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Introduction
 

by Patrick Thursfield
 


 

The thousand-year-old kingdom of Hungary, which formed the major part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until the last Habsburg fled in 1918, was finally dismantled by the Western Allies under the terms of the peace treaties following World War I. Phoenix-like the Hungarian people survived the horrors of the war, the disappointment of the first Socialist Republic, the disillusion of the brief but terrifying Communist rule of Béla Kun and the bitterness of seeing their beloved country dismembered by the Treaty of Trianon. 

This is the world that Miklós Bánffy describes in his two short books of memoirs. For some thirty years after Miklós Bánffy’s death in Budapest in 1950 it might have seemed as if Hungary had gone into official denial that he had ever lived at all. As for his writings, they too might never have existed let alone have been hailed as a national treasure. At the time of Bánffy’s death the post-war Communist government was at its most repressive; therefore, for the new rulers, the writings of any member of the former ruling class had never officially existed and, indeed, had been removed from the shelves of school and university libraries and were no longer offered for sale in the bookshops. Like their authors, they too might never have existed. Their significance, whether literary or political, was officially held to be of no contemporary value and so best forgotten. 

In this climate of Communist political correctness, history was being rewritten according to the Party Line, and any digression from that was taken as at best subversive and at worst criminally traitorous. As a result of this short-sighted policy, several generations of young people of school and university age had no true knowledge of what had brought about the dismemberment of their once great and powerful country under the terms of the Treaty of Trianon, which had been imposed by the Western powers in 1920 and had been punitive rather than corrective of perceived injustice. These had the effect of arbitrarily replacing one set of ethnic imbalances with another in many ways as bad, if not worse, than those that had evolved over the centuries. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the kingdom of Hungary, which for a thousand years had been the chief bastion of a Europe menaced by Turkish aggression, had become a vast multinational state whose peoples were of many diverse ethnic origins who spoke a myriad different languages and practised almost as many different religions. The existence of so many minority peoples, some of whom, to be sure, nursed dreams, if not of actual political independence, at least of some degree of autonomy, was to produce its own problems. However, it was not as simple as that. Western Hungary, which comprised the great Hungarian plain and formed the nucleus of the ancient kingdom of St Stephen, was bordered on all sides by very different provinces, each with its own ethnic minority, and some with more than one. To the east lay Transylvania, Hungary’s largest province, in which the population was fairly equally balanced between those of ethnic Magyar origins and language and those of Romanian stock; and here it should not be forgotten that only a minority of these last were indigenous Transylvanians. Their numbers had been vastly increased in earlier years, especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, by waves of Romanian immigrants from the eastern side of the Carpathians. These had fled their native land to escape the savageries of Turkish rule. It must be remembered that, as a sovereign national state, Romania had not existed until the middle of the nineteenth century, when it become a principality, later upgraded to a kingdom and ruled by a German princeling.

It was at this time that learned discussion about the origins of the Romanian people with their Latin-based language so very different from those of their Magyar and Slav neighbours, took flight. Romanian and pro-Romanian scholars offered the view that they were the true descendants of the Dacians, who had inhabited the land when it formed part of the Roman Empire and who therefore predated the Magyar conquest of Hungary and especially of Transylvania. 

This theory provided a convenient and timely argument to reinforce Romanian irredentist ambitions and as such was cynically used to foment discontent among the Transylvanian Romanians (the majority of whom were uneducated peasants) who until then had shown little sign of resenting being ruled by landowning Magyar aristocrats or government officials from Budapest. There were some, usually scions of those ancient landowning aristocratic families (of which Miklós Bánffy was one), who, while still loyal to the crown, cherished the hope that one day they could obtain some measure of independence for their formerly autonomous homeland. To the south lay the Banat in which there were more Serbs than Magyars in the districts just north of Belgrade, while only a mile or two further north there were more Magyars than Serbs. A little further west, but still to the south of central Hungary lay Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Directly to the West lay the Burgenland, with a mixed population of Hungarians and Austrians. There were more Austrians in the narrow strip of land closest to the Austrian border and more Hungarians in the equally narrow strip to the east; but, while the town of Sopron was predominantly Hungarian, elsewhere the two races were inextricably mixed.

To the north was Bohemia, populated mainly by Czechs, with a small minority of Germans in its northern region, while to the east the Slovaks formed the majority. In both these regions there was a substantial minority of Hungarians, particularly on the north bank of the Danube between the Austrian border and Estergom, and it was the same in the Nyitra hills to the northeast of Estergom, which now lie partly in the Czech Republic and partly in Slovakia. In 1921 it had all been handed over to the newly formed state of Czechoslovakia. As a result of the new boundaries laid down by the Allies, hardly a metre of the former borders of the Hungarian-ruled part of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire remained to her. These new injustices formed the basis of Hungary’s post-1920 demand that the boundaries should be revised if justice were not only to be done but also seen to be done. 

This was Bánffy’s first preoccupation when he was appointed foreign minister in István Bethlen’s government in 1921. 

Much of the blame for the unjust redistribution of what had for centuries been Hungarian lands must be laid at the door of the baleful influence exercised at the Paris peace talks by the militantly pro-Slav British journalist, Seton-Watson. This meddlesome but influential journalist had battled tirelessly to reward the Czech leader Benes for his wartime support of the Allies with a high position in the new state of Czechoslovakia, ‘gallant little Serbia’ with Croatia; Slovenia and Bosnia, and the formerly insignificant little kingdom of Romania with the huge province of Transylvania, all of which cost Hungary well over half her former territory and two-thirds of her pre-war peoples. Hungary’s despair and disillusion were most graphically explained by István Bethlen in a series of lectures given at the Institute of International Affairs at Chatham House in London’s St James’s Square in November 1933 and afterwards published in book form under the title of The Treaty of Trianon and European Peace (Longmans, Green and Co, London, New York and Toronto, 1934). Bethlen, who was also a cousin and remained a lifelong friend of Miklós Bánffy, had been in a unique position to discuss these problems, as he had been prime minister of Hungary from 1921 to 1931. 

This was the world that Miklós Bánffy was to write about in his two short books of memoirs, Emlékeimböl – From my Memories from 1932 and Huszonöt Ev (1945) – Twenty-Five Years (1945), which had never been published before, since the manuscript had only been discovered after the fall of Communism among the Bánffy papers deposited in the Ráday Institute by his widow soon after his death in 1950. These two books describe a very different world from that into which Bánffy had been born in 1873 when Hungary had been at her greatest and when it had in effect been ruled largely by a privileged group of hereditary aristocrats. 

From my Memories describes the death-throes of this world. The first part recalls those depressing days in the last months of 1916 when many men of clear sight had realized that the war would eventually be lost, and when all of Austria-Hungary felt that the death of the aged Emperor Franz Joseph signalled the end of an epoch. 

In Budapest it immediately became imperative to crown the new monarch king of Hungary, since, according to the country’s constitution, no parliamentary measures could be made law until there was a properly crowned and anointed sovereign to give his approval. This will explain why, in those desolate days when the casualty lists were daily growing longer and the capital was filled with the maimed and wounded soldiery returning from the front, anyone could have contemplated something so festive as the pomp and circumstance of a coronation.

Bánffy, as the scion of an ancient family whose father held an important office at court and who, moreover, had himself for some years been charged with responsibility for running the state theatres, was an obvious choice to organize the decorations and most of the other technical arrangements both inside and outside the coronation church. Part One of the book tells firstly of the hasty arrangements that had to be completed in a few weeks at a time when few people were available and the city was desperately short of almost everything that would be needed. He then goes on to describe the splendours and miseries of the coronation ceremonies on the last day of December 1916. Bánffy’s account is written with compassion and understanding as well as with an eye to the ironic and occasionally ludicrous aspects of that beautiful but sad ceremony.

In Part Two we move on to the closing days of the war in October 1918, when the monarchy was overthrown in the so-called ‘Aster Revolution’ and in its place there was established a short-lived socialist republic with Count Mihály Károlyi – Bánffy’s cousin and, when they were both younger, an intimate friend – as its first president. This in turn soon gave way to a Communist regime under Béla Kún. Bánffy, who had been in Budapest at the time of the Aster Revolution and who, along with István Bethlen and others of a like mind, was only too conscious of Károlyi’s inadequacy and obvious inability to withstand the growing Communist threat, decided to go to England to explain, to any open-minded and influential people he could find, the menace to world peace that was inherent in what was happening in Hungary as a result of Allied policies. He decided to go, as a private citizen, at his own expense and under the auspices of the Szekler National Council, to London to raise support and sympathy for his suffering country. Before leaving in the first days of January 1919, Bánffy went to see Károlyi and, while explaining why he wished to go and also making it clear that he was not asking to be sent officially as he felt he would have more chance of success if he remained independent, obtained permission to take out the necessary funds. 

At this point Bánffy takes the opportunity to insert a fascinating pen-portrait of the unfortunate Károlyi, which is different from all others as it is written by someone who knew the man intimately from the days of their shared childhood and schooldays. In this it differs from most of what was later to be written about Károlyi both in its depth of psychological understanding and sympathy and in its freedom from the sort of sycophantic appreciation that pervades so much of what has been written about Károlyi by his wife and other admirers. 

As it happens, Bánffy was never then to reach England as he found himself stranded in Holland with no money and, as a well-known aristocrat of independent means, was unable to return to Communist-ruled Hungary. 

Bánffy’s account of his adventures in passing through a Germany reduced to chaos by the Spartacist workers’ revolt and finding himself so short of funds that he had to try to make a living as a portrait painter, is hilarious. When Béla Kun, in his turn, was forced to flee, and the Communist domination came to an abrupt and ignominious end, Bánffy received word to return from Bethlen, who was in Vienna heading a spirited group of exiles. He left at once for Austria. From there they would soon be able to go home and try to rebuild what remained of their shattered country.

Although written many years later when Hungary had suffered a second defeat in 1945, Bánffy still manages to keep up an urbane tone from which his good humour and irrepressible sense of the ridiculous has not been submerged either by the new tragedies to which Hungary had been subjected or by the bleak circumstances in which the book was written. When the war drew to a close the castle of Bonczhida had been reduced almost to a ruin, burned and looted by the retreating German armies as an act of revenge for Bánffy’s attempt, made a year before, to persuade Romania, together with Hungary, to desert the Axis and sue for a separate peace. Countess Bánffy and their then teenage daughter, the future co-translator of her father’s memoirs, had returned to Budapest because word had reached them that their townhouse had been occupied by the Russians and all their belongings thrown into the street. Miklós Bánffy had stayed in their Koloszvár house hoping to regain what was left of their forestry holdings from which their fortune derived. Although unsuccessful in this, he was prevented from rejoining his wife in Hungary because the frontier had been closed by the Romanian army. Nothing daunted, Bánffy, although his papers and archives had been destroyed by the German army, set to work to tell the story of his eighteen months as Hungary’s foreign minister. 

These were by no means uneventful and started after the fall of Count Pál Teleki’s government following the first of the new young king’s two failed attempts to return to Hungary to reclaim his throne in Budapest as a springboard from which to regain his other title as emperor of Austria. Teleki, who had not handled the attempted coup well, was forced to resign, and István Bethlen was appointed prime minister in his place. It was he who asked Bánffy to help him by accepting the onerous post of minister for foreign affairs. 

Twenty-five Years (1945) tells the tale of Bánffy’s period of office, starting with his first attempts to come to some agreement with the new neighbouring states so as to alleviate the minority problems brought about by the arbitrary fashion in which the Western powers had redrawn the map of Europe. These preliminary negotiations were brought to an abrupt end with King Karl’s second and more serious attempt to return. Although this putsch also failed, and had its comic-opera aspects, it was nearer succeeding than the first and had more serious and long-lasting effects. The young king had been misled by unscrupulous courtiers who had told him tales of totally mythical support that would be forthcoming not only from the Western powers but also from the newly independent republic of Czechoslovakia. The Hungarian government under the self-appointed ‘Regent’ Admiral Horthy, a war hero who had been an aide-de-camp to the aged Emperor Franz Joseph, acted swiftly to stifle the revolt and so avoid a new Central-European war. However, it had a further and more deleterious result in bringing about an unbridgeable rift between the newly formed Legitimist Party and the supporters of Horthy’s government. This deprived the country of the services of a whole generation of educated young men from the gentry and the great aristocratic families without putting anyone else in their place as candidates for government office or the diplomatic corps. 

Twenty Five Years (1945) was published posthumously by Puski, Budapest in 1993 and later reprinted together with From My Memories in one volume. This contained a short foreword by Bánffy himself, a translation of which is included in this volume. I am indebted to the editors of both editions of Twenty Five Years (1945), as their notes have been most useful to me in the writing of notes for this English edition. 

In both these books Bánffy, who never failed to see the humorous side of any situation, however serious it might have been, uses a light and ironic tone, as if Puck’s aside ‘Lord, what fools these mortals be!’ was never far from his mind (although in the kindest, most gentle way). It is clear that he reserved expression of his deepest feelings of love for his country, his reverence for honesty both in public and private life, his passion for the forests, rivers, meadows and wildlife of the mountains and valleys of his native land, his compassion for the unfortunate and exploited, his tolerance of folly or weakness, his disdain, almost amounting to hatred, of fraud and exploitation of the weak and powerless and, above all, his deep understanding and love of women, for his novels, especially the great trilogy The Writing on the Wall. 

From my Memories was published in 1932, after Bánffy’s retirement from active public life, partly through ill health and partly through disgust and disillusion at the treacheries and dishonesties of those who sought power for their own selfish reasons rather than for the good of others. Following the death of his father, Bánffy had retired to his home in Transylvania, the great and beautiful castle of Bonczhida only a few miles north of Koloszvár (now renamed Cluj-Napoca by the Romanians), and was devoting his time to writing. He, together with some others of like mind, founded a publishing house and spent much of his time in the encouragement of those Hungarian writers and painters who had remained in their home province after sovereignty had been transferred to Romania. 

It is not clear when Bánffy started work on the great trilogy that told the tale of those crucial years from 1904 to the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. It seems to have been conceived many years before the author himself had returned to Transylvania and some years before he had produced the first volume of memoirs. Into it he poured all his feelings about Hungary and its people both humble and grand. Here he painted the picture of a great nation in decline, brought low by the folly and shortsightedness of its ruling class, to which he belonged and saw so clearly, unlike other writers who looked from afar but saw it only through the mists of envy or prejudice. As a chilling account of the folly of politicians and the blinkered vision of the rich and privileged, it draws much of its power not only from the fact that Bánffy knew this world from the inside but also because he wrote with a restraint that made his implied criticisms all the more powerful. 

In 1981, when the Communists were still in control despite the cracks that were even then beginning to appear in many parts of Eastern Europe, Professor István Nemeskurty wrote a long article in a respected Budapest literary review in which he pointed out that if the state truly wanted the youth of Hungary to understand why their country had suffered so much between the wars, they should be made to read what had been written by a member of that former ruling class who had held power in those days and who had, in many ways, been responsible for Hungary’s downfall. The writings of such men would provide a far more reliable idea of what had really happened than most of the works by officially approved proletarian writers of working-class background. In particular, he said they should read Miklós Bánffy’s Transylvanian trilogy which, published in the 1930s, not only painted an unrivalled portrait of the social life and politics of those crucial years between 1904 and 1914 but was also a spellbinding tale by a master novelist who was worthy of comparison with Tolstoy and Lampedusa – high praise, indeed, especially from so respected a Hungarian critic. 

Nemeskurty’s reasoned enthusiasm led to the reissue in Budapest in 1982 of the first volume, Megsámláltattál – They Were Counted, and this in turn was followed in 1993 by a de luxe edition of all three books in one mammoth volume under the original general title of Erdélyi Történet – A Transylvanian Tale and more recently as The Writing on the Wall in an English translation of all three books as They Were Counted, They Were Found Wanting, and They Were Divided, published by Arcadia Books, London, in 1999, 2000 and 2001. A French translation of the first book came out in June 2002 and the second will appear in 2004. 

Bánffy’s great trilogy, even though the first two volumes came out in 1934 and 1937 and immediately went into several editions, was never previously translated into any other language, since the third book was not published until 1940 when the world was already wracked by war. Miklós Bánffy’s daughter Katalin had long wanted to produce an English version of her father’s most famous work, and this ambition was eventually to be realized with the collaboration of the author of this introduction.

One last diplomatic mission came in the darkest days of the war. I make no excuse for quoting here what I wrote in the Introduction to the English translation of the first books of the Transylvanian trilogy, They Were Counted for although Miklós Bánffy’s Twenty-Five Years (1945) had only been written some two years after the events now described, that last posthumous work does not relate anything that took place after his return to Transylvania. I wrote then: 

‘On 9 June 1943, Bánffy went to Bucharest to meet the Romanian foreign minister, Georges Mironescu, in order to try to persuade the Romanians to sign a separate peace with the Allies and thereby forestall a Russian invasion and the destruction that a Soviet-imposed political revolution would inevitably bring about. Despite warnings from Hitler that he knew very well what was going on, both sides did agree to abandon the Axis, but there the agreement stopped. Romania, whose claim to historic rights over the whole region had brought about the transfer of sovereignty after the First World War, wanted the immediate return of Northern Transylvania, while Bánffy argued that it would be better to leave this question in abeyance until the war was over when the Great Powers would make a final decision. 

‘Bánffy’s private dream, and that of many other Transylvanians at that time, was that this would be the opportunity for Transylvania once again to become semiautonomous as it had been in the seventeenth century. The return to Hungarian rule of the northern part of the province by the 1940 Vienna award had not been greeted by many important Transylvanians with quite the same joy that it had been in Budapest. What Bánffy and his friends really wanted was a measure of independence for their beloved country; and although he and the Hungarian Foreign Ministry both wanted to postpone a decision on the future of Transylvania, it was not entirely for the same reasons. Neither wanted to offer such a hostage to Fortune as would be a preliminary pledge to return those disputed lands to Romania. It was an agonizing choice, for Bánffy realized that unless both Hungary and Romania agreed to abandon the Axis, this dream would be forever unobtainable. Nevertheless, the negotiations were continued, and there was a further meeting between him and a Romanian delegation, this time headed by Iuliu Maniu. Once again the stumbling block proved to be the Transylvanian question, and negotiations were broken off on 23 June 1943.’ 

Everything that Bánffy had feared was now to come to pass. Romania and Hungary were invaded by the Russians, and Budapest was ravaged by the devastating siege of Budapest and the destruction caused by the last grim struggle between the German and Russian armies. Back in Transylvania the castle of Bonczhida was looted of its contents and set on fire by the retreating German army.

Now, ironically, some fifty years after Bánffy’s death, and just as the importance of his name and work are once more becoming recognized, phoenix-like the castle of Bonzchida is being restored as a cultural centre by the Transylvanian Trust which, with English artisans and the patronage of the Prince of Wales, is now helping to restore some of the neglected national treasures of the ancient province of Transylvania. 
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It was nine o’clock on a cold November evening.

A few minutes before everything had been the same as on any other night in wartime. Very few people were to be seen in the streets, the theatregoers were in their places and those dining out snuggly indoors. The newsboys’ shouts were stilled. One or two belated pedestrians hurried along the empty pavements, and there could occasionally be heard the clatter of horses’ hooves from a passing hackney carriage. Apart from this … nothing. But at nine o’clock on this day a sudden excitement spread all over the city. People streamed out of the theatres, cinemas and restaurants, hurrying into the streets in silence, some of them still buttoning up their coats as they went, others muttering to each other in low voices. Everyone was going home and, as they went, they stopped in little groups, huddled in front of the newspaper stands where one single announcement was headlined in huge letters of black. On most evenings the people of Budapest, sick of the monotonous sadness of war news, would hurry past the depressing newsstands – but tonight they stopped to look and read. On this evening their minds were no longer preoccupied by the gentle panacea of crossword puzzles, nor by their fears of growing poverty: today, for a while, they put aside their daily anxiety for those on the front line, their fears and worry for husbands, sons and brothers who were prisoners-of-war, their anguish for the dead. Today all were overcome by the sense of a great national disaster, by the fear of what was to come and the terror of an unknown future. 

What was drawing everyone to those brightly lit newsstands was the announcement of the death of Franz Joseph. Everyone knew that it must be true, and yet it seemed almost impossible to believe that the man whom few men living could recall ascending the throne, who had in himself enshrined the whole concept of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy and of the Hungarian kingdom, and who, for most of those who trudged the streets that night, had been a disembodied symbol rather than a real man of flesh and blood was now no more. The bald facts had to be faced: from this day there would be a new ruler – a young man that as yet few people knew anything about and that the old familiar sovereign who, although infinitely aged and infinitely mysterious, had been to all his peoples the unchangeable and ultimate arbiter of their lives, had finally said his last farewell. 

From the police headquarters in the city messages were telephoned to order that all performances should cease in the theatres, cinemas and concert-halls, and that all restaurants should close. As it happened, these messages arrived after the news itself. The music had been stopped, the curtains rung down, and the people themselves were already on their way home. It had not needed a police order for the Budapest public to know how it should show respect for such news as this.

It had been the same for me. At noon that same day the news was spread abroad that the old king had taken a turn for the worse. That night I did not, as I otherwise always did, go to the opera but remained instead at the Kaszino Club, which was always in close touch with the office of the Minister-President. There I was sure to be contacted at once if there were any official instructions for whose dissemination I would be responsible. Immediately I had heard the news of the king’s death I had telephoned to officials at the Opera1 and the National Theatre, and both informed me that the news had already reached them, been announced from the stage and that by now most of the audience had left. 

The next day was cloudy. Everything seemed darker than usual.

After the official obituaries and leading articles written to bid adieu to the old monarch came the details of his last hours: simple, dispassionate, crystal-clear – and as cold and as transparent as crystal too – just as he had lived his whole life. He had worked at his desk, as he always did, until he had finished everything he had to do. This was a discipline he had always imposed upon himself, a duty he had performed daily. At the end of each day there was no unfinished business to be later put in order, and at the end of his life it was the same, even in his last hours. Before he went to bed he took the document case in which all those confidential papers that had been sent to him that day were kept. His last words were as simple and unpretentious as his life: ‘I am tired.’ 

Only that – a phrase he might have uttered any evening during the last half-century when he, the man who worked hardest of any in the kingdom, retired to bed.

The funeral was held on the last day of the month.

I had hardly returned to Budapest after the funeral – and certainly had not yet rid myself of the disagreeable impressions made by the chaotic arrangements inside St Stephen’s Cathedral – where the noise and tumult and confusion were all the more unexpected because of the fastidious manner in which all state occasions were usually handled at the court of Vienna – when I was summoned to the meetings held to start preparations for the coronation in Hungary. I had to present myself at the old royal palace in Buda that very morning, 1 December. 

We gathered in the anteroom of the Minister-President’s office. Present were several ministers, the chairman of the Council for National Monuments, the chief of police, several heads of various departments of the civil service … and the press.

Everyone was in a subdued mood, for all had heard the news of a terrible train disaster that had occurred during the night on the Brusk line. The express from Vienna, packed with people returning from Franz Joseph’s funeral, had run head-on into a passenger train going in the opposite direction. The morning papers only contained a few lines about the disaster, but there was enough to tell the world that there had been hundreds who were badly hurt and at least thirty dead, among whom, it was almost certain, must be counted Lajos Thallóczy, the eminent historian, creator of Bosnia and a trusted confidant of the dead emperor. Many of those at our meeting had had relatives returning from Vienna that night, but no one knew whether it had been on that train that they had been travelling. Each time that some newcomer arrived at the meeting he would be quickly surrounded and asked what new details had become known. Although the atmosphere was calm and controlled, there was an underlying feeling of anxiety and fear … and each new arrival brought more horrifying and surprising details. It was a black day. 

Around the table everyone sat with set expressions on their face, trying not to show that they all felt that this terrible accident occurring on the night of the old king’s funeral, in the third year of war and almost on the eve of the new king’s coronation, was a sinister omen. Everyone had the same thought, but no one put it into words lest it should be tempting fate. 

However the time was passing and, whatever might have been in our hearts, there was work to be done and decisions to be made. Therefore, setting aside their gloom and personal anxieties, the members of the Council got down to their task. Firstly a committee of administration was formed and then the Council allocated certain specific responsibilities to various individuals. As for the past four years I had been directing the state-sponsored theatres, I was given the artistic direction of the ceremonies and responsibility for the street decorations as well as for the interior of the coronation church itself. 

It was a fearful task, for all sorts of reasons. At first it was planned to hold the coronation before Christmas: then it was postponed until 28 December … and then postponed again until the thirtieth. This was the last date possible for it seemed that for the country’s finance laws to be legally valid they must receive the royal assent, and, for the royal assent to be legally valid, the king must be crowned and in full possession of his prerogatives. We therefore had just twenty-six days in which to get ready, twenty-six days in the depths of winter, with snow, ice and frost and barely eight hours of daylight; and all this in wartime when the only available materials were those which happened by some chance to remain stored in the warehouses, and the labour was restricted to those artists too old or infirm to be defending their country upon some distant battlefield. 

I was lucky with the artists and could not have wished for more willing or more competent assistants. Only at one point did I encounter any difficulty.

It was a tradition that at the coronation the country should offer the new ruler the symbolic gift of thousands of pieces of gold, the coins being placed for these purposes in an ornate coffer specially commissioned for each occasion (the gold itself appeared only briefly at the time of its official handing-over to the sovereign; it was returned to the state bank immediately after the ceremony). The case was ordered to be made by Bachruch the jeweller, and Professor Zutt, an art teacher, offered to provide the designs. His first sketches were dreadful, completely shapeless and undistinguished and no more Hungarian in style than if they had been done by some savage islander from Fiji. Of course Professor Zutt was from Switzerland and so probably thought that his ideas faithfully reproduced the old Hungarian local colour. Three or four times he was asked to produce new designs … and each time they were uglier than the last. After two weeks’ struggle the jeweller announced that on that very day he would not undertake the work. I had no idea what to do. From sheer necessity I sat down and made a design myself, placing special emphasis on two silver angels to be modelled in relief and which I had no doubts would be superbly carried out, on time, by my friend the sculptor Ede Telcs. 

Zutt lost his temper and returned in a pique to Switzerland.

Our workshop was established in Disz Square, in one of those large storage buildings pointed out by the big toe of Zala’s statue of the angel. There, in front of the military memorial was our headquarters: workshop, offices, design shops, everything. It was unheated and very cold but magnificently lit from great high windows.

Inside life soon became quite unreal.

In the longest room trestle tables had been set up where the architects and designers Dénes Györgyi, Károlyi Kós, Pogány and sometimes Lechner made their designs and drew their plans on paper with giant rulers. On the high wall behind them young Lehoczky drew the outlines of coats of arms seven metres high. While all this was going on, the corners of the room were filled with craftsman kneading papier-mâché and making outsize plaster casts. In rooms nearby statues were being hurriedly run up on skeletons made of wooden lathes nailed together, and so quickly was the work being carried out that it seemed as if the figures were gaining weight as each day went by. At one end of the hall typewriters clattered without interruption. Nearby there were heaps of felt and samples of cotton and velvet and, beside them, boxes filled with modelling clay, slabs of plasticine, pails of plaster of Paris; and, to get from one doorway to another, one had to pick one’s way between piles of glue-smeared strips of paper. 

It was a weird mixture of medieval sorcerer’s cavern and some disordered builder’s shed, and if anyone unfamiliar with our work had come in unawares he must have thought he had stumbled into an asylum where raving lunatics were incarcerated and where each and everyone of them were indulging in their own private manias, absorbed in drawing, modelling, and hammering away while no one cared what they were doing or attempted to stop them. 

In this sorcerer’s kitchen my somewhat comic role was that of Head Cook who stuck his nose into every pan and sipped at every brew. This was all I could do, but do it I had to, for the ultimate responsibility for every detail rested with me, and I was sure to be blamed afterwards (as indeed I was) if anything did not go as planned. My task was to assemble and coordinate the whole, to bring harmony to every phase of the coronation, to provide the continuous frame in which the ceremonies were to be clothed. Accordingly I was obliged to put my finger into every pie, to meddle with every craftsman’s concerns.

During these four weeks I lived only for the work in hand and therefore knew very little of what was going on in the world outside. Despite being a member of parliament, I really know very little about all the discussions that raged over the appointment of the Palatine whose duty was to carry the crown until it was placed on the king’s head. This was not merely a battle of words. The opposition parties were so united in their determination that the post should not go to Tisza, who sprang from a family of the minor nobility, that they brought forth an archduke as a rival candidate. And when Archduke Joseph demurred and refused to be named, in view of the controversy, they put forward a hundred unexpected names, some of them of the most venerable elderly gentlemen of whose existence no one had heard for decades and who must themselves have been astonished to read their names in the newspapers in such a connection. 

Tisza’s appointment was also attacked in other ways. Someone invented the slogan ‘a Protestant cannot hold the crown’ and learned historians and lawyers were mobilized to produce evidence to clinch the matter. Rumour had it that a ruling would come from the very highest ranks of the church and state to prove their point. As it happened it was the Prince-Cardinal Csernoch whose verdict settled the dispute; and decided in favour of Count Tisza. When the Catholics demurred and brought up the religious disqualification the cardinal silenced them in his strong Slovakian accent, saying: ‘I know best: I am the cardinal!’ As no one could think up any argument stronger than that, the storm abated and was heard of no more. 

At the time I knew very little of all this directly, for I was so involved in a thousand different worries and running to and fro from place to place and office to office that these things only reached me like a far distant echo. The committee of administration had decided that all of the traditional ceremonies should be carried out in the quarter of old Buda where the royal palace was situated. However, no details were settled, and so I was given the task of proposing where each of the different ceremonies should be held. 

There was no problem, of course, about the actual crowning: that would take place as tradition demanded, in the Coronation Church. Likewise St George’s Square was the obvious choice for the Ceremony of the Sword. I still had to find a place for the moment when the sovereign has to take his coronation oath in full view of the assembled populace. I thought that the most beautiful site would be the Halasz Bastya – the Fishermen’s Bastion – which looked out over the whole city behind the Coronation Church itself. Unfortunately, the chief of police was nervous about a possible demonstration of outrage and declared that such a place was impossible, as it could not adequately be provided.

But how beautiful it would have been!

I envisaged the invited guests placed under the arches of the outward curving wings of the bastions, the members of parliament and representatives of the country districts grouped on the steps with their multicoloured local banners, everyone in traditional Hungarian gala costume and, lower down, beyond the statue of Hunyadi, there would be room for thousands upon thousands of ordinary spectators. Above everyone would be the balcony, and right in the centre, under the white wreath of intricately carved stonework and flanked by the Prince-Cardinal and the Palatine, the king would step out, his hand raised as he took the solemn oath. It would be a sublime moment, unforgettable too for the monarch himself as, St Stephen’s crown upon his head, he appeared before his people to dedicate himself to their service. At his feet would be the Danube, behind it the sprawling capital and, further away, the great ocean-like expanse of the Hungarian Plain. If the oath could have been taken there it would truly have been given before the whole nation. 

Since I was unable to carry out my dream I had to look for some other solution, and I at length suggested the votive column in Trinity Square on one side of which stands the Coronation Church. This was accepted and on the same day I sketched out draft designs for the balustraded podium, which Móric Pogány was to realize so brilliantly and which to this day shows off the great baroque votive column to such advantage. For the day of coronation the podium was constructed in wood, but this structure was afterwards rebuilt in stone and, unhappily, in so doing several small errors which had slipped into the original sketches failed to be eliminated and so have been perpetuated for all time in the permanent edifice. 

The building of an artificial hillock in St George’s Square for the sword ceremony presented few problems. Only the placing of the public stands round the square had to be settled. We looked up the dimensions of the one erected for the 1867 coronation and then made the top somewhat wider for I had been told by my father – and heard it from others too – that everyone had been filled with alarm and anxiety when Franz Joseph had taken his horse up the mound at an imposing gallop. With just two strides he reached the top and when, with St Stephen’s Sword in his hand, he slashed to the north, to the east, to the south, and to the west – to the four corners of the world – his grey charger, confused by the cheering and the crowds and by the blasts of cannon-shot, reared up four times. Everyone nearby was afraid that the animal would jump clear over the balustrades and into the square below, but Franz Joseph had been a superb horseman who kept his foaming terrified steed turning upon the same spot, his hands, calming and masterful, close to the animal’s withers, and his own bearing, cool and royal and fully in command, never for an instant changed or faltered. 

The task that presented the greatest challenge was the decoration of the inside of the Coronation Church itself. With Jenö Lechner as chief designer, we selected the motifs of the decorations from medieval illustrated manuscripts and decided to clothe the entire interior of the church in dark red, which we felt would give the finest possible background to the multicoloured dresses and uniforms of the crowd who would fill every corner of the building. We ordered great bolts of the same material as would cover the church walls to drape the columns which, as they were covered with frescoes painted in a most stylish but agitated manner, would have clashed unbearably with the other decorations if left in sight. The builder of the church, old Schulek, was still alive and, having been the prime instigator of these murals, decided to be deeply offended, running everywhere denouncing us as ‘vandals’ and threatening to make an appalling scandal if an inch of his beloved frescoes was not to be seen. If I remember correctly, it was on the last evening but one before the ceremony that I received official ‘advice’ – although no actual order – that the drapery had best be removed from the columns. 

I did not know what to do and certainly did not want to make any decision without having consulted Lechner who had been the originator of the whole scheme of decoration. He could not be found until late that evening, and so at the close of the performance, he came to see me in my box at the opera. Sitting side by side on the sofa in the little drawing-room behind the box we commiserated with each other at this last-minute interference in our plans. At last, resigned to the unfairness of life, we decided to go just once more and look at our handiwork for the last time before it was all changed. 

It was eleven o’clock at night when we got there and found that the men were still hard at work, assiduously attending to last-minute details in the dimly lit church. They were bathed in a strange almost mythical atmosphere. We looked around. The ogival baldaquines over the two thrones, the drapes behind the altar and the sweeping folds of the material with which all the pillars had been swathed made the roof seem at an infinite height; and the dark-red velvet material contributed so much to this effect of sublime beauty, so human, so warm and yet so regal, that we realized that it would have been ‘vandalism’ indeed to do anything which might spoil it. On the spot I decided to change nothing and brave the consequences – for I was convinced that anyone who saw what we had achieved would agree that we had been right. 

And so it turned out. The interior of the Coronation Church was the most successful of all our decorative efforts, and everyone who was there would never afterwards forget the effect it made. In the last week we had so much to do and were so feverishly busy that I hardly spoke to a soul who was not one of my fellow-workers. Even so, just before Christmas, news arrived, reaching even as far as me, which dampened everyone’s spirits: it was the dismissal of Burian as minister of foreign affairs and his replacement by Czernin. After more than two years of war morale was not high, and the nomination of Czernin raised a spectre that most people hoped had been laid by the outbreak of hostilities. Those anxious rumours that had circulated in the years before the war, those sad indications of a doubtful future for the independence of Hungary suddenly seemed once more a dire possibility. It was as if the ghost of FF (Franz Ferdinand) had risen from its uneasy grave and become the rallying point for all those spirits who hate everything that was Hungarian and who had striven for some form of Slav Imperium. Czernin was the prophet of this movement and one of its first spokesmen. He had written a popular book on the subject and had been an intimate friend and confidential adviser of the dead heir, who himself is said to have declared that he would bring up his successor to follow his policies so that Hungarians would have him to reckon with for the next two hundred years. This saying was so well known that as soon as Czernin’s appointment was announced it was heard once more on everyone’s lips. It seemed as if there was truth in the old rumours after all. The effect was slightly modified when the Empress Zita, as queen of Hungary, at once asked to be accepted as president of the ‘Pro-Transylvania’ charitable organization as soon as she arrived in Budapest – but the damage had been done, and in many people’s hearts the seeds of suspicion and doubt had once again taken root. 

***
 

The coronation rehearsal had been timed for 28 December, the day after the royal couple had arrived in the capital.

The new king received me most kindly, saying that he remembered me well. As he spoke his face was suffused with a warm-hearted smile which did not leave his lips even when he was silent. 

His manner was simple and sympathetic.

The rehearsal, behind closed doors, went smoothly.

In an hour it was over, and I was left alone. As I stood there, a 4,000-watt arc light hanging above the altar exploded in the heat. It had been hidden in the tent-like draperies above and it had burned brightly through the rehearsal. Tiny fragments of glass fell and covered the altar with needle-sharp little crystal daggers.

Something had to be done at once to ensure there was no repetition of the accident during the coronation itself. It was essential that the scene at the altar should be strongly lit – and it was obvious that we could not hope for a bright sunny day at the end of December. Therefore, following the chief-electrician’s advice, a sheet of heavy glass an inch thick was rapidly polished and hoisted into position among the draperies overhead. This effectively protected the space below where the arc lights were hidden. 

This decision nearly had a fatal effect on the following day.

This, however, was not the only last-minute change that had to be made. Late in the afternoon, when we had placed the holy crown in the nearby Loretto chapel, I received a message from the king’s Master of the Horse who wanted to see me as quickly as possible.

I went to his office in the palace and he explained that it was the ‘wish’ of his Majesty that the giant coat of arms and supporting angels that had been mounted high above the main entrance to the palace and which were an essential part of the decorations of the adjacent St George’s Square, should be taken down in case the king’s horse should take fright at them and bolt! I murmured something to the effect that there was nothing to fear for these decorations were fixed some fifteen or twenty metres above the ground, well above the stonework of the great monumental palace gateway, and in any case could only be seen from afar. The Master of the Horse, himself an accomplished rider, merely shrugged his shoulders noncommittally and repeated what he had already said. It was all quite clear, and I promised that by morning there would be no decorations above the gateway. 

However, this was not all. It seemed the king wished to mount his horse in front of the church without having to put his foot in the stirrup and swing himself into the saddle. It was therefore suggested that, during the night, I should have a sort of footstool made, with steps upon which the monarch would climb and whence he could slip into the saddle unaided.

This order was more difficult to put into effect. Had we been living in Vienna, with a choice of all the perfectly trained horses of the Marstall – the Royal Stables – at our disposal, we might no doubt have lighted upon an animal that could be relied upon to remain absolutely still beside such an unfamiliar mounting block. But we were in Budapest, capital of a nation of horsemen, a multitude of whom on the following day were expecting to see their newly crowned monarch leap into the saddle, his crown upon his head, on the steps of the church in which he had just been anointed. To place a little footstool where all could see it, a footstool whose only function must obviously be to help the king mount his horse, would have seemed to most of my country men inexpressibly ludicrous and would lead to odious comparisons and the sort of ribaldry undesirable on such an occasion. Some other solution had to be found, so after talking the matter over with the master mason, we decided to build a low wall on each side of the canopy, which had been placed above the church door. Behind this a small flight of steps would be concealed. The wall was unusual, and otherwise quite without function, but the people in the square would think it had been placed there merely to enclose the church. 

This little wall was quickly run up in a rather makeshift manner. Luckily there was no frost that night, and so by morning the cement had hardened and all was ready. 

I arrived home very late. That night I slept little, as I wanted to be in the church early so as to be able to supervise any last touches that might be necessary.

It was just before four o’clock when I drove away from my house.

There was no sign of life in the inky darkness that enveloped the city. The only sound was that of the fiacre horses’ hooves on the cobblestones. Here and there a lamp blinked in the darkness, solitary, forlorn … and yet how much brilliance and splendour, how much light would bathe the capital later in the day! I had dressed myself in traditional Hungarian gala dress, covered with a mass of gold braid. Looking out of the window of the hired cab my thoughts went straight to those thousands of my countrymen, my brothers, who were at that moment passing this winter’s night in the mud, snow, and freezing cold of the trenches on the front line. 


Notes
 

1. Of which Miklós Bánffy was Intendant. 
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It was still night when I entered the church by a little side door. To step from the darkness outside into the nave, which was now bathed in light gave me a feeling difficult to describe. It was rather like one of those marvellous moments recounted in legend when the tired hero, after battling his way through the horror of an obscure thorny wilderness, suddenly finds himself in the radiance of an enchanted castle.

The night before, when I had seen it last while giving final orders for the construction of the little wall outside the entrance, there had only been a few shaded lamps where the craftsmen were still at work. Now the whole church was ablaze with light.

In spite of the fact that I had discussed all the details – most of them several times – with my friend Professor Lechner and in spite, too, of having attended the rehearsal when the throne and their canopies and prie-dieux, the purple tent lined with white silk which hung over the altar, and the towering hangings of red velvet that draped the columns of the aisle, had all been in place, still, now, after another night of uninterrupted work had put the final touches of the great church’s gala dress and the huge crystal chandeliers above sparkled with light, even I was surprised, indeed overcome, by the sublime harmony of the effect we had created. 

On each side of the aisle, rising to the level of the windows above the side-chapels, rose banks of seats all covered with red velvet, and between the seats were narrow flights of steps all covered with the same red material. The double line of rising stands lent to the nave the aspect of a long open valley that was pervaded with a sense of expectancy as if it were waiting some long-awaited fulfilment. The church seemed to be stretching out its arms to welcome the festive throng who would soon be crowding to their places headed by all the members of parliament and, finally, the king. If the eye followed the line of the flowing drapes of the columns, their rich velvet folds as regular and as immobile as the pipes of some great celestial organ, to the soaring arches of the gothic vaulting so high above the great chandeliers, then it would finally come to rest on iridescent circles of white flames floating in the air like the haloes around the heads of medieval saints and filling every ogival curve of the stonework with a powdery radiance. 

Somewhere high up on the banks of seats workmen were still hammering the velvet covering into place, while, behind the altar, seamstresses were stitching away hurriedly trying to finish the ceremonial cushions before the ceremonies began. The electricians, having just completed the reserve light-circuit, were carrying away their long ladders. There was very little time left, and anything that still needed doing had to be done quickly. 

Very soon the ushers started to arrive. These were young men who would be responsible for showing the guests to their appointed places and ensuring that no unseemly scramble marred the dignity of the occasion. I selected a few of them to act as my personal runners who would keep me in immediate touch with the chief electrician who would be hidden from sight in the Bela III chapel, and some others to be posted outside in the square where they would stand like heralds to indicate which way the guests should go. Others I kept in reserve in case of unforeseen disaster.

After the ushers came the photographers; and with them was the painter Felix Schwormstädt, the eminent artist employed by the German magazine Illustrierte who was to be the only representative of the world press officially permitted to record the scene for posterity. The photographers were huddled together in the pulpit – which had been covered so that they could not be seen – and poor Schwormstädt had to squeeze himself somehow in behind the velvet curtain in which it had been shrouded. There was very little room for them all but, as the coronation was itself an official session of parliament as well as being a religious and state ceremony, neither he nor the photographers and their equipment would have been permitted in the aisles. Despite these difficulties Schwormstädt managed to do a magnificent job, and the painting that was reproduced in the next issue of Illustrierte was the only one that I ever saw that did justice to that splendid but fleeting pageant that had gladdened our hearts that winter’s day so long ago. 

Now the Keepers of the Regalia arrived in the church.

We had to place the crown and the other symbols of power and majesty in the Loretto chapel. There they had rested, each on its separate stand, on cushions which had been fitted with special fastenings to ensure that the sacred emblems could be carried in the horseback procession without risk of mishap. 

This was the last time that anyone was to see the crown of St Stephen used for its essential purpose. It was a fabulous object not only for its historical associations and for the many legends that had become attached to it but also for its own sake, for it was a work of art unique in the world. Despite, or maybe because of, the fact that it is made up of two diadems, it has a wondrous and unexpected beauty. What was so surprising was the freshness of its enamels, as glowing and translucent as when they were first seen fresh from the hands of those unknown artists, goldsmiths, jewellers, and enamellists a thousand years before. Unbelievable, too, was the warmth and glow of its pearls – hundreds of them set in lines on every possible edge, still alive and radiant despite being kept for centuries in airless sealed cases. I remembered last seeing this fabulous object twenty years before on the occasion when Hungary celebrated the first thousand years of her history, and the crown had been displayed for three days in this very church. Then I had been one of the gentlemen appointed to stand guard around the sacred emblem of our monarchy and every detail of its shape and decoration were etched in my memory. Twenty years had gone by since the days of the millennium and now, with perhaps a more mature appreciation, I admired the great crown even more than I had before.

There was, however, another extraordinary object, also unique of its kind, among the ‘clenodiums’ – the sacred emblems of the state – this was the sceptre. When it first came into possession of the kings of Hungary is not known, although tradition also attributes it to the time of St Stephen. The ball is of crystal, as big as a man’s fist, and rampant lions are carved all over it. It is Arab work from the eighth or ninth century, and the shaft and setting are of gold and are contemporary with the ball. It is an object to admire and ponder over. Whence did it come? How did it arrive in Hungary? What fate carried it from place to place and country to country and through what hands did it pass, what adventures had it known? The sparkling crystal above the golden shaft symbolized that above even the noblest of human values ruled the dispassionate clarity of the Word and Will of God. 

It was now past seven o’clock and even though the women were still stitching away behind the altar and the ceremonial cushions were not yet ready to be put in place, the main doors had to be opened.

At once a stream of invited guests invaded the church.

Among the first was Móric Esterházy, the Minister-President elect.

I had just greeted him when the dark figure of a thin young man appeared alone at the top of the steps which led up to the main entrance of the church, silhouetted in the doorway against the light of the morning sky. He was dressed in a dark-green gold-embroidered tail suit and was holding his three-cornered hat under his arm. He moved forward and joined us and for a moment I did not recognize the man behind the finery, for I had previously only met him in the simplest of plain clothes. It was Czernin, the new minister for foreign affairs.

He asked me where he was to sit and then shook hands with Esterházy.

From the way he stood and moved, and from the knowing smile upon his face, I at once understood everything that was passing through his mind. It was as if he had said to Esterházy out loud for everyone to hear: ‘See? I’ve made it! Now it’s your turn. It’ll come soon, you’ll see!’ In that one little moment I felt it so clearly that it was as if he’d spoken, and
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