
NEB YEARBOOK

2014–2015

N
E

B
 Y

E
A

R
B

O
O

K
 2

0
14

–2
0

15



NEB YEARBOOK
2014–2015





NEB YEARBOOK
2014–2015

Committee of National Remembrance 
Budapest 2016



© Office of the Committee of National Remembrance, 2016
© Barbara Bank, Zsuzsanna Borvendég, Stefano Bottoni, Bence Csatári,  

István Galambos, Réka Kiss, Anita M. Madarász, Áron Máthé, József Ö. Kovács,  
István Ötvös, Viktor Attila Soós, Bernadett Wirthné Diera, 2016

Published by the Office of the Committee of National Remembrance
H-1055 Budapest, Balassi Bálint utca 5.
Responsible for the publication is the General Director of the Office  
of the Committee of National Remembrance
Layout Júlia Varga
Printed by PrimeRate Kft.

ISSN 2498-650X

Edited by Réka Kiss and Zsolt Horváth

Development and copy editing by Éva Misits

This issue is supported by the Memorial Committee established for the 60th 
anniversary of the 1956 revolution and war of independence



5

CONTENTS

Introduction. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  7

JÓZSEF Ö. KOVÁCS
The Struggle for Land: Social Practices of the Veiled Communist  
Dictator-ship in Rural Hungary in 1945. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 11

ISTVÁN GALAMBOS
Dreams Allotted: The Land Distribution of 1945 in Keszthely. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33

BARBARA BANK
Hungarians in the Soviet Labor Camps . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  59

ISTVÁN ÖTVÖS
Show Trials and Politics in Post-War Hungary . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  79

RÉKA KISS 
1956: Discourses and Reprisals . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  93

VIKTOR ATTILA SOÓS
An Agent’s Story from Two Perspectives: The Portrait of Agent “Mátrai”  
Based on His Confessions and the Documents of Hungarian State Security. .  . 123

BERNADETT WIRTHNÉ DIERA
The Situation of the Catholic Church and Youth Pastoral Care in Hungary:  
A Presentation of Operation “Black Ravens” . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 163



6

BENCE CSATÁRI
The Popular Music Policy of Hungarian Radio in the Kádár Era. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 189

ÁRON MÁTHÉ
The Hungarian Legacy of Soviet “Anti-Fascism” and the Issue of the  
Criminalization of the Communist Dictator-ship: Can Communist Ideology 
Come in Red, White, and Green?. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  205

STEFANO BOTTONI
“Mutually Beneficial” Business: Inter-Party Hungarian-Italian Economic  
Relations during the Cold War. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  245

ZSUZSANNA BORVENDÉG
Journalists in the Web of the Soviet Committee for State Security. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 271

ANITA M. MADARÁSZ
Culture and Education in the Service of Politics: Methods of the United  
Kingdom for Gathering Intelligence on Communist Countries, According  
to the Hungarian Secret Services. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  297

Authors. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 323



7

INTRODUCTION

Dear Reader, the volume you hold in your hands is the first yearbook of the 
Hungarian Committee of National Remembrance (Nemzeti Emlékezet Bizottsá-
ga, NEB). The Committee was established by the Hungarian National Assembly, 
in accordance with the provisions of the Hungarian Constitution, and officially 
started its work in February 2014, so our institution is still rather young, with 
scarcely more than two years of history behind it. Of the five members of the 
Committee, all of them historians, three members were appointed by Parlia-
ment, one member was delegated by the Minister of Justice, and one member 
was appointed by the President of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Similarly 
to its partner institutions abroad, the most important tasks of the NEB include 
conducting systematic and comprehensive research on the power mechanisms, 
key organizations, and cadre policy of the communist dictatorship; preserving 
the memory of the dictatorship; and informing public opinion on this subject, 
which means that our activities include awareness raising as well as the coordi-
nation of large-scale professional research projects.

Following World War II, the fate of Hungary was predominantly determined 
by the loss of the war, and the subsequent Soviet occupation of the country. The 
communist party, upon seizing key positions of power with the aid of the Soviet 
troops and Moscow leadership, managed to eliminate all opposing democratic 
forces within a short period of time. The resulting one-party system prevailed, 
despite considerable changes, until 1990. Regardless of periodical changes, cer-
tain features of the dictatorship remained immovable, including the severe rest-
riction of liberties, extensive control over society, and the dependence of politi-
cal leadership on the directives of the Soviet Union. The methods of repression 
inevitably changed with the times, from brutal physical violence and terror at 
the beginning of the regime, to more subtle, but no less efficient administrative  
means, and existential marginalization. Nevertheless, the various law enforce-
ment bodies always remained at the beck and call of political leadership.
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In light of the above, the five members of the Committee of National Re-
membrance, as well as the historical and legal experts employed by the NEB, 
were guided by two basic principles in the course of establishing our institution-
al objectives. On the one hand, we are committed to the task of honoring the 
memory of the victims of the communist dictatorship, and to the processing 
and presentation of individual and collective traumas that shaped the lives of 
several generations during the communist regime. On the other hand, by exam-
ining the institutional history, operation, and governing apparatus of key party 
organs, state organs, and social institutions, we seek answers to the question 
of how the overt and covert power mechanisms of the one-party dictatorship 
operated in everyday life. Or, to put it differently, on the various decision-mak-
ing and executive levels of government, who were in charge of reinforcing the 
communist regime, and how did they accomplish this task from the onset of the 
Soviet occupation until the fall of the dictatorship in 1989?

The aim of the twelve studies published in this yearbook is to provide an 
overview of the first results of the intensive research activities of the NEB, the 
primary fields of our research, as well as the professional interests of members 
and full-time researchers of the NEB.

The first section includes studies pertaining to the post-war period of initial 
political coalition, followed by the communist takeover. Among the four stud-
ies included in this section, two were prepared by the Rural History Workshop 
jointly established in August 2014 by the Research Center for the Humanities of 
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and the Committee of National Remem-
brance. The research conducted by this workshop concerned the comprehen-
sive analysis of the radical changes that affected rural Hungary, the first phase of 
which, in conjunction with the seventieth anniversary of the Soviet occupation, 
was the involvement and coordination of several institutions in an extensive re-
search project on the processes and social impact of the Sovietization of Hun-
garian agriculture. In this volume, József Ö. Kovács presents key issues of research 
regarding the establishment of the communist dictatorship in rural Hungary, 
while István Galambos demonstrates the controversial execution and political 
exploitation of the much-awaited land distribution campaign of 1945 through 
a local case study. Meanwhile, the third study discusses one of the most widely 
experienced yet taboo traumas of Hungarian society, the subject of captivity in 
Soviet labor camps. In her study, Barbara Bank offers an overview of our current 
knowledge of the operation of GULAG and GUPVI camps through the personal 
histories of former Hungarian captives. Lastly, István Ötvös discusses one of the 
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major stages of the post-war communist takeover, by offering an alternative in-
terpretation of the internal logic and construction of early political show trials.

The NEB recently coordinated a large-scale interinstitutional research pro-
gram in order to systematically explore the reprisals following the Hungarian 
Revolution of 1956, based on the extensive research of archived historical sourc-
es. In her article, Réka Kiss provides an evaluation and overview of the most 
important findings and open questions of research on the reprisals – which were 
an integral part of the genesis of the Kádár era –, as well as the prevalent dis-
courses of the reprisals and their reception in public and professional debate.

Perhaps the most frequently discussed issue of the recent past is the opera-
tion of communist state security bodies, especially the role of the political police 
in shaping the one-party state’s church policy. In this volume, two studies were 
dedicated to this issue, each discussing the period after 1956, but from two dif-
ferent perspectives. The study of Viktor Attila Soós presents the life history of 
an agent by critically examining two different sources (the personal memoirs of 
the agent in question, as well as the documentation prepared by state security), 
which resulted in two different narratives of the activities of a Roman Catholic 
bishop who was recruited by Hungarian state security. Meanwhile, Bernadett 
Wirthné Diera analyzes the correlations between church policy and state securi-
ty through a discussion of the last grand-scale attempt of the communist dicta-
torship to crush the Hungarian Catholic Church. The series of state security op-
erations under the code name “Black Ravens” is especially remarkable, because 
this concentrated state security attack on small religious youth communities 
can be considered the most extensive police operation of the Kádár era.

Another important aspect of the operation of the communist dictatorship 
was the role of propaganda and cultural policy, here examined by two studies. 
The first one by Bence Csatári allows a glimpse into the party-controlled world 
of the Hungarian media by examining the popular music policy of Hungarian 
Radio during the Kádár era, while in the second study, Áron Máthé analyzes 
the legacy of Soviet-type “anti-fascism”, the question of criminalizing the dic-
tatorship, the role of nationalism in the ideological legitimation of Hungarian 
communist parties, and the possible internal connections between these ideo-
logical elements. This study also reflects on the controversies between different 
historical and political perspectives, and calls attention to problematic issues for 
future research.



10

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

Last but not least, the fourth section of this volume is dedicated to the sy-
stems of foreign relationships and foreign intelligence activities of the Hungarian 
communist regime. The first article by Stefano Bottoni discusses the economic 
relations between the Italian and Hungarian communist parties through an 
analysis of the documents of two large foreign trade companies, seeking answers 
to the questions of how successful the parties were in isolating the “protected 
trade” of their companies from global political processes, and what illegal finan-
cial transactions and party methods accompanied their economic endeavors. 
The second study, written by Zsuzsanna Borvendég, analyzes the close relation-
ship between professional journalist organizations and Soviet Bloc intelligence 
agencies, while the study of Anita M. Madarász discusses the state security ma-
neuvers of the United Kingdom during the cultural Cold War through an analy-
sis of the methods of British intelligence to gather information on communist 
countries, presented from the unique perspective of relevant Hungarian secret 
service documents of the era.

We firmly believe that the studies published in this yearbook, although dif-
ferent in their perspectives and approaches, all guide our readers towards the 
same conclusion: that the communist regimes and their political, economic, 
and cultural impact on Europe still constitute a historical legacy awaiting further 
inquiry, both in terms of processing available historical sources, and in terms of 
a myriad of open questions to be answered by future research. By publishing the 
first results of our research on the operation of the Hungarian soviet-type dic-
tatorship and the international context of the communist regime in the English 
language, the NEB and its workshops hope to contribute to continued research 
efforts by making their findings available to a wider international public.

The Editors
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THE STRUGGLE FOR LAND:  
SOCIAL PRACTICES OF THE 
VEILED COMMUNIST DICTATOR-
SHIP IN RURAL HUNGARY IN 1945

“THE PRINCIPAL FRONT LINE OF THE GREAT BATTLE 
FOR THE NEW DEMOCRACY IS THE VILLAGE!”1

In my opinion, the most important responsibility of historians is to render his-
torical processes “explicit” by providing an account that not only explains events 
and the connections between them in context, but also corresponds to the ex-
periences of contemporaries.2 This is by no means a simple task, since the diver-
sity of value systems, viewpoints and contexts affect our historical interpreta-
tion. This is particularly true in the case of the events of 1945, which have become 
symbolic as a result of the conflicting claims of institutionalized violence, pre-
1990 policies of remembrance, and past memories of the experiences of contem-
poraries.3 To uncover the social and historical factors that could have influenced 
the past experiences and future visions of contemporaries in rural Hungary, I de-

1  Szabad Nép, March 25, 1945, and Szakács 1964, 47.

2  Connerton 1989, 7–15.

3  Judt 2005, 37; Pittaway 2004, 32–33. See Gyarmati 2013 on the emergence of enemy lists, which 
were a product of this era.
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cided to use a conceptual framework that I believe is able to realistically capture 
contemporary events and explain the connections between them.

Regarding the struggles of rural Hungary, my first argument is that the year 
1945 represented a social historical event, whose principal precedent was all 
those factors that shaped World War II.4 Why did the end of the war and Hun-
gary’s occupation by a new foreign power under the guise of liberation become 
a shocking, traumatic series of events? Why was this a collective experience, and 
why did it become a long-term factor of structural changes? I shall illustrate the 
three categories of traumatic, collective, and long-term events through a range 
of local, regional, and national case studies, which, unlike former distortions 
of communist historiography, represent authentic and decisive events in rural 
Hungary.5

My second argument, which also provides a conceptual and interpretive 
framework for the present study, is that the results of historical research should 
be reexamined in the light of the Hungarian totalitarian model,6 which was de-
vised by intellectuals committed to democratic change during World War II. In 
spite of its controversial nature, this model is frequently used in internation-
al research. In their analysis, Carl Joachim Friedrich and Zbigniew K. Brzezinski 
claimed that dictatorships are characterized by the following elements: a com-
prehensive state ideology; a one-party system; organized political terrorism in 
the form of the political police; a monopoly on information; a monopoly on 
weapons, and a centrally controlled economy, though the latter two exist in 
non-dictatorial modern states as well.7 Regardless, it would be unwise to reject 
interpretations based on the totalitarian model, as they represent important 
starting points for historians, and are suitable for testing historical sources.

In light of the above, my research focused on two key issues, one of which 
was omitted from the present study in order to concentrate on the issue of (re)
interpreting the 1945 land confiscation and land distribution in rural Hungary. 
Due to spatial constraints, I had to omit discussions of related phenomena, such 
as the everyday reality and political myths of “liberation”, and other issues that 
are currently studied by the Rural History Workshop.

4  For theoretical issues regarding the concept of the social historical event, see Ö. Kovács 2012.

5  Due to spatial constraints, I shall not discuss these cases in detail in the present study.

6  Ö. Kovács 2012, 17–48.

7  Friedrich 1957, 19. Classical studies prior to Friedrich’s study include Arendt 1992; Arendt 2000, 
67–185; Steinbach 2002; Vollnhals 2006; Jarausch 1998, 33–36, and Hildebrand 1999.
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ISSUES RELATED TO THE INTERPRETATION OF LAND 
CONFISCATION AND LAND DISTRIBUTION

In the twentieth century, due to the scarcity of available sources, land use be-
came one of the principal problems of land distribution.8 When we consider 
what would be an ideal relationship between land policy and economic devel-
opment, what we find in the case of Hungary is that agricultural land and land 
ownership were usually subordinate to contemporary structural changes.9

For the present discussion, it is imperative that we consider the historical cor-
relations of agrarian reform programs. From a legal and pragmatic perspective, 
“land reform” was the reorganization of ownership and tenure relations, as well 
as land use, in accordance with political and economic objectives. The liberal 
land reform movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in particular 
sought to establish family-based holdings in order to reduce the number of large 
estates and to curb land speculation.10 In other words, these reforms attempted 
to solve social problems by terminating property monopoly. The second type 
of land reform movements were those informed by socialist and communist 
policies, which were implemented during the period of Soviet-inspired collec-
tivization.11

To this day, there is a lack of comprehensive research regarding the imple-
mentation and social practice of the Hungarian “land reform regulation” of 1945, 
as related publications are still politically motivated or based on Hungarian po-
litical history.12 In this regard, ideological approaches and historically motivated 

8  Ihrig 1941, 193.

9  Czettler 1946, 131–140; Müller and Bojincă 2010, 39.

10  Meyer-Renschhausen and Berger 1998. “Land reforms” were frequently used as an instrument 
of forming ethnically homogenous nation states. See also Krauss 2009; Móricz 1932; Czettler 1946, 
31–55; Simon and Kovács 2008, and Gaučik 2012. We can also trace the Hungarian history of land 
confiscation and land distribution in 1945 from this development.

11  It is worth noting that the European Court of Justice did not consider the distribution of large 
estates without compensation as a violation of human rights. Cordes et al. 2008, 627.

12  The true meaning of “land reform” is usually revealed by social practice. For examples, see 
the following volumes, which still contain useful sections, despite the Marxist-Leninist historical 
interpretation their rhetoric is based upon. The majority of the following works discuss personal 
life histories, and issues related to Kádárian legitimacy politics: Orbán 1972; Donáth 1977, and 
Romány 1983. As stated previously, the coded language of these volumes has to be properly 
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bias often produce paradoxical results. I also argue that the long-term impact of 
the “land reform” on Hungarian politics of remembrance, despite the fact that 
the reform itself was never realized, is also evident in the general reluctance to 
examine the issue through the analysis of historical sources. Therefore, my pri-
mary task remains the analytic study and realistic portrayal of historical events 
based on historical sources.

Regarding the present subject, it might be fruitful to apply the perspectives 
of related disciplines to historical research, which would confirm that the con-
temporary ideological construct of the “land reform” did not meet the require-
ments of an actual reform program. A legitimate reform presupposes the assess-
ment of the long-term economic and social impact of the reform, as well as a 
legitimate institutional background. In contrast, the ideological construct of the 
“land reform” of 1945 concealed the radical political objective of depriving pre-
vious social elites and the churches of their economic basis and social existence 
by dismantling their institutions.

“Democratic land reforms” are characterized by two commonly known prin-
ciples. The first is that, in accordance with democratic values, they “abolish the 
separation of working structures and land ownership by restoring the unity of 
land use and land ownership through the transfer of land as an instrument of 
production to the producer”, while the second principle involves the implemen-
tation of a long-term agricultural and land policy to ensure the subsistence of 
the property owner.13 In contrast, the land distribution of 1945 created small 
holdings based on familiar labor, without the subsequent implementation of an 
agrarian reform.14

The land distribution of 1945 resulted in radical changes, yet could not satisfy 
contemporary demands for Hungarian land. The average size of dwarf holdings 
increased from 1.4 to 5.3 cadastral acres (ca),15 while the size of small holdings 
increased from 7.2 to 11.6 cadastral acres. Only 56,000 of approximately two mil-
lion private properties were larger than 25 ca, a fact that later served to justify 

decoded. I consider the work of former Stalinist philosopher Leszek Kolakowski (Kolakowski 1971) 
an essential guide for the interpretation of these volumes. See also Kocka 1977, and Révész 1983.

13  Tanka n.d., 148–149; Czettler 1947, 16–29.

14  Ihrig 1941, 209; Ihrig and Nagypataki 1946, 47–48; Kaposi 2013; Orbán 1972, 62; Závada 1986, 19; 
Réti 1991, 1148, and Pető 1998, 99.

15  1 cadastral acre equals 1.75 hectares.
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the subsequent “class struggle”.16 Land distribution was simply unable to satisfy 
the demand for land, as indicated by the fact that of a total of 730,000 appli-
cants, 660,000 (90%) were deemed eligible for land. At the same time, 57% of 
the 350,000 applicants applying for building lots were denied on the basis of 
having obtained land grants.17 Moreover, the vast majority of available land was 
not allotted to farmers, since 40.8% of these properties consisted of forested 
areas,18 pastures, or marshlands – in other words, uncultivated land, which was 
not suitable for cultivation by smallholders. In the end, only 58% of the total al-
lotment of 5.6 million cadastral acres was transferred to individual owners, while 
the remaining real estate was seized by state leadership.19

Based on the above, we may conclude that as early as 1945, Hungarian land 
distribution policies had a deep, negative impact on the elites of rural society, 
who were later labeled “kulaks”, then officially classified as “class enemies” by 
communist leadership.20 From a social structural perspective, land distribution 
resulted in the emergence of a social group of smallholders – including artisans, 
merchants, and carriers –, which constituted 50% of the socioeconomic group 
of landholders. In principle, smallholders were an economically and politically 
favored group supported by the current political system. Compared to other 
Central Eastern European countries, Hungarian land distribution, similarly to 
Polish social practice, was the most hostile towards large estates (of course, in 
other Central Eastern European countries, land distributions had taken place 
much earlier.) Policies to terminate large estates and to deprive the social elite of 
economic and social influence basically went hand in hand with the politically 
motivated support of poor and landless peasants.21

16  Szakács 1998, 294, 312.

17  According to data for the year 1941, 52% of agricultural workers, 47% of agricultural servants, 
44% of dwarf holders, and 75% of small holders did not receive any land. At this point, it is 
important to note that land distribution was closely linked to the expulsion of ethnic Germans. 
Of the property owned by 450,000 Germans, amounting to a total of 600,000 cadastral acres, at 
least 204,000 ca were appropriated by the state on account of their Volksbund membership. Pető-
Szakács 1985, 38–39. For more details, see Tóth 2009, and Gonda 2014.

18  Forested areas were relegated to state management or to local management under state 
control.

19  Orbán 1972, 41.

20  Nagy 2009, 8.

21  Réti 1991; Szakács 1998.
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Hungarian historical research has yet to analyze the social impact of the land 
distribution of 1945 on the beneficiaries and victims, as the majority of publi-
cations reflects the contemporary views of the communist party. Research has 
also failed to critically examine the ideological construct of the “land reform”, 
and to assess its economic and social correlations. Instead, numerous studies 
and other publications emerged on the “land reform”, which presented partially 
“true stories” without any discussion of their social, economic, or political con-
text. For example, publications mainly focused on the sites and scale of land 
distributions, or the difficulties faced by new land owners, but there are several 
problems with these simplified accounts. For one, none of them mention that 
the land policies of 1945 were not only a matter of agricultural history, but an im-
portant instrument of political power struggles during a period of war.22 Those 
involved might have been aware of this, but their greed and desire for land, the 
pressure for swift party decisions, the attack of communist propaganda on pri-
vate property rights, and political violence were more decisive. We should also 
remember that the anti-Jewish laws of the era had already destabilized tradition-
al legal and social norms.

My research is based on the assumption that, at the end of World War II, the 
most decisive instrument of Stalinist power politics in supporting the ideologi-
cal project of communism that radically affected the entire Hungarian popula-
tion was land confiscation and redistribution.23 The issue of land ownership was 
clearly one of the most important, if not the most important question of Hun-
garian Communist Party (Magyar Kommunista Párt, MKP) power politics, since 
it promised radical social and political transformation. In other words, the land 
distribution of 1945 was a social historical event that served as the fundamental 
prerequisite of long-term communist leadership.24 The land reform regulation 
was originally issued to counter the military and political strategies of the occu-

22  The period of provisional state administration continued until the elections of November 1945, 
by which time, the events discussed above had already taken place.

23  According to the work of Gyula Kállai on the internal affairs of the communist party, the land 
reform was the “standard”. Kállai 1984, 155.

24  The periodization of this process as defined by political history was slightly different. On this 
point, see Rainer M. 1998, 21, and Rainer M. 2011. The issue of land ownership featured prominently 
in other party programs as well, but the general “elaboration” of these policies, as well as their 
timeliness (some were delayed until late 1945) are instructive in and of themselves. See Balogh and 
Izsák 2004, 9–90.
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pying forces,25 but the resulting radical changes, and the implementation and 
social practice of land distribution suggest other, alternative avenues of interpre-
tation and research.26

Evidently, the objective of the Hungarian Communist Party, as directed by 
Moscow leadership, was to substantially weaken or control its political oppo-
sition in order to ensure its swift rise to political power.27 Their methods and 
practices were handed down from the Soviet Union, but their experiences were 
not disclosed to the general public. The political opposition to be terminated 
was, on the one hand, private landowners, and on the other, the churches, which 
were deeply entrenched in rural society.28

A careful review of the contents of the land reform regulation issued on 
March 15, 1945, as well as the events related to its implementation, will confirm 
that the land confiscation and distribution disguised as “land reform” basical-
ly served to implement a comprehensive social plan that, combined with the 
continuous presence of the Red Army, was sufficient for the establishment of 
communist party dictatorship. With the elimination of large estates, the aris-
tocracy was practically erased from Hungarian collective memory.29 However, 
this still leaves the question of how such a radical transfer of property, hastily 
implemented in the last few days before the conclusion of hostilities in April, can 
be considered a land reform. What were the aims of the Allied Control Commis-
sion, and by extension, of Soviet leadership exercising control over Hungary in 
the occupied territories? According to their rationale, the practical solution was 
to secure the new political system and their monopoly of key positions (from 
government, ministerial, and law enforcement positions, to the communist he-

25  Nagy 1990, 143–145. See also Vas 1982, 88–89. On the subject of why Voroshilov forced Hungarian 
leadership to turn the original bill into a land reform regulation, see Korom 1996, 123–124.

26  “When... the explanation of a social phenomenon is undertaken, we must seek separately the 
efficient cause which produces it and the function it fulfills.” Durkheim 1978, 113–114.

27  The works of Orlando Figes illustrate this process with acute examples. Of course, I do not mean 
that in countries occupied by the Red Army, that is, under different social and cultural conditions, 
this process would have taken place in the same manner as it did in the Soviet Union. Figes 1996, 
745; Figes and Kolonitskii 1999, 3, 32, 127. The communist party even attacked those who were not 
supporters of the Germans, such as Prince Pál Esterházy, one the most prominent landowners 
of the country, who was condemned at a political trial and sentenced to imprisonment. Kaposi 
2009, 140.

28  Rugg 1978, 50–54; Wittenberg 2006, 40–41.

29  Gudenus and Szentirmay 1989, 107–109; Ispán 2007.
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gemony practiced by land claims committees) through the control of basic eco-
nomic resources.

The “land reform” devised in Moscow was based on “Soviet law”, which, hav-
ing originated from Russian law, did not include Roman property law. Based on 
these Soviet principles, Rákosi’s government, which acted as the executor of So-
viet directives, established a broadly conceived economic dictatorship in Hun-
gary.30 Their purpose was to ensure that the economic life of residents of “the 
new Hungary” would depend on their ability to loyally serve or properly adapt 
to communist structures of power.31

The “land reform” of 1945 with its confiscation of land and the resulting ar-
bitrary classification of “privileged” landowners, shook the very foundations of 
Hungarian noble society, the middle classes committed to liberal values, the 
remaining aristocracy, and the network of churches actively engaged in all set-
tlements across Hungary. According to contemporary legal principles of civil 
society, these land confiscations without compensation constituted “illegal con-
fiscation of property by an illegitimate power”.32 The fact that these actions were 
motivated strictly by political interest is confirmed by the practice of transfer-
ring all claims of private businesses to the state, which refused to acknowledge 
or settle these claims.33 Leadership also ignored the idea that the blatant viola-
tion of legal principles had an impact on the development of Hungarian society.

The Hungarian land distribution directed by Moscow also served as the basis 
and enforcement of collective loyalty to the communist party. Georgi Dimitrov’s 
“humorous remark”, that local communists were now in a position to distrib-
ute the land as their spoils of war, is confirmed by various local accounts of the 
distribution campaign,34 during which communist leadership confiscated, then 
redistributed land with the active participation of “local forces”. This practice, 
similarly to other propaganda practices of modern dictatorships, served to “so-
cialize” the dictatorship. In this context, “socialization” entails the encourage-

30  For a contemporary account, see Kárász 1990, 80; M. Kiss 2006, 49–50.

31  With the practice of confiscating public goods and services as private property, and exercising 
state control over the accumulation of property, Sovietized dictatorships promoted forms of 
symbolic and material political capital. Bourdieu 2002a. 27.

32  Beliznay et al. 1997, 197–198; Bognár 2010. The principle of the protection of private property 
has existed since the emergence of the earliest human societies. Siegrist and Sugarmann 1999.

33  Beliznay et al. 1997, 198.

34  Mevius 2005, 108.
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ment and enforcement of social participation by communist leadership, which 
contributed to increased societal approval of leadership policies.35

During the land distribution campaign of 1945, the hunger for property, the 
desire for land acquisition, and a thirst for revenge – all products of the terrible 
legacy of World War II and the previous system – were undeniably formative 
elements of the historical and social changes of the era. Former injustices then 
engendered new forms of injustice, conflict, and trauma, such as the collective 
expulsion of the stigmatized German minority,36 disregard of the provisions of 
the land reform regulation, coercions, violence, and the forced eviction of house 
and land owners during the process of land (re)distribution. Due to the fact that 
these events were an integral part of everyday reality, we must interpret them in 
the context of local histories.

LAND CONFISCATION AND LAND DISTRIBUTION  
AS INSTRUMENTS OF POWER POLITICS AND SOCIAL 
TRANSFORMATION

However, the best way to crush sabotage is by quick action, and the cre-
ation of absolute facts. […] Potential mistakes made by the land claims 
committees can be corrected later, they can be appealed against at the 
county and national bodies, but the appellant should appeal outside of 
possession.37
In issuing decisions on the confiscation of land, the land claims commit-
tees are not bound by judicial decisions of the people’s courts or by any 
confirmative committee decisions. They are authorized to declare, solely 
on the basis of their personal judgment or their sense of legal principle, 

35  Ö. Kovács 2012.

36  The issue of the expulsion of ethnic Germans dates back to the 1930’s. Gonda 2014, 43. The 
allegation quoted above was not supported by any investigations on “nationality loyalty”. Gonda 
2014, 48–49.

37  District secretarial meeting of the Jászberény section of the Hungarian Communist Party, April 
4, 1945. Csönge 2005, 182.
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whom they consider a traitor, a war criminal, or the enemy of the people 
in their respective settlements.38
The chairman of the committee, miner János Bessenyei, declared repeat-
edly that he would only grant land to those who possessed a red book-
let.39

István Földi, a former agricultural servant of Kisújszállás, region Jászság, who was 
appointed as the local secretary of the communist party, and government com-
missioner for land distribution in October 1944, recalled the following events 
from the spring of 1945, the beginning of the “land reform”:

At the Szolnok airport, another Soviet officer and an interpreter were 
waiting for me. We got into the military jeep and headed towards the 
villages of Jászság. In each village, we visited the village authorities to 
contact the judge and the chief notary. I identified myself, then gave the 
following instructions: by the time we return in two or three days, at the 
specified time, the authorities are to call an assembly of the village resi-
dents for the purpose of announcing the land distribution and electing 
the members the land distribution committee. While I was speaking, the 
Soviet lieutenant placed his pistol on the table, and when I finished, he 
picked it up, tapped it against his palm, and then told them through the 
interpreter that if they failed to assemble at the arranged time, he would 
come to the village hall and shoot both the judge and the chief notary. 
After that, everything took place as planned…40

In the process of land distribution, Red Army officers and Hungarian agents sim-
ply followed the instructions they received in Soviet party schools, and imple-
mented the same policies Soviet leadership used to liquidate the Czarist agrarian 

38  Directives of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Communist Party for party organizations 
concerning the implementation of the land reform. Debrecen, March 22, 1945. (Published in the 
supplements of the newspaper Néplap on March 27, 1945.) Rákosi and Szabó 1967, 69.

39  National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL 
OL), XIX-K-1-y. Box 948, FM 1950. 8123, F/23. For example, in Somogy County, local communist 
leadership “also printed a leaflet [as a supplement to the printed text of the land form regulation], 
which contained an application for party membership”. Kanyar 1964, 73.

40  Csönge 2011, 413–414.
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system. In accordance with the detailed program outlined by Lenin, they first 
reduced the size, then the number of private farms and holdings. According to 
the Leninist program, one of the most important measures of the “socialist rev-
olution” was the confiscation of private holdings, and the subsequent allocation 
of property to the “proletarian state”.41 The peasantry played a key role in this 
transformation, firstly because its involvement in national church networks rep-
resented a political threat, and secondly because its production potential (in 
terms of food, industrial work, and capital) was indispensable for the operation 
of the communist system.42

The orders of communist party activists, who arrived to land distribution 
sites on Soviet military vehicles, were comprehensive and absolute. As a rule, fol-
lowing the logic of military operations, verbal and symbolic actions were usually 
sufficient to ensure the implementation of land distribution policies directed 
by Soviet military commanders in the prescribed manner and within the pre-
scribed period of time.43 In the course of land confiscations, commanders often 
justified their actions by stating that there were no Hungarian laws, and the pol-
icies of the Soviet Union were supreme.44

The leadership of the Hungarian Communist Party, both during their years 
in Moscow, and upon their return under the direct control of Voroshilov, made 
conscious (and traceable) efforts to create the political myth of “the democratic 
land reform”, and instill the idea that it was the great achievement of the com-
munist party.45 From the very beginning, the Central Committee of the Hun-
garian Communist Party directed the campaign for land distribution by pub-
lishing all related directives for the implementation of the “land reform” in the 
Hungarian press, including instructions “strictly for party members only” that 

41  Paffrath 2004, 51–59.

42  Rugg 1978, 54.

43  “Speed is of the essence in dislodging the landowner class.” District secretary meeting of the 
Jászberény section of the Hungarian Communist Party, April 4, 1945. Csönge 2005, 180.

44  Report of the notary of the settlement of Andornaktálya to the chief notary of the district of 
Mezőkövesd concerning the land distribution implemented according to the directives of Russian 
Command. MNL OL, XIX-K-11-a. General Documents. Box 1, 108/1945; Kanyar 1964, 149.

45  For the creation of political myths in modern history, see Cassirer 1997. The Communist Party 
made conscious efforts to emphasize the historic role of the Hungarian Communist Party in the 
“new conquest” of the Hungarian homeland, and the key role of Imre Nagy as “the minister who 
gave land to the masses”. Izsák and Kun 1994, 11–16, 58–61; Rainer M. 1996, 266–267; and Mevius 
2005, 108. On the subject of land distribution as a weapon against the church, see Vincze 2007.
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listed all objectives, instruments, and methods of the land distribution process. 
Photographs of the “festive assemblies” of 1945 were basically local variations of 
centrally directed propaganda.46 Leadership even adopted the Soviet method 
of visual propaganda in holding „elaborate festivities” in local “castles or noble 
mansions” for the impressionable land holders, so that “the rural population 
would be made aware of the changing times, and feel like they are the ones in 
charge now”.47

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

At the end of World War II, Soviet agrarian policies played a decisive role in the 
radical transformation of property relations and traditional society in Central 
Eastern Europe. These policies also had a major impact on the value system of 
rural Hungarian society.48 From a historic perspective, land policy and the pro-
cess of post-war agrarian change in Hungary can only be described as a paradox. 
During the land distribution of 1945, one decisive factor was the peasantry’s ea-
gerness to acquire land, but within a few years, the possession of land became a 
general problem due to the process of forced collectivization. The land reform 
regulation was a product of the pressures of war, and primarily a political and 
military issue, which was then radicalized and implemented by the communist 
party with the support of the Red Army,49 in a manner that resulted in further 
social conflict.

46  Bourdieu’s comment, that a “class on paper” will only be turned into a “real class” if its members 
are politically mobilized in pursuit of a specific objective, might be relevant to this historic 
situation. Bourdieu 2002b, 22.

47  Directives of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Communist Party for party organizations 
concerning the implementation of the land reform. Debrecen, March 22, 1945. (Published in the 
supplement of the newspaper Néplap [‘People’s Paper’], March 27, 1945.) Rákosi and Szabó 1967, 
71. The communist party accomplished the political mobilization of the population by preying on 
genuine and deep-seated passions. See also Dessewffy 1999, 60–62.

48  Réti 1991; Sundhaussen 2009; Gaučik 2012.

49  The same process took place in East Germany as well. From the perspective of rural economic 
development, this type of land distribution did not solve anything. Technically, all economists 
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From 1945 onwards, the newly arisen and fundamentally different political 
situation also transformed traditional forms of strict social control in rural Hun-
gary, turning it into a placeholder for the communist party’s political and agrar-
ian policies, but it is important to distinguish between the objectives and meth-
ods of hegemonic communist agrarian policies. The first objective was to secure 
a state income and agricultural provisions for the population by implementing 
intensive production methods while regularly issuing reparation deliveries to the 
Soviet Union. Secondly, there was the somewhat utopian objective of reducing 
the differences between rural and urban areas, which involved the repression of 
the traditional elite. Thirdly, their ideological goal was to strengthen the alliance 
between the working class and the peasantry, which formed the basis of the 
communist system. However, above all these objectives, the supreme goal was 
to advance the building of “socialism” in rural society by socializing instruments 
of production, and the forced transformation of property and ownership struc-
tures. Basically, these objectives determined the strategies and methods of the 
communist dictatorship.

The strategy of the Communist Party was based on traditional methods for 
acquiring and maintaining its political power, one of which was providing “re-
wards” for political support. In 1945, this “reward” was the distribution of land, 
but even at the time, it was merely an instrument of future enforced collectiviza-
tion, which was temporarily postponed for tactical reasons.50

Regarding social reactions in Hungary to the distribution of land, the re-
sponses of local society differed according to region, and the local structures 
of agrarian society. In villages with strong social ties, there was reluctance in ac-
cepting confiscated properties.51 However, we may presume that the properties 
of groups labeled “enemies of the people”, such as the aristocracy and German 
ethnic groups, were taken without hesitation.52

agreed that it would cause more harm than good. Naimark 1999, 171–172.

50  Mevius 2005, 28, 48–53; Bauerkämper 1999, 131; Merl 1999, 157; Beliznay et al. 1997, 199.

51  Janicki, 2010, 110–111; Siegrist and Sugarmann 1999.

52  Schoeck 2007, 427; Székely 2003, 238; Püski 2013, 442. On the reactions of the population to 
receiving confiscated property, ranging from “uncertainty” to “greedy approval”, see the report of 
Ministerial Commissioner Károly Nagy to the Ministry of Agriculture. Pestszenterzsébet, April 1945. 
Archive of the Institute of Political History (Politikatörténeti Intézet Levéltára), fond 274: Papers of 
the Central Committee of the Hungarian Communist Party. Section 13, storage unit 19, 152.
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The repression of the traditional Hungarian elite, which naturally resulted 
from the land confiscation campaign, can be explained by the continued in-
ternal power conflicts following World War II, the bloodiest conflict in world 
history.53 Land confiscation and (re)distribution basically ended these conflicts 
by consolidating the communist dictatorship. As early as 1945, the communist 
party’s aggressive acquisition of positions of power and political activism estab-
lished their political hegemony, which would pave the way towards the radical 
Sovietization of Hungary. On the local and regional levels, the factors of the to-
talitarian model discussed in the introduction, itself deserving of further schol-
arly scrutiny, fundamentally affected and determined, in historically traceable 
ways, the events that ultimately disrupted Hungarian rural society.
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DREAMS ALLOTTED:  
THE LAND DISTRIBUTION OF 
1945 IN KESZTHELY

You could still hear the cannonade from a growing distance, and shell-blasts blown 
back by the cool spring winds from behind the neighboring hills, and the shell-torn 

pits in the fields dressed the landscape in a strange, mottled mantel. The war was 
still very much here: the stench of burnt gunpowder from the last gun-shots could 

be smelt from afar as it drifted back from the muzzles of abandoned artillery 
pieces. Hardly had the dust from the shattered stone of the barbarously exploded 

bridges settled, when an enthusiastic group of cyclists and foot messengers left our 
town to spread out in every which direction […] They hurried to the villages in the 

district, each eager to deliver a bundle of posters. […] “The system of large estates is 
done for!!!” announced the posters and the village criers in a hundred places.1

György Gerencsér,  
secretary of the Hungarian Communist Party’sKeszthely cell

1  Keszthelyi Hírlap, May 27, 1945. It was with this issue that Keszthelyi Hírlap started renumbering 
its volumes.
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INTRODUCTION

In the two months between Keszthely’s occupation by the Red Army on March 
27, 1945,2 and the publication of the first editorial in the relaunched Keszthelyi 
Hírlap [‘Keszthely Gazette’], quoted above, pre-1945 Hungarian leadership had 
been largely replaced with a new elite. In terms of their make-up and jurisdiction, 
former authorities of public administration, judicial courts, and law enforcement 
bodies were replaced, respectively, by national committees, lustration commit-
tees, people’s courts, and the communist party-directed political police, which 
became a division of the police force that had replaced the officially disbanded 
gendarmerie.3 Redundancies, the imprecise demarcation of competences, and 
deficient legal regulation resulted in disputes about spheres of competence 
among these new bodies, which often left their trace in the relevant documents.

In several aspects, the local history of Keszthely is ideal for studying the var-
ious changes in political, economic and social conditions, public administra-
tion, and property ownership. Keszthely, which “exemplified the type of town 
that developed from a major manorial center”,4 was not only the center of Zala 
County’s largest entailed estate, the Festetics estate,5 but also a predominantly 
agricultural community that boasted several agricultural processing plants, and 
even a few tourist sites, similarly to Hévíz, another Festetics-owned settlement 
nearby. In administrative terms, Keszthely was classified as a “large village”, yet it 
performed the functions of a full-fledged town,6 rightly regarding itself, mostly 
thanks to the Festetics family’s efforts, as a major bathing resort. It thus fulfilled 
all prerequisites for urbanization, such as the operation of a hospital founded by 
Kristóf Festetics in 1759, a high school built by Pál Festetics (and later elevated to 
the rank of “higher lyceum”), a girls’ finishing school, a coach hire service, a pow-
er station, and a street lighting system – institutions that typically characterized 
small towns, rather than large villages.

2  Nagy 1970, 29.

3  Palasik 2000, 35–36.

4  Bulla and Mendöl 1999, 225.

5  An entailed estate was originally that part of a nobility-held property which a family forefather 
entailed by deed, thus making it inalienable either through selling or auctioning. The entailed 
estate was always inherited by the oldest male descendant.

6  Enyedi 2002, 172.
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Keszthely rose above other Hungarian settlements and district centers for 
several reasons, beyond being undoubtedly the most populous settlement on 
the shores of Lake Balaton. Its advantages included Keszthely’s status as the 
center of an estate, its demographic significance, its Festetics-owned vineyards 
and winery, its agricultural industry and baths, its castle complete with a unique 
library, the Balaton Museum, and being a regular host of the Helikon Festival. 
Keszthely was by no means insignificant among other Zala County settlements, 
either. According to the census of 1941, its population of 11,987 inhabitants fell 
just a few thousands short of the county seat, Zalaegerszeg, though it was no-
where near the level of Nagykanizsa, a city of thirty thousand inhabitants.7 
Keszthely’s food provision reports, compiled and submitted in August 1945, list-
ed 10,282 people living in a total of 3,946 residences constituted by 2,052 build-
ings, fifty of which were lightly damaged, twenty-one severely damaged, and 
four completely destroyed during the war.8 The fact that in the spring of 1945, 
only 21,738 residents were registered in Nagykanizsa, Zala County’s largest town 
with settled council,9 also underlines the demographic significance of Keszthely. 
Furthermore, Georgikon, the first Hungarian agricultural academy, was also es-
tablished here, providing the whole region, including the Festetics estates, with 
well-trained agricultural professionals. The opinions and recommendations of 
these agricultural experts, recorded in various documents, had a significant im-
pact on the present study. For instance, Sándor Kulin, a professor of the aca
demy, was appointed Chairman of the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims 
and Land Distribution. On October 23 and November 3, 1945,10 as Chairman of 
this committee, Kulin raised several questions, whose contents and wording 
prompted the Zala County Land Settlement Council to issue rulings that likely 
reflected Kulin’s opinions.11 For instance, the answer to his first question, “Shall 
the produce produced on the allotted building lots belong to the beneficiaries 

7  Kovacsics 1955, 1035.

8  Zala County Archives of the National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Zala Megyei 
Levéltára, henceforth: MNL ZML), V. 1734b. Box 37, 5200/1945. Report on the implementation of 
Act VI of 1937 in the settlement of Keszthely, August 1945.

9  Káli 1997, 183.

10  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5, 80/1945. Letters of Sándor Kulin, Chairman of the Keszthely Com-
mittee for Land Claims and Land Distribution, to the Zala County Land Settlement Council, Oc-
tober 23 and November 3, 1945.

11  Ibidem, 81/1945.
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of the allotments, or the agricultural servants who had planted the crops?” was 
that the produce belonged to the agricultural servants, which contradicted an 
earlier ruling of the Land Settlement Council stating that the produce belonged 
to the beneficiaries.12 Meanwhile, the two questions raised on November 3,13 
both carefully worded by the Chairman of the Land Claims Committee, virtually 
prompted subsequent decisions issued by the Land Settlement Council.14

THE RESEARCH: GOALS, ANTECEDENTS, SOURCES, 
AND DIFFICULTIES

Beyond the primary goal of this study, which was the discussion of the circum-
stances, progression, and peculiarities of the land distribution in Keszthely, I also 
considered it an important objective to highlight the economic and social im-
plications of the process, as well as certain salient features and internal contra-
dictions of the legal environment. From a legal perspective, it is of paramount 
importance to see the degree to which the land distribution decree was elab-
orated and prepared, and the extent to which its implementation was in ac-
cordance with general legal and legislative principles, and whether the hierarchy 
of law was observed. An equally unavoidable aspect of research is to establish 
how the decisions of the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land Dis-
tribution and the Zala County Land Settlement Council harmonized with the 
relevant decisions and provisions on implementation, as well as regional and 

12  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5, 74/1945. Farmer András Ács’s complaint against the Agricultural 
Cooperative, the correspondence of the Land Settlement Council, and the Keszthely Land Claims 
and Distribution Committee, and Ruling 74/1945 issued by the Land Settlement Council.

13  “There being 350 claimants for ninety-two building lots, can previous rulings on building lot 
distribution be revoked so that the lots can be allotted to worthier claimants?” and “Can building 
lots be allotted to claimants who submitted their claims without legitimate reasons?” MNL ZML, 
XVII. 501/b. Box 5, 80/1945. Letters by Sándor Kulin, Chairman of the Keszthely Committee for Land 
Claims and Land Distribution, to the Zala County Land Settlement Council, November 3, 1945.

14  To my mind, the terms “worthier” and “without legitimate reasons” clearly indicate the posi-
tion held by the chairman of the Land Claims Committee and the Committee itself, which the 
Land Settlement Council also embraced in its ruling. Ibidem, 81/1945.
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national practices in general. In this regard, it is also imperative to uncover any 
ulterior motives, whether personal or economic in nature, that might have in-
fluenced decision makers in the process of land distribution, and to see how the 
findings of the present research support the evaluations and conclusions found 
in existing literature on the subject. By analyzing documents pertaining to the 
land distribution in Keszthely, I sought to either prove or refute the prevalent 
assumption in literature that the hurried land distribution process, and the way 
in which it was implemented, was dictated by economic necessity.

While literature and research related to the 1940’s formed an indispensible 
part of the present research, the sources I most heavily relied on in the pres-
ent study, in addition to works of local or regional interest, were publications 
produced after the end of the Soviet occupation of Hungary.15 Evaluations 
and conclusions regarding the land distribution, published in the magazine 
Agrártörténeti Szemle [‘Review of Agrarian History’],16 provided me with useful 
information regarding the perspectives and views of researchers from that pe-
riod. In 1977, József Béli published an overview of the land distribution in Zala 
County,17 but he chose to focus on areas that officially belonged to the county 
at the time his volume was published, ignoring the rest of historical Zala.18 Of 
works devoted to the historical county of Zala, Csaba Káli’s studies were par-
ticularly helpful in my research,19 along with works of Keszthely interest, such 
as József Kovacsics’s predominantly statistical overviews,20 or the articles of for-
mer member of the Keszthely National Committee Andor Kell, which were pre-
served in the county archives.21 These manuscripts, which lacked footnotes, but 
contained lists of “cited sources”, which I also used in an earlier article on land 
distribution in Keszthely,22 still offer the most comprehensive overview of the 
activities of the Keszthely National Committee, though it is important to note 
that their evaluations and assertions were influenced by communist historiog-

15  Szakács and Zinner 1997; Ö. Kovács 2012; Ö. Kovács 2015; Fazekas 1995; Honvári 2001; Nagy 2002.

16  Szakács 1995; Orbán 1995; Korom 1995; Sipos 1994; Tóth 1995; Fehér 1995; Romány 1995.

17  Béli 1977.

18  In 1950, Keszthely was annexed to Veszprém County, but was returned to Zala County on Janu-
ary 1, 1979.

19  Káli 1995; Káli 1997; Káli 2000; Káli and Mikó 1995.

20  Kovacsics 1955; Kovacsics 1991.

21  Kell 1969; Kell 1970.

22  Galambos 2012.
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raphy. Regarding the land distribution in Keszthely, in 1985, Dr. András Pétervári 
published a short overview without annotations or references, titled A földre-
form végrehajtása Keszthelyen és környékén [‘The Implementation of the Land 
Reform in the Keszthely Region’] in the 1985 Almanac of the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP). Pétervári settled for a 
descriptive account, in which he listed, rather than analyzed, data he found to be 
significant. The resulting selective account failed to address the case of Alsóma-
lom [‘Lower Mill’], the vineyards, and the winery of the Festetics family, nor did 
it mention any complaints made about the land distribution.

In my research, I primarily relied on documents stored at the county ar-
chives23 and, to a lesser extent, at the National Archives of Hungary,24 which 
include relevant documents of the Keszthely National Committee,25 Chambers 
I26 and II27 of the Zala County Land Settlement Council, the Zala County Land 
Registry,28 the large village of Keszthely,29 and the Zala County ministerial com-
missioner for production.30 When treated with appropriate source criticism, is-
sues of the local gazette Keszthelyi Hírlap – stored at the archives – also served 
as useful supplements to these archival documents.

When dealing with contemporary Hungarian documentation, it is important 
to note that at “people’s organizations”,31 which emerged after the “liberation” 
of Hungary, documents were not always handled according to general standards 
of documentation in public administration, due to the fact that the quality of 
individual documents largely depended on the issuing person or persons’ level 
of education or professional experience with documentation procedures.

When analyzing and interpreting historical sources from the 1940’s, we must 
also consider that some of these documents were composed with the obvious 
intention of influencing decision makers. Therefore, requests, petitions, and oc-

23  MNL ZML.

24  National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL OL).

25  MNL ZML, XVII. 25.

26  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/a.

27  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b.

28  MNL ZML, XXIV. 201.

29  MNL ZML, V. 1734b. Boxes 36–37.

30  MNL ZML, XXIV. 252.

31  The use of the term “people’s organizations” is only warranted by its recurrence in histori-
cal sources and contemporary documents, and has nothing to do with the organization or the 
“democratic” principles governing these bodies.
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casional complaints are often based on biased arguments, omissions, and some-
times, false claims and facts. Similarly, the decrees issued by the relevant author-
ities are not devoid of distortions, either, since the primary aim of these decisions 
was to close a given case. Within these historical sources, we can also distinguish 
another category, which includes documents pertaining to the registration and 
filing of decrees, replies given to submissions and memoranda, complaints and 
their handling, and documents (as well as other, related materials) submitted by 
county administration offices, or the various ministerial commissioners, which 
can even be interpreted as direct interference in the land distribution process, or 
acts of assuming a legal supervisory role in certain cases.

THE FORMATION OF POLITICAL PARTIES,  
THE NATIONAL COMMITTEE, AND THE BOARD OF 
REPRESENTATIVES IN KESZTHELY

The military operations of the Red Army were still in full swing in the Trans
danubia region when the Provisional National Government issued Decree 
600/1945 M. E. “eliminating the system of large estates and allotting land to 
the agrarian population”,32 which radically transformed Hungarian social con-
ditions, property relations, and land ownership relations. The preamble of the 
decree declared that the elimination of the system of large estates guaranteed 
“the democratic reorganization of the country, its future development, while 
the distribution of large estates among the peasantry shall open the way for the 
political, social, economic, and intellectual development to Hungary’s peasant 
population after centuries of oppression. The implementation of the land re-
form […] is an economic necessity”.

32  600/1945 M. E. Bibliographical references of these regulations shall be provided at the end of 
this article. Hereafter, footnotes will only contain the number, category, and year of issuance of 
these regulations.
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The assertion that the land reform was an economic necessity became a re-
curring argument in literature and research. In 1995, on the fiftieth anniversary of 
Decree 600 of 1945, several researchers also justified the issuance of the decree 
with decision makers’ intentions of restarting and maintaining agricultural pro-
duction,33 claiming that “only a swiftly implemented land distribution was able 
to spare the Hungarian population from further deprivation and famine”.34 The 
parties represented in the contemporary Provisional National Government all 
agreed on the necessity of land distribution, as well. However, even before the 
war, they had very different opinions on preferred methods of its implementa-
tion.

Due to time constraints, Decree 600/1945 M. E. was poorly planned, as ev-
idenced by, among other things, the fact that definitions of the terms estate 
and agricultural industrial plant were only provided in Implementation Clause III, 
along with stipulated expropriation compensation fees (which were never paid 
to former proprietors). Moreover, the “decisions of principles” issued alongside 
government and ministerial decrees by the National Land Settlement Council in 
charge of overseeing the land distribution process went beyond interpreting the 
law by often supplementing it, thus becoming juridical sources themselves. The 
implementation of all regulations was largely the responsibility of the local land 
claims committees, but their task often proved to be difficult, as evidenced by 
the various arguments, complaints, and decisions made in connection with the 
distribution of land in Keszthely.

Before World War II, the partially entailed Festetics estates centered in Keszt
hely constituted a total of 68,322 cadastral acres.35 Although this enormous es-
tate stretched over several counties, Prince György Festetics was the greatest 
landowner in Keszthely (see Figure 1).36 

33  For example, see Sipos, 1994, 493.

34  Fazekas 1995, 205. A similar opinion is voiced by Pál Romány, who claims that “it is a fact that 
the restructured agriculture saved the nation from a severe famine”. Romány 1995, 52.

35  1 cadastral acre equals 1.75 hectares.

36  Czeglédi 1936.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Estates in Keszthely According to Ownership

*Other proprietors include the municipality of Keszthely, the Agricultural Academy, etc.
Source: Compiled by Galambos 2015 based on data from Czeglédi 1936 and Kovacsics 1991.

On March 29, 1945, Keszthely was occupied by Soviet troops, which prompted 
the Central Committee of the Hungarian Communist Party (Magyar Kommu
nista Párt, MKP) in early April to send 150 “trained communists” to advance 
party organization in the Transdanubia region. In Zala County, the party con-
centrated its resources on two towns with settled council, and the district seat, 
from whence it expanded its propaganda campaign to all surrounding villages. 
To this end, on April 4, Mihály Buza traveled to Tapolca, while Endre Lőke37 and 
Béla Kalmár38 were dispatched to Keszthely. By May 1, the Keszthely cell of the 
MKP, founded on April 6, 1945, already had sixty-eight members.39 In compari-

37  Physician Endre Lőke was a well-known member of the labor movement before the war. On 
February 10, 1934, he was arrested together with his wife and twenty-nine other members of the 
movement on charges of organizing the illegal communist party. Keszthelyi Hírlap, February 11, 
1934.

38  Tóth 1970, 36–37.

39  Kell 1969, 7.

Smallholders
Other proprietors*

Prince György Festetics
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son, the Independent Smallholders’ Party (Független Kisgazdapárt, FKGP),40 and 
the National Peasant Party (Nemzeti Parasztpárt, NPP) together with the Civic 
Democratic Party (Polgári Demokrata Párt, PDP)41 were only green-lighted on 
May 7 and 8,42 respectively, three weeks after land distribution had officially be-
gun. For this reason, until early May, only the MKP and the Social Democratic 
Party (Szociáldemokrata Párt, SZDP) were able to delegate members to the Kes-
zthely National Committee,43 which was established on April 16, 1945. Not that 
the establishment of the above mentioned political parties led to any significant 
changes, as the Keszthely National Committee did not determine the number 
of allowed delegates for each party until May 25. As the decision was equal-
ly detrimental to the FKGP, the NPP, and the PDP, the delegates of the former 
two refused to participate in the work of the Keszthely National Committee 
until June 5, when an equal distribution was approved, while the PDP sought the 
support of the Lord Lieutenant, who declined to intervene in the matter.44 The 
establishment of local boards of representatives and municipalities resulted in 
similar conflicts, due to the fact that on May 15, the allocation of seats was, like 
before, determined by the National Committee dominated by the communists 
and social democrats. The other parties responded by boycotting all sessions of 
the boards of representatives, but on June 5, while still upholding their objec-
tions, they declared their willingness to participate in the activities of the board 
(see Table 1).

40  MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Minutes of the Keszthely National Committee, May 7, 1945.

41  It was headed by chief physician and hospital director Dr. Gerő Magyari.

42  MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Minutes of the Keszthely National Committee, May 8, 1945.

43  In 1945, it discharged 1241 cases over the course of sixty-two sessions. Kell 1970, 52.

44  Kell 1970, 51–52; MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Minutes of the Keszthely National Committee between 
May 25 and June 5, 1945.
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Table 1. Number of Party Delegates in the Keszthely National Committee, 
the Board of Representatives, and the Municipality in 1945

Parties / 
Delegating 
Organizations

National Committee Board of Representatives Local Municipality

1945 1945 1945

16/04 25/05 28/05 05/06 15/05 25/06 05/07 10/08 15/05

MKP 3 3 3 3 11 8 8
8 + 2 alternate 

members
deputy mayor +  

2 members

SZDP 3 3 3 3 11 8 8
8 + 2 alternate 

members
mayor +  

2 members

FKGP 2 2 3 6 5 5
5 + 2 alternate 

members
1 member

PDP 1-2 1-2 3 6 5 5
4 + 1 alternate 

member
1 member

NPP 2 2 3 6 7 7
7 + 2 alternate 

members
2 members

Trade Unions 3 8 8
8 + 2 alternate 

members

Physicians’ Trade 
Union

1 –

Source: Compiled by Galambos 2015 based on MNL ZML, XVII. 25 and issues of Keszthelyi Hírlap 
Between May 27 and August 12, 1945.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF LAND AND BUILDING LOTS 
IN KESZTHELY

In the first days of April, the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land 
Distribution was established, at which point the MKP and the SZDP organized a 
meeting in the building of the Young Men’s Catholic Association for prospective 
land claimants, the majority of whom were agricultural servants and day laborers 
from the Georgikon, Újmajor [‘New Manor’] and Felsőmajor [‘Upper Manor’]. 
The party representatives first informed the assembled crowd of the contents of 
Decree 600/1945 M. E., followed by the election of the members of the Keszthely 
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Committee for Land Claims and Land Distribution by acclamation.45 As men-
tioned earlier, college professor Sándor Kulin (FKGP) was elected Chairman of 
the Committee, along with Deputy Chairman János Szimeiszter (MKP). Several 
members of the committee were also members of the Board of Representatives, 
and the National Committee.

The boards and committees mentioned above made several decisions that 
radically changed land ownership in Keszthely. First, the Keszthely cell of the 
MKP decreed that eight to nine cadastral acres of ploughlands and four to five 
cadastral acres of pasture be allotted to former agricultural servants with large 
families, while hired artisans and carriers were only entitled to two to four ca-
dastral acres.46 Then, on April 23, 1945, the Land Claims Committee ruled that 
all Festetics estates be requisitioned. According to cadastral data, Prince György 
Festetics, a minor at the time, owned a total 10,371 cadastral acres and 1,083 orgia 
quadrata of land in Keszthely, which the committee proposed to be appropri-
ated with compensation. The pastures were to be converted into a commons, 
while marshland areas and the lands on the shore of the Balaton were to be 
relegated to the municipality. In a note written on the margin of the cadastre, 
the committee also proposed “the appropriation with compensation of all ag-
ricultural plants on the property”.47 Additionally, the committee proposed the 
appropriation of the thirty-eight cadastral acres and 376 orgia quadrata of land 
– yielding an annual revenue of 730.88 Hungarian pengő –, owned by Baroness 
Oszkár Gautsch (birth name: Mária Festetics), Princess Ervin Hohenlohe (birth 
name: Karola Festetics) and Károlyné Fürstenberg (birth name: Alexandra Fes-
tetics), on account of the fact that “the proprietors are foreign nationals”.48

On June 4, 1945, engineer Dénes Csatkay announced the completion of the 
land distribution process in the Keszthely region.49 On June 5, 1945, the Keszthely 
Committee for Land Claims and Land Distribution submitted its “General Utili-
zation Plan” to the Zala County Land Settlement Council, stating that 10,394 ca-

45  Kell 1970, 9–10; MNL ZML, XVII. 501b. Box 5, 42/1945. Minutes of the case of Keszthely’s land 
settlement discussed before the Zala County Land Settlement Council (Chamber II) in Keszthely 
on July 23, 1945.

46  ZML, XV. 4b. Box 4, 9.

47  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. Cadastre. Keszthely, April 23, 1945, signed by Chairman Sándor 
Kulin.

48  Ibidem.

49  Kell 1970, 16.
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dastral acres and 800 orgia quadrata of land had been appropriated, of which 327 
cadastral acres (three percent) had been reserved as building lots (see Table 2).

Table 2. Register of Lands Appropriated in the Keszthely Region
Land Area

Utilization  cadastral acres Percentage

For building lots 327 3.14%

Distributed among claimants 2,365.5 22.75%

Agricultural Academy (includes experimental farm) 251 2.41%

Castle gardens 78 0.75%

Relinquished to other settlements 1,676.5 16.12%

For the municipality of Keszthely 598 5.75%

Kis-Balaton Water Management Corporation 56 0.54%

Belonging to churches and priests in Keszthely 230 2.21%

For the Green Pasture Alliance (Zöldmező Szövetség) 21 0.20%

Forests 1,388 13.35%

Marshlands 987.5 9.50%

Area exempt from land tax 2,173 20.90%

Other (undetermined)* 55 0.53%

Land reserve for potential future allocation 188 1.80%

Total 10,394.5 100.00%

*Fifty-five cadastral acres of forest clearings and avenues, ploughlands and pastures, twelve cadas-
tral acres of rifle ranges, five cadastral acres of courtyards around the prince’s buildings, a three 
cadastral acre area behind the power station, for a total of seventy-five cadastral acres.
Source: MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. 6/1945. General Utilization Plan, registry of appropriated 
lands.

Until June 18, 1945, 904 entitled claimants had submitted their requests for build-
ing lots,50 while the Land Distribution Committee had drawn up 1,028 building 
lots, 995 of which had been allotted. During this process, land claimants were 
given a minimum of 0.18 hectares, independent artisans 0.13 hectares, and cleri-

50  MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Minutes of the Keszthely National Committee, June 18, 1945.
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cal employees, 0.07 hectares of land.51 Most of the land distributed in Keszthely 
was allotted to former agricultural servants, while the rest was distributed to day 
laborers and carriers (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Number of Successful Claimants According to Occupational Groups52

Source: Reports of the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land Distribution,53 Compiled by 
Galambos 2015 from data published in Kell 1969, 14–15, and Pétervári 1985.

An interesting chapter of the Keszthely building lot allocation, which also had 
a satisfactory conclusion in the eyes of both archaeologists and historians, was 
the building lot allotment process in Fenékpuszta. On July 29, 1945, honorary 
professor Dr. János Tóth turned to the Zala County Land Settlement Coun-
cil, requesting that the area of the former Roman castrum “Mogencianae”,54 
which was rich in archaeological finds, not be allotted to building lot claimants.  
Although according to documentary evidence, building lots had been allocated 
on August 5, Chairman of Chamber II Zoltán Hámori only issued an answer on 

51  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 2. Draft ruling on the allotment of Keszthely house lots; Pétervári 
1985, 57.

52  This chart uses contemporary terminology.

53  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 2.

54  Properly Mogentiana.
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August 9, to the effect that “the general utilization plan and detailed plan of the 
distribution of building lots has been approved”55 – in other words, he rejected 
the request. However, Dr. Tóth did not wait for the arrival of the (late) answer. 
On October 6, he informed the County Land Settlement Council in a notifica-
tion that “an area was found near the castrum, which […] allows the castrum to 
be left intact”.56 In agreement with Dr. Tóth, the Keszthely Committee for Land 
Claims and Land Distribution also notified the Zala County Land Settlement 
Council of the same development, requesting that the new allocation plan be 
approved by Chamber II.57 This particular case, then, was a triumph of the lower 
levels of land distribution management.

Another example is the ordeal of the Keszthely Alsómalom [‘Lower Mill’], 
where the sheer number of authorities intervening in the decision process until 
the property was eventually classified as an agricultural industrial area shows 
the legal complications in executing decrees pertaining to land distribution. At 
the beginning of the land distribution process, Alsómalom was leased by mas-
ter miller Béla Pruska, but the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land 
Distribution decided to allocate the property to the municipality,58 after which 
Béla Pruska requested that he be allowed to remain in tenancy.59 One member 
of the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land Distribution, who had 
earlier been employed as a journeyman miller in the mill, wanted to secure the 
tenancy for himself, and in this endeavor, had been able to enlist support from 
the Board of Representatives. The debate was soon joined by the Lord Lieuten-
ant, then the Minister of Industry, the Minister of Agriculture, the Government 
Commissioner for Abandoned Possessions,60 and even the Szombathely Board 
of Industrial Superintendents.61 However, in the summer of 1946, the final ruling 

55  MNL ZML, 501/b. Box 5. 52/1945. Reply of the Zala County Land Settlement Council to János 
Tóth’s request regarding the Roman ruins of Fenékpuszta, August 9, 1945.

56  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. a 76/1945. János Tóth’s notification regarding the satisfactory 
settlement of building lot allotments in Fenékpuszta. Szombathely, October 6, 1945.

57  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. 77/1945. Request by the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims 
and Land Distribution regarding the approval of the modified plan of distribution, October 6, 1945.

58  MNL ZML, 501/b. Box 5. Cadastre. Keszthely, April 23, 1945.

59  Kell 1970, 24.

60  Ibidem. Letter by the Government Commissioner for Abandoned Possessions to the National 
Land Settlement Council (No. 34740/1945 N/80).

61  Ibidem. Records of the on-site inspection conducted in the case concerning Alsómalom in 
Keszthely, June 3, 1945.
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was handed down by the National Land Settlement Council, allotting the mill to 
the agricultural cooperative formed by the new landowners.62

In the course of the land distribution process, Keszthely relinquished thir-
ty-two percent of the distributable ploughlands and pastures to nine neighboring 
settlements,63 yet the settlement of Cserszegtomaj still submitted a complaint 
to the Zala County Land Settlement Council. In Decision no. 41/1945, Chamber II 
of the Land Settlement Council approved the recommendation for a utilization 
and distribution plan submitted by the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims 
and Land Distribution, adding that it would hold a hearing in Keszthely on July 
23.64 On July 23, 1945, Chamber II convened in the office rooms of the “Trade Un-
ion” in Keszthely to hear the case of the Keszthely land distribution. Members of 
the land claims committees of Keszthely and the nine neighboring settlements 
were invited to the session that intended to address their complaints. Some of 
the complaints had already been withdrawn by this time, while the complaint 
filed by Cserszegtomaj, which claimed that the settlement had received outlying 
lands or lands of a poor quality, was ruled to be unfounded. Dr. Imre Szerecz, 
Parish Abbey of Keszthely, and tradesmen Ferenc Fésüs and Ferenc Varga were 
also allowed to present their complaints.65 In Decision no. 43/1945, dated July 24, 
Chamber II of the Zala County Land Settlement Council effectively approved 
the general utilization plan and the detailed plan of distribution of the Land 
Claims Committee, recognizing only one request made by the Lutheran and the 
Calvinist parishes, to whom it allotted eleven cadastral acres and two cadastral 
acres of land, respectively. However, two important rulings of the Committee 
were also overturned by the Council. The “allotment of property” to Keszthely’s 
Roman Catholic parish was withdrawn, and the property allotted to the second 
Roman Catholic parish overseen by the Carmelite Order was reduced to thirty 
cadastral acres. According to the Council, the grounds for the former ruling were 
that the Parish Priest of Keszthely was at the same time the Abbot of Hahót, and 

62  Ibidem. Letter by the municipality of Keszthely to the Lord Lieutenant regarding the case of 
Keszthely Alsómalom, and the Lord Lieutenant’s notice to the County Land Settlement Council.

63  Ibidem, 10/1945. Keszthely’s reply to the Zala County Land Settlement Council regarding the 
complaint filed by Cserszegtomaj, June 23, 1945.

64  Ibidem, 41/1945. Decision no. 41/1945 of Chamber II of the Zala County Land Settlement Council.

65  Ibidem. Minutes of the Keszthely estate allocation case heard before Chamber II of the Zala 
County Land Settlement Council, Keszthely, July 23, 1945.
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as such owned a suitable estate,66 while the latter ruling was overturned five days 
later on July 29, declaring that no property whatsoever could be allotted to the 
Carmelite Order.67

Regarding the land distribution and building lot allocation process,68 numer-
ous other complaints were also submitted, mostly about building lot allocation, 
to the Land Settlement Council and to the Keszthely National Committee. For 
instance, Lawyer János Lénárd, legal representative of the Festetics family, pro-
tested against the rulings of the Land Claims Committee at every available fo-
rum, but he only challenged those decisions that were in violation of the decrees 
of the Provisional Government of Hungary. At the National Committee, he ob-
jected to the requisitioning of Alsómalom and the medicinal baths of Hévíz as 
industrial plants, and he also challenged the appropriation of the castle.69 In his 
appeal submitted to the National Land Settlement Council, he represented the 
interests of the married Festetics daughters in arguing against the requisitioning.

[The requisitioning of the estates] is obviously mistaken and insupport-
able as the land area in question falls below one hundred cadastral acres, 
and therefore cannot be requisitioned under either Article 10 or Article 
22 of the Decree of the Provisional Government on the regulation of large 
estates, considering the fact that even building lots can only be requisi-
tioned from land approved for requisition under Article 10, or from land 
created through the act of appropriation. Our case does not fall under 
the provisions of Article 10, nor are we subject to appropriation, the for-
mer of which we are prepared to prove if necessary. Consequently, the 
decision of the Land Claims Committee was arbitrary and erroneous.70

66  Ibidem, 43/1945. Ruling on the case of the Keszthely land distribution passed by the Zala Coun-
ty Land Settlement Council. Nagykanizsa, July 24, 1945.

67  Ibidem, 46/1945. The Zala County Land Settlement Council on the revision of its former ruling. 
Nagykanizsa, July 29, 1945.

68  See Galambos 2012.

69  MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Lawyer János Lénárd’s letter to the Keszthely National Committee. April 
1945.

70  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. 13/1945. Lawyer János Lénárd’s appeal regarding the exemption of 
the Festetics daughters’ properties from requisitioning. May 25, 1945.
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On June 8, the National Land Settlement Council forwarded Lénárd’s request 
to the Zala County Land Settlement Council, advising that if no resolution had 
been passed in the case, then the request be regarded as a complaint and ef-
fective action be taken accordingly. In a laconic reply, the County Council in-
formed the National Council that it had regarded the request as a complaint 
and had taken effective action accordingly (by leaving the Keszthely Land Claims 
Committee’s decision unchanged.)71 Later on, the requisitioning of properties 
belonging to Prince György Festetics, a minor, and the Festetics daughters, was 
challenged by János Lénárd in several petitions, to no avail.72 On June 27, 1945, 
János Lénárd was even dismissed from his trusteeship of the Festetics estate by 
the Keszthely National Committee on account of his “antisocial” behavior, in 
spite of the fact that he had been appointed to the task by both the Festetics 
family and the Government Commissioner for Abandoned Possessions.73

According to the land distribution cadastre, a total of 10,364 cadastral acres 
and 133 orgia quadrata of land were requisitioned from Prince György Feste
tics, and fifty cadastral acres and 1,313 orgia quadrata of land were taken from 
“Károlyné Fürstenberg and associates”. Included in the subsequent land distri-
bution were estates jointly owned by the Prince and the municipality of Keszt
hely, as well as 329 cadastral acres and 3,093 orgia quadrata of land owned by 
the Hungarian State Treasury’s Agricultural Academy, which wanted to secure 
newer lands of a better quality.74 At the end of the process, according to the 
land distribution cadastre, the Keszthely Committee for Land Claims and Land 
Distribution allotted a total of 10,744 cadastral acres and 646 orgia quadrata of 
land to its claimants.75

71  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. Reply of Chamber II of the Zala County Land Settlement Council 
to the National Land Settlement Council. August 9, 1945.

72  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5. János Lénárd’s petitions 13/1945, 27/1945 and 39/1945 regarding 
the estates of György Festetics to the Zala County Land Settlement Council, May 11 – July 23, 1945.

73  MNL ZML, XVII. 25. Minutes of the June 27, 1945 session of the Keszthely National Committee.

74  Land distribution cadastre. MNL ZML, XVII. 501./b. Box 2, batch 1, 45: 7–8.

75  Ibidem, 46.
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CONCLUSION: SUMMARY AND FURTHER 
CONSIDERATIONS

The interpretation and evaluation of the events of 1945 has been a political issue 
right from the very beginning, and to an extent, has remained so to this day, due 
to the fact that some of the sources, especially the press and the documents of 
the Keszthely National Committee, are rife with political bias. Even so, sources 
on the Keszthely land distribution do confirm the enormous popular demand 
for the distribution of large estates, and the general hunger for land, as well as 
the prominent role of the MKP and the SZDP in the implementation of land 
distribution, and in the National Committee and the Keszthely Board of Rep-
resentatives. There is also incontrovertible evidence of their efforts to margin-
alize other parties, especially the Smallholders Party, and to exclude them from 
the decision-making process. In the National Committee, the municipality, and 
the Board of Representatives, “leftwing” parties and organizations retained their 
dominance, which had a great impact on the land distribution process as well.

In the middle of May 1945, Dr. János Pataky, acting Deputy Chief of the Coun-
ty Land Registry, reported in a letter to the Director of the National Land Regis-
try that the Communist Party’s activities far exceeded that of eagerly taking the 
initiative, and sometimes lapsed into abuses of power. Pataky’s account provides 
an excellent summary of the controversial aspects of land distribution in Zala 
County:

Acting as a plenipotentiary representative of the Minister of Agriculture 
is Simon Munkás, a member of the ‘Communist Party.’ However […], he 
has had no opportunity to obtain the professional training or practical 
experience required for the position of overseeing the process of estate 
allocation, and lacks familiarity with Decree No. 33.00/1945 F. M. He has 
obviously been unable to act in accordance with the decree in handling 
his cases.

In the same letter, János Pataky requested information on the nature of any for-
mal relationship between Simon Munkás and the land registry:

Acting on the initiative of the Communist Party and within the compe-
tence of the Ministry of Agriculture’s above-mentioned representative, al-
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most every settlement in the county has allocated their local estates and 
building lots without following, or in fact being aware of, the provisions of 
the decree of implementation […] In the process of land distribution, the 
provisions of Decree No. 600/1945 M. E. have frequently been ignored, 
and the provisions of Decree No. 33.00/1945 F. M. have almost invariably 
been ignored. For this reason, no local Land Claims Committees have 
been sworn in, yet proceeded with their activities regardless. […] Only in 
a handful of requisition cases did they issue any statements, and if so, they 
disregarded the relevant provisions of Decree 33.00/1945 F. M. Property 
approved for appropriation had not been properly registered. Hardly any 
of them secured any reserves as per the provisions of Section 38 (a). As 
for utilization plans, there are virtually none. In the opinion of the County 
Registry, rightful and equitable divisions can hardly be made without the 
proper utilization plans. And yet it is my understanding that several title 
deeds have been issued bearing the signature of Minister of Agriculture 
“Endre Nagy” instead of Imre Nagy.76

With regard to my original research question, the economic necessity of the 
land distribution was not proved beyond dispute by any of the used historical 
sources. Indeed, the low quality equipment, and sometimes, insufficient exper-
tise of the new proprietors, the disputed ownership of agricultural equipment, 
and the statutory ploughing service demanded from tractors together raise the 
question of whether the hastily orchestrated distribution of land was truly the 
best way of ensuring and promoting continuous agricultural production in the 
Transdanubia region. For example, Zala County’s Ministerial Commissioner for 
Production reported serious disruptions in the provision of crop seeds, which is 
why, after negotiations with the Allied Control Commission, twenty-five wagon-
loads of grain had to be distributed from the amount set aside for war repara-
tions. Ploughing was also delayed, as the beneficiaries of land allocations lacked 
the money to hire tractors. The ministerial commissioner did not even have  
approximate data regarding the number of beasts of burden turned over to the 

76  According to this report, as proof of the abuses committed by the MKP, the title deeds are 
signed “Endre Nagy”. MNL ZML, XVII. 501/a. Box 1, 3/1945. Report by the Zala County Land Registry. 
May 11, 1945.
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new proprietors. By November 23, 1945, only 39.5% of the arable land area in the 
Keszthely district had been ploughed for sowing.77

The fate of the vineyards and wine cellars formerly owned by the Festetics 
family proves that, at least with regard to viniculture, regulations could have 
been better planned. After submitting several fruitless petitions, Károly Stix, the 
former overseer of the vineyards and wine cellars of the Festetics estate, report-
ed in a letter written in spring 1946 to the National Land Settlement Council 
that “the barrels are gathering mildew or drying out, and the machinery is cor-
roding”.78

The land distribution brought significant changes to the structure of land 
ownership in Hungary, including the Keszthely region, where it prompted so 
many complaints that these would have presented serious challenges even to 
previously established and competent Hungarian authorities. Nevertheless, a 
brand new organization was established for this purpose, and the land regis-
try offices working alongside the land settlement councils only registered the 
changes of ownership retrospectively. All of these factors combined are indic-
ative of the poor planning, uncertain interpretation, and general deficiencies 
of the decrees regulating land distribution. The ineffective appeals lodged by 
members of the Festetics family, as well as the case of Alsómalom – where one 
member of the Land Claims Committee was indisputably motivated by personal 
interest – appear to prove that the decrees regulating land distribution had not 
been properly prepared, since they failed to define even the most fundamental 
concepts their provisions were supposed to be based upon.

In conclusion, the analysis of the process and experiences of the Keszthely 
land distribution of 1945 suggest that professionalism, equity, and lawfulness 
– or at least legality79 – were secondary considerations compared to those of 
speed, the elimination of an economically largely independent landowning class, 
and the foregrounding of the initiative and dominant role played by the com-
munist party. The land distribution, which greatly restructured the system of 
local social relations, had an impact that lasted far beyond the year 1945. At 
the same time, “democratic” or “reform-oriented” developments that were 

77  MNL ZML, XXIV. 252. Reports by the Ministerial Commissioner for Production in Zala County.

78  MNL ZML, XVII. 501/b. Box 5, 71/1945 Submission by Károly Stix to the National Land Settle-
ment Council, March 19, 1946.

79  The fact that the distribution of land was implemented in accordance with a decree itself con-
stituted a breach of the hierarchy of law.
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nonetheless reminiscent of the abuses committed during the implementation 
of the land-distribution regulations were taking place in the spheres of public 
administration, justice, and economic management as well. The requisitioning 
of ecclesiastic property deprived church schools of their economic foundations, 
and foreshadowed the relegation of mainly church-operated public education 
institutions to state supervision. What is certain is that the land distribution un-
doubtedly had the potential to increase the popularity of the communist party 
and thus forcibly secure political legitimation for it, something that proved to 
be an objective of no less importance than “the provision of land to the agrarian 
population” and fulfilling a centuries-old dream, which later turned out to be 
more of a curse than a blessing. Nevertheless, the new communist leadership 
of Keszthely did its best to forget about the victims of the land distribution for 
the present, including the dispossessed Festetics family, so as early as July 1945, 
Festetics Street was renamed Szabadság [‘Freedom’] Road.80

ACTS, DECREES, AND REGULATIONS

Decree 600 of 1945 M. E. of the Provisional National Government on the elimination of the system 
of large estates and the provision of land to the agrarian population. In Magyarországi Rendeletek 
Tára, 1945, I–VI. Budapest: Magyar Belügyminisztérium, 1946, 55–61.

Decree 33.000. of 1945 F. M. of the Minister of Agriculture on the implementation of decree 600 of 
1945 M. E. on the elimination of the system of large estates and the provision of land to the agrar-
ian population (Implementation clause I.) In Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára, 1945, I–VI. Budapest: 
Magyar Belügyminisztérium, 1946, 248–260.

Decree 2.400. of 1945 F. M. of the Minister of Agriculture on the allotment of house lots and lots for 
communal use (Implementation Clause II.) In Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára, 1945, I–VI. Budapest: 
Magyar Belügyminisztérium, 1946, 262–268.

Decree 5.600. of 1945 F. M. of the Minister of Agriculture on the further implementation of 600 of 
1945 M. E. on the elimination of the system of large estates and the provision of land to the agrarian 
population (Implementation Clause III.) In Magyarországi Rendeletek Tára, 1945, I–VI. Budapest: 
Magyar Belügyminisztérium, 1946, 273–288.

80  Keszthelyi Újság, July 22, 1945.
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HUNGARIANS IN THE SOVIET 
LABOR CAMPS

Labor camps created in the Soviet Union are generally referred to as “Gulags”, 
which is inaccurate, as the organization of the lagers that operated from 1931 to 
1961 was rather complicated and diverse. In this paper, beyond clearing up con-
fusions in the use of precise terminology, my aim is to demonstrate the opera-
tion of the GULAG and GUPVI camps through the personal histories of Hungar-
ian prisoners. I shall also touch upon the fate of those Hungarian prisoners who 
were handed over to the competent authorities of the Hungarian government 
by the Soviet authorities.

Immediately after the Soviet attack on Poland, on September 19, 1939, 
Lavrentiy Beria, as the People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs, ordered the 
establishment of the Administration for Affairs of Prisoners of War and Intern-
ees (Управление по делам военнопленных и интернированных, UPVI),1 where 
prisoners of war were taken upon capture or capitulation, including Hungarian 
prisoners of war. According Tamás Stark, a relatively low number of Hungarian 
soldiers were captured in battle, which suggests that most Hungarian prisoners 
of war believed the Soviet pamphlets and surrendered, in the hopes of being re-
leased from prison relatively quickly if they cooperated. Soldiers who withdrew 

1  According to research by historian Stefan Karner, the camps of the Main Administration for 
Affairs of Prisoners of War and Internees (GUPVI) consisted of approximately 340 main camps 
and 4,000 auxiliary camps. In addition to main and auxiliary camps, there were also special labor 
brigades, corrective labor camps, political isolation camps, and prisons.
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from the frontlines, then found themselves in the Eastern parts of Germany at 
the end of the war, were also taken to Soviet camps.

Almost one third of Hungarian prisoners of war were civilians, with the de-
portation of civilians to the Soviet Union taking place in two large waves. The 
first wave began immediately after military operations concluded in a given area, 
which meant that after capturing a larger settlement, the Soviet soldiers, usually 
under the guise of cleaning up the ruins, gathered everyone in the vicinity, then 
took them away.2 Budapest is often cited as an example, as Marshall Rodion Mal-
inovsky, after capturing the capital, mentioned 138,000 prisoners of war, but since 
the real number of prisoners of war, including German soldiers, only reached ap-
proximately 40,000 persons, it is exceedingly likely that the missing headcount 
was supplemented with civilians from Budapest and nearby areas. A few months 
later, the second wave of deportations began, which was a much more order-
ly and planned operation, but one that did not extend to the entire country.

Captured Hungarians were escorted by the Soviet troops and Hungarian law 
enforcement authorities to camps located some twenty-five kilometers away 
from the front. About eighty of these camps were set up in Hungarian terri-
tory. First in line were the reception camps, which sorted captives into reloca-
tion camps. Of the latter, there were ten operating in Hungarian territory, in 
Baja, Kecskemét, Szeged, Gyula, Debrecen, Jászberény, Cegléd, Vác, Gödöllő, and 
Székesfehérvár. More than 20,000 captives were detained at these relocation 
camps, where they were guarded exclusively by Soviet soldiers. From here, the 
path of the captives led to “transit camps” in Romanian territory, which were 
located in Braşov, Timişoara, Sambir, Bjelc, and Iaşi, while the two largest camps 
were established in Sighetu Marmaţiei and Focşani. These were among the most 
infamous camps, as their death count reached enormous numbers.

After multiple weeks of “traveling” in cattle wagons, prisoners of war and ci-
vilian internees were transported from the transit camps to one of several correc-
tive labor camps. The Hungarian Central Statistical Office (Központi Statisztikai 
Hivatal, KSH) estimates the number of Hungarians in Soviet captivity at 600,000, 
which takes into account the possible numbers of Hungarian soldiers captured 
on Soviet territory, in battles waged on Hungarian soil, as well as those captured 
on German territory during the retreat in March and April 1945. We should also 

2  As research on this subject is still on-going, the number of deported persons is currently de-
bated.
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add the number of ethnic Germans (Swabians), who were transported from the 
country for labor service, and note that in the report of the KSH, Hungarians de-
ported from Subcarpathia and Transylvania were not included in the estimate. 
According to the data of the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs (Министерство 
внутренних дел, MVD), on October 31, 1945, there were 541,530 captives in the 
Soviet Union. This number, however, only includes captives who were registered 
in the fall of 1945, so it does not include the names of those who were captured 
earlier, or were not alive by October 1945. This number also excludes captives 
who died in the transit camps, or during transport. Even though about ten to 
twenty percent of the captives died during transport, these casualties were not 
registered. It is also impossible to determine how many of the captives were 
civilians, but they comprised about one third of the total captive headcount.

“The fate of Hungarians deported into the Soviet Union was one of the most 
important foreign and domestic political issues after World War II; at that time, 
no one was able to deny that hundreds of thousands of Hungarian citizens end-
ed up in the labor camps of the Soviet Union for an indefinite period of time.”3 
The Hungarian communist party and the press under its control tried to ease 
the situation by referring to the fate of the deported civilians as a simple case of 
their becoming prisoners of war. Captives returning from the Soviet Union were 
usually given a “prisoner of war” identification document, their names were list-
ed in Hadifogoly Híradó [‘Prisoner of War News’], and aid for them was handled 
by the “ Prisoner-of-War Department” of the Ministry of Welfare, in cooperation 
with the “POW Office” of the communist party.

In the fall of 1948, after signing the Soviet-Hungarian bilateral agreement on 
friendship and cooperation, the Hungarian communist government considered 
the case of the prisoners of war closed, claiming that only war criminals sen-
tenced by the Soviet courts remained in the Soviet Union, but in reality, the ma-
jority of Hungarian prisoners of war and civilian internees were distributed across 
some 2,000 GUPVI camps:4 forty-four camps in Azerbaijan, 131 in Belorussia, 158 
in the Baltic states, 119 in Northern Russia, sixty-five in Georgia, thirty-nine in 
Kazakhstan, 627 in Central Russia, fifty-three in the Leningrad area, 276 in the 
Ural Mountains, and sixty-four camps in Siberia. This data was verified by the 
Ministry of Defense, based on information provided by the returning captives.

3  Stark 2002.

4  Stark 2002, 73.
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THE (MAIN) ADMINISTRATION FOR AFFAIRS OF 
PRISONERS OF WAR AND INTERNEES

The Administration for Affairs of Prisoners of War and Internees (UPVI) operat-
ed as a sovereign central body between 1939–1953, overseeing the camp system 
for the prisoners of war and internees. Its history can be divided into two parts. 
The first period (1939–1945) was defined by war-era responsibilities, such as es-
tablishing the proper conditions for the reception and placement of prisoners 
of war. During the second period, the main goal, in accordance with Stalin’s di-
rectives, was to have the prisoners of war work in the Soviet Union for as long 
as possible.5

On September 19, 1939, Lavrentiy Beria, the People’s Commissar for Inter-
nal Affairs (Народный комиссариат внутренних дел, NKVD), issued Order 
no. 0308 on the Organization of Prisoner-of-War Camps, which ordered the 
establishment of the Administration for Affairs of Prisoners of War (UPV), to 
be managed by Deputy People’s Commissar Vasilii Vasilievich Chernyshev, who 
was also the commander of the GULAG at the time. The UPV’s function was 
defined as follows: it was to coordinate the establishment of transit camps and 
POW camps in the hinterland with the General Staff of the Red Army; it was to 
receive captives from the Red Army generals, and quickly redeploy them from 
the reception stations to the camps; lastly, the organization was also in charge of 
setting norms of provision for the prisoners of war, and organizing their labor.6

From the end of 1940, prisoners of war and civil deportees were placed in 
newly established camps managed by the UPVI. From this time, every POW 
camp was placed directly under UPVI leadership. The management of the re-
ception stations was also overseen by the UPVI, with the cooperation of regional 
NKVD bodies. With the order dated July 20, 1941, the NKVD, and the People’s 
Commissariat for State Security (Народный комиссариат государственной 
безопасности, NKGB) were merged, which meant that General Ivan Serov was 

5  For details, see Varga 2009.

6  For further details on the operations and organization of the UPV, see Varga, 2009.
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placed in charge of the UPVI. By the end of the same year, the responsibilities of 
the UPVI were extended to the supervision of the “special” camps as well.7

According to the NKVD order dated January 11, 1945, the UPVI was reor-
ganized and made into a high command, becoming the Main Administration 
for Affairs of Prisoners of War and Internees (Главное управление по делам 
военнопленных и интернированных, GUPVI).8 In December 1946, Division II of 
the GUPVI, which oversaw internee issues, was discontinued. From this point 
forward, all issues related to internees were relegated to Division I. Between 1945 
and 1947, the repatriation of prisoners of war was among the most important 
activities of the GUPVI. Additionally, the Council of People’s Commissars, which 
appointed the personnel of the Directorate for Repatriation Affairs, was also in-
volved in this issue. One responsibility of the Directorate was the supervision of 
certain transportation camps, through which the repatriation of foreign citizens 
was managed.

On July 20, 1951, after most of the prisoners of war were repatriated, the GUP-
VI was reorganized for the last time, once again becoming a directorate of the 
Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD UPVI). Following Joseph Stalin’s death, 
the GULAG was supervised by the Ministry of Justice, the UPVI was dissolved, 
and its tasks were given to the Prisons Service. This autonomous high authority, 
which was charged with the issues of prisoners of war and internees, existed 
from September 1939 until Joseph Stalin’s death, although the last sentenced 
captives only left the Soviet Union in 1956.

In accordance with Lavrentiy Beria’s Order no. 0308 issued on September 19, 
1939, regional commanders for the Administration of the People’s Committee 
for Internal Affairs (UNKVD) in Kalinin, Smolensk, Poltava, Chernigov, Voro-
shilovgrad, Ivanovo, and Gorky were ordered to establish a total of eight POW 
camps. Furthermore, the order stated that the regional commands must make 
room for 68,000 prisoners by October 1, 1939. In the summer of 1941, thirty POW 
reception stations functioned beside the eight POW camps.9 By the summer of 
1942, the authorities established a vast system of camps at the front, followed by 

7  In December 1941, twenty-six “special” camps were established for Soviet soldiers who had es-
caped from German imprisonment.

8  Russian State Military Archives (Российский государственный военный архив, henceforth: 
РГВА), Ф. 1п. Оп. 37а. Д.3. Л. 175–178. For more details on the reorganization of the UPVI, see Varga 
2009, 92–104.

9  Zagorulko 2000, 23–37.
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reception stations, and hinterland camps (for the prisoners of war and internees, 
as well as the “special” camps for the Soviet Red Army soldiers). According to 
Orders no. 001155 and no. 001156, dated June 5, 1942, transportation camps were 
also established in the front areas next to the reception stations,10 and as the war 
progressed, the number of these camps increased accordingly. Five reception 
stations operated in the Voronezh-Kastornoe area where the Hungarian troops 
were stationed, to which the captured Hungarian soldiers were taken from De-
cember 1942.11 A few months later, NKVD Order no. 0398, issued on March 1, 
1943 reorganized the already existing transportation camps, creating eleven re-
ception-transportation camps operating on the front.

By the fall of 1943, central measures resulted in the establishment of a POW 
camp system that comprised of reception stations for the armies, reception 
centers, reception-transportation camps operating near the frontlines, perma-
nent camps for soldiers and officers in the hinterland,12 and even “special” POW 
hospitals.

Starting from the fall of 1943, “special operative structures” were established 
for the temporary reception of specially managed prisoners of war, generals, 
and chief officials of the enemy armies. These special structures operated near 
Moscow in secret, in the dachas near the capital, where the authorities could 
interrogate prisoners as well. According to current studies,13 while the camp sys-
tem existed, a total of fourteen special structures were established. Hungarian 
prisoners of war were also held captive here, including Major Generals István 
Ujszászy and László Deseő.14

Joint Order no. 0028/002 of the NKVD and the People’s Commissariat of 
Defense (Народный комиссариат обороны, NKO), issued on January 18, 1945, 
concerned the establishment of camps in Hungarian territory, so by Novem-
ber 1945, the deportation of European prisoners of war to the Soviet Union was 

10  The six distribution camps by the front lines were the following: Camp no. 158 at Cherepovets, 
Camp no. 27 at Krasnogorsk, Camp no. 270 at Borovichi, and the ones in Ostrogozhsk and Kameny-
Sahtyinskiy.

11  The five reception stations operated in the districts of Paninsk, Usman, Lineck, and Verhne-
Mamonovsk.

12  One common characteristic of the first three camp types was that they operated as mobile 
camps, meaning that they changed their location depending on events at the war front.

13  Varga 2009, 114.

14  István Ujszászy was imprisoned in Operative Structure no. 5 of the MVD, while László Deseő 
was held in Operative Structure no. 20 for some time.
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completed. Consequently, the camp system near the front, which had thus com-
pleted its “mission”, was set to be dissolved.

Within the GUPVI system, there were two types of camps that had a special 
role in the Soviet internment system. One type was the internee labor battal-
ions (рабочий батальон), and the other was the individual worker battalions 
(отдельный рабочий батальон) of the People’s Commissariat of Defense and 
the Ministry of Armed Forces. Only a few Hungarian prisoners of war ended up 
in the individual worker battalions. A status report on April 8, 1946 registered 
1,768 Hungarians, while another one in April 1947 registered 1,325 Hungarians in 
these individual worker battalions.15

MVD Order no. 00664, issued on June 26, 1947 in order to improve custody 
and operating conditions, divided existing POW camps into four groups. The 
first group comprised of camps in the border areas, individual worker battal-
ions, and special hospitals where accompanying squads guarded the captives. 
The second group contained camps in the hinterland, where (ethnic) German 
prisoners of war were kept under general security conditions. The camps most 
important for the purposes of this paper belonged to the third group of hinter-
land camps, where Hungarian, Romanian, and Austrian prisoners of war were 
detained. Finally, in the fourth group were the high-security hinterland camps, 
which were set up for escaped or saboteur convicts, and members of the former 
SS, SD, Gestapo, and SA.

On February 2, 1945, in a VCh-line phone call, three generals of the NKVD, 
Arkadij Apollonov, Ivan Gorbatyuk, and M. I. Sladkevich, issued an oral report 
to the Head of the NKVD regarding the deportations in Eastern, Central, and 
Southern Europe, which took place between December 23, 1944 and January 31, 
1945. According to the report, the number of internees in Hungary was 32,973, 
out of which 31,923 persons (20,923 men and 10,934 women) had been deported 
to the Soviet Union, which meant that the missing 1,050 persons – 450 men and 
600 women – stayed in the country, dead or alive.16

Until the battle at the Don River at the beginning of 1943, the number of 
Hungarian soldiers in Soviet captivity was relatively low. However, on February 
4, 1943, after the tragedy at the Don Bend, the leadership of the NKVD prepared 

15  The labor battalions of the Ministry of Armed Forces were dissolved completely in 1949.

16  Bognár 2010. This figure comprises the total number of civilians deported from the territory 
occupied by the second and third Ukrainian Front.



66

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

a detailed report for Joseph Stalin, in which they gave an account of prisoners of 
war in permanent camps operated by the UPVI, various reception and transpor-
tation stations, and camps on military operation territories, according to their 
nationality. This report, which reflected the situation on February 3, 1943, stated 
that the number of Hungarian prisoners of war was 31,299.17 In comparison, a re-
port from December 1943 mentioned 3,258 Hungarian prisoners of war.18 There-
fore, according to these reports, the mortality rate of the Hungarian prisoners of 
war was ninety percent. At this time, most of the Hungarians were kept at four 
big transportation camps: there were 3,000 at Camp no. 64 in Morshansk, 4,197 
in Camp no. 81 in Hrenovoye, 1,615 in Camp no. 56 in Hobotovo, and 1,028 pris-
oners in Camp no. 62 in Novohoperski. Over the following year, these numbers 
quickly multiplied: in December 1944, 61,028 Hungarian prisoners of war were 
held captive in different camps. To provide an indicative list of camps and the 
number of detained Hungarian captives, 2,348 persons were held in Camp no. 
103 in Bălţi (Moldova), 2,515 persons were detained in Camp no. 146 in Nikolayev 
(Ukraine), 2,101 persons were in Camp no. 245 in Krasnouralsk (Sverdlovsk area), 
1,837 persons in Camp no. 257 in Magnitogorsk (Chelyabinsk area), and 1,819 peo-
ple in Camp no. 102 at Chelyabinsk. Most of the Hungarian officers were placed 
in three camps: fifty-two officers in Camp no. 74 in Oranki (Gorky area), 161 
officers in Camp no. 160 in Suzdal (Vladimir area), and forty-one in Camp no. 27 
in Krasnogorsk (Moscow area).

According to a report by Major General Fadeyev, Commander of the NKVD 
troops securing the hinterland of the Ukrainian front, starting from November 
16, an additional 22,951 civilians were deported within a month’s time. According 
to a UPVI survey from mid-January 1945, the number of Hungarian prisoners of 
war reached 125,263, out of which 66,961 people were placed in the hinterland 
camps, 55,910 people in the army’s reception stations and the reception and 
transportation stations on the front, and 2,662 people in the POW hospitals.19 
From the end of November 1944, these groups were joined by approximately 

17  РГВА, Ф. 1п. Оп. 9а. Д. 8. Л. 29–35, and Varga 2009, 142. This figure only includes registered 
Hungarian prisoners of war. In addition to this, many died or disappeared in the fields covered with 
snow during the catastrophe at the Don River.

18  Varga 2009, 142. This figure does not include hospitalized prisoners of war.

19  Varga 2009, 146–147.
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60,000–65,000 ethnic Germans, who were deported from Hungary to perform 
forced labor.20

The deportation of civilians continued after the siege of Budapest, but avail-
able sources provide contradictory data as to the number of Hungarian and 
German prisoners of war captured by Soviet troops. For instance, we find fig-
ures ranging between 110,000 and 138,000 prisoners in the literature,21 which 
includes not only prisoners of war, but also approximately 51,000 civilians, out 
of whom 20,000 were captured on the Pest side, and 31,000 on the Buda side.22 
During the siege of Budapest, the troops of the Third Ukrainian Front captured 
10,352 civilians in order to clear and secure the hinterland.

About half of the ethnic Germans deported from Hungary because of their 
ethnic background ended up in POW camps with real prisoners of war.23 In ad-
dition to the above, civilians were also captured in the western regions of Trans-
danubia. Miklós Füzes estimates their numbers at 10,000,24 while Mihály Korom 
argues that their numbers were around 3,000–4,000.25 Some of these captives 
were then tried and sentenced at Soviet military courts, which meant that they 
did not end up in the GUPVI-supervised camps, but in corrective labor camps 
managed by the Chief Directorate of Camps (Глáвное управлéние лагерéй, GU-
LAG).

According to the NKVD order dated February 21, 1945, civilians and prisoners 
of war were placed into four categories: A, B, V, and G. Group A consisted of 
enemy prisoners of war, Group B of foreign civilians, Group V of captured Soviet 
civilians, and Group G contained the labor battalions consisting of ethnic Ger-
mans.26

20  Tilkovszky 1991, 191–198.

21  Stark 2006, 73–85, 91–98.

22  This was necessary because the number of prisoners of war had to be increased by 38,000 with 
these civilians. The remaining 12,933 persons were captured by the Third Ukrainian Front led by 
Marshal Malinovsky, in order to clear the hinterland of the enemy.

23  Tilkovszky 1991.

24  Füzes 1994.

25  Varga 2009, 156.

26  For further details, see Varga 2009, 157–159.
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THE GULAG SYSTEM:  
THE CHIEF DIRECTORATE OF CAMPS

In addition to the GUPVI camp system, there was a system of labor camps oper-
ating under the supervision of the Chief Directorate of Camps (GULAG), which 
held captives who were sentenced by the Soviet military courts with the help 
of the Hungarian authorities. These trials were a mere formality, as the verdicts 
were issued by the Soviet court-martials. Unfortunately, we only have an esti-
mate of the number of Hungarians who ended up in the GULAG camps. In a 
Soviet report from 1947, 8,200 people were mentioned, but this is not a final 
figure, due to the fact that verdicts were issued continuously in 1948 and 1949. 
Captives sentenced by the Soviet court-martials were transported to a camp 
under the supervision of the GULAG, which meant that they were not counted 
among prisoners of war and internees. The number of these convicts was about 
14,000.27

Hungarian prisoners of war convicted between 1946 and the summer of 1950 
were moved from the GUPVI POW camp system into the GULAG corrective 
labor camps, which were notorious for their terrible conditions, the three most 
infamous camp areas being the ones in Kolyma, Norilsk, and Vorkuta. In accord-
ance with MVD Directive no. 219 dated August 31, 1946, which concerned the 
future fate of convicted prisoners of war, these “war criminals” were sent to the 
Vorkuta camp system of the GULAG for forced labor. In the beginning, three 
types of groups were established based on the location where the sentence had 
to be served. Convicts sentenced for “other crimes” were placed in the Norilsk la-
bor camp of the GULAG if they were in the first and second categories for work 
capability, while those unable to work were placed in the Tomsk and Ponysk 
camps.28 Convicts sentenced for minor crimes committed in the GUPVI POW 
camps belonged to the third category, and could be sentenced to forced labor in 
addition to imprisonment. In such cases, the forced labor sentence was served in 
the Karabas (Karlag), or Mariinsky (Siblag) corrective labor camps.

27  Based on the research of Gusztáv Menczer, Tamás Stark argues that there were approximately 
20,000 convicts. Stark 2006, 103–104.

28  Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation (Федеральное Собрание Российской Федерации, 
henceforth: ГА РФ), Ф. 9401. Оп. 1. Д. 779. Л. 45–49, and Varga 2009, 198–199.
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On November 21, 1947, an order by the MVD simplified regulations by declar-
ing that every sentenced prisoner of war and internee should be transported to 
the Vorkuta labor camp.29 The Vorkuta labor camp existed from 1931 to 1961, and 
during its operation, it transformed into one of the largest camp systems in the 
Soviet Union, with labor camps established in the settlements of Vorkuta, Pe-
chora, Uhta, Inta, Obskaja, and Rechnoy.30 Based on her research of the Russian 
archives, Éva Mária Varga established four categories of Hungarian persons held 
in the Vorkuta GULAG camp system. In the first category, she placed Hungarians 
who had lived in the Soviet Union during the interwar period, where they fell 
victim to the political cleansings of the 1930’s.31 The second category included 
persons who were sentenced by the special committees of the NKVD for illegally 
crossing the border, most of them Jewish, leftist individuals who left Hungary 
in 1940–1941 because of the anti-Jewish laws. Convicts belonging to the third 
group were mostly captured in Hungary, then sentenced for war crimes and es-
pionage based on Article 58 of the Soviet Criminal Code approved in 1926.32 
Varga’s fourth and final category included convicted prisoners of war, who had 
already been captured and, in accordance with the decree issued on April 19, 
1943, were sentenced for war crimes.

In addition to the Vorkuta camp system, the corrective labor camps in the 
territory of Kazakhstan should also be mentioned, due to the establishment of 
women’s labor camps for “the wives of traitors”. The most infamous of these 
was Women’s Camp no. 17 of the corrective labor camp complex of Karaganda, 
located in District Akmola, called the Akmol Labor Camp for Wives of Traitors 
of the Motherland (abbreviated ALZhIR).33 The camp was opened on December 

29  These orders disregarded the health and physical condition of convicts and internees.

30  Smirnov 1998, 192–193.

31  Varga 2009, 200. This group comprises “political emigrants”, or Hungarian communist emi-
grants living in the Soviet Union, and those prisoners of war captured in World War I who volun-
tarily or involuntarily stayed after the exchange of prisoners of war.

32  Varga 2009, 201. In most of the cases, the court-martials were delivered not in the Soviet Union, 
but in Hungary, or in Western territories, along the route of the Red Army.

33  http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eav080609.shtml (Date of access: 
May 8, 2016). ALZhIR was one of the largest Soviet women’s labor camps. The name of the camp 
refers to the prisoners, the rest of whom were convicted on the grounds of Decree no. 00486 
of the NKVD, referred to as the “family members of traitors” (члены семей изменников Родины, 
CHSIR). This decree allowed the authorities to arrest and deport the wives and family members of 
men who were condemned as traitors (primarily on political grounds and without proof) to cor-
rective labor camps. The camp had another, very expressive name, Point no. 26, as the camp was 
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3, 1937, but the first group of convicts, which consisted of women with children 
between the ages of one and three, was taken to the camp in January 1938. Over 
a short period of time, the wives of “traitors” were sentenced to forced labor 
for five to eight years. In 1938, approximately 8,000 women were held captive 
in the camp, out of which 4,500 were family members of traitors (члены семей 
изменников Родины, CHSIR). An additional 1,500 CHSIR were held captive in the 
other camps of the Karlag (the Karaganda camp complex).34 During the opera-
tion of the camp, more than 20,000 women were brought here, and about 8,000 
of them were kept imprisoned the entire time from the camp’s opening to its 
dissolution. Captives even included the wives of well-known state and political 
leaders.

We know of seven Hungarian women who were imprisoned at the ALZhIR. 
They were Mária Bíró (father’s name: István), Jolán Kelen-Fried (father’s name: 
Ludwig), Teréz Kun (father’s name: Albert), Erzsébet Magyar (father’s name: 
Károly), Margit Mayerhoffer (father’s name: Marcell), Irén Pepper (father’s name: 
József), and Magda Reich (father’s name: József). Currently, we know nothing 
about them beyond their names, but in light of the above, they were either 
members of the illegal Hungarian communist emigration, or Jewish, leftist in-
dividuals, who left Hungary because of the anti-Jewish laws, and were caught 
illegally crossing the border.

The ALZhIR consisted of a few barracks built of adobe brick, four guard tow-
ers, and a barbed wire fence. During January and February, prisoners arrived 
from every part of the country, including a total of 1,600 women transferred 
from the Butyrka prison (Moscow) alone. As there was not enough room for 
the continuously arriving prisoners, these women were forced to build the bar-
racks themselves during terrible weather conditions. The women slept on straw 
placed over wooden logs in lieu of mattresses. Due to the lack of materials, they 
burned reed to heat the barracks, but because of its low heating ability, it was 
never warmer than six to eight degrees Celsius inside the barracks.

Persons entering the ALZhIR were first and foremost considered enemies of 
the people and traitors of the homeland, so they were stripped of their names, 
nationalities, and occupations, and marked with numbers instead, which were 

located in the twenty-sixth junction of the labor camp (which today is the village of Malinovka in 
Kazakhstan, Akmola District).

34  Smirnov 1998, 190–191.
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written on their clothing in order to prevent any escape attempts. The first one 
and a half years were the most difficult for the prisoners, due to the lack of space, 
the extraordinarily difficult way of living, low quality provisions, and forced con-
finement.

At first, the ALZhIR was regarded as a collective space for “especially dan-
gerous” individuals, but in May 1939, when the campaign against the “traitors 
of the homeland” ended, it was demoted to a regular labor camp, which led to 
the relative improvement of life conditions at the camp. From that point for-
ward, prisoners could correspond with the outside world, to receive news about 
their husbands or children. Nevertheless, the rule of thumb was dullness and 
monotony, including a fixed daily schedule that included a headcount check 
in the morning, then thin porridge for breakfast. Food portions were small and 
of low quality irrespective of the seasons, so prisoners were constantly starving. 
Nevertheless, as a result of the work performed there, the ALZhIR quickly devel-
oped into a diverse farm, and in terms of productivity, it was actually considered 
the best among all the camps. Inhabitants not only provided their own food 
and clothing, but even made uniforms for soldiers fighting on the war front. For 
this purpose, a sewing shop was established at the camp, which later produced 
commercial materials as well, including fashionable clothing, which was shipped 
to Moscow, Leningrad, and many other cities in the Soviet Union. Additionally, 
prisoners grew fruits and vegetables, though only children and invalids were al-
lowed to sample them. There were also flower gardens around the barracks, and 
organic stock farming, assisted by professionals living at the camps.

Regardless of any improvement in the living conditions of prisoners, mor-
tality rates at the camps were very high. Between 1940 and 1950, approximately 
10,000 captives died in Karlag (the Karaganda center of the GULAG-archipelago, 
which included the ALZhIR). Mortality rates peaked in 1943, when about 1,000 
people died each month. According to the records, the mortality rate was espe-
cially high in the ALZhIR.

Out of the Hungarian General Staff, three people died in Soviet captivity. 
Lieutenant General Imre Kalándy35 died on Hungarian territory on February 21, 

35  Imre Kalándy (Kleindin, 1878–1945) was a retired lieutenant-general. He received a Gold Medal 
of Bravery for his actions on October 23, 1917, during World War I. As Commander of the Fifth 
Border Battalion, he personally led a reconnaissance mission on the Albanian front. Kalándy was 
Vice-Chairman of the Hungarian Boxing Association, and a member of the College Council of the 
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1945, at Reception Camp no. 8 of the Third Ukrainian Front; Lieutenant General 
Nándor Ursch died on August 17, 1946, in the POW hospital operating in Lezhne-
vo, while Lieutenant General László Deseő died on June 25, 1948, in the hospital 
of Butyrka prison. Additionally, Colonel General Endre Bartha was captured by 
the Soviets on September 22, 1944, then sentenced to death by the court-martial 
of the Moscow Military Region, and executed accordingly. Another high-rank-
ing official was Colonel Béla Lányi, who was arrested by the Soviet authorities in 
1945, then deported to the Soviet Union.36 He was arrested again in March 1951, 
in the Kyiv POW camp. On July 21, 1951, the Military Court of the Soviet Army 
sentenced him to twenty-five years imprisonment in a corrective labor camp.37

THE RELEASE OF THE PRISONERS

After June 1946, prisoners of war repatriated from the Soviet Union were regis-
tered officially and with “more precision” than before, so most sources estimate 
the number of persons returning up to that point between 100,000 and 150,000. 
Between June 1946 and December 1948, the POW Reception Committee operat-
ing in Debrecen registered 202,000 repatriated captives. Between 1949 and 1951, 
about 20,000–25,000 people returned to Hungary. Meanwhile, the number of 
prisoners of war transported back to the country after 1951 remains unknown. 
The Soviet government declared that every Hungarian prisoner of war had re-
turned by the end of 1948, yet, between 1953 and 1955, the Soviet authorities 
handed over about 3,000 former Hungarian captives, and approximately 24,000 
additional Hungarians returned home from the Soviet camps up until 1956.38 

Hungarian Royal Physical Education College. In 1944 and 1945, he took part in the fight for Buda-
pest, where he was captured by the Soviets, then died soon after.

36  Szakály 2015, 128–129.

37  Szakály 2015, 179–180. The Soviets handed Béla Lányi over to the Hungarian authorities on No-
vember 20, 1955. He was released from the Jászberény District Prison on June 6, 1956.

38  Menczer (ed.) 2000. Speech delivered by Mihály Korom, 34.
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According to Hungarian sources, the number of former captives returning home 
is estimated at around 330,000–380,000.39

In 1945, the number of prisoners of war and internees handed over to the 
Hungarian authorities was around 209,000–219,000. According to a March 1946 
report by the internal affairs bodies, there were still 235,799 Hungarian captives in 
the territory of the Soviet Union.40 Forty percent of them were located in twenty 
larger camps where the individual headcounts all exceeded 3,000 captives. The 
highest number of Hungarian captives, 10,516 in total, were placed in Camp no. 
62 at Kyiv and its subdivisions. Camp no. 280 and its subdivisions in the Donets 
Basin held 7,602 Hungarians, and 7,184 individuals were held captive in Camp 
no. 148 at Krasnodar. Approximately sixty percent of the prisoners of war were 
spread out across 182 other camps in the territory of the Soviet Union.41

Until 1947, the reception of Hungarian prisoners of war was directly managed 
by the bodies of the Ministry of the Interior, but from May 1947, this task was 
relegated to the Repatriation Committee, which operated alongside the Council 
of Ministers. From March 1946 onwards, prisoners of war were transported back 
not only through the Focşani camp, but Hungarians were also taken to Repatri-
ation Camp no. 36 at Sighetu Marmaţiei.

By December 1946, the number of Hungarian captives in the Soviet camp 
system, excluding the internees, was reduced to 213,751 persons, a figure that 
did not change significantly until the second half of 1947. According to a re-
port from April 1, 1947, a total of 210,118 prisoners of war and 19,293 internees in 
Group G were registered as Hungarians, in addition to the 13,000 persons cap-
tured in the Pest area.42 In December 1947, in accordance with an order of the 
Council of Ministers, 3,844 internees were dispatched back to Hungary.43 By the 
end of March 1948, approximately 115,000 Hungarians remained in the Soviet 

39  Stark 2002, 80.

40  Varga 2009, 172.

41  Report of Lieutenant-General Krivenko, Commander of the GUPVI. March 20, 1945.

42  Varga (ed.) 2006, 365–370. This April report includes the number of deceased prisoners of war, 
which amounted to 48,648 at the time. Additionally, it mentions the death of 4,766 deported eth-
nic German civilians. A report dated April 28, 1956 stated that 54,753 Hungarian persons had died 
in captivity. Thanks to current research and the database of the Russian War Memorials Associa-
tion (Ассоциации “Военные мемориалы”), we know the personal information of 66,277 deceased 
Hungarians. For the database, see http://voennie-memorialy.ru/site/99 (Date of access: May 8, 
2016.)

43  Varga 2009, 176.
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POW camps and labor battalions.44 In April 1948, another order was issued by 
the Council of Ministers on the repatriation of Hungarian prisoners of war, which 
the MVD confirmed and issued as an executive order. As a result, 89,228 prison-
ers of war and 3,229 Hungarian internees were released from the Soviet camps.45

Even after January 1949, more than 12,000 Hungarians were still held cap-
tive in the Soviet camps. This figure includes those forcibly detained by Soviet 
counterintelligence, hospitalized prisoners (4,574 persons in total), and captives 
whose cases were under investigation or in the trial phase. Most of these Hun-
garian captives were detained in Camp no. 62 at Kyiv, which held 7,506 Hungar-
ians captive in 1948.46

On October 17, 1950, the repatriation of 7,900 Hungarian prisoners of war 
and internees was discussed at a session of the CPSU Central Committee’s Po-
litburo.47 From December 4, 1950 until the end of the month, 2,197 former pris-
oners of war were transported to the POW filtering camp of the station house 
in Budapest, at the Mosonyi Street detention center, which was managed by the 
State Protection Authority (Államvédelmi Hatóság, ÁVH).48 Here, following an 
interrogation, most of the former prisoners of war (1,200–1,300 persons) were 
taken to the Tiszalök internment camp in February 1951.49 In the spring of 1951, 
another wave of former prisoners of war was transported to the Kazincbarcika 
internment camp. Both the Tiszalök and Kazincbarcika internment camps oper-
ated until the fall of 1953, when the camps were officially closed.50 At that point, 
about 2,300 former prisoners of war were released from the two camps.

On March 27, 1953, the amnesty order by the Presidium of the Supreme So-
viet was published, followed by another order on October 1. As a result of these 
orders, 1,398 Hungarian citizens were released, along with 144 persons who were 

44  This headcount is nearly identical to the data in the report written by Hermann Pokorny, a 
former head of the Department of Prisoners of War in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Based on the 
data of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defense, he stated that the number of 
Hungarian prisoners of war in the Soviet Union was about 100,000. See Varga (ed.) 2006, 448–450.

45  Varga (ed.) 2006, 464–465.

46  Varga 2009, 179.

47  Varga 2009, 181.

48  Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti 
Levéltára, henceforth: ÁBTL), 2.1. XII/4.

49  For details, see Bank and Őze 2005.

50  Bank 2004, 121.
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serving prison sentences.51 From 1953, the competent Soviet authorities man-
aged the repatriation of foreign citizens en masse, which meant that sentenced 
prisoners of war were sent home together with civilians who ended up in the 
corrective labor camps under the management of the GULAG. The last order of 
the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet that affected Hungarians still in the camp 
system was issued on September 7, 1955, which led to the release of 607 persons 
in two phases.52

On October 24, 1955, the Council of Ministers of the Hungarian People’s 
Republic issued Resolution no. 5096/X. 24./1955 on “the issue of criminals with 
Hungarian citizenship released to return from the Soviet Union”,53 which em-
phasized that the Soviet Union allowed Hungarian citizens sentenced for war 
crimes and other crimes to return from its camps. Accordingly, the Council of 
Ministers formed a committee from members of the Ministry of the Interior, 
the Ministry of Justice, and the Public Prosecutor’s Office (headed by Deputy 
Minister Tibor Pőcze) to re-examine these cases. The purpose of this commit-
tee was to examine the cases of repatriated people who were amnestied in the 
Soviet Union, then, based on its recommendation, the Minister of the Interior 
would decide on their possible further detention. According to the agreement, 
the other group of the “criminals released to return”, who did not fall under the 
amnesty, would serve their remaining sentences in Hungarian prisons.

On November 10, 1955, administrative measures were implemented to facili-
tate the transfer of six Hungarians serving their sentences in the Soviet Union.54 
Additionally, on November 18, 1955, Lieutenant Kulikov, representing the Soviet 
Ministry of the Interior, handed over ninety-six Hungarian citizens in the settle-
ment of Csap to Major General Tibor Pőcze.55 These ninety-six individuals were 
considered especially dangerous by the Soviet authorities, which is why it decid-
ed to hand over these “criminals convicted for serious crimes” to the Hungarian 
government.56 On the same day, an additional 120 Hungarian citizens arrived 
to Csap, who, according to the legislative decree of the Supreme Soviet of the 

51  Varga (ed.) 2006, 181.

52  ГАРФ, Ф. 9401. Оп. 2. Д.465. Л. 153–155, and ÁBTL, 4.1. A-508/b.

53  ÁBTL, 4.1. A-508/b, 5. András Hegedüs, Chairman of the Council of Ministers signed the decree, 
which was classified as highly confidential.

54  Ibidem, 18. The documents do not state, however, when these six people were handed over.

55  Ibidem, 7.

56  Ibidem, 7.
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Soviet Union issued on September 7, 1955, could be released before completing 
their sentences.57 On November 20, 1955, Major Philipp Bobkov handed over 
an additional 238 Hungarian citizens to Major General Tibor Pőcze, who were 
released before they served their full sentences.58 That same day, another 153 
Hungarian citizens were placed under surveillance by the Hungarian domestic 
authorities, as the Soviet domestic authorities considered them “especially dan-
gerous criminals”.59
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SHOW TRIALS AND POLITICS  
IN POST-WAR HUNGARY

In typical Hungarian scholarly fashion, the history of the political show trials 
orchestrated by communist leadership did not become an integral part of post-
war Hungarian public history. On the one hand, political trials obviously con-
stitute a peculiar border area between legal history and political history, where 
both disciplines seem equally necessary for an analysis of these cases, yet the 
subject does not seem to be of exceptional interest or importance to experts of 
either field. On the other hand, one fundamental problem in historical analyses 
of these trials, especially those conducted prior to 1956, is the issue of whether 
it is possible to draw any historical conclusions after the carefully constructed 
layers of politically motivated cases have all been stripped away.

The fact that unlawful legal procedures constitute part of the history of com-
munist regimes to a certain degree, especially in the Stalinist era, need no longer 
be proved today, but in most cases, political analysis is too often reduced to a 
single, individual statement. In such analytical narratives, the trials appear as if 
they had emerged ad hoc, or created exclusively for the immediate realization of 
a single current political objective. However, according to András Hegedüs, one 
of the most important crown witnesses of the era, political show trials did follow 
a certain political logic, which means that beyond the investigation of individual 
cases that could be interesting in and of themselves, whole chains of procedures 
could be traced back to a single political objective through systematic and com-
prehensive analysis. Therefore, in this paper, through the presentation of several 
already known cases, I shall attempt to reconstruct one such overarching chain 
of political trials, which expanded across the darkest years of the communist 
takeover and the Rákosi regime.
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THE BEGINNING

In 1945, when communist leadership started the organization of the political 
police, many might have still believed – and many did, in fact, believe – that 
this organ was necessary for the establishment of a democratic system. Even 
today, theoretically, the idea of bringing war criminals to justice after the ruth-
less bloodsheds of the winter of 1944–1945 might seem like a worthy cause. 
Nevertheless, one of the first measures taken by Gábor Péter, head of the new-
ly formed political police, the arrest of Pál Demény, the “veteran fighter of the 
workers’ movement” at the beginning of 1945, must have been disconcerting 
even to contemporaries who actually knew about the arrest. It simply did not 
fit the picture at the time, but in retrospect, taking out Demény clearly served 
to restore order within the Marxist movement, and ensure the ideological unity 
of the communist party. In other words, Gábor Péter knew exactly what he was 
doing, as he had realized that in order for the communists to seize power in 
Hungary, they needed a unified party where there was no room for ideological 
debate, not even in a democracy. The arrest of Demény was the earliest sign that 
from the very moment he was appointed, Gábor Péter’s primary task – even if 
he had never received the order in writing – was to cater to communist party 
demands. In this regard, restoring the ideological unity of the party was the first 
step towards seizing power, and so enjoyed higher priority than the punishment 
of war criminals.

In retrospect, it is clear that in 1945, the communist movement was not nec-
essarily realistic in its evaluation of the contemporary political situation in Hun-
gary, yet the moment of truth inexorably arrived in the form of the election of 
November 1945, when the Hungarian Community Party (Magyar Kommunista 
Párt, MKP) received seventeen percent of the votes. Realistically, these results 
would not have been so bad, had communist leadership wanted to operate 
within a democratic framework – which they definitely did not.

We might never be able to ascertain to what degree the party’s heavy reli-
ance upon the political police in the process of the communist takeover was a 
deliberate decision, or a solution borne out of necessity. Nevertheless, no answer 
can change the fact that the use of various methods in the face of the political 
strength of the Independent Smallholders, Agrarian Workers and Civic Party 
(Független Kisgazdapárt, FKGP) points in the same direction. In the context of 
facing formidable political opponents, the political investigation of Franciscan 
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monk and prominent political figure Szaléz Kiss in Gyöngyös almost seems like 
part of a general trend, in which a number of parallel cases were also filed across 
the country as the struggle of local organs of the political police intensified 
“against the reactionaries”.

In light of the above, it is important to examine the case of Szaléz Kiss’s ar-
rest in Gyöngyös in a wider context of similar cases and events. As early as the 
summer of 1945, the communist party regarded the openly anti-communist 
Franciscan monk as an enemy, so they made an attempt to remove Szaléz Kiss 
from Hungarian public life by initiating a court procedure against him. The Peo-
ple’s Courts, hastily established in 1945, had never been famous for their just or 
law-abiding sentences, so it should come as no surprise that they attempted to 
initiate a politically motivated criminal procedure against a public figure who 
openly professed to anti-communist views. Nevertheless, from the perspective 
of this paper, this fact is not as relevant in itself as the way the political police 
strung several, independent cases into one long series of “related” cases.

According to the most widely known narrative of the Gyöngyös case, af-
ter the war, a number of assassination attempts were made on Soviet soldiers 
in Gyöngyös and the surrounding area, which resulted in criminal procedures 
against several young men. According to the judicial documentation of these 
trials, which were found in the archives of the Hungarian state security bodies, 
during the investigation, the political police discovered that the accused were all 
in contact with Franciscan monk Szaléz Kiss, who was considered a prominent 
figure in Gyöngyös. As one of the main objectives of the communist party after 
1945 was to fight against the “clerical reaction” of the Church, it is not surpris-
ing that the role of the provocateur was conferred to a member of the clergy. 
Nevertheless, we could also assume political motivation behind the fact that 
all suspicion was directed at a person who had already been registered with in-
criminating records a year earlier, although the investigation had been closed 
without results, at least in terms of the tangible goals of the political police.

In the course of the investigation of the Gyöngyös case, which was thereafter 
treated as a procedure filed against Szaléz Kiss, in the spring of 1946, the politi-
cal police made its first arrests based on weak evidence, at least judging by the 
surviving documents of the case. The identification of the victims was nowhere 
near exact, and while the interrogation records do contain information as to 
where and when the youth of Gyöngyös committed the assaults, no external 
sources confirm their confessions. In fact, the lack of substantial evidence trou-
bled Hungarian investigators so much that the whole case was swiftly turned 
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over to the Soviet authorities. In the given situation, considering that the victims 
were Soviets and the perpetrators had been identified, this might have seemed 
like a sound and legal solution, as the peace treaties of 1947 had not yet entered 
into effect. However, it was by no means lawful that the same fate befell a Fran-
ciscan monk, who had been accused purely on political grounds, without any 
substantial evidence.

In light of the above, the case of Szaléz Kiss can be consider an early example 
of an “amalgamated” process, where common law proceedings were combined 
with ideological objectives. However, at this point, our examination of the case 
must go beyond the simplified victimology of previous analyses of the Gyöngyös 
case. Normally, we might stop at the point where the perpetrators were handed 
over to the Soviets, then received severe sentences, but in this case, there are 
many references found in the investigation records that indicate a deeper politi-
cal motivation behind the investigation, which was to launch a judicial attack on 
the Independent Smallholders’ Party, or to prepare for one.

In his confession in May 1946, József Antal,1 who was made a member of the 
Department of Organization of the Central Committee of the FKGP in recogni-
tion of his earlier organizational achievements within the Independent Small-
holders’ Party, explained the direction the investigation had taken as follows:

It came to my attention at the end of October 1945 that some sort of 
illegal organization was under way within the Smallholders’ Party. I found 
about this when leading members at the party headquarters talked of 
how they found the actions of the workers’ parties against the Small-
holders’ Party too aggressive in general, so they talked about how the 
Smallholders’ Party had to establish organizations that, come what may, 
[could] stand up to the masses supporting the workers’ parties. This was 
the time when I first saw Miklós Szabó, Deputy Director of the Depart-
ment of National Propaganda, organizing a guard of young men [sic] with-
in the party headquarters, equipped with weapons and hand grenades.

Antal’s confession also made it clear that the initiative came from Béla Kovács, a 
member of the FKGP – though Prime Minister Ferenc Nagy was also mentioned 

1  József Antal is not to be confused with József Antall, Prime Minister of Hungary between 1990 
and 1993, or József Antall (Sr.), who was an important politician of the FKGP before 1948.
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in passing as having “agreed” to the illegal scheme –, which means that the in-
volvement of Szaléz Kiss was only a “detour”, because he became the necessary 
link between the Gyöngyös murder cases and the central leadership of the Inde-
pendent Smallholders’ Party.

Of course, in theory, we could reverse the argument presented above, to sup-
pose that the political police only “happened upon” the “plot” organized by the 
Independent Smallholders’ Party in the course of the Gyöngyös investigations, 
but such a discovery still seems too convenient. In reality, contemporary records 
did not go so far as to accuse the organization of the FKGP of committing any 
sort of murder. The two statements were merely compounded: murders had 
occurred, and there was a smallholders’ conspiracy. It was (or would have been) 
up to the courts, and political leadership, to draw the conclusions. However, in 
the given circumstances, this did not come to pass, as the Soviets took over the 
case, and in September 1946, they closed it by convicting the accused and issuing 
severe sentences.

From the above, we may conclude that the case of Szaléz Kiss was not only 
one of the first major stages of the ideological war on the Catholic Church, but 
also an attack on the widely supported Independent Smallholders’ Party. Fol-
lowing the FKGP’s victory in the elections of November 1945, the political police 
began to build a conspiracy case against the FKGP, though we still do not know 
whether they acted on orders or of their own volition. Though the causal rela-
tionship is difficult to prove, we might still venture that it was no coincidence 
that Act VII of 1946 on the protection of the democratic state and the criminal 
law of the republic – simply called the “Hangman’s Act” by Parliamentary Repre-
sentative Dezső Sulyok – was presented for approval to the National Assembly 
during the investigation of the Gyöngyös case.

THE TRIAL FOR CONSPIRACY AGAINST THE 
REPUBLIC

We could have considered the procedure against Franciscan monk Szaléz Kiss an 
individual case, had it not been followed in the winter of 1946 by similar proce-
dures against the Hungarian Fraternal Community (Magyar Testvéri Közösség). 
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However, the fact remains that a series of arrests were made by the political 
police at the end of 1946, and over the spring of 1947, the “Great Trial” gradually 
took shape.

The case of the Hungarian Fraternal Community was constructed from 
a multitude of sources, including political strands leveled at the Independent 
Smallholders’ Party. The latter included events from the appointment of Lajos 
Dálnoki Veress to “homo regius” in 1944, to the political situation that had arisen 
by 1946. The latter is significant because, although the history of the communist 
takeover may seem consistently dynamic, by the fall of 1946, a political stale-
mate had arisen between the communists supported by the Soviets, and the 
smallholders holding a majority in parliament. Moreover, as the peasant rallies 
in September 1946 in Budapest showed, there was a considerable mobilizable 
force behind the FKGP, while parliamentary struggles also favored the smallhold-
er majority over communist party representatives.

Despite the attempts of the communist party to destabilize the FKGP before 
Hungary had to sign the peace treaty in 1947, the smallholders remained united, 
while General Secretary Mátyás Rákosi was under pressure on several fronts to 
complete the communist takeover while preserving a peaceful facade for as long 
as possible. Although Rákosi could be certain that the Soviets did not intend to 
leave Hungary, it still mattered how apparent the forced nature of the takeover 
would be, not only because the communists had to self-organize in a hostile 
atmosphere, but because in the given circumstances, they also had to take the 
resentment of the West into account. Let us not forget that the fate of Poland 
had been all but sealed, and though Germany’s fate was still pending, the West 
could not hope for much there, not to mention countries like Romania or Bul-
garia, which did not even figure in any Western schemes. In retrospect, Hungary 
must have also seemed like a hopeless case, yet was still the one country where 
coalition lasted the longest. Regardless, these considerations mattered, not be-
cause the communists wanted to help Hungary, but because they wanted to 
preserve their intelligence network within the Soviet Bloc. At any rate, time was 
of the essence for the communist party, so it was no coincidence that prepa-
rations for the trial of the Hungarian Fraternal Community began well before 
Christmas of 1946.

Due to the fact that the legal concept of the ‘show trial’ was not defined 
until 1953 (and 1956), for a long time, communist leadership denied that the ju-
dicial procedure against the Hungarian Fraternal Community had, in fact, been 
a show trial. The true nature of the procedures left no doubt about it, but at the 
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time, the aim of the conceptual distinction was to separate criminal procedures 
from trials whose victims were to be rehabilitated. This meant that trials where 
the victims had been in the “worker’s movement” were considered show trials 
after a while, whereas the other trials, conducted the exact same way, were not. 
However, such political intentions naturally left no room for the inclusion of 
those sentenced in the trial of the Hungarian Fraternal Community, or József 
Mindszenty and his associates, along with numerous victims of other trials.

In light of current research, it is perfectly clear that the procedure launched 
against the Hungarian Fraternal Community was a show trial. Even contempo-
rary investigations were unable to prove the existence of an actual conspiracy, 
so their final statement was to the effect that the organization had come into 
existence with political aims that were not in line with the aims of the commu-
nist party. The organization itself did function before and during World War II, 
and it was indeed aimed at the realization of certain political goals. Whether 
these goals could be considered democratic or not largely depends on what we 
consider democratic. For the communists, “democracy” evidently meant their 
party’s monopoly on power, because at the beginning of 1945, József Révai ex-
pressed the view that anyone who did not adhere to the current stance of the 
communist party could essentially be considered a reactionary.

Of course, a political organization that was not in line with communist pol-
icies could have been established at any time, but its elimination – in other 
words, its removal from positions of power – was a political issue. However, what 
actually happened in this case was an attempt to remove the Hungarian Frater-
nal Community, another widely supported organization, from politics through 
judicial means.

In terms of communist policy, the Hungarian Fraternal Community was cer-
tainly not going to fit into the envisioned communist regime. There is neverthe-
less another characteristic aspect of the procedures, which can also be connected 
to the prosecution of Father Szaléz Kiss. On the grounds of its founding princi-
ples, the Hungarian Fraternal Community actually operated as a background 
organization for more than one party, so its members were basically present in 
the inner circles of every party. For instance, the leftist or Marxist commitment 
of Aladár Weisshaus and Imre Faust was clear as day, not to mention that one of 
Faust’s closest friends during the period of underground socialist activism was 
the same Pál Demény who had been first to enjoy the “hospitality” of Gábor 
Péter.
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In view of the above, the investigation of the Hungarian Fraternal Communi-
ty could have been connected to any parliamentary party, even the once illegal 
communist movement, but political contingencies demanded that the target 
become the Independent Smallholders’ Party. The idea that the FKGP became 
the primary was probably not surprising, not even to the contemporaries, but 
the technique of “amalgamating” legal procedures and political intent was cer-
tainly not a matter of course.

The original narrative of the case of the Hungarian Fraternal Community, 
as passed down by the investigators of the Army Political Department (Katona 
Politikai Osztály) was that through surveillance of the Szent-Miklóssy Apartment 
in Bástya Street, information was intercepted about an Underground High Com-
mand, which was in charge of the military wing of the Hungarian Fraternal Com-
munity. For six months, surveillance yielded no tangible results, until an agent 
recruited in the West was arrested and made the required confession. According 
to the highly logical argument of Zsuzsa Bencsik, which was also adopted by 
Nóra Szekér, the recruiter of self-professed Western agent László Pünkösti was 
presumably a Hungarian intelligence agent, perhaps the very same András Berk-
esi of the Army Political Department who later became famous as a novelist.

In the case of the Hungarian Fraternal Community, however, just like in the 
case of Father Szaléz Kiss, we must take the chain of logic handed down to us, 
and flip the story around, because political investigation already had access to 
information on potential members of the resistance, including Lajos Dálnoki Ver-
ess, the central figure of the Underground High Command. Information about 
Dálnoki Veress surfaced, if not from other sources, then from judicial records 
issued in 1944, when he was brought to court in Sopronkőhida with charges of 
treason as a participant of the Hungarian-Soviet armistice of October 15, 1944. 
Of course, the admission of guilt would have meant a death sentence in the face 
of the pro-Nazi Arrow Cross, as it did for Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky,2 so during the 
trials, everyone tried to deny these charges. However, the resulting judicial doc-
umentation still constituted a massive set of information after 1945, as it allowed 
the political police to outline the networks of the resistance movement. This 
could have been of interest on two counts. On the one hand, the anti-German 
resistance was considered ready and able to organize another resistance, say, an 

2  Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky was the emblematic leader of the Hungarian anti-Nazi resistance move-
ment. He was arrested and executed by the Nazis at the end of 1944.
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anti-Soviet one, which meant that they posed a serious threat. On the other 
hand, although the Hungarian Fraternal Community did not equal political re-
sistance, the two networks were connected at several intersections.

Although not all members of the Underground High Command were mem-
bers of the Hungarian Fraternal Community as well, some of them definitely 
were, from which the communists immediately derived the politically motivat-
ed conclusion that the High Command was the military wing of the Community. 
In this way, the political police could prove the presence of an “armed group” 
(which involved professional officers and generals of the army), to whom they 
linked civilians such as Bálint Arany and Endre Mistéth, the latter of which had 
even risen to the rank of Minister in the government of Ferenc Nagy. This last 
fact also conveniently confirmed the theory that the Independent Smallholders’ 
Party was under the influence of the Community. This was, of course, not true, 
as a sufficiently large party could potentially unite even political groups with 
conflicting interests, which was nothing out of the ordinary – in a democracy, 
that is.

In the political stalemate of 1946, the chain of logic linking the Underground 
High Command, the Hungarian Fraternal Community, and the Independent 
Smallholders’ Party together was curiously reinforced by accusations leveled at 
the FKGP by communist propaganda, as well as the objectives of the communist 
party led by Mátyás Rákosi. Through this particular chain of logic, it was possi-
ble, on the one hand, to “prove” that the FKGP sought to continue the “Horthy 
era”, and on the other hand, to gradually undermine the rightwing in Parliament, 
including the communist demand that all FKGP representatives involved – forty 
in total – be excluded by the smallholder faction. By the end of the negotiations, 
this number was reduced to twenty, but it is now a well-known fact that the 
violently procured “evidence” recorded during the investigations eventually led 
to the abduction of Béla Kovács, and the resignation of Ferenc Nagy.

In the end, what could not be achieved by classic political methods was ul-
timately resolved by the political police, so the show trials (even though the 
cases were only closed in 1948) did realize the political goal of holding the next 
Hungarian election in 1947. And yet, the communists could not ensure the de-
sired results, not even by rigging the election on multiple levels. While the new 
political scheme was clear-cut, inasmuch as the communists became the leading 
force of the coalition, the rightwing was still far too strong for their tastes.

After the elections of 1947, the next task of the communist coalition became 
the elimination of the rightwing opposition, which would have been rather dif-
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ficult to achieve by political means, so like a year earlier, the communist party 
resorted to the use of administrative and police methods, by launching a new 
case that was ultimately dropped altogether when it could no longer serve their 
current political goals.

The first target of the communist party was the Hungarian Independence 
Party (Magyar Függetlenségi Párt, MFP), led by the most determinedly anti-com-
munist Zoltán Pfeiffer. The choice actually fell on Pfeiffer for another reason as 
well, which was that in the summer of 1947, he managed to rapidly transform 
the Liberty Party (Magyar Szabadság Párt, MSZP) of Dezső Sulyok into his own 
party, which was an obvious sign that the communists were facing a formidable 
political organizer capable of mobilizing a massive political base. Therefore, it 
should come as no surprise that in October 1947, György Pálffy and his Army Po-
litical Department swung into action once more, following the now customary 
action plan of political investigation. In the first round, they targeted military 
officers who had already been taken into custody during the trial of the Hun-
garian Fraternal Community, but were later released. Through surveillance, they 
once again mapped out an alleged conspiracy, whose political leader, as politi-
cal expediency would have it, turned out to be Zoltán Pfeiffer. In this case, the 
“amalgamation” process only differed from earlier ones inasmuch as it was no 
longer necessary to build a long chain of links between the targeted soldiers and 
politicians, as the network of contacts from the FKGP was perfectly sufficient to 
“prove” the existence of a conspiracy.

Although the records of the investigation do prove that Zoltán Pfeiffer was 
the ultimate target of the political police, the most damning proof, among other 
highly suspicious circumstances, was the way the Army Political Department 
dropped the case. On November 4, 1947, when British intelligence rescued 
Zoltán Pfeiffer and his family from Hungary, the case simply became obsolete. At 
the same time, investigator András Berkesi suddenly noticed while perusing the 
interrogation records that the “conspirators” had made unrealistic confessions, 
and when he shared his suspicion with his colleagues, they immediately turned 
to Head of Department György Pálffy, who called Minister of the Interior László 
Rajk right away. This was suspicious in itself on numerous counts. First of all, as 
soon as Berkesi became suspicious of certain details of the case, he immediate-
ly turned to his superior. Was this the established course of action in the case 
of the Hungarian Fraternal Community as well? Not likely, judging by surviving 
documentation. On the other hand, Pálffy reacted by calling the Minister of the 
Interior in the middle of the night to ask for guidance, László Rajk, who, at least 
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officially, was not even supposed to know about the investigations conducted at 
the Army Political Department. This fact is itself a giveaway, as it proves that this 
was a party matter, in which Pálffy was obliged to report to his informal party 
superior. Secondly, when they discovered that the earlier confessions were false, 
the “truth” was uncovered rapidly, and the police gradually released everyone 
currently in custody. In other words, as soon as there was no political reason 
to continue the investigation, the political police chose to play the poor, misin-
formed authorities, and backed out of the entire procedure.

THE FINAL (?) ACT OF THE CASE OF THE 
HUNGARIAN FRATERNAL COMMUNITY

Regardless of the above described case of 1947, investigations of the affairs of the 
Hungarian Fraternal Community continued, so in 1950, just as the repercussions 
of the case of László Rajk and associates died down, a new case was initiated, 
which involved József Kővágó and associates. The procedures that preceded this 
case, launched against various generals, or the fact that Kővágó had been Mayor 
of Budapest since 1945, are not central to this study, however. What is important 
is that whenever the case of the Hungarian Fraternal Community came up dur-
ing investigations, Mátyás Rákosi kept bumping into Kővágó’s name.

No matter how much Endre Mistéth, one of the leaders of the Hungarian Fra-
ternal Community insisted in front of the People’s Court that József Kővágó was 
not a member of the organization, Kővágó was still associated with the Commu-
nity on several counts. One was that Mistéth had earlier been appointed to the 
position of State Secretary at the recommendation of Kővágó. Moreover, when 
the case of the Community was presented before Parliament, and the commu-
nists began to demand the exclusion of the forty implicated representatives of 
the FKGP, Kővágó participated in the cross-party negotiations, where he most 
tenaciously defended the members of the Community. At the same time, we can 
see from the records against Kővágó in 1950 that the accused were considered 
either members or affiliates of the Community, who had been released in the 
course of earlier procedures. In summary, state security regarded them as per-
sons who wanted to keep the spirit of the Hungarian Fraternal Community alive.
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In order for the right political agenda to prevail in the Kővágó trials, political 
investigators once again resorted to the method of amalgamating legal proce-
dures with political conceptions. A number of people standing trial in 1950 had 
never even met before they appeared in the dock, but in spite of this, an active 
army officer was included in their ranks – the same Pál Almásy who had coin-
cidentally also appeared in the show trial against Pfeiffer in 1947 –, along with 
active members of the smallholders’ movement who wanted to keep their party 
alive even after the events of 1948 and 1949. Last but not least, though he was 
left out of the actual trial, an unusual politician of the FKGP also made an ap-
pearance in the investigation phase. In the very beginning, in the course of the 
investigation of the conspirators of Gyöngyös, one József Adorján caught the 
attention of the authorities as a member of Father Szaléz Kiss’s circle. Adorján, 
who – being a smallholder himself – had joined the smallholders’ movement 
before the war, was already considered an enemy by 1946. At that time, he was 
not brought to court, but since he took an active part in organizing the party 
in and around Gyöngyös, and was identified as one of Ferenc Nagy’s men, a re-
port was filed against him all the same. It seems that the political police simply 
suspended all procedures against him until 1950, when the right moment came 
to finally “tie up” the last loose end by sending Adorján to prison. By the way, 
this was the same József Adorján who had already been incriminated in the case 
against Father Szaléz Kiss, because he was connected to the smallholders group 
in Gyöngyös that was accused of having incited young men to murder Soviet 
soldiers through the involvement of a Franciscan monk…

In conclusion, the history of the destruction of the political power of the 
Independent Smallholders’ Party, and its final elimination from Hungarian poli-
tics, cannot be separated from the case of the Hungarian Fraternal Community. 
In fact, it also cannot be separated from the whole show trial process, which 
began, perhaps unsurprisingly, not with a smallholder as the target, but a leftist 
who considered himself to be a communist, at a time when the Independent 
Smallholders’ Party had not even won the elections.
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1956: DISCOURSES AND 
REPRISALS

The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 undeniably constitutes the internationally 
most renowned chapter of twentieth-century Hungarian history, which is also 
notable from a global historical perspective, due to the fact that the events of a 
mere two weeks in the fall of 1956 posed the first real threat to the Soviet Union’s 
exercise of power over East-Central Europe. The most crucial historical issues of 
the Revolution, such as the nature of the uprising, the events between October 
23 and November 4, its political history, its short-term and long-term national 
and international impact (reaching all the way to the political system changes of 
the countries of the Eastern Bloc), as well as the relationship of the consolidated 
Kádár regime to the events of 1956, are all extensively researched and abundantly 
discussed in international scholarly literature.

In contrast to the “grand historical correlations” of the Hungarian Revolution 
of 1956, the reprisals that followed, despite their brutal methods and cruelty, are 
often portrayed in historical overviews or textbooks as a mere tragic episode – 
with, perhaps, the exception of the trials and martyrdom of Prime Minister Imre 
Nagy and associates.1 The issue of the reprisals, launched by the new center of 

1  Research on the historiography of the violent policies of the Hungarian communist dictator-
ship has called attention to the fact that historical literature on political state violence in the early 
1950’s, or the Rákosi era, still vastly outnumbers similar literature on the post-revolutionary or 
Kádár era. József Ö. Kovács and Sándor Horváth suggest that one reason for this discrepancy lies in 
the proscription of discourses of violence in the Kádár era, and the long-term influence of the dic-
tatorial system’s official politics of memory. Ö. Kovács and Horváth argue that the official politics 
of memory of the Kádár era, while reinforcing the violent policies of the “Hungarian Stalinism” of 
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power under the control of János Kádár, continues to be underrepresented in 
historical discourse, despite the fact that, at the onset of the Kádár regime, state 
violence was the most widespread social experience,2 and on the international 
level, the brutal repression of the Revolution, followed by mass reprisals (which 
even affected leftist individuals) was a traumatic shock for Western communist 
parties, the final push towards the “disillusionment” of the intelligentsia, and 
a catalyst for the gradual internal decomposition of communist parties world-
wide.

Therefore, in this paper, I shall present an overview of the internal correla-
tions and prominent events of the reprisals; the dynamics, instruments, meth-
ods, and political objectives of state violence, as well as major findings of recent 
research on the propagandistic role the reprisals played in legitimizing the new 
Kádárian center of power, combined with a brief presentation of newly emerging 
research problems related to, and the intersections of blazing professional and 
public debates on, the issue of the reprisals.

HISTORICAL FRAMEWORK

At dawn of November 4, 1956, as part of “Operation Whirlwind”, the second 
Soviet military intervention was launched in Hungary to suppress the Revolu-
tion. The armed resistance of the Revolution was only able to hold their ground 
against the overwhelmingly superior numbers of the Soviet troops for one week. 
Nevertheless, the ensuing Soviet military victory by no means equaled political 
victory for the new regime. The Soviet troops and the Hungarian government 
(which had been deemed illegitimate) now faced ongoing rearguard retaliation 

the early 1950’s to ensure its own legitimation, also made efforts to proscribe the waves of violence 
in the late 1950’s (which went hand in hand with reprisals and the forced collectivization of the 
peasantry). As the West, and especially the United States, gradually recognized the Kádár admin-
istration as legitimate, from the 1960’s onwards, the proscriptive measures of the system were met 
with considerable international success as well. See Ö. Kovács 2012, 53–63, and Horváth 2015, 13–18. 
For details on the Hungarian policies of the United States, see Borhi 2010, 71–81.

2  Ö. Kovács 2012, 53–63.
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on behalf of the revolutionary forces, which replaced armed resistance with 
widespread, open political resistance. Major areas of resistance included the Na-
tional Committees (founded during the days of the Revolution, and operating 
in spite of the Soviet occupation), and workers’ councils, whose considerable 
public support and nationwide mobilizing force was not only testament to the 
power reserves of the Revolution, but also surprised the unstable and publicly 
rejected Kádárian puppet government with its massive scale of resistance, which 
threatened communist leadership with the emergence of dual powers.3

On November 4, the reorganized communist party and its leader, János Kádár, 
promised an end to all internal conflicts, and the restoration of order and do-
mestic peace, but in order to crush social resistance and consolidate their power 
– and partly yielding to the pressure of other communist parties of the Soviet 
Bloc –, the old-new party leadership ultimately resorted to violence. Kádár con-
tinued to make promises of “a life without fear” as late as November 26, but by 
November 16, 1956, at the meeting of the Provisional Executive Committee of 
the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP) 
Kádár was ready to discuss the new communist dictatorship. Prior to the meet-
ing, Kádár had met the Chinese ambassador, and so informed the small circle of 
party leaders present that the Chinese called their system a “people’s democratic 
dictatorship”, which, added Kádár, “in terms of content, expresses the essence of 
our own system as well: democracy toward the people, and dictatorship toward 
the counterrevolution […] right now, in our current situation, we have to empha-
size the dictatorship”.4

However, the implementation of any severe measures against the Hungarian 
population, which protested against the Soviet occupation and the restoration 
of the communist regime, was hampered by the lack of available armed forces 
and the new regime’s dependence on Soviet assistance. During the initial period 
of the new system, due to the disruption of the Hungarian state and internal ap-
paratus, Kádár practically possessed no organized basis of his own, which meant 
that he was only able to uphold order with Soviet assistance. The high number 
of Soviet advisors shows just how much the survival of the early Kádár regime 

3  For more recent findings on Hungarian social resistance after November 4, 1956, see Kiss and M. 
Kiss 2007, 83–148.

4  János Kádár’s speech at the November 16, 1956 session of the Provisional Executive Committee 
of the MSZMP.  In Némethné and Sípos 1993, 62. Quoted in Zinner 2001, 39.
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depended on Moscow.5 From the background, high-ranking Soviet party leaders 
assumed direct, “manual” control over Kádár’s actions, from the orchestration 
of the abduction of Imre Nagy from the Yugoslavian embassy, to negotiations 
with the workers’ councils as the most prominent organizations of the Revo-
lution, and the first measures towards wide-scale repression. On November 22, 
high-ranking party functionaries Aristov, Malenkov, and Suslov informed Mos-
cow from Budapest that “in order to locate and destroy the illegal centers of the 
rebellion, our colleagues at state security, in cooperation with the Hungarian po-
lice, continue to arrest and detain the most active participants of the Hungarian 
rebellion. A total of 1,437 persons have been arrested, and 5,820 have been de-
tained…”6 In the same document, they also reported that, in the reorganization 
of the political police, Minister of Public Security Ferenc Münnich was assisted 
by a state security team led by Serov, the all-powerful leader of the KGB, who 
had been stationed in Hungary since October.

THE BEGINNING OF THE REPRISALS:  
POLICIES OF VIOLENCE

In order for the Kádár administration to reinforce individual positions of power, 
and initiate the process of post-revolutionary reckoning, the most pressing issue 
was the establishment of effective and unquestionably loyal armed forces. Im-
mediately after November 4, 1956, with considerable support from the Soviets, 
leadership secretly started the reorganization of the political police of the 1950’s, 
the infamous State Protection Authority (Államvédelmi Hatóság, ÁVH). Howev-
er, due to the fact that the Hungarian population openly despised the State Pro-
tection Authority, the old-new communist leadership was unwilling to openly 
undertake its reestablishment,7 which led them to organize the “power of arms” 

5  Baráth 2014, 185–192.; Granville 2014, 125–157.

6  Report by Malenkov, Suslov, and Aristov, November 22, 1956. See Békés et al. 2002, Document 
102, 448–456.

7  Szakolczai 1999, 18–60; Baráth 2008, 535–563.
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(karhatalom) of the communist party. By the beginning of December 1956, the 
party’s “own” armed forces, which consisted of former members of the ÁVH, 
party functionaries, party-loyal reserve officers, military officers, and a smaller 
number of police officers, were ready to be deployed, alongside the occupying 
Soviet troops, to start the violent repression of social resistance. By this time, 
their numbers had reached 10,000 persons across the nation.

At the beginning of December, in the course of several days, a resolution was 
issued at the session of the Provisional Central Committee of the MSZMP, which 
served as the ideological basis for the Kádár government’s policies of violence. 
It was at this meeting that party leadership concluded all internal party debates 
concerning the perception of the events of the Hungarian Revolution by equiv-
ocally labeling the uprising a counterrevolution, which served to justify the use of 
armed forces in order to suppress these “counterrevolutionary” threats. Mean-
while, Kádár kept cross-checking the resulting resolution day and night with the 
Soviet advisors, often sentence by sentence. In other words, the MSZMP led by 
Kádár expressed their desire to distance themselves from the methods of the 
period of “Hungarian Stalinism” marked by the name of Mátyás Rákosi, while 
simultaneously returning to its dictatorial methods. Although Kádár entertained 
the idea of integrating certain parts of the revolutionary forces, in the face of un-
precedented social resistance, he ultimately chose the path of brutal violence by 
issuing a resolution on the armed settlement of the Revolution.

THE FIRST PHASE OF THE REPRISAL:  
ILLEGAL METHODS

In the months following the Hungarian Revolution, the illegal methods of the 
reprisal were typically associated with the actions of the “cotton jackets”8 of the 
karhatalom, who actively engaged in the indiscriminate brutal physical abuse, 

8  The members of the karhatalom were called “cotton jackets” (pufajkások) in reference to their 
cotton wool-padded jackets inspired by the winter uniforms of the Red Army, which were called 
fufaika (also telogreika or vatnik) in Russian.
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torture, and murder of civilians.9 In early December, the armed forces resumed 
the early violent practice of firing volleys at unarmed demonstrators, crowds, 
and residents in general.10 Volley fires were first opened in Budapest, at Nyugati 
Railway Station, then in the cities of Salgótarján, Miskolc, and Eger, followed by 
numerous other settlements across Hungary. January 11, 1957 marked the final 
volley fire, which was opened in Csepel, the largest working class area in Buda-
pest.

The extensive research of Frigyes Kahler and Sándor M. Kiss on the history 
of the above mentioned volley fires confirms that, apart from the objective of 
crushing the social and political resistance, the unambiguous goal of the second 
wave of volley fires in December and January was to intimidate the Hungari-
an population and crush social solidarity.11 In the course of negotiation with a 
workers’ delegation from one of the country’s most significant industrial centers, 
Minister of State György Marosán gave a concise summary of the policy of po-
litical leadership in his infamous statement, “From now on, we won’t negotiate. 
From now on, we will fire.”12 That very afternoon, volleys were fired at the settle-
ment that sent the delegation, which, according to various studies, resulted in 50 
to 130 fatalities. Medical reports state that the majority were shot from behind 
while retreating from the armed forces. On December 9, 1956, one day after the 
infamous Salgótarján volley fires, two leaders of the militia of the local steel-
works were tortured and killed, which the Kádár administration subsequently 
blamed on the workers’ councils, along with the volley fires in all their ill con-
sequences. The next day, the Kádár administration promptly outlawed workers’ 
councils, which was immediately followed by mass arrests of council leaders and 
the participants of the resistance after November 4. On December 11, leadership 
declared martial law in Hungary, which marked the beginning of a new chapter 
in the process of retaliation.

9  For a long time, research on these incidents was hampered by the lack of written documenta-
tion, the long-term proscription of historical trauma, as well as the fear persistent in local com-
munities, even after the political system change of 1989.

10  The first wave of volley fires took place during the first days of the Revolution. Between Octo-
ber 23 and 29, 1956, in accordance with the decision of hard-line members of the party, the authori-
ties issued more than sixty orders for volley fires against civilians across the country.

11  Kahler and M. Kiss 1997, 167–182; Kahler and M. Kiss 2003, 15–141.

12  Kahler and M. Kiss 2003, 185–205.
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ESTABLISHING THE INSTITUTIONS OF REPRISAL:  
THE RISE OF THE POLITICAL POLICE

In the period between the end of 1956 and the beginning of 1957, the Kádár 
administration devised a strategy for the reprisals, which included the establish-
ment of various institutions, as one crucial prerequisite of the institutionalized 
repression was the reorganization and purging of existing executive apparatuses 
in accordance with the expectations of party leadership. In other words, their 
primary task was to prepare the personnel of organizations operating within the 
legal framework of the reprisals – including the political police, the prosecution 
offices, and the courts – for their future “tasks”.

Research on the reorganization of state security services argues that, al-
though the pre-revolutionary State Protection Authority was not officially rees-
tablished, in terms of its personnel and functions, the Departments of Political 
Investigation13 established at local police stations technically acted as the suc-
cessors of the ÁVH. In November and December 1956, the work of the former 
State Protection Authority was thus relegated to these departments, with the 
active participation of former members of the infamous political police, who 
were transferred en masse to the “newly” founded departments of political in-
vestigation. Although the reactivation of former ÁVH personnel was a source 
of great concern for the new regime, Kádár quickly realized that in the absence 
of mass public support, he could only sustain the communist regime with the 
assistance of the former state protection apparatus.

In December 1956, the process of the “revision” of former ÁVH personnel 
began, during which approximately 5,000 persons were screened within one 
month, with only fifteen persons rejected.14 Out of the former staff socialized 
during the Rákosi dictatorship (who was fueled not only by revenge, but also the 
desire to be accepted and to prove themselves), 99.7% were allowed to resume 
their activities. In other words, the actual goal of the revision was not to filter for-
mer personnel, but to legalize and utilize the secret services of the 1950’s, with-

13  Between April 1957 and August 1962, the body, originally founded in 1956 as the Main Depart-
ment of Political Investigation of the National Police Headquarters, was “promoted” to become 
Main Division II of the Ministry of the Interior.

14  Szakolczai 1999, 31–32; Baráth 2008, 543.
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out officially reviving the organization itself. Regarding the institutionalization of 
retaliation, it is extremely important to note that leading positions at Main Divi-
sion II (Political Investigation), which played a key role in the preparation of the 
upcoming political trials, were mostly filled with former members of the ÁVH.15

At the end of December, at a conference of the National Police Headquarters, 
a special forum of internal publicity, Colonel László Mátyás, Head of Main Divi-
sion II (Political Investigation), issued an unvarnished statement regarding the 
legitimacy of their actions: “It is true that we did not use legal methods to crush 
the counterrevolution […] Extraordinary times demand extraordinary measures 
[…] If I must protect proletarian power, and the only way to do that in the face 
of a counterrevolution is to resort to illegal measures, then these actions cannot 
be condemned.”16

15  The joint research project of the Committee of National Remembrance (Nemzeti Emlékezet 
Bizottsága, NEB) and the Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági 
Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára, ÁBTL) might lead to a new surge of research on the individual 
careers of members of the communist political police, including an examination of their pre-rev-
olutionary lives, as well as the sociohistorical and power-sociological analysis of the positions they 
held in the 1960’s and 1970’s, during the “mature years of the Kádár regime”. In 2016, the results 
of the above mentioned joint research project was the online publication of a database, which 
contains data concerning the most important chapters of the careers of over 300 leaders of state 
security, as well as officers in charge of the interrogations of Hungarian civilians. This database 
contains information on the education, social mobility, and overlaps of the state security staff of 
the 1950’s and that of the early Kádár regime, which could serve as a starting point for outlining 
the cadre policies of late socialism, the careers of personnel at the Ministry of the Interior, and for 
analyzing the gradual transfer of former state security personnel into different areas of civil society, 
especially the cultural, and the internal and external economic sectors.

16  László Mátyás at the 28 December, 1956 conference of the National Police Headquarters. Na-
tional Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL OL), 
XIX-B-1-z, 17-10-2/16-1956. Quoted in Szakolczai 1999, 18–60; Baráth 2008, 535–563.
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THE SCREENING OF HUNGARIAN JUDICIAL 
PERSONNEL

As I mentioned earlier, in order to implement the policies of Hungarian commu-
nist leadership, the most important state institutions had to be reorganized to 
ensure their compliance with the policies of the party, which also included the 
transformation of the judicial apparatus. However, the latter process was by no 
means simple, not only because similarly to other parts of Hungarian adminis-
tration, the prosecution office also became disorganized during the days of the 
Revolution of 1956, but because the new personnel lacked the education and 
training necessary to perform their duties. As Prosecutor General Géza Szénási 
noted in February 1957, after two months of being in office, “despite the seem-
ingly strict cadre policies of the past years, certain prosecution office staff mem-
bers were hardly more conscious or politically informed than the employees of 
a grocery store”.17 Szénási’s criticism is especially remarkable considering the fact 
that, in contrast with the judiciary, the vast majority of the prosecution office 
staff, more than seventy-five percent, in fact, began their service after 1945. Sixty 
percent of the employees of the Office of the Prosecutor General did not have 
a university degree, so all they received was a short training at the “Academy of 
Judges and Public Prosecutors”, a new cadre-training facility established in 1949, 
which served to speed up the replacement of the former judicial and prospec-
tive bodies, and so shortened the original requirement of eight to nine years of 
training to a mere two years. The lack of proper training is also evidenced by the 
fact that of the prosecutors employed by the Office of the Prosecutor General, 
forty-one persons were still attending the Academy during the period of the 
political trials.

With the help of staff-related documents18 discovered in the archives of the 
Office of the Prosecutor General, we can attempt to translate contemporary 
statistical data into the individual, personal careers of judicial personnel.

17  MNL OL, M-KS, fond (henceforth: f.) 288, 30/1957. storage unit (henceforth: s. u.) 12, 5. Quoted 
in Mikó 2012, 105.

18  In December 2014, in order to systematically explore the judicial documentation of the reprisals 
that followed the Revolution of 1956, the President of the Curia (the Hungarian Supreme Court 
of Justice), the Prosecutor General, and the Chair of the National Committee of Remembrance 
launched a joint research program titled Emlékezés és emlékeztetés [‘Remembering and Remind-
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To show an example of the typical career path of party-approved judicial 
staff, I shall present the major stages of the career of one prosecutor, who pro-
posed two death sentences during the trial of the revolutionaries of a workers’ 
district in Budapest. This particular prosecutor finished six years of elementary 
school, then became a factory worker. From 1946, he worked at the National 
Police Headquarters in Budapest, then, in 1948, he joined the State Protection 
Authority. Later on, he attended the Academy of Judges and Public Prosecutors, 
where, according to a 1954 report, “he showed exceedingly poor general knowl-
edge, exceedingly weak writing and composition skills, and highly superficial, 
confused, disorganized political education…” In spite of this assessment, the 
person in question was often reproached for acting superior towards his fellow 
colleagues. A report from July 1955 explained this particular fault by stating that 
“he got used to a commanding tone of voice due to his position at the ÁVH”.19 
However, in 1956, “he bravely stood up for the comrades”, and “he was amongst 
the first who requested party membership”, though the authors of the report 
did add that “his professional skills are mediocre”. Additionally, “his professional 
advancement is hindered by the fact that he has not started his university stud-
ies, and often openly expresses his lack of interest in further education”. These 
deficiencies, however, were counterbalanced by the fact that “he is a comrade 
who is loyal to the party and to the people’s democracy”. Therefore, he was en-
trusted with the trials of revolutionaries.20

Another prosecutor, who was well-known from television news programs of 
the Kádár era, and represented the prosecution at first instance in the infamous 
case of medical student Ilona Tóth and associates, had a similar career path to 
the prosecutor described above. Prosecutor Molnár also finished six years of el-
ementary school education, then worked as a hairdresser’s assistant. After 1945, 
he was also recruited into the political police, where he served as an operative 
officer. He finished his studies at the Academy of Judges and Public Prosecu-
tors in 1953, so in 1957, at the time of the Ilona Tóth trials, he was allowed to 
represent the prosecution as a third-year student of the Faculty of Law. His per-
formance was well-received by his superior, the prosecutor of the capital, who 

ing’]. Within the framework of this joint program, research has begun on the careers of public 
prosecutors and judges who participated in the reprisals.

19  Archives of the Office of the Prosecutor General (Legfőbb Ügyészség Irattára). Personnel docu-
ments.

20  Ibidem, I. 854/96.
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described Molnár as follows: “During the counterrevolution, he remained loyal 
to the people’s democracy and the party. He was among the first who applied 
for membership at the MSZMP, and also among the first to apply to represent 
the prosecution in cases related to the counterrevolution.” In addition to the 
case of Ilona Tóth, Molnár also represented the prosecution in the cases of István 
Eörsi, a renowned author, and István Angyal (a famous leftist revolutionary) and 
associates – and according to his superiors, he did so “quite effectively”. There-
fore, as early as April 4, 1957 (four days before delivering the death sentence at 
first instance in the Ilona Tóth trial), he was given the outstanding worker award 
by the Prosecution Office.

The two career paths presented above, similarly to those of many other pros-
ecutors, are connected not only by their low levels of education, and their studies 
at the Academy of Judges and Public Prosecutors to “accelerate” the acquisition 
of their diplomas in law, but also by another factor, which was their experiences 
and socialization at the ÁVH, the political police of the Rákosi regime.

Meanwhile, prosecutors with higher qualifications typically worked at ap-
peal proceedings. One example was Ilona Radó, the prosecutor who prepared 
the Ilona Tóth case for the appeal, whose description from a report issued in 
the early 1960’s concisely and plastically summarizes what was really expected 
of prosecutors at the time: “Her statements as prosecutor – and therefore, her 
political statements – are unfaltering and meet punitive political expectations. 
She is a politically well-educated comrade, and on that basis, she gives sound 
political evaluations. This is the most important expectation in her field, and she 
meets these expectations quite well.”21 This, translated to the language of statis-
tics, means that she represented the prosecution at the appeal proceedings in at 
least thirty-four cases that resulted in death sentences.

In addition to the factors discussed above, legal historian Tibor Zinner, in his 
research on the careers of jurists participating in the political show trials that 
followed the Revolution of 1956, calls our attention to two more crucial aspects 
of the legal repression of the revolution. First, it is striking how many judges par-
ticipating in the reprisals following the Revolution had extraordinarily successful 
careers in the Kádár era, as a significant number of them were allowed continue 
their work as judges of the Supreme Court in the 1960’s and 1970’s. Another, less 
explored factor in the process of the political show trials is the role “people’s 

21  Ibidem, XI. 38.
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judges” of the people’s courts played in these trials. People’s judges, along with 
former members of the State Protection Authority, were the primary means of 
enforcing the will of the party – which, in some cases, meant that they openly 
exerted political pressure over professional judges.22

LEGAL METHODS IN THE SERVICE OF THE REPRISALS

In addition to the reorganization of key state institutions, communist leader-
ship was also forced to transform criminal procedures in order to successfully 
implement the mechanisms of merciless mass reckoning. To this end, and to 
maintain the facade of legality, the Kádár administration opted to ensure the 
annihilation of “counterrevolutionary elements” by means of a series of legisla-
tive decrees. The resulting structure of reprisal covered four important areas: the 
introduction of court-martials, expedited procedures, and the establishment of 
the People’s Court Council of the Supreme Court, followed by the organization 
of a national network of People’s Court Councils.23

In the early period of the reprisals, the most “legal-passing” means of reprisal 
were the series of court-martial or military court trials launched in early Decem-
ber. The newly established institution of court-martials was charged with the task 
of repressing the Hungarian population as fast as possible. The objective behind 
these courts is clear from the provisions of the relevant decree, which ordered 
the practice of martial law for offenses such as the unauthorized possession of 
firearms, or “the damaging of production sites of public interest”, which included 
“crimes” such as going on strike, slow or negligent performance during working 
hours, or the encouragement of such behaviors. In other words, rather than tar-
geting those who actively participated in the Revolution of 1956, court-martials 
were designed to punish and intimidate the entire Hungarian population, as ev-
idenced by the fact that in half of the cases, it was not even mentioned whether 
the accused had actually been involved in the Revolution or not. With the estab-

22  Zinner 2001, 143–145, 150–156; Zinner 2015, 161–254.

23  Kahler 1993, 52–54; Kahler and M. Kiss 1997, 211–229; Zinner 2001, 105–168.
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lishment of the legal framework of reprisal, and the issuance of relevant decrees, 
on December 15, 1956, the first death sentence was issued and executed, on the 
charges of hiding firearms. During the approximately one year of operation of 
court-martials, 513 persons were tried, with seventy persons sentenced to death, 
while 72.6% were sentenced to ten to fifteen years of imprisonment, and 9.6% 
were sentenced to five to ten years of imprisonment.24

In spite of the results discussed above, the Kádár regime deemed the prac-
tice of martial law insufficient, and urged for the intensification of the reprisals, 
which led to the establishment of a legal framework for the introduction of ex-
pedited (civil) procedures. These procedures basically mirrored the court-mar-
tials, but with the inclusion of judges presiding over civil cases. According to 
Zinner’s research, it was at this time that a number of judges resigned, thereby 
refusing to participate in the reprisals.25 According to the new laws on expe-
dited procedures, if the defendant was caught in the act, or the evidence was 
immediately available to the court, then the prosecutor was allowed to bring 
the accused to judgment without submitting an indictment beforehand. The 
Presidential Council of the Supreme Court also ruled that expedited procedures 
covered every criminal act of the accused, even if those did not constitute part 
of the expedited procedure, as long as the prosecutor made the accusation in 
the course of an expedited procedure.

By April and May 1957, following János Kádár’s successful visit to Moscow in 
March, the Kádár administration managed to establish the legal framework and 
organizational structure necessary for the systematic implementation of mass 
reckoning against the participants of the Revolution of 1956. During his nego-
tiations with Soviet leadership, Kádár not only agreed to accelerate the process 
of the reprisals, but the parties also made a decision to conduct all subsequent 
political trials behind closed doors, with the exclusion of the public, which was 
prompted both by the mixed propaganda signals sent by the first (and last) 
great public trial against Ilona Tóth and associates, and the increasing interna-
tional protestation that followed.

In the spring of 1957, the People’s Court Council of the Supreme Court was es-
tablished, which was followed by the establishment of five more People’s Courts 

24  Békés et al. 2002, 374–376; Rainer 1992, 118–127; Szakolczai 2002, 167–193; Horváth 2006, 
477–492.

25  Zinner 2015, 164–169.



106

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

in the summer. By creating separate regional courts, the Kádár regime essentially 
managed to establish a legal institution that was able to conduct political trials 
en masse. Kádár first expressed his opinion on the establishment of a court de-
signed to pass judgment on the most serious of political crimes on April 5, 1957, 
at the session of the Provisional Executive Committee of the MSZMP, where he 
made the following statement:

Horthyist military officers and gendarmes, etc. have become active, and 
they took action, and seized power. Their cases must be seriously dealt 
with, and they do not need to be discussed too much. We need to set up 
the People’s Courts, and wherever we meet former Horthyists, who had 
the gall to commit atrocities, we need to march them in a procession to 
the courts, sentence them to death, and execute them. If this does not 
happen, the people will never have peace. These verdicts do not need to 
appear in the papers.26

To facilitate the process of the reprisals, the Decree on People’s Courts was de-
vised to put the accused in a severely disadvantageous position in every respect. 
Firstly, it significantly increased the scale of penalties, which meant that the 
courts could even issue death sentences for crimes that were committed before 
the decree came into effect, and in normal proceedings, would have only war-
ranted prison sentences of definite duration. At the people’s courts, there was 
also no prohibition in effect against the aggravation of sentences, which allowed 
judges to issue death sentences even in cases where the appeal was made for the 
reduction of the sentence. Additionally, the People’s Court Council was author-
ized to review every non-appealable case, which allowed it to “legally” renegoti-
ate any case that did not reach a satisfactory conclusion in the eyes of political 
leadership. However, the most cruel provision was the extension of the death 
penalty to anyone who was sixteen years old or older at the time of the alleged 
criminal act. This section was used in the case of Péter Mansfeld, the youngest 
and most well-known victim of the legal reprisals.

The Decree on People’s Courts remained in effect until April 16, 1961, and 
while it lasted, it made a useful contribution to Kádár’s “toolkit” in the form of 
a “court” that only superficially resembled a real judicial council, while ensuring 

26  Némethné and Sípos 1993, II. 1237.
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unlimited reprisal and the enforcement of the will of political leadership. In fact, 
the decisions of the People’s Court Councils were often directly influenced by 
Hungarian political leadership.27

REPRISALS UNDER THE CONTROL OF THE PARTY

According to the internal logic of Hungarian communist dictatorship, the re-
prisals that followed the repression of the Revolution of 1956 were based on the 
decisions of political leaders, therefore, party leadership assumed strict control 
of the political directions and emphases of the reprisals by designating tasks, and 
directing and monitoring their execution.28 On July 2, 1957, the Political Commit-
tee29 of the MSZMP issued a resolution titled A belső reakció elleni harc néhány 
kérdéséről [‘On Some Issues Concerning the Struggle against the Internal Reac-
tion’], which basically established the control of party leadership over internal 
affairs, and by extension, over judicial practice. As the ultimate governing body, 
party leadership urged “strict and unified” action, emphasizing that “both the 
indictment and the verdict must mirror the repressive functions of the prole-
tarian dictatorship”. The party resolution stated that the Prosecution Office and 
the Ministry of Justice must ensure that “the counterrevolutionary criminals re-
ceived the punishment they deserved”.30

After the establishment of reprisal guidelines, the first assessment of the “out-
comes” of the reprisals was issued on December 10, 1957. The resulting proposal, 
which was submitted to the Political Committee of the MSZMP by Minister of 
the Interior Béla Biszku, Minister of Justice Ferenc Nezvál, and Prosecutor Gener-

27  Kahler and M. Kiss 1997, 213–217; Zinner 2001, 215–279.

28  Apart from the aforementioned authors, for instances of party control, see Huszár 1999, 67–
146, and for party control of the Ministry of the Interior, see Krahulcsán 2013.

29  The body, formerly operating as the Provisional Executive Committee (Ideiglenes Intéző Bizott-
ság, IIB) of the MSZMP, resumed its work as the Political Committee after the national party con-
gress in late June, 1957.

30  Resolution of the Provisional Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, 
December 5, 1956. See Békés et al. 2002. Document 104, 460–464.
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al Dr. Géza Szénási, titled Büntetőpolitikánk egyes kérdéseiről [‘On Certain Issues 
of Our Criminal Policy’], and the records of the ensuing debate are amongst 
the most often quoted documents of the reprisals, as the confidential meet-
ing allowed communist leadership, quite among themselves, to freely express 
their earnest demand for more severe judicial practice. For instance, Béla Biszku 
complained in an often quoted comment that “when calling the perpetrators 
of counterrevolution to account, many verdicts are lenient, and the number of 
physical annihilations is relatively low”. At the same session, Kádár stated that 
the reason they needed to address the issues of criminal policy was that “we 
did not manage to achieve the greater physical annihilation of major leaders of 
the counterrevolution”.31 It is important to note that by this time, out of the 180 
persons who had been sentenced to death for their revolutionary activities by 
October 1957, a total of 110 had already been executed.

To ensure their institutional control, party leadership regularly consulted 
with the leaders of the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Justice. In 1975, 
these negotiations led to the establishment of a secretly operating but power-
ful body called the Coordination Committee, which consisted of the secretary 
of the Central Committee of the MSZMP responsible for administrative issues, 
the Minister of the Interior, the Minister of Justice, the Prosecutor General, and 
the President of the Supreme Court. This Coordination Committee was charged 
with the task of coordinating between party leadership, the Ministry of the In-
terior, and the Ministry of Justice, while also ensuring that political leadership 
retained the option of direct influence over the latter bodies.

The “new” regime, which managed to restore itself through state violence 
and the subordination of state institutions to the will of party leadership, did 
not try to hide its denial of judicial independence. As one of the Supreme Court 
judges, who alone sentenced a total of sixty-two people to death due to their 
involvement in the Revolution of 1956, said at a conference of the joint party or-
ganization of the Supreme Court and the Office of the Prosecutor General, “true 
judicial independence means that judges can by no means be influenced against 
the interests of the working class, and always serve the power of the proletariat”. 
Similarly, in his speech held on March 28, 1957, Dr. József Domokos, President of 
the Supreme Court, demanded no less than that “we should learn a little class 
struggle from the jurisdiction of fascism […] we are judges of the Hungarian  

31  MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 5/54. Quoted in Zinner 2001, 295.
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People’s Republic, judges of the proletarian dictatorship, whose duty is to rein-
force the proletarian state, and to ensure that all of its enemies, who go against 
the proletarian revolution, are mercilessly annihilated.”32 In reality, then, the gene
ral practice of the Rákosi era to use investigative and judicial bodies as instru-
ments of party control essentially continued unhindered in the early Kádár era.

TARGET GROUPS OF THE REPRISALS

Historical research considers the first period of the extended mass repression of 
the Hungarian population as a time of indiscriminate reprisal. While the reprisals 
still lacked precisely designated or defined targets, the new regime lashed out 
against Hungarian society as a whole. However, during the second, extended 
period of reprisals, party leadership finally designated those groups and defined 
those activities it intended to sanction the most severely.

The party resolution from December 1956, already discussed above, designat-
ed the key directions of the struggle for consolidation, and by extension, of the 
reprisals, by establishing four major reasons that contributed to the outbreak of 
the “counterrevolution”. These reasons were, firstly, the doctrinaire reign of Má-
tyás Rákosi; secondly, the revisionist policies of Imre Nagy, a reform communist 
and Prime Minister during the Revolution of 1956; thirdly, the “internal reaction”, 
and lastly, the “external counterrevolutionary” Western imperialist forces. By de-
claring a total counterrevolution, in effect, anyone who had participated in the 
events of 1956 in any way could be considered guilty. It is interesting to note that 
out of the infamous “four reasons”, the first one did not entail actual criminal 
consequences, as the former Rákosi administration was never called to account, 
presumably due to the directives of Moscow leadership. The second, third, and 
fourth aspects, however, did appear in criminal policy.

Based on the above, the verdicts of the political show trials following the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956 point in at least three directions. Firstly, the par-
ty opposition rebelling against the dictatorship and demanding reforms (the 

32  Zinner 2015, 188.
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“revisionist” communists) were punished, including Prime Minister Imre Nagy 
and associates, who, from a Kádárian perspective, paved the way for the “fascist 
counterrevolution”, and in the process, unintentionally became traitors and sup-
porters of the counterrevolution.33 However, this was also the fate of legendary 
leftist revolutionary István Angyal, who often disputed the policies of Imre Nagy. 
Their respective trials basically indicated that Soviet-type communism would 
not tolerate any reforms that did not originate from Muscovite party leadership.

Another group of trials affected armed revolutionaries, a target group that 
consisted typically of young, unqualified urban workers and apprentices be-
tween the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, most of them belonging to margin-
alized groups. In their case, the state punished them for their resistance, so they 
received the most severe prison sentences, and they made up the majority of 
victims whose death penalties were executed shortly after their respective trials. 
Among others, the state executed János Szabó, the legendary leader of the Széna 
Square rebels; László Iván Kovács, commander of Corvin Lane, the largest rebel 
group of the Revolution; László Nickelsburg, who fought at Baross Square, and 
Miklós Gyöngyösi in the course of the Ilona Tóth trials, which received extensive 
international coverage.

Another separate and significant group of trials involved criminal procedures 
initiated against the leaders of factory workers’ councils, and the leaders of local 
revolutionary committees. During the Revolution of 1956, mostly in the rural 
areas, a typical social revolution took place, whereby the revolutionaries dis-
mantled local Soviet-type structures using unarmed, peaceful methods. In mere 
days, even in the smallest villages, new, self-governing bodies were established, 
which relied on true municipality. These were the local National Committees, 
which quickly appointed their own committed, properly elected leaders. These 
new leaders constituted the self-organizing local elite of the Revolution, who 
were rightly expected to become capable leaders of any kind of new, democrat-
ic movement. In terms of political persuasion and relative social significance, 
victims of the repression who fell into this category did not constitute a homo-
geneous group, but what they did have in common was that they were active 
opponents of the current regime. Therefore, in their case, the trials and death 
sentences that afflicted almost every local community were organized by the 

33  See Rainer 2008; Szakolczai 2002, 167–193, and M. Kiss 2011, 194–227, 285–299.
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newly established dictatorship in order to dismantle those networks of solidari-
ty and confidence that threatened the hegemony of communist leadership.

In addition to the three groups above, there was also a fourth category of 
reprisals, which included the victims of general deterrence, persons who actually 
carried out no notable activities, neither during the Revolution of 1956, nor fol-
lowing the Soviet intervention.

THE PROBLEMATIC ISSUE OF CLASS PERSPECTIVE

During political show trials, the final verdict was determined not only by the 
criminal act it was supposed to punish, but also by the extent to which the given 
verdict could reinforce the political declarations of the party resolution issued 
in December 1956. Accordingly, the criminal procedures should have proven 
that the leaders of the counterrevolution had come from the circles of “class 
enemies”. However, the social composition of the convicted victims greatly con-
tradicted the contents of relevant party resolutions, so the reprisals ultimate-
ly failed to adequately reinforce the class perspective, even after falsifying their 
own statistics. According to a report from November 1958, out of the executed 
or incarcerated, about 26.5% were workers and 31% were peasants. Those labeled 
as “class aliens” only took up 6.6%, which means that about 90% of the arrested 
came from the alleged “social base” of the communist system.34

Even according to official statistics, the majority of the armed rebels of 1956 
who underwent criminal procedure appeared to belong to the “working class”, 
which faced the leaders of the reprisals with a serious conundrum, as the ma-
jority of those who participated in the armed conflicts against the “workers’ 
state”, and “the dictatorship of the proletariat” were “workers” themselves. This 
glaring contradiction made it necessary to reformulate the discourse of the re-
prisals by stigmatizing victims through the use of pejorative categories such as 
“lumpenproletariat”, “prostitute”, or the newly emerging category “hooligan”. By 
creating the “hooligan class background” to criminalize the members of armed 

34  See Rainer 1992, 118–127; Szakolczai 2002, 167–193; Kahler and M. Kiss 1997, 222.
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revolutionary groups and portray them as deviants, the new political leadership 
managed to legitimate itself as well as its retaliatory measures.35

OPEN QUESTIONS OF THE REPRISALS

In my opinion, one of the greatest deficits of the vast body of research dedicated 
to the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 is that, although many outstanding results 
have been produced with regard to the criminal trials of the reprisals, we still 
lack a systematic and comprehensive national database on the victims, the par-
ticipants of the reprisals, and the issued verdicts, even though such a database 
would be necessary for comparative research that went beyond the analysis of 
individual trials. A database could help explore deeper correlations, such as the 
role of central and local governments, or their significance in the political trials, 
which might explain why similar cases resulted in vastly different verdicts across 
different regions. How was it possible that identical charges sometimes resulted 
in a few years of imprisonment, and sometimes ended in the execution of the 
victim? Only comparative analyses could reveal the latent mechanisms of local, 
regional, and national reprisal, and by extension, the hidden perspectives of the 
regime.

According to the statistics approved by historical research, between Decem-
ber 15, 1956 (the introduction of martial law) and late March, 1963 (the declara-
tion of amnesty), during the years considered as the period of the reprisals, Hun-
garian courts condemned 26,000 Hungarian citizens at political trials. The exact 
number, however, is still unknown. One reason for this uncertainty stems from 
the dilemma of trying to determine which criminal trials counted as procedures 
pertaining to the events of 1956. Apart from trials that were explicitly connected 
to the Revolution, there are at least two problematic borderlines that also shed 
light on the open questions and the dynamics of the Kádárian reprisals.

35  Nagy-Csere 2009; Kiss and M. Kiss 2007. On the role of reshaping language use according to the 
ideology of state violence, see Ö. Kovács 2012.
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Political Incentive Turned Ordinary Criminal Offence

Historical research on the Hungarian communist regimes, which began around 
the time of the political system change, and basically relied on the definitions 
of post-1989 jurisdiction, argued that trials connected to the Revolution of 1956 
included those concerned with political crimes, and murders or pillaging com-
mitted during the war of independence. Recent historical research, however, 
concluded that the mechanisms of reprisal operated in a much more complex 
manner. For instance, we are aware that in the first period of the reprisals, in rural 
areas of the country, certain criminal trials have surfaced where the accused was 
not tried on charges related to the Revolution of 1956, but for ordinary crim-
inal offences, such as receiving stolen goods, or offences pertaining to public 
supply.36 However, the relevant judicial documentation, including interrogation 
records or the testimonies of the participants, lead to the assumption that the 
defendant was tried for their actions during the Revolution, or partly related to 
the events of 1956. This phenomenon of fabricating ordinary criminal offences, 
whereby the Kádár regime transformed politically motivated acts of resistance 
into ordinary criminal offences, has been researched by scholars studying this 
field. Nevertheless, partly due to the lack of systematic research, and to the dif-
ferent resources available at each trial, we still do not know how many of the 
trials based on charges of ordinary criminal offences could be considered to be 
connected to the events of 1956. Moreover, the factual basis of most ordinary 
criminal charges, even in the most well-known trials of 1956, has generated in-
tense professional debate.

The End of the Period of Reprisals

Another problem related to defining which trials constituted acts of legal repris-
al for participation in the events of 1956 concerns the accurate periodization of 
the reprisals, because while most trials initiated on the basis the participation in 
the revolutionary events of 1956 took place between 1957 and 1959, the first par-
tial amnesty was declared in the early spring of 1959. Several factors, including the 

36  Zinner 2001; Kiss and M. Kiss 2007; Szakolczai 2016.
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conclusion of the trials of Imre Nagy and associates, the capitulation of the Hun-
garian population, the international reception and repercussions of the reprisals, 
new political tasks (such as the forced collectivization of agriculture), as well as 
the intensive presence of the domestic authorities in everyday life, corralled the 
Kádár regime, which had been trying to consolidate its power, towards limiting 
the open and wide-scale use of state violence. This, however, by no means meant 
the complete dissolution of its powers of coercion, since the practice of political 
show trials continued, including the initiation of trials related to the events of 
1956. For instance, the last death sentence that can be connected to the reprisals 
following the Revolution was issued on August 26, 1961, resulting in the execu-
tion of the leader, and a few members, of the largest armed revolutionary group 
of Budapest.

The conclusion of the period of the reprisals is often linked to 1963, the year 
János Kádár issued a regulation that declared general amnesty.37 Nevertheless, al-
though Kádár’s decision did lead to the release of many victims of the reprisals,38 
the amnesty was not nearly as “general” as it was supposed to be. Around 3,480 
individuals were released from prisons all across the country, but the majority of 
barricade fighters were not, as the decree did not cover recidivists, or freedom 
fighters who were declared ordinary criminals by the authorities, such as armed 
revolutionaries who were condemned on charges of murder. This meant that 
one of the defendants of the last trial to issue death sentences was released in 
1975 after serving fifteen years in prison, while two of the defendants, who had 
been issued a life sentence, did not live to be released, and died in prison at the 
end of the 1970’s.

The issues discussed above are not the only reason behind the dilemma of 
the exact periodization of the reprisals. Further systematic research would be 
necessary to explore the lesser-known fact that, in the Kádár regime, even af-
ter the general amnesty of 1963, some defendants were still being convicted on 

37  Beyond domestic reasons, the repeated declaration of amnesty was primarily urged by foreign 
policy. From the end of 1956 onwards, the US continued to keep the “Hungarian issue” on the 
agenda at the United Nations, and would only remove it if general amnesty was declared. After 
secret negotiations, amnesty was eventually declared in March 1963. Borhi 2010, 67–81; Békés 2002.

38  The released prisoners, however, often found themselves in a disadvantageous position for de-
cades. They remained under surveillance, were not issued passports, were prohibited from pursu-
ing their chosen profession, and any of their personal assets (including their homes and valuables) 
taken in the course of legal procedures were not returned.
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charges related to the Revolution of 1956. For instance, historical sources show 
that in 1966, on the tenth anniversary of the Revolution, the political police in-
itiated a large-scale “concentration” program, in the course of which they reex-
amined the documents of the reprisals of 1956, which resulted in a new series 
of criminal trials related to the events of the Revolution. Our data also shows 
that, in connection with the process of forced collectivization of the agrarian 
population, there were several cases where farmers received prison sentences on 
charges related to 1956, such as hiding firearms, or, in the terms of official par-
lance, “preparing a new outbreak of the counterrevolution”. The data thus calls 
attention to political trials that continued throughout the period of Kádárian 
consolidation, yet have so far received little scholarly attention, despite the idea 
that these could be also related to the events of 1956.

Verifying the Contents of Judicial Documents:  
Political Show Trials after 1956

Regarding research on the reprisals of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, one 
central issue that has likely generated the most controversy to date concerns the 
analysis and interpretation of relevant surviving documentation. At the heart 
of this matter lies the fact that one of the most important sets of sources per-
taining to the history of the Revolution and the post-revolutionary reprisals is 
comprised of documents issued by the police, the prosecution office, and the 
various courts – in other words, documents written by the oppressive author-
ities that were directly involved in the reprisals. This issue is exceptionally deli-
cate since, in contrast to political historical issues, such as the internal debates 
of party leadership, where we have access to a wealth of primary sources that 
can help us reconstruct these debates, in the presentation of the revolutionary 
activities of the Hungarian population – such as the history of armed conflicts, 
or the resistance that followed the second Soviet intervention –, apart from oral 
histories, all we can rely on is information extracted from the documentation of 
the political trials.

We might ask to what extent we can actually rely on documentation pro-
duced by the institutions of an oppressive dictatorship. Just how much truth 
does such documentation contain? Or, to put it differently, to what extent and 
in what ways are the historical sources of the reprisals (primarily the judicial doc-
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umentation of political show trials) suitable for the reconstruction of the events 
of the Revolution of 1956? This problematic issue first emerged in connection 
with one of the most emblematic cases of the reprisals for the Revolution of 
1956, the trials of Ilona Tóth and associates, which were caught in the crossfire of 
harsh professional debates and public disputes.

According to contemporary charges, young medical student Ilona Tóth, who 
was due for her final examinations, abused her vocation as a physician and com-
mitted murder, or to use the phrase of the contemporary press, she murdered 
a man “with brutality befitting of pulp fiction” in a temporary auxiliary hospital 
established during the days of the revolution, where she had been appointed as 
head physician. According to the charges, which contain several loose ends and 
contradictory information, a group of resistance fighters brought a man into the 
hospital, who was accused of being an informant of the State Protection Au-
thority, and had been investigating the illegal press operating inside the hospital. 
This individual, according to the documents of the prosecution, was murdered 
by Ilona Tóth and associates, who were afraid of being arrested. First, they beat 
him brutally, then Ilona Tóth tried to use various medical methods to induce 
his death, until she finally stabbed him in the heart with a jack-knife. According 
to the official narrative, the sadistic medical student, who abused her medical 
knowledge on the grounds of unfounded suspicion, murdered an innocent man 
solely because she thought he was with the ÁVH. During the investigation, Ilo-
na Tóth and associates confessed to these crimes, and though their confessions 
were full of contradictions, they maintained them to the very last.

During the trial, Ilona Tóth and associates were joined in the dock by re-
nowned journalist Gyula Obersovszky, as well as internationally famous writer 
József Gáli. According to the indictment, the latter two appeared at the hospital 
at the time of the murder, looking for a new place to publish their illegal news-
paper after the pocket of resistance they were staying with had been dissolved 
and its group of revolutionaries arrested.

Beyond the official version of the regime, which claimed that “a murder un-
precedented in Hungarian criminal justice has been committed, with brutality 
befitting of pulp fiction”, as early as the days of the trials, two remarkably dif-
ferent opinions emerged with regard to the case of Ilona Tóth and associates. 
According to the first group, the veracity of the charges against Ilona Tóth was 
fundamentally unquestionable. They argued that during the illegal resistance, 
informants posed a greater and greater risk of betrayal and mass arrests, which 
meant that the revolutionaries did their best to root out any potential inform-
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ants. In this atmosphere of fear and suspicion, Ilona Tóth basically killed a dan-
gerous informer, or an innocent man believed to be an informer. Those who 
argue for a version of this view usually regard the confessions of Ilona Tóth and 
associates as undisputable evidence, since these confessions were never with-
drawn by any of the defendants. Meanwhile, the second group claims that the 
medical student did not commit homicide, and the primary objective of the 
political show trial that ensued was to discredit the revolution and revolution-
ary youth by criminalizing their resistance through the case of Ilona Tóth and 
associates.39

The propagandistic value of the highly publicized Ilona Tóth trials is undenia-
ble. Three months after the repression of the revolution, the trial was conducted 
in front of the general public, in the presence of the newsreel and international 
journalists. This was practically the first significant, and also widely publicized, 
trial of the reprisals, so Ilona Tóth became a symbol the very moment she was 
executed. The possibility of becoming a symbol of the era was inherent in her 
trial, and especially the issue of her guilt or innocence, on several levels, but one 
thing is certain: that for the recently established Kádárian regime, as well as its 
opposition, Ilona Tóth symbolized the same thing, though in opposite direc-
tions: brutal cruelty. It is not surprising that after the system change of 1989, the 
case found itself in the crossfire of public and professional debates. Was there a 

39  Even a schematic presentation of the trial would greatly exceed the limits of this paper. The 
documentation of the trials was first processed in a monograph by Réka Kiss and Sándor M. Kiss 
written in 2007, where the authors concluded that, based on surviving documentation, the charg-
es were by no means verifiable. According to the authors, no substantial evidence was available to 
the court, except for the highly contradictory confessions of the accused. There were no eyewit-
nesses to the murder. The identity of the victim, just like the circumstances of his death, remained 
unclear. The relatives, who were tightly connected to the ÁVH, made false statements, and claimed 
the identity of the victim based on physical characteristics that were never found on the corpse. 
The dead body was never identified, or examined by anyone except for the medical experts of 
the authorities. The autopsy report and the lab results contradicted the charges: there were no 
marks of hypodermic syringes, and no traces of the ether necessary for anesthesia, or of any other 
chemicals mentioned in the charges. No blood was found on the lethal jack-knife. The testimonies 
pertaining to the time of the murder were so contradictory that a year later, when a closed-session 
trial was initiated against the rebels who had allegedly captured the prospective victim, the alibi of 
one of the defendants caused the date of the murder to be moved a day later. Regarding the verac-
ity of the charges, an essentially identical conclusion was reached by Attila Szakolczai, who system-
atically processed and reanalyzed a large corpus of divergent archival sources, while László Eörsi, 
on account of the internal contradictions of the sources, argued for the veracity of the charges. 
Kiss and M. Kiss 2007; Szakolczai 2016; Eörsi 2003, 201–257.
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hint of truth to the charges, or were the accused, in spite of their confessions, 
sentenced to death in a cunningly planned political show trial?

Disputes concerning the trial of Ilona Tóth and associates were soon followed 
by debates pertaining to the siege of the party headquarters on Köztársaság 
Square on October 30, 1956, and the veracity of the criminal procedures con-
cerning the tragic cases of lynching that followed the siege. In these debates, 
László Eörsi, who studied the history of the centers of armed resistance, argued 
that the surviving documents from the investigation and the case should be 
considered trustworthy, claiming that, when it comes to the facts, those were 
more reliable than any other source. He also argued that many confessors spoke 
earnestly about their involvement, so the accuracy of their statements was lim-
ited only by their memory. According to Eörsi, the authenticity of these sources 
was confirmed by the idea that the primary task of the investigative authorities 
was to uncover the truth, and the testimonies were only distorted in the course 
of issuing the indictment and the verdict, in full knowledge of the facts. Fur-
thermore, Eörsi claims that “politically motivated” elements only appear in trials 
where the regime hoped to gain political advantages from the falsification of 
the facts. Therefore, he claimed that the trials during the reprisals for the events 
of 1956 were not, in fact, politically motivated trials.40 However, not only is the 
number of such trials minimal within the period of the reprisals, but according 
to this very viewpoint, the regime did not need to construct a political show trial 
in the case of a politically insignificant medical student, or the bloody events of 
Köztársaság Square.

In contrast to Eörsi’s views of the Köztársaság Square trials, another group 
of historians expressed their doubts, especially with regard to the possibility of 
reconstructing the history of 1956 from contemporary documentation by using 
previously established methods of historical research. Tibor Takács argued that 
by relying on the documentation, we could only arrive at stories of 1956 that 
were selectively recorded by the regime, based on its own specific criteria, and 
tailored to suit its own needs.41 In her research on the events of Köztársaság 
Square, Éva Tulipán – as well as Attila Szakolczai in his detailed analysis of one of 
the trials concerning the lynching on Köztársaság Square –, points out that the 
goal of the trials was not to reconstruct the events, but to portray, as vividly as 

40  Eörsi 2006; Eörsi 2010, 82–84.

41  Takács 2008, 361.
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possible, that what happened in 1956 was a counterrevolution. According to Tu-
lipán and Szakolczai, the newly arising Kádár regime used this already tragic and 
ambiguous series of events to create a condemning narrative of the counterrev-
olution by distorting the facts and adding certain key episodes of the events as 
they saw fit. “Therefore, the events were covered with stories compiled through 
the arbitrarily selection of certain elements from the actual events.”42

In light of the above arguments, the regime could be considered politically 
motivated in the case of the trial of Ilona Tóth and associates as well. On the 
one hand, these trials provided an opportunity to demonstrate the cruelty of 
the “counterrevolution”, to prove that the revolutionaries not only shed blood 
during the actual armed struggle, but also needlessly and brutally murdered in-
nocent civilians. On the other hand, the trials were to demonstrate how the 
counterrevolutionary intelligentsia, even the “ideologists” of the revolution, 
collaborated with ordinary criminals and lumpenproletariat elements – in this 
regard, the “deviant” intelligentsia was represented by journalist Gyula Obers-
ovszky and writer József Gáli. According to the verdict issued in the appeal pro-
ceedings, “these murders, however, in spite of all their monstrosity and cruelty, 
were still the consequences of […] counterrevolutionary action. The murder 
committed by some of the accused took place because of political reasons and 
for counterrevolutionary goals, and was a concomitant phenomenon of the 
counterrevolutionary movement and organization.”43

In February 1957, at the outset of the legally orchestrated reprisals, the trial of 
Ilona Tóth and associates had an important political goal, which was to portray 
the brutality and ordinary criminal activities of the “counterrevolution”, but this 
political show trial was not only, or even predominantly, aimed at Hungarian 
public opinion, but at the Western leftwing. As János Kádár put it in front of the 
leaders of MSZMP on November 21, 1956: “We are afraid to talk about the events 
of October 23, 1956, and how the counterrevolution was already part of them, 
and we are not dealing with the atrocities, even though this is what communists 
and progressive groups are asking us to do. We are failing to fulfill our duty.”44

It was in the interest of the Kádár administration, which was struggling with 
the severe crisis of legitimation – as well as the Western leftists, who were placed 

42  Tulipán 2012, 14–21; Szakolczai 2007; Szakolczai 2008; Szakolczai 2016.

43  Quoted in M. Kiss 2011, 330–334.

44  Némethné and Sípos 1993, I. 82–83. Quoted in Kiss and M. Kiss 2007, 33.
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in an awkward position due to the bloody repression of the revolution –, to pres-
ent the atrocities, and to morally establish the repression of the “counterrevolu-
tion”, the second armed Soviet intervention, and later on, the implementation 
of organized reprisals. Therefore, political show trials played a significant role in 
the stabilization of Kádár’s power, as well as in convincing the domestic and the 
international public of the legitimacy of the regime’s actions. In other words, 
the ensuing reprisals can best be understood from the perspective of Hungarian 
state propaganda. The trials, and the propaganda they were based upon, were 
both designed to call the opposition into account, to serve as exemplary cases, 
and to justify the party resolution of December 1956, which declared the events 
of 1956 a counterrevolution in order to create the regime’s own counter-myth 
of 1956 by constructing a systematic and symbolic narrative of the counterrev-
olution.
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AN AGENT’S STORY FROM TWO 
PERSPECTIVES:1 THE PORTRAIT OF 
AGENT “MÁTRAI” BASED ON HIS 
CONFESSIONS AND THE DOCUMENTS 
OF HUNGARIAN STATE SECURITY

UNCOVERING THE DOCUMENTATION OF 
AGENT “MÁTRAI”

In 2000, in order to explore the life of,2 and compile historical data for the beat-
ification process of János Brenner,3 a diocesan priest of Szombathely and curate 
of Rábakethely, who suffered martyrdom on the night of December 14, 1957, I be-
gan to examine the history of the Szombathely diocese between 1945 and 1989. 

1  This paper is a revised and extended version of the article “Mátrai fedőnevű ügynök az állambiz-
tonsági szervek szorongatásában” [‘Agent “Mátrai” under Pressure by the Hungarian State Security 
Authorities’], published in Egyháztörténeti Szemle (2007, 8 [1]: 145–173) which has been revised 
based on newly discovered information. It was also published in Bánkuti, Gábor and Gyarmati, 
György (eds.) 2010. Csapdában. Tanulmányok a katolikus egyház történetéből, 1945–1989 [‘Trapped: 
Studies of the History of the Catholic Church, 1945–1989’]. Budapest: Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok 
Történeti Levéltára – L’Harmattan, 157–188.

2  Császár and Soós 2003. See also Kahler 2005.

3  Brenner János (1931–1957), martyr, was a curate of Rábakethely. Several priests are mentioned in 
the memoirs and the present study, but due to spatial constraints, I could not include all of their 
biographical data.
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It was during this research that I found considerable documentation concern-
ing the Szombathely diocese, its leaders, bishops, and priests in the Historical 
Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti 
Levéltára, ÁBTL). First, I examined the investigation files of a number of impris-
oned priests of the Szombathely diocese, as well as monks who lived in the area.4 
I also perused the personal operative files5 of Sándor Kovács,6 who was in charge 
of the diocese between 1944 and 1972. There are more documents7 about the 
activity of the pontiffs in charge of the operation of the diocese; however, only 
the operative files of Sándor Kovács are available from the period of his pontifi-
cal activity, while there is no available documentation on his successors, Árpád 
Fábián,8 György Póka,9 and István Konkoly. In addition, the separate file on József 
Winkler,10 Bishop Subordinate of Sándor Kovács, has not been found yet.

4  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-5688: László Medárd Labancz; V-56107: László Szendy; V-56116: Elek Sághy; V-71041: 
Ferenc Süle; V-86573: Miklós Galambos; V-92352: Kornél Bőle and associates; V-128726: Géza Keleti; 
V-141672: László Pataki; V-142065: Ferenc Tagscherer. László Szendy’s documents are attached to 
the latter. V-142997: József Lelkes; V-143206: Imre Abai and associates. For information about im-
prisoned and interned priests of the Szombathely diocese, see Soós 2002 and Soós 2005.

5  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/1–11. Sándor Kovács.

6  Sándor Kovács (1893–1972) was the Diocesan Bishop of Szombathely from 1944. In relevant 
documents, he is referred to as a surveillance target under the code name “Kaszás”, which means 
he was not an agent himself. ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/1–11.

7  Of special importance is the object file on the Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference, which 
contains information on the Szombathely diocese. The file followed all relevant events until the 
late 1950’s. ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-13405/1–3b. Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference.

8  Árpád Fábián (1926–1986) was Titular Bishop from 1972, the Apostolic Administrator of Szom-
bathely, and Diocesan Bishop from 1975. His operative file has not been found yet, only his code 
name and his own operative work files. As Episcopal Secretary, he was in contact with an agent 
under the code name “Alfonz” from Main Division III/III of the Ministry of the Interior (ÁBTL, 3.1.2. 
M-24102). Before he was delegated to Rome, he got in contact with Main Division III/I (Foreign 
Intelligence), where he operated under the code name “Beron” (ÁBTL, Bt-1307/1: “Ludwig Beron;” 
Bt-1307/2: “Beron” files; Mt-807/1, Mt-807/2, Mt-807/3: “Beron” files). His activity as an agent was 
significant as President of the Hungarian Papal Institute. On this and further information about 
the Institute, see Bandi 2007. 174–188.

9  György Póka (1916–1987) was appointed in 1982 as Bishop Subordinate to Árpád Fábián in the 
Szombathely diocese. After the death of Fábián, Póka was appointed as Diocesan Bishop by the 
Vatican. However, Póka died on the very day his appointment would have been announced on 
the radio. National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: 
MNL OL) XIX-A-21-d 004/1-1/1987, d. 147.

10  József Winkler (1905–1981) was the Titular Bishop of Dadima from 1964, and Bishop Subor-
dinate of the Szombathely diocese. In the files on Sándor Kovács, compiled by various bodies of 
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Sándor Kovács’s personal operative files contain a number of reports from 
various Hungarian agents, which either pertain to him, or his activities as an 
agent. At the time, many priests reported on their ecclesiastical supervisors, and 
Subdivision V of the Vas County Department of Political Investigation operating 
under the Ministry of the Interior had a number of agents in the Episcopal Office 
as well. While examining these files, I discovered documents pertaining to an 
agent under the code name “Mátrai”,11 who suddenly appeared in the 1960’s, and 
whose identity I was able to determine easily based on the context of his reports. 
However, the selected reports were insufficient for extensive research, so to see 
how much information and data could be obtained about Agent “Mátrai”, I ex-
amined his network files at the Historical Archives, including his work files as an 
agent, as well as his “B” (Beszervezés, ‘Recruitment’) files.12 In this paper, my aim 
is to discuss the findings that resulted from my thorough analysis of these files.13

To date, there has been little research, let alone extensive research, on an 
ecclesiastical person’s life history, activities, and operative activities as an agent, 
which means it is difficult to find any fully explored, analyzed, and published 
agent histories based on extensive examination of all relevant information, 
including the given agent’s “File 6”,14 “B” files, “M” (Munka, ‘Operative Work’) 
files,15 “T” (Találkozási, ‘Meeting’) files,16 or the personal and staff files of their 
respective operative “contact” officer. Moreover, in my experience, if the subject 

the Ministry of the Interior and Hungarian state security, he is designated as a surveillance target 
under the code name “Pálinkás”. ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/1-11.

11  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/10. Sándor Kovács, 88. Excerpt from a report issued on April 7, 1964 by 
Agent “Mátrai”.

12  A file containing all information pertaining to the network person’s recruitment (question-
naire complete with photograph, information sheet, biography, social environment analysis, re-
cruitment statement, report on the recruitment process, training plan, report on surveillance 
methods, etc.)

13  His work file (M-37304) was found, but his “B” file was not. It was either destroyed, or not yet 
transferred to the Historical Archives, which unfortunately means that the history of his recruit-
ment remains unknown.

14  Files containing data about the recruitment of network persons in the records of the Hungar-
ian State Security.

15  A file containing original reports of operative value, issued by network agents, secret associ-
ates, and secret employees, as well as information on relevant measures taken or tasks given to 
network agents.

16  Documentation of apartments used for surveillance. These apartments, which were not main-
tained by the authorities, served as meeting places for the agent and the operative officer(s).
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of the research is a living person, interviewing them could also be beneficial as 
an added source. In the course of my research, I got in contact with retired Dioc-
esan Bishop István Konkoly, first via correspondence, then in person, as a result 
of which he agreed to share his memories with me. Although he asked me not to 
reveal the involvement of a sickly old man in state security matters, I believe this 
is not an option. While connections with Main Division III/III (Internal Reaction 
Counterintelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior are definitely regarded as po-
litical stigma, Konkoly’s trials and tribulations are instructive and revealing in 
ways that must not be reduced to the question of whether his state security past 
will “come to light” or not. In my opinion, the issue of agents must always be ap-
proached individually, by looking at each agent’s history as an independent case.

In this paper, I attempt to reconstruct the individual case of Agent “Mátrai”, 
based on his “File 6”,17 his “M” or operative work files,18 and his own memoirs 
pertaining to his recruitment and activities as an agent. I believe that the pres-
entation and analysis of these documents combined will allow us to better un-
derstand and analyze the activities of an individual agent, because in this man-
ner, we are essentially able to look at Agent “Mátrai’s” network activities from 
two different perspectives. Unfortunately, his “B” files have not been found yet, 
nor have we been able to uncover the documentation of the three “T” apart-
ments19 where Agent “Mátrai” held meetings with other operatives.

17  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 073609. “File 6” of Agent “Mátrai”.

18  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304.

19  1960: code name “Erzsébet-lak”, Szombathely; 1962: “T” apartment, code name “Zöldfa”, Szom-
bathely; 1963: code name “Hajnalka”, “K” apartment, Szombathely.
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HUNGARIAN STATE SECURITY AFFAIRS ACCORDING 
TO ISTVÁN KONKOLY

In this paper, the written confession of István Konkoly20 shall serve as a personal 
account of the historical conditions of Vas County in the 1950’s, as well as the 
activities of the State Protection Authority (Államvédelmi Hatóság, ÁVH), and 
Main Division II (Political Investigation) of the Ministry of the Interior.

I was humiliated many times by the authorities from the beginning of my 
career as a priest.
At my first station, in Gyöngyösfalu, the president of the local council 
refused to speak to me when I paid her a visit to introduce myself. She 
would not even acknowledge my greeting. She ignored me. So I said 
goodbye and left. Soon after, I had to return to her to make my oath. 
Everything went like before, only this time, she yelled at me harshly, “If 
you’re taking a state oath, stand at attention.” In a couple of weeks, there 
was a decanal assembly in our district. At the end of the event, the office 
director rose to speak. (His name was Bartányi, and the political author-
ities sent him here from Eger!) He briefly assessed the relationship be-
tween the state and the Church. He thought it was going well, but certain 
young bothersome curates were causing problems. Recently, one of the 
local council presidents reported that the new curate of the village did 
not greet her, nor did he respond to her greetings. I recognized myself in 
this story, so I requested to speak and told him that this accusation was 
a lie. It was the president who behaved in such a rude, arrogant manner 
towards me.
A year later, on September 1, 1956, I was sent to the main parish in Szom-
bathely as a catechism teacher and curate. The local parish priest was 
Péter Zenz (an infamous “peace priest”,21 his close connections with the 
police were often talked about.)

20  The manuscript of the confession is in the possession of the author.

21  Communist leadership attempted to infiltrate the Church hierarchy through the “Peace Priest” 
movement, the members of which were party-loyal ecclesiastical persons.
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After my arrival, he summoned me and offered his friendship in return for 
my confidence. He asked me to report everything that was happening at 
the parish in precise detail, and said I would receive financial compensa-
tion for my services. I told him that I was ready for any tasks as a pastor, 
but writing reports was alien to me. He told me, “you will regret this hos-
tile attitude”.
After the outbreak of the Revolution in October, he fled from the main 
parish and moved to the countryside. In his place, László Szendy, who 
had held this position before, was appointed to be the new parish priest. 
He had been in prison and was constantly harassed by the political po-
lice. He often received threatening mails and phone calls. The main par-
ish was under constant surveillance. In this period, I was visited twice by 
officers from the political police. They posed as refugees and asked me 
to help them cross the border. They knew I came to Szombathely from 
Gyöngyösfalu, and told me how many people received assistance there to 
cross over to the West, so I must have known some smugglers. Fortunate-
ly, I could tell they were trying to provoke me (later on, I even discovered 
their identities!)
On New Year’s Eve, the State Protection Authority paid us a visit, no 
longer in disguise, but in its own brutal way. Fifteen unknown men wear-
ing leather coats broke into the house. I lived on the ground floor, next to 
the entrance, and at the time, my brother was there on a visit. We were 
shoved and sworn at as we were taken up to László Pataki’s apartment on 
the second floor in nothing but our nightwear. Pataki was also consid-
ered a black sheep by the post-revolutionary authorities, as he was elect-
ed President of the Youth Committee during the revolution. He was also 
responsible for performing a service at the local cemetery, where a large 
crowd gathered to honor the victims of the volley fires in Magyaróvár.
László Pataki was also ushered into the room, along with curate Imre 
Rózshegyi, and Alajos Szokolyi, a retired priest. The policemen then pro-
ceeded to trash Pataki’s room. They shoved everything into the middle 
of the room, and tore many of the German-language books apart, crying 
“dirty fascist” as they did so.
Afterwards, all five of us were taken down to curate Szendy’s apartment 
on the first floor. They dragged him out of bed and rudely ordered him to 
get dressed, because they were going to take him with them. His elderly 
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sister, Teréz, begged them with tears in her eyes to spare her ill brother. 
They shoved her out of the way.
After László Szendy, Miklós Galambos was appointed as the new parish 
priest, who had also been in prison before, since he was the successor of 
József Mindszenty in Zalaegerszeg. He was also persecuted, imprisoned, 
and his parish was taken away. He caught the attention of Captain Tóth, 
an especially ruthless and rude officer. This police officer had worked in 
Zalaegerszeg before, where he participated in the public defamation of 
parish priest Miklós Galambos.
Soon, Captain Tóth (a.k.a. Klamerusz22) had the opportunity to humiliate 
Miklós Galambos in Szombathely as well. There was a spiritual exercise for 
priests in the Bishop’s palace, and one night, a group of State Protection 
Authority men appeared in the Episcopal Palace. Bishop Sándor Kovács 
was locked in his apartment, while the priests were ushered into the cor-
ridor in their nightwear. The men proceeded to mock them individually 
using the rudest insults possible, and called the Palace a bull stable. They 
then isolated Miklós Galambos from the other priests, took him to one of 
the rooms on the second floor, and brutally beat him. Word soon spread 
among the priests of the diocese, where some heard rumors that others 
were also abused physically by Captain Tóth and his men. Some were as-
saulted in their parsonages, while others were attacked wherever they 
could find them. That is how the priesthood was kept in fear.
Even in this terrible atmosphere, I did my best to do my job as a catechism 
teacher, with as much youthful energy and eagerness as I could muster.
I had twenty-six religious education classes a week. More than 300 of the 
students attended Sunday service regularly. We had sixty acolytes, and in 
1957, 190 persons received their first communion in the cathedral. Mean-
while, Péter Zenz returned to Szombathely with the help of state support, 
where he got the ex-Franciscan parish, and was even appointed to be 
the office director by the state authorities. He hated Miklós Galambos, 
who had the parish that used to belong to Zenz. He also hated catechism 
teacher István Konkoly, who had once offended him by refusing his offer. 

22  Béla Klamerusz was Deputy Head of the Department of Political Investigation of the Vas Coun-
ty Police Department. ÁBTL, 2.8.1. Ministry of the Interior, Fejér County documents, 0995: Béla 
Klamerusz.
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At the same time, he was also envious of the two, because their pasto-
ral care was successful among the youth attending the cathedral. Word 
spread around the city, so services in the cathedral were visited by larger 
and larger numbers. That is why Zenz took away István Konkoly’s letter 
of commission to teach religious education in Hámán Kató, an all-girls 
high school. In the new school year, József Bódis, one of Zenz’s teach-
ers took over religious education in the school, while István Konkoly was 
transferred to an all-boys school with the note, “Show us what you can 
do here.”
Things did not quite turn out as he had expected. The students of Hámán 
Kató remained loyal to their former teacher of religious education, and to 
the cathedral, and they were joined by the students of Petőfi, an all-boys 
school as well. Zenz also learned that 280 persons signed up for first com-
munion in the year 1958, a hundred more than the year before.
As an act of revenge, Zenz reported István Konkoly to Mihály Prazsák,23 a 
notoriously anti-priest commissioner of church affairs, claiming that Ist-
ván Konkoly recruited students from the Franciscan church by labeling 
the parish priest a “peace priest”, and forcibly recruited people for first 
communion. Aside from teaching the catechism in school, Konkoly also 
allegedly taught children for another ten weeks at the church, although 
only eight weeks of education were permitted by law. He also allegedly 
forced parents to take part in these sessions at the church.
Zenz claimed that Konkoly also distracted boys from their studies, be-
cause he forced them to participate not only in religious education class-
es, but also in Sunday service and weekday services as his acolytes.
Konkoly also wormed his way into the teaching staff in school, to disrupt 
their activities. He even let students who were not signed up for religious 
education attend his classes, and after class, he regularly escorted stu-
dents out of the building and to the crosswalk, even though according 
to his letter of commission, he was only permitted to spend time with his 
students inside the classroom, etc.

23  Mihály Prazsák was County Commissioner of the State Office for Church Affairs in Vas County, 
then in Veszprém County. He was appointed to be resident by the State Protection Authority, in 
the course of his work in the border guard in the 1950’s. For further information, see ÁBTL, 3.1.1. 
B-80150. Dániel Könyves.



131

VIKTOR ATTILA SOÓS

Based on these accusations, I was summoned by Mihály Prazsák to his 
interrogation room on a weekly basis. He would read out these false ac-
cusations to me, then threaten me that there would be serious conse-
quences for my violation of the law. And so at the end of my second year 
as a teacher of religious education, I was relocated by Péter Zenz from 
Szombathely to Rábagyarmat.
The fellow curates of István Konkoly were informed about his relocation 
by Episcopal Secretary Győző Varjas.24 (Meanwhile, Konkoly was lying in 
bed due to illness in the room opposite his.)
And so István Konkoly leaves Szombathely because of his zealous and en-
ergetic educational work, to become a curate in Rábagyarmat. He is free 
from the never-ending torment of Mihály Prazsák, but is sure to be in-
quired after by the political police. His ill-wishers have already drawn their 
attention to István Konkoly, after all. His successor is László Bécsi, the cu-
rate of Rábagyarmat, a young, devoted “peace priest”. (There are so few like 
him in this country!) Péter Zenz will have no cause to be jealous of him. He 
enjoys dancing and having fun more than teaching catechism. Some say 
he is actually going to give up his career as a priest very soon. Needless to 
say, I was not visited by Győző Varjas, although it would have been good 
manners for him to visit a poor invalid. He told my colleagues that the 
reason he would not come to see me was that he did not want me to have 
ill feelings towards him, or ask about the reasons behind my relocation.
When I received my disposition, I went to the office, where I was received by 
Director Zenz. He sanctimoniously congratulated me on my new station, 
and told me he was envious of me, because I would soon be breathing the 
ozone-rich [sic] air of the Rába bank instead of the polluted air of the city.
I soon learned that my new parish priest was held in check by the politi-
cal police, because he had a child in the village who was called the “little 
dean”. Under these circumstances, it was evident that he would keep his 
new curate under surveillance, and report everything he said, how he be-
haved, or what connections he had.

24  Győző Varjas was Episcopal Secretary, and later Office Director of the State Office for Church 
Affairs. He was an agent of Main Division III/III under several code names: “Siklósi”, “Zoli”, “Jóska”, 
and “Somlói”. His “File 6” is currently the only indication of his involvement in the network, due 
to the fact that his “M” files have not been found, although his reports can be found in a number 
of other files.
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In order to interpret István Konkoly’s memoirs, we need to be aware of the 
circumstances under which these memoirs were written. In 2007, I contacted 
István Konkoly, to inform him about my intentions to analyze his network activ-
ities for the purposes of publishing my research in an academic journal. In other 
words, he was informed that his activities could be verified and documented 
based on remaining archival sources, which prompted him to write his memoirs.

István Konkoly’s memoirs are austere and moving, but we need to keep in 
mind that in the course of remembering the events above, Konkoly construct-
ed a retrospective narrative of the past, which means that he might have been 
selective in his account. Factors like the passage of time, his later experiences, 
and the context in which his memories were to be written likely influenced his 
recollection, and by extension, the final product of recollection. In other words, 
writing a retrospective account affords the possibility of reevaluating events of 
the past, thus viewing them, and presenting them, in a different light.

One of the most striking motifs of Konkoly’s memoirs is the manner in which 
he assumes the role of the much suffered protagonist, as if the curate of the 
Szombathely diocese had been the greatest victim of persecution in the 1950’s 
and 1960’s, which is not quite true. “Peace priests” who held leading positions 
in the diocese were either commissioned by the State Office for Church Affairs 
(Állami Egyházügyi Hivatal, ÁEH), or worked as associates of the political police 
– in other words, they supported people who were useful to the state security 
authorities, while hindering “troublesome elements” in every possible way. Con-
sequently, many priests of the Szombathely diocese were also imprisoned and 
humiliated by the political police, but they are not mentioned here, because 
István Konkoly chose to focus on the injuries he personally suffered, which are 
shocking today, but were by no means unique in that period.

Beyond Konkoly’s focus on his own persecution, his resentment is also appar-
ent in his memoirs, which were written in the knowledge that a historian was en-
quiring about his involvement in network activities. He thus conceived a legend 
where his suffering, abuse, and hardships would serve as the basis upon which 
his later deeds would seem more understandable, even acceptable. In doing so, 
he fell into the trap of becoming defensive in his personal attacks, as seen in his 
accusations of his former parish priest, which, whether true or not, are irrelevant 
to the subject, and can only be regarded as a personal offense.
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It is a fact that representatives of the State Protection Authority and the Min-
istry of the Interior were especially hostile towards the clergy, often brutally so in 
Vas and Zala Counties, but that only means that these events are what give us a 
realistic picture of the period and the Hungarian communist system.

THE BIRTH OF AGENT “MÁTRAI”

In reconstructing Agent “Mátrai’s” network activity, I chiefly relied on docu-
ments from “File 6”, and his “M” or work files, as his “B” or recruitment files have 
not been uncovered yet. According to these files, Agent “Mátrai” came into ex-
istence on July 23, 1959,25 when he was recruited during his stay in Rábagyarmat. 
His “godfather” (his first contact officer) was Lieutenant László Illés,26 who at 
the time worked at Subdivision V of the Department of Political Investigation 
of the Vas County Police Department. “Mátrai” was classified as an agent, which 
was the term used for network persons who participated in secret operations, 
whether they were coerced by means of compromising or incriminating data 
stored at the State Security Authority, joined the network on political principle, 
or worked in exchange for financial compensation. Unfortunately, his “File 6” 
does not reveal the reasons behind agent “Mátrai’s” recruitment, as the relevant 
section of the document was censored before issued to me at the Historical Ar-
chives of the Hungarian State Security, in accordance with Law LXIII of 1992 on 
the protection of personal data.27

In the following excerpt, Konkoly recalls the events of the period of his re-
cruitment by the political police:

After a while, Győző Varjas’s prediction that István Konkoly would be in-
quired after by the political police became a reality. (No wonder he was 

25  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 073609. “File 6” of Agent “Mátrai”.

26  László Illés was working for the Department of Political Investigation of the Vas County Police 
Department. ÁBTL, 2.8.1. Ministry of the Interior, Vas County documents, 0589: László Illés.

27  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 073609. “File 6” of Agent “Mátrai”.
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so well-informed, being a member of the political police himself. Some 
people even seemed to know his rank).28
One day, I was on my way to the parsonage after visiting an invalid, when 
a car suddenly stopped next to me. Three people jumped out and shoved 
me inside. They took me to the police station in Szombathely. They tor-
tured me from 8 pm until 5 am the following day. At the beginning, they 
struck a normal tone when they told me they had heard a lot about me, 
and would like to get to know me. They first asked me about my back-
ground, my family and relatives. They then made me write down this 
conversation. They read it through, and tried to find discrepancies be-
tween the conversation and my records, in order to test my memory and 
trustworthiness. Then came my years as a high school student. Who were 
my teachers and classmates? Who am I still in contact with? What do we 
usually talk about, etc. They then made me write that down as well.
We then talked about my theology studies, professors, and students 
from my year. This was also put in writing. (They must have thought they 
would get some information they could use to blackmail me later.)
They shined a strong light in my eyes the entire time.
Finally, we talked about my clerical connections. They brought up that I 
usually made friends with older colleagues over young ones. How I was in 
contact with László Szendy, Miklós Galambos, László Pataki, Elek Sághy, 
Mihály Radványi, Gyula Szakos and József Winkler. Why? Partly because 
we worked together at the main parish (with Szendy, Pataki, Radványi, 
and Galambos!)
I knew Miklós Galambos and Gyula Szakos from the time I was a stu-
dent, because as old diocesan officials, they helped me during my stud-
ies. I met Elek Sághy and József Winkler at Miklós Galambos’s place on 
many occasions. They were his friends. At this point, the interrogators 
noted that, “say what you will, these connections are rather suspicious”. 
And how these people were considered enemies of the system, so any 
conversation in their company was bound to be about the chances of a 
political change. It was a very bad idea to make friends with such people, 

28  As I mentioned earlier, Győző Varjas was an agent of Main Division III/III of the Ministry of the 
Interior. However, there is no evidence of his having been an officer of the political police, or his 
rank at the organization, if any.
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so I should not be surprised if I found myself under constant surveillance 
by the police.
Finally, the roughest part of the conversation was when they attacked 
me vehemently, and demanded I account for violations committed dur-
ing my activities as a pastor in Szombathely. What was I thinking, they 
asked. They told me I had to acknowledge that the people’s democracy 
would not tolerate the aggressive expansion of the clerical reaction and 
the insidious undermining of, and open opposition to, the system. They 
overlooked my unscrupulous educational work, proselytism, and organ-
izational activities twice. They now had enough of the charges brought 
against me. That I forced children to attend catechism classes, and to go 
to church, to become members of the choir, and to serve at mass as my 
acolytes. How I stigmatized those who were reluctant to do so, or were 
negligent. How I let children come to catechism classes even if they were 
not signed up for it. How I lured the son of a police officer to attend my 
classes. And how, in providing first communion education, I exceeded the 
permitted period of time.
I also forced their parents to take part in church education.
I was officially warned for these actions on multiple occasions. I was re-
located from Szombathely, and my commission to teach catechism was 
withdrawn. It seems it was all useless, though, because I am just itching 
for trouble, so I carry on, zealous as ever. I gather school children, organ-
ize excursions, etc. Which is why the police wants to put me under their 
control. They want to meet me from time to time, because this is the only 
way to ensure that I do not engage in any activities against the system.
I tried to defend my behavior, how I always abided the law, and what I did 
was according to my conscience as a priest.
I told them I do not wish to participate in any future meetings. I always 
followed the instructions of my superiors in the Church, and so I am ac-
countable to them. At which point they started to scorn the Church, the 
priests, and prelates, especially Cardinal Mindszenty. They threatened 
me that if I refused future meetings, I could find myself in the position 
of János Brenner, or the priests who were taken away: Miklós Galambos, 
László Szendy, Elek Sághy, Ferenc Süle, and Imre Abai. I experienced first 
hand that they were not lenient with those who belonged to the clerical 
reaction. Or had I forgotten how they broke into the main parish, taught 
László Pataky a lesson, and took László Szendy away? I must have heard 
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about what happened in the Episcopal Palace at the time of the priests’ 
spiritual exercise, as well.
Was I aware that my letters were checked and confiscated many times? 
There were some incriminating parts that could be used against me at 
any time.
“You will not leave until you acknowledge that there will be future meet-
ings.”
I tried to resist. Told them I had service in the morning, and if I did not 
turn up at service, there would be a scandal.
They told me that if I was going to be obstinate, they would show me 
what true scandal was. How they would send a phone message to the 
secular leader of the diocese, one that said, “The curate is with me, and 
will stay for a while – Margit.” Let the people talk about how the priest is 
with some woman.
I was totally exhausted at that point. I agreed to their demands. They 
then let me go. Earlier, they said they would let me know by mail where 
the meeting would be. The sender would be “Mátrai”. If I did not keep my 
promise and did not turn up, they would find me and force me to come, 
just like yesterday.
I told everything to my bishop, who asked me not to resist. “Unfortu-
nately, we are helpless against violence.” I only had to be careful not to 
cause anyone harm in my conversations or my writing. I should only write 
down general things that everyone knows anyway. “Son, be careful and 
take care of yourself. I will be needing you.” I always kept to that. I never 
harmed anyone. Occasionally I even let my peers know that, “people say 
the State Protection Authority is interested in you. Be careful what you 
say and to whom. They are interested in who you socialize with, what 
your habits are. They are monitoring your sermons as well.”
Let me just note here – that night, there was no talk of recruitment, my 
tasks as an agent, or any dates set. They only forced me into future meetings.

We could ask why a young village curate was so interesting to the State Security 
Authority two and a half years after the Revolution of 1956, and the reasons 
behind his recruitment, because these questions are what generally influence 
and shape our understanding of individual agents. In the next section, I shall 
address these questions, among other issues and problematic details, while also 
presenting the internal struggle that Agent “Mátrai” faced from 1959 until 1977, 
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when he was finally excluded from the network for failing to perform his tasks 
as an agent.29

“MÁTRAI’S” ACTIVITIES AS AN AGENT

As Curate of Rábagyarmat

On August 10, 1959, László Illés received his first report from Agent “Mátrai”. 
In this handwritten report, which was written on July 31, then signed with the 
date August 9, 1959, “Mátrai” gave descriptions of József Lelkes, József Bódis, 
and József Piroska. He also wrote down what he knew about Miklós Galambos 
and Miklós Radványi, his relationship with them, and their activities during the 
“counterrevolution”. He then met his contact officer on August 10 to submit 
his first report as an agent, which was evaluated by a police lieutenant named 
Tóth. In his evaluation, he emphasized that, although the agent was instructed 
on how to perform his tasks, and how to write reports as part of his recruitment, 
he failed to write an adequate report.30

“Mátrai’s” first report consists of two different documents, which were writ-
ten on different sheets, with slightly different handwriting. One document also 
raises the question of why Lieutenant Tóth’s signature appears in the role that 
was supposed to be filled by László Illés as “Mátrai’s” contact officer. It is proba-
ble that during the recruitment process following Konkoly’s alleged abduction 
by the authorities, the records he had written at the Szombathely police station 
were attached to the report written on August 9.

Agent “Mátrai” wrote his second report during his vacation days at the end 
of August 1959, in which he recorded activities in his immediate surroundings. 

29  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 0049-887-6, 6/c. Statistical card file. He was excluded from the network on No-
vember 16, 1977, because he did not perform his duties properly. He not only failed to turn up at 
the time and place indicated by his contact officer on a regular basis, but he also failed to submit 
requested reports. (I will elaborate on this detail later due to its significance.)

30  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 29–31.
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In this report, he wrote about his parish priest, who came from Konkoly’s home 
village. According to his contact officer, the report was worthless.31

In his third handwritten report, “Mátrai” wrote about his fellow priests in 
Rábagyarmat. On October 12, 1959, he wrote about Lóránt Kopácsy and János 
Permayer,32 while on October 29, 1959, he reported on Sándor Gergye and József 
Schmidt.33 He also listed his acquaintances in and outside of Szombathely.  
According to his contact officer, these reports are of no particular importance.34

Beyond the general information “Mátrai” supplied about his fellow priests, a 
report written on December 28, 1959 is particularly important, because it con-
tains an account of his experiences of the agricultural collectivization in the vil-
lage of “Cs…”35 This report was also classified as a general report of little value.36

“Mátrai’s” report from May 3, 1960, was written about the activities of his 
fellow priests, based on information acquired during the Holy Triduum.37 Once 
again, his contact officer considered the report “worthless”.38 In the files of Agent 
“Mátrai”, we can find two more reports related to his fellow priests, which con-
tained so little information that in his evaluation, the contact officer noted that 
“the agent performed his task, but not according to his instructions”.39

According to reports from August 22 and September 8, 1960, Lieutenant 
László Illés had scheduled a meeting with the agent, who appeared at the meet-
ing, but brought no report.40 “Mátrai” then failed to appear at the next sched-
uled meeting. Captain Béla Klamerusz, Deputy Head of the Department, wrote 
a handwritten reminder that the agent was to explain his repeated nonattend-
ances.41

In the fall of 1960, Agent “Mátrai” was relocated from Rábagyarmat to János
háza, where he received a new contact officer, Lieutenant József Nagy of the local 

31  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 32–32/a.

32  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 33–34.

33  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 35.

34  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 33–34.

35  Ibidem. The name of the village in question is Csörötnek.

36  Ibidem, 36.

37  A period of three days in Easter, meaning that he acquired his information during spiritual 
exercises.

38  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 37–38.

39  Ibidem, 39.

40  Ibidem, 41.

41  Ibidem, 42.
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police department. On October 3, 1960, the first scheduled meeting took place 
in Szombathely.42

“Mátrai’s” Activities in Jánosháza

Compared to his activity in Rábagyarmat, Agent “Mátrai”, who became a curate 
in Jánosháza, was slightly more productive and active in terms of reporting in 
the period between September 1960, and February and March 1962. József Nagy, 
his contact officer, gave him significant and serious tasks, which he performed 
well enough according to the people at Subdivision V of the Department of Po-
litical Investigation of the Vas County Police Department.

In the evaluation of the report from October 3, 1960, “Mátrai’s” contact of-
ficer assigned him the tasks of “gaining curate István Pártli’s confidence, and 
finding out who tended to gather at the parsonage, and with what purpose”.43 
According to the contact officer, there were many gendarmes in the village who 
would also go to the curate’s place,44 which alarmed the state security authori-
ties, and led them to assign this on-going task to “Mátrai”.

In order to both intimidate “Mátrai”, and improve the quality of his operative 
work, Captain Béla Klamerusz also appeared at the meeting of Agent “Mátrai” 
and Captain József Nagy, who received the requested report from the agent, and 
assigned his next task, which was to trace and record the connections, relation-
ships, and conversations between parish-goers. Klamerusz also gave instructions 
about the agent’s behavior, essentially telling him to gain the confidence of the 
people involved. In his evaluation, he had a positive opinion about “Mátrai”, stat-
ing that he was “smart, watchful, and has a flair for conspiracy. His work is still 
rudimentary, and suggests that as a priest, he is still reluctant to do such work, 
but my observation is that he is on the right path, and by keeping him constantly 
employed, he might become a useful member of the agency”.45 Klamerusz also 
recommended to hold the next meeting in an apartment, and instructed the 

42  Ibidem, 43.

43  Ibidem, 44.

44  Ibidem, 44.

45  Ibidem, 46–48.
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contact officer to use a mini recorder, because the agent’s oral reports tended to 
be more thorough than his writing.46

In his next report from October 31, 1960, “Mátrai” wrote about his meetings 
with his fellow priests in Jánosháza. As requested, he wrote about the situation 
of the parish, and listed who had been there, but he did not provide truly valua-
ble information. According to his contact officer’s assessment, he only partially 
completed his task. The agent was then reprimanded, because instead of just 
writing down the bare facts, he proceeded to evaluate the conversations record-
ed in his reports.47

For the next six months, Agent “Mátrai” continued to report about people 
who had visited the Jánosháza parsonage, including József Magyar, Kálmán Gal-
góczy, and Károly Szabó, while also recording the activities of József Pártli, curate 
of Jánosháza, and Gyula Szakos, curate of Zalaerdőd. According to the author-
ities, these reports contained very little in terms of facts, news, or concrete in-
formation. After this report, there were no more reports about József Magyar, 
Kálmán Galgóczy, or Károly Szabó.48 However, until November 1961, there was 
information regarding József Pártli and Gyula Szakos, including their activities, 
connections, and their relationship with “Mátrai”.49

From the beginning of the 1960’s, the interests of the state security author-
ities changed considerably, inasmuch as they now paid more attention to, and 
intended to gather more information on, the West than before. The shift in their 
focus can be traced in the tasks given to “Mátrai” as well, because he was now ex-
pected to provide information on Episcopal Secretary Imre Rácz in Burgerland, 
as well as on people who defected to the West after 1945. In performing his task, 
“Mátrai” provided objective, yet general and schematic information.50

46  Ibidem, 46–48.

47  Ibidem, 49–51.

48  Ibidem, 54–89.

49  Ibidem, 90–103.

50  Ibidem, 97–100.
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As Deputy Parish Priest in Szőce

From January 1962, Agent “Mátrai” was to meet his contact officer and write his 
reports in Szombathely, in a “T” or meeting apartment under the code name 
“Zöldfa”. The last meeting held there dates back to May 1963.51

In Szőce, the parish priest was Antal Fodor, who was member of a stamp 
collectors’ club that operated alongside official state groups. When its members 
were arrested and interrogated, Agent “Mátrai” was transferred to Szőce, where 
he had to write a report on the suspension of Antal Fodor, who was suspended 
from his pastoral work by the diocesan authorities for two years.52

On July 17, 1962, Lieutenant László Illés wrote a report on Agent “Mátrai”, as 
his regular contact officer was on holiday, and during the meeting, László Illés 
discussed “Mátrai’s” poor financial situation, as well as his present and future 
travels. He then offered to compensate “Mátrai” for his work, which would also 
cover his travel expenses. However, “Mátrai” refused his offer by saying that he 
did not work for money, but acted on general principle. He proceeded to added 
that, “If we53 were to reward him financially, he would not be able to stop think-
ing that he was doing this for money, an idea that was irreconcilable with his 
character, therefore he would not accept any money from us.”54

In the same report, László Illés evaluated “Mátrai’s” situation as follows:

“In my opinion, the agent has a good relationship with us, and his co-
operation is based on principle. However, due to the above mentioned 
conditions, his present workplace does not make it possible for him to 
perform efficient work for the state security authorities. Therefore, I find 
it necessary to relocate the agent somewhere else during the summer 
dispositions, where he would have an opportunity to be productive and 
do intelligence work for us.”55

After receiving the evaluation above, between July 1962 and September 6, 1963, 
“Mátrai” wrote a few reports about his fellow priests, especially about his bad 

51  Ibidem, 105–137.

52  Ibidem, 108.

53  The Department of Political Investigation of the Vas County Police Department.

54  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 126–127.

55  Ibidem, 126–127. 
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relationship with parish priest Antal Fodor. He also failed to appear at scheduled 
meetings, then explained his absences as simple misunderstandings.56

On May 3, 1963 contact officer József Nagy went to see “Mátrai” in his apart-
ment, to clarify why the agent did not appear at previously scheduled meetings. 
József Nagy asked “Mátrai” about his relationship with Diocesan Bishop Sán-
dor Kovács, which became the subject of his own report. During the meeting, 
“Mátrai” told the officer that he wanted to stay in the village, and how it would 
be great if Antal Fodor could be relocated.57

Due to having neglected his tasks as an agent, “Mátrai” found himself in a 
very delicate and difficult situation. An agent under the code name “Zoli”58 gave 
the following account of the events:

István Konkoly sent three delegates to the bishop, to request that he be 
allowed remain in Szőce. He did everything he could to avoid appearing 
in person. I have already written a report about this, but this time, I want 
to write down the latest developments.
Konkoly appeared last Monday, and complained to the Bishop. He must 
have said something very interesting. Maybe something to the effect that 
he was afraid of being recruited, because when he left the room, I was 
called in. The Bishop shouted at me, then said, “He can report anything 
about me, he can tell them everything I do. I am an open book. But I will 
make sure he comes in.”
Konkoly then came to me. He alluded to the police, too, but nothing 
specific, no matter how much I asked him. I reassured him that I would 
protect him from the State Office for Church Affairs, as well as from the 
harassment of the “peace priest” movement, etc. He wanted to say some-
thing, but he was too afraid. He only left after I promised him I would do 
everything in my power to help him remain in Szőce.
I wrote a letter to him, saying that I went to Budapest to settle this matter, 
but I was unsuccessful. I shall enclose the letter he had written to me. Any
way, he is currently resigned to his fate, and is moving on Wednesday.59

56  Ibidem, 128–138.

57  Ibidem, 136–137.

58  Agent “Zoli” is Győző Varjas, who was Director of the Episcopal Office at the time.

59  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/10. Kovács Sándor. 31.
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The contact officer also added the following note:

At the meeting, we ascertained that [---]60 made a comment about the 
police to the effect that he did not want to come in, because he had trou-
bles with the police after the counterrevolution and he would not want 
that again. In accordance with the provisions of regulation 3/E,61 he did 
not speak about his connection to the police to the bishop mentioned 
above, and this issue did not come up at all.62

After the events discussed above, the Department of Political Investigation of 
the Ministry of the Interior decided that Agent “Mátrai” would be put on trial 
by forcing him into a disposition where he could do more effective operative 
work. In the case of a diocese, the center is organized around the Bishop’s res-
idence, the Episcopal Palace. Therefore, in August 1963, the requested arrange-
ments were made, so Sándor Kovács, presumably responding to the suggestion 
of Győző Varjas, but also influenced by the representative of the State Office for 
Church Affairs, appointed István Konkoly to the position of Episcopal Secretary 
as his subordinate.

On September 4, 1963, despite the fact that reports and István Konkoly him-
self confirmed that he did not want to leave Szőce, he moved into the Episcopal 
Palace to work there as the appointed Episcopal Secretary from 1963 to 1972.

As Episcopal Secretary

On September 17, 1963, the Vas County Department of Political Investigation de-
vised a four page activity plan for Agent “Mátrai”. The plan was issued by Deputy 
Head of Department Major János Hoffmann, Captain László Illés, and Head of 
Department Lieutenant Colonel József Viktor, who not only determined Agent 
“Mátrai’s” activities and relationship with Sándor Kovács, Diocesan Bishop of 
Szombathely, but also his relationship with the “reactionary” priests and col-

60  Censored in the text.

61  On wiretapping rooms.

62  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/10. Kovács Sándor. 31.
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leagues working at the Episcopal Office. The activity plan stipulated that the 
agent was not to participate in the “peace priest” movement, but was expected 
to keep his distance from the county officials of the State Office for Church Af-
fairs.

As Agent “Mátrai” had been recently relocated to a new station, he did not 
receive any new tasks at the beginning of his work as Episcopal Secretary. The 
Department of Political Investigation considered his new station a key position, 
and they were aware of the fact that “Mátrai wanted to avoid this transfer, there-
fore, they allowed him to get accustomed to his new environment before resum-
ing his activities as an agent. Since he was in the immediate environment of Sán-
dor Kovács, his most important job was to perform intelligence tasks, but the 
Department also considered making him part of the delegation at the Second 
Vatican Council, and sending him on a study visit abroad, so “Mátrai’s” position 
became extremely important at this time.63

The items on “Mátrai’s” activity plan are clear indicators of the ideological 
shift that came to characterize state security policies towards the Church from 
the 1960’s onwards. In practice, this meant that foreign intelligence sent its own 
clerical representatives to international events, while certain candidates were of-
fered new prospects in the form of study visits, which would allow them to con-
duct intelligence work abroad. However, with these future prospects, “Mátrai’s” 
situation also changed, as he received a new contact officer, Deputy Head of 
Department Major Tihamér Simon.64

After “Mátrai’s” transfer to the Episcopal Palace, he failed to appear at sched-
uled meetings on two occasions, and to submit reports. When his contact of-
ficer asked him to account for his absence and the missing reports, “Mátrai” 
tried to defend himself by saying that he did not receive any information that 
would have interested his contact officer. In his own report, Tihamér Simon also 
mentioned an interesting situation, where Agent “Mátrai” once asked agent 
“Zoli” whether he reported in writing or in person to the police. “Mátrai” said 
he was afraid that he would be approached in a similar manner, so he wanted 
to ask “Zoli” for advice. He also mentioned László Illés while Sándor Kovács and 

63  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 139–142.

64  Ibidem, 143–144.
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“Zoli” were present. His contact officer believed that “Mátrai” hoped his behav-
ior would cause all network connections to be terminated with him.65

Agent “Mátrai” might have been close to being excluded from the intelli-
gence network due to his negligence, but his contact officers refused to give up 
on him. Since his activity plan was designed for a longer term, the police thought 
they might succeed by blackmailing “Mátrai”. Due to the efforts of Agent “Zoli”, 
the Vas County Department of Political Investigation knew about “Mátrai’s” 
every move, after all. Nevertheless, at the beginning of October, Agent “Mátrai” 
missed several meetings that were scheduled to take place in Apartment “K” 
under the code name “Hajnalka”.66

“Mátrai’s reports from 1963 suggest that he found himself cornered by the 
Department, and so did everything he could to avoid his duties as a network 
agent. In his reports, he asked for fewer meetings, the permission to report in 
person, rather than submit his reports in writing, and requested to be placed 
under the supervision of Captain József Nagy instead of Tihamér Simon, and 
made particularly strong objections to László Illés as a potential contact officer. 
“Mátrai” then proceeded to add that he would prefer any other station than his 
position as Episcopal Secretary at the Episcopal Palace.67 In other words, in an 
apparent state of confusion, “Mátrai” tried to improve his situation by attempt-
ing to persuade the political police to help improve his situation, which shows 
considerable naivety.

Agent “Mátrai” received his first serious task two months after his arrival to 
Szombathely. After the meeting, his contact officer noted that “it is clear that 
the agent will do anything in the future to renegotiate his working conditions”.68 
From that point onward, the agent submitted typed reports, in which he record-
ed informative data about people working at the episcopate.69

Between December 13, 1963 and February 10, 1964, “Mátrai” did not appear at 
scheduled meetings on a number of occasions, and when he did, he did not sub-
mit any reports.70 The meeting scheduled for February 10 was requested by the 
agent himself, to submit a report. However, according to his contact officer, he 

65  Ibidem, 143–144.

66  Ibidem, 145.

67  Ibidem, 146–149.

68  Ibidem, 150–151.

69  Ibidem, 152–153.

70  Ibidem, 156, 157, 158, 159, 160.
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did not hand over any information that would have been relevant to state secu-
rity.71 The operative files on Sándor Kovács reveal that during this period, aside 
from the activities of Agent “Zoli”, another agent under the code name “Somlai” 
also reported actively and frequently. Compared to these reports, “Mátrai’s” own 
reports were few and uninformative.72

From April 1964, Captain József Nagy resumed the role of “Mátrai’s” contact 
officer on behalf of the state security authorities, which is also apparent from the 
content and frequency of “Mátrai’s” reports, in which he reported primarily on 
Bishop Sándor Kovács’s travels, relationships, and meetings.73

Meetings between “Mátrai” and Captain József Nagy were scheduled bi-
weekly at Apartment “K” under the code name “Hajnalka”. On most occasions, 
“Mátrai” submitted handwritten reports to his contact officer, in which he wrote 
about Sándor Kovács’s travels, relationships, as well as foreign contacts, and the 
visits of foreigners.74

In the fall of 1964, Agent “Mátrai” failed to attend scheduled meetings twice 
in a row,75 even though he was only supposed to meet his contact officer, Cap-
tain József Nagy once a month. Meanwhile, the Second Vatican Council was held 
with the participation of Sándor Kovács, who then visited India. After the partial 
agreement of 1964,76 new Episcopal appointments were confirmed,77 including 
József Winkler’s earlier appointment as Bishop Subordinate in Szombathely. 
Agent “Mátrai” reported on József Winkler and Sándor Kovács every second or 

71  Ibidem, 160.

72  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/9-10-11.

73  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 161–171.

74  Ibidem, 172–185.

75  Ibidem, 186–187.

76  See Szabó 2005.

77  On September 15, 1964, Monsignor Agostino Casaroli, Undersecretary of the Sacred Congrega-
tion for the Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Affairs, and Minister József Prantner, Head of the State Of-
fice for Church Affairs, signed a partial agreement on certain matters of fact and law between the 
Hungarian Catholic Church and the Hungarian State, complete with the records of the agreement. 
The Pope appointed Endre Hamvas, who had been a bishop since March 3, 1944, to be Archbishop 
of Kalocsa. Meanwhile, Pál Brezanóczy, who had been appointed Apostolic Governor of Eger on 
June 6, 1959, became Titular Bishop of Rotaria. József Ijjas was appointed Apostolic Governor of 
Csanád, and Titular Bishop of Tagarata. József Cserháti was appointed Apostolic Governor of Pécs, 
and Titular Bishop of Melz. József Bánk was appointed Bishop Subordinate. József Winkler was 
reappointed as Bishop Subordinate of Szombathely. He was appointed to be the Titular Bishop of 
Dadima on September 15, 1959, but he was prevented from assuming this position.
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third week, but he was also instructed by his contact officer to write reports on 
foreign persons.78

After the third session of the Second Vatican Council, Sándor Kovács and 
István Konkoly became actively involved in the reformed liturgy as participants 
of the liturgical movement. In “Mátrai’s” reports, he often wrote about, or made 
references to, the issue of liturgy. However, after August 2, 1965 there seems to be 
a six month hiatus, at least according to his “M” or work file. According to rele-
vant documents, from January 5, 1966 Lieutenant László Illés became “Mátrai’s 
new contact officer.79

On April 12, 1966, László Illés devised a new activity plan, where Agent 
“Mátrai” was assigned the task of monitoring Sándor Kovács’s travels, as well as 
reporting on when and whom he had met, and what they talked about. “Mátrai” 
was to discover what measures the bishop intended to take to improve Hungari-
an religious affairs, and to find out what issues Sándor Kovács and József Winkler 
disagreed on.80

After “Mátrai” received his new activity plan from László Illés, he managed, 
by means of smart travelling arrangements, to elude his contact officer for an-
other six months, which meant that he once again failed to appear at scheduled 
meetings. Illés only managed to meet him on September 29, 1966, to demand 
an explanation as to why “Mátrai” failed to contact him for such a long period 
of time.81 However, Illés’s rebuke apparently had no effect on “Mátrai”, who only 
submitted two reports the following year. According to relevant documenta-
tion, on November 21, 1967, he was reprimanded by his contact officer at their 
meeting for failing to report to him for a long period of time, which “Mátrai” 
partly blamed on his travels with Bishop Kovács. His other excuse for not noti-
fying his contact officer was that there were always several people in the office 
at any one time, so he did not dare engage in complicated phone calls in their 
presence.82

Contact meetings between 1967 and 1972 were no different from those men-
tioned above. “Mátrai” now met László Illés one or two times a year, to report 

78  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-37304. 188–202.

79  Ibidem, 203–205.

80  Ibidem, 208–209.

81  Ibidem, 210–211.

82  Ibidem, 214–215.
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on Sándor Kovács in person. These oral reports were then typed by László Illés 
– “Mátrai” never even signed them.83

In 1972, after Diocesan Bishop Sándor Kovács turned seventy-five years old 
and handed in his resignation in accordance with ecclesiastical regulations, 
Árpád Fábián was appointed to the Szombathely diocese, where, as the new 
bishop, he decided to look for a new secretary. István Konkoly remained Epis-
copal Secretary for a short time, but he was eventually relocated in the summer 
of 1972. Konkoly appealed to Sándor Kovács, as well as to the State Office for 
Church Affairs, to be sent to Szombathely-Szentkirály as a parish priest. Howev-
er, as per Árpád Fábián’s decisions, he was disposed to Gencsapáti, where Konko-
ly performed his duties as a parish priest between 1972 and 1987.

“Mátrai’s” Activities in Gencsapáti

On October 27, 1972, Agent “Mátrai” made a phone call to László Illés, to inform 
him that “Mátrai” arrived to Szombathely, where he requested a meeting. At 
the meeting, he told his contact officer about his disappointment over failing 
to secure the much-wanted parish in Szombathely-Szentkirály, and not being al-
lowed to remain in Szombathely. He was not given any new tasks by his contact 
officer this time.84

In the first half of 1973, László Illés contacted “Mátrai” on multiple occasions, 
including an unscheduled appearance at the parish in Gencsapáti, which fright-
ened “Mátrai”, who was afraid that his connection with the state security au-
thorities might be revealed.85

From July 1973, “Mátrai” appears in reports classified as a “secret associate”,86 
for reasons that remain unclear in the absence of his recruitment or “B” file. 
However, I did gain access to a few handwritten reports available from this peri-
od, because “Mátrai” was asked for information on his fellow priests. From 1975 
onwards, László Illés was replaced by Captain László Várnai as “Mátrai’s” contact 

83  Ibidem, 216–232.

84  Ibidem, 234–235.

85  Ibidem, 236–238.

86  Titkos megbízott, a member of the state security network who participated in covert operations 
on the grounds of ideological commitment. Ibidem, 239.
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officer, but Agent “Mátrai” continued to only submit one or two reports a year. 
His contact officer often tried to get in contact with him, but the meetings were 
repeatedly postponed due to “Mátrai’s” absence. In this period, “Mátrai’s” most 
important contacts at the state security authorities were Imre Rácz, a catechism 
teacher in Eisenstadt, and Gyula Szakos, the parish priest of Sárvár.87

In a report issued on November 5, 1976, contact officer László Várnai men-
tioned that “due to his unfavorable attitude to state security work and frequent 
absence from meetings, the further employment of the secret associate should 
be reconsidered, and his exclusion would be advisable”.88 Várnai did make a few 
more attempts to get in contact with secret associate “Mátrai”, but eventual-
ly came to the conclusion that “Mátrai” was unwilling to cooperate with him. 
His reports from this period contain no valuable information, either. A report 
submitted on May 26, 1977 repeated the possibility of his exclusion from the 
network.89

According to the relevant “M” or work files, the last meeting between 
“Mátrai” and contact officer László Várnai took place on July 21, 1977, when the 
contact officer inquired about information on Gyula Szakos, but received an 
uninformative answer as usual.90 On October 27, 1977, “M” file H-23349 of Secret 
Associate “Mátrai” was officially closed by László Várnai at page number 267 and 
with serial number 143.91 According to his “File 6”, Agent and Secret Associate 
“Mátrai” was excluded from the network for failing to perform his duties.92

“Mátrai’s” Second Interrogation

In 1977, the year of “Mátrai’s” exclusion from the Hungarian intelligence net-
work, Konkoly’s memoirs recount a strange event. The relevant excerpt reads as 
follows:

87  Ibidem, 240–259.

88  Ibidem, 260.

89  Ibidem, 264–265.

90  Ibidem, 266.

91  Ibidem, 267.

92  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 073609. “File 6” of Agent “Mátrai”.



150

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

I was on my way home, when I was taken to the police for a second time. I 
was forced into a car and taken to an unknown place (a city), and there to 
a hotel room. Unknown officers, possibly of higher ranking, rebuked me 
for breaking my promise and ignoring the invitation sent to my address. 
Moreover, according to my interlocutors, our meetings had become 
pointless, because I displayed a reluctant, even contemptuous attitude 
towards them.
They wanted to make things clear now. They hoped they could come to 
a sensible agreement with me. They asked me in writing to undertake the 
surveillance of Hungarian, occasionally foreign persons and communi-
ties. If I agreed to do this, appropriate financial and moral compensation 
would be rendered in exchange.
I was unable to speak when I heard this. I was even more outraged when 
they asked me to be the first to provide information about a group of 
eight to ten persons, of which I was also a member, and which had gath-
erings every three weeks. Who were the members of this group and what 
were the topics discussed at these gatherings? When I refused to provide 
them with information, they stood up angrily and said: “We have nothing 
more to talk about.” They then escorted me down to the car in silence, 
and took me home without a word.
Sometime afterwards, three people appeared at the parish. They told me 
we would be strangers to each other from then on, and I should forget 
about our connections. I was not to speak about it to anybody, or I would 
be betraying a state secret.
The also told me that they were very disappointed in me. I could expect 
that they would harm me in any way they could. All my future promo-
tions would be prevented. Finally, they made me sign a document, which 
said,
“I declare in full awareness of my criminal liability that I have never had 
any contact with members of state security. The state security authorities 
had never approached me with any requests, or used force against me.” 
This was in 1977.

In my opinion, it seems unrealistic that “Mátrai” would have been made to sign 
the statement mentioned above, for several reasons. One would be that there 
was no copy of it in his “M” or work file, though if his recruitment or “B” file were 
to be uncovered, such an unusual document might have been included there.
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In the absence of relevant documentation, we can only rely on István Konko-
ly’s memoirs, which are problematic on several accounts. If state security bod-
ies promised to hinder his future promotion whenever they could, it is hard to 
believe that they did not intervene when Konkoly was appointed to become 
a bishop in 1987. It seems highly improbable that the event recalled by István 
Konkoly truly did happen, or that such a statement was signed. This would have 
definitely not been in the interest of state security, as Konkoly’s cooperation 
with the authorities could have only been verified by the documents handled 
and kept by the authorities themselves. In the 1970’s, when “Mátrai” was exclud-
ed from the network, there were no prospects of these documents ever leaving 
the archives of the state security authorities, nor was it in the interest of his 
associates to reveal their connection with “Mátrai”, as doing so would have been 
disadvantageous to all of them.

CONTACTS OF AGENT “MÁTRAI” AT THE 
DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL INVESTIGATION 
OF THE VAS COUNTY POLICE DEPARTMENT

Due to spatial constraints, I could not include a detailed discussion of the ac-
tivities of the contact officers, employees of the Department of Political Inves-
tigation of the Vas County Police Department in the present paper. However, 
Agent “Mátrai’s” contact officers deserve a final mention, as described by the 
protagonist himself:

Aside from the time I was abducted by police, and the interrogations,  
I met three other people.
One of my interlocutors was László Illés, who came to most meetings 
under the influence of alcohol. He often said, “Don’t think we are inter-
ested in your baloney. If we want to have someone under surveillance and 
want to get hold of reliable and confidential information, we have the 
appropriate people for that. People with no moral scruples, who would 
undertake any mission in hopes of financial rewards or a career. They even 
exceed our expectations.”
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József Nagy was a polite man, who – so he told me – was happy to have 
conversations with an intelligent, unbiased priest about the delicate mat-
ters of the Church and the state. László Várnai was quite young, and a 
little conceited. He did his best to represent the ideas of his superiors, and 
did not dare to admit any other points of view.
After our conversations, all three asked me to write down briefly the gist 
of our conversations. That is how they accounted for the meetings. They 
complained from the beginning that their supervisors were dissatisfied 
with the written reports. They thought them to be worthless and unin-
formative. That was also why they told me that, with the permission of 
their superiors, they would only occasionally ask to meet me. I under-
stood this to be a sign of the termination of my connection, so I did not 
appear at the time and place indicated. So they resorted to their original 
threat of, “If you do not turn up when we call, we will use force again.” 
That is what happened.

The above mentioned officers were themselves active in the Szombathely dio-
cese, either as the contact officers of other agents, or operatives with their own 
assignments.

Lieutenant László Illés, later promoted to Major, was an employee of Subdivi-
sion V of the Department of Political Investigation of the Vas County Police De-
partment operating under Main Division III/III of the Ministry of the Interior. Ac-
cording to my research, he had acted as the contact officer of agents “Tulipán”,93 
“Mátrai”,94 “Sárosi”,95 “Csöpi”,96 “Tamás Zombori”,97 “László Erdős”,98 and “Ferenc 

93  Agent under the code name “Tulipán”, H-12988 (József Bódis, diocesan priest in Szombathely). 
ÁBTL, 2.2.2. “File 6” of Agent “Tulipán”.

94  Agent under the code name “Mátrai”, H-23349 (István Konkoly). ÁBTL, 2.2.2. “File 6” of Agent 
“Mátrai”, work file M-37304.

95  Agent under the code name “Sárosi”, H-24270 (József Lelkes, diocesan priest in Szombathely). 
ÁBTL, work file M-14920 of Agent “Sárosi”.

96  “Csöpi” is not indicated in the network register, but I found one of his reports in Sándor Kovács’s 
operative file. Based on my findings, I identified him as György Cseresznyés.

97  “Zombori Tamás” is not indicated in the network register, but I found one of his reports in 
Sándor Kovács’s operative file. Based on my findings, I identified him as Péter Zenz.

98  The ÁBTL could not identify him based on the information available. However, based on the 
context of the reports, I identified him as József Schmidt, parish priest of Kámon. I found his re-
ports in Sándor Kovács’s operative file, and in the personal files of someone under the code name 
“Szagos”.
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Kincses”. He also participated in the following operative and investigation cases: 
operative surveillance of Diocesan Bishop Sándor Kovács,99 the investigation of 
László Pataky,100 Ferenc Tagscherer’s case, including an investigation of diocesan 
priest László Szendy,101 and the investigation of József Lelkes102 and Imre Abai.103 
László Illés was reportedly one of the most rigid people in church affairs. He was 
famous for his rudeness, and for his good work relationship and friendship with 
Béla Klamerusz.

At the end of the 1950’s and the beginning of the 1960’s, Lieutenant, later 
Captain Béla Klamerusz was Head of Subdivision V of the Department of Polit-
ical Investigation of the Vas County Police Department. He served at the local 
offices of the State Protection Authority in Zala County, and later in Vas County, 
then, after 1956, he served at the Department of Political Investigation of the Vas 
County Police Department. During his time in Zala, he was the contact officer of 
agent “László”,104 among others. In Vas County, he was the contact officer of the 
following agents: “Bóka”, Siklósi”, “Zoli”, “Jóska”, “Somlói”, and “Ferenc Kincses”. 
Like László Illés, he also participated in the investigation of László Szendy.

Police Lieutenant, later Captain József Nagy served at Subdivision I of the 
Vas County Police Department. He was in contact with “József Karádi”,105 and 
“Váradi”,106 and like the others, he also participated in the investigation of László 
Szendy.107

Police Lieutenant, later Captain László Várnai served at Subdivision V of the 
Vas County Police Department. He was the contact officer of Agents “Mátrai”, 
and “Rémusz”.108

99  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-14759/1-11.

100  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-141672.

101  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-142065.

102  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-142997.

103  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-143206.

104  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-12547/5. 103–104. Agent “László” is Premonstratensian monk Sándor Károly 
Klepma, later Apostolic Governor of Veszprém and Diocesan Bishop. His “File 6” and “M” or work 
files have not been uncovered yet, but a number of his reports were found in the operative files 
of Bertalan Badalik.

105  Agent under the code name “Karádi József”, H-30113 (Ferenc Somfai, diocesan priest in Szom-
bathely). ÁBTL, 2.2.2. “File 6” of Agent “Karádi József”.

106  Agent under the code name “Váradi”, H-50268 (Zsigmond Ferenc Horváth, diocesan priest in 
Szombathely). ÁBTL, 2.2.2. “File 6” of Agent “Váradi”.

107  ÁBTL, 3.1.9. V-56107.

108  “File 6” and M-40977 work file of Agent “Rémusz”, H-60913.
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Lastly, Captain, later Major Tihamér Simon was Head the Department of Po-
litical Investigation at the Vas County Police Department.

ON KONKOLY’S APPOINTMENT AS BISHOP

Based on surviving documentation in “File 6” of Agent, and later Secret Asso-
ciate “Mátrai”, on August 27, 1986, he was recruited into the Hungarian intelli-
gence network for a second time, under the new code name “József Váradi”. To 
our knowledge, there are no “M” or work files, or any recruitment or “B” files 
on “József Váradi” at the Historical Archives, which means they were either de-
stroyed, not yet transferred to the Archives, or had never existed. However, there 
are two “6/a” files,109 containing “József Váradi’s” network connections, one of 
whom was Gyula Szakos, while the other was István Seregély. The two files con-
taining these names were issued by Péter Ács on February 19, 1987.110

There also exists a “6/c” statistical file111 on “József Váradi”, dated August 7, 
1986, and containing several interesting pieces of information. On the top of the 
page, the file informs us that the network person in question used to operate 
under code name “Mátrai”, changed to the code name “József Váradi”, who was 
now classified as “Highly Important and Classified” (Különösen fontos és titkos). 
The file also states that the involvement of the network person was “of patriotic 
(political, ideological) nature from 1973”.112

Konkoly’s second recruitment and all subsequent changes to his data played 
an important role in his appointment as Bishop in 1987. We may presume he had 
been informed and contacted beforehand, or blackmailed to ensure he acted 
according to the expectations of the state security authorities.

Konkoly’s account of the period of his appointment to Bishop reads as fol-
lows:

109  A file for recording the most important contacts of a network person in the network register 
of the State Protection Authority.

110  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 05 DHAX-XX-OV “File 6/a”.

111  File used for registration and research within the state security network.

112  ÁBTL, 2.2.2. 0049-887-6 6/c. Statistical file.
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They contacted me again nine years later, in 1986. They told me that my 
name came up in connection with the next Episcopal appointments. 
Some bishops, like György Póka, and mainly Gyula Szakos, recommended 
me as a potential member of the Vatican delegation. The police took this 
seriously, as they considered Gyula Szakos to be one of the most reliable 
bishops. No wonder he was to be appointed Archbishop of Esztergom. 
Szakos thought István Konkoly was well-known throughout the country, 
one of the leaders of the liturgical reformation after the [Second Vatican] 
Council. My visitors said that the state did not veto the recommendation. 
It was not to their liking, but it was too late to do anything about it. They 
told me they would have supported Vicar General József Lelkes’s appoint-
ment to be a bishop instead of me.
They asked me as future bishop not to hold resentment towards them, 
or towards my earlier interlocutors, as they were only insignificant instru-
ments in the hands of higher authorities.
They came to see me for short conversations a couple more times. They 
asked me how I was feeling among the other bishops. They did not ask for 
anything. But they did tell me an enormous lie... I was told that all docu-
mentation about me was destroyed.

Between May 2 and 9, 1987, the representatives of the Vatican and the Hungari-
an State entered into negotiations about the possibilities of filling the Episcopal 
positions of Szombathely, Szeged, and Csanád, as well as the Archbishop’s po-
sition in Kalocsa, and Eger. Based on these negotiations, and having taken into 
consideration the preferment expressed by the Hungarian party, the represent-
ative of the Vatican made recommendations that enjoyed the prior consent of 
the Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference. He also requested approval for all 
appointments and dismissals.

In accordance with the decisions of the Vatican, dr. István Konkoly, parish 
priest of Gencsapáti, was to be appointed as Diocesan Bishop of Szombathely. 
On May 19, 1987, Undersecretary Imre Miklós issued a proposal to György Lázár, 
Chairman of the Council of Ministers, to request his approval of the dismissals 
and appointments of pontiffs. The document said the following about István 
Konkoly:

He is a respected member of the clergy, who possesses thorough theolog-
ical knowledge, and does his pastoral care with a sense of commitment. 



156

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

As a result of our social development, he improved in his aptitude for 
cooperation as well as his political commitment. He supports the Episco-
pate’s ecclesiastical policy, and the further development of the partner-
ship between the Catholic Church and the state.113

In a letter dated June 22, 1987, István Konkoly invited Imre Miklós to his Episcopal 
enthronement on July 11, 1987, 10.30 am, which was conducted by Primate László 
Paskai, Archbishop of Esztergom.114 With his appointment and enthronement, 
Konkoly became a member of the Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference and 
Head of the Szombathely diocese until 2006, the year he turned seventy-five and 
submitted his resignation in accordance with ecclesiastic regulations.

AN EVALUATION OF “MÁTRAI’S” ACTIVITIES

The information that Agent “Mátrai” was István Konkoly had been the subject of 
gossip among researchers and the priests of the Szombathely diocese for years. 
When the connection was exposed, everyone was talking about his code name, 
and tried to guess how and why Konkoly was given that name, which prompted 
my research on his life history, and his connections with the authorities of the 
Ministry of the Interior.

Following the collapse of the Hungarian communist dictatorship, posterity 
proved eager to stigmatize former agents, but this was not the aim of my re-
search, which sought to examine the life history of Agent “Mátrai” to understand 
what influenced his decisions, and what circumstances he lived and operated 
in as an ecclesiastic person and agent. For this reason, and for no other reason 
than the statement of facts, I consistently referred to him in the present paper 
as Agent “Mátrai”, because his activities must be examined within the context 
of his life history in the historical period of the communist dictatorship. Based 

113  MNL OL, XIX-A-21-d 004/1-4/1987, d. 147.

114  MNL OL, XIX-A-21-b 23. Item 61399/1987, d. 390.
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on these facts, we must be able to ask ourselves the question, what would I have 
done in a similar situation?

In analyzing the activities of agents of the Hungarian operative network, we 
need to remember that there were no good and bad, benevolent or malicious 
agents, only agents, so the most important question would be whether they 
did any harm to their targets, and if they did, to what extent. “Mátrai” certainly 
meets the definition of an “agent”, but he did not join the network based on 
ideological commitment: he was forced to appear at meetings and to submit re-
ports. Another important fact is that a long time passed between 1959 and 1977, 
which entailed a lot of changes that personally affected “Mátrai”. For instance, 
we must not judge all clerical stations and activities by the same measures. 
“Mátrai’s reports and decisions were also often influenced by human factors, 
such as resentments or jealousy. Furthermore, we must take into account the 
behavior and character of his contact officers, and the changing methods and 
objectives of the state security authorities of the Kádár era.

Before the collapse of the Hungarian communist dictatorship, and even 
today, many misunderstandings arise from our ignorance of certain concepts, 
events, and situations. For instance, in the 1970’s and 1980’s, the agents of Main 
Division III/I (Foreign Intelligence) had a more important role in terms of Church 
affairs, the Vatican, and international intelligence than Main Division III/III (In-
ternal Reaction Counterintelligence), yet the public remains occupied with the 
activities and role of Main Division III/III, when, according to my research, in the 
above mentioned period, there were far more serious and significant events oc-
curring within Main Division III/I.

The fact that István Konkoly was forced to come into contact with the Hun-
garian state security authorities was a serious personal injury that had a lasting 
effect on István Konkoly’s life and career. Due to having little understanding or 
knowledge of the internal mechanisms of the communist system, it was diffi-
cult for Konkoly to disentangle himself from the operative network. The major-
ity of the population might still be unfamiliar with the previous system, which 
gives rise to plenty of false conceptions about the networks as well. Since Agent 
“Mátrai’s” “M” or work file contains a number of handwritten reports typical of 
the era, and we also have access to his “File 6”, we can hardly claim that he was 
not an agent. However, his situation, possibilities, and the stages of his career as 
a priest were often exploited by the authorities, who had trapped him in a situ-
ation from which there was no easy escape.
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In the course of studying his reports, my general impression was that Agent 
“Mátrai” did provide all information available to him as an intelligence agent, 
thereby causing harm to his targets, which obviously had its consequences for 
all parties involved. However, a number of other clerical and secular individuals 
also reported on the Episcopate of Szombathely, Bishop Sándor Kovács, and the 
priests of the diocese. His reports were compared to other agents’ less nuanced 
reports many times, which reveals that “Mátrai” did not provide any information 
that was not also available from other sources. However, we cannot ignore the 
fact that in the course of his operation, he wrote a total of 267 pages of reports 
for the authorities.

Another fact worth considering is that Agent “Mátrai’s” contact officers 
compiled an “M” file of considerable length, but more than a third of its con-
tents consist of reports about how “Mátrai” did not appear at previously sched-
uled meetings, or contacted them later to explain his absences. Another third of 
these files is dedicated to complaints that he failed to submit any reports. Finally, 
the remaining third of the files consists of accounts of well-known, or public 
information about his fellow priests.

In hindsight, it would have been valuable to learn more about the personali-
ties, characteristics, and behavior of “Mátrai’s” contact officers from István Kon-
koly’s memoirs, or details about the location and furniture of Apartments “T” 
and “K”. The apartment under the code name “Zöldfa” was close to the railway 
station in Szombathely, but this information was revealed by his contact officer 
in another report. However, one interesting event, mentioned only in his mem-
oirs, is that Konkoly allegedly informed his bishop, Sándor Kovács, who said that 
he acknowledged the situation, and could not do anything about it, therefore, 
he asked Konkoly to write reports that would not harm anyone. These details are 
significant because they raise the issue that Konkoly could have found a means 
of avoiding the submission of reports. The idea of “harmless” reports is difficult 
to accept as an argument, as no agent could predict what might be harmful to 
their targets. The fact remains that under the communist dictatorship, any con-
nection with the political police qualified as cooperation.



159

VIKTOR ATTILA SOÓS

THE FINAL CONFESSION: CONCLUSIONS

The final part of István Konkoly’s memoirs, his own conclusion, if you will, reads 
as follows:

As a final remark, let it be noted that after 1956, Vas County was ravaged 
by a group of unscrupulous, sadistic, and irresponsible State Protection 
Authority officers. Such a group of people was unimaginable anywhere 
else in the country. They terrorized the residents, especially the intellec-
tuals of the county, as well as the priesthood of the diocese. In this, they 
enjoyed the support of an infamous secretary of church affairs named 
Prazsák. I did not discuss matters of recruitment with the people that ab-
ducted me for interrogation (in 1959); my activity as an agent, or its doc-
umentation, was not even mentioned. I did not monitor anyone, nor did 
I make any secret reports on anyone. I caused no financial or moral harm. 
I informed my superior in the clergy (my bishop) about what happened. 
My conscience was light, but I considered my position humiliating. And  
I did everything to change this. The break in 1977 was no coincidence. But 
even between 1963 and 1972 – during my service as Episcopal Secretary – 
the contact was purely formal. I always referred to the fact that I was 
an employee, and I could not find time for such meetings. On the other 
hand, I was unable to keep contact with priests or people outside the 
Church, as I was by my elderly and ill bishop’s side at all times, or conduct-
ed liturgical work in the country on his behalf. There were others to in-
form the state authorities about the happenings in the Episcopal Palace.
Otherwise, as I mentioned before, I never received any financial compen-
sation. Not even moral support. It was typical that when I was sent to 
Jánosháza from Rábagyarmat, my license to teach catechism was with-
drawn. I was placed in a most humiliating position. Despite the fact that 
I was a young priest, I only taught twenty-five children in Kemenespálfa 
in the outparish, while my elderly and ill fellow curate taught 360. My 
colleagues, the parish priest, and the above mentioned curate, made me 
conscious of this situation.
I was sent to Szőce from Jánosháza. That position was refused by a total of 
three priests before me, because my predecessor remained at the parish. 
He had been involved in some kind of nationwide stamp scheme. He was 
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being investigated. I was only registered as a tenant at the parish, and as 
such, I had to make do with a single room, despite the fact that I did all 
the work. I could only reach the outparish in Hegyhátszentjakab on foot 
across the fields, or by horse cart.
I was also put in a humiliating position as a secretary. Although I was 
the liturgical secretary, I was never given permission to travel abroad, or 
accept official invitations to travel abroad.
I wanted to give this brief account of how I was classified as a III/III agent. 
Whoever wants to write about this, should know my side of the story.
Unless he is willing to disgrace a blackmailed bishop’s honor, based on 
false information provided by the oppressive authorities.

As for my own conclusion, in this paper, my aim was to present the activities 
of Agent “Mátrai” based on two sources, which suggested two different inter-
pretations of his history and operative activities. In light of the facts, Konkoly’s 
own memoirs are rather subjective with regard to his past as an agent charged 
with the task of writing intelligence reports, but we may conclude from relevant 
documentation that the state security authorities were just as subjective in their 
own reports and interpretations, which is why I argued that events occurring be-
tween 1945 and 1989 (including the mechanisms of the political police and state 
security authorities of the Kádár era, as well as the relationship between the 
Church and the state) can only be reconstructed by exercising extensive source 
criticism towards all historical sources.
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THE SITUATION OF THE  
CATHOLIC CHURCH AND YOUTH 
PASTORAL CARE IN HUNGARY:  
A PRESENTATION OF OPERATION 
“BLACK RAVENS”

After World War II, the position of the Hungarian Catholic Church changed 
profoundly, as the newly emerging communist regime, which propagated the 
separation of church and state, introduced a series of measures that forced the 
churches into retreat, and abolished centuries of traditional practice. The new 
political establishment could have considered the Church as a potential part-
ner, an organization that would have been able to assist political leadership in 
rebuilding the country. Instead, the transformation of the world order after the 
war, the realignment of international political relations, the presence of the So-
viet troops stationed in Hungary, and the activities of certain leftwing political 
forces sparked conflicts with the Catholic Church from the very beginning. The 
efforts to separate church and state had supporters on both sides, but retro-
spectively, we can conclude that the termination of church “privileges” was im-
plemented impetuously, without consideration of the consequences, including 
the negative impact of the requisition of church estates for the land redistribu-
tion of 1945, or the nationalization (and secularization) of schools owned by the 
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Church. In view of the events that transpired in this period,1 beyond the natural 
need for separation, it is difficult to ignore the efforts, mostly by the communist 
party, to completely suppress the active participation of the Church in Hungar-
ian society. In establishing a one-party system, the primary objective of com-
munist leadership was to gradually crush and eliminate its opponents, which 
inevitably included opposing leaders and members of the churches.

THE CHURCH POLICIES OF THE HUNGARIAN 
WORKING PEOPLE’S PARTY AND THE HUNGARIAN 
SOCIALIST WORKERS PARTY

On June 12, 1948, a few days before the enactment of Act XXXIII of 1948 on the 
nationalization of church and private schools, the Hungarian Communist Party 
(Magyar Kommunista Párt, MKP) merged with the Social Democratic Party (Szo-
ciáldemokrata Párt, SZDP) to form the Hungarian Working People’s Party (Ma
gyar Dolgozók Pártja, MDP).2 This political merger was prompted by a directive 

1  The most important stages of crushing the Catholic Church were as follows: the requisitioning 
of church estates for the land distribution campaign of 1945 (in accordance with Decree 600/1945 
M. E., published in Balogh 1980, 481–493); the dissolution of religious societies (in July 1946, Minis-
ter of the Interior László Rajk implemented measures to dissolve civil and church organizations in 
several waves); the nationalization and secularization of schools maintained by the Church (Act 
XXXIII of 1948, cited in Balogh and Gergely 2005, 853–855); the arrest and trial of Primate Mind-
szenty (on December 26, 1948, the Archbishop of Esztergom was arrested and the political trial 
was conducted between February 3 and 5, 1949; see Gergely and Izsák 1989, and Gergely 2001); the 
introduction of optional religious education (Decree-Law no. 5 of 1949 of the Presidential Council, 
cited in Balogh and Gergely 2005, 894); the Agreement of 1950, which the Catholic Church was 
forced to sign (it was entered by and between the Government of the Hungarian People’s Republic 
and the Hungarian Catholic Episcopate on August 30, 1950, see Balogh and Gergely 2005, 944–
946); the withdrawal of operating licenses from religious orders (Decree-Law no. 34 of 1950, cited 
in Balogh and Gergely 2005, 947–948); the arrest and trial of Archbishop Grősz (the Archbishop of 
Kalocsa was arrested on May 18, 1951, and the political trial was conducted between June 22 and 
28, 1951; see Balogh and Szabó 2002), and lastly, the establishment of the State Office for Church 
Affairs (Act I of 1951, cited in Balogh and Gergely 2005, 955–956.)

2  Act XXXIII on the nationalization of church and private schools was issued on June 16, 1948. See 
Balogh and Gergely 2005, 853–855.
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from Moscow, which declared that it was necessary to abandon the principle of 
gradual rise to power in all territories under Soviet occupation, and accelerate 
the process of Sovietization.3 Consequently, between 1948 and 1950, the political-
ly pressured MDP resorted to increasingly more drastic methods to repress the 
churches, in order to accelerate the establishment of the communist dictatorship.

After signing several agreements with the Protestant churches, the only 
church that refused to enter into any agreements with the Hungarian com-
munist state was the Catholic Church. Not even the arrest and trial of Cardinal 
Mindszenty, the icon of the resistance, could change the fact that the Episcopate 
continued to insist that all national negotiations and agreements were within 
the exclusive competence of the Holy See, as the inherently hierarchic organi-
zation of the Roman Catholic Church a priori excluded the very possibility of 
a national episcopate acting independently of Rome in order to make legally 
binding international decisions about an entire system of local churches. Party 
leadership was adamant about forcing an agreement that would finally settle 
the relationship between the state and the Catholic Church, yet following the 
imprisonment of Mindszenty, the Episcopate continued to persevere, and for 
almost a year and a half, they did manage to deflect the attacks of the regime.

On June 1, 1950, the Central Committee of the MDP issued a resolution, 
which we can interpret as one of several experiments to completely repress the 
Catholic Church,4 as the resolution concerned three main issues: the question of 
religious orders,5 the generation of conflict between the lower and upper clergy,6 

3  Romsics 2005, 294.

4  The text of the resolution can be found in Balogh and Gergely 2005, 932–938. All subsequent 
quotations are from the above cited source.

5  The case of religious orders was swiftly and successfully “resolved” on September 7, 1950, when 
the regime ruled to withdraw the operating licenses of the vast majority of religious orders, which 
technically equaled their dissolution. Canonically, religious orders can only be dissolved by the 
founder, so the regime could not “dissolve” them, hence the solution of withdrawing their operat-
ing licenses. All orders were thus forced to close down, except for four “teaching” orders (Benedic-
tines, Piarists, Franciscans, and the School Sisters of Notre Dame), which were allowed to operate 
with the introduction of a strict quota system. Borsodi 2002, 183–210.

6  During the entire duration of the dictatorship, the Hungarian state constantly endeavored to 
divide the clergy, and by extension, force the secession of the Church from Rome. Although both 
the state and the Church had taken steps that could have led to secession, the Church was never 
“officially” forced underground in Hungary. Instead, the state tried to disrupt the unity of the 
Church by organizing the Peace Priest movement, while Rome continued to appoint new bishops, 
who were not accepted by the state.
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and the question of the party members’ religious practice. It might be practical 
to analyze the latter in greater detail, because the relation between party mem-
bers and religion (including religious practice) remained a pivotal issue of the 
church policies of the Kádár era. At the beginning of the Rákosi regime, the reli-
gious traditions of the Church were still so deeply rooted in Hungarian society, 
especially rural society, that there were regions where party members did not 
immediately become atheists, or, at the very least, “they appeared inactive in 
the fight against the clerical reaction”. Therefore, the resolution cautiously but 
unequivocally formulated the expectations of communist leadership towards 
other party members:

Consequently, when we follow the rule according to which religion within 
the party is not a private matter, we have to differentiate between regular 
party members and party functionaries, and we must not make party 
membership dependent on whether the members are religious or not. 
At the same time, we must patiently continue our awareness raising 
campaigns among party members, in order to make them realize that 
by sending their children to attend religious education, and participating 
in religious rituals, they subconsciously support the efforts of the cleri-
cal reaction. The clerical reaction treats communists who participate in 
religious services and send their children to attend religious education 
as their own believers, claiming that these people might seem like com-
munists, but are actually the opponents of the people’s democracy and of 
socialism. We must make party members understand that participation 
in the religious life of the Church is not neutral behavior, but a political 
statement, even if they do not realize it, and as such, it is used by the cleri-
cal reaction as a political weapon against the party, the people’s democ-
racy, and the people’s homeland.

Despite the party resolution discussed above, the issue of the religious practice 
of party members remained unresolved. As late as the summer of 1958, by which 
time the MDP was succeeded by the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyar 
Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP) with the rise of the Kádár regime, the resolu-
tions issued by the Political Committee of the MSZMP concerning the church 
policies of the Hungarian state were still debating this exact issue. The language 
and tone of these resolutions simultaneously shows similarities and differences 
with the church policies of the Rákosi era. On the rhetorical level, due to the fact 
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that in spite of the removal, imprisonment, and persecution of “reactionary ele-
ments”, Church organizations persevered with the help of their massive support 
base, the regime relinquished the objective of the swift and dramatic elimination 
of the churches, then formulated a new policy:

Since the churches will continue to exist for long time, even under the cir-
cumstances of socialism, the cooperation between the socialist state and 
the churches is necessary. Cooperation is especially necessary because 
the struggle between the state and the churches detracts our efforts and 
focus away from the building of socialism, which is not at all beneficial to 
us. The struggle is detrimental to the churches as well, because it would 
lead to the implementation of restrictive measures that would not ben-
efit the churches in any way.7

Due to spatial constraints, it is not possible to discuss the party resolutions is-
sued in June8 and July9 1958 in detail, so let it suffice that both documents de-
fined certain basic terms,10 as well as basic theoretical premises,11 which served 
for the elaboration of a detailed action plan12 for members of the party, and 
for Hungarian society in general. These resolutions dealt extensively with the 
relation of party members to religion, stating that, “from the perspective of ex-

7  Balogh and Gergely 2005, 1003.

8  Ibidem, 999–1006.

9  Ibidem, 1007–1013.

10  The resolutions primarily sought to clarify the concepts “religious worldview” and “clerical re-
action”. The former was defined as follows: “Under the concept of ‘religious worldview,’ we under-
stand a compound of idealist views disseminated by certain churches and religious sects, which 
ascribe fantastic, superhuman, and mystical characteristics to natural and societal phenomena.” 
(Balogh and Gergely 2005, 1008.) Meanwhile, “clerical reaction is a form of political reaction un-
der the guise of religious practice, which means that the struggle against it is a political struggle”. 
(Balogh and Gergely 2005, 1008.) Establishing the difference between these two concepts allowed 
party leadership to take actions against those who, in the eyes of the regime, practiced their reli-
gion beyond the limits imposed by the state.

11  These resolutions touched upon certain developments in the relationship between state and 
church, and elaborated on reasons of principle for the destruction of religion. Balogh and Gergely 
2005, 999–1013.

12  The resolution of July elaborated on different elements of the ideological struggle against reli-
gious worldviews, and awareness raising activities (publishing, film production, theatrical arts, the 
establishment of different scientific bodies), and determined the tasks of both. Köbel 2005, 134.
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ercising all civil rights, the state considers religion as a private matter”,13 however, 
“religion cannot be a private matter for the party or its members”.14 It was not 
a coincidence that party members were kept away from religion, because their 
religious convictions could have hindered15 them in the struggle against idealist 
worldviews. To this end, the party claimed that religious party members were in 
need of guidance:

The majority of religious party members struggle against the remnants 
of religious ideas that continue to linger in their consciousness. In this 
struggle, they need the help and patient guidance of their comrades. By 
raising awareness and offering guidance, we can persuade religious party 
members to gradually free themselves of the religious ideas that influence 
their way of thinking. By convincing and educating these party members, 
we can dissuade them from taking part in religious rituals, and persuade 
them to educate their family members in the same spirit. Religious party 
members are not allowed to participate in religious processions, either.16

In other words, the resolution made it clear that whoever practiced their religion 
publicly could not be a member of the MSZMP.

The main objective of the church policy of the MDP, and later the MSZMP, 
was the struggle against the “clerical reaction”, which provided opportunities for 
and justified the efforts of communist leadership to oppose the Church through 
both organizational and administrative means. In terms of organizational op-
position, the most important bodies became the Ministry of the Interior, and 
the State Office for Church Affairs (Állami Egyházügyi Hivatal, ÁEH),17 which 
was founded in 1951 with the primary task of establishing state control over the 

13  Vass (ed.) 1979, 271.

14  Ibidem, 272.

15  “Party members who are still religious, and still have not abandoned their religious delusions, 
must be made to understand that another reason why we do not consider religion a private mat-
ter for party members is that with their religious approaches, they introduce alien, hostile ideas 
into the party. There must be no hostile ideas within the party. These sorts of ideas disrupt the 
unity of the party, and pose a serious threat to the rule of the working class.” Vass (ed.) 1979, 272.

16  Balogh and Gergely 2005, 1010.

17  The State Office for Church Affairs was established in accordance with the act issued on May 
19, 1951. The bill was presented on May 15, and the parliament approved it, without debate, on May 
18. See Balogh and Gergely 2005, 955–956. 



169

BERNADETT WIRTHNÉ DIERA

various denominations by implementing the church policies of political leader-
ship. Meanwhile, in accordance with the directives of the Central Committee, 
the Ministry of the Interior was charged with the task of elaborating and real-
izing the principles of the party, as well as the coordination of different mea-
sures against the church, including surveillance, the search of premises, arrests, 
and detentions. During the Rákosi era, as well as the Kádár era, the most dra-
matic administrative measure was undoubtedly the series of political show trials 
against members of the clergy, though the two regimes differed in terms of their 
emphases. At the end of the 1940’s and at the beginning of the 1950’s, the com-
munist regime sought to eradicate the church, and religion, with violence and 
terror, but after the Revolution of 1956, during the 1960’s and 1970’s, leadership 
opted to stifle the operation of the Church through more sophisticated means.

Early on, the politically motivated show trials against certain high priests18 
were successful inasmuch as several members of the Episcopate decided to be 
“more cooperative” in negotiations with the Hungarian state, which meant that 
during the Kádár era, the regime no longer needed to stage exemplary public 
trials, and could eradicate various religious groups quietly, without informing 
the Hungarian public. As the church policies of the regime gradually changed, 
the methods of their implementation changed accordingly. In the 1950’s, church 
policy was primarily shaped by the Ministry of the Interior and its respective 
administrative tools, with the State Office for Church Affairs practically pushed 
into the background, but by the 1960’s, these roles were completely reversed. 
During the Kádár era, the ÁEH gradually assumed the management of church 
policies and affairs, as it was able to shape current church policies without using 
any of the harsh administrative methods of the Ministry of the Interior. Instead, 
the strategy of the ÁEH was to place the burden of the responsibility, and the 
consequences of punishments, on members of the church hierarchy. Due to 
these changes, the heavy involvement of the state security authorities gradually 
diminished.

18  These include not only the political trials against the Archbishops of Esztergom and Kalocsa, 
but also the internment and house arrests of other members of the Episcopate, including Zoltán 
Meszlényi, József Pétery, and Bertalan Badalik.
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THE ROLE OF THE “BLACK RAVENS” IN THE CHURCH 
POLICY OF THE KÁDÁR ERA

The case of the “Black Ravens”,19 which I shall now discuss in detail, was a typical 
example of the philosophy of the Kádár regime’s church policy, which took re-
taliatory measures against persons who merely wanted to experience and share 
their faith. At the same time, the magnitude and extent of the measures taken, 
the involvement of the police, and the sheer amount of judicial procedures still 
distinguish the case of the “Black Ravens”, not only among political trials against 
the clergy, but also among crimes “against the state” committed under the en-
tire course of the Kádár regime. Operation “Black Ravens” can be considered the 
biggest police operation in the Kádár era, as between 1956 and 1989, with the 
exception of the reprisals for the Revolution of 1956, no police operations were 
as extensive, or affected as many people, as this operation did in 1961.

In the course of Operation “Black Ravens”, the police arrested many ecclesias-
tical and secular persons active in the field of religious education. The operation 
started in February 1961 with searches of premises all across the country, which 
led to the arrest of several persons. In the summer, the political show trials be-
gan, which sentenced the majority of those in custody to imprisonment. Never-
theless, the number of convicts was relatively low compared to that of detainees 
whose legal procedures were terminated, but then suffered discrimination for 
years, even decades, as the authorities ensured that they were discharged from 
their work, or expelled from their universities.

The extent and complexity of the case of the “Black Ravels” distinguished it 
among similar politically motivated judicial procedures in the Kádár era, so we 
could consider this series of political trials the last large-scale experiment of the 
regime to crush the churches. The operation technically achieved its goal of per-
secuting those who had persevered in their vocation for the longest time. The 
majority of convicts sentenced in 1961 were discharged in 1963, the year of gener-
al amnesty, but after their traumatic experiences, hardly any of them continued 
to work in the field of religious education. Among those who were discharged, 
many had already suffered imprisonment once or twice, and were understand-

19  Fekete Hollók, a name given to the operation by Hungarian state security staff.
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ably broken. In this manner, the communist state had successfully repressed the 
activities of small religious communities.

THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF OPERATION 
“BLACK RAVENS”

Data processing concerning the “Black Ravens” was initiated by Department II/5 
of the Ministry of the Interior20 directed by Ervin Hollós, yet on May 27, 1958, it 
was not Department 5, but the Youth Subdivision that started the investigation 
by proposing the opening of a new group dossier for ex ante verification under 
the code name “Black Ravens”. On January 23, 1959, the files were reclassified as a 
proper group dossier, which signaled the discovery of important information in 
the course of operative work.21 Considering the target groups, it is actually not 
surprising that the data processing was initiated and later carried out primarily 
by the Youth Subdivision, since the activities of target groups were directed at 
religious youth, and the majority of participants were young people as well.

On December 12, 1959, a report was issued by Subdivision II/5-f22 of the Min-
istry of the Interior, which summarized the work of the subdivision for the year 
1959.23 According to this document, in the first half of the year, the subdivision 
worked partly, then for the rest of the year, worked exclusively on investigating 
the case of the “Black Ravens”. On the organizational level, this involved the es-
tablishment of the “church youth group”24 on June 1, 1959, which had no other 
task but the collection and categorization of data on groups under surveillance. 
At the beginning, all data pointed towards the diversity of the groups in ques-

20  Department 5, operating within Main Division II (Political Investigation) of the Ministry of the 
Interior, was charged with the task of “intelligence against the internal reaction”.

21  Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti 
Levéltára, henceforth: ÁBTL), 3.1.5. O-11802/1. Black Ravens, 6.

22  Main Division II (Political Investigation), Department 5 (Internal Counterintelligence), Youth 
Subdivision.

23  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-11802/1. Black Ravens, 48–62.

24  Ibidem, 62.
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tion, with only one common feature, which was Christianity, and by extension, 
hatred towards the established political system.25 In 1959, operative investiga-
tors established four larger “forces” within the groups, which were the Jesuits,26 
the Cistercians,27 the Carmelites,28 and the Regnum Marianum.29 Beyond inves-
tigations in the capital, information about “illegal, clerical groups” also arrived 
from Eger,30 Szeged,31 Győr,32 and Pest County.33 Considering the development 
of these events, it is not surprising that the majority of those under surveillance 
during this period were arrested and put on trial two years later.

In the first half of 1960, despite their extensive investigation and operative 
work, the political police still did not have enough evidence on the aspirations 

25  Ibidem, 49.

26  Among the Jesuits, József Szabó and Géza Süle were mentioned by name, as they were Chap-
lains of the Technical University and the Medical University, respectively, and in that capacity, they 
had more contact with youth groups than others. Ibidem, 59.

27  Among the Cistercians, László ‘Sigmond and Ferenc Halász were mentioned in the report by 
name. It was only at the later stages of data processing that state security discovered those Cister-
cian monks who primarily performed pastoral care among youth groups, such as Ödön Barlay, Fe-
renc Hervay, or György Rónay. After the arrest of Vendel Endrédy, ‘Sigmond took over as provisor 
to manage the affairs of the order, and to preserve it through the religious education of the next 
generation. Pius Halász also stood out among his fellow monks as an influential spiritual writer and 
spiritual leader. Ibidem, 59.

28  The Carmelites were represented by Tibor Dombos, who was Chaplain of Győr at that time, 
and provided pastoral care to youth as well. Ibidem, 59.

29  Among the fathers of Regnum Marianum, László Emődi and István Keglevich were mentioned 
in the report by name. They were arrested and sentenced to imprisonment during the operation 
in 1961. Ibidem, 59.

30  In Eger, the first Cistercian monk to attract the attention of the authorities with his activities 
was Mihály Kalász. However, during the investigation, his importance diminished compared to 
Sándor Vastag and Ferenc Hervay. Besides Kalász, the authorities also investigated special educa-
tion teacher Matild Jilling, who came to Budapest at Kalász’s request. At the time, the Budapest 
headquarters was largely dissatisfied with the operative work conducted in Eger, likely because 
Kalász was primarily involved not with youth groups, but the spiritual unity of the local sisters, 
which did not fit the conceptual framework devised in Budapest. Ibidem, 62.

31  In Szeged, the Chaplain of Church Rókus, Imre Kovács attracted the attention of the police, 
due to the fact that more and more information surfaced during the investigation. In 1961, he was 
arrested and convicted based on this information. Ibidem, 62.

32  In Győr, authorities primarily focused on the activities of Tibor Dombos, mentioned above. 
Ibidem, 62.

33  In Pest County, the chaplains of two villages (András Angelli in Bia, and Kálmán Tölgyesi in 
Pomáz) were placed under surveillance due to the emergence of evidence on their activities 
among youth groups. Ibidem, 62.



173

BERNADETT WIRTHNÉ DIERA

of religious youth groups to overthrow the communist system, which posed a 
problem because no “political reckoning” could be initiated without first estab-
lishing the political motivation of the targets. This difficulty was explicitly ex-
pressed in the report issued on February 19, 1960: “According to our research, 
their immediate objective is not to overthrow the system, but the ideological 
education of youth under their influence, the inspiration of hatred towards the 
people’s democratic order, and the preparation of their cadres for the long-term 
struggle.”34 This particular historical source is especially important, as it provides 
an opportunity to analyze the state security narrative formulated in connection 
with Operation “Black Ravens”.

The conceptual framework, developed by Hungarian state security between 
1958 and 1961 to frame religious youth and their leaders, was structured around 
three key concepts: organization to overthrow the system, hostile ideological 
education, and preparations for a long-term struggle. The combination of these 
three concepts constituted the official position of the police, which was that 
these groups were training elites under the guise of religious education, in order 
to overthrow the system, or to prepare for that purpose. The resulting discourse 
also defined subsequent interrogation records, indictments, and verdicts. It is 
important to note that the vast majority35 of groups included in the “Black Ra-
vens” case by Hungarian state security sought to provide religious education 
for youth. However, in practice, what state security referred to as “ideological 
education” meant religious education that, rather than restricting itself to the 
mere dissemination of religious truths, wanted to provide those under its care 
with personal fulfillment as Christian confessors who were living in a hostile ide-
ological environment. In this sense, we can talk about “modern” Christianity, 
inasmuch as contemporary religious educators tried to address others using the 
“language” of the era.

In terms of state security discourse, “overthrowing the system” was interpret-
ed as a concrete political activity, which was the prerequisite for initiating judi-
cial procedures in any given case. In other words, as long as the authorities were 
“only” able to prove the existence of religious education within these groups, 

34  Ibidem, 67.

35  This term is extremely important because this way, the regime could include several move-
ments not involved in religious education, such as the Legion of Mary, as well as movements that 
were not primarily involved with children and youth education, because they first and foremost 
sough to maintain their own religious order.
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it was impossible to initiate a public trial. Therefore, during the preparation of 
Operation “Black Ravens”, the most important task was to make religious ed-
ucation appear more than just devoted religious activity, because even in the 
current dictatorial system, it was difficult to present minor acts of religious de-
votion as crimes against the state, unless there was some political motivation 
behind them. This is where the aforementioned state security narrative came 
in, to prove that the religious education of youth was actually aimed at training 
cadres to lead political and social life after a potential political system change, 
because if they were using education to prepare for a system change, then they 
could be accused of criminal activity under Article 1 of the Official Compilation 
of Penal Regulations.36

Hungarian state security intended to confirm allegations of the targeted re-
ligious groups organizing to overthrow the system by presenting relatively iso-
lated groups as a centralized movement of systematically cooperating teams. 
Of course, it was difficult to find connections or relations even between similar 
groups, except for personal acquaintances, but state security made it their gen-
eral task to document the covert leadership of the Jesuit order, or at least of 
some of its members.37 In the course of these endeavors, due to the international 
political environment, any discovered foreign links were taken as substantiating 
evidence of organizing to overthrow the system. In the case of the Church, find-
ing foreign connections was especially easy, given that the Church was techni-
cally “officially” connected to the Holy See in Rome. Due to the fact that, after 
the expulsion of Apostolic Nuncio Angelo Rotta on April 4, 1945, formal com-
munication channels were abandoned, the use of informal channels between 
the Hungarian Church and the Holy See became a ready source of evidence for 
the state security authorities. However, beyond maintaining informal connec-
tions with the Holy See, other connections were also classified as foreign links, 

36  The new Official Compilation of Penal Regulations (Büntetőjogi Szabályok Hivatalos Összeállí-
tása) was published in 1958. The first paragraph reads as follows: “Anyone, who commits actions, or 
initiates, leads, or provides significant financial support to movements or organizations in order to 
overthrow the people’s democratic order of the People’s Republic as defined by the Constitution 
of the Hungarian People’s Republic, shall be punishable for these crimes.”

37  A typical example for this was the connection established between Jesuit monks Zoltán Gáldi 
and Géza Süle through Zsuzsa Halter, because she attended Gáldi’s group, and as a medical stu-
dent, she was also acquainted with the former university chaplain, Süle. These threads were more 
than enough for the police to talk about “the centralized control of the Jesuit order”.
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such as correspondence with emigrated relatives, friends, or fellow priests, or 
the fact that a given ecclesiastical person involved with the religious education 
of youth had previously studied abroad, or had once visited the Vatican. In their 
case, these facts were a given, and subject to further conjectures. In any case, 
anyone who was suspected of foreign ties was immediately placed under tight 
surveillance.

The last key concept, as defined in the above quoted report from February 19, 
1960, was “preparation for a long-term struggle”, which suggested that, although 
the immediate objective of the targeted religious groups was not the realization 
of a system change, they were nonetheless preparing for one in the course of their 
activities. From this perspective, the conceptions of the police were not far from 
the truth. On the one hand, long-term preparations involved the education of 
the next generation, which developed under the mentorship of religious groups 
over several years. On the other hand, religious groups of the era were ready to 
“compromise” by adjusting their educational work to the current regime, in which 
they concentrated on nurturing self-conscious Christians. According to László 
Ikvay, Chairman of the National Association of the Youth Catholic Craftsmen and 
Workers (Katolikus Iparos és Munkásifjak Országos Egyesülete),38 the responsibili-
ties of parents and the goals of the religious upbringing of children were as follows:

It is not tradition that parents should be passing on to their children. 
Tradition is not enough to nurture self-conscious beliefs. Let us endeavor 
with sacrifices, and apostleship to make their Christian worldviews self-
conscious. […] It is important to understand that children today were 
born into a completely different world than we had been, because huge 
changes have occurred in society since our childhoods. Parents must be 
flexible so as to stop clinging to formalities, and instead understand and 
try to realize eternal Christian ideas, the main principles, and pass these 
on to their children. It is a beautiful and heroic task that we must under-
take. In spite of all difficulties and disappointments, we must think of the 
immeasurable responsibility and the beautiful mission that awaits us.39

38  The National Association of Youth Catholic Craftspeople and Workers was established in 1920 
in order to help young apprentices and industrial trainees who came to Budapest to pursue their 
crafts.

39  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-11802/1. Black Ravens, 76.
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THE ARRESTS OF 1961

Operation “Black Ravens”, and the elimination of religious groups under sur-
veillance, officially started on January 6, 1961,40 when the police simultaneously 
launched searches of premises and arrests across the country. When we exam-
ine the operations that took place in February, we can see that it encompassed 
the entire country, even if not every county was affected. In the following chart 
(Figure 1.), the number of searches of premises and arrests are broken down by 
counties.41

Figure 1. Searches of Premises and Arrests by Counties

40  Due to spatial constraints, I shall only note that there were already several searches of premises 
and arrests on November 22, 1960, which can be considered a rehearsal for the ensuing nationwide 
operation.

41  I intentionally did not include the capital in this chart, because due to the scale of the opera-
tion in Budapest, a comparison with the rest of the counties would be disproportional. Again, it is 
not possible to discuss the operations in Budapest (and Pest County) in detail in this paper, but for 
the sake of comparison, to our current knowledge, there were 141 searches of premises, and sixty-
one persons were arrested. Wirthné 2005.
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Based on currently available data, in some counties, there were neither searches of 
premises nor arrests, such as the counties of Hajdú Bihar or Zala, while in several 
counties, there were only searches of premises, such as the counties of Békés and 
Vas. Not counting Budapest, the counties of Csongrád, Baranya, and Heves42 seem 
to stand out in terms of searches of premises that resulted in arrests. The extensive 
focus on Csongrád County was likely due to the importance of Szeged, the coun-
ty seat of Csongrád, where religious life continued to thrive based on Piarist and 
Jesuit traditions. Before the nationalization of schools, the Piarists operated a high 
school in Szeged, while Jesuits managed the education of ordinands. The majority 
of professors of theology were also Jesuits, so their influence was tangible for a long 
time among the priests of the diocese. Meanwhile, the special focus on Baranya 
County was due to the presence of “former” monks in Pécs (including Jesuits, Cis-
tercians, and Pauline monks), as well as the traditional scout movement. Lastly, 
the importance of Heves Country stemmed, on the one hand, from the pervasive 
presence of the Catholic Church in the county seat, which was also the See of the 
Archdiocese of Eger; and on the other hand, from the fact that a supernumerary 
amount of monks (mostly Cistercians and Jesuits) were employed as parish priests 
and chaplains in small villages and settlements all across the county.

THE TRIALS OF 1961

According to current research, eighty-six persons were convicted in a total of sev-
enteen trials, which suggests an average of five defendants per trial. However, the 
situation is more complicated, as there were considerable differences between 
the numbers of defendants across all cases. In some cases, only one person was 
brought to court, while in the majority of cases, the number of the accused 
fluctuated between six and eight persons, with the largest number of defend-
ants, seventeen in total, appearing in the case of György Palos and associates.

42  The one arrest in Heves County was the arrest of Sándor Vastag. In the geographical sense, 
there were no more arrests in Heves County because Ferenc Hervay, the other participant of the 
action in Eger was actually arrested in Miskolc, in the County of Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén.
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Figure 2. György Palos and Associates43

The trial of György Palos and associates is also notable because even in the main 
trial, “only” eleven defendants were brought to court. Regarding the gender of 
the accused, comparatively few women were tried in this case, and only twenty 
percent of all convicts were women. However, their role is nuanced by the fact 
that there were trials in which they were overrepresented.44

In the case of Rédly and associates, the defendants were brought to court for 
organizing the education of ordinands who were expelled from the Central Sem-
inary in 1959. The education of ordinands was organized by father István Tabódy. 
However, in accordance with the internal logic of the system of trials, the main 
leaders were separated from their associates, and tried in the case of Géza Ha-
vass and associates instead. Tabódy helped expelled ordinands by providing ac-
commodation, jobs, and the opportunity to continue their theological studies. 
In this huge organizational work, he was assisted on the one hand by the older 
students of the Central Seminary, and on the other, by women of aristocratic de-

43  In this graph and subsequent graphs, “secular” denotes laypersons.

44  There were three trials with higher numbers of female defendants: Elemér Rédly and associates, 
Etele Csapody and associates, and Marietta Bolza and associates.
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Figure 3. Elemér Rédly and Associates

Figure 4. Etele Csapody and Associates
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scent,45 who provided financial support with the aid of their contacts. They first 
established contacts with the Vatican through the Italian, and later through the 
French ambassador in Hungary, which allowed the Vatican to send significant 
amounts of money to support the ordinands. It is interesting to note that the 
court convicted the women for treachery against the state, which meant that 
they were sentenced for longer terms of imprisonment than the seminarians 
who had organized the theological education of the ordinands in the first place.

In the trial of Etele Csapody and associates, the court convicted a community 
of nuns established under the leadership of Ágnes Tímár in the middle of the 
1950’s. Csapody and Tímár were brought to the same trial because the supporter 
and spiritual director of both was Ödön Lénárd, who represented the “Piarist” 
line in the main trial. Meanwhile, in this trial, half of the convicted were sisters 
of the House of the Blessed Virgin (Boldogasszony Háza) Cistercian communi-
ty, including Ágnes Tímár, Zsuzsanna Szojka, Annamária Völgyi, and Gabriella 
Szimon. This order led by Ágnes Tímár was one of the few religious orders es-
tablished during the years of dictatorship, which not only came to exist, but 
gradually grew in membership throughout the period of the communist regime.

The third “women’s” trial was the case of Marietta Bolza and associates, who 
were called to account for their activities as leaders and members of the Legion 
of Mary (Mária Légió) movement. In the main trial of the “Black Ravens”, this 
group was represented by Endre Földi, who was the leader of the Hungarian Le-
gion of Mary.46 In the interwar period, there were a few groups scattered across 
Hungary, but after the dissolution of Catholic communities, these groups also 
ceased to operate. The “reestablishment” of the Legion of Mary uniquely took 
place at the dawn of the Kádár era, just as the persecution of religious groups 
began. Because of its foreign roots and connections, Hungarian state security 
imputed higher importance to the Legion of Mary than it objectively deserved, 
as it was subordinate to the Legion of Mary in Vienna, the members of which 
regularly visited Hungary to assist in the establishment and development of the 

45  Georgina Károlyi, mother of Györgyné Karg (birth name: Erzsébet Piretth); Dezsőné Dr. Klimkó 
(birth name: Ilona Andrássy), and Miklósné Cséry (birth name: Janka Alice Vay).

46  The Legion of Mary was established at the beginning of the twentieth century by the initiative 
of laypersons in order to help people in need. On September 7, 1921 (on the vigil of the Birth of 
the Virgin Mary), Frank Duff and associates, with the consent and support of the Archbishop of 
Dublin, established the association under the name Mother of Mercy. This tiny association of a 
handful of secular believers eventually burgeoned into a worldwide movement.
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Figure 5. Marietta Bolza and Associates

Figure 6. Géza Havass and Associates
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Hungarian sister movement. The members of the Legion of Mary were bound 
together in common prayer and collective social work, since the inner members 
of the mission were regularly required to do charity work and apostolate, if able, 
with the consent, guidance, and support of the local parish priest.

Despite the fact that the number of members of the Hungarian Legion of 
Mary fluctuated between fifty and seventy persons, they were forced to become 
the protagonists of the “Black Ravens”. Besides Bolza, many leaders and members 
were convicted, including Magdolna Bod, Rozália Pályi, and Margit Unkelhauser. 
Rozália Pályi was actually arrested during the trial, most likely because she for-
warded a message to the Legion of Mary in Vienna when she visited her relatives 
in the city. Meanwhile, Margit Unkelhauser was likely convicted because she 
was the one who had organized the first Hungarian group, although she did not 
remain leader of the movement for long, because with the appearance of the 
energetic and well-connected Endre Földi, leadership in Vienna appointed him 
to lead the Hungarian Legion of Mary. Shortly after, around 1958, Unkelhauser 
broke her ties with the Legion, but in 1961, she was called to account all the same, 
although the authorities could only ascertain her role in the movement and ar-
rest her in March instead of February.

Through the inclusion of Marietta Bolza, the “plot” of the Legion of Mary 
gained a few aristocratic threads, which were further reinforced by including 
Margit Unkelhauser. In fact, if we were to examine the “women’s” trials of the 
case of the “Black Ravens”, we would find that the convicted women appeared 
in two typical roles: they were either members of a religious order, or aristocrats, 
two social groups that were relatively easy to accuse of crimes against the com-
munist dictatorship.

In contemporary police and judicial (political) records, the case of the “Black 
Ravens” was constantly referred to as “the plot of the priests”. However, measures 
taken by the authorities actually contradict their accusations, as the numbers of 
secular and ecclesiastical47 persons brought to court were nearly the same. In the 

47  By “ecclesiastic persons” I mean priests, monastic women and men with or without operating 
licenses (such as the Benedictines, Piarists, Franciscans, and the School Sisters), and those who 
made a personal vow to serve the church. In several cases, based on their life histories, it was 
difficult to determine whether the person in question belonged to the secular or the ecclesiastic 
group, because they might have been consecrated priests at the time of the operation, but later 
abandoned their vocation for whatever reason. There were also examples for the reverse, which is 
why I classified the participants according to their status in 1961.
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Figure 7. Imre Kovács and Associates

Figure 8. Alajos Werner and Associates
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trial of Géza Havass and associates, which was considered the main trial, more 
than one third of the accused were secular persons.

In terms of the ratio of convicted secular persons, apart from the case of Géza 
Havass and associates, three trials stood out in particular: the case of György Pa-
los and associates, Marietta Bolza and associates, and the case of Imre Kovács 
and associates. In all three trials, the ratio of secular convicts was between six-
ty-five and eighty percent. In the trial of Imre Kovács and associates, he was the 
only ecclesiastical person present, while the five associates, his former students, 
were all single or married young men. In this regard, it is interesting to note that 
Marietta Bolza’s trial can be considered not only a “women’s” trial, but also a 
“secular” one, since out of seven convicts, only two were consecrated priests.

In the problematic issue of the involvement of ecclesiastical and secular par-
ticipants, the case revolving around members of the Regnum Marianum repre-
sented the other extreme, the (almost) exclusive role of the ecclesiastical per-
sons, showcased at the trial of Alajos Werner and associates. In this trial, there 
was only one secular person among the eight convicts, while the rest were fa-
thers and one sister of the Regnum Marianum. The ratio of ecclesiastical people 
in the Regnum trial far exceeded the fifty-fifty ratio that was so characteristics 
of the case of the “Black Ravens” as a whole, undeniably due to the fact that 
the Regnum Marianum was a community of priests who primarily engaged in 
religious education.

According to the conceptions of Hungarian state security, the most impor-
tant branch of the “plot of the priests” was the “Christian Front”,48 or the trial 
against Géza Havass and associates, in which the verdicts were announced in 
June 1961, the earliest of any other trial.49 However, if we examine the defend-
ants individually, we will find that there were indeed some defendants who were 
involved in the “Christian Front”, who had already been tried and sentenced to 
imprisonment for their related activities in 1956 (including tertiary defendant 
Gábor Nobilis, and quaternary defendant Miklós Hontváry), but among the 
other participants of the main trial, Gyula Merényi was the only one even re-
motely connected to the “Christian Front”. The rest of the accused, including 
Géza Havass himself, had nothing to do with this political organization, as they 

48  The “Christian Front” was established by civil servant Jenő Soltész and Dominican monk József 
Szigeti to engage in politics based on Christian values and the principles of József Mindszenty.

49  The trials were held on June 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, and 14, 1961. The verdict was announced on June 19.
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were the leaders of other “illegal” religious orders or movements. Based on this 
conclusion, we can safely say that the conception of Hungarian state security, 
which lined up the cases horizontally, was inaccurate, because concerning the 
connections between the trials, the hierarchical structure of a main trial and 
related trials would have been more suitable.

THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE CASE OF 
THE “BLACK RAVENS”

There are several possible ways of interpreting the case of the “Black Ravens” 
presented in this paper. Firstly, we can view it as the state’s final attempt to crush 
the Church, as the targets were arrested in a swift and organized manner by the 
state security authorities. The arrests and trials were carried out in the years 1961 
and 1962, and, as we know the details of the judicial processes, more or less six 
months passed between the arrests and the issuance of the verdicts. This brief, 
systematically constructed, and concentrated attack was unique in the Kádár 
era, not only from the perspective of the Church, but in terms of the whole of 
Hungarian society as well.

From another perspective, we can also interpret Operation “Black Ravens” 
as an episode of the reprisals for the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. János Kádár, 
who came into power after November 4, 1956, had to wage war on several fronts 
in order to establish and consolidate his regime. In this regard, the first phase of 
establishing the Kádárian system can be placed between 1956 and 1959, when 
Kádár eliminated those who participated in the Revolution, and those who were 
attacking from the left (only in the political sense, of course). In the next phase, 
he launched an attack on the Church, the most significant moment of which 
was Operation “Black Ravens”. The last event in the course of consolidating the 
regime was the marginalization of orthodox Marxists in 1961 and 1962.50

The third possible interpretation of the case of the “Black Ravens” would be 
to analyze the degree to which Hungarian state security acted autonomously 

50  This periodization was based on Rainer 2011, 156.
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and proactively in the construction of the case of the “Black Ravens”. According 
to certain views among researchers, Hungarian state security, in order to em-
phasize its own importance, occasionally “created” cases for itself, claiming that 
once the reprisals for the Revolution of 1956 concluded, the idling investigative 
bodies had to prove that there was still need for their services. This theory is 
supported by the fact that the operative mapping of Church activities began in 
1957, and produced cases that were later connected and processed to become 
the case of the “Black Ravens”. To put it differently, the operative bodies had 
an abundance of “raw materials” they could use at any time to create a case 
as small or as large-scale as needed, which is what I meant by “creating” cases. 
State security actually wanted to start Operation “Black Ravens” in 1958 by ar-
resting religious leaders and bringing them to court, but these activities were 
postponed at the time,51 which shows that the state security authorities had 
no opportunity to act independently of the decisions of party leadership. It was 
only after certain changes in political conditions, in the summer of 1960, at the 
session of the Political Committee of the MSZMP, that party leadership decided 
to green-light Operation “Black Ravens”, so in accordance with their decisions, 
the data collected by state security was finally put to use in 1961.
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THE POPULAR MUSIC POLICY  
OF HUNGARIAN RADIO IN THE 
KÁDÁR ERA1

In the Kádár Era, the Institute of Hungarian Radio (Magyar Rádió) played a key 
role in the provision of public information and entertainment by bringing care-
fully constructed (and often distorted) news reports, as well as several music 
programs, to homes and workplaces across the nation. Music programs, espe-
cially popular music programs, served two purposes, to counterbalance radio 
programs containing large chunks of monotonous speech, and to distract the 
general public from a myriad of everyday problems. At the same time, Hungari-
an Radio often disregarded the popular music tastes of the population, instead 
opting to promote genres in dwindling demand. Regardless, to the very end, 
Hungarian Radio management believed that their repertoire featured a consid-
erable amount of popular music pieces, though the definition of ‘popular mu-
sic’ tended to fluctuate a great deal according to the one-party state’s cultural 
policy. Either way, the state initially intended to use commercial music genres 
to preserve the mental health of workers, which gradually developed into using 
music as entertainment.

1  The present study is an edited and revised version of certain parts of the author’s 2015 book, 
Jampecek a Pagodában. A Magyar Rádió könnyűzenei politikája a Kádár-rendszerben [‘Swagger in 
the Pagoda: The Popular Music Policy of Hungarian Radio in the Kádár Era’], published by the 
Committee of National Remembrance.
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As the only available electronic medium for several years, radio received a 
dominant role in the cultural policies of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 
(Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP). According to party documents, radio 
management placed great emphasis on music programs being featured along-
side current political programs and propaganda shows, as evidenced by the fact 
that music featured prominently – and through time, largely invariably – in the 
daily broadcast, sometimes constituting more than half of the daily airtime. 
Consequently, all levels of party and state leadership devoted considerable at-
tention to the music and popular music related activities of Hungarian Radio. 
Party involvement included administrative measures, daily paperwork regarding 
the popular music scene, the coordination of musicians, frequent reports on the 
popular music related activities of the radio to party leadership, and resolutions 
regarding popular music in the daily news.

Due to the institutional position of Hungarian Radio and Television, the Hun-
garian state monitored the activities of the institute through certain political 
bodies. These included the Department of Science and Culture of the Central 
Committee of the MSZMP (originally called the Department of Culture between 
1963–1966, then known as the Department of Science, Public Education and Cul-
ture until 1988), and the Department of Agitation and Propaganda, as well as 
the Agitation and Propaganda Committee, which acted as a link between the 
abovementioned state bodies.2 On December 3, 1958, the Department of Sci-
ence and Culture issued its first report on potential measures regarding radio 
management, which placed the greatest emphasis on screening song lyrics in 
order to remove songs that were potentially dangerous to the construction of 

2  The Youth Committee, which was established on July 14, 1970 by the Political Committee of the 
MSZMP to operate alongside the Central Committee, facilitated the preparation radio program 
policy statements related to youth culture and popular music by providing party leadership with 
relevant information. On January 15, 1979, at the meeting of the Central Committee, members 
concluded that radio and television, which broadcasted popular music programs as well, now 
had a growing youth audience. The Youth Committee was original established during the prepa-
ration of the Act on Youth, to provide guidance for future state measures related to Hungarian 
youth. The State Youth Committee of the Council of Ministers also served a similar role. National 
Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL OL), M-KS, 
fond (henceforth: f.) 288, storage unit (henceforth: s. u.) 53/1975-1976 1, 4. Documents of the Youth 
Committee of the Central Committee of the MSZMP. The State Youth Committee was established 
by Regulation no. 1028/1974 of June 13, 1974 of the Council of Ministers. Magyar Közlöny, XXIX (40), 
June 13, 1974, 380.
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socialism. The report also promoted variety in popular music styles and reper-
toires, at least to the extent permitted by party policy.

Instructions given to the radio reflected the same policies that state leader-
ship forced onto every other participant of the popular music scene in Hungary, 
which meant that the state controlled and monitored the broadcasting of cer-
tain genres. In the period between 1956 and 1963, these were jazz and rock and 
roll, then beat music; at the end of the 1960’s and the beginning of the 1970’s, it 
was progressive music; in the second half of the 1970’s, it was hard rock, and in 
the 1980’s, it was new wave and alternative bands. Meanwhile, punk music was 
virtually non-existent on the radio until the system change of 1989.

Hungarian Radio not only received instructions from the party (in writing as 
well as by telephone), but was obliged to occasionally compile reports on its en-
tertainment policy for the Department of Agitation and Propaganda of the Cen-
tral Committee of the MSZMP. For instance, in a report issued on July 15, 1960, 
radio management sang praises of the screening of dance music, stating that 
pre-1945 musical numbers should have long been banished anyway, then went 
even further by claiming that within their own institution, they applied even 
stricter measures than the Dance Song and Chanson Committee,3 because they 
even screened songs that had been approved by this state organ.4 From these 
statements, it is clear that radio management left nothing to chance, choosing 
to remove content altogether if it posed any risk to the institution. The screening 
committee actually proved so ineffective that in 1976, Zsolt Kőháti, an employ-
ee of the Department of Science, Public Education and Culture, noted rather 
boldly in reaction to a revision by the Ministry of Culture, and in reference to the 
1974 resolution of the party on community cultural policy, that the committee, 
which also included a delegate of Hungarian Radio,5 had completely lost its orig-

3  The Chanson Committee was established on June 1, 1959 by order of the Theater and Music 
Directorate-General of the Ministry of Culture. Members were either appointed by the Minister 
of Culture (from music institutes monitored by the government), or the President of Hungarian 
Radio and Television (in the case of radio and television). The committee was subordinate to the 
State Concert Directorate. MNL OL, XIX-I-4-ff. Box 50, 49936/1959. Documents of the Theater and 
Music Directorate-General of the Ministry of Culture. From September 1, 1959, the Chanson Com-
mittee also included a trade union delegate, with fees covered by the Association of Artist Trade 
Unions. MNL OL, XIX-I-4-ff. Box 12, 49962/1959.

4  MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 22/1960 10, 144.

5  The Dance Song and Chanson Committee, which held biweekly meetings, played an impor-
tant role in music broadcasts. Musicians whose song lyrics did not pass the committee screening 
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inal function, and should have been abolished by now. Kőháti based his claim on 
the fact that the positive decisions of the committee were not compulsory for 
any entertainment industrial institution, not to mention that the radio and the 
Hungarian Record Company had the right to remove any music piece approved 
by the committee from their repertoire, if they deemed the content offensive to 
socialist morals, or had any other scruples regarding its contents.

The Hungarian state monitored not only national radio broadcasts, but also 
any foreign broadcasts from the West, especially Radio Free Europe. After the vi-
olent reprisals following the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, party leadership con-
tinued to monitor the activities of Radio Free Europe, which broadcasted “dis-
ruptive” Western politics along with popular music. In the consolidation period 
between 1963, and the introduction of the new economic mechanism in 1968, 
the Department of Culture of the Central Committee of the MSZMP issued two 
statements on Radio Free Europe. In November 1964, the department analyzed 
the broadcasting activities of the station, then conducted another analysis led by 
Béla Lévai in December 1967. They concluded that the aim of music broadcasts 
was to evoke nostalgia for the Horthy era, because according to them, broad-
casting popular music, such as chansons and Rolling Stones songs, was a means 
of targeting apolitical people with “politically disruptive” intent. Consider the 
following exaggerated account, including a jab at radio host László Cseke:

were not allowed to showcase their work in public, so they essentially awaited the decision of the 
committee at the venue of the meeting like “future fathers awaited the arrival of their newborn 
child at the hospital”. Source: Silló, Sándor. 2005. Könnyű zene, nehéz évek [‘Popular Music, Difficult 
Years’]. Film. Line delivered by character László Benkő. The screening committee used pre-written 
templates to inform artists of their decisions, such as “We inform you that your song […] has 
been approved by the Committee, which has informed the Society of Authors and Composers.” 
We can see the general emphasis on lyrical content from the Committee’s decision on the song 
Szakszofon-szóló [‘Saxophone Solo’], where they added that the song “may be distributed without 
the approval of the Committee, due to containing no lyrics”. The most common observations 
for rejected song lyrics were “primitive”, “does not meet our requirements from a professional 
perspective”, “is not creative enough, a bland, subpar piece”, or “the lyrics are unsuitable for musi-
cal adaptation”. Source: Archives of the Artisjus, Department of Documentation and Allocation. 
Records of the Dance Song and Chanson Committee and the Hungarian Folk Song and Artist 
Song Committee on approved works. According to a personal communication by János Bródy on 
February 11, 2006, Bródy suggested that for every album, musicians should write two or three more 
songs that were definitely outrageous from a socialist perspective, so that the other songs would 
pass the screening in comparison, despite their subtle undertones of social criticism. 
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Délutáni randevú [‘Afternoon Rendezvous’] is almost unbearable to lis-
ten to. Also, “Cseke” constantly totes his knowledge of foreign languag-
es, and has taken to quickly dictating the titles of the albums, and then, 
as a make-shift foreign language lesson, explaining how to write them 
down correctly. […] Teenager-party remains unchanged. Musical content 
includes all those songs that excite the youth of the world. […] Even Ra-
dio Free Europe is forced to borrow songs from our dance song festivals, 
along with quite a few Illés songs.6

In contrast to Radio Free Europe, the Department of Culture praised Hungarian 
counter-broadcasts, having conceded to the fact that Hungary was obliged to 
satisfy the entertainment demands of Western tourists. “Introducing Tánczenei 
koktél [‘Dance Song Coctail’] and having Komjáthy perform was a hit […] This 
summer, we devised a broadcast consisting entirely of entertaining music, news, 
and weather reports, specifically for resorts and foreign tourists.”7 In June 1969, 
János Kádár, First Secretary of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, also ad-
dressed Hungarian radio broadcasts that were operated by Radio Free Europe 
and Voice of America, or introduced specifically to counterbalance these broad-
casts, at the international meeting of communist and socialist workers’ parties 
held in Moscow. At the press conference, the First Secretary stated that certain 
Western radio broadcasts inserted “politically disruptive” utterances between 
dance songs and musical numbers, which were aimed at the Hungarian one-par-
ty state.8

6  Illés was the first music band to record a Hungarian-language beat music broadcast on the 
radio. In 1966, as the winner of the contest Gitárpárbaj [‘Guitar Duel’] held for amateur musicians, 
Illés was permitted to record the first Hungarian language songs in Hungarian rock music history, 
including Az utcán [‘On the Street’], Ó, mondd [‘Oh, Say It’], Mindig veled [‘With You Forever’], and 
Légy jó kicsit hozzám [‘Be a Little Good to Me’], which were written in the summer of 1965. Jávorsky 
and Sebők, 2005, 102. The songs of five other music groups from the contest were also featured in 
other radio broadcasts.

7  MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 36/1968 13, 1–16. Documents of the Department of Science, Public 
Education and Culture of the Central Committee of the MSZMP, 1967–1988. The same text can 
be found word by word in the following archive, which shows that the analysis was available at 
several forums: MNL OL, XIX-B-1-ai. Box 43, 1-a/295. Documents of the Ministerial Secretariat of 
the Ministry of the Interior.

8  Source: Népszabadság, XXVII (137), June 15, 1969, 3–4.
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On February 22, 1968, in order to execute the resolution of the Political Com-
mittee issued on April 26, 1966, the highest governing body of the Hungarian 
Youth Communist League (Kommunista Ifjúsági Szövetség, KISZ), the Adminis-
trative Committee of the Central Committee, held a meeting where members 
discussed the issue of hostile political forces, as well as Hungarian Radio’s broad-
casting activities. The Administrative Committee considered it a significant suc-
cess that radio and television programs such as Táskarádió [‘Portable Radio’], 
Húszas rádió [‘Twenties Radio’], Csak fiataloknak [‘For Youngsters Only’], Halló 
fiúk, halló lányok! [‘Hello, Boys, Hello, Girls!’] had sufficiently deterred Hungari-
an youth from listening to Western broadcasts by promoting popular music in 
Hungary. The KISZ Committee of District V of Budapest also declared local polit-
ical beat music contests for middle school students a sound success.9 However, 
they found it regrettable that the first political song festival, organized in 1967 
with the cooperation of Hungarian Radio, was rather coldly received by the mu-
sic industry. Nevertheless, this failure did not discourage Hungarian leadership 
from attempting to influence popular music on the radio, as they were happy 
to say that they were able to successful monitor the amateur dance music scene 
through the music festival, which was held in Salgótarján and also broadcast-
ed on radio. In accordance with communist expectations, the leadership of the 
Hungarian Youth Communist League was also able to report that in 1967, at the 
Third Popular Music Festival held in Salgótarján, there was a special category 
for Soviet songs in honor of the fiftieth anniversary of the events of 1917, which 
meant invitations for performers from the Soviet Union.

In 1971, the Institute of Hungarian Radio and Television, which was directly 
subordinate to the Department of Agitation and Propaganda, submitted the 
records of its meeting on the role of the Institute in community culture to the 
Department of Science, Public Education and Culture. One part of the report 
reads as follows:

…the idea of satisfying any kind of audience demand can never be an 
excuse for deviating from general program policy guidelines. We must 
not allow the spreading of the petty bourgeois kitsch so prevalent in ra-
dio programs today. However, to satisfy the entertainment needs of the 
audience at a higher level of quality than the current standard is an im-

9  Archives of the Institute of Political History (Politikatörténeti Intézet Levéltára), s. u. 289/3 24, 34.
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portant task of the institute, which must not be underrated. We have 
to acknowledge that entertainment and art are two different concepts. 
[…] Therefore, entertainment is not an end goal, but a means to an end, 
which, despite its flaws and perversions, is suitable for opening the gates 
of culture to the wider public.

The report briefly discussed the popular music activities of the Institute as well:

Radio offers a lot of insight into the music scene with the aid of sever-
al programs: Új Zenei Újság [‘New Music Magazine’] and Könnyűzenei 
Híradó [‘Popular Music News’] and individual episodes of other programs 
cover the entire spectrum of classical and popular music today. […] It is 
perfectly clear that in the upcoming years, people will continue to look 
to these media for entertainment, recreation, and relaxation. One of our 
most important tasks is to improve our selection with music […] pro-
grams, games, etc. that are not only high quality in terms of form and 
content, but also aim to improve cultural tastes.10

As we can see from the above excerpt, radio management placed great emphasis 
on providing background music for its audience, in which popular music played 
an important role. Their implicit claim that popular music genres had the poten-
tial to gradually introduce the audience to the pleasures of classical music also 
shows a degree of open-mindedness, though their statement still implies that 
they continued to dismiss popular music as having little artistic value in itself.

As discussed above, Hungarian state organs’ focus on, and political ap-
proaches to media issues occasionally took their toll on popular music. In 1973, 
a report submitted to the Department of Science, Public Education and Culture 
(also issued to the Ministry of Culture), titled Az MRT szerepe a közművelődés-
ben [‘The Role of the Institute of Hungarian Radio and Television in Community 
Culture’],11 did acknowledge the legitimacy of popular entertainment, but also 
emphasized that entertainment and the arts could not replace one another. The 

10  MNL OL, M-KS f. 288, s. u. 36/1971 31, 31–90.

11  MNL OL, XIX-I-7-dd. Box 14. Az MRT szerepe a közművelődésben [‘The Role of the Institute 
of Hungarian Radio and Television in Community Culture’]. Documents of Deputy Minister of 
Culture Dezső Tóth. No date. Internal publication of the Mass Communication Research Institute.
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report dedicated a whole chapter to popular music, in which they concluded 
that “lowly” forms of dance music (though what this refers to, the document 
does not say) had been long banished from the programs of electronic media. 
The report clearly shows that as late as 1973, official policy continued to embrace 
the most traditional of music genres, including dance songs, jazz, and chansons. 
Meanwhile, leadership was troubled by the extravagant appearances and stage 
antics of beat music groups, but ultimately permitted the broadcasting of beat 
music, though the report explicitly stated in agreement with Regulation no. 
6/1971 of the Minister of Culture12 that beat music as a trend had no cultural 
value: “Here we primarily mean traditional dance music, Hungarian folk songs, 
operettas, and mostly beat music. These play a significant role in facilitating re-
laxation by providing a pleasant atmosphere.” At the same time, the report went 
on to emphasize that musicals (and occasionally, beat songs) had the capacity to 
surpass traditional music in terms of entertainment. In short, as late as 1973, lead-
ership remained perplexed by, and twofaced towards beat and popular music.

The report mentioned above also compiled radio program statistics for the 
year 1972, which showed that popular music constituted 37.4% of the radio’s 
total airtime, while classical music constituted a mere 27%. The report claimed 
that the fact that dance music constituted only 6.8% of all popular music genres 
could be regarded as an improvement.13 However, based on the August 1979 
report of István Hárs, President of Hungarian Radio, which was submitted to the 
Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, these percentages 
changed by the end of the decade. The advancement of popular music is clear 
from the report, which stated that the program 25 perc beat [’25 Minutes of 
Beat’] started airing biweekly instead of weekly, alongside new series that were 
launched specifically to cater to fans of popular music.14

12  Magyar Közlöny, XXVI (95), December 17, 1971, 1054. Regulation no. 6/1971 of December 17, 
1971 of the Minister of Culture, signed by First Deputy László Orbán, was issued to determine the 
income tax of persons engaged in liberal professions by classifying certain branches of the arts. 
Article 2 of this regulation did not list activities like dance music composition, dance song lyrics 
composition, or the performance of dance songs under the category “socially valuable arts”. The 
regulation stated that the incomes of dance song and folk song performance artists were subject 
to a tax rate of over three percent (called the “kitsch tax”), while other musical genres only had to 
pay a three percent tax after their income.

13  MNL OL, M-KS f. 288, s. u. 36/1973 46, 39–112.

14  MNL OL, M-KS f. 288, s. u. 22/1979 15, 39.
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On May 3, 1983, in relation to the report discussed above, the Agitation and 
Propaganda Committee held a meeting to discuss the youth policy programs of 
Hungarian Radio. The Committee concluded that dance song programs attract-
ed a significant youth audience, while programs like Pop-műhely [‘Pop Work-
shop’], Csak fiataloknak [‘For Youngsters Only’], and Vasárnapi koktél [‘Sunday 
Coctail’] were explicitly aimed at youth audiences. Their number one program 
policy was to ban any programs with abrasive, “horrific”, or politically hostile 
content, while their program Lemezbörze helyett [‘In Lieu of Record Exchanges’] 
was launched specifically to curtail demands for foreign vinyl records distributed 
on the black market. The meeting emphasized the cooperation between the 
radio and the Hungarian Youth Communist League, which, along with the State 
Youth Committee, was expected to offer solutions to youth policy issues. Fur-
thermore, the report applauded the gradual generation shift within the radio, 
then concluded that Petőfi was the most popular radio station among Hungar-
ian youth, due to its frequent dance and popular music broadcasts.15 However, 
the Central Committee did not approve of these tendencies, as their resolution 
issued on October 9, 1984 declared that both radio and television propagated 
dubious fashion trends to their audiences.16

On July 1, 1986, Ernő Lakatos, Director of the Department of Agitation and 
Propaganda, held a presentation on the analysis of the Political Committee re-
garding the activities of Hungarian Radio. In the analysis, music in youth pro-
grams was construed as a channel promoting socialist politics: “Youth programs 
improved both in terms of form and content. Their tone is refreshing, they take 
the age characteristics of their audience into account, and broadcast political 
messages in an attractive musical environment.” The broadcasting of popular 
music earned a distinct mention among the various tasks of the radio: “Hungar-
ian youth […] listens to the radio less than any other age group, with the excep-
tion of pop music and the program Ötödik sebesség [‘Speed Five’].” At the same 
time, the Political Committee argued that on account of the general state of the 
Hungarian music scene, the quality of pop music often fluctuated, which called 
for higher standards in both popular music and the policies of youth programs. 
However, in contrast to the resolution of the Central Committee, the Political 

15  MNL OL, M-KS f. 288, s. u. 41/1983 407, 6–17; MNL OL, M-KS f. 288, s. u. 22/1983 2.

16  Vass (ed.) 1988, 782–791.
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Committee claimed that the activities of Hungarian Radio were in line with the 
decision of the Political Committee issued on November 9, 1983.17

Beyond the direct influence of party leadership on the popular music rep-
ertoire of Hungarian Radio, certain statements of the Ministry of Culture are 
also telling of contemporary radio policies. On June 15, 1957, Árpád Farsang, an 
employee of the Ministry of Culture, issued a report to Deputy Minister of Cul-
ture György Aczél, in which he applauded the decision of radio management to 
devote more attention to popular music both in terms of content and techni-
cal equipment, and to hold public concerts as well. Farsang’s report mentioned 
several performers and musicians, such as famous duo Márta Záray and János 
Vámosi, Stefi Ákos, Zsuzsa Petress, Róbert Rátonyi, Ilona Hollós, Lehel Németh, 
and the bands Martiny and Tabányi, which were considered well-known popular 
music icons in contemporary radio broadcasts. According to Farsang’s optimis-
tic report:

The fact that Hungarian Radio devotes serious attention to this genre is 
significant, because it is exactly through the radio that these popular mu-
sic songs become popular and renowned on a national level. Therefore, 
radio management is right to monitor and constantly improve its related 
programs, as this shows their awareness of the great responsibility inher-
ent in radio broadcasting.18

It is interesting to note that in contrast to Aczél’s negative opinion on popu-
lar music, Farsang, who was specifically charged with music-related bureaucratic 
work, welcomed the conquest of dance music in Hungarian Radio. Of course, his 
report had little bearing on the popularity of the genre, as the documents do not 
suggest that his opinion had any influence on the decisions of party leadership. 

17  MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 5/1986 972, 15–34; Vass (ed.) 1994, 200–204. One sign of the pending 
political change in the second half of the 1980’s was the submission of a plan to the Agitation and 
Propaganda Committee for the establishment of radio stations Juventus and Danubius, which 
were established shortly thereafter. MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 41/1986 461, 162–163; MNL OL, 
M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 41/1986 475, 12–15; MNL OL, M-KS, f. 288, s. u. 41/ 1987 496, 31–46. At the same 
time, the Resolution of the Mass Communication Research Institute issued on March 6, 1984 still 
instructed the Agitation and Propaganda Committee to continue monitoring Western propagan-
da. Vass (ed.) 1994, 655–658.

18  MNL OL, XIX-I-4-aaa. Box 56, s. u. 81. 1957–1958. Documents of Deputy Minister of Culture 
György Aczél, First Deputy of the Minister of Culture.
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However, after refashioning dance music for their own political aims, the state 
did acknowledge the potential of making cultural political statements through 
popular music programs on the radio, which could then be used to motivate the 
holy trinity of workers, peasants, and intellectuals to conform more to socialist 
ideals.

In 1971, after several years of preparation, Hungarian legislation approved the 
Act on Youth, which also concerned the activities of Hungarian Radio. Accord-
ing to the original draft, the primary goal of music-related institutions, such as 
radio, television, or cultural centers, was to educate Hungarian youth by posi-
tively influencing their worldviews and fostering appropriate social behavior – in 
other words, to make them accept and endorse the socialist state system and its 
exercise of power. These goals also had to go hand in hand with improving the 
standards of local entertainment and culture, which means that leadership indi-
rectly acknowledged that Hungarian youth previously had little opportunity or 
access to either. However, it is important to note that circumstances did improve 
in the 1970’s, though Hungarian standards were still far below contemporary 
Western European standards.19

The government decision on the execution of the Act on Youth confirmed 
that, beyond providing entertainment in various forms, including popular mu-
sic, the task of all community cultural institutions such as the press, radio, tel-
evision, and theaters, was to influence cultural taste and to educate Hungarian 
youth in the spirit of socialism. Nevertheless, the hardcore leftwing representing 
a fraction of public opinion had unrealistic expectations regarding the Act on 
Youth, as pointed out by István Horváth, First Secretary of the Central Commit-
tee of the Hungarian Youth Communist League during the parliamentary de-
bate. Extreme views included, “Longhairs are finally getting sheared!”20, despite 
the fact that leadership confirmed that this was not the case. On the contrary, 
it was around the 1970’s that jeans and long hair for men became acceptable in 
fashion.21

On September 23, 1974, the Institute of Hungarian Folklore, which operated 
under the Ministry of Culture, issued a damning (and anonymous) report to the 

19  MNL OL, XIX-I-4-o. Box 113, 80830/1970.

20  Before that time, Hungarian society was practically divided on the subject of hair styles for 
men. According to Lajos Illés, he was physically assaulted on a bus for his long hair. Sebők 2002, 105.

21  Act on Youth, 1971, 3–59.



200

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

Department of Science, Public Education and Culture, in which they denounced 
popular culture and the way radio fostered the growing demand of Hungari-
an youth for popular music. Their opinions likely reflected the internal power 
shifts within the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, as the report not only con-
demned youth culture’s “cult of portable radio”, and popular music radio servic-
es provided at beaches and tourist destinations, but also the fact that Hungarian 
youth dared show interest in popular music, whether it came from the radio or 
in the form of a concert at a local club. The report was right, however, inasmuch 
as the conquest of popular music was partly due to the fact that providing dance 
music was more profitable for cultural institutions than attempting to increase 
their revenue through other music genres.

The Institute of Hungarian Folklore also condemned the general hesitation in 
cultural policy, often apparent in radio, where institutions could choose between 
the “taming” or “administrative repression” of the popular genre, which resulted 
in upper management making irresponsible decisions. They then proceeded to 
castigate music critics as well, by claiming that truly high quality music – in other 
words, classical music – had no separate column in major daily papers because 
Magyar Ifjúság [‘Hungarian Youth’], in cahoots with the radio, was too busy ad-
vertising foreign and Hungarian beat celebrities, quoting their statements, and 
publishing global top dance music charts. According to the report, the gener-
ation shift happening across these institutions was also favorable for popular 
genres, because talent contests such as Ki mit tud? [‘Who Can Do What?’], which 
were supported or even initiated by the radio, often provided special licenses 
for popular genres. All these factors considered, the Institute concluded that 
Hungary’s population of 1.8 million youth had very mixed access to high quality 
music culture, so to remedy this problem, they urged the establishment of a 
committee to determine the tasks of public education and stifle the influence of 
“dubious” music everywhere, including radio.22

Minister of Culture Imre Pozsgay, in a private note titled Művészetpolitikánk 
néhány időszerű feladata [‘A Few Pressing Tasks of Hungarian Arts Policy’], men-
tioned Hungarian Radio as one of the founders of the Hungarian popular music 
scene. According to Pozsgay, the transition of Hungarian society from social-
ism to communism explains why cultural policy approved all trends that were 
not explicitly anti-socialist, though this was not the case in all areas of the arts. 

22  MNL OL, XIX-I-4-o. Box 107, item 3, 80242/1969.
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Such trends included humanist and realist artwork, as well as popular music 
pieces, which, in Pozsgay’s view, had the potential to contribute to socialist cul-
ture as a whole. On the other hand, he was quick to add that the Hungarian 
one-party state had to be able to prevent the creation and distribution of an-
ti-socialist, warmongering, and morally offensive works through administrative 
means. Pozsgay argued that improved living standards and material prosperity 
both contributed to the rise of bourgeois views and behaviors that were alien to 
socialist society. He claimed that popular music in particular was a side-effect of 
this new way of life: “Cultural products that serve entertainment purposes, such 
as bestselling books, popular music programs, and popular television series, play 
an increasingly greater role in satisfying people’s cultural needs and their natural 
demand for entertainment.” Therefore, and in accordance with the principles of 
party leadership, Pozsgay argued that mass communication devices, such as tel-
evision and radio, had to increase the quality of their entertainment, especially 
in terms of content. One such expression of party mentality includes the idea 
that theoretical and political training should be fostered among young artists 
in particular, which could only be achieved if popular musicians, who were cur-
rently not part of the system, formed a trade union and joined the Association 
of Hungarian Composers, where it would be possible to coordinate their ideo-
logical training.

In his notes, Pozsgay worked out guidelines for Hungarian Radio, as well as for 
arts critics, some of whom worked in the field of radio broadcasting, essentially 
requesting that critics assisted in the sophistication of Hungarian entertainment. 
At the same time, he argued that the youth press needed to make improve-
ments to fulfill its task of propagating socialist ideas in cultural education.23 It is 
important to note that Pozsgay’s views were reflected by the Entertainment Co-
ordination Committee, which was headed by Pozsgay himself, as the president 
of this body was always the current Minister of Culture by default. The Commit-
tee thus conducted a study, in which they echoed Pozsgay’s views by establishing 
several important principles regarding popular music culture in Hungary. For 
instance, in their analysis of radio program ratings, they found that radio ratings 
were on the decline compared to television viewership, but noted that the radio 
program Könnyűzenei Híradó [‘Popular Music News’], broadcasted every Tues-
day, was able to defy this negative trend by drawing fifteen to twenty percent of 

23  MNL OL, XIX-I-7-cc. Box 17, item 116. Documents of Minister of Culture Imre Pozsgay. No date.
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the Hungarian audience, which confirmed the mobilizing force of popular mu-
sic. The study also noted that among radio audiences, younger generations were 
especially prominent, which was attributed to the broadcasting of music trends 
that appealed to younger audiences.24

In conclusion, the significance of the popular music related activities of Hun-
garian Radio in the Kádár era is indisputable, as the institution of radio sought 
to satisfy Hungarian youth’s demands for current popular music trends through 
a variety of programs, and did so while being constantly monitored by Hungar-
ian state leadership. As the above discussed documents show, leadership moni-
tored the activities of the radio to prevent Western “imperialist and disruptive” 
ideologies from corrupting future generations of Hungarian socialist youth. To 
this end, Studios 6 and 8 were established, which, by contemporary standards, 
offered a world class technical background for broadcasting music, but only for 
genres and performers that met the screening criteria of party leadership. As a 
result, records of Hungarian Radio’s Kádár-era repertoire of carefully selected 
dance songs, beat, pop, and rock songs are still available today, not only on radio 
stations Kossuth and Petőfi, but on other commercial channels as well. These 
recordings themselves have extensive histories behind them, with some songs 
being the subject of urban legends. However, one thing is certain: although 
Hungarian Radio managed to broadcast and support a significant number of 
musicians within the framework of party directives and state censorship, it also 
silenced anti-communist authors and performers, whose absence was a great 
loss to Hungarian culture. This loss is all the greater for the fact that some of 
these musicians have since retired, emigrated from Hungary, or died too soon as 
a result of their self-destructive life styles.

24  MNL OL, XIX-I-7-dd. Box 14. Entertainment. Dossier.
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THE HUNGARIAN LEGACY OF 
SOVIET “ANTI-FASCISM” AND THE 
ISSUE OF THE CRIMINALIZATION 
OF THE COMMUNIST DICTATOR-
SHIP: CAN COMMUNIST IDEOLOGY 
COME IN RED, WHITE, AND GREEN?

We did not bury the Soviet past. We just shoved the corpse into a corner, 
and covered it with sawdust, to let it rot on its own.

Vladimir Sorokin

In the last phase of World War II, due to the military operations of the Red Army, 
Hungary became part of the Soviet sphere of interest. On December 21, 1944, 
the newly established Provisional National Government and Provisional Nation-
al Assembly began to lay down the foundations of a new political system, which 
sought to reorganize the Hungarian political community to cater to Soviet polit-
ical interests. The representatives of the new system, which gradually turned into 
an openly oppressive communist dictatorship, argued that the rise of this system 
marked a new era, which would bring modernity to the Hungarian nation.

In a sense, we could call the measures that marked the Hungarian system 
change at the end of World War II “revolutionary”, inasmuch as the communist 
party referred to the system change as a “people’s democratic revolution” – in 
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other words, a proletarian revolution or socialist revolution. Recently, scholars 
have also been using the term “stealth revolution” in reference to the years in 
which the communist party openly prepared and organized its rise to power.1 
Some Hungarian historians and political thinkers still consider this period to have 
brought some form of historical redress after the injustices of the pre-1945 system 
and the discriminatory measures against the Jewish population, including their 
deportation, and their persecution by the Arrow Cross following the German 
occupation of Hungary. Contemporary political thinks, however, placed even 
greater emphasis on this interpretation, especially communists, and the “pro-
gressive thinkers” of the leftwing. For instance, on March 18, 1945, in relation to 
the redistribution of land, György Marosán wrote the following in the daily news-
paper Tiszántúli Népszava [‘The Word of the People from the Transtisza Region’]:

The millennium-old trial has ended […] This is a great day, a historical day. 
[…] For a thousand years, nothing was done to serve the interests of the 
people. But this land is yours now, Hungarian peasants! It belongs to you, 
the pariahs, the victims of a thousand years of anti-popular and anti-Hun-
garian feudalist politics. […] We stand as witnesses and warriors of the 
great change that shall defeat feudalism, so that its crimes may thereafter 
be recorded by history. Libraries shall overflow with the misery of a peo-
ple that has been suffering for a thousand years. […] It was feudalism that 
prevented change and the rise of the Hungarian people. But our people 
may finally claim its place among the free nations of Europe. Today sees 
the collapse of the last bastion of feudalism in Europe, because Hungary 
has always been famous for having managed to uphold feudalism to the 
very last. […] Grandchildren of Dózsa, peasants! Prepare to fight the great 
final battle, not only against feudalism, but its servant, fascism as well! 
The eyes of the millennium are upon you! A thousand years of our dark, 
reactionary, and feudalist past.2

Marosán’s article, quoted above, is technically an abridged version of the his-
torical view that would dominate Hungarian political discourse for the next fifty 
years. Marosán himself noted that his ideologically charged message contained 

1   For more details, see Békés 2015, 78–79, and Máthé 2015, 87–99.

2   Marosán 1945.
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all necessary elements to “lay down the foundations of a people’s democrat-
ic Hungary”. However, we must not think that these views were unique to the 
communists and their immediate allies. For instance, on the subject of the year 
1945, writer Sándor Márai succinctly captured the views of certain middle class 
groups by writing, “Personally, I felt no ‘liberation’ of any kind. What perished 
was a caricature. There was no liberation anywhere – neither within me or my 
surroundings –, but ‘good riddance’ to the annihilation of a caricature.”3 These 
grandiose words on the “millennium-old trial” and the “annihilation of a carica-
ture” were soon followed by real (political show) trials and other administrative 
measures, including B-lists, internment, and the suspension of voting rights.

With the rise of the new Hungarian communist system, the time was rife for 
“passing judgment” on the interwar period through a series of trials at the new-
ly established people’s courts, where cases were cleverly presented to link the 
crimes of truly intolerable defendants to the issues of the former political system. 
For instance, as political counsel for the Sztójay trials, György Marosán issued the 
following statement: “In the dock, next to Sztójay and associates, sits a twenty-
five-year-old political, economic, and social system, and this is why the verdict 
must be harsh, because we are not only judging people, but an entire system as 
well.” The public prosecutor held similar views to Marosán in declaring that “the 
primary defendant is therefore a social class that has already been put on trial 
by history itself”.4 The latter is a concise summary of Marxist ideology, which put 
certain defendants on trial not as persons, but as the manifestations of certain 
impersonal historical forces.

The practice of political trials continued in the following decades, especially 
following the reprisals for the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, and subsequent 
“revisions” by communist leadership, but also in any case that could be linked to 
the crimes of the capitalist system, and by association, to the crimes of fascism. In 
such trials, prosecution condemned the past not only in the metaphorical sense, 
but also in a legal sense: “based on the spirit of the law of the people’s court, 
and the socialist sense of justice, […] such unjust, unlawful activities […] have 
to be considered unlawful, therefore, the participants of the present case are 
the perpetrators of the crimes stated herein.”5 These words actually pertained 

3   The caricature in question is pre-1945 aristocratic Hungary. Márai 1991.

4   Karsai and Molnár (eds.) 2005, 571, 591.

5   Zétényi 2015, 349.
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to a case where circumstances were ex lex even by the definitions of Hungarian 
basic law, not to mention that the members of the German puppet government 
could hardly be considered heroes or martyrs. However, in light of the above, 
this statement could have been applied to any other previous trial as well, since 
the “socialist sense of justice” basically equaled doing whatever the communist 
party ordered you to do.

The efforts of Hungarian communist leadership to pass judgment on the pre-
vious era, including political trials, “scientific” writing, political speeches, and the 
general tone of the press, were aimed at condemning not only the interwar peri-
od, but also the entirety of Hungarian history, which was considered “outdated” 
by Marxist theories of historical development. For instance, one contemporary, 
Imre Kovács, labeled the year 1945 “the great cataclysm of Hungarian history”, 
arguing that “the long, long process we call a millennium has ended, and a new 
era has begun, which we have not yet progressed far enough to label. However, 
at present, the new era seems the opposite of everything that was represented 
and symbolized by the millennium…”6

In the newly arising “revolutionary” system, Hungarian communists played 
a significant role, as they were responsible for the Hungarian adaptation of the 
soviet political system under the guise of the Hungarian Popular Front. Once the 
communist party received Stalin’s orders and permission, the transition from a 
new political system to a dictatorial regime was easy. However, it is important to 
note that the soviet communist system was not a constitutional state. On the 
contrary, it was an unlawful regime that denied the developments of European 
law, which meant that regardless of the involvement of the Popular Front, the 
Hungarian adaptation of the soviet dictatorship could not be, and ultimately 
was not, a constitutional state either. In reality, “socialist constitutionality” was 
characterized by the implementation of pseudo-law, where orders issued per-
sonally or over the phone constantly overrode written law. In other words, law, 
especially public law, served as a mere facade towards the world outside the 
communist dictatorial state, so depending on the circumstances, the illusion 
of constitutionality was either upheld or completely disregarded by the judicial 
system.

6   Réka Kiss quoting Imre Kovács at the conference Remény és realitás [‘Hope and Reality’] orga-
nized by the Institute of National Remembrance, December 11, 2014.
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The judicial system of the Hungarian regime contained several elements that 
were not only divergent from European judicial practices, but contradictory in 
and of themselves, as the communist judicial system served the dynamic justifi-
cation of the will of party leadership, and the perpetuation of the dictatorship. 
For example, Article 128 of the Criminal Code of the Hungarian People’s Republic 
(Act V of 1961) contained the following regulation: “Those who commit acts of 
physical violence towards persons, who are involved in activities that serve the 
interests of socialism, shall be punished with imprisonment of six months to five 
years.” The ministerial preamble pertaining to this regulation (Supreme Court, 
Criminal Doctrinal Guideline no. III.) clearly shows the intent of preserving the 
dictatorial system:

The theoretical basis of the regulation is the recognition that agitation is a 
crime that threatens the system, and is therefore committed through the 
exhibition of behaviors that threaten to incur hatred towards the people’s 
democratic state, etc. in any person who perceives, or is made aware of, 
these behaviors. Judicial practice has always stated that physical violence 
could be considered agitation if concomitant circumstances allowed 
persons made aware of the act of physical violence to conclude that the 
perpetrator harbored hatred against the people’s democratic state, etc.

The proposal quoted above, in accordance with the anti-state nature of the 
crime, also embedded the counterrevolutionary motif into the legal characteri-
zation of the crime as “violence against those involved in activities that serve the 
interests of socialism”.7 Regulations and preambles like the ones quoted above 
comprised “socialist constitutionality” in all states of the Soviet Bloc, where they 
served to legitimate dictatorial rule, and nip all opposition in the bud. The Ger-
man satellite state of the Soviet Union, the German Democratic Republic, was 
rightfully called an Unrechtstaat [‘state without law’].

After the fall of the Hungarian communist dictatorship, legal professionals 
proposed a series of measures to promote the rehabilitation and compensation 
of political victims, which would have criminalized the political and judicial prac-
tices of the previous regime. These efforts were, of course, met with considerable 
opposition, as the criminalization of the dictatorship would have incriminated 

7   Popovics (ed.) 1962, 233.
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countless individuals, or called many careers and achievements into question. 
Furthermore, the criminalization of the communist dictatorship would suggest 
that we acknowledged the dictatorial regime as an unconstitutional state that 
disrupted a previously existing constitutional state, which would entail the res-
toration of the constitutional state that existed before 1945. However, this is not 
entirely the case, because after certain precedents, the period of lawlessness tru-
ly began with the German occupation of Hungary. Therefore, condemning the 
period of communist dictatorship that started in 1945 does not mean that we 
automatically acknowledge the previous period of German occupation, or cer-
tain measures of the previous political system, as legitimate or valid.

In view of the above, judicial rehabilitation would not mean complete politi-
cal (or moral) rehabilitation for each and every victim of the unlawful dictatorial 
system. On the other hand, political condemnation does not necessarily entail 
criminal consequences, so we could consider damnatio memoriae a type of sym-
bolic criminalization that occurs within collective memory. The question is, why 
was, or why is this necessary?

Like in all satellite states of the Soviet Bloc, the collapse of the dictatorship in 
Hungary resulted from political change based on negotiations and agreements. 
That said, the dictatorship crumbled, rather than collapsed, as no nationwide 
procedures were launched against communist leadership, many of whom were 
allowed to convert their amassed capital as they pleased. Meanwhile, parties 
and intellectual networks that had become deeply entrenched in Hungarian life 
with the help of their strong support base and infrastructure, managed to pro-
tect their political, historical, and ideological legacy with considerable success. 
Even global political entities interested in the stabilization of Central and East-
ern Europe offered no support in implementing criminalization measures. For 
instance, in the case of Czechoslovakia, and later on, Poland, criminalization was 
primarily realized through lustration and nationwide “lump sum” punishments, 
though the process had its pitfalls and brought mixed results.

Despite the political system changes across Central and Eastern Europe, polit-
ical forces invested in dismantling the communist dictatorships and eliminating 
their legacies are still struggling to repeal the comprehensive worldview estab-
lished by the “people’s democracies”. It seems that only Poland has managed to 
accomplish their goals by the beginning of the 2010’s, largely due to the extensive 
legal, scientific, awareness raising, and cultural activities of the Institute of Na-
tional Remembrance. In Poland, criminalization was also implemented with the 
establishment of a special prosecutor’s office, which can even initiate procedures 
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involving deceased persons. However, this was little more than a side-product of 
the activities of the Institute of National Remembrance, aimed at forming a new 
identity for Polish society by evoking history as a collective memory of “us and 
them” (Polish society versus the communist dictatorship).

Compared to Poland, the criminalization of the communist dictatorship in 
Hungary has not yet been accomplished. In fact, opposition proved so strong 
that all symbolic legislative attempts to criminalize the dictatorship were swiftly 
removed from the country’s political agenda with the aid of the Constitutional 
Court established in the final months of the dictatorship, and the active assis-
tance of its chairman, László Sólyom. Due to these opposing forces, ideological 
and historical analytical struggles in Hungary were for the longest time char-
acterized by nostalgia and victimology,8 which, of course, had real legal conse-
quences for the victims of political trials, who were only gradually exonerated 
through a series of revocation laws.

In 2010, after two decades of political and historical repression, the issue of 
the criminalization of the Hungarian communist dictatorship resurfaced once 
more, at which point Hungarian legislation finally introduced the definition of 
“communist crime”, and state bodies began to examine the allocation of certain 
pension funds. Beyond the vehement political opposition of the 1990’s, followed 
by the election of a communist successor party government in 2002–2010, these 
belated measures also had historical causes. After 1945, historiographic changes 
were implemented and maintained first through “administrative measures” (ba-
sically institutionalized terror and violence), then by softer and subtler means, 
which, coupled with the “socialization” efforts of the Kádárian dictatorship, had 
a deep impact on collective Hungarian consciousness that goes beyond simple 
nostalgia. After 1956, based on the idea of “if you are not against us, you are with 
us”, anyone could technically be considered an enabler of the dictatorial regime. 
A period of thirty-three years allowed the Hungarian communist dictatorship, 
itself a form of organized political crime, to become normalized as an integral 
part of everyday life in Hungary, in no small part due to party leadership’s efforts 
to promote material prosperity, and to circumvent existing legal structures (the 
latter of which actually poses extremely interesting legal theoretical questions.) 

We may well ask what ideological justifications the communist regime used 
to essentially recruit the Hungarian population for its nationwide political pyr-

8   Ötvös 2015, 91–97.
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amid scheme. To accomplish this task, they had to find the smallest common 
denominator in society, an issue that could not only serve as a point of identifi-
cation for Hungarian intellectuals, but was also acceptable to the outside world, 
and difficult to oppose in the face of potential backlash. The answer to this ques-
tion, which also became the ideological basis of the Popular Front led by János 
Kádár, was Soviet-type anti-fascism. Basically, communists were allowed to ally 
themselves with the bourgeoisie against fascism (or any phenomena labeled as 
such), and the bourgeoisie could also ally themselves with the communists for 
the sake of political progress, or against fascists and reactionary fractions. By the 
time the Sovietization of Hungary started, this narrative had already been set in 
place, and at the time, it was supported not only by the communist party, but 
other social groups as well. For instance, on January 1, 1946, in relation to the 
tasks of the Hungarian Social Democratic Party (Szociáldemokrata Párt, SZDP), 
Pál Justus,9 in his article “Szocialisták vagyunk” [‘We Are Socialists’] published in 
Népszava [‘The Word of the People’], wrote that “there is no socialism without 
democracy, but there is also no democracy without socialism”. However, this did 
not refer to civil social democracy so much as to the type of Soviet anti-fascism 
represented by the Popular Front.

After the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, party leadership was in desperate 
need of symbolic representation for their own brand of democracy, which basi-
cally rested on the recognition and acceptance of the proletarian regime and the 
dictatorial leadership of the communist party. One of the most important man-
ifestations of this ideological construct (and political message) was the revived 
Magyar Nemzet [‘Hungarian Nation’], an originally nationalist and bourgeois 
daily newspaper, which seemed to be the perfect candidate for the job, not only 
because of its title, but on account of its anti-German (so in a sense, anti-fascist) 
stance during World War II. On August 20, 1957, First Secretary János Kádár said 
following in Kisújszállás that, “Magyar Nemzet is the central newspaper of the 

9   Bernát Pál Justus (1905–1965) was a Hungarian poet, literary translator, social science scholar, 
and social democratic ideologue. In 1945, he became a member of the Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Social Democratic Party, head of the Department of Agitation and Propaganda, and 
editor of the newspaper Szocializmus [‘Socialism’]. In April 1945, he also became a representative 
of the Provisional National Assembly. In 1949, he was arrested under false allegations and received 
a lifetime prison sentence as the octonary defendant of the Rajk trials. He was released in 1955, 
after which he worked for the publishing company Corvina Kiadó, and became one of the most 
prominent translators of literary prose of the era.
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Popular Front. It is necessary that this newspaper become the torchbearer of a 
popular and national alliance led by the communist party.” After a long period of 
preparation, the first issue of the new Magyar Nemzet was printed on September 
7, 1957. According to the report of the Party Committee of Budapest District VII, 
such lengthy preparations were necessary because management sought to gain 
the readership of those belonging to “the right side of the Hungarian political 
topography”.10 Of course, in this context, we need to interpret “the right side” 
in relation to the communist leftwing, as evidenced by the draft preparing the 
publication of Magyar Nemzet, which explained the policies of the newspaper 
as follows:

However, this emotional education must not be propagandistic, or it 
would be misguided. It must instead be discreet, almost undetectable. 
Since they are intellectuals, we want to appeal to their intellect, rather 
than their emotions. Therefore, we must impress upon them the given 
historical situation they must adapt to, because we have no means of 
changing it, so any attempts at changing it will necessarily end in failure, 
which cannot be in the interest of this nation. With such intellectual edu-
cation, it will be easier to approach the absolutely necessary, yet incredi-
bly difficult and delicate subject of Soviet–Hungarian friendship.11

The above excerpt is the Kádárian program in a nutshell, which made a very 
important proposal to Hungarian intellectuals: as long as intellectuals refrained 
from interfering in politics, they would be allowed to continue their activities in 
their respective fields.

The program and proposal discussed above were repeated twice by Deputy 
Minister of Culture György Aczél. After exercising self-criticism for his noncom-
pliant behavior during the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, he soon presented 
some very party-compliant proposals of his own. On February 26, 1957, at the 
meeting of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party 
(Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP), he said that “whether we like it or 
not, we must build this socialist system with the help of the intelligentsia, and 
these intellectuals in particular. We have to tell them the truth, that there are 

10   Takács 2012, 60.

11   Quoted in Kalmár 1998, 75.
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some honest, if misguided people among them, while some of them are scoun-
drels, so the honest ones should come and help us fight against the scoundrels.”12 
Some six months later, Aczél addressed the issue again, this time in greater detail:

I would like to say a few words about the intelligentsia, because there is 
a lot of confusion on this subject in particular. So I would like to make a 
simple proposal: at the next party conference, when the issue of the intel-
ligentsia comes up again, we should make it clear that we already have an 
opinion on the Hungarian intelligentsia. We know their past and present, 
but their future is what’s crucial to us. Everyone, including municipal par-
ty secretaries, must be made aware that we not only have to work togeth-
er with the vast majority of intellectuals, but we must also rid ourselves of 
the morally wrong phrase, “using” the intelligentsia. In the next few years, 
our goal is to turn the majority of these people into enthusiastic advo-
cates of the Hungarian people’s democracy, without even having them 
join the party. Once our party functionaries are made aware of this, the 
next step would be to create suitable policies to win over the majority of 
the intelligentsia while we fight against hostile fascist intellectuals. To put 
it differently, we must impress upon party organizations that 350,000 to 
400,000 communists must convince four to five million, or up to eight 
million people – I cannot give you a precise number – to support the 
policies of the party within a specific amount of time.13

According to Aczél’s proposal, the party had to win the support of the intelli-
gentsia, who would then help gain the support of the vast majority of the Hun-
garian population, while also marginalizing “fascist” intellectuals. In summary, 
political intellectuals (in other words, the party) made a proposal to intellectuals 
in the field of humanities, who were considered to be the agents of Hungarian 
culture, to gain their support and active participation in ensnaring the rest of 
Hungarian society, while simultaneously waging war against a small group of 
intellectuals representing nationalist ideologies.

In light of the above, the program of the communist party was basically to 
apply Leninist policies to Hungarian political circumstances, as Lenin clearly stat-

12   Balogh et al. (eds.) 1993, 204.

13   Ibidem, 250.
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ed that there should be “ruthless struggle against the chauvinism and patriotism 
of the bourgeoisie of all countries without exception”.14 However, at the same 
time, Lenin also observed that the true fountainhead of socialism was the intelli-
gentsia: “Socialism […] was the product of profound scientific knowledge… The 
vehicle of [this] science is not the proletariat but the bourgeois intelligentsia: 
contemporary socialism was born in the heads of individual members of this 
class.”15 It is no coincidence that the core of the Russian Bolshevik party itself was 
“a small organization of intellectual and sub-intellectual desperadoes”.16

Despite the communist party’s preoccupation with the intelligentsia, the pri-
mary driving force behind the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, especially in major 
cities, was actually the working class, and the heavy industrial working class in 
particular. The most resilient bastions of armed resistance were cities and areas 
that were traditionally considered the centers of the working class, including 
Újpest, Csepel, Dunapentele (Sztálinváros [‘City of Stalin’] at the time), and the 
coal basins of Tatabánya and Pécs, which were home to a working class straight 
out of classic Marxist theory. Intellectuals did play an important role in the rev-
olutionary movement and related protests, but the greatest threat proved to be 
the ability of the working class to spontaneously organize and defend itself. Con-
sequently, they presented the newly established Muscovite elites with a serious 
conundrum, since they proved to be more difficult to subdue than easily swayed 
and coerced intellectuals.

The problem posed by the Hungarian working class, beyond its involvement 
in the Revolution of 1956, was that communist leadership struggled to shoehorn 
the aspirations of the working class into the pre-established Marxist-Leninist 
categories of “bourgeois nationalism” and “chauvinism”. Thus emerged the ox-
ymoronic notion of “national communism”, one notable example of which was 
the case of a Greek freedom fighter. Andrei Konstandinidis was originally a mem-
ber of the ELAS, the partisan army of the Greek Communist Party, but during 
the war, he was captured by the Germans, then moved to live in Hungary. During 
the Revolution of 1956, he was a member of the revolutionary group based in 
Práter street. In 1958, Józsefné Csikesz, one of the secretaries of the Hungarian 
Workers’ Party (Magyar Dolgozók Pártja, MDP), and afterwards of the Budapest 

14   Lenin quoted in Johnson 2000, 70.

15   Lenin quoted in Johnson 2000, 64.

16   Johnson 2000, 71.



216

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

Party Committee of the MSZMP, who was captured by the revolutionaries, then 
released after the siege on Köztársaság Square, wrote the following about Kon-
standinidis: “he proudly told me that he was a communist, too, except he was a 
communist not in the Soviet way, but in a nationalist way.”17 Interestingly, twen-
ty-three years later, she described her meeting with him in a very different way:

Two days later, armed fighters came for me, and took me to the school 
building on Práter street for an interrogation. My interrogator called him-
self a Greek “freedom fighter”, and as it turned out, he was a Greek nation-
alist emigrant. Interestingly, this man recognized me (as I also addressed 
the problems of emigrants at the beginning of 1956.) And when he recog-
nized me, he magnanimously released me.18

As we can see from the excerpt above, despite the fact that in the context of 
the Greek Civil War, the term “emigrant” clearly referred to a communist em-
igrant, the committee secretary decided to conflate the notion of “national 
communism” with “nationalism”. In other words, due to the fact that a notion 
like “national communism” was incompatible with orthodox Marxist theory, it 
had to be converted to the closest available category, which was “nationalism”. 
Interestingly, in her own dishonest way, Józsefné Csikesz was right. National 
communism truly did signify a departure from communism, since it shifted the 
emphasis from class-based solidarity to solidarity on the basis of national unity.

On February 5, 1957, at the meeting of the Provisional Administrative Com-
mittee following the repression of the Revolution of 1956, Minister of the Interior 
Béla Biszku addressed the issue of national communism as follows:

There is a lot of ideological confusion among the working class. When-
ever we enter into a debate, we always encounter the same questions, 
the idea that what happened in Hungary was a “revolution” because it 
ended the reign of a clique, because a clique had been in power instead of 
the working class. There is also a widespread belief that the working class 
doesn’t care what system it lives in, so long as it benefits economically. 

17   Military Historical Archives, Budapest Military Court (Hadtörténelmi Levéltár, Budapesti Kato-
nai Bíróság), 432/1958. Examination Dossier no. I/227–228.

18   Csikesz 1981, 61.
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We must find answers to these questions, but first and foremost, we must 
clear up issues such as the reactionary theory of national communism, 
especially among party workers of the working class, because that notion 
is related to the issue of “soviet imperialism”.19

One month later, at the March 5, 1957 meeting of the Provisional Administra-
tive Committee, in relation to the twelve demands of the Hungarian Revolution 
of 1848, Biszku clarified his earlier statement even further: “My other remark is 
this: we must reveal the demagogy underlying patriotic slogans. We must show 
that the real communists and patriots were those who stood on the grounds of 
internationalism, while the rest were all traitors.”20 As we can see, according to 
communist interpretations of nationalism and internationalism, patriotic dem-
agogy was just one step away from fascism (and by that token, according to 
Marxist interpretation, a proletarian dictatorship could never be followed by 
civil democracy, only fascism.)21 Therefore, the best and most effective antidote 
against nationalist aspirations was anti-fascism.

For Hungarian intellectuals, perhaps “anti-fascism” could have been an ac-
ceptable call for alliance with the Popular Front, but to truly make it compelling 
required two more steps, one of which was construing the Revolution of 1956 
as a fascist counterrevolution. To this end, leadership silenced everyone whose 
experiences and beliefs suggested otherwise with the idea that even justified na-
tional movements could be corrupted by fascism. However, Soviet anti-fascism 
was also a strategy that could be applied not only to Hungarian events, but also 
used in the struggle against the ideology of the free world. Soviet anti-fascist dis-
course distinguished between several levels – including nationalism, anti-com-
munism, and imperialism –, each of which came with its own set of conceptual 
tools that were used until the very end of the communist dictatorship. For in-
stance, the introduction for famous American writer Leon Uris’ novel Battle Cry 
felt it necessary to include the following:

Although the world was sharply divided regarding the evaluation of the 
Korean War, even the majority of American public opinion regarded the 

19   Balogh et al. (eds.) 1993, 100.

20   Ibidem, 249.

21   This is extensively discussed in Kállai 1957.
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Vietnam War as a discreditable, unjust war that was alien from the in-
terests of the United States. During that decade of slaughter in an Indo-
chinese hell, international opinion also condemned the US marines for 
their cruel treatment of the civil population. As for the author, nationalist 
frenzy and anti-Soviet sentiments became fundamental motifs in his later 
novels, in particular the globally renowned Exodus, and Armageddon. The 
historical accuracy of these novels is also rather doubtful.22

As we can see from the excerpt above, by 1988, the concept of anti-fascism had 
changed according to the demands of Hungarian communist policy, or rather, 
it was applied to a much wider spectrum of phenomena than before. However, 
this merely marked a minor shift, because on the Hungarian communist scale of 
hostile political views, fascism remained the worst until the very end. Promot-
ing anti-fascism also had a different version, where in relation to the Hungarian 
historical past, “nationalism” and fascism were systematically conflated to make 
socialism seem progressive. In other words, communist leadership stigmatized 
historical Hungarian identity by pitting it against concepts like “democracy” or 
“progress”, thereby painting the current socialist system as the harbinger of mo-
dernity.

We can reasonably presume that for a significant group of Hungarian intel-
lectuals, the strategies outlined above were acceptable to a certain degree, as 
the classic Manifesto of the Anti-Fascist Intellectuals by Benedetto Croce, which 
would later be used by communist leadership in a variety of ways, was first and 
foremost an intellectual product. The Manifesto, written in 1925, summarized 
the political credo of liberal intellectuals as follows: “That same faith was born 
of truth-loving, of justice-seeking, of civic and individual selflessness, of zealous 
intellectual and moral upbringing, of a quest for freedom, which is the strength 
and only path towards progress.”23 This was basically the ideological package 
that the Stalinist propaganda machine would cleverly use to win the support of 
Western intellectuals, then recycle again and again with minor modifications to 
sell as a successful political product until the very end of the Soviet-type com-
munist dictatorship.

22   Uris 1988.

23   Source: http://epa.oszk.hu/00100/00186/00019/manifnj.html (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)
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The second step towards forging an alliance between Hungarian intelligent-
sia and the communist leadership may seem cynical at first glance, because in es-
sence, it was the idea that the socialist system could be constructed even under 
a false consciousness.24 In other words, communist leadership basically co-opted 
intellectuals, so long as they did not attempt to break down or openly criticize 
the taboos of the regime. On March 30, 1982, at the meeting of the Political 
Committee of the MSZMP, János Kádár himself made the following statement 
on the subject of taboos:

Yes, there are taboos, and there must be taboos, whether there is a writ-
ten agreement on the matter or not. This taboo, I do not know how to 
call it, the current regime, which is now a people’s regime, or workers’ 
regime, or a proletarian dictatorship, or whatever it is. The other is our 
federal system. And nationalist agitation is futile. Socialist legality must 
prevail. These are our taboos, and we will not let anyone attack them.25

In light of the statement above, we must reinterpret the Kádárian proposal as 
a two-tier “agreement” between communist leadership, intellectuals, and “the 
masses”, or more precisely, an agreement between communist leadership and in-
tellectuals that was forced onto the masses through the use of physical violence. 
Regardless, both “agreements” failed and succeeded in their own ways. On the 
one hand, they were successful, because society reluctantly accepted the politi-
cal division of Europe, along with the idea that Hungary belonged to the Soviet 
sphere of interest, although aversion and resistance to this fact was expressed in 
various ways by the opposition.26 On the other hand, the agreements also failed, 
because at the first available opportunity, which were the protests of 1989 and 
the free elections of 1990, Hungarian society soundly rejected the “true” Popular 
Front proposal of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party – and by extension, 
of its successor, the Hungarian Socialist Party (Magyar Szocialista Párt, MSZP).  
In their vision, the socialist party would have retained all key positions while sim-
ply exchanging its political monopoly to a political hegemony, which was anoth-

24   M. Kiss 2012, 28.

25   Huszár 2003, 287.

26   See for instance a statement by János Kádár at a meeting of the Political Committee: “We had 
an opposition all along, even after 1956. We really did. And it gave us trouble, too, so sometimes, 
we fought against it in our own way.” Ibidem, 286.
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er cause of failure, as part of the intelligentsia leaned towards a “class-based rule”, 
while another part rejected the proposal based on nationalist ideas. Until the 
system change, however, those intellectuals that were not “hostile” or “fascist” 
according to Aczél’s definitions were quite successful in manipulating the major-
ity of Hungarian society by means of anti-fascist (in reality, anti-nationalist) rhet-
oric, one result of which was the emergence of literature that was “nationalist in 
form, but socialist in content”. These conceptions came from Stalin, actually, and 
it should come as no surprise that they were frequently put on Hungary’s cul-
tural political agenda during the period of the communist dictatorship.27 Such 
literary works and authors undermined the idea of national unity, denied the 
existence of traditional collective identity, and stigmatized Hungarian national 
history as a false narrative.

The agreement between communist leadership and the Hungarian intelli-
gentsia also posed serious limitations for the one-party state, not in the least be-
cause one of the most important forums of intellectual self-expression, as well as 
the workshop of the intelligentsia, was Hungarian Radio (Magyar Rádió), which 
had to be heavily monitored by communist leadership. In 2014, on the website 
of 168 Óra [‘168 Hours’], György Bolgár published a heavily nostalgic eulogy for 
István Hárs,28 a dedicated communist politician and head of Hungarian Radio, 
which reads as follows:

Not that he was a reformer waiting for a system change, or if he was, he 
was good at keeping it secret. Back then, but even now, I do not think 
that, as President of the Radio, he wanted to fundamentally challenge 
the one-party system, or its strict top-down control of information. Had 
he tried, it is certain that he would not have held a leadership position in 

27   Horváth 2014, 11.

28   István Hárs (1924–2014) was a mill machinist and politician. From 1943, he became an iron-
works trade union member. In 1944, he was taken for labor service, but escaped, and in 1945, he 
joined the communist party, where he gradually rose in rank until he became Deputy Minister 
of the Interior between 1954 and 1956. Between 1957 and 1959, he was head of the Department 
of Agitation and Propaganda, among other state bodies. Afterwards, until 1974, he was the first 
Vice President of Hungarian Radio, then President until 1988, while also holding key positions 
within the governing bodies of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. He was a member of the 
Central Committee between 1975 and May 22, 1988; from 1983, he was a member of Agitation and 
Propaganda Committee operating alongside the Central Committee; from 1985, a member of the 
Cultural Political Committee, and from 1986, a member of the Cadre Political Committee.



221

ÁRON MÁTHÉ

radio, one of the most important instruments of information and party 
propaganda, for very long. From 1975 to 1988, he was also a member of 
the Central Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, so he 
obviously had to comply with party policies, and might have even been 
involved in preparing said policies. He did not disrupt the party from 
within, but he also gradually turned propagandistic Hungarian radio into 
an informative radio that did not require ideological loyalty from its au-
dience. […] He banned, tolerated, and supported, as decades of Aczélian 
and Kádárian policies dictated him to, but when able, he banned as little 
as possible, tolerated a lot, and did not support cheap, empty party prop-
aganda. […] What is certain is that in his own careful, prudent way, he 
protected the values of the radio.29

According to Bolgár, Hungarian radio became “informative” during the reign of 
Comrade Hárs (as his followers referred to him even after the fall of the dicta-
torship), who “protected the values of the radio”, but in reality, from 1956, radio 
simply switched its blatantly false maxims and lies for a better packaged version 
of anti-fascism. As proof, consider the following example of “everyday” radio 
management from January 14, 1972, when András Sebestyén, Deputy Head of 
the Main Department of Music, said the following during a meeting:

…instead, I would like to return to Comrade Hárs’ approach to the issue 
of form and content. Beat is basically a form, so what matters is what 
sort of content it conveys. I have encountered terrible – how to say it, 
“anti-progressive” beat music, not a lot, though –, but I’ve also listened to 
dance songs that belong in the completely opposite category. Therefore, 
I would like to ask everyone to pick their form of entertainment based 
on their own musical taste or temperament, lest we hastily and blindly 
declare potentially progressive dance songs fascist.30

As we can see from the excerpt above, the dichotomy of progress and fascism 
prevailed in communist discourse, as it not only conveyed the most important 
political message of the Communist Bloc, but also constituted the central core 

29   Bolgár 2014.

30   Csatári 2015, 81–82.
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of Popular Front ideologies in all satellite states of Central and Eastern Europe. 
The message, first conceived in the 1920’s, remained virtually unchanged to the 
very end. In the words of Stephen Koch, “whatever faults the Soviet Union had 
in building an utopia, it certainly claimed the virtue of having honestly, almost 
naturally opposed dangerous ideologies”.31 World War II also serves as a point of 
reference to this day, as it is considered the era when the Soviet Union “bought 
back the national label of anti-fascism with its own blood”.32 After the year 1956, 
which was the year of the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU and the Hungarian 
Revolution, we could argue that the message could not have been anything else, 
since that was the year communism finally showed its true colors.

After 1956, the goal of the reorganized communist leadership was to pres-
ent itself as the manifestation of a social endeavor by giving the communist im-
age a makeover according to political demands, then selling this improved and 
well-disguised image to the Hungarian masses. In everyday communist practice, 
this ideological and political construct meant that Kádárian “federal policies” 
and the facade of the Popular Front technically served as a loophole for those 
who simply wanted to get on with their lives.

Of course, in reality, the most important aspiration of communist leadership 
was its continued ideological, cultural, and state security struggle against “na-
tionalism”, which brings us to the oxymoron of building a nation on anti-nation-
alist ideology, and the question of why it was necessary to package this ideolog-
ical and social construct in red, white, and green. This particular phrase actually 
dates back to the golden era of the Popular Front during World War II. In 1941, 
the central leadership of the communist party, itself an illegal entity at the time, 
proposed the task of organizing “an independence movement” in Hungary,33 in 
which they would place strong emphasis on national tradition in order to win 
the support of the masses.34 This proposal was delivered by leftwing politician 

31   Koch 2000, 80.

32   Furet 2000, 605.

33   In reality, the independence movement was actually on the rightwing political spectrum, 
between the Independent Smallholders Party (Független Kisgazdapárt, FKGP), and parts of the 
conservative governing elite. See Csicsery-Rónay 1999, Szent-Iványi 2013, and Szent-Miklósy 1988.

34   We are talking, of course, about the Hungarian tradition of anti-German and freedom fighting 
sentiments.
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Endre Ságvári35 to certain members of the party secretariat and its cover organi-
zation, the National Youth Committee, who not only received it with suspicion, 
but accused Ságvári of “painting [communism] in red, white, and green”.36 This 
sarcastic comment is very telling of the general opinion of the participants, but it 
is undeniable that the communist party would not have gotten far without the 
strategic use of national traditions.

During the “short twentieth century” of Hungarian history, which began with 
the victory of nationalism in the form of the establishment of the first national 
government after World War II, and ended in 1989 with the revival of the national 
spirit, communists were forced to acknowledge that “nationalism”, and its more 
conservative and tolerant version, “national spirit”, remained the primary force 
behind the emergence and development of collective identities. Regardless, tai-
loring Marxism to nationalism was an oxymoron from the beginning, since the 
key element of all facets of Marxism, including bolshevism, Marxism-Leninism, 
communism, and socialism, was internationality. However, as “internationalism” 
itself offered no single point of reference, orthodox communism was ironically 
forced to make the Soviet Union its point of reference. Perhaps the term “Soviet 
Russia” would more adequately describe this entity, even if according to its own 
anthem, it was supposed to be “a federation of independent republics”, and its 
most important ideologues continued to emphasize the “Leninist norms” in all 
issues of nationality. What were these Leninist norms, then? According to Paul 
Johnson, “it was Lenin’s system, not its Stalinist superstructure, which was at the 
root of Russia’s problems”,37 but “it was the Great Russians who constituted the 
bulk of the people behind Lenin’s lines”.38 It did not matter that some of the Jew-
ish population, itself a separate ethnic group, also supported Lenin, or that, at 
least at the beginning, Leninist leadership could only stay in power with the help 
of other ethnic groups, including Latvian “leather jerkins”, Cossack bandits, and 

35   Endre Ságvári (1913–1944) was a lawyer and politician, who organized leftwing, progressive 
movements during his university years. After completing his studies, he worked as a civil servant 
in Budapest, then in 1936, he joined the legally operating social democratic party. However, as 
a member of the radical wing, he soon joined the illegally operating communist party. In 1944, 
when investigators tried to arrest him, he opened fire on them, resulting in a shootout that ended 
in Ságvári’s death. After 1945, he became one of the heroic icons of the movement in communist 
propaganda.

36   For more details, see Erdős 1984. 

37   Johnson 2000, 855.

38   Johnson 2000, 87.
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other deserters. Johnson proceeds to add that, “the real intransigent elements, 
the minorities and racial nationalities, were all behind the lines of the Whites, 
who felt unable to make them any concessions. The conjunction was fatal.”

Similarly to the oxymoron of national communism, the Leninist norms en-
dorsed by soviet leadership were also oxymoronic, inasmuch as they required 
loyalty to the Russian or Muscovite center of power. In 1917 and 1918, the possi-
bility of detachment did present itself, but it was only viable for those countries 
that were powerful enough to defend their independence from the Soviet Un-
ion. Other unfortunate nation states could choose between “bourgeois autono-
my” or “proletarian autonomy”, which meant that sooner or later, they would be 
absorbed by the Soviet Russian center of power. Stalin, as the People’s Commis-
sar of Nationalities, then devised a simple system, where for each nation state, he 
appointed leaders whose loyalty to the communist party was stronger than their 
national ties. The final step was the Soviet constitution, which became the first 
codified source of communist pseudo-judicial practice, but despite its grandiose 
and vague principles, “it merely gave an external legal form to a highly central-
ized autocracy, where all real power was in the hands of a tiny ruling group”.39 
The majority of that tiny ruling group happened to be Russian-speaking Rus-
sians, who embraced Russian traditions and practices under Stalin’s rule. Consid-
er the following excerpt from September 29, 1946, when First Secretary Mátyás 
Rákosi addressed the issue of the “Slavic threat” at a communist congress:

I also picked up the issue of the so-called Slavic threat. I pointed out that 
today, Slavic people constitute the front lines of progressive humanity. 
Anyone who dares pit the Hungarian nation against these democratic 
Slavic peoples, by the mere act of contemplating such a thought, has al-
ready joined the reactionaries, the enemies of progress. Everyone needs 
to consider this before they allow themselves to be deceived by stories of 
the Pan-Slavic boogieman.40

As we can see, one of the obligations of internationalism was for communists to 
prove their alliance to a hidden Soviet nationalism, or as Kádár himself stated at 

39   Johnson 2000, 88–89.

40   Rákosi 1997, 319.
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the Twenty-Second Congress of the CPSU, “communists are first and foremost 
defined by their relationship to the Soviet Union”.41

To illustrate the importance of prominent “anti-fascists” in communist prac-
tice and mythology, I shall now present an example of how anti-fascist commu-
nist icons expressed their nationalist sentiments and national belonging.

My first example is Sándor Radó,42 who was an active participant of the in-
ternational communist movement, and a master of Soviet intelligence. When 
his memoirs were first republished, András Trom wrote an introduction for the 
book, where he described Radó as “an anti-fascist who became famous un-
der the code name “Dóra”.43 Later on, the introduction noted that “especially 
among younger generations, there was great need in the fight against fascism for 
the soaring communist and internationalist conviction that permeates Sándor 
Radó’s character and writing. […] Sándor Radó’s consistent support of the Soviet 
Union, the Red Army, and the Soviet people is no less inspiring.”44 As we can see, 
he was considered an internationalist because he was extremely loyal to the So-
viet Union. It is not surprising that even Semjon Petrovič Urickij,45 leader of the 
Soviet military intelligence, addressed Radó as “the Soviet spy”.

41   Huszár (ed.) 2002, 191–192.

42   Sándor Radó (1899–1981) was a geographer and soviet spy. During World War I, he received 
military training, but did not participate in the war. In 1918, following the Károlyi coup, he joined 
the communist party. During the era of the Hungarian Commune, he was the political commissar 
of an artillery battalion. Between 1919 and 1924, he worked in Vienna, then Germany for the in-
ternational communist movement, even participating in armed operations. He then fled to the 
Soviet Union, from whence he was sent back to Germany on a secret Soviet mission. During the 
mission, his cover activity was to organize and direct news agencies. From Berlin, he moved to 
Paris, then in 1936 to Geneva, where he continued to work as an intelligence agent. In 1943, he was 
the head of one of the most influential Soviet spy networks in Switzerland. However, due to Ger-
man pressure and with the aid of German intelligence, Swiss counterintelligence managed to dis-
mantle the network. Radó attempted to resume his activities with the help of the British embassy, 
likely by offering to cooperate with the British. In 1945, when the Soviet Union issued an order for 
his return, Radó attempted suicide, but his attempt failed. He was later sentenced to forced labor 
in the Soviet Union until 1953. In 1955, he returned to Hungary, where he worked as a cartographer 
and university professor until his death in 1981.

43   Radó 2006, 5.

44   Radó 2006, 8.

45   Urickij, Semjon Petrovič (1895–1938) was a Soviet military officer and spy. He held important 
positions in the communist movement during the civil war, and became one of the major figures 
of the Red Terror. Afterwards, he participated in establishing an European Soviet spy network, as 
well as related illegal organizations. At the beginning of the 1930’s, he was also one of the lead-
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Radó was exceptionally loyal to the Soviet Union, both as an intelligence 
agent and as a devoted communist. For instance, in his memoirs, Radó de-
scribed his entering the Soviet Union for the first time as follows: “When our 
train reached that simple, wooden gate, I became incredibly excited. Above the 
gate, I spotted a multilingual sign: Long Live the Soviet Power! This was the first 
time I felt at home since the fall of the Hungarian Soviet Republic. I looked to this 
country as the promised land.”46 Later on, Radó describes his ties to the Soviet 
Union in even stronger terms:

Come what may, the Soviet Union, a country surrounded by imperialists, 
a country we had regarded for decades as our own homeland, held our 
last and only hope for a better future for humanity. […] Never, not even 
for one second did I or my wife consider betraying the Soviet people, the 
people that held the flag of socialism high. There is an American proverb 
that goes, “My country, right or wrong.” For us, the Soviet Union – right 
or wrong – was our socialist home.47

The above excerpt was omitted from the first edition of Radó’s memoirs pub-
lished during the communist dictatorship, presumably to “spare” the uninitiated 
masses from the truth, which only the upper echelons of power needed to know. 
It was no coincidence that Radó later gave a rather emotionless, even content 
description of the tragic defeat of the Hungarian armies by the Soviet forces at 
the Don Bend: “The second Hungarian army suffered a catastrophic defeat, and 
was virtually annihilated. Ten divisions lost 150,000 soldiers and officers, and the 
entire artillery and equipment were destroyed. Only a few scattered battalions 
and companies managed to flee and escape.”48

Radó’s brand of anti-fascism consisted of two factors, the power of the Soviet 
Union, and the ideology of Marxism disguised as anti-capitalism. When Yugosla-
vian fascists (the “Croatian Ustace”, as Radó referred to them) murdered French 

ing figures of the secret German-Soviet military cooperation. Between 1935 and 1937, he was the 
commander of the Soviet military reconnaissance at the Main Intelligence Directorate (Глaвное 
Развeдывательное Управлeние, GRU), but in 1937, during the Great Purge, he was arrested under 
false allegations and executed.

46   Radó 2006, 46.

47   Radó, 2006, 96.

48   Radó 2006, 211.
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Minister of Foreign Affairs Louis Barthou, Radó was taking a walk with one of his 
comrades, Egon Erwin Kisch, with whom they discussed “the potentially severe 
consequences that would soon affect anti-fascist emigration. Not to mention 
that the French bourgeois anti-Hitler circles, who had pledged considerable fi-
nancial support to Inpress [Radó’s news agency], upon their discovery of the 
openly anti-capitalist orientation of the agency, immediately withdrew their 
support.” In his memoirs, Radó was also quite proud of his meetings with philos-
opher Henri Bergson, with whom he had several long debates where Radó often 
contrasted Marxism to Bergson’s “mystical, irrational ideology”,49 which was one 
step away from fascism, “an anti-intellectual, anti-sense trend”.

In light of the above, the case of Sándor Radó can be considered a “straight-
forward” one, as he entered the international sphere from a young age, where 
his life, career and general well-being depended on the Soviet network, so he 
did not develop a strong national identity. Less straightforward is the case of 
communist politician Endre Ságvári, whose activities tied him to Hungary, where 
he was only made a revolutionary icon by communist historians after his death. 
In my opinion, from a historical perspective, we can no longer separate Ságvári 
the active revolutionary from Ságvári the heroic martyr, because the logic of 
historical events dictated that these two facets become deeply integrated. The 
following movement song, titled Ságvári-induló [‘Ságvári March’],50 is a good ex-
ample of the integral connection between the two halves:

The Communist Youth Hungarian League set out on this land, 
With Ságvári in the lead. 
They were raised for heroic feats and battle 
By the flame-tongued party, 
Protected by the flame-tongued party.

Pain and prison roamed across the land, 
Yet he never feared. 
He knew they would win, that they were strong, 
That our dear future was on the rise, 
A shining, dear future was on the rise.

49   Radó 2006, 21.

50   Printed in Juhász 1959.
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There, where they stalked back onto the road, 
The meadow now opened for us. 
The years pass, but songs preserve 
The dear names of our heroes, 
The dear names of our martyr heroes.

The lyrics above essentially contain all elements of the Hungarian communist 
myth, and by extension, of communist practices, the two of which are practi-
cally one and the same, since the goal of communism was always to deny reality 
by creating an artificial reality through the distortion of current and historical 
events. For instance, the solemn, yet false-sounding claim that Ságvári was “pro-
tected by the flame-tongued party” is rather difficult to interpret, though it did 
coincide with Ságvári’s own policies, who used social democratic organizations 
as a sort of Trojan horse to promote communism. For example, in a pamphlet 
promoting a voluntary political seminar, he summarized his policies as follows:

However, with this crisis, our hopes also increased. We believe that it will 
not be long before socialism solves, permanently, all those problems and 
suffering that outdated capitalism has brought upon us. But this cannot 
happen on its own. Only the workers’ movement and the organized pow-
er of the Social Democratic Party can achieve victory for the ideas of so-
cialism.51

Syllabi produced by the social democratic party to promote political seminars 
contained similar messages to the one quoted above, while others sent mixed 
messages. For instance, the syllabus delivered to the organization of the “leather 
jerkins” of Újpest said that, “this war is an imperialist war. Let us help the USSR. 
Social democratic and civil democratic parties tell you to pray for a British vic-
tory. Prayer is not what we need here, not even for the USSR.”52 Meanwhile, the 
syllabus intended for the workers of Zugló contained harsh, anti-social demo-
cratic undertones: “We must admit that we cannot identify with the evolution-

51   Archives of the Institute of Political History (Politikatörténeti Intézet Levéltára, henceforth: PIL), 
fond (henceforth: f.) 724, storage unit (henceforth: s. u.) 4. Documents of Endre Ságvári. Docu-
ments related to party matters.

52   Ibidem, 4, Syllabus no. 3.
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ary theories that constitute the basic principles of social democracy. We cannot 
afford the luxurious attitude that time is on our side, so we must be patient. (We 
cannot expect help if we do not help ourselves.)”53

As we can see, social democracy was treated as little more than the intro-
duction of a “product” that would pave the way towards a proletarian dictator-
ship, and this attitude did not change, not even once national resistance became 
more and more tangible. In July 1944, the newspaper Béke és Szabadság [‘Peace 
and Freedom’], published by the communist party under the name Peace Party 
(Békepárt), and edited by Ságvári, published the following article:

The HUNGARIAN FRONT unites all classes, but the working class shall 
be its strong backbone. The working class has to lead the HUNGARIAN 
FRONT, not only because it bears the brunt of the war, but because only 
the power, level of organization, and political goals of the working class 
can ensure our success. […] Though they are suffering from the war, it 
is essential that the entire Hungarian working class unite as one. How-
ever, this is only the beginning. The task of the unified, politically rein-
forced working class will be to also unite other classes against the threat 
of German fascism. […] The working class must pioneer the democratic 
transformation of Hungary. To destroy German fascism is not the only 
aim of this war. We must prevent, once and for all, the resurgence of an-
ti-working class reactionaries in any form, fascist or otherwise. However, 
we can only do this if the result of our struggles is not some superficial 
civil democracy, but a real people’s democracy. Without the leadership 
of the working class, these aims and all we have achieved through our 
struggles might be lost.54

The above excerpt is a clear description of the Popular Front strategy of commu-
nist leadership, the summary of the post-war political program of the “people’s 
democracy”.

In 1989, the year of the fall of the communist dictatorship and the dawn of 
the Hungarian system change, communist leadership organized a memorial 
meeting in the memory of Endre Ságvári, the records of which were later pub-

53   Ibidem, 4, Syllabus no. 5.

54   Library of the Institute of Political History, ZP 62.
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lished with the title Értékrend az ifjúsági mozgalomban [‘The Value System of 
the Hungarian Youth Movement’]. At the meeting, all presentations discussed 
the life and achievements of Ságvári from roughly the same ideological stand-
point, but from very different angles. For instance, László Svéd described Ságvári 
and his political practices as follows: “In order for the Marxist-Leninist work-
ers’ movement to achieve greater unity of the wider social groups of anti-fascist 
youth […] we needed leaders like Gyula Kulich, or his successor, Endre Ságvári, 
grand communist youth leaders who understood and sympathized with this era, 
and the youth of this era.”55

During the memorial meeting, as the sister of the titular communist mar-
tyr, Ágnes Ságvári held a presentation titled “Ságvári Endre gondolkodásmódja” 
[‘The Mentality of Endre Ságvári’], which is rife with perplexing statements. For 
example, consider the following description of Ságvári:

They [Ferenc Rózsa, Zoltán Schönherz, Gyula Kulich, and Endre Ságvári] 
always considered communist organization to be a means of accomplish-
ing a given political task. Since they were firmly grounded in a socialist 
and humanist worldview, they were confident in their solutions to po-
litical problems. […] These revolutionary types were the builders of the 
Popular Front, and the creations of Popular Front policies.56

The excerpt above is an example of the communist practice of “amalgamating” 
true and false statements, except instead of constructing a case from true and 
false elements to present at a political trial, the memorial meeting was trying to 
preserve and clear the name of a communist icon for future purposes. It is highly 
doubtful that Ságvári and his associates considered communist organization to 
be an instrument, or that they held socialist and humanist worldviews, especially 
given that in the same presentation, Ágnes later said the following about her 
brother: “To him, his communist party membership signified a worldview, an ob-
jective, while politics signified dynamic, day-to-day activities.”57 This statement 
can hardly be interpreted as anything other than an accurate description of a 
personality suitable for embracing and promoting totalitarian ideology, as de-

55   J. Nagy (ed.) 1989, 19.

56   Ibidem, 21–22.

57   Ibidem, 36.
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scribed by another totalitarian personality. Ágnes was right regarding his broth-
er’s relationship with the Popular Front, but she did skew certain facts about the 
Popular Front itself, as evidenced by the idea that the ideology itself was good, 
but distorted in practice:

In the Hungarian workers’ movement, the phenomena of equating social-
ism with the one-party system, and equating mass politics with the or-
ganization of power transmissions, were products that came about much 
later! This apologetic [?] perspective disregarded the blooming traditions 
of the Hungarian communist movement of the 1930’s. Endre, however, 
was raised on the previously described traditions of multilateral coop-
eration.58

Contrary to Ágnes’s statement, Endre Ságvári’s opposition of the non-Muscovite 
communist fraction led by Pál Demény, or his cold, calculative use of social dem-
ocratic organizations could hardly be considered a product of “the traditions of 
multilateral cooperation”. More importantly, this shows how superficial coop-
eration only lasted until the communists were able to eliminate their rivals. The 
conception of the popular front truly was Stalin’s most cunning creation and the 
greatest subterfuge against political opponents.

Regarding Endre Ságvári’s stance on the issue of nationalism, Ágnes spoke of 
“a construed national continuity” in the civil democratic era, where “real social 
problems counterbalanced Hungarian supremacy”.59 The practice of pitting the 
traditional, organically emerged image of the Hungarian nation against Hun-
garian national unity beyond the border, as well as pitting social issues against 
structural ones, was the cornerstone of progressive leftwing myths and political 
principles. It is no coincidence that Ágnes felt it necessary to add that “the ac-
cusation that the leftwing youth of the thirties betrayed national interests rests 
on precious little knowledge of the facts”.60 In reality, the accusation was born 
out of a realistic assessment of the situation, which is not synonymous with the 
“objective truth” presented by communism. Here, “national interests” were likely 
interpreted similarly to the concept of “democracy”. If we recall the pamphlets 

58   Ibidem, 28.

59   Ibidem, 23.

60   Ibidem, 24.
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of Endre Ságvári, we can see two closely intertwined “national interests”, one of 
which was to help the Soviet Union, and the other was to transform the political 
system of Hungary, but not into “some superficial civil democracy, but a real 
people’s democracy”.

Another interesting presentation at the memorial meeting was Tibor Ba-
logh’s “Az utókor azonosulási lehetőségei” [‘Possible Points of Identification for 
the Next Generations’], where Balogh made the following statement: “In our 
opinion, the undervaluation, or to use a more drastic phrase, the marginaliza-
tion of Endre Ságvári was the natural consequence of a primitive image of so-
cialism.” Here, Balogh referred not to the image of socialism held by those repre-
senting different leftist ideologies, or even those who were completely outside 
“socialism”, but the products of communist hagiography up to date. Balogh’s 
somewhat embarrassing apology reads as follows:

The vast majority of in memoriams and appreciations written about Ság-
vári, though correct on the level of a stingily written biography, describe 
him as a politician who willingly became a martyr. Consequently, he can 
hardly be presented as a model today, not even if this model was devised 
in a certain period by political leadership, which was understandably 
driven by utilitarianism (not an economic, but a raw, ideological utilitar-
ianism).61

Balogh then proposed the following approach:

Our aim is to demonstrate, in a short period of time, that a) the majority 
of Endre Ságvári’s political ideas are still relevant today; b) his personality 
is that of an intellectual politician (I apologize for this seemingly tauto-
logical adjectival construct, but in our opinion, dishonest descriptions of 
Ságvári often forget this point!); c) Ságvári’s story-writing is important be-
cause he sublimated, and thereby resolved, conflicts in such a way as to 
give the impression of the virtual elimination of social anomalies.62

61   Ibidem, 42.

62   Ibidem, 43.
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Based on the above excerpt, it is highly probable that the 1989 memorial meeting 
was organized as one stage of the ideological retreat and cultural preservation 
of the successors of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party. This entailed a shift 
from political monopoly to political hegemony, towards a “real” political and 
ideological construct represented by the Popular Front. However, as discussed 
earlier, this new Popular Front would have once again signified the central posi-
tion and dominant role of the socialist party.

Coincidentally, though purely incidentally, the same presentation brought 
up a popular political anecdote about children playing by the Kremlin, which 
not only ends with the conclusion that “Comrade Lenin could have given orders 
to open fire on them”, but was quoted in reference to Ságvári, no less:

We think Ságvári was lucky in terms of his temperament and character. 
Did not Lenin complain to Gorkij that, “but I can’t listen to music very of-
ten, it affects my nerves. I want to say sweet, silly things, and pat the little 
heads of people who, living in a filthy hell, can create such beauty. These 
days, one can’t pat anyone on the head nowadays, they might bite your 
hand off. Hence, you have to beat people’s little heads, beat mercilessly, 
although ideally we are against doing any violence to people. Hm – what 
a devilishly difficult job!”

The above quotation of Lenin was then followed by the counterpoint, “but Ság-
vári was able to lose himself in the enchantment of the fairytale, and the future 
projected by the fairytale”.63 It is interesting to note how at this point, Lenin was 
still a standard and point of reference, almost a tragic hero due to his character 
and “historical necessity”. On the other hand, if we are not mistaken – and his 
“comrades” surely were not mistaken –, the fairytale that Ságvári ultimately lost 
himself in was the “dear future” described in the Ságvári March. Considering 
that the compilation containing this song was published in 1959, this future was 
anything but a desirable fairytale ending.

On the subject of fairytales, the memorial meeting also discussed the fact 
that Ságvári criticized traditional fairytales on account of their naturalization of 
social barriers. “They carve the idea of predestination into the minds of children. 
Those few who can change their fate usually succeed due to a miracle, which is 

63   Ibidem, 49.
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how reality tends to work nowadays. The rest acknowledge and consent to these 
barriers. It would be foolish to give up on our goal of making the new ideals 
of the new age the subject of children’s stories.”64 However, the ending Ságvári 
wrote for one of his stories is nothing short of horrifying: “That’s right, they took 
away King Cunning and all the rest for labor. They did not hesitate to deal with 
the treacherous dwarves, either. They met the same end all traitors deserve.”65 
As we can see, the enemy gets forced labor service, and the traitors get their just 
desserts, as befits the era of the Great Stalinist Purge, when GULAGs were filled 
with political prisoners, and state-wide terror resulted in approximately one mil-
lion casualties. In other words, this was the “future projected by the fairytale”.

Later, in the spring of 2015, a social and political debate broke out over the 
issue of renaming a middle school bearing Endre Ságvári’s name, where one of 
the strangest turns was historian Krisztián Ungváry’s self-criticism regarding his 
treatment of the issue of “what if” scenarios regarding Ságvári, because in one of 
his previous articles, he had already addressed an unhistorical, but rather likely 
version of the “what if”. The relevant excerpt is worth quoting in its entirety:

I was wrong. Ságvári died as an anti-fascist. It is wrong for a neo-Nazi 
party of all things to try and erase his name. In a recent interview, I dis-
cussed, among other things, that in Ságvári’s case, “the past was obviously 
tainted. For the sake of clarity, we are talking about a Stalinist who, had 
he not pulled out his pistol in a given situation and survived 1945, could 
have become the head of the State Protection Authority [Államvédelmi 
Hatóság, ÁVH]”. I must confess that my statement was misleading and 
undeserved. We have no point of reference to determine how Ságvári 
might have acted in a Stalinist dictatorship. What we do know is how 
he acted before: how he was a brave man, who was involved not only 
in the matters of his own party, but the organization of other political 
forces into an anti-fascist resistance. Everyone is responsible for their de-
cisions, including Ságvári, who decided to represent anti-fascism in the 
Muscovite fraction of the communist party, when he had plenty of other 
options to choose from.66

64   Ágnes Ságvári quoting the prison diary of Endre Ságvári in J. Nagy (ed.) 1989, 32.

65   Quoted by Tibor Balogh in J. Nagy (ed.) 1989, 47.

66   Ungváry 2015.
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If we interpret the above excerpt correctly, all Ungváry did was exercise self-criti-
cism regarding the subject of “what if”, because if we accept the rest of his state-
ments, we will reach the same conclusion he did in his earlier discussions. Two 
years earlier, in the same leftwing paper, Ádám Kiss published the following, 
which is telling of the “options” Ságvári had in the communist movement: “Not 
to mention former comrades in arms who, according to their assigned roles, 
sometimes sent each other to prison instead of the ‘enemy.’ Those who played 
the prosecutor one moment could easily find themselves in the torture cham-
bers of 60 Andrássy street the next.”67

Regarding the issue of “what if”, in 1989, Ágnes Ságvári described her brother 
Endre as a potential victim, had he survived 1945. “Now, in December 1988, the 
students of Szeged raised the question of, what if? I can say without hesitation 
that he would have defended the unity of socialist and humanist goals with his 
life, and remained loyal to his ideological comrades from the war. He would not 
have sacrificed the political and autonomous aspects of the youth movement 
for the sake of fiction.”68

Basically, Ágnes Ságvári retrospectively projected an alternative historical re-
ality where Endre Ságvári would have clashed with the arising communist dicta-
torship. She also reflected on this in one of her memories: “In the summer of 1954 
[…] I participated in an action program, where Mihály Farkas seemed to suggest 
that it was the social democrats who recruited my brother into the communist 
movement! Afterwards, László Orbán, a good friend of Endre’s and his liaison in 
the communist Peace Party, came to visit us, to ask that we never meet again to 
avoid suspicion.”69 As we can see, in this version, Ságvári seems to be presented 
as the victim of an entirely different communist regime. Too bad this version 
is just the revisited December 1988 version of the three-decade old “dual-front 
struggle” of the Kádár era, tailored to suit contemporary demands. By this log-
ic, and considering the infamous case of László Rajk, becoming a victim of the 
internal communist struggle, and the alternative fate projected by Ungváry, are 
not mutually exclusive at all.

If we take a step back from internal communist party purges, and consider 
the war of communist leadership on Hungarian society, which has earned the 

67   Kiss 2013. 60 Andrássy street was the headquarters of the Political Police.

68   J. Nagy (ed.) 1989, 37.

69   Ibidem, 35.
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name “permanent revolution” due to its continuous presence during the regime, 
Ungváry’s original assumptions about Endre Ságvári will seem very likely (if un-
historical). Considering, say, the fact that the Red Brigades in Zugló prepared lists 
of who they were going to arrest, or how the Anti-Nazi Committee of Hungar-
ian Communists (Magyarországi Antináci Komité) in Miskolc collaborated with 
Soviet authorities to deport political victims, does it seem realistic to suppose 
that Ságvári would have protested against the activities of the political police?70 
This is still within the realm of “what if”, of course, so let us now consider Endre 
Ságvári’s involvement in actual events.

We must remember that Ságvári was a hard-line communist, who acted in 
accordance with the will of the communist party. We could also call him a Stalin-
ist, though this is misleading, as Stalinism was no more than the expansion and 
implementation of Lenin’s own communist program. As a die-hard communist, 
Ságvári was involved in investigations aimed at rooting out “deviant” elements, 
as evidenced by the following note from 1941: “In recent months, we discov-
ered a fraction movement within certain groups. From their slogans and some 
of their leaders, we must presume that this is a Deményist organization.”71 After 
stating these facts, he concluded his report as follows: “We acquired the above 
data from group reports and our informant operating near Mayer’s circle. It is 
extremely important to keep this information confidential in order to expose 
other potential connections.”72

Regarding Ságvári’s report above, his remarks on the importance of confiden-
tiality are understandable in the context of a party whose operation was strictly 
illegal, but the situation is still abnormal, especially considering the statement 
that Ságvári could have lived to be the head of the State Protection Authority. 
His conclusive remarks actually do evoke the style and tone that would later 
characterize state security reports, while the measures he proposed are down-

70   For more information about the Red Brigades established within Auxiliary Law Enforcement 
Unit XIV/2 (Kisegítő Karhatalmi Alakulat) of Zugló, see Kovács 2009. For the role of the Anti-Nazi 
Committee of Hungarian Communists and the communist party (and other leftwing groups) in 
the deportations of ‘enemies’ of the system, see Máthé 2009, 60–66.

71   Pál Demény was a non-Muscovite communist. He once assisted in illegally hiding another 
communist, Gábor Péter, whose first move upon the establishment of the State Protection Au-
thority was to have Demény arrested. Later, at 60 Andrássy street, Demény was brutally beaten 
and nearly crippled by the authorities.

72   PIL, f. 724, s. u. 4. Documents of Endre Ságvári. Documents related to party matters, 3.
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right alarming: “It is obvious that Mayer and associates are involved in activities 
aimed at disrupting the party. It is necessary to disarm their organization as soon 
as possible. We should also inform them of their isolation before isolating them, 
to ensure that they would not be able to become martyrs in the course of our 
actions.”73 This is especially horrifying in light of the fact, if these facts are indeed 
correct, that Ságvári “disarmed” one of his party comrades by driving him to su-
icide. Motivated by jealousy due to his comrade’s popularity in the movement, 
Ságvári resorted to underhanded tactics to isolate Jenő Várallyai, a young, char-
ismatic communist revolutionary. According to Gyula Várallyai, the nephew of 
the victim:

Ságvári, in a relentless manner reminiscent of political trials, drove one of 
their most committed and idealistic comrades to suicide. At one point, 
Miklós [Vásárhelyi] noted that my uncle was actually fortunate not to 
have lived to see the cruelty of the Stalinist power mechanism within 
the party ranks upon the communist leadership’s return from Moscow. 
According to Miklós, he would have become one of the first victims of 
the purge.74

The excerpt above is a prime example of communist doublethink, especially in 
light of the following case, which is related to the mythological metamorphosis 
of Ságvári into a communist martyr. At the beginning of the 1980’s, a border 
guard was posthumously awarded the Endre Ságvári Medal for preventing an 
illegal attempt to cross the Hungarian border. He died during a shootout with 
the trespasser. The official version reads as follows:

László Kupeczik, one of the border patrol guards who used their weap-
ons, died at the hospital due to injuries suffered during the shootout. For 
his heroic stance, perseverance, and actions in the spirit of his mission 
and military oath, the Comrade Minister of the Interior declared him a 
fallen hero, posthumously promoted him to sub-lieutenant, and awarded 
him the Public Security Gold Merit Medal. The Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Youth Communist League also awarded him the Endre Ság-

73   Ibidem, 4.

74   Várallyai 2015.
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vári Medal. He received these awards and promotions because on July 15, 
1982, at the section controlled by the Tiszasziget border guard, he entered 
a shootout with an armed assailant, who attempted to leave Hungary 
without valid documents.75

The parallels may be broad, since the border guard acted against the servants 
of another totalitarian system, rather than a member of an illegally operating 
totalitarian party, but the situation is still grotesque, because the border guard 
was decorated for the same reason the gendarmes attempting to arrest Ságvári 
were completely unlawfully tried at court, then either imprisoned or executed.76

Communist leadership also turned several other communist martyrs into he-
roic icons, including Zoltán Schönherz, Flóra Martos, and Barnabás Pesti, whose 
names are still worn by various institutions. For example, the latter lent his name 
to a food industrial vocational school, which happens to be located right oppo-
site 60 Andrássy street, which has been transformed into a national monument 
called the Museum of the House of Terror (Terror Háza Múzeum). Beyond the 
names of former communists, names like Haladás [‘Progress’] street, Partizán 
[‘Partisan’] street, or, horribile dictu, Zsukov street (named after Georgy Konstan-
tinovich Zhukov), continue to represent the symbolic legacy of the “anti-fascist” 
Hungarian soviet dictatorship.

As Ungváry discussed earlier, Ságvári died as an “anti-fascist”, along with oth-
er communists whose names are still “worthy” of being worn by institutions, but 
what is the significance of this fact in the geographical context of Central Eu-
rope? In 2015, at the annual symposium of the European Network Remembrance 
and Solidarity, British historian Richard Overy said the following regarding the 
anti-communist resistance:

The difference between resistance here [Central Europe], and resistance 
in Western-Southern Europe, is that it failed to overturn either system, 
and was extinguished with a harsh brutality by both of the dictatorships. 
In this sense, there is equivalence in remembering those who struggled 

75   Kaposvár Military Prosecution, B. IX. 33/2000. Memorandum of the National Border Guard 
Command of the Ministry of the Interior on experiences regarding the use of arms by border 
patrol guards. August 16, 1982, 3–4.

76   On Ságvári’s arrest, and the case of the gendarmes who attempted to arrest him, see Zétényi 
2015.
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against both totalitarian systems as forerunners of the eventual move-
ment to liberate the former Communist Bloc from communist totalitar-
ianism. Memory, even here, can be problematic, since in some cases, the 
earlier insurgents were hardly models of tolerant, democratic values.77

Based on the above, certain figures of the anti-communist resistance, such as 
György Donáth, might be problematic, but what does that make the representa-
tives of Soviet anti-fascism, when anti-fascism is already a muddled, problematic 
issue in Central Europe? We might find the opinion of Władysław Bartoszewski, a 
participant of the Polish resistance, telling on the subject of anti-fascism in Cen-
tral Europe. Bartoszewski was imprisoned in Auschwitz, then became a member 
of the Polish nationalist Home Army during the resistance. On these grounds, 
he was later imprisoned under the communist dictatorship. On the subject of 
“anti-fascism”, he said the following:

After a long period of time, in the 1980’s, some social democratic students 
of the University of Munich told me they considered me an anti-fascist. 
To me, fascism is one of those ideological systems that had its own pre-
requisites, history, and consequences. I always thought it was a false ide-
ology, but this was never my utmost point of reference. For this reason, 
after the fall of fascism, I never considered myself an anti-fascist, because 
after we triumphed over fascism, I believe that true democrats recog-
nized the real dangers, and had plenty of other obligations to attend to.78

Based on the above, we may conclude that Hungarian communism left a legacy 
that was false, did not stand the test of time, and nowadays is interpreted as an 
attack on the most central part of Hungarian identity, as it tried to convince the 
Hungarian population that we were all part of the dictatorship, while simulta-
neously attempting to replace the unifying concept of national belonging with 
empty slogans of “socialist patriotism”. Since the latter was worthless on its own, 
it was coupled with proletarian internationalism, which was necessarily inter-
twined with “anti-fascism”. The result was an ideological and political product 
that, on the surface, presented itself as the smallest common denominator, and 

77   Overy 2015.

78   Bartoszewski 2010, 149.
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condemned the “national communism” of the Hungarian working class, which 
was basically a spontaneous revival of nationalist sentiments. With this product 
in hand, the dictatorship proceeded to force its own ideological discourse and 
constructs of identity onto Hungarian society through political criminal practic-
es – in other words, with violence, coercion, and lies.

At this point, we may well ask what Hungary is to do with its communist 
legacy, as we can logically conclude that, due to the passage of time, there is no 
need and indeed no possibility of launching a nationwide series of trials, which 
means that it might not be fruitful – with the exception of significant, extreme, 
or highly symbolic cases – to launch criminal procedures against former perpe-
trators. However, the emerging national policy of remembrance does have to 
react to the various resurging memories of the communist past in ways that are 
symbolic, but also tangible in collective memory. In this regard, damnatio me-
moriae would appear to be a negative yet necessary stage of transforming Hun-
garian identity. However, to use a mathematical phrase, this would be “necessary 
but not sufficient”, as it is up to us to uncover commonly shared and acceptable 
heroes and myths from the history of the twentieth century.
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“MUTUALLY BENEFICIAL” 
BUSINESS: INTER-PARTY 
HUNGARIAN-ITALIAN ECONOMIC 
RELATIONS DURING THE COLD WAR

A “GRAY ZONE” OF EAST-WEST RELATIONS: 
METHODOLOGICAL REMARKS

The study of relations between Italy and the countries of the Soviet Bloc has so 
far devoted little attention to economic and financial contacts between them. 
This is due partially to a lack of accessibility to Italian historical sources, and 
partially to the reluctance of historians to deal with themes that are suscepti-
ble to politicization and easily made the subject of public discourse. Economic 
and political factors continue to play a secondary role in the immense body 
of literature regarding the history of the Italian Communist Party (Partito Co-
munista Italiano, PCI).1 Recent research regarding relations between the PCI 
and the communist parties of Soviet Bloc countries have focused primarily on 
their political and institutional aspects.2 One of the few exceptions is Valenti-

1  Cervetti 1993; Gozzini–Martinelli 1998; Guerra 2005.

2  For general information, see Garzia et al. 2011; for information regarding Romania, see Santoro 
2007, 1119–1148; for an examination of the Italian Communist Party’s foreign activities, see Pons 
2006, and for an analysis of the PCI’s contradictory relationship with opposition movements in 
Eastern Europe, see Lomellini 2010. 
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na Fava’s pioneering research on the transfer of technology in the automobile 
industry. In 1966, Fiat President Vittorio Valletta and the representatives of the 
Soviet government signed an agreement, which led to construction of the gi-
ant automobile-manufacturing Volga Automobile Plant (Volzhsky Avtomobilny 
Zavod, VAZ). The Fiat-Soviet plant signaled the entry of the Soviet Union into 
the “Automotive Century”, and resulted in the first massive East-West transfer of 
technology and know-how in the automobile sector. Fava’s research underscores 
the reasons Fiat was interested in the Soviet market, highlighting how the deal 
had been coordinated with the Italian entrepreneurial elites with backing from 
the United States. The research also sheds light on the different and not always 
“legal” channels Fiat used to enter in the Soviet market, with a special focus on 
Fiat’s agent in this area, Piero Savoretti.3

Journalists and analysts interested in the economic relations between the 
Italian Communist Party and its Soviet Bloc counterparts have published the 
results of their investigations in books that, although rich in data, nevertheless 
focus on the informal, semi-legal, or even illegal trade that Italian political and 
social organizations, primarily the PCI and the Italian General Confederation of 
Labor, conducted in Eastern Europe.4 Among the memoirs that have focused on 
the Eastern European economic activities of these organizations, two stand out, 
one of which is the exceptionally well-documented volume of Giuseppe Averar-
di, a former leftist political official from Italy,5 while the other is Vodka Cola, one 
of the most thorough investigations of the East-West commercial network that 
developed in the 1970’s, by the enigmatic Charles Levinson, whom authoritative 
sources claim worked with the support of the Western secret services.6 Although 
historiography produced in Hungary quickly liberated itself from ideology and 
underwent significant methodological development in the post-communist pe-
riod, it still tends to examine Cold War era East-West relations – particularly 
those concerning Italy,7 the policies of the Holy See toward the Soviet Bloc, and 
the religious policies of the Kádár regime in Hungary8 – from a political-diplo-

3  Fava 2013.

4  Riva 2002; Selvatici 2010.

5  Averardi 2000, primarily chapter IX.

6  Levinson 1978.

7  An incomplete list of relevant works: Somlai 1996, 95–103; Somlai 2007, 239–259; Pankovits 2005; 
Andreides 2008a; Andreides 2008b, 156–176; Misur 2010; Csorba 2013.

8  For more details, see Szabó 2005; Fejérdy 2010, 361–374, and Fejérdy 2011.
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matic standpoint, with little attention to economic factors. Meanwhile, research 
taking place outside of Hungary reveals the importance of economic and scien-
tific-technical cooperation between countries that belonged to the opposing 
Eastern and Western political and military blocs before 1989.9

The present work will attempt to answer three questions regarding Ital-
ian-Hungarian economic relations during the Cold War era. First, how was it 
possible to harmonize different ideologies for the sake of business? Secondly, 
how did the political crises of the Cold War era influence the intensity of East-
West trade relations – that is, to what extent was the “protected trade” con-
ducted through party-operated companies dependent on international political 
trends? Thirdly, what kind of illegal party-financing techniques enabled Hungar-
ian-Italian trade to circumvent Cold War restrictions?

I will seek answers to the questions above through the examination of com-
mercial relations between Terimpex Foreign Trade Company (Terimpex Külkeres
kedelmi Vállalat), a company based in Budapest, and Soresco, an intermediary 
company based in Milan and directed by the Italian Communist Party. Terimpex 
played a key role in the Hungarian economy from its foundation in 1949 until 
1989, as it held a monopoly on the foreign sale of meat, and controlled the coun-
try’s entire agricultural, food, and livestock breeding sectors. Due to the fact that 
traditional economic activities, such as food processing and animal husband-
ry, retained a prominent role in the production structures of socialist Hungary, 
Terimpex quickly became the leading domestic exporter to non-socialist coun-
tries, and by the 1970’s, it accounted for around fifteen percent of all Hungari-
an exports. During the years following the introduction of the New Economic 
Mechanism in Hungary in 1968, Terimpex operated with a significant degree of 
autonomy, attaining the unexaggerated informal title of the most important 
“hard currency factory” in the entire country.10 In 1969, Terimpex contributed 
two hundred million dollars to Hungary’s foreign currency reserves, while over 
the following decade, the company’s dollar-based exports continued to rise, 
reaching almost one billion dollars by the beginning of the 1980’s. Terimpex thus 
became a source of both pride and anxiety to the leaders of the Kádár regime, 
as the company generated a significant barter-based trade turnover with part-
ners in Austria, West Germany, and especially Italy, which was Hungary’s largest 

9  Eloranta and Olaja 2005; Germuska 2009.

10  Szabad Föld, October 27, 1968.
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non-socialist commercial partner from the beginning of the 1960’s until the end 
of the 1980’s. As early as 1958, Terimpex carried out ninety percent of Hungary’s 
several million dollar trades with Italy.11 In 1971, the company conducted 110 mil-
lion dollars’ worth of commodities trade with Italian partners, thus accounting 
for one third of all Italian barter-based trade.12 The latter proportions changed 
little over the following two decades.13

The present article is based on a wide range of historical sources and docu-
mented evidence. As a general rule, Italian archival sources are limited, due to the 
severe restrictions to the access to important collections, such as the archives of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or the operative files of the internal secret ser-
vice during the Cold War period; however, sources from the Gramsci Institute 
(Fondazione Istituto Gramsci) in Rome concerning the Italian Communist Par-
ty’s activities represent a valuable, albeit limited, exception to this rule. In con-
trast, Hungarian sources are abundant and accessible at the National Archives of 
Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár), as well as several other public and private 
institutions. Among these sources, documents from the Central Committee of 
the Hungarian Workers’ Party (Magyar Dolgozók Pártja, MDP) are particularly 
valuable. In the course of researching the latter, I discovered important docu-
ments regarding Hungarian-Italian inter-party economic relations in the records 
of the Hungarian Workers’ Party Secretariat and Political Committee, in the con-
fidential correspondence of MDP General Secretary Mátyás Rákosi from 1948 
to 1956, in the records of the party’s economic section, in coded messages be-
tween the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the embassy in Rome, and 
in reports from Hungarian trade representatives stationed in Rome and Milan. 
Documents regarding commerce between the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign 
Trade and enterprises in Italy, which are available until the year 1980, as well as 
the Terimpex fond at the National Archives of Hungary covering two regrettably 
brief periods – 1950 to 1956, and 1986 to 1991 – also represent important sources 
for this research. In addition, the press database at the Open Society Archives 
at the Central European University in Budapest, and the Terimpex files contain-
ing commodities trade analyses, held at the Hungarian Central Statistical Office 

11  Pankovits 2005, 80.

12  Esti Hírlap, May 13, 1972.

13  See the Foreign Trade Yearbook of the Central Statistics Office for the years 1970 to 1989.
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(Központi Statisztikai Hivatal), were also helpful sources of information.14 Final-
ly, intelligence data from Hungarian functionaries involved in Hungarian-Italian 
barter-based commodities trade before 1989, available at the Historical Archives 
of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára, 
ÁBTL) in Budapest, as well as court documents regarding Hungarian diplomats, 
state employees, and trade agents, who fled to Italy following the Hungarian 
communist takeover in 1948 and after the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, also 
proved to be valuable.

The abundant documentation of economic relations outlined above con-
firms that from the beginning of the 1950’s, Italy played a unique role in East-
West relations, in which the PCI, the largest and most influential communist 
party in the West, served as an especially important intermediary. The activities 
of business enterprises specializing in East-West trade during the Cold War were 
not particularly invested in secrecy, as they constituted a parallel economic sys-
tem, which political and state security officials were familiar with, and largely 
accepted. Behind the persistent political and diplomatic conflict between the 
countries of Western Europe and Eastern Europe, there existed a formal and, to 
an even greater degree, informal sphere of cooperation, and investigations of 
the transnational economic contacts that took place within these formal and 
informal spheres of cooperation produced surprising and valuable results. The 
examination of these connections reveals a complex structure of economic ne-
cessity, the clash of political strategies and ideology, state administrative and 
accounting practices, personal relations, corruption, and espionage activities, 
which prevailed during the Cold War period as an integral part of everyday life.

14  The Hungarian Open Society Archive (Nyílt Társadalom Archivum, henceforth: HU OSA), 300-
40-1. Box 762. Terimpex Foreign Trade Company, 1954–1988.
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THE INTRODUCTION OF THE SYSTEM OF 
COMMERCIAL CREDIT MEDIATION

The intense ideological and military competition between the Soviet Bloc and 
the Western coalition, and the latter’s establishment of the Coordinating Com-
mittee for Multilateral Export Controls (CoCom) to oversee exports of strategic 
technology during the early years of the Cold War, resulted in a sharp decrease 
in barter-based trade between the two blocs. Soviet policies regarding war rep-
arations and the restructuring of bilateral commercial relations also served to 
initiate the reduction of barter-based trade. However, the import and export 
of agricultural products, ranging from meat and grain to tropical fruits, repre-
sented one of the few unrestricted domains of inter-bloc trade during the early 
Cold War period. The Soviet Union and its satellite states utilized dollar-based 
commodities trade as a means of generating a certain amount of profit, and to 
provide support to communist parties in the West through legal commercial 
channels. Terimpex operated as a commercial intermediary company, conduct-
ing trade between Hungary, as well as enterprises in Italy, West Germany, France, 
Belgium, Austria, and Israel.

From December 1948, the presence in Italy of commercial intermediary com-
panies engaged in Italian-Hungarian trade began to grow due to the conclusion 
of an agreement that promoted bilateral economic relations.15 Among these en-
terprises, the Italian company Simes, and the Hungarian company Agrimpex, 
conducted trade in tropical fruits and agricultural goods, while beginning in late 
1950, Socofin, the predecessor of Soresco, functioned as the sole commercial 
partner of Terimpex. Meanwhile, Nordexpo, a company based in Turin, operated 
under the direction of Italian Communist Party functionary Augusto Doro, and 
the enigmatic “Co.Ce.Or.”, also appears in source documents on several occa-
sions.16

Until the middle of the 1950’s, the PCI’s trade relations with Soviet Bloc 
countries were supervised by Italian Communist Party Senator Eugenio Reale. 

15  National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL 
OL), Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Külügyminisztérium, henceforth: KM) XIX-J-1-j. Italy, 1945–64. 
Boxes 32–33.

16  MNL OL, KM XIX-J-1-j. Box 4.
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Although press and police sources estimated that the Italian Communist Party 
generated tens of billions of Italian lira in trade revenue with Soviet Bloc coun-
tries during this period, such commerce was conducted via direct payment 
through diplomatic channels, and therefore not recorded in official PCI commu-
niqués or secret correspondence.17 On the Hungarian side, the trade office op-
erating at the Hungarian embassy in Rome played an important role in bilateral 
commercial relations, as did the Italian section of the Ministry of Foreign Trade 
in Budapest, where high-ranking functionary Ida Tóth oversaw the covert trade 
for almost three decades under the supervision of a key figure of the Hungarian 
economic elite of the socialist period, the CEO of the Hungarian Foreign Trade 
Bank István Salusinszky.

Until 1956, the party-directed commodities exchange system between Hun-
gary and Italy was controlled at the highest political levels. Senator Reale – who, 
along with PCI Chamber of Deputies member Carlo Farini, supervised the op-
erations of the Italian-language radio program broadcast Oggi in Italia [‘Today 
in Italy’] from Prague –, traveled to Budapest several times a year to “conduct 
the party’s secret affairs”.18 Matteo Secchia, the younger brother of PCI Deputy 
General Secretary Pietro Secchia, and for some years, the personal secretary of 
party General Secretary Palmiro Togliatti, and PCI Central Committee member 
and Chamber of Deputies member Edoardo D’Onofrio, also dealt with the Ital-
ian Communist Party’s covert economic relations with Hungary. D’Onofrio was 
responsible for the Italian Communist Party’s internal security and information 
services, and personally directed the “political work” of the several hundred 
Italian resistance movement veterans, who fled to Eastern Europe following the 
defeat of the Popular Democratic Front at the Italian general election of 1948.19 
Since Hungarian officials were unable to engage in direct commercial negotia-
tions with the managers of foreign trade enterprises, communication regarding 
material support from communist parties in the West was a concern among 
even the highest echelons of the Hungarian Workers’ Party. During the first half 
of the 1950’s, Minister of Foreign Trade Gyula Háy, and influential Hungarian 

17  Gozzini and Martinelli 1998, 154–156. 

18  MNL OL, fond (henceforth: f.) 276, section 98. Central Committee, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
storage unit (henceforth: s. u.) 63, 41. 183, 241, 245–246, 269, 367. Reports of Farini’s 1951–53 Hungar-
ian visits. See also APC MF 218. January 3, 1952. Farini’s report of his travels between December 21 
to 27, 1951 to East Berlin, Budapest, Warsaw and Prague.

19  Sechi 2006, 433.
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Workers’ Party Central Committee member István Friss, composed secret mem-
oranda and reports for the MDP Secretariat, and often had to draw the attention 
of high-ranking party leaders, ranging from National Planning Office President 
Zoltán Vas to General Secretary Mátyás Rákosi, to complex Italian-Hungarian 
financial interconnections.

Beginning in the late 1940’s, the Italian Communist Party received “com-
missions” from its barter-based trade partners in Hungary in exchange for their 
support of companies operating under the PCI’s control.20 The Hungarians used 
various methods to avoid the strict surveillance of the Italian police in commu-
nications with the PCI regarding these “commission fees”. In February 1950, while 
he was in Rome to meet PCI General Secretary Togliatti, MDP Central Commit-
tee member István Friss personally delivered a dossier that contained no precise 
figures regarding such fees to Matteo Secchia.21 On July 21, 1951, MDP Foreign 
Affairs Section official Anna Bebrics informed PCI members of parliament Re-
ale and D’Onofrio that the commission had been paid through the Hungarian 
National Bank, and that the premium of 101,613 Swiss francs had been credited 
to an account that the party had opened at a bank in Switzerland.22 In Octo-
ber 1952, the PCI-controlled Socofin received a commission of three million lira 
– two percent of the total amount transferred to the Italian Foreign Exchange 
Office (Ufficio Italiano Cambi) – following the import of 600 million liras’ worth 
of meat to Italy.23

The intensive correspondence that took place between the Hungarian 
Workers’ Party and the Italian Communist Party during the 1950’s shows that 
structural flaws undermined both the efficiency and profitability of bilateral 
trade between the two parties. Both the PCI and affiliated organizations, rang-
ing from trade unions to cooperatives, exploited the party’s inside connections 
with Hungary and other countries in Eastern Europe in order to finance their 
own economic interests, and did so at a time when Italian authorities kept 
them under constant pressure. Despite the genuine international solidarity of 

20  There is a large amount of documentation regarding the early years, contained in archival files 
on the Terimpex company. MNL OL, XXIX-G-22-b. Animal and Produce Foreign Trade National 
Company – Terimpex. Boxes 1–4.

21  MNL OL, 276/65/140. Secretariat of Mátyás Rákosi. István Friss’s Report for Rákosi, February 
28, 1950.

22  MNL OL, 276/98/63, 1.

23  MNL OL, XXIX-G-22-b, Terimpex. Box 36, item 82.
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the Italian Communist Party with Soviet Bloc satellite states, party officials of-
ten treated their Eastern European partners in a conceited and selfish manner, 
while Hungarian trade representatives sometimes concluded percentage-based 
commercial agreements with companies that were not under the control of the 
PCI.24 The Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Trade was therefore compelled to issue 
memos containing the names of Italian companies recommended as commer-
cial partners, as well as those to be avoided. For instance, the Ministry included 
Simes among the recommended partners, then included individual introduc-
tions of the company’s agents.25 Although most of the Italian enterprises that 
conducted business with Hungarian companies were located in Northern Italy, 
Hungary was only authorized to open a trade office in Milan in 1961, many years 
after Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria had done so in the early 1950’s.

Generating funds for bank commissions and cash donations to the Italian 
Communist Party represented an extremely difficult task for officials from Hun-
gary and other economically underdeveloped Eastern European countries. This 
difficulty even sparked occasional conflicts between the involved parties, which 
had to be resolved by political intermediaries.26 The lack of reliable company 
directors and financial resources often compelled political officials to personally 
intervene in commercial transactions that had been intended to remain “secret”, 
which meant that various law enforcement organizations were also able to ob-
tain abundant documentation of these transactions. To this end, they conduct-
ed Italian court investigations between 1951 and 1953, and police searches of the 
headquarters of PCI-operated companies in the autumn of 1954.27

The direct role that the Italian Communist Party played in bilateral trade 
between Italy and Hungary represented a significant security risk for all com-
panies involved, some of which functioned under the strict supervision of the 
Italian authorities. Senator Reale, who was dissatisfied with the magnitude and 
methods of Hungarian-Italian barter-based commodities trade, submitted his 

24  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 24, 005631. Rome, June 12, 1956: The trade connection of PCI companies 
with Hungary.

25  MNL OL, XXIX-G-22-b. 1950–1957. Box 5, 02-097. Memoranda of the Ministry of Foreign Trade, 
Budapest, May and October, 1951.

26  MNL OL, 276/98/63, 181–184. Béla Lastofka, Trade Representative of Diplomatic Representation 
in Rome. Notes for Comrade Háy regarding the meeting with Reale and Muratori, October 8, 1951.

27  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j, box 4, 0028/2. Summarizing Economic Report of the Rome Trade Advisor 
for the Year 1954.
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resignation to General Secretary Togliatti, who, for the second time since the 
spring of 1949, refused to accept it.28 The subsequent decade of bilateral trade, 
conducted under party auspices, was marked by frequent scandals, internal 
party investigations, arrests, and the politically damaging defection of involved 
Hungarian officials, beginning with György Szekeres, the economic attaché at 
Hungary’s embassy in Rome, who fled to France in 1951, and from there to West 
Germany. Soviet security officials abducted Szekeres in West Germany, then de-
livered him to the Hungarian authorities, who brought charges against him that 
resulted in a four-year prison sentence.29 Information obtained from Szekeres 
at the time of his flight provided the basis for the subsequent arrest of some of 
the eighty functionaries involved in the Eastern European business activities of 
the Italian Communist Party. A telegram sent from Rome in June 1951 by MDP 
General Secretary Rákosi confirms that these arrests resulted in the suspension 
of “secret transactions” for a period of several months.30

Communication difficulties and failures prompted the involved Hungarian 
and Italian parties to reorganize the system of commercial mediation, taking 
advantage of the fact that the United States supported the expansion of Ita-
ly’s trade relations with countries in Eastern Europe as a means of promoting 
postwar reconstruction. At the same time, Italian authorities took steps to cir-
cumscribe trade conducted under the auspices of the Italian Communist Party, 
prohibiting PCI-controlled companies from engaging in the import and export 
of machinery and precision instruments. According to employees of the Italian 
Ministry of Foreign Trade, which maintained daily working relations with PCI 
Senator Reale, Hungary was forced to continue to base bilateral commodities 
trade with Italy on agricultural products, in order to prevent Italian enterprises 
from seeking new markets in Eastern Europe, notably Yugoslavia.31

In order to strengthen connections with Hungarian enterprises, the Italian 
Communist Party appointed new managers with only indirect ties to the PCI 
to lead party-affiliated trade companies. Notable among these new company 
directors was Vittorio Savi, who served as the CEO of Soresco for more than two 

28  MNL OL, 276/65/40, 2–3. Trade Advisor György Szekeres of the Hungarian Embassy in Rome. 
Report to Mátyás Rákosi Regarding the notes from the PCI, June 11, 1949.

29  Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti 
Levéltára, henceforth: ÁBTL), 3.1.9. V-88814. Investigation Dossier of György Szekeres.

30  MNL OL, 276/65/140 6. Andor Berei to Rákosi, June 8, 1951.

31  MNL OL, XXIX-G-22.b. Box 24, item 49.
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decades. The first reference to Savi in Hungarian documents is from October 27, 
1952, when he arrived to Budapest as a representative of Socofin in order to con-
duct business with Terimpex. Hungarian officials, including Minister of Foreign 
Trade László Háy, were so impressed with the young and well-prepared Savi that 
they entrusted him with the livestock trade, the most valuable sector of bilateral 
commerce.32

However, in the first half of the 1950’s, a series of interrelated events served 
to obstruct the above mentioned Hungarian-Italian commercial initiatives. Fol-
lowing the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the West pursued 
a policy of diplomatic isolation against Hungary’s new pro-Soviet regime led by 
János Kádár. The enormous number of refugees who left Hungary following the 
suppression of the Revolution served to undermine the domestic commercial 
sector, thus enhancing the impact of the trade boycott that the West had im-
posed on the country.33 Moreover, the bilateral trade mediation system nearly 
collapsed following the expulsion of Senator Reale, the architect and primary ad-
ministrator of the Italian Communist Party’s covert financing operations, from 
the PCI in 1957.34 An anonymous and very detailed January 7, 1957 report issued 
to Italian Communist Party General Secretary Togliatti, which served as the basis 
for the expulsion of the “treacherous” Reale from the PCI, offers a raw insight 
into the senator’s fundamental role in a complex mechanism of corruption, a 
role that apparently remained unknown to Italian historiography and collective 
party memory to this day.35

However, the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and its aftermath did not have 
a long-term negative impact on bilateral trade between Hungary and Italy, in 
spite of the internal crisis that afflicted the Italian Communist Party following 
the Italian uprising. As early as 1958, Enrico Mattei, the powerful CEO of the 
Italian oil and gas company Eni, stopped in Budapest on his way home from 
Moscow in order to discuss business opportunities in Hungary. In the same year, 
Hungarian authorities provided the Italian Communist Party’s daily newspaper 
l’Unità [‘Unity’] with 500,000 convertible forints in annual financial support, to 

32  MNL OL, XXIX-G-22-b. Box 36, item 82.

33  MNL OL, 288/23/16: Department of State Economy of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, 
101–123.

34  Averardi 2000, 215–218.

35  Archives of the Gramsci Institute (Archivio Instituto Gramsci), Moscow Fund, folder 253. Royal 
Folder. January 6, 1957, 8.
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be rendered for a period of three years, for a total of around nine million Italian 
lira at the prevailing exchange rates.36 The value of bilateral Hungarian-Italian 
trade doubled from around twenty billion dollars in 1955, to around forty billion 
dollars in 1960, the third highest total among all of Hungary’s Western trade 
partners after the Federal Republic of Germany, and Austria. The Kádár regime, 
though it still devoted considerable resources to the repression of the “counter-
revolution”, had learned the main economic lesson to be derived from the Revo-
lution of 1956. In January 1958, the Political Committee of the Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP), the post-1956 succes-
sor to the Hungarian Workers’ Party, adopted a resolution, which established 
the College for Foreign Trade in Budapest, thereby providing young economists 
with the opportunity to work at financial institutions in the West, thus con-
tributing to the development of commercial relations with developed capitalist 
countries and creating the conditions necessary to significantly restructure this 
branch of Hungary’s economy.37 This measure laid down the foundations for 
the introduction of the New Economic Mechanism in Hungary a decade later, 
though it did not manage to transform the prevalent international notion that 
Hungary’s economy was based primarily on agriculture and livestock breeding. 
At the same time, the scarcity of some types of food in Hungary as a result of 
its export to other countries, such as beef, gave rise to general dissatisfaction 
and criticism within the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party.38 After 1958, offi-
cial MSZMP propaganda struck a more pragmatic tone with regard to the most 
profitable company in Hungary, as a result of which, in the 1960’s, Terimpex be-
came the most valuable foreign currency factory in the country.

36  Pankovits 2005, 63.

37  MNL OL, 288/23/14, 1958.

38  MNL OL, 288/23/14, 1959.
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PLAYING IN THE GRAY ZONE:  
THE RISE OF PROTECTED TRADE

In the early 1960’s, the improvement of the international political environment 
led to a change in basic conditions surrounding Hungarian-Italian trade rela-
tions. Contrary to the early years of the Cold War, the flourishing import and ex-
port trade between Hungary and Italy conformed to the general trend of détente 
between the Western and Eastern blocs, increasing the sympathy of Italian con-
sumers for a country that they viewed as “exotic” in spite of its geographic prox-
imity.39 In September 1962, after becoming the head of Hungary’s diplomatic 
mission in Rome, József Száll transformed his residence into a meeting place for 
Italian political officials, businessmen, and artists, which presented Terimpex 
with special opportunities. Correspondence between this company and the For-
eign Currency Management of the National Bank of Hungary from the year 1963 
provides an excellent insight into the everyday functions of a system that oper-
ated based on “constitutional expenditures”.40 According to a report on these 
“constitutional expenditures” between November 1962 and April 1963, which 
was included in the correspondence, Terimpex exported 166 million Hungarian 
forints’ worth of livestock and frozen meat to Italy during this period. In the 
spring of 1963, in exchange for “constitutional expenditures”, the Hungarian Na-
tional Bank authorized a transfer of fifteen million Italian lira to Terimpex, then 
another 11.8 million lira before company employees left for summer vacation.41

On April 14, 1964, the MSZMP Political Committee formulated a general 
strategy to be pursued vis-à-vis Italy, based on the perception that Italy was 
the weakest link in the European Economic Community (EEC). In other words, 
they believed it would be possible to exploit the country’s internal instability in 
order to expand relations with Western political and military organizations.42 
In 1961, party and government officials in Hungary devoted special attention 
to the opening of the county’s consulate and trade office in Milan, and to the 
signing of four-year commercial agreements, which Italy first concluded with a 

39  Pankovits 2005, 95.

40  MNL OL, MNB TÜK, XXIX-1-aa. Box 471, 0054/1963. Terimpex. I would like to thank Pál Ger-
muska for drawing my attention to this important source.

41  Ibidem.

42  MNL OL, 288/5/332. Official April 14, 1964 Meeting of the Political Committee.
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Warsaw Pact member state in 1969. The value of bilateral goods exchanges be-
tween Hungary and Italy increased from one hundred million dollars in 1964 to 
230 million dollars in 1969, and 440 million dollars in 1973. By this time, the hard 
currency revenue Terimpex generated through the livestock breeding sector had 
transformed the company into a significant political factor. In July 1967, Minis-
ter of Foreign Trade József Bíró provided the Central Committee of the MSZMP 
with the following description of Hungary’s trade relations with companies con-
nected to the Italian Communist Party:

We work with only two party enterprises in Italy. The most important of 
these is the Milan-based Soresco company, through which Terimpex con-
ducts the bulk of its trade with Italy (in 1966, trade with Soresco amount-
ed to approximately fifty million dollars, or seventy-seven percent of the 
direct turnover of Terimpex). Therefore, it is essentially responsible for 
seventy to seventy-five percent of direct Hungarian exports, even during 
years with low turnover rates. The company performs its task well, there-
fore, based on mutual interests, there is no reason to make changes to 
this connection in the future. However, a non-company factor, Common 
Market agricultural regulation, could considerably influence turnover 
prospects.43

The phrase “mutual interests” appears often in Hungarian documents from the 
1970’s and 1980’s regarding foreign trade with companies associated with the 
Italian Communist Party, as it accurately captures the nature of the relation be-
tween the PCI and the MSZMP. Increasingly skilled competition prompted the 
Hungarian state to expand and diversify its trade activities. In 1969, the Euro-
car joint venture was established with the cooperation of Hungarocamion to 
provide storage for goods transported from Hungary via Yugoslavia to Italy.44 
In March 1972, a new joint venture called Soresco, which maintained clear con-
tinuity with the Milan-based company, was founded in Rome under the equal 
ownership of Terimpex and the Italian Assobrokers concern, with a registered 
capital of just two million Italian lira.45

43  MNL OL, 288/24/9. July 3, 1967.

44  Lányi 1983, 32–33.

45  Riva 2002, 405.
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However, as early as the late 1960’s, Terimpex’s privileged trade position in 
Italy was threatened by developments in the international sphere. First, the Eu-
ropean Economic Community began to regulate the import of certain goods, 
thereby supporting barter-based commodities exchange throughout the EEC. 
The Italian government’s temporary prohibition of meat imports in 1961 and 
1962 was the first warning sign of a future of “protected” Hungarian-Italian 
trade.46 In 1968, restrictive measures imposed within the framework of common 
agricultural policy signified an even greater peril, although Italy’s support for 
Hungarian attempts to limit export losses served to mitigate these constraints. 
European Economic Community Regulation no. 1805 fixing the import levies on 
calves, adult bovine animals, beef, and veal, as a means of supporting farmers in 
EEC member states, particularly France and West Germany, exercised an unfore-
seen negative impact on the Hungarian-Italian goods trade.47 As a result of this 
customs tariff, meat exports from Hungary to Italy underwent an eighty per-
cent decline in the years 1974–1975, while the country’s quota in the Italian meat 
market dropped from twenty percent in 1973 to five percent in 1975. The sharp 
decline in meat exports from Hungary to Italy harmed the financial interests of 
both Terimpex and the Italian Communist Party, which lost the significant rev-
enue it generated through the intermediary company Soresco during a crucial 
juncture in Italian history.

Diplomatic files show that Hungarian-Italian trade became a significant po-
litical issue in Italy during the 1970’s. In April 1976, the Italian Communist Par-
ty organized an agricultural conference, at which PCI General Secretary Enrico 
Berlinguer, Agricultural Affairs Director Emanuele Macaluso, and Senator Nicolò 
Cipolla, who served as an EEC agricultural specialist, assured Hungarian repre-
sentatives that they could count on the support of the leftwing faction of the 
Christian Democracy (Democrazia Cristiana), including the support of Minister 
of Agriculture and Forestry Giovanni Marcora, and Prime Minister Aldo Moro.48 
In the summer of 1977, the European Economic Community lifted the estab-

46  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 24, 1963.

47  European Economic Community Regulation no. 1805 was published in the EEC’s official bul-
letin on July 12, 1974. N. L. 177/27. Source: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ.do?.uri=OJ:L:1974:188
:0027:0029:IT:PDF (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

48  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 108, 002969.
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lished quotas, partially as the result of Italian diplomatic pressure from the PCI.49 
The Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs concluded that the country had lost 
its competitiveness as a result of the fact that the total amount of customs tar-
iffs and various four-percent “commissions” exceeded prices utilized throughout 
the European Economic Community by nearly twenty-five percent.50

As mentioned previously, the key person operating within the “gray zone” 
surrounding Hungarian-Italian trade operations was Vittorio Savi, who long 
served as the CEO of Soresco and the Italian representative of Terimpex. The 
CEO, who was appointed by the Italian Communist Party, oversaw the opera-
tions of Soresco with increasing independence as the head of a small company 
structure that included only three other employees. Savi’s dynamic personality 
and talkativeness made him a prominent figure within Italian intelligence ser-
vices, which monitored trade relations between Italy and countries of the Soviet 
Bloc.51 Hungarian intelligence services also took an interest in Savi, so in Novem-
ber 1961, they sent secret agent Géza Bíró to Milan under the alias “István Nagy” 
to serve as an advisor at Hungary’s newly opened trade office, with the specific 
task of following the movements of Soresco’s CEO and his colleagues. Reports 
from “István Nagy” and his successor operating under code name “Kapás” of-
fer a unique insight into the informal conditions under which Hungarian-Italian 
joint ventures functioned at the time, revealing, for example, that Savi and his 
subordinates prohibited officials at the Milan trade office from dealing with the 
buying and selling of meat, on the grounds that this activity belonged to the 
exclusive authority of Soresco and the Rome trade office.52

According to a Hungarian intelligence informant stationed in Italy, Savi did 
not neglect his direct superiors at the Italian Communist Party. In 1961, he invit-
ed Italian Communist Party CD member Giulio Turchi to spend an all expenses 
paid week in Hungary, as a means of cultivating a friendship with the PCI parlia-
mentary representative for business purposes.53 Savi also maintained contacts 
with Italian police officials, notably two functionaries from the department of 
the Milan police dealing with foreign nationals, whom he furnished with infor-

49  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 103. Report of Ida Tóth, Italian Rapporteur of the Ministry of Foreign 
Trade.

50  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j, box 108, 002969/1.

51  Riva 2002, 404–405.

52  ÁBTL, 3.2.1. Bt-143 82.

53  ÁBTL, 3.2.1. Mt-8/1, 68–74. István Nagy.
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mation regarding Hungarian citizens residing in Italy in exchange for the prefer-
ential appraisal of designated visa requests from Hungary. Even before a Milan 
court ordered police to search the homes of Soresco employees in connection 
to a spy case surrounding Hungarian undercover military-officer Ferenc Budai in 
late 1966, Soresco correctly suspected that the Hungarian trade office in the city 
was, in fact, a military-intelligence headquarters operating under the auspices 
of the Unified Command of the Warsaw Pact to conduct surveillance on NATO 
military bases in northern Italy.54

Savi was also aware that Hungarian state security and intelligence organi-
zations desperately needed his services, therefore, he was able to exercise co-
ercive influence over his Hungarian partners in Italy. Savi did serve as the CEO 
of Soresco until 1974, despite his strained relations with Hungarian intelligence 
services, and the tension and mistrust that tainted relations between the “Ital-
ians” employed at the company and the “Hungarians” who operated as spies 
and informants at the Hungarian trade office in Milan. Savi responded to Hun-
garian attempts to undermine his position with the indisputable argument that 
the exposure of the “mutually beneficial” nature of covert relations between a 
Hungarian state-owned company and the Italian Communist Party would cause 
inestimable damage to both.

According to a March 28, 1974 report from György Misur, the chargé d’affaires 
at the Hungarian embassy in Rome to Director of the MSZMP Foreign Affairs 
Department and future ambassador András Gyenes, Hungarian officials were 
advised to do everything in their power to preserve the position Hungary had 
obtained on the Italian market, noting that Terimpex had generated a revenue 
of 170 million dollars via Soresco the previous year and that ninety percent of the 
Hungarian beef exports to capitalist countries was conducted through the Ital-
ian company. Misur stated in the report that “people’s economy-level interests” 
were dependent on the business operations of Soresco, and that the company 
provided the Italian Communist Party with a steady source of revenue. For in-
stance, in 1973 alone, it generated a revenue of 200 million to 250 million Italian 
lira. Misur remarked in his report that the PCI thus generated more revenue 

54  ÁBTL, O-8-157. Hungarian Trade Office of Milan, 1962–1973.
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from Hungarian-Italian bilateral trade via Soresco than the party did through its 
commercial relations with Soviet concerns.55

Although there is no evidence indicating that the Central Committee of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party dealt in depth with the issue of Hungarian 
and Italian economic relations, emergency consultations with Italian Commu-
nist Party representatives soon produced results. The position of Savi’s confi-
dant, Dr. Stagni, became increasingly untenable, until the PCI was compelled 
to replace him with the Enzo Gemma, the former CEO of RestItal, one of the 
party’s most important foreign trade companies founded in 1966.56 Finally, in 
April 1976, Italian Communist Party CD member Guido Cappelloni informed of-
ficials at the Hungarian embassy in Rome of the PCI’s intention to make further 
changes to the personnel working at Soresco. The party initially tested Gemma’s 
new position in the company through a pensioner serving as a front man, while 
the two Bologna-based members operated as auditors.57 At the same time, the 
ownership and management rights of Alturist, a company specializing in Eastern 
European tourist trips, were transferred to the Cooperative League (Lega delle 
Cooperative), under the control of the Italian Communist Party.58 The PCI had 
previously pursued a more diverse strategy regarding party-controlled commer-
cial activity. On November 18, 1975, Armando Cossutta, a high-ranking func-
tionary of the Italian Communist Party, who was familiar with the mechanisms 
the PCI used to finance its protected Eastern European commerce, notified the 
Central Committee of the MSZMP that the party had acquired the ownership 
of the company Italimpex following an agreement with the Italian General Con-
federation of Labor. In his announcement to the Central Committee, Cossutta 
remarked that Italimpex had been operating for Hungary for years “to the mu-
tual satisfaction of all of us”. At the same time, Cossutta used the opportunity 
to draw the committee’s attention to “the companies operating in Hungary, in 
which we maintain an interest, in addition to Soresco, RestItal, Esteuropa and 
Italimpex, of course”.59

55  MNL OL, 288/32/5. Department of Foreign Affairs of the Central Committee of the MSZMP, 
98–101. Rome, March 28, 1974.

56  Riva 2002, 397–401.

57  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 108, 002932/1. Personnel changes at Soresco.

58  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 110, 002528.

59  Archives of the Italian Communist Party (Archivio del Partito Comunista Italiano), Foreign Sec-
tion, 084. Hungary, 1974.
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In May 1974, a party-finance law went into effect in Italy, which weakened 
the consolidated mechanism of transferring commissions to open Swiss bank ac-
counts. According to a July 1975 report from the Hungarian embassy in Rome, on 
January 1, 1975, Italian Communist Party officials requested that Terimpex cease 
transferring commissions proceeding from the operations of the Soresco joint 
venture to the previously stipulated Swiss bank account, because the imposition 
of stricter currency regulations in Italy prevented the PCI from channeling these 
funds into the country. The relevant department of the Central Committee of 
the MSZMP thus instructed Terimpex to send part of the PCI’s commission to 
the Hungarian embassy in Rome via the courier service of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.60

The Hungarian National Bank played a risky intermediary role in the new 
evasive procedures between the MSZMP and the PCI, overseeing the transfer of 
funds received from Terimpex at roughly six-month intervals to the company’s 
Italian commercial partners in the form of diplomatic parcels. However, most of 
the invoices kept at the Ministry of Foreign Trade and the Hungarian National 
Bank were destroyed, leaving little information regarding the amount of mon-
ey involved in these transfers. Documents of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs from the period reveal only the following payments: 365,843 Deutsche 
Marks in July 1975, and one hundred million Italian lira in December 1975;61 two 
payments totaling 300 million lira in 1977;62 and two payments totaling 369 mil-
lion lira in 1979.63 The final transfer in this documentation was the payment of 
a one hundred million lira monthly installment in December 1983.64 However, 
even this fragmentary documentation clearly refutes the claim that the Italian 
Communist Party was no longer dependent on financial support from the Sovi-

60  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 110, 00425/2. Budapest, July 4, 1975. The Terimpex Parcel.

61  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 110, 00425/2. Terimpex transfer. Budapest, December 11, 1975. This source 
contained the following remark: “Comrade Cappelloni made inquiries to Comrade Kóczián regard-
ing this matter. He referred to the fact that, according to a message from Budapest, they should 
have received one hundred million lira at the end of September or the beginning of October. They 
inquired as to when they could expect this sum. They also scheduled a meeting for the middle of 
next week with Comrade Kóczián. I ask for your reply via telegraph as soon as possible. P.”

62  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 103. Terimpex’s consignment to Rome by courier until 001822/3.

63  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 105. The forwarding of Terimpex consignment/Terimpex-PCI joint en-
terprise until 004572/8.

64  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 102, 005945.
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et Bloc following the PCI’s split with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 
1981 under the guidance of General Secretary Enrico Berlinguer.65

TOWARDS THE FINAL CRISIS:  
INTER-PARTY ECONOMIC RELATIONS  
IN THE LATE COLD WAR PERIOD

By the 1980’s, the unique business model upon which the “mutually beneficial” 
relations between Terimpex and Soresco were founded was clearly becoming 
obsolete. Commissions to the Italian Communist Party in cash or, occasionally, 
in the form of spa or hunting vacations in Hungary became part of the broad 
“gray zone” that Italian authorities tolerated, though relegated to the periphery 
of economic commodities exchange and technical cooperation. However, dur-
ing the 1970’s and 1980’s, the PCI continued to use trade in Hungarian meat via 
Terimpex as a means of covert financing that, according to party functionaries, 
was more valuable than that derived in similar fashion from Soviet sources.66 In 
fact, the profit from such trades was not reinvested, but transferred to the true 
corporate ownership, which was the apparatus of the Italian Communist Party.

Until the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, political and ideological imperatives 
were considered more important than economic rationality. Documents from 
the foreign affairs and economic department of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ 
Party and Hungarian state security organs reveal the contradictory circumstanc-
es that surrounded foreign trade in relatively open Eastern European economies, 
such as that of Hungary. Since foreign trade functionaries conducted secret and 
frequently illegal transactions that involved large sums of money, they were re-
quired to possess the highest degree of political reliability. Unsurprisingly, many 
of these functionaries were covert state security agents or qualified informants. 
At the same time, the widespread corruption and frequent defections among 
those involved in Hungarian-Italian commodities exchange made the apparatus 

65  Cervetti 1993 is the most frequently quoted source regarding this issue.

66  See the following previously cited source: MNL OL, 288/32/5, 98–101.
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fragile and susceptible to extortion. A very small number of intermediaries op-
erated this trade mechanism, which, in the long term, was harmful to Hungarian 
interests. In the end, Terimpex was obliged to transfer the profit the company 
earned via Soresco back to Hungary, even though it teetered on the brink of 
default in May 1982. During the 1980’s, it needed loans from the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank to remain solvent, in order to ensure that 
the country maintained an adequate reserve of hard currency.67

As economists have pointed out in studies of external trade with the West, 
Hungarian foreign trade officials devoted remarkably little attention to techno-
logical research, market studies, and logistics development, which would have 
made it possible for Hungary to better defend its position on Western European 
markets.68 The fall in global oil prices in 1985, orchestrated by the United States, 
undermined the profitability of the agricultural and animal husbandry sectors, 
thus sinking Terimpex into a deep financial crisis. By that time, not even the 
appointment of proto-capitalist László Ránky as CEO could improve Terimpex’s 
standing.69

It is important to note that Terimpex’s decline took place within the context 
of the general collapse of the socialist economic model, while capitalism took 
root within a pre-planned environment in “competitive” sectors, ranging from 
animal husbandry to the sale of weaponry in the Middle East. As a result of the 
unclear distinction between legal and illegal economic activity, capitalist and 
entrepreneurial culture emerged in Hungary under unregulated conditions, and 
subsisted on widely accepted, though illicit practices. Eastern Europeans sent 
to work in capitalist countries, at joint ventures founded in cooperation with 
Western communist parties, gained experience in both company management 
as well as “gray” activities, such as corporate espionage, which Soviet Bloc coun-
tries conducted largely as a result of the introduction of CoCom. This applied, 
among other things, to the free-market sale of military technology, primarily 
to Arab and Southeast Asian countries. The foundation of joint ventures and 
semi-private commercial banks, in which revenue derived from illegal transac-
tions could be deposited with the help of Soviet Bloc secret services, were of 
similar or even greater importance. This sector came to occupy a key position 

67  For details, see Mong 2012, 171–274.

68  Lányi 1986; Kunits 1989, 189–200.

69  HU OSA, box 762. Terimpex. Radio Free Europe, Hungarian monitoring. February 11, 1986.
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within the framework of the Warsaw Pact as a result of Hungary’s geographical 
location, and the political conditions that had emerged as a result of the Kádári-
an period of consolidation.70

During the 1980’s, Soresco was forced to confront a new challenge, which 
quickly signaled the end of the company’s monopoly over the valuable meat 
sector of Hungarian-Italian bilateral trade. This challenge was interestingly not 
related to the general political crisis that had emerged within the Soviet Bloc, 
which, in fact, provided Western companies and credit institutions interested in 
the “Eastern opening” with previously unimaginable opportunities. From 1983, 
the challenge was linked primarily to the rising star in Italian politics, socialist 
Prime Minister Bettino Craxi, who promoted new interest groups and entre-
preneurial circles to positions of power on the Eastern European market, which 
were unwilling to accept communist-controlled trade mediation. Secret reports 
sent from the Hungarian embassy in Rome to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Budapest show that, at this time, Italy’s dynamically developing small- and medi-
um-sized industry, particularly that located in the northeastern part of the coun-
try, showed particular interest in establishing operations in the Adriatic-Danube 
region. The various governments of Italy had long impeded the expansion of 
Italian commercial activity in this region due to their affiliation with the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, and restrictions imposed by the CoCoM. However, 
some members of the Craxi government supported the efforts of new econom-
ic interests to acquire positions on Eastern European markets. The protection-
ist policies associated with Italian Minister of Finance Rino Formica prevented 
Hungarian enterprises from importing semi-finished products from Italy, thus 
forcing them to continue to focus on the agricultural and livestock sectors of 
bilateral trade, the value of which rose from 500 million dollars in 1985 to 750 
million dollars in 1988. Meanwhile, private Italian companies and financial insti-
tutions affiliated with various non-communist political forces, such as Fiat, the 
Italian Commercial Bank (Banca Commerciale Italiana), the Sicilian Bank (Banco 
di Sicilia), General Insurance (Assicurazioni Generali), the ASSO companies, and 
Mescia, as well as state-owned companies such as Eni, IRI-Italstrade, and Monte-

70  For a general survey, see Kenedi 2007–2008. The Hungarian National Bank, particularly its Vi-
enna-based subsidiary, the Central Wechsel- und Kreditbank, played a key role in the transfer and 
recycling of money of dubious origin, much of it from East Germany. See Heti Világgazdaság, 2000 
(22): 125–128; and Heti Világgazdaság, 2004 (8): 113–115.
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dison, signed cooperation contracts and founded joint ventures with Hungarian 
concerns. These initiatives, unlike their predecessors, operated using company 
credit for imports from Hungary.71

The crisis that afflicted the Italian Communist Party in the second half of the 
1980’s made an unavoidable impact on economic interests traditionally connect-
ed to the PCI, as well as the many party-controlled intermediary companies that 
had relinquished their role in Hungarian-Italian trade to enterprises that entered 
the Hungarian market directly with the support of the Italian government. Mean-
while, the political changes that had begun in Hungary transformed the legal cir-
cumstances surrounding previous bilateral trade. On May 10, 1988, the Central 
Committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party approved changes to cor-
porate law in Hungary, which served to accelerate the flow of Western capital 
into the country’s economy.72 Meanwhile, the restructuring of Terimpex on De-
cember 5, 1989, with a registered capital of 700 million Hungarian forints, resulted 
in the co-option of the Soresco joint venture. Italy thus remained Hungary’ sec-
ond largest trade partner with an annual export turnover of one hundred million 
dollars, which constituted around one sixth of the total amount of money moved 
via the Terimpex group. Soresco and the Trieste-based Eurocar both joined the 
new semi-private organization. The “new” Terimpex, which continued to operate 
under the direction of CEO László Ránky, recorded an outstanding profit of 600 
million forints in 1990. As Ránky noted at the year-end board meeting, the reac-
quisition of thirty million forints that had previously been retained in the Soresco 
company also contributed to this profit.73 The CEO’s comment seems to suggest 
that the “mutually beneficial” and illegal economic links that had connected the 
communist parties in Hungary and Italy had come to a quiet and smooth end 
with the change in political regime in Eastern Europe.

71  MNL OL, XIX-J-1-j. Box 117, 1986 001868/3. Data regarding commodities trade turnover can be 
found in a memorandum sent from the Foreign Trade Ministry to Council of Ministers Chairman 
György Lázár in preparation for his October 15, 1986 trip to Italy.

72  Ripp 2006, 134.

73  MNL OL, XXIX-G-22. Terimpex. Box 3. Minutes of Board Meetings, 1989–1991. Ordinary Meet-
ing of the Board of Directors of the Terimpex Public Limited Liability Company, December 19, 1990.
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JOURNALISTS IN THE WEB  
OF THE SOVIET COMMITTEE FOR 
STATE SECURITY

With the foundation of the Soviet Union, a completely new type of social and 
economic structure claimed its place on the global political map, one that 
sought to control not just its own empire, which quickly grew to assume con-
tinental proportions, but other political entities as well. Due to its ambition to 
gain worldwide influence, Bolshevism always regarded capitalist countries as en-
emies, with the exception of a period of alliance with them during World War 
II. The importance of intelligence and counterintelligence services in this bipolar 
world, which emerged in the twentieth century, was unprecedented. Bolshevik 
leaders basically profited from the conspiratorial experiences they had gained 
during their years of illegality when they managed, with the help of their agents, 
to successfully infiltrate the highest echelons of government in leading Western 
countries.

In addition to the prime targets of intelligence and counterintelligence, which 
included political officials and various government and military organizations, 
the secret services of both communist and capitalist countries also extended 
their surveillance to civil society. Intelligence agencies only began to focus on 
the non-governmental sphere in the modern era, following the codification of 
increasingly comprehensive suffrage laws in liberal democracies, which made 
political success dependent on the persuasion of the voting masses. Although 
secret services from various countries utilized, and continue to utilize, methods 
aimed at gaining influence over various non-governmental organizations and 
institutions, those from the Soviet Union were the first to do so successfully 
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in order to increase state power. This type of secret service activity posed the 
greatest threat to Western countries, due to their exposure to the will of the 
masses, while the Soviet Union, which recognized democratic principles only at 
a legal administrative level, remained immune to it as a result of the prohibition 
of social self-organization in the country.

Soviet intelligence agents began to infiltrate Western civil society as early as 
the 1920’s and 1930’s, when their primary targets were not politically sympathet-
ic leftwing organizations such as trade unions, but various apolitical associations 
and rightwing groups, some of which were explicitly anti-communist. Among 
others, the Soviet secret services devoted particular attention to women’s or-
ganizations and student movements, as well.1

In this paper, I shall present one aspect of the activities of Eastern secret 
services within civil society through an analysis of the operations of the Inter-
national Organization of Journalists (IOJ), particularly in Hungary. I argue that 
winning the allegiance of journalists in an information-hungry and mass me-
dia-influenced world could provide the means of gaining and retaining political 
power.2 Although the intelligence agencies of the United States and its allies also 
engaged in operations aimed at influencing civil society, this study is limited to 
the activities of the secret services of Eastern Bloc countries.

TARGET ACQUIRED: JOURNALISTS

On June 3, 1946, journalists from twenty-one different countries gathered in Co-
penhagen in order to establish an international organization that incorporated 
members of their profession from every part of the world, regardless of where 
they stood in the postwar ideological divide.3 This meeting resulted in the for-

1  Bolshevik policies placed particular emphasis on winning the allegiance of youth in order to 
establish the base of support for a future world revolution. See Kotek 2005.

2  Udo Ulfkotte’s recently published work, which claims that the majority of leading German jour-
nalists work under the influence of the German and US secret services, supports this notion. See 
Ulfkotte 2015.

3  Nordenstreng and Kubka 1988, 9.
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mation of the International Organization of Journalists, which was headquar-
tered in Prague from 1947 until the middle of the 1990’s. It is no coincidence that 
Prague was chosen to serve as the headquarters of the IOJ. The city, which was 
sometimes referred to as “the communist Geneva”,4 was home to many interna-
tional organizations that functioned under Soviet influence.5 The international 
workers’ movement was much stronger in Czechoslovakia than it was elsewhere 
in Central Europe following World War II, due to the fact that the communist 
party had been permitted to function legally in the country during the interwar 
period.

Communist parties in Western Europe, particularly the Italian Communist 
Party and the French Communist Party, maintained close relations with the 
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, thus creating the conditions necessary for 
Prague to serve as a bridge between the Soviet Union and its Western support-
ers. The presence of international organizations in the city not only promoted 
the establishment of closer political connections and the propagation of ide-
ology, but generated significant economic and secret service activities as well.6 
In this regard, the activities of the International Organization of Journalists are 
a clear reflection of the complex fabric of interwoven economic, political, and 
secret service threads that existed in Prague during this period. 

Following the designation of the IOJ’s permanent headquarters in Prague 
in 1947, the Soviet Union was immediately accused of attempting to exercise 
pressure on the leaders of the International Organization of Journalists, which 
caused internal conflicts at the IOJ. In 1950, these conflicts prompted the major-
ity of Western journalists to withdraw from the IOJ, resulting in the election of 
new organizational leaders, who were all committed communists. For instance, 
the new president of the IOJ was French journalist Jean-Maurice Hermann, who, 

4  Bartošek 2003, 45–60.

5  An incomplete list of such organizations that were either temporarily or permanently based in 
Prague include: the World Peace Council; the World Federation of Trade Unions; the International 
Union of Students; the International Broadcasting Organization; the Christian Peace Conference, 
and the International Radio and Television Organization. The headquarters of the World Federa-
tion of Democratic Youth moved from Budapest to Prague at the time of the Hungarian Revolu-
tion of 1956, and remained in the capital of Czechoslovakia until the consolidation of the post-rev-
olution Kádár government in Hungary. The Warsaw-based International Federation of Resistance 
Fighters also maintained close connections with Prague.

6  Bartošek 2003 deals extensively with the system of economic relations that developed with the 
help of the Italian and French communist parties.



274

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

as a cofounder of the National Syndicate of Journalists, had become closely con-
nected to the communist movement in France. The International Organization 
of Journalists also appointed the following officials, all of whom were committed 
to the ideals of communist internationalism, to serve under Hermann: Jaroslav 
Knobloch (who also represented Czechoslovakia on the World Peace Council) as 
general secretary; and Józef Kowalczyk (who served as Deputy Chairman of the 
Federation of Polish Journalists), and Kaisu Rydberg (who was a member of the 
Communist Party of Finland and Director of the Finnish Federation of Commu-
nist Journalists) as vice presidents.7

By 1955, the membership of the IOJ had risen to 60,000 journalists from fif-
ty-one countries, fourteen of which operated branch organizations as well.8 The 
continuous growth of the International Organization of Journalists over the sub-
sequent two and a half decades also reflects the organization’s rising authority. 
By the end of the 1980’s, the IOJ had 250,000 members from 120 countries.9

The International Organization of Journalists operated under the auspices 
of the International Department of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), and as a cover organization for the Soviet se-
cret services.10 The most important tasks of the IOJ were to infiltrate journalist 
organizations in the West, to gain influence over mass communications in the 
Third World, to support leftist movements operating outside the Soviet sphere 
of influence, and to generate the financial means to support these activities. 
Among these organizations, the National Association of Hungarian Journalists 
(Magyar Újságírók Országos Szövetsége, MÚOSZ) and its Soviet and Czechoslo-
vak counterparts were the most actively engaged in the implementation of se-
cret service operations.

7  Facts about International Communist Front Organizations, 1957, 73–74.

8  Ibidem, 74.

9  Pelle 2005.

10  Prague, State Security Archive (Archiv Bezpečnostnich Složek, henceforth: ABS), OB II. Správa, 
MV r. e. 2501. Evaluation of the International Organization of Journalists, December 22, 1989. The 
author would like to thank Milan Bárta for providing this Czech-language document, and Csaba 
Baucsek for translating it into Hungarian.
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LAYING THE “GROUNDWORK” IN HUNGARY 

In 1946, the National Association of Hungarian Journalists participated in the 
foundation of the International Organization of Journalists in Copenhagen, then 
also took part in the IOJ’s activities at an organizational level, which means that 
Hungarian journalists were represented in the organization not individually, but 
as members of the MÚOSZ. Nevertheless, there is little information available 
regarding the relationship between the National Association of Hungarian Jour-
nalists and the International Organization of Journalists before the year 1956. 
One of these rare pieces of evidence of contacts between the MÚOSZ and the 
IOJ during this period is a Magyar Filmhíradó [‘Hungarian Newsreel’] report 
from December 1948, regarding the visit of the Executive Committee of the In-
ternational Organization of Journalists to Hungary in order to visit the children 
of Greek communists, who had taken refuge in the country during the Greek 
Civil War.11

Although links between the National Association of Hungarian Journalists 
and the International Organization of Journalists certainly existed before 1957, 
the importance of the MÚOSZ within the IOJ increased dramatically from 1957 
onwards. Among other things, the International Organization of Journalists 
provided the National Association of Hungarian Journalists with considerable 
material support in the weeks following the repression of the Hungarian Revo-
lution of 1956, with the obvious intention of creating a base of journalists loyal 
to the Revolutionary Worker-Peasant Government of János Kádár, which was 
struggling to overcome its lack of legitimacy in order to initiate the process of 
internal “consolidation”.12

Journalist Norbert Siklósi oversaw the process of “pacifying” the National As-
sociation of Hungarian Journalists following the Revolution of 1956. Siklósi, born 
in 1924, was trained as a leather carver before he joined the Hungarian Commu-
nist Party (Magyar Kommunista Párt, MKP) in 1945. In 1950, he started working 
as a journalist for the party daily newspaper Szabad Nép [‘Free People’], then 

11  The visit of members of the International Organization of Journalists to Greek children in Hun-
gary. Magyar Filmhíradó 38, December 1948. Source: http://filmhiradokonline.hu/watch.php?id= 
6963 (Date of access: May 8, 2016).

12  Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti 
Levéltára, henceforth: ÁBTL) 3.1.9. V-150387/6. 64.
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became the editor-in-chief of the regional newspaper Szabolcs-Szatmár Megyei 
Néplap [‘Newspaper of the People of Szabolcs-Szatmár County’], and the direc-
tor of the Nyíregyháza studio of Hungarian Radio in 1954.13 By early 1956, he 
had become a member of the Press Group of the Secretariat of the Council of 
Ministers. Siklósi’s political career began in 1957 with his appointment to serve as 
government commissioner of the National Association of Hungarian Journalists, 
following the suspension of the organization’s autonomy on January 1 that same 
year.14 His primary task in this position was to ensure that journalists in Hunga-
ry were loyal to the Kádár government, thus providing him with a significant 
amount of power over the country’s press authority, which he maintained until 
the collapse of the communist system.

We might ask how Siklósi, who had led an undistinguished career before the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956, could attain such an influential post as the gov-
ernment commissioner of the MÚOSZ. Who stood behind his rapid rise in 1957? 
Although the precise identity of those who supported Siklósi during this period 
is unknown, he clearly fulfilled his duties as Head of the National Association of 
Hungarian Journalists with the interests of the IOJ in mind. Evidence suggests 
that Siklósi maintained good relations with Yuri Andropov, the ambassador of 
the Soviet Union to Hungary, who later served as Head of the Soviet Committee 
for State Security (Комитéт госудáрственной безопáсности, KGB).15 During 
the period in which Andropov was the Soviet Union’s ambassador to Hungary, 
Siklósi worked as an interpreter, so the alleged working relationship between 
Andropov and Siklósi might provide an explanation for the appointment of the 
latter to lead the National Association of Hungarian Journalists in 1957. This con-
nection would also serve as sufficient grounds to presume that he later main-
tained contacts with the KGB, as well.

Beginning in 1957, the National Association of Hungarian Journalists conduct-
ed an investigation of all journalists in Hungary, to determine if they were loyal 

13  Horváth 2013, 62.

14  Takács 2012, 120.

15  Yuri Vladimirovich Andropov (1914–1984) arrived to Budapest in 1954 to serve as the Soviet 
Union’s ambassador to Hungary. Andropov played a significant role in the Soviet intervention to 
crush the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. In 1957, Andropov returned to the Soviet Union, where he 
became a member of the Central Committee of the CPSU and, in 1973, of the Politburo. Andropov 
became Chairman of the KGB in 1967, before succeeding Leonid Brezhnev as General Secretary of 
the CPSU in 1982.



277

ZSUZSANNA BORVENDÉG

to the Kádár government. This inquiry resulted in the dismissal of more than 
800 journalists, and the introduction of the requirement that all those working 
in the press be members of the MÚOSZ.16 By 1958, Siklósi had completed his 
assigned task of ensuring that Hungary’s journalists would provide the Kádár 
regime with unquestioned support in the effort to consolidate its authority.

Following the reinstatement of the formal autonomy of the MÚOSZ in 1958, 
Siklósi was appointed to serve as the organization’s general secretary, holding 
this position until 1973. As the second most powerful official in the National 
Association of Hungarian Journalists, Siklósi helped the MÚOSZ attain a distin-
guished position within the KGB-directed International Organization of Journal-
ists. From 1966 until the early 1990’s, the general secretary of the MÚOSZ served 
as the vice president and treasurer of the IOJ. Therefore, the general secretary 
of the National Association of Hungarian Journalists presumably had access to 
information regarding the secret service and financial operations of the Interna-
tional Organization of Journalists.

NEWS REPORTERS AND INTELLIGENCE AGENTS

Research regarding the activities of Hungary’s secret services after World War II 
has focused primarily on intelligence work vis-à-vis the Holy See and Hungari-
an émigrés, resulting in the common misconception that their foreign activities 
were largely confined to these targets. However, documents from the late 1960’s 
and early 1970’s reveal that during this period, the KGB began to attach greater 
importance to the operations of the Hungarian secret services. The secret ser-
vices of Eastern Bloc countries, including Hungary, functioned under the super-
vision of the Soviet secret services, which means that Soviet advisors monitored 
all of the operations of Eastern Bloc secret services, paying particular attention 
to the coordination of intelligence activities. The Soviet “Big Brother” distribut-
ed a wide range of secret service tasks among the countries of the Eastern Bloc, 
so from the 1970’s, it provided Hungary with the important tasks of scientif-

16  Takács 2012, 280.
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ic and technical intelligence, collecting economic information with the help of 
foreign trade companies, and “generating hard currency”. The Press Residency 
(Rezidentúra) maintained by the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior and the mil-
itary secret services during this period played an important role in implementa-
tion of these tasks.17

According to János Kenedi, the Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Ex-
port Controls (CoCom) list became the Iron Curtain of the West after the sign-
ing of the Helsinki Accords, resulting in a restricted flow of technical information 
that produced considerable demand for highly qualified Hungarian specialists 
within the secret services of member states of the Warsaw Pact and the Council 
for Mutual Economic Assistance. Hungarian specialists who had fled from Hun-
gary following the Revolution of 1956 were accepted even sooner in the West, 
as a means of honoring the heroic struggle they had waged against the com-
munist dictatorship, mixed with a certain degree of guilt for the inactivity of 
the free world in response to the Soviet intervention to suppress the uprising. 
Moreover, the dissemination of misleading information regarding the “goulash 
communism” of the Kádár régime made Hungary more acceptable in the West 
than other countries in the Eastern Bloc, which produced the notion of “soft 
dictatorship”, a phrase that is implicitly deceptive because a dictatorship is still 
a dictatorship, even if its methods are much more refined than those of the 
Stalinist period.

The factors discussed above, combined with the fact that a large number of 
Hungarian intellectuals in the West were in a position to assist the intelligence 
activities of secret service agents from their homeland, provided Hungary’s tech-
nical and non-technical intelligentsia with the greatest opportunity to conduct 
infiltration and intelligence activities. Politically reliable Hungarian journalists 
constituted one of the most important elements in this intelligence mechanism, 
thus forcing the intelligence agencies of the Hungarian military and the Ministry 
of the Interior to compete for their services.18

17  Kenedi 2015, 102–103.

18  This information is derived from the verbal recollections of former intelligence officers of De-
partment III/I-5 of the Ministry of the Interior, who requested to remain anonymous.  
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SPY TOURISM

In 1957, during the period of the reprisals for the Revolution of 1956, the foun-
dation of the Department of Tourism within the National Association of Hun-
garian Journalists represented the first concrete evidence of improving relations 
between the MÚOSZ led by Norbert Siklósi, and the International Organization 
of Journalists.19 This raises the question of why Siklósi considered it important to 
establish this Department, at a time when the gun barrels of Soviet tanks were 
practically still smoking after the suppression of the revolution, and very few 
Hungarians were able to travel abroad. The most obvious answer to this ques-
tion can be found through an examination of the secret service activities the 
organization had undertaken by 1957.

Many Hungarian journalists who cooperated with the secret services spe-
cialized in the fields of sports or tourism, which were inherently internation-
al and seemingly apolitical themes that provided them with an inconspicuous 
vehicle for infiltrating various organizations in order to gather intelligence and 
exercise ideological influence abroad. In this regard, the most important task of 
the MÚOSZ was to promote rapprochement between the International Organ-
ization of Journalists and Western journalists. The National Association of Hun-
garian Journalists used various methods to conceal its secret service operations, 
such as assuming an energetic role in the activities of various trade journalism 
associations.

The MÚOSZ technically established its Department of Tourism in order to 
furnish Hungarian journalists with the opportunity to become full members of 
the World Federation of Travel Journalists and Writers (Fédération Internation-
ale des Journalistes et Écrivains du Tourisme, FIJET). This international organiza-
tion of journalists and writers specializing in tourism was established in Paris in 
1954. The founding members of FIJET were primarily French and Belgian, though 
the organization also included representatives from Italy and Greece. The first 
president of the organization was the Belgian Georges Dopagne. FIJET sought to 
establish close relations with the International Organization of Journalists soon 
after the foundation of the organization, holding regular meetings in Prague 

19  László 2007.
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from the middle of the 1950’s, which the members of the National Association 
of Hungarian Journalists were only allowed to attend as observers until 1957.

On April 19 and 20, 1969, the World Federation of Travel Journalists and 
Writers held a two-day governing body meeting at the National Association of 
Hungarian Journalists headquarters in Budapest. At this meeting, FIJET President 
Dopagne and MÚOSZ General Secretary Siklósi concluded several important 
agreements regarding cooperation between the two organizations,20 including 
the establishment of the International Documentation Center of the World Fed-
eration of Travel Journalists and Writers in Brussels under the guidance of MÚO-
SZ member Zoltán Miklódy, and the publication of the FIJET’s official magazine, 
Vue Touristique [‘Tourist View’], which is still being published to this day. The 
purpose of the International Documentation Center was to conduct research on 
international tourism, and to collect and preserve documentation and statistics 
published in various countries on this topic. On May 7, 1971, at the organization’s 
founding session, Norbert Siklósi was elected to serve as Chairman of the Board 
of Directors of the International Documentation Center.21

During the first two decades of its existence, the FIJET failed to satisfy the 
expectations of the International Organization of Journalists with regard to ex-
ercising its influence over public opinion in Western countries. Until the mid-
dle of the 1970’s, the FIJET was composed of around thirty organizations repre-
senting tourism journalists, most of whom, to the chagrin of Eastern European 
members, complied strictly with the principles of political neutrality stipulated 
in the organization’s statutes.22 In 1974, at the next congress of the FIJET held 
in Lisbon, the preponderance of representatives from socialist countries result-
ed in the open declaration of “progressive” political opinions, at least according 
to communist terminology. Later on, the Helsinki recommendations served to 
further politicize the work of tourism journalists because, at least according to 
the MÚOSZ Department of Tourism, an increase in foreign tourism was key in 
bringing about “world peace”.

20  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-30079. Bureau of the World Federation of Travel Writers and Journalists (Fédéra-
tion Internationale des Journalistes et Écrivains du Tourisme, henceforth: FIJET). April 29, 1969, 49.

21  Archives of the National Association of Hungarian Journalists (Magyar Újságírók Országos 
Szövetsége, henceforth: MÚOSZ). Imre Kapalyag’s report on the first scientific symposium of the 
Georges Dopagne International Documentation Center. June 18, 1975.  

22  MÚOSZ. The current situation surrounding FIJET. No date.
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Other journalist organizations also employed the tactic of using intelligence 
agents to infiltrate the ranks of those who shaped Western public opinion via or-
ganizations representing specialty and trade journalists. The Hungarian state se-
curity services were aware of several organizations that operated with the overt 
or covert support of the International Organization of Journalists,23 including 
the Federation of Gastronomical, Vinicultural and Touristic Press (Fédération 
Internationale de la Presse Gastronomique, FIPREGA), the Federation of the Cin-
ematographic Press (Fédération Internationale de la Presse Cinématographique, 
FIPRESCI), and the International Sports Press Association (Association Interna-
tionale de la Presse Sportive, AIPS).24

THE BRIDGE BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

The National Association of Hungarian Journalists played a key role in the rap-
prochement between the International Organization of Journalists and the In-
ternational Federation of Journalists (IFJ), a prestigious organization founded in 
1926 that became a member of the IOJ in 1946. In 1950, the IFJ withdrew from 
the manifestly Soviet-controlled IOJ, and from 1952, it operated independently 
under a new organizational structure. Following their split, the Prague-based In-
ternational Organization of Journalists regarded the Brussels-based Internation-
al Federation of Journalists as its greatest rival, though the IOJ never completely 
rejected the idea of reconciling with, and then reclaiming, the IFJ. The National 
Association of Hungarian Journalists, however, managed to overcome staunch 
opposition within the International Federation of Journalists, which for years 
did not even acknowledge invitations to events sponsored by the International 

23  ÁBTL, 3.1.2. M-35905. Report. August 1, 1972, 73.

24  The National Association of Hungarian Journalists established its Department of Gastronomy 
in order to facilitate membership in the International Federation of Gastronomic Press (Fédération 
Internationale de la Presse Gastronomique). By the end of the 1960’s, this department, which was 
merged with the Department of Tourism to produce the Department of Tourism and Gastrono-
my, became the largest and most active division of the MÚOSZ .
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Organization of Journalists, and so managed to convince IFJ officials to resume 
cooperation with the IOJ.

The National Association of Hungarian Journalists provided the Interna-
tional Organization of Journalists with a locale for conducting its diplomatic 
operations. For instance, the MÚOSZ invited potentially cooperative Western 
journalists to spend their summer holidays or attend professional conferences 
at Hotel Interpress in Balatonszéplak along Lake Balaton in Central Hungary.25 
Later, in 1966, MÚOSZ General Secretary Siklósi oversaw the organization of the 
first Encounter of European Journalists at Hotel Interpress. The Italian Nation-
al Press Federation (Federazione Nazionale Stampa Italiana, FNSI) served as the 
bridge between East and West at this event, which signified the first step in the 
rapprochement between the International Organization of Journalists and the 
International Federation of Journalists, which had previously been unwilling to 
establish direct contacts with the IOJ or any of its affiliated organizations.

The Italian National Press Federation was the perfect liaison between the IOJ 
and the IFJ, as it belonged to neither organization, and was composed of jour-
nalists of all political orientations from the communist leftwing to the Christian 
conservative rightwing, with the exception of the extreme rightwing. According-
ly, the National Association of Hungarian Journalists received the task of build-
ing strong relations with the Italian National Press Federation, as a means of pro-
moting the subsequent reconciliation between the International Organization 
of Journalists and the International Federation of Journalists.26 During the 1966 
meeting at Hotel Interpress in Balatonszéplak, the MÚOSZ persuaded the Italian 
National Press Federation to serve as a host for the future meetings of European 
journalists, as a result of which the FNSI organized the 1967 Encounter of Euro-
pean Journalists at the Adriatic Sea resort of Lignano.

Despite the efforts of the MÚOSZ, the Warsaw Pact intervention in Czecho-
slovakia in 1968 put a temporary end to the process of rapprochement between 
the IOJ and the IFJ. Norbert Siklósi assumed the leading role in attempts to 
convince indignant Western journalists that freedom of the press had been pre-
served in post-invasion Czechoslovakia, even though the MÚOSZ general sec-

25  MÚOSZ. Report of Director Dr. József Lutz regarding the operations of the Interpress Interna-
tional Journalists’ Resort for the January 10–13, 1977 Budapest consultations of the IOJ.  

26  MÚOSZ. Report regarding the Encounter of European Journalists on the island of Capri. No 
date.  
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retary and IOJ vice president had traveled to Prague at the end of August 1968 
specifically to help restore order among Czechoslovak journalists, armed with 
Siklósi’s experiences following the Hungarian Revolution of 1956.27 Despite the 
key role Siklósi had played in the “pacification” of Czechoslovakia following the 
reprisals, yet in 1972, he nonetheless managed to stage another Encounter of Eu-
ropean Journalists in Lignano after a four-year long hiatus. At this event, Siklósi 
displayed his excellent diplomatic skills during a speech to attending journalists, 
by presenting the credible argument that the actions taken to restrain the press 
in Czechoslovakia following the 1969 intervention constituted an internal affair 
that the Czechoslovak Union of Journalists had the right to handle independent-
ly.28 Siklósi’s speech at the 1972 Encounter of European Journalists had been so 
persuasive that a few months later, a delegation of Italian journalists, who had 
attended the meeting, concluded during their trip to Prague at the invitation of 
the International Organization of Journalists that the post-invasion Czechoslo-
vak leadership had taken no measures to curtail the freedom of the press.

The 1972 Encounter of European Journalists in Lignano opened the way for 
further cooperation between the International Organization of Journalists and 
the International Federation of Journalists, the members of which convened at 
Encounters of European Journalists held on the island of Capri every other year 
from 1973 onwards. In 1977, the presidents and general secretaries of both the IOJ 
and the IFJ attended the Encounter of European Journalists held on the Gulf of 
Naples islands, officially elevating relations between the two organizations to the 
highest level. Moreover, the International Organization of Journalists held infor-
mal meetings in France every year, primarily in order to coordinate the themes 
to be discussed at subsequent Encounters of European Journalists with repre-
sentatives from the International Federation of Journalists. In this way, by the 
second half of the 1970’s, the KGB managed to connect itself to the operations of 
organizations representing journalists in Western democracies via the IOJ, with 
the help of the National Association of Hungarian Journalists.

27  Takács 2008, 69–82.

28  MÚOSZ. Norbert Siklósi’s report regarding the second meeting of European journalists in 
Lignano. No date.
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RECRUITING AGENTS IN THE THIRD WORLD

After the IOJ held its fifth congress in Budapest in 1962, the Hungarian capital 
became an important site for the KGB’s recruitment under the guise of journalist 
training,29 so the following year, the IOJ opened its International Journalist Train-
ing Center (IJTC) in Budapest. The objectives of this institution were to provide 
students, most of them citizens of Third World countries, with instruction in 
journalism, to educate them in the spirit of communist ideology, and to recruit 
intelligence agents. The IOJ training center operated in Budapest until the col-
lapse of communism, preparing hundreds of students for cooperation with the 
Soviet Bloc secret services. Among the Hungarian secret service agencies, De-
partment III/I-11 (Third World Intelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior and 
the Press Residency maintained the closest contacts with the International Jour-
nalist Training Center.30

The Press Residency was located in the headquarters of the National Asso-
ciation of Hungarian Journalists in Budapest, where it was responsible for in-
telligence activities vis-à-vis the MÚOSZ, Hungarian Television, Hungarian Ra-
dio, the Hungarian News Agency (Magyar Távirati Iroda, MTI) as well as the 
Information Office.31 Instructors at the IOJ training center cooperated with the 
intelligence services in the selection of students for recruitment as informants 
and agents. The first head of the Press Residency was Péter Szolnok,32 who had 

29  It was at this time that the KGB engaged in the first phase of agent recruitment in Budapest, 
seeking suitable individuals to carry out specific tasks.

30  Rezidentura documents were destroyed in January 1990, so its precise location within the or-
ganizational structure of the Hungarian secret services remains unknown. The Press Residency 
presumably first operated as a domestic intelligence unit under the auspices of Department III/I-11 
of the Ministry of the Interior, although the post is later referred to as the Autonomous Subdivi-
sion of Department III/I-B of the Ministry of the Interior as well.

31  In 1954, Chairman Imre Nagy of the Council of Ministers established the Information Office of 
the Prime Ministry in order to ensure that government measures would receive sufficient press 
coverage. Following the  Hungarian Revolution of 1956, General Secretary János Kádár of the Hun-
garian Socialist Workers’ Party (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP) reorganized the Informa-
tion Office, which monitored the political content of the press until the end of the communist era.  

32  Péter Szolnok began his intelligence career in 1948 at the age of twenty. He initially worked as 
a correspondence reader, but he soon joined the Central Counterintelligence Department and 
continued to conduct intelligence and counterintelligence activities until his retirement. Szolnok 
operated as the head of several foreign residencies, including the one in London, where he served 
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played a significant role in conducting secret service operations33 as part of the 
Warsaw Pact’s 1968 intervention in Czechoslovakia, due to his close connections 
with the leaders of the International Organization of Journalists.34

The operations of the International Journalist Training Center were super-
vised by a small committee composed of the General Secretary of the National 
Association of Hungarian Journalists, a representative from the International Or-
ganization of Journalists, and the IOJ-appointed director of the training center.35 
The International Organization of Journalists provided the IJTC with financing 
and employed its staff, while the National Association of Hungarian Journalists 
furnished the institution with the building in which it was located. Secret servic-
es gathered information regarding potential IJTC students in order to determine 
if they satisfied the primary criterion for acceptance to the training center – the 
likelihood that they would one day assume positions of leadership within the 
press organizations or public institutions of their home countries. Secret services 
continued to monitor students once they had begun their studies at the Interna-
tional Journalist Training Center.

The International Organization of Journalists occasionally held IJTC courses 
in Third World countries as well. In April 1970, Hungarian journalist Endre Bor-
bély began a tour of Africa with the mission of renewing the old contacts of 
the International Organization of Journalists in the continent.36 Traveling under 
the code name “Perjési”, Borbély primarily reported to the intelligence servic-
es, although he received his instructions directly from the IOJ headquarters in 
Prague.37 Borbély’s most important task was to satisfy the conditions that the 
Nigerian Union of Journalists had requested from the International Organization 

until 1960. In 1964, he received the task of organizing Hungary’s intelligence residency in Rio de 
Janeiro, remaining in the city until 1966. Szolnok also served as Chief of the Press Residency in 
Budapest from 1967 to 1971.

33  Unger 2007.

34  Péter Szolnok’s report regarding his activities in Prague, December 1, 1968. Ibidem.

35  MÚOSZ. The statutes of the Budapest International Journalists’ Training Institute of the 
International Organization of Journalists, January 7, 1987.

36  ÁBTL, 3.2.5. O-8-336/1. Report on Endre Borbély’s tour of Africa. May 17, 1970, 61.

37  Before leaving for Africa, Borbély worked at the Prague headquarters of the International Or-
ganization of Journalists. His precise functions at this location are unknown, though documents 
show that he returned to Hungary from Czechoslovakia following his tour of Africa. ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 
O-8-336/1. Transcription of the FM Press Department regarding the Nigerian journalist seminar. 
April 22, 1971, 77.
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of Journalists in order to conduct an IJTC course in Nigeria.38 Borbély’s trip to 
Africa proved to be a success. By October 1970, he had concluded an agreement 
to hold a four-week International Journalist Training Center seminar in Lagos.39 
The IOJ provided the Nigerian Union of Journalists with 1,000 dollars in fund-
ing to cover the cost of organizing the event, while the International Journalist 
Training Center in Budapest was assigned the task of planning the course. The 
International Organization of Journalists approved four instructors for the La-
gos seminar, two from Hungary, and one each from the Soviet Union and East 
Germany. The Press Residency selected the two Hungarian instructors partially 
based on their ability to implement operative intelligence tasks, so their chosen 
candidates were journalists György Kalmár40 and Jenő Bochkor41 of the Hun-
garian Socialist Workers’ Party’s (Magyar Szocialista Munkáspárt, MSZMP) daily 
newspaper Népszabadság [‘Freedom of the People’], and the Hungarian News 
Agency, respectively. The Press Residency recommended Kalmár and Bochkor, 
both of whom taught at the International Journalist Training Center, as “long-
time operative contacts”.42 The National Association of Hungarian Journalists 
then paid all relevant expenses related to sending Kalmár and Bochkor to Lagos 
to teach the IJTC-organized seminar courses. The Press Residency also designat-
ed two professional intelligence officers to accompany the journalists on their 
trip to Nigeria.

The International Journalist Training Center operated in Budapest until the 
end of the communist era in Hungary. The last director of the IJTC was Géza 
Rybka, who also served as a station chief for Hungary’s state intelligence servic-

38  ÁBTL, 3.2.5. O-8-336/1. The African trip of covert agent “Perjési”. March 16, 1970, 38.

39  ÁBTL, 3.2.5. O-8-336/1. Journalist seminar in Nigeria. June 4, 1970, 80.

40  György Kalmár (1926–2002) started his career in 1948 at Hungarian Radio. From 1957 to 1976, he 
worked for Népszabadság as a journalist, then served as the deputy editor-in-chief for the weekly 
Új Tükör launched in 1976. In 1976, he also joined the staff of Hungarian Television. Kalmár wrote 
several books regarding his experiences in Third World countries.

41  Jenő Bochkor (1932–1988) worked as a journalist for the Hungarian News Agency, including 
assignments as the MTI’s correspondent in Bonn and Berlin. Bochkor also taught at the Inter-
national Journalist Training Center for a long time. According to documents from Main Division 
III/II (Counterintelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior, beginning in 1971, Bochkor maintained 
contacts with Main Division II (Military Intelligence) of the General Staff of the Hungarian People’s 
Army (Magyar Néphadsereg Vezérkara 2. Csoportfőnöksége, MNVK-2). ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-16195/2. Re-
port on code name “Soltész”. December 24, 1971, 33.

42  ÁBTL, 3.2.5. O-8-336/1. Journalist seminar in Nigeria. June 4, 1970, 81.
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es.43 Under Rybka’s direction, the IJTC functioned with a staff of 120, of which 
twenty-four were instructors, while the remaining ninety-six were “technical” 
personnel.

SECRET COMPANIES, SECRET MONEY

The International Organization of Journalists built an extensive business empire 
extending across Europe in order to generate the resources necessary to finance 
secret service operations, though it also received some public funding, including 
several million koruna per year from the government of Czechoslovakia begin-
ning in the 1970’s. By the end of the 1980’s, the organization had established 
relations with thirty-four companies in Western Europe, while maintaining bank 
accounts at financial institutions in Frankfurt and Cologne.44 The International 
Organization of Journalists used part of the revenue derived from its various 
front companies to purchase technology that had been subject to embargo re-
strictions, and to provide support to Western communist parties. According to 
Czech political scientist Jiří Pehe, the IOJ engaged in commercial pursuits rang-
ing from hotel management to prostitution, the illegal arms trade, and terrorist 
training, generating a revenue of more than 200 million Czechoslovak koruna 
from these and other activities in 1989 alone.45 The central company of the In-
ternational Organization of Journalists, Videopress Prague, recorded a profit of 
250,000 dollars in 1987, while the IOJ’s main subsidiary in Hungary, Interpress 

43  In 1973, as Head of Main Division III/I of the Ministry of the Interior, Géza Rybka was sent to Sai-
gon as a member of the International Commission of Control and Supervision. Rybka conducted 
his intelligence operations using cover as a press diplomat. ÁBTL, 3.2.6. 8-065/1. Organizational 
dossier regarding the Vietnam residency. Planned Saigon diplomatic mission, 20. No date.

44  ABS, OB II. Správa, MV r. e. 2501. Assessment of the International Organization of Journalists, 
December 22, 1989.

45  Pehe 1990. According to 1989 exchange rates, this sum equaled around twelve million dollars.
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Budapest, transferred 2.5 million Czechoslovak koruna and 60,000 dollars to the 
parent organization in 1986.46

Despite the extensive range of business activities described above, not many 
had access to details surrounding the IOJ’s budget. On June 3, 1987, the Soviet 
secretary of the International Organization of Journalists, V. L. Artemov, visited 
Budapest, where he held talks with IOJ Deputy General Secretary Péter Vajda 
– who began his career as a state security officer before becoming a journalist47 
and, eventually, the spokesman for Hungary’s National Security Office at the 
time of the second Gyurcsány government48 –, National Association of Hungar-
ian Journalists President József Pálfy, General Secretary Károly Megyeri, MÚOSZ 
International Department Directors János Veres and Zoltán Áldott, and former 
Interpress manager György Stark.49 The records of this meeting show that the 
accounting practices of the International Organization of Journalists were not 
only very opaque, but the IOJ had not yet established a method of conducting 
currency transfers from Hungary, thus forcing organizational officials to “trans-
fer” money designated for various purposes by carrying it out of the country 
themselves. Officials participating in the informal talks indicated that the IOJ’s 
Prague-based publishing house recorded an annual turnover of 300 million ko-
runa, and employed approximately 17,000 people.50

In 1970, the Interpress Company, which was owned by the International Or-
ganization of Journalists, founded its subsidiary in Budapest, primarily to pro-

46  MÚOSZ. The Moscow meeting of the IOJ Office, March 20, 1987. According to 1989 exchange 
rates, the International Organization of Journalists received transfers of a total of 11.5 million fo-
rints, or approximately 220,000 dollars, from Hungary.

47  Péter Vajda officially became part of the Internal Power of Arms (Belső Karhatalom) of the 
State Protection Authority after enlisting to perform regular military service in 1951. However, 
Vajda soon began his journalism career as an editor for the Main Political Division of the Bor-
der Guard, which published the periodicals Hazáért [‘For the Homeland’] and Határőr [‘Border 
Guard’]. In 1958, he started working for the Main Department of Television of Hungarian Radio, 
from whence he was transferred, with the support of his superiors, to the Information and Assess-
ment Subdivision of the Main Division II/3 (Intelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior. ÁBTL, 2.8.1. 
5972. Péter Vajda personal file. Recommendation. March 12, 1958, 5.

48  Ferenc Gyurcsány (1961) became prime minister in 2004 as a leading member of the Hungarian 
Socialist Party (Magyar Szocialista Párt, MSZP), which was established in 1989 as the legal succes-
sor of the previous state party. The second Gyurcsány government reigned from 2006 to 2009.

49  MÚOSZ. Visit of IOJ secretary V. L. Artemov to the MÚOSZ. June 5, 1987.  

50  According to 1989 exchange rates, 300 million koruna was the equivalent of around one billion 
forints or more than nineteen million dollars.
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vide funding to African leftwing movements and the IOJ training center in Bu-
dapest.51 At the same time, the IOJ established the Vue Touristique Tourism and 
Propaganda Company (TPC), which, though under the official ownership of the 
World Federation of Travel Journalists and Writers, was registered with one mil-
lion forints in MÚOSZ-furnished share capital. It is interesting to note that the 
World Federation of Travel Journalists and Writers exercised no influence over 
the management of the Vue Touristique Tourism and Propaganda Company, as 
the FIJET’s nominal ownership of TPC was only needed to provide the company 
with the foreign registration necessary to avoid paying taxes in Hungary, and to 
gain significant customs benefits.52 Vue Touristique TPC functioned primarily as 
a publishing company, though it was also involved in advertising, film produc-
tion, event organization, and import-export trade.

As the partner of one of the KGB’s cover organizations, the Vue Touristique 
Tourism and Propaganda Company unsurprisingly played a role in establishing 
secret service front companies. Due to the close relations between the MÚOSZ 
and Italian journalists, Vue Touristique TPC chose Italy as the location for the 
company’s subsidiary, establishing the Milan-based Promotur Travel Agency in 
1975 under the guidance of István Práczki, an intelligence officer in Main Division 
II of the General Staff of the Hungarian People’s Army (MNVK-2), as a front com-
pany for secret service activities.53

The MNKV-2 actively cooperated with the IOJ in the implementation of the 
organization’s operations in Hungary. According to MNKV-2 Lieutenant Colo-
nel Benedek Markotán, MÚOSZ General Secretary Norbert Siklósi maintained 
direct contacts with the MNKV-2, serving as his subordinate from an operative 
standpoint.54 The financial and business affairs of the IOJ-owned Interpress Bu-
dapest and the nominally FIJET-owned Vue Touristique Tourism and Propagan-
da Company were deeply intertwined.55 However, Interpress Budapest and Vue 
Touristique TPC developed distinct bases of personnel within one or two years, 
until the management of the two companies was completely separated. A large 

51  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-17423. Report regarding discussions with Sándor Dénes. July 1, 1975, 337.

52  National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár Országos Levéltára, henceforth: MNL 
OL), XXIX-I-40 1. d. Agenda of the Tourism Propaganda and Publishing Company, June 22, 1974. 1.

53  Práczki 2014, 293–312.

54  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-17423. Report on the affair under code name “Kereskedő” [‘Trader’]. August 22, 
1975, 148.

55  ÁBTL, 3.1.5. O-17423. Report on the hearing of Dr. György Bárdos. December 3, 1974, 261.
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number of the employees working at Interpress Budapest had close relations 
with the MNKV-2, while some maintained contacts with the secret services of 
the Ministry of the Interior. Siklósi elevated individuals who owed their profes-
sional advancement to him to management positions within Interpress Buda-
pest, which, by the 1980’s, began to generate immense profit as the first publish-
ing company in Hungary to operate based on free market principles.

In 1975, Interpress Budapest launched the bimonthly Interpress Magazin [‘In-
terpress Magazine’], primarily to provide color advertising for both Hungarian 
and foreign products. By the 1980’s, the circulation of Interpress Magazin had 
risen to around 170,000 copies. István Ivanics served as the editor-in-chief of 
Interpress Magazin, while the parent company in Prague sent Milan Codr and 
Jaroslav Pikous – both of whom were reportedly affiliated with the Czechoslo-
vak State Security (Státní bezpečnost, StB) – to serve on the periodical’s editorial 
board.56 By the late 1980’s, Interpress Magazin was generating an annual profit of 
around fifty million forints, almost all of which was transferred to the Interpress 
Company and thus, indirectly, to the KGB.

ENDGAME

In the late 1980’s, the two enterprises that functioned in Hungary under the 
auspices of the International Organization of Journalists – the Vue Touristique 
Tourism and Propaganda Company, and Interpress Budapest – attempted to 
adapt their operations to the capitalist model. Although both Vue Touristique 
TPC and Interpress Budapest had always been profit-oriented companies, the 
impending collapse of the Soviet Union and the independence of the Eastern 
European countries prompted them to prepare for survival in the post-commu-
nist economy without assistance from the state or the secret services.

The Vue Touristique Tourism and Propaganda Company, like many state-
owned enterprises in Hungary during the second half of the 1980’s, channeled 
the profitable sectors of its operations into a series of subsidiaries, the directors 

56  Pelle 2010, 58.
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of which were often able to get rich very quickly. However, Vue Touristique TPC 
went bankrupt soon after the end of the communist era in spite of the compa-
ny’s participation in many significant investments, such as the construction of 
the Hungaroring motor-racing circuit near Budapest.

Following the collapse of the communist system, Interpress Budapest sur-
vived for a slightly longer period of time than the Vue Touristique Tourism and 
Propaganda Company. In February 1988, as the only internationally recognized 
advertising company in the Eastern Bloc, Interpress Budapest held a meeting 
of advertising professionals within the framework of the Reklama-88 [‘Adver-
tisement 88’] advertising exhibition held in Moscow.57 Reklama-88 was the first 
such exhibition to be held in the Soviet Union. Among those who spoke at the 
Interpress Budapest-sponsored meeting in Moscow were Interpress Budapest 
CEO Miklós Pollák, and Barry Day, vice president of the US advertising agency 
McCann Erickson. A month later, the Interpress Publishing, Printing, and Adver-
tising Company established a Budapest-based joint venture with McCann Erick-
son.58 Interpress Budapest launched two more joint ventures in 1988, an exhibi-
tion organizing company called Interart with a West German enterprise,59 and 
a company to publish the Hungarian-language version of the German fashion 
magazine Burda Moden [‘Burda Style’] with the Austrian Libro-Disco Publishing 
Company.60

In the late 1980’s, Interpress Budapest seemed to have a good chance of sur-
viving the transition to capitalism. For instance, in 1989, Interpress Budapest or-
ganized one quarter of the Hungarian exhibitions held outside Hungary, record-
ing a profit of sixty million forints on a revenue of 800 million forints.61 However, 
in the post-communist period, Interpress Budapest proved unable to parlay the 
company’s relatively strong financial foundations into long term success. The 

57  Archives of the Hungarian News Agency (Magyar Távirati Iroda, henceforth: MTI). Inter-
press professional day. February 4, 1988. Source: http://archiv1988-2005.mti.hu/Pages/HirSearch.
aspx?Pmd=1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

58  MTI. Hungarian-American advertising company. March 23, 1988. Source: http://archiv1988-2005.
mti.hu/Pages/HirSearch.aspx?Pmd=1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

59  MTI. Joint ventures, exhibitions. June 1, 1988. Source: http://archiv1988-2005.mti.hu/Pages/
HirSearch.aspx?Pmd=1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

60  MTI. Hungarian-Austrian joint venture. May 26, 1988. Source: http://archiv1988-2005.mti.hu/
Pages/HirSearch.aspx?Pmd=1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

61  MTI. Interpress information. February 16, 1989. Source: http://archiv1988-2005.mti.hu/Pages/
HirSearch.aspx?Pmd=1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)
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company was eventually liquidated in 1995, the same year the International Or-
ganization of Journalists dissolved itself.

Until the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, the National Association of Hungari-
an Journalists continued to play the role of intermediary between professional 
journalist associations in Eastern Europe and Western Europe. Until 1990, the 
MÚOSZ regarded the dissemination of propaganda, the exercise of influence 
abroad, and the assistance and support of intelligence organizations as its most 
important objectives.

As for the International Organization of Journalists and the International Fed-
eration of Journalists, the collapse of the bipolar world finally made cooperation 
between these rival associations possible. During the second half of the 1980’s, 
the IOJ and the IFJ jointly organized two meetings between journalists from the 
thirty-five states that signed the 1975 Helsinki Accords, one in Helsinki in 1985, 
and the other in Prague in 1987.62 Following the latter, the two organizations 
issued their first joint political statement, requesting that the governments of 
the Helsinki Accord signatory states take action to improve the working condi-
tions of journalists, facilitate their interstate travel, streamline the accreditation 
process, and expand contacts between various professional associations. This 
joint statement signaled that the International Organization of Journalists and 
the International Federation of Journalists had bridged the political gulf that had 
once separated them, while the National Association of Hungarian Journalists 
stood to profit the most from the rapprochement between the IOJ and the IFJ, 
in which the MÚOSZ had played a central role.

In early 1990, the National Association of Hungarian Journalists began to 
seek new allies after realizing that the Eastern Bloc states would break away 
from the Soviet Union, and Hungary would soon be holding free elections to 
independently determine its political future. On January 22, 1990, newly elected 
MÚOSZ General Secretary Gábor Bencsik sent a letter to IFJ General Secretary 
Aidan White, asking that the MÚOSZ be granted membership to the IFJ.63 In 
the spring of 1990, the International Federation of Journalists approved Bencsik’s 
request, thus making the MÚOSZ the first journalist organization from a former 
Eastern Bloc country to join the Brussels-based IFJ.

62  MÚOSZ. Péter Vajda’s memorandum to Comrade General Secretary Károly Megyeri. Novem-
ber 9, 1987.  

63  MÚOSZ. Gábor Bencsik’s letter to Aidan White. January 22, 1990.
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In order to help the National Association of Hungarian Journalists make the 
necessary changes to its organizational structure, IFJ General Secretary White 
formulated a developmental plan for the MÚOSZ.64 White suggested that the 
National Association of Hungarian Journalists transform itself into a politically 
independent and economically self-supporting organization, writing in his re-
sponse to MÚOSZ General Secretary Bencsik that “the IFJ would like to support 
journalists in establishing their independence”. The MÚOSZ thus continued its 
operations with the support of its former rival, while maintaining its member-
ship in the Soviet-controlled International Organization of Journalists.

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the International Organization of 
Journalists confronted serious ideological and economic problems. After several 
years of legal proceedings, in 1995, the government of the Czech Republic man-
aged to banish the headquarters of the IOJ from the country. The International 
Organization of Journalists supposedly dissolved itself in that year, while the IOJ’s 
members merged into the International Federation of Journalists. According to 
Finnish journalist Kaarle Nordenstreng, who served as President of the Interna-
tional Organization of Journalists from 1976 to 1990, the rightwing government 
of the Czech Republic initially attacked the broad array of IOJ-owned economic 
enterprises, thus subverting the operations of the organization before ordering 
its leadership to leave Prague. Nordenstsreng notes that the relevant govern-
ment decree has never entered into effect, so the IOJ technically continues to 
maintain its legal headquarters in the capital city of the Czech Republic, even 
though the organization has essentially ceased to operate.65

An investigation of the operations that the CIA and allied intelligence agen-
cies conducted through the International Federation of Journalists and other 
Western journalist-organizations would be necessary in order to round out the 
brief account of the activities of the International Organization of Journalists 
and the National Association of Hungarian Journalists presented in this paper. 
Although relevant source material on the connection between Western intelli-
gence agencies and the MÚOSZ and its affiliated organizations has not yet been 
the subject of research, we can be certain that both sides in the Cold War placed 
great emphasis on efforts to influence the masses.

64  MÚOSZ. The development plan to become a trade union. Aidan White’s letter to Gábor 
Bencsik. February 14, 1990.

65  Nordenstreng 2014, 161.
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Although in the strictest sense, the Cold War ended with the defeat of com-
munism, the struggle to control the media necessary to manipulate public opin-
ion has continued to this day. The societies of the developed world have prob-
ably never been more vulnerable to the powerful secret service strategies that 
the Bolsheviks established in the Soviet Union in the first half of the twentieth 
century. The continuity of such methods is beyond question. The secret services 
continue to submit direct instructions to leading world journalists (see Udo Ul-
fkotte’s book), while certain non-governmental organizations and foundations 
issue opinions supporting the interests of cryptic economic and political groups, 
and stigmatize individuals and political formations that hold different values.

REFERENCES

Baráth, Magdolna. 2011. “Adalékok a magyar és szovjet hírszerző szervek együttműködéséhez” 
[‘Supplements to the Cooperation between Hungarian and Soviet Intelligence Organizations’]. 
In Baráth, Magdolna et al. (eds.) Megértő történelem. Tanulmányok a hatvanéves Gyarmati György 
tiszteletére [‘Sympathetic History: Studies in Honor of the Sixtieth Birthday of György Gyarmati’]. 
Budapest: L’Harmattan Kiadó, 29–42.

Bartošek, Karel. 2003. Vallanak az archívumok. Prága – Párizs (1948–1968) [‘The Archives Bear Wit-
ness: Prague, Paris (1948–1968)’]. Budapest: Hamvas Béla Kultúrakutató Intézet.

Facts about International Communist Front Organisations. Unknown author and publisher, 1957. 
Source: https://archive.org/stream/frontorgs#page/n67/mode/2up (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

Horváth, Attila. 2013. A magyar sajtó története a szovjet típusú diktatúra idején [‘History of the 
Hungarian Press During the Period of the Soviet-Type Dictatorship’]. Budapest: Médiatudományi 
Intézet.

Kenedi, János. 2015. “Bevezető a szakértői bizottság jelentéséhez” [‘Introduction to the Report of 
the Specialist Committee’]. In Kenedi, János: Hálózati munkára nem alkalmas. K. belügyi iratfelmérő 
újabb jelentései [‘Not Suitable for Network Operations: New Reports of K. from the Ministry of the 
Interior’]. Budapest: Magvető.

Koch, Stephen. 2014. Kettős szerepben. Az értelmiség elcsábítása [‘Double Lives: Stalin, Willi Mun-
zenberg and the Seduction of the Intellectuals’]. Budapest: Közép- és Kelet-Európai Történelem és 
Társadalom Kutatásáért Közalapítvány.

Kotek, Joel. 2005. Az ifjú gárda. A világ ifjúsága a KGB és a CIA között, 1917–1989 [‘The Young Guard: 
World Youth between the KGB and the CIA, 1917–1989’]. Budapest: Nagyvilág Kiadó.



295

ZSUZSANNA BORVENDÉG

Krahulcsán, Zsolt. 2009. “A magyar politikai rendőrség és a szocialista országok állambiztonsági 
szervei közötti kapcsolatok szabályozása (1956–1989)” [‘Regulation of the Relations between the 
Hungarian Political Police and the State Security Organs of Other Socialist Countries’]. Levéltári 
Szemle, 59 (3): 3–19.

László, Gyula. April 12, 2007. “50 éves a Turisztikai és Gasztronómiai Szakosztály” [‘The Fiftieth 
Anniversary of the Department of Tourism and Gastronomy’]. Published on the website of the Na-
tional Association of Hungarian Journalists. Source: http://www.muosz.hu/cikk.php?page=szako-
sztalyok&id=1105&fo=6&iid=53 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

Nordenstreng, Kaarle. 2014. The International Movement of Journalists: 120 Years of Continuing 
Struggle. Füsun: Özbilgen.

Nordenstreng, Kaarle and Kubka, Jiří. 1988. Useful Recollections. Excursion into the History of the 
International Movement of Journalists. Volume II. Prague: International Organization of Journalists.

Okváth, Imre. 2011. “Jelentés a szocialista országok állambiztonsági vezetőinek titkos moszkvai tár-
gyalásairól, 1955. március 7–12” [‘Report on the Secret Moscow Talks of the State Security Leaders 
of Socialist Countries’]. Hadtörténeti Közlemények, 2011 (4): 689–704.

Palasik, Mária. 2013. “A BM II/3. (Hírszerző) Osztály” [‘Department II/3 (Intelligence) of the Min-
istry of the Interior’]. In Cseh, Gergő Bendegúz and Okváth, Imre (eds.) A megtorlás szervezete. 
A politikai rendőrség újjászervezése és működése, 1956–1962 [‘The Organization of Retribution. The 
Reorganization and Operations of the Political Police, 1956–1962’]. Budapest: Állambiztonsági 
Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára – L’Harmattan Kiadó, 47–101.

Pehe, Jiří. June 20, 1990. “International Front Organizations Survive in Prague.” In Report on Eastern 
Europe. Source: http://www.pehe.cz/clanky/clanky_view?lng=en&year=1991 (Date of access: May 
8, 2016.)

Pelle, János. May 18, 2005. “Amikor a Nemzetközi Újságíró Szövetség KGB-fedőszerv volt” [‘When 
the International Organization of Journalists Was a KGB Cover Organization’]. Published in Heti 
Világgazdaság, Source: http://hvg.hu/itthon/20050518muosz1 (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

Pelle, János. 2010. “Az Interpress Magazin a múlt rendszerben” [‘Interpress Magazine in the Former 
System’]. Interpress Magazin, 30 (6): 52–58.

Pirityi, Sándor. 1996. A Nemzeti Hírügynökség története, 1880–1996 [‘History of the National News 
Agency, 1880–1996’]. Budapest: MTI Kiadói Kft.

Práczki, István. 2014. Kémjátszmák. Egy magyar hírszerző emlékirata [‘Spy Games: Memoirs of a 
Hungarian Intelligence Agent’]. Budapest: Kárpátia Stúdió.

Schmidt, Mária. 2005. A titkosszolgálatok kulisszái mögött. Hitek, ideológiák és hírszerzők a XX. 
Században [‘Secret Services Behind the Scenes: Beliefs, Ideologies, and Intelligence Agents in the 
Twentieth Century’]. Budapest: XX. Század Intézet.

Takács, Róbert. 2008. A csehszlovák sajtóirányítás a hatvanas és a hetvenes évek fordulóján, Buda-
pestről nézve [‘Czechoslovak Press Control in the Late 1960’s and Early 1970’s as Seen from Buda-
pest’]. Médiakutató, 2008 (4): 69–82.

Takács, Róbert. 2012. Politikai újságírás a Kádár-korban [‘Political Journalism in the Kádár Era’]. 
Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó – Politikatörténeti Intézet.



296

NEBYEARBOOK 2014–2015

Tóth, Eszter. 2013. “A politikai és gazdasági hírszerzés szervezettörténete, 1945–1990” [‘The Organ-
izational History of Political and Economic Intelligence’]. In Cseh, Gergő Bendegúz and Okváth, 
Imre (eds.) A megtorlás szervezete. A politikai rendőrség újjászervezése és működése, 1956–1962 [‘The 
Organization of Retribution. The Reorganization and Operations of the Political Police, 1956–
1962’]. Budapest: Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára – L’Harmattan Kiadó, 381–445.

Ulfkotte, Udo. 2015. Megvásárolt újságírók. Hogyan irányítják a politikusok, a titkosszolgálatok és a 
pénztőke Németország médiáját? [‘Bribed Journalists: How Political Officials, the Secret Services, 
and Money Capital Control German Media’] Budapest: Patmos Records.

Unger, Gabriella. 2007. “Mi voltunk az első civilek a bevonulás után” [‘We Were the First Civilians 
After the Intervention’]. Betekintő, 2007 (2). Source: http://betekinto.hu/2007_2_unger (Date of 
access: May 8, 2016.)

Translated by Sean Lambert



297

ANITA M. MADARÁSZ

CULTURE AND EDUCATION  
IN THE SERVICE OF POLITICS: 
METHODS OF THE UNITED 
KINGDOM FOR GATHERING 
INTELLIGENCE ON COMMUNIST 
COUNTRIES, ACCORDING TO THE 
HUNGARIAN SECRET SERVICES

The cultural component of the Cold War1 served, supplemented, and in some 
cases, prevailed over political activities, thereby contributing significantly to in-
telligence work on, and the effective infiltration of, Communist countries. The 
reverse was, of course, equally true, since the Eastern countries also found op-
portunities for infiltration. Therefore, this study concerns a small but indispen-
sible area of this activity with regard to the United Kingdom. In the mid-1950’s, 
the cultural aspects of the Cold War were prioritized in the United Kingdom,2 as 
the British government sought to develop a broad personal network and data-
base in the field of education by investing a considerable amount of funding in 
projects that served this objective.

1   For details, see Krabbendam and Scott-Smith 2003, 1–11.

2   Turner 2009, 190.
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In the course of the Cold War, one significant form of cultural contact be-
tween countries of opposite ideological systems was in the field of education, 
particularly language education. In this case, education was not considered a 
mutual acquisition of knowledge, but primarily a means of gathering intelligence 
in the course of learning. Consequently, the most important and effective in-
strument for gathering intelligence was to compile a comprehensive and de-
tailed database on the “target” enemy country while simultaneously mastering 
its language. One of the best examples of a cooperative venture between edu-
cation and intelligence was the School of Slavonic and East European Studies of 
the University of London (UCL SSEES). Regarding the historical sources I used 
for this study, it is important to note that on May 10, 1966, the Hungarian Secret 
Services proposed the opening of a new “object file”3 under code name “Center” 
to gather information on the SSEES. In other words, in the context of the Cold 
War, the Hungarian secret services suspected that the establishment, functions, 
and objectives of the SSEES all served the purpose of British intelligence work.4 
The following account is based on this documentation.

From a Hungarian perspective, the SSEES is of particular interest due to its 
Department of Hungarian Studies. In the 1950’s and 1960’s, in the course of Hun-
garian secret service activities aimed at the study and assessment of British high-
er education, the SSEES gradually came to the foreground as one of the most 
important institutes of education.5 Judging by the archival documents of the 
Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok 
Történeti Levéltára, ÁBTL), this Department was extensively researched by Hun-
garian intelligence, which recorded the histories of its instructors and students. 
Therefore, I shall use these reports of the Hungarian secret services to demon-
strate its surveillance activities with regard to instructors and students of the 
SSEES, both in Hungary and in the United Kingdom. In addition to a historical 
survey of the institute, I shall also present the case of a well-known British profes-

3   In Hungarian operative work (including the intelligence services and state security services), 
“object files” were used for storing information concerning particular objects (such as institutions, 
companies, organizations, etc.) and related topics (such as issues, causes, etc.)

4   The School of Slavonic and East-European Studies of the University of London (“Center”). 
Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security (Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára, 
henceforth: ÁBTL), 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. Subject: new object file. Decision. May 10, 
1966, 7.

5   For the history of the SSEES, see Roberts 1991.
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sor, George Frederick Cushing, who was accused of espionage by the Hungarian 
authorities and secret services. Cushing had extensive contacts with Hungary, 
since he resided in Hungary on several occasions as a student of Eötvös József 
College in Budapest, then as a research scholar. Later, he was appointed Head 
of the Hungarian Department of the SSEES. According to the Hungarian secret 
services, he used his position to not only conduct professional intelligence work, 
but to act as a training officer for diplomats visiting or stationed in Hungary.

THE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE SSEES

We possess information concerning the activities of the institute, as well 
as some of its personnel, but we must redouble our efforts to infiltrated 
the institute, in order to establish contact with our principal target, the 
Foreign Office and other government agencies.6

In 1915, at the initiative of the Foreign Office, the SSEES, originally called the 
School of Slavonic Studies, was established as a faculty of King’s College in Lon-
don. According to Hungarian secret service information, the original concept 
was to turn the SSEES into the center of Slavonic studies, not only for King’s Col-
lege, but for the University of London as well.7 Between 1919 and 1932, the SSEES 
was directed by the Slavonic Advisory Committee,8 which included representa-
tives of the Foreign Office, the War Office, the Board of Trade, the London Cham-
ber of Commerce, the Council of London County, various societies involved in 
Slavonic affairs, as well as the directors of several colleges. The Chairman of the 
Committee was Major General Sir Ivor Herbert (Lord Treowen, 1851–1933), a Brit-
ish liberal politician. The purpose of the Committee was “to cooperate with all 
external organizations interested in Russian studies, in order to advance Russian 
studies at the University and throughout the Empire”.9

6   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. Subject: new object file. Decision. May 10, 1966, 6.

7   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 21.

8   In 1919, the University Senate decided to transform the Slavonic Studies Committee into the 
Slavonic Advisory Committee.

9   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 21.
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In 1930, the SSEES approved the inclusion of Romanian and Hungarian Stud-
ies in its curriculum, at which point its name was officially changed to the School 
of Slavonic and East European Studies.10 Two years later, in 1932, the status of the 
SSEES was elevated to university institute, which meant that it ceased to function 
as a faculty of King’s College. In the same year, the Slavonic Advisory Committee 
was reorganized to become the new policy-making body of the institute as the 
Council of the SSEES. According to Hungarian reports, the reorganization intro-
duced no significant changes in the composition of the new Council, beyond the 
addition of three to four representatives of the University, and an elected repre-
sentative of the school faculty. The Senate, which functioned as the governing 
body of the SSEES, appointed the members of the Council annually. The Council, 
which now consisted of twenty-five members, convened two to three times an-
nually.11 The first Chairman of the Council was the previously mentioned Lord 
Treowen, who held the position until his death in October 1933.12

Several notable emigrants contributed to the establishment of the SSEES, in-
cluding Jan Masaryk (1886–1948),13 August Zalesky (1883–1972), and others, who 
also served as the first instructors of the SSEES. One of the founders was historian 
and publicist Robert William Seton-Watson (1879–1951), who published critical 
articles on pre-World War I Hungary under the pseudonym Scotus Viator. From 
1922, Sir Bernard Pares (1867–1949) assumed the position of First Director of the 
SSEES, where he also taught Russian language, history, and literature from 1919 to 
1936.14 In 1939, Pares was discharged from the institute, to be succeeded by Wil-
liam Rose (1885–1968), a teacher of Polish language. He served as Director of the 
SSEES until 1947, when he resigned due to the governing body’ decision to turn 
the position of Director of the Institute into a full-time job. His successor was 
George Henry Bolsover (1910–1990), who directed the SSEES for several decades.15

10   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. A brief overview of the history of the school, 21.

11   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 16, and 22.

12   He was succeeded by Chairman Earl of Onslow (P.C., G.B.E., J.P.; 1934–1942), Sir Robert Hodgson 
(K.C.M.G.; 1942–1944), and Professor F. Norman (O.B.E.), who were professors of the German 
language at King’s College. ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 22.

13   In November 1915, he held his opening lecture, titled The Problems of Small Nations in Europe. 
ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 21.

14   Pares was a Colonel of the British Army. During World War I, he served as a military attaché. 
ÁBTL 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 16.

15   He wrote his dissertation on relations between the Soviet Union and Western countries. ÁBTL, 
3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 16. He served as Director of the SSEES from 1947 to 1976. For details, see 
“Appreciation: George Henry Bolsover”, 1991.
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According to the reports of the Hungarian secret services, the SSEES was fi-
nanced from a variety of sources. In the interwar period, several countries, in-
cluding Czechoslovakia, Poland, Yugoslavia, and later Hungary and Romania, 
provided financial support in the form of donations and contributions, which 
served to cover the salaries of teachers of East-European languages. However, 
after World War II, the School primarily received funding from the UK’s annual 
higher education budget.16

INSTRUCTION AT THE SSEES

Instruction at the SSEES of the University of London generally included the lan-
guage, history, economy, and literature of nine East-European countries. Students 
of the SSEES included “students who plan to obtain higher and first degrees of 
the University of London, and periodic participants, who do not wish to obtain 
any degrees. Courses include language and literature, regional studies, and histo-
ry”.17 Accordingly, the SSEES specialized in three types of educational activities: 
consultation with prospective students, special courses for military personnel, 
and summer courses (“summer recruitment”), which were organized each sum-
mer outside London for a period of approximately thirty days. Most students 
studied the literature or history of an East-European country, complete with in-
tensive language instruction. Additionally, students also studied the economy 
and politics of their chosen countries.18 Those who pursued university degrees 
usually completed their courses in a three to four year period, depending on 
their level of proficiency in their foreign language of choice prior to admission.

Until the 1950’s, the number of students was no more than fifty or sixty, but in 
the following years, their numbers increased substantially. By the mid-1960’s, ap-
proximately 250 to 300 students attended the SSEES, ninety percent of whom stud-

16   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. The London School of Slavonic and East European Studies, 
16–17.

17   Ibidem, 22.

18   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 17–18. “Each week, from Monday till Friday, every student 
has fifteen to sixteen classes. The remaining time, including Saturday and Sunday, is also a time of 
individual study.” Ibidem, 18.
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ied Russian. Originally, classrooms were designed to accommodate ten to fifteen 
students, except for the Masaryk Lecture Hall, which had a capacity of 180 seats.19

Although the primary focus of instruction was originally centered on the 
language and literature of the chosen East-European country, as early as the 
establishment of the faculty in 1915, the Foreign Office and the British Council 
foresaw the opportunity to train “special purpose” professionals at the SSEES.20 
According to the Hungarian secret services, students of the SSEES received spe-
cial attention from their teachers, who placed particular emphasis on individual 
consultations in addition to conventional classroom instruction. Accordingly, 
the SSEES designated ten to twelve rooms for the purpose of holding regular 
consultations with individual students.

The possibility of introducing Hungarian Studies at the SSEES first emerged in 
the 1920’s, when Professor N. B. Jopson of Cambridge University began the study 
of Hungarian historical linguistics. “The professor mentions that a student, E. G. 
Maddocks, expressed an interest in Hungarian, but since the professor judged 
that the introduction of such studies would be premature, he suggested the 
study of Serbo-Croatian to his student, who later received an excellent diplo-
ma.”21 The beginning of Hungarian Studies at the SSEES technically dates back 
to a lecture held by Miklós Szenczi at King’s College on June 2, 1937, titled Kelet 
és nyugat a magyar irodalomban [‘East and West in Hungarian Literature’]. Al-
though, Hungary entered World War II in 1941 as a German ally, Hungarian finan-
cial contributions to the University of London continued during the war, with 
the last payment made via the Swedish Embassy in 1945.22 “The SSEES presum-
ably took over from Szenczi, preserving his status as a lecturer until 1947, when 
Szenczi was recalled to Budapest, where he taught at the English Department of 
the University of Budapest for a while. He would have been an excellent candi-
date for Head of Department [of the SSEES].” However, following the communist 

19   Ibidem. The London School of Slavonic and East European Studies, 17. The official journal of 
the SSEES has been The Slavonic Review since 1922. This quarterly journal was founded by Bernard 
Pares, R.W. Seton-Watson, and Harold Williams. Its current title is Slavonic and East European 
Review (SEER). For more details, see the website of the Slavonic and East European Review. https://
www.ucl.ac.uk/ssees/publishing/slavonic-and-east-european-review (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

20   The School of Slavonic and East European Studies of the University of London (“Center”). 
ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. 8.

21   Sherwood and Tarsoly 2008, 8.

22   Ibidem, 9.
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takeover in Hungary, Szenczi’s British connections were forcibly terminated by 
removing him from his position as Chairman of the Department, then terminat-
ing his position as a lecturer of the SSEES in 1949. His position was only restored 
in 1957, when he resumed teaching at the SSEES until his retirement in 1974.23

In 1947, following the recall of Miklós Szenczi to Budapest, George F. Cushing 
was appointed to Szenczi’s position as a lecturer of Hungarian Studies. However, 
Cushing was unable to fill his post due to his almost immediate departure to Bu-
dapest to continue his studies at Eötvös József College. He remained there until 
1949, the year he was expelled from Hungary, which I will discuss in detail later 
on. During his absence, his duties were assumed by historian Béla Iványi-Grün-
wald (1902–1965), born in Nagyvárad (Romania, formerly part of Hungary).24

Table 1. Faculty Members of the SSEES25
G. H. Bolsover . . . . . . . . . . . .             Russian History
F. L. Carsten. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                Professor of Central European History
Mrs. Olga Crisp. . . . . . . . . . . .             Russian Economic History
Hon. Richard Hare. . . . . . . . .          Professor of Russian Literature
Mrs. V. Javarek. . . . . . . . . . . . .              Serbo-Croatian Language and Literature
J. L. H. Keep. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                Russian History
Bertha Malnick. . . . . . . . . . . .             Reader in Russian Studies
S. E. Mann. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Reader in Czech and Albanian Languages and Literature
J. Pietrkiewitz. . . . . . . . . . . . . .               Polish Language and Literature
V. de S. Pinto. . . . . . . . . . . . . .               Bulgarian
G. H. N. Seton-Watson. . . . .      Professor of Russian History
P. Skwarczynski. . . . . . . . . . . .             History
E. D. Tappe. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 Romanian
Doreen Warriner. . . . . . . . . .           Reader in Economic and Social Studies of Eastern Europe
H. Leeming. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 Lecturer in Comparative Slavonic Philology

23   Ibidem, 9–10.

24   Ibidem, 10–11.

25   All information and name plaques are based on the Yearbook of 1963–64. This is not a 
comprehensive list. ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075. OD-3701/66. 6.
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According to Hungarian secret service reports, in the 1940’s, the SSEES experi-
enced a short period of decline, but in the second half of the 1950’s, it gradu-
ally regained its former importance as a higher education institute, which the 
reports attributed to certain changes in the expansion of the activities of the 
SSEES. In the 1940’s, the main emphasis was once again on providing instruc-
tion in language and literature, but based on several sources, Hungarian intelli-
gence confirmed that the SSEES played a prominent role among British research 
centers studying Eastern Europe. The explanation for this was that the SSEES 
gradually shifted its educational focus towards the extensive study of Central 
and East European communist countries.26 In practice, this shift involved the 
following changes:

[The SSEES] placed increasing emphasis on the study of the political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and other issues of the East European countries and the 
Soviet Union. The instruction of literature and languages gradually lost 
its former priority, or rather, it remained important only to the degree it 
was necessary for the proper training of future experts. This transitional 
period took considerable time, which can be explained by the increasing 
intensity of the Cold War and the resulting decline of communication 
between the United Kingdom and Eastern Europe. Moreover, since nu-
merous institutions, including university “study groups”, began to study 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the activities of the SSEES neces-
sarily declined.27

With regard to the “experts” mentioned above, according to Hungarian intel-
ligence reports, one of the tasks of the SSEES was to train cadres with special 
expertise in the field of Central and East European communist countries. In oth-
er words, the SSEES was to provide future generations of cadres for the Foreign 
Office and other state agencies (including intelligence and counterintelligence 
agencies), therefore, the faculty of the SSEES became a suitable basis for Hungar-
ian intelligence as potential recruits for intelligence work.

According to the Hungarian intelligence, British counterintelligence agen-
cies used agents trained at the SSEES to offer themselves as appropriate con-

26   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. 6.

27   Ibidem, 8.
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tact persons for the intelligence agencies of communist countries.28 According 
to secret service documents, such offers prove that the British agencies tried to 
attract the interest of Hungarian intelligence agencies and direct their attention 
to the possibilities inherent in employing such “recommended” contact persons 
in British government agencies of interest, including intelligence agencies. The 
same sources also state that these persons were “not particularly bothered” by 
the possibility that British counterintelligence might document their contacts 
with official representatives of socialist countries in London.29

[Recommended agents] generally welcome the establishment and devel-
opment of contacts with us, to which end they often emphasize their 
“leftist viewpoints”, and express their wish to become better acquainted 
with the life of socialist countries. In cases where British counterintelli-
gence is satisfied with these initiatives, and the socialist intelligence agen-
cy shows an interest in the British agent, the latter is sent to the given 
socialist country in the expectation of the agent’s recruitment or the ac-
quisition of intelligence information. In some cases, British agencies might 
even agree to send the recommended person on a long term mission to a 
socialist country, where they would work undercover as a correspondent 
of a leftist British press organ.30

INTELLIGENCE ACTIVITIES AT THE SSEES

In order to obtain detailed and high level information about foreign enemy 
states, intelligence networks had to become as fluent and proficient in the lan-
guage of their given target as their circumstances allowed, therefore, the United 
Kingdom undertook serious efforts to either establish institutes to prioritize the 
high level instruction of Central and East European languages, or pressure exist-

28   Ibidem, 6.

29   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 20.

30   Ibidem, 20. November 11, 1965.
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ing ones into doing so. Nevertheless, the implementation of these policies was 
far from simple, since countless subcommittees, including those of the Ministry 
of Defense, various military organizations, or the Joint Intelligence Committee, 
engaged in active and endless debates on the issue of languages and the Cold 
War. As one participant sarcastically noted, “there are at present too many peo-
ple calling too many meetings on this subject”. In view of a pending military con-
flict, they essentially divided the world, both linguistically and geographically, 
into allies and enemies. Meanwhile, naval intelligence pointed out that, although 
there were probably several languages that could be useful during the war, their 
importance would be negligible in comparison with the Russian language, as the 
East European satellite states had no significant naval presence. Therefore, the 
only use of such languages from a naval perspective would be during the inter-
rogation of war prisoners and the translation of obtained documents.31

Within the SSEES, there were no difficulties in arranging the high-level in-
struction of the Russian language, as the SSEES already had significant experi-
ence in the instruction of Russian to members of the armed forces, as well as 
external, evening, and postgraduate students. In other words, it was traditional 
practice to provide language instruction to students without diplomas. Long 
before its separation from King’s College, the SSEES had introduced language 
classes for professional officers, who completed their studies abroad while living 
with emigrant host families, then returned to take their public service interpret-
ing exams.32

At the beginning of the 1930’s, the Russian language courses offered by the 
SSEES attracted the interest of the Soviet People’s Commissariat for Internal  
Affairs (Народный комиссариат внутренних дел, NKVD), because according 
to their information, officers of the Secret Intelligence Service learned the lan-
guage at the SSEES. At the time, the Russian language instructor of the SSEES was 
Elizabeth Hill (1900–1996),33 who later became a professor of Cambridge Uni-
versity. In fact, Guy Burgess,34 who conducted intelligence work for the Soviet 

31   Footitt 2011.

32   Wigzell 2015.

33   She was born in St. Petersburg. Her mother was Russian and her father, British. The family 
moved to London in 1917. During World War II, she trained recruited soldiers in Russia. In 1948, she 
was appointed as the first professor of the Slavonic Studies Institute in Cambridge, a position she 
held until 1968. For more details, see Hill 1999.

34   For more information, see Lownie 2015.
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Union, did attempt to recruit her for his agency in order to obtain information. 
Nevertheless, there is no evidence that this was the actual source of the NKVD’s 
information.

During the war, the SSEES offered courses in several languages, including Rus-
sian, but after the war, the decision was made to relegate the Russian language 
instruction of military personnel to Cambridge.35 This does raise the question of 
whether the facts presented above constitute sufficient evidence for the con-
nection between British intelligence and the SSEES. According to Hungarian se-
cret service information, in the 1930’s, the British War Office sent army personnel 
to learn Russian, Polish, Czech, and other East European languages at the SSEES, 
and the fact remains that following the completion of a three-year program, 
these graduates were assigned to the British Military Intelligence.36

In 1949, the Council of the University of London expressed its concern re-
garding the overwhelming focus of the SSEES on foreign language instruction. 
According to Hungarian records, the Council recommended that more time 
should be devoted to research, the needs of students with diplomas, and to in-
ter-university exchange students, because this was the only way to increase the 
number of recognized teachers (full-time university lecturers), thereby improv-
ing the standing of the SSEES within the University. In view of the critical inter-
national situation, however, George Bolsover, Director of the SSEES considered 
it important that the SSEES continue to provide Russian courses for military 
personnel.37

On March 3, 1965, Agent “Koltai” of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
submitted a report that confirms certain changes in the activities and mission of 
the SSEES. The relevant section of the report reads as follows:

It is worth noting that, in contrast to my previous experience, at the time 
of my last visit, I had no opportunity (nor did anyone else) to meet the 
target person at the SSEES. On the second floor of the SSEES, and no-
where else, a guard and telephone operator detains every visitor until a 
secretary or faculty member responds to their announcement over the 

35   Wigzell 2015.

36   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 18–19.

37   Ibidem.
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phone and personally appears to meet the visitor in question. No other 
university faculty does this.38

Koltai also expressed the following opinion:

The relative isolation of the SSEES from other parts of the University, cou-
pled with recently acquired information, confirm our suspicions that the 
SSEES increasingly specializes in the training of Soviet and East European 
experts, so it would be useful to seize every opportunity to obtain infor-
mation about their activities. For the time being, regarding the cultural 
exchange program for the academic year 1965–1966, I do not know how 
much opportunity the assigned Hungarian lecturer will have to take a 
thorough look around here. It is very likely that he will be isolated some-
where, where students will meet him separately, or that he will be sent on 
visits to provincial universities, but it would be useful if the soon-to-be-
chosen Hungarian candidate received this assignment as well.39

After completing their studies, students of the SSEES received the diploma of the 
University of London, which allowed them to seek employment as “Eastern” lan-
guage teachers in secondary schools and universities, or apply at companies re-
quiring interpreters or translators in an East European language. However, some 
students chose a totally different career, and applied for public service, where 
entrance exams were administered and supervised by the Civil Service Commis-
sion.40 The latter career choice illustrates the most interesting alternative of lan-
guage education and subsequent employment. According to Hungarian reports, 
the SSEES presented itself as a conventional educational institute functioning 
within the organizational structure of the University of London; however, due to 
its special profile, the Foreign Office and other government agencies, including 
intelligence agencies, used the SSEES for their own ends, including the training 
of cadres, some of whom joined the various intelligence and counterintelligence 

38   The School of Slavonic and East European Studies of the University of London (Center). Classes 
were held, with the exception of one or two classrooms and a large lecture hall, not in this building, 
but behind the University of London in two houses of Russell Square. ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-
3701/0-8-075/68. 10.

39   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. 10.

40   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 18.
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organizations upon their graduation. Hungarian sources also indicate that the 
directors and instructors of the SSEES were persons with years of experience in 
the area of British intelligence, including Bernard Percy, William Seeds (1882–
1973), and George Henry Bolsover.41

It is also worth noting that study programs organized in 1951 for military staff 
(the army, naval, and air force staff) enjoyed special status within the SSEES.

The participants of these programs are military personnel specially se-
lected by the Ministry of Defense, the Air Ministry, and the Admiralty, 
for the purpose of improving and perfecting their language skills. Accord-
ing to our data, British counterintelligence agents have infiltrated these 
programs, as they are aware that these courses have been, and still are, 
attended by a significant number of participants with leftist views. Ac-
cording to agents of British counterintelligence, those who complete this 
language program are then assigned to the Secret Intelligence Service 
(SIS), or to military intelligence (as cadres).42

According to Hungarian secret service information, the purpose of the above 
mentioned study program was to train interpreters and translators for the army, 
the air force, and the admiralty. However, prior to participating in these pro-
grams at the SSEES, students first had to complete a two-month course at the 
Joint Service School for Linguists (JSSL), an exclusive education institute.43

41   Ibidem, 18.

42   Ibidem, 18–19.

43   Ibidem, 19.
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SSEES COURSES FOLLOWING THE COMPLETION OF 
MILITARY STUDY PROGRAMS

Students who participated in military study programs44 at the SSEES were not 
allowed to enter into contact with other students, but more importantly, in-
structors who did not participate in these programs were also prohibited from 
attending any of the courses. The teachers and lecturers of these programs were 
predominantly emigrants from East European countries, who instructed their 
students in the spirit of anti-communism. Students completing these programs 
were sent abroad for several months to live with Russian, Polish, Bulgarian, and 
other host families to improve their language skills. Russian families living in the 
United Kingdom were also used for this purpose. Meanwhile, according to Hun-
garian secret service documents, some students were assigned to British embas-
sies and military attaché offices:45 “We know of not one, but several students of 
the SSEES who keep in touch with the Foreign Office. Some are even invited to 
F. O. parties, while some of the former students now work for the Central Euro-
pean section of BBC, or have been employed in similarly exposed institutions.”46

Following the completion of their studies, students were presented with sev-
eral opportunities for employment, not all of which were in the field of intelli-
gence work. In areas of high demand, such as the Russian language, they could 
pursue language teaching if they completed a course in education at a Teachers’ 
Training College. Meanwhile, several students entered higher education to be-
come the next generation of university lecturers (Cushing, for instance). Others 
chose scientific research, including Lóránt Czigány (1935–2008), who worked for 
the Hungarian section of the British Museum.47 There were also opportunities 
in translation, including literary and technical translation. Others became in-
terpreters, or employees at various tourist agencies, such as “Miss Stewart”, as 
she was frequently referred to in Hungarian secret service files in the summer of 

44   For details about the Joint Service School for Linguists (JSSL), see Mills 2013. See also Mills 2012; 
Boiling 2005; Elliott and Shukman 2003, and Footitt 2011.

45   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 19.

46   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, OD-3701/0-8-075/68. 9.

47   From 1962 to 1969, he served as a Hungarian specialist of the British Museum Library. From 
1990 to 1991, he acted as Ambassador and Minister Plenipotentiary of the Hungarian Embassy in 
London.
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1966, who worked for an English tourist office in Hungary. Some students also 
joined the BBC, while others became librarians, or employees of the Foreign Of-
fice, where they performed diplomatic and political activities.48

In the field of culture and education, state initiatives were usually handled by 
the British Council, which often used “friendship” as a political weapon to pen-
etrate the Iron Curtain. For instance, the British Council established the Soviet 
Relations Committee for the purpose of fostering cultural relations between the 
United Kingdom and the Soviet Union. In 1959, a cultural agreement was indeed 
signed between the two countries at the government level, which was renego-
tiated biannually. This agreement was followed by various agreements with the 
satellite states. All contracts designated the British Council as the coordinating 
agency, which officially allowed British scientists to visit the countries of the So-
viet Bloc. For example, the first geographer to visit the Soviet Union under these 
agreements was Tony French (1929–2012),49 who was a lecturer at the University 
of London between 1959 and 1960.50 In the Cold War atmosphere of suspicion, 
he inevitably attracted the attention of the Soviet counterintelligence, which 
assigned an agent to monitor him. The agent made several attempts to obtain 
information from French regarding the SSEES:

The official mixed accusations of espionage with offers of research as-
sistance in an attempt to solicit information, asking French whether he 
might provide details on the destination of graduates from School of 
Slavonic and East European Studies in the University of London; infor-
mation which, even if he had wanted to, French was in no position to 
provide.

The case of Tony French more than justified the necessity and effectiveness of 
security regulations within the SSEES. Accordingly, French proceeded with cau-
tion in the receiving country:

I didn’t want to rush off to the Embassy, or if I’d got on the first plane 
home they would be convinced I really am a spy. And so I just thought 

48   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, 67/9-4945/65. 81-82. From the perspective of the students.

49   For more details, see Clout 2012.

50   Matless et al. 2007, 353–372.
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I’ll sit it out and I met him at least twice more […] the night before I left 
the country he took me to a restaurant in Moscow, and we had a private 
room and he said, you think about what I’ve said, and so when I got back 
to England, I must say I was distinctly relieved, and I rang up a friend of 
mine in the Foreign Office […] I was asked to go down to Whitehall and 
spoke to a couple of gentlemen, MI5 or MI6, they never said who they 
were, and I had a cup of rather bad coffee and two biscuits; the KGB gave 
me about six square meals. And all they could advise me is well don’t go 
back there. And in fact for about six years I didn’t.51

In the 1960’s, new institutes were established in the United Kingdom for a bet-
ter understanding of, and more extensive research on East European countries. 
According to a Hungarian report from March 30, 1965, Hungarian historian and 
university lecturer Iván T. Berend travelled to England on a study visit, where he 
noted that in addition to the SSEES, several other similar institutes were estab-
lished in Birmingham and Glasgow:

In 1963, a Centre for Russian and East European Studies52 was established 
at the University of Birmingham in place of the earlier Department for 
the Study of the Social and Economics Institutions of the USSR of 1946. 
This Centre is formally attached to the Department of Economics, but ef-
fectively operates as an independent institute. At the University of Glas-
gow, they recently established a new institute called the Department of 
International Economic Studies. These three institutes are the centers of 
East European research.53

In his travel report, Berend also noted that, due to language difficulties, shortage 
of time, and the lack of appropriate experts, the primary focus of the three insti-
tutes mentioned above was restricted to the study of Russian (or rather, Soviet) 
historical and economic issues. Nevertheless, the institutes also launched a varie-
ty of research projects on various East European countries, especially Yugoslavia 

51   Ibidem.

52   For details about this institute, see the website of the Centre for Russian and East European 
Studies. http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/government-society/departments/russian-east-
european-studies/index.aspx (Date of access: May 8, 2016.)

53   ÁBTL, 3.2.5. 0-8.075, V/48-B. Report and Supplements no. 12 and 14.
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and Poland. At the same time, Hungarian sources do not indicate any prospects 
of comparative research of the history, economic history and economics of East 
European countries.54

THE CASE OF GEORGE FREDERICK CUSHING

George Frederick Cushing was born on February 17, 1923, in a small seaside town 
in Sheringham, and completed his secondary school studies at the Manchester 
Grammar School with honors. In 1942, he received a scholarship to study at Cam-
bridge University, in Emmanuel College, where he studied classical philology.55

During World War II, he performed military service, while also studying sev-
eral languages under the direction of the Special Operations Executive, including 
the Hungarian language. However, he was only able to complete his studies at 
Cambridge after the war, in 1947. After graduation, due to his interest in the 
Hungarian language, he applied as a postgraduate student to the SSEES of the 
University of London.56 His teachers in Hungarian Studies included well-known 
scholars, such as historian Béla Iványi-Grünwald, and linguist István Ullmann 
(1914–1976).57

As I mentioned earlier, between 1947 and 1949, Cushing visited Hungary on 
a scholarship to study at Eötvös József College. His teachers there were equal-
ly distinguished scholars, including Dezső Pais (1886–1973), and János Horváth 
(1878–1961). “Due to the Cold War atmosphere of suspicion, he could not finish 
his research, because he was expelled from Hungary as an ‘imperialist agent.’ The 
communist authorities even confiscated his research notes, so he had to start 
his research all over again in London.”58 Between 1947 and 1949, Cushing often 
visited the British Embassy, so Hungarian intelligence reported that he was an 

54   Ibidem, 14.

55   “George Frederick Cushing: An Obituary”, 1994.

56   At the SSEES, instruction of the Hungarian language and literature has been on-going since 1937.

57   “Obituary”, op. cit., 199.

58   Ibidem, 199.
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“espionage suspect”.59 The investigation team of the Central Authority for the 
Control of Foreigners (Külföldieket Ellenőrző Országos Központi Hatóság, KEOKH) 
of the Ministry of the Interior gave the following report on Cushing:

He has full command of Hungarian political, economic, and literary 
scholarship. He has above average intelligence and cognitive abilities. He 
corresponds only with his parents. He has no friends or relatives in Hun-
gary. He only maintains contact with fellow students. He spends his time 
at the university library, studying the works of Hungarian writers.60

In 1952, Professor Cushing, who was still a suspect in the eyes of Hungarian coun-
terintelligence, successfully defended his dissertation titled Széchenyi, Kossuth, 
and National Classicism in Hungarian Literature. One year later, in 1953, he was 
appointed as a lecturer, which means that he became the first university lecturer 
of Hungarian language and literature in the United Kingdom.

The status of Hungarian Studies was rather marginal in England until the 
Revolution of 1956, which suddenly made all matters related to Hungary 
highly interesting to the British public. Following the Revolution, about 
500 university students arrived in England, whose placement was coor-
dinated by an ad hoc subcommittee of the British Universities Council. 
Since the majority of these students did not speak the English language, 
or had any records of their studies, Dr. Cushing was charged with the task 
of administering screening procedures prior to the admission of students 
to entrance examinations. Cushing’s extensive familiarity with Hungarian 
university issues proved highly useful. In the end, he managed the univer-
sity-related problems of Hungarian students for several years.61

In evaluating the activities of Cushing, we must note that his academic career 
started in the “coldest years” of the Cold War, when George Bolsover, who at 
the time served as an official of the British Embassy in Moscow, was appointed 

59   George Frederick Cushing. ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. Informative report. Budapest, December 30, 
1965. The case of Dr. Géza Honti, 7.

60   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. Subject: New initial control file under code name “Rózsafák”. F-8960. 
Box 41. Report. Budapest, November 10, 1948.

61   “Obituary”, op. cit., 200.
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Director of the SSEES, where his assignment was “to eliminate the ‘red scare,’ so 
he exercised caution, and similarly to Hungarian intellectuals, he diplomatically 
kept his distance while playing the role of the moderator with respect to con-
temporary public opinion on political matters”.62

Based on the comprehensive report of Main Division III/III (Internal Reac-
tion Counterintelligence) of the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior dated Feb-
ruary 1, 1966, Cushing had been travelling to Hungary annually since 1960, as a 
result of which, he developed a broad network in scientific and literary circles.63 
The report of police Lieutenant Colonel Imre Révész, Head of Main Division  
III/II (Counterintelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior,64 stated that in March 
1962, Cushing submitted an application for a visa to the Central Authority for 
the Control of Foreigners for the purpose of library visits. Since his name was on 
the list of banned individuals, his application was rejected. Later, Cushing made 
another attempt at securing a visa, this time through the Institute of Cultural Re-
lations and the IBUSZ Travel Agency. He also changed his name, and so received 
an entry visa under the name Sheringham.65 A related intelligence report from 
1964 reads as follows:

On February 14, I was visited by Professor G. F. Cushing, Head of the SSEES 
of the University of London. […] The meeting was preceded by his letter, 
which requested my assistance with regard to his intended visit to Hun-
gary. He told me that he was writing a book on Hungarian-English literary 
relations, so he would like to examine the Hungarian-related works of 
two English writers of the nineteenth century at the Széchenyi Library 
and the Library of the Academy [the Hungarian Academy of Sciences]. 
Cushing is associated with the British Council. During the recent visit of 
Iván Boldizsár, he attended the exclusive luncheon arranged by Dr. Phillips 
(Director of the East European section of the BC) in honor of Boldizsár, 
and he has also been invited to the reception of the visiting agricultural 
delegation. It is almost certain that the BC is involved in his planned vis-
it. It is also certain that during his Budapest visit, he will contact several 

62   Sherwood and Tarsoly 2008, 13–14.

63   ÁBTL 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. 11–12.

64   For more details, see “Révész Imre”. ÁBTL, Archontológia [‘Archontology’].

65   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. Copied from file F-8960. Budapest, November 4, 1965, 6.
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writers (such as Géza Ottlik, since Cushing is currently reading one of his 
books, and other writers of his ilk). There is also the danger that on his re-
turn, he might write unpleasant articles about his experiences in Hunga-
ry. But in view of the current period of rapprochement, that is unlikely. It 
is more likely that the Council will attempt to keep in touch with certain 
elements in Hungary with Cushing’s assistance.66

Agent “Koltai” continues his report as follows:

Rejecting his visa application might be unpleasant for us, since Cushing is 
well-known and influential. I do not know of any anti-Hungarian public 
statements on his part that could be held against him. Therefore, I think it 
would be worthwhile to issue him a visa, partly for the reasons above, and 
with the view that, should we be able to keep track of his movements, we 
might be able to identify his contacts. In any case, it would be necessary 
to take appropriate action (such as designating a suitable person in the 
listed libraries to consult with him, and monitoring his contacts).67

In April 1964, George F. Cushing visited Hungary at the invitation of Sándor Sz-
abadi. In the latter’s apartment, Cushing held a lecture on the United Kingdom 
for an audience of approximately twelve teachers of literature. The resulting in-
telligence report states that “the majority of the invited teachers have compro-
mised themselves in 1956”. At this meeting, Cushing also promised material sup-
port to Sándor Szabadi should he ever visit England “for the purpose of language 
learning”. Later, Szabadi did visit the United Kingdom, and on his return, he held 
a lecture to teachers invited to his apartment, “praising English democracy”.68

In the summer of 1964, a two-member delegation visited the SSEES. One of 
them was Agent “Koltai”, who claimed that the purpose of the visit was to in-
troduce his travel companion, “Kőszegi”, and to inquire about what publications 
the SSEES might need for its library. However, the real reason for their visit was to 
obtain information about the SSEES, the Hungarian students who studied there, 
potentially useful publications of the SSEES, and the Hungarian Student Society 

66   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. OD-3701/66. SZ. 5. Subject: The Budapest visit of Professor Cushing.

67   Ibidem, 6.

68   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. 11–12.
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formed at the University. During this visit, they met Cushing, who proved rather 
difficult. Although he welcomed both delegates, then invited them on a tour of 
the building, he repeatedly refused to answer their questions about the number 
of students currently engaged in Hungarian Studies. In the end, the professor 
“very reluctantly” stated that there were currently fourteen students attending, 
with two more students forthcoming. According to the author of the report, 
Cushing refused to speak about the Hungarian Student Society. All he said was 
that lectures were seldom held at the Society, and its primary purpose was en-
tertainment. “He said he could not name any of the members since he did not 
know any of them.” According to Agent “Koltai”, this was clearly not true.69

Regarding the case of George F. Cushing, another document that might be 
of interest is a proposal dated November 1, 1965, which provided information 
regarding the case of Géza Honti, but also discusses Cushing. The proposal reads 
as follows:

Based on the reports of Agent “Szögi”, we have been keeping Dr. Géza 
Honti, resident of Kecskemét, Mátyás Street 1. and persons closely associ-
ated with him under surveillance since October 1965. Agent “Szögi” was 
recruited in October of this year. Prior to his recruitment, he stated that 
Dr. Géza Honti, a physician, treated “Szögi’s” wife free of charge while he 
himself was in prison. After his release, he visited Dr. Honti to express his 
gratitude for the doctor’s kindness, but Dr. Honti told him that he did 
not consider his services exceptional, since there were several persons in 
Kecskemét who provided support to political prisoners and their fam-
ilies, primarily in the form of medical care and assistance with employ-
ment. […] As a result of our own activities and the active employment of 
this agent, several noteworthy circumstances were revealed concerning 
Dr. Honti’s associations in Hungary and abroad. In the summer of 1964, 
Dr. Honti visited England as a tourist. During his visit, he met several 
prominent research physicians involved in cancer research. He was also 
invited by Professor Cushing, who was visiting Hungary on a scholarship 
between 1947 and 1949, and taught Hungarian as a university professor. 
According to the information gathered by Main Division III/II, he was ex-
pelled from Hungary on suspicion of espionage. In the spring of 1964, this 

69   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. OD-3701/66. SZ. 8. Report. Budapest, July 2, 1964.
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person established contact with Dr. Honti, and several secondary school 
teachers of literature during his visit in Kecskemét.
Dr. Géza Honti’s associates in Kecskemét include Sándor Szabadi, Dr. 
László Orosz, and Endre Szekér. These persons are also close associates 
of Professor Cushing. Sándor Szabadi spent three months in England last 
year, and is currently applying for another scholarship. Dr. Géza Honti and 
Sándor Szabadi gave an account of their experiences in England at private 
gatherings. Their presentation basically revolved around the overt or cov-
ert praise of the Western way of life.
According to data received from our operatives and other sources, there 
is reasonable suspicion that Dr. Géza Honti and his associates are involved 
in organized and hostile activities against our People’s Republic.70

It should be added to the above that, according to a subsequent report from 
December 1965, written by Police Colonel Vilmos Komornik, Director of Main 
Division III/I (Foreign Intelligence) of the Ministry of the Interior (1962–1967),71 
there was no concrete evidence of an association between Honti and Cushing.72

In the second half of the 1960’s, Hungary decided to improve its relationship 
with Cushing, who was no longer banned from entering the country. In 1967, he 
was appointed associate professor, then professor in 1978. Following his retire-
ment in 1986, he continued to participate actively in Hungarian cultural life in 
London, where he was President of the British-Hungarian Fellowship, and gave 
lectures in the Szepsi Csombor Circle, and the Mikes Kelemen Circle in Holland.73 
In 1970, Hungarian counterintelligence decided that the surveillance of Professor 
Cushing was no longer necessary, so his file was closed that year.

70   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. 9.

71   For more details, see “Komornik Vilmos”. ÁBTL, Archontológia [‘Archontology’].

72   ÁBTL, 3.1.5. 0-18110/14. Informative report. Budapest, December 30, 1965. The case of Dr. Géza 
Honti, 8.

73   “Obituary”, op. cit., 200.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

After World War II, the history of the School of Slavonic and East European 
Studies of the University of London reached an exciting turning point. With the 
commencement of the Cold War, the new role of the SSEES was to improve 
the language skills of military personnel. However, in addition to the mission of 
pursuing (language) knowledge, the obvious objective of the British government 
was to obtain as much accurate information as possible concerning the poli-
cies of the Soviet Union and its satellite states. In the context of the Cold War, 
the activities of the faculty and their students gave rise to much speculation. 
Why did they try to learn the languages of enemy states? Was their dedication 
a matter of curiosity, the desire for greater fluency and proficiency, or a cause 
more “noble” than that? Based on the present discussion, we can conclude that 
during the Cold War, the students of the SSEES received intelligence training for 
the purpose of compiling an extensive and comprehensive database on enemy 
countries.

As for George Frederick Cushing, we are still uncertain of the exact nature of 
his relationship to British intelligence, and the activities he engaged in during the 
most stressful period of the Cold War, beyond his prominent role in the field of 
education. The Hungarian reports presented above confirm, or rather, support 
the view that under the cover of instruction, the professor was likely engaged in 
more diverse and delicate matters as well. Unfortunately, the confirmation of 
such suspicions is a task for future research, since neither scholarly literature, nor 
the documents of the British National Archives provide any information on this 
subject. Therefore, in this study, I had to limit myself to presenting the views of 
Hungarian intelligence on the basis of available secret service documentation.
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