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SUDDEN FROST

So, as you understand it, the United States, not we, are to blame for the events in 
Hungary? . . . You should understand that we had an army in Hungary; we sup-
ported that fool Rákosi. That was our mistake, and not the mistake of the United 
States.

—Khrushchev to Mao, August 1958

The détente epitomized in the “spirit of Geneva” was severely circumscribed. 
Moscow exploited friction between capitalist countries—“wedge-driving” as it 
became known in NATO—while highlighting the need to relax international 
tension. Washington and Bonn argued against concessions on the grounds that 
détente was merely a pause convenient to the reinforcement of Soviet power 
in a continuing confl ict. They saw the USSR as inherently weak at home and 
unsteady in Central and Eastern Europe. A reduction of international tension 
was thus not a benefi t in its own right but a means to ending the Cold War. That 
“culminating point of victory” was not yet in sight.

Dulles insisted: “We are in the situation of being prepared to run a mile 
in competition with another runner whose distance suddenly appears to be a 
quarter mile. At the quarter mile mark, the Russian quarter miler says to the 
American miler, ‘This is really a quarter of a mile race, you know, and why don’t 
we call it off now?’” To the Senate he “emphasized and reemphasized that what 
Russia had predicted for our system—namely, collapse—was precisely what ap-
peared to be about to happen to them.”1 Not fully accounted for, however, was 
the extent to which limited détente was contingent not on Russian weakness so 
much as a thaw in Moscow that could end abruptly. The uncertain progress of 
de-Stalinization was continually called into question by active opponents in the 
leadership. Unrest in Eastern Europe consequent upon further de-Stalinization 
would play into their hands. The thaw could thus at any time be cut short by 
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 Sudden Frost 165

sudden frost. Ironically, it was Khrushchev who precipitated the prospect of 
collapse unwittingly, as usual, and in impetuously blind pursuit of personal and 
domestic political goals.

DENUNCIATION OF STALIN

Khrushchev’s speech to a closed session of the Twentieth Party Congress on 25 
February 1956 proved a turning point for both the Soviet bloc and for East-West 
relations as a whole. He highlighted the consequences of “unlimited power in 
the hands of one fi gure.” “These negative characteristics grew and grew, and 
in recent years assumed a character of complete intolerance.” Brute force was 
used against those that stood up to him and “that seemed to him, capricious 
and despotic as he was, to be contradicting the positions he took.” If prior to 
the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934 “he still recognized the opinions of 
the collective,” after that point “Stalin increasingly ceased to take into account 
members of the Party Central Committee and even members of the Politburo.” 
Worse still, Stalin took the view that the closer they came to socialism, “the 
more enemies there would be.” Hence the “mass repressions,” including de-
struction of the offi cer corps on the eve of war (1937–41). And not long after the 
USSR was attacked in June 1941, Stalin fell into a blue funk.  “Everything that 
Lenin created we have obliterated forever,” Khrushchev quoted him as hav-
ing said. Thereafter the Cold War followed on the steps of victory, and not by 
chance: “Under Stalin’s leadership our peaceful relations with other countries 
were frequently placed under threat, as a result of which decisions made by one 
man could lead and at times did lead to great complications.”2

Of course, no reference was ever made to the likely international impact of 
such dramatic revelations. But they threatened to undercut foreign communists 
and fellow travellers who had steadfastly denied these facts. And word of Khru-
shchev’s secret speech soon began to leak out. On 12 March the French ambas-
sador to the USSR summarized the broad outlines in a dispatch to Paris.3 Pietro 
Nenni, leader of the PSI, broke cover on 25 March in his party’s daily Avanti! 
with “Light and Shadow in the Moscow Congress,” printed in the socialist jour-
nal Mondo Operaio later that month. Worse was to follow. Stefan Staszewski, 
First Secretary of the Warsaw committee of the Polish Workers’ Party (PUWP), 
“personally handed a copy, hot off the press, to Philippe Benn, the Le Monde 
correspondent, and to Gruson from the Herald Tribune and Flora Lewis from 
the New York Times.”4 By the end of May CIA had a complete copy. Only after 
considerable debate, however, did the US government fi nally print it with mas-
sive publicity on 4 June.5
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166 Sudden Frost

POLAND REVOLTS

As late as 11 July, even after a massacre of workers demonstrating in Poznán 
on 28 June—150 were killed, 500 wounded6—Khrushchev expressed himself 
blithely optimistic about the international situation. In Europe he did “not see 
any country suffi ciently militaristic that it could be turned against us by Amer-
ica.” And the United States talked of war only because it was afraid. Underlying 
concerns were nevertheless raised by others about stability in Eastern Europe.7 
Moreover, at a time of West German rearmament, Khrushchev had embarked 
upon a steady reduction in the size of the army which underpinned hegemony 
over Central Eastern Europe. Marshal Georgii Zhukov, appointed Defense 
Minister in place of Bulganin in February 1955, presided over a massive cut 
reducing numbers from 5,396,038 on 1 March 1953 to 3,986,216 in December 
1956.8 Where possible he did so by axing as many men superfl uous to actual 
war fi ghting as possible, including—and this ultimately led to his downfall in 
October 1957—those political offi cers overseeing the armed forces at all levels, 
whom he generally described as useless. Moreover, Order 0090 forbade offi cers 
to appeal over his head to the Central Committee on pain of severe retribution. 
And, in Khrushchev’s words, he “extorted” money for the military-industrial 
system by giving a “defeatist speech” to the effect that the United States could 
tear them to pieces.9

First Secretary of the PUWP Edward Ochab was involved in “an acrimoni-
ous discussion” with Moscow, which “before the July plenum had suggested to 
us that the bloody Poznan clashes had been provoked by the imperialists. I told 
them there was no proof,” he said, “and that I couldn’t make a claim of that 
kind at the Central Committee plenum.”10 The resolutions of the Polish Polit-
buro on 28–29 June and 3 July thus made no mention whatever of imperialist 
subversion.11

The accusations against “imperialism” were of course a fi g leaf conveniently 
brandished by Moscow, behind which lay a double crisis equally evident in the 
repression of the rebels in East Berlin during 1953: in the illegitimacy of com-
munist regimes originating in Red Army occupation, and their evident failure 
to sustain a decent standard of living for the working class. The people were 
told they had forfeited the confi dence of their government. Playwright and poet 
Bertolt Brecht had asked, not unreasonably: “Would it not be easier in that case 
for the government to dissolve the people and elect another?”12

Not unexpectedly Poland’s complications grew rather than diminished as, 
not only within the Party but also public opinion at large, a groundswell arose 
in favor of Gomułka: the same man removed from offi ce in 1948 for national 
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 Sudden Frost 167

deviation in opposing the collectivization of agriculture and incipient Titoism 
in his resistance to copying all Soviet practices. Ochab later noted with some 
bitterness and obvious envy, “They [the Poles] fell for those phrases . . . about 
patriotism and independence,”13 which were precisely what worried Moscow.

On 19 October a delegation led by Khrushchev hurriedly left for Warsaw to 
forestall the election of Gomułka at a Central Committee plenum to which 
Khrushchev had not been invited. His presence—marked by abusive and bul-
lying behavior in public and in private—made no difference anyway, and he 
returned to face the dilemma of what to do next in the face of Polish recal-
citrance. The Poles had robustly asserted their right to determine their own 
affairs—not least the composition of the leadership in Party and state (includ-
ing the army)—though they were suffi ciently cautious to reassure Moscow 
that they would remain allies.14 The Soviet Presidium considered whether “to 
put an end to what is going on in Poland.”15 No conclusion was reached. On 
21 October they considered two options: “to infl uence and watch events” or “go 
the road of intervention.” Khrushchev—despite the rancor of his conversations 
with Gomułka—came down in favor of “refraining from military intervention” 
and “showing patience.” All were agreed. They simultaneously called a meet-
ing of other fraternal parties, “given that the European parties have been ex-
pressing considerable anxiety, as political and economic problems have arisen 
in Poland in a severe form.”16

Poland was helped by having Chinese support. Ochab—intending to draw 
Gomułka back into the leadership—had made it his business to attend China’s 
Party congress at the end of September where, in extensive discussions with 
and without the presence of the inquisitive Soviet ambassador, he emphasized 
the urge to greater independence within the bloc.17 On the Polish issue at the 
interparty discussions in Moscow on 24 October the “weight” lay with China.18 
So misgivings such as those of the GDR’s dour diehard Ulbricht—“They are 
opening the doors to bourgeois ideology, a leadership in drift”19—were more 
easily dismissed. Henceforth something of a special relationship emerged be-
tween Warsaw and Beijing. Moscow, however, was nothing if not grudging. 
Zhukov later said, with customary brutal candor, that “what we had at our dis-
posal would have been enough to wipe them out like fl ies.”20

But Warsaw’s nouvelle cuisine soon infl uenced impressionable chefs in Bu-
dapest, even though more was promised on the menu than ever appeared on 
the plate. Imre Nagy—willing informer for the NKVD as agent Volodya from 
1933 to 1945 and therefore not an unnatural choice for Beria21—was deposed 
as Chairman of the Council of Ministers in 1955 when Khrushchev defeated 
Malenkov and the reformers in Moscow. He was now hailed as “the Hungarian 
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168 Sudden Frost

Gomułlka.”22 The circumstances of his reemergence were even more startling. 
Indeed, well before the events of 1956 US intelligence had noted the high levels 
of passive resistance to communism in Hungary.23 But they had wrongly con-
cluded that open confl ict was most unlikely.24 As events gathered pace, all eyes 
gravitated toward Poland. But Hungary never lay far behind. Moscow, hoping 
to salvage the situation, had brusquely dismissed Rákosi, but in his place sat the 
equally diehard but less sadistic Ernö Gerö.

The self-exculpatory Soviet analysis of the problem was that everything could 
be attributed to “the errors committed by the leadership of the workers’ party 
and of the government of Hungary” in respect of economic development. 
Added to this was “the distance of the party from the masses of the people.” And 
the Party itself, with a mere 900,000 members, was “from the ideological and 
organizational point of view weak, crumbling.” Apart from anything, discontent 
within the Party and among the working class was due to “the gross violation 
of socialist legality and repression against the innocent (in the years 1949–52).” 
Although Russia was ultimately responsible, and in the case of the repression 
directly culpable, it was congenitally incapable of acknowledging this—at least 
on paper.25 So, having failed to take an objective view of how things came to cri-
sis, it is not surprising, perhaps, that they were repeatedly caught by surprise.

HUNGARY RESISTS

Plans for the worst had been laid. Moscow was already disturbed by the direc-
tion of events in Budapest in the summer of 1956. This is evident from the re-
view conducted by First Deputy Chief of the Soviet General Staff and Chief of 
Staff of the Warsaw Pact General Alexei Antonov. On 20 July corps commander 
Lieutenant-General Petr Lashchenko produced a plan of action—codenamed 
“Wave”—“for the establishment of public order on the territory of Hungary.” 
This identifi ed areas of occupation and designated units for action by which 
control over the country could be obtained in just three to six hours.26

Writers naturally led the drive for freedom of speech. At fi rst they gave the 
government under Gerö time to meet their demands. But this grace came to 
a decisive end on 8 September when Gyula Hay published an article calling 
for full freedom of expression, a position echoed by speaker after speaker at the 
Hungarian Writers’ Association on 17 September.27 A further sign that the gov-
ernment was gradually giving way to demands from below came on 14 October 
when Nagy was readmitted to the Party, having refused to recant much of his 
criticism of its conduct in the past.
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 Sudden Frost 169

From 6 to 19 October Soviet ambassador Yuri Andropov kept the military 
advised in detail on developments within Hungary and urged them to raise 
their level of readiness. By 19 October the 108th guards parachute regiment 
of the 7th guards parachute division was put on alert, ready for airlift from air 
bases in Kaunas and Vilnius in Lithuania. Two days later troops in Hungary 
were inspected with a view to implementation of operation “Wave.”28 The up-
surge of discontent then reached a peak on 23 October when a demonstration 
banned by the authorities of writers, students—who had formed an organiza-
tion independent of communist control a week before—and off-duty soldiers 
took place regardless. They demanded a new government under Nagy and the 
immediate withdrawal of forces based in Hungary, amounting to some 27,000 
ground troops.29

By nightfall the ranks of the demonstration were swollen with angry gov-
ernment employees and impatient workers from the surrounding factories. Up 
to this point the Presidium was entirely taken up with Poland, which was to 
be discussed by leaders of fraternal parties in Moscow on the following day. 
Gerö decided he could not risk further absence, having been with Tito when 
the troubles began—and instead rushed back. It is variously claimed that he 
phoned Moscow and Andropov in panic at 7:00 p.m. that evening and imme-
diately requested forces to put down the troubles or that he was called to the 
phone by the Russians and pressed to request troops.30 Given that Moscow later 
attempted to extort from various fi gures a predated letter requesting military 
intervention,31 it was doubtless Khrushchev who took the initiative. It is agreed, 
however that Gerö infl amed opinion at home with an ill-considered, intemper-
ate, and insulting radio broadcast an hour later. Speaking in the same language 
as that used to denounce Nagy in 1955, he attacked the leaders of the demon-
stration for “chauvinist incitement” and “nationalism.”32 This led directly to 
an assault by demonstrators on the radio station on Sándor Street staunchly 
defended by the AVO, the political police. To the sound of calls such as “Rus-
sians, go home” and “Death to Gerö,” the battle for Budapest thus began with 
what American intelligence described as “large-scale, armed violence.”33

Despite persistent references to imperialist involvement, the revolt was spon-
taneously generated. Once it was under way, however, Washington did much 
to accelerate the speed of progress toward open rebellion by rebroadcasting 
local Hungarian radio programs calling for insurrection.34 Eisenhower’s right-
hand man in the White House, General Andrew Goodpaster, recalls: “later he 
[Eisenhower] was very conscious that there might have been previous induce-
ments and enticements held out to the Hungarians to lead them to think that 
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170 Sudden Frost

if they took this action that we would intervene to support them. We had a 
couple of surveys and examinations made, investigations really, of what had 
been beamed out to them over Radio Free Europe and other ways.”35 These 
were the actions of Frank Wisner, conducting covert operations for CIA. He 
is reliably reported to have attempted and been refused permission to fl y in 
weapons and men.36

That evening—23 October—between about 10:00 and 11:00 p.m. Moscow 
time, Zhukov reported to the Presidium on the 100,000 demonstrators in Bu-
dapest, the attack on the radio station, and the seizure of the headquarters of 
the regional Party and the Ministry of Interior. Whereupon Khrushchev sug-
gested moving Soviet troops into the capital. Bulganin spoke out in support, as 
did almost everyone else present. Mikoyan alone opposed: let the Hungarians 
restore order, he insisted. Sending in Soviet forces would only “make things 
worse.” “Try political measures and then bring in the troops,” he suggested in-
stead. Mikoyan argued for Nagy’s appointment as head of the regime: it would 
be “cheaper for us.” Molotov, however, saw Nagy as useless and spoke in favor 
of troops. Kaganovich was even more blunt: “It is a question of overthrowing 
the government. There is no comparison with Poland.” Zhukov also pressed for 
troops, a state of emergency with curfew, and the dispatch of a Presidium mem-
ber. Nagy did, indeed, emerge as Chairman of the Council of Ministers early 
on the morning after the demonstration at a time when events were already 
running out of control. In summing up, however, Khrushchev accepted the 
need for Nagy in government but not as chairman. Mikoyan and Suslov would 
be sent to take charge of affairs on the ground.37

From the outset, therefore, with the single exception of Mikoyan, Moscow 
chose a military solution, immediately effected. When the meeting opened at 
10:00 p.m., Chief of the General Staff and First Deputy Minister of Defense 
Sokolovskii were already placing the special corps in Hungary on alert.38 Im-
mediately after the Presidium dispersed, Zhukov formally mobilized the special 
corps in Hungary and units from Ukraine (a rifl e brigade) and Romania as 
planned.39 At 12:30 a.m. on the following day, 24 October, the 2nd guards mech-
anized division of the Soviet army stationed at Kecskemét, fi fty miles south-
east of Budapest, rolled forward into the capital in some urgency, arriving at 
4:00 a.m.40 The instructions were to fi re with cannon to clear the streets of riot-
ers.41 An hour later two detachments from the 33rd mechanized division forming 
a seventy-six-truck artillery convoy left Timisoara in western Romania for Hun-
gary. At 11:28 a.m. the 17th guards mechanized division at Szombathely, more 
than one hundred miles due east of Budapest, was also called into action.42 The 
commanders of its 83rd tank and 1043rd artillery regiments were ordered to Bu-
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 Sudden Frost 171

dapest.43 Fighting continued across the country through the 25 October. That 
morning at Mikoyan’s suggestion Gerö was removed as First Secretary by János 
Kádár, once severely tortured by the previous regime but now rehabilitated.44

After a moment of calm, the situation further worsened when at midday a 
massive crowd emerged onto the square outside parliament refused to disperse 
on orders from Soviet forces, who opened fi re and killed sixty. There was more 
shooting just outside the Central Committee building where Mikoyan and Sus-
lov were negotiating. Nagy requested a reinforcement of Soviet troops. Only 
József Këbël, a recent entry into the Politburo, called on Moscow to withdraw 
its forces. “We stated,” Mikoyan and Suslov reported to the Presidium, “that it 
was impossible to raise the question of removing Soviet forces from Hungary 
because this will mean the entry of American forces.” Instead all they promised 
was that once order was restored, Soviet forces would return to their bases. The 
others agreed.45 Thereafter, Mikoyan and Suslov pressed for the slimming down 
of the Politburo to a “directorate” and, when anyone spoke out of line, they 
talked ominously of “taking measures.”

“Some Hungarian troops have joined the insurgents and legation offi cers 
personally witnessed on the afternoon of the 25th some Soviet tanks and their 
crews who had also joined the rebels,” CIA noted. Soviet forces continued to 
be mobilized for transfer across the frontier. Following talks with Mikoyan 
and Suslov, Nagy announced at 3:30 p.m. (Budapest time) that the “Hungar-
ian government is initiating negotiations on relations with the USSR on the 
basis of national independence and equality between Communist parties and 
will ask for the withdrawal of Soviet forces stationed in Hungary when order 
is restored.”46 Yet this was not what the Presidium had agreed with Mikoyan 
and Suslov, who received a verbatim translation of Nagy’s speech only later 
that night. Indeed, it was precisely the reverse (in fact Nagy had the meet-
ing reconvened after Mikoyan and Suslov left the building in order to obtain 
agreement to the speech which contradicted what had been agreed with the 
Russians).47

On 26 October the 70th guards rifl e division in the Trans-Carpathan military 
district was mobilized to reach northeastern Hungary two days later.48 Large-
scale fi ghting had spread to the countryside, with much of western Hungary 
in the hands of the rebels. As a consequence the frontier with Austria was now 
open to traffi c in both directions.49 A hole had effectively been punched through 
the Warsaw Pact. CIA reported: “The government of Premier Imre Nagy . . . 
apparently does not exercise real authority.” At least one regional administration 
emerged independently in Miskolc and Borsad, in northeastern Hungary. Such 
autonomous entities were demanding concessions from the center in return for 
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172 Sudden Frost

subordination.50 There were now four Soviet divisions in the country, totaling 
some 40,000 men.51

By 28 October it was clear that all attempts to put down the rebellion had 
failed despite headlines in Izvestiya that morning arguing “The Organizers of 
the Counterrevolutionary Putsch in Hungary Have Failed.” According to US 
intelligence, “rebel forces, acting independently with no central leadership” 
were “in control of most of Hungary outside of Budapest.” Nagy, evading Po-
litburo meetings at which Mikoyan and Suslov were present, was calling for a 
cease-fi re on the basis of the new status quo, ordering troops not to fi re unless 
fi red upon.52 At noon that day the 31st guards parachute division of the Red 
Army was also mobilized for airlift from air bases in Lvov and Khel’nitskii.53 As 
of 2:00 p.m. on 29 October CIA reported that Nagy’s government had identi-
fi ed itself with the rebel cause—Szabad Nép was calling on Soviet troops to 
withdraw—and that “the Soviet forces in Hungary have largely disengaged 
themselves from the fi ghting in order to await further orders from Moscow.” 
Moreover, in contrast to other neighboring parties, the Central Committee of 
the Polish Party echoed the demand.54 That evening at 10:00 p.m. Soviet forces 
in Budapest were ordered to cease fi re.55 A straw in the wind was that two Roma-
nian offi cials told Thayer, minister at the US embassy in Bucharest, that “things 
were just as they should be” in Poland and Hungary.56 Clearly the infection of 
national liberation from the Soviet empire was spreading.

As of 2:00 p.m. Budapest time on 30 October, with the population reported 
as in a state of “psychological frenzy” and the lynching of AVO personnel in-
creasingly evident, having disengaged from street fi ghting, Soviet forces were 
withdrawing from the capital. The crowds marching on the parliament that 
afternoon demanded that Soviet troops leave Hungary by mid-November. Nagy 
stated that the provisional regional administrations that had emerged had to 
maintain order. He announced the abolition of the one-party state. A multi-
party government came into being.57 Radio Budapest now denied that Nagy had 
ever called in the Soviet military, blaming former Chairman of the Council of 
Ministers András Hegedüs and Gerö.58

That day, 30 October, the Presidium agreed on a declaration on relations 
between the USSR “and other socialist countries,” which, it claimed, were 
founded on “the immutable basis of respect for the full sovereignty of each 
socialist state.” It explained that “the future stationing of Soviet military units in 
Hungary may serve as grounds for an even greater worsening of the situation” 
and that these forces would be withdrawn from Budapest at the wish of the 
Hungarian government. It also announced the willingness of the Soviet govern-
ment to discuss the “presence of Soviet forces on the territory of Hungary” and 
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 Sudden Frost 173

its willingness to do so with all members of the Warsaw Pact.59 Yet no sooner 
had this appeared in the editorial column on the front page of Pravda the fol-
lowing day than the Presidium reversed the decision and set about the fi nal 
liquidation of the Hungarian revolt.

SUEZ SHIFTS THE BALANCE

The trigger was the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt—operation Muscateer—
which began at 7:44 a.m. Moscow time. Moscow plausibly but mistakenly un-
derstood that Washington was implicated. Khrushchev announced that the 
situation in Hungary had to be reviewed, that forces would not be withdrawn 
but would instead “take the initiative in restoring order.” The reason given 
was entirely new: “If we leave Hungary, this will encourage the Americans, 
the English, and the French—the imperialists.” They would “understand us 
to be weak and will attack.” The Party would not understand. “Together with 
Egypt we would then add Hungary. We have no other choice.”60 Had Moscow 
known that Washington was unconnected and, indeed, utterly opposed to the 
Suez adventure, it is doubtful whether the Kremlin would have gone ahead, 
particularly once Britain and France were in the dock for aggression at the UN 
Security Council. Out of premature fear and alarm the Moscow leadership 
allowed themselves to be panicked into hasty action. A week later the uprising 
had been crushed.

The revolt stirred discontent even among those at Moscow State University: 
“Many of them hostile to Khrushchev,” a KGB veteran recalls, “called for dem-
onstrations in support of the Hungarians and to protest against the actions of the 
Soviet government. At these meetings there were a number of anti-Soviet slo-
gans and placards.”61 This implied that the USSR could be subverted via East-
ern Europe: a lesson not lost in 1968. The United States and Britain had since 
1948 been committed to rolling back Soviet control over Eastern and Central 
Europe through covert action, now supervised by the “54–12 group.” Hungary 
therefore represented opportunity, but not one that they had been expecting. 
The evidence is that much was done to encourage the revolt but without hard 
thought about where this would lead. CIA was not always fully controlled in 
these years with forceful personalities like Wisner in the fi eld. Director Al-
len Dulles disliked personal confrontation. For this a price was paid on the 
ground. Eisenhower thereafter believed that “elements in our government—
and specifi cally the CIA—had gone beyond their authority and in fact had car-
ried out a line of propaganda of their own which was not in accord with his 
policy.”62
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174 Sudden Frost

The dramatic events of 1956 had clearly demonstrated certain core facts: the 
close interconnection between attempts to reform Soviet society and the fate of 
fraternal Communist parties both in and out of power; the underlying fragility 
of the bloc in Eastern Europe; the international price of using force to sustain 
that hegemony; and the deep insecurities at the roots of Soviet power. A further 
and critical weakness was that Moscow stood at a grave disadvantage with re-
spect to US strategic nuclear power. This fact was as yet unknown to the world 
at large, including Washington. It was essential for Khrushchev to create and 
sustain the illusion that the reverse was the case, and this was made possible by 
continued secrecy and the fortuitous gift of winning the race into outer space 
in the following year.
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