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If there were ever to be a contest to decide which people 
has wandered more over the face of the earth than any other, 
Hungarians might not win first prize, but they would certainly 
come close. From the moment that Arpad and his fellow 
tribesmen took those crucial first steps across the Carpathians 
and 'conquered' the fertile basin that comprises the core of the 
Hungarian homeland, it has been the rare generation of 
Hungarians who have not for one reason or another looked at 
their circumstances, pulled up stakes, and set out (often not 
quite sure of where they were going) to test their mettle in the 
world beyond their borders. Hungarians, consequently are to 
be found everywhere. This peripatetic, one might even say 
nomadic quality of Hungarian existence has not raised the status 
of the Magyar language to the level of French, German or English 
as an international means of communication. However, there 
is no shortage of stories which place Hungarians at the centre 
of world-class intellectual and artistic endeavours, from the 
creation of the atomic bomb, to the more glittering illusions 
of Hollywood and the Folies Bergere. 

One of the places where Arpad's heirs migrated was Canada 
and now thanks to Nandor Dreisziger and his worthy phalanx 
of Bennett Kovrig, Paul Body and Martin Kovacs, we have a 
detailed account of this important story in Struggle and Hope: 
The Hungarian-Canadian Experience. 

All too often in a multi-authored book there are differences 
in the quality of the contributions. In this case, however, there 
is a consistent high quality and each chapter's theme is clearly 



defined. The end result is a well organized and nicely crafted 
book which begins with a brief summary of Hungarian history 
and moves through the different eras of Hungarian migration 
to this country. 

There are however some interpretations, particularly in 
Kovrig's short chapter on "The Magyars and their Homeland," 
which require comment. To attempt to encapsulate Hungarian 
history in twenty-three pages can only be defined as heroic and 
Kovrig certainly does an excellent job, touching on all periods 
and highlighting the major figures. Yet there are, given the 
constraints of space, several points where brevity inspires elusion. 
This is particularly the case when the inter-war period is 
analyzed. For example, Nicholas Horthy is introduced as "a 
dignified and honourable figure.. ." (p. 16). This is too brief 
and simple a charactrerization and does not capture the contra-
dictions of both the man and his times. To be fair, Horthy 
certainly was a popular leader who played a curious role as an 
Admiral of a Navy that no longer existed; a regent for a King 
whose return was actively discouraged; an acknowledged anti-
semite who feared the consequences of the Arrow-
Cross lust for power more than he detested Jews, among whom 
were several of his closest cronies. 

Further, the Horthy era was the prelude to the ultimate 
destruction of Hungary's Jews. However, while Horthy remained 
in power, Jews bore their difficulties in increasingly straitened 
circumstances, yet they remained virtually intact until the 
German occupation of the country. As Kovrig rightly notes, 
"Hungary remained a haven for Jews until. . .1944." (p. 18). 

In discussing the Bethlen era, Kovrig also glosses over some 
important details. He states, ". . . the regime made peace with the 
Social Democratic Party and the trade Unions on condition 
that they abjure the radicalism that had characterized the 
Republic of Councils. The franchise was extended to some two-
thirds of the adult population." (p. 17). While this is not in-
correct, it avoids noting that one of the conditions agreed to 
by the Social Democrats was that their activity was to be 
restricted to Budapest. In addition the extension of the franchise 
was soon abolished and the "open ballot" was reintroduced in 
rural areas. This meant as Istvan Deak notes.. ."the dead were 
made to vote in the open ballot areas, and the living were kept 



away from the polls by the gendarmes."* 

Finally, Kovrig acknowledges that educational facilities 
were vastly expanded under the guidance of Count Kuno 
Klebelsberg. (p. 17) He fails to mention the numerus clausus 
law of 1920, which was meant to restrict the number of Jews 
admitted to institutions of higher education. While this law 
was largely ignored, it was not repealed and the later and much 
harsher Jewish laws of 1938, 1939 and 1941 were introduced 
into an environment in which restrictive legislation was well 
known. 

If interwar Hungary is presented too benignly by Kovrig, 
he may well be too aggressively hopeful and optimistic about 
the quest for political democracy and national independence 
in Hungary today. Hungarians have always thrived on their 
illusions. This has led to renown in the arts and international 
recognition in the sciences, yet when translated into the often 
murky and practical world of politics, the end product has been 
the source of good jokes, but very dismal government. Hungary's 
"Goulash Communism" under Kadar's accomodating posture 
toward the Soviet Union is far from being the best of all possible 
worlds. However, this compromise does provide a measure of 
freedom and opportunity which Hungarians have rarely if ever 
experienced living at home. We in the West who live in 
democratic societies know what is lacking, and so do most 
Hungarians. If this accomodation to reality is something 
relatively new in Hungarian history, then the experience may well 
have its politically beneficial consequences in the future. 

From the often debatable interpretations of Hungarian 
history, the next seven chapters, one each by Paul Body and 
Martin Kovacs and the final five by Nandor Dreisziger, all have 
more limited foci which present the patterns, events and issues 
which define the immigrant experience. The organization of 
the material is direct and flows easily. We are led from an 
analysis of emigration to the nature and types of settlements 
in Canada, culminating in a concise summary of the con-
sequences of the Hungarian presence in Canada and the 
changing character of the Hungarian-Canadian community. 

*Istvan Deak, "Hungary," H. Rogger and E. Weber, eds., 
The European Right (University of California Press, 1966): 375. 



Paul Body's chapter, "Emigration from Hungary 1880-1956" 
brings together a mass of detail on who the immigrants were 
and why they decided to migrate. The basic organizing principle 
is the various periods of mass emigration f rom Hungary; before 
World War I, between the Wars, and finally the period after 
World War II, including those who left Hungary in 1956. Body 
notes that prior to World War I, the United States was the 
preferred destination, while during the interwar years, Canada 
was more generous in opening her doors to Hungarians and 
others from East Central Europe. The reason for this was the 
quota restrictions on immigrants, which limited entry to the 
United States to only 869 Hungarians a year. After World War 
II, this restrictive policy changed, yet proportionately more 
Hungarians came to Canada during the period 1945-1970 than 
to the U.S., with the vast majority coming after the 1956 
Revolution. 

The early emigration from Hungary, excluding the relatively 
small number of those who left after 1848, began in the latter 
part of the 19th century, largely as a result of the economic 
dislocations associated with industrialization. The major source 
of immigrants was the northeast, the area most affected by 
agricultural unemployment. The migrants were largely young 
men who looked to America as a place to earn money with which 
they hoped to buy land in Hungary. For most this dream never 
became reality, yet the money they sent home and their letters 
to friends and family were a major source of information for 
those who followed them. Body sees this information and the 
linkages established both at home in Hungary and in North 
America as part of a 'migration chain' which eased the confusion 
and pain of the migration process. 

The second wave of immigration after World War I was 
not limited to economic motives, although this was a constant 
factor. Now the truncated Hungary that emerged after the 
shattering Treaty of Trianon, and the Red Terror of the 
Republic of Councils, and the White Terror of the Horthy regime 
found a more varied and urban population seeking refuge in 
the West. In addition the Hungarian minorities in the 
neighbouring countries found themselves less than comfortable 
and for many the only solution was to move, either back to 
Hungary or to any place where they could gain entry. The 
numbers, compared to the earlier migration were small. This was 
not a time when immigrants were welcomed anywhere. 



The post World War II migration was the most varied in 
its composition. There were first those whom we have come to 
know as Displaced Persons, who as a result of the War found 
themselves outside Hungary's borders. Among them numbered 
Jews who were forcefully transported from their homes after 
the German occupation in 1944 as well as those who left with 
the retreating Germans and now found themselves stateless. 
A bit later there were also those who saw the handwriting on 
the wall and feared the new reign of terror which did occur after 
the Communist seizure of power in 1949. Finally, 1956 saw the 
consequences of eight years of enforced isolation when over 
200,000 Hungarians voted with their feet and left their homes 
rather than continue to be players in a humiliating totalitarian 
farce. Since then there has been little new blood added to the 
now aging, assimilating and increasing native born Hungarian 
communities that began their 'conquest' of North America 
over 100 years ago. 

While Canada was not the primary destination of Hungary's 
pre-World War I emigrants, the combination of effective pro-
motion through immigration agents and the lure of a 160 acre 
homestead was sufficient to attract many both from Hungary 
and those who had earlier gone to work in the mines and mills 
of the burgeoning industrial cities of the U.S. Martin Kovacs, 
drawing from his extensive research on the Hungarian farming 
communities in Saskatchewan, presents in his chapter, "The 
Saskatchewan Era, 1885-1914," a capsule analysis of the nature, 
history and changes which have affected the earliest Hun-
garian settlements in Canada. The result is one segment of the 
development of the Canadian West: the survival of a tough breed 
of pioneers facing harsh conditions, who managed to organize 
their communities and lives so that future generations would 
reap the harvest of their toil. The transition from 19th century 
Hungarian peasantry to 20th century Canadian farmer was 
not easy and Kovacs presents the strains between the desire 
for cultural continuity and the necessity for change in an 
expansive environment which threatened tradition while offering 
opportunities all but unheard of by those who took the first 
important steps to "The Last Best West." These Saskatchewan 
farming communities are no longer the centre of Hungarian 
life in Canada. As generations have come and gone they have 
come to resemble the amalgam which defines the mosaic of 



Canada. The historical markers, cemeteries, churches and small 
museums which dot the prairies recall the simpler times of the 
past when the demands of existence were met with vigour and 
hope for a better life. 

From these beginnings Nandor Dreisziger in the final five 
chapters takes us through to the present, decade by decade, 
describing the character, issues and organizational dynamics 
of the developing Hungarian-Canadian community. 

In the 1920's with entry into the U.S. restricted, Canada 
became the primary target for Hungarians coming to North 
America. However, it was not all that easy as Canada's 
immigration regulations limited entry to those with either the 
money to buy a fa rm or those who were guaranteed farm jobs. 
Dreisziger goes beyond the official statistics and notes that more 
than a few thousand of this cohort were middle and upper class 
refugees who sought sanctuary from the disorder which was 
convulsing East Central Europe. Although the data are ad-
mittedly sparse, this new migration tended to adopt an urban life 
style more quickly than those who had settled a decade or two 
earlier on Saskatchewan homesteads. It was a young, predomi-
nantly male group from varied backgrounds with a wider range 
of experiences than those who had arrived earlier. This ethnic 
generation gap did not enhance the cohesiveness of the Hun-
garian community, yet it was at this juncture that the associa-
tional bases of the Hungarian-Canadian community was 
established with churches, schools, sick-benefit associations and 
newspapers organized to help the immigrants confront their 
new homes in the language of their birth. 

The 1930s were a tough time for all in Canada. The promise 
of the first three decades of the century were replaced by 
drought, unemployment and bread lines. For some a return 
to Hungary was the only alternative, for others a knowledge 
of the geography of Canada was gained as they travelled from 
one end of the country to the other looking for work. To the older 
farming communities in Saskatchewan were added two new 
identifiable Hungarian centres, the 'Tobacco Belt' area of 
southern Ontario and the Okanagan Valley of British Columbia. 
This pattern of dispersal throughout the country continued 
the pattern of the 1920's and while Hungarians entered urban 
areas in increasing numbers, their general pattern of life was 
still very much rooted in the soil of rural Canada. 

Few new immigrants entered Canada during this decade 



and consequently the community was characterized by an in-
creasing proportion of Canadian-born Hungarians. Further, the 
economic difficulties led to a decline in the support of many 
of the struggling organizations and churches which had been 
established in more prosperous times. Adding to the general 
difficulties of Hungarian community life was the ideological 
debate between left and right which likely alienated many second 
generation Hungarians whose Canadian experience hardly gave 
them the background to appreciate and involve themselves in 
these old-country debates. It was an unhappy time and for the 
most part Hungarian associational life languished as the great 
depression ran its course. 

A limited and superficial solidarity developed during World 
War II, but this unity was short lived and Hungarian-Canadian 
community life did not experience a lasting renaissance. On 
the contrary, the economic prosperity of this period saw less 
rather than more emphasis on maintaining community facilities. 
The battle between maintaining cultural interests and the 
seduction of economic rewards was resolved with Hungarian 
ties increasingly replaced by Canadian involvements. It was 
clear that the process of adjustment and assimilation had taken 
hold and was not to be reversed. 

The postwar period, including the period after 1956 which 
saw the mass emigration of over 35,000 Hungarians, signifi-
cantly augmented the numbers of the declining Hungarian-
Canadian community. However, a familiar scenario was re-
played. The new migrants had different experiences f rom those 
who preceeded them and these differences were expressed in 
life style variations which precluded any overarching organiza-
tional unity. The temporary vitality of Hungarian-Canadian 
associational life was closely tied to the necessity of aiding the 
large number of newcomers. But this was short lived as again 
assimilation and the attractions and rewards of life in Canada 
took precedence over cultural affinities. Dreisziger notes that 
Hungarian-Canadian institutional life has always been charac-
terized by atomization. Each generation of immigrants would 
join existing organizations, but as needs and interests differed 
new organizations were continually developing, while the older 
facilities declined through natural attrition. One explanation 
is offered in which Dreisziger attributes the organizational 
problem to "the Hungarian national traits of excessive indivi-
dualism and pride, which make cooperation within institutions 



difficult." (pp. 225-226) This is certainly a plausible explana-
tion, but in order for it to be taken seriously, comparative work 
on the institutional vitality and decline of other nationality 
groups would have to be examined. This clearly is beyond the 
scope of the work undertaken. Yet, it may be that these 'traits' are 
less crucial to the understanding of the problems of ethnic 
organizational continuity, than the different generational 
experiences of the various migrant cohorts. The time of 
migration has important consequences in terms of the ways in 
which interests and goals are articulated. In addition, educa-
tion, region, and religion, not to mention occupation and more 
general class factors, all of which inspire and generate different 
world views, are too powerful to be conflated by the ties of 
language and culture. 

Since this great inflow over twenty-five years ago there has 
only been a trickle of Hungarians immigrating to Canada, hardly 
enough to maintain a continuing and significant presence. 
Further, Dreisziger notes that Hungarians, in contrast to others, 
are less enthusiastic about language maintenance. With the loss 
of language as a crucial bonding element, the panoply of cultural 
distinctiveness will inevitably fade. But before the funeral dirge 
for Hungarian-Canadian life is played, it might be well to note 
that this process is not unnatural . The immigrants who took 
the risks of beginning a new life in a foreign land hoped that 
the future would be different from the past. This insight was 
very much part of their motivation. Of course the details of the 
differences were only to become clear when the realities of the 
new opportunity structures became available to their children 
and grandchildren. Transitions of this magnitude are never 
easy and the exchange of one life style for another is never 
accomplished without some losses. 

At this point I would like to add a personal reflection. I know, 
as many readers of this journal know, either through their own 
experiences or through those of friends and relatives, what the 
pain of leaving familiar surroundings entails. Accompanying 
the burden of loneliness and alienation of the immigrant is the 
necessity to justify the decision for the life chosen. My mother, 
with a wisdom honed by her own experiences as an immigrant, 
knew very well what the costs and benefits were of having to 
begin life anew. She often reiterated a phrase in Hungarian 
which roughly translated suggests that given the nature of human 
anatomy, it was impossible to sit comfortably on two chairs at the 



same time. Her resolution was to accept the consequences of 
her decision and to get on with life. 

The fact is that it was nearly impossible for her to feel 
completely at ease in her North American 'chair'. In her for-
mative years she had become accustomed to Hungarian up-
holstery and she was always more relaxed in it than in anything 
else. For those of us born and educated on this continent, we 
are confidently aware that we can sit on a variety of chairs. W e 
know that Canada has the better chairs and there is little doubt 
that it is here that we feel most at home. Hungary will always 
remain the source of our origins. Understanding the immigrant 
experience makes it easier to see why our parents and grand-
parents decided to emigrate. One important consequence of 
this knowledge is to reaffirm our own commitments to their 
choice. 

The title of this essay derives from a well known patriotic 
maxim, Extra Hungariam non est vita — si est vita non est ita, 
which translates as "Outside of Hungary there is no life — if 
there is life it is not comparable." What we learn in this welcome 
and thoughtful work is that life for Hungarians in Canada is 
different from that in Hungary, and in many ways it offers more, 
even as it seems likely to be less Hungarian in time. But there 
is no doubt that there is a good life outside of Hungary. How 
this life has evolved and developed is ably documented in 
Struggle and Hope: The Hungarian-Canadian Experience. 




