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‘The Last Days of Budapest is a masterpiece. Immaculately researched, it is packed with larger-than-life characters and revelations about the unknown espionage history of the Second World War… From the naïve optimism of the late 1930s to the depths of depravity and bloodshed during the siege in winter 1944, LeBor takes the reader on a historical and emotional rollercoaster.’

Malcolm Brabant, co-author of The Daughter of Auschwitz

‘An enthralling narrative that is full of extraordinary characters, both heroes and villains, and packed with the insights and subtle judgements that only someone with the author’s knowledge of, and love for, the city can provide. What happened in wartime Budapest is virtually unknown outside Hungary. Now, thanks to Adam LeBor, we have the story laid out in grim and absorbing detail, told with all the power and passion that a writer of his class can muster.’

Patrick Bishop, author of Paris ’44: The Shame and the Glory

‘A fascinating story of aristocratic spies, diplomats and clandestine operations – and one of the finest histories of Budapest in the twentieth century.’

Helen Fry, author of Women in Intelligence: The Hidden History of Two World Wars

‘A staggering achievement. The Last Days of Budapest is a must-read for anyone interested in the history of European espionage…This meticulously researched book delves into a complex web of astonishing intelligence operations, revealing how Budapest served as a crossroads for spies from East and West.’

Charles Cumming, author of the Box 88 spy fiction series

‘The Last Days of Budapest is not only an enthralling tale of wartime espionage and spycraft. It is a beautifully rendered portrait of heroism, tragedy, betrayal and violence in the final hours of a grand city stuck between Hitler and Stalin. This superb account is not to be missed – and will haunt you.’

David McCloskey, former CIA analyst and author of The Seventh Floor

‘From the first to the final page, The Last Days of Budapest is difficult to put down. Using sources that offer chilling first-hand accounts and personal insights, Adam LeBor expertly narrates one of the darkest periods in Hungary’s history. This is an important and overdue book, and a must-read in the field of Second World War history.’

Sarah-Louise Miller, author of Women in Allied Naval Intelligence in the Second World War

‘A terrific account of Budapest in the middle of the twentieth century, culminating in the collapse of all civilised values as the Nazis retreat in 1944 and the Russian army advances. Part-thriller, part-astonishing personal history, this is a must-read for anyone wanting to know more about Hungary’s grim role in the Holocaust. The stories Adam LeBor tells will remain with you.’

Nicholas Best, author of Five Days that Shocked the World

‘The Last Days of Budapest is both beautifully written and revelatory… Pre-war Budapest comes alive as a nest of mischief and self-delusion, home for a beguiling cast of spies, adventurers, aristocratic lovelies, journalists, smugglers, thieves and fellow travellers… LeBor offers an unblinking account of the last spasms of a ruined city. Deeply shocking. And long overdue.’

Graham Hurley, author of Dead Ground
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Prologue

Budapest, Late October 1944

Night was falling over the sports arena in Újpest, the air turning cold with the sharp bite of the winter to come, but the violence did not abate. The Arrow Cross militiamen tortured, abused and beat their captives, delighting in their sadism.

Róbert Lichtenstein flinched as another fusillade of shots rang out. Hundreds of Jewish men had been rounded up that day. They were gathered outside with no food, water, toilets or medical supplies. The arena was now an open-air concentration camp.

The men were supposed to form labour companies to dig trenches around Budapest as the Russians advanced. But the life expectancy of any Jew who fell into the hands of the Arrow Cross was usually short. Many would not even make it through the night.

Róbert – Robi to his relatives and friends – should not have been there at all. He was only fourteen years old. But he had been taken together with his neighbour, Artúr Schwarz. Artúr was elderly and had a bad leg. Neither of them were made for hard physical labour.

Artúr told Robi that he had to escape.

The shooting was getting more frequent now, the sound of the beatings and abuse ever louder. The war was lost, everyone knew, but the closer the Russians advanced on the city, the more frenzied the Arrow Cross became.

Robi waited, his heart thumping. For a moment, the guards’ backs were turned.

He started running, faster than he had ever run before.




PART ONE

The Balancing Act


When Hungary is mentioned, then most people think of red pepper called paprika, of Gypsy bands, of picturesqueness, of big plains with herds of cattle upon it and semi-barbarous people to watch all over this. Now, as a matter of fact, we are quite on the same level of civilisation as any Western country in Europe is. We may say that we are the farthest outpost of Western civilisation towards the east.

Count Albert Apponyi, Hungarian diplomat and politician, speaking in the United States, 1929.

I was excited by the famous delights of the place.

British travel writer Patrick Leigh Fermoron his visit to Budapest in 1934.






1

The End of Empire


The Coronation of Charles IV unrolled the most superb film I had seen to date.

Cyril Brown, writing in The New York Times.1

 



The great trek across the Danube began before dawn. Behind the Buda Hills, the sun nudged higher, sending a faint tint of pink across the horizon. The icy black waters shimmered in the misty light and the damp air was still freezing. The city had never seen such a procession, moving with such slow, steady determination, some walking, some in horse-drawn carriages, all making their way across the Chain Bridge, towards the Mátyás Church high in the Buda Castle. It was 30 December 1916. Charles I, the newly appointed Emperor of Austria, was to be crowned again, as King Charles IV of Hungary. Budapest was alive with anticipation. For once, in the midst of war, there would be a celebration. Cyril Brown, the correspondent for The New York Times, planned to report on the lavish ceremony – if he could ever get across the river and up into the castle.

In normal times the journey from his room at the Astoria Hotel in downtown Pest would take around half-an-hour. That day it took three hours. But the spectacle, when Brown eventually arrived, was extraordinary. ‘Now followed reel on reel and tableau on tableau, each one worth the price of admission of first night show’, he rhapsodised. The Hussars, the famed Hungarian cavalry, came first, their perfectly groomed horses trotting along the cobbles, followed by the mayor and magistrates of Budapest, and heralds in red costumes ‘blaring fanfares on trumpets from which hung bright banners’. The royal bodyguards wore cream-coloured capes and silver helmets with white kingfisher feathers, each carrying a pike with a blade like a scythe. Then came a trio of gilded Rococo carriages, bringing the highest-ranked ladies of the court, escorted by outriders in long, black cloaks. Last of all was the royal carriage, containing Charles, Queen Zita and their young son, Crown Prince Otto.

The spectators were bedecked in ‘gold and jewels, velvet and costly furs’, while the pillars of the cathedral were draped with purple velvet, bordered with gold. The cannons sounded at 9.00 am, followed by the crash of organ chords and the ‘fanfares of trumpets and the exotic beatings of kettledrums’. The dramatic climax of the ceremony unfolded on nearby Szent György Square. The newly crowned king rode up a ramp on his horse and cut the air in four directions with his sword, to show that he would defend Hungary from attacks from anywhere. ‘This was the signal to the waiting multitudes without the church. Batteries were fired, rifle salvoes from waiting Honveds echoed and the waiting crowds cheered’, wrote Brown. The King stood while the Archbishop and Count István Tisza, the prime minister, set the sacred crown on his head. The crowd erupted, shouting ‘Éljen, Éljen, long live,’ cheer after cheer resounding for long minutes.2

King Charles IV of Hungary now ruled over a nation whose lands reached east into present-day Ukraine and Romania, north into Slovakia, south into Serbia and Croatia and west to the Adriatic. Brown was an outsider, swept up in the pageantry of the moment. Katinka Károlyi, a young Hungarian aristocrat with a ringside seat, had a sharper eye. The crown was too large for Charles and slipped around his ears, she later wrote. The sceptre was heavy, his horse nervous. ‘Charles seemed to shrink under the weight of them. His task was too heavy for his shoulders – to carry the load of a disintegrating empire and a war of which he disapproved.’ The cheers were only those of the 1,500 or so nobles and aristocrats who had been admitted to the ceremonies. No crowds were allowed for fear of demonstrations. This was the last hurrah of a dying empire.

Among the cheering crowds was Katinka’s sister Klára – Caja to her family and friends. Countess Klára Andrássy de Csíkszentkirály et Krasznahorka was born on 18 January 1898. The Andrássys had shaped Hungary’s destiny. Caja’s grandfather, Count Gyula Andrássy, had served as Hungarian prime minister and foreign minister of Austria-Hungary. His youngest son, also called Gyula, served as Hungary’s interior and foreign minister. His oldest son, Tivadar, Caja’s father, also a politician, had married a fellow aristocrat, Eleonóra Zichy. Caja was the youngest of four daughters, after Ilona, Borbála and Katalin (Katinka). The family divided its time between the ancestral home, a country manor house in Tiszadob, eastern Hungary, and their palace on the Buda side of the Danube embankment. The manor house was surrounded by a park filled with copies of Greek and Roman statues and a lake where the girls ice-skated in the winter. When the family went on a picnic, dozens of servants formed an advance party and went ahead with food and drinks. The Andrássy Palace was decorated in the typical style of the high bourgeoisie and aristocracy: stuffy, gloomy and over-furnished, with dark, heavy curtains that kept the light out and the dust in. The walls were covered in heavy oil paintings. Inside the rooms almost every inch of space was taken up with sofas, chairs, artworks and ornaments.

Eleonóra’s marriage to Tivadar was troubled. A great society beauty, she had been engaged at the age of seventeen, in complete ignorance of men. The reality of marital relations, and her duties, appalled her. For her first few years of married life she would not leave the house unless veiled, and then only to see her family.

Eleonóra rigidly controlled her children’s existence. They were not allowed to wear stockings or gloves, and wore summer dresses even in November. Their routine was set out in writing: three minutes for brushing teeth, three times a day. Four for washing hands. Seven for dressing. Six for brushing hair. There was a cold bath each morning and a hot one in the evening, each for five minutes and no more. Maids helped the girls dress and put on their shoes. Compared to most of their peers, the Andrássy girls led a life of great privilege; they never lacked for clothes, food or shelter and did not ever need to worry about material things. But the girls’ relationship with their mother was cold and distant. In 1905, when Caja was seven years old, her father died of leukaemia. Four years later her mother married Count Gyula Andrássy the Younger, her late husband’s brother. Caja’s youth was spent in the usual routine of a young female Hungarian aristocrat: attending balls, dinners and charity events, and riding whenever she could – she was a skilled horsewoman. Beautiful, intelligent and high-spirited, a daughter of one of the country’s best-known families, she attracted attention wherever she went.

*

The nineteenth-century Austrian statesman Klemens von Metternich once observed, with more than a hint of a sneer, that the Balkans ‘begin at the Rennweg’, a street in central Vienna. Budapest lay 150 miles east of Vienna. By Metternich’s standards Hungary was deep inside the Balkans, but its citizens – especially those living in Budapest – mocked such Viennese snobbery. Hungarians can be prone to boasting, perhaps as a means of overcompensating for their position as a small, isolated people in the heart of Europe, with no natural allies or linguistic relatives. But there was plenty to boast about. Budapest was a thriving, modern, cosmopolitan city, home not only to Hungarians, but ethnic Germans, Greeks, Serbs, Gypsies, Armenians, Romanians, Russians and more. It was renowned for its art, literature and music, its restaurants and glamorous – sometimes even debauched – nightlife. The city boasted one of the largest and most prosperous Jewish communities in Europe – about one in four of the population. Its Jews were so entwined in its cultural and commercial life that the city was dubbed ‘Judapest’ by anti-Semites such as Karl Lueger, the mayor of Vienna. Budapest was a city of superlatives, certainly more beautiful than its Austrian rival. There the Danube was relegated to a distant quarter. In Budapest the majestic flow of the river defined its urban sweep, the rushing, whirling waters crossed with grandiose, ornate bridges. ‘If only you were here for a moment to see with me the dead silver of the Danube, the dark mountains against the pale-red background and the lights of Pest glittering up to me; Vienna would go down in your appreciation compared to Buda-Pest’, wrote Otto von Bismarck to his wife in 1852.3

That view was just as entrancing in 1916 and even today would be recognisable. The Chain Bridge, designed and built by British engineers, opened in 1849. Its graceful 200-metre span was adorned with giant lions at either end. Fifty years on, Hungary’s engineers surpassed themselves with another suspension bridge – named for Erzsébet, the beloved empress and wife of Franz Joseph – with a span of 290 metres, then the longest in the world. Emperor Franz Joseph himself had inaugurated the Budapest Metro in 1896, the thousand-year anniversary of the arrival of the Magyar tribes from Asia. The Budapest Metro was the first electrified fully underground line on mainland Europe. New transport links bound the city to Western Europe – fast, modern trains and ferries ran from Budapest to Vienna. The Great Synagogue, a neo-Moorish extravaganza with space for 3,000 worshippers, stood on Dohány Street in the heart of downtown Pest. The largest Jewish house of worship in Europe, the Great Synagogue was the lavish, gilded embodiment of an increasingly prosperous community.
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The view from the Buda Hills of the Erzsébet Bridge and the Chain Bridge spanning the Danube.
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Overlooking the river by the Chain Bridge stood the pride of Budapest’s artisans: the Gresham Palace. The art-nouveau building embodied all the flair and confidence of the resurgent city; its wrought-iron electric gates were shaped like peacocks, its staircases boasted delicate mosaics, stained-glass windows and Zsolnay glazed tiles, while the inner courtyard was topped with a glass dome. Budapest deserved such landmarks. It had taken just a century to transform three dusty provincial towns – Buda, Pest and Óbuda – into a single thriving, cosmopolitan capital. In 1799 around 54,000 people lived in Buda and Pest. By 1900 the city’s population was nudging 1 million. The Hungarian capital was the eighth-largest city in Europe, bigger than Rome, Madrid, Liverpool and Brussels.4

But all the glories of the capital were not enough to save the empire. By late October 1918, as the war drew to an end, crowds gathered demanding independence, democracy, the release of political prisoners, the end of the war and for Mihály Károlyi, Katinka’s husband, to be appointed prime minister. Many of the revolutionaries pinned an aster, a flower, on their lapels. Hungarians are a passionate, tempestuous people. Through the centuries they have launched numerous uprising and revolts. The Aster Revolution, as it came to be known, was the only successful revolution in Hungarian history.5 On 31 October 1918 Mihály Károlyi was appointed prime minister. The Budapest-born writer Arthur Koestler had a ringside view. Koestler’s father, Henrik, had his office on Kossuth Lajos Street, near the Astoria Hotel. Count Károlyi, ‘a tall, dark, stooping man, with awkward gestures’, stood on a balcony nearby bedecked in flags, while a ‘huge, milling, cheering crowd blocks the street for half a mile’. Károlyi proclaimed Hungary’s secession from the Habsburg Empire and ‘its rebirth as a free, independent, democratic republic’. The crowd cheered and sang the national anthem. The Koestlers were elated, swept up in the patriotic fervour.6

The neighbouring states promptly invaded Hungary, capturing vast swathes of land. The victorious Allies demanded that Budapest cede more and more of what it saw as historic Hungarian territory to its neighbours. For a while in late 1918 the Astoria was the epicentre of the political upheavals. Mihály and Katinka lived in suite 414. The National Council, the new ruling executive that Károlyi chaired, met on the first floor, in rooms 105–109. More than twenty-five years later, when the Nazis invaded in March 1944, the Astoria’s central location and proximity to the Great Synagogue and Jewish quarter meant it would once again take centre stage. But the noises echoing through the hotel, especially in its basement, would not be those of revelry or passionate debate.

*

Assailed by enemies inside and out, Mihály Károlyi’s government did not last five months. On 21 March Hungary became the world’s second Communist regime after Soviet Russia. The de-facto leader of the country was a Hungarian Communist called Béla Kun, born Béla Kohn. Captured by the Russians in the First World War, Kun became an ardent Communist, fighting with the Red Army during the Russian Civil War. Kun became close to Lenin, who later recalled, ‘I knew Comrade Béla Kun very well when he was still a prisoner of war in Russia; and he visited me many times to discuss communism and the communist revolution.’7

Many, especially among the young, found the new creed exhilarating. The old world of dead empires, hierarchy and titles was ushered out – although not for long – and the new one, of freedom, equality and messianic promise, was welcomed in its place. Budapest’s most talented artists and designers embraced the new creed of agitprop – Soviet-style artistic propaganda – with enthusiasm. The city was bedecked in red cloth and modern, futuristic posters extolling the virtues of the Red Army and the workers. For a brief interregnum, every day seemed full of promise. The factories were taken into public ownership; aristocratic titles and privileges were abolished; freedom of speech and assembly, free education and new rights for national minorities were all promised. The Hungarian Red Army (the old army with new badges) was performing creditably against the Czechoslovaks.

Unfortunately, the peasants, who produced the food that fed the capital, were not convinced. They refused to sell their produce. The new regime’s banknotes, known as ‘White money’, were only printed on one side, which did not inspire confidence. There was almost nothing in the shops, except cabbages, turnips and, for some reason, ice cream. Communist Hungary reverted to an older economic system, recalled Arthur Koestler. ‘The whole country lived on a barter system; the peasants came to town with their chickens, eggs, milk and butter, and went home laden with grandfather clocks, bronze statuettes, antimacassars, second hand shirts and suits.’ Middle-class families were soon handing over their valuables for sacks of potatoes and a couple of ducks or chickens – scenes that would once again unfold in the later stages of the Second World War.

Koestler was born in Budapest in 1905 into a middle-class Jewish family, typical of the increasingly prosperous bourgeoisie. Thanks to the late Emperor Franz Joseph, Hungarian Jews enjoyed full civil rights. There were ‘relatively large numbers of Jews in the highest judicial positions, among the great landowners, university professors, reserve officers and civil servants’, notes the historian István Deák.8 Hungarian Jews were also doctors, dentists, artists, poets, musicians, shopkeepers, carpenters, tailors and decorators. Budapest was home to numerous synagogues, Jewish schools, religious, community and welfare organisations, orphanages and old-age homes. On the Jewish High Holidays of Rosh Hashanah, the New Year and Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the city centre fell notably quiet.

Jewish industrialists and businessmen owned many of the Hungarian mines and heavy industrial concerns, such as the Manfréd Weiss complex of factories on Csepel Island and a good part of the banking, wholesale and retail trades. Members of some families, such as the Weiss dynasty, were ennobled and sat in the Upper House of the Parliament. Many Budapest newspapers had Jewish proprietors, while more than two-thirds of their journalists were Jewish, as were about half of the city’s university students. The Koestlers lived in an apartment on Szondi Street in District VI, near Andrássy Way. A short walk away were the crowded tenements and narrow back streets of Districts VII, VIII and IX, the rapidly expanding quarters between the two boulevards that encircled central Pest, home to many poor Jewish families, working as artisans or scraping a living as traders. Szondi Street was neither poor nor especially rich, its stolidly middle-class apartment blocks typical of the later-nineteenth-century explosion of building that turned Pest into a thriving urban centre.

Many of the revolutionaries were idealists, keen to educate the young and turn them into active citizens of the new state. New teachers arrived at Koestler’s school, ‘young members of the intelligentsia who had never taught in a school before’, giving lessons in economics and politics, which ‘opened new vistas and offered a new contact with reality’. On May Day a talented young student, a published poet, gave a speech extolling the French revolutionary leaders Georges Danton and Louis de Saint-Just, while the teachers listened in ‘acid silence’. One day Koestler accompanied his cousin Margit to a factory on the outskirts of the city, where she was giving a course in political economy. Margit explained the history of money and the principle of barter. A few of the men fell asleep, but many ‘drank her words in avidly, with a puzzled and rapt expression’.

Yet just as in Russia, the Communists were unable to govern. The nationalisations and appropriations triggered economic collapse. The aristocrats’ estates were not divided up for the near-serfs who worked them, but instead were turned into collective farms, often under the same corrupt and brutal managers, causing fury among the peasants. The Kun regime deployed brutal, anarchic paramilitaries known as the ‘Lenin Boys’ who randomly arrested, imprisoned, tortured and shot their captives. Hundreds died in their custody. A good number of the regime’s leaders and high-ranking officials, including Kun himself, were Jewish. For some young Hungarian Jewish intellectuals, like their co-religionists in Russia and elsewhere, Communism proved attractive. It offered the promise of messianic deliverance, with its own dense works of theology to pore over and discuss late into the night and the chance to rebel against patriotic, assimilated parents and their stultifying bourgeois lifestyles. The Jewish Communists did not spare their co-religionists. Jewish institutions, societies and publications were closed down. Jewish businessmen and traders lost their source of income. Jewish artisans’ workshops were confiscated.

Meanwhile, in Szeged in the south of Hungary, Admiral Miklós Horthy, the former commander of the Austro-Hungarian Navy, was plotting, preparing to deploy his ‘National Army’ to bring down the revolutionary regime. Under attack from the Romanians and the Czechoslovaks, with Horthy mustering his forces for a coup, the Hungarian Army collapsed, the Communist regime itself following swiftly. The Romanian Army entered Budapest on 1 August 1919. The Communist republic had last lasted 133 days. The Romanians stayed until 14 November 1919, their presence a national humiliation. Two days later Admiral Horthy entered the capital on a white horse, trotting up Fehérvari Way on the Buda side of the Danube to establish his headquarters at the Hotel Gellért, a famed landmark overlooking the Danube. Horthy’s first speech decried the city as treacherous, depraved and corrupt.


We loved and respected this city, which over the past year became the depraver of the nation. Here on the banks of the Danube I arraign the Hungarian capital: this city denied its one-thousand-year history and trampled the crown and national colours into the mud and clothed itself in red rags. This city threw into jail and drove into exile the finest people of the homeland and in one year squandered all our wealth.9



In fact it would be Horthy’s authoritarian regime and series of anti-Jewish laws that would, through the 1920s and 1930s, drive many of Hungary’s ‘finest people into exile’, among them numerous scientists, writers and thinkers, just the kind of people the country needed to navigate the complicated, turbulent currents of modernity and the twentieth century. Meanwhile, the city’s writers came to Budapest’s defence. Gyula Krúdy, one of Hungary’s best-loved and most lyrical novelists, hit back at Horthy’s sour condemnation.


Well, Pest has never been an agreeable town. But desirable, yes: like a racy, full-blooded young married woman about whose flirtations everyone knows and yet gentlemen are glad to bend down and kiss her hand … Here the dancing in the theatres is the best, here everyone in a crowd may think that he is a gentleman even if he had left prison the day before; the physicians’ cures are wonderful, the lawyers are world famous, even the renter of the smallest rooms has his bath, the shopkeepers are inventive, the gentlefolk are agreeable, the streetlights burn until the morning.10



And so Krúdy’s lyrical defence of the capital continued at some length.

The Kun interregnum, the time of ‘red rags’, was short-lived but profoundly significant. For many Hungarians, especially the nationalist-minded, Jews and Bolshevism were now entwined. Horthy’s detestation of the capital, most of whose population, including its Jewish citizens, had not supported the brief Magyar–Soviet interlude, would shape his policies during the decades to come.

In September 1920, his government drafted modern Europe’s first anti-Jewish law, known as the ‘Numerus Clausus’. It set a quota of 6 per cent for Jewish students at Hungarian universities. The law caused outrage, but was still passed.11 Hungary’s Jewish leadership was shocked and dismayed, but remained proudly – even fiercely – patriotic. Vilmos Vázsonyi, a former minister of justice, told the 1925 Hungarian National Jewish Congress that ‘We are not Hungarian Jews but Jewish Hungarians … We adhere to our ancestral religion but this fatherland is also ours.’ But not everyone agreed. The precedent was now set; legally, politically and, perhaps most important of all, in many Hungarians’ minds Jews were not really Hungarian, and were therefore unable to enjoy the same legal rights as their compatriots. Instead they were a distinct and separate minority. Their lives and their activities could be controlled and restricted by laws that did not apply to Christians. Soon after delivering his rousing speech Vázsonyi was severely beaten up. He died the following year.12




2

A Nation Traumatised


Nem, nem, soha! (No, no, never!)

Hungary’s response to the 1920 Treaty of Trianon, imposed by the Allies, that excised two-thirds of its territory.

 



Claud Cockburn was sixteen when he arrived in Budapest with his father, Henry, a British diplomat in charge of an Allied mission to manage Hungary’s finances. He had served in China for twenty-five years. Henry was an Asia specialist and knew nothing about Hungary or finance. His predecessor had a solid knowledge of both, but he had committed a terrible faux-pas, so he had to go. ‘He had been seen picking his teeth with a tram-ticket in the lounge of the Hungaria Hotel’, explained Claud many years later in his autobiography. Such behaviour ‘was regarded as socially impossible’.1

Much worse than poor dental hygiene was unfolding. The Cockburns arrived in 1920 to a city traumatised by war and the collapse of empire, government and the rule of law. Budapest ‘was a battlefield where everyone has come to a bad end, where all the heroes are dead and all the great causes betrayed’, wrote Claud.2 After the Red Terror came the White Terror, the campaign of violence, torture and murder waged by right-wing military officers and their followers. The Prónay Battalion, led by Pál Prónay, the head of Horthy’s bodyguard, spearheaded the White Terror. Prónay set up shop in the Hotel Britannia, close to the Nyugati (‘Western’) Station. By the end of 1919 he had 800 men under his command, looting and killing at will. ‘It was a city where everyone was frightened – frightened of being arrested, frightened of being murdered, frightened of just being ruined’, wrote Cockburn, who later became one of Britain’s best-known journalists. Among the victims, Arthur Koestler believed, was his schoolmate, who had praised the French revolutionary leaders. Once the Kun regime had collapsed, he had been expelled from school and, according to rumour, murdered.

The savagery of the White Terror, and its revenge on supporters of the Kun regime, whether real or imagined, was not state-organised. But it was state-tolerated, at the highest level. Jews were disproportionately targeted. The historian Béla Bodó estimates that between August 1919 and the end of 1921, ‘officers’ detachments, supported by the civilian militias and patriotic organisations, killed at least 3,000 individuals, mainly in the western and central parts of the country and in Budapest’. At least a third of the victims were Jewish – in 1919 and 1920 more than sixty pogroms took place in the Hungarian countryside. Around 70,000 innocent people were incarcerated in prisons or ramshackle internment camps, many on the basis of denunciations from jealous neighbours or work colleagues. Thousands of Jews were classified as ‘illegal aliens’ and deported, even though many had lived in Hungary for generations. Tens of thousands of everyday people were sacked from their jobs for supposedly supporting the Soviet regime. At least 100,000 people left Hungary for good.3

The Prónay Battalion moved across the country in an armoured train, rampaging through villages and hamlets and setting up kangaroo courts. In Fonyód, on the southern shore of Lake Balaton, Prónay militiamen organised a lynching of three Jewish men: Albert Tószegi, Albert Graner and Ede Hamburger. Their supposed crime was supporting the Kun regime, which was absurd. Tószegi owned substantial holdings and was a high-ranking municipal official in Budapest’s inner-city District VI. Graner was his estate manager and Hamburger a local businessman. Their real ‘crime’ was being Jews. All three were hanged from trees while a large crowd of locals cheered and jeered. The rope around Tószegi’s neck broke twice. His wife watched, screaming and pleading. She had even managed to obtain an order from Admiral Horthy that the men should not be executed, but to no avail. On the third attempt Tószegi’s neck finally snapped. His wife later had a nervous breakdown and died a year later.4

Another militia, led by Count Anton Lehár, brother of the composer Franz Lehár, was involved in one of the most infamous political murders, that of Béla Somogyi, the Jewish editor of the social democrat newspaper Népszava (People’s Voice), and his colleague Béla Bacsó. Népszava had extensively reported on the White Terror. Somogyi had been warned off but continued to run the stories. One evening in February 1920 he and Bacsó stepped outside the newspaper’s office and were kidnapped by militiamen led by Emil Kovarcz, an extreme-right military veteran. The journalists were forced into a car, driven out of Budapest and then shot. The killings caused uproar in Hungary and around the world. The crime was investigated and the perpetrators identified, but Horthy pardoned them all, as well as many others who had carried out atrocities during the White Terror, including the Fonyód killers and their numerous local accomplices.5

Despite the Prónay Battalion’s avowed anti-Communism, there was some overlap with the Lenin Boys. They used the same slang; ‘half-English’ (fél-angol) meant a roughing-up but not murder, whereas ‘English’ (angol) meant murder. But what distinguished the White Terror from the Red was the degree of sadism and torture. In his diary Prónay himself praised the enthusiasm of his ‘new, overly ambitious and highly motivated recruits’ to beat up Jews outside the barracks, or ‘bring them in where they can give them a real thrashing’.6 One Jewish victim, beaten almost senseless, had sugar sprinkled on his wounds so that flies gathered and feasted on his bloodied flesh. Bodó notes:


He [Prónay] and his men organised pogroms, raided prisons and murdered their inmates, kidnapped and blackmailed rich Jewish merchants, cut peasant and Jewish women’s breasts off, collected ears as ‘talismans’, hung estate servants by either their necks or legs and fed the boiler of their armoured train with the bodies of their victims, many of them still alive.7



Post-war Hungary, dismembered, traumatised and impoverished, was not alone in bringing forth violent, often murderous nationalist paramilitary formations. In Germany the Freikorps fought pitched battles with the Communists in the street. Freikorps troops summarily executed Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, two Communist leaders. Italy had Mussolini and his black-shirted Fascist Squadre d’Azione (Action Squads). But only in Hungary was the connection between the death squads and the head of state, Admiral Horthy, so direct. Count Pál Teleki – soon to be prime minister – also employed Prónay’s thugs as bodyguards, as did his successor, Count István Bethlen. As Bodó notes:


Without the support of the political and military elite, the two most important paramilitary units could not have survived for more than two years. The countless murders, robberies and petty thefts that they had committed would not have been possible without either the active cooperation or the connivance of the authorities, which received their cues from the political and military elites.8



But even Horthy eventually realised that the White Terror was bad for business, the economy, Hungary’s international image and life in general. Leading businessmen and industrialists had been pressurising him for months to stop the rampage. The atrocities were gaining increasing publicity in the foreign press at a time when Hungary needed all the allies it could find. In November 1920 government forces finally raided both the Hotel Britannia and the Prónay Battalion’s barracks. By the end of 1921 the White Terror had faded away. The paramilitary formations dissolved themselves. Their members and officers either returned to their old lives or became active in Hungary’s now-thriving far right. But the legacy of the short-lived Kun regime shaped and poisoned Hungarian politics for decades to come. The radical right had tasted power: physical, on the streets and in its torture chambers, and political, in the corridors of power. Such savagery would erupt again in the winter of 1944–1945, but on a much larger scale.

*

Caja Andrássy grew into an attractive young woman, warm, intelligent and highly sought-after. By the time the war was over she was almost twenty. There was no shortage of suitors among the aristocracy. But Caja wanted more than the traditional arranged – or semi-arranged – dynastic union. She wanted a soulmate, with the same sensibilities and passionate interest in politics. Unlike many Hungarian aristocrats, Caja had a social conscience and strong sense of noblesse oblige that privilege and riches brought duty. Politics was in her blood. In 1919 Caja travelled to Switzerland for the Socialist Congress in Lucerne. Caja also fell in love with Archduke Albrecht Habsburg. But Albrecht’s mother Isabella refused her consent. The Andrássys were a venerable Hungarian family, but of lower rank than the Habsburgs. In addition, there was the problem of Katinka and her husband. Albrecht broke off the relationship. Caja, heartbroken, returned to Budapest, where she completed a nursing course and worked in children’s nurseries. Meanwhile she and Katinka angrily parted ways. Caja was still an ardent monarchist and could not forgive the Károlyis for turning Hungary into a republic. The two sisters would not communicate for years.

By May 1921 Caja was
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