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by Howard and Tamara Palmer 





Introduction 

Hungarians comprise the third largest central and eastern 
European ethno-cultural group in Alberta. Their presence 
extends back to the earliest establishment of coal mining in the 
southern parts of the province. Hungarian coal miners came to 
southern Alberta from Saskatchewan and Pennsylvania in 1886; 
since then, four successive waves of immigration—prior to World 
War I, during the late 1920s, following World W a r II, and after 
the 1956 Hungarian revolution—have maintained the rate of 
growth of Hungarian-origin people at approximately the same 
level as the general rate of population growth in Alberta. Since 
the 1930s, Hungarians have comprised about one percent of 
Alberta's population; in 1971, there were 16,240 people of 
Hungarian origin in the province. In addition, they have been 
sufficiently dispersed to have had an impact on almost every 
region of the province. 

The settlement pattern of Hungarians differs from that of 
other central and eastern European groups. While nearly all 
other central and eastern European groups formed rural clusters 
in the central and northern areas of the province, with their 
city dwellers concentrating in Edmonton, Hungarians formed 
pockets of settlement throughout the province and settled in 
large numbers in southern Alberta, with their urban people 
coming largely to Calgary. Unlike the Ukrainians, Poles or 
Romanians whose largest wave of immigrants came to Alberta 
prior to World War II, the largest wave of Hungarian 
immigrants came during the 1920s. The Hungarians have also 
been one of the most mobile groups in a society characterized 
by mobility. 

Hungarians in Alberta were particularly affected by the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. The depression years were difficult for 
almost everyone in Alberta, but especially for newly-arrived 
immigrants who did not speak English, had few possessions, 
had little time to establish themselves economically and had 
few fellow-countrymen to depend on for aid and support. The 
Depression irrevocably altered their lives and exacted an 
enormous and tragic personal toll in broken dreams and broken 
families. The newcomers from Hungary were usually among 
those who were the last hired and the first fired; consequently 
they faced unemployment and poverty as well as social 
discrimination based on their uncertain status as "foreigners." 



In an attempt to extricate themselves f rom this hopeless situa-
tion, many of these late 1920s immigrants turned to radical 
politics. However, they found that their political beliefs and 
activities further jeopardized their already precarious position. 

In this study special attention is paid to this second and 
largest wave of Hungarian immigration in order to illustrate 
the nature of life during the Great Depression for immigrant 
farm workers in the sugar beet fields, miners in the coal mining 
camps, pioneer farmers on the fringes of agricultural settle-
ment and labourers in the towns and cities. We have also tried 
to show the major differences between the different waves of 
immigration—important social, economic and political dif-
ferences which led to strain and conflict within the Hungarian 
community. Each wave of immigrants viewed the world in a 
different way, and each wave of immigrants faced a new set 
of social and economic conditions in Alberta to which they had 
to adjust. 

The Vanguard 

Large scale emigration from Hungary began in the late 1870s. 
This first wave, which continued until World War I, represented 
the largest Hungarian migration to North America, but of the 
640,000 Hungarians who left Europe during this time only 
about 8,000 came to Canada and many of this number came 
indirectly via the United States. T h e Hungarian settlements 
which these first immigrants established, including several tiny 
colonies in Alberta, would serve as nuclei for later waves of 
immigration during the 1920s.1 

The first wave of immigrants was comprised overwhelm-
ingly of peasants. Peasant landholdings in Hungary had been 
subdivided so minutely over the generations that they could no 
longer support a family, and in addition, the mechanization 
of agriculture had reduced seasonal employment on large estates. 
Hungary's limited industrial development could not provide 
enough jobs to absorb the growing number of unemployed 
peasants and required skilled workers rather than labourers. 
Many of the displaced and discontented farm workers began 
to dream of going to North America and saving enough money 
to return to Hungary and invest in land and property. A number 
became sufficiently desperate to act upon their dreams: 



Young men in their twenties were the most likely emi-
grants from Hungary. As a rule, they travelled in 
groups from a particular village and had a particular 
destination.In Canada or in the United States,relatives 
or friends had arranged for lodging and employment 
in advance. On their arrival in the new world, they 
entered a familiar Hungarian social world, consist-
ing of relatives and kinsfolk from their village or 
county. This network provided advice on American 
conditions, assisted them in finding employment, 
and recruited others from Hungary to emigrate. After 
the young emigrant had earned and saved sufficient 
funds, he would return home and assist others to 
follow his example. 

Many of the immigrants who went to the United States worked 
in that country's eastern coal mines; it was from these commu-
nities that the first Hungarians came to western Canada.2 

The first Hungarians to settle in western Canada did so 
through the promotional efforts of Count Paul O. Esterhazy 
(otherwise known as John B. Pach). Through the settlements 
which Esterhazy helped to establish in 1885 and 1886 at "Hun's 
Valley" in Manitoba and at Esterhaz, in what was then the 
Northwest Territories, through his promotional pamphlets, 
Hungarians in the United States and in Europe became aware of 
the opportunities which existed in western Canada. 3 

The first Hungarians to come to what is now Alberta, 
originally arrived as part of Esterhazy's plan to build up the 
Esterhaz settlement. In October, 1886, 130 men arrived in 
Esterhaz to help develop the settlement. Esterhazy had planned 
to quarter the new group in Esterhaz for the winter, but was 
unable to because of a prairie fire which completely destroyed 
the new settlement. Esterhazy then arranged for the newly-
arrived men to spend the winter working in a coal mine near 
Medicine Hat, which theoretically would have enabled them to 
support themselves until they could take up homesteads in the 
spring. However, this plan also fell through. After a short period, 
the men left the mine claiming that they had been mistreated 
and "returned to the immigrant shed at Medicine Hat in a half-
starved condition with no hope of getting work or food." The 
government provided them with food during the winter, after 
which a few took up homesteads in southern Alberta or went 
to work in the coal mines at Lethbridge (the rest of them went 
to Winnipeg). Publicity surrounding the group's initial reaction 



to mine conditions had not been favourable and had left the 
impression on mine owners and management that there were 
"strong socialistic elements" among the Hungarian immigrants. 
Some established prairie residents began to view them with 
suspicion.4 

Despite these reverses, immigration from the United States 
and Hungary continued and new settlements were begun in 
several other areas of Saskatchewan and in Manitoba. The 
settlers gradually expanded their operations to include not only 
grain farming, but also cattle raising and dairy farming and by 
1891 they had paid all of their original debts and were being 
praised by the Department of the Interior for being among the 
West's most successful settlers. Their numbers continued to 
increase and by 1911 there were 11,648 "Hungarians" in Canada, 
more than half of whom were living in Saskatchewan. 
Throughout the history of Hungarian settlement on the prairies, 
the smaller communities which developed in Alberta maintained 
numerous points of contact with those in Saskatchewan, many of 
which were predominantly Hungarian and could therefore 
maintain the Hungarian language and customs and serve as 
cultural bases for Alberta's smaller and less homogeneous 
settlements. 5 

While the Medicine Hat experience was brief and seemingly 
best forgotten by all concerned, the Hungarian coal miners who 
came to Lethbridge in 1886 formed a more permanent 
population. Lethbridge offered a combination of opportunities 
in coal mining and farming which established it as the major 
center for Hungarians in the province until the late 1920s. Most 
of the earliest Hungarian settlers to establish farms in southern 
Alberta had originally come to the area to work in the Lethbridge 
mines. 

Lethbridge's first Hungarian residents were brought from 
Pennsylvania in 1886 by Sir Alexander Gait, to serve as a source 
of cheap labor for Gait's coal mines, which had been developed to 
supply the fuel needs of the CPR. Later accounts suggest that 
the immigrant miners, anxious to leave behind the frequent 
strikes in Pennsylvania's mines, were quite willing to fit into Gait's 
design. Tha t winter they were joined by ten settlers from Ester-
haz who also wanted to work in the Lethbridge coal mines. All of 
these newcomers, most of whom were originally from the 
Hungarian countries of Abauj, Zemplen and Borsod, lived in 



a miniature ghetto of shacks which was separated from the 
main settlement by the railway tracks. 

The miners' leisure-time activities did little to endear them 
to either the local "Mounties" or the established, primarily 
Anglo-Celtic, business and professional elite of the growing town. 
For example, in June of 1888 the Lethbridge News commented 
bitterly on the "uncivilized citizens" who had gotten into a fight 
with the police: " . . . the existence of such a degraded class cannot 
be tolerated in a civilized community. If they cannot conform 
to our institutions, the Hungarians and Slavs must go." The 
Lethbridge community also criticized the miners and their 
families for Sabbath-breaking, intemperance and allegedly 
pushing young girls into early marriages.6 

This reaction to the Hungarian miners was predictable. 
For the business and social establishment of Lethbridge, whose 
roots were in eastern Canada or in Britain, the Hungarian 
presence provided their first experience with non-Anglo-Celtic 
immigrants. Even if mine management did not expect to pay 
Eastern-European miners the same wages they paid Anglo-
Celtic workers, they and the rest of the community did expect 
the newcomers to exhibit the accepted British style of 
deportment. Thus the conflicts between the two groups were 
an indication not only of linguistic and residential barriers 
but also of cultural and social barriers which would persist in 
Lethbridge until after the Second World War. 

Despite the predominantly negative reaction to them, 
Hungarian miners continued to come to the Lethbridge area 
and by 1901 their numbers were sufficient for them to organize 
the first Hungarian Sick Benefit Association in Canada. The 
organization, which had twenty founding members, would 
provide insurance to miners in case of sickness, accident or 
death, a much needed service at a time when mining accidents 
were frequent and there were no government support schemes. 
The amount of money in the insurance plan was not large, but it 
was enough to provide help in time of difficulty. In addition to its 
economic function, the association also played an important 
social role, facilitating the maintenance of Hungarian traditions 
and unifying the Hungarian working-class community. By 
the 1920s, the club had 240 members and with volunteer labour 
they were eventually able to build a large clubhouse, which 
served as the focal point for organized Hungarian activity in 



Lethbridge until after the Second World War. 7 

As in many areas of immigrant settlement across North 
America, the boarding house served as a major institution of 
immigrant life in the Lethbridge area. Since there were not 
many families among Hungarian immigrants, the few married 
women found work in partnerships with their husbands as 
boarding house keepers. The boarding house provided a famil-
iar cultural setting where immigrants could use their own 
language, eat familiar food, and participate in occasional social 
activities. For the boarders, "the cheap rent allowed them to 
save more of their pay. The could move out on short notice when 
a better job beckoned elsewhere, and someone else had done 
the cooking and laundry when they returned exhausted from 
their work." 8 

By the early years of the twentieth century the Lethbridge 
coal mines had become a gateway for Hungarians wanting to 
establish themselves in farming. Many of the Hungarians who 
took up homesteads and began dryland farming in the Stavely, 
Retlaw, Taber, Wrentham and Milk River areas during the 
settlement boom of the mid-1890s to World War I, had first 
worked in the mines in Lethbridge. Even after they had enough 
money to finance their own farms, many worked in the mines 
during the winter and farmed during the summer. 

The life of Joseph Nagy, an early homesteader in the Milk 
River area, provided an example of the Hungarian immigrant 
experience in southern Alberta. Nagy was a 26 year old farm 
worker in Hungary when he and a friend were approached in 
a tavern by a Canadian immigration agent who told them about 
the wonderful economic opportunities in Canada. Like other 
land-starved Hungarian workers, Nagy was particularly im-
pressed with the promise of 160 acres of land for ten dollars, and 
he and his wife, Elizabeth, decided to try their luck in the new 
country and, in 1906 set sail for Canada. Nagy was drawn to the 
Lethbridge area and worked in several different Lethbridge 
mines before deciding to homestead in the One-Seventeen 
district west of Milk River. 

Like other pioneer homesteaders throughout Alberta, Joseph 
and Elizabeth nagy found their new life filled with challenges 
and hard work. The family's first home was a dugout carved 
out of a hillside, just large enough for a stove, a bed, a table 
and two chairs. Then they had to begin the heavy and difficult 



task of clearing the land of rocks. In order to have sufficient 
cash to operate their farm the next year, Joseph returned to 
Lethbridge during the winter to work in the mine while Elizabeth 
remained to look after the homestead. She was intensely lonely; 
fortunately, there was another woman living nearby whose 
husband was also away working in the mine and Elizabeth 
survived the oppressive isolation of the prairie by moving "herself 
and her chickens" into the neighbour's farm house. Soon several 
other Hungarian families settled in the same area and they 
gradually formed a community which became a source of 
mutual help. 9 

By 1916, almost half of the 1,435 people of Hungarian 
origin in Alberta lived in the Lethbridge area. Although at 
this time Hungarians comprised only a small minority in the 
rural communities of southern Alberta, the pioneer settlements 
near Taber and Milk River would become increasingly visible 
during the 1920s with the arrival of larger numbers of Hun-
garian immigrants who would be attracted to these areas. 

The first wave of Hungarian immigration resulted in only 
one other Hungarian settlement in Alberta; this was in the 
central part of the province in an area known as Manfred (near 
present day Bashaw) southeast of Wetaskiwin, which had been 
opened up for settlement when the Calgary-Edmonton railway 
was completed in 1891. This settlement, which pre-dated the 
farming settlements in the Lethbridge area, was the first 
Hungarian farm settlement in Alberta. Three men who had 
been neighbours in the Dunafoldvar region of central Hungary— 
John Kerik, John Meister and John Mraz—left their homeland 
in 1895 and established adjacent homesteads in this newly-
opened section of the province. The men fashioned their first 
dwellings out of logs jutting into a hillside and they had thatched 
roofs and sod floors; they were soon able to replace these 
temporary shelters with log cabins. The next job was the back-
breaking task of clearing the land. Many years later one of John 
Mraz's daughters described their pioneering efforts: 

They brought spades, hoes, sickles and scythes, good 
intentions and a desire to exist as best they could... 
father cleared land with oxen and a one-shared 
plough. Wheat was broadcast by hand, cut with scythe 
and sickle, threshed with a maul, and hauled by ox 
cart to the nearest mill (Wetaskiwin) /35 miles 
distant/ to be turned into flour.10 



In 1900 the settlement which the three friends had established 
was augmented by the arrival of several more families from 
Hungary as well as a few from the Hungarian settlements in 
Saskatchewan. Once they had completed some of the rudi-
mentary tasks of pioneering, the newcomers could begin to 
direct some of their efforts toward re-establishing familiar 
institutions. In 1910, nineteen Catholic families, most of them 
Hungarian, established a Catholic church, known as the Manfred 
Church. The group was unable to obtain a Hungarian priest, but 
the area was in a mission served by travelling Irish or German 
Catholic priests. On those Sundays when the travelling priest 
could not visit them, the parishioners gathered to read the 
Bible in Hungarian and sing Hungarian hymns. The group 
was isolated by the fact that the adults, some of whom were 
illiterate in their own language, did not speak English.11 

Some of the homesteaders in the Bashaw area returned to 
Hungary prior to World War I, either because they could no 
longer endure the hardships of pioneering or because their plan 
had always been simply to earn money and then return home 
to their relatives. However, the majority of settlers stayed and 
gradually established themselves on the land, developing herds 
of animals and acquiring machinery to ease the arduous work 
of farming. 

Like all pioneer settlements, Manfred had its share of early 
deaths caused by extremes in climate, hard work and accidents. 
In turn-of-the-century Canada, both farmers and industrial 
workers faced many dangers; with their work pattern of farming 
in the summer and mining in the winter, the Hungarian 
immigrants were doubly at risk. John Meister, one of the original 
three settlers, was killed in an accident in the Canmore mines. 
Tragedy seemed to stalk the family of Steve Fillinger Sr., who 
had been born in Budapest in 1867 and had come to Canada with 
his wife and three children in 1900. Soon after the family's 
arrival, Steve's wife died. Steve later married Julia Rose, the 
daughter of another immigrant family living in the same area, 
and they had sixteen children. A prairie fire completely destroyed 
their first home. Then, in 1925, Steve was killed when a wagon 
load of flour he was hauling overturned on him. This left Mrs. 
Fillinger to raise their large family with only the help of the older 
children. Each of the pioneer Hungarian settlements had to face 
and cope with similar tragic losses caused by mining accidents, 



prairie fires or blizzards.12 

The Manfred settlement did not grow after 1910, nor did 
the Hungarian influence in the area endure. Even in the early 
years, there were few outward symbols of the Hungarian 
presence; almost the only visible expression of their old-world 
culture was that the settlers plastered the outside walls of their 
homes with clay and chaff, followed by a mixture of yellow earth, 
cow manure and whitewash, as had been the custom in their 
homeland. As in many of the province's rural settlements during 
the early years of the century, educational facilities were 
minimal. For many years there was no school in the Manfred area 
and the Hungarian children stayed at home, where they helped 
with the endless chores of farming and were sometimes taught 
to read and write Hungarian by their parents. 

Although children of the pioneer settlers generally married 
within the group, Hungarian identity in the area did not survive 
past the Great Depression. The surrounding community had a 
mixed population; it had been largely settled by Scandinavian-
Americans and Germans f rom Russia. T h e small number of 
Hungarians were isolated from their countrymen and the 
immigration wave of the 1920s brought no new Hungarian 
settlers to the region; consequently the Hungarian population 
remained at less than 100. Gradually during the 1920s, this 
small group integrated almost completely into the larger rural 
community. During the depression years and later, during the 
1940s, many people left the area for British Columbia or for 
other parts of Alberta. Today, with the original homes and 
Catholic Church gone and only a handful of people of Hungarian 
origin remaining, there are no visible reminders of the 
settlement. 

The Impact of World War I 

Although their economic position was still insecure, by 1914 
many Hungarians in Alberta were thinking of their stay in 
Canada as permanent and were beginning to put down roots. 
But when war broke out, making an enemy of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, they found that their situation was 
precarious. The Canadian government treated them as enemy 
aliens: they were either interned or required to register with 
police, and those who had been naturalized were deprived of 
their vote. Prevailing attitudes toward them were embodied in 



that hurtful and ubiquitous slur, "bohunk." Few in number, 
leaderless, dispersed across the province and without any effective 
provincial or national organization, Alberta's Hungarian com-
munity was ill-equipped to defend itself. 

However, some Hungarians in Alberta attempted to change 
prevailing attitudes by pointing out that Hungarian-Canadians 
were largely opposed to the Austrian Empire and therefore 
should not be regarded as enemies. But such attempts were not 
successful; Albertans continued to regard the Hungarians in 
their midst as enemy aliens. Given that their status as outsiders 
was thus emphasized by the wartime situation, it is ironic that a 
consequence of the war was that the Hungarian-Canadian 
settlements became more permanent than before, since Hun-
garians could no longer return to their homeland.1 3 

Post-World War I Immigration 

The second wave of Hungarian immigration, which occurred 
between 1925 and 1930, was to be the century's largest movement 
of Hungarians to Alberta. Economic and political conditions 
had combined to precipitate this migration which would re-shape 
the entire structure of the Hungarian-Canadian community. 
Although this second wave, like the one which had preceded it, 
was composed primarily of farmers and workers, it also included 
a small contingent of middle-class people and a few displaced 
aristocrats. Some of the newcomers left behind families, degrees, 
and property in their quest for a better life in Canada.14 

Virtually all of the immigrants were young men, both single 
and married, who hoped to make enough money to repay their 
passage and either return to Hungary with an accumulation of 
funds, move on to the United States or eventually bring their 
wives and families to the new land. However, since they arrived 
just on the eve of the Great Depression, most were to have their 
dreams crushed. Many of the immigrants would find that not 
only could they not afford to bring their families to Canada, 
but that they themselves could not afford to return to Hungary. 
Indeed, many would not be able to be reunited with their wives 
and children until after World War II; and for some there was to 
be permanent separation f rom the families they had left in the 
late 1920s, either through death or through one of the partners 
becoming involved in another relationship after many years of 
enforced separation. During the depression they could not afford 



to bring out their families, during the war their families could not 
come, and in the post-war era the communist regime prevented 
their families from leaving.15 

The majority of second-wave immigrants settled in Ontario, 
which soon eclipsed Saskatchewan as the center of Hungarian-
Canadian life in Canada. However, the prairies, particularly 
Alberta, received a substantial number of the new immigrants. 
Approximately 4,000 of the 34,000 Hungarians who came to 
Canada at this time settled in Alberta, increasing the number of 
Hungarians in the province from 1,045 in 1921 to 5,502 in 1931. 
In the background, orchestrating and directing this entire 
movement was the CPR which, under an agreement with the 
federal government, recruited, screened, transported and 
placed the immigrants.16 

The older settlements at Milk River and Taber grew 
significantly, new Hungarian farming communities were es-
tablished on irrigated land in the vicinity of Lethbridge and on 
CPR land at Brooks, Warburg and other areas of central and 
northern Alberta. The number of Hungarian miners in the 
Lethbridge area increased substantially and a large group of 
Hungarian miners moved into the Drumheller Valley, where 
they helped to open up new mines. Concentrations of working-
class Hungarians also developed, for the first time, in Calgary 
and Edmonton. In short, the province's major coal deposits, 
sugar beet fields, unsettled CPR land and areas of urban growth 
were economic magnets which attracted the second wave of 
Hungarian immigrants to Alberta. 

To determine the forces which had propelled this sizeable 
migration, one must, of course, look to conditions in post-war 
Hungary. Military defeat precipitated economic depression and 
political turmoil thus creating a climate conducive to massive 
emigration. In 1918, when Hungary's defeat was imminent, a 
bloodless revolution catapulted a liberal pacifist, Count Mihaly 
Karolyi, to power. In March 1919, allied meddling in Hungarian 
affairs prompted Karolyi to resign in favour of a left-wing regime 
led by Bela Kun. Kun had a strong following in the country's 
coal-mining regions; many of his supporters had been prisoners 
of war in Russia who had rallied to Lenin's Bolsheviks. Kun's 
attempts to Bolshevize the economy and to suppress opposition 
led to economic chaos, profound political unrest and the collapse 
of his regime in July of 1919. Kun was eventually replaced by 



the conservative Miklos Horthy, who restored order but 
suppressed movements of the extreme left. (Some of the displaced 
followers of both Karolyi and Kun would later come to Canada.) 
As a result of the defeat of both revolutions, the Hungarian 
peasant population lost confidence in social improvements and 
began looking to emigration as a solution to their problems.17 

Military defeat also led to the dismemberment of Hungary: 
the Treaty of Tr ianon at the end of the First World War reduced 
the country to less than one third of its former size. Under this 
harsh treaty, Hungary lost not only land and population, but also 
many of its important natural resources. Transportation and 
communication systems were disrupted and there was massive 
unemployment, soaring inflation and severe agricultural poverty. 
In addition, those Hungarians who had been incorporated into 
neighbouring states experienced considerable discrimination. All 
of these events combined to produce a growing sentiment 
favouring emigration.18 

The wave of immigration which had been set in motion 
by these factors in Hungary was both like and unlike that of the 
pre-war period. Like the first wave of immigrants, the 
Hungarians who arrived in Canada during the 1920s were 
primarily agricultural workers and peasants (75-80 percent), 
chiefly from the northeastern par t of Hungary, the country's most 
underdeveloped and isolated region. Their educational level was 
often limited and consequently their understanding of Hun-
garian culture consisted primarily of an awareness of traditional 
customs and basic religious concepts. 

However, since many of the newcomers had left Hungary for 
political reasons, their level of political and ethnic consciousness 
was higher than that of their predecessors. As a result, when they 
began to establish themselves in Alberta, they initiated more 
cultural and political activities than earlier immigrants had 
done. Another difference between the two groups was that while 
the first wave had been directed primarily to the United States, 
the second was largely directed to Canada. During the early 
1920s, the United States had set quotas which restricted the 
number of immigrants f rom central and eastern Europe who 
could enter the country. Consequently, many Hungarians looked 
to Canada as a new homeland.19 

Hungarian immigrants came to Canada under the "Railways 
Agreement," which had been negotiated between the CPR, the 



CNR and the federal government. In the early post-war years, 
Ottawa had hoped to be able to attract Anglo-Saxon immigrants 
in sufficient numbers to continue the process of settling the West; 
however, when it became clear that this would not be possible, 
the federal government was forced under the pressure of business 
groups to negotiate the "Railways Agreement" of 1925. This 
accord authorized the railways to bring in "Agriculturalists, 
agricultural workers and domestic servants" from the "non-
preferred" countries of central and eastern Europe, thus 
satisfying the railway companies' need for immigrants to 
guarantee revenue for their steamship lines, traffic for their 
railways and settlers for the land which had been given to the 
CPR by the Canadian government when the CPR line was built 
in the 1880s. CPR officials were well pleased with the agreement 
since many of them believed that central and eastern Europeans 
were much more likely than Anglo-Saxons to be able to clear the 
marginal, heavily-timbered brush land which constituted much 
of the company's remaining holdings in the west.20 

Settlement During the Twenties and Thirties 

In examining the settlement of Hungarians in Alberta during 
the inter-war decades, it is virtually impossible to isolate 
examples of communities which could be considered as 
representative of the group's experience. The Hungarians who 
came did not settle together in large contiguous blocs where 
a standard colonization process emerged; they established 
pockets of settlement throughout the province. 

The group had some common characteristics. The majority 
of them went to rural areas. (In 1931, 69 percent of Hungarians 
in the province were living in farming areas; by 1941, this figure 
had risen to 75 percent.) In addition, the Hungarian settlers 
shared a common immigrant and working-class struggle and had 
to cope, from a very vulnerable position, with the harsh realities 
of the "dirty thirties;" consequently, all of the major groups of 
Hungarian immigrants established similar organizations in 
response to common difficulties. But apart from these general 
similarities, conditions varied widely from settlement to settle-
ment. 

The agricultural communities which the Hungarians entered 
varied from long-established farming settlements on irrigated 
prairie land, where they worked as agricultural labourers to 



newly-opened bush areas the newcomer from Hungary was 
cast in the role of a pioneer. These scattered agricultural districts 
differed widely in terrain and climate and therefore in the kind of 
agriculture for which they were suited. Hungarian urban 
settlement was equally diverse; the various urban areas and 
mining camps developed their own styles of life which were quite 
different f rom those in the rural areas and from each other. 
Each of the communities which the Hungarians entered or 
established differed in its stage of development, economic base, 
size and ethnic mix. Focusing on the different aspects of 
economic and social life in a variety of Hungarian communities 
allows the emergence of a composite picture of Hungarian 
immigrant experience. 

In southern Alberta the immigrants were placed by the CPR 
through local colonization boards. These boards helped to put 
company officials in touch with prospective immigrants and 
sponsors, arranged to have employment for the immigrants when 
they arrived and attempted to help them in their adjustment 
to Canadian life. Several communities in southern Alberta had 
branches of the Hungarian Colonization Board, which func-
tioned as an extension of the CPR's colonization efforts. Those 
who sponsored the immigrants had to guarantee their employ-
ment for a year and vouch that they would not become public 
charges.21 

This sponsorship system facilitated chain migration; earlier 
immigrants who had begun to establish themselves brought 
relatives and fellow-villagers to existing settlements. For example, 
Hungarian-Germans from Polany, Hungary, first arrived in 
Magrath to work in the sugar beet industry in 1925 and by 1931 
there were thirty-one families from the same village living in 
the Magrath and nearby Raymond areas.22 

With the re-establishment of the sugar beet industry in 1925, 
there was a heavy demand for sugar beet labourers in southern 
Alberta. Consequently, many of the Hungarians who came to the 
province in the late 1920s went first to this region. The towns and 
villages of Raymond, M a g r a t h , Picture Butte, Iron Springs, 
Readymade, Coaldale and Taber, all situated in sugar beet 
growing areas, attracted sizeable numbers of Hungarian farmers 
during the 1920s.23 

Hungarian immigrants who settled in southern Alberta to 
work in the sugar beet industry faced numerous difficulties since 



the work was so arduous; however most of them were able to 
adjust successfully and to use their experience as a rung in the 
ladder of upward social and economic mobility. Many of the 
newcomers already had extensive experience with sugar beet 
farming in Hungary and all were familiar with the demands of 
hard work. Although a number soon left the area to try their luck 
elsewhere, a significant proportion remained. At first they rented 
small acreages where they lived in crude shacks. Soon they were 
able to send for their families and through the work of all family 
members in thinning, weeding and harvesting the beets, they 
were eventually able to purchase the land they cultivated and 
then ultimately to purchase additional land and expand their 
operations. Like earlier pioneer settlers, the Hungarians who 
came to southern Alberta during the late twenties knew the 
value of self-sufficiency. They planted large gardens and kept 
enough livestock and poultry to supply their own needs. 

During the late 1920s, sugar beet prices were good and the 
intensive nature of the industry made it possible for the newly 
arrived immigrants to make a living on the small parcels of land 
they were able to buy, either from established farmers or from 
owners of newly-irrigated land in the areas of Picture Butte and 
Taber. Families (especially large ones) were a definite asset in 
making sugar beet operations profitable. The married men 
among the immigrants were usually able to buy farms, while the 
single men often remained labourers.24 

While the Hungarian sugar beet workers were viewed 
primarily as a convenient labour pool, local government officials, 
the press and local farmers were pleased with their performance. 
According to a Lethbridge Herald assessment in October of 1925, 

These people are experienced beet growers which gives 
them an exceptional advantage in making good in this 
part of the West. The Hungarians have shown thrift 
and ability on the farm coupled with an earnest desire 
to learn western ways. Employers of this labour have 
been pleased this season. 

The Hungarians were separated from the existing farm com-
munity by culture, language and religion and by social 
prejudices embodied in the concept of the "non-preferred" 
immigrant; but they began to feel at home in southern Alberta 
as they learned English from their employers and as their families 
arrived.25 



Since sugar beet work and other farm labour was seasonal, 
most of the immigrants looked for other types of work in the 
off-season. During the winter, many found jobs on construction, 
in the coal mines, or in other labouring jobs. Some settled 
permanently in the mining camps. During the late 1920s, the 
number of Hungarians living and working in Lethbridge area 
mining camps, such as Coalhurst, Diamond City, Shaughnessy 
and Hardieville, increased substantially. In Lethbridge, the 
principal concentration of Hungarians—most of them manual 
labourers—continued to be on the north side, where an area of 
four square blocks was predominantly Hungarian.2 6 

Thus the Railways Agreement of 1925 had effected a 
dramatic change in Alberta's Hungarian community. By 1931, 
there were 5,502 Hungarian-origin people in the province, nearly 
half of them living in the region south of Calgary.27 With this 
influx of new immigrants, Hungarian cultural and religious 
activities in southern Alberta flourished. Both the Presbyterian 
and Catholic churches began Hungarian-language services in 
several centers. Immigrants in Raymond established a sick 
benefit society and a youth organization; those in Taber 
organized a Hungarian society which built a hall where it held 
harvest dances and national festivals. In Lethbridge, Hun-
garian-Presbyterian services were begun in 1926, the Hungarian 
Sick Benefit Society was expanded and a Hungarian language 
school and a dramatic society for Hungarian youth were 
established. Describing the activities of the latter organization, a 
Hungarian Presbyterian minister noted that "the young people 
take part enthusiastically in Hungarian cultural work, putting 
on festivals, establishing social contacts with Canadian circles 
and acquainting them with Hungarian cultural values." 28 

Additional Rural Settlements 

Besides the settlements in the beet-growing areas, the CPR 
helped to develop several other major rural colonies of Hun-
garians during the late 1920s in widely separated areas. One 
sizeable settlement emerged on CPR land at Brooks (which 
formed par t of the Eastern Irrigation District). The area had 
been put under irrigation just prior to World War I. However, 
the war had inevitably slowed settlement and although there 
had been a proposal after the war to settle a group of returned 
soldiers in the area, this plan had not succeeded. Consequently in 



1928, 1929 and 1930 the CPR, anxious to settle its irrigated 
land between Brooks and Tilley, turned to Slovak and Hungarian 

9Q 
immigrants. 

Approximately seventy Hungarian farm families settled near 
Brooks with the help of the Colonists Service Association (CSA), 
which was an extension of the CPR's Colonization Department. 
The CSA helped the settlers to establish themselves by plowing 
the land and advancing seed grain and twine, but these services 
were not free and many of the farmers soon found themselves 
enmeshed in a web of debt; their beginnings in farming had 
coincided with the drastic drop in prices for farm products 
which occurred in 1930. The problems those men who had left 
their families in Hungary and had come to Canada alone were 
especially serious. With an income of $300 to $500 per year, 
they could not keep up the payments on their land and yet the 
CPR had to certify that they were doing well before the 
Department of Immigration would authorize them to sponsor 
their families as immigrants. The CPR provided work for some of 
the debt-ridden farmers on its extra railway gangs, but there 
were nevertheless a number of men who simply could not afford 
to bring out their families and could not get the CPR to give 
them credit to pay their passage.30 

Despite these initial hardships, the Hungarians at Brooks 
persisted. As rural people accustomed to self-sufficiency and hard 
work, they knew how to survive. Indeed, the community even 
grew during the 1930s as the CPR encouraged unemployed 
immigrants in Calgary to relocate on the land. Irrigation enabled 
the farmers to grow grain and fodder and many raised paprika 
and corn—traditional Hungarian products—in their gardens. 
The settlers did not organize many Hungarian activities; 
community-wide events were largely restricted to the occasional 
visits of Hungarian-speaking Catholic priests and Presbyterian 
ministers. However, after surviving the privations of the 
depression decade, the Hungarian farmers were able to achieve 
prosperity during the 1940s and 1950s and many of their children 
remained in the Brooks area to continue successful farming 
operations.31 

Another group of Hungarians, which consisted of just over 
100 farm families, settled in the Warburg district east of Leduc 
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. They came to this area under a 
plan devised by the CPR to enable it to settle its brush-covered 



land. Hungarians settled throughout the area from Genesee to 
Breton, but the largest concentration was at Warburg.3 2 

Most of the families who came to this area followed a common 
immigration and settlement pattern. While the settlers were 
from several different regions of Hungary (as well as a few who 
were ethnic Hungarians f rom Romania and Czechoslovakia), 
they all came to Alberta in groups of families. In several cases, 
such as with the Fodors, the Fritzs and the Gaydars, groups of two 
or three brothers immigrated together or one brother helped 
bring over the others. T h e settlers included many who had first 
tried their luck elsewhere, either on Saskatchewan farms, in 
Drumheller coal mines or in southern Alberta beet fields. The 
men came first and worked for a couple of years to establish 
themselves before bringing their families to join them. Almost 
all were young people in their twenties or thirties and most 
were married.3 3 

The Warburg settlers had to perform the same back-breaking 
tasks of pioneering as the pre-World W a r I immigrants, but 
they were faced with the additional burden of having to 
accomplish these tasks during a time of severe economic 
depression. The newly-arrived immigrants knew virtually no 
English and often possessed little more than their families and the 
clothes they were wearing. They had no cash reserves to see them 
through difficult times, yet they still had to make payments on 
their CPR owned land. While the railway had offered easy terms 
and reasonable repayment terms, payment had to be made 
nonetheless and cash was not easy for the newcomers to acquire. 
A few eventually lost their land. However, by the late 1930s, the 
settlers' economic prospects were improving. Clover and honey 
were becoming important cash crops and agricultural prices were 
beginning to rise. By the end of the decade, most of the 
Hungarian newcomers had established themselves successfully.34 

Since they had settled on unbroken bush-land, the immi-
grants had to clear it acre by acre. One of the early settlers, 
Frank Kovach, remembers that 

Clearing land at that time was done by hand with an 
axe, spade and grub hoe. To remove the trees you had 
to remove the dirt around the roots with the spade or 
grub hoe. Then you had to cut them off with the axe. 
When you cut enough of the roots, the tree would 
come down; a bit of wind would make the job easier. 



The settlers broke the land with horses and, at first, seeded 
it by hand. They attempted to practise mixed farming but 
initially their operations were at best marginal. Early frosts 
lowered grain quality and the land was still full of roots. It took 
ten years of cultivation before it produced good crops. However, 
while it kept cultivated acreages small and was a fire hazard, the 
heavy timber provided logs to build homes and most of the 
farmers supplemented their incomes during the winter by 
hauling timber to Leduc for use as fence posts and lumber. Some 
supplemented their incomes by working outside of the settlement, 
in the fall as harvesters and in the winter in the coal mines of 
Drumheller or Edmonton.3 5 

Living conditions were primitive during the first years of 
settlement and families had to make many sacrifices to survive 
the Great Depression. Even the children worked hard. Wives and 
children picked and sold blueberries in the summer, kept large 
gardens and made and sold butter. Since they had so little cash, 
families had to "make do" with what was available: coffee 
sometimes consisted of roasted wheat run through a coffee 
grinder and porridge was made from barley run through a grist 
mill. Because they had so little cash to buy livestock, some 
families shared horses and a cow. Transportation and com-
munication were also problematic. Roads were poor and, in any 
case, very few of the settlers had cars or trucks. There were no 
telephones and mail arrived only once a week.36 

Despite these hardships, perhaps because of them, the settlers 
helped each other to cope with the demands of pioneering and 
the problems of isolation. In so doing, they developed an active 
social and cultural life. In the winter of 1931-32, a group of 
the settlers formed the Petofi Club, named after a famous 
Hungarian poet. During the winter, the club held frequent 
dances and plays in the community hall and established a 
Hungarian library. The club's activities were open to the entire 
community and some of the older Anglo-Saxon pioneers and 
other newly-arrived immigrants (most of them of Polish, Czech 
or German background) participated. One of the area's pioneers 
remembers that 

Around that time there was a great influx of emigrants 
from all parts of Europe and other parts of the world. 
When newcomers joined the earlier pioneers in the 
area, the dances took on the atmosphere of a small 



United Nations party. Some people came to dance; 
others came to watch, but everybody came to visit. It 
was the place where you could meet most of your 
friends and neighbors and make new friends and find 
out how everybody was doing. 37 

One of the highlights of the year was the annual Harvest 
Fruit Festival, a traditional Hungarian celebration that became 
a major community-wide event. Members of the Petofi Club 
would decorate the community hall in red, white and green 
streamers to represent the colours of the Hungarian flag, the 
young women would dress in Hungarian costumes and a Hun-
garian gypsy orchestra would supply the music. Everyone 
participated in the dancing and in the traditional efforts to grab 
the fruit which had been strung on a rack overhead. The 
Hungarian immigrants found that their non-Hungarian neigh-
bors not only willing to participate in these cultural activities, but 
also friendly and helpful in day-to-day matters.3 8 

While the Hungarians in the Warburg settlement were 
becoming a cohesive community during the 1930s, forces were at 
work which inexorably moved the newcomers toward acceptance 
and, ultimately, assimilation into the larger society of north-
central Alberta. T h e settlers in the area had much in common. 
Even as late as the last years of the 1920s and the early years of the 
1930s, the region was still in the midst of pioneering and all 
of the various peoples who came there were involved in the early 
stages of community building. Many of the area's settlers shared a 
common religion since most were Catholic; they also shared the 
experiences of being immigrants and of having to struggle to 
survive the depression. In addition, the Social Credit movement 
cut across ethnic lines to unite them in a common cause. While 
the Hungarians were one of the region's largest groups—the 1941 
census reported about 300 people of Hungarian-origin, or 
roughly 10% of the population in the municipality—they were 
nevertheless a minority and they began to blend in with the other 
settlers. This pat tern was in sharp contrast to the situation in 
southern Alberta, where most Hungarian settlers came to 
previously established, predominantly Anglo-Saxon communities 
and for many years remained on the margins of these 
communities. 

In addition to Warburg, the north central region of the 
province attracted two smaller Hungarian settlements—one in 



the area of Heatherdown, a post office northwest of Stony Plain, 
and the other at Cosmo, near Sangudo. The Hungarian 
experience in both of these settlements was similar to that in 
Warburg: the remote and bush-covered terrain bred a pioneer 
culture of survival which dispelled ethnic boundaries.39 The 
Cosmo settlers developed some Hungarian group life; there was 
a concentration of Hungarian Presbyterians in the area and they 
were visited periodically by the Hungarian minister from 
Calgary. However, since the number of Hungarians was smaller 
than in Warburg, Hungarian institutions did not emerge as 
fully.40 

There were several other concentrations of Hungarian 
immigrants in east-central Alberta. During the late 1920s, a few 
Hungarian farm families settled on CPR land at Hardisty, 
Provost, Mannville, Dewberry, and Vermilion. For example, 
in the Dewberry-Heinsburg area north of Vermilion, the late 
1920s saw the settlement of twelve Hungarian families. One of 
the men, Vincent Varyu, who had been a machinist, came with 
his brother and brother-in-law in 1926 from south-eastern 
Hungary. Mr. Varyu had hoped to work as a machinist, but when 
he arrived in Canada, he discovered that he had to farm to 
comply with Canadian immigration regulations. He had little 
choice as to where he would settle. Immigration officials directed 
him to Saskatchewan and at the railway stations across northern 
Ontario and Manitoba, the car in which he and his companions 
were travelling was locked to prevent their early departure. 
Later, Mr. Varyu recalled his impressions of "going west': 

As we moved on west we began to feel more down-
hearted as it was now we began to feel the hugeness 
and loneliness of this great big country called Canada. 

As I look back now I marvel at the courage we must 
have had to go on as we did. We didn't know what lay 
ahead of us and on top of that our English was limited. 
But we were young and full of vim and vigor and 
nothing looked impossible. 

Together with the other two young men, Mr. Varyu purchased 
and cleared 480 acres of raw CPR land and, to earn extra money, 
worked on the railway's branch line, which brought his wife to 
join him one and a half years later.41 

The most remote of the province's Hungarian settlements was 
in the Peace River district. During the late 1920s, this northern 



region of Alberta was experiencing its major settlement boom. 
Several hundred Hungarians were attracted by this northward 
rush and they established two major settlements—one at 
Warrensville a few miles northeast of the town of Peace River, 
the other at Notikewin, just north of what would become the 
town of Manning. Some of these Hungarian immigrants had 
previously lived in Saskatchewan or the United States. Like all 
new Peace River country settlers in those years, they were faced 
with difficult conditions. During the 1930s, the region's isolation, 
harsh weather and primitive stage of development motivated 
many to migrate yet another time, to other parts of Alberta or to 
British Columbia, where a number of Hungarians began fruit 
growing in the Okanagan Valley. Nevertheless, by 1941, there 
were still 280 people of Hungarian background in the Peace 
River district, with about eighteen families in each of the two 
major settlements. Farming was so marginal however that even as 
late as 1949 a Hungarian-speaking priest visiting Warrensville 
found only three families who could afford cars, the rest came to 
church services in horse-drawn buggies.42 

The Mining Experience 

Many of the Hungarian immigrants who came to Alberta during 
the 1920s found work in the province's coal mines, particularly 
in Lethbridge and Drumheller, but also in the Crow's Nest Pass 
and Edmonton. Most who did so were from the northern regions 
of Hungary, where there are numerous coal deposits; conse-
quently, they had previous mining experience. Others moved 
from farm labour into mining as part of a seasonal work cycle 
and then remained in mining during the depression when jobs 
in other industries became scarce. They were attracted by the 
relatively high wages in mining; however, work in the industry 
was always sporadic. 

In addition to the large group of Hungarian miners who had 
settled in the Lethbridge area, another major concentration of 
Hungarians developed in the Drumheller Valley, which was one 
of the province's foremost coal-producing regions in the late 
1920s and early 1930s. In 1928 a railway line was completed 
between Drumheller and Rosemary, which made way for the 
opening of a series of coal mines from Rosedale east. Four of the 
biggest mines—Empire, Atlas, Murray and Aetna—were opened 
at East Coulee and the mining camp boomed from virtually 



nothing in 1927 to a town of 1,200 by 1933, approximately 
two-thirds to three-fourths of the population being of Hungarian 
origin. In the Drumheller Valley as a whole during the late 1920s, 
there was a population of 10,000. This number included 
approximately 2,000 miners working in 29 different mines which 
were producing over a million and a half tons of coal annually, 
primarily for domestic use. Hungarian miners were scattered 
throughout the twelve Drumheller Valley towns and worked in 
all of these mines, but their greatest impact was in East Coulee.43 

East Coulee was a typical Alberta mining camp, composed 
overwhelmingly of young men, whose work was difficult, 
dangerous and seasonal. In light of their strained economic 
circumstances and the sporadic nature of coal mining, most of 
them felt no permanent attachment to the community and the 
town's physical and social milieu reflected both their dominance 
and their transience. Most of the houses were one-room shacks 
for bachelors, though there were also some two and three-room 
houses for married men. That the community grew almost 
overnight, unconstrained by municipal bylaws, gave it a 
jerry-built character, with helter-skelter streets and an absence 
of paint and other aesthetic amenities.44 

The mines operated on a seasonal basis and people would 
come and go accordingly. The mines worked steadily throughout 
August and September. Then, they remained open for one or two 
days a week, until February or March, when they closed for 
the year. Thus, beginning in October, the miners would find out 
if they would work on a day-to-day basis: a light on the mine 
tipple or the sounding of a horn would be the signal that there 
was work. Rose Kovacs, the wife of miner Charlie Kovacs (better 
known as "East Coulee Charlie"), remembers that the women did 
a lot of "cussing and swearing" when the mine signalled "No 
Work," since they needed the money to clothe and feed their 
families. When they were working, the miners considered their 
pay to be good: on a first-rate seam of coal a miner, working with 
a partner, could earn five to seven dollars a day. Thus the 
problem they faced was not low wages, but unsteady work. When 
the mines were closed, many of the miners quickly used up their 
meagre savings and were forced into debt to the town 
storekeeper. Consequently, they looked for work elsewhere, on 
the railroads, on farms or in the cities as labourers.45 

Social life in the mining camps, such as East Coulee, provided 



a marked contrast to the quiet, conservative nature of life in the 
province's agriculturally-based small towns. Transience, the 
predominance of males, most of whom were recently-arrived 
immigrants, and economic insecurity led to a lifestyle charac-
terized by poverty, heavy drinking, explosive political discussion, 
occasional violence, mental depression and family instability. 
Unlike their counterparts in most other small Alberta towns, the 
Catholic priest and RCMP officer in East Coulee were two of 
the community's most unpopular figures. Women and children 
sometimes went to Mass, but in general organized religion played 
very little role in the community. When an Hungarian-speaking 
Catholic priest arrived in the Drumheller Valley in 1946, he 
found only three adult Hungarian males attending Mass. The 
major social center was not the church, but the Hungarian hall. 
The left-wing Hungarian Sick Benefit Society, which the 
Hungarian miners established, held twice-monthly activities in 
the union hall, including concerts, plays and dances, complete 
with Hungarian music. These events attracted both Hungarians 
and non-Hungarians from throughout the valley.46 

Over half of the population of East Coulee was comprised of 
single males; consequently, it was very common for families, 
though already living in cramped, three-room quarters, to take 
in one or two boarders. Given the nature of the mining 
community, the only way that women could supplement family 
income was by taking in boarders or by washing and ironing 
shirts for bachelors at ten cents apiece. The presence of boarders 
destroyed the privacy of the family and the absence of unmarried 
women in the community occasionally led to the dramatic and 
conflict-laden situations associated with the "star boarder" 
syndrome—part of the experience and the folklore of the 
immigrant working-class culture in urban areas and mining 
camps across North America.47 

In the mining towns, as in the rural areas, self-sufficiency was 
crucial to economic survival. Miners and their families kept large 
gardens and from nearby farmers they bought pigs and cattle 
which they butchered, smoked and cured. However, the 
relationship between family size and self-sufficiency was mark-
edly different for the miners than for the farmers. The latter 
had large families, but the miners, usually limited their families 
to two children. This difference was a reflection partly of 
religious outlook, since the farmers tended to be more heavily 



influenced by the views of organized religion than the miners, but 
primarily of the differing economic implications of family size for 
the two groups.48 

Urban Communities 

In addition to its impact on the province's mining communities, 
the immigration of the 1920s led to small concentrations of 
Hungarians in Calgary and Edmonton. These formed the 
beginnings of the communities which, in the post-war era, would 
overshadow the rural settlements. The Hungarians who settled 
in both cities were poor, they were members of the working class 
and they faced immense difficulties because of depression 
conditions. 

Calgary had six times as many Hungarians as Edmonton in 
1931 and three times as many in 1941. Hence a more vigorous 
Hungarian community developed in Calgary, with a variety of 
religious, social and political organizations and activities. There 
had been almost no Hungarian residents of Calgary prior to 
1921; in that year there were only twenty-one people of 
Hungarian origin in the city and its vicinity. But by 1931, the 
number of Hungarians had increased to nearly seven hundred 
in a population of 84,000. Most of the newcomers arrived in the 
latter half of the decade. Although many Hungarian immigrants 
established permanent residence in Calgary and acquired 
industrial jobs—in the sawmills and wood-preserving companies, 
in meat-packing plants, iron works and foundries—many others 
only came to Calgary for casual employment during the 
off-season, when work in the coal mines, sugar beet fields and 
railways in other parts of southern Alberta was at a standstill. 
Tha t Calgary emerged as the largest centre of Hungarian 
population in the province was partly due to its being a major 
CPR divisional point. Immigrants arriving in the city by train 
could quickly find jobs on railway gangs through Calgary's CPR 
offices. In addition, Calgary was centrally located in relationship 
to the labour-intensive coal mines and sugar beet fields of 
southern Alberta.49 

During the 1920s, immigrants were ostensibly coming to 
Canada as agricultural workers; nevertheless, the CPR made use 
of the Hungarian Colonization Board in Calgary to secure 
workers for its section gangs. An excerpt from a 1927 report of 
the Dominion Land Settlement Branch shows how this was done: 



Those arriving under the Canadian Pacific are met on 
Train No. 1 arriving at four o'clock in the morning by 
a Mr. Schwartz, Manager of the Calgary Hungarian 
Colonization Board. They are directed by him to a 
rooming house and they are invited to register with 
him for ultimate naturalization. These people "mill" 
around Mr. Schwartz' office and the streets until they 
are placed.. . 

Mr. O. Hanson, who keeps the Canadian Pacific 
Employment Office one block away, whenever he 
requires men of Extra Gangs, telephones over to Mr. 
Schwartz who sends him the number of men re-
quired.50 

While this procedure may have been beneficial to both the CPR 
and the newly-arrived immigrants, it quickly engendered conflict 
and controversy. As substantial numbers of immigrants con-
tinued to arrive in 1928, 1929, and 1930 under the Railways 
Agreement and as the number of jobs available in railway work 
declined dramatically with the depression, conflict developed in 
Calgary between immigrant workers, between immigrants and 
the manager of the colonization board and between immigrants 
and the CPR over the allocation of scarce jobs. The CPR's 
colonization department correspondence during the period 
reveals a great deal of contention surrounding job allocation and 
also shows the desperate circumstances of many Hungarian 
immigrants in Calgary during the early years of the Great 
Depression.51 

Those immigrants who were unable to find jobs were forced 
to go on the relief rolls, which made them subject to deportation. 
Andrew Davison, Calgary's mayor, in November of 1930, 
initiated deportation proceedings against all unnaturalized 
immigrants on relief, including twenty-two Hungarians. Mayor 
Davison's policy had fairly substantial public support since, as 
one CPR colonization official noted in an internal memo, 
"...considerable antagonism prevails against continental immi-
gration in Calgary..." 52 

Some of the Hungarian immigrants, unable to get jobs in 
industry or on the railways but too proud to go on relief, found 
work in the Chinese-owned greenhouses. In the days before 
refrigerated trucks brought in produce from California, these 
enterprises which were located near the river just below the 
Calgary General Hospital, conducted a bustling trade. But the 



work was hard, the hours were long and the wages were low. 
The greenhouse worker's day, for which he or she was paid ten 
cents an hour, began at four a.m. Many of the women employees 
remember that in winter, they worked with gunny sacks tied 
around their legs to help them withstand the cold. In summer, 
many of the immigrant men cut the lawns of wealthy 
homeowners in Mount Royal. Their wives worked as domestics or 
in restaurant kitchens. Since they had so little capital and no 
business experience very few Hungarians were able to establish 
their own small businesses during these years. 53 

During the late twenties and the thirties, Calgary's Hungarian 
community was transient, male-dominated and residentially 
segregated. As with many other immigrant groups, residential 
segregation developed because of economic circumstances and a 
tendency to congregate for mutual support. The area of 
Hungarian concentration was in the east end of town, between 
Ninth Avenue South and the Bow River and between First and 
Sixth Streets East. Four grocery stores were established which 
catered to the district's residents by selling Hungarian garlic 
sausage, liver sausage, pickled herring sauerkraut, paprika, rye 
bread and other Hungarian specialties.54 

Within this community, Hungarian bachelors could board 
with Hungarian families. Many of these followed a common 
pattern of residential upward mobility. Typically a family settled 
initially in a small apartment-bloc suite. Then it moved into a 
larger suite with another family, often close friends. In a few 
years the two families jointly rented a house, then in a few more 
years bought first one and then a second house so that each 
family could have its own home. Real-estate investment was, in 
fact, a major entrepreneurial activity for many of Calgary's 
Hungarians. They would purchase run-down houses and 
renovate them, turning them into small apar tment houses. Large 
two-story houses were often divided into several suites, housing 
two or more families and a few boarders. Families living in the 
same house shared not only the rent, but also babysitting services. 
Boarders in such a situation had surrogate families who could fill 
otherwise lonely evenings with card playing and socializing. This 
lifestyle was common in the Hungarian community for a number 
of years, since unfavourable economic conditions curtailed 
opportunities for mobility and prevented most families from 
purchasing their own homes until the 1940s. 



Facing poverty, prejudice and problems of cultural adjust-
ment and living in close proximity, Calgary's Hungarian immi-
grants developed a closely-knit community. In 1932, several 
of the community's leaders organized the Hungarian Canadian 
Club of Calgary to provide a social focus for the group and to 
keep alive Hungarian traditions. It sponsored a wide range of 
activities, including a youth organization, a women's group, a 
summer school, a library and a burial society, as well as 
organizing plays and dances. Maintaining the Hungarian 
language was not a major concern, since the Canadian-born 
spoke Hungarian as their mother tongue. The club crossed 
religious lines by uniting both the Catholic majority and the 
Presbyterian minority in a common effort. An Hungarian 
speaking Catholic parish and an Hungarian Presbyterian church 
were also established in Calgary during the 1930s.55 Relations 
between Catholics and Protestants were generally cordial and 
they cooperated in many community activities.56 

Although Edmonton emerged as the unofficial capital of 
organized ethnic life for several central and eastern European 
groups in Alberta during the inter-war era, Hungarians 
comprised only a tiny proportion of that city's population and 
they had virtually no organizations in the city until World War 
II. During the late 1920s, immigrants from the mining regions of 
northern Hungary began arriving in Edmonton in the hope of 
finding work in the nearby coal mines. The 1931 census reported 
only 119 Hungarians in Edmonton, and the 1941 census reported 
237. But mining was seasonal work, so the number of Hungarians 
in the city fluctuated erratically. During the twenties and thirties, 
the factors of size and transiency made it impossible for the 
Hungarians in Edmonton to establish either religious or social 
organizations.57 

Surviving the Great Depression 

The Great Depression was particularly difficult for the newly-
arrived Hungarians. Except in the Lethbridge area, there were 
no existing Hungarian communities which could help the 
newcomers in establishing themselves. Nor could they turn to the 
government for help; its concern was to design strategies 
(including deportation) for keeping immigrants off relief rolls. 
Immigrants in urban areas and mining camps were faced with 
unemployment, under-employment and low wages. Farm work-



ers in southern Alberta faced back-breaking work in the sugar 
beet fields and those who went to northern Alberta found harsh 
pioneering conditions on isolated, bush-covered terrain. All of 
the immigrants had to cope with the simultaneous impact of 
economic crisis, family separation and culture shock. Many 
found the spiritual strength they needed from religious and 
cultural activities. Another sizeable group took solace from the 
discussion and advocacy of radical political solutions to 
world-wide economic crisis. In the mining towns and in some of 
the rural areas, Hungarian immigrants were attracted to the 
ideology of left-wing socialism and communism. They established 
and supported Hungarian-language organizations which were 
linked to the Communist Party of Canada and subscribed to 
left-wing Hungarian newspapers, and some became actively 
involved in political issues at both national and international 
levels. The support of a number of the new immigrants for 
communist ideas split the group. In several Hungarian 
communities tension developed between the conservative, na-
tionalist and church-oriented faction, and those who supported 
the left. 

Strong leftist support in several of the province's Hungarian 
settlements resulted from a combination of local economic 
conditions, old-world political beliefs and outside organization 
and support. In 1927, Hungarian leftists in Hamilton organized 
the Canadian-Hungarian Mutual Benefit Federation to provide 
both health insurance and political education for Hungarians 
across Canada. The group organized branches among Hun-
garians throughout the country, including branches at Calgary, 
Lethbridge, Picture Butte, Taber , Shaughnessy, Hillcrest (in the 
Crow's Nest Pass), and in the Drumheller Valley at East Coulee, 
Midlandvale, Nacmine, Newcastle and Rosedale. Most members 
of the organization also subscribed to the left-wing newspaper, 
Kanadai Magyar Munkas (Canadian Hungarian Worker), which 
began publication in 1929. 

Support for the left among Hungarians varied in each 
community, depending on economic conditions, leadership and 
political experience in the old world. One outside observer who, 
in 1942, was sent by the federal government to give a report on 
Hungarian communities across the country, estimated that the 
left had won the adherence of the following percentages: 20% 
in Calgary, 40% in Edmonton, 50% int Lethbridge, and none 



in Raymond. (The Hungarians in Raymond were not attracted to 
leftist views since almost all were mixed farmers and were more 
economically secure than the miners and labourers in urban 
areas.) T h e left had support from some of the farmers in the Milk 
River, Tabe r and Peace River districts, but its strongest support 
came f rom the mining camps, particularly those in the 
Drumheller Valley. Many participated in the cultural activities of 
the Sick Benefit Federation, including a number of dramatic 
productions which were strongly proletarian and anti-clerical.58 

The growing class consciousness among many Hungarians 
found expression in their support for mine strikes and sugar beet 
strikes and for the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War. A 
portion of the Hungarian miners supported the attempt of the 
Mine Workers Union of Canada, which was linked to the 
communist-dominated Workers Unity League, to displace the 
more conservative United Mine Workers of America in the coal 
fields, and participated in strikes in several coal towns in 1932. 
However the Great Depression was not a propitious time for the 
formation of a new union, and the Mine Workers Union of 
Canada was ultimately crushed by the existing union, the coal 
operators and the police. 59 

Hungarian support for the Communists in the mining camps, 
along with intensified job competition during the depression, 
precipitated a wave of discrimination, which in turn merely 
served to confirm the miners in their communist beliefs. Hun-
garians thus became par t of the larger pattern of conflict between 
conservative Anglo-Celts and radical non Anglo-Celts in the 
Drumheller Valley. Like other "foreign born" people in the 
valley, the Hungarians found themselves subject to several kinds 
of discrimination. First, there was job discrimination. Anglo-
Celts were given the best positions in the mines and when 
production was cut back they were the last fired. Then there 
was discrimination in the distribution of "relief" money. One 
of the men who worked in the relief office in Drumheller during 
the 1930s recalls that "any man with a foreign name that came up 
there" faced a systematic pattern of delay intended to keep him 
off the relief rolls or to keep at a minimum the amount allocated 
to him. Relief officers simply assumed that "...everybody from 
eastern Europe were communists...that's all you could hear— 
REDS."6 0 

Discrimination also extended to acquiring Canadian citizen-



ship. The Mounted Police searched the homes of any Hungarians 
who applied for citizenship. If the police found copies of Kanadai 
Magyar Munkas, or if the applicant was known to be a 
communist supporter, it was almost certain that he or she would 
be denied citizenship papers. "Some of them gave up trying to 
get their citizenship papers after being refused five or six times." 
Thus, by keeping the major source of leftist support—immigrant 
workers from eastern Europe—off the electors' lists, the more 
conservative and more powerful factions in the community were 
able to curtail dramatically the electoral influence of Com-
munists in the Drumheller Valley. The Hungarian leftists found a 
few allies among left-wing Anglo-Canadians, but the predom-
inant mood during the depression was one of tension between 
Anglo-Celtic and non-Anglo-Celtic workers. 61 

The class consciousness of Hungarian sugar beet workers in 
southern Alberta and the deterioration in relations between the 
newcomers and the host society is reflected in the strikes of 1935 
and 1936, in which workers refused to sign contracts with beet 
growers until their demands were met. Among the beet workers, 
Hungarians were the largest single immigrant group. The Beet 
Workers Industrial Union (BWIU), which was affiliated with the 
communist-dominated Worker's Unity League, tried to organize 
them, along with other immigrant beet workers. The workers 
were receptive to the idea of a union since the growers, in 
response to a reduction in the price the sugar company paid for 
their beets, had reduced the amount they paid their workers for 
each acre of beets cultivated. The beet growers condemned the 
strikes on the ground that they were conducted by a communist 
union and in May of 1935, striking workers were given notice that 
unless they signed their contracts immediately, they would be 
evicted from their shacks on the growers' properties. A few 
workers were in fact evicted before the two sides came to terms. 
In 1936, the BWIU again tried to gain recognition as a bar-
gaining agent and attempted to negotiate a better contract for 
the beet workers, but the growers remained obdurate in their 
refusal to recognize the union. When the growers' association 
began bringing in strikebreakers and evicting workers from their 
homes, the workers called off their strike and signed their 
contracts. The union remained impotent; however, because of 
the strikes the image of Hungarians and other central-European 
beet workers shifted during the mid-thirties from that of hard 



workers to potentially-dangerous Communists, a stereotype 
which embodied both class and ethnic conflict. However, labour 
conflict was not sufficiently long-lived to effect a permanent 
worsening of grower-worker relations. The absence of serious 
violence during the strikes, the improved fortunes of the industry 
in the late thirties and early 1940s and the growing presence 
among the growers of former immigrant workers, all created an 
improved labour climate in the industry.62 

In addition to unionism, one cause which captured the loyalty 
of many who supported the left during the 1930s was the Spanish 
Civil War. Tired of being unemployed, weary of criss-crossing the 
country looking for work and anxious to become involved in 
the struggle against the fascist threat in Europe, about fifty 
Hungarians from Alberta joined the contingent of Canadian 
volunteers who went to Spain to fight General Franco's forces. 
Among the casualties in Spain were a Hungarian from Taber, 
three from Lethbridge and four f rom the Drumheller Valley. 63 

The decade of the 1930s was a trying time for the Hungarians 
in Alberta. The group was economically insecure, linguistically 
and residentially isolated from the larger society, and it 
experienced sharp internal conflict because of political differ-
ences. Ironically, one factor in the group's ability to survive the 
depression was its isolation since it engendered a spirit of 
cooperation and spurred the growth of economic, social and 
cultural institutions that helped the immigrants to cope with 
their situation. The decade of the thirties marked the heyday 
of Hungarian cultural activities in the province. 

The Exception to the Rule: Barons on the Prairies 

Unlike most Hungarians who emigrated to Alberta during the 
1920s, Barons Josef and Endre Csavossy did not flee a life of toil 
and poverty. The young barons were descendants of a wealthy 
and influential family. Josef, born in 1894, and Endre, born in 
1897, had spent their boyhoods in Austria-Hungary where their 
father owned five estates, the largest of which encompassed 
5,000 acres and employed three hundred men. The Csavossy 
property had been passed down through the family for four 
generations and the family had earned a place in the Hungarian 
House of Magnates (similar to Britain's House of Lords). The 
boys grew up being multilingual, since their mother was Austrian 
and their tutors were English and French. After attending private 



schools and university, the young men assumed they would take 
their places managing the family's estates; but the aftermath of 
the war interfered with their plans. When the Romanian 
government took over their property with minimal compensa-
tion, they were immediately faced with the decision of where 
to emigrate. North America was not their first choice; according 
to Endre, "only the destitute came here." However, after 
unsuccessful attempts to purchase land in India and South 
Africa, they were eventually convinced by a CPR agent in 
London to settle in Canada.64 

Although the Csavossy brothers knew very little about 
Canada, they had little trouble choosing their Canadian 
destination. They had heard about the Cochrane area from a 
farmer they had met at agricultural exhibition in London. They 
remembered his descriptions of the nearby Canadian Rockies and 
they thought such a setting would remind them of their boyhood 
home in the Alps. CPR officials made a special effort to facili-
tate their emigration and introduced them to a number of 
influential Canadians, including the president of the CPR. 
The Csavossys arrived in Calagary in March 1925 and soon 
purchased the Bow River Ranch at Springbank, southeast of 
Cochrane. Later that year they assisted in the emigration of four 
Hungarian families from their estate to help them with the work 
on their new land. They wished to recreate something of their 
previous lifestyle and were anxious to remain on the land. 

The young aristocrats had virtually no practical experience 
in farming, but they made the most of their adventurous life 
in Alberta. Their new home, an abandoned ranch house, 
provided a marked contrast to the commodious manor house they 
had left in Hungary. "When we came to the house on the ranch 
for the first time," Endre remembers "it was full of cows and 
there was three feet of water in the basement." Although their 
previous experience with farming had been solely in the realm 
of administration, they soon became involved in day-to-day 
ranch operations. They converted the ranch into a mixed farm 
and were among the area's first large grain growers. They also 
became involved in dairying, then sheep and hog raising. They 
expanded their holdings from two-and-a-half to six sections and 
by the late 1920s, a time of high grain prices, they had a 
prosperous operation. In 1928, their buildings and crops won 
prizes from the local agricultural society. Riding this crest of 



prosperity Baron Joseph purchased a Gypsy Moth airplane, 
took flying lessons f rom Freddy McCall, Calgary's aviation 
pioneer, and was soon exploring southern Alberta as a 
barnstormer. 

But when the Great Depression hit, its impact was felt by 
those who had been flying high, as well as by the recently-arrived 
Hungarian who had not yet gotten his feet firmly planted on 
Canadian soil. Limited markets for grain soon shriveled the 
Csavossys' income, which of course reduced the scope of their 
operations. They were forced to abandon sheep raising because 
they could not afford a sheperd. According to Endre, ". . . the 
depression was very, very bad. We lost an awful lot of money... 
We were trapped, we couldn't go anywhere." Their Hungarian 
workers left to establish their own sugar beet farms in southern 
Alberta, so they worked the land themselves, relying for help 
on transient workers. In 1936 the brothers' fortunes hit their 
lowest point when a prairie fire devastated their crops and 
machinery. 

Andrew and Josef were well-educated, were fluent in English 
and were readily accepted as colourful additions to the class-
conscious, elite social circles of Calgary and Cochrane. Despite 
their few contacts with Calgary's working-class Hungarians, 
they did not sever their Hungarian connections. They hired 
Hungarian cooks, maintained frequent contact with their 
homeland and kept a multilingual library of over 2,000 volumes. 
After the Canadian Hungarian Federation (a national organi-
zation whose aim was to represent Hungarians throughout the 
country) was established in 1928 with the support of the CPR 
and the Hungarian consulate, Josef was asked in 1929 to act 
as its president. Josef was, however, merely the titular head of 
the organization; his brother, Endre, represented him at the 
1929 conference in Winnipeg since Josef was travelling in Europe 
at the time. In any case, the organization was defunct by the 
early 1930s, a victim of the depression, the geographical 
dispersion of its membership and executive, political, religious 
and personal rivalries, and a not entirely unfounded suspicion 
that it was little more than an auxiliary to the CPR's colonization 
schemes. Living as they did within the charmed circle of 
Calgary's ranch-based elite, the Csavossys were able to maintain 
something of their old-world life. But like other Hungarian 
immigrants, they also had to change considerably in order to 



adjust to their new home; and, despite experiencing their share of 
hardships, like many other Hungarians, they did not regret 
coming to Canada.6 5 

The Impact of War: the Turbulent Forties 

The 1940s brought new opportunities and new challenges for 
Hungarians in Alberta. The war, with its accompanying 
mobilization and renewed economic activity in the province's 
mines, factories and farms, solved the problems of unemploy-
ment and poverty. It also enabled farmers to expand their 
holdings and, often for the first time, to purchase tractors, trucks 
and cars. The 1940s also brought a strong urban trend as some of 
the immigrants and many of the second generation responded 
to economic opportunities in the cities. Relative wartime 
prosperity enabled many immigrants to begin to feel established 
and settled in Alberta; many in the cities were able to purchase 
their own homes. 

But circumstances for the Hungarians were not all sanguine. 
Between 1939 and 1941, Hungary had been neutral, but in 
1941, in response to German pressure and to a fear of Russia 
and communism, Hungary joined the Axis cause and declared 
war on Russia. This immediately placed Hungarian immigrants 
who had not taken out Canadian citizenship in a difficult 
position. The Canadian government treated them as "enemy 
aliens;" they were fingerprinted and subjected to police 
surveillance. However, unlike such groups as the Japanese, the 
Germans and the Hutterites, most Hungarians passed through 
the war years unscathed. Indeed, the war offered the opportunity 
for second-generation Hungarian-Canadian men to prove their 
loyalty in the armed forces and many did so.66 

With depression and war having virtually stopped new 
immigration, the second generation assumed a growing impor-
tance during the 1940s. One member of this new force recalls 
that ". . . there was a great difference between the first and second 
generations." The views and concerns of the children were 
inevitably different from those of their parents and their 
experiences during the 1930s and 1940s pushed them over-
whelmingly in the direction of assimilation into Canadian society. 
The older immigrant generation had remained segregated in 
close-knit Hungarian communities during the 1930s; many of the 
younger generation felt constrained by this world and wanted 



to leave it behind. The 1940s presented them with the 
opportunities to do so.67 

A variety of social and economic factors facilitated the 
assimilation of the second generation—those who were born in 
Canada or had immigrated as children. English was their first 
language and sports their passion. Their parents continually 
stressed the importance of education as a means of getting 
ahead. A sizeable number of the second generation went on 
to become professionals—doctors, lawyers, social workers, 
nurses. The prejudice that many of them encountered had 
convinced them that assimilating to an English-Canadian 
norm was the only way to find acceptance and economic success 
in Canada. John Marlyn's novel, Under the Ribs of Death, the 
story of a young Hungarian-Canadian boy growing up in 
Winnipeg during the inter-war years, portrays graphically the 
dilemma of the second generation. The protagonist assures 
his father fervently that 

. . . the only people who count are the English. Their 
fathers got all the best jobs. They're the only ones 
nobody ever calls foreigners. Nobody ever makes fun 
of their names or calls them bologna eaters of laughs 
at the way they dress or talk. Nobody, cause when 
you're English it's the same as being Canadian.6 8 

A change of name was one way of escaping limitations on 
mobility and some young Hungarian-Canadians in Alberta did 
this to improve their chances for economic success and social 
acceptability. But the war provided opportunities for many to 
establish a new life without concealing their identities. Joining 
the armed forces not only provided a job but also helped to dispel 
the taint of disloyalty which left-wing political activities during 
the depression and Hungary's wartime alliance with the Axis 
powers had given to the image of Hungarians in Canada.The war 
brought together Canadian young people from a variety of ethnic 
backgrounds and removed social barriers; for Hungarians, as 
well as for others, this meant increased friendships and marriages 
outside of their group. 

Thus, a number of factors, including patriotism, prejudice, 
mobility, urbanization and intermarriage, combined to foster 
assimilation of the second generation. Given existing negative 
attitudes toward ethnic diversity in the province and the 
dispersion of Hungarians in widely-scattered settlements, the 



1940s would have been in any case a period of growing 
assimilation among young Hungarian-Canadians, but the war 
hastened the process. These striking demographic trends are 
reflected in the 1951 census. By that year, the urban ratio of 
Hungarians had increased from 25% in 1941 to 43%. Because 
of wartime mobility, the number of people of Hungarian origin 
in the province actually declined slightly, from 7,892 in 1941 
to 7,794 in 1951.69 

The war and post-war years saw a decline in Hungarian 
cultural and political activities in Alberta. This was not merely 
the result of generational differences; rather, it was a reflection of 
a complex of economic, social and demographic developments. 
In Lethbridge and Calgary, growing economic prosperity and 
consequent mobility precipitated the breakup of the urban 
"Hungarian" neighborhoods. Support for the war effort tem-
porarily united both religious and communist factions within 
the Hungarian community, thereby reducing internal political 
conflict. The war precipitated a decline in the numbers of 
Hungarians involved in specifically Hungarian churches, since 
war made it more difficult to get Hungarian clergy to serve the 
various Hungarian communities scattered throughout the 
province. And, by the end of the war, Hungarian left-wing 
political activity and commitment had ebbed. A number of 
the leftist leaders had returned to Hungary hoping to participate 
in building an Hungarian socialist state; war and post-war 
prosperity blunted the radicalism of those who remained. The 
cold-war atmosphere of the late 1940s and the 1950s also 
undermined support for the left.7 0 

In the province's farming areas and mining towns, the decline 
in Hungarian group activities was irreversible due both to out-
migration and to increased integration of individual Hungarians 
into rural Alberta society. With the post-war influx of two new 
waves of immigrants, the Hungarian ethnic community of the 
post-war era would be dominated by new people and new issues, 
and would be almost exclusively urban. 

A New Era: The Impact of Post- World War II Immigration 

The third wave of immigration from Hungary—the movement 
of "displaced persons"—was very different from the two previous 
waves. It was composed of urban, educated, middle-class people 
fleeing the threat of Soviet occupation and communist domi-



nation. There were three different groups: those who had been 
removed as forced labor to Germany during the war; those who 
left with the retreating German armies in early 1945 in the face 
of Soviet invasion; and those who escaped the communist reign of 
terror in 1948 and 1949. Included in all three categories were 
former government bureaucrats, members of the army's officer 
corps and middle-class professionals. 71 

Through the International Refugee Organization (IRO), the 
immigrants were admitted to Canada under sponsorship in 
quotas set by the Canadian government. The Hungarian clergy 
in Canada, both Catholic and Presbyterian, played a central role 
of arranging for sponsorship of the displaced persons by members 
of the Hungarian-Canadian community. Between January 1946 
and June 1956, the number of Hungarian refugees in Canada 
reached a total of 12,332; approximately 800 of these came to 
Alberta. Because they were mobile and would not make severe 
demands on the Canadian housing market, the federal 
government gave priority to single immigrants. Before their 
families could join them, married men "had to accumulate 
enough capital to satisfy the investigating officials that all 
dependents would be adequately maintained on their arrival." 
As a consequence of these regulations, most of the Hungarian 
immigrants to Canada were young and men outnumbered 
women by a ratio of three to two.72 

Les Bondar, now an oil company executive in Calgary, is in 
many ways typical of the refugees who came to Alberta as part 
of the post-war migration. Les was born in 1924 in a small 
community in the heart of Presbyterian eastern Hungary. His 
father was a bricklayer of modest means. Les had originally 
planned to follow his father's profession; however, after attending 
a Presbyterian high school, he had a chance to enter military 
school. Both church and military schools instilled in him an 
intense dislike of communism and a deep fear of Soviet 
domination. At age twenty, Les became an officer and served on 
the Russian front. The ill-equipped Hungarian army suffered 
heavy losses at the hands of the Russians and, with some of his 
companions, Les escaped westward to Poland, Czechoslovakia 
and finally, Austria. 

In Austria, Les worked for three years at odd jobs in an 
American military camp, where he was befriended by an 
American soldier of Hungarian origin. His new friend helped to 



teach Les some English and also discussed with him the 
possibilities of emigration to North America. In a field near the 
camp where he worked, a small group of Hungarian refugees 
often gathered for church services. Les began attending these 
meetings, which were presided over by a Presbyterian minister 
who had connections in Canada. Les wrote to the minister, 
literally on a scrap of paper, that he was interested in emigrating 
to Canada. The minister promised to pursue the question, but 
since there were no Canadian immigration officials in Austria 
and since his application had been so informal, Les held little 
hope of actually getting to Canada. Consequently, he left 
Austria, first for Holland and then for a displaced-persons camp 
in England.7 3 

In the meantime, Les's clergyman friend was in contact with 
Dr. Kalman Toth, the Presbyterian minister in Calgary. Toth, 
who had a weekly religious broadcast in Hungarian over a 
Calgary radio station, arranged for potential sponsors of 
Hungarian immigrants. The sponsors had to be willing to 
advance $250 for each immigrant's transportation costs and to 
provide farm work for one year. Reverend Toth was able to 
make such an arrangement for Les. The latter was in England, 
where he had re-trained as a male nurse, when he received news 
that he had been accepted as an immigrant to Canada. He sailed 
for his new home in April 1949. 

Les had been sponsored by an Hungarian farmer in central 
Alberta, so he began his Canadian career as an agricultural 
worker. The Hungarian couple who employed Les had been part 
of the 1920s wave of immigration. They had no children, so the 
amount of farm work left for the hired hand on two sections 
of land was monumental. Les worked almost steadily from three 
in the morning until ten-thirty at night, doing jobs which were 
completely unrelated to any of his previous training. He did not 
feel exploited, since the farmer and his wife, who were 
determined to acquire more land and were saving every penny 
they could, kept the same hours as he did and the wife worked in 
the field with her husband. However, the farmer was forced to 
sell out because of ill health; so Les left the farm before his 
one-year contract was up and came to Calgary looking for work. 
Since his contract was not finished and because he was qualified 
as a nurse, the government sent him to work at the tuberculosis 
sanatorium in Calgary. 



Owing to the high incidence of tuberculosis in Alberta and 
the difficulty of recruiting workers willing to expose themselves 
to this contagious disease, there was a strong demand for 
immigrant employees at the sanatorium; indeed, eighty percent 
of its support staff were immigrants. Though he had been trained 
in England and was proficient in English, Les was put to work 
cleaning floors and washing windows in a ward where the patient 
death rate was eighty-five percent. Obviously, this kind of setting 
created considerable anxiety for the workers; however, most had 
virtually no other options. While the previous wave of Hungarian 
immigrants did all they could to help the newcomers, they were 
unable to provide jobs, since most were themselves labourers. 
Les was eventually able to obtain a job as a draftsman for an oil 
company. In the meantime, he married a young woman of 
Hungarian origin from East Coulee. Over a number of years, Les 
progressed to head draftsman and finally became executive 
assistant to the president of a major oil company. 

As soon as he arrived in Calgary, Les became involved in the 
Hungarian Presbyterian church, of which he is still an active 
member. Working all week in English, he feels at home once a 
week with the familiar hymns and a sermon in his mother tongue. 
He has also been an active member of the Hungarian Club in 
Calgary and was involved in providing help for the immigrants 
who arrived in 1956 following the political uprising in Hungary. 
His activity in the Hungarian community has not isolated Les 
from the larger Canadian society. Like many other post-war 
immigrants, his education and fluency in English enabled him to 
develop much closer contact with English-speaking Canadians 
than had been possible for the immigrants of the earlier wave. 
For example, in the mid-1950s Les became involved in politics, 
joining the Liberal Party since it had been in power when he had 
immigrated to Canada and he felt that at that time, immigrants 
were more welcome in the Liberal than the Conservative Party. 
Les served three terms as president of the Calgary Center riding, 
which gave him an opportunity to meet many prominent 
Canadian politicians. Through his organizational involvements, 
Les had played one of the essential roles in any ethnic 
community—that of "broker" between the group and the larger 
society. 

Perhaps due to his youth when he arrived, Les was able to 
adapt to Canadian society more easily than some of the other 



displaced persons, his Presbyterian affiliation put him in the 
minority among the immigrants and the extent of his 
involvement in Canadian politics had been unusual. However, 
many other aspects of this story illustrate experiences which were 
common among the post-World War II wave of displaced 
persons: spending several years in European refugee camps; 
experiencing hard physical labor and an uphill struggle for social 
standing and economic security in Canada; finding great 
difficulty transferring previous job skills and professional 
qualifications; becoming involved in the existing Hungarian 
community and finding both help and a sense of community 
within it. 

While the adjustment faced by the post-war immigrants was 
much less traumatic than that of the immigrants of the 1920s, 
nevertheless, the process was not easy. The displaced persons who 
went into farm work or mining when they first arrived seldom 
remained after their contracts were over, but left for the cities, 
either in Alberta or elsewhere in the country. 

That the newcomers stayed only temporarily in rural areas 
is not surprising, since most were educated people with urban 
backgrounds. Nor were they alone in their decision to move to the 
cities; during this period, some of the 1920s immigrants and most 
of their children were also leaving the farming and mining 
communities for expanding urban centers. However, once they 
arrived in the cities, they encountered barriers to mobility. In 
post-war Alberta, immigrants did not find universal acceptance. 
They discovered that employers expected them to speak English 
and to have Canadian work experience; that use of their native 
tongue with fellow-countrymen on the job was resented; and that 
they were constantly stigmatized by the pejorative label, "D.P." 
They were often isolated from the mainstream of English-
speaking society and there was little inter-marriage with non-
Hungarians. While many were able to find work as labourers, 
particularly with the railways, they often found that they were 
locked into these jobs because their previous education was 
unrecognized. The most adaptable among them were eventually 
able to improve their positions and some ultimately met the 
exacting standards of Canadian professional associations, thereby 
re-qualifying to enter their former professions. But such 
advancement required tremendous effort .7 4 

The post-war immigrants had grown up during a period of 



strong nationalism in Hungary and tended to be intensely 
nationalistic; consequently they usually joined the existing 
Hungarian institutions in the cities. Their interest and partici-
pation re-vitalized these organizations and a number of the 
newcomers soon found themselves in leadership positions. In 
addition, despite their small numbers, they established several 
new Hungarian organizations. Those who went to Edmonton 
helped to energize the Hungarian Cultural Society, which 
working-class immigrants from the earlier wave of immigration 
had established in 1945. For example, two displaced persons, Dr. 
Bela Biro, who has for many years worked as head of a City of 
Edmonton department, and Dr. Eugene Szekely, who was a 
physician in Hungary before coming to Alberta, where he worked 
as a farm labourer before being allowed to practice medicine, 
have played prominent leadership roles in the Hungarian 
Cultural Society from shortly after their arrival to the present. 

In both Calgary and Edmonton, the post-war immigrants 
established branches of the Hungarian Veterans Association, 
an international organization founded to provide comradeship 
among former members of the royal Hungarian Army and ".. . to 
promote, preserve, and protect Hungarian culture and social 
life." Veterans like Tibor Rada in Calgary played an important 
role in keeping Hungarian cultural activities alive in the 
post-1950 era. In the early 1960s, members of the Hungarian 
Veterans Association in Calgary were instrumental in creating 
the Szechenyi Society. It is national in scope and it has raised 
funds tirelessly in order to contribute books about Hungary 
to Canadian universities and to establish a Hungarian chair at a 
Canadian university; it is dedicated to raising Canadian 
awareness of Hungarian culture, history and language. Leslie 
Duska, a former officer in the Hungarian army and a Calgary 
geophysicist, was a major driving force in this organization. 
Branches of the Hungarian-Canadian Scout movement also 
emerged in Alberta during the 1950s. Many of the new 
immigrants were particularly dedicated to scouting since it had 
been suppressed in post-war Hungary. 

In contrast to the anti-religious views or religious indifference 
of the left-wing immigrants who came to Alberta during the 
1920s, the post-war immigrants tended to place a high priority on 
religion. They came from a society in which religion had been 
very important and where there was an active social life 



associated with the churches. This background, coupled with 
staunch anti-communism, predisposed the post-war immigrants 
to active church involvement. In addition, there were a number 
of clergymen, both Catholic and Presbyterian, among the 
displaced persons, who were able to provide leadership for the 
province's Hungarian churches. Consequently, one effect of the 
post-war immigration was a revitalization of religious institutions 
and activities. A new Catholic parish was established in 
Edmonton and the old Hungarian parish in Calgary, St. 
Elizabeth of Hungary, was reactivated in 1952. Hungarian 
Presbyterian churches were also established in Lethbridge in 
1949 and in Edmonton in 1950.75 

The Refugees 

Just as the displaced persons were beginning to feel established in 
Alberta, a new and much larger wave of political refugees from 
the 1956 revolution in Hungary arrived in the province. On 
October 23, 1956, the demand by Hungarians for sweeping 
reforms in the communist regime led to an armed clash. The first 
battles in the streets of Budapest caused the collapse of the 
communist government, but the massive entry of Soviet troops on 
November 4 sealed the revolution's fate. Soon, over 200,000 
refugees poured over the border into Austria. By the end of the 
year, thousands of the refugees had come to North America; 
between July 1, 1956, and June 30, 1959, 37,000 Hungarians 
were admitted to Canada. The Canadian government took 
unprecedented steps to facilitate the entry of these refugees, 
removing almost all the usual restrictions. The classes of persons 
in Canada eligible to sponsor refugees were widened, normal 
medical examination procedures were reduced and free trans-
portation by sea or air was provided.76 

This new wave of immigration brought approximately 3,000 
refugees to Alberta. Like those who settled elsewhere in Canada, 
those who came to Alberta were primarily young people; half of 
them were under twenty-nine and many were students. Nearly 
half were single and men outnumbered women by a ratio of three 
to two. Of those who had been in the work force prior to fleeing 
Hungary, the majority were either skilled workers or profes-
sionals. Their youth, education and motivation to succeed proved 
to be major assets; while they all experienced the inevitably 
thorny period of adjustment, learning the language and working 



at menial jobs, their adaptation to Canada was less painful than 
that of previous waves of immigrants. A more receptive social 
climate, better economic opportunities, the presence of an 
already well-established Hungarian-Canadian community and 
their own values and skills combined to produce a striking 
success story.77 

Some of the 1956 refugees were placed as farm workers 
throughout the province, but the majority were placed as 
labourers in the major cities. Given the shortage of industry in 
Alberta, technical workers had difficulty finding positions related 
to their backgrounds, but there were many jobs available in the 
construction industry. Because Calgary's Hungarian community 
was the largest in the province, it received the largest number of 
refugees. T h e government established temporary reception 
centers to accomodate the influx of newcomers and members of 
the Hungarian community supported the effort by providing 
additional accomodation, finding jobs and working as trans-
lators. Much of the task of helping the refugees was organized 
through the Hungarian churches, but other groups, such as 
the Knights of Columbus and Citizenship Councils were also 
involved in the effort. In total, nearly seventy civic groups in 
the province participated in the resettlement programs. 78 

In spite of the Canadian government's response to the 
Hungarian refugees of 1956, the refugees experienced problems 
and dissatisfaction during the first year after their arrival. 
Accustomed to a welfare state in Hungary and cherishing the 
exaggerated promises made to them by some Canadian 
immigration officials in Europe, many were discontent with the 
primitive accomodation in the hurriedly-arranged reception 
centers, and resented being expected to take whatever job was 
offered regardless of their educational or occupational back-
ground. Most were members of Hungary's educated middle 
class, but they found that in Canada they were being welcomed as 
unskilled labourers and domestics. A few, due either to ignorance 
of Canadian law or to their being among the handful of criminals 
who had escaped along with the political refugees, ran into 
trouble with the law. Press and editorial comment occasionally 
reflected on all of the refugees. For example, after some of the 
refugees had protested their living conditions, the Calgary Herald 
gave a stern warning: "The Hungarians Must Behave—or Else." 
The Herald also hinted darkly that the protests were being 



instigated by the communists.79 

A few of the newcomers were overwhelmed by the process 
of adjustment, and either returned to Hungary, or became 
locked into low-paying jobs, under-employment and welfare. 
The degree to which a refugee was able to adapt to his changed 
circumstances depended on a number of factors, including his 
age, his occupational background and his personality. The 
transition was particularly difficult for people whose professions 
were not easily transferable, such as teachers and lawyers; 
tradesmen and engineers had less difficulty. Some of the 
discontented left for what they hoped would be better conditions 
in the United States. But most made the adjustment to Canadian 
society, completed their educations and established themselves in 
the new milieu. Being married was often an asset for male 
immigrants, not only because of the personal security it provided, 
but also because the income of working wives was often crucial 
to a family's economic mobility.80 

Beginning in the early years of the Great Depression, 
Hungarians had been changing from one of the most rural 
groups in the province to one of the most urban. Like the 
displaced persons, the 1956 refugees contributed to this trend 
toward urbanization. Most of those who at first went to rural 
areas moved to the cities as soon as possible. By 1961, the refugees 
had helped to swell the number of people of Hungarian origin 
in Lethbridge to 1,497, in Calgary to 4,168 and in Edmonton to 
2,225. Between 1951 and 1961, the total number of Hungarians 
in Alberta had almost doubled, from 7,794 to 15,293 and the 
percentage of urban-dwellers among this number had climbed 
to 67%. Edmonton acquired a sizeable concentration of the 
Hungarian intelligentsia and professional class, since the 
University of Alberta made special arrangements to help some of 
the refugees complete their educations.81 

The 1956 refugees helped to effect a striking change in the 
class composition of the Hungarian community in Alberta. Prior 
to 1950, Hungarian communities in the urban centers were 
working class; they are now overwhelmingly middle class. This 
is partly because of the mobility of second generation Hun-
garian-Canadians, but primarily because of the impact of 
post-war immigration. Hungarians can claim their share of 
Alberta's millionaires. The Edmonton community includes many 
medical doctors, lawyers, engineers and some university pro-



fessors. Calgary attracted many refugees who had training as 
geologists and geophysicists. The Calgary community now 
includes a number of businessmen and engineers who work in 
the oil industry and some who have established private 
engineering firms. Among the latter in Calgary are 1956 refugees 
Joseph Lukas, Joseph Sefel, Steven Illes, Bela Balaz and Tibor 
Fekete. Tom Kennedy, radio broadcaster and business journalist 
in Calgary is also among the 1956 refugees who have carved 
out a notable place for themselves in Alberta's u rban life. 
Kennedy fled Hungary when he was seventeen, then went to 
England where he completed his education in journalism before 
coming to Canada.8 2 Arpi Burdin, a refugee who left the 
Hungarian speaking part of Yugoslavia in 1954, has with the help 
of his two brothers, been able to develop Arpi's Industries in 
Calgary into a major mechanical contracting enterprise, 
currently employing three hundred men. Another sizeable 
business employing many Calgarians is C. K. Steel, established by 
two refugees who came in 1956, L. Czepregi and M. Kiss.83 

Like earlier Hungarian immigrants, the 1956 refugees 
initially encountered a number of difficulties in Canada; how-
ever, several factors promoted their predominantly successful 
adjustment. Their image as "freedom fighters" during the cold 
war era tended to minimize prejudice against them. Their 
education and skills were welcome in a booming economy. They 
did not have to hide their origins in order to succeed. On their 
arrival, the refugees found a well-established Hungarian-
Canadian community, which was able to offer them considerable 
help. Unlike the post-World War II displaced persons, they 
were not haunted by the long trauma of war. 

Some of the 1956 refugees joined into the activities of the 
Hungarian community, but many did not; rather, they made 
a conscious decision to become assimilated into the larger 
Canadian society as quickly as possible. Many who came as 
singles often intermarried with Canadian women and their 
children seldom developed strong bonds with the Hungarian 
community. Historian Paul Body has attempted to explain the 
relative lack of attachment of the 1956 refugees across Canada to 
the established Hungarian communities: 

...experiences of these people in Hungary predisposed 
them to question established social and moral ideals. 
This does not mean that they abandoned moral and 



social commitments, but it suggests that as emigrants 
they reconsidered such commitments in the light of 
their painful disillusionment with ideological systems. 
When they settled in western societies, they sustained 
deep skepticism toward traditional values. In many 
cases, their search for new values did lead to the 
rejection of ethnic, community and religious relation-
ships and to the pursuit of predominantly individual 
career goals. 

Perhaps the refugees' outlook had also been influenced by the 
hostility to religion and nationalism which was an integral part 
of Hungarian school curricula during the late 1940s and early 
1950s. In any case, estimates suggest that less than twenty percent 
of the "56ers" involved themselves in the Hungarian com-
munity.84 

Nevertheless, this new and large wave of immigrants did 
give impetus to existing Hungarian social and cultural organiza-
tions, language schools and churches and some were involved in 
establishing new dance groups and choirs. The refugees founded 
only one of their own organizations, the Hungarian Freedom 
Fighters, a branch of an international association. Like branches 
of the organization elsewhere, it is strongly anti-communist in 
its orientation and is dedicated to bringing freedom to all 
countries, but particularly to Hungary and other nations 
presently under Soviet domination. 

Conclusion 

While members of the pioneer wave of Hungarians have now 
passed into history, people f rom the three later movements—the 
1920s immigrants, the post-war displaced persons and the 1956 
refugees—are very much a par t of present-day Alberta. Almost 
forty percent of those of Hungarian origin in Alberta are 
immigrants, the highest percentage of any central and eastern 
European group in the province. Because of significant 
differences in class backgrounds, conditions left behind and 
Canadian circumstances when they arrived, the character of 
each of these last three waves of immigration has been distinct. In 
the words of two Hungarian Presbyterian ministers in Alberta, 
"...difference in attitudes in these three groupings are enough 
to make them appear as three ethnic groups with a language 
l ink."8 5 

Relationships among the different waves of immigrants have 



been marked by both cooperation and conflict. The "oldtimers" 
did as much as they could to help the refugees when they arrived; 
however, a feeling of mistrust developed between some members 
of the two groups. There was a tendency among some of the 
post-war refugees, who were educated and middle-class, to 
look down upon the earlier-wave immigrants as "peasants." 
T h e newcomers were disdainful of the limited financial position 
of the "oldtimers" and were baffled and irritated by the leftist 
political orientation of some of them. For their part, the earlier 
immigrants felt that their struggles in times of severe economic 
hardship were misunderstood and unappreciated by the recent 
immigrants, who not only arrived during a time of economic 
prosperity, but also received aid from the government and f rom 
the Hungarian community. This inevitable conflict, however, 
has been blunted with the passage of time. 

In addition to class differences among the different waves 
of immigrants, the Hungarian community has also been split 
along political and religious lines; however, despite these 
differences, the community has developed a wide range of 
common activities. The churches acted as equalizers, keeping 
dissension within church-related activities to a minimum. 
Cultural and social organizations in Calgary and Edmonton have 
multi-purpose facilities and a wide range of activities for all 
age groups, thereby embracing all the waves of immigrants. T h e 
Hungarian Cultural Society in Edmonton and the Hungarian 
Cultural Center in Calgary, established in 1978 as an "umbrella 
organization for all Hungarian organizations in the city," provide 
a year-round calendar of events, including dances, bingos, 
bazaars, fashion shows, arts and crafts classes and other activities. 
Two of the most active Hungarian organizations in the province 
are the Hungarian Senior Citizen clubs in Calgary and 
Lethbridge which are recapturing some of that vitality and sense 
of community which was so important to many of the immigrants 
who arrived in Canada in the late 1920s.86 

Many of the dilemmas, concerns and opportunities currently 
facing Hungarians in Alberta are common to all of the central 
and European minorities in the province. For all of these groups, 
the church occupies an important part in their institutional life 
and conservative, anti-communist sentiments form the basis for 
political attitudes and activities. For all, the question of relations 
with the homeland government and their Canadian embassy 



representatives is a difficult one that strongly divides the 
community. The Hungarian government is anxious to promote 
Hungarian cultural activities abroad and to support cultural 
exchanges; but some Hungarian political refugees have built 
their lives around opposition to the communist regime in 
Hungary and adamantly oppose any cultural links with the 
Hungarian government. Other leaders in the community feel 
that it is impossible to keep Hungarian culture alive in Canada 
without ongoing and creative contact between the two countries 
particularly in such areas as folk music and folk arts. 

A more crucial dilemma, which is also shared by other central 
and eastern European groups, is posed to the very future of 
organized Hungarian life in Alberta by the paucity of new 
immigrants and the assimilation of the Canadian born. Some 
Hungarian refugees are still arriving; immigration statistics 
during the 1970s show about 30 Hungarians per year coming 
to Alberta. But they are too few in number to have any 
significant impact on the community. For most Hungarians, 
those who are anxious to have their children maintain a sense 
of Hungarian identity and a knowledge of Hungarian folk 
culture, face an uphill struggle. Saturday morning language 
schools are seldom popular with ethnic youth, and Hungarians 
are both too few in number and too indifferent to the question 
for the Hungarian language to be introduced into the school 
system. Nor is the group's demographic structure conducive to 
vibrant youth activities: the 1971 census showed the Hungarians 
to be one of the groups in the province with the smallest 
percentage of its total numbers in the under-fifteen category.87 

However, the prognosis for the youth involvement and 
continued group vitality is by no means altogether bleak. The 
Hungarian community has considerable leadership talent, which 
has promoted the continued development of several dance 
groups, as well as other folk arts such as embroidery and cooking. 
This, along with several other factors, including travel to 
Hungary, and the federal government's multicultural policy, 
has promoted a continuing interest in ethnic heritage among 
Hungarian-Canadians and their children. Canadian-born lead-
ers of the Hungarian community, such as Ann Lazlock, who 
has played an active role with youth groups in both Edmonton 
and Calgary, have perceived the need to adapt folk traditions 
to modern circumstances and the need to share their culture 



with other Canadians if it is to be kept vibrant and meaningful. 
Many second and third generation Hungarian-Canadian youth 
find value and meaning in the social and cultural activities 
which keep them in touch with their roots. 

Hungarian organizations in the large cities have been among 
the most responsive in the province to the new opportunities 
provided by the growing public acceptance of multiculturalism. 
For example, the annual Hungarian fashion show in Edmonton 
expresses this new philosophy of cultural sharing; the culture 
which is shared is not a static gift f rom another time and place, 
but rather, one which is alive and reflects the influence of both 
modern needs and Canadian conditions. The show has recently 
expanded to include the participation of additional ethno-
cultural groups. Edmonton's Hungarian community also spon-
sors an annual Csardas Ball, which has become an important 
social occasion not only for Hungarians, but for many other 
people in the large community. This represents a marked 
contrast to the types of social relations which existed between 
Hungarians and Anglo-Canadians in the cities and mining camps 
prior to the Second World War. 

A number of factors, including the increased educational 
levels of Albertans, the improved social and economic status of 
Hungarians and the heightened awareness of Hungarian culture 
promoted by greater efforts at cultural sharing, have combined 
to change drastically the image of Hungarians in Alberta. The 
negative stereotype embodied in the epithet, "bohunk" has given 
way to a positive stereotype reflecting an appreciation of their 
contributions to haute cuisine, and high culture, particularly 
through such musicians as Bartok and Kodaly, and a respect for 
their courageous stand as "freedom fighters." The Hungarian-
born conductor of Calgary's philharmonic orchestra, Arpad Joo, 
has contributed to this appreciation of Hungary's rich cultural 
tradition. 

Like the larger history of Alberta, the Hungarian experience 
in the province is of pioneer struggle, mobility, social and 
political conflict during the Great Depression and urbanization 
and growing prosperity in the years following World War II. 
While geographic mobility has been a dominant theme in 
Alberta history generally, it has been accentuated in the 
Hungarian experience. Their particular vulnerability as seasonal 
workers contributed to the substantial movement of Hungarians 



between mining camps and farms at the turn of the century, and 
later, during the 1920s. Tha t a number of Hungarian 
immigrants arrived in the late 1920s, on the eve of global 
economic disaster, meant that a particularly high percentage of 
them would be caught up in the search for scarce jobs—a restless 
quest which came to symbolize a decade of despair. 

The war effected a dramatic change on the economy, but in 
so doing, uprooted many people once again. The decline of coal 
mining after the war led to a wholesale departure from the 
mining camps and into the cities. Farm workers too, including 
the post-war refugees who had been placed in rural areas, 
decided to seek better opportunities in the cities, thus becoming 
part of the widespread urbanization which was changing 
irrevocably the profile of Alberta. Frank and Rose Kovach, a 
Hungarian-Canadian couple currently residing in Calgary, 
exemplify the mobility of Albertan Hungarians. Rose who had, 
as a young girl, accompanied her parents to Manitoba in 1907, 
and Frank who arrived in Alberta during the late 1920s, met in 
Alberta and were married in 1936. Since then, they have moved 
eighteen times, between farm, mining camp and city. 

Given the mobility of Hungarians, the degree of viability of 
their organizations in the province is remarkable. The organiza-
tions they established were crucial in helping the Hungarian 
immigrants to adjust to their new environment and to cope with 
the prejudice they encountered, the hardships of pioneering, and 
the difficulties of the depression, and in helping later waves 
of immigrants to establish themselves. 

Although they established a number of organizations, the 
Hungarians in Alberta have not been highly visible. One reason 
for this has been that they were scattered in small pockets 
throughout the province and there were few communities which 
were predominantly Hungarian. Today, rural settlements 
provide little evidence of the Hungarian presence. For example, 
there are no rural churches reflecting distinctively Hungarian 
architecture since, because of their small numbers, the 
Hungarians usually shared churches with other Catholics or 
Protestants. 

Despite their relative invisibility, the Hungarians have had a 
significant impact on Alberta's development. The first two waves 
of immigrants played important roles in the coal mining camps, 
the sugar beet fields and the pioneer agricultural settlements. 



Post-war Hungarian immigrants have, in a very concrete sense, 
contributed to the building of the urban centers and many 
immigrants and second-generation Hungarian-Canadians are 
currently involved in various facets of the province's professional, 
business and economic life. Hungarian-Canadians are proud of 
the achievements of the post-war refugees and the children of 
the immigrants who arrived in such trying circumstances during 
the 1920s. In the apt phraseology of historian N. F. Dreisziger, 
the Hungarian-Canadian experience has been one of "struggle 
and hope." Each wave of immigrants has had to struggle to 
overcome major obstacles; but at the same time, Alberta has, at 
least for many, provided economic opportunities and political 
freedoms which they could not have enjoyed in their homeland. 
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