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The Hungarians is the most comprehensive, clear-sighted, and absorbing history ever of a

legendarily proud and passionate but lonely people. Much of Europe once knew them as

"child-devouring cannibals" and "bloodthirsty Huns." But it wasn't long before the Hungarians

became steadfast defenders of the Christian West and fought heroic freedom struggles against the

Tatars (1241), the Turks (16-18th centuries), and, among others, the Russians (1848-49 and 1956).

Paul Lendvai tells the fascinating story of how the Hungarians, despite a string of catastrophes and

their linguistic and cultural isolation, have survived as a nation-state for more than 1,000

years.Lendvai, who fled Hungary in 1957, traces Hungarian politics, culture, economics, and

emotions from the Magyars' dramatic entry into the Carpathian Basin in 896 to the brink of the

post-Cold War era. Hungarians are ever pondering what being Hungarian means and where they

came from. Yet, argues Lendvai, Hungarian national identity is not only about ancestry or language

but also an emotional sense of belonging. Hungary's famous poet-patriot, SÃ¡ndor Petofi, was of

Slovak descent, and Franz Liszt felt deeply Hungarian though he spoke only a few words of

Hungarian. Through colorful anecdotes of heroes and traitors, victors and victims, geniuses and

imposters, based in part on original archival research, Lendvai conveys the multifaceted interplay,

on the grand stage of Hungarian history, of progressivism and economic modernization versus

intolerance and narrow-minded nationalism.He movingly describes the national trauma inflicted by

the transfer of the historic Hungarian heartland of Transylvania to Romania under the terms of the

Treaty of Trianon in 1920--a trauma that the passing of years has by no means lessened. The

horrors of Nazi and Soviet Communist domination were no less appalling, as Lendvai's restrained

account makes clear, but are now part of history.An unforgettable blend of eminent readability,

vibrant humor, and meticulous scholarship, The Hungarians is a book without taboos or prejudices

that at the same time offers an authoritative key to understanding how and why this isolated corner

of Europe produced such a galaxy of great scientists, artists, and entrepreneurs.
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Well written, detailed, and fascinating history of this often beleaguered but important people and

country. My interest is mostly in Ural-Altaic linguistics, which includes Hungarian, which belongs to

what is called the Finno-Ugric branch of the Uralic sub-family, which contains Finnish, Estonian, and

Hungarian, but I also found I enjoyed picking up some history about the Hungarians and their

culture, too. I already had the basics and knew about when they'd first arrived in eastern Europe,

and about their later wars with the Tatars, Turks, and Russians, but I learned quite bit more about it

from this book.A little aside here, Hungarians have contributed disproportionately, relative to their

numbers, to modern math, physics, and other areas of science. They include greats like

mathematician Paul Erdos, who founded the area of discrete mathematics, worked in many areas of

pure math, and may have been the most prolific mathmematician who ever lived, with 1500 papers;

John von Neumann, who developed game theory and was the inventor of the electronic computer;

Edward Teller, the "father of the H-Bomb," and Bela Julesz, a mathematical psychophysicist and

researcher in the field of visual perception, and recipient of the prestigious MacArthur "Genius

Award." And last but not least, Andy Grove, the former President and CEO for 20 years of Intel

Corporation, the famous computer chip-maker, was Hungarian also.Interestingly, although I'm not

Hungarian myself, I have a few connections to some of the above. I'm related to Ernest Lawrence,

who invented the cyclotron, or atom smasher, which made possible critical technology for the

building of the atom bomb, without which there wouldn't have been the later hydrogen bomb.

Lawrence won the Nobel Prize in 1939 for his invention.
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