radio factory. Down the centre of a low hall run workbenches with
about twenty-five seats on either side; there are steel cabinets on them, smelling
of warm plastic and emitting a constant hum. Coloured lamps are still blinking
on the equipment. Along one wall are more mysterious steel cabinets, with ven-
tilation gratings. Are they computers? Code-breaking machines? Telephone
intercept systems? Tomorrow students from the Polytechnic will try to dissect
the equipment and discover its purpose.

In a side room Szolnoki finds even more puzzling contraptions: for instance,
a long, low console equipped with model aeroplanes at the end of levers.

On the top floor, overlooking the inner courtyards, he locates a telephone
exchange. Inside each steel cabinet are six long cylindrical columns, each con-
taining thirty recording tapes. The reels are slowly turning, recording
conversations — but whose, and where? And where are the papers, the files?

Down in the brick-lined bowels of the building, the old bank vaults, Szolnoki
finds about eight hundred yards of shelving, but the shelves are empty. Else-
where he discovers two heaps of files dumped from coal trolleys, ready for
burning; one heap has already been soaked with paraffin. They contain some

dossiers on police informers and surveillance operations.
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Late that afternoon, he returns to the vaults to begin sifting through the heap.
He and his colleague lose their way and, as they retrace their steps, in one of the
tunnels they hear distant footfalls seeming to follow them all the time. Several
times he has noticed men loitering around whom he has not seen before.

Around ten p.m. the Polytechnic experts look in to say they are locking up
for the night. Szolnoki is also tired, and walks upstairs to the street exit. In the
lofty, square-columned entrance hall there is yet another stranger pacing up and
down, as though waiting for him to leave; and there is another man hovering
behind the main double staircase, as he lets himself out into the side street.

Tomorrow should bring many answers. Szolnoki has located one of the build-
ing’s electricians, and the man has promised to come in and explain the wiring
and whatever else he can of the strange mechanisms. Tomorrow will be Novem-
ber 4th, 1956.

For this revolution, tomorrow never comes.

On the night of November 3rd-4th, as the Russians began rolling back, Paul
Mathias, the tall, elegant foreign correspondent of Paris-Match, flew out of the
encircled capital in a small Austrian Red Cross plane. It had not been easy get-
ting to the airport.

The French minister had refused to help. But Jean-Paul Boncour had mar-
ried a big blonde Briinnhilde of a woman, Mausi von Kleist, who was as brave
and formidable as he was effete. She had been brave enough to carry a bottle of
cognac through Budapest’s midnight streets to Mathias’s mortally wounded
photographer Jean-Pierre Pedrazzini in hospital. The photographer had not known
how badly he was hit; he had forced a smile and said, “I may still make a good
photo editor yet!” Shortly after, the hospital’s street door burst open and armed
insurgents dragged in a safe pulled out of the wrecked Communist headquar-
ters; they had blasted it open with grenades and now they wanted to dole the
cash among the casualties here in the hospital.

Truly it was a remarkable revolution. Boncour, gazing moodily out of the
legation window on the crowds rampaging through the streets, had observed to
Mathias: “That’s not a bourgeois revolution! You can see for yourself what kind
of rag-tag mob they are; they’re just a rabble!”?

“They are the people,” Mathias had replied.
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Now the Russians were coming back. Accompanied by the Italian vice-con-
sul, Mausi drove through the night in a little convoy of three cars to the airport.
The stretcher bearing Pedrazzini was wedged into the cockpit of the Red Cross
plane. His stomach had been torn open by the gunfire in the battle for the Com-
munist headquarters on Republic Square. A medical student held up a bottle of
blood plasma, silently glad that this flight was saving his own life too.

In the hospital in Budapest, Pedrazzini had seemed at first to be mending.
He had asked Mathias anxiously, “Where’s the car? Paris-Match will never pay
compensation if it is damaged.”

But now he was fading into a coma.

Once he murmured, without opening his eyes, “Is Mathias there?”

He must have heard again the cultured voice of their friend, the actress Phil-
ippine de Rothschild, pleading with him by telephone a few days earlier: “Don’t
let Mathias go in!” She was Paul’s best friend. Pedrazzini had comforted her:
“Don’t worry, I’ll bring him back alive to you.”

“Is Mathias there?” he said again, and the student reassured him: Mr. Mathias
was in the plane with him. Jean-Pierre drifted off again; in a way he was bring-
ing back his friend just as he had promised: alive.

On the day that Pedrazzini died, the French President Coty sent for Paul
Mathias, and asked him: “Monsieur, you are now a French citizen, but once you
were a Hungarian. Tell me what happened?”

Mathias replied, “In Budapest, a city of two millions, the people just forgot
what fear was.”

“And in what spirits are they now?”

“It would be wrong to speak of a nervous breakdown, it was a break-up,
Monsieur le Président. They just went wild. An entire city, a whole country

went mad with exasperation!”
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POOR HUNGARY! A thousand years of history had ended. Compressed into
36,000 square miles of rolling plains, their country disembowelled by ra-
pacious neighbours after two world wars, these ten million had seldom enjoyed
any but the briefest respite from repression and enslavement. They prided them-
selves on being the farthest outpost of Roman Catholicism and Protestantism in
Eastern Europe, and on having introduced parliamentary and constitutional gov-
ernment into Eastern Europe centuries before their neighbours; their eastern
frontier marked the traditional divide between German materialism, Latin ro-
manticism and Slav sub-culture.

The twentieth century had seen Hungary shrivel like a battle-torn flag to a
tattered remnant of its former self. In 1914 Budapest still controlled 109,200
square miles of the vast and ramshackle empire of Austro-Hungary. The vicious
treaty signed at Trianon in 1920 left Hungary with only thirty-six per cent of
these territories, and with only forty-two per cent of her former population. It
was the greatest of her national catastrophes: the Yugoslavs seized 25,000 square
miles and a half a million Hungarians in the south-west; Czechoslovakia carved
off 24 000 square miles and 700,000 Hungarians in the north; and Romania tore
out the meatiest chunk of all: 40,000 square miles with two million Hungarians
in the south-east.

The Hungarians see themselves as individualistic, light-hearted, impulsive,
and even hot-headed, but also with a certain deliberation in their national stride:
a people who, once they decide on a particular course of action, are not easily

deflected. They speak a rare and awkward language bearing testimony only to
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their tribes’ origins in the remote Finno-Ugric family of nations. They have
nothing in common with their neighbours, except that they are all in the same
boat — they are all satellites of the Soviet Union. In fact, thanks to Trianon, they
will never be able to live amicably together as neighbours, whatever the Com-
munists’ assertions of fraternal feelings between the nations of the Soviet bloc.

Non-Slav and non-Orthodox, the Hungarians have always joined an adver-
sary of Russian power. From 1938 onward, her last vainglorious regent, Admiral
Nicholas von Horthy, egged on Adolf Hitler in personal letters to invade the
Soviet Union. In June 1941 the Nazi Wehrmacht did just that. In 1944, however,
Hitler’s war spilled back on to Hungarian soil, and the invading Russians made
the city of Debrecen their temporary occupation capital. There, on December
21st, 1944, they set up their first provisional parliament.

In 1954, when the country’s portly prime minister, Imre Nagy, celebrated
the tenth anniversary of that Parliament, a lavish ceremony was laid on at
Debrecen.! “The victorious battles of the glorious Soviet army liberated our
country from the inferno of the Second World War,” he pronounced, “and they
brought about the historic moment in December 1944 when — standing on the
ruins of the Horthyite fascist Hungary — we could unfurl our national standard,
the symbol of our freedom and independence. Here it flies in the breeze from
the walls of Debrecen, from whence the lofty cause of freedom, independence
and people’s democracy started on its final triumphant march.”

To many these bombastic words might have sounded sarcastic. The national
standard Imre Nagy thus praised now contained the Soviet emblem. But Nagy
had weathered the war years in the safety of Moscow, and he meant his words
sincerely. “What would have become of our country and culture and of civilisa-
tion the world over without the Soviet army?” he appealed, again without
conscious irony. “It was the Soviet army that saved the world and ourselves
from this fate.” And he sat down to prolonged applause, never suspecting that
just two years from now he would be cursing the Soviet army, and that no speech
would spare him from the hangman’s noose.

Hungary’s “liberators” never left. The Red Army commanders deported
110,000 men for slave labour from Budapest and half a million more from the

rest of the country. At the radio building in 1956 there would be a minor official
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called Varkonyi, who had been parachuted from the Soviet Union into Hungary
in 1945. He had buried his parachute and marched to the nearest town with a
railway. He reached it, exhausted, as a transport of deported Hungarians was
passing through. One prisoner had just escaped, so the Russians seized the first
able-bodied male to fill the gap — Varkonyi. He spent the next seven years in

Siberia.?

The Russian troops were the uncultured products of the Steppes. Hungarians
watched astounded as their invaders tried to wash fish by flushing them in the
toilets (the fish vanished, the baffled Russians beat up the houseowners in re-
venge).? The soldiers looted and pillaged and murdered.

For many of Hungary’s beautiful and lissom girls the first useful Russian
phrase was one that anguished parents taught them: “I’ve got syphilis and TB.”
A typical Hungarian motor-car engineer learned that his pretty secretary and her
daughter had been raped by twelve Russians; and in a relative’s villa they raped
a woman and gunned down her mother and child when they tried to protect her.*
This one man’s personal knowledge of what Imre Nagy and the other Commu-
nists so fluently called the “liberation” was multiplied a million times throughout
the country. Workers grimly joked that their country had now known three dis-
asters — their defeat by the Tartars, their conquest by the Turks, and their liberation
by the Russians.

Communist careerists found it easier to forgive the Russians. A capable jour-
nalist working on the Party newspaper Free People (Szabad Nép) would explain
even in 1957: “One could forget what the Russians had done during the siege.
Afterwards there were always reports about how the Russians were helping us
with our reparations and sending us wheat. Also the Russian folk-singing groups
were marvellous, and Russian artists and pianists like David Oistrakh came and
played for us.”

All the violinists in the Moscow Conservatoire could not serenade away the
suffering left by the Soviet visitation. Take this typical case-history related to
American psychiatrists at Cornell University in March 1957, that of Mrs. Bondor,
an attractive, brilliant woman.°

She is an only child, she is pampered and happy, loving her horse and her
dog. Her father is a well-to-do, book-loving Catholic who has studied mechani-
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cal engineering and still grouses at his humble position as a low-paid foreman
in a steel factory: he had always hoped to put his learning to better use.

In 1944 she is just twenty-five, working in Budapest’s rationing office. She
has fallen in love with a well-educated young army officer and on December 1st
she marries him. After only four weeks, the Hungarian fascists arrest him for
plotting against the Germans. He is awaiting execution in the Castle when the
Russians storm the city. He escapes but at his home the Russians are waiting for
him — he had been fighting against them in Transylvania — and he is again taken
away.

This time eleven years will pass before she sees her husband again.

Later, American sociologists will ask her to compare the Nazi and the Rus-
sian occupation forces. “My first impression was that the Germans were very
arrogant and very strict. Somehow they treated the Hungarians as if we were
inferior.”

She reflects, then adds: “But I think life would have been better under the
Germans than the Russians. The Germans are highly cultured and civilised.
They would never have done the barbaric things that the Russians did to us. The
Germans wanted to improve the living standards and the culture of the Hungar-
ian people. Perhaps the Hungarian factories would have worked for the Germans,
but the Germans would never have interfered with the family life of the Hungar-
ian people.”

She is asked: “How did you feel about the Russian troops when they came to
Budapest in 19457~

Her brow darkens, her tone changes, her voice rises sharply. “My impres-
sion of the Russians was abysmal — disgusting.” She turns slowly away from
her examiners, unable to look squarely at them. “I had heard things like this
about them, but they were to introduce themselves in a very cruel and crude
fashion. I was surprised such people could even speak — they acted lower than
animals.” She shudders, and repeats: “Animals are better than them!”

She is obviously concealing something. Her fists clench until the knuckles
go white. She whispers: “When the Russians came, their clothing was inde-
scribably grimy. They were filthy. It was not just because of the war, they were
dirty from nature. They smelt — they stank. They acted like animals. They would
burst into an apartment and throw in a hand grenade without warning. They
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could not talk, just grunt. They pointed their guns at people and if they didn’t
get the desired response, they just shot them. Some had stolen uniforms from
the Germans, but uniforms could not change them — the dirt was skin deep. It
made you puke just to look at these soldiers. They thought that toothpaste was
some kind of jelly and they spread it on their bread. They drank eau-de-Co-
logne. The telephone scared them and they fired their guns at it. They washed in
the toilet. They did not know what a bathtub was for. They were so scared of the
water running out of the wall that they shot at the shower.”

“Did you have any personal contact with the Russians?”’ Tears come into her
eyes, as she recalls the nightmare of the spring of 1945, weeks that she has
never told anybody about before.

After they take away her husband the Russians post four sentries inside and
outside the apartment to guard Mrs. Bondor and her placid thirty-two-year-old
housemaid, a mother of two children. For three weeks the Russians hold them
prisoner. They tear the apartment apart and violate the two women repeatedly.
Mrs. Bondor is terrified that these stinking, disgusting soldiers may have in-
fected or even impregnated her. From domestic disinfectants she concocts a
vitriolic liquid with which she doctors herself; the acids destroy one ovary and
ravage the other. She will never be able to bear children if her husband does
return. An excruciating inflammation develops, and each passing year is agony.

She has fits of melancholy, she hates everything and everybody, she can feel
warm only towards her pets — three ducks and three cats. “Animals are also
helpless creatures,” she reasons.

This is one woman in Hungary after 1945. She becomes withdrawn and
turns to classical music for solace. She communicates only with the wives of
other missing prisoners, women who have shared her fate. Three times a week
they meet. The government is powerless or unwilling to intercede on their be-
half. Zoltan Tildy, a non-Communist, is president, but he is weak and vacillating:
“Tildy was for ever turning with the wind,” Mrs. Bondor tells her interviewers.
“He became president only because of circumstances, not because of any intrin-
sic ability.”

Once, Prime Minister Francis Nagy does receive her, but this meeting only
worsens her depression: “He did not have the ability to be a prime minister. Nor

was he intelligent enough or mature enough. He was a coward, too. He was
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afraid of the Russians and of the Hungarian people. As soon as he had taken
care of his own future, he just left the country.”

In 1950 the new Communist regime declares all missing prisoners dead, and
she is formally notified to this effect. She does not believe the letter can be true.
By night, she dreams of only one man — her missing husband, the handsome
army captain whom the Russians have taken from her. She has a recurring fan-
tasy that he returns home and that it is as if he has never been away. He comes to
her room, lies beside her and acts more like an ardent lover than a husband.
Sometimes in her dream — so she confesses to American psychiatrists who are
probing her motives in taking up arms against the regime — the imagined sex act
is quite perfect. By day, unemployed and harried by the Communists, she won-

ders if her husband is still alive, somewhere in Siberia.
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Rakosi

AT YALTA IN February 1945, the Allied leaders Winston Churchill, Franklin
D. Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin had affirmed in a declaration on liberated
Europe “the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which
they will live”.!

In Hungary, the Russians side-stepped that. The Allied Control Commission
was headed by a Russian, Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, with powerful forces at
his disposal. But since Stalin was anxious not to antagonise the Western powers
while they still maintained large armies on European soil, he did not proclaim
an immediate “dictatorship of the proletariat”, as he might otherwise well have
done.

When the first elections were held on November 4th, 1945, several parties
contended and there was therefore a secret ballot. The result was a stinging
rebuff for Moscow: the Smallholders’ Party polled 2,700,000 votes, well over
half (fifty-seven per cent) of the total. The Social Democrats and the Commu-
nists polled only seventeen per cent each, and most of the rest went to the National
Peasants’ Party.

Stalin swallowed this defeat calmly. He could afford to take his time. But the
handful of true Communists in the country — there were probably not more than
six hundred Party members in 1945 — were demoralised by this humiliation.

Julius Hdy, a Hungarian playwright who had flown back from Moscow after
ten years collaborating with the Soviets there, would recall: “The defeat was

annihilating . . . We came down to earth with a bump. Who could have expected
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such ingratitude? How is it even possible that they think so little of us? Don’t
they like us? Don’t they want us?”>

And another dutiful Communist working on the Party newspaper would ad-
mit: “T was dismayed and shocked in 1945 when the Party received only seventeen
per cent of the votes.” He unblushingly added: “At that time I told myself that
what was needed was a ‘slight dictatorship’. I felt that the people who voted for
the Smallholders and for the Peasant Party must be fascists and anti-Semites
and former members of the Horthy regime . . . I thought that one reason why we
didn’t receive more votes was the propaganda that the Communist Party was
going to organise collectives — I was sure that there would never be any collec-
tives, otherwise why would the Communists have divided up the land in the
first place?”?

Hungary got more than just a “slight dictatorship™.

Stalin gave the job of colonising Hungary to one of the twentieth century’s
most evil despots, Matthias Rékosi, the shrewd, vengeful and poisonous boss of
the Hungarian exiles in Moscow. Born “Matthias Roth” on March 9th, 1892,
the son of a Jewish grocer, he had studied banking in Budapest, and had visited
Hamburg and London on a scholarship. Captured by the Russians in the First
World War and interned in Siberia, he had become a Communist and actually
met Vladimir Lenin in Petrograd in 1918. Lenin sent him to Moscow, where he
became an expert on the organisation of underground cells, and then fed him
back to Hungary in 1919, where a weasel-faced Béla Kun was just setting up a
Communist regime.

The country would not easily forget the 133 days of Kun’s “Soviet repub-
lic”. Organised murder gangs, of which a later Reinhard Heydrich or Adolf
Eichmann would have been proud, prowled the country on the orders of Otto
Korvin and Tibor Szamuely, liquidating “counter-revolutionaries” without trial.
In the same year Kun and his followers fled to Moscow, where they split into
several rival factions. Rdkosi, who had been one of Kun’s officials, opted for
Austria; he outlived his welcome there in 1920 and returned to Moscow. The
new regime, led by Admiral Horthy, liquidated the rest of the Communist lead-
ers in what came to be known as the White Terror. Since Kun and all his cronies

had been Jews, the pogrom had unmistakably anti-Semitic overtones.

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘iﬁ Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

38 UPRISING!

Thus began Rékosi’s colourful career in exile. He travelled widely as secre-
tary of the Comintern, a position that gave him undeniable clout; but he had the
tact of a kosher butcher and, after falling foul of his chief, Gregory Zinoviev,
the Comintern packed him back to Hungary in December 1924 with orders to
rebuild the shattered Communist Party — but this time underground. Nine months
later he was arrested and summarily sentenced to death, but after a wave of
international protests his sentence was commuted to eight years’ imprisonment.

Like Anna Pauker and Ernest Thilmann, he became a cause célébre during
his prison years. And like Antonin Novotny, the later Czech leader, and other
top Communist prisoners, Rakosi survived by transferring his allegiance to the
prison administration, because by becoming a “trusty” he gained access to the
prison library and could continue his self-education.

Before his due release date, Rdkosi was again put on trial in 1935, this time
charged with complicity in the execution of forty political enemies during the
Kun regime. Years later, he reminisced: “I endeavoured to make use of such
limited publicity as a trial in a fascist court would afford.” This made him world
famous. Rudolph Szanté, who was then secretary of the exiled Hungarian party
in Moscow, started a “save Rakosi” campaign (largely to offset the damaging
propaganda against Stalin’s own purge trials in 1937); during the Spanish Civil
War, a Hungarian battalion in the International Brigade was named after him.
On October 30th, 1940, Horthy finally released him in exchange for the return
of Hungarian battle flags captured by the Tsar’s forces in 1848. Three days later
Rékosi crossed the border eastwards into the Soviet Union, his sixteen years of
imprisonment for the workers’ movement finally over.

In wartime Moscow Rédkosi was not at once a popular exile because of alle-
gations that he had incriminated his own comrades during his 1935 trial.
Nonetheless, it was Rédkosi whom Stalin appointed leader of the Hungarian
émigrés. It was a logical move, because the money invested in campaigning for
Rékosi’s release had made him a figure of international standing, while the oth-
ers, who had fought in Spain or underground in Hungary, were not known at all.
Slavering for revenge against the country that had persecuted and imprisoned
him, Rékosi worked for “Radio Kossuth” a Soviet transmitter beaming propa-
ganda into Hungary. And it was Rékosi who would sit at the right hand of Stalin
at the victory banquet in 1945.
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He returned to his country late in 1944, and took over as the new Communist
Party’s secretary-general, its leader, although the tiny cell that had remained in
the country and fought the Nazis from underground had been run by Ladislas
Rajk. Bald, potato-headed and dumpy, the émigré Rakosi was painfully vain;
with hooded, lidless eyes, goblin-ears and round, fleshy features that sometimes
opened in a taut, nervous smile to reveal discoloured teeth, he was no beauty.
His bullet head seemed to sit on shoulders with no neck at all. He was coarse
and boastful. To the “bourgeois” parties — the Smallholders, the Peasants and
the Social Democrats — he bragged: “We’re going to slice you into little pieces,
bit by bit, just like a salami, until nothing is left!”

He applied these salami tactics ruthlessly, and made no secret of them at all.

An organisation man like Matthias Rakosi attracts the morbid curiosity of
analysts of power. He was cruel, but no brainless puppet; he was master of ten
tongues including several Slavonic languages. He spoke good English too, and
used it when invited to visit the Tennessee Valley Authority in 1946 to slip out at
night and interview the “America proletariat”.

One man who got to know him well was George Heltai. As branch secretary
of Budapest’s Party organization in 1945 and then as an official of the foreign
ministry, Heltai saw him daily; he found him congenial and understanding. Typi-
cally, Rakosi would agree with Heltai’s proposals, but would ask: “Do you think
that our friends” — meaning the Russians — “will like this?” His rapport with
Stalin was still not good. Visiting the Kremlin with Radkosi, Heltai — who now
lives in exile in the United States — was astounded that Rakosi had to wait while
a visitor’s pass was issued to him.

I knocked on the rickety door of Heltai’s tumbledown house in Charleston,
South Carolina, on a humid May evening and asked him more. In this house it
was obviously his dogs, and not George Heltai with his Einstein mane of flow-
ing hair and white moustache, who were the masters: our conversation was
punctuated with their barking, and a kindly look creased his ruddy, Central Eu-
ropean features as they pawed all over him.

Chain-smoking, and wagging his head from side to side to emphasise his
words, Heltai reminisced: “Rékosi? I was absolutely fascinated by him. He was

superior to all the others who came back from Moscow.” His thickly-accented
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voice rose to an admonishing, lecturing tone. “He read foreign newspapers like
The Times every day. He even spoke Turkish, because at the commercial college
before the war he was obliged to learn one oriental language. Russian too — with
a good Hungarian accent! You know, he had something of a Western outlook.
He loved England, although he had only spent a couple of months there in his
youth. Stalin regarded him — and it was Imre Nagy who told me this — as an
English spy. We spent some days together in Paris once and we went out sight-
seeing. Really, he was like a nineteenth-century Hungarian gentleman: he was
charming, always wanting to impress people, and very funny. He even went to
see some of the big couturiers’ houses in Paris. My wife said, ‘They will throw
us out when we don’t buy anything!” And he said, ‘But I’ve always wanted to
see those mannequins!’”

Heltai reflected again, and groped back thirty years into the recesses of his
memory. “At the beginning he did not have that cruel image,” he said. “But he
knew that Stalin did not like him. He knew that the purges were coming . . .
Stalin hated the Jews.”
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Salami Tactics

NTIL 1948 RAKOSI burrowed and weaved, infiltrating and undermining
Uthe ruling coalition. He had spent years in exile planning for just this.
“The Hungarian party had already worked out the broad outlines during the
Second World War,” he boasted later'; and as early as October 1944 the Com-
munists had tricked the Social Democrats into agreeing on a popular front.

He moved cautiously but deliberately. In the earliest Debrecen government
there were only three Communist ministerial positions, but the allocation of the
ministry of agriculture to Imre Nagy gave the Communists power to enforce the
1945 Land Reform Act which was designed to bribe the peasants into support-
ing them. At this time, the Catholic Church still owned about one and a quarter
million acres, while 303 aristocratic landowners shared five million acres and
1,600,000 peasants had only just over eleven million acres between them; an-
other 500,000 day labourers had no land at all. So the Land Reform was powerful
medicine for the peasant vote.

Four years of scheming and manoeuvring lay ahead of Rékosi even so. Of
the 409 parliamentary seats in the November 1945 election, the Smallholders’
Party had scooped 245; they seemed impregnable. He had little hope of making
Communism palatable to an electorate who still remembered Béla Kun’s re-
gime, but he had one big trump: he had the backing of the Soviet army — “It was
the Soviet army which made it ab ovo impossible for the forces of reaction in
Hungary to make armed attempts upon us such as those of Dennikin, Kolchak
and other White Guardist generals at the time of the Russian Revolution,” he

later triumphed.?
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Joseph Révai, his chief theoretician, quite openly admitted in an article pub-
lished in the spring of 1949 that they were able to worm their way into power
because they had obtained “decisive control over the police forces” and because
“the force of the Party and of the working class was multiplied by the fact that
the Soviet Union and the Soviet army were always on hand to come to our aid”.?
Rékosi surpassed even Révai’s admissions in his later boasts. In fact he could
quote Lenin’s works freely and he knew Stalin’s Problems of Leninism by heart.
By following the advice and directives given to him by Stalin in Moscow dur-
ing the war, Rakosi knew how to act as he did just now.

Many of his comrades failed to grasp what he was up to. The wide-spectrum
coalition that initially resulted from the 1945 elections was not what they had
had in mind at all. “Now that the Red Army has liberated us,” they said, “why
don’t we seize the opportunity and restore the dictatorship of the proletariat!”

But Rakosi was too wily for that. The working class still had to be won over
to the Communist Party. In a cynical indoctrination talk — one of the most im-
portant and revealing speeches of his long career — to the Party College on
February 29th, 1952, he would brag: “As early as during the Land Reform we
resorted to the tactics of dividing our enemies or neutralising them where we
could. That was why we fixed the lowest limit at 200 acres, which left the great
majority of ‘kulak’ farms unaffected. This was of great help in the smooth and
quick implementation of the Land Reform.”

All the Party’s demands began on a modest scale, and were then insidiously
increased. “For instance,” Rékosi bragged, “first we demanded only ‘govern-
ment control’ of the banks; only later did we call for the outright nationalisation
of the three largest banks.” He used the same stealthy tactics against the mines,
the machine factories and the foundries.

“Desperate struggles,” admitted Rakosi in his secret speech, “had to be fought
for the control of the armed forces, the army, the regular police force and the
security police.” (The state security section of the police was the later notorious
Allamvédelmi Osztaly or AVO.) The powerful Church authorities also had to be
eliminated.

Thus at eleven fifteen on February 15th, 1946, the phone rings in the office
of Janos Péterfalvy, a thirty-five-year-old Greek Orthodox bishop in Budapest.*
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A woman pleads with him to come and administer the last sacrament to her
dying mother. “My brother will come for you in a car,” sobs the caller.

Down at the gate, the bishop finds a large black Russian-built car. It takes
him to 60, Andréssy Street, the security police headquarters. The car’s occu-
pants courteously advise him not to try to escape: “We have orders to shoot.”

The interrogations that follow are less well mannered. He is beaten with a
rubber truncheon until his lower left jaw has no teeth left; three days later he is
charged with being an American spy and he is thrown into a cell filled with a
foot of icy water, where he remains for more days than he can remember.

After three weeks the bishop is turned over to the NKVD, the Soviet secret
police, with thirteen other Hungarian prisoners, among whom he recognises
Francis Szabolcs, head of the Hungarian telegraph office, and a county official.
Again the bishop refuses to sign a confession that he is an American spy. His
toenails are ripped out and psychological pressures are applied. “Your father is
old and infirm,” whispers the NKVD major. “Do you want to inconvenience
him, too?”

Next day they inform him that they have now pulled in both his aged par-
ents, so he signs the confession. He is sentenced to twenty years’ forced labour.

The last that we see of Bishop Péterfalvy for some ten years is lying on the
floor of a sealed freight-wagon, one of thirty making up a trainload of prisoners
bound for the Soviet Union. There are endless halts. Once they hear a wheel-
tapper working his way along the tracks singing softly in Hungarian: “Are there
any Hungarians in there — if so, cough and let me know!” But nobody dares
make a sound, and the train lurches off again.

It halts at the former Jewish ghetto in Lvov, but this is only a clearing house.
Here the survivors parade naked for a doctor to inspect them, he feels their
muscles, kneads their buttocks to assess the thickness of their flesh, and scrawls
a code-number on each man’s back so that he can be forwarded like a piece of

luggage to the Urals, to west or central Siberia, or to the Mongolian border.

Thus Matthias Rékosi fragmented and eliminated the opposition.
With one more parliamentary seat than the rival Social Democrats, the dis-
couraged Communist Party became nominally the second largest party and

grabbed the posts of deputy prime minister and minister of the interior for Rdkosi
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and Imre Nagy respectively; on November 15th, 1945, this wolf-and-sheep coa-
lition took office.

The Smallholders controlled half the remaining ministries and launched a
determined assault on the Moscow-dictated Land Reform Act. The Commu-
nists noisily counter-attacked, demanding the dismissal of the more capable
Smallholder leaders as reactionary, claiming that they had been Horthy’s col-
laborators and were even now British and American spies. Faced by these tactics
— and intimidated by the Soviet occupation forces — the Smallholders’ Party
backed down and agreed to expel twenty-one of their MPs from the Party.

“After 1946,” recalled Rékosi, “the unmasking, elimination, and isolation of
the reactionary elements within the Smallholders’ Party continued without in-
terruption. Again and again they were compelled to expel individual members
or groups of members thus compromised. By means of these precision meth-
ods, these ‘salami tactics’, we smoked out the reactionaries lurking in the
Smallholders’ Party.”

Rékosi knew that the Smallholders were only waiting for the peace treaty (it
was eventually signed in February 1947) when they would dissolve Parliament
and make a clean start, holding free elections without Soviet interference. But
although the treaty provided for a Soviet withdrawal within ninety days, sub-
stantial Russian forces would still remain legally in Hungary — ostensibly
guarding the supply lines to the Soviet army then occupying Austria. Not realis-
ing this, the Smallholders played for time and were duped into compromising
with the Communists; some even prepared actively for the period after the Rus-
sians withdrew.

This was their undoing. Béla Kovécs, the most outstanding of the Small-
holder leaders, had campaigned so forcefully for the vital toehold of minister of
the interior in the 1945 Cabinet that he was regarded by the Russians as their
number-one enemy. His tactical mistake was to establish contact with an under-
ground organisation preparing secret security forces for the period after the
Russians withdrew; this organisation had originated in the Hungarian Commu-
nity,® a wartime resistance network which had been resurrected by General Louis
Dalnoki-Veress, a Transylvanian-born monarchist and anti-Communist released

from Russian captivity in April 1946.

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘#l Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

One Nation’s Nightmare: Hungary 1956 45

Raékosi later said: “In winding up the conspiracy it became evident that its
threads led to one of the ministers and even to the secretary-general of the Small-
holders’ Party, Béla Kovédcs.” The upshot was Eastern Europe’s first post-war
show trial. Everyone concerned was charged with armed conspiracy; one was
hanged. The general was reprieved, having signed all the confessions demanded
of him, and the way was clear for Rédkosi in February 1947 to take his knife to
Béla Kovacs himself.

Parliament, still a sovereign body, refused to strip Béla Kovécs of his parlia-
mentary immunity and Kovdacs himself took a courageous and characteristic
step: he strolled into 60, Andréssy Street, after telling five fellow MPs to wait
for him outside and inform Parliament if he had not re-emerged in two hours’
time. Not many men had done that. An hour later he walked out again. Not
many men had done that either. The interview with the security police had been
a formality, he said.”

He guessed that his freedom was not likely to last long. He took to sleeping
in the stone-halled Parliament building itself, and he discussed with friends
whether to take refuge in a foreign legation. The Americans discouraged the
idea. Finally he resigned himself to being arrested and went home to his wife.
The Soviet NKVD pulled him in immediately, alleging that he had engaged in
activity endangering Soviet military security.

Béla Kovécs, the most hard-nosed opponent of the Communist takeover of
Hungary, vanished into the Soviet Union for the next nine years. The Americans
made only token protests. This, if nothing else, was proof that the Western pow-
ers had delivered up this country to the Soviet caprice.

The silencing of Béla Kovécs was the first notch marked up by Rdkosi’s new
minister of the interior, Ladislas Rajk. Rajk was a tall, sinisterly handsome young
man with the features of an Abraham Lincoln — high cheekbones and a domed
forehead. He had fought in the Spanish Civil War in the “Rédkosi” battalion, and
had organised the underground Communist movement inside Hungary during
the Second World War?

As the father of the security police, no fate could be more ironic or more
fitting than that which would shortly befall him at the hands of Rékosi. On his
orders many Smallholder members were arrested and tortured as “conspirators”.

“From their confessions,” claimed Rakosi, “it became apparent that the con-
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spiracy’s aim was to re-establish the old capitalist landowner regime to restore
the land to its former owners, to deprive the workers and the peasantry of their
acquired rights, and to put these plans into effect with armed and bloody terror
and with the help of foreign imperialists.”

Thus Rékosi progressively re-wrote history to suit his Party. Matters came
to a head in May 1947, when the Western powers successfully forced the Com-
munist parties out of the governments in France, Italy and Finland. “To pave the
way for the same measures in Hungary,” said Rédkosi, “they called the Small-
holder prime minister, Francis Nagy, to Switzerland. While he was away in
Switzerland, evidence was developed in this country revealing that Francis Nagy
was the actual leader of the conspiracy.” Rékosi — so his version continued —
indignantly called on him to return and face the music, but he decided to quit as
prime minister and stay in the West. (The truth was, of course, that Rdkosi had
bribed Francis Nagy heavily never to return, as historian Szolnoki later learned
from those tapped telephone transcripts found in the “engine room”.) Inciden-
tally, we now know that Rékosi had promised, too, that the former premier’s
son would be safely allowed to join his father in Switzerland, and that he could
keep the car that Stalin had given him.

Quite correctly, Rdkosi calculated that, by seeming to have deserted the bat-
tlefield, these craven leaders would sow dissension among their lower ranks.
Moreover, in the spring of 1947 Rékosi would boast, “The fact that he [Nagy]
did not return made it clear to everybody that the charges we laid against him
were true.”

Three days later, on June 3rd, 1947, Béla Varga, the Smallholder president
of Parliament, followed Francis Nagy to the West. Rédkosi swiftly exploited the
consternation that these defections caused in the opposition ranks. “We left the
enemy no time to reorganise and regroup,” he bragged. “We called new elec-
tions in the weeks when there was the greatest confusion, helplessness, and
antagonism inside the new reactionary opposition parties.” Probably the Com-
munists rigged the results. At Gydr the local police chief smelt a rat and ruled
out all blue absentee vote papers.’ From the results he deduced that the Commu-
nists had probably cheated with these blue ballots throughout the country. When
the national votes were counted, Rékosi could indeed lick his lips: his party had
apparently overtaken both the Social Democrats and the Smallholders.
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The demoralised Smallholders regrouped under a new leader, Stephen Dobi,
a spineless habitual drunkard of fifty-five; and since he and his cronies had
argued ever since 1945 for collusion with the Communists, the Smallholder

threat to Rdkosi expired.

But this still left the Social Democrats. As soon as the new government met
in September 1947, Rékosi turned his talents to eliminating the “treacherous
Social Democratic leaders”.

Basically, the party divided into four in 1945, ranging from a right-wing
faction led by A. Valentini and Karl Peyer and not unlike the British Labour
Party, to a left-wing faction headed by George Marosan and Paul Justus, who
were fronting for the Communists. Nearer the centre was a faction led by Anna
Kéthly, Anthony Bén, Francis Szeder and Joseph Takécs — the latter two died in
jail — a group trying to modernise Marxism; and a corrupt faction led by Arpad
Szakasits, who was trying to play off both ends against the middle, engaging in
a balancing act between Rékosi’s party and the other left-wing groups.

Raékosi divided, split and harassed these hapless factions until each fried
away to nothing, like knobs of butter in a frying pan. First he called on the
Social Democrats to repudiate their more right-wing leaders such as Anna Kéthly:
late in 1947 the Communists accused several leading Social Democrats of col-
laborating with “fascist or imperialist spies”. According to Rékosi’s later version,
the trickle of indignant members transferring their allegiance to his Communist
Party became a torrent: in one week in February 1948 forty thousand new mem-
bers applied for membership. The leftists tried to cut their losses by convening
an open meeting on February 18th and expelling the “more compromised” lead-
ers. This left on the party’s executive committee only Marosédn, a burly,
foul-mouthed former bakers’ union leader, and the party’s secretary-general,
Szakasits, an ex-stonecutter of sixty.

It was obvious that they were planning to sell out to Rakosi. When Szakasits
visited Gydr in February 1948 for the opening of a new Party headquarters, he
spoke of “co-operation for ever, a merger never!” In June 1948, however, the
shot-gun wedding took place, and a united “Hungarian Workers’ Party” was
born.!° Backed up by the security police created by the odious Ladislas Rajk,

the Communists purged the Social Democrat membership. In Gyér the mayor
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and several others were forced to resign, and hundreds of former Social Demo-
crats experienced the physical attentions of the security police — torture, the
prison cell, or the scaffold.

But that was unimportant in Rékosi’s eyes: in June 1948 the unity of the

working class, under his “benevolent leadership”, became a fact in Hungary.
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The High Profile

AKOSI’S MARXIST RESTRUCTURING of Hungary bruised the feelings of
Rordinary people most. Since it was essentially these ordinary people who
fought the street battles of the 1956 uprising, and not the intellectuals or the
defeated politicians, we must cast our spotlight on them too: what possessed a
man to take a gun into his hands; why did a woman brave the cruelly impartial
hail of bullets; why did one man put on the hated uniform of the security police,
and why did another elect to stay indoors and hide behind the curtains of his
mother’s home? Enough of these rebels have been psychoanalysed by neutral
agencies to enable us to state with certainty what ideas coursed through their
minds, what dreams and nightmares impelled them to their desperate actions,
and what effect environment, parental upbringing, social status, and place of
employment had in shaping their decisions.

Take the case of a twenty-six-year-old Jewish graduate engineer.! Interviewed
in the United States in August 1957, he admits to having been a young Commu-
nist activist at secondary school at sixteen. In 1946, the youth organisation was
called the Student Confederation — the Party had stationed branches in every
school and classroom. He was the secretary of a class sub-branch. “Most of the
boys in my class were anti-Communist,” he reflects. “We engaged in a lot of
discussions. I never abused the confidences of my classmates. I was the Com-
munist with whom you could speak. I used to whisper about the good things of
Communism. My connections with the Party helped me in my relationships

with my classmates. For example, whenever I wanted to plan a discussion or an
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excursion I went to the Party secretary for financial assistance. This was one
way for me to make the Communist Party seem attractive to the boys.”

He is asked: “What were your impressions when the Communist Party came
to power in Hungary?”

“I was happy about it. I thought that by gaining power we would at last be
able to do some good for the people.”

“Did anyone try to persuade you that Communism was not a correct belief
system?”

“Yes, there was one neighbour. But he was clearly a class-alien — he was a
factory owner, and it was obvious that his factory was bound to be taken away
from him sooner or later. In all the discussions I had with the opponents of
Communism, it was I who had all the arguments because I had gone into Com-
munist theory deeply and they only had general ideas. I could always back up
my thoughts with some sort of scientific proof.”

They ask him if he as ever had any close friends, and he shakes his head:
“Not really. I could not say I had any close friends.”

“Could you tell me how your disappointment began?”

“It started from the moment I entered the University in 1948,” he explains.
“The strongest base of my Communist beliefs was my father’s influence. As
things in general went from bad to worse and I saw things which I couldn’t
explain, I turned to my father for help. But he only told me about even more
things, things that he had found out. My disillusionment was actually a step-by-
step retreat. There were the arrests and the maltreatment of the Social Democrats
who had been so welcome to the Party at the time of the fusion. The dishonest
means to which the Communist Party resorted became more and more appar-
ent; Russian influence was obvious and everywhere. After a while I came to the
conclusion, with my father’s help” — words which the analyst later underlines in
pencil — “that the Russians were compelling us Hungarians to fall below their
own living standards. For a long time we had read about how superior the Rus-
sians were; now we defended the Russian soldiers with some embarrassment.
We were told that Russian industry and agriculture were the finest in the world.
But my father was a professional man and so was I, and we knew that these
claims were not true. We saw through the contradictions and the lies. At the

same time, the arrests began, the arrests of politicians and other people. Then
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my own father was arrested, and this really brought home to me what was going
on. I had heard before about waves of arrests, but they had not meant anything
to me. By the spring of 1949 my disillusionment with Communism was com-
plete. I no longer tried to rationalise. I was a broken man, and became totally
passive.”

University life completed his disillusionment. He was regarded by his fel-
lows as an outcast. “I liked nice modern suits,” he explains, “I shaved every day
and wore fresh shirts and neck-ties. But according to my fellows, a good prole-
tarian never wears a nice suit and never, never wears ties. These orthodox
Communists had an unwashed appearance. It meant a lot to me, my ambition
was to be a neat young man. My way of dress was not the way of the Party.
Slowly, I realised that what I wanted did not exist. I had been misled.”

For one substantial group of Hungarians, opting for the Communist Party
came quite easily. Since the end of the war in 1945, the nation had been split
along invisible religious lines which coincided closely with the front lines drawn
by the political parties.

This factor, willingly omitted from many histories of the 1956 uprising, added
a crude dimension to the smouldering resentment against the regime: of the nine
million citizens in 1939, over seven hundred thousand were Jews. In newspaper
caricatures they were shown with beard, earlock and kaftan; they had overrun
the more lucrative liberal professions. Under Nazi occupation Hungary began
deporting the provincial Jews to the extermination camps, while those in Buda-
pest itself were herded into labour camps. Only about two hundred thousand
Jews survived the war, and they understandably greeted the Soviet army as lib-
erators, a posture which only fuelled the flames of the public’s historic
anti-Semitism.

Here’s how a student leader during the uprising, the son of a Party function-
ary, rationalised his father’s decision to join the Communists in 1945. “He was
fundamentally a petty bourgeois,” he said when interviewed by sociologists at
Oxford afterwards. “He joined the Party for security. This desire was very in-
tense, as was the desire to avenge the death of families and loved ones killed by
fascists. My father thought that Communism would solve the entire Jewish ques-
tion. This is the tragedy of the Jewish intellectuals in Eastern Europe,” he added.
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“Besides, my father thought that when the Communists obtained power he would
be promoted.”

Spice was added to the poison by the perception that Rdkosi’s leading hench-
men returning from Moscow were Jews.

There was Ernest Gerd, the slim, vulpine, black-haired organising genius,
aloof and friendless, an intense bundle of nervous energy. Born “Ernst Singer”,
he had served Béla Kun’s regime and gained notoriety in the Spanish Civil War.
It was he who recruited Ramén Mercader, the man who would assassinate Trotsky
in 1940.

Then there was the ex-printer’s apprentice Michael Wolf, who became
Michael Farkas, Rdkosi’s sinister minister of defence after September 9th, 1948.
He too soldiered in the Spanish Civil War, spent ten years organising a Commu-
nist youth movement in Czechoslovakia, became a full NK'VD officer in Moscow
and never completely shed his sing-song Slovak-Jewish accent. The fourth man
in this quartet, the journalist Joseph Révai, became dictator Rékosi’s “Dr.
Goebbels” — his propaganda minister.

The regime’s high Jewish profile caused deep popular resentment, as Jay
Schulman, an American sociologist who investigated the phenomenon, empha-
sised: “The Communist leaders were perceived as Jews by almost 100 per cent
of the people we have seen.”

There was ample proof in their interviews. One well-educated engineer re-
marked in injured tones that the Jews had brought Communism to Hungary and
were the people who were the least injured by it. Jews seemed to him to have
landed all the plush jobs. Nearly all the Party’s funkcionariusok, the “funkies”,
were Jewish. More important, the senior officers in the hated security police
were Jews. He said, “We had no Jewish question before in our town. But after
the war we saw them destroy the Hungarian parties . . . That was the beginning
of the rising antagonism against them.”* Another man, an assistant professor of
economics at the Polytechnic University in Budapest, stated that since the Jews
dominated the committee responsible for assigning professors, “Jews always
got these positions”.’

Paradoxically, the anti-Semitism generated by the Communist activities was
so pervasive that many Jews were themselves infected by it. The “big Jews” in
the Party leadership trampled on so many small Jewish businessmen and manu-
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facturers — these Jews were robbed, expropriated and humiliated — that they
forgot their own Jewishness and joined the general outcry. Jews who had been
wealthy manufacturers were reduced to ordinary craftsmen, skilled workers or
tailors. The sons of the Jewish intelligentsia found themselves denied university
admission. Thus the Jewish honeymoon with the Communists lasted only until
about 1950, although many Jews remained “good understanders”® — they could
rationalise and excuse even the worst excesses of the regime.

A thirty-four-year-old Jewish paper-cutter had been a Social Democrat for
ten years until the party merged with the Communists in 1948, whereupon he
left. He said, “What the Jewish Communists did stuck in people’s memories.
The people connected their miseries with the Jews . . . The people saw only the
twenty Jews who were among a hundred Communist Party members, not the
other eighty.”” He himself turned into such a violent anti-Semite that he killed a
Jewish security police officer with his bare hands during the uprising. He loathed
his fellow-Jews for, as he put it, “using their positions for revenge”. He watched
the creeping anti-Semitism grip the country, but could not see Rékosi’s cronies
doing anything to reduce it. “It was a funny thing,” he testified in 1956, “in the
last years people didn’t see an AVO [security police] uniform or a Communist
Party official — but only Jews.” He dreamt of the day when some tidal wave
would engulf these oppressors, and he could start up his own printing business.

To a significant extent the refugees interviewed after the uprising were anti-
Jewish. The basic revulsion was not hard to find beneath the cultural veneer of
even the demurest refugees. Sometimes the sociologists had to probe a little
deeper, but the worm was always there, waiting to be hooked out and displayed
wriggling on the analyst’s notepad.

Thus on February 5th, 1957, at Cornell University, psychiatrist Dr. Richard
M. Stephenson interviewed young Erika Szalay, a religious and attractive girl.

“All the key jobs were held by Jews,” said Erika. “I used to wonder why
Catholics and Lutherans couldn’t get these jobs. There were lots of Jews in
Pépa, but none of them did physical labour and none of their wives worked
either.”

She began looking round uncomfortably as though to make sure that none of

Stephenson’s staff could overhear her remarks.
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He asked: “Why do you think the Jews were at an advantage? Did the Jews
support the regime more?”

Erika shrugged. “I don’t know, but because the Jews had the key positions . . .”

Her voice tailed away unconvincingly. She began again. “The boss of my
factory was a Jew.” Then: “They must have supported the regime! Otherwise,
how could they have got there?”

They found many different ways of saying it, but the underlying reproach
was always the same. An engineer, comparing the factories with the Soviet-
style co-operative associations, mentioned: “The leaders of these co-operatives
were always Cohens and Schwarzes.” Questioned as to whether he knew of any
Jewish workers on the shop floor of his medical supplies factory, he replied:
“No. The Jews always worked in the office.”®

Another Hungarian described pathetically how he wept once when he met
an older Jew, because he saw in him the likeness of his childhood friend, the
man’s son who had never returned from Nazi deportation.” But under closer
questioning he admitted defiantly: “It is a well-known fact that the Jews are in
the political foreground.”

The American analyst glanced up questioningly at him and saw “pogroms in
his eyes”, as he vividly phrased it in his report. The man confirmed his defini-
tion: “I hate their guts!”

Ironically this public perception of the “favoured Jew” was often quite un-
true. Béla Szdsz, who was on the committee selecting candidates for induction
into Rédkosi’s Foreign Office, recalls: “Rdkosi specifically told me in 1947 or
1948 not to take on Jews.”

The Jews who had been excluded from the privileged niches in the Commu-
nists’ new society developed powerful defence mechanisms. They learned
instinctively how to steer clear of trouble.

In this typical case Hungarian fascists threw a thirty-two-year-old lawyer
into a labour camp in November 1944; they took away his two sisters too, but
rejected his mother as too old to work: voluntarily she joined her daughters and
starved to death with them in 1945. When American troops liberated Mauthausen
camp he was a fifty-eight-pound living skeleton. He regained his health, be-
came a six-foot-two law student and passed top of his class. But as soon as the
border began leaking — during the uprising of 1956 — this man fled his native
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country. His seventy-three-year-old father wept to see his only son desert him,
but the son rationalised to himself: “I can help him with more money if I go
abroad.”

The psychiatrists studying him in the United States were intrigued by this
case. When they asked him: “Whom do you hate more as a Jew — the Nazis or
the Communists?” he equivocated.

On March 22nd, 1957, a panel of specialists confidentially discussed him.
Dr. Lawrence E. Hinkle Jr., an expert on Communist brainwashing techniques
and associate professor of Clinical Medicine at Cornell Medical School, re-
ported: “One of the most remarkable things to me about this man is how he has
developed the technique of survival.” The lawyer could not be tempted into
expressing an emotionally-charged opinion on even the most sensitive topics.
“For example, he not only discussed dispassionately what the Germans had done
to the Jews, but he could also give you the argument which the Nazis had ad-

vanced for their anti-Semitism, and give it a certain ring of credibility.”
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Takeover

HE INITIAL PERIOD of political elbowing and shin-kicking lasted three years.

While this parliamentary in-fighting was still going on, Rdkosi had de-
fused the parallel struggle for control of the armed forces by keeping them below
the strength permitted by the 1947 peace treaty. There were sound tactical rea-
sons for this: his Party already controlled the wealthy ministry of the interior
and thus the powerful national police force. But the defence ministry was con-
trolled by a Smallholder politician, Eugene Tombor, so the regular army was
held at only twelve thousand instead of nearly seventy thousand. This enhanced
the Communists’ small toehold in the army; and Soviet-trained officers used
every trick to subvert it to Moscow’s interests.

“Orientation officers” were introduced under first the former Horthyite colonel
Stephen Beleznay (who would hang in 1951) and then Major Francis Janosi, a
former army chaplain converted to Communism in Soviet captivity, who was
now the son-in-law of Imre Nagy.! In addition “D”-officers, or security police,
were introduced into the army units with the Counter Intelligence Corps type
role of hunting down war criminals. Nobody was more active in using these
units to mop up the leading combat-experienced officers, who had fought most
gallantly against the Soviet Union, than the “D”-officer commander Lieuten-
ant-General George Pélffy. Palffy, born “Georg Osterreicher”, on September
16th, 1909, had been cashiered in 1940 by Horthy’s army for becoming en-
gaged to the niece of Tibor Szamuely, Kun’s notorious Red Terror chief; he had
slid into the ranks of the Communist underground. Aided by his chief of staff
Colonel Dezsé Németh and generals Gustav Illy and Ladislas S6lyom, he purged
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the army of every potentially anti-Soviet officer. Thousands were arrested, ex-
ecuted, or handed over to the Soviet Union.

The Communist takeover battle in the army was cruelly fought. Defence
minister Eugene Tombor died at his desk in 1946; his successor, General Albert
Bartha, fled into exile in September 1947, and his successor, Peter Veres, the
writer and woolly-minded leader of the left-wing Peasant Party, was bent only
on collaboration with the Communists when he took over. A weak and fawning
defence minister, Veres played straight into Soviet hands, and even appointed
Pélffy inspector-general of the army that summer. A Soviet-style army academy
was opened, the Kossuth Academy, under General Kdlméan Révay, who had
been a secret Communist all along.

After Rakosi’s final parliamentary victory on September 9th, 1948, the hard-
line Communist Michael Farkas presided over the first military parade of the
new People’s Army as the new minister of defence.

The Hungarian army had never seen the like of the men who were now pack-
aged into its proud old officers’ uniform. Former tram driver Stephen Bata stepped
into a colonel’s regalia. He had served with Rakosi in Moscow, he held Soviet
citizenship and would become chief of staff. Stephen Szabd, agitator; Karl Janza,
labourer; and Michael Szalvay, former bricklayer commissioned during the Span-
ish Civil War, would all become lieutenant-generals. Béla Székely, teacher; Tibor
Berczelli, electrician, and a shambling throng of even less probable candidates
would become major-generals. Rdkosi recalled nostalgically in 1952: “The of-
ficers were recruited from workers and peasants . . . and as they visited their
former factories or native villages, they demonstrated by their mere presence
the shift in the balance of power between the classes.”

All this only increased the disgruntlement of the educated classes. A twenty-
six-year-old engineering graduate would later describe what he experienced when
he was conscripted for three years’ service in 1953: “Most of the ‘officers’ were
the sons of peasants and workers. I had to do the work of the officers. The whole
army of the People’s Democracy was kept in shape and supported by middle-
class chaps like myself, instead of the officers . . . The officers merely signed
the communications.””

Farkas tightened the Communist screws on this army. The orientation of-

ficer became a “political officer”, modelled on the Soviet commissar. These
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political officers had to countersign every order and could overrule the regular
commander of their units; they came from proven Communist cadres, and were
schooled at the Petdfi Military Academy in Budapest. In November 1948 the
first Soviet “advisers” arrived. Soviet regulations, accommodation standards,
salutes, eating habits and — in 1951 — Red Army uniforms were introduced.

What the dictator also termed a “desperate struggle” had gone on within the
police. Rékosi gloated: “There was one position on which our Party staked its
claim from the first minute, and here we were not disposed to consider any
allocation of posts or appointments according to the proportionate strengths of
the other parties in the coalition. This was the State Security Section, the AVO.
We took a tight grip on this organisation from the very first day it was set up.”™

The unloved security police force had been spawned in December 1944,
when the provisional government at Debrecen sent twenty-two men for training
as political police. The AVO had been created in 1947 from this embryo police
force, with headquarters at 60, Andrassy Street in Budapest.

The boss of this force since its birth, a forty-year-old former underground
Communist, Gdbor Péter, was the man who had hooked young Kim Philby for
the international Communist movement in pre-war Vienna, using the young
divorcée Litzi Friedmann as bait.> Born “Benjamin Auschpitz” in Eastern Hun-
gary, this tailor’s assistant became one of Stalin’s most zealous terrorists. With
a characteristic tailor’s stoop he was often charming and always cruel. Péter
required that his AVO be staffed at officer level primarily by Jews. Many were
Hungarian-born citizens; most had been trained by the NKVD, Stalin’s own
secret police. Permanent NKVD officers were on hand to advise the newcomers
at every level. Eventually every Hungarian police precinct would have its AVO
section, and the AVO attached elharitok (counter-intelligence officers) to every
army battalion.

Péter took his orders directly from Lieutenant-General Theodore Bielkin, a
sadistic NKVD chieftain who headed Soviet security operations from quarters
outside Vienna, until the tongue of Stalin’s anti-Semitic passions flickered and
extinguished him in the Fifties.* The AVO’s brief period of subordination to the
Hungarian ministry of the interior ended on December 28th, 1949, when it be-
came an independent body with ministerial rank, re-named the Allamvédelmi

Hatbsag or AVH. The new body controlled both the security police and the
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military frontier guards, and it reported directly to the Council of Ministers,
Rékosi’s Cabinet. But the martyred people never forgot the original agency, and
referred to the security policemen as “AVOs” to the end.

Eventually the AVH would number some 35,000 men. Its personnel was
screened by the NKVD, paid inflated salaries and a special bonus, given free
food and cheap accommodation. At Andrassy Street the AVH and NKVD nerve-
centres were linked by one narrow iron door. The fortress-like building always
seemed to be swarming with construction men endlessly adapting its innards.
But the gaunt facade always remained the same.

The agency used methods of legendary horribleness. What matter how true
the allegations were? They were willingly believed by the public. “My second
cousin,” recalled a sixteen-year-old schoolboy, “was drafted into the AVO. He
was twenty-five but he said his nerves were ruined by watching AVO meth-
ods . .. Sometimes he mentioned things like: ‘What a fine place 60, Andrassy
Street is — it’s very handy for the Danube and for making people disappear.” He
told me they had a grinder for the bodies.”® (The AVH’s “body-grinder” figured
in a significant number of post-uprising interviews.)

“In 1948 or 1949 my wife was arrested,” recalled one bus driver.” “She hadn’t
reported that a friend had tried to leave the country.”

“How long did your wife actually spend in prison?”

“A year and a half.”

“How was she treated?”

“The bones in her wrists were broken. She spent thirty-three days with the
AVH and as a result she has no teeth. All of her teeth are false. She also con-
tracted pneumonia in prison. She was told over and over again that if she is a
good citizen she is obliged to report people who wish to escape from a people’s

democracy.”

Rékosi’s office at Academy Street was a labyrinth ruled over by the soft-
spoken young wife of Gabor Péter, Joan Simon. The day would come when she,
too, would be cast into Rdkosi’s dungeons and tortured.

Raékosi himself sat noiselessly behind padded doors, plotting further details
of his takeover. The press was purged, and a network of security police, intern-

ment camps and informers unfolded across the helpless captives of this country.
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The people starved, shivered, and feared. The Communists changed the cur-
rency and introduced a catastrophic Three-Year Plan. It was replaced in 1949 by
the “Molotov Plan”, under which Moscow controlled Hungary’s economy, dic-
tated production targets and deliveries, and stated the Soviet right to buy from
Hungary below world prices and to sell to her above them. It was a mad recipe
for bankruptcy. Hungarians, whose land had been one of agricultural surplus
under earlier regimes, now stood in queues outside the foodstores for the first
time. Consumer goods were almost unobtainable.

The country’s bosses were oblivious to this misery. Imre Nagy, who had his
office in another wing of the Party headquarters overlooking a side street, spoke
once on the beginnings of this grisly regime and on the ensuing years of “trial
and error”. He blamed the errors on unnamed internal enemies, and tactfully did
not mention trials at all.

George Orwell could not have put a more eloquent apologia into the mouth
of one of his characters in Animal Farm than Nagy’s speech: “It has been the
most ardent desire of millions of Hungarians to live to see the day when they
could spend their time in honest labour and enjoy its fruits undisturbed. But the
enemies of the people, the followers of the old regime, instigated a desperate
fight against our democratic achievements and against the peaceful life of the
working people. Instead of creative, constructive labour, the energy of the new
democracy had for years to be diverted to the struggle against the internal en-
emy, until our working class gained complete mastery.”

The most dangerous of these internal enemies were the Churches. Under the
1947 peace treaty, they had seemed inviolate: “Hungary,” defined that treaty,
“shall take all measures necessary to secure all persons under Hungarian juris-
diction, without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion, the enjoyment
of human rights and the fundamental freedoms, including freedom of expres-
sion and publication, of religious worship, of political opinion and of public
meeting.”

One could almost hear Rakosi guffaw, as he spoke about his new salami
tactics in 1952: “The Churches fought almost united against us from 1945 to
1948 . . . First of all we broke up the reactionary united front of the Churches.
By making use of the democratic possibilities in the Reformed Calvinist and

Evangelical Lutheran Churches, we were able to mobilise the believers who
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sympathised with us. On their demand, an agreement was reached in 1948 in
the spirit of mutual indulgence and understanding, which ensured the peaceful
co-existence of the People’s Democracy and those Churches.”

The Catholic Church had been the most powerful force. Two-thirds of the
country was Catholic. But this Church remained implacable. At the time of the
land reform enforced by Imre Nagy in 1945, the Catholic Church had owned
about 1,235,000 acres and this was now robbed from them. Rakosi nationalised
the Church schools, confiscated their property, and told the security police to
harass church-goers: attending a religious ceremony was entered on cadre-cards
as a black mark.

Nearly all the monasteries were confiscated, the nuns and monks were de-
ported to distant villages and dumped on peasants to generate fresh hatred against
the Churches. Vicious literature was printed, promoting an image of the clergy
as either sexually perverted or living in concubinage with their women serv-
ants. Nuns were made the object of ridicule, and if a sick man wished to see a

priest, he had to make an application in writing.

One towering figure personified the might of the Catholic Church in Hun-
gary — the Prince Primate, ranking traditionally second to the head of state.
Since September 17th, 1945, this man was Cardinal Mindszenty.

Born Joseph Péhm on March 29th, 1892, in the humble village of Mindszent
from which he later adopted his name, the cardinal was a striking personality:
strong-willed, quixotic, old-fashioned and impractical, of dark complexion and
stubborn, aquiline features, there was perhaps even a hint of the fanatic about
him. He had been known for pronounced anti-Semitic views as Bishop of
Veszprém, and for failing to protest at the deportation of Jews in 1944 —or so a
US intelligence report from Budapest stated confidentially in November 1945.
10 But he had helped the anti-Nazi resistance through a Count Pélffy, and this
count used his Vatican connections to see that Mindszenty was raised to Prince
Primate. “There is little doubt that he is bitterly anti-Communist,” the American
report had confirmed. “He will not find it easy to steer a judicious course for
Catholicism in the uncharted seas of Hungary’s social revolution.” In a pastoral
letter two days before the November 1945 election, the cardinal had urged Church

members to vote against the labour parties.
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Over the next few years, the regime’s campaign against him took effect. In
his earthy, blunt language, Rdkosi discussed without any inhibitions how he
eliminated this crusty old opponent: “After unmasking the reactionary leaders
of the Smallholders’ Party as agents of the American imperialists, and . . . after
the treacherous Social Democratic leaders and also the Pfeiffer people had shared
the same fate, it was the turn of the anti-democratic leaders of the Catholic
Church . . . The Hungarian People’s Democracy, however, was on the alert and
brought Cardinal Mindszenty to trial, and this threw light on his own activities
and those of his companions, and it revealed that under the cover of the Church
they had not only planned to restore the old landlord-capitalist order but also the
hated Hapsburg regime.”

The secret police came for the cardinal in December 1948. He had evidently
been tipped off by a high-ranking Party funky, and his chaplain Béla Ispanky
urged him to burn all his papers; but the cardinal placed some of the more pre-
cious items in a metal cylinder and hid it. That cylinder was an exhibit in the
trial that followed. On February 8th, 1949, the cardinal was sentenced to life
imprisonment for treason, for espionage and for currency violations — largely
on the basis of forged letters to the US envoy, Selden Chapin, who was thrown
out of Hungary.!! Rédkosi derided the American and United Nations protests and
scoffed at the opinion of the International Court of Justice that Hungary was
bound to abide by the peace treaty.'?

Two years later Archbishop Dr. Joseph Grosz, the leading surviving Catho-
lic dignitary, and the Lutheran Bishop Ladislas Ordass were also arrested, tried
and confessed.

A darkness meanwhile descended around Cardinal Mindszenty, and it would

take a national uprising to restore him and the other martyrs to the light of day.
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The Tortured Silence

OMEBODY ONCE ASKED the difference between a democracy and a Peo
S ple’s Democracy, and got the answer: “It’s the difference between a jacket
and a strait-jacket.”

Raékosi put democracy into that strait-jacket.

On May 15th, 1949, he held new elections. There was a single slate of can-
didates — a popular front. Ninety-four per cent of the electorate voted for them;
there was no alternative. The country collapsed into the crudest dictatorship.

Rékosi was to claim in 1952: “The working people accepted undividedly the
leadership of our Party . . . The election was conducted with unprecedented en-
thusiasm, and the parade of five million voters before the polls became a gigantic
pageant, a stormy joint demonstration of liberated workers, which did not fail to
impress even the enemy.” This, he scoffed, was what his opponents slandered as
“the oppressive dictatorship of a minority”.!

After this contrived electoral landslide, the new Parliament approved a So-
viet-style constitution. But the real power lay in the hands of the Party — its
120-member Central Committee, and its august Politburo. And inside even these
bodies, as Rakosi’s rivals like Imre Nagy privately recognised, power was no
longer in the hands of the Party’s elected organs but in the sinister “Jewish

quartet”, as Rékosi and his henchmen Ger6, Farkas and Révai were known.
In fact this foursome was further narrowed to an actual leadership by
Rékosi and Gerd alone [Nagy wrote]. They failed to inform the secretariat

and still less the Politburo about important matters. They made decisions
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and took action in matters outside their jurisdiction. They formed opinions
in advance on various questions and then had these opinions passed as reso-
lutions. They did not regard the other members of the Party’s elected organs

as equals — they looked down on them ?

Elsewhere in his furtive writings Imre Nagy would criticise:

The corruption of power and the rise of Bonapartism could not have
occurred without the degeneration of Party life — that is, the cliquish Party
leadership became a personal dictatorship. Rékosi put himself above the
will and the opinions of the Party membership and he ignored the decisions
of the Party. He subordinated the Party to his will and, with dictatorial meth-
ods — primarily with the aid of the security police — forced the Party to
dance to his tune.

A tortured silence now cloaked town and country alike. It was the silence of
the graveyard.

Domestic and foreign enterprises, large and small, were taken over, while
Rékosi forced through an unrealistic crash-plan to convert this backward peas-
ant country into an industrial power.* Under this Five-Year Plan, announced in
1950, immense and painful migrations of labour and human beings were en-
forced. The urban labour force nearly doubled. In some counties the increase in
industrial labour at the expense of the land population was staggering. Six hun-
dred per cent growth in Komdrom County, 560 per cent in Fejér County, 540 per
cent in Pest, and B4cs-Kiskun.*

Too many sections of the community were hurt in the process: the peasants
were given parcels of land, admittedly, but found that they were denied the
capital needed to develop them; soon after that, collectivisation, another Marx-

ist shibboleth, was enforced and the peasants were hit even harder.

Under the new regime, the industrial workers found themselves reduced to
slaves. They were allocated work-norms that they could never fulfil. Since one
wage packet no longer sufficed for a family, the womenfolk had to go into the

factories too, and families felt this as a personal insult. In this way millions
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were alienated by the men returning from Moscow, and the muted muttering
began.

“What is the difference between Communism and slavery?”

“Easy. At the time of slavery there was no telephone or radio.”

The memory of sour riddles like these haunted those who fled in 1956. Take
the case of a fourteen-year-old boy from the Kébanya slums, learning machine
patterning. In 1950 a factory on Csepel Island, in south Budapest, needed la-
bour, so it plucked him out of training and put him on a production line instead.
He soon found out the truth behind the Marxist slogans. The factory had
“Stakhanovites”, hand-picked workers who allegedly produced many times their
set norms.

“Look at that one, he takes home 3,000 florins a month, he has a house and
everything he wants. All that could be yours too!”

By a superhuman effort, a worker might then manage to exceed norm by
perhaps 180 per cent. But the very next week he would find that this 180 per
cent had become his new norm. In this Communist system of the constantly
upgraded norm, the workers were like rats in a speeding treadmill, galloping,
galloping all day long.

Every pawn in this gigantic power-game had his own rating, marked on a
secret dossier — his kader lap. Under Rakosi’s rule the word “cadre” lost its
teutonic military origins and took on terrifying connotations. It defined a man’s
class-origins, and these in turn ruled inexorably over his future: his eligibility
for higher commission as an officer, high-paid jobs, the length of prison sen-
tences.

The entire Hungarian population became obsessed with its cadre-rating, in-
scribed on the top of the dossier, ranging from M for munkas, worker, and P for
paraszt, peasant — the two most exalted ratings — right down to the finely differ-
entiated £ and E, denoting értelmiség and egyéb for the mistrusted “intellectual”
and “et cetera” respectively.

Nobody could aspire to a higher rating than M-1. These were the sons of
miners, of metal workers, of high Party funkies or of AVH officials.

But even an E could look down his nose at somebody, because beneath him
came a sub-rating, a non-class category of mortals: woe betide the man or woman

whose dossier was endorsed with a letter X. These were the déclassés, the “class-
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aliens”, born the sons of former officers, noblemen or servants of the Horthy
regime, or members of once-wealthy families. The letter X was a sword of
Damocles dangled over each of them, a permanent threat to their rights and
liberties.

The cadre-dossier would hound a man and defeat his dreams and aspira-

tions. It was a shadow over which no man could jump all his life long.

The new Soviet-style constitution gave the Communists the power to terror-
ise the recalcitrant arbitrarily.

Before Rakosi’s takeover, the basis of the law had been the BTK, or Biintetd
Torvéeny Konyv of 1878. It was objective and unambiguous: people knew where
they stood. That did not suit the Marxist game at all; Rdkosi wanted a flexible
system, whereby a landowning peasant or a kulak who had decided to fry bacon
for breakfast in a field could be sentenced to death for “endangering the crops”.
That was a quick way to eliminate the enemies of his new society.

At first the executive power of Rdkosi’s new state was wielded by the Public
Prosecutor. His office was above even the AVH, as the security police now be-
came. While the new laws were short, the subjective rules whereby the judges
were to interpret them were laid down in bulky secret bulletins which even the
lawyers did not receive.

The prosecutor could reject a witness requested by a defendant as “harmful
to the interests of the state”. Cases of a political nature were handled by a spe-
cial section of the prosecutor’s office, “double-zero”, headed by the AVH officer
Paul Bakos; and his job was to allow only lawyers on an approved double-zero
list to handle the prosecution or defence. In double-zero cases, even the indict-
ment was a state secret which neither prisoner nor attorney was allowed to see.’

Supervisory power over the new AVH rested in the hands of the Minister of
the Interior, but only in theory. Just as Stalin directly controlled his NKVD, so
Rékosi — and to a lesser extent Gerd$ and Farkas — dictated over the minister’s
head to the AVH.

By 1949 the minister of the interior was Janos Kddar, a self-effacing grey
man in a grey suit which always seemed one size too large for him.® Kéddar had
replaced his wartime resistance friend and idol Ladislas Rajk as minister on

August 3rd, 1948. He was a big man with thinning mousy hair, brown eyes and
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an intense face; a sad, ascetic figure who shared none of the other funkies’ pre-
dilections for food, drink and expensive clothing. Born in Fiume in May 1912
of a wandering Slovak peasant girl after her brief encounter with an enlisted
soldier in that port, K4ddar had earned a living delivering newspapers in Buda-
pest, and then, after leaving school at fourteen, as a toolmaker’s apprentice. He
had spent his evenings reading or playing chess by the light of a streetlamp. By
nineteen he was a Communist youth worker answering to the name of “Janos
Barna”. When Moscow ordered the national Communist Parties to infiltrate the
other working-class movements in 1936, he slid on to the committee of a Buda-
pest branch of the Social Democratic Party. He joined the wartime Communist
underground and struggled to keep it together when the Party’s two top leaders
were caught and hanged in 1942.

Under his new name of Janos Kdadar, he took over the whole Party when
Rajk, his friend and partner, was arrested in 1943. He dissolved it, replacing it
with a wartime front, the “Peace Party”. In April 1944 the new party decided to
establish contact with the émigré leaders in Moscow via Marshal Joseph Tito’s
partisan forces in neighbouring Yugoslavia. Kadar was captured while attempt-
ing to cross the border river but escaped and returned to Budapest.

After the Soviet occupation of the city, he worked hand-in-glove with Gébor
Péter on the organisation of a police force, became its deputy police chief, and
took on the job of first secretary of the Budapest Party organisation.

The views expressed by Janos Kddar were unequivocal. “Power, comrades,
is of supreme importance in the class war,” he told workers at Salgétarjan. “If
one class in society has the power it can do anything it wants. Therefore the aim
in class war must always be — Power!””’

Announcing his appointment as minister in 1948, the Party newspaper Free
People ended its ritual eulogy on Kadér: “Our people are thus blessed with a
minister of the interior who has raised himself from a simple worker’s son to
this lofty niche among the leaders of the Party and the country.”

Kadar did not attempt to court popularity. After he crushed the 1956 uprising
with Soviet military assistance illicit wallposters appeared, which announced:
“Wanted: Premier for Hungary. Qualifications — no sincere convictions; no back-
bone; ability to read and write not essential, but must be able to sign documents

drawn up by others.” This under-estimated the man’s own ability and his single-
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minded determination to fight “revisionism and bourgeois nationalism” with
what he called “all the intolerance of Lenin and the Bolsheviks”.

His manner was rough and proletarian. He was a moving public speaker and
because of his apparent sincerity he was very effective. He saw no need to mince
his language. Once, after the uprising was crushed, he explained: “A tiger can-
not be tamed by bait. It can be tamed and pacified only one way, by beating it to
death.” Weeks later, as the defeated revolutionaries mounted the gallows, Kadar
would declare unblushingly that the time had come for the proletarian dictator-

ship to show its “punitive ability”.

The prison population began to swell. The notorious AVH remand prison in
Budapest’s high street — FG utca — became the first post to hell for hundreds of
thousands. Built in an age when prisons were still prisons, F6 utca reeked of a
century of penal history, from the porter’s armoured cubby hole to its impen-
etrable masonry and its low, vaulted gangways lit by coloured bulbs.

Shuffling groups of frightened men softly padded past in felt-soled slippers,
while warders whistled prearranged signals to denote their charges’ priority:
who should pass on and who should get the sudden order: “Stop! Face the wall
and don’t took round.” It was an important element of terror that next-of-kin
never learned what had happened to their vanished relatives.’

There was hardly a family in Hungary which had not been scarred by an
encounter with the hated “AVOs”.

A Budapest mushroom farmer of fifty was arrested in April 1949 soon after
his youngest daughter.’® She was pulled in first, by mistake, when AVH men
swooped on two youngsters in the same railway compartment at Gydr; the two
youngsters had evidently been planning to escape. At the remand prison she had
to stand up to her waist in cold water all night, until after three days she was too
ill for further interrogation. Of course there was nothing she could confess to, so
they broke her left arm and imprisoned her for a year.

When her equally innocent father was arrested a few days after her, he was
taken to the AVH headquarters. “I was not told why I had been arrested, but I
was taken to a soundproof room where my hands were tied and the rope was
strung through a ring in the ceiling. I was pulled up to the ceiling and my shoes

were taken off and my legs, back and feet were beaten with a rubber hose.”
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This was repeated over three or four days. At no time was he even ques-
tioned. On December 19th, 1949, he was freed, again with no explanation.

The AVH was a law unto itself. The whole country knew, or believed it knew,
of its methods. Some rumoured techniques were probably true: the glass cath-
eter tube, inserted into a man’s penis through the urinary tract then smashed
with a blow of the fist, figured in many prisoners’ stories.

Less fortunate funkies, such as the secretary-general of the Hungarian United
Nations association, George Pal6czi-Horvéth learned the truth at first hand.

Arrested in the summer of 1949 and thrown into a tiny refrigerator of a cell
lit day and night by a naked bulb, he was kept brutally awake for three weeks to
make him more pliable. (The AVH required his confession that the UN associa-
tion was a spy organisation.) The thousands of empty minutes dragged past,
while the screw was turned. He did not know that so many ways existed to
torture mind and body.

“Sleeplessness, hunger, degradation, filthy insults to human dignity, the
knowledge that we were utterly at the mercy of the AVO — all this was not
enough,” he wrote in 1956. “They told us they would arrest our wives and
children and torment them in front of us. We heard women and children scream-
ing in adjacent rooms. Was it all play-acting for our benefit? I still don’t know.”"!

Thousands went permanently out of their minds. The victims of these men-
tal disorders baffled American psychiatrists. They at first thought them clever
liars preying on Western sympathies, like the former “victims of Nazi concen-
tration camps” who turned up in thousands to trick gullible Jewish relief agencies
out of funds — a comparison made by Cornell psychoanalyst Dr. George Devereux
after a sixteen-hour interrogation of one Hungarian “freedom fighter”.

This twenty-eight-year-old had told a tale of personal heroism and leader-
ship, while biting his finger nails and smoking heavily. He gave his name as
Janos Szabd, a name evidently robbed at random from one of the rebel leaders,
who was being executed in fact on that same day in Budapest. He described his
childhood poverty, and yet his mother had employed a housemaid and cook.
During the uprising he once set off on a daredevil errand on “a bicycle”; by the

time he arrived it was a “motorbike”.
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Devereux was inclined to see in him an extreme neurotic in an almost hypo-
manic stage, needing urgent therapy. “He weaseled around on whether or not he
himself had actually executed a traitor, or had ordered the execution — or what.”!?

And yet wisps of truth did shroud his story: his initial arrest by the AVH on
October 20th, 1950, had occurred after an illegal border crossing from Yugosla-
via. He had actually walked into the AVH post at Szeged and surrendered, the
characteristic act of a scared spy. He claimed not to have been working for the
American “CIC”, an espionage organisation.

“I think he was involved in something somehow,” reported another analyst,
Sigmund Mezey. “Maybe he was a spy.”

In AVH prison the man had become fascist-minded: he talked openly about
“these dirty Jews, they run this whole organisation”, meaning the AVH. He re-
ferred to the jailers as animals, who only carried out the orders given them by
the Jews.

He described the engines of torture used by the AVH in F6 utca prison, rang-
ing from a “torture box” that was too short to stand in but impossible to sit in
and a room of mirrors, to a water-filled cell and a chair bolted on to a trap door
set to plunge a captive to instant death and dismemberment in a giant meat-
mangle.

His listeners at Cornell became frankly sceptical, and yet he did bear the
marks of torture: his fingernails had been pulled out, and his upper and lower

molars were missing, replaced with clumsy dentures.

Loyal Communists hoped that all these atrocity rumours were just “enemy
propaganda”. One former Party journalist — later an editor on the revolutionary
tabloid Independence (Fiiggetlenség) made this plain to the American inter-
viewers in 1956."* Thirty-seven, a nervous-looking, wiry male of about
five-foot-six, dressed meticulously in sports jacket and flannels, he smiled in-
tensely at them.

“As a Communist journalist,” he began, “I was convinced that I was right. I
liked to debate with journalists of different persuasions. But after 1949 the So-
cial Democratic Party and the other parties were destroyed. Even the uniform of

the Hungarian army was changed. I could no longer write about what I wanted . . .
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“In the meantime I had a girlfriend who had joined the wartime resistance
and fought in Tito’s partisan army too. I only later came to realise that in the
eyes of my Party she was a kulak, she was treated very badly, and merely be-
cause her family had been very rich before the war and she herself had been
educated in Switzerland and in France. The first time that she was harassed by
the Communists she made up her mind to leave the country. But she was caught
by the AVH and sent to prison . . .

“She told me later what they did to her in prison. This was the first time that
I became aware of what was going on in the country.”
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Trial and Error

ATE IN 1949 Hungary’s dictator Rakosi staged his most spectacular show
Ltrial, probably on orders from the Kremlin. His victim was Ladislas Rajk,
architect of the police state, whom Rékosi probably had good grounds to envy
and fear. Stalin had decided to purge the indigenous Communist leaders in all the
Iron Curtain countries, in favour of those, such as Rakosi, who had “wintered” in
Moscow.

In its cold-blooded conception and diabolical execution, the Rajk trial is still
without parallel. In the Party’s rank and file it induced a psychological crisis: his
friends could scarcely believe that Rajk had committed such infamous crimes,
yet when he came to trial he publicly confessed them all.

When the secret police smashed into Rajk’s home before dawn and took him
away on May 30th, 1949, Rajk was just forty. Born in 1909 in Transylvania, son
of a shoeshop owner, he had been imprisoned for Communist agitation in 1932,
and wounded fighting in Spain; in 1944 the Hungarian fascists had interned him.
His credentials on his release from Dachau concentration camp in May 1945
therefore seemed impeccable. But there were two blemishes — he was not Jew-
ish and, unlike Rédkosi, he had not been an émigré in Moscow. The élitist camarilla
around Rékosi treated Rajk with contempt.

His wife Julia was arrested at the same time. Their little boy was taken away
from them. For four months she heard nothing but the stomping of the jailers in
Budapest’s Central Prison. Then one night she heard a tumult in the prison yard,
followed by a solemn silence suddenly broken by the terse command: “Géza, let
justice take its course!”

A stool clattered over.
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2]

There were more muffled sounds, then a gruff voice announced: “He is dead.

The wheels of this extraordinary intrigue had started whirring after Yugo-
slavia formally broke off relations with the Soviet Union. Marshal Joseph Tito
favoured establishing a Balkan confederation independent of Moscow’s influ-
ence, with Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania. Rdkosi was deeply envious of Tito
— his own prestige as a pre-war top dog in the Communist International was
waninwaning, while Tito’s fame as a wartime partisan commander was world-
wide. When Tito came to Budapest at the end of 1947, Rdkosi avoided meeting
him by going to Moscow. Afterwards he acted the typical agent provocateur,
secretly encouraging Tito’s disloyalty and then sending him a virulent letter in
May 1948, backing Moscow. The Belgrade Communists replied with a stinging
rebuke, denying Rakosi the right to interfere in their private dispute with Mos-
cow. Rékosi flew into a theatrical rage and called Tito treacherous, vicious and
renegade. Four years later he would attack him in a speech, saying: “We can see
every day how the misery of the Yugoslav workers is growing, how the inde-
pendence of the country is being whittled away, and how the country is becom-
ing more and more a satellite and slave of the warmongers.”

The arrest of Rajk was Rékosi’s way of taking revenge. Had not the great
Stalin predicted that as the struggle intensified the defeated class-enemy would
establish an active bridgehead inside the Communist Party itself? Thus Rakosi’s
crusade against “Titoism” in Hungary began that same year, in 1948. Thousands
of suspects were arrested and deported or executed.

Rajk headed his black list.

Béla Szasz, one of his friends, describes how Rékosi began to set the stage.
On May Day 1949, instead of taking his place on the big reviewing stand for the
military parade, R4kosi joined Rajk on a small saluting base, as though to hon-
our him: “It was a dramatic contrast,” says Szdsz, “Rékosi, ugly Jewish dwarf
that he was, and the elegant, handsome young minister at his side. It was typical

of Rékosi to make a big fuss over his victim in the last days of his liberty.”
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Of course, it was all just a blind to conceal his real intentions. This was why,
as early as August 1948, he had appointed Rajk foreign minister instead of min-
ister of the interior. The intended victim was thus promoted just before his
“unmasking”, to underline its total unexpectedness.

Simultaneously Rékosi hatched an elaborate plot to frame Tito. A Yugoslav
student had been murdered in Budapest, and the police now announced that the
Yugoslav press attaché, Zhivkov Boarov, was the murderer. Under pressure he
signed a confession. Evidently the intention had been to coerce this unfortunate
diplomat into implicating Tito himself. This plan was dropped in favour of fram-
ing the ambassador and ultimately — as the ambassador was recalled — his chargé
d’affaires was secretly selected as scapegoat instead.

That man is Lazarus Brankov — thirty-five, a former Serbian lawyer, journal-
ist and partisan officer.? He admits to having had many long, private talks with
Rajk in his apartment or on hunting trips. No doubt Rajk’s flat has been bugged
by police experts, because transcripts of these conversations will later be shown
to Brankov.

Brankov thus becomes a key witness to the inside story of the Rajk trial. As
he will escape during the uprising of 1956, his lengthy testimony is available in
American files. It proves an unsavoury, tapeworm’s view of the inner entrails of
a police state.

It is October 1948, when Rékosi orders the kidnapping of Brankov. Bel-
grade never protests because Rdkosi plants reports in Moscow newspapers that
Brankov really has “defected”. (This version will be widely believed in Buda-
pest even many years later.) In his tiny AVO cell there is just enough room to sit
upright. The interrogations will last nearly a year, increasing in brutality and
devilry like successive scenes from a Kafka drama. The AVO is grooming him
as a star witness: he is to testify that Tito personally sent him to plot with Rajk to
assassinate Rdkosi, Ger$ and Farkas. Only the watchfulness of the AVO has
preserved the infant People’s Democracy from this cruel bereavement.

Months pass.

Brankov’s entire world is this cramped cell.

The chief torturer assigned to his case is AVO Lieutenant-Colonel Louis
Lombos, who escaped death in a wartime Jewish labour battalion by feigning

madness. Now he is getting his revenge on humanity. The AVO tell Brankov
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that they have proof that it is he who ordered the press attaché to kill the student.
He is confronted with the attaché, the alleged “murderer”: Boarov cannot look
him in the eye, and withdraws his allegation.

More interrogations follow. The screw is twisted tighter, An elderly plain-
clothes official reproaches him: “We believe you! You didn’t put up Boarov to
this murder. But you are an intelligent man, you must realise that we can’t sim-
ply set you free — not after all this.” And he adds almost apologetically. “We can
handle this whole affair quite easily without you. You have a double and &e will
do everything we ask of him. Nobody will be any the wiser!”

He snaps his fingers, and the double is led in. The resemblance is amazing,
although the man is perhaps slightly taller.

Brankov finally succumbs and agrees to announce that he is a defector. Un-
der guard he is taken to join other real defectors; he is driven to films and lectures,
and escorted on walks. They want him to be seen. Meanwhile other “witnesses”
are being lined up. Béla Szdsz, who knew Rajk at college but spent the war
years in Argentina, is required to confess that he was an “imperialist agent” sent
back to Hungary in 1946, and that he blackmailed Rajk — whom he “knew to be
a Horthy police spy” — into supplying secret documents to the British.

It is all fiction, but gradually the case against Rajk is cemented together. The
question is, how will the AVH get him to play ball too?

When Lazarus Brankov is sent back to 60, Andrassy Street they tell him they
have proof of Tito’s plotting, and that they have arrested the arch-criminal Rajk
himself. They tell him that Rajk and General Palffy have admitted everything.
“It will be quite useless for you to deny your guilt.” They show him what pur-
ports to be Rajk’s signed confession, they ask him what part Joseph Révai has
played, and what part Révai’s brother-in-law Zoltan Szant6 while he was Hun-
gary’s envoy in Belgrade.

The whirling vortices of this intrigue grow ever more intricate. The cast
grows longer. Dr. Tibor Sz8nyi, Andrew Szalai, Béla Korondy are all impli-
cated, as is the radio chief Paul Justus. Brankov proves a difficult prisoner, so
the AVH blindfold him and drive him over the river to Vardzs Street, where they

have three special villas.
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Here his cell is ankle-deep in ice-cold brackish water to discourage the pris-
oner from trying to sleep on the one narrow bench. After several days Brankov
is dizzy with exhaustion, but still he refuses to sign any documents.

“Why ruin yourself like this?” the voices say. “Everybody else has confessed.
Your denials won’t be believed at the trial, because Rajk and the others have
confessed.”

He only wants to sleep, he can think of nothing sweeter. But when they come
to get his signature, for some reason which he cannot even explain himself, he
still keeps saying, No, No.

The AVH chief General Gébor Péter and his deputy, Colonel Nicholas Sziics,
are always there. They confront Brankov with Rajk who coolly admits to the
most fantastic crimes. Brankov stares at him in blank consternation.

“I was in the plot to murder Rdkosi,” chants Rajk. “When I met Yugoslav
officials on the train, we hatched the details.”

Doubt and panic cloud Brankov’s fatigued brain.

“Whatever you say,” he finds himself retorting. “But it is the first that I've
heard of it.”

So the weeks drag on. He is losing weight, but the beatings no longer seem
to hurt him.

To his astonishment, he finds that the “Governor” of these torture villas is
the Soviet lieutenant-general known as Theodore Bielkin — in real life probably
V. S. Abakumov, Beria’s Number Two. How often Brankov has danced with
Bielkin’s wife, when the general was on the Allied Control Commission. Now
the Russian NKVD general is lolling in front of him, with thinning reddish hair,
a runaway paunch and bandy legs. He wears a Stalin tunic of soft silver-blue
cloth.

He is often scornful, he shrugs a great deal and breaks into heaving hoots of
laughter, while his Hungarian imitator Colonel Sziics chimes in with discreet,
servile sniggers.

It is like a nightmare. At one interrogation, Brankov finds himself halluci-
nating — Bielkin’s puffy, pallid face is growing lion’s teeth, he has a lion’s tail
that is thrashing and flailing, stirring up a cloud of dust, and in the middle of

that dust cloud he can see a Lilliputian figure, Lazarus Brankov himself. Per-
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haps he is already being treated with mind-distorting drugs, in anticipation of
the big public trial to come.

But when will that trial take place? It is obviously imminent.

All the witnesses have begun learning their scripts. Only when each section
is word-perfect are they allowed to sleep. The drug doses are varied, evidently
to assess how much to use when the day comes. (During the Mindszenty trial
earlier in 1949 the drugging operations were conducted by Dr. Emil Weil; but
that physician is evidently a man of many talents, because he has been posted as
Hungary’s envoy to the United States, and George Badlint, an unhealthy obese
doctor, is directing the drugging in the Rajk trial.)

One day, Brankov tries to escape. They manhandle him badly after that, but
the next time that he is taken to the lavatory, he carves a message into the wall
with his fingernails. He knows that Rajk, Palffy and Justus all understand French.
So he writes in French: “At the trial, tell only the truth!”

Dress-rehearsals begin. Once, Brankov courageously resists, denouncing the
proceedings as a frame-up, in the belief that this is the real trial at last. But it is
only another rehearsal, even though the court president, Dr. Peter Janké, and the
lawyers are all there, giving the charade a final run-through.

Sometimes, in their clear, unbefuddled moments, the other prisoners also
shows signs of resistance. Once the drug dose is too strong, and Rajk and Brankov
start parroting their prepared answers to the wrong questions, resulting in a
cross-talk that would be hilarious under less macabre circumstances. Only Gen-
eral Palffy makes no attempt to resist, but just sobs, while Justus occasionally
hams like a cheap actor, chanting his lines so outrageously that even the dim-
mest spectator must see that he has had to memorise them. “Yes, I am the
Hungarian Trotsky!” he booms.

It is all a blur in Brankov’s mind. He cannot distinguish faces, the drugs
leave him drowsy, like coming out from under the dentist’s gas. When they say
that he put his press attaché Boarov up to murder, he does dimly sense personal
danger, and tries to protest; but he slumps back into a zero-gravity state of emo-
tional detachment before he can speak.

“No, it’s not true,” he hears himself slur, but he is unable to go on.

Rajk has a long and complicated part to recite, which Brankov finds he can-
not follow. His mind dozes off. He loses all sense of orientation. When his own
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attorney — a former Soviet partisan — levels accusations against him, Brankov
heaves unsteadily to his feet and tries either to lunge at him or to answer, but by
the time he is upright he has already forgotten which and slumps back on to his
chair while guards restrain him.

Rajk rouses himself to no such display. He proclaims: “We need no mercy!”
This fragment of script swirls around in Brankov’s brain like a rock looming
past a ship circling in a fog. Once they have to read from scripts for a radio
broadcast of the “trial”. On another day Rajk whispers to his neighbour, Justus,
“My confession was not true!”

Brankov is curious to see how Rajk will act when the real trial begins. On
that day he will make his own protest about this frame-up.

But suddenly it is all over — a jail wagon transports him to the central prison.
The last “rehearsal” has been the trial, without his having realised it, and Brankov

cannot even remember what sentence the judge has pronounced on him.

“What is your date of birth?” demanded the court’s president.

Rajk answered: “March 8th, 1909 .. .”

The trial had begun. It was September 16th, 1949, and the People’s Court —
that sweaty, shirt-sleeved horror-chamber of the Iron Curtain countries — was in
session in the marbled hall of the Iron and Metal Workers’ Union in Budapest.
The eight defendants sat in line abreast, with uniformed guards interspaced be-
tween them on the bare parquet floor.

The public prosecutor, Dr. Julius Alapi, shuffled his script.

“It is not just Rajk and his consorts who are in the dock here today,” he
intoned, “but their foreign paymasters, the imperialist ringleaders in Belgrade
and Washington.”

There was a murmur among three hundred hand-picked factory workers and
funkies arrayed behind the red  rope barrier. The world’s pressmen began to
scribble — Serge Karsky of Le Monde, L. Erd6s of France Soir, Michael Burns
of The Times, Joseph Kingsbury Smith of the International News Service in
New York, Richard Clark of United Press, and Stephen Wise from the Paris
edition of the New York Herald Tribune, sitting next to Wilfred Burchett of the
Daily Express. So that was the tactical objective of the trial!
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“It is a peculiar feature of this trial,” declaimed Alapi, “that it is not Ladislas
Rajk and Co. who are really in the dock at all — but Tito and his gang!”

In Alapi’s speech there were echoes of Andrei Vishinsky, Stalin’s chief pros-
ecutor in the Moscow show trials; but there were strains too of Kadar’s
uncompromising views on tiger-taming: “There is only one sure defence against
mad dogs,” thundered Alapi, “and that is to slay them!”

One by one the prisoners contritely admitted to their guilt. Rajk, Pélffy, a
foreign diplomat, a police colonel, the radio vice-president — all confessed to
having been agents of Tito and the Western imperialists, and asked for their
murder plot against Rakosi, Farkas and Ger to be taken into consideration against
them.

Rajk claimed that he had joined the Communist Youth Movement purely on
the instructions of Horthy’s police. Later he explained: “I went to Spain with a
double mission. I was to find out the names of the men in the ‘Réakosi’ battalion,
and I was to reduce the battalion’s fighting efficiency by political subversion
from within . . . And I might add that in addition to this I conducted Trotskyist
propaganda in the ‘Rékosi’ battalion.”

And so it went on: Rajk’s clandestine meetings with Yugoslavs as early as
1939 in French internment, then with officers of the Deuxi€me Bureau, then
with a Gestapo major “whose name I can’t recall”; this Nazi had read out to him
a list of his Yugoslav collaborators, and these names Rajk could recall — all of
them had since turned up among Marshal Tito’s closest colleagues, as fortune
would have it.

Two years ago, confessed Rajk, he had been contacted by Tito’s espionage
service while visiting Abbazia, a Yugoslav resort.

“It was here that I first realised that not only Rankovic” — the then Yugoslav
minister of the interior — “and other men who had been in Spain were pursuing
Trotskyist policies and that they were working hand-in-glove with the Ameri-
can intelligence agencies, but Tito too, the prime minister of Yugoslavia!”

The court president glanced at his papers. “And how far did they succeed
with all these plans?” he asked.

Rajk chanted: “They failed because the government reshuffle here in 1948
rooted out all the people we had infiltrated into every walk of government life,

into the public and state agencies, the army — everywhere. And the propaganda
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work of the Catholic reactionaries led by Mindszenty, on which Tito had also
been counting, came to nothing, because the mighty central government of our
People’s Democracy dashed one of their most important instruments out of their
hands by nationalising the Catholic schools. That was a crippling blow to the
whole plan!”

Rajk was almost word-perfect.

Only once did he falter. After the president had extracted from Palffy the
admission that he had once borne a Jewish name, Osterreicher, he turned to
Rajk. Rajk admitted irritably, “My grandfather was born in Saxony, and did
spell his name ‘Reich’.”

But he added: “On this point, let me make it quite plain that my origins are
purely Gentile!”

It was almost comical to see Rajk, who had drowsily accepted far more sin-
ister allegations, bucking at this harmless jibe.

None of the other prisoners bucked.

Dr. Tibor Sz8nyi exclaimed in his closing statement: “Tito and his clique! In
their dealings with us and their own accomplices, they dropped their mask and
spoke openly of overthrowing our People’s Democracy. They would have stopped
short at no crime. Honourable court, I too, offered my services for these wicked
plans. And my crimes are no less heinous when compared with the offences
committed by the arch-criminals of the pernicious Tito gang.”

Andrew Szalai smugly announced: “I await a severe sentence from the court.”

General Pélffy bewailed: “I reproach not only myself, but the Tito clique too
— and their bosses, the US imperialists!”

Béla Korondy was no less abject: “My job would have been to arrest the
government and exterminate the ministers Rékosi, Farkas and Ger§. I beg the
court to take this into consideration when passing sentence on me.”

When Rajk’s turn came he admitted to having been an instrument of Tito —
“Tito, who followed in Hitler’s footsteps and is continuing Hitler’s policies in
the Balkans and Eastern Europe.” Then Rajk swallowed and continued: “So I
find myself in agreement with most of the Honourable Prosecutor’s statements.”

Dr. Alapi’s jaw sagged. Most? What kind of cavilling was that! But already
Rajk had returned to his scripted part in resignation — “. . . And that is why I

declare now, in advance, that I consider the court’s sentence will be a just one.””
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One night some weeks later — it is October 15th, 1949 — Lazarus Brankov,
Rajk’s Yugoslav co-defendant, is lying awake in the Central Prison listening to
the clamour rising from the prison yard.

Gradually it dawns on him that a mass execution is being prepared. To drown
the scuffling the guards have started up lorry engines, and metal tins are being
banged.

“Géza — let justice take its course!”

There is a clatter like a stool being knocked over. There are footsteps outside
his cell, doors banging open and shut, and the scuffling sounds are repeated.

Suddenly his own cell door is flung open. Both arms are pinioned behind
him and he is frog-marched into the prison yard. Floodlights bathe the whole
scene. A few feet from a brick wall, Brankov numbly sees tall wooden posts set
into the ground, each with a meat-hook on top. No drugs this time, he can see
everything that is going on as they drag him towards one of the posts. In those
few seconds he suffers the entire hanging in his mind.

Then an officer runs out and shouts: “Stop! Not him! Take him back to the
cells.”

So Lazarus Brankov survives. And when the uprising begins, when the worms

turn against the funkies, he will be there.

A few weeks later, Rajk’s young widow Julia sees the official Blue Book on
the trial. When she reads her husband’s first reply a sad smile flickers across her
angular, handsome face. Ladislas Rajk has beaten the system after all. Despite
the violence, the drugs, and the dress-rehearsals, he has left a clue for posterity
right there in his first words.

“When were you born,” the court had asked.

And Rajk had answered, “On March 8th, 1909.”

But that was not true. It was May 8th. How could any man make such an
error unless to leave a hidden message to the world outside that all was not as it

seemed?
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Into the Darkness

OME OF THESE relics of Hungary’s recent ignoble past are still alive. Over
S the five years I spent investigating this uprising, I visited the country many
times to locate them. Some were elusive. Several refused to talk without seeing
written permission from the Party. Many were apprehensive or changed their
minds.

While some live quite openly, their names printed in the telephone directo-
ries, others skulk behind anonymous doors unrecognised by their neighbours: I
would have liked to talk with Ernest Ger$ himself, but nobody could pinpoint
for me precisely which street was his in the Rose Mount (Rézsadomb) suburb.
Some Party officials nervously agreed to meet me — after hours. Others were
reticent, even though now living in the United States or Switzerland. Alice, the
widow of Nicholas Gimes, one of the three ringleaders executed after the rebel-
lion, invited me to see her in Ziirich, but changed her mind when I arrived there
and refused to see me without offering any explanation.

Typical of my investigations was the visit I made up the winding lanes to
Ors6 Avenue, in the once-wealthy hills of Buda, the part of Budapest lying west
of the river. I wanted to look up Professor Elizabeth Andics and her economist
husband Andrew Berei, a legendary Party couple. I knew that they had sepa-
rated for ten years when Berei went to the West, but they were now living together
again (although she addressed him even in private as “Comrade Berei”, it was
said).

When the uprising reached its climax, armed rebels scouring their neigh-
bourhood for hidden security policemen found this couple brazenly staying on
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in their villa. She emerged flourishing passports that established them both as
Soviet citizens; the insurgents’ leaders advised their angry men against any rash
act that might provoke the Russians. The couple were delivered to the Soviet
Embassy instead.

At the height of his powers as chairman of the Planning Office, Comrade
Berei employed three thousand experts controlling the country’s economic life.
Now I found them both still living in the same house, not far from the villa from
which Imre Nagy had set off on October 23rd, 1956, along the path that led to
the new premiership, and ultimately to prison and sentence of death.

Further up these hills was the house where Rdkosi had lived. The folk that I
passed now must, as children, have cowered into doorways as the curtained
convoys of black, Russian-built limousines swept past them every day.

The Andics household was unguarded and badly needed a lick of paint. The
front garden was overgrown with weeds. An aged female retainer opened the
door and fetched the couple.

I was startled to find them both so short, having read so much about the
power they had wielded after their return from Moscow in 1945. Berei was
seventy-eight, with a sour, shrivelled crab-apple for a head. His wife seemed
more alert than he, appearing to lip-read with big round eyes as I spoke. Just
when I thought I had persuaded them to talk, she cut her husband short and
suggested I return again in a few months’ time, and that I submit my questions
in advance. Old habits die hard.

I called on Marosan instead.! George Marosan is as garrulous as these two
old Marxist birds are mute. A garish seventy-year-old ex-Social Democrat,
Marosan was the man who sold out his party to Rakosi in 1948 only to be jailed
by him a few months later. He would be reinstated in the Politburo in 1956 and
would find himself nominated to the puppet government that crushed the upris-
ing. Six years later, he would publicly quit after accusing the regime of hypocrisy
and of repeating Rdkosi’s error by creating a cult of personality. “We are again
in power, and yet we are not interested in the masses,” he would rebuke Kadar.

Marosén is a wild, unruly character of half-Romanian extraction, rattling off
broken verbless sentences with verve and fire that leave listeners with the un-

comfortable impression of a man with an open knife in his pocket. His grandfather

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘iﬁ Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

84 UPRISING!

was middle-class, but his father had sunk into the proletariat. Marosan himself
has remained an outsider all his life. Many Social Democrats during the war
were “double-card carriers”, belonging secretly to the Communist Party too.
Not Marosén. The entire left wing of the Social Democratic Party was Jewish at
that time too: but again, not Marosan.

He received me in the living room of his suburban semi-detached house. He
has an unlisted telephone number and shelters behind a door with no name-
plate, a wise anonymity as he has more deaths than Judge Jeffreys on his
conscience. The rooms are newly decorated, with modern furniture, a varnished
parquet floor, potted plants, striped wallpaper and bright cotton upholstery.

He himself is a well-built man; the reddish tinge to his rugged features con-
trasts vividly with the snow-white hair left by Rékosi’s jails. He rises at four,
works out in a gymnasium, then swims a mile before breakfasting and smoking
his first cigar.

“It is only on rare occasions that I receive visitors like you,” he begins, man-
gling my extended hand. “I am always suspicious of Western historians. They
turn my words upside down.”

He has three volumes of memoirs on the lap of his loud-check, grey suit; the
fourth volume, which deals with the troubles of 1956, will never be published.
“I have always been a difficult person,” he sighs.

For three hours he soliloquises about his past, trying to justify his career.
“After the anti-fascist coalition was dissolved, the question emerged, what now
— what internal forces exist capable of making further progress towards demo-
cratic socialism? Only three factions existed: two million people in the trades
unions, the Social Democratic Party and the Communist Party.”

He emphasises each point by slicing the air with hands that are large slabs
with stubby fingers and well-manicured fingernails.

“Take your Denis Healey. In 1946 he came here, because the Labour Party
wanted to find out whom they could trust in Hungary. I took Healey home, and
he asked me if I meant to take co-operation with the Communists as far as
amalgamation. I asked him what alternative he had to suggest — should the So-
cial Democrats join forces with Cardinal Mindszenty? At that he gave up!” says

Marosan.

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘#l Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

One Nation’s Nightmare: Hungary 1956 85

“As a matter of honour, I granted passports to all those leading Social Demo-
crats who did not want to join the new set-up. They were free to go. They
emigrated legally and they were all given funds . . . So we amalgamated and the
new party had over 1,100,000 members. To my surprise, they started purging
the party of ‘undesirable elements’. By March 1949, two hundred thousand people
had been expelled from the new united party. The union movement was reor-
ganised so as to smash the shop-floor committees of the union. It was then that
I realised that Rdkosi and his fellow Muscovites regarded an organised move-
ment of the shop-floor unions functioning along democratic lines as a threat.
The showdown came with the arrest, right after the May 1949 election, of two
people: Tibor Szényi and the Social Democratic sociologist Professor Alexan-
der Szalai.”

At the end of May 1949, Rajk too was arrested.

“That was my mistake,” Marosan says. “I realise now that I should have left,
I'should have left at that point. If Rajk could be arrested, then so could I. T am no
fool. I kept thinking, I ought to escape. But then I said to myself, I am enough of
a tough guy (vagany) to escape and no AVH can catch me. I know four escape
routes, and two are dead certs. But in which direction to flee? To the Soviet
Union, or to the West? Neither would have done me any good. My arrest was
certain sooner or later and I knew it. Four times I verbally offered my resigna-
tion as minister of light industry to Rédkosi. Rdkosi would not accept, so I had to
stay at my post. I was arrested on August 5th, 1950.”

For the rest of this Sunday morning, Marosan talks of his role in crushing the
uprising.

He did not recommend moderation, and ordinary Hungarians now react to
his name like Ghengis Khan’s. “All my life I have hated the gentry, hated the
scholars,” Newsweek once quoted him as saying, “because every one of them is
a rotten, no-good counter-revolutionary, and I would like nothing better than to
hang them from the nearest tree on a rope woven from their own intestines.”

He is still a rough-spoken man and enjoys his reputation as a vagany. As we
leave, his wife, a wiry peasant woman, comes out of the kitchen. (Newspaper-
men reported in December 1956 that after she joined the mass demonstration of
women mourning the Soviet suppression of the uprising, Marosén bawled, “What

do you expect, she’s just another whore like the rest of them!”) Now he jerks a
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thumb at her and jokes in Hungarian: “You see, in this house I am still under the
dictatorship of the proletariat!”

Zoltan Vas, whom I visited a year later, had also broken with the Party. He
was one of its grand old men, having been imprisoned for sixteen years with
Raékosi. He had shared with Rédkosi the honour of being exchanged to the Soviet
Union in 1940 for the Hungarian battle flags held by Moscow.

When I eventually ran him to ground, after three years of fruitlessly knock-
ing at his door in Buda, I joked that no doubt when he and Rékosi returned
triumphantly from their Moscow exile in 1944, they had the decency to send the
flags back again. Vas, a heavy, thick-set man, born “Weinberger” seventy-seven
years ago, cupped a hand round an ear to catch my remark and broke into a fit of
coughing and laughter.

He too has written memoirs which will probably never be published. The
typescript spanning his extraordinary life is heaped idly on a window ledge; it is
passed from hand to hand around Budapest’s cognoscenti, but it probably re-
veals too much to be palatable now.

“I take a dim view of Marosan,” Vas remarks at one point. Then his memory
flicks seamlessly back to 1922, when he, as a twenty-year-old, heard Lenin
himself speak in Moscow, and forward to Stalin’s seventieth birthday when he
was chosen to bear Hungary’s gift to the Soviet dictator.

It was Zoltdn Vas, wearing the uniform of a Soviet colonel, who ran the
partisan school outside Moscow during the war, re-training captured Hungarian
officers for combat duties behind their own lines. Vas, accompanied by Gerd or
the writer Julius Hdy and “General” Béla Illyés — all wearing Soviet uniforms —
regularly toured the prison camps.? For obvious reasons, they considered their
fellow Jews captured from the Hungarian labour battalions to be particularly
promising material: thus George Fazekas, a tall, bony ex-journalist captured in
1942 on the Don front, became one of the delegates of the short-lived Hungar-
ian National Committee set up under General Ladislas Zsedényi and the reserve
officer Nicholas Répdsi in a Marxist school in Moscow; however, after Stalingrad
the plan was dropped and Fazekas and many others were enrolled in partisan

school and returned to Hungary in Soviet uniforms.
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It was in a prison camp that Vas first set eyes on Paul Maléter, a towering
young lieutenant taken prisoner in 1944. “Maléter had character,” reflects Vas
mistily. “He was a good socialist too and, I dare say, something of a Communist
as well.”? His first wife Maria lives in the United States, his widow Judith is in
Budapest, wife of a foreign airlines executive.

“Maléter,” testified a young Jewish engineer in August 1957, “was divorced.
His first wife was working at the same place as my mother. She was a cultured
woman, and this was a bad mark in the eyes of the Communists. Maléter took a
lot of flak from his superiors because his wife was not the same as the wives of
the other Hungarian officers. She was too neat, and he didn’t dare take her to
officers’ parties.”

Born of Huguenot stock in September 1917 in a part of Hungary sliced off
by Czechoslovakia three years later but restored by Hitler’s favour in 1940,
Maléter knew what nationalism meant. His background was super-bourgeois:
his father was a law professor, his father-in-law — he had married Maria, an
attractive brunette six years younger than himself — was a hotel owner. But he
had evidently dreamed of an army career since his youth. His last ADC, Captain
Louis Csiba, glimpsed among his belongings a toy sword that had evidently
been a childhood gift. In 1940 he entered the famous Ludovika Military Acad-
emy as a cadet, passed out two years later, was commissioned a Panzer lieutenant
and posted in April 1944 to the First Army on the eastern front, where he was
taken prisoner on May 2nd, in the Kolomea sector. In fact it was the Soviet anti-
tank gun commanded by George Fazekas that crippled Maléter’s armoured car.
Maléter was wounded but proudly snapped at his Hungarian captors: “If  had a
pistol I would shoot myself!” Fazekas proffered him his pistol (it was not loaded)
and left Maléter to think things over. He drew Zoltdn Vas’s attention to this
remarkable man and did not meet the striking tank officer again until October
1956.

For whatever motives Maléter accepted the offer when “Colonel” Zoltdn
Vas came recruiting. Vas recalls asking the lanky lieutenant why he was still
wearing his Russian campaign medals, and Maléter stubbornly told him: “I am
a Hungarian officer. It is only natural that I should have fought to my last bullet.

If I had a gun I would go on fighting even now!”
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Vas was impressed and invited the lieutenant to join the anti-fascist ideo-
logical school at Kraznogorsk near Moscow. The food and accommodation were
better there. Maléter completed the course in July and was dropped behind Ger-
man lines in Transylvania in September.

There was by then little hard fighting to do, but he was decorated by the
Soviet marshal Rodion Malinovsky; he joined the Communist Party, profited
from the army’s reorganisation under the Debrecen regime and was appointed
captain of the frontier-guards at Balassagyarmat. In May 1945, his name fig-
ured among the leaders of the Hungarian Partisan Comrades Federation along
with Alexander Nogradi, Zoltdn Vas, Michael Farkas and Géza Révész. When
the Calvinist pastor and Smallholder politician Zoltan Tildy was installed as
Hungary’s president in 1948, it was Maléter who commanded his élite guard.’

This was the start of Maléter’s troubles. When Rékosi disbanded this élite
force, Maléter found himself chairbound under Michael Farkas at the defence
ministry. He became gloomy, fearing that he was on the shelf. Other partisan
comrades outstripped him; several were made generals.

And the shadows of Communist dogma lengthened across the marriage. He
had promised Maria, a devout Catholic, never to join the Party; but that put him
at a disadvantage. She found out that he had secretly joined. He even began
repeating the slogans to her: “Every man must have his share of the good things.
That may cause individual hardships, but the misfortunes of the few are neces-
sary to ensure the good of the many!”

After Rékosi’s final takeover she saw her husband growing edgy and pacing
up and down, looking at his watch for no reason. He jumped at the slightest
knock at the door.®

The Party began turning the screws on Maléter, as on thousands of others
who did not fit its mould. He was shadowed, and stool-pigeons were sent to test
his loyalties. When his adjutant tipped him off that he had been asked to keep an
eye on him, Maléter did the shrewd thing: he reported the adjutant.

Once, the doorbell rang and a stranger handed him a letter signed by an old
Ludovika Academy classmate: “Paul Maléter, we have not forgotten you. We
are in the free world, fighting for Hungary’s freedom.” The letter invited him to

engage in espionage activity. Maléter took out his service revolver and marched
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the stranger off to the police. The man turned up next day in AVH uniform and
congratulated him. It had been a trap.

For convent-educated Maria, these methods seemed despicable. When she
tried to save her marriage by learning the Communist ideology, her stomach
rebelled at “dialectical materialism” and the double-think it implied. She left
the course and refused to join the Party. Her anguished husband failed to con-
vert her.

Once she apologised to dinner guests for the stale potatoes; the colonel jumped
up and railed at her: “You’re only saying that because you’re a reactionary, you
want to denigrate our Communist way of life!” After the guests left she became
hysterical. “I’m being suffocated by this atmosphere.”

In the spring of 1953 he moved out. Several times the ministry of defence
sent for her — she was now working in a photographic studio — and spoke of her
“unsatisfactory cadre-rating” and her refusal to join the Party. They said she
was blighting her husband’s prospects. “Comrade Maléter, your husband is lead-
ing an irregular life that we cannot tolerate in a Communist colonel. Either he
returns to his family, or he must remarry.”

Alone and distressed, she spent a melancholy September 1953 vacation alone
in the Métra mountains where she and Paul had spent their honeymoon. Here
she received a letter from his lawyer: as she was not capable of bringing up their
children fit for a People’s Democracy, he had started divorce proceedings. But
next day he telephoned, and he arrived with his blue-grey eyes burning with
rage and tore up the letter.

They resolved to make a fresh start. They found a new home and Paul had it
repainted with army paint. But in November 1953 the Party dictated that if he
moved back in with her again then her mother must move out; her cadre was
unacceptable and she was held to blame for the daughter’s refusal to join the
Party. Maria refused to throw out her seventy-two-year-old mother. It drove the
final wedge into the crumbling marriage.

The colonel’s behaviour after the divorce was callous and unforgivable. He
snatched their seven-year-old son Paul from her flat while she was at work one
day and placed him in an orphanage where Maria, distracted out of her mind,

found him only after turning Budapest upside down.

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘iﬁ Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

90 UPRISING!

She appealed against the colonel’s action in the courts. He appeared in per-
son but she barely recognised him. He defended his actions with hatred in his
voice: “I took away my son,” he snapped, “to remove him from the bourgeois
influence of his mother.”

Next day he telephoned her, as mellow and friendly as when she had first
known him. Perhaps his courtroom manner had just been play-acting for the
benefit of his cadre-dossier.

She did not see Paul Maléter again. He married again, Judith, a girl who had
been approved by the Party. He was hanged in 1958. She lives in Budapest
today. She was too frightened to see me.

For the first few years the loyal Communists stomached it all. One such man
in 1949 was a thin, nervous-looking journalist of thirty-two on the Party news-
paper Free People,’ who kept his unhappiness to himself. Though he considered
his own country to be a prison, it was quite a comfortable confinement for him:
he earned 3,000 florins a month, and had bought a car at a State discount store
because of his Party allegiance. His newspaper was staffed only by dedicated
Communists like himself, but misdeeds committed in the Party’s name were
already registering subliminally.

“The courts began to inflict terrible sentences: a butcher was imprisoned for
ten years because he slaughtered a pig,” he recalled. “Everything became so
humiliating. We had to attend Party conferences and seminars, and cheer the
name of Stalin twelve or thirteen times in one afternoon. A man who had been
dismissed three or four years earlier as a bad journalist, now became my editor
merely because he was regarded as a better Communist that the rest of us. (I was
the best reporter on the newspaper.) I could no longer choose my own topics. I
was only allowed to write about statistics or Party news. After 1949 I couldn’t
bear to read my own newspaper, it had become so dull and tedious.”

In 1949 he transferred to another newspaper. It was his undoing. Here he
met real journalists, men who paid only lip-service to Communism. The editor
was a well-known newspaperman of the old school, married to the country’s
most famous actress. He still had some of the old world charm that character-
ised the older generation.
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“One day,” reminisced the journalist later, “we went hunting. I invited him
to ride with me in my car. As we were driving along he told me, ‘It’s a terrible
thing, but there’s going to be a ten per cent wage cut!’ I said: ‘That’s impossible!
The Communist Party will never do that!” He shook his head: ‘Wrong — they
won’t do it under the name of wage reductions, but under the guise of State
loans.” At our next staff meeting, he stood up and made a speech saying how
happy he was about this wonderful opportunity to buy State bonds, and we had
to write in the same terms in our columns. What we were forbidden to write was
that it was compulsory.”

He began to feel trapped. “I could not bear the thought of never seeing France
or Italy again,” he said. He attempted to escape to Czechoslovakia, was caught,
tortured and thrown into Recsk internment camp.

Life in the quarry was the final dénouement: “I had no idea that people were
being arrested for their opinions,” he admitted. “I was living in such a small
circle that I didn’t know that people were so afraid of me that they would not tell
me what was really on their minds. In prison I met people who had been ar-
rested back in ’46 and *47. I thought to myself, ‘This is terrible — I did not even
know they had been arrested!” I had been living in an ivory tower, only meeting
the people at the ministry, and at night I was with my friends. True, I had a
girlfriend who was not a Communist, but she was very rich and had no cause to
complain. In prison I had the opportunity of meeting people I had never met
before. From them I pieced together a pretty good picture of the state of the
nation, because just about everybody was in prison — engineers, teachers, office

workers. The horror of the entire system became clear to me.”

Raékosi’s remaining opponents vanished from the face of Hungary. Over one
hundred Social Democrat politicians were arrested on trumped-up charges —
politicians like Andrew Révész, sentenced to death for “spying for Denis Healey”.
The sentence was commuted.

The turn of Arpéd Szakasits came on April 22nd, 1950, some months after
the Rajk trial. He was the country’s spineless president, a reward for having
sold out his party to the men from the Kremlin in 1948.

In April 1950 Rdkosi invited him over. Rdkosi was surrounded by his cro-

nies. He slid a document across the desk and Szakasits found himself reading
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his own confession.! “My dear Szaki,” smirked Rdkosi, attempting a fatherly
tone. “This has to be done. If you don’t sign, you’ll get what Rajk got! But if
you do sign, you’ll be given a fine villa just like Zoltan Tildy.” Szakasits re-
fused, but not for long. Rakosi brandished a second document at him. “Read
this then!” It was a police report by a wartime police chief on how Szakasits had
helped him to suppress a certain labour dispute. “You co-operated with the Horthy
police,” paraphrased Rékosi pointedly. Gdbor Péter then entered with three of
his AVH officers, and they removed Szakasits.

“Arpéd,” called Rékosi after him, “it’s black-coffee time for you now!” — a
reference which every Hungarian understood. The invading Turks had invited
the Magyar leader Balint Torok to come parley with them over black coffee;
they had arrested and deported him instead.

The ex-president was transported to one of the AVH villas across the river
and ordered to write out a detailed confession. He was puzzled to find his wife
guilelessly waiting for him there.

“You’re early,” she welcomed him. “What was your bag?”

He looked blank. His AVH escort grinned knowingly.

“Gdabor Péter called and gave me Rékosi’s message,” she continued. “You
know — about you both going shooting, and telling me to come and wait here for
you.”

So they had trapped her too. But still he refused to toe the line. Uglier meth-
ods were therefore employed by the AVH professionals. A glass tube was inserted
in his private parts and crushed. Then he was dragged before Gébor Péter and
his aide Vladimir Farkas — son of the defence minister, and son-in-law of Eliza-
beth Andics — and the coercion was stepped up.

He could faintly hear a woman screaming. ‘“Your wife,” the Jewish torture
officials confirmed. He wrote the confession they demanded.

His fellow renegade George Marosan was next.’ “Gébor Péter and his whole
gang came for me,” he told me. “But I was a difficult customer. For three and a
half months they did everything to me — I'll leave the details to your imagina-
tion. I fought tooth and nail. They levelled three charges at me — that I was an
agent of the Yugoslavs, that I was a spy for the British and that I had been an
informer for the Horthy police. I said: ‘Prove it!’ They said, ‘Prove you weren’t!’

I was interrogated by all their top people. When it became obvious that they
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weren’t getting anywhere they said, ‘Either you sign this document or we bring
in your wife, your mother and your children tomorrow! Do you understand?’ 1
said, ‘How do I know that if I sign you won’t do that anyway?’ They replied,
‘Comrade Rédkosi and ourselves are your guarantee!”’

Marosén too signed his “confession”.

Sentenced to death, he was thrown into Budapest’s military jail in Conti
Street.

“For six months the death sentence hung over me, and I steeled myself for
that 150-yard walk. I was living on borrowed time anyway, as I could easily
have been put to death during the Horthy regime. Then one night I had a visitor.
From his Hungarian I judged he was not a native. He kept asking me who were
my high-level contacts with the Soviet Union. I named Marshal Voroshilov,
Ambassador Pushkin and the rest. The conversation lasted seven hours. As he
stepped out, he called me ‘Comrade Marosédn’, and said au revoir, not goodbye.
A week later the Janké council — our Supreme Court — commuted my sentence
to life imprisonment.”

Maroséan’s eyes watered as he told me this. “For five and a half years after
that nobody spoke to me. I had nobody to speak to anyway. It was very hard for
me, because I had already come to terms with my death sentence, while life
imprisonment . . .”

His voice tailed away. Then he said, “There were two ways you could emerge,
either sick and embittered or healthy and fanatically determined. I came out the

second way.”

In Hungary they say, “Being a Communist is a sedentary vocation.” There
were few Communists of note who had not sat in prison at some time. It became
a test of courage. The rest of Rajk’s “Titoist” colleagues were rounded up, im-
prisoned and treated with great ferocity.

Géza Losonczy, a humourless but honest parson’s son who had joined the
Party in 1938 and the resistance movement in 1942, was one of the most nota-
ble. A clever, cultivated man, Losonczy had been an editor on the Party newspaper
since 1945 and distinguished himself by his dynamic journalism. He was out-
spoken, with the kind of eyes that glow — a born leader, although possessing

none of the leader’s normal physical attributes. In fact he was rather nonde-
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script to look at, clean-shaven and spectacled, the kind of slight, dark-haired
figure whom one would not normally grant a second glance. A fellow writer
was to say of him, “This young man was a fiercely dedicated Communist to the
last breath in his body.”' Imprisoned in 1951, he went half out of his mind and
contracted tuberculosis. Unlike Marosan, Losonczy would emerge embittered.
He thirsted for revenge.

He was followed into the dungeons by his father-in-law, Alexander Haraszti,
a seasoned journalist who had served the Party for thirty years and had seen the
inside of Horthy’s prisons too. As secretary of the Hungarian-Yugoslav Society
he was sentenced to death, and waited seven hundred days and nights in Death
Row, listening for the hangman’s tread: nobody told him his sentence had been
commuted. Francis Donath and Julius Kéllai, who had studied with Losonczy at
Debrecen, were also thrown into prison.

The total number of purge victims topped two hundred thousand. A typical
lesser case was the Smallholder MP for Tolna County." On October 1st, 1949,
he was arrested for alleged espionage and thrown into solitary confinement. He
too signed a confession to put an end to the torture and uncertainty.

“On several occasions I heard my wife screaming for help in the next room,”
he testified. (This was evidently a favourite usage of the AVH interrogators.)
After fourteen months he was put on trial with four other “enemies of the peo-
ple” — including Joseph K6vagé, the former mayor of Budapest; Paul Almdssy,
a retired military attaché in Berlin; Géza Rubletczky, a director of the radio,
who had been a Smallholder MP since 1949; and Béla Zsedényi, the former
president of the Hungarian Parliament. This source learned the name of his own
lawyer — Vadas, the brother-in-law of Zoltdn Vas — only by chance; the judge,
the villainous William Olti, denied his application to consult with his lawyer.
He recited his memorised “confession” and was sentenced to fifteen years.

“We know perfectly well that you never worked for the British secret serv-
ice,” a Russian interrogator had explained to this Smallholder politician just
before the start of his trial in August 1950. “The real reason is this: the peas-
antry in Tolna County still has great respect for you and it would listen to what
you say. If Communism gets a firmer hold in Hungary, say by 1955, then you

may yet be released.” He duly vanished into the penitentiary at Vic. As his was
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a “double-zero” case, no lawyer could even get the information needed for an
appeal.
Thus ten million Hungarians found themselves journeying into a tunnel of

darkness, at the end of which they could see no light.
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The Stone Quarry

RISON IN RAKOSI’S Hungary was not easy.
I)Troublemakers were locked into a box-like cell for four hours at a time.
Severe offences against prison discipline were punished by the “short iron”
(kurtavas), a short chain passed from one wrist under one knee to the opposite
ankle. Escape attempts were punished by the lanc, a fifty-pound chain clamped
to the ankles.'

As the prisons filled, the penal structure was expanded, overhauled and
brought into line with the Soviet model. Some aspects of Radkosi’s Five-Year
Plan could only be fulfilled by forced labour, and so on March 15th, 1950, the
AVH took over the prisons from the Ministry of Justice and Soviet techniques
were introduced. Numerous AVH officials had been to Moscow to study them.

The experiences of the political prisoners were all broadly the same as those
reported by Zoltan Szdray, a thirty-nine-year-old economist, who had campaigned
against the Communist regime ever since its takeover.? From the AVH cells at
60, Andrassy Street, he was shifted first to the internment camp at Kistarcsa and
then to the stone quarry at Recsk. Here at Recsk he joined the hundreds of lesser
Social Democrats who had been rounded up in July 1950 and interned, like
himself, without trial.

In 1950, nobody had heard of Recsk.

The internment camp was in a prohibited military region. It sprawled near
the village of that name in Heves County, north of the Mdtra mountains. The
north face of Csdkdnykd, a volcanic summit, was a three-hundred-foot wall of
andesite waiting to be quarried. The stone was urgently needed to ballast the
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new railway tracks, so twelve hundred men slaved with their bare hands fifteen
hours a day, seven days a week, in this godforsaken corner of their fatherland.

The families had long given them up for dead, or believed them deported to
Siberia. For the 400 AVH guards the posting to Recsk was also something of a
punishment, and they took what revenge they could on their captives. The pris-
oners were taunted, manhandled, and confined in slime-filled pits. After each
beating the men had to doff their caps and demonstrate their gratitude by shout-
ing: “Thank you, Mr. Overseer, that has done me a lot of good.”

Seven men did once attempt a desperate escape, on May 20th, 1951. A
prisoner donned a stolen AVH uniform and marched six comrades out of the
main gate, whipping them mercilessly to make it more authentic. The whole
camp paid for their success, being paraded all next day without food, while
thirty lorry-loads of troops scoured the countryside for the fugitives. Six men
were recaptured, but the seventh was said to have made it to Vienna.

The inmates at Recsk are of interest, because they would be in the forefront
of the rising against the regime. One of them was Dr. Paul J6nds, a young mu-
sic-loving former student leader: he was twenty-five when he was arrested in
1948 on the usual charges of espionage and conspiracy. He was thrown into
Recsk. For five years he would be held without trial, for ten years after that he
would suffer nightmares about the rock avalanches in the quarry.?

One in ten of the prisoners died in this foul hole before it was closed down in
1954. “There was no organisation among the prisoners and we were kept strictly
segregated,” Jonds recalled in 1957 to American psychiatrists. “But I was able
to find a group with similar outlooks and sometimes we were able to communi-
cate while working or exercising together. Talking was forbidden, but you could
converse in whispers if two prisoners lay very close together. The one good
thing about the whole prison experience was that there was no indoctrination.
Once, while I was in the prison camp, I had to clean the AVH toilets and I found
a bit of a Communist newspaper. I was discovered with this and severely pun-
ished. That’s how my right arm got injured.”

Jénas paused, groping for words to explain his feelings. “Many of us estab-
lished everlasting friendships,” he finally said. “These friendships in turn
represented a new political force after we were released, and contributed to the

uprising.”
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When the mass demonstration began in October 1956, Paul Jénas would be
in the front ranks, marching with his fellow inmates from Recsk prison camp,

linked arm in arm.

Ironically this modern Red Terror was no respecter of rank. The Rajk trial
had already shown that. Now it was Janos Kddar’s turn. Late in 1950 Gébor
Péter, the AVH chief, minced into Szakasits’s cell brandishing a document.
“We’ve exposed Kéaddr as an imperialist agent,” he exclaimed. “And you’re
going to testify against him!”

The Social Democrat thought, “Let them gobble each other up!” and signed.

It was a cruel blow against Janos Kadar. He had done all that could have
been demanded of a loyal Communist. He had returned his Yugoslav decora-
tions after the break with Tito and he had helped to stage-manage the trial of his
closest friend, Rajk. One enduring, but in no way endearing, legend has it that
Kédar had assured Rajk in his cell that the whole trial — the confessions and
death sentences — would be just a charade and that nothing would really happen
to him, provided that he played the game. According to Nicholas Vasarhelyi,
Kéadar told the prisoner: “I can assure you that everything I have just told you is
straight from Comrade Rékosi.”

However, these very conversations with Rajk would now figure in the evi-
dence against Kddar. He was arrested in April 1951 and thrown into prison without
trial. The chief funkies were summoned to the Party headquarters and told that
Rékosi had accused Kddar of being an imperialist agent, and that Kad4r had of
course tried to escape. In the courtyard they were shown the actual bullet-rid-
dled car in which Kddér had, so it was said, tried to crash through the frontier.
Two top Party officials, Karl Kiss and Stephen Kovéacs, were said to have wit-
nessed the confrontation between Rakosi and Kédar (this was news to both of
them, but both tactfully refrained from refuting the story).

In prison, K4dar was spared no indignities. He was tortured to unconscious-
ness and came to his senses with the AVH colonel Vladimir Farkas — son of one
of Rékosi’s top Jewish cronies — urinating over his face. When Kddar was ulti-
mately released three years later a CIA agent would report: “The fingernails are
missing from his left hand. They interrogated him in the cruellest ways imagi-

nable, allegedly on the personal orders of Michael Farkas.”
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Of course not all the prison population had been framed. After the Commu-
nist takeover several clandestine organisations had sprung up. Most of them
were nagve, and fell easily into AVH traps. “There were two that I knew of,”
recalled Jonds. “One was a sabotage organisation of young students in touch
with an ‘English officer’ who later turned out to be an AVH man. He provided
them with explosives and then they were arrested and executed. The elder brother
of one of them was a Smallholder MP.”*

The government’s propaganda myth that West Germany was preparing an
army to invade Hungary was eagerly believed by large parts of the population.
Young Paul Gorka, a student, went down for life in 1950 for collecting for Brit-
ish Intelligence the kind of detailed information that invading armies would
need. Using special white carbon paper to imprint secret messages invisibly
between the lines of innocuous letters, Gorka reported regularly to a contact
address in Vienna (“Herr Johann Wiesen, Wortinger Strafle 12”); but in 1950
one of his cell’s couriers was shot on the frontier, and papers found on him
enabled the AVH to break the network .’

The regular penalty for disseminating the truth was about twelve years’ jail.
Twenty-year-old Imre Erds and his fellow students at Sopron, distributed a news-
sheet based on Western broadcasts and also plotted to assist any Western armies
that might invade. He was tried in 1951 with three of his lieutenants and sen-
tenced to twelve years.

Truth is the weapon that all Marxists fear most.

In Budapest, Rékosi appointed a new chief of police. For psychological rea-
sons he wanted a short man, and not a Jew: so he called for the dossier on
Alexander Kopécsi. Kopécsi was only twenty-nine, but he got the job and was
promoted immediately to colonel. He would play a curious role in the revolu-
tion five years later.’

He had spent his youth as lathe operator at Didsgydr, a northern tangle of
stockyards and panting locomotives whose sulphurous skies blazed by night in
the glare of steel furnaces. He was stocky, and had a firm but humorous mouth.
His mother and father were active in the working-class movement and he him-
self became involved in an anti-fascist group at Miskolc at the age of thirteen.

He married Violette, a dark-haired, round-faced fellow partisan, who fought
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alongside the Red Army in the South Carpathians in 1944. These partisans
were transferred to the new republic’s police force. Kopdcsi possessed great
physical courage. In 1946 he had to outface starving miners brandishing sticks
of dynamite, bent on lynching the wife of a police official suspected of mal-
treating detainees. Gdbor Péter came in person to congratulate him after that;
with him came Rajk and a tall, mournful figure, Jdnos Kéadar.

Kopécsi did not look back. In 1949 he was promoted to the Central Commit-
tee’s headquarters building. His immediate boss there was another of the stars
of the subsequent uprising, Joseph Szildgyi. Szildgyi was a big, broad-shoul-
dered police colonel, born of peasant stock. He had spent three years in prison
during the war for belonging to the illegal Party. Like Kopdcsi, he could recite
the dogmas of Marxism-Leninism in his sleep, a harmless enough foible; his
mistake was to believe in them. Colonel Szildgyi was one of the thousands dis-
illusioned by his inside knowledge of the Rajk affair.

In mid-1949 police captain Alexander Kopdcsi was given the internment
camps section of the ministry of the interior. He found that the internees had
never been formally sentenced; most were accused of petty crimes such as stealing
cattle or sixty pounds of corn, or slaughtering a pig, or that they were class-
aliens. A three-man committee decided each case for parole or prolonged
detention: Kopacsi, AVH-Colonel Julius Décsy and a lawyer, Bodonyi, inher-
ited from Horthy’s civil service.

Kopdcsi chose Kistarcsa camp to inspect. It took him three days, according
to his memoirs. Deep inside was another camp guarded by khaki-uniformed
AVH. In it he found Rékosi’s political prisoners, including ex-partisans and the
fellow-Socialists of the late Paul Justus.” A month later Kopacsi was posted to
the Party school, a former girls’ convent on City Park, directed by the formida-
ble dialectician Elizabeth Andics. Here young funkies were brainwashed into
becoming merciless, unthinking automatons; they learned to handle Hegel and
the sub-machine gun, they became experts in double-think and self-criticism.

For a time, Alexander Kopacsi too would unthinkingly fulfil the duties re-
quired of him as Budapest’s chief of police. As everywhere else, Soviet advisers
had been assigned to him, two colonels of the NKVD whom he knew only by
their code-names, Pet6fi and Magyar. Pet6fi had suffered from high blood-pres-

sure ever since the Nazis” murderous siege of Leningrad; his face was violet-hued,
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and he could not bear closed windows. Their criminological expertise had a
certain antique charm; it dated from the age of Dzherzhinski.

Rékosi scoffed loudly at the Western powers’ claims to represent pure de-
mocracy, but he could scoff only as long as his Party controlled all the organs of
the press and armed repression. In his famous “salami tactics” speech on Febru-
ary 29th, 1952, he would heap scorn on the rigged elections in France and Italy,
and on the way that American high finance selected the two most amenable
presidential candidates.

“It is for these two candidates that American voters may cast their votes
‘freely’. As these billionaires control the press, radio, film, schools, Churches
and most of the leaders of the trades unions, they are able to deceive a great part
of the American people.”

Rékosi hooted with laughter. His velvety grey eyes momentarily lost their
deceptively benevolent, humane allure as he went on: “Such is the rule of the
democratically elected majority in the stronghold of the ‘free world’ — from
where we may hear every day through the radio and press that our People’s
Democracy is the ‘terroristic rule of a dwarfish minority’.”

The Hungarian dictator drew himself up indignantly to his full height, which
was not great, and vividly recalled the slave revolts in the colonies of the impe-
rialists — Korea, Malaya, Vietnam and Egypt.

“We cannot open a capitalist illustrated paper without seeing pictures of such
‘sensational events’,” he triumphed in his sonorous bass voice. “The Voice of
America would give anything if it could produce even one single instance in
which tanks were used against the masses in countries building Socialism!”

Just four years later there was not one Marxist leader in Europe who would

dare repeat that jibe.

As Rékosi’s regime consolidated its grip, hardship spread like a bloodstain
across the country.

To meet the Five-Year Plan of January 1950, the industrial labour force had
been expanded by over six hundred thousand at the expense of agriculture. Food-
stuffs vanished from the shops. Inflation began to bite. While the regime

announced wage increases of twenty per cent in December 1951, inflation had

This PDF version: © Parforce UK Ltd 2001

‘iﬁ Report
errors



mailto:Focalp@aol.com

102 UPRISING!

already jacked up food prices by eighty-five per cent; and clothing was so ex-
pensive as to be almost unobtainable.

The Marxists’ agricultural policies ruined the peasants. In October 1950
Soviet-style councils were installed at local level to enforce Marxist policies.
By 1951 the number of collective farms had doubled to 4,652 and by early 1952
there would be 5,110. Uncharacteristically, this drive to collectivise the inde-
pendent peasants was not enforced as ruthlessly as in the Soviet Union, however,
and the independent peasant still remained the country’s main supplier of farm
produce; by 1953, they were still farming over sixty per cent of the country’s
total arable land.

In applying his repressive measures, Rdkosi had fallen between two extremes.
While Lenin had recommended: “Rely on the poor peasant, enter into alliance
with the middle peasant — and smash the kulak!” and while Stalin had liquidated
his kulaks without mercy, Rékosi merely oppressed them by taxation, legisla-
tion and ruinous compulsory crop-deliveries.® Meanwhile, nearly half (45. 8 per
cent) of the country’s total gross investment went on heavy industry; only 10. 7
per cent was allotted to agriculture.

The upshot was that the peasants remained broadly hostile to the Rékosi
regime — the kulaks outlawed as “class-enemies”, the small and medium peas-
ants seething over the collectivisation which had by December 1952 forced
446,000 of them into a total of 5,315 collective farms without producing any
upswing in food production. Despite the feather-bedding by the regime, the
collectives suffered from over-centralised bureaucracy and inefficient manag-
ers. Neither they nor the remaining private sector found any incentive to produce.
Ten per cent of Hungary’s arable land was not even planted.

In 1952 the crop failed, and by the spring of 1953 the food crisis reached its
highest point. Hungary, formerly a major food exporter, began to starve.

This agricultural failure exposed the basic weakness of Marxism. Its calcu-
lations overlooked basic human foibles: guile, laziness and greed. Like all
ideologies, it presupposed the ideal man. And Hungarian peasants were any-
thing but ideal. In a typical case, a farmer was obliged to sell his sound apples to
Gytimért, the fruit export agency, at only two florins per pound; but since he

was allowed to unload rotten leftovers on to the home market at eleven florins
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per pound, he decided to use fewer insecticides next year to ensure a defective
crop and larger profits.’

Poor Hungarians! Their misery was enhanced by the heartless enforcement
of nationalisation. Private shops were closed down and their stock confiscated
by the state. If the shopkeeper tried to shield his stock from this legalised theft,
then he was punished for “stealing state property”. A man’s radio shop was
nationalised by order of the Budapest city council; he appealed, so he was roughed
up by the AVH.

Former owners of businesses were not permitted to return even as employ-
ees. Former craftsmen were dragooned into the mass-production lines in factories,
or shanghaied into “co-operatives” — what a mockery of a word!

If a man’s home had more than five rooms, then the state confiscated that
too, and made him pay rent to live in it; if the home was smaller, he was luckier
— he had only to pay a monthly tax and “maintenance” charges, whether or not

any repairs were ever effected.

As a further bovine insult to human dignity, Rdkosi began mass deportations
of “bourgeois and hostile” elements from the cities in April and May 1951. The
victims were given twenty-four hours to leave their homes. They were allowed
less baggage than a modern airline passenger and were freighted to distant and
unappealing parts of Hungary.

Maria Novék, a thirty-one-year-old opera singer, would testify in 1956: “The
owner of the apartment building in which we lived was among those deported.
His apartment and its museum-piece furniture was confiscated. He was sixty-
five and unable to do any kind of labour; he died a couple of months later in
some remote part of the country. He had written to one of his friends for a
wooden toilet, saying he didn’t feel human without one.”!

The deportations created a climate of fear — a nightmare or frasznapok; in
fact widespread medical disorders resulted in even the unaffected surrounding
population. A typical motor-car engineer of forty-eight became so emotionally
disturbed by the deportation of numerous friends that he developed symptoms
of gastric hyperacidity which he was never to lose."

The harsh fate of the Zsengellér family — the widow Zsengellér and her beau-
tiful daughter Margaret of twenty — was typical of many.'> How they both silently
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cursed the late Professor Zsengellér, Margaret’s grandfather, for having thought-
lessly bought this apartment in Thokol Street! Zsengellér, a famous orientalist
and voyager, had left it to Margaret’s father who had later disappeared in 1944
after being seized as a hostage by the fascists. But this property sufficed for the
fateful letter X, denoting osztalyidegen, or class-alien, to be stamped indelibly
in her cadre-dossier. She was refused entry to University, to the Conservatoire,
and to the High School of Theatre and Cinema, and in 1951 she knew deporta-
tion to be inevitable.

“Little by little we gathered details,” described Margaret. “First of all we
found out that the notices were delivered Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays,
and that the trucks came to pick up the people next day. Seeing the unhelpful
attitude of our porter, whose son and son-in-law were both AVOs, and seeing
the growing number of new lodgers in the building, my mother and I got wor-
ried. Each Monday, Wednesday and Friday was a new day of nightmares. One
Monday came and went, and then another. On the Thursday we went to see an
Italian opera movie, Pagliacci. It was a bad movie but we saw the star
Lollobrigida for the first time. We went to bed, still on tenterhooks. If only
grandfather had thrown away his money at the racetrack, instead of investing it
safely in a fine house! ‘If only he’d squandered the money,’ I cursed for the
thousandth time as I tossed and turned in bed. “What demon possessed Profes-
sor Zsengellér to dabble in real estate? How dare he trifle with posterity like
that! Did I ever bother you, Grandfather, on your voyages?”’

At three A.M. the Zsengellér doorbell rings. The policeman is polite, he is
sorry to disturb them, but he has to deliver a paper to them and get their signa-
ture for it. For Margaret and her mother it is the day of the frasz. The nightmare
has come true. The paper is the size of a postcard. The minister of the interior
informs them that they have twenty-four hours to leave Budapest, giving up
their property in exchange for one room near Eger. The village’s name means
nothing to them.

Two thousand people are in the lorry convoy that loads up next evening,
including Elek Gréaf, carpenter, whose sole misfortune is that his surname means
Count. The lorries take them to a railway yard near New Pest. On the train they
have reserved seats and armed guards. The heat is overpowering and the fifty-
mile rail journey takes two days (the train is not permitted on the main lines).
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The local funkies at each station have been forewarned and squads of them turn
out to spit and hiss and hurl insults at the groups of shaken deportees who de-
train.

By his slavish adherence to the doctrines dictated to him from Moscow,
Matthias Rdkosi was heating up a pressure cooker, with the valve screwed firmly

down.

The operations were kept secret, but everybody knew somebody who had
been turfed out of hearth and home like this. What had Sari Déry — one of Buda-
pest’s loveliest young actresses — done to deserve deportation? Was it because
her husband was a count, or had she over-bravely rebuffed some funky’s ad-
vances? She was hounded out of the capital and harassed, forced to work as a
labourer, washerwoman, and kitchenhand, and finally died from lack of medi-
cal attention."

And here is another of Rdkosi’s enemies, sitting in the consulting room of
Dr. George Devereux of Cornell University. She is twenty-four, daughter of
Countess Serényi, and niece of Prince Paul Eszterhdzy, the owner of vast es-
tates. Her father led the fight against the fascists in Slovakia, but he had been
taken prisoner by the Red Army in 1945. !4

Now this pleasant girl is studying economics in New York. She radiates good
breeding with every word she speaks. “In the cellar where I was hiding on our
estate another girl was raped, and we were all robbed. My mother was shot
through the hip, and father was sent to Siberia. He died a month ago, in prison.”

“In Siberia?”

“No, he was returned to Hungary in 1949.”

She describes how she trekked to Budapest with her mother and brother in
1945, and how they rebuilt their ruined town house only to see it nationalised by
the Communists in 1948. They billeted three other families on them. Refused
admission to University as a “class-alien”, she was working as a typist when the
ultimate humiliation, deportation, was sprung on them in April 1951.

She and her mother, the countess, were transported to a remote village and
dumped with other class-aliens on a peasant family. For three years they lived in
fear of deportation further east, to Russia. The countess suffered nightmares —
the frasznapok — and screamed when anybody knocked at the door. In 1952 she
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was put into an asylum where she died, and her daughter was imprisoned as a
“danger to the republic”.

In the prison camp this girl found former MPs, aristocrats and wives of dis-
possessed industrialists. It was an entire sub-nation of forgotten peoples.

Outside this consulting room, it is April 18th, 1957. It is New York, NY. It is
spring.

Inside, it is suddenly the bone-china world of the Austro-Hungarian aristoc-
racy. Devereux, exploring the depths of this young woman’s character, is startled
by her reaction to his standard question about erotic dreams. She says, “I imag-
ine personally that if one hasn’t ever had any sex experience, one can’t have real
sex dreams — one only dreams of kissing. And those are the kind of sex dreams
that I have.”

Devereux is speechless. He enquires why, unlike most women at twenty-
four, she has had no sex experience.

“It was impressed on me in childhood that one should not until one gets
married,” she explains in tones of gentle reproof. “Besides, from 1951 to 1953 1
was in jail, so I wasn’t exposed to sexual temptations.

“Of course,” the level-headed young countess continues, “here I am no longer
in prison. And yet I do not do it. I am saving it for marriage. The fact is that if I
could go through such hard times and stay a good girl, then I can stay one now
as well.”

It is barely comprehensible that a modern Marxist state should have felt
mortally afraid of such “enemies” as these: but then again, perhaps it is not so
incomprehensible after all.
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All Things Bright and Soviet

AN ATTRACTIVELY DRESSED medical student is telling American sociolo
gists about her reasons for leaving Hungary.' She was the only child of a
notary: that alone made her a “class-alien”, although he had died long ago. She
was living with her aunt when the uprising began. The six-man medical team
that she joined was captured by the Russians, and she has not seen them since.

Like nine out of ten Hungarians she was never a Communist. “Did you have
any acquaintances who were?”

She nods, but adds: “I didn’t like them. I was afraid of them. They felt it

more comfortable to believe in Communism — and they wanted to have better

Lt}

pay.

“Who were these people?”

“Fellow students at the University. They got a great deal more money, and
everything they needed for their study.”

“How did you deal with these acquaintances?”

“They didn’t bother me very much. I wasn’t a good person to bother with. I
was a ‘class-alien’. They knew my family background.”

“What was your cousins’ and aunt’s impression of the regime in 19487?”

“They had believed a little in Communism. The Communism they had read

about in books was a beautiful thing. But in practice it was not so nice.”
A cynic once remarked that there is nothing so tragic as the murder of an
ideal by a gang of facts. Marxism was such an impracticable ideal, and it was

ripe for murdering.
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Sociologists would spend years trying to identify the spark-process that ac-
tually ignited the marsh-gasses of discontent bubbling up in captive Hungary.
One American sociologist likened the violence patterns to those familiar from
prison riots. It was an apt comparison. Another expert® traced the suppressed
rage to the social isolation created by the police state and all its engines: the
taped conversations, the cadre-dossiers, the informants, the torture chambers,
and all the other paraphernalia that had been deemed necessary to screen the
change-over from the mixed capitalist economy of 1945-1949 to enforced in-
dustrialisation, collectivisation and the planned economy.

One small episode documents this sense of suppressed rage. Since 1946 a
gang had been going round robbing citizens while posing as security police
officials, and none of the victims had even reported them, because they never
noticed any difference from the behaviour of the real security police. It would
be 1958 before the gang was brought to justice.?

The people felt isolated. They became too dispirited to communicate with
each other. Inter-personal relationships were avoided, except between trusted
friends and the immediate family. Said one fifty-one-year-old civil servant: “My
best friends have died and one of them disappeared. After 1945 time was so
scarce and people were under so much pressure that there was no way of keep-
ing a circle of friends going. The only escape for the Hungarian intellectual
from bitter reality was after nine p.m. when he extinguished the light and pulled
the blanket up to his eyes . . .”*

The Rajk trial had left a numbing feeling throughout the Party. “I was aston-
ished,” recalled a leading Party journalist in 1957. “So many of my acquaintances
were involved. I thought to myself, ‘How odd that I’ve been with them so often
yet I never saw anything remarkable in their behaviour.” It was impossible for
me to think that if the Party said that he was a sinner, then he might not be. I
remember having gone on a hunt two months before with some Party officials.
Rajk and some other high-ranking funkies were present. They all seemed so
friendly to one another. I couldn’t believe that these same men would have killed
one of their best friends without due reason.””

But even the top Party funkies were never wholly at ease. Close friends
vanished overnight, never to surface again. Over the years the fanatics realised

that their country was falling behind its non-Marxist neighbours. But as Dr.
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Paul Kecskeméti of the Rand Corporation explains, a psychological “blur” played
its part in the Marxist intellectual, who whispered to himself: “No matter how it
strikes me, what the Party decides is right. Because the Party represents the
great collective force of the proletariat.”

The writings of the Communist prime minister Imre Nagy, who succeeded
Rékosi briefly in 1953, provide a classic example of this refusal to accept that
the Marxist system itself was a lemon. He blamed all the economic misery on

the Jewish foursome.

Following June 1953, for almost two years, the country’s entire work-
ing force laboured to correct the serious damage inflicted by the “leftist”
excess in all branches of the national economy . . . If all the material, politi-
cal and moral strength which was used to undo the damage wrought by the
so-called “foursome” had instead been used to build Socialism, Hungary
would now be a cheerful country living in prosperity. Unfortunately we
inherited a very heavy burden.

Numerically, the Party swelled from its three hundred furtive members of
1945 to 865,000 before the uprising. “The only thing that counted was whether
you were a Party member or not,” said the civil servant. “If you were not, you
were looked on as a stray dog, without any basic human rights at all . . . When I
was working as a stoker,” he reminisced, “there was a gipsy woman with four
illegitimate children. She joined the Party and was sent on a four-month course
in education — before that she had not had any schooling at all. After finishing
the course, she was appointed lecturer in education in the VIth precinct of Bu-
dapest!”

The Party created mass organisations which became the “transmission belts
of Communism”. Everybody had to join one. There was the Hungarian-Soviet
Friendship Society, nesting in the old Smallholder Party headquarters on
Semmelweiss Street. Membership entitled members to a free weekly, New World
(Uj Vilag), which went straight on to a hook in the latrines like most of the
Party’s publications.” There was a women’s association which provided “crowd

extras” for the rallies on May Day. There was a Writers’ Union, and a trades
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union organisation: but after a new labour code was enacted in February 1951
the latter existed only to screw more out of the workers for even less reward.
It was the Federation of Working Youth, DISz (Dolgozo Ifjiisag Szovetsége)
whose ineffectiveness as a mouthpiece contributed most to the later student
unrest. In 1950 it had replaced the Young Workers organisation, which was
Communist but romantic; while the new DISz was as dry as the bones of the
Marxist martyrs, and about as supine and lifeless as well. It offended the brighter
students by its bias, its dogmatism, and its rejection of individual values.?
From press announcements in 1952, its role seems to have been to whip
Hungarian youth to ever greater efforts in the scrap metal collection drives,
under the Korean War slogan: “Scrap Metals Ensure Peace!” In a speech on
June 28th, 1952, Michael Farkas blamed the DISz bureaucratic leadership for
the “chauvinism and anti-Semitism” found in its ranks, and he complained that
the older youth, over twenty, was unwilling to join.? In 1955 an American intel-

ligence report would summarise:

Significantly, even the Party’s youth organisation (DISz), repository of
the regime’s highest hopes for the future, has failed . . . Despite some seven
years of intense indoctrination and disciplinary pressure, youth has not be-
come a dependable source of future intellectual cadres for the Party. It
continues to be widely affected by cynicism and apathy, and the Party had
been forced to admit that the situation is both baffling and dangerous.!’

Eighteen months later, this youth would be hanging ironic placards, “Scrap
Metals Ensure Peace!” on the wreckage of Soviet tanks and guns around their
capital.

The Communists had never managed to capture the souls of young Hungar-
ians. “My child started school at six,” said a bus driver. “He received a religious
education at home from us. He went to church every Sunday. He automatically
knew not to repeat what was discussed at home. I never prohibited my son from
talking about what he heard at home — he understood from our attitudes and
from the attitudes of other schoolmates . . . The little boy knew that our origins
were not convenient to the government — for instance that his grandfather had

been a career officer in the Tsarist army. So when they asked him about his
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grandfather he would say that he was an engineer. He was like a little old man;
if he was asked, ‘If your grandfather was an engineer, then how come your
father’s only a chauffeur?” he would reply, ‘My dad likes cars.” The boy had an
inborn political instinct. My son was no exception — there were many, many

children of this type.”!!

Unable to follow the normal guidelines of bourgeois ethics, the funkies could
only follow the decisions of the Party leadership.

The Party official in the factory became an object of silent contempt. He
wore immaculate overalls, he ate bacon from a drawer, and drew an effortless
1,500 florins a month for his sinecure job in the personnel department. His vo-
cabulary had been clipped out of Party brochures, so he was fluent in the jargon.
He could say “right-thinking worker” (ontudatos munkas) at the drop of a hat
and he would admit, “Of course there are still mistakes, comrade, but . . .” And
he also talked mostly in the subjunctive, because it sounded more proper to his
proletarian ears: tudhassak, lathassak. A Jewish factory worker who was anx-
ious to become a journalist for the official news agency MTI, knew how to
succeed: “When I made my first speech at an MTI Party membership meeting,”
he said, “I included all the illiterate subjunctive phrases I had heard the funkies
use at my factory.”'> The proper tone became one of pompous self-importance.
Whereas in 1945 the Party men below Rdkosi were on first-name terms, and
many of them wore peaked caps to demonstrate their solidarity with the prole-
tariat, in 1948 the directive filtered down the grapevine: “You are the ruling
party, comrades! You must shave every day and wear ties.” By 1951, porkpie
hats had become the order of the day.'

Those on the fringe were thrown into agonies of uncertainty about the proper
etiquette. Twenty-five-year-old Peter Kende, a Jewish journalist on the Party
newspaper, had to play-act for years: “Anybody intelligent who looked as if he
had read three books came under automatic suspicion.” So he overstated his
identification with the proletariat. One of his friends recalled a reception at the
opera where Kende appeared with uncombed hair, wearing a yellow suit and a
dirty open-necked shirt. “Everybody else was dressed in dark suits and they

marvelled at him and said, ‘Now that is a good cadre for you!””!*
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Rough justice met any journalist who fell out of line, as Janos Bardi, who
worked on the Social Democrat Daylight (Vilagossag) found. When the propa-
ganda ministry official Nicholas Vasarhelyi — who would play one of the more
stirring roles in the uprising — lectured the newspaper staff shortly before the
party amalgamated with the Communists, Bardi allowed himself the sardonic
remark: “There can be no doubt of the educational value of the Soviet army’s
presence in a country because the voters there have always made the ‘right’
choice, while in the countries occupied by the Allied armies they have always
voted differently!” Bardi survived that faux pas, but not his next. He was duty
chief on the mass-circulation daily, Latest News (Friss Ujsag), when a big “peace
demonstration” was staged in the capital. To everybody’s agony the front-page
photograph next day showed in the front row giant photographs of Stalin and
Raékosi flanking a placard demanding: “Hang the War Criminals!” Everybody
was dismissed; Bardi himself, the chief editor, the photographer, even the type-
setter. Bardi was grimly advised by Vésarhelyi, a family friend: “I think some
further political education in the working class is called for.” Bardi found him-
self conscripted as a welder into the local shipyards where he stayed for the next
three years."

This contact with the real proletariat was a harrowing experience for intel-
lectuals. Alexander Kiss, the Smallholder leader, found that the workers in the
brick factory — to which he was paroled in 1953 — openly swore at Rdkosi and
his system.!® A Communist student sent to work in the Matthias Rakosi iron-
works near Budapest found only hatred of the regime — by 1953 the workers
were ready to destroy it."” Said a fifty-year-old cutter in a shoe factory: “The
workers did not believe in anything the Communists said, because they had
welshed on their promises so often.”’® And a worker from Csepel said: “They
promised us everything, but at the same time they subjugated us and dragged us

down to the depths of misery.”"®

Csepel Island, Budapest’s permanently smog-shrouded industrial suburb,
where 36,000 workers in sixteen major factories produced arms, ammunition,
and heavy machinery, had become something of a showpiece of socialist achieve-
ment. It was Rakosi’s own constituency. Its MAVAG locomotive and machine

tool factory was on every foreign diplomat’s tour itinerary. Visitors were shown
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the new housing project with four thousand workers’ homes equipped with re-
frigerators and bathrooms.

Csepel should have been a Communist stronghold, yet it was not. The work-
ers preferred football or the pub to politics, said one. Apart from a few “bloody
mouthed” Communists, they were all Social Democrats. Communist propaganda
officials tried to whip the workers into two-hour Party seminars; to the agitators
it was a matter of both kudos and extra salary. More obstinate workers were
harassed by the funkies at their workplaces. But the standard opener, “By the
way, do you read the newspaper?” was more often than not met with the bland
answer: “I only read comics.””

A twenty-six-year-old Budapest engineer explained, “When the Party secre-
tary at the factory spoke to me, he would enquire what I thought of a London
strike, for example. I would reply that it was a very good thing . . . The worker
would always reply in a positive way. I don’t suppose that the leaders of the
Communist Party in Hungary knew of anything of the masses’ true opinions.
Everyone in the Party hierarchy wanted to protect themselves, and reported that
everything was fine at their level of activity. When the summaries were made at
the top level, things must have looked quite good.”?!

Perhaps the local funkies in Csepel never reported their massive failure to
higher echelons. Take this typical seventeen-year-old tough who has worked in
Csepel’s docks and haunts the sailors’ taverns, captivated by their yarns of high
life in Italy or France.?? The boy no longer believes in the exploits of the Soviet
admirals, he devours every book he can lay hands on about Admiral Horatio
Nelson and his great sea battles. His father, a tired factory electrician, scolds
him for always dreaming of the sea.

“Being a sailor requires a lot of discipline,” the youngster will later wistfully
explain, “and I always tried to have a lot of discipline. I always kept my shoes
very clean and every evening I would put all my things in order.” But his uncle
is an ex-army officer, and so the Communists have dashed his hopes of ever
entering a marine training school. “You are out of class, comrade!” they told
him, with an air of finality. What now? “I felt very lost in my last year at high
school,” he will recall to questioners in April 1957. “I felt that I was in an

utterly hopeless situation.”
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So he lodges with his parents in their one-room slum in Csepel, and nurses
his disappointment with his two best friends, a would-be priest, and a classmate
who is planning to be a mechanical engineer. Both of them are “lemon-and-
lime” types, he says disparagingly, but they share his passion for hiking and
fishing, and also a strange fascination for sawn-off shotguns. Girls are out; they
are always demanding expensive entertainment. But guns — they are a man’s
hobby! The three lads buy up old Second World War rifles and cut them down to
an easily-concealed pistol length: it is the trainee priest who perfects the tech-
nique of sawing almost right through the barrel and then firing the gun inside a
tub of water to snap the barrel cleanly without damaging the rifling. The tech-
nique becomes all the rage in Csepel. The boy tells his boxing-club pals, they
come to see how it is done, and everybody stows away the resulting deadly
weapons in case they ever get a chance to shoot their way out of this hopeless
dead-end alley. In October 1956 that chance will present itself.
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The Treadmill

N DECEMBER 1956, an opinion poll was conducted in the refugee camps
Iaround Vienna.

A sample of one thousand refugees was chosen so that their backgrounds
matched those of the entire Hungarian population, and they were asked about
their attitudes, opinions, and motives for taking flight.! They blamed their dis-
content equally on the desperate economic situation and on “political” factors:
the AVH and Soviet terror methods and the restrictions on personal liberties.
The pollsters concluded that no specific event had triggered the uprising. “Peo-
ple were just at the end of their tether — they could not stand all the frustration,
the deception and so on.”

This was what the complaining was about. The refugees considered them-
selves deprived by the advent of the Communist regime. They had set themselves
goals in life, and they blamed the regime for not letting them attain these goals
because they were not Party members or had unsatisfactory cadre-dossiers. Pro-
motion was often dependent on the whim of the Party. And even those who
struggled on to the pinnacles of success felt cheated by the realisation that Party
funkies or those who had “wintered” in Moscow had got there before them
relatively effortlessly.

It was not only the big things that stuck in people’s craw. One man cata-
logued the irritations: “The tortures, the fact that you could be arrested, tortured
and imprisoned for years without ever having done anything. Having to say
what you didn’t believe. Another irritation was getting a glass of beer: you had

to queue up, and when you got it, it came in a dirty glass or the glass wasn’t full,
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and there was nothing you could say about it. You had to queue everywhere.
The buses were overcrowded. The elevators didn’t work. You couldn’t buy ham,
even if you could afford to.”?

This disaffection with the regime was both ineradicable and deep-seated,
particularly among the skilled.

Take the nervous, petite young woman doctor being interviewed by Dr. Ri-
chard M. Stephenson, a sociologist, at Rutgers University on March 15th, 1957.
She is twenty-eight, carelessly dressed, and tense — a rather dark woman preoc-
cupied by the uncertainties of her new future. She was working in a Jewish
hospital with more than the usual quota of Communist physicians. Since the
research institute employing her husband was also crawling with Party mem-
bers, both were treated as outsiders.

Her husband is a brilliant doctor trained in the detection of congenital car-
diac anomalies, but he is of Sudeten German birth, and she finds that she cannot
stand Germans. (“They have been the spark of every war in Europe, they look
down on other nationalities, they are not friendly and never have been,” is what
she thinks.)

Inside her family there was an unusual problem. “My brother,” she explains,
“was born in my mother’s first marriage and is half-Jewish. He was harassed a
great deal during the Nazi regime in Hungary. So he sympathised with the Com-
munists. He said that under the Communists religious differences did not make
any difference. My family were very sad about the way he felt, and were a little
bitter about his outlook.”

Stephenson asks if she has heard from him since fleeing her country.

“My brother didn’t like us leaving . . . He wrote telling us that we were just
looking for adventure and that if we were good Hungarians we would not have
left.”

“What would you say were your principal objections to the regime?” en-
quires Stephenson.

She ponders, then reels off a string of reasons for her embitterment. “Indi-
viduality was not possible. The Communists poked their noses into everything,
from love to work. A person couldn’t live his own life. I was very bitter about
the fact that jobs were given on the basis of political views and not qualifica-

tions. My husband was very well qualified, but he had to work for three years in
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a country hospital before he was able to get to Budapest . .. Only the Party
members got good jobs.”

The public rage at the incompetent Red “expert” was deeply felt, personal,
corrosive. The Americans later interview a masculine, hard-muscled, thirty-
seven-year-old toolmaker, who will rise against the Communists when the time
comes and personally drag out a colonel at Republic Square who is then lynched
by the mob. The Reds have robbed him of his motorcycle shop, the AVH have
falsely arrested and imprisoned him and released and goaded him. He seems
level-headed until he describes how he lost both his children at birth, one at
eleven days, the other in a premature delivery. “The baby drowned in the blood,”
he sobs to an interviewer. “I nearly killed the doctor — he was Communist. He
could not be bothered to come down at one A.M., he just went back to sleep.
They are an indescribable gang. That is why the revolutionaries killed so many.
Every one of them deserved to die a hundred deaths.”

Every University student has to take examinations in Marxism. “You cannot
be a good doctor unless you are a good Marxist!” is the slogan. Only the fanati-
cal Communists are regarded as reliable surgeons.

A typical surgeon of thirty is by 1954 an assistant professor at Budapest
University. He has to join the Party to get ahead. But the Party’s demands on
him are so intense that he has developed a peptic ulcer. He has to attend Party
classes three nights each week, or attract menacing remarks like, “Comrade,
you are being too passive!” At these classes Party funkies, ranking from physi-
cian to kitchen-hand, dictate the Party line to him. There are daily communal
readings of Free People. He and another Party member are required to make
surprise weekend visits to unsuspecting families to lecture them on world af-
fairs and the blessings of Marxism; after all, people trust doctors. Afterwards,
each man has to write up a behaviour report on the other, to go into his cadre-

dossier.?

The worst cadre-files were those of the “class-aliens”. These were citizens
who had incurred the Party’s disfavour, or who came from a non working-class
background, or who had been officers in Horthy’s armed forces, or who had the
wrong politics or had relatives or friends in the West, for example. They were

harried, bullied and interned. To employ more than three people was enough for
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the fateful cross to be marked in the upper left corner of the cadre-dossier: “class-
alien”.

Businessmen, landowners, and aristocrats found themselves down-graded
to floorsweepers, lorry drivers, and lathe operators. A typical class-alien is the
thirty-three-year-old Budapest bus driver George Bastomov. The bus company
always needs drivers, and has turned a blind eye on his less than immaculate
cadre-file. His father was a colonel in Tsar Nicholas’s household guard, and fled
to Hungary after the Bolshevik revolution. His wife has no teeth; that is a legacy
of thirty-three days in AVO custody in 1948. Once he was chauffeur to a Party
dignitary, but when his boss made him wait without lunch for two days running,
he rebuked him, “You want to spread the gospel of Communism this way?”” and
walked off the job. That /&se majesté earned him a six-month prison sentence.
“Under Communism,” Bastomov philosophises to his fellow drivers, “you’ve
always got one foot in jail and the other in the grave.”

The workers felt cheated and betrayed. A skilled toolmaker explained how
the workers got their own back on the system: “I had to figure the material
which was to be used for the month and to make reports. Sometimes we got
much more material than was needed — there was a lot of poor planning — so we
just used to destroy this material. A tremendous amount of material was de-
stroyed this way. This happened in other factories too. We might take some
home if we were able to. I tried to do everything I could to ruin the Commu-
nists.”’

Rékosi’s industrialisation drive alienated every worker. It called for the co-
ercion of the labour force and the use of a wage system based on piecework
“norms” — norms which were periodically adjusted upwards so that the workers
could never improve their standard of living, however hard they worked. To
live above the breadline, workers cheerfully falsified output figures in a way
that made a mockery of the planned economy. Restrictions were placed on the
workers’ ability to choose their place of work, severe fines were enforced for
even minor infractions of rules and there were frequent “drives” in honour of
various special events. There were seven in the eleven months preceding Febru-
ary 1951 alone, commemorating the “Liberation”, May Day, Korea Week,
Rékosi’s release from jail, the Russian October revolution and innumerable fur-

ther occasions of Socialist rejoicing. All involved the workers in unpaid overtime.
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In the five years up to 1954, their real take-home pay would fall by twenty
per cent: even in 1956 their average pay would be only 1,212 florins per month.?
Only fifteen per cent of the country’s families lived above the regime’s own
declared minimum standard of living; fifteen per cent of the workers had no

blankets, twenty per cent had no winter coats.

They promised that in the course of the first Five-Year Plan they would
increase the workers’ living standards by fifty per cent [wrote Imre Nagy
later]. In actual fact, although industrial production — taking 1949 as 100 —
grew between 1950 and 1954 from 180 to 300, living standards steadily
declined until 1953, and then increased by fifteen per cent solely as a result
of the policies of the new period. In comparison with 1949, the workers
managed to double industrial production, to increase labour productivity
by sixty-three per cent, and to decrease costs; but in spite of all this their

wages remained on the whole on the 1949 level.’

Meanwhile, the Marxist treadmill spun ever faster. The workers worked and
the funkies looked on. Workers were forced to buy Peace Bonds, on penalty of
dismissal or even arrest if they did not. When one man, Mr. G4l, started in a
factory, he found that every autumn the workers were expected to buy Peace
Bonds worth an entire month’s salary. G4l was a former gardener’s apprentice
who had migrated to Budapest and had been working previously in a small
artisans’ co-operative making bicycles. He only earned one thousand florins a
month. He decided to buy only three hundred florins of bonds; the factory direc-
tor threatened to cut his pay, and finally sacked him for his refusal.'®

In factories, offices, universities, museums, everybody had to clock in. Time-
clocks were sometimes installed even before the plumbing went in. A late-comer’s
name would be posted with a life-sized caricature of a Neanderthal man with a
slogan ballooning out of his vampire-toothed mouth: “Today I helped the impe-
rialists.”

A typical factory, MOFEM, at Magyar6var, had employed four hundred men
before the war, supervised by ten foremen and ten administrative officials; un-
der the new Marxist regime it employed three times as many workers, but saddled

them with fen times as many non-productive overseers, and the substructure
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was overloaded with thirty “trade union officials”, fifty Party funkies, and thirty
factory policemen."

In factory and farm, this bureaucracy killed initiative. State control of pro-
duction resulted in bad quality, because nobody cared. Private enterprise was
stifled. In Ovar there were a couple of private shoemakers left, but they re-
ceived barely enough leather even to repair shoes.'

Consumer goods were few, expensive and shoddy. A drab suit would cost
two or three thousand florins, over two months’ pay for the ordinary worker. A
pair of boots cost 280 florins. (The same boots had cost seventy-eight florins to
manufacture, and would be sold to the Soviet Union for less than sixteen.) Hun-
garians could not yet buy clothes made of synthetic fibres, or nylon stockings,
or refrigerators or washing machines. A limited experimental TV system ex-
isted, but served only the Politburo members and selected ministers. Furniture
trickling out of the factories met only a fraction of the nation’s requirements: in
1953, 7,500 kitchen suites and 7,000 bedroom suites were produced to meet the
country’s entire needs and export requirements as well."?

Private cars were virtually non-existent. Between 1949 and the uprising only
6,846 cars were imported, adding to the 12,000 already in the country. Assum-
ing 20,000 cars by 1956, this amounted to one car per 500 people, compared
with one per eleven in Britain and one per ten in France.

The side-effects of all these shortages were serious. The thousand-bed state
hospital at Angel Fields (Angyalfold), a slum district of Budapest, suffered badly.
Although the former Kodak factory at Véc still manufactured X-ray film, it was
for export only and 