Never Lose
by
Eyes Right 
Budapest, Hungary – I find it interesting how certain phrases or statements find a permanent place in the mind.  During our visit here to this lovely Central European city we had several opportunities to talk with Hungarians, both on the street and in their homes.  One of the conversations has stayed with me, partly because of the sadness with which it was spoken.
As we were discussing Hungarian history, a middle-aged woman who was a native of Budapest remarked (in English), “You know, the 20th century was not very good for us.”  She went on to explain that during that recent century Hungary lost two-thirds of its territory and millions of citizens.   It also endured unimaginable suffering during both World Wars.  

Much of territory which had been Hungarian was turned over to neighboring countries in 1920 following their loss in World War I as the result of the Treaty of Trianon.  Incredible hardship followed due to crushing reparations, so much so that the Hungarians began to drift toward the promises of the two emerging totalitarian regimes in Germany and Italy.  At the same time, trading increased with these two nations and Austria.   As Hungary began to achieve some economic gains during the difficult years of the world-wide Great Depression of the 1930’s, stronger bonds were formed with these Axis powers.   When Hitler emerged during the late 1930’s as the dominant power in the region, Hungary naturally threw in its lot with the Germans and voluntarily joined forces.  During the terrible war years which followed, this decisioin did help Hungary to regain much of the territory lost by World War I treaties, but the success was illusory and proved to be relatively short-lived.  
The scars of World War II (which ended over 70 years ago) are still apparent on many buildings throughout Budapest.  Nearly 80% of the city was destroyed during the Battle of Budapest near the end of the war.  Essentially every major building was leveled.   I saw bullet holes still remaining on the sides of some buildings on the Pest side of the city.  Budapest has long consisted of two separate communities; Buda is hilly and is on the north side of the Danube River, and Pest is relatively flat and occupies the south side. Both suffered horrendous damage and loss of life.  
Because Hungary sided with the Germans, its soldiers were fighting alongside Hitler’s troops throughout Eastern Europe and in Russia.  The initial successes began to subside when the Soviets turned backed the Axis forces in a series of ferocious battles in the USSR forcing Hitler to retreat.  As the war dragged on, the Allies began to press their advantage on both the eastern and western fronts.  The Hungarians realized that they were now on the losing side and began to attempt to side with the Allies in early 1944.  When Hitler learned of their intentions, he kidnapped the Hungarian leader’s (Miklos Horthy) son forcing Horthy to resign.  With puppet Hungarian Nazi leadership installed, Hitler quickly invaded Hungary and essentially took over total control.  Hungarian Nazis were now in total control.

In the summer of 1944, the Russians had advanced to positions outside of Budapest, and by December they had encircled Budapest with the intention of laying siege to the city.  Emissaries were sent by the Russians to the Hungarian leadership (now totally Nazi dominated by members of the fascist Arrow Cross party) with the intent of negotiating a peaceful surrender.  Not only did the Hungarian Nazis reject the offer (Hitler had ordered them to defend Budapest to the last man), but they murdered some of the emissaries.  This rebuke caused the Soviets to tighten the noose around the city with over one million troops.  From December 26, 1944 until February 13, 1945, a terrible battle raged non-stop with the civilian residents of Budapest trapped and literally starving.  Many who survived did so by crawling out of basements of bombed buildings at night to retrieve the bodies of frozen dead horses for food.  Tens of thousands starved while others died from bombs, mortars, and rifle fire.
As the Soviets and their Romanian allies successfully captured most of Pest, the Hungarians and their German army cohorts retreated to fortifications on the Buda side after blowing up all remaining bridges across the Danube.  The final attack on these Nazi positions was bloody and brutal.  

Although no one knows the exact number of casualties in Hungary during WW II, the estimates are staggering.  Well over a million Hungarians died.  At least 100,000 Hungarian soldiers died fighting on the Eastern front.  600,000 Jews were either murdered in their homes or sent off to extermination camps such as Auschwitz (1 in 3 Jews murdered there were Hungarian).  Nearly 30,000 Roma (gypsies) had a similar fate.  No one knows the actual number of civilian deaths in Budapest, or in other Hungarian cities ravaged by the war.  It is estimated that nearly 20,000 Hungarian women were raped by Soviet soldiers following the fall of Budapest.   And all of the Hungarian territorial gains just prior to the start of WW II were taken away immediately following the war.  Also over 200,000 ethnic Germans in Hungary were forcibly deported to Germany.  

Another comment by one of the Hungarians I spoke with is also embedded in my mind.  “Never,” she said, “if you are going to war, lose that war.”
I thought you might like to know.
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