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The Key Role of Occidental Press in the Secret 
Hungarian Book Program during the Cold War
  

1947. We stop in front of a cell door. The guard takes off  my handcuff s, opens the 
door and pushes me inside the cell. Some 10 to 12 people are already in there. 
Some are reading, two are playing chess, others are holding a big discussion in one 

corner. I soon realize they are all political prisoners, that is, intellectuals. As prisoners 
on trial we are entitled to various privileges. For example, edible food three times a day 
and one book per week. Of course, we exchange them. Within half-a-year, I read some 
150 books. The most interesting one is a thick one-volume encyclopaedia writt en by the 
well-known polyhistorian Vilmos Juhász. I convince myself that I must meet Juhász 
someday if I manage to get out of here.

Aft er being sentenced by the court of fi rst instance, I am provisionally free.
I sett le my aff airs and choose to fl ee the country and land in 1949 in Washington, 

DC. I took only two books with me and chose Anthologia Humana. 5000 Yearś  Wisdom 
by Béla Hamvas and Seneca’s Lett ers. My place of work in Washington is the Library of 
Congress as news commentator for the Free Europe Committ ee.

I soon began to organize my activities as an émigré and started a printed monthly 
in 1951, which became a periodical – Hírünk a világban [Our Fame in the World] – the 
following year. The printed monthly was type-set on stencil by a fellow émigré and 
we printed it in the Washington offi  ce of the Hungarian National Committ ee. The 
following year we published it in printed form and expanded later with a section titled 
„Bibliography” and an illustrated supplement which appeared in 1964. We printed 
our paper in Argentina, where a huge infl ation made it possible to pay the printing 
very cheaply in dollars. Also, János Fercsey, one of my former fellow members in the 
Smallholders Party, lived there and off ered his collaboration. Thus my fi rst book, 
Száműzött ek naptára [Exiles’ Calendar] was published on 1 January 1954, in 1,000 copies 
and cost only $150. The transportation by ship was also inexpensive.1

In 1953, I decided that under such circumstances it was possible and even 
worthwhile to start a book publishing venture. The decision to name the publisher 
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Occidental Press was due to the memory of Nyugat [West], the name of the Hungarian 
periodical with the highest standard published hundred years earlier, and also 
because of the geographic location of the émigrés. Briefly stated, its objective was 
to publish as much as possible what was not or could not be published in Hungary 
for political reasons. While the original aim was primarily the preservation and 
cultivation of Hungarian culture in exile, this soon also included supplying 
readers in Hungary as well. At home, Hungarian writers, with the exception of a 
few renegades, had become silent, and those who were abroad could only at the 
most address foreign readers. In Hungary, a large part of Hungarian literature 
was physically destroyed and live cultural ties with the West were broken up. So 
it became the vocation of the Hungarians abroad to pick up the broken thread of 
literary life again and fill the vacuum imposed by communist rule until the time 
of future liberation. Hungarian writers abroad had to be given the opportunity to 
speak in Hungarian to their compatriots behind the Iron Curtain and also to convey 
to them the cultural progress of the Western world. Not only in the field of world 
literature but also of Christian humanism and of democracy to help Hungarians 
become part of the new spirituality of the West again. My goal as a publisher was 
to serve human and national values at the highest literary level. This decision was 
close to the ideal of committed literature and against the treason of those able to 
write.

In the mid-1950s, Vilmos Juhász worked in the New York head offi  ce of the 
Free Europe Committ ee. Soon, I was able to enlist him as the editor-in-chief of my 
periodical. With his wide knowledge, he soon became my most valuable co-worker. 
Our second book, already edited by him, was a selection of 13 of the most beautiful 
Hungarian short stories. This was followed by Szűk esztendők [Meager Years] by Gyula 
Gombos, an essay on the crisis of Hungarian Calvinism which was later published 
also in English. Several years aft er the launching of the publishing house, Juhász 
appeared in my Washington offi  ce and made an interesting proposal in great secrecy. 
It had been decided in New York to publish a Hungarian edition of Milovan Djilas’ 
book The New Class and they wanted me to publish it. At that time, I already had 
a publishing plan and although the Djilas book was interesting and dealt with an 
important subject, it did not fi t into our profi le. So I did not accept the off er. Had I 
known that this project was part of a secret intellectual off ensive of the West, I would 
have gladly accepted.

Soon aft erwards I learned that Juhász was the man responsible for the Hungarian 
part of this secret enterprise and that Free Europe’s New York Book Center was ready 
to purchase a number of our publications in a large number of copies. All publishers 
in the West who did not have the necessary capital could survive only through pre-
sales and smaller orders. In my case, this meant that the Book Center would purchase 
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a major part of our books. Usually, I was ready to assume the printing costs in a 
very liberal manner. I learned later that a large portion of the books we planned 
was considered adequate for the purposes of their book distribution programs. The 
book A költők forradalma [The Poets’ Revolution] presented the heroic struggle of 
Hungary’s writers and poets as mirrored in their works. Gyula Illyés’ famous poem 
“One Sentence on Tyranny” appeared for the fi rst time in this book, and nine years 
later, the poet himself read it in Washington for a record, then a cassett e. The Poets’ 
Revolution was later also produced in record and cassett e form under the title “The 
Voice of the Hungarian Revolution” and circulated in Hungary and later in samizdat 
form in Transylvania.

It was Occidental Press which published the fi rst Hungarian edition of Sándor 
Márai’s Napló 1945–1957 [Diary 1945–1957] in two editions, published earlier in 
German, which contained a great deal about the brutalities and terror of Soviet 
occupation. We also prepared a record of Márai’s Halott i beszéd [Funeral Oration] 
recited by Sándor Szabó, and published Endre Enczi’s novel Úristen! Az ábécé minden 
betűje… [My God! All the Lett ers of the Alphabet…], a satire about the so-called 
socialist society. Another book was László Vatai’s Az Isten szörnyetege [God’s Monster], 
his monumental work about the Hungarian poet Endre Ady, in which claims Ady 
back from the communists. The book provoked a six-page reaction in the Soviet 
Innostrannaya Lyteratura charging Vatai of trying to “poison our socialist present, to 
which both [Sándor] Petőfi  and Ady belong, with your decadent-nationalist cadaver 
toxin.” Another work in Hungarian translation was Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s Le 
phénomène humain (Az emberi jelenség), published at the same time as the German 
edition by Fischer Verlag, and well before it was published in Hungary. We also 
published Gyula Gombos’ book Szabó Dezső [Dezső Szabó], about one of the most 
suppressed Hungarian writers of the 20th century. Other works included Egy úr 
Velencéből [A Gentleman from Venice] by Márai, László Gara’s monograph Az ismeretlen 
Illyés [The Unknown Illyés], short stories by Tibor Dénes, and poems by Áron Kibédi 
Varga. Új égtájak [New Horizons], an anthology of Hungarian poets abroad edited 
by György Gömöri, was positively reviewed by István Vas in the communist party 
daily Népszabadság. A large number of copies of these books also reached Hungary 
as well as ethnic Hungarians in Transylvania, Slovakia, and Yugoslavia’s Vojvodina, 
because this dissemination was the main purpose for publishing them. In sum, we 
were delighted to know that our publications were well-received by those who sent 
them; and also that in this manner, we were also able to somewhat counterbalance 
the brainwashing carried out for four decades by the Hungarian communist regime.

The number of copies ordered and printed would vary. The largest amount was for 
Korunk szellemi körképe, the Hungarian translation of Panorama des idées contemporaines 
[Panorama of Contemporary Thought] edited by Gaetan Picon. Its purpose was 
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to acquaint the Hungarian readers shut off  from the Free World with the latest 
intellectual trends in the West. It was Juhász’s idea to publish the book in Hungarian 
and he edited the translation and wrote the introduction. We left  out 250 pages from 
the original version but even so it had a length of over 500 pages. The book reached 
six editions (the second edition was printed in Taipei), of which Minden needed 
more than 10,000 copies, both for mailing to Hungary and for wide distribution to 
Hungarian visitors to the West. I heard of only a very few Budapest intellectuals who 
did not have the book. And when I returned to Hungary, it replaced my calling card.2

Of course, we were very curious to know how the book was received in Hungary. 
I have recently read an article writt en a few years ago by Károly Alexa, a Hungarian 
journalist, in which he deals with this rare mailing from the United States and writes: 
“The book went back and forth and turned into a Hungarian word, even changed into 
a ‘Hungarian spirit’… In the Inner City coff ee houses, it was for weeks the only topic of 
discussion.” In the reminiscences of the writer Sándor Csoóri, Korunk lives “as a book 
providing an extremely rich world... the image of the creativity and development of 
the 20th century.” Gyula Kodolányi also wrote about the fantastic impact of the book 
on the students of that time, and the poet József Tornai describes it as “Manna from 
Heaven for our thoughts.” The book is over half-a-century old now. It was created, 
lived, and perhaps still lives. But it will never have a successor because what can this 
new millennium start to do with the word “spirit”? Since then, I have tried to get in 
touch with the authors mentioned in this article, but it would seem that for them, the 
book really only “lived”.3

I also succeeded in fi nding a contemporary Hungarian reaction. I expected that 
from the viewpoint of the communist party, the book would be strongly criticised. To 
my biggest surprise, the following positive critique was published:

This thick volume makes an att empt to encompass in a possibly complete and 
organic unity the most important thoughts generated in our century. This concept 
‘rimes’ with the problem around which we made so oft en no headway when 
discussion the ‘two cultures.’ An incredibly sympathetic respect characterises 
[Picon] with which he pays tribute to every intellectual achievement, along with 
his imposingly broad knowledge and, what is rare nowadays, his multilevel 
specialised knowledge. It strives with palpable eff ort to play the role of objective 
intermediary. By presenting all factors considered important. This is how views 
that contradict each other are being presented next to each other (and it is only 
from the proportions that we can feel where his own views are pulling him)…

Lajos Maróti, the author of this article in the periodical Kortárs, refutes my suspicion 
that the reception of the book in Budapest would be a hostile one.4
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Epilogue

István Csicsery-Rónay passed away on April 22, 2011, at the age of 93, before he could 
fi nish the complete text of his contribution to this book. Thanks to two of his earlier 
writings (see note 2), this author has been able to put together in Csicsery-Rónay’s 
own words his most valuable contributions to the Hungarian book program for some 
three decades. Thanks to István, a friendly, patient but always determined man, many 
thousands Hungarian books or works could be translated into Hungarian, many of 
them highly controversial because of their political contents, and could be published 
in the Free World and disseminated in Hungary.

Born in 1917 in Budapest, István Csicsery-Rónay earned several university 
diplomas in Budapest, Vienna, and later in Washington. He survived military ser-
vice on the Russian front, and was head of the foreign department of the Hungarian 
Independent Smallholders Party from 1945 to 1947. Arrested on conspiracy charges 
in 1947, he was sentenced but managed to escape from Hungary. During his almost 
fi ft y years of exile in the United States he never gave up hope of returning someday 
to a free Hungary, which he did in 1990. An untiring man, he remained active to 
the very end, sett ing up and chairing the Mihály Zichy Foundation, the Pál Teleki 
Work Community Foundation, the 1945 Foundation, the Sándor Veres Society, and 
the Hungarian–Croatian Friendship Circle, writing many articles, holding lectures, 
always full of new ideas and plans. As author, politician, and publisher, he dedicated 
his whole life to the service of his nation and he sought always only the truth.5

                                                                                                                     Alfred Reisch

Obituary

Alfred A. Reisch (1931–2013) was a political scientist who studied in Geneva and 
earned his doctorate at Columbia University, New York. He specialised in international 
relations, diplomatic and Cold War history, foreign, military, national security, and 
minority aff airs.

He took an active part in the struggle for the liberation of captive nations behind 
the Iron Curtain as a Senior Political Analyst with Radio Free Europe in New York and 
Head of RFE’s Hungarian Research and Evaluation Section in Munich, Germany.

Aft er the political changes in 1989 and 1990, he contributed to the international 
eff orts of Hungary in various forms as adviser and expert in a broad range of areas.
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He was also a talented and experienced lecturer which was demonstrated at 
universities and professional training schools in several countries. He was invited to 
join the faculty of Izmir University of Economics where he taught international relations 
for years. Aft er his retirement from regular university teaching, he still continued to 
deliver courses and lectures at NATO schools from Germany to Bosnia.

He fortunately lived long enough to have suffi  cient time for the accomplishment 
of his greatest academic undertaking to reveal the hidden story of the secret book 
distribution program to Eastern Europe fi nanced by the CIA during the Cold War. 
From the grace of God, he could still witness the publication of Hot Books in the Cold 
War – The CIA-Funded Secret Western Book Distribution Program Behind the Iron Curtain 
(Budapest: CEU Press, 2013). This excellent and thoroughly researched book remains 
to stand as his testimony, but also tribute to the handful others who together greatly 
helped to overcome the politically imposed isolation of intellectuals in the occupied 
Eastern Europe by the power of books “fl ying over” the frontiers of Soviet imperial 
control.

Csaba Törő 

Notes
1   The goal was always to fi nd the most advantageous fi nancial solution. Until a favourable 

possibility was found in New Jersey, printing was done in Amsterdam, Vienna, Bombay, Brussels, 
Madrid, Munich, New York, Paris, Rome, Taipei, Novi Sad, and Washington. Occidental Press also 
organized two exhibits in Frankfurt, and one at the Biennale in Venice.

2   Panorama des idées contemporaines. Textes choisis et présentés par Roland Caillois et al. sous la direction 
de Gaetan Picon. Paris: Gallimard, 1957.; Vilmos Juhász (ed.): Korunk szellemi körképe Washington, 
DC: Occidental Press, 1961. Polish translation Panorama myśli wspólczesnej. Paris: Libella, 1960. and 
Russian translation, Panorama sovremennykk idei. New York: Chalidze Publications, 1982.

3   See Gyula Kodolányi: “A nagy szétbomlás és a nagy kinyílás. Változatok a hatvanas évekre” [The 
Great Disruption and the Big Opening. Variations about the 1960s]. Hitel, March 2002. pp. 87–102. 
József Tornai: Leszálltam az anyám öléből [I Climbed off  My Mother’s Lap]. Budapest: Ister, 2000. p. 
123. In the early 1960s, Picon’s book greatly infl uenced prominent Hungarian writers like Gyula 
Illyés, Zoltán Jékely, and János Kodolányi, and ended the fall of Hungary’s intellectual behind the 
top thinkers of the Free World.

4   Maróti Lajos: „Korunk szellemi körképe”. Kortárs, Vol. 8. No. 2. pp. 302–306.
5  See Judit Cservenka: “A közelmúltunk tanúja. Csicsery-Rónay István” [Witness of Our Recent Past. 

István Csicsery-Rónay]. Európai utas, No. 42. (2001).; M.P.: “Állandó honvágyam volt. Beszélgetés 
Csicsery-Rónay Istvánnal” [I Was always Homesick. Conversations with István Csicsery-Rónay]. 
Európai utas, No. 71–72, (2008). pp. 94–96. Also István Bakos’ funeral oration, 25 April 2011.; 
Hungarian–American Coalition Press Release dated 27 April 2011; Károly Alexa: “Our History Is 
Our Fourth Dimension.” Életünk, No. 1. (2010).; and Magyar Hírlap, 9 May 2011.
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