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‘This is a first-class book that should become the standard work on a revolution whose after-effects are still shaping the
         Europe in which we live today’ Literary Review

      ‘Mr Sebestyen’s book should become the standard work on the uprising. His early chapters set the scene and he is especially
         strong on the terror of the early 1950s … Sebestyen uses multiple points of view to bring added perspectives from both Moscow
         and Washington, DC. Deft portraits of major characters … bring the human drama alive and make for a gripping read’ Economist

      ‘On the anniversary of 1956, wielding a vast array of totally new archives and totally new eye-witness testimony, Victor Sebestyen
         has written a magisterial but also totally gripping fresh account of the noble, violent and doomed Hungarian revolution, a
         tale of murder and battle on the streets of Budapest and the dungeons of the KGB, high-level intrigue from the White House
         to the Kremlin, and above all, a story of courage and decency amongst ordinary Hungarians: the result is a tour de force’
         Simon Sebag Montefiore
      

      ‘Sebestyen succinctly describes the Revolution’s antecedents in the ruthless imposition of Communist rule and the brutal regime
         of Mátyás Rákosi … [he] is excellent at bringing to life the revolutionary moment’ Financial Times magazine
      

      ‘A readable, and even exciting, blend of the scholarly with the journalistic, altogether a fitting commemoration of the drama
         of 50 years ago’ Spectator

      ‘The great virtue of this lucid, highly readable account … is that it eschews all clichés to get through to what really happened
         in those traumatic October and November weeks’ Independent

      ‘This engrossing book is a powerful adventure story as well as an uplifting morality tale … Although Sebestyen is at pains
         to be historically objective, the passion he feels for what happened in that tragic fortnight half a century ago shines through
         magnificently’ The Scotsman

   



      

      

Victor Sebestyen was born in Budapest. He was an infant when his family left Hungary as refugees. As a journalist, he was
         worked on numerous British newspapers. He reported widely from Eastern Europe when Communism collapsed in1989. He covered
         the war in former Yugoslavia. At the London Evening Standard he was foreign editor, media editor and chief leader writer. His first book, Twelve Days, was an account of the 1956 Hungarian uprising.
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      INTRODUCTION

      Even now, with Budapest a bustling, modern European Union capital, some of the city’s public buildings and big apartment blocks
         are pock-marked by bullet holes. They are a deliberate reminder, to Hungarians and visitors alike, of a fifty-year-old tragedy
         that will always be an inspiration to those who have fought against tyranny: the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.
      

      It is a story of heroic failure, of awe-inspiring courage in a doomed cause, and of ruthless cruelty. A small nation, its
         people armed with little more than rifles and petrol bombs, had the will to rise up against one of the world’s superpowers.
         The passionate determination of the Hungarians to resist the Russians astonished outsiders. People of all kinds, throughout
         the Western world, became deeply involved in the fate of Hungary. For a few euphoric days it looked, miraculously, as though
         the revolutionaries might even win. Then reality bit back. The Soviets invaded with overwhelming force. The Hungarians were
         brutally crushed; their capital was devastated, thousands of their people died; their country was occupied for a further three
         decades.
      

      The revolution was the defining moment of the Cold War, when the Soviet Union showed, beyond doubt, that it was prepared to
         use barbaric measures to keep its empire, and the West was content to let it do so. The free world looked on in horror and
         sympathy as Russian tanks turned once-beautiful parts of Budapest into rubble. But Western leaders did nothing.
      

      Much new material has emerged about the uprising* since the collapse of communism. The more we know, the more clearly Hungary emerges as just one battleground in the great East-West struggle in the second half of the twentieth century. Hungary was
         a pawn, trapped between bigger powers. In 1956 its fate was not decided on the streets of Budapest by the Hungarian heroes,
         villains or charlatans who will appear in these pages. All the major decisions were made by the power-brokers in Moscow and
         in Washington. Therefore, scenes in this book shift regularly from Hungary to the Soviet Union and the United States.
      

      The documents recently available from Russia refine views long held about the Soviet leaders’ handling of Hungary ‘56. The
         heirs to Stalin, bitter rivals, vacillated for a few days and were surprisingly unsure of themselves, but finally displayed
         the ruthless savagery expected of tyrants. The methods they adopted in Budapest were ferocious. Yet the Red tsars in the Kremlin
         behaved as typical imperialists invariably have done, from the Romans onwards. They tried to keep what they held while they
         could. They were not fools and suffered from few delusions. They understood with great clarity how loathed communism was and
         they as Russians were in Eastern Europe. The edifice they had built since the war, that vast monolithic power bloc, looked
         terrifyingly strong. But the ageing men in the Kremlin were prescient enough to know that the whole empire could collapse
         within a matter of days, which is precisely what happened thirty-three years after the Hungarian Revolution. By 1989 the Soviet
         Union had lost interest in keeping its vassal states in Europe. In 1956, maintaining its imperial possessions was a national
         and ideological priority. The Russians had no intention of letting any of their satellites leave the ‘socialist camp’. From
         the perspective of Nikita Khrushchev and the other Communist magnates in Moscow, they did the ‘right’, or at least the predictable,
         thing in Budapest. They bought time, at a high cost in blood.
      

      As for the role of the US in 1956, documents are more revealing. The Americans ‘won’ the Cold War and have dictated the way
         its history is written. The soldier-statesman President Dwight Eisenhower and his Secretary of State, the dour John Foster
         Dulles, are respected in the US today. The Hungarian Revolution was not their finest hour. It coincided with the last week
         of the President’s re-election campaign and the Suez crisis. Eisenhower regarded Egypt as more important than Hungary, which
         was a reasonable judgment call. The perplexing thing, however, was his Janus-faced policy before the uprising. Throughout
         Eisenhower’s administration, his aides and spin doctors spoke with bellicose rhetoric about ‘liberating’ the ‘captive peoples’
         behind the Iron Curtain and ‘rolling back’ communism. The CIA spent millions of dollars on propaganda to spread the gospel of democracy. Without a
         doubt the Hungarians were encouraged to rebel. But when the revolutionaries needed help, official Washington washed its hands
         of them; the Hungarians were left on their own. It is a gross exaggeration to say, as a freedom fighter did in Budapest, that
         American Cold Warriors were prepared to fight communism down to the last Hungarian. But in 1956 many Hungarians felt betrayed
         by the US.
      

      It is easy to see why. The reputation of Richard Nixon, who makes a walk-on appearance in this drama, has undergone a major
         re-evaluation upwards, post-Watergate. He was Vice President in 1956 and was the author of an utterly chilling example of
         realpolitik. He said at a meeting in the White House, three months before the Hungarian Revolution began, that it would be
         no bad thing, from America’s point of view, in public relations terms, if the ‘Soviet iron fist were to come down hard again
         on the Soviet bloc’.
      

      Russian troops slaughtered Hungarian civilians and it was the killers in the Kremlin who sent them; the US must not shoulder
         the blame for that. Yet, at the time, some leading figures in Washington felt uneasy about the way the Hungarian crisis was
         being handled and thought the administration bore greater responsibility for the tragedy than it accepted. The questions asked
         then, which were left unanswered, are still worth asking. The US was on the ‘right side’ in the great struggle of the 1950s.
         Far higher standards of honesty, integrity and decency were expected of the leader of the free world than from one of history’s
         worst tyrannies.
      

      One enduringly fascinating Cold War theme, espionage, plays an important part in this story. Vast sums were spent on the intelligence
         networks of the East and West and the spies seemed to be working hard. Yet it is astonishing how ignorant all these agencies
         were about what was really happening in the satellite states. The Russians, despite some shocks to their system elsewhere,
         were remarkably complacent about Hungary. Neither the CIA, MI6 nor the other Western spying organisations predicted any serious
         Hungarian disturbances in 1956, let alone that the most violent rebellion there would ever be against Soviet rule in Europe
         was about to erupt.
      

      Why Hungary and why 1956? The most obvious reason is that in the early 1950s Hungary lived under the most oppressive dictatorship
         in the Eastern bloc. Its despot for eight years, Mátyás Rákosi, stood comparison with his great mentor Stalin, or Mao Zedong, as a monster. On the de Tocqueville principle, dictatorships are at
         their most vulnerable when they start to reform. By 1956 the regime had relaxed significantly, enough to make rage and loathing
         replace fear as the biggest motivating factor in political life. More important, though, Hungary felt different, culturally,
         historically and linguistically, from the other nations in the Eastern bloc. There was resentment against the Soviet Union
         in all the satellite countries after the war; Russia regarded them all as colonies and behaved towards them as such. But nowhere
         was the hatred as strong and deep as in Hungary. It was a defeated nation, treated like an enemy – a vital psychological factor.
         Hungary, under a fascist dictator of its own for two decades, had, unlike the Poles or the Czechs, invaded the Soviet Union
         in the Second World War. The background to the revolution explains much of the extreme brutality and nastiness displayed by
         both sides during those twelve autumn days.
      

      Hungarian names can be terribly confusing and difficult to grasp for those unfamiliar with the language. Among them is Imre
         Nagy,* one of the principal characters in the 1956 story. He became the acknowledged leader of the revolution, died a supremely
         brave and honourable death on the scaffold, and is revered as a martyr to the cause of freedom. A strange role reversal has
         occurred in Hungary over the last few years. Nagy has been weighed in the balance again and the scales have slightly tilted.
         Nagy died better than he had lived. Some evidence suggests that he had been an agent of the KGB at the height of the Moscow
         purges in the 1930s. Contemporary Hungarians have come to regard him as a man worthy of great respect, but rather hopeless
         as a political leader. It seemed inevitable that his end would be tragic the moment he took a leading part in the revolution.
      

      By contrast János Kádár betrayed the revolution, was installed by the Russians as their puppet in Hungary, and ensured that
         Nagy was hanged. He survived in power for thirty-two years, for most of them as a genuinely popular and admired figure. An
         opinion poll carried out in Budapest in 2003 placed him as the second most popular Hungarian in history (well ahead of Imre Nagy).
      

      The Hungarian word for revolution is ‘forradalom’. Literally it means a ‘boiling over of the masses’ and that is what happened
         in Budapest in October 1956. This revolution was marked by idealism and breathless excitement, as well as by violence and
         utter confusion. Sometimes it is not always entirely clear who was fighting whom, or for what. Some of the images, typically
         remembered in grainy black and white, have the capacity, even now, to shock: Russian guns firing shells across the Danube
         at anything that moved; lynch mobs of armed civilians meting out instant justice to police spies; children as young as twelve
         fighting against tanks. It has always disturbed me that these youngsters – and the adults who sent them out with arms – should
         be hailed as revolutionary heroes.
      

      My mother used to attend a discussion group regularly with her friends from Budapest. Could the revolution have succeeded?
         Need 2,500 Hungarians have died in a struggle against hopeless odds? Was this in any sense, as Hungarians like to say, a ‘victory
         in defeat’? I was brought up on the story of ‘56. It has been part of me since my family left Hungary as refugees, when I
         was a tiny child. From my earliest memories I have been asking the same kind of questions as my mother asked about the revolution
         that changed our lives.
      






      
PROLOGUE

      Sunday, 4 November 1956

      At 6.30 a.m. in the Associated Press newsroom in Vienna a series of telex messages began to arrive from Budapest. They were
         urgently sent from the office of the Hungarian newspaper A Free People (Szabad Nép). But they were not the words of an ordinary reporter. With one hand operating the teletype keyboard and another holding
         a gun, they were written by a young man who was seeing his desperate hopes for freedom crushed.
      

      
         Since the early morning hours Russian troops are attacking Budapest and our population …

         Please tell the world of the treacherous attack against our struggle for liberty …

         Our troops are already engaged in fighting.

         Help! – Help! – Help!

         SOS! SOS! SOS!

         The people have just overturned a tram to use as a barricade near this building. In the building young people are making Molotov
            cocktails and hand grenades to fight tanks. We are quiet, not afraid. Send the news to the public of the world and say it
            should condemn the aggression.
         

         The fighting is very close now and we haven’t enough tommy-guns in the building. I don’t know how long we can resist. They
            are fixing the hand grenades now. Heavy shells are exploding nearby. Above, jet planes are roaring …
         

      

         There was a break in the line for half an hour. Then the anguished messages started again.

      
         At the moment there is silence. It may be the silence before the storm. We have almost no weapons, only light machine-guns,
            Russian-made long rifles and some carbines. We haven’t any kind of heavy guns.
         


         People are jumping up at the tanks, throwing hand grenades inside and then slamming the drivers’ windows. The Hungarian people
            are not afraid of death. It is only a pity that we can’t stand this for long.
         

         A man just came in from the street. He said that we should not think that because the street is empty, people have taken shelter.
            They are standing in the doorways, waiting for the right moment.
         

      

         There was another break in the transmission for a few minutes. The line reopened. It was now about two hours since Soviet
         tanks had begun an assault on Budapest in massive force.
      

      
         Now the firing is starting again. We are getting hits.

         The tanks are getting nearer and there is heavy artillery. We have just had a report that our unit is receiving reinforcements
            and ammunition. But it is still too little. It can’t be allowed that people attack tanks with their bare hands. What is the
            United Nations doing?
         

         There are between 200 and 250 people here in the newspaper building.

         About 50 are women.

         The tanks are coming nearer. Both radio stations are in rebel hands.

         They have been playing the national anthem.

         We will hold out to the last drop of blood. Downstairs there are men who have only one hand grenade.

         I am running over to the window in the next room to shoot. But I will be back if there is anything new … or you ring me.

         Don’t be mad at the way I am writing. I am excited. I want to know how this is going to end. I want to shoot but there is
            no target so far. I will file to you as long as possible.

         Where is the UN?

         A Russian plane has just fired a machine-gun burst. We don’t know where. We just heard and saw it.

         The building of barricades is going on. The Parliament and its vicinity is crowded with tanks … Planes are flying overhead
            but can’t be counted there are so many. The tanks are coming in long lines. Our building has already been fired on, but so
            far there are no casualties. The roar of the tanks is so loud we can’t hear each other’s voices.
         

         Now I have to run over again to the next room to fire some shots from the window. But I’ll try to be back if there’s anything
            new.
         

      


         The young man took a ‘rifle break’, then returned.

      
         They just brought us a rumour that the American troops will be here within one or two hours.

         Bullets are hitting this building again. The tanks are now firing towards the Danube. Our boys are on the barricades and calling
            for more arms and ammunition. There is most bitter fighting in the inner city … The tanks rolled away from our building and
            have gone somewhere else …
         

         A shell just exploded nearby. Now there is heavy fighting in the direction of the National Theatre, near us in the centre
            of the city. In our building we have youngsters of fifteen and men of forty. Don’t worry about us. We are strong even if we
            are a small nation. When the fighting is over we will rebuild our unhappy country. Send us any news you can about world action
            on Hungary’s behalf. Don’t worry … we burn your despatches as soon as we have read them …
         

      

         Just before 11 a.m. the lines went dead. The reporter did not come back.






      
PART ONE

         PRELUDE






      
      
      ONE

      9 October 1944, Moscow

      
      In his apartment in the Kremlin, Joseph Stalin hosted a war summit with Winston Churchill. Both men knew it was only a matter
         of months before Germany would be defeated. They wanted an understanding about the future of Europe after the conflict ceased.
      

      
      Much to the annoyance of the British Prime Minster, who kept slightly more conventional hours, Stalin slept during the day
         and worked at night. The leaders met at 10 p.m., with only their Foreign Ministers, Vyacheslav Molotov and Anthony Eden, and
         two interpreters present. Churchill later described the scene: ‘The moment was apt for business so I said “Let us settle our
         affairs in the Balkans. Your armies are in Romania and Bulgaria. We have interests, missions, agents there. Don’t let us get
         at cross purposes in small ways. So far as Britain and Russia are concerned how would it do for you to have 90 per cent predominance
         in Romania, for us to have 90 per cent of the say in Greece and go 50/50 about Yugoslavia?”‘
      

      
      Churchill picked up some paper and wrote down on a half-sheet the deal he proposed. ‘Hungary was another country to be split
         50/50. Casting an eye over the paper, Stalin took his blue pencil and made a large tick upon it and passed it back to us.
         It was all settled in no more time than it takes to set down. After this there was a long silence. The pencilled paper lay
         in the centre of the table. At length I said “Might it not be thought rather cynical if it seemed we had disposed of these
         issues, so fateful to millions of people, in such an offhand manner? Let us burn the paper?” “No, you keep it,” said Stalin.’1 The next day Soviet troops crossed the border from Ukraine into eastern Hungary and they did not leave for a further forty-five
         years.
      

      
      Diplomats and historians still argue about the significance of the ‘percentage deal’, or as Churchill called it, ‘the naughty
         document’. Many say it was unimportant and simply recognised the reality of Russian troops on the ground. But taken together
         with US agreement at the Yalta Conference the following year, the post-war division of Europe had a massive psychological effect in Hungary.
         ‘After the war we felt abandoned by the West,’ Eva Walko, a well-informed and astute young woman who had travelled widely
         in the west between the wars noted. ‘And our feeling proved to be right.’ Eden minuted his Permanent Secretary, Alexander
         Cadogan, after the ‘percentage deal’ was struck: ‘I expect the Russians will want to be very hard on the Hungarians.’ He was
         a master of understatement.2

      
      First, though, the Russians had to win their victory. The next six months in Hungary saw some of the most bitter fighting
         of the entire war. Two Soviet armies commanded by Marshal Rodion Malinowsky slowly encircled Budapest, while in the capital
         itself there was chaos and civil war.
      

      
      Hungary, under its ‘Regent’ for the last quarter of a century, Admiral Miklós Horthy, had been a key ally of the Germans.* Horthy’s manners were impeccable, but he was ruthless and violent. Thousands of his opponents were murdered or disappeared.
         His primary aim was simple: to win the return of historic Hungarian lands lost after the First World War. Hitler had promised
         to restore to Hungary most of Transylvania, Slovakia and Croatia, which had been ceded under the Treaty of Trianon. From the
         mid 1930s, with Horthy’s blessing, Hungary became increasingly Nazified, and when the time came the Regent’s army enthusiastically
         marched against Soviet Russia.
      

      
      Hungarians escaped the worst of the war until March 1944, when the Germans occupied the country. They were desperate to bolster
         the steadily weakening Eastern Front and they wanted to make up for lost time in implementing the Final Solution in Central
         Europe. In barely six months 450,000 Hungarian Jews, those living outside Budapest, were sent to the gas chambers in Auschwitz-Birkenau.
         Even if Horthy had wanted to save them3 – and the evidence is mixed, his private papers reveal him as a keen anti-Semite4 – he could do nothing.
      

      
      In September 1944 the Regent at last tried to do the decent thing. Knowing the Germans would lose the war, he made secret
         overtures to Stalin about a separate Hungarian-Soviet peace. His attempt never came to anything. The Germans got wind of the plans. Commandos
         kidnapped his surviving son, Miklós junior, and on 15 October forced the Regent to abdicate. He was deported to Germany. Hitler
         replaced him as head of state with Ferenc Szálasi, the leader of the Arrow Cross, Hungary’s home-grown fascist group, who
         unleashed an unprecedented reign of terror and destruction on the country that shocked even the German High Command by its
         barbarity.5 The transports to the death camps had stopped in the summer. But the Arrow Cross continued the slaughter. Its gangs roamed
         Budapest rounding up Jews and anyone suspected of socialist sympathies. Scores of thousands were shot on the Danube quayside
         and thrown into the river.
      

      
      As Malinowsky’s troops tightened the circle around Budapest, the defeat of Hungary was an imminent prospect celebrated in
         anticipation by the Western allies. Unlike Poland or Czechoslovakia, Hungary was not then seen as a plucky little victim nation.
         Propaganda from London, Washington and Moscow remembered that the Hungarians had been on the ‘wrong’ side in two world wars
         and judged them to be among the chief troublemakers in Central Europe. The view of the Tory MP and diarist Harold Nicolson,
         a man of liberal opinions, was common at the time:
      

      
      
         When I learned that the Russian armies were within cannon-range of Budapest, I was conscious of delight, which I felt to be
            neither virtuous nor sane. My reason tells me that the Hungarians found themselves in a difficult position, and that it would
            have been hard indeed for them to maintain a stubborn neutrality. They were forced into the war by geographical necessity
            and by a burning resentment against the Treaty of Trianon. The fact is that since the day more than a thousand years ago,
            when Árpa´d first entered Hungary, the Magyars have done much harm and little good to Europe … My satisfaction may be due to the quite
            rational feeling that this time the Hungarians will not again be able to disturb the peace.
         

      

      
      The bloody siege of Budapest began on Christmas Eve and lasted fifty-one days. The Germans had transferred ten divisions to
         Hungary from the Western Front and Hitler’s orders were to defend the city at all costs. More than 40,000 German troops and
         70,000 Russians died in the battle, large numbers in hand-to-hand combat.6 Uncounted thousands of civilians, hiding in basements, were killed in the crossfire. At the end Budapest lay in ruins. All the bridges spanning the two sides of the Danube had been blown up by the retreating Germans.
         After Berlin and Warsaw, Budapest was the most war-ravaged capital in Europe.7 Ferenc Nagy,* shortly to become Prime Minister, described the sight as he came out of his hiding place on 14 February 1945: ‘Man-high rubble
         covered the streets. High blockades of concrete, steel girders, lumber, brick and glass from the collapsed buildings jammed
         the thoroughfares. The wrecks of thousands of planes, tanks, armoured cars were everywhere … Merciful snow covered the uncounted
         dead. Animal carcasses littered the streets. Shop windows were full of the dead, while the wraith-like living ransacked the
         abandoned stores. Twisted tram rails jutted skyward like thin fingers of an imploring hand.’8

      
      For a few days of joy the Russians were greeted rapturously as saviours. But the frontline army moved on for the final assault
         on Germany, leaving behind soldiers who made Hungarians understand very quickly what it meant to be a conquered enemy. The
         Red Army’s occupation caused despair even among those who welcomed it as the defeat of fascism. Soon, hatred of the Soviet
         Union became stronger than before the defeat. The first Russian words most Hungarians learned was the phrase ‘Davai tchassey’
         (‘Give me your watch’). Looting was widespread, from officially sanctioned ‘trophy brigades’ which sought valuables that were
         sent back to Moscow, to soldiers emptying food stores.†

      
      The great novelist Sándor Márai had his belongings stripped, as did many of his friends:

      
      
         The Russian who dropped by in the morning, conversed amicably with the family, showed pictures of his wife and children back
            home, sentimentally patted the heads of the children and gave them candy, departed and then returned in the afternoon or late
            at night and robbed the very same family he had made friends with that morning … the looting was not aimed at the ‘fascist enemy’ but caused simply
            by abject poverty. These Communist Russians were so impoverished, so miserably destitute, so completely stripped of everything
            … that now, set loose after 30 years of privation and drudgery, they threw themselves hungrily on everything that fell into
            their hands.9

      

      
      That included women. For more than four decades, until Soviet troops left Hungary in 1990, almost nobody dared mention the
         taboo subject of the rapes committed by Russian soldiers in 1945. Many victims would not talk about it in their own families
         or with friends, let alone in public. It is still not known exactly how many women were raped, but a report made by the Swiss
         Embassy at the time, kept secret for many years, made a rough estimate of around 150,000 (from a female population of about
         4.5 million). As a direct result the abortion laws were liberalised so that women could terminate unwanted pregnancies.10

      
      Women were attacked from day one of the liberation, as Christine Arnothy, a fifteen-year-old girl emerging with her sister
         Ilas from a Budapest cellar, recalled: ‘The Russians were advancing and … at each house, a group of soldiers left the main
         body … One detachment entered our house. The officer who commanded it yelled at us to know if there were any Germans in the
         house. Several of us nodded in the direction of the staircase. The German was killed on the spot and Ilas, whom they had found
         close to this wounded man, was raped beside the still warm corpse. From the first instant we understood that what was happening
         was very different from what we had hoped.’11

      
      Alaine Polcz, in her early twenties at the war’s end, had been a prisoner of the Germans. When the Russians reached her village
         in eastern Hungary she was effectively held prisoner again. Soviet troops had seen a picture of her with her husband. He was
         an officer in the Hungarian army, so they arrested her. She was held with a group of other women in a church presbytery near
         the front line, where she could hear constant gunfire. Years later she remembered her ordeal. ‘Earlier on in the war I had
         seen those posters in Budapest showing a Russian soldier tearing a crucifix off a woman’s neck and I’d read pamphlets saying
         that the Russians did this and that. I didn’t believe any of it. Propaganda I thought.’ Soon she learned differently. She
         saw a young girl whose head was bleeding – a lock of her hair had been torn out. She was miserable and desperate.
      

      
      
         ‘The Russians rode her,’ said her mother. I didn’t understand. ‘With a bicycle?’ I asked. The woman became angry. ‘Are you
            a fool? Don’t you know what they do to women?’
         

      

      
      The next day Ms Polcz was in a room with her mother-in-law:

      
      
         In came three Russians and told me to go with them. Now I knew exactly what they wanted. I put on my boots and tied my headscarf,
            then I untied it and tied it again, then I untied it once again to gain some time. As I stood there I heard something knocking
            on the door; it was the heels of my boots, I was trembling so much.
         

         We stepped out into an L-shaped corridor. I started to attack them wildly … kicked and hit them with all my strength, but
            the next moment I was on the ground. No one made a sound. We fought in silence. They took me to the kitchen at the back of
            the house and as I tried to defend myself they flung me down so that I hit my head against the corner of the rubbish bin.
            It was made of hard wood.
         

         I came round in the priest’s big room. The window panes were broken, the windows were boarded up. There was nothing on the
            bed but bare boards on which I was lying. A Russian was on top of me … The feeling in my body hadn’t returned with my consciousness;
            it was as if I was numb or gone cold … In that windowless unheated room I was naked from the waist down. I don’t know how
            many Russians used me after that, or how many there had been before. As dawn was breaking they left me. I got up. I could
            only move with great difficulty. My head and my whole body ached. I was bleeding profusely. Over the next few days new troops
            arrived and I was pestered a lot.12

      

      
      She was infected with syphilis from the repeated rapes.

      
      Men who tried to protect women were viciously brushed aside, or killed. The best-known case was Bishop Vilmos Apor, from the
         western Hungarian town of Gy[image: image]r, who had bravely opposed the persecution of the Jews. On Good Friday 1945 drunken
         Soviet soldiers entered his palace in search of a group of young women they had seen going in through a side entrance. When
         the soldiers went down to the cellar they saw the Bishop in full ceremonial regalia blocking the entrance to the room where
         the women had sought refuge. He tried to wrestle with the intruders, but they shot him three times. Bishop Apor died two days later on Easter Sunday.13

      
      For many Hungarians ‘official looting’, as they referred to war reparations paid to Russia after the post-war peace settlements,
         seemed as bad as the pillaging by soldiers. ‘We have had three great tragedies in Hungary – the Tartar conquest in the thirteenth
         century, the 150-year Turkish occupation – and the Soviet liberation,’ a well-rehearsed saying of the time went. The division
         of Europe and the punitive damages awarded against Hungary in the Yalta and Potsdam agreements were resented almost as much
         as the Versailles and Trianon treaties had been a generation earlier after the First World War. ‘The victorious country demands
         us to assert its rights for the reason that the vanquished country started war against it,’ Vladimir Dekanozov, the Soviet
         Union’s Foreign Affairs Deputy Commissar, explained bluntly on an early visit to Budapest.14

      
      Russia was entitled to all German-owned property in Hungary; this was to compensate the USSR for some of the losses incurred
         at the hands of the Nazis. About a third of Hungarian industry had been controlled by German capital – worth around $1 billion
         (at 1945 prices). Two hundred complete factories, and the machinery from 300 more, were dismantled and sent to the Soviet
         Union.15 Russia took over entire industries, setting up companies under joint Russian-Hungarian ownership. In this way the Soviets
         were able to profit from steel plants, railway construction, shipping on the Danube and transport, electricity coal and oil.
         István Ries, the first post-war Minister of Justice, a socialist, joked to a friend about the terms of the joint Soviet-Hungarian
         Shipping Company. ‘You know, the agreement came about on the basis of perfect equality. The Russians have the right to ship
         up and down the river. We have the right to ship across.’*

      
      A third of the gold and silver reserves were taken by the Russians. Two hundred million dollars had to be paid in official
         war reparations to the Soviet Union and $50 million each to the other neighbouring ‘victorious nations’, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia
         (at 1938 prices). The Hungarian national budget for 1946–7 set aside as war reparations eight times the sum allotted for post-war reconstruction.16 UN officials estimated three years after the war ended that the total material loss to Hungary of Soviet reparations, occupation
         and looting was 40 per cent of national income.17

      
      Partly due to the pressure of paying the reparations, and partly due to successive years of poor harvest, the currency collapsed.
         Hungary faced record hyperinflation. A US dollar was worth 1,320 pengo in July 1945. By November that year the exchange rate
         was one to 296,000.In the summer of next year it was 4.6 quadrillion to the dollar (that is fourteen noughts, an unenviable
         record). Most Hungarians refused to be paid in money. The wallpaper in many Budapest rooms was decorated with large banknotes
         in fantastical denominations. The currency was stabilised, largely with the help of the Americans, who returned to the National
         Bank $40 million of gold reserves that had been taken to Germany in late 1944. Had the gold remained in Hungary at the moment
         of ‘liberation’ it would undoubtedly have been seized as booty by the Russians.18

      
      Along with the Russian troops there came a group of Hungarian-born Communists, known as Muscovites. About 300-strong, they
         had spent long years in Russian exile, preparing for the day they would re-enter Budapest in triumph. Handpicked by Stalin,
         their purpose was to act as proconsuls in the Hungarian province of the Red Tsar’s new imperium. They were chosen for one
         thing: unwavering loyalty to the USSR. Most of them were Soviet citizens and had spent fifteen or twenty years in Russia.
         They had lost contact with the land of their birth. The Soviet Union had given them shelter, a cause to believe in and a job.
         Most were professional Communist agitators who had never worked at anything else. Almost all of them had spent terms in jail
         of varying length under the Horthy regime. When they returned to Hungary after the war, they were not going home. Hungary
         had ceased to be home a long time ago for most of them. They returned as representatives of a foreign power, to serve the
         interests of the Soviet Union. They could have been sent anywhere and served their overlords in Moscow with equal fervour.
      

      
      Life as an émigré in Soviet Russia was a dangerous business. Surviving the purges from the mid 1930s onwards was hard enough
         for a Russian. A foreigner who might be working as a Comintern agent, regularly in touch with other potentially dubious strangers, was always a mistrusted figure. Many lived in the seedy Hotel
         Lux in Moscow with other émigrés, constantly watchful of each other – and of their own backs. Several prominent Hungarian Communists
         had perished in Stalin’s purges in the 1930s. The assassin’s bullet had been the fate of Béla Kun, who had been head of the
         tragi-comic Communist republic in Hungary that lasted just 133 days in 1919. Even his status as a minor celebrity could not
         save him from being liquidated as a Trotskyite agent.
      

      
      The Muscovite lived a life of slogans and – when the slogans changed, as they repeatedly did at the whim of Stalin – of grave
         danger.
      

      
      
         The Muscovite’s life was by no means enviable. Its leitmotif was fear. A Muscovite … was never safe wherever he went – least
            of all the Soviet Union. Neither his loyalty, nor his long Party membership would protect him. He knew that he did not even
            have to commit a mistake in order to be relieved of his job, or to be arrested and tried. Muscovites knew that no such thing
            as permanent truth existed – because no such thing ever existed in the Soviet Union. [A Muscovite] knew the truth has many
            faces and the only thing that concerned him was which face was on top just then. He was fully aware that at all times truth
            was what the Secretary General or the Supreme Body of the Party held to be truth and therefore it did not particularly bother
            him that yesterday’s truth had changed, by today, into a lie.19

      

      
      The Muscovites knew what was expected of them. They were to build a Soviet colony without the slightest deviation from the
         Stalinist model. But the plan was not to take over immediately. The order from their masters in the Kremlin was to wait until
         the time was right.
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      Budapest, 1945

      
      The man Stalin chose as his viceroy in Budapest was Mátyás Rákosi. His crimes are little known outside Hungary. Had he acted
         on a bigger stage he would now be recognised as one of the greatest monsters of the twentieth century, despite competition
         from so many challengers. In nearly a decade of power he murdered and jailed as many Hungarians, proportionately, as his patron
         managed in the Soviet Union. He fascinated, repelled and terrified his subjects in equal measure.
      

      
      Rákosi was born on 9 March 1892, in the small town of Ada, near Szabadka (now Subotica in Serbia). His father, József Rosenfeld,
         was a reasonably well-off grocer. The family Magyarised its surname in 1904, a common enough practice at the time for middle-class
         Jews who wished to assimilate into Hungarian society. The young Rákosi was extraordinarily precocious and at seventeen was
         awarded a place to study as a classicist at Budapest’s Oriental Academy. But he wanted commercial experience, so he worked
         as a clerk in Hamburg in 1912 and for a few months in 1914 at a bank in London.
      

      
      He returned to Hungary at the outbreak of the First World War and volunteered for the army. As a sergeant in an infantry battalion
         on the Eastern Front, he was taken prisoner by the Russians in 1915. He became a passionate convert to communism after the
         Bolsheviks took power while he was still a prisoner of war. Rákosi often used to say that one of the proudest moments of his
         life was when he briefly met Lenin in Petrograd in 1918. But as he was a supreme liar it is just as likely the meeting never
         happened. No record of it exists.1

      
      He was one of the founding members of the Hungarian Communist Party. During the short but violent course of Béla Kun’s Soviet
         Republic and Red Terror, Rákosi was the youngest Commissar, albeit in a junior post. He escaped the White Terror that followed
         Admiral Horthy’s takeover; Hungary’s history is one of extremes, especially in the last century. Rákosi fled to Austria, where
         he was briefly interned. Then in 1920 he found his way to Russia, where the Soviets quickly recognised his abilities. He was a fabulously gifted linguist,
         an invaluable asset in his chosen career of making world revolution. He spoke ten languages fluently, including Turkish, which
         he had learned as a prisoner of war. As Secretary of the Comintern he travelled Europe on six forged passports, helping to
         set up Communist Parties loyal to Moscow in Czechoslovakia, Italy and Austria.
      

      
      In 1925 he was sent back to Hungary, where the Communist Party was banned. The next year he was arrested and sentenced to
         eight and a half years in jail on charges of sedition. Rákosi became a well-known figure of international standing when his
         jail term ended in 1935. Instead of releasing him, the Horthy regime decided to make an example of him and tried him again
         – this time for his activities in 1919. Protests were made to the Regent from all over the world, but Horthy was deaf to the
         pleas.
      

      
      Rákosi conducted his own defence and, when sentenced to life imprisonment, with little hope of seeing daylight again, he confronted
         his fate with the bravery expected in Moscow of a revolutionary. He defiantly declared in court, ‘My personal fate is indifferent
         to me, but the cause I live for will be triumphant.’ Rákosi because a cause célèbre on the left everywhere. The Hungarian battalion of the International Brigade fighting in the Spanish Civil War was named
         after him. In 1940, after the Hitler-Stalin Pact, Rákosi was allowed to leave for the USSR.* He was given a hero’s welcome in Moscow. Stalin gave Rákosi pride of place on the dais at the Red Square celebrations on
         7 November 1940 to celebrate the twenty-third anniversary of the Russian Revolution.
      

      
      Rákosi had anything but heroic looks, though. Short, fat and bald, he was, later, when dictator in Hungary, invariably called
         behind his back ‘Arsehead’. The Hungarian playwright Gyula Háy, who knew Rákosi well in Soviet exile, described him: ‘A short,
         squat body, as if the creator had been unable to finish his work for abhorrence; the head disproportionately large, topped
         by an enormous bald dome and fronted by a pallid bloated face with a sweet-and-sour smile frozen on to it. Virtually no neck between the high shoulders, so that it was left more or less to the observer whether he called him
         a hunchback or not. Clumsy in movement, with a tendency to flatfootedness; short, stubby fingers …’2

      
      His biographers suggest that he had no passions, except for power. He did not drink or philander. In sexual matters, he was
         a pillar of Bolshevik rectitude. Two years after his release from jail, at a rest home near Moscow, he met and married a lawyer
         from Yakutsk in Siberia. Fenya Fiodorovna Kornyilova was eleven years younger than he, equally fervent in Communist faith,
         and by all accounts they lived happily together until he died. Rákosi was formidably vain, and cruel to the point of sadism.
         He would never get blood on his own hands. Perhaps nearly a decade and a half in jail warped him. But he was fascinated by
         the mechanics of terror. Like Stalin he revelled in hearing from his thugs in grim detail how victims of his prisons reacted
         under torture or at the moment of execution.3

      
      His cynicism was overwhelming. In 1952 Rákosi wanted to ban the word ‘rape’ in Hungarian literature after one writer, Tibor
         Déry, had written a story that dared to mention a women being violated by a Russian soldier after 1945. Rákosi furiously attacked
         the author: ‘Can’t you leave this idiocy alone?’ he said. ‘What is there to write about? In Hungary there are, say, 3,000
         villages. Supposing the Russians have their way with, say, three women in each village that makes 9,000 in all. Is that so
         many?* You writers have no idea of the law of large numbers.’4 He spoke about that law often. Once he explained how to keep Communist appraratchiks loyal. It was by ‘calculating the law
         of large numbers … killing some and corrupting the rest’.5

      
      Yet many people who met him were massively impressed. In some ways he was a man of remarkable ability and eloquence. He had
         phenomenal powers of memory. He had charm, wit, an exceptionally good brain and excellent manners when he chose to show them.
         He was a fine orator, who spoke in straightforward language. If he resorted to Marxist-Leninist jargon, he would leaven a
         speech with a few jokes. Rákosi was also blessed with luck. Stalin neither liked nor trusted him. For a start he was a Jew,
         and the Red Tsar in the Kremlin was a fervent anti-Semite. Stalin also knew that Rákosi was not the hero Communist propaganda made him out to be. When Rákosi was arrested in 1925, under interrogation by Horthy’s counter-intelligence service,
         he had given away some secrets about the operations of the Comintern which found their way to the espionage agencies in Britain
         and France. Many faithful Party workers, however long they had suffered in fascist prisons, perished for lesser offences.
         But instead of being ‘purged’ for such serious errors, all he received from the magnates in the Kremlin was a reprimand. Stalin
         said, in an untypically forgiving moment, that Rákosi had atoned in jail.6

      
      Despite serious doubts, Stalin judged Rákosi to be useful and made him leader of the Hungarian Communists. When the Red Army
         completed its task of defeating the Germans, Rákosi was despatched to Hungary with specific instructions to turn the country
         into a model Soviet colony. They were orders Rákosi would obey in minute detail.
      

   



      
      
      THREE

      4 November 1945

      
      This was polling day. Uniquely in its new European empire, the Soviet Union allowed genuinely free elections in Hungary. These
         were the first honest and fair elections the country had ever held (and the last for another forty-five years). Stalin always
         intended to take power in Hungary, but restrained himself from immediately installing puppet regimes as he had done in Poland,
         Bulgaria, Romania and his other fiefdoms. He was certain that time was on his side. More important than local considerations,
         big power politics dictated caution. He thought that a show of democracy somewhere in Central Europe might halt the tide of
         protests he was receiving from his erstwhile wartime allies about Russian behaviour elsewhere.1

      
      Nevertheless, when late in the evening the results of the vote began coming in they were a profound shock to the returning
         Muscovites, and to Stalin’s man on the spot, the preening sixty-four-year-old Marshal Kliment Voroshilov. He was not a man
         well known for his brains. As a military commander, he had been removed from any serious role in the war for decisively losing
         battle after battle. Yet, as a supreme sycophant, he had not only survived, he was among the most prominent courtiers in Stalin’s
         closest circle. Despite Voroshilov’s great weakness for alcohol, Stalin had given him an important job in shaping Russia’s
         western empire.
      

      
      The Communists received just 17 per cent of the vote, the same as the leftist Social Democratic Party. The Smallholders Party,
         traditional representatives of the urban bourgeois and landed gentry, won a plurality of the vote. The results were even worse
         than the Budapest municipal election results six weeks earlier, when the Communist Party got 18 per cent of the vote and Voroshilov
         struck Rákosi in his anger.2 The Russian had been led to believe the Communists would do much better: ‘If we do them well they should show a colossal
         Communist/Social Democrat victory,’ Rákosi wrote to Voroshilov in the summer. He predicted ‘a majority of 70 per cent, perhaps more’.3 ‘The loss was heavily felt,’ Gyula Háy, who had just returned to Hungary after years of exile, recalled. ‘We couldn’t believe
         that we would be so resoundingly defeated after all that the leading socialist nation in the world had achieved for Hungary.’
      

      
      Rákosi, changing his tack, blamed the poor showing on the behaviour of the Russian liberators – one of the very few times
         he had anything critical to say of the Soviet Union. He wrote to Georgi Dimitrov, head of the Soviet Communist Party’s International
         Department: ‘Our position is made more difficult by the fact that the excesses of the Red Army are written on the Party’s
         account. The cases of mass rapes of women, the looting, etc. were repeated with the liberation of each territory.’4

      
      Voroshilov had already announced before the election that whatever the results would be, the coalition government which had
         been in place since the war ended would remain in office. The Communists had a share of power, three Ministries and a job
         for Rákosi as deputy Premier. The Russian Marshal, acting as chairman of the Allied Control Commission, made all the major
         decisions.* Technically, Voroshilov was supposed to run the ACC on behalf of the three Allies. But in practice at the weekly meetings
         he simply announced what he had decided to the American representative, Arthur Schoenfeld, and Britain’s Alvary Gascoigne.
         As Schoenfeld wrote in a cable to the State Department: ‘Orders have been given by the Soviet chairman of the ACC that communication
         between the representatives of the Western allies and the Hungarian authorities must be channelled through himself.’5 The Western powers tolerated this with little complaint, tacit endorsement of Soviet control of the country that did serious
         harm to their prestige in the eyes of Hungarians. The small, lean, intense-looking Prime Minister, Ferenc Nagy, a forty-four-year-old
         Smallholder well known in liberal circles throughout Europe, described how he had to refer decisions to the Russian authorities.
         If he also told the Americans and the British, he was accused by Voroshilov of scheming.6

      
      *

      
      
      In the summer of 1945 the Communist Party moved into offices in central Budapest that had been occupied by the Gestapo. But
         at first the Communists behaved with propriety as coalition partners and even managed to look like model democrats. ‘Unite
         all forces for reconstruction’ was Rákosi’s favourite slogan. To show their goodwill the Communists helped to repair bombed-out
         churches. Rákosi’s sinister, cadaverous number two, Ern[image: image] Ger[image: image], performed with superhuman effort the
         task of rebuilding the bridges over the Danube in Budapest.* The Communists were the driving force behind long-overdue land reforms that even leading figures on the right had urged over
         the last half-century. Hungary was still largely a peasant economy in 1945. For all Hungary’s famed urban sophistication and
         the lively café society of its capital, it was also known between the wars as ‘the land of a million beggars’. It was an aristocratic
         society where serfdom had been abolished less than a century earlier, in 1849. Almost half the arable land belonged to one
         per cent of landowners. The Esterházys for example owned 152,000 hectares, Count György Festetics 43,000, and Count Pallavicini
         35,000. The Roman Catholic Church in Hungary was one of the biggest landowners in Europe, with 720,000 hectares of prime agricultural
         land.7

      
      About two million hectares were now distributed among 600,000 peasants. Nobody was allowed to own more than twenty hectares.
         The plan was enthusiastically supported by all the parties in the coalition. But it was implemented by a Communist, a plump,
         cheerful, professional-looking forty-nine-year-old with a trademark walrus moustache called Imre Nagy who had become an expert
         in agronomy while in long exile in Moscow. He claimed the achievement as a victory for communism, earned the nickname ‘Land
         Divider’ and gained a large popularity he never lost.
      

      
      Many Hungarians believed – with a strange optimism, and despite the evidence from elsewhere in the Soviet domains – that the
         Russians would allow this fledgling democracy to take root and prosper. The anti-Communist political thinker Oskár Jászi rejected
         the suggestion that ‘what is taking place is simply a repetition of what has occurred in the Baltic States, in Bulgaria, in
         Romania. The demagogy of the Bolsheviks is absent. Communism has become respectable and gentlemanly. Even the criticism of
         certain governmental measures by the Roman Catholic hierarchy was listened to with respect … and the rejoinder was moderate and tactful. Generally speaking there
         is not much talk about Communism today.’ The atmosphere, rather, was ‘of democracy with intensely patriotic overtones’.8 Hugh Seton-Watson, a British academic expert on Eastern Europe in general and Hungary in particular, was hopeful for the
         future. ‘A visitor to Hungary will be surprised by the vigorous intellectual activity displayed both in print and in conversation.
         In comparison with the mental sterility and haunting fear prevalent in the Balkans, Hungary seemed an oasis of culture and
         liberty.’9

      
      It could not last. Rákosi returned to Hungary with carefully calculated instruction from Stalin for a two- to three-year programme
         of capturing power step by step. The Soviet dictator wrote them down in a top-secret letter to his Hungarian satrap as early
         as 5 December 1944 while the battle for Budapest was still raging. He cautioned Rákosi against excessive speed and advised,
         ‘Don’t be grudging with words, don’t scare anyone. But once you gain ground then move ahead. You must utilise as many people
         as possible who may be of use to us.’10

      
      Stalin realised that Rákosi and the other Muscovites were returning to a country they barely knew or understood. Hungary would
         not be fertile ground, despite having endured a quarter of a century of fascism and a disastrous German occupation. There
         were hardly any Communists in Hungary. The underground Party leader inside the country during the last period of the war,
         the barely known thirty-two-year-old one-time mechanic János Kádár, estimated that there were perhaps 200 members when Hungary
         was ‘liberated’, a dozen of whom he knew personally. With such limited support, it was not going to be easy to take control.
         But there were still 75,000 Soviet troops in Hungary ready to lend a willing hand, and if the Communists had no training as
         democratic politicians they had plenty of experience in the arts of intrigue, bribery and intimidation.
      

      
      The Muscovites had further major problems to overcome. They could bring no sweeteners with them from the Kremlin to make Hungary’s
         defeat and occupation seem less bitter. The Soviets had swiftly made some border settlements after the war. Poland’s western
         frontier was restored to pre-Hitler days. Romania was granted Transylvania in perpetuity. Czechoslovakia was cleared of its
         German and Hungarian populations. These Slavic states seemed to win something at least, while Hungary, culturally totally
         apart, and allied to Germany, lost everything. The Muscovite leaders were aware of this. There was talk of what ‘dowry’ they could bring, but the Soviets
         were not prepared to discuss it. Rákosi and his clique had no national base, which made them even more dependent on the USSR,
         more keen to seek Stalin’s favour and submit themselves to Soviet bidding, outdoing all other client states in their ‘revolutionary
         vigilance’ against the slightest deviation from the Russian model. The leading Muscovites – Rákosi and the trio closest to
         him of Ger[image: image], the vicious Defence Minister Mihály Farkas and the urbane, brilliant and reptilian cultural tsar József
         Révai – were Jews. In a country where anti-Semitism ran so deep, this caused great resentment. Not to be outdone or outflanked,
         Rákosi, grotesquely, turned himself into one of the keenest anti-Semites in Hungary. ‘You would think the Catholic Church
         was the largest centre of anti-state intelligence. But in reality, because Jews are everywhere, Zionism is the real centre
         of espionage,’ he wrote in a private letter to a fellow Jewish Muscovite.11

      
      There was little controversy about the early steps of the coalition government. Plenty of scores had to be settled from the
         war and the quarter-century of Horthy’s dictatorship. After relatively fair trials, 279 war criminals, including four former
         Prime Ministers, Arrow Cross leaders, Hungarian volunteers with the SS and prominent fascists, were hanged. This was popular
         justice. A year after the war ended angry mobs stormed the gate of the Central Prison yard in Budapest when they heard that
         admission tickets would be required to witness the execution of war criminals. Until then such executions had been public
         spectacles.12

      
      Some others, with good anti-fascist records, simply disappeared into the Gulag. István Bethlen, Prime Minister from 1921 to
         1931 and a trusted adviser to Horthy, wanted a separate peace with the Soviet Union towards the end of the war. In the Cabinet
         he countered the objection that the Soviets would rape and loot with the answer, ‘perhaps so, but they will do less if they
         came as friends’. He was arrested, deported to the USSR and never heard of again. In 1939 the distinguished monarchist politician
         Iván Lajos, a strong anti-Nazi, published the ‘Grey Book’ denouncing Hitler’s preparation for war. The book was banned by
         Horthy following pressure from the Germans. He spent much of the war in Mauthausen concentration camp. After he returned home
         he proposed a Danubian confederation for Central Europe that would include Hungary, Austria and Czechoslovakia. He was sent to Russia and disappeared.13

      
      The Communists proceeded to fragment and eliminate the opposition using methods that Rákosi famously called ‘salami tactics’.
         The initial target was the centre-right, bourgeois Smallholders Party which had gained by far the most votes at the election.
         Rákosi claimed to have uncovered a plot by a secret right-wing organisation called the Hungarian Community Movement which,
         he maintained, wanted to restore the pre-war regime. The charge was nonsense, but twenty-four Small-holder MPs were unmasked
         as members and forced to resign. The most impressive of the Smallholder leaders, Béla Kovács, was seen by the Communists as
         a threat. He was implicated in the so-called plot. He claimed an MP’s privilege, which was supposed to give him immunity from
         arrest, but on 27 February 1947 Russian troops entered the Parliament building in Budapest, arrested him and deported him
         to the Soviet Union. He did not return to Hungary for nine years.
      

      
      Prime Minister Ferenc Nagy was removed next. In the spring of 1947 he went on holiday. Rákosi called him in Switzerland and
         made him an offer he could not refuse to stay out of Hungary. Nagy would be unmasked as the ringleader of another plot if
         he returned. But if he stayed in the West his baby son would be sent to him. Nagy accepted the deal.14

      
      Rákosi, speaking to trainee Party cadres later, was remarkably frank about the devious and duplicitous route the Communists
         took to power, boasting about the slow-motion putsch that gave them authority. He explained: ‘Our demands were always modest
         at first – and were then increased … For instance, first we demanded only “government control” of the banks; only later did
         we call for the outright nation-alisation of the three largest banks. It was precision methods, salami tactics that enabled
         us to defeat the reactionaries.’15

      
      Having decapitated his main political opponents, Rákosi led the Communists into new elections in the summer of 1947. All campaigning
         was overshadowed by the terms of the long-delayed Paris Peace Treaty. The details were a huge blow to Hungarian hopes that
         Soviet soldiers might soon leave. The Russians were allowed to keep their troops in the country in order to maintain lines
         of communication with their forces occupying a zone of Austria. Rákosi admitted that it was the continued ‘presence of the
         Soviet troops that tipped the scales to set up the People’s Democracy’. His fellow Muscovite, József Révai, explained it in simple terms, ‘We were in a minority in Parliament and in the government but at the same time we represented
         the leading force. We had decisive control over the police … Our force was multiplied by the fact that the Soviet Union and
         the Soviet army were always there to support us with their assistance.’16

      
      Despite the knowledge that Russian troops would stay for the foreseeable future, and the increasingly clear signs of the way
         Rákosi was moving, the voters still rejected the Communists. The 1947 election was much less honest than the poll two years
         earlier. Hundreds of thousands of people had mysteriously been disenfranchised in what was popularly known as the ‘blue chit’
         election, because many absentee voters gave their proxies on blue paper to Communist activists, some of whom voted several
         times. Even so, the Communists received just 22 per cent of the vote.
      

      
      From very early on the Communists had taken control of the trade unions, which they used as tools in their hands. They were
         definitely not in favour of strikes. As Rákosi said to Arthur Schoenfeld, ‘strikes for the improvement of working conditions
         or higher wages were not permissible in Hungary. They were a luxury that only the American economy could afford.’17

      
      Next the Social Democrats were destroyed. In the Horthy years Moscow encouraged Hungarian Communists and fellow travellers
         to join the (legal) Social Democrats. Now the party voted itself out of existence. It held a rigged internal referendum on
         merging with the Communists. As all those against the merger were barred from the party and banned from voting, only one result
         was allowed. In June 1948 the two parties united.* It had taken almost three years, the time frame Stalin had in mind, but now the Communists had untrammelled power.
      

   



      
      
      FOUR

      1948

      
      From mid 1948 the red star began appearing on public buildings and factories throughout the country. Rákosi was ready to perform
         the task for which his overlord in the Kremlin had selected him: to transform Hungary along Soviet lines into a People’s Republic
         that would be the envy of the other satellites.
      

      
      The banks had been expropriated in the autumn. On 28 December 1948, all companies with more than ten employees were nationalised.
         For a tantalisingly brief period of three years the peasants had been allowed to possess some of their own land. As a result,
         the shops were bulging with produce. Now farms were to be collectivised into huge, state-owned enterprises that would once
         more turn peasants into serfs.
      

      
      Placards and posters on street corners displayed Rákosi’s ugly features under the slogan ‘Stalin’s best pupil’. The most important
         lesson he had learned was that the simplest way to please his master in Moscow was to copy everything Stalin had done in the
         Soviet Union. In almost every walk of life Soviet ‘advisers’ were invited to show Hungarians how things should be done. Rákosi
         himself hardly moved a step without referring to his ‘advisers’. The traditional, highly rigorous education system, based
         as elsewhere in Central Europe on ‘gymnasium’ schools, was altered to the Soviet model, with Russian taught to children as
         the only foreign language. The national flag was changed. It was still a red, white and green tricolour, but the emblem designed
         by the great nineteenth-century revolutionary hero Lajos Kossuth became a Soviet-style hammer and sickle. Public holidays
         now conformed to those in the USSR. The twentieth of August, the traditional Feast of St Stephen honouring Hungary’s first
         king and patron saint, became Constitution Day. One of the first clauses in the new constitution itself, which took effect,
         with gross insensitivity, on 20 August 1949, contained profuse thanks to the ‘glorious Soviet Union for its historic role
         in liberating our country’.1 Christmas Day became ‘Pine Needles Day’. The coffee house, so vital to the social and cultural life of Hungary, was denounced as the last vestige of a decadent lifestyle; so
         were the ‘bourgeois’ artists to whom the café was second home.
      

      
      The army was reorganised. Standard issue weapons were Russian-made. Equipment included the Soviet T34 tank, but it could not
         fire shells. A vital component in the targeting mechanism was removed and held by the Russian adviser. It was smaller, everyday
         things that really annoyed officers, regular soldiers and conscripts, though. The main meal of the day in mess was changed
         from dinner in the evening to midday, for no obvious reason other than that was the way in the Soviet army. From 1946 the
         Hungarian army, the Honvéd, was clothed in Soviet uniforms, with Soviet lapel badges. This rankled with everyone who had been,
         was then, or would be in the army. In the country, even the name given to the loathed collective farm system gave offence.
         A collective was called a ‘kolkhoz’, a Russian, not a Magyar, word.
      

      
      The Russification of the country burned as a profound national grievance. Becoming, in effect, a colony of another country
         was deeply wounding to a nation that had lost an empire of its own barely a generation earlier. ‘That hurt the most,’ Sándor
         Zsindely, a student at the time who later became a distinguished scientist in Hungary, recalls. ‘Having communism thrust down
         our throats unwillingly was bad enough. Terrible. But having so many alien ways imposed on us, and being told they were superior,
         was a constant insult. Every day the Russians seemed to grind our noses in the fact that they were the masters. We couldn’t
         forgive them.’
      

      
      As usual, beneath the anger, a joke was invented by Hungarians to lessen the pain of what was happening to them. ‘A Party
         Secretary is asked to make a tour of rural Hungary. Talking to an old farmer, he asks: “Tell me, who made the world?” The
         farmer knows there is only one answer, but knows also that it is the wrong answer. He hesitates before replying and the Party
         man looks at him in exasperation. “Wait, Comrade, I haven’t finished,” he says. “God made the world – with the help of Soviet
         experts.”‘
      

      
      One replica of a Russian model that evolved into the most feared organisation in the country was the AVO.* Based on the Soviet Union’s KGB,* it became the engine of the most brutally efficient police state in Eastern Europe. Rákosi said: ‘There was one position
         on which we [our Party] staked a claimed from the first minute – and here we considered no coalitionist compromise. This was
         the state security service … We took a tight grip on this organisation from the first day it was set up.’2 The AVO’s task was to eliminate opposition to the Party and for many years it was ruthlessly good at the job. There is a
         word in Hungarian that was widely used in the late 1940s and 1950s, ‘cseng[image: image]frász’, which translates as ‘bell fright’.
         It meant the terror throughout the country of the ring at the door in the middle of the night – like most secret policemen
         throughout the world, the AVO operated best in the dark, in the small hours. AVO officers could be recognised by their blue
         uniforms with green epaulettes and their swagger.
      

      
      The headquarters of the AVO was at 60 Stalin Avenue,† one of the smartest addresses in Budapest, which had been the base of the Arrow Cross. For eighteen months after ‘liberation’,
         on Rákosi’s orders, the Communist Party recruited many former Arrow Cross members into the private security force it was organising
         for itself.3 He once differentiated between the ‘bourgeois Arrow Cross, the big fish’, who were executed, and ‘working-class fascists’,
         the ‘small fry’ whom he welcomed into the fold. He cared less about their class consciousness, or their ideological commitment
         to communism. They were practised in brutal intimidation. He said they would remain thoroughly loyal out of self-interest,
         because they could easily be blackmailed later about their shady past. If they became a problem they could be disposed of
         when they were no longer needed.4

      
      Outwardly, Number 60 looked like any of the avenue’s other elegant office buildings. The AVOs’ cars – always black-curtained
         Pobedas – decamped their prisoners along a side road, Csengery Street, through a gate into a courtyard that seemed innocuous
         enough at first sight. However, on one side of the yard the AVO had built a six-metre-high wall and placed a tower manned
         twenty-four hours a day by a machine-gunner. Inside this world were dank cells and torture rooms with equipment ranging from whips, truncheons and nail presses to electrodes.
         The basement housed the feared ‘lefolyó’, an acid bath where victims’ remains were sent into the city’s main drainage system.
      

      
      The boss of the AVO, Gábor Péter, was the most detested man in Hungary after Rákosi. He had been born Benó´ Auspitz in 1900,
         and worked as a tailor’s assistant before finding his true vocation of thuggery. Arrested briefly by the Horthy police for
         Communist agitation, he escaped to the Soviet Union and immediately began work for the Russian secret police.* He was despatched as an enforcer throughout Europe to keep local parties obedient to Moscow. When he returned to Hungary
         with the other Muscovites he instantly set to work building the AVO on strict Stalinist lines as a terror organisation. The
         writer Paul Ignotus was interrogated by him, while the goon squad of torturers looked on: Péter had ‘a huge wood-panelled
         study, with a big chandelier. Everything connected with him was on a big scale except himself. He was a short man with rodent
         eyes and a Hitler moustache … His taste for good tailoring had never left him. He was in an impeccable grey suit with a perfect
         silk tie, which he fingered all the time.’5

      
      His lifestyle was a real scandal. Most of the top Hungarian officials led fairly humdrum lives of bourgeois propriety. Péter,
         on the other hand, was a heavy drinker and kept a string of mistresses. He was married to the beautiful and terrifying Jolán
         Simon, also a KGB agent, who was Rákosi’s personal secretary. They had an unconventional (for the 1950s) ‘open relationship’
         and lived in luxury, surrounded by servants, in a large villa on Rózsadomb (Rose Hill) with a sweeping view over the Danube
         below. He survived and prospered because everyone knew he was one of the KGB’s top men in Hungary, with a direct line to the
         Lubyanka. In pride of place on Péter’s office walls was a picture of him clinking glasses with Stalin. He left deliberately
         vague how close his relationship to the Glorious Teacher might be. He was staggeringly cynical, even for a Communist executioner.
         When he interrogated the poet György Faludy, who had returned in the late 1940s from the safety and comfort of America to
         live in Hungary, he taunted his victim: ‘We don’t need such idiots as you … You silly fool, returning from America to live in this filth.’6
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