REVOLUTION AND REFUGEES:
THE HUNGARIAN REVOLUTION OF 1956

October marks the 40th anniversary of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.
T
The event opened with many hoping for real change in their society, and it
ended in a period of violent repression that forced over 200,000 Hungarians
to flee the country. The FletcherForum spoke with four of those who left and
asked them to talk about their experiences at the time of the revolution. Their
stories provide insight into the events before, during, and after the revolution
that produced one of the largest forced migrations in post-war Europe. Perhaps more importantly, they paint a vivid picture of how people can find
themselves suddenly forced from their homes and their country by events
beyond their control. They show the personal side of the challenges that face
a forced migrant before and after he or she crosses the border to safety.
The Hungarian Revolution began on October 23, 1956, but its origins lay in
the consolidation of communist power, repression, and relaxation of the previous decade. After the communists completed the takeover of the country in
1949, Hungary underwent several years of intense industrialization, agricultural collectivization, and political purges. Following the death of Joseph Stalin in 1953, the Hungarian leader, Mdtyas Rdkosi, fell from favor with Moscow
and lost his position as prime minister to Imre Nagy. Nagy ended the collectivization of farms and shifted industrial production from heavy machinery
to consumer goods. He also ended the purges and freed political prisoners.
However, by 1955 shifts in the political climate in Moscow and Budapest forced
Nagy out and brought Rdkosi back to power.
In February 1956, Nikita Khrushchev gave his "Secret Speech" denouncing
Stalin at the 20th Party Congress of the Soviet Communist Party. After the
speech, Rdkosi was forced to admit that the purges had been an abuse of
power and that many had been killed unjustly. That July, Rdkosi was replaced
by Ern6 Ger6, a man no more popular than RAkosi. The combination of the
brief relaxation under Nagy, the "Secret Speech," and the Polish challenges to
Soviet authority gave the Hungarians hope and courage.
By late October 1956, student groups were meeting to discuss what direcThe interviews were conducted and the introduction written by John Furlow, Editor of Special
Featuresfor The Fletcher Forum.
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tion their country should take. On October 23, a group from the Technical
University organized a march to parliament to deliver a list of grievances.
The crowd swelled as students from other universities and ordinary citizens
joined the march and converged on parliament. Prime Minister Ger6 dismissed
the petition and ordered police to break up the demonstration. The secret
police fired on the crowd, and what had begun as a peaceful protest turned
into a spontaneous revolution. Many soldiers and police had joined the march,
and when the fighting began, many turned their weapons over to the protesters. Colonel PAI Mleter was sent to capture the army's Kilian Barracks, but
he joined the freedom fighters instead, and the area around the barracks became the site of some of the bloodiest fighting. On October 24, Soviet troops
entered Budapest but could not suppress Mleter and his men. On the 28th,
the Soviets officially withdrew. Imre Nagy resumed his position as prime minister and called for a multiparty, democratic system. On November 1, he announced that he was withdrawing Hungary from the Warsaw Pact. That same
day, a force of 120,000 Soviet troops returned to Hungary. They reentered
Budapest on November 4 and quickly crushed the Hungarian resistance. Over
25,000 Hungarians were killed or wounded. A new government was established with Janos Kadar at its head. The new regime, with the help of the
Soviets, began a violent repression, arresting over 20,000 people and executing some 2,000, including Imre Nagy and P61 Mileter.
Over the next few months, Hungarians poured out of the country to seek
refuge in the West. In all, about 200,000 people, 2 percent of the population,
fled. What follows are the stories of four of those who escaped.
Arpad von Lazar
Arpad von Lazar left Hungary in 1956 and went to Vienna, where he attended the
University of Vienna. Later he moved to the United States and earned a master's
degree and a Ph.D. in political science from the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. He is currently professor of internationalpolitics at The Fletcher School
of Law and Diplomacy. I interviewed him at The Fletcher School in March 1996.
I was in the army in the second half of 1955 and 1956, serving in Debrecen, in
the east of the country. A lot of people had the same sort of fate as I had,
children of the middle class and upper-middle class, "class enemies," so to
speak. We were kicked out of the universities and tossed around. We were
immediately taken into the army, and because we were the ones who tended
to be skilled, spoke languages, and so forth, ironically we, immediately as
privates, were given surprisingly key and sensitive positions within the armed
forces. For example, a unit that monitored and blocked transmissions of Voice
of America, Radio Free Europe, and the BBC included only children of those
"unreliable elements" who were kicked out of the universities. And what were
they doing? They were listening to the kinds of news that was coming from
the West, jamming it but then passing it on. So very early we got wind of the
news of the 20th Party Congress. Everyone knew the congress was going on
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because it was in the newspaper, but not everyone knew about Khrushchev's
"Secret Speech," or at least the secret part of the speech, which of course
immediately got out and everyone was talking about it.
What startled us was not necessarily the denunciation of Stalin, but rather
the first hint at rehabilitation of really bad guys, whether they were in Russia
or in Hungary. We also began to question the efficiency of the system, whether it worked or not. Most of us were 20, 21 years old. We remembered vividly
the times before communism, we had been in gymnasium [high school]. A lot
of things we already viewed with suspicion, and now came the first whiff of
these omnipotent guys saying, "Well, oops, we made a mistake." When somebody says, "Oops, I made a mistake," you can forgive that. When the policeman or torturer says, "Oops, I made a mistake in cutting off your best friend's
head," either he will seem ridiculous, or you start questioning his authority,
which is very dangerous for the system.
I grew up in a very nice villa district of Budapest, and of course a lot of
people were deported from there, so all these deported people's villas were
taken over by the big bosses. I used to be afraid of walking around. About
four blocks from us was a famous corner, where three of the bigwigs lived.
Fortgras, the minister of defense, a real butcher, and behind him GerS, and
another one, Gdbor, who was head of the AVO, the Hungarian KGB before
'56. People didn't dare walk on the same side of the street as their villas.
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Then there were the signs of a thaw. I was home sometime in the summer
of '56 on leave from the military, and one of the things I noticed was that the
city had become more rambunctious. People talked back to policemen. The
city became Hungarian again; Hungarians are a somewhat undisciplined people. Caf6s opened up; people were sitting around instead of the constant running around, "building communism." There was a general slowing down of
society in terms of work and communist regimentation, and the emergence of
a fun, defiant atmosphere. You wouldn't notice that in the provinces. First of
all, in a military camp you don't notice anything, but people were gossiping
about the new things happening. Newspapers had become looser: articles with
flowery language, nationalist poets of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries like Pet6fi or V6rbsmarty would be published, totally out of
context, front page. My mother told me that she went to a symphony, and
when an encore was called, the orchestra chose to play things like a Rakoczi
march, or something by Liszt from the romantic nationalist era of the nineteenth century. All of a sudden there would be a spontaneous standing ovation, and the audience was giving it for Liszt, not for the orchestra. The first
signals in the summer and early fall were all related to the press. Literary
clubs were coming into existence, which also began to happen in small towns.
University students were forming little circles for political discussions. There
was a general sense of ebullience but also of foreboding: How long will this
go on? How will this end?
Was there any sense in the military of the leadersfeeling as if they wanted to control
the army for Hungary, not for the communists?
The military went on as is, but the political officers became a little less
omnipotent and a little more sheepish. In our unit, the Soviet advisors quietly
vanished by the summer. I never saw anyone above the rank of captain, and
at most had communication with a lieutenant. But discipline became much
more lax, a lot more doing nothing. I remember I was a truck driver, and I
had a run getting milk and provisions into the camp. I remember stealing
gasoline for black rides. You weren't cleaning your trucks anymore; you talked
back to the sergeant; the sergeant became much more quiet. Somehow, you
had the premonition that all things were fallmig down, because fear was seeping away, was diminished. The political officers were the mean bastards, and
they were gone in terms of their influence. The change you were feeling was
a prerevolution in the sense that things were getting better, and that's when it
became dangerous.
Do you think this was because of Stalin's speech in February?
I think so. The Hungarian Communist Party was split between two groups:
the old hardliners and the reformist communists harking back to Imre Nagy.
My father was a supporter of Nagy and was arrested when he fell back in '55.
A lot of the party people wanted a way out of this predicament which had
brought five years of total misery, fear, and economic hardship to a country
where there shouldn't be economic hardship. In the fall of '56, the country
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was floundering and at the same time floating in this pink cloud of newly
found, marginal but very significant freedoms, especially in the universities
and intellectual circles. For the first time you could talk, see foreign movies,
you could get a lot more news from abroad, and you had the feeling that
finally you could say that, yes, I'm a Hungarian, and yes, to hell with you,
especially as far as the Russians were concerned. And don't forget that among
my generation, the anti-Soviet feeling was always very dominant. Of course,
there were genuine communists who were my age, but by then they were not
terribly enamored of the circumstances either. Everybody knew that something was going to happen, that something was going to snap.
Hadn't production shifted from industrial to consumer goods?
Yes, life got a little bit better. Products appeared again in the stores. We got
meat in the stores. It was ridiculous: in a country that had no rationing in
World War II, you couldn't find decent meat or vegetables. And food got better in the army, a significant change for us. I thought that was very dangerous
for them: on one hand you liberalize a little bit politically, and on the other
hand give them little chips and bread. Instead of saying, "Oh, isn't this terrific, now we have meat," we had the opportunity to say, "Now where was this meat for the
last five years?" Hardliners, who were of the
It started with a
age to be my teachers in gymnasium, also got a
student protest.
little bit quiet, and their constant glorious adulation of Russia sort of disappeared in '56. All And like a fireball
of a sudden the Soviet Union became an imit exploded into
portant place but not that great a place.
'Fifty-six started out with anticipation and a
much broader
surprise, then it rapidly went into the damage
control mode by the communists. This rapidly
disaffection.
released the uncontrollable desire for dialogue,
to talk things over, until it got totally out of
hand. By October, the dialoguing turned into demanding, and the demanding
took on very specific nationalist tones, like, Russian shouldn't be taught in
schools. It acquired a dynamic of its own, and on October 23 you had the
demonstrations in Budapest and subsequently elsewhere, carried on the backs
of university students. It started with a student protest. And like a fireball it
exploded into much broader disaffection. The army started disintegrating. In
our unit, people just walked away, literally. There were some confrontations,
some officers wanted to call out the army, army units rebelled, some officers
were shot, political advisors and secret policemen were shot and hanged in
the cities. I stole an army truck with 15 or 20 people in the back and actually
lined up in a Soviet column, going from east to west, got out at a little village,
and in semidarkness drove all the way to Budapest, which by then was liberated. We abandoned the truck somewhere south of the city. I just said I wasn't
going to drive anymore and then crashed into a lamppost. We all got out and
somebody yelled that we should put our hands up. At first we thought they
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were Russians or secret policemen, but then they said, "Get lost." It was dawn,
maybe around four or five o'clock, city was clear, pockets of secret police
were around. I had a military overall on. I kept thinking, "Somebody's going
to shoot us. They're going to think that we're somebody else, and ask questions later." Somebody let me and a friend in and we slept on the floor. I got
up in the morning and walked home across Budapest. I rang the bell of my
parents' villa and my mom fainted. She thought I had been killed, because
part of my military unit had been wiped out.
What had been your plan on leaving Debrecen?
Getting out of Debrecen and out of uniform. I had myself decommissioned
through my connections. My next plan was to figure out how to get back to
school and get back to a sense of normalcy, find my friends, my rowing club.
Then the morning of November 4, I woke up falling out of bed because an
artillery shell landed not far from us and that was the end of that. I stayed for
a few days until my father's tailor told us that I should slip out because in the
second district where I lived, the Russians were.going from house to house
and collecting anyone who was between the ages of 18 and 25. If you were an
army deserter, you were dead. This was noon, and when it got dark, the Russians enforced a curfew and shot anyone who was out. So my father said,
"Get going, take a briefcase, put on a trench coat like you're going to work."
There was a general strike, so anyone who went to work was a communist. I
did that and walked on the Buda side to my uncle's house and on the way to
Kellenf6ld, the western-most railroad station-really a freight station. My father told me just to get on something that moves westward and get out of the
country. I started walking. The streets were empty, you could still hear shooting, and there were roadblocks. I went through the roadblocks. Got to my
uncle's, slept there, and told him to wake me up when it was still dark. I
asked him if there was anything between there and the railroad station. There
was a milk plant, he told me, say you're going there to get milk to feed the
children or the poor, if they stop you. They did, so I told them I was going to
this plant to work. They seemed suspicious, but congratulated me on doing
such good work.
I got to the station. Total chaos. I then bumped into my old friend from
gymnasium and the army and asked him what he was doing there. He said he
was going to visit an uncle in the western part of the country, and I said, I've
got an uncle there too, so let's go together. We both knew what we were doing. Chaos, shooting, Russians. I asked some guy, "Is there anything moving?" He said there was going to be a service car with two passenger wagons
going to Sopron, a city on the border, but nobody could get on it. I asked
what the guy would need to get us on it. I had two gold watches with me
from my father. We got on the train. In Gy6r, halfway to the border, they
arrested everyone on the train, but my friends were smart and we jumped out
on the side opposite the platform as the train pulled into the station and started just walking. We just acted like we were checking the switches, inspecting
the cars. They took a lot of people off the train. We got back on the train and
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it got going. It was like a nightmare, a dream. Then I figured, we don't want
to go to Sopron, there will be Russians there, and secret police. So we made
the train engineers stop in an open field about 10 kilometers from Sopron. By
then we were sort of in command of things, about four or five of us young
people, and we also had weapons.
We told everyone that if they wanted to go to Austria, this was the time to
get off. Some did. We knew which direction the canal was, which was the
border. There were farmhouses, open fields. The last five miles, there was a
mother with two little kids who couldn't walk anymore, so we carried them
on our backs. We almost got wiped out at a farmhouse. We would go by
farmhouses and they would be dark, but there was one all lit up. We thought,
"Good, let's warm up," but then my friend said, "We're not going there.
They've got the lights on for a reason." We learned later a lot of people were
snatched there. We got to the canal. It was about 10 meters wide. We didn't
know how to get across with the kids. We thought, we have a couple of knapsacks, let's empty them out and swim and push the kids across in them. Then
a flare went off, and machine gun fire less than a mile from us. We bundled
up our clothes, tossed them across, and into the water. Got the kids and the
woman across, then almost made a mistake. We thought we could sit on the
bank of the canal, when we heard from the other side of an embankment an
Austrian saying in German, "Quick, you are not in Austria yet." Whether he
was right or not I don't know, but by the time we were scampering across the
top of the embankment, about 20 meters away I could see automatic weapon
fire. They spotted us and were shooting. They killed others that night. A good
Austrian peasant took us in. That's the end of the story. Soon after that I was
in the university in Vienna.
Bela and Eva Molnar
Bela and Eva Molnar left Hungary separatelyin 1956, met in Vienna, were separated again and then reunited in the United States in 1957. Mrs. Molnar had been a
student of anthropology in Budapest but wasforced out of her university. After learning English, she earned a master's degree in social work from Bryn Mawr University
and a doctoratefrom Catholic University. She is now a clinical professor of pediatrics
at Howard University's college of medicine in Washington, DC. Mr Molnar earned
a diploma in mathematics and physics from Edtvids Lorand University in Budapest
and was a professor at the Technical University in Budapest at the time of the revolution. After coming to the United States, he worked at the Ford Motor Company
and Bell Laboratoriesbefore going to work for the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory in
Washington. They have one son who is a master's degree candidate at The Fletcher
School. I interviewed them in March 1996 at their home in northern Virginia. Mr.
Molnar spoke first.
You normally think of emigrants as having some sort of plan for a change in
their status, but for the Hungarians it was much more a response to a tremendous blow, and opening, without any preconception or knowledge of what
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will happen in the next day, much less in the next year. We left everything
behind, like you would if your house were on fire. We had to go because of
what had happened and because of our background, but for 10 years we had
thought we couldn't, so there was no planning, no study. As I mentioned, it
was like an explosion.
At that time, in '56, there was some kind of relaxation of communism taking place, a softening of the controls, so you were able to speak a little more
freely-with friends. Before, you had to be careful even with friends. So in
'56, in October, I was teaching at the Technical University. This was the university, of course, where the physical process began. Just a few days before
the confrontation there were meetings, but they were very tame. We were
there to express what kinds of things would be proper, to discuss what would
be required in order that the Hungarians would feel that they had a little role
in determining their own destiny. Before, we had felt this was determined in
the Soviet Union. But slowly, with the relaxation, people began to bring up
their grievances. This was the 22nd, or 21st, but you shouldn't think that this
was a planned movement. We just wanted to take these points, these grievances, to the proper channels to be considered. There was no plan for anything to happen. We were just a part of the Hungarian educated sector. It
wouldn't have been representative of the whole population, so it was necessary to share our ideas in the areas where the workers or different types of
people were living. So we decided that to deliver these points we would have
a big march and present them to the parliament.
The next day, around noon, I guess, we started. It was about four miles
from the university, near Gell6rt Hill, up the Danube on the Buda side, and
across to the parliament. We would give these flyers to people that were coming by on the streetcars, and people were happy. And later, with the national
feelings, we were greeted with the national flag. People were putting flags
out their windows, but with the old communist symbol cut out of the middle.
And we were optimistic. In Hungarian history there was a struggle for independence from Austria, and there are statues for the heroes of that revolution.
The first time we came to one of those statues, one of General Bem, who was
Polish but supported the Hungarians 150 years ago, people were starting to
speak of this past revolution. And at the police stations, not the secret police,
but the ordinary police, they were starting to tear off the communist insignias
from their uniforms. Then we crossed the river at Margaret Bridge, and the
first difficulty came because we had to march in front of the secret police
building, and that was tense. Finally we went to the parliament. Other universities were coming in too, and there were orderly, arranged rows of students of different universities. And the waiting began, waiting to see if our
points would be accepted.
Communication was not so good. And what there was, of course, was controlled by the government, so we didn't have those tools and information at
the door of parliament, and what we heard might have been different from
what they heard 30 rows behind us. But slowly we began to recognize that
they would not accept our points. The radio was saying that there was trou-

REVOLUTION AND REFUGEES

ble with some people, so we decided the best way to respond was with the
radio. So one part of the group went to the radio station, and one part went to
the party headquarters. I stayed, still hoping for something. It was dark, but
I don't know what time. And then we heard that there was fighting going on
at the radio station. And also, the workers began to arrive from the different
factories. They had heard about it, and they really took over and expressed
their dissatisfaction. Stalin, the statue, was down in a short time. So we went
home, full of anxiety, not knowing exactly what would happen. Emotions had
been pouring out, pouring out, and we realized that that might not be the
way to maintain some kind of order, but that's what happened, that's part of
unplanned demonstrations. I think here too, if there are demonstrations, what

will happen, how it will come out, if somebody
will be killed or not, is really not planned, because it is a time of high emotions. So that's We lived in a
what happened.
The government tried to use force to stop us, brainwashed state.
but the normal police and the military were also We had been
sharing our feelings. Therefore, they did not
perform their duties as they might have eight made to accept
hours earlier. Earlier, if they had been given the that Stalin knew
order to shoot they might have, but after all that
time, they were unable to do that, and that everything. It
helped a lot to be able to go into the radio sta- was degrading.
tion and get a message on the air. The message
was nothing like, "Smash the Stalin statue." But
I think that was when the government decided to step in full force. And they
miscalculated because the population in Budapest was supporting us. At the
radio station there was already fighting, the military was joining us, and we
started to get weapons.
The following days more serious fighting was beginning between the rebels
and the government forces, which by that time were relying more and more
on Soviet help. A lot of the Hungarian soldiers and police were helping us. It
was said on the communist radio that we were the agents of Western imperialism, but there was a common feeling that what was happening with us and
how we were living were not the same as what was said in the paper or said
by our leaders: that our future was bright. Essentially, this realization and the
opportunity to express it pushed events in that direction. So the fighting began and the Hungarian soldiers began to take part, and other groups and the
military barracks began to fight back. The Russians were bringing in some
fellows who had lived in Hungary for some time and had seen that it was
much better than what they had seen in Russia. So they were not eager to
fight either, but there was still fighting going on. The population began to
have sympathy for the rebels, and they could protect them in a crowd, so the
Russians could not get at a fighter. So even if the people didn't join the movement, they could protect the fighters.
I have felt very depressed to think of the killing, even of the Russian sol-
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diers. These young fellows, killed for nothing. But then we saw so many young
Hungarians killed. The dream world begins to be cracked with reality and
you realize what you have done. When you are fighting for your life, you
may do things that you wouldn't otherwise do.
Slowly the old government was dissolved, and the new one began to take
shape. And all the elements of the different thinking, old parties, the churches, everything, began to emerge, but there was no organization. We lived in a
brainwashed state. We had been made to accept that Stalin knew everything.
It was degrading. Even physics was censored for what could be taught. Our
whole reality was watched over, so there was no reality. And the people saw
that this could be a reality, that we could push them back. But everything was
breaking down. Everything had been organized by the state, and that had
broken down. But ordinary people began to start up the factories, to make
bread, and to support the revolution.
A little organization was building up. There was a meeting in the parliament to begin to organize. We needed a police or security force to protect
things. That meeting was probably November 1. At the same time, everybody
was anxious because we had heard that the Russians were coming in from
the east. They were beginning to pull in other troops. I went down to Szeged,
near Serbia, and half way there, there were Russians stopping the trucks. I
escaped because I showed my identity card with my birthplace on it, which
was near Szeged, and they thought I had a reason to be there. We wanted to
see if the countryside was taking part. In Budapest there was also fighting,
brutal fighting, at the Academy of Sciences. The AVO [Hungarian secret police] had taken up a higher position and were shooting down at unarmed
people. That sort of thing went on for the first six, seven days. The newspapers were coming out, but they were mostly emotional. They didn't help with
organization.
So you can see that this was not an organized revolution, like the Russian
or French Revolution. Maybe we were afraid to take responsibility for organizing the radio, transportation, security, getting food to people, organizing
the military. Finally, of course, the Russians decided, in the early morning of
November 4, that enough was enough. They collected their forces and came
in. An overwhelming force. But that still did not break the Hungarian movement. The people were still fighting in the side streets even though the Russian tanks were in the main streets. There was still fighting in the railroad
station, in different parts of the city, and the resistance of the population was
not broken because they did not go back to work. The communists did not
have a police or military force to make order, and the Russians did not dare to
come out of their tanks. The Hungarians made it difficult for the Russians.
They wanted first to secure the border. Budapest was clamped down: there
was no more fighting, the fighters had escaped, and a lot of people were dead
there. This is a sad story, but during this civil unrest the bodies couldn't be
properly buried, and there were very shallow graves on the streets. This was
all disorganized, and people wanted to know where their loved ones were,
but they couldn't even go to the hospitals or the cemetery because the gov-
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ernment waited in the hospitals to find people who came looking for those
who had been shot or killed. But in other cities, fighting began to explode.
Our political leaders and military leaders, Imre Nagy and Pil Mdleter, were
either captured or tricked into negotiations and then killed. None of them
were ready to organize this, they just happened into it. Not that the Russians
were concerned with who organized it or how; probably they were afraid that
the Russian troops who were present would be influenced. Therefore, they
didn't dare to do anything until quite different troops had arrived, troops
who didn't even speak Russian because they were from Uzbekistan or some
place like that.
Finally, I came out of Hungary about December 28, when I saw that there
was no way to do anything. I also began thinking about what they would say
about what I was doing, or even that people who didn't like me might make
up something to punish me.
So I made my way west to Fert6d and stayed there a few days. There I met
a farmer who understood that I had to leave, and he said he would help me
to get out. So one morning, very early, we both went out as if we were going
to work in the fields-we were on a horse-cart-we went out to the fields,
which were right near the border. We passed some soldiers, but they didn't
say anything because we looked like we were working. And then, this farmer
said, "This is where you have to go." So I jumped down and ran-it wasn't,
far-and then the soldiers saw me and came shouting and shooting at me,
but it was too late. I had gotten out.
At this point Mrs. Molnar began to speak.
I would like to say a few words about the human side of all this. Bela has
told you what happened, but I would like to make sure that everyone remembers the people involved. I wasn't in Budapest when it started; I had been
traveling in Czechoslovakia when it started. I returned that evening [October
23], and the weather was like once in a century. It was the'end of October, and
it was so warm, so nice; I think if the weather hadn't been that nice, probably
things wouldn't have come together like that. The next morning [October 24]
I could still go and meet with friends. There were a number of us who really
had no home, and this friend of ours, a histology technician at the medical
school, had a one-room apartment that was home to a number of us. We all
congregated at her apartment, which was near the Killian Barracks, the center
of the Hungarian forces during the rebellion. There were short, narrow streets,
very good for street fighting. You could go out on the street with sentries at
both ends, and they couldn't see you, and if the tanks were coming, you just
stepped into another street. They could only shoot straight. That's how we
could lob the Molotov cocktails. There was nothing the tanks could do. The
windows of the apartment looked out on a middle school. Kids, 12, 14 years
old, were manning machine guns. There was one kid-I don't know if you
have come across the literary classics, the yellow paperbacks, in Hungarian?
These paperback classics were very popular, and this little kid was reading
one. When they said that the tanks were coming, this kid would put down his
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book and shoot, and then pick up his book again. And then one morning
there was just the book.
I remember one night we were all in the apartment, huddled together, and
that was the longest night of my life, because the tanks were rolling, crisscrossing, and there was fighting, and then they said there would be room-toroom fighting, but that never happened. Andy [see photo below] was 18, 19,
and he wore very thick glasses, but he wanted to join the fighting. We told
him, "You can't even see your own hands." During the night the screeching
of the tanks on the cobblestone streets was incredible. I remember there was a
full moon and there was a lone tank coming up the street and we had to
crawl to the window to look at it, because they
would shoot at anything now. In the tanks were
Soviets-Kirghiz, Kazakhs, who knew? They
were told it was the Suez; they were looking
for the canal. That was the time of the American elections. There were rumors that Eisenhower was coming in a white airplane. People
would look at the sky and ask, "When is Eisenhower coming in his white airplane?" When we
"A
returned to the apartment several days later,
Andy didn't show up. We checked his apartIS
~~aLET
F. V. V.
ment, and he wasn't there. We started going
hospital to hospital, and then at one hospital they gave us his clothes in a paper bag.
We learned that he was carrying ammunition
1RA
to those who were fighting and he fell and there
RV~NYE
was an explosion.
When the fighting ended there was a general strike, but I worked. I had been dismissed
from the university because of my background. I worked for a while as a
chambermaid at the Swedish Embassy, and then I learned mechanical drafting and I worked as a draftsman at a small foundry out in the boondocks.
One of my colleagues and I walked to work on Ullui ut [a major street], and
near the armory and the barracks it was a mess, muck and mud. You could
only tell that you were walking on dead people because of the buttons. You
could see them through the mud. Everything-cars, tanks, people walkingwas going over the corpses. The fighting had lasted around a week. It lasted
longer in some places.
Then it became obvious that nothing good was going to come of this, and
a mutual friend raised the idea of leaving. Probably seven of us went together. We had to go west, then south, then west, south, little by little, so it wasn't
obvious where we were going. By the time we got to the border, there were 17
of us-people who had asked if they could join us. There was a Baptist peasant, an older peasant. He was a Protestant and they were badly treated. He
was bringing his whole family out. There were also two little girls, seven and
nine, the daughters of the Calvinist bishop. He had been jailed, then released,
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and he knew it would be just a matter of time before he would be picked up
again. He had written on a piece of paper the name of the head of the Council
of Churches in Geneva, where the kids could go. So these people joined us,
and some others. When we got to the border, some railroad workers helped
us. They put us up, all 17 of us, sleeping under the dining table. The next
morning we needed someone to lead us through the minefield into Austria.
We were within walking distance of the border. We learned that there had
been a crackdown, and they had picked up all the guides. The sister of the
railroad workers found another guide. We had to wait until evening, when it
was dark. We left at seven; the bells were tolling. They were shooting, we
were covered in mud, and we were walking, and walking. Then two of the
grown sons of the Baptist peasant heard the guides saying that they had to
kill the peasant and rob him. So we all gathered around him to protect him.
He was the only one who had his wits about him; even in the dark, he realized that the guides were taking us in circles. They were waiting for renegade
troops to arrive and either take us captive or rob us-which they did. They
arrived, but some of us were able to get into the cornfields. We had to crawl,
and the old man led us by feeling in the dirt, which was soft where they had
been working in the minefield. And then we were over the border in no time.
The Austrians left the lights burning in barns and houses at the border. The
only thing we wanted was water. We were terribly thirsty. At the first house
there was no bell so I looked in the kitchen window. I could see an embroidery that said "Bless this House" in German, and we knew we were safe.
Tamas Nagy
Tamas Nagy left Hungary with his older brother in 1956 when he was 17 years old.
They were moved from refugee camp to refugee camp until they made it to Canada.
In Canada, they were steered toward construction work "because we were big." Tamas
still lives in Brandon, Manitoba, and he owns his own construction company. He
returns often to Hungary to visit his younger brother,who remained behind because
he was too young to leave home in 1956. 1 spoke with him at his brother's home in
their hometown of Szombathely, Hungary, in 1992.
I left in 1956 after the revolution. The reason? Well, my brother left too. He
was at the age to be drafted into the army. There were rumors that people his
age were going to get drafted and sent to Russia. My brother had been drafted into the army but he hadn't joined them yet because at the same time that
the Hungarian Revolution went on, a few months earlier they had the trouble
in Poland. That was something similar to '56 in Hungary but on a smaller
scale. So that's why they didn't change the Hungarian Army over. They usually changed the army in September or October. But they kept the old guys
longer, and they didn't call the new guys yet. That's why he never got into
the army. So I guess my mother decided it would be the best thing if both of
us took off. He was 19, 20. 1 was only 17, only a spring chicken. So we left and
went to Austria first, stayed there for a while, and got our papers to go to
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Canada. Well, a few places. We were supposed to go to Argentina. Thank
God, we didn't do it. One of our friends went to Argentina. I don't think she
ever came back. We went to Canada and we've been there 36 years.
I grew up in Szombathely, I was born here. There was a bit of a killing
here, but not like in the capital. Out at the railway, at a couple of places, you
know, there were people who got shot and killed. Oh, they had the tanks.
They had the tanks in most of the main places. On the main square they had
a few tanks. You know, when I think back on it, the poor Russians were scared
just as much as anybody else. You know, they were sitting there in the tanks,
they had the machine guns, but what are you going to do with them? You
can't fire against bricks and blocks. There wasn't a major killing here [in Szombathely]. You know, there was tension and the rest of it, almost like what
happened at Kent State.
That lasted a few days. Then people were kind of agitated; people wanted
to do things by the time the Russians were back, but they said, "What can
you do against the tanks?" So the rumors started flying that they're going to
do this and this. Some people got pulled in and stuff like that. There was a
guy in our hometown, in the place we lived, our apartment, he took off right
away because he'd just gotten out of prison. He'd tried to cross the border
about two years earlier. If they caught you trying to leave the country-I mean
you couldn't leave the country legally, so you had to leave it illegally-I think
you got about five years for it in Hungary. I was talking to a young lady, she
was a young lady then, she used to be my brother's girlfriend. She tried to
leave the country in '56. She got caught, she got six months for it. She was
only 19, 20 then.
What was it like near the border? I've been told that it was a restricted area, that you
had to have permission to travel there.
That was in effect even when I was home. There used to be a real strict
zone very close to the border. Actually, there used to be two lines. The other
was like 20 kilometers back, but because Szombathely is so big, they cut around
it. But I know when I used to come back from the capital on the train they
were always there checking on you. "Why do you go there? What are you
doing there?" And you had to have a reason or they'd pull you right off. It
was strict, unless you were from Szombathely or had a good reason to go
there. If you were from the other side of the country, they didn't want you to
come here just for nothing. I think that was 20 kilometers wide from Hegyeshalom-that's right beside the Danube, at the Czech border-all the way
around to Romania. There was nothing visible; it just meant that once you
stepped inside the 20-kilometer zone, you had to have a good reason to be
there. We used to work beside the border, and they had another, a 500-meter
zone. And even if you lived inside the 20-kilometer zone, you still had to have
another permit in your identity book to go within the 500-meter zone.
They used to have the barbed wire along the border at the beginning, but
the Austrians were complaining, so the Hungarians moved the wires back
500 meters. So when you came through Sopron, when you crossed the border
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there were no wires, but when you came in another 500 yards there was another checkpoint, and that's where the wires were running. There were mines.
there too. And I think even in '56 they were pulling up the mines. The Hungarians put the mines down. One of the guys who went out with us was in
the army. That's what he was doing: pulling up mines. I remember in high
school we used to go up to K6szeg, to the springs, and we'd walk back along
the border, and there used to be the wire fence, and inside it there was just
sand, clean sand. Not even a stone because they used to check it for footprints. No grass or anything, just the mines and smooth sand. I thought in
'56 they picked them up but he [Tamas' brother] says they put them down
again.
This guy I knew who was in jail at the time of the revolution, he was going
to try to get out in a big dumpster. A bunch of them worked on the side of the
border, and they all got into a dump truck with the big tires on it, but the
damned thing rolled over before they got there. Even the driver got into the
dumper because it's quite thick steel, so if it had exploded, they'd have been
safe. But I guess they jumped in a bit early. The stupid thing rolled over and
they got caught. That was in '53, '54. They went to jail and my friend got out
in '56 and he went out then. Now he's in England.
How did you get into Austria?
From Csepreg, we went straight across. I don't remember the town's name
where we landed. My father used to work close to the border, and one night
we went down there and he knew the people that were transferring people
across the border. So one night I just walked right across. There were some
border guards there, but they were actually more like scalpers, getting some
money off you. They were just taking as much money off you as they could.
"Do you have a watch?" they'd ask, and you'd give them the watch. Most of
the border guards, they went home. We just came across. Got across to Austria. I don't know the exact date. End of November, maybe a bit earlier. People were leaving for about two, three months steady.
So we got to Austria. Well, as soon as you got across then you reported to
a town or someone in the Austrian police or soldiers. They collected people
together, they got you a bus, and with the bus they took you from 'A' to 'B.'
There were camps for people for just a couple of nights. Like, the first night I
think we slept in a church. We got there after midnight. And the next day we
went to one camp, just for two, three days, and then we got into the Mdling.
And that was a major camp in Mdling-it's a town outside Vienna, not too
far. The camp used to be a Russian camp, a big barracks. The Russians had
just moved out of it two years earlier. Now they used the place for Hungarians. We used these bunk beds. Get a big bag, fill it up with straw. They'd give
you a couple of blankets. It's not bad when you're young, but you wouldn't
want to do it when you get old. It was a bit of excitement.
Actually, once we got out West it was tamer. We used to go into town and
get some clothes. We used to get secondhand suits three times my size. Probably somebody took the good stuff out of it. We used to get all the old stuff,
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probably from the United States. Got dumped over here. The Eastern bloc,
they never had clothing. The poor Russian soldiers still wear the overcoatsI came back here about five years ago and saw a bunch of them out by the
soccer field. They wore the same kind of coats, probably the same material, as
they wore in the Second World War.
Only thing, we didn't have much money. We used to get so much and that
was the end of it. And I guess the funny part of it was, we'd give blood for
booze. They used to pay you to donate blood. So when we used to get some
money together-and we used to get, I don't know, maybe 30 schillings a
month, not much. So for New Year's Eve, to have a couple of drinks, we
donated blood. I think we got about 100 schillings for it. And then we bought
some booze.
We stayed there for about two, three months. By that time we got into the
Canadian consulate. Then we got, with the Canadian Red Cross, into another
camp. That was better. And then, I don't know, some time in the end of January [1957], they transported a bunch of us to just outside of Eindhoven, in
Holland. We stayed there two months.
So we stayed in Holland for a couple of months, and then we got a boat
and went to Halifax, Canada. From Halifax we got shifted off to Winnipeg.
And two, three weeks later we got shifted off to Brandon, Manitoba. It's about
120 miles west of Winnipeg. And me and my brother, because we were both
big guys, they said, "Okay, you're big, you'll work on construction." We've
been stuck in it ever since.
Did you speak any English?
No, actually in Holland they sent a couple of teachers out from Canada.
They were teaching us how to sing. There was one guy who used to be a
prisoner of war with the Yankees, so he knew a few words. He used to work
with them in the kitchen and they taught him all the good words. Some of the
Hungarians went off to fight on the western front at the end of the war, and
he was one of them. So the Yankees captured him and he was a POW and he
worked for them in the kitchen and he learned a few words and he still remembered some of them 10, 11 years after. We learned a few words, but not
that much. How much can you learn in two months? And then you go out
and you start working and you talk to people and you have to learn. Don't
ask me how long it took. You pick it up slowly.
The first time you came back to Hungary was in 1964?
Yes, it was just after we got amnesty. Everybody who left in '56, they gave
them amnesty in about '64. And there wasn't any danger in coming because
you applied for your visa over there, and if you got the visa, they couldn't do
anything to you here [in Hungary]. The first time back, we were a bit scared
because it was right after, but they were always polite here. They would always greet you. It was a bit different to get in and out in those days, you had
to have a visa, but they were always decent. Well, 10 years ago, if you went
out and on your jacket it said "USA," someone would tear it off of you. Today
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that's what everybody wants. But it was never that bad here. You know, I
hear about Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania. It was always very moderate
here, but still, people were kept under their thumb.
Are you a Canadiancitizen now?
Yes, for 27, 28 years now. We didn't have passports, you see, because we
left the country illegally. So when we got to Canada and didn't have a passport, the only way you could travel was to get one. And I believe if you live
in a country you might as well become one of them.
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