Obituary

Béla Király,
Hungarian army chief turned scholar, he tried to resist the 1956 Soviet invasion

 George Gomori

The Guardian

Thursday 9, July 2009

There are not many instances in modern history of a soldier who, having once held a commanding position in the armed forces of his native land, is able to reinvent himself as a scholar in another country. This, however, is the case with Béla Király, who has died aged 97. During the Hungarian uprising of 1956, he held the position of commander of the revolutionary National Guard and was forced to flee the country after the Soviet military intervention of 4 November. Király managed to start a new life and forge a career as a historian in the US.

His early career was that of an average Hungarian officer during the interwar Horthy regime. Born at Kaposvár, he was trained at the Ludovika academy and at the Honved academy from 1930 to 1935, serving as an officer first with the infantry and later with an artillery unit. In 1942 he was promoted to head a sub-department in the ministry of defence and joined the general staff of the Hungarian army. In 1945, he crossed the front with his brigade to surrender to the Red army. Although taken prisoner, he managed to escape from Soviet captivity.

After the war, Király took part in the reorganisation of the new, democratic Hungarian army, becoming staff leader of the First Batallion in 1946-47, rising to the rank of brigadier-general by 1950, when he was appointed to the position of the director of the Miklós Zrinyi military academy - the highest point of his army career. During the military purge of 1951, he was arrested and sentenced to death, but on appeal the sentence was changed to life imprisonment.

Released from jail (though not rehabilitated) in 1956, during the first days of the revolution, Király was invited by Imre Nagy's government to rejoin military service. He was appointed to head the newly formed national guard and preside over the revolutionary military committee. After the Soviet intervention that November, Király tried to organize armed resistance in the Buda hills but soon realised the futility of this. He fled to Austria and, in the spring of 1957, was in England, where I saw him on horseback, leading a commemorative march of Hungarian refugees to Birmingham town hall.

Soon after Király emigrated to the US, and while not giving up political activities, he took a graduate course at Columbia University, New York, where in 1962 he received a doctorate in history. That was the beginning of a long and fruitful career as a historian of the early modern period, and later of the 20th century. In 1963 he obtained a teaching position at Brooklyn College, New York, where he taught military history until 1983.

His research into Hungarian history resulted in 1969 in Hungary in the Late Eighteenth Century: the Decline of Enlightened Despotism, dealing mostly with the rise of nationalism after the death of Empress Maria Theresa. This was followed in 1975 by a monograph on the influential 19th-century statesman Ferenc Deák, prime mover of the 1867 compromise between Austria and Hungary.

Having initiated the Brooklyn College Studies on Society in Change research organisation in 1975, three years later Király founded Atlantic Research and Publications, in Highland Lakes, New Jersey. This issued numerous works on central eastern Europe, including a social science monograph series, among them Essays on World War I: Total War and Peacemaking (1983), which Király co-edited with Peter Pastor and Ivan Sanders. The series also featured The First War Between Socialist States: The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and Its Impact (1984), a large collection of essays that he edited with Barbara Lotze and Nandor F Dreisziger. This work contained a long, introductory essay by Király as well as essays by Lee Congdon, Charles Gati and George Schopflin. In 1988 he co-edited, with Stephen Fischer-Galati, War and Society in East Central Europe, 1740-1920.

The change of regime in Hungary meant rehabilitation for Király, whose name had appeared on the "death list" of Yuri Andropov, Soviet ambassador to Hungary in 1956, who played a major role in the suppression (the Soviets had demanded the execution of a number of "rebellious" Hungarian politicians). He returned to Budapest, was one of the speakers at Nagy's reburial in June 1989 and became member of parliament in 1990 on the list of the Free Democratic party.

However, his scholarly work continued, resulting in books in both English and Hungarian. His post-1989 publications included the collection Lawful Revolution in Hungary 1989-1994, co-edited with András Bozóki (1995), and his Basic History of Modern Hungary, 1867-1999 (2001). His crowning achievement was a vast collection, published on the 40th anniversary of the uprising - 1956: The Hungarian Revolution and War for Independence (2006), which he edited with Lee Congdon and the Hungarian-American scholar Károly Nagy.

In 2004, Király was elected to the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. He had never written an autobiography, but Honvédségbol-Néphadsereg, Személyes Visszaemlékezések, 1944-1956 (From the Honved Army to a People's Army - Personal Reminiscences 1944-56), published in 1986, contains much interesting information about his life. His friends and colleagues published a festschrift in Hungarian entitled Király Béla Emlékkönyv: Háború és Társadalom (Memorial Volume for Bela Kiraly: War and Society, edited by Peter Pastor, Pál Péter Tóth and Paul Jónás, 1992).

A hard-working, broad-minded scholar, a man of democratic convictions and great integrity, he was liked by many of his colleagues as well as politicians, and was respected even by his political enemies. Like that of General Pál Maléter, who was executed along with Nagy in 1958, his name will always be remembered as one of the leading figures of the revolution.

Király was divorced from his wife. He is survived by a son and a grandson.
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