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‘October 23, 1956, is a day that will live forever in the annals of free men and nations. It was a day of courage, conscience and triumph. No other day since history began has shown more clearly the eternal unquenchability of man’s desire to be free, whatever the odds against success, whatever the sacrifice required.’

John F. Kennedy
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Introduction
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On 22 October 1956, a large group of students gathered in a Budapest university hall and, after much discussion, drew-up a 16-point manifesto. Amongst other demands, they called for freedom of speech and freedom of expression; they called for open, multi-party elections and the removal of Soviet troops from Hungarian soil. It was, in the context of the time, an incredibly brave and daring undertaking. The following day, they posted-up copies of their manifesto on trees and lampposts across the city before starting out on a march. Thousands joined the procession, gathering in front of the parliament building, shouting their demands. Without really having planned it, the students of Budapest had unleashed an uprising that quickly spread across the capital and the whole country. 

The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 constituted the most serious threat to Soviet hegemony throughout the Cold War years. It was ultimately unsuccessful. Anger and the justice of the cause can only take you so far when faced with the might of a professional, organised army. 

But 33 years’ later, with the memories of the uprising still fresh in the mind, it spurred-on those who sought once again to end communist rule in Hungary. One by one, the communist regimes fell throughout Eastern Europe during 1989, including Hungary’s. Finally, after 40 years of totalitarian rule, Hungary was free. 
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Hungary, 1914 to 1919
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Hungary had been part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, the ‘Dual Monarchy’, since 1867, ruled by the House of Habsburg, in the person of Franz Joseph. The empire consisted of several nationalities, who, on occasions, sought greater autonomy. The empire resisted all such calls – for fear even the smallest of concessions would only lead to demands for more. Indeed, in the Hungarian half of the empire, its rulers enforced a policy of ‘Magyarization’, an attempt to make its people more ‘Hungarian’. Amongst the many nationalities causing the empire difficulty were the Serbs of Bosnia who wished to be incorporated into the nation of Serbia. On 28 June 1914, in Sarajevo, a Bosnian Serb called Gavrilo Princip assassinated the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz Ferdinand. The assassination proved to be the spark that rapidly led to war. 
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Franz Joseph, c1905.

Franz Joseph died, aged 86, on 21 November 1916. He was succeeded by his grand-nephew, Charles, who became Charles I of Austria and Charles IV of Hungary, the last emperor of Austria and the last king of Hungary. 

The war was going badly for the Austro-Hungarians. On 7 December 1917, the United States declared war on Austria-Hungary and in June 1918, it lost to Italy in the Battle of Piave. 

On 31 October, socialist Mihály Károlyi, with the support of the Hungarian army, staged a coup in Budapest and took power in what became known as the ‘Aster Revolution’, on account of the aster flowers they wore in their hats. The coup caused the collapse of the Habsburg Empire. Charles IV bowed to the inevitable and the ‘Hungarian Democratic Republic’ was proclaimed on 16 November 1918 with Károlyi its president. 

On 11 November, the Western Front armistice came into effect. The First World War was over. 

A year before, in November 1917, the Bolsheviks, led by the charismatic Vladimir Lenin, had seized power in Russia. In Hungary, a left-wing soldier fighting in the Austro-Hungarian army, named Bela Kun, was taken prisoner by the Russians. While in captivity, inspired by the Bolshevik revolution, Kun became a dedicated communist. On release, he met Lenin, learnt Russian and fought for the Bolsheviks during the Russian Civil War (1917 – 1922). In late 1918, armed with Russian money, supplies and men, Kun returned to Budapest and founded the Hungarian Communist Party.

Meanwhile, Károlyi’s government was struggling. Severe inflation, mass unemployment and food shortages undermined his authority and resulted in widespread protests, much of which was organised by Kun’s communists, although Kun himself had been imprisoned. On 21 March 1919, after only four months in power, Károlyi resigned. 
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Bela Kun, c1923.

Bela Kun and his communists, in coalition with the Social Democrats, formed a government and established the ‘Hungarian Soviet Republic’, the first Soviet power outside Russia. Lenin, although pleased at this development, was still appalled that Hungary’s communists had had to compromise with the Social Democrats. 

Kun was certainly radical – he nationalised industry, banks, the press and much private property; and declared his intention to collectivize the land, angering the peasantry, his main supporters, who had anticipated he would give them the land. Kun again undermined his rural support when he tried to requisition food for the cities. 

Meanwhile, following the war, the victorious nations met at the Paris Peace Conference, starting 19 January 1919, to decide the fates of the vanquished nations. Proceedings were dominated by the ‘Big Four’: US president, Woodrow Wilson; British prime minister, David Lloyd George; French prime minister, Georges Clemenceau; and Italian prime minister, Vittorio Orlando. The conference produced five peace treaties – one for each of the defeated nations. The Treaty of Trianon devastated Hungary. Ruthenia and Slovakia went to the newly-created state of Czechoslovakia, Croatia went to Yugoslavia, another newly-created state, and the province of Transylvania (consisting of 1.5 million Magyars) to Romania. Post-war Hungary was now just 28 per cent the size of pre-war Hungary and had become a landlocked nation; and its population only 36 per cent the pre-war population. Half of Hungary’s ten largest pre-war cities were allocated to other countries. 3.4 million Magyars (over a third) now lived outside Hungary. The Hungarians were not invited to discuss the terms of the treaty and had no option but to sign.

Although the Treaty of Trianon was not signed and ratified until 4 June 1920, its proposed contents were known a year before. Hence in May 1919, Bela Hun tried to restore Hungary’s pre-war boundaries by invading Slovakia, that was now part of Czechoslovakia, and Romania. The invasion in Slovakia was briefly successful in that, under Kun’s direction, they were able to establish a Soviet Republic in southeast Slovakia. But it was short-lived – existing only a matter of weeks, from 16 June to 7 July 1919. Kun’s expedition into Romania, to try and recapture Transylvania, was equally unsuccessful. 
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Bela Kun addressing the crowds, 1919.

On 24 June, in light of these failures, and with the economy spiralling out of control, Hungary’s Social Democrats tried to oust the communists from power. They failed. Kun responded with terror. Those suspected of having been involved in the attempted coup were executed. Groups of men, the ‘Lenin Boys’, were dispatched to terrorize the population, intimidate and murder. One Lenin Boy leader urged his men forward, exclaiming, ‘suffocate them in their own blood! Beat their heads wherever you find them!’ Vladimir Lenin, himself, encouraged his Hungarian comrades to ‘shoot them’. Hungary’s period of ‘Red Terror’ had begun. 

Meanwhile, the Romanian army, having fended off Hungary’s invasion of Transylvania, counterattacked. With enemy forces bearing down on Budapest, Kun appealed to Lenin to send reinforcements. But with the Russian Bolsheviks engaged in fighting the counterrevolutionaries, the ‘Whites’, in the Russian Civil War, no help was forthcoming. On 1 August, Bela Kun and his men fled to Austria bemoaning that the ‘Hungarian proletariat betrayed us’. 

The Hungarian Soviet Republic was finished; it had lasted just 133 days. 

From Austria, Bela Kun ended up back in the Soviet Union. He fought in the Russian Civil War and, with Lenin’s approval, was responsible for the execution of some 50,000 ‘White’ prisoners-of-war who had surrendered on the promise of amnesty. During the 1930s, Kun, along with many other communist leaders, fell victim to Stalin’s purges and was executed some point during August 1938.
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