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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the strategy of economic warfare by looking at the food crisis in 

Hungary and in Budapest during the Great War. The main focus of the argument is that the 

British strategy of economic warfare was successful because it prevented Hungary and 

Budapest from gaining access to sufficient food supplies. This resulted in the population 

becoming demoralized and the war ended in revolution at the end of October 1918. The 

problems around the food crisis and the success of the blockade are examined by reviewing 

the problems which led to the food crisis, how the national and municipal government tried 

to solve the crisis, and how the citizens viewed the crisis. Hungary and Budapest are 

examined in this thesis because of the dearth of research and writing about the Hungarian 

homefront. 
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PREFACE 

World War I is frequently seen as the starting point of the twentieth century. Much has 

been written about it. Even as the war raged people wrote a variety of fiction and nonfiction 

works about it, and writing and analysis about the Great War continues to this day in both 

genres. The 1980s and 1990s saw more being written about women, the ordinary soldier, 

and what it was like to lose loved ones and how the war was remembered, to name just a few 

of the new topics which have surfaced. 

This thesis will also deal with the Great War and hopefully add more detail and 

understanding to the corpus of work which already exists. One can only speculate why 

so many people are fascinated with the war. Is it because the Great War produced 

military confrontation in a way and on a scale never seen before? Is it because the 

slaughter that ensued is so difficult to comprehend and it interests us to understand why it 

did not end sooner? Or are we fascinated by how people coped under unimaginable 

conditions and how the human spirit and mind either managed to cope or broke under 

these strains? Perhaps what interests us is the progress made by science and medicine. 

Or is it that we want to understand how society as a whole tried to deal with the strains 

and problems of war, which became part of everyday life for millions, for four and half 

years? I find my fascination is with all these things. While the war can be horrendous to 

read about, because there are so many aspects to the Great War that one can look at, it 

never becomes onerous or boring to do so because it is so multi-faceted and multi-

'dimensional. 
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This thesis will look at the war from an economic perspective because World War 

I was not only a military war but an economic one as well. Much work has been done 

about the military aspects which are informative and interesting; however, when I was 

doing the research for this paper it became clear that the Hungarian war effort came to an 

end in October 1918 in Budapest with massive crowds in the streets wanting change, and 

not at the front with the soldiers being decisively defeated in battle. Thus the question of 

the degree to which economic warfare contributed to the exhaustion of the Hungarian war 

effort and indeed contributed to the end of the war itself came to the forefront of my 

thoughts. It is one to which I have tried to find answers. 

Why Hungary or Budapest in particular? The answer is simple - my advisor 

suggested it because this is an area of the Great War on which there is virtually no 

English literature and, as it turns out, one in which there is very little recent Hungarian 

literature as well. However, I am grateful that he did. Prior to his suggestion I viewed 

the war from a British perspective and it has been an enlightening journey to see it from 

the "other" side. In many ways I have found both sides look remarkably similar in terms 

of doubts, anxieties, fears, and hopes in regards to the war, the war effort, and the hope of 

an end to what it was thought initially would be a short conflict. 

The aim of writing this preface is to stress the following major point of this thesis more 

than to reflect on my own fascination with the war. The point I want to stress is that the 

topic of economic warfare is not more or less important a topic than that of military warfare 
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when examining the Great War. I think it is folly to start seeing things as mutually 

exclusive, such as thinking the motor of a car is more important than the structure of the car 

itself, for clearly both parts are needed. However, when space and time are limited it is 

important to focus on areas that have not had as much research done on them in the hopes 

that over time as more work is done on these areas we will gain a better and more detailed 

understanding of the whole picture. One of my goals is to eventually write some articles that 

integrate the military and "civilian" aspects of the war to show that in World War I these 

were not two separate things. Soldiers were part of families. If they were wounded they 

came back to hospitals within their country and back to their families. Families had people 

they cared about on the battlefront and their lives were affected on a daily basis by the 

military's efforts to procure food and equipment for the war effort. I argue that the war and 

home fronts are part of the same picture and not two separate pictures. In some small ways, 

this thesis attempts to show that the military effort and the home effort were parts of an 

interconnected whole. It serves only as a beginning in my journey on this historical path. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Total war is carried on by the whole population who must be adequately 
fed to maintain their morale and efficiency. It is for this reason that the 
problem of nutrition assumes paramount importance in total war. Total war is 
also total in the sense that the belligerents will do anything in their power to 
prevent the enemy from obtaining food supplies from abroad. 
[Henry William Spiegel.' The Economics of Total War] 

Henry Spiegel's book was written and published during a total war, the second 

total war in human history, World War II, but he had the experience of the first total war 

from which to draw comparisons and examples for his book. World War I clearly was a 

total war for many reasons, There are the military ones: World War I included military 

maneuvering not only on the ground but under the ground, on the sea, and under the sea, 

and for the first time in the air. However, it was also total war because it was not only 

waged in all these mediums but also required the total involvement of the societies 

which participated more so than in any previous war because of the advances wrought in 

the production and distribution of goods as a result of the industrial revolution. 

The members of societies were involved in a great variety of ways during the 

Great War. Men participated as combatants, agricultural workers, factory workers, 

miners, rail workers, doctors, and politicians to name a few. Boys were involved as 

potential combatants or combatants-in-waiting, agricultural workers, and even factory 

workers. Women were also heavily involved in a large variety of ways: the medical 

profession, agriculture, factories, white collar work, as street car conductors, ship 

1(New York: D. Appleton-Century, 1942), 266. 
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builders, police officers, homemakers,2 bearers of future war fodder, and in rare instances 

as military combatants. Girls participated in sewing and knitting soldiers' clothes, 

watching after younger children so mothers could queue in lines for food, in queuing in 

lines themselves, or working in factories. 

World War I had no boundaries in that the demarcation between combatant and 

noncombatant was blurred. To the belligerents the homefront was just as much a target 

as the battlefront, and economic warfare was used by both sides as part of their strategy 

to win the war with the full realization that this meant "noncombatants" (unarmed 

persons who were not directly on the battlefield) could be harmed by those actions. It 

should be emphasized that it was not the only strategy used nor was it seen as the only 

means to end the war. In the case of economic warfare the Entente's primary strategy to 

accomplish this was naval blockade, while for the Central Powers it was through the use 

of submarine warfare. The importance of the strategy of blockade can be seen, for 

example, in Britain prior to the war when Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, 

on 8 September, 1913 wrote to Prime Minister H.H. Asquith, "one thing that really 

matters to the Admiralty is the power of effective blockade. We want to be able to cut 

off and arrest completely the sea-borne trade of Germany, and by this means so to injure 

and dislocate her economic system as to compel a peace."3 More specifically, the 

reason this strategy would be effective, as Spiegel points out, lay in its promise to 

2 I many countries the daily running of the household ended up taking up considerable more time because 
of the problems associated with acquiring food. 
Randolph S. Churhill, ed. Winston S. Churchill, Vol. II Companion Part 3, 1911-1914  (London: 

Heinemann, 1969), 1770. 
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demoralize the home front and impede the production of war goods including food for 

both the military and the home front populations. 

The measures used by the belligerents were successful to varying degrees. In his 

book The Supreme Command, Lord Hankey notes that, " ... all the Powers engaged in the 

war.., experienced, at one time or another, great difficulties in the proper use of its man-

power and the supply of ammunition and war materials of all kinds. In the economic 

field, in particular, the continental Powers all suffered severely both from the point of 

view of food and raw materials." He rightly notes, "At no time were we [Britain] so 

hard put to it in this respect as the Central Powers, and, as the war proceeded our Allies 

became more and more dependent upon us in respect of food, coal and finance."4 

Thus, when reading about the various countries engaged in the war it is clear that 

economic strategies of warfare definitely contributed to the war eventually trailing to an 

end. World War I was not won or lost on the battlefield. There was no Waterloo for 

either side as there had been for Napoleon in 1815, which was the last major conflict that 

continental Europe directly experienced prior to the Great War. In terms of economic 

warfare there was no Waterloo, either, no one definitive moment which caused the war to 

go one way or the other. Therefore the question concerning the extent to which the 

strategy of economic warfare succeeded in helping to resolve the war in favor of the 

Entente remains. 

4 Vol. 1. (London: George Allen, 1961), 140. 
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One way to examine this question would be to look at it from an inductive 

approach, that is, to examine capital cities to see how the hearts of the nations were able 

to cope with total war including the move to a war economy, and how countries coped 

with being cut off from their ability to import and export with impunity. Since this has 

been done to various degrees with success by Jay Winter and other historians, especially 

for London, Berlin, Paris,5 and to a lesser degree Vienna,6 this thesis will look at 

Budapest. This city was important to the war because it was one of the two capitals of 

Austria-Hungary, one of the main partners of the Central Powers. However, there are no 

works written in English about Budapest and its war effort and economic struggles and 

only one major published article published in Hungarian.7 Looking at capital cities, 

which are the hearts of the nations they represent, along with histories that deal with the 

failures and successes on the battlefield, will perhaps help to delineate to what degree 

economic warfare  led to the collapse of the Central Powers. After all, the military war 

Some examples of the growing works on these cities and countries during the war would include Leonard 
V. Smith, Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau, and Annette Becker, France and the Great War. 1914-1918  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), Chaps.. 2 and 4; Belinda Davis, Home Fires Burning:  
Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I Berlin (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2000); Jay Winter and Jean-Louise Robert, eds. Capital Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin 1914.1919  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); P.E. Dewey, British Agriculture in the First World War  
(London: Routledge, 1989); Richard Wall and Jay Winter eds., The Upheaval of War: Family, Work and  
Welfare in Europe. 1914-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); L. Margaret Barnett, 
British Food Policy During the First World War (Boston: George Allen & Unwin, 1985); and John 
Williams, The Home Fronts: Britain, France and Germany 1914-1918 (London, Constable, 1972). 
6 There is a new book on the impact of the war in Vienna by Maureen Healy that will be released at the 
beginning of 2004. 
However, currently Peter Bihari, who is at the Central European University, Budapest, is working on a 

dissertation which looks at the middle classes in Budapest during the Great War. This will help put a small 
dent in the major lacunae which exist on this city and the effects of the war on its people. 
Economics deals with scarcity. All countries have a fmite amount of resources and have to deal with how 

to best allocate those limited resources. This can be done by looking at the questions of what to produce, 
how to produce it, and for whom. Economic warfare, while frequently being referred to, is rarely defined. 
During the war both sides attempted to cut off the access that the other country had to resources. This 
meant that countries had to find ways to reorganise and maximise finite resources and attempt to procure 
the needed resources of food and other supplies in order to continue to wage war. The idea behind 
economic warfare was that if you could severely enough disrupt or limit your enemy's resources, that 
would force your foe to discontinue his hostile actions against you. 
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ended predominantly at the beginning of November 1918 while the economic war against 

the Central Powers continued on into 1919.9 

Another reason why it is worthwhile to further examine the economic situation 

and solutions to the problems which arose in Budapest and in Hungary is because of the 

misconceptions which still exist about this portion of the Dual Monarchy. When writing 

about the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, many authors tend to use Austrian sources; this 

is understandable since Austrian sources are in German and that is a language which is 

more frequently learned than the more difficult and obscure Magyar (Hungarian) 

language which is part of the Finno-Ugric language group. However, the problem with 

this is that the Austrian perspective is invariably adopted and interpreted as representing 

the Hungarian perspective as well. This is a problem because, as the historian Gábor 

Vermes points out in his article "Hungary and the Common Army in the Austro-

Hungarian Monarchy," from 1867 Compromise until 1918 Austria-Hungary was "after 

all, the federal union between two states."1° Thus, even when historians do excellent 

primary research in Austrian archives, the resulting analysis may be faulty if this 

constitutional reality is not taken into consideration. For example, in a relatively recent 

article published in the journal East European Quarterly entitled "The Economic Collapse 

of the Austro-Hungarian Dualism, 1914-1918," author Clifford Wargelin, while having 

a wide variety of sources in German and English, used no primary research from the 

Hungarian Archives, thus leading him to conclusions such as the following: 

For further information on the continuance of this economic strategy, see Charles Paul Vincent, The Post-
World War I Blockade of Germany: An Aspect in the Tragedy of a Nation, unpublished PhD dissertation 
(University of Colorado, 1980) and Clifford R. Lovin, "Food, Austria, and the Supreme Economic Council, 
1919," in East European Quarterly, XII (1980) (4), 475-87. 
'° In Steven Bela Vardy and Agnes Huszar Vardy, eds., Society in Change: Studies in Honor of Bela K.  
Király (Boulder: East European Monographs, 1983), 89-101. 
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Tisza [the Hungarian Prime Minister from the start of the war until June 1917] 
was clearly looking after provincial Hungarian interests. Higher 
ration quotas pleased the general populace, while the artificially high prices 
for foodstuffs generated by the war benefited the agricultural interests that 
formed the heart of the Hungarian economy and that dominated its government. 
In a larger political sense, the sharp increase in the Austrian demand for 
Hungarian products epitomized the increasingly powerful position of the 
Magyar state within the Dualist position." 

As will be elucidated in this thesis, the Hungarian position was not quite as clear cut as 

Mr. Wargelin asserts after one examines the Hungarian Archives. 

Fortunately, sufficient primary sources exist that deal with Budapest and Hungary 

during World War I despite the bombings of and fighting in the city during World War II 

and the destruction which occurred during the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. In fact 

there is a vast amount of material available to examine this topic. The National 

Széchényi Library contains many newspapers and magazines which were published 

during the Great War. The library has daily papers printed in Budapest as well as 

women's newspapers, plus a wide variety of specialty newspapers such as those for 

fashion, the theatre, beer and winemaking, and bakers, to name a few. The National 

Széchényi Library also has a wide array of books that were published at the time, from 

legal statutes to the cookbooks published during the war. There are also a variety of 

archives which contain a diversity of documents. For example, the National Archives of 

Hungary has the documents from the various cabinet ministers and their departments 

from the war period. Of particular relevance are the Prime Minister's Papers (Miniszter 

Elnök or ME) and the Minister of the Interior's Papers (Belugyminiszterium or BM). 

Also at the National Archives are letters and diaries that have been deposited, many of 
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which contain material from 1914-18. The Military Archives also contain a wealth of 

sources from the war period, including materials from censored letters and newspapers 

along with materials that help elucidate concerns on such things as the food supply, train 

shortages, contagious diseases and a variety of other military and civilian matters. One of 

the advantages for the scholar is that because the Austro-Hungarian Military was under 

the command of Emperor and King Franz Joseph, it was decided that the language of 

command would be German. Thus approxiamately 40 percent of the material in the 

Military Archives are in German and hence provide a rich reserve of material for 

researchers who read Hungarian or German or both languages. In the same building as 

the Military Archives one can also find the Military Library which contains numerous 

books published during the war on a variety of topics such as what help was being given 

to war orphans, widows and disabled soldiers, reports on the Hungarian Red Cross, the 

workings of other charitable organizations, and also talks that were given at various 

universities and other public places in an attempt to raise funds and awareness about war-

related topics during the war. The Szabo Ervin Library (the Budapest Municipal Library) 

has books and clipping files from World War I. The Military Museum Photograph 

Archives has an extensive collection of World War I pictures including those from the 

homefront. There are also numerous pictures which help to illustrate homefront 

conditions in Hungary at the Hungarian National Museum Photograph Collection. 12 The 

Budapest Municipal Archives has a variety of records dealing with this time period as 

well as a Photoarchives with over 10,000 postcards illustrating what Budapest looked like 

"34:3 (Sept. 2000), 261-289. 
'2Pictures which help to illustrate the homefront concerns and conditions during the war are included at the 
beginning of chapter 4 in this essay. The rest of the photographs are found with brief descriptions in 
Appendix A on page 97 to illustrate and expand on the points made in the text. 
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in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The Petöfi Literary Museum's Archives holds primary 

documents such as letters, poetry, and novels written by literary figures from the 

significant literary community in Budapest prior to and during the war. 13 

Clearly there is no lack of material or access to materials that would prevent an in 

depth look at the problems and concerns that Hungary and Budapest faced during the war 

and how they attempted to resolve these. Therefore due to space limitations and the 

multifaceted nature of economic warfare, this thesis will focus on only one key issue: the 

supply and distribution of food to the population of Budapest. The issue of food will be 

examined because its successful supply and distribution was the most critical factor for 

the success of the war effort. Food for people is like gas for a car - without it neither will 

function well. And like a car, if humans ingest poor quality fuel they will not be able to 

function to their maximum ability or in some cases, not at all, and will be more 

susceptible to malfunction and breakdown. In fact all the belligerents - Britain, France, 

Russia, Italy, Germany, and Austria-Hungary - experienced problems related to the 

supply, quality, price of food and had to deal with these in a timely manner in the face of 

strikes, riots, and mutinies. 

While the issue of food may at first glance appear to be fairly simple and 

straightforward in that one either has access or does not, it is in fact quite complex and 

has many dimensions. Earlier it was pointed out how everyone in society took part in the 

13 For works on Hungarian literature in the early 1900s, see Judit Frigyesi, Bela Bartok and Turn-of-the-
Century Budapest  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), especially Chap. 6; on the well known 
Hungarian poet Endre, Ady; and Mario D. Fenyo, Literature and Political Change in Budapest 
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1987). 
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Great War. If we re-examine this in the context of the issue of food, this will illustrate 

the complexity of the topic. First of all if we look at men who were involved in the 

variety of activities mentioned above, they were all part of families. When these men 

were called up for military service or chose to volunteer for military service, 14 this had a 

reciprocal effect on the society in which those men lived. If the husband or father had to 

go to war, who would feed his family from a soldier's salary, which would be smaller 

than his civilian salary prior to the war. If farmers, skilled and unskilled workers, and 

others were in the military, who would produce the crops to keep the military and 

civilians fed, who would service the railroads to keep food and supplies moving in this 

new age of industrial warfare, and who would mine the coal that was needed by steam 

driven flour mills that produced the flour and the locomotives that pulled the trains? 15 

During World War lit became critical for the politicians to recognize that 

everyone in society was needed to work together, be it on the homefront or the war front, 

in order for the national war effort to succeed. Even if some of the labor could be 

replaced by youths, women, or prisoners of war, the loss of skilled workers still resulted 

in inefficiency and waste in the functioning of the nation as a whole. If many skilled rail 

workers were conscripted and perhaps killed or disabled, how could you keep your 

'' In Hungary originally all men between the ages of 21 to 42 were called up, but as the losses quickly 
mounted this was changed by 1916 to all men between the ages of 18 to 50. Initially boys 17 and 18 had 
to have parental permission if they wanted to volunteer. Exemptions were made for a variety of reasons, 
though by 1916 they had become harder to gain. One example of an exemption based on health would be 
composer and collector of peasant folk songs, Bela Bartok, who was called up and exempted on the basis of 
his low body weight of 45 kilos. 
15 The European continent had virtually no experience with modem industrial war. Prior to Word War I 
there were small wars on the European continent such as those taking place in 1866 or 1870-71. The true 
realities of modem industrial war were more aptly reflected in the US Civil War from 1861 to 1865; 
however; the Civil War was not seen by Europeans as having much relevance to them because it occurred 
far away on a different continent. 
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railroads functioning and food moving? If the skilled rail workers were not there to 

service the tracks properly, uneven wear resulted. When this happened, for safety 

reasons, trains needed to move more slowly. This meant that fewer trains could use those 

tracks on a daily basis and thus less goods ended up being moved to where they were 

needed most. 16 Thus, even if one had a surplus of food in one place, it could not be 

moved where it was needed. Instead, it would rot and people would remain unfed - both 

civilians and military personnel - and thus society would start to break down as would the 

military effort. When food supplies became scarce, it took longer for people to keep their 

households running and functioning efficiently. Instead of taking time to do household 

tasks or maybe work in a factory, women had to wait in long lines for basics such as 

bread, flour, potatoes, lard, meat, milk, eggs - and even then, sometimes after the hours of 

waiting the product they got was inferior or substitute goods, or as the war continued, 

after all that waiting there was no food to be had! 17 Then what? Basic tasks critical for 

the average household to function took substantially longer during the war, especially 

after it continued to drag on for what seemed endlessly. 18 And when a husband, son or 

father was killed in the war, what was going to happen to the family then, in a time when 

inflation was rampant and few goods were to be had unless one had a lot of money? Or if 

16 J. Robert Wegs, "Transportation: the Achilles Heel of the Habsburg War Effort," in The Habsburg 
Empire in World War I: Essays on the Intellectual, Military, Political and Economic Aspects of the  
Habsburg War Effort, Robert A. Kann et al, eds. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), 121-134. 
17 One newspaperman in Budapest in 1917 wanted to understand why it took his wife so long to buy 
potatoes. He went to buy them himself and described what it was like to wait for two hours in line and how 
frustrated he felt along with those he had waited with, mainly women, when there were no potatoes to be 
had at the end of the ordeal. "Magyarország a Haboru Alatt," (Hungary During the War) Pesti Naplo (The 
Pest Daily) (June 8, 1917). 
'8 The problems with running a household are clearly set out in Reinhard Sieder, "Behind the lines: 
Working-Class Family Life in Wartime Vienna," in Winter, ed., The Upheaval of War and Daniel Utke, 
The War from Within: German Working-Class Women in the First World War, Margaret Ries, trans. 
(Oxford: Berg, 1997). Chapter 7 in the latter book not only deals with the problems of running the 
household but also covers a wide array of problems faced by the family during World War I. 
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a family member came back maimed and wounded, how would families be able to cope, 

to continue? 

Also, if sufficient food was not produced, then the population on the homefront or 

the warfront would not have enough energy to fight or to work to continue the war effort. 

If there was not enough food, then the body would become malnourished and suffer from 

not only energy loss but were susceptible to attack from contagious diseases as well as 

from those illnesses that come with a lack of proper nutrients such as rickets. 19 It is clear 

that when people do not have the basic necessities to sustain their bodily functions they 

will not be able to have spare energy to focus on other extraneous things such as war, no 

matter how otherwise highly motivated they are. Therefore, food and its supply and 

distribution are an excellent place to begin an examination of the strategy of economic 

warfare in order to understand its success or failure. 

In order to gain a clear picture of the how the issue of food played out in 

Budapest, this topic will be broken into four parts. The first chapter will give the reader a 

brief overview of Austria-Hungary and Budapest prior to the war. This will be followed 

by a look at the main problems experienced by Budapest and Hungary with regards to 

food, especially the problems of trying to grow and distribute sufficient food to the 

population. These problems began at the onset of the war and continued with 

exponential magnitude until revolution broke out on the streets of Budapest in October 

1918, effectively ending the war for Hungary. The next chapter will examine what 

19 W.P.T. James, "Food Quality and Human Nutrition," in Environmental Change and Human Health. 
(New York: John Wiley, 1993), 80-103. 
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solutions the Hungarian Government 20 tried to implement to solve the food crisis and 

what measures the Budapest Municipal Government initiated to alleviate the problems 

and sufferings of its citizens. Finally, this thesis will take a look at how the people of 

Budapest saw the food crisis, how they reacted to it, and what solutions they attempted to 

help alleviate the crisis they were experiencing and the effect it had on their attitude and 

morale, especially with regards to continuing the war. 

Ultimately the story that emerges in Budapest and Hungary seems to be that while 

the Hungarian Government failed to foresee the problems that it would have with a lack 

of food and the problems with fair and equitable distribution, and dealt with the problems 

which occurred defensively versus offensively, there were a multitude of factors which 

created the food problem and the only real solution was the one Britain and France had 

and Russia (and Hungary) did not, and that was to gain access to more food and 

supplies.2' 

20 The  Hungarian Parliament, unlike Austria's, continued to function throughout the duration of the war. 
21 For further information regarding food supply and the situation for Russia, see Barbara Alpern Engel, 
"Not by Bread Alone: Subsistence Riots in Russia During World War I," Journal of Modem History, 69 
(December 1997), 696-721; Keith Neilson, Strategy and Supply: The Anglo-Russian Alliance, 1914-17  
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CHAPTER 1 - AUSTRIA HUNGARY, AND BUDAPEST: 
A BRIEF BACKGROUND TO THE PRE WAR YEARS  

July1914 began with most people more concerned about their daily lives than 

about European politics. Although Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne, and his wife had 

been shot, this was not the first political assassination for the Habsburg Family. Franz 

Joseph's wife Elizabeth (Sissy) had been murdered in Switzerland on 16 July, 1897 by an 

Italian nationalist. Both the Austrian and Hungarian halves of the Dual Monarchy 

mourned for their Empress and Queen. She was well liked in both Austria and Hungary, 

yet war was not declared on Italy. Thus, it is clear that political assassination as a means 

of national agitation was not a new occurrence for the Austro-Hungarian Empire or even 

Franz Joseph himself. In fact, Franz Ferdinand was not even particularly well liked by 

his uncle the emperor of Austria-Hungary, or his subjects to be. He had only been chosen 

as heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne after Rudolf, Emperor Franz Joseph's son, killed 

himself and his lover in a suicide pact on 30 January, 1889. The Hungarians 22 in 

particular were apprehensive about Franz Ferdinand becoming Emperor of Austria and 

Apostolic King of Hungary because he had made his dislike for the Magyars well 

known.23 Franz Ferdinand was sympathetic to the Slav people and was unhappy with the 

1867 Compromise his uncle had made with the Hungarians. 

The 1867 Compromise between Austria and Hungary turned Hungary into a semi-

autonomous country with complete control over its domestic policies. There would be a 

(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1984); and Boris E. Nolde,  Russia in the Economic War (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1928). 
22 Hungarian  is the English word for the people who live in the Carpathian Basin. The word for Hungary in 
the Hungarian language is Magyarország and the word for Hungarian is Magyar. 
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joint Foreign Affairs Minister, Defense Minister, and Finance Minister for economic 

matters to do with the joint ministries.24 Austria became known as the Austrian Empire 

and Hungary as the Kingdom of Hungary. Franz Joseph was the emperor of Austria and 

the King of Hungary. Thus, when Franz Joseph died in 1916 there was a large, festive 

coronation in Budapest for his successor Károly at which he was crowned the new king 

of Hungary. A separate coronation had been held in Austria to make him the new 

emperor of Austria. 

Many writers whose subject material leads them to Austria-Hungary from the 

time of the Ausgleich (1867) to the end of the Great War make the mistake of referring to 

Austria and Vienna and assuming that they also speak for Hungary and Budapest.25 

However, this would be a grave mistake because Hungary was completely independent 

domestically and through the 1867 Compromise the Hungarian Parliament was able to 

indirectly influence foreign policy decisions as well. While Franz Joseph, the Emperor 

and King, was in command of the Austro-Hungarian military - both Austria and Hungary 

were allowed to keep soldiers for home defense - 26 he could not unilaterally act with 

23 Holger Herwig, The First World War: Germany and Austria-Hungary 1914-1918, (London: Arnold, 
1997), 8. 
24 Some sources which elaborate on the birth of the Dual Monarchy, the particular details of the 
Compromise, and the its subsequent results are: Robin Okey, The Habsburg Monarchy: From 
Enlightenment to Eclipse (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2001); Alan Sked, The Decline and Fall of the 
Habsburg Empire 1815-1918 (London: Longman, 2001); and Jorg K. Hoensch, A History of Modem o f 
Hungary 1867-1994 (London: Longman, 1996), pp. 1-78. 
25 Judit Frigyesi, Bela Bartok and Turn—of-the-Century Budapest (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998). 
26 The 1867 compromise set out that there would be one army for Austria-Hungary but under the 
compromise it was negotiated that the Hungarians would be able to organise armed forces for home 
defence separately from the Austro-Hungarian army. If these Hungarian soldiers were needed by the 
Empire, then with the agreement of Hungarian Parliament they would be able to be utilised by the Austro-
Hungarian army, but they would be integrated into that army and would not be allowed to fight as one 
organised unit. This was a major bone of contention for some Hungarian politicians who wanted Hungary 
to have an army that operated independently from the Austro-Hungarian forces at all times, and not just 
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regards to the military even though he had final say as to where and when the troops 

would be engaged. In reality, however, Franz Joseph was dependent on the Hungarian 

Parliament for raising troops and money to fund those troops, and thus one can see 

debates on foreign policy in the Hungarian Parliamentary records. 27 

Franz Ferdinand wanted to put an end to this and increase Habsburg control and 

dominance of the region. This did not sit well with the Hungarians, who were constantly 

working politically for more independence from the Habsburgs and not less.28 Thus, 

other than a handful of close friends and those who had been maneuvering politically to 

become close to the future Emperor and King, most were not terribly saddened by his 

sudden, violent demise. His funeral was quick and no time was allowed for foreign 

dignitaries to gather even though Franz Ferdinand's status as heir would have warranted 

this. Officially, the pretense for quickness was because the security risks posed by 

holding a larger funeral would be too great - the reality, of course, was few cared that he 

was dead. 

Thus, it was not a logical conclusion that a major world conflagration would 

break out upon the assassination of a person who overall was extremely disliked. 

However, as many books and articles have documented, because of the politics in Europe 

within the confines of Hungary. For a clear view of the military in Hungary after the Compromise, see 
Anthony Tihamer Komjathy, A Thousand Years of the Hungarian Art of War (Toronto: Rakoczi 
Foundation, 1982), Chap. 9. 
27 Jozsef Galantai, Magyarország az Elsö Világ Háborüban (Hungary in the First World War), (Budapest: 
Korona, 2001), 11-14. An earlier edition of Galantai's book is available in English, published by 
Academiai Kiado: Budapest, 1989. 
28 For a more in-depth look at Hungarian politics and the drive for more independence see: Dominic 
Kosary, History of Hungary (New York: Arno, 1971); Magyarország Története 1890-1918, Peter Hanák 
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over the course of the last half of the nineteenth century combined with industrialization 

and militarism, this small event appeared to some politicians and generals as the perfect 

opportunity to try and pull together the Austro-Hungarian Empire which was being 

weakened by the increasing nationalism of its Slavic people.29 

Many works have been written about Austria-Hungary and it is very easy to find 

works on the dissolution of Austria-Hungary. In contrast, it is interesting how little is 

written in Hungarian or English about the actual war years in Hungary, considering that 

the war and the subsequent 1920 Treaty of Trianon led Hungary to lose three fifths of its 

land and two thirds of its population. Similarly, many works have been written about 

Hungary in the post-war era, but not on how the war played out in Hungary itself. 30 

There has been one book written by Jozsef Galantai and while it is excellent, it is 

primarily a military-diplomatic history. As for the people who were the ones that war 

ultimately effected the most - those who ultimately rebelled against hunger and a war 

which endlessly continued to drain their loved ones and the resources they needed to 

sustain themselves at a basic level, that subject is virtually untouched. There is a section 

and Ferenc Mucsi, eds. (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado, 1978), Chaps. 10 and 11; and Andrew C. Janos, The 
Politics of Backwardness in Hungary 1825-1945 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), Chaps. 1-4. 
29 What is interesting to note is that the variety of Slavic people in the Empire did not see the dissolution of 
the Empire as a solution. What they wanted was more autonomy like Hungary had, viewing the Empire 
overall as a federalist venture. Very few in July 1914 wanted the complete dissolution of the Empire and 
its replacement with their own independent countries. These ideas would come during the course of the 
war. 
30 The following are a sample of some of the works in English written about Hungary in the Post-War Era: 
László Botos, The Road to the Dictated Peace (Cleveland: Arpád, 1999); Bela K. Király and László 
Veszprémy, eds. Trianon and East Central Europe: Antecedents and Repercussions, (Highland Lakes, NJ: 
Atlantic Research and Publications, 1995); Bela K. Király, Peter Pastor, and Ivan Sanders, eds., Essays on 
World War I and Peacemaking: a Case Study on Trianon (New York: Atlantic Research and Publications, 
1982); Ivan Volgyes, ed., Hungary in Revolution, 1918-19 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1971); 
and Rudolf L. Takes, Bela Kun and the Hungarian Soviet Republic: The Origins and Role of the  
Communist Party of Hungary in the Revolutions of 1918-1919 (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1967). 
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written in Magyarország Története 1890-1918 (History of Hungary) 31 a part of a series 

on the national history of Hungary which includes military, political, and some social 

history, and there is a good article written by Károly Vörös32 which looks at Budapest 

33 from 1873 to 1918. Yet beyond that, there is little directly written about the people and 

their experiences in Hungary, though the revolutions which stemmed from the people's 

frustrations with the problems created in the daily lives and the endless continuation of 

the war is ironically, relatively speaking, well documented. These books tend to discuss 

the details of the revolutions but do not go into depth over the reasons for the 

revolutions. 34 Frequently books which write about Hungary or Budapest in the late 1800s 

through into the 1920s discuss and analyze the people and events prior to the war, then 

pithily sum up the war in a few paragraphs or pages before moving on to the post-war 

era. 

To remedy the situation and try and gain a better understanding of the populace in 

semi-autonomous Hungary, the best place to begin is by looking at the capital Budapest 

which was the hub for much of what went on in Hungary. It contained the largest 

number of people in one place in Hungary, about 900,000 at the beginning of World War 

' Peter Hanák and Ferenc Mucsi, eds., (Budapest: Akadémia Kiadó, 1978), 1065-1146. But this section 
was also written by József Galantai. 
32 Unlike English, Hungarian names are written with the surname coming first. For example, Karoly 
Vörös, written as it should be in the Hungarian would be Vörös Károly. However, for consistency and ease 
of reading all Hungarian names will be presented in the English tradition of given names being written 
first followed by the surname. 
33 Found in László Gerevich, ed., Budapest Története (History of Budapest), Vol. 4, (Budapest, 1978). 
34 Ivan Volgyes, ed., Hungary in Revolution, 1918-19: Nine Essays (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 
1971); and Rudolf L. Tökés, Bela Kun and the Hungarian Soviet Republic: The Origins and Role of the  
Communist Party of Hungary in the Revolutions of 1918-1919 (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1967). 
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I, and increasing to over 1 million by the time of the war's conclusion. 35 Most people in 

Budapest were unaware of how drastically and negatively their lives would be changed 

by the war, and thus like much of Europe, they were jubilant that war had broken out. 

They were very nationalistic and supportive of Franz Joseph and the Dual Monarchy - 

happy to put aside any differences that they had politically or ethnically. However, since 

the war was not the short one that most had anticipated it to be, the wear and tear exacted 

on social organization and individuals by the conflict, coupled with the lack of foresight 

by the government, would lead to the complete degradation of the quality of life of 

prewar Budapest, culminating in the first revolution in October 1918. What the people 

wanted was food and their way of life returned to prewar levels. This was economically 

and politically not possible (especially since the Entente, because of the wartime 

lobbying of the various ethnic groups in Hungary, had predetermined the severe 

reduction in both territory and people). Thus, Hungary was to be rocked with two more 

revolutions, all three of which were centered in Budapest, much as Paris was the center of 

the French Revolution (1789-99, and 1830, 1848, 1871), as people searched for a way out 

of the hardships brought on by the war in order to be able to have a decent quality of life 

for themselves and their families. 

Since geography is critical to understand not only what a place looks like but also 

what strategic position it occupies, it is important to take a look at this aspect of 

Budapest. Budapest is a beautiful city and makes a favorable impression on those who 

visit it. Originally it was three separate cities located close together along the Danube 

35 The populations of the next two largest cities after Budapest were significantly smaller with Szeged and 
Szabadka each containing populations ofjust over 100,000 by 1910. Both of these cities were traditional 
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river. On the west bank are the well worn Carpathian mountains on which Buda and 

O 'buda were built. On the east bank is the older settlement of Pest, starkly contrasting 

with the hills of Buda in its flatness; however, it is this even level of the land which made 

it appealing for settlement because of the ease with which homes and industry could be 

built there versus the more picturesque but uneven landscape of Buda and Obuda. Not 

only is Budapest picturesque but its location is pragmatic as well. Since the Carpathian 

Basin is divided by the Danube, it was important to find a place suitable for people and 

animals to cross the river. Thus, Budapest was built between two big islands in the 

Danube, Szenendre and Csepel, where the river narrows.36 The site of Budapest is also 

the place where the Danube River is most easily navigated from one side the other, 

consequently making Pest especially an ideal port for agrarian goods. 

Budapest started to experience rapid industrial and population growth towards the 

second half of the nineteenth century. This was due not only to its location but also the 

politics of the time. In 1848-49, after Hungary tried to break away from Habsburg 

domination, Hungarians and Budapest experienced severe control by the Habsburgs.37 

During the late 1840s, Buda and Pest were in the process of amalgamating; however, 

after the failed revolution this was forbidden as a stronger Buda and Pest would create 

more competition for Vienna, the centre of the Habsburg monarchy. However, even 

before the Hungarian industrial revolution took off, railroads were still built centering 

around Budapest because geographically it was a natural trade route for agricultural 

agricultural market towns versus industrial centres. Enyedi, 8. 
36 Enyedi, 9-10. 
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goods in the Carpathian Basin. Rail lines radiated from Buda and Pest in all directions. 

When Habsburg political fortunes were rocked by their loss in 1866 to Prussia, Franz 

Joseph became more willing to look for support within his empire and ultimately signed 

the 1867 Compromise with Hungary, transposing the Habsburg Empire into the Dual 

Monarchy. The 1867 Compromise allowed Buda, O'buda, and Pest to reconsider their 

future, and by 1872 had signed the paperwork that would by the following year see them 

amalgamated into one city and major growth ensued. In 1873 Budapest went from a 

population of 300,000 people (and the sixteenth largest city in Europe) to 800,000 in 

1910 (and the eighth largest city in Europe).38 By the end of the 1800s Budapest had 

electric lighting, street cars, and also the first subway in continental Europe. 

Economically Budapest was able to thrive because Hungary was agrarian. Its 

flour milling industry boomed and Hungarian flour was sold as far away as South 

America. In turn, the flour milling industry stimulated other industries such as metal 

works because the flour needed to be transported and in the new era of railroads, railroad 

cars and ties all needed metal. This then spun off into other industries, accelerating their 

growth as well. 

Budapest, by the nature of its size, was also the cultural capital of Hungary, and 

many of its youth spoke not only German but other languages as well such as French". 

23 The new emperor of the Habsburg Empire, Franz Joseph, was only able to successfully put down the 
Hungarian Revolt centered in Budapest with the help of Russian troops who went into Budapest and 
physically put an end to the revolution. 
38 It could be said, though, that the growth of Budapest came at the cost of depriving other cities in Hungary 
to grow. 
39For example, Composer Bela Bartok was in Paris when the war broke out and on 14 September, 1918 he 
recounts to a friend how he flirted with a French lady while travelling on the train in Hungary and he was 
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Hungarian academics and artists were not only spending time in the universities and cafés 

of Budapest but also went to Germany and Paris to study.4° When they came back to 

Budapest in the lively café scene there was much opportunity to discuss the ideas they 

had learned abroad as well as their own. 

Budapest had a unique position in being a city that was a gateway between 

Eastern and Western Europe. It was not only the capital of Hungary but it was also a key 

city in Central Europe. 41 According to Gyorgy Enyedi and Viktoria Szimárai in their 

book Budapest: A Central European Capital, Budapest is located at the meeting point of 

three landscapes, the Hungarian Central Mountains (inner mountain zone of the 

Carpathians), the hills of Transdanubia, and the Great Hungarian Plain. This made 

Budapest an ideal trade center for the region and not just the country itself. They also 

point out Hungary's centrality by demonstrating how centrally located Hungary is in 

Europe. According to them, Hungary is 3,000 km from the easternmost point of Europe, 

2,500 km from the westernmost point, 1,300 km from the southernmost point and 2,600 

km from the northernmost point of Europe.42 

happy to have the opportunity to speak French to someone who could speak good French. Though it turned 
out that the lady in question knew his wife and her family. Bela Bartok, Bela Bartok Letters, translated by 
Elisabeth West and Cohn Mason. (London: Faber and Faber, 1971), 139-140. 
40 For example, philosopher George Lukacs frequently attended discussions with other intellectuals in 
sociologist Max Weber's home and others in Germany. Mary Gluck, Georg Lukacs and his Generation 
1900-1918. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), 28; Ilona Sarmany-Parsons, "Hungary Art 
and Architecture 1896-1914," In A Golden Age: Art and Society in Hungary 1896-1914. (Budapest: 
Corvina, 1990), 31-46. 
' The physical size of Hungary in 1914 was radically changed and reduced by the Treaty of Trianon in 
1920. See appendix A picture 1 for a map of Hungary in 1914, and for a map of 1914 Budapest see picture 
2. 
42 Enyedi and Szirmai, Vera Gathy, trans. (London: Belhaven, 1992), 11. 



22 

In 1914 Budapest was a large city that had grown steadily in the decades leading 

up to the war. Its population of 930,666 by 1913 represented nearly a two-and-a-half-

fold increase in only forty-four years. It was the capital of Hungary and as such 

contained the Parliament, making the city was a hub for politics. Furthermore, it was the 

undisputed center of the railway network as all the railroad tracks in the region led to and 

from Budapest. Finally, it was a focal point for Hungarian cultural life, be it academia, 

painting, literature, or music, 43 

43 For background on early twentieth century Budapest and its culture, see: Judit Frigyesi, Bela Bartok and 
Turn-of-the-Century Budapest (Berkeley: Universitzy of California Press, 1997); John Lukacs, Budapest 
1900: A Historical Portrait of a City and Its Culture (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1988); and Mary 
Gluck, Georg Lukács and His Generation 1900-1918 (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1985). 
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CHAPTER 2: WAR AND FOOD - A COMPLEX PROBLEM 

I [István Tisza] believe that we should find the conditions very unfavorable if 
we were to begin the war at the present time... After having studied the political 
situation, if I think of the economic and financial upheaval, of the sufferings and 
sacrifices which the war will undoubtedly bring, I cannot support, after the most 
painfully conscientious reflection, the thought of sharing my part of the 
responsibility for the military attack proposed against Serbia. 

(István Tisza Hungarian Prime Minister, on not sending a harsh ultimatum to 
Serbia 8 July1914)44 

With patriotic feeling and joy I greet the citizens [of Budapest] ... There is a 
patriotic feeling in these historic times, an uplifting moment for us as our love for 
our monarch and our country are welded together. With joy we are going to hurry 
and have our city's patriotism shown as the greatest before the throne. We ask the 
Lord's blessing on the people [the Magyars/Hungarians] who carry St. Stephen's 
crown, for the people who rule us, and for the Hungarian guns (puskák). Long 
live the king, long live our homeland.45 

(Mayor of Budapest,István Bárczy's, speech in front of a Budapest crowd on the 
day following the announcement that Austria-Hungary was at war with Serbia, 
29 July 1914) 

While Budapest was experiencing enormous economic and cultural growth prior 

to the outbreak of war, not everyone experienced the same quality of life. As in other 

European cities, the working classes were frustrated with long hours, low pay, unsafe 

working conditions, and poor living conditions which led both men and women to 

demand suffrage because that would then theoretically give them a voice in the 

" Letter dated 8 July, 1914 from István Tisza to Franz-Josef, ruler of Austria-Hungary. Tisza, Istvan, 
Letters 1914-1918, Carvel de Bussy, trans. (New York: Peter Lang, 1991), 4-5. Ironically in the end Tisza 
was seen by Hungarians as the reason they were in the war and he was assassinated in Budapest on 31 
October 1918 during the first of three revolutions which occurred in Hungary as the people tried to find a 
way to have the war come to an end. 
45 István Barczy speech to Budapest citizens in Források Budapest Multlyábol (Primary Documents in 
Budapest's History), H. Kohut Maria, ed. (Budapest: Budapest Fovaros Leveltar, 1971), 292. 
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government and the country which they were helping to build.46 Many of the working 

classes already had difficulty feeding and clothing themselves, and when the war came it 

transformed difficult living conditions into impossible ones. 47 These conditions arose for 

a wide variety of reasons and would thus make it very difficult for any one person or 

government body to solve. 

In 1914 István Tisza, the Hungarian prime minister, was one of the few officials 

who did not want a war to break out. He recognized that along with the potential gains of 

war, serious social and economic problems would accompany any conflict. 48 After some 

pressure was put on him from Emperor and King Franz Joseph, Tisza eventually put his 

reservations aside and an ultimatum was sent to Serbia. Since the ultimatum was not 

accepted in its entirety, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on 28 July 1918. In 

Hungary there were many displays of patriotism when the war was announced, such as 

István Barczy's nationalistic response, cited above, and his proclamation of support for 

the war effort. In Budapest along with speeches there were parades through the streets 

with people showing their patriotic support .49 However, there was also the reality of 

war which set in very quickly. While there were patriotic crowds in the street and 

patriotic utterances by politicians which filled the air, not all Hungarians were as 

46 Women's newspapers such as Nömunkás (The Woman Worker) and A Nöklapja  (The Woman's  
Newspaper) contain numerous articles about working women's living and working conditions and both of 
them vigorously asserted that women in Hungary should demand to have the vote. 
47 The Nômunkás had a supplement on 15 June 1913 which looked in detail at the problems faced by the 
working classes, especially women and children, and advocated solutions to these problems. Also see I. T. 
Berend and Gy. Ránki, The Development of the Manufacturing Industry in Hungary (1900-1944)  
(Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1960), 39-44. Berend goes into detail regarding the problems faced by the 
Hungarian working classes such as an average 40 percent increase in the prices of food from 1901 and 
1913, poor working conditions, long hours, and only a nominal rise in salaries. 
48 Istvan Tisza was also concerned with the possibility of Austria-Hungary gaining more territories with 
non-Magyars and the negative impact this might have on Hungary. 
49 See pictures 11 and 12 in Appendix A. 
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enthused that war had broken out. For example, philosopher Gorgy Lukács, composer 

and collector of folk songs Bela Bartok, and writer Margit Kaffka were just a few of 

those who expressed dismay and not enthusisasm at the war's outbreak. 

There was already high unemployment in Budapest prior to the war, and initially 

the war only caused more unemployment. Despite the large numbers of men being called 

up to the front, the unemployment situation was not alleviated until 1915. 50 The reason 

for this was that while industries involved in war production had lots of orders to fill, 

other industries which were involved in the production and distribution of civilian goods 

were hurt by the war. The latter faced a variety of problems as the country changed from 

a civil economy to a war economy. The beginning of the war also brought an abrupt halt 

to imports and exports so the demand for some goods was uncertain. It was also difficult 

to obtain raw materials and even if one could obtain them the ability to transport these 

goods was problematic because the rail system and the coal needed in factories were 

made subservient to military needs. As well, goods in warehouses could not be 

distributed because of a lack of available transportation. For example, in Budapest there 

were notices circulated by some companies advertising their goods, such as alcohol, but 

these notices stated that buyers had to pay in cash though it would be hard to transport 

these goods because the railways were under military control and use. 51 Since industrial 

50 Galántai, József, Hungary in the First World War (Budapest: Akadéniiai Kiadó, 1989), 81; Gábor, 
Sándorné, "Adatok a DolgozOk Helyzetéröl ds Megmozdulásairol az Elsö Világhábo(i Kezdetn" 
Partörténeti Kozlemények, Vol. 21 (3) 1974, 161-63: and Iren Nevelö, "A Munkásosztály Helyzete 
Magyarorszagon azBlsö Világhábor(i Idejn" (1914-1917) Századok, Vol. 99 (6) 1965, 1212. 
' Szécsenyi Känyvtár (Hungarian National Library), Plakát Tar (Circular/Pamphlet Collection), World 
War I Collection 1914. Hereafter this collection will be referred to as PT followed by the year. This is an 
excellent collection of materials with a wide array of circulars, food stamps, and pamphlets that were 
printed during the war and posted in both rural and urban areas on topics ranging from war bonds to horses 
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economies are interconnected because of the specialization which occurs in them, when 

the transportation difficulties affected one store or factory there was an inevitable chain 

reaction effecting the employment of people in other industries as well. One example 

which illustrates this problem is found in Gábor's article, namely that of the Brassói 

Cellulose Factory which was unable to bring in raw materials because of the war. By 13 

September 1914, they had to reduce their workforce from 395 to 77. This in turn affected 

other factories and industries that were reliant on them, such as small shoe factories 

which were forced either to close or significantly reduce their number of workers. 52 

Some factories switched over to military production but that also meant 

temporary layoffs while the factory converted its operations, and in some causes when 

they resumed operations fewer workers were initially needed then before. In some 

smaller factories, if their best skilled workers were called up for military duty, then the 

shop had to close and the rest of the workers also lost their jobs. This applied to stores, 

engineer firms, lawyers' offices, and other specialized services as well.53 The 

government also contributed to unemployment indirectly because of the war. Since war 

was costly, the Hungarian government immediately had to examine its finances and make 

cuts where it could, and that meant reductions would have to come from the homefront as 

the nation felt the best way of winning would be to invest all possible resources into the 

military effort. On the 1 August 1914 meeting of the Hungarian cabinet it was decided to 

freeze salaries for civil servants, not to hire or replace any civil servants except in dire 

being requistioned, the advertisements of maximum prices, and the prices that would be paid for household 
oods that contained some kind of metal in them such as spoons, to sieves, to pots and pans. 
21bid, 163. 

53 Gábor, "Adatok a Dolgozok Helyzetéröl," 161-162. 
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circumstances (and even then they should be hired at the lowest possible pay), and if 

possible stop capital projects in progress and cancel new ones, even ones that had 

previously been approved, could not be started.54 While this frugality was needed 

because of the large costs involved in the war effort, it only added to the unemployment 

in Budapest, especially in the building industries. 

W.G. Max Muller, the prewar British Consul-General in Budapest, wrote 

monthly reports on the conditions within Austria-Hungary and Germany. His 

observations 30 November 1914 mirror the conditions that were being faced in Budapest 

and in Austria-Hungary as a whole: 

The financial, industrial, and economic conditions both of Austria and Hungary, 
are far from satisfactory. ... Foreign trade has been reduced to a minimum, home 
trade is languishing, factories are closed, unemployment is rife, food is dear, 
coal is scarce, an epidemic of cholera is threatening ... their capitals are filled 
with homeless refugees. Such, I believe, to be a not too highly colored 
description of conditions in Austria-Hungary. 55 

Muller was always conscientious to not exaggerate his findings and to be as accurate 

as possible. The importance of his reports is twofold. Muller was familiar with Budapest 

and Hungary and so was able to better analyze and interpret what he read because he had 

some familiarity with the culture and the prewar environment. After reading many of the 

other primary sources dealing with Hungary and Budapest, his observations and analyses 

are both astute and accurate despite the fact that Muller, in almost all of his reports on the 

" Emma Iványi, ed., Magyar Minisztertanácsi Jegyzökönyvek az Elsö Világháliorá Korából  (The 
Hungarian Cabinet Ministers Meetings' Minutes from the time period of World War I), (Budapest: 
Akadémiai Kiadó, 1960), 74-75. 
55 W. G. Max MUller "Memorandum, 30 Nov. 1914," in British Documents on Foreign Affairs: Reports  
and Papers from the Foreign Office Confidential Print, Kenneth Bourne and D. Cameron Watt, eds., Part II, 
Series H. vol 9, (New York: University Publications of America, 1989), P. 50. 
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Dual Monarchy, stressed that, "Unfortunately our sources of knowledge about the Dual 

Monarchy are both more limited and less reliable than is the case with regard to 

Germany."56 The second reason his reports are important is that they clearly indicate that 

Britain was actively monitoring how its* economic war on the Central Powers was 

proceeding. 

One of the major problems with unemployment was the problem of how families 

were going to be able to buy food, especially at a time when food prices were beginning 

to increase dramatically because of the war. For example, the difference between the 

average working man's income and the increase he experienced in prices for necessities 

over the duration of the war - in other words, the increase in his real cost of living - was 

55 percent, while the difference between a woman civil servant's salary and her ability to 

feed her household at a minimum level was even worse. 57 Contemporary statistics for a 

family of five estimated their basic needs could be met with a weekly salary of 290 kr58 

- but a typical working class salary in 1918 would have been a more 173 kr. It was 

estimated by municipal officials that overall prices had increased by about seven-fold 

while working class incomes had risen by less than two-thirds of that. It is also worth 

56 1bid,Vol. 11, 26. 
57 Benô Gal, Az Arok Alakulása az E1sô Vilag Háboruba (The Development of Prices in the First World  

(Budapest: Schimkó, 1925), 2. This booklet was published shortly after the war and is different from 
most books published during the period because it not only states the prices of goods and how high they 
rose over the course of the war but it also looks at how much weekly wages were during the war and in the 
final section it compares the two, looking at what the wages were in relation to the price increases during 
the war. 
58 The korona was the basic unit of measure used by both Austria and Hungary as they had a common 
currency. The Hungarians referred to the main unit as korona and the smaller units as filler, while the 
Austrians used kronen and heller respectively. In this paper the Hungarian words will be used or the 
abbreviations kr for korona and f for filler. 
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noting that in the summer of 1914, before the war broke out, working class incomes in 

Budapest were already deemed inadequate to supply the basic necessities of life. 

Food (and other) costs escalated dramatically during the war. For example, one kg of 

beef was 2 kr in 1914 and by 1918 it was 11.20 kr, an increase of 460 percent. For 1 kg 

of butter in 1914 the price was 3.60 1cr and by 1918 it had soared to 27.20 kr, an increase 

of almost 656 percent. One egg in 1914 cost 7 f59 and by 1918 it was 90 f, an increase of 

nearly 1186 percent. All food items, including staples, increased dramatically 

throughout the war but so, too, did other everyday items necessities. For example, soap 

went from 80 f to 5.04 kr a bar, an increase of 530 percent; coal from 3.50 kr for 1 mm 60 

in 1914 to 20.70 kr by 1918, or an increase of 423 percent; and if one wanted to use 

wood to heat ones house during the cool, damp winter months, that too was not cheap. In 

1914 one mm of wood had cost just almost the same as coal, and by 1918 the price was 

24.90 kr, an increase of about 655 percent. And one must bear in mind that often 

adequate supplies of such materials were unavailable even for those who could pay these 

official prices. Black market prices were much higher. 

Of course people also needed clothes and shoes and these too rose dramatically as 

the following examples will illustrate. A winter coat for an adult male in 1914 would 

have cost 60 kr and for a child it would have cost 10 1cr- by1918 the prices would have 

been 900 kr for the man's coat and 350 for the child's, increases of 1,186 percent and 

3,400 percent, respectively. The increase in the price of shoes was even more 

astronomical. Men's shoes in 1914 were 15 1cr, women's 14 kr, and children's 8 kr. By 

59 1 korona = 100 filler 
60 mm is a metric measure standing for meter mázsa and would be 100 kilograms. 
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1918, these prices had soared to 650 kr for men, 600 kr for women, and 300 kr for 

children, representing increases of 4233 percent, 5186 percent, and 3650 percent, 

respectively. 61 

There are many sources available in Hungarian 62 and some in English 63 which 

show the painful rise of prices in detail by breaking it down into months, years, and a 

wide variety of goods that people would have needed for daily life, though it is usually 

more difficult to find statistics on contemporary wages. Thus, instead of inserting graphs 

indicating by how many korona and filler costs rose, the focus of this chapter will be on 

the major factors which led to the food crisis experienced in Budapest in particular and in 

Hungary in general. However, the above examples illustrating the increases in salaries as 

well as in the prices of food and other necessary goods helps us to gain a sense of the 

magnitude of the problem that the people in Budapest and Hungary faced. While the 

problem of why the prices were increasing and the reasons why there were insufficient 

goods to meet their demands remains elusive, the bottom line for the "average" citizen of 

Budapest was how were they going to feed themselves and their families. Beyond the 

intellectuals, few had the time or energy to spend philosophizing about economics or 

61 Benö, Az Arok Alakulása az Elsö VilagHáboruba. This author gives a wide array of examples of 
salaries, foods and other goods. He is one of the few authors who includes information on what salaries 
were like for a wide variety of professions throughout the course of the war and how many hours a person 
in that profession worked to receive that salary. 
62For example, see Gyula, Szonyi, A Fôvárosi Blelmiszeráruk az 1897-1936 (The Prices of Food Stuffs in 
Budapest from 1897 to 1936, (Budapest: Budapesti Házi Nyomda, 1936 and Laky, Dersö. Budapest 
Székes Föváros Népességének Fejlödöse 1900-tól 1920-ig (The Development of the People of Budapest 
from 1900 to 1920). (Budapest: Budapesti Házi Nyomda, 1929), 95-200. 
63 Stevenson, David, ed., British Documents on Foreign Affairs, Series H: The First World War, Vols. 9-
12 The Central Powers. The sections on "Austro-Hungarian Economic Situation" were written by W.G. 
Max Miller. MUller always put in charts showing the prices of goods and also comparative prices if they 
were available such as how much certain things cost in Vienna and Budapest. 
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politics." This is clearly demonstrated in the monthly mood reports of 1917 and 1918 

which were based on the letters of Hungarian citizens. These reports consistently 

reported that most citizens were not concerned with the war except how it related to them 

personally. What most people were consistently concerned with was the continued rise in 

food prices and the lack of availability of food. It is worth noting that these reports 

looked at a variety of social groups to understand what their concerns and feelings were, 

and consistently the one group which had no major complaints and were doing well were 

the financiers and the wholesalers 

Before going into the details of why there were problems with the price and 

supply of food which the majority of citizens faced, it should be noted that not everyone 

experienced the food crisis to the same degree. The upper classes had more economic 

resources to deal with the scarcity and the increase in prices. Some owned large estates 

in rural Hungary as well as homes in Budapest, and hence these people had access to 

their own food resources. They also had the financial means to buy what they needed on 

the black market as well as connections to other families who owned large estates. This 

point is well illustrated in a letter Bela Bartok wrote to a friend 14 September 1918. 

Bartok writes: 

Dear Professor, 
After a week at home, I went to spend a fortnight in lordly splendor 
with the Kohners, 3 footmen and a parlourmaid served at dinner, and there 
were 2 manservants and a chambermaid to tidy my room. Coaches, horses, 
food, baths, cigarettes, wine, real coffee—plenty of everything of the best. 
And these people have such a gift for enjoying their affluence that one almost 
forgets to be angry at the unequal distribution of wealth.... They had 4 women 
to do the laundry.... And this tremendous display of luxury and labor is all 

64 HL, Boxes 4447 and 4448. 
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for the benefit of the Kohner couple and their 3 children! N.B. They have 
a town house in Budapest as well, and another house on their estate in Hont 
County. 

The Baron went out hunting each morning and came home every day with a bag 
of 25 to 30 partridges. 65 

During the war there also emerged a new group of people referred to as war 

millionaires such as well known industrialist Manfréd Weisz who were able to make 

millions of koronas from war contracts and from other industries relating to the war and 

the supply of war goods and materials. 66 These people clearly had the financial means 

and personal connections to procure what their families needed instead of having their 

wives and children queue in line to try and gain the allotted rations. However, the 

majority of people did not fall into either of those classes. The rising middle classes were 

hit hard by the war as their wages did not keep pace with the increases in the cost of 

living, especially those bureaucrats whose wages had been frozen by the government. 

Those who owned their own homes were able at least to seek some relief in planting 

gardens or raising rabbits for food. Dr. Verress Endre was part of the middle class and 

accepted ajob with the Budapest Archives during the war, moving to Budapest in 1915. 

His letters to his mother who lived in Kolozsvár frequently refer to issues dealing with 

food and concerns with the rise in prices and the difficulty of procuring some goods. 

However, his letters also reveal that being part of the middle class afforded him better 

opportunities to be able to access food than most people in Budapest. For example, a 

letter in October 1916 describes the house that he bought for his family in Budapest. He 

65 Bela Bartok, Bela Bartok Letters, János Deményi,ed and Peter Balabán et al, trans. (London: Faber, 
1971), 139-41. 
66 Nándor Kozma, Hadimilliomosok (Budapest: Muskát Bela Konyvnyomda, 1918). The book scathingly 
points this out and lists the various war millionaires and how they made their money. Manfréd Weisz is at 
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describes the garden at length and happily tells his mother that it includes several fruit 

trees, red currant bushes and strawberry plants. Then in his 11 November 1917 letter, 

when shortages and prices were reaching or had passed crisis proportions for most 

citizens, he tells his mother that food was accessible but with difficulty. He then goes on 

to explain to her that on Sundays the family was eating rabbit meat which they have 

raised themselves. 67 

As one can see, even for those who had greater resources, in Budapest food was a 

concern and for those who lived in crowded one-room flats it was a crisis.68 So why did 

food rise dramatically in price and decrease just as dramatically in quantity and quality? 

There were a multitude of reasons for this, though sometimes the simple answers of 

inflation, war profiteering, and poor government management are listed. While all these 

explanations are true the answer is more complex. 

One of the most critical problems which was virtually impossible to overcome in 

the entire food crisis was the physical lack of food! This was ironic because Hungary 

was an agrarian country with its key exports being agricultural products. In his book A, 

Haboth Gazdasági Kovetkezményei (The Economic Consequences of the War), Sándor 

Wekerle, who between 1892 to 1910 had twice been both prime minister and finance 

minister simultaneously, arrived at the conclusion that there were insufficient crops to 

feed the population and no chance to buy more because of the blockade by Britain and 

the top of this list in this book. Though Weisz was involved in industry and providing military goods prior 
to the war. 
67 OL Private Letter Collection P. 1569 2d. 6 tetel. Almost all of his letters refer to some aspect of food, 
such as telling his mother what to do with extra food that she had grown. 
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the fact that other neighboring countries forbade the export of grain crops. 69 Harvests of 

all the crops declined from 1914 onward. One can get a sense of this by looking at the 

statistics for wheat. In 1910 the harvest yielded 13.3 métermázsa (mm) of wheat per 

hectare, in 1911 - 14.1 mm, in 1912— 13.3 mm, in 1913 - 13.2, in 1914-8.8 mm in 

1915-12.4rnm.,in1916-10.3mm.,in1917-7.9mm., and inl9l8-8.5min. Over 

the course of the war the amount of land being cultivated in Hungary declined by 10 

percent overall and crops harvested declined by one-third.7° There were several 

contributing factors to this physical shortage of food. 

One major problem was the lack of agricultural workers. The war began at the 

end of July and farming was a labor-intensive industry. This was even more true in 

Hungary when compared to Austria or Germany. Hungary had fewer mechanized 

threshing machines than the other two countries and thus was even more reliant on 

human and animal labour. For example, by 1895 Austria-Hungary's neighbor Germany 

had approximately one million agricultural machines which included threshers, reapers, 

sowing machines, and steam plows. Hungary only had a total of 19,895 steam powered 

agricultural machines in that same year. However, Hungary did have a large amount of 

livestock and compared favorably to other European countries in that regard. In 1911, 

68 See Appendix A pictures 7 and 8 comparing the different types of living accommodation in Budapest. 
69 (Budapest: Franklin, 1915), 5-6. Wekerle recognised that inflation and subsequent production costs of 
agricultural goods increased and this too drove prices up in wartime; however, he felt that the primary 
reason for the problems in Hungary was the lack of domestically produced crops and no access to crops 
outside of Hungary. He became finance minister again for a few months in 1917-18 and prime minister 
again from 24 October 1918 until the revolution and his resignation on 30 October 1918. 
70 Dersö, 10-11. 
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when looking at the head of livestock had per 1,000 people, Hungary was fourth for 

horses with 113, and fifth for cattle with 343,71 

Much of the human and animal labor needed to harvest the crops went to the 

army. The lack of manpower and animal power was known to the government 

throughout the war.72 For example, the Hungarian Agricultural Minister on 22 January,  

1915 wrote a seven page missive to the a1ispán73 regarding the problem, emphatically 

stating that: "Because the military obligations and military service this has created a 

great amount of manpower to be missing from agriculture. The first and the most 

important task is to ensure that not even one inch of agricultural land remain without 

being seeded. ,74 While his recognition of the problem was sound, his solutions were less 

concrete. He pointed to the Balkan Wars of the past couple of years, mentioning that if 

the people in the Balkans could pull together to ensure they were fed, so could 

Hungarians. To facilitate this, he wanted each county to set up an office to coordinate the 

agricultural efforts to ensure that those people who were not working and were able to 

help with the harvest were directed to the right place. The agricultural minister 

recognized that the elderly, women, and children in rural areas had already pitched in to 

do the work and asked the alispán to ensure that people who had no animal power were 

helped to ensure that the harvest was planted and to put aside nonessential tasks that they 

' Cited in John Czekner, "A Comparison of the Agricultural Systems of Austria and Hungary in the Two 
Decades Before World War I," East European Quarterly, 12:4 (1918), 463 and 467. 
72 ME K26 1030; ME 1(26 1689; Iványi, [Meetings of the Hungarian Cabinet Ministers During the Great 
War], 244 and 249. 
73 The closest English equivalent for the word "alispán" would be the person who was the top elected 
official of a Hungarian county. 
" The original text in Hungarian reads as follows: "Mivel a hadkotelezettség és a hadiszolgáltatasok 
igénybevte1e következtëben mezogazdasagunkban nagyon sok munkaerö hianyzik, a legelsö és 
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would normally do, and just do them later. He advised that work tending the crops such 

as weeding and harvesting should be done by machines whenever possible, and he would 

be willing to help the county try and access those machines. He mentioned that prisoners 

of war might help with the harvest but at this point he could not guarantee this. He also 

mentioned that any men who had permission to stay at home and not go to the front 

because they were required more on the homefront, needed to not only do agricultural 

work on their land but also to help others. If they were not willing to do this, then the 

military would rescind their noncombatant status and send them to the front. The final 

point the agricultural minister made was that he realized that a lack of skilled agricultural 

workers, many of whom were at the front, created an even larger problem; but he 

promised to try and get some of the men back if this would help a favorable harvest.75 

As noted, the lack of animal power was a major problem which only grew in 

magnitude as the war continued. There were requisitioning notices throughout the war 

years posted in agricultural areas as to when and where to take horses and oxen needed 

by the military. 76 The animals' owners would receive a piece of paper stating that they 

would be paid by the government in six weeks time. Even this process created problems 

and demoralized agricultural spirits early on because horse owners, instead of being paid 

money for their draft animals, were given a piece of paper saying that they had turned in 

the animal. Later on, instead of receiving the money that they were promised, there were 

legfontosabb feladat most az, hogy minden rendelkezésre álló eszközzel meg is biztosItsuk, hogy egy 
talpalatnyi termôfbld se maradjon megmIvelés és termés nélkUl." 
75 0LK26ME 10302585 1915 
76 Szécsenyi Könytár, Plakát Tar Elsö Világ Háboru Gytijtemény 1914. (The Hungarian National Library, 
Placards' Archive, World War I Collection). This collection consists of several boxes of circulars produced 
during World War I covering the wide range of activities that went on during the war. There are several 
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circulars posted telling animal owners that they were to exchange the initial piece of 

paper for another piece of paper. In the end, when animal owners were compensated for 

their animals, it was not for the initial amount agreed upon but rather on the basis of a flat 

rate which the government arbitrarily decided. Some people did not accept this amount 

and took the government to court while others felt pressured to accept the lesser amount 

and "donate" the rest of the amount they should have gotten to the government and the 

war effort. 77 This, along with other governmental measures, served to demoralize the 

people in rural areas. They saw the government in a negative light on top of the problems 

they were experiencing with labor shortages and loved ones at the front or as prisoners of 

war. 

In the fall of 1914 not only did the crops need to be harvested but the fields also 

had to be prepared and sown with the spring crops. This, too, was affected by the 

shortage of human and animal labor. As the war progressed, this labor shortage became 

more acute because of the great numbers of men dying and being wounded at the front. 

The age limit for both the youngest and oldest men being called up for military service 

was extended, and those men who had previously been passed up for military service 

were re-examined. Horses were also susceptible to injury and death and they, too, were 

requisitioned continually throughout the war. 78 Not only was there a shortage in the 

numbers of both throughout the war, but there was also a shortage of experienced labor 

and this would have been important in the ability of the nation to maximize its natural 

notices indicating that horses and oxen were being requisitioned and how much the government would pay 
for these animals. 
77 PT 1914. 

71 See PT 1914-1918 for notices about the requisitioning of horses. 
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food production. Both these types of labor were needed in order for all arable land to be 

planted and harvested to the nation's maximum potential. Thus, as the war continued 

there was a noticeable decline in harvest yields of almost all crops such as the one already 

observed for the staple crop of wheat. 

The quantities of human and animal labor available for agricultural purposes were 

at least variables that to some degree lay within human control; however, there was also 

the uncontrollable variable of weather. There were regions in Hungary that experienced 

drought conditions prior to the war and these conditions continued in 1914 as well and 

helped to contribute to the poor harvests. The government was looking at providing 

assistance to these areas prior to the war's outbreak, and at the 31 August 1914 cabinet 

meeting it was decided to give these areas assistance with seeds in order that they could 

plant these regions the following years. 79 Thus, between the problems of labor shortages 

and poor weather the harvests of 1914 were on average significantly below normal levels. 

Both these problems continued throughout the war and crop yields as noted were 

consistently below average. The crops of 1915 because of better weather were below 

normal yet not as disastrous as the 1914 yields, but in 1916 the weather along with 

shortages of manpower and draft animals dramatically lowered crop yields. 

In August 1914 the mayor of the Hungarian city of Kecskemét was very 

concerned about all these factors. He felt that the current year's crops would be 

harvested properly though with difficulty. However, he was deeply concerned about the 

following years' crops, pointing out that much of the male agricultural labor force was 
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already gone and the horses needed to plough the fields were gone, too. Because of these 

factors, the biggest concern was not this year's harvest but how to be successful with next 

year's harvest. "Sokkal nagyobb gond azonban az, hogy miképpen gondoskodunk ajovö 

évi termésröl." He then emphatically stated that people needed to stay alive next year as 

well, and in order to do this crops were needed. He pointed out that crops were needed 

by individuals and by the country because it would be agriculture again which would 

ensure that the entire country had enough bread to eat. 80 The mayor's solution was for 

everyone in the region to pull together and help where needed in order to ensure that 

everyone's fields were properly tended, both with respect to the current harvest and the 

preparation of fields for the spring crops. He instructed people to be willing to help their 

neighbors: if they had a horse and were done with their work, then they were to go and 

help someone else as well. 

Some people did pull together to help one another but that was not enough to 

solve the problems created by the initial mobilization for war and then the continued 

consumption by the war front of rural men and horses. Hence' a variety of solutions 

were attempted in order to sustain food production as the production of food was critical 

for the war effort for both the people employed in the war industries and the soldiers at 

the front. The reason the city of Budapest was so dependent on rural areas was because 

in the city there was not sufficient free land for people to be self-sufficient regarding 

food. In the cities many people lived in close proximity and when there were complaints 

of insufficient food, these complaints could easily gain momentum because of the large 

79 Iványi, [Meetings of the Hungarian Cabinet Ministers During the Great War], 88-89. 
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number of people in a small amount of space. On occasion, it could turn into a riot. In 

many ways this is similar to the situation in Paris in 1789 at the outbreak of the French 

Revolution where many people in Paris were suffering from high unemployment, 

dramatically increasing food prices because of poor harvests, and frozen canals making 

grain supplies even less available. 81 

Some solutions were tried to solve this lack of labor and to maximize the amount 

of land being planted and harvested. These consisted of trying to mobilize the remaining 

citizens such as seniors, women, and children to work in the fields. However, in most 

rural regions agriculture was already a family enterprise and significant amounts of new 

labor were not gained. At the beginning of the war, when there was so much 

unemployment in Budapest, efforts were made to encourage city workers to go and work 

on farms but many of those unemployed were not accustomed to agricultural work and 

were not willing to do this. As the war progressed and the situation in agriculture became 

more serious, the Hungarian government began granting furloughs to soldiers from 

agricultural areas of Hungary. Another solution for the lack of labor was to use 

prisoners of war. 82 However, these solutions were reactive and not proactive and had 

their own complications. For example, in May 1916 the Hungarian government, in an 

attempt to maximize agricultural production, put forward measures to release soldiers 

who had experience in threshing and with threshing equipment. However, because of 

80 PT, 1914. Translation by the author. This is a document sent by the mayor of Kecskemét to the teachers 
and officials of the city outlining the current situation and some solutions. 
81William Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 
21-22 and 112-115 and George Rude, The Crowd in the French Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1959), 43-5. 
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military demands on these men's skills and the problems it would create on the 

battlefield, not all the men required for agricultural purposes were allowed to go on 

furlough.83 As for the problems with poor weather such as a lack of rain or hail, there 

was nothing anyone could do except to hope and pray that nature would be on their side - 

but in most cases it was not. The use of POWs sometimes left the men at the war front 

concerned for the moral reputation of the women they had left at-home. Thus, the 

military demands competed with the labor needs of agricultural production. Men were 

needed to fight but they were also needed to help feed the nation. The only two solutions 

to the reduction of agricultural output were the end of the war or the dedication of full 

manpower, animal power, and machine power to the farms. The alternative was access to 

alternate food supplies and sufficient money to buy them. Neither of these solutions was 

readily available to the Hungarian government, leading to further shortfalls and measures 

by the government to try and deal with a lack of supply and also to the rise of grave 

tensions between city and rural areas of Hungary, each feeling that they were being 

exploited by the other. 

If Hungary had been only responsible for feeding herself, then the people in 

Budapest would perhaps have had adequate resources during the war despite the 

aforementioned conditions; but Hungary, like most belligerent countries at the time, was 

not self-sufficient in all the necessities of war. Under any normal conditions, Hungary 

was self-sufficient in food production but not in such key things as textiles or coal. This 

82 OL K26 ME 1915 1030. On 17 May 1915 the agriculture minister, in a report to the prime minister, 
noted that 180 agricultural villages/townships had requested POWs and approximately 9,917 POWs had 
been sent. 
83 0LK26ME 1916 1689. 
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meant that in order to meet these needs to keep its citizens clothed and buildings heated 

including Parliament, municipal offices, factories, schools, hospitals, and homes, 

Hungary needed to export something and what it usually had the most of and what others 

needed was food. Since the war effectively ended the import and export trade of 

Hungary except with her allies, the items Hungary needed but did not produce internally 

had to come from either her own production of these goods, or from Austria or Germany. 

Thus, some agricultural goods needed to be sold to her allies throughout the course of the 

war. 84 Also, financially Hungary was not self-sufficient despite various measures such as 

increased taxation and the selling of war bonds. In the cabinet, discussions regarding 

finances occur from the beginning of the war, and become more problematic as the war 

continued with no end in sight with negotiations to borrow money from Germany 

becoming a necessary option as early as the spring of 1915.85 In fact, the Austrian 

Empire was not self-sufficient in food prior to the war and depended on Hungarian 

agriculture to meet most of the rest of its needs. 86 This was difficult for people to 

understand as the war continued and they stood in line for hours in Budapest to get the 

basic necessities such as flour, bread, meat, eggs, and milk. Hungarians complained 

about the selling of food when it was needed at home by the Hungarian people who 

clearly did not recognize or care that Hungary was not economically a self-contained 

unit. Along with Hungary's allies', animals also competed for the limited supply of 

grain, though choosing between giving foodstuffs to animals versus humans would create 

further complications. 

841ványi, [Meetings of the Hungarian Cabinet Ministers During the Great War], 300-01, 312; OL K26 ME 
1030 1915. 
85 0LK26ME 1030 1915. 
86 Czekner, 470-71. 
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There was an added complication to the above equation and that was the naval 

blockade by Great Britain[,] which commenced when Britain entered the war on 4 

August 1914.87 As early as 1906, some of Britain's war strategists had thought of the use 

of blockade as part of economic warfare if Britain was involved in another continental 

war. 88 The blockade, while being put in place in 1914, was far from total in that some 

goods still managed to leak to the Central Powers via neutral countries such as Holland, 

Denmark, and Sweden. For example, in June 1915 the government of Hungary was 

trying to bring in cattle from neutral Romania, Holland, and Denmark.89 The British 

Government in 1909 had entered into discussions as to how neutrals should be treated 

during the course of a war because their merchants had suffered problems when caught in 

the middle of a war time situation such as the 1904-05 Russo-Japanese War. While 

Britain in the end did not sign the Declaration of London, the "British Government had 

advocated, sponsored, and taken a leading part in the negotiation of the Declaration [of 

London] ,,90 There was also concern over a negative response from neutral countries if a 

full blockade was imposed without corresponding diplomatic cajoling and an attempt to 

appear to follow the rules of the Declaration of London. By 1916 the blockade was 

becoming tighter as Britain continued to apply pressure to the neutral countries. 91 

87 There are several works on the blockade which help to elucidate the nature of the blockade and how and 
why it changed in nature over the course of the war. For the Official History of the blockade, see 
Archibald Bell, The Blockade of the Central Empires, 1914-1918 (London: HMSO, 1961). Also Jonathan 
Clay Randel's unpublished doctoral dissertation, Information for Economic Warfare: British Intelligence  
and the Blockade, 1914-1918 (University of North Carolina, 1993; W. Arnold-Forster, The Blockade 
1914-1919: Before the Armistice and After (Oxford: Clarendon, 1939). 
88 Avner Offlier, "Morality and Admiralty: 'Jacky' Fisher, Economic Warfare and the Laws of War," 
Journal of Contemporary History, 23 (1988), 99-119. 
89 0LK26ME 10303016 1915. 
° M. Hankey, The Supreme Command, 1914-1918, Vol. 1 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1961), 101. 
' For an in depth look at the neutral countries and the blockade see Edgar Turlington, Neutrality: Its  

History, Economics and Law - The World War Period. (New York: Octagon, 1935). 
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One question, of course, is why the British strategy of economic warfare took root 

so slowly. The answer to this is the problem and diplomacy involved in unrestricted 

economic warfare [, ] which Britain had tried previously in the early nineteenth century. 

It would have been foolhardy for Britain to have implemented a total blockade of all 

goods to and from continental Europe. While Britain had the resources and the ability to 

do that, Britain also had the experience from Napoleonic times that to do that might 

inflame the United States and neutral countries in Europe and thus perhaps push these 

countries to be more willing to help the Central Powers or even to join their side, thereby 

allowing the Central Powers to win. Winston Churchill pointed out the strategic 

importance of the neutral countries on 3 August 1914 in an "Urgent & Secret" letter he 

wrote to Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey and Prime Minster H. H. Asquith.: 

We regard the part to be played in a naval war with Germany by the three 
small states bordering on the North Sea, viz Norway, Holland & Belgium, 
is of serious importance. The advantage wh[ich] their alliance w[oul]d offer 
us in blockading Germany & in controlling her naval movements cannot be over-
estimated. Their decision appears now to be trembling in the balance, & a strong 
action by England may rally them to our cause. ... We feel that any time lost in 
addressing these small states may result in losing great advantages; & that a firm 
initiative by England might secure them. 92 

Conversely, seizing all ships and goods without appearing to respect those neutral 

interests would not have swayed them to the British cause. So instead of a full blockade, 

Britain slowly and cautiously implemented the blockade, increasing its totality by not 

only using its naval force but also its diplomatic resources. Britain's ally Russia was also 

in a difficult situation and the Russians did not want the neutral Swedes to enter the war 

92 Churchill, 12-13. 



45 

on the side of Germany. Also, Great Britain and France were heavily reliant on the U.S. 

for munitions in order to continue the war. As Prime Minister Asquith pointed out in a 

letter dated 29 September 1914, "the Americans are making themselves disagreeable 

about the seizure and detention of cargoes. We naturally don't want a row with them, but 

we cannot allow the Germans to be provided for."93 However, all these considerations 

evaporated when the United States joined the war in the spring of 1917 and the 

"strangulation" of the Central Powers zoomed forward with virtually no constraints. 94 

Through its Foreign Affairs Office, Britain tried to remain apprised of the 

situation in Germany and Austria-Hungary to see how successful the blockade was in 

disrupting food supplies and other essentials for the Central Powers and how that in turn 

was affecting morale. The information Britain gained about their success with the 

blockade came from reading whatever newspapers they could get that were published in 

Germany and Austria-Hungary, reading letters they found on the battlefield, and 

interviewing anyone coming to Britain who had been in these areas. When perusing the 

British Foreign Affairs reports on the economic state of Austria-Hungary during the 

blockade, it is clear that the British knew that Austria-Hungary was unable to feed its 

population adequately and that women and children were becoming malnourished and 

potentially starving as the war continued. In August 1917, the author of these reports, 

W.G. Max Muller, was clearly aware of these problems. In this report he detailed the 

problems on the homefront and the undernourishment of the Austro-Hungarian Army. 

93H.H. Asquith, Letters to Venetia Stanley, selected and edited by Michael and Eleanor Brock (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), 256. 
" Edward Grey, Viscount of Fallodon, Twenty-Five Years, 1892-1916, Vol. 3 (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1928), 34-51; Randels, 95-107. 
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MUller stated, "there have been frequent references of late to the deleterious effect of the 

bad food on the public health, and it appears to be established beyond doubt that Austria-

Hungary ... has suffered severely this summer."95 Not only did he describe the situation 

of Austria-Hungary but he also frequently referred specifically to the situation in Vienna 

and Budapest in depth, and he reflected on the rift that the lack of food was creating 

between the two semi-autonomous states. He noted that the Viennese felt that the 

Hungarians were starving them deliberately, but he was also aware that this perspective 

did not reflect the reality that the citizens in Budapest were also going short of food. 

Again, it should be stressed that Britain did not think this blockade strategy used in 

isolation would work, but it was employing superior naval power and using it to pursue 

economic warfare while looking at military combat options and pursuing those options 

vigorously as well. 

Since Britain implemented the blockade, the Central Powers had very little ability 

to access non-European food sources. They were reliant on themselves and on food they 

could get from within Europe. Germany was about 80 percent self-reliant for her food 

needs; however, that was only with the help of artificial fertilizers and while they had 

sufficient potash, Germany had a complete dearth of nitrogen which was also needed in 

the production of artificial fertilizers thus reducing Germany's productive capacity. 

Austria was only able to meet 60 percent of her food needs with almost all of the rest 

being imported from the Kingdom of Hungary. Theoretically, the neutral countries 

might have been able to help make up these agricultural shortfalls through transshipments 

from abroad, but the British used the blockade to limit what these countries could import. 

95 Stevenson ed., 305. 
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When it appeared that countries such as Holland, Denmark, or Sweden were bringing in 

more food than they would have consumed, the British applied more diplomatic pressure 

for the neutral countries to sell their surplus goods to the Entente and not the Central 

Powers. As well, they declared goods on some ships to be contraband and seized the 

cargoes. Thus, over the course of the war both Austria and Germany turned more and 

more toward Hungary in order to help feed their own civilian populations as well as meet 

the needs of their armies. 96 

These pressures to provide adequate food for Hungary's own population, 

including its capital which had swelled to one million inhabitants, were untenable at a 

time when Hungary's normally abundant harvests plummeted to record lows. The 

pressure to gain food from Hungary was also increased for Austria when in 1914 Russia 

invaded Galicia and Bukovina, thus depriving Austria of these areas' agricultural 

products (as well as depriving Austria-Hungary of a large portion of its scant oil 

resources). Then, in 1916, Hungary also suffered a direct blow to agricultural production 

when its province of Erdély (Transylvania) was invaded by the Romanians, leading not 

only to a decrease in agricultural production for the country and its capital but also 

causing a large influx of refugees to Budapest, putting a further strain on the city which 

was already struggling to meet the food needs if its inhabitants, military personnel 

moving through the capital, and soldiers in the hospitals recuperating from wounds. It 

was also a grave concern for the Hungarian Government and Budapest's Municipal 

Government to allocate money to help these Hungarians be able in the short term to 

96 Ludendorff, "Communication of General Ludendorff to General to General von Arz," in Fall of the  
German Empire, 1914-1918, Vol. II, Ralph Haswell Lutz, ed., David G. Rempel and Gertrude Rendtorff, 
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survive and then later, when the Romanians were pushed out of Erdély, to rebuild the 

area. This was a problem for the Hungarian Government because their debts just from 

the war effort alone were overwhelming. 

Since food was essential for everyone in the Central Powers, pressure to gain this 

scarce resource mounted as it became less readily available from prewar sources because 

of the mounting effectiveness of the blockade. This also led to tension between the 

Central Powers, especially between Austria and Hungary. Many in Austria and in 

Vienna saw their counterparts as having sufficient food and simply being willing to be 

complacent while the Viennese starved. Budapest Mayor István Barezy tried to address 

rumors being circulated in Vienna by writing in German to a newspaper to refute some of 

the allegations. Barczy pointed out that this is "the first war in which the burden of the 

war is not only on the working and the agricultural classes but it is spread out amongst 

the entire society of the city." He pointed out that the municipal government of Budapest 

had worked hard to ensure there was no person in Budapest that was not receiving some 

kind of help or support from the city administration. He concluded by emphasizing that 

while some people in Vienna thought there were no poor people in Budapest, it was 

untrue. The biggest problem facing them both was the food problem and it was not very 

fair of Vienna to be jealous of Budapest because the problem was not of either 

Budapest's or the Hungarian Government's doing, but it was because of the situation and 

circumstances of the times. 97 

trans. (New York: Octagon, 1965), 187. 
97 Pesti Naplo, Budapest (August 31, 1915). 
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Thus, Hungary and the people of Budapest became scapegoats for the Austrian 

government [ ,] which helped promote this myth because it gave them an excuse for why 

the shortages were occurring and why they could not solve those shortages. In reality 

these shortages were occurring throughout the Central Powers. A more productive 

approach would have been for Austrian officials to face the problems and find 

constructive solutions with their Hungarian counterparts. Baseless criticism and finger-

pointing only created ill will in both halves of the monarchy, with the feeling being that 

the enemy was more the other half of the monarchy then the Entente. Not the least, this 

impeded the cooperation that was needed to truly address this critical problem. 

The above information would indicate that the blockade would have had an 

negative impact on Budapest indirectly, but there is evidence that it also had a direct 

impact on Budapest's ability to gain the food resources it needed to maintain its citizens' 

well being. On 7 November 1916 the municipal council's report on the capital's food 

supplies spoke of its attempts to bring in food from the neutrals. For example, it 

indicated that in December 1915 the city had brought in 100,000 cans of cooked beef 

from Denmark. 98 In June 1916, with the help of a large landowner, the city managed to 

bring in 397 cows to help with its severely reduced supply of milk. The report also 

mentioned that they could no longer bring in meat or live animals from neutral countries 

because of the blockade and transportation difficulties. The report also spoke of attempts 

to buy coffee from Sweden, but regretfully stated that this effort was blocked and that it 

was almost impossible to buy coffee from any of the other neutrals because the Entente 

98 "Report on the Situation of Budapest's Food Supply" in Források, Budapes Történetéhez 1873-1919 
(Budapest: Budapest Föváros Levéltárának Kiadványa, 1971), 342. 
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only allowed enough coffee to be brought into those countries sufficient for their 

populations. However, after long negotiation with Sweden the city report mentioned that 

Budapest managed to secure a very small amount of coffee from Sweden that would be 

brought in through Switzerland, though Switzerland had only given permission to 

transport a minimal amount.99 So the blockade did affect Budapest directly. When, as 

more pressure was put on Hungary to provide its allies with food, Budapest tried to gain 

access to food resources from the neutrals, pressure put on the neutrals by Great Britain 

and the blockade implemented by Britain made this increasingly more difficult. Attempts 

after 1916 were met with increased failure and were completely doomed when the United 

States entered the war in 1917. 

Another problem that Budapest faced was a competition for foodstuffs between 

the civilians and the military. This, of course, was a direct consequence of the war and 

the need to have the soldiers properly fed in order to be able to successfully fight the war. 

The average soldier in the Austro-Hungarian army was supposed to receive 3,200 

calories per day. By 1918, this had been significantly (indeed, dangerously) reduced to 

1,480 calories in practice. 10° According to one Hungarian cookbook, the average healthy 

man of 70 kilograms eating a well balanced diet should have taken in between 2,400 and 

3,000 calories. 101 Thus, the war increased the military's demands on the food supply and 

brought the military into direct competition with the needs of the civilians. Hungarian 

civilians not only needed the food to sustain themselves and their families but they also 

99 Forrasok, 342-345. 
°° Melly, József, A Hadigondozattak Budapesten (Budapest's War Dependents). (Budapest: Budapest 
SzékesfOváros Házinyomda, 1936), 9. 



51 

needed a regular nutritious food supply to have the energy needed to work the factories 

and fields in order to facilitate the military's success. The Minister of Home Defense was 

also well aware of this. His conclusion succinctly recorded in the 19 October 1917 

minutes for the cabinet ministers emphatically pointed out that "...a munkásság 

élelmezése éppen olyan fontos kérdés, mint a hadsereg élelmezése." ([that] providing 

food for the workers is just as important a question as providing food for the military). 

The military also put an additional strain on the civilian food supply indirectly 

because the nation's railroads were critical to the success of modern industrial warfare. 

However, this demand on the railroads by the military left the rail system with a lack of 

railcars beginning in 1914 and continuing on throughout the war. This meant that it was 

more expensive and more difficult to transport food to Hungary's capital should they be 

available elsewhere. As one missive from the Ministry of Defense put it, "the more rail 

cars used for military goods, that is how many less there will be for civilian use."102 The 

only solution for this was to build more railcars, locomotives, and rail ties but this was 

impossible because all the nation's finite resources were put to the direct provisioning of 

the war. In addition to this, when the soldiers were called up in 1914 the need was for 

men and no foresight was put into not calling up too many experienced men from any one 

sector - though admittedly, with the high unemployment rates in Hungary in 1914 this 

problem would have been difficult to foresee. Thus when repairs were needed to the rail 

system there was not only a lack of materials but also a lack of experienced personnel. 

'°' JozsefMadzsar, Mihály Somogyi, and Vilmosné Svastits, Takarékos Fözés (Budapest: Pfeifer 
Ferdinand, 1915), 6. 
102 HL Magyar Honvéd fparancsnokság (Hungarian National Defence Ministery Headquarters) HFP 606 

1915 em. 2709. 
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These were some of the general problems Hungary and Budapest faced with 

regards to food, and these problems applied to most of the basic foodstuffs such as 

flour/bread, meat and other animal products such as fat, milk, and eggs, as well as fruits 

and vegetables including sugar beets, coffee beans, and tea leaves. However, to more 

clearly illustrate the problems and their complexity it would be helpful to look at a 

specific example of one of the goods that was consistently in short supply throughout the 

war, namely flour. Of course one of the ironies about the shortage of flour during the 

food crisis in Budapest was the fact that Hungary was a large exporter of grain and the 

first large-scale industry in Budapest had been the milling industry.' 03 Yet almost 

immediately in 1914 there were problems supplying the important staple of flour to the 

population of Budapest. When looking at the food problem in general and with the 

problem of unavailability of grain in particular, it is important to look at what importance 

flour had for the population. First of all, grains were a staple in Budapest because they 

could be ground into flour and made into bread. Because of its location, Hungary was 

able to grow excellent wheat and wheat flour was the preferred flour in Hungary for 

bread making. 104 Wheat was preferred because it made better bread than other grains. 

The reason for this is because of its gluten content. Gluten is what holds a loaf of bread 

together. Grains such as millet, oats, and corn do not contain gluten. Thus, one can make 

bread from other grains but because of the gluten content wheat makes a lighter and some 

think nicer textured bread. White bread made from wheat came to symbolize people who 

were wealthy, with the insinuation being that you had brown bread because you were 

103 Enyedi, 100. 
104 Alan Davidson, The Penguin Companion to Food. (London: Penguin, 2002),116-119. 
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poor. 105 This is important because in the first winter of the war, 1914-15, stocks of 

wheat flour became short and in order to ensure that the population of Budapest had 

sufficient flour it became mandatory to mix wheat flour with another, less desirable kind 

of flour made from rye, maize, or potatoes. This was logical when one looks at the 

statistics for the crops of 1914 and sees the wheat crop declined dramatically while the 

maize and potato crop had done much better. 106 However, psychologically this was seen 

as a step backward to those who could afford white bread, 107 and also the mixing of some 

flours did not produce very good bread. For example, wheat and corn flour cooked at 

different rates and could leave the loaf an unappetizing partially cooked and partially 

uncooked lump. 108 

The reason why there was a lack of flour and bread in Budapest stemmed in part 

from the previously mentioned problems in agriculture. The military also had a need for 

a large amount of flour. Animals, too, needed some kind of quality fodder for them to 

properly gain weight before being slaughtered or in order to produce milk - or to work. 

Thus the grain supply became greatly reduced at the beginning of the war and never 

recovered. In 1915 there was some improvement in yields but they were still below 

normal. 109 In 1916 the hay crop was good; this was important with regard to the 

maintenance of the already decreased stock of animals. But the grain crops were again 

'0' Ibid. 116. 
106 Dersö, 161. 
107 Hungarians were very conscious of such things as class and status. 
'°8 HTL.HFP607 1915,eln,HFP6O8 1915e1n.3933,HFP 1915fp.482, and HFP6O9 1915fp. 1481. 
These are all missives from the Minister of National Defence (M. kir. honvédelmi minister) to different 
units of the Honvéd in the spring of 1915 when there were shortages of wheat, informing these units how to 
cook and prepare the bread because the flour had to be mixed. Instructions were needed so that this mixed 
flour did not go bad as corn flour tended to spoil faster than wheat flour and also on how to cook it in order 
to make the bread more palatable and digestible. 
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mediocre and the potato crop, which was also a staple, was a disaster. The year 1917 was 

even worse with fodder, crops being well below normal, making people wonder how they 

could maintain their animals; and again, the grain crops were mediocre. While the price 

of flour and bread increased, the quality and amount decreased, and the populace of 

Hungary, especially in the cities, became chronically hungry. What can be seen from the 

beginning of the war onward was that one of the major problems was a clear lack of 

supply and a greatly increased demand. The best way to have dealt with this problem in 

theory would have been for Austria-Hungary and her allies to sit down and look at all the 

resources each had and then equitably divide these. One wartime cookbook aptly 

summarized the problem the Central Powers faced when the author remarked, "believe 

me that the world war is not only a military war but also an economic one. The enemy's 

intention is to ruin us economically and frighten us with these privations and dictate a 

peace which they could not have twisted out of us with their artillery."' 0 However, the 

reality was that the Central Powers had difficulty agreeing how they would coordinate the 

military effort on the war front, never mind the crisis they all faced feeding their 

populations on the home front." 

109 Laky, 161. There is a good chart on this page which shows the amounts harvested from 1910 to 1918. 
10 Pápp, Victor, ed. Hogyan kell ólcsón fbzni a háborus idöben? (How to cook cheaply during this time of 
war?) (Budapest: Wodianer, 1915). This is a book in a series called Háborus Gazdasági Ftizetek (Wartime 
Economic Booklets). 
111 In fact one of the problems faced by Hungary in gaining access to cattle from Holland or Denmark was 
not only being able to purchased the cattle but also the problem of gaining permission from Germany to 
transport them from Germany to Hungary. [OL K26 ME 1033 1915] 
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CHAPTER 3- THE NATIONAL AND MUNCIPAL GOVERNMENTS:  
THEIR PERCEPTIONS AND SOLUTIONS FOR THE FOOD CRISIS  

Budapest - People's Help Office Queuing in Line in Budapest during World War I 

The pictures above show two faces of the food dilemma in Budapest. On the one 

hand the first picture shows the entity set up by the Municipal Government of Budapest, 

The People's Help Office. This was a direct and prompt response by the municipal 

government to the anticipated needs of families whose members were being called to 

serve the nation on the war front. 112 However, despite this prompt action by the Budapest 

government, the first winter 1914-15 demonstrated what life was going to be like while 

the war dragged on. The war began with prices rapidly increasing for most goods and 

shortages occurring in many items but especially the staple of wheat flour and its 

products such as bread. This resulted in long line ups that one can see in the second 

112 Cited in Kohut, 317. 
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picture, where many people waited for hours in hopes of getting some of the meager 

high-priced food that was supplied to the city. These line ups were places where 

discontent could brew and froth into protests and riots. The best way Hungary could 

have dealt internally with the food crisis was for the national government to have 

maximized the production of agricultural goods and to have ensured that what was 

produced and what remained in the country was fairly and equitably distributed at 

affordable prices. However, the politicians in the Hungarian Government did not have 

the ability to foresee the future to know that the war would last four and half winters 113 

long, and even if they did it still would have been difficult for them to mobilize the entire 

Hungarian society and the deeply entrenched hierarchy which existed within it. 114 

Despite this, both the Hungarian Government and the Municipal Government of 

Budapest recognized in 1914 some of the potential for problems and they did try and 

implement solutions to the food crisis. Both levels of government ultimately failed to 

solve the food crisis which grew in magnitude as the war dragged on, but Hungary did 

not have the resources available to Britain and France which, when the food situation in 

their countries was becoming a concern, were able to bring in food from overseas and 

then subsidize the selling of bread at affordable prices. Britain was able to then extend 

loans to the French government for this purpose. David Lloyd George, who became 

13 Using the word "winter" versus "year" is important. The war was four and half years long but it was 
always the winters that were the hardest for the people; with spring and the new harvest there was hope that 
the deprivations of winter would ease. The winters were short of food and coal. Deprived of both body 
heat and environmental heat made people's lives appear and feel even more bleak than during spring and 
summer. Thus the prospect of facing a fifth winter of war in 1918 was less than appealing and people were 
more willing to try a desperate gamble to prevent the sufferings they had already faced in the previous four 
winters. 
"4 Robin Okey, The Hapsburg Monarchy: From Enlightenment to Eclipse (New York: St. Martin's, 2001), 

314-25. 
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prime minister of Britain in late 1916, points out that Britain, too, faced a food shortage 

which the government, like the Hungarian government, was concerned with, but with 

Britain's financial resources they were more adequately equipped to solve it. Lloyd 

George notes, "The prospects for the 1917 harvest were dark. Our expectations of being 

able to maintain our food supplies were darkening with every week's returns of ships 

sank by submarines."5 Thus if one looks at it from this perspective, perhaps the 

measures implemented by the Hungarian Government and the Municipal Government of 

Budapest can be looked on as being a success in that the country was able to limp along 

for four and half winters with minimal external resources and diminishing internal ones. 

Almost all the belligerents thought they were facing a short war, and with this in 

mind there had been no foresight to stockpile resources."6 The concerns over affordable 

and palatable food led to unrest in Britain as it did in Hungary. This unrest "simmered 

throughout" 1916 and had spread by the spring of 1917. Historian Margaret Barnett in 

her book British Food Policy During the First World War made the following discovery 

regarding this prolonged labor unrest: 

Despite rumors that the trouble in the factories had been engineered by 
German agents and pacifists trying to corrupt the workers, eight regional 
commissioners set up at the end of May to investigate the reasons for the 
industrial unrest all found food to be the root of the discontent. Food problems 
not only caused specific complaints, the commissioners noted, but aggravated 
other issues, raising them in people's minds to intolerable proportions. The less 
difficulty a people experienced in satisfying its food wants, the better prepared it 
was psychologically to withstand other stresses. 117 

115 Lloyd George, 763. 
116 Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989), makes the 
following astute observation why stockpiling would have been ineffective anyway. "For a short war, 
stockpiling was unnecessary. For a long one, it was impossible." (344) 
117 (Boston: George Allen & Unwin, 1985), 130. For further analysis of the food crisis and the process 
Britain used to find solutions, see also P.E. Dewey, British Agriculture in the First World War (London: 
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The policy that the British Government eventually adopted was "to ensure the co-

operation of the farming community by adopting a bold policy of guaranteeing minimum 

prices for wheat, oats and potatoes ... as part of guaranteed prices, the Government 

should secure a wage of 25s a week."' 18 This policy could not be implemented if the 

government could not subsidize the prices and that meant having access to further loans. 

Farmers would not have agreed to a minimum price if those prices did not cover their 

production costs and ensure that they had an ability to earn a profit in order to feed their 

families and keep them motivated to farm. France, too, had much civil unrest over the 

issues of food and in "... the final year of the war was still marked by tensions over food 

prices. Hardly a day passed when police reports on the state of public morale did not 

mention 'protests', 'general discontent', or 'numerous and very lively complaints' which 

increased in intensity as the winter approached." 119 France also had outside resources in 

the way of Britain to draw upon to help ensure the food situation was kept from 

escalating into a full blown revolution. As mentioned before, both sides were involved in 

economic warfare, and in 1917 Germany had resumed unrestricted submarine warfare 

against the Entente. While Britain had naval superiority, it did not have an unlimited 

number of ships, and it was trying to provide goods in those ships for both the military 

and civilians in both Britain and France. This put more pressure on both governments' 

abilities to maintain the military and civilian food supply. 

Routeledge, 1989) and E.H. Whetham, The Agrarian History of England and Wales. 1914-39 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), Chaps. 5-8. 
118 Lloyd George, 763. 
"s' Thierry Bonzon and Belinda Davis, "Feeding the Cities," in Capital Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin 
1914-1919, Jay Winter and Jean-Louise Robert, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 332. 
This article compares the food problems and solutions of these three cities; pp. 305-341. 
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It is important to understand that the issue of keeping civilian food supplies at 

adequate levels was not just a problem faced by the Central Powers and that it was also a 

struggle for the governments of the Entente to maintain those supplies. This problem 

also illustrates why using statistics can be problematical when looking at the food 

situation. One can point to the fact that Britain was able to provide over 3,000 calories to 

its citizens per day for the entire duration of the war yet for the Central Powers providing 

half that, 1,500 calories, was a losing struggle. If the British, the French, and the 

Russians were able to soli'e their problems smoothly why were their citizens discontented 

and why did they need to bring in new measures to deal with the problem of the food 

supply? The reason is that the problem of food supply, as has already been mentioned, 

was more complex. There was no magic wand that one person could wave to get other 

countries, different levels of government, and all the people in the nation to cooperate all 

at the same time to ensure an equitable, fair supply of nutritious food. 

The Hungarian Government did not go into the war completely unprepared. In 

1912, faced with the advent of the First Balkan War and Austro-Hungarian involvement, 

Hungary passed legislation that dealt with both military and civilian concerns which 

arose from war. Indeed, the 1912 legislation was the backbone upon which further 

legislation during 1914-18 was built. This legislation dealt with the mobilization of 

Hungary's civilian population as needed in wartime, and the compulsory delivery for 

army goods. It also allowed the state to requisition industrial facilities needed for 

wartime production and put them under military control. Article 7 of the 1912 legislation 
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stated that "the organs of local self-government could, on the government's initiative, fix 

the maximum prices of staple foodstuffs. ,120 

The biggest problem that the national government had to face that was that of 

inflation. This was caused by a variety of factors and was experienced by all the 

belligerents. Factors included the mobilization of the army which increased pressure on 

limited resources to get them and keep them supplied with food, the reduction of markets 

as imports and exports ceased their normal activity, and reduced supplies in some areas 

because of poor harvests such as in Hungary also drove up the prices. Henry Spiegel in 

The Economics of Total War sums up what the solutions are to the economic problems 

faced by countries at war and also illustrates the problems faced by the Hungarian 

government in dealing with them. "The problem of the negative effort of war and of war 

finance is not a choice between alternative policies but rather the devising of a 

combination of methods which will secure the most enduring and vigorous war effort. 

The optimum combination is not the same for all countries but is determined by a host of 

psychological, institutional and historical factors, imponderables often, including the 

sensitiveness of the population to public control in general and to particular types [of 

public control] ,,121 

Hungarian Prime Minister István Tisza seemed to be sensitive to the complexity 

and problems involved with government involvement in reducing inflation. On 1 August 

120 Galántai, József, Hungary in the First World War, Eva Grusz and Judit Pokoly, trans. (Budapest: 
Akadémia Kiadó, 1989), 80; Nevelô, 1206-1208; Ferenc Pölöskei, "Magzaroroszág ay Elsö VilágháborU 
Elötti Evekben," in Magzarorsyág Története 1890-1918, Vol. 2 (Budapest: E Alcadémiai Kiadó, 1978), 
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1914 Tisza, in a letter to a government official in Pozsony, explained his concerns about 

getting the national government involved. "Dear Friend!" he wrote, "The city officials 

need appropriately deal with the problem of the increasing price of food.... The City of 

Budapest has already done this and has succeeded in pushing back the prices to normal 

levels. 122 As much as we cannot help in any other way, there is the possibility of the 

government fixing the prices, but this is a double-edged sword, because as soon as a 

maximum price is fixed it will instantly become the minimum price." 23 Pressure 

mounted on the government to set maximum prices on basic necessities such as flour and 

bread, and the government put maximum prices in effect on these items as of 1 December 

1914. 

However, maximum prices created more problems then they solved. The 

Hungarian government was under extreme pressure to do something about the greatly 

increasing prices. In the initial months of the war there was increased unemployment and 

many families' salaries were reduced because their main breadwinner had been called up 

to serve in the military. Putting maximum prices was like a façade; it gave the 

appearance that something was being done yet it did not get at the root of the problem. 124 

While Tisza was able to see the problem was in resorting to maximum prices, he was 

831-32. The regulations which the Hungarian Government passed in 1912 covered all aspects of social and 
military life and these are the regulations which one can see being put into use in 1914. 
121 Spiegel, 131-32. 
122 Tisza is blatantly lying because the prices in Budapest had been climbing throughout the 1900s and the 
outbreak of the war exacerbated this. However, it is common when reading Hungarian primary sources 
such as letters and newspapers to see that the writers will refer to conditions in other places such as Austria 
or Germany and state that conditions, organisation, and government in those places were much better and 
more efficient then those in Hungary or in Budapest when in reality that may not be the case. 
123 Tisza, István, GrófTisza István Osszes Munkái (The Collected Works of Count István Tisza), Series 4, 
Vol. II, 37-8. 
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barraged by the mayors of the Hungarian cities, led by Budapest, to put in place measures 

to alleviate the suffering and more so the discontent of the masses. In June 1915 the 

cities of Hungary held a congress to discuss the problems with the food supply and of 

maximum prices which had been brought into effect half a year earlier. The congress' 

conclusion was not that the policy of maximum prices was deficient but that the 

government was deficient in setting maximum prices too high. For example, one of the 

main concerns the mayors had, after having gone through a grain shortage during the 

winter and the government mandating that wheat flour be mixed with the more plentiful 

corn flour, was to ensure that there was enough grain for their citizens for the upcoming 

year. Their solution was to change the maximum price of grains from 40.50 korona to 

36.60 korona and then further reduce it to between 34 and 30 korona. 125 The rationale 

for such a move was because the wages for most of their citizens were not rising fast 

enough to accommodate the rapid increase in grain and grains were a staple of many 

families' diets. However, the obvious solution if the price was high was to lower it. The 

problem was that some of the reasons behind the prices increasing was because the cost 

of producing, transporting, milling, and selling the finished product had all increased as 

well. 

After the this congress, most of the cities' mayors including Budapest's Barczy 

wrote vehement letters to Tisza demanding that he lower the maximum prices and 

increase the amount of grain from 10 kg to the same amount that a person involved in 

124 The maximum price that the government set was the price of grain two weeks prior to 1 Dec. Those in 
urban areas felt that was unfair because the prices had increased daily since the start of the war. So even 
when the government implemented maximum prices, many felt that they were not doing enough. 
121 ME K26 cs1030, 3550 res. 1915. 
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agriculture received, which was 18 kg. Barczy emphatically stated that unlike people in 

rural areas, people in the city had less recourse and ability to gain food stuffs, especially 

meat. He also wanted the price for grain to be reduced, and he wanted meat, milk, and 

potatoes added to the list. Barczy also wanted cities to be able to set maximum prices on 

items that the federal government had not set a maximum on, but because of the amount 

being consumed in a particular city, there would be the need for a maximum to be set. 

He concluded his letter by informing Tisza that the people in the city were the ones who 

were hardest hit in the war. Their salaries had dropped the most, yet the people in the 

city did more than their fare share to help out the war effort. 126 

Five days prior to Barezy's letter, Tisza had received one from the Hungarian 

Agricultural Association explaining why maximum prices needed to remain the same if 

not increased. The Association pointed out to Tisza that the hardships that agriculture 

had faced would only increase because there was less man power and animal power and 

that agriculture faced even more financial and physical sacrifices. The President of the 

Association informed Tisza that if prices dropped then people in agriculture would 

become so disheartened that next year's harvest would feel the effects, and that it would 

be in everyone's best interest to avoid this problem. 127 While Tisza was trying to deal 

with these requests, he was also in the midst of trying to ensure that neutral countries 

remained thus, that POWs who were coming into Hungary from the Russian Front were 

sent to agricultural centers where they were needed, but ensuring that the quarantine for 

them was enforced so that they did not spread contagious diseases like cholera amongst 

126 OL K26 ME 1030 3280 1915. 
127 OL K26 ME 1030 2980 1915. 



64 

the population. He also wrote to one teacher regarding the problems of ensuring that 

schools would be open for the upcoming school year because of a lack of power and 

assuring this teacher that he would do all in his power to ensure that the upcoming school 

year would be more successful. During the same period Tisza also received a report from 

the Hungarian Engineers and Architects Association updating him as to the problems of 

having the milling rate of wheat at 87 percent to 90 percent. They felt that the resulting 

flour was harder for humans to digest and did not have any nutritional value for thems, 

yet it was taking feed out of the animal food chain to the detriment of humans and to the 

detriment of farm animals which were also needed for the human food supply. The 

report detailed about what percent maize should be milled to for maximum human benefit 

and the problems with mixing flour - namely, that maize tends to go bad faster and had 

different properties and consequently needed to be handled entirely differently when 

being used for baking. 128 

The report indicates that the government was getting expert opinions to try and 

make the best decisions possible. However, there were competing interests that had to be 

considered and multiple events occurring on which decisions had to be made. Thus, no 

matter what course of action the government chose, someone would be left disgruntled. 

In the end, Tisza wrote back to Barczy and addressed all the major points made by the 

mayor. He was polite in his response but pointed out to Barczy that prices could not be 

reduced because there could still be poor crops and there was a lack of labor. He told 

Barczy that he was sympathetic (Tisza also lived in Budapest where the Parliament 

buildings were located) to the plight of the city residents though the national government 

128 Tisza, vol. 3, 369-83; OL 1(26 ME 1030 3252 1915. 
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had to deal with all the problems of the country. Tisza regretfully informed Barczy that 

he could not help the cities financially to deal with these problems, but he reassured the 

mayor that he would continue do everything in his power to help the cities gain the food 

that they required. 129 

Barczy continued to actively lobby for his city, feeling that the federal 

government was still not fully recognizing and doing all in its power to remedy the 

citizens' concerns. Another example of this was when the Budapest city council felt 

frustrated by what they perceived to be a lack of communication between the Hungarian 

government and the municipal government. On 24 May 1916 it sent a letter to the prime 

minister explaining how the laws the national government was continually passing were 

difficult for the city. It suggested to the national government that it send proposed 

legislation in advance to them in order that they could have an opportunity make 

suggestions on changing and modifying bills that would have a deleterious effect on the 

management of the city, especially with regards to such things as economic, cultural, 

technical, and financial matters. One example which the city pointed to was new tax 

laws. The city requested that the national government, when it implemented new taxes, 

needed to keep in mind issues that dealt with municipal housekeeping, financial future 

and independence. It reminded the government that when the war was over it would not 

only be the nation that would have to be balanced but that the municipalities also needed 

to be able to keep their houses in order, including their financial house. 

'29OL6ME 1030 3280 1915. 



66 

However, the root of the problem did not lie with the federal government and its 

lack of understanding of the problems the city faced. The root of the problem was that 

the supply of grain was down, demand had increased, production costs such as labor and 

transportation had increased, and subsequently prices had increased as well. Added to 

this was the problem of people buying surplus stocks of flour because they were afraid 

that there would be a shortage (and in this regard they were correct, for there was and 

would be). However, only people who had surplus capital could stock up on supplies, 

and for a majority of people in Budapest this would have been impossible. An article on 

"The Problem of Supplying Food to the People" printed on 15 August 1914 in the 

Nó'munkás explains why this was not something that many would be able to do. The 

writer pointed out that "a lot of people are occupied, especially now, not only with the 

unbelievable expensiveness making life hard for the poor person to sustain themselves, 

but also the amount available is dangerously insufficient. It is difficult to transport the 

goods, many men have been called into the army; all of these are factors which lead a 

person to more intensively feel that these are times of war." She stated how some 

newspapers were giving advice to their readers to stock up on potatoes, tomatoes, dried 

fruits, canned vegetables, flour, and heating fuel because all these things would become 

more expensive and even worse, unavailable. She then plaintively stated, "We 

proletarian women all know this, we even thought of this, but the only thing we don't 

have is the money to do this. Most of us live from day to day."13° Another problem with 

maximum prices was that not only were prices still too high for most poor people to 

afford, but maximum prices did not guarantee that food would be available; thus, what 

good was it if something had a maximum price yet that product was always sold out? 

'30p.4. 
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Another reason that maximum prices solved nothing was because, among other 

things, different areas of Austria-Hungary could set different maximum prices. 

Consequently, rather than helping those who could not afford these basics, such as bread 

and flour, to be able to buy them, when a maximum price was set the commodity ended 

up becoming even more scarce. Understandably, producers took their goods to the 

markets which had the higher price. The result of this was that different areas of the 

monarchy ended up competing with one another for these scarce resources, and setting 

higher prices was one way to try and gain a greater share. Even if a place that set a 

higher maximum price did not end up with a greater quantity of goods, the public's 

perception was that the reason they lacked food was because of some other locale's 

higher maximum. 131 This also led to the mood of growing frustration and hostility within 

the monarchy. And in turn, these developments contributed to counties within the 

monarchy placing bans against the transportation of foodstuffs from their county to 

another county. While this would help that county protect its food supply, it made the 

problem and inequities faced by the country as a whole worse. 

The other reason why food supplies seemed to completely dry up when 

maximum prices were set was because the concept focused only on the idea that 

municipal officials had in mind when they established the system - namely to make 

goods affordable to the public. What was not taken into account was how much it cost 

the producer. With the maximum prices in place, often the producer felt that it was not 

worth his while to take goods to market, given the amount of money he would be able to 

'' In the British Foreign Affairs Documents already mentioned it is clear that Vienna's frustration with 
Budapest stems at least in part from this perception when the reality was that many people in Budapest 
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sell those goods for, especially because of increases in transportation and labor costs. In 

War Economics, a book written during World War II but based on the experiences of 

World War I, Jules Backman stresses this point in his article "Direct Price Control." "Of 

particular importance to the success of the war effort," Backman wrote, "is the assurance 

that the supply forthcoming is at its maximum. In this connection it is very important to 

make sure that maximum prices are not fixed too low with the consequent limiting effect 

upon supply."132 This was indeed a problem with the Hungarian war effort, but faced 

with the cities' demands that maximum prices were set too high and with the large 

populations to be fed there, it was difficult to follow this edict. 

Maximum prices were established in the early months of the war and the system 

continued throughout the war. The list of goods placed on maximum price lists grew, as 

did the problem of how to put it in place. Maximum prices only increased the level of 

frustration felt both by the people of Budapest and also the people who supplied the city. 

The middle and working classes they felt that the maximum prices were too high, while 

the agrarian producer whose costs had skyrocketed saw the maximum prices as too low. 

Sometimes this decreased production because instead of bringing goods to market people 

consumed them themselves or gave them to their animals. Maximum prices are only 

effective if the government puts in place prices which make it economically viable for 

producers (or, in the case of Britain, if the producer was given a guaranteed minimum 

price that was sufficiently high to compensate him) and then setting lower-than-market 

were also doing poorly. 
132 (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1942), 228. This book was published during World War If and had the 
benefit of the experiences of World War I and some of the benefits of what policies were implemented 
based on those experiences. It goes through all the major topics which affect the economics of a country in 
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prices for the maximum price of goods for consumers. In other words, subsidizing the 

costs of goods needed, financial resources which the Hungarian Government simply did 

not have. Thus, even when the Hungarian government moved to the stricter measures of 

using food coupons in 1916, this solution along with maximum pricing was ineffective. 

There was one other problem which apprehended the federal government's ability 

to come up with better solutions to the problems that they faced. Franz Joseph, emperor 

and king of Austria-Hungary, died 21 November 1916. This led to his heir, Karl or 

Károly, taking the throne. Károly had different ideas about governing than Franz Joseph 

did. One of the things he wanted to see implemented were laws allowing for a larger 

portion of the population to take part in both national and municipal elections. Tisza was 

adamanantly against this move, feeling that the masses needed the guidance and 

leadership of the elite. The result was that Tisza resigned as prime minister and the king 

appointed a weak, inexperienced politician, Móric Eszterházy, as prime minister. 133 

Since there were animosities between the former ruling party and this new coalition 

cabinet composed of groups from both the right and left of the political spectrum, the 

transition did not go smoothly. The new government continued on with food policies in 

the same vein as Tisza, but they moved to requisitioning agricultural goods by 1917 

which only lead to bitterness among the agricultural producers and the continued decline 

of food availability. 

12 chapters. The subjects discussed include moving the economy from peace to war, labor supply, wages, 
war finance, price problems, direct price controls, railroads in wartime, agriculture, and consumers. 
133 His government only lasted from 21 June 1917 to mid-August 1917. 
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The government of the City of Budapest also actively worked to resolve the 

problems that its citizens faced because of food shortages. The municipality was well 

versed with the problems with regards to the ability to procure what they needed, having 

experienced demonstrations by its frustrated citizens in the early 1900s. By 1909 this 

relatively new city government put in place a depai tiiient to help its citizens deal with 

some of these problems, with the result that by 1914 there was already a structure in 

place to help the poor and destitute. As soon as the war started, the city moved to help its 

residents with the inevitable hardships that war would bring. On 31 July 1914, just three 

days after war had been declared, the mayor, István Bárczy, set up a City Help Office for 

soldiers' families that would open on Monday 3 August 1914. The hours were to be from 

9:00 am to 7:00 pm, Monday through Sunday, and it would even be open on weekends. 

This office was put in place to give advice to people and help direct them to other 

organizations that could assist them further. They would take complaints regarding 

exorbitant prices, and in cases of extreme hardship, would give a small amount of money, 

but this would only be in extraodinary circumstances. 134 The city also helped by 

allowing the federal government to distribute aide to those citizens who had someone in 

the military by letting them have space in each of the twelve district offices.' 35 This 

helped in the aide distribution as it broke it down into smaller areas and the people 

working in those offices would be familiar or could easily become familiar with the 

families' circumstances and how they could help them. Circulars were printed and 

134 Sándor, Hanvai, Budapest Hábori'is Jótékonysága (Budapest: Budapest Szkesföváros Házinyomda, 
1915), 1-2. This booklet was published at the beginning of 1915 and outlines all the efforts made up to that 
point to help the people of the city. It also makes note that all charities are strictly regulated and only 
charties operating to help the war effort and those involved with the poor were allowed to get a municipal 
license for their charity. Furthermore, clear and accurate statistics were to be kept by all charitble 
orginizations including the city. 
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distributed in each district regarding this new form of help and requesting that people 

who knew a family needing help come forward with that information, and also what kind 

of help that family needed. 136 The Budapest Központi Segito Bizottság (Budapest 

Central Help Committee) was also set up. It had eleven departments, such as a child's 

protection department, a women's protection department, a public health department, a 

separate department for public clothing and one for soldiers clothing, and also a public 

foodstuffs department. People in the various departments would go and see whether a 

person really was in need of help. They would examine each individual to see what their 

incomes and savings were, and why they were in need of aid. They would usually try to 

find alternatives to giving out money, such as trying to find ajob for someone in the 

family. If someone needed help right away, the information was taken to the mayor; if 

the family's situation was not dire, then it would be taken to the general meeting of this 

organization and the people serving on the committee would read the files in advance and 

make decisions about what kind of help should be given. The kind of financial help that 

was available if the documentation indicated that the family did indeed need the help was 

as follows: a family could get up to 50 kr right away, a 300 kr maximum one time only 

amount, or if longer term help was required, then 50 kr for a maximum of six months. 

The mayor also ensured that advertisements were put out so that people knew where help 

was available or where people could donate their time and money if they were in a 

position to do so.' 37 

135 The city in 1914 was divided into twelve districts and each of these districts had an office to service the 
needs of the citizens in that area. 
131 PT 1915. 
'37 1bid, 1-36. 
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However, the city was not in a financial position to help out the people on the 

scale that was needed. On 24 August 1914 Bárczy told Budapest residents that the city 

was going to cut back on lighting the streets because conservation was needed in this 

time of war and the city was setting an example for its citizens who should be conserving 

their supplies as well. He urged people to use up perishable goods, but to set aside those 

goods which had a longer shelf life. In recognition of the large numbers who were 

unemployed, he cautioned people to be thrifty, yet he also urged the citizens of Budapest 

to go out and buy things because people were not buying consumer goods and this was 

creating unemployment and hardship for others. 138 

The main reason the mayor acted quickly and vigorously to try and ensure that the 

people of the city were taken care of was because if there were problems, it was the city 

that would have to deal with the consequences - both with manpower to try and keep 

peace and order and financially if damage was done to city streets and buildings because 

of rioting. This concern for the people and the awareness that small problems can 

blossom into much larger ones if not addresed appeared at the first full Budapest Council 

meeting. The councillors discussed how important it was for them to take care of things 

at home and how a lot of small things could add together and create problems; the 

analogy they used was how a small stone could stop the biggest machine. 139 The lack of 

food did, indeed, create problems within the city. By June 1915, less than a year after the 

start of the war, for example, there were hunger protests in Budapest's working class 

districts of Csepel and Soroksár, leading the city to set up a People's Food Complaints 

138 Források, 317-18. 

'39 Forrássok Budapest Miiltjából, 294. 
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Office. This was just the beginning of the protests which would continue to grow in 

number and urgency as the war continued. 

In addition to the various agencies which the municipal government put in place, 

it tried a few other measures as well to help people gain access to food either for free or 

at a reduced cost. The city set up soup kitchens to try and ensure that people at least had 

one nutritious meal a day. In May 1916 it also put in place mobile soup kitchens in every 

district of Budapest to help those who needed the nutritional help but were not able to 

spend the hours it took to go and line up to receive these meals. 140 Some of the people 

these new kitchens were aimed at were working mothers who did not have the time to 

buy and prepare food for their children after working all day. By the end of the war, the 

city was feeding 80,000 people a day, or close to 10 percent of the population. Another 

theasure put in place and announced to the citizens of Budapest on 22 March 1915 was 

that the city was going to let people use municipal land to plant gardens. In the circular it 

emphasized that the produce for these gardens was to help the citizens of Budapest who 

lived in apartments and would only be for family consumption, not for sale. 141 Before the 

war was over the city's race track was also being used for this purpose. 

While the municipal government did lobby the federal government, sometimes it 

was successful in winning some concessions and sometimes not. Both levels of 

government were trying to address the problems they saw as critical. The government of 

Budapest overlooked the complicated nature and conflicting demands of warfare and 

140 Forrássok, 320. 
141 PT 1915. 
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agriculture, and instead saw only its immediate problems and those of its citizens. It felt 

very frustrated by what it considered to be the national government's apathetic response 

in the face of increasing prices and lack of access to food for its people. While the 

federal government was aware of the concerns of Budapest's municipal government, it 

was also aware of other municipalities' concerns. As well, it had to deal with trying to 

keep the military fed and supplied. The national government was also lobbied by a wide 

variety of other interests groups. Each of these groups had a different perspective as to 

what the solutions should be to alleviate what they thought the greatest concern was, with 

most understandably focused on industries and families. Very few agencies were able to 

step back from their own concerns and look at the complexities of the situation and come 

up with a solution for the problems that the entire nation faced. While the entire nation 

faced these problems as a whole, individuals experienced problems from their own local 

perspectives and thus their proposed solutions reflected this. In part, this explains why it 

was so difficult to come up with a comprehensive plan for the nation to adequately solve 

these problems or to at least minimize the effects the war was continually heaping on 

Hungary. 

The main reason why neither the national government's nor the municipal 

government's solutions worked was that the root of the problem was not being addressed 

- and that was that there was a lack of food, a lack of access to new resources, too many 

demands on the food supply, and no centralization of the entire country or Dual 

Monarchy, thus making people who were theoretically part of the same country compete 
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with one another for limited resources. The city alone or the national government alone 

could not and did not solve the problems that revolved around the food supply. 
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CHAPTER 4— THE BUDAPEST PEOPLE THEIR FUSTRATIONS AND 
ATTEMPTED SOLUTIONS  

May 14, 1917: We only rarely visit relatives [dear brother] . . .because we are too 
busy attempting to find food for ourselves .... Nobody has ever seen prices as 
high as now. We go to buy food using our food tickets but in vain because when 
we go there is no food to be had. We can get some from the municipality but 
they only give 2 kilos that is supposed to last for 10 days. Now if only it was all 
wheat flour, but lots of times they mix it with corn flour. Now if some of it were 
only corn flour that would be okay but if you don't have anything else to eat other 
than that, then those people end up going without bread for a week. Many people 
are at home, children, women, elderly because they cannot work because they are 
starving [sic]. 142 

(Letter from a Hungarian resident stopped by military censors.) 

While the goal of economic warfare is to demoralize the citizens, it is important 

to examine a variety of sources to see if this goal was achieved. Two ways of looking at 

this are what kinds of things citizens did do in order to gain enough food for themselves 

and their fellow citizens, and in the end how the citizens felt about the food supply and 

the efforts being put forward by the government on their behalf. 

While the government used existing government structures as well as newly-

created ones to help its residents, a large portion of the money to help those most in need 

came from their fellow Budapest residents through a variety of campaigns set up to help 

the families of those who had been called up for military service. One of the first efforts 

to help the poor came from the wealthy industrialist Manfred Weisz who set up a free 

kitchen at the beginning of the war to serve 1,000 Budapest poor. People had to bring 

142 Hadtörténeti Levéltár (HL), E1sö vilaghaboru gyüjtemny (Hungarian Military Archives, First World 
War Collection), Zensurkommission für Korrespondenzen an Kr.iegsgefangene in Budapest, 4447 d. This 
is a letter that did not pass the press censor because of its stark references to the food crisis. The emphasis 
on the word starving is per the letter writer. 
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their own containers and their own plates and utensils if they wanted to eat in the limited 

space available. Tickets for lunch were handed out from between 8:00 and 11:00 am and 

then lunch was served from 12:00 to 2:00 pm. 143 Weisz said that this help for the needy 

would continue for the duration of the war, and he increased the kitchen to 1,600 lunches 

per day by 1917.144 The problem with this was that if someone had to work, how could 

they manage to stand in line first for the ticket and then to collect the meal? And if they 

did not have an adequate wage to feed their families, how could they afford not to? 

However, people like Manfréd Weisz could easily afford such generosity because he was 

a munitions manufacturer and had contracts with the army prior to the Great War and 

continued to prosper during the war. 145 

There were a multitude of other efforts to help those less well off in Budapest. In 

the spring of 1915 the "National Sacrificial Statue" was built. It was a large wooden 

statue with a knight on its back. People were to buy token that would be put on the statue 

and the money would go to help the families of soldiers, widows, orphans, and those 

soldiers handicapped by the war. 146 Throughout the war, continuous efforts were made to 

raise money for the poor and war widows and war orphans, such as the selling of coloring 

books, concerts, readings in Budapest by the best known literary figures of the day, and 

143 Források, 320. 

'j" Batthyány, Tivador. Hadikonyák Országos Bizottsága Beszámoló Jelentése (Hungary's War Kitchens 
Committee's Quarterly Report). (Budapest: Magyar Királyi Nyomda, 1918), 15. This booklet also 
contains a detailed summary of each district in Budapest and how many meals were being provided to 
people. It also lists what organizations were providing free meals. 
145 For more detailed information on Manfréd Weisz and his manufacturing empire see Lászlo Varga, 
"Manfréd Weiss: The Profile of a Munitions King," in Jews in the Hungarian Economy 1760-1945, 
Michael K. Silber, ed. (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1992), 196-209. 
146 Plakát Tar 1915, Nemezeti Muzeum Fototar 80735, 75987. 
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movies where the profits were donated to the war's less fortunate. 147 Also, organizations 

such as the Budapest Doctor's Association and the Budapest Teacher's Association tried 

to look after the families of their own who had been called up to serve in the war,. 

Budapest's mayor called upon civil servants to give up 1 percent of their salary to help 

their colleagues' families survive. However, there were a lot of competing requests for 

donations during the war, such as buying patriotic war bonds, requests to help disabled 

veterans, and after the Romanian invasion and then expulsion in Erdély, the requests to 

help rebuild this part of Hungary. 148 New  taxes were brought in to try and cover the 

costs of the war because Hungary became more in debt as it tried to uphold its financial 

responsibility for the military effort. 149 

The resources to help the people of Budapest were limited, yet many people 

needed the help because of the large military mobilization. Both the national and federal 

governments limited how much was paid out to those in need. This led to anger and 

frustration amongst the city populace. People saw their loved ones leaving for the war 

front, fighting there, being injured, captured as a prisoners of war, or even dying. The 

official reason that they were there was because they were laying their lives down for 

their country. In return for these sacrifices, their families frequently experienced 

frustration in receiving sufficient funds to survive. This made them less willing to 

continue making patriotic sacrifices for the nation. For example, one Budapest man 

wrote to the mayor expressing his anger that when his wife tried to get some aid from the 

district alderman because their son who helped their family make ends meet was called 

"v Plakát Tar, 1914. 
'48 1.bid., 1914-1918. 
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up, she was told that she needed to feed her family. He was angry about this because 

their eldest son was at the battlefront and the four other younger children were in school, 

so this was clearly not possible. 150 This not only occurred when people were trying to 

gain aid from the municipality but also when people tried to get money from the federal 

government because a family member was at the war. They, too, were sometimes turned 

down because the government felt they had sufficient funds or land to survive. 

The government tried to monitor what the population generally was thinking, 

feeling, or doing. This was done through censorship of the mail. The censorship and the 

content being censored are interesting in and of themselves, but in particular as they 

relate closely to the problem of food supply. Letters from Hungary including Budapest 

either had parts blacked out or the letters were completely withheld when people referred 

to how expensive things were, how they could not afford goods, and how even if they had 

the money many goods were just not available. For example, one letter censored in 1917 

sums up the writer's thoughts on the deprivations that he and his family were 

experiencing at home. The complaints are: requisitioning of food, people starving to 

death, no fodder for the animals, prices very expensive, sugar, coffee, or tobacco, and the 

government confiscating bells. 151 These kinds of complaints can be seen consistently 

throughout the 1917 and 1918 letters. What is significant is not only that inflation had 

not been halted, but that the government's requisitioning of food was not seen as a 

positive measure; but as an invasive one that was leading to suffering. The bells being 

149 Galantái, 1989, 192. 
'° "Requiralás, éhen halnak, nincs takarmány, nagy a dragaság, cukor, kávé és dohány nem kaphato, 
elkoboznak a harrangokat." Források, 339-340. 
151 HL Box 4447. 
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requisitioned were also frequently mentioned in 1917; this is important because people 

had suffered the deprivations of war and now on top of everything else their church bells 

were being forcibly taken from them so that the metal could be melted down for 

munitions production. These letters indicate that this was not a population willing to 

endure more deprivation, nor one which saw its government as being there to help them. 

The general populace just wanted the war to be over, or were apathetic, having given up 

hope that things would ever change. 152 

There are also instances where references to crops which were growing well were 

also censored in 1917-18, though these comments were much rarer than those referring to 

the hardships that most experienced, be it rural or urban. Not only were letters censored 

in whole or in part and mood reports written up monthly, but the federal government also 

looked for people who were complaining to their soldier family members that they had 

not received adequate separation allowances. These letters were taken and a form filled 

out and sent to the appropriate county administrator outlining the complaint with a 

request to see if the complaint was legitimate. Most of the responses back to the 

government outlined why the person did not have a legitimate complaint, for example, 

because the person owned land and some animals or because they were already receiving 

the maximum amount of military assistance. The maximum allowance compared to the 

prices of goods was grossly inadequate, but so, too, was the government's financial 

ability to contribute more to the homefront when they were in a deficit position. Those 

who had complained were then reprimanded for writing to their loved one and telling 

112 HL Box 4447 & 4448. 
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them of the conditions at home. 153 The authorities feared, of course, that such accounts 

would undermine morale at the front. Not only does this illustrate the increasing control 

of Hungary's government over its citizen's everyday lives, but it also illustrates how 

people's frustration was slowly building. Even when they tried to get help they could 

not, and when they complained to their own family members they were chastised by "big 

brother." 

People's frustration and anger grew in Budapest when they looked around and 

saw a handful of men and women who were able to dress and feed their families well 

while they had to stand long hours in line, often leaving empty handed. Articles in the 

Nômunkás explain how frustrating this process was because some people had small 

children, their husbands were at the war front, and they could not leave early to stand in 

line for the hours needed to gain the supplies for their families. All too often they could 

not get the supplies and returned empty handed. Their other choice was to leave their 

small children alone in the home and hope that their children would be well in the hours 

that they stood to bring them food. Just as the pictures of the celebration of the 

declaration of war on 28 July 1914 were predominantly filled with men, the pictures of 

the line ups for the necessities of flour, potatoes, pulse vegetables, meat, eggs, and milk - 

were predominantly filled with women. 154 Thus, the time needed to look after the 

household, to cook meals from the food one could obtain, was significantly decreased 

because of the amount of time it took to get the food, never mind the frustration about not 

getting sufficient quantities or quality of food or nothing at all when supplies had run out. 

153 Several boxes filled with complaints and how they were handled can be found at HL Box 4411-1114. 
'54 NemeztiMusuem 371118, 22741. 
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All this put more pressure on the government to address the problem in a more 

meaningful fashion than with the system of maximum prices. The next step was food 

coupons which were introduced in 1916. Dr. Endre Veress, who one would consider to 

be part of the middle class, urged his mother who lived and owned land a few hours away 

from Budapest, to "try and get as much flour as possible because on Jan 10, 1916 bread 

tickets are coming into effect and by spring there will be no flour and we will be forced to 

use maize flour! ,155 Again, coupons might have been helpful to ensure an equitable 

distribution of flour and bread but only if there were sufficient quantities of food 

available to begin with, and this was clearly not the case in Budapest. Again, the 

solutions being put in place by the government did not address the root causes of the 

problem. One could argue that supplies were being undermined by profiteers who 

withheld food, speculating that prices would go higher and they could make a greater 

profit, but some in the city felt it was their rural counterparts who withheld food from 

them. Berlin, which had better central control, also suffered from similar problems 

because again, they could not get access to the supplies. London and Paris did better than 

Berlin and Budapest, but they too had to put in some of the same measures, only much 

later into the war. The reason that London and Paris did so much better was because 

these cities continued to have access to colonial and neutral markets, and the measures 

they had to put in place came after the German unlimited submarine campaign did not 

starve them even if they did reduce their supplies and increase the potential for loss of 

life. Thus, changing the distribution system in the aforementioned manner and putting it 

further under government control only served to demoralize the population and reduce 

supplies on the market. 

1s5 OL Private Letter Collection P. 1569 2d. 6 tetel. 
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The lack of grain not only affected bread and flour but it also affected many other 

items as well. Grains were used in the making of alcohol. Since there was a need from 

the basics of flour and bread and fodder, there was virtually none left for this industry. 

The impact was two fold. First, it resulted in unemployment for those who worked in this 

industry; and second it reduced how much alcohol was available to the public. 

Not only did one use flour to make bread but flour was also used in many 

Hungarian food dishes such as pasta and pastries. This disrupted the cultural life and the 

traditions people had grown up with. For a few short months people could begrudgingly 

accept these sacrifices because the propaganda portrayed this as a way to ensure that the 

war ended quicker - and victoriously. Over the long term, however, it became impossible 

for people to believe that these sacrifices were beneficial to anyone but the war profiteers, 

and as early as 1915 people wanted the war to end and a return to peace, stability, and an 

adequate and tasty food supply. One of the interesting consequences of a reduced supply 

of grain was that people turned to other things as substitutes for this staple. Thus, the 

demand for potatoes went up and also for pulse vegetables. More people buying these 

goods also reduced the supply of them and drove up their prices further. When price 

maximums were put in place, the supplies of those goods dwindled even further. 

The other foodstuffs whose references permeated both governmental literature and letters 

were the lack of meat and animal products. The problems that people experienced with meat 

and other animal products such as fat, milk, and eggs was similar to what they experienced 

with flour and bread, except in this case the supply went from adequate to impossible to find 
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and afford. The lack of animals and animal products posed serious concerns to Budapest 

residents, whether healthy, young, old, sick or wounded, because of the nutritional value of 

these products. 156 

The main reason that there was a lack of meat and related products was because the 

animal stocks of the country were severely reduced in 1914 and they could not recover from 

this depletion. The military needed large amounts of these products in order to have soldiers 

in good health to win the war and their needs superceded the civilian need. The evidence 

that there was a depletion in stocks is found in the number of animals brought to slaughter - 

the numbers for the year 1914, especially after the declaration of war, were significantly 

higher than previous years. 157 

The increase in the number of animals slaughtered is significant because the stocks were 

unable to recover from this rapid depletion along with the killing of several hundred animals 

in Hungary due to illness such as hoof and mouth disease. 158 The ramifications of this 

depletion was far reaching and disastrous for the entire population of Budapest, but 

especially for the middle-classes and the working classes. The obvious problem was that 

this depletion led to a lack of meat for the population, but it went beyond this. The depletion 

156 For further information on the connection of nutrition and diet to disease in humans see Mary K. 
Schmidl and Theodore P. Labuza, Essentials of Functional Foods (Gaithersburg, MD: Aspen, 2000); 
Andrew Weil, Eating Well for Optimum Health: The Essential Guide to Food, Diet and Nutrition, (London: 
Timewarner, 2000); Nancy J. Peckenpaugh and Chailotte M. Poleman, Nutrition Essentials and Diet  
Therapy (Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders, 1995); G.H. Bourne, ed., Nutritional Value of Cereal Products, 
Beans and Starches (Basel: Karger, 1989) and Geoffrey H. Bourne, ed., Impact of Nutrition on Health and 
Disease (Basel: Karger, 1989). These books would indicate that the concerns regarding nutrition had not 
only a psychological impact but were problematical from a nutritional and health perspective as well. 
157 Laky, Derso, 183-98, 
158 The British Foreign Affairs documents on the economics of Austria-Hungary give the numbers of 
animals slaughtered to disease such as hoof and mouth over the course of the war in both Austria and 
Hungary. 
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of cows also meant less milk. The reason for this was because the price of meat rose and as 

the price of fodder rose, some farmers decided that the best thing they could do was to sell 

their animals for meat. Milk was also one of the items for which a maximum price was 

quickly initiated, while there was no maximum price for live animals (ie slaughtered for 

meat) until later on in the war. The costs for fodder were high and sometimes it was 

unavailable. This was especially true with the disastrous crop of 1917 which led people to 

agonize whether to share the scarce agrarian products with animals and thus reduce their 

own consumption, or to reduce the already fragile animal stocks, leading to a further decline 

in the production of such commodities as meat, milk, butter, and fats. When one looks at the 

number of animals brought to market over the war years, one notices that the latter choice 

won out and the reduced stocks declined still further. 159 The fodder that was available was 

not as good as what was available before the war, and thus the animals were of a lower 

weight when they went to slaughter, producing less meat per animal. Surviving milk cows, 

of course, produced less milk. Since grain production was reduced and further access to 

grain or fodder was not available, hard decisions had to be made as to whether humans or 

animals received the grain. But if the animals did not receive the food they needed, they 

would not be able to produce the products that humans needed including fats. Some of these 

products were of a straight nutritional concern such as milk for young children 160 and the 

wounded, of which there were great numbers in Budapest since it was the center for Hungary 

and had the best and most numerous medical resources. Also, people trying to find an 

adequate nutritional food source turned in larger numbers to animals such as poultry, but the 

result of this was a decrease in poultry numbers and again a subsequent increase in price. 

159 Laky, 183-98. 
160 Children under two and the wounded were given priority for the scarce milk supplies. 
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While middle class families such as Dr. Veress could afford to go to Lake Balaton for 

holidays during the summer of 1915, his wife wrote to her mother-in-law regretfully 

informing her that "the increase in prices is very high here as well and it appears that we will 

have chicken on special occasions only."16' 

Having animal products was important for two reasons. First there is the obvious 

nutritional and energy value for humans provided by these foods. Second is the morale of the 

citizens and the psychological/social need for food. People in Budapest and other countries 

had their culture imbedded into their food, it was part of their national identity, and food was 

and is an integral part of human interaction such as holidays, weddings, or funerals. In 

Budapest there was a thriving cultural and aristocratic scene. This meant that many people 

would frequently meet in coffee houses to socialize but also to discuss ideas. The shortages 

of milk, coffee (because it also came from outside sources) and traditional baked goods was 

demoralizing. People tried to adapt by drinking coffee without milk and sugar as sugar 

supplies became scarce after 1915.162 They ended up coming up with substitutes for coffee 

such as chicory, roasted barley, and acorns to name just a few. But the war clearly 

permeated every facet of ones life and one could not escape from it into any of the familiar 

comforting things such as baked goods or a "normal" cup of coffee with friends. Novelist 

Margit Kaffka expressed some of these concerns in a letter written to a friend in Budapest in 

October 1916. "I would like to be in Pest. Where do you meet now in coffeeless 

"i' OL Private Letter Collection P. 1569 2d. 6 tetel. 
162 Initially sugar was in good supply in 1914-15 because Austria-Hungary was a big exporter of beet sugar, 
especially to Britain. With the war exports and the funds countries could gain by selling their goods was 
cut off by the hostilities and the blockade. Since it was clear from the winter of 1914-15 onward that the 
more that was planted, the better this would bode for the internal food supply, fewer hectares of sugar beets 
were planted in the growing season of 1915. Thus from 1915 onwards sugar, which the Austro-Hungarian 
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coffeehouses; where should I look for you?"163 Many of the people involved in literature 

and other academic pursuits prior to the war frequently could be found in discussion at the 

approximately 600 coffee establishments found in Budapest; prior to the war, many were 

often open for twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year.' 64 It should be noted that these 

shortages did not affect everyone equally. The lack of food and the lack of food one was 

accustomed to was a burden. A small elite did not equally share the burden with those who 

were suffering from long lines and food shortages. This led to a sense of frustration both 

against the war and against the government who many people felt could be doing more to 

ensure there was equality in the distribution of food stuffs. 

People needed to be able to adapt their ability to cook within these shortages and 

this was no easy task. The milk supply was abysmal for the duration of the war; thus 

recipes that called for milk could not be made or people had to try and experiment with 

precious supplies. If something did not turn out, it was not just a simple matter of running 

to the store and buying more even if one did have the money. This included the lack of 

meat and since people needed to gain protein somehow to ensure their health, they turned 

to cheaper available sources such as the tongues, livers, and lungs of the slaughtered 

animal. This meant trying to find some palatable way to cook these things as well as an 

increase in the price of these items because the demand for them had dramatically 

increased. Hungarians also used animal fats in virtually all of the food that they prepared 

from the making of some soups, to spreading it onto bread, to cooking meat, and also in 

Empire had exported in large quantities, was added to the list of items in short supply which then posed 
problems for such things as preserving fruits such as jams for winter consumption. 
163 Petöfi Irodalmi Museum, Margit Kaffka Letters, V3181/71/4.2 
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pastries. Animal fat also became in short supply from the beginning of the war, 

impacting the flavor of the food people were used to and the ability to easily fashion 

meals using recipes which had been handed down for generations. This meant that people 

turned to substitutes such as vegetables, sunflowers and poppies for cooking oil, and an 

attempt to increase crop production in these areas as well. However, the vegetable oil 

supply never caught up to the demand or the taste buds of the people who needed to use 

it. Margarine was also produced as an alternate to butter but the taste and quantities did 

not meet people's needs and on 7 November 1917, this led a riot by the women of 

Budapest. 165 Also, as people tried to find affordable nutritional substitutes, the demand 

for pulse vegetables such as peas and beans increased and again they increased in price 

and decreased in availability. Therefore, they were added to the list of things to have 

maximum prices on and food coupons for. There was also a diminished supply of eggs 

during the war because people turned to eggs to supplement their diets as well as using 

them in their cooking. This led to both a decrease in the supply of eggs and an increase in 

their price. 

Again, help was available from a variety of sources. Cookbooks were published with 

the war and its shortages in mind. These tried to put a positive face to the shortages and 

exhorted the nutritional value of organ meats. They came up with recipes that they said 

they had tried and explained the nutritional value of different foods, and some provided 

tentative weekly menus to try and help people out. The average cost of these cookbooks 

164 Lukacs, 148-53.; Katherine Volk, Buddies in Budapest (Los Angeles: Kellaway-Ide, 1936), 184. This 
book is the memoirs of an American Red Cross nurse. She and her sister served as nurses in 1914-1915 in 
Budapest at a hospital set up by the American Red Cross. 
165 Forrasok, 361. 
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was low, ranging from 40 to 50 f. While these cookbooks put together meals, they did 

not price out the items because the prices of items were rising too fast to be accurate. 

The editors of one cookbook pointed out that they would be holding information 

meetings to help inform women in Budapest on how to best make the most of the slender 

food sources. 166 In the NöMunkás, which was designed to help working women provide 

support for one and other, they often printed information helping to inform women what 

kind of things would help their children's health, and they also printed recipes that 

adjusted for wartime conditions. For example, one common Hungarian food item was 

crêpes which used milk, a little sugar, and an egg or two. In the NöMuukas they 

explained how to make Wartime Crêpes by substituting soda water for milk and then 

went on to say that these crepes still tasted really good. 

The cookbooks also emphasized that there were nontraditional meat sources that 

people could use to help supplement their protein needs. One of these was by raising 

rabbits. For example, Dr. Veress and his family raised rabbits and he refers to this in his 

letters to his mother. These rabbits then provided the family with a regular and cheap 

supply of meat. However, this option would only be available for a minority of people. 

The working class living in apartments consisting of one room and a kitchen had no place 

to put rabbits and nothing to feed them; but for some of the middle class living in houses, 

it aided them in being spared some of the harshest pangs of hunger. 

166 There are approximately four or five of these cookbooks that were published during wartime in the 
Hungarian National Library. 
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Another way that some residents were able to adequately survive the problems of 

scarce food resources was by the good fortune of having family members who lived in 

rural areas. Food parcels could be sent for the first few years of the war, but it is clear 

that this was could be frustrating as letters from Dr. Veress and his wife show. In separate 

letters both make mention of a parcel that went missing in the mail. In the censorship 

records there are frequent complaints of letters and parcels being sent and their loved one 

not receiving them. People from Budapest or people in rural areas could go down and 

bring back goods, but this, too, became more difficult in terms of time and decreased 

railroad service. 

The lack of sufficient animal products or substitutes had other serious 

implications for the population. People were losing weight, and they had a diminished 

ability to resist disease. At the same time there was an increase in the incidence of 

communicable diseases because with the war soldiers were going from the homefront to 

the warfront and back to the homefront, especially if they were wounded of became ill 

with such things as cholera or dysentery. Things would have been bad just because 

people did not have a sufficient quantity and quality of food; what made this situation 

worse was that there was also a lack of supply and affordability in all other goods. Many 

of the people were becoming malnourished, but on top of that there was a lack of clothes 

because of cotton and wool shortages. In Hungary there also was a lack of heating fuels. 

In fact, this heating problem reached a crisis point for the entire city in 1917 when 

schools and all public buildings such as museums, opera houses, movie theatres, and 

municipal offices had to be closed down because of a lack of fuel. If people did not have 
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energy reserves and they also did not have artificial means to preserve energy such as 

warm clothing and shelter, this increased risks to their health 167 

One last interesting point regarding the lack of animals is how the reduced 

quantity affected not only the food supply but other essential items as well. As the war 

continued there was a shortage of leather. This was problem for belts and farm 

equipment, not to mention in making durable footwear for the soldiers and also for the 

citizens of Budapest, both of whom had to make do with what they had. Eventually paper 

soles were the only thing available, but these wore out much rapidly. The lack of fat was 

also a problem not only in cooking and otherwise for human consumption, but also in 

soap making and the quality of the soap made. Soap went from having 60-80 percent fat 

content to 10-40 percent. The purpose of soap is hygienic - to clean clothes and humans - 

both of which would have suffered from the shortages and lack of quality. But not only 

was the quality of soap a problem. Because there was less of it and the demand had 

remained unchanged, the price also had increased, making this just one more item that 

families had to be concerned about as they worried whether they would be able get access 

to it, inferior quality and all. 

167 Because of a lack of space this paper will not get into the health problems and increase in infant 
mortality rates during the war years. There are many good primary and secondary sources on this. The 
problem of contagious disease and the serious health measures enacted by both the federal and municipal 
governments to try and ensure that epidemics of the early 1800s would not be repeated can be found in 
such places as the Budapest City Archives. Information on this and other problems with health and 
increased, death rates can be found in a plethora of articles in the Hungarian Journal for Statistics. For 
further information problems related to human nutrition see W.P.T. James, "Food Quality and Human 
Nutrition," in Environmental Change and Human Health (New York: John Wiley and sons, 1993), 80-103. 
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The morale of the citizens diminished over the course of the war, from the 1914 

patriotic endorsements of military action to the cries of "we are hungry - we want peace." 

The issue over food and the lack of it, the quality of it, and the government's harsher 

measures of requisitioning it all took their toll. Morale steadily decayed from the first 

winter of 1914-15 when maximum prices failed to stop the increasing cost of food and 

bread was made from mixed flour which in taste and texture was far from what people 

were used to. Each winter that the war continued people felt would be the last because 

the nation could not go on, there was not enough food to go on, and thus morale further 

plummeted. When soldiers returned from Russia having witnessed the Russian 

revolution, they added to the cries of discontent and added to the intellectual debate in 

terms of what solutions the people of Budapest and Hungary should take in order to 

ensure that families had enough food to eat and coal to stay warm. Budapest especially 

was key for these soldiers since it was the natural gathering place of ideas before the war 

because it was the largest urban center in Hungary and for that reason it was also a 

natural place to spread ideas and gain the support of the populace. 
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CONCLUSION 

One thing by which one can notice both a lost war and a revolution is 
that there is less and less to eat. First one has to hand in a little piece 
of paper--torn off a bigger piece—in order to get some food. Queues form, 
several blocks long, first to get the paper, then to get the food. Then there is 
no more food to exchange for the paper then no more paper, and then one 
has to go into the countryside to scavenge for food. ... But worse is still to 
come. 168 

(Antal Doráti, Notes of Seven Decades) 

It is clear that over the course of the war from 1914 to 1918 the issue of supplying 

adequate, nutritious food to the people in the capital city of Budapest was a critical 

problem which the federal government, the municipal government and especially the 

middle and working classes could not overcome. There was no one reason, no one "bad 

guy" whom one could point their finger at and say that was the definite reason for the 

problem. The blockade by Britain was done deliberately and with the express purpose of 

stopping supplies to both the homefront and the war front of the Central Powers. Thus 

when foods supplies were depleted and the crops were poorer than usual, there was very 

little recourse for Hungary and its capital Budapest to buy the food needed by its citizens 

from other sources. Attempts were made to buy goods from neutral countries such as 

Holland and Sweden, but these possibilities were slowly cut off as Britain intensified its 

stranglehold on the supplies leaking into the Central Powers from the neutrals. Was it the 

fault of Hungary for selling some of its food to Germany and to the other autonomous 

half of the Dual Monarchy? Again this could not be avoided because Hungary did not 

have all the natural resources within its borders to meet its needs and the only way to gain 

coal, oil, and other resources that they did not have was to trade what they did have, 
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which was food. That it was done at the expense of the ire and the reduction of food to 

inhabitants of its most populous city, Budapest did not alter the fact it had to be done. 

During some portions of the war the rations were better in Hungary, but when ones 

stomach is continually gnawing with hunger, did it makeHungarian citizens feel better to 

know that someone else's stomach was hurting even more? 

The food supply, especially the grain supply, was reduced early in the war 

because of poorer than usual harvests caused by natural factors and also by the lack of 

manpower and animal power. Throughout the war there were also poor weather 

conditions. Meat stocks were dramatically reduced in 1914 beyond recoverable levels 

and this plagued Budapest throughout the war, creating not only shortages of meat for the 

military and the city but also shortages of milk, butter, other dairy products, and fat which 

was a problem for cooking, nutrition, as well as general hygiene. Moreover, animals need 

fodder and the animals came into competition with humans for the limited available 

supply. 

As one can see, the above situation was already grim and extremely 

problematical. It might have been salvageable or at least made less painful on the general 

populace of Budapest if the crisis had been managed better. However, the federal 

government's lack of foresight and its ad hoc reactive measures resulted in anger, 

frustration, and hunger for the masses while a small minority of well-to-do were able to 

stave off the worst of the crisis. This was largely because the federal government had no 

knowledge that the war would last nearly five winters and because it had not stockpiled 

168 Doráti, Antal. Notes of Seven Decades, Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1978, 21-22. 
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supplies prior to the war. The federal government did not only have the capital's needs to 

consider (despite the fact that the federal government was located in the capital), but it 

had to consider the agrarian concerns and interests since the country was still 

predominantly rural. As well, it had to consider what the military needed to succeed; and 

it had to consider Austrian and German needs because Hungary was not self-sufficient 

and needed to trade. Berlin as well as Vienna were lobbying Hungary for solutions to 

their own food shortages. However, Hungary also faced the same problem of finite 

resources. And Hungary also faced a large fiscal deficit because of the war effort. 

Solutions that cost money, in other words, were difficult to implement. 

The municipal government, on the other hand, only had to focus on the needs of 

its citizenry, which they did with a vengeance. Even though it did not perceive the war 

lasting longer than anybody else, it had the foresight to encourage conservation early, and 

set up soup kitchens early on because it was aware of the problems facing the city's poor. 

They did this not only from humanitarian goodness, but because in the years leading up 

to the war the working classes, despite suppression, had been vocal in newspapers and 

demonstrations to make governmental authorities aware of the problems they faced such 

as high prices for food, high rents, poor wages, long hours of work, and poor living and 

working conditions. The city was aware that the war would create a larger group of 

people in need because wage earners were being called up to military service. Thus it put 

in place measures to try and minimize the dissatisfaction, discontent, and suffering of the 

lower classes. While the city tried early on to find solutions, the scope of the problem 

and the solutions were well outside its reach. The city, too, was in massive debt at the 



96 

beginning of the war, and despite fundraising efforts and appeals to patriotism the fast 

rise in prices, slow rise in wages, and quick depletion of resources could not be 

satisfactorily resolved despite its concerted efforts. 

Thus, Budapest went from a thriving city with unlimited potential to a city 

dwindling in supplies but not in numbers. In the end, the city of Budapest decided when 

the war was over for the entire nation, and it was not its desire for world peace that led 

finally to revolution on 31 October 1918, but to gain peace of mind and hopefully by 

getting rid of the government it would finally be able to properly feed its people and their 

families to a more adequate degree. Little did it know what composer Antal Dorátai and 

his family were to experience first hand, which was that the next few years would only be 

much worse! 



APPENDIX A - PHOTOGRAPHS 

Historians use a variety of sources to understand and analyze the time period they are 
researching. Photographs, while not a traditional source in that they are not a written 
source, are a valuable source of in Photographs are important in a number of 
ways. One way is that people of lower classes who may not have been literate or who 
may not have had the time to write because of the hours spent trying to survive, 
photographs of their lives can help provide information about these people to fill the 
lacunae that exists in most traditional sources. 

Photographs also help to provide information about the time period as whole, what 
clothes were being worn, facial expressions, what the landscape looked like both in rural 
and urban areas that the people of past times existed in. This source like any other is not 
sufficient in and of itself but combined with other more "traditional" sources such as 
letters, diaries, government documents, and newspapers help to add depth to our 
understanding of the time period one is examining. 

The following maps and pictures help to illustrate the points made in this thesis by 
providing a look at what the people of Budapest and Hungary went through and the 
conditions that existed for them from 1914-1918. 



Europe. Europa. 

1. Map of Europe 1914 - Hungary covered the entire area which is dark. The lightened area inside is the size Hungary was 
reduced to in the 1920 Treaty of Trianon. 
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_2.tMaps of the City of Budapest in 1914. The map on the left shows the districts Budapest was divided into. 
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3. Ariel view of Budapest in the early 1900s. 

4. A Budapest city street in the early 

1900s. 



Magyar Kir, AIImI Vas, Acél- is Gépgyárak. Ken, ling. Staatiche Eisen., Stahl- u. Maschuen.ibriken 
Rndtpest M K \ inuGpytr Kb nya ut 21 1 udapesttrK U t itsnwtshrnintiI ii ut 21 

5. Iron, steel, and machine factories in 

Budapest. The industrial areas were 

located in Pest which was flat and easy 

to build factories. 

6. Industrialist Weiss Manfred iron and steel 

C8epel. 

industrial complex in Budapest. 

Weiss Manfred ad!-
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7. Industrial workers apartments in 

Budapest in the early 1900s. 

8. An upper class home in Budapest in 

the early 1900s. 



9. The interior of an upper middle class home in 

Budapest in the early 1900s. 

10. The inside of one of almost 600 coffee 

houses in Budapest at the turn of the 

century. 



11. Pro-war rally in Budapest at the beginning of the war July 30, 1914. The sign reads "Long Live 

the War". 



12. Pro-war rally in Budapest at the beginning of the war. 



13. Soldiers in Budapest who have been called up to serve in World War I. 



14. Military kitchens set up in the streets of Budapest to feed the soldiers. Budapest was the center point of the 

railroads and the country. Soldiers who were called up for service came to Budapest to be outfitted for the war. 



15. Military kitchen in the streets of Budapest during World War I. 



16. Soldiers leaving for the front from Budapest at the beginning of the war. The graffiti on train reads "Long Live the 

King." 



17. People queuing in line in Budapest during the war. This is a store run by the City of Budapest. 



18. People queuing in line for flour and vegetable in Budapest during the war. 



19. People queuing in line in Budapest during the war. 



20. People queuing in line in Budapest during the great war. Notice most of the people in the queues were women while most of the 

people in pro-war rallies at the beginning of the war were men. 



21. People queuing in line in Budapest during the war. 



'1ES 1EUi O 1 

22. People queuing in line in Budapest during the war. This queue is for people who have a family member who was called 

up for military service. It was set up by Countess Sigray. 



23. 1915 - This statue was set up in 1915 to help war widows and orphans. It was put together of several wood pieces. 

Pictures of the statue and metal pieces to cover it were sold and these funds went to help the 

families of those who had died in the war. 



24. These are POWs coming into Budapest during the war. Many POWs were used in Hungary to help with the agricultural 

work due to a large shortfall in labor to plant and harvest crops because of the war. 



25. These are a group of refugees fleeing from the 1916 Romanian invasion of the Hungarian territory of Transylvania. Many 

of these refugees ended up in Budapest putting a greater strain on the city's already taxed food resources. 



26. This is a collection of an assortment of metal in Budapest during the war. Not only was Budapest and Hungary short of food 

but they were also short of metal. Hungary had very little natural metal resources and with the Blockade metal was in short 

supply thus there were many notices regarding inventory taking of metal and collecting of metal. 



27. This is another example of metal being collected during the war. Notice many everyday household implements such as 

pots and pans were important in providing metal for the war effort. 



28. This is a bell being taken away in Budapest to be melted 

down for the metal it contained. The removal of bells 

further lowered Hungarian morale which was already 

weakened by a lack of food people were used to eating and 

a lack of sufficient food. 



29. Soldiers handing out food to the hungry citizens of Budapest during the war. 
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30. The ploughing of fields during the war. The problem with lack of food originated in the agricultural areas. This was due to 

poor harvests, bad weather, and a lack of manpower. 



31. Wounded Hungarian soldiers being put on a train to be taken home to the many hospitals set up in Budapest to deal 

with the wounded. The soldiers came home to families who were suffering from a lack of food and coal to heat homes. 

This impacted soldier's morale because many began to question what it was they were fighting for when life was wores now 

then before the war began. The nationalistic rhetoric of the politicians could not compete with these realities. 



32. Many of the wounded ended up permanently disabled as shown by these soldiers at a Budapest's pool. Life for disabled 

veterans was difficult because disability pensions were low and the cost of living was high. 
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