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Perben és haragban világháborús önmagunkkal. Tanulmányok. [In Trial 
and in Anger with Our Roles in World War II: A Collection of  Essays]. 
By Judit Pihurik. Pécs–Budapest: Kronosz Kiadó–Állambiztonsági 
Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára, 2015. 252 pp.

In her scholarly work, Judit Pihurik has dealt primarily with the history of  
Hungary in World War II. In her earliest writings, she presented the events of  
the war and, more specifically, the Eastern Front from a distinctive, subjective 
perspective by drawing on the diaries and memoirs of  Hungarian soldiers. Her 
book Naplók és memoárok a Don-kanyarból 1942–1943 [Diaries and Memoirs from 
the Don River Bend, 1942–1943], which was published in 2007, met with a warm 
reception among historians. She has continued to focus on historical memory 
and the fates of  Hungarian soldiers, but she has expanded the scope of  her 
study both chronologically and thematically and has also turned to new types of  
sources. These include, perhaps first and foremost, the documents found in the 
Historical Archive of  the State Security Services, where she has pursued thorough 
research which ultimately enabled her to present in her writings the soldiers’ 
fates after the war and the history of  the so-called “Délvidék,” or “Southern 
Land” (a term that refers essentially to the territories ceded by Hungary to the 
Kingdom of  Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes after World War I), between 1941 and 
1944 (a period during which a significant part of  these territories had been re-
annexed by Hungary).

Perben és haragban világháborús önmagunkkal contains eight essays which have 
been published before. (It is worth noting that the University of  Pécs granted 
Pihurik a habilitation based on this collection.) As she observes in the preface 
to the book, “each of  the eight articles deals with the period of  World War II or 
the consequences of  the war, and each article examines the individual options 
for action. They are also linked in terms of  the research method that has been 
applied.” Pihurik is indeed mainly interested in the conduct and the options 
of  ordinary people who, at the whim of  history, found themselves garbed in 
soldiers’ uniforms in a time of  war.

Four of  the articles deal with the history of  the Southern Land after 1941. 
In the article entitled “Hungarians and Serbs in the Southern Land, 1941–1944,” 
Pihurik draws not only on archival sources that, for the most part, have been 
familiar to historians, but also relies heavily on the memoirs and recollections 
of  officers who took part in the re-annexation of  the territory. The memoir 
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of  Milenko Palić, a Serbian who at one time had served in a forced labor unit 
and later became an instructor at the University of  Novi Sad, deserves special 
mention because of  the uniqueness of  the perspective. Pihurik has already had 
his recollections published.1

The next article, which bears the apt title “Pathography as Historical 
Source,” concerns the 1942–1943 trial of  lieutenant general Ferenc Bayor, who 
served as the military governor of  Novi Sad following the occupation (or re-
annexation) of  the Southern Land. Bayor, who had been relieved of  duty from 
the armed forces in 1938, was reinstated at the time of  the re-annexation of  
northern Transylvania in accordance with the Second Vienna Award and again 
the following year, during the armed conflicts that took place in the Southern 
Land. He became infamous principally because of  the “war reparations” that he 
imposed on the Jewish inhabitants of  Novi Sad, the deportations of  Slavs who 
had settled in the region, and in general because of  the atrocities committed 
against Serbs. Pihurik, however, does not make these issues the focus of  her 
inquiry, but instead examines Bayor’s personality and the motives he had for 
committing these acts. She raises the surprising question as to how Bayor could 
have acquired such an important role, despite his negligible intellectual abilities 
and why he, a man who earlier had been deemed unsuitable to serve as a regular 
soldier, was reinstated and appointed military governor of  Novi Sad. Drawing 
on the surviving documents of  the civil trial (it was a civil trial because Bayor 
resigned from his military position), Pihurik offers a detailed presentation of  
the proceedings, including an examination of  why he was accused of  theft, 
forgery of  official documents, embezzlement, misappropriation, and abuse of  
authority and why he was sentenced to two years in prison for six counts of  
embezzlement and one count of  forgery of  official documents. Bayor’s story, 
however, does not come to an end here. After the war, he was turned over to the 
authorities in Yugoslavia, where he was sentenced to death for the acts he had 
committed as governor of  the city and executed. At the end of  her essay, Pihurik 
concludes that the case of  Bayor clearly illustrates the consequences one had to 
face if  he were given a position that exceeded his abilities, and she states that an 
individual’s abilities strongly influence the way he uses or abuses his power. At 
the same time, Pihurik adds, his case also demonstrates that serious efforts were 
taken in Hungary even during the war to hold officers responsible for abuses of  

1 Milenko Palić, Visszaemlékezés a világháború éveire (1941–1945) [Milenko Palić: Recollections of  the World 
War (1941–1945)], Dél-alföldi évszázadok 19 (Szeged: Csongrád Megyei Levéltár, 2003). Published by Judit 
Pihurik. 
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authority. Regrettably, she provides only one brief  footnote that refers to other 
such cases.

In my view, of  Pihurik’s essays on the Southern Land, her article “Vagy 
ők, vagy mink” (“Either them or us”), which deals with the massacre that took 
place in the village of  Csúrog (today Čurug in Serbia) in 1942, offers the widest 
scope of  new perspectives. This is in part because Pihurik draws on a source 
which historians have not yet studied. She compiled the documents found in 
the Archive of  the State Security Services on the investigation into the events 
and the trial, which were drawn up between 1967 and 1973 and come to some 
4,000 pages. Pihurik’s article also affords new insights because the events which 
took place in Csúrog, which were part of  a larger raid in the Southern Land, 
have so far remained in obscurity. At the moment there is no monograph on the 
raid in Novi Sad either, which is otherwise the most thoroughly researched and 
most widely known of  the massacres committed by Hungarian authorities in the 
Southern Land in early 1942. The massacres in Csúrog took place in the wake of  
a confrontation that cost the lives of  seven Hungarian soldiers and gendarmes. 
As a justification for their actions, the authorities claimed that there was a plan 
underfoot for a partisan uprising, though (as Pihurik observes) no historical 
evidence has been found in support of  this claim. For days, the Serbian inhabitants 
of  the village were brought in and questioned. In the end, the authorities, citing 
an escape attempt by one of  the prisoners as their pretext, committed a massacre 
that claimed some 900 lives (estimates vary, as I note below). This made the 
events in Csúrog the bloodiest of  the series of  mass murders that took place in 
the Southern Land in early 1942. According to Hungarian statistics, 873 Serbs 
were killed (according to Serbian statistics 893), along with 13 Israelites and one 
Hungarian. The victims included women, children, and the elderly, who were 
beaten to death or shot. Thus between January 4 and January 8, 1942, the Serbian 
population of  the village was literally decimated.2 The article reconstructs the 
events of  the massacre on the basis of  the confessions of  33 people, some of  
whom had been soldiers or village officials at the time and others who were 
simply inhabitants of  the settlement, i.e. for the most part ordinary people who 
had participated in the massacre. Pihurik’s research clearly shows that captain 
János Károlyfalvy and lieutenant of  the gendarmerie László Stépán, the leaders 
of  the armed force that conducted the raid, were given no instructions concerning 

2 According to Hungarian sources, the raids that took place in the Southern Land in January 1942 claimed 
3,309 victims, and according to other statistics, 3,340 victims. According to these sources, there were 879 
victims in the city of  Novi Sad. 
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whom they should regard as a potential partisan. In the end, this was determined 
by the representatives of  the local authorities, primarily the village clerk Gyula 
Varga and the members of  the National Guard, which consisted of  recruits from 
the local Hungarian community. Pihurik cites Varga’s instructions to the units that 
conducted the raids: “Either them or us.” Thus every Serbian and, indeed, every 
Jewish person became a suspect. Pihurik also emphasizes that in the command 
in which he ordered the raid, the chief  of  the general staff  Ferenc Szombathelyi 
did not order the authorities to take action against the civilian population. She 
demonstrates persuasively that a sense of  hysteria had come to prevail in the 
village, in which the leaders of  the community and in particular the village clerk 
and the National Guard came to play important roles. Furthermore, the soldiers 
and members of  the gendarmerie who had been brought to the area had little 
knowledge of  the area and could not speak Serbian. Thus they were unable to 
assess the reliability of  the misleading information provided by the village clerk, 
information that was instrumental in the creation of  a sense of  panic among the 
local Hungarian population. This detail made it significantly easier for the local 
authorities to instigate the brutal violence that were committed indiscriminately 
against the Serbian population.

The characters in Pihurik’s narrative, however, are not villains but rather 
ordinary people serving in the armed forces who found themselves, quite 
unexpectedly, in a situation in which their scope for action was dramatically 
limited. They implemented measures that looked justifiable, even innocent, as 
the world of  military action, which is based on following orders, demands. Thus 
they became participants in the murder of  several thousand innocent Serbs and 
Jews. At the close of  the article, Pihurik notes that the series of  brutalities in 
Csúrog did not come to an end in 1945. After the war, the Serbs of  the area did 
not forget what had befallen the Serb-speaking inhabitants of  Csúrog, and with 
the change in the power relations they addressed their demand directly to Tito 
to have all the Hungarians of  the village deported, a demand that met with the 
approval of  his government. The number of  Hungarians who had collaborated 
with the authorities in committing the raids and the massacre could not have 
been more than 50. The new partisan rulers dealt harshly with the Hungarians 
of  Csúrog and the so-called Southern Land in general. As Pihurik observes, 
thousands of  innocent Hungarians were deprived of  their lands and belongings 
and deported or executed. 

Pihurik’s expertise as a historian, including her balanced manner of  narrating 
historical traumas and her impressive knowledge of  the sources, are perhaps 
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most apparent in this essay. While on the one hand she gives voice, as it were, to 
her sources, on the other hand she remains clearly aware that, given the nature 
of  these sources, they shed light on the past only from the perspective of  the 
perpetrators, while offering no insights into the perspectives of  the victims and 
survivors. Her article is an admirable example of  how to present the traumas 
that befell the Hungarians and the Serbs of  the region so as to allow them to 
become part of  national memories that are forward looking.

The next article in the collection also deals with the Southern Land. Drawing 
on Hungarian and Serbian archival sources, Pihurik presents the history of  the 
Russian white emigration that took place between 1941 and 1944, which involved 
somewhere between 4,000 and 10,000 people (depending on the source), as 
well as the Hungarian and German plans concerning these emigrants. Pihurik 
offers a detailed analysis of  why the various attempts to enlist Russians into 
armed units under German leadership failed despite the fact that permission 
was granted to undertake these recruitment efforts. She is no doubt conversant 
with the relatively slight Hungarian secondary literature on the subject, but 
she regrettably does not draw on the wealth of  sources on the white Russian 
emigration in Serbian, Russian, and German.

The next three articles present the fates of  Hungarian prisoners of  war in 
the Soviet Union, a topic of  considerable interest today and often the subject 
of  lively debates. Pihurik draws on the recollections of  the soldiers, who were 
of  various ranks and educational backgrounds and who as civilians came from 
various social strata. She also takes into consideration the circumstances of  
the formation of  the survivors’ memories. The liveliness of  the debates today 
concerning the fates of  Soviet prisoners of  war is due to several factors. One 
of  these is the simple fact that until the fall of  socialism in Hungary one 
was not permitted to speak openly about the subject and the Soviet sources 
were not accessible. The question was only dealt with in the context of  the 
larger narrative of  Hungary’s “criminal war” against the Soviet Union or, 
more recently, through the prism of  the unjust occupation of  Hungary by the 
Soviet Union. It was addressed not as a serious issue meriting patient study 
by historians, but rather as a question of  seeing justice done in the name of  
national memory.

In the article entitled “Hadifoglyok írták” (“Written by Prisoners of  War”), 
for instance, Pihurik challenges the claims and methods of  those who, in their 
efforts to analyze the question of  prisoners of  war, separate the issue from its 
context, from the war itself. She notes quite emphatically that she examines 
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the question “in a broader context, as part of  the theme of  the war.” In her 
view, the war was the fundamental turning point in the lives of  the soldiers and 
their lives as prisoners of  war only began after their involvement in the war. 
As she observes, however, this fact comes up only rarely in the recollections 
of  the prisoners of  war, though she does not endeavor to find any explanation 
as to why this is the case. Thus her point of  departure is not the moment at 
which a soldier was taken prisoner, but rather Hungary’s declaration of  war 
against the Soviet Union. It is worth noting that in this article Pihurik draws on 
quite different sources, many of  which have been forgotten, including not only 
the actual recollections of  prisoners of  war, but also the so-called anti-fascist 
farewell albums of  prisoners who left the camps to return home, which were 
politically manipulated by the Soviet authorities. 

The article entitled “Katonadolog 1945–1962” (“Be a Man, 1945–1962”) 
focuses on the fate of  the military officers of  the Horthy era after the war. As 
Pihurik notes at the conclusion of  the article, she is unable to give a clear-cut 
answer to the question she raises in her subtitle, namely whether the military 
officers of  the Horthy regime were scapegoats or enemies. On the one hand, 
they were a bit of  both, but on the other, as her historical analysis of  the fates 
of  255 former officers or reservists after the war makes clear, the careers of  
these individuals in fact took many different directions in the Kádár era. Many 
of  them were indeed psychologically broken, but many had opportunities to 
pursue their original professions as civilians, even “under the unflagging gaze of  
the political police.” On the basis of  an assessment made by the political police 
in 1962, of  the careers of  255 former officers and reservists, Pihurik determined 
that 36 percent of  them had found jobs that corresponded to their level of  
education, 37.6 percent had jobs involving physical labor, 4.6 percent were in 
administrative positions for which they were technically overqualified, and the 
others were either pensioners or dependents.  

The next article in the collection, “A ‘horthysta katonatiszt’ mint potenciális 
kém a Rákosi-korszakban” (“The ‘Horthyist Military Officer’ as a Potential Spy in 
the Rákosi Era”), presents one example of  the fate of  a former military officer of  
the Horthy regime and uses his case as a means of  analyzing the mechanism of  
the 1950s to create scapegoats. In her examination of  the 1952–53 trial of  flight 
lieutenant Ferenc Skriba, Pihurik shows how, in the course of  the investigations 
and the trial, the goal was not to prove that the accused had actually acted as a spy. 
Rather, from the outset, the authorities forejudged that given his past as a military 
officer of  the Horthy regime he could not possibly be innocent.
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The last article deals with the history of  1956, though it also touches on the 
period of  World War II. Exceptionally, it focuses not on the soldiers involved in 
the conflict, but the civilians. The story is paradoxical from the outset, since it is 
about a meeting that took place in a wine cellar in a small city in Transdanubia 
and allegedly subverted the people’s democracy. The characters in the narrative 
were members of  a close circle of  friends in Szekszárd, consisting of  people 
of  varying professions, such as a doctor, a lawyer, a civil servant, a teacher, an 
employee, and an architect, both among the observers and among the observed. 
As in her other inquiries, here too Pihurik devotes considerable attention to 
critical analysis of  the various kinds of  documents of  internal affairs on which 
she draws (agents’ reports, transcriptions of  interrogations, pre-sentence reports, 
operational plans, documents pertaining to investigations, etc.), and she clearly 
indicates both the potentials and the limitations of  these diverse sources.

Perhaps the greatest strength of  the collection is Pihurik’s thorough 
knowledge of  the sources and her ability and willingness to consider their uses 
and limits, as well as her capacity to provide narratives of  traumatic events that 
are unbiased by political motivations. Perben és haragban világháborús önmagunkkal 
strives to explore, learn about, and confront the past, and Pihurik does not 
content herself  with simple black-and-white answers.

Enikő A. Sajti 


