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Chapter 1 

THE BEGINNINGS 

Through the ages the world has had two differing images of 
Ontario. One of these pictures the Province as one of the strong-
holds of WASP culture in the New World. T h e other projects 
Ontario as the home of a great variety of peoples and religions, 
deriving from the four corners of the world. 

Paradoxically, these differing images are not entirely inaccurate 
reflections of the reality. Ontario, or Upper Canada as this land 
became known soon after the start of settlement here, was a solidly 
British colony where Loyalist sentiments dominated the political 
and cultural scene for generations. The colony, under its early 
governors, foremost among them John Graves Simcoe, was moulded 
deliberately in the image of Britain with the aim of making it into an 
outpost of British power and culture in the interior of the North 
American continent. For the whole of the nineteenth century, the 
colony — and later the Province — remained highly "British" in 
marked contrast to most of its neighbours. Ontario was English, 
monarchist and dominated in part by the Anglican Church. Its 
neighbours south of the Great Lakes were republican with tenden-
cies toward grass-roots democracy in politics and f undamentalism in 
church affairs. To the east, there was francophone Quebec (Lower 
Canada or Canada East as it was known at certain times in its 
evolution), with its ultramontane Roman Catholic Church. To the 
West, there was at first the Red River settlement with its mixed 
population of Indians, Metis, and Scottish, French and Canadian 
traders and pioneers, supplanted later by the Province of Manitoba 
with its bicultural institutions and — after the turn of the twentieth 
century — increasingly multicultural population. 

A superficial observer of Ontario even in the twentieth century, 
might be impressed with the prominence of British institutions, a 



WASP establishment and a highly "English" culture. Yet from the 
very beginning of Ontario's history, there was another aspect to its 
existence, a tendency toward multiculturalism. The very founders 
of the Province, the Loyalists who came here during and after the 
War of American Revolution, were a polyglot lot. They were 
predominantly settlers and soldiers who derived from various 
English and non-English counties of the United Kingdom, and, to a 
lesser extent, from the various German and non-German states of 
Central Europe. Throughout the decades that followed, these early 
settlers shared the land with Native, i.e. Indian populations, with 
newcomers f rom Quebec, and with immigrants of various cultural 
and religious backgrounds. Although the majority of these derived 
from the United States and Britain, there were also many settlers 
from various parts of continental Europe. But even those who came 
from the United States or the United Kingdom, were often of 
non-WASP background, as was the case with immigrants deriving 
from Ireland. More importantly, after the turn of the twentieth 
century, the proportion of non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants increased 
among peoples who came to the Province. This process, accelerated 
during the middle decades of the century, has lead to the develop-
ment of an Ontario where significant sections of the population is 
non-WASP and is of diverse cultural background. 

One of the components of this non-Anglo-Saxon Ontario is the 
Hungarian community of the Province. For the purposes of a quick 
overview, it might be mentioned that this community is mainly the 
product of four "waves" of Hungarian immigration to Canada. The 
first came during and immediately after the turn of the century, in 
effect during the economic boom that lasted (with minor interrup-
tions) from 1898 to 1911. T h e second (and much larger) wave came 
between 1924 and 1930. T h e third was made up of the postwar 
"displaced persons" who came during 1948-1952, and the fourth 
wave was composed of the "refugees" who arrived during 1956-57. 
While members of these waves made up the bulk of Hungarian 
immigration to Canada, it should be noted that Hungarians kept 
coming to Canada in smaller numbers at other times as well, with the 
exception of the time of the two world wars when immigration to this 
country f rom East Central Europe was banned. 

Today, people of Hungarian background number over 59,000 in 
Ontario.1 Some 21,000 of these still use Hungarian or Magyar as the 
language of communication at home.2 T h e majority of them are 
concentrated in the Province's large cities: Toronto and Hamilton 
contain the largest concentrations of them. The only notable 
exception to this is the largely rural Hungarian colony of Norfolk 



County, the so-called "tobacco belt". In terms of occupational 
distribution, Hungarians can be found in all walks of life ranging 
from manual work to the professions. The following paragraphs 
outline the origins and development of this diverse ethnic group. 

Early Visitors 

The first Hungarian known to have reached the shores of Canada 
was Stephen Parmenius of Buda who accompanied Sir Humphrey 
Gilbert on his ill-fated voyage to Newfoundland in 1583. Who was 
the first Hungarian to reach the land what is now Ontario, is not 
known for sure. During the age of New France, persons from 
Central Europe often reached this continent either as soldiers in the 
pay of the French military, or as missionaries serving with the Jesuit 
order. If there had been Hungarians among these visitors to New 
France, they might have strayed onto Ontario territory in the course 
of their trips to the lands of the Indians. One Hungarian who is 
known to have reached the shores of Hudson Bay around the year 
1700 was Andreas Cassender, a fur-trader f rom Transylvania. He 
may not have been followed to this part of the world by another 
Hungarian until the wars of the mid-eighteenth century, when once 
again soldiers from Central Europe served with both the English 
and French armies fighting for the control of North America. 

The first amply documented visit by Hungarian travellers to 
Ontario took place in 1831. The visitors were Count Ferenc Beldy 
and Alexander Boloni Farkas. The former financed the tour, while 
the latter wrote a book about it, a fact which made his name famous 
in mid-nineteenth century Hungary. Because of his book, Farkas is 
of interest to us. He was born in 1795 into a Transylvanian gentry 
family. Because his parents were poor, and especially because they 
belonged to the Unitarian Church, prospects for the young Alexan-
der's future in the Habsburg Empire of the time were not bright. 
Had he been the son of an aristocrat, or at least the off spring of a 
Roman Catholic gentry family, he might have been able to look 
forward to a career in the imperial bureaucracy, or in the Habsburg 
Army; but being both poor and of the wrong religious persuasion 
predestined him to a life of genteel poverty as a local functionary in 
his native Transylvania. On the salary he got as a clerk, he could 
hardly afford to travel abroad, but the opportunity of a lifetime 
presented itself to Farkas in 1830 when Count Beldy asked the 
young man to accompany him on a tour of Western Europe and 
North America. 



The two men set out on their long journey in November of 1830. 
After extensive travels through France, the Low Countries and 
England, they arrived in New York in September of the following 
year. After visiting several American states, they crossed north into 
British North America, into what was then called Lower Canada 
(today's Quebec). There they visited several locations including 
Montreal, f rom where they began a voyage up the St. Lawrence 
River to Upper Canada. In this province their First stop was 
Kingston, a busy commercial center and garrison town at the time. 
Here, Farkas was especially impressed by Indians coming with 
canoes to shop for provisions, and by the masses of immigrants who 
stopped in the city on their way to the interior of the colony.3 

From Kingston, Farkas and Beldy took a ship to York (the 
latter-day Toronto), the capital of the young British colony. Farkas 
described this settlement in the following way: "The town itself 
consists of entirely new buildings. The governor's residence, the 
colonial legislature, a school named King's College, military bar-
racks, and a few churches are the public buildings. On the streets 
there are still many thick tree stumps and at barely a half-mile 
distance primeval forests..."4 

A visit to a capital city, if indeed we can call the York of those days 
as such, gave an excuse to Farkas to talk of politics. Here it should be 
mentioned that Farkas belonged to that group of early nineteenth 
century Hungarian intellectuals who resented the domination of 
Hungary (and Transylvania) by the House of Habsburg. According-
ly, Farkas was a confirmed anti-monarchist, and a believer in reform 
and in democratic ideals. His travels throughout the United States 
only reinforced these convictions in him. Not unexpectedly, he came 
to admire the American Republic and many of its "democratic" 
institutions. His beliefs, and especially, his impressions gained south 
of the border, helped to colour his views about the political situation 
in the Ontario of the times. 

Not surprisingly, Farkas described the political and economic 
system of both Upper and Lower Canada in quite negative terms. 
"Both Canadas," were ruled by the Governor, the "representative of 
the British crown." In both colonies there were legislative bodies, but 
constant conflict existed between the Upper House, which was 
dominated by the aristocracy, and the "democratically inclined 
Lower House." While England did not collect direct taxes in the two 
colonies, she still derived benefits from them for "maritime and 
commercial" reasons. The Canadas, according to Farkas, were 
backward colonies, where the presence of the military was much 
more obvious than in the United States, and where land prices were 



only a f raction of those south of the border. Even in somewhat more 
prosperous Upper Canada, the ordinary people looked to the 
American Republic with "undisguised yearning." The leaders of the 
common people were engaged in a prolonged struggle for constitu-
tional reform.5 

Farkas' book about North America became a major publishing 
event in Hungary of the mid-1830s. Despite its pro-republican 
overtones, at first the Habsburg authorities allowed its publication 
and distribution because they mistook it for a travelogue. Only after 
the second edition of the book, in 1835, was the attention of the 
police directed to it and a ban placed on it. By then, thousands of 
copies of it had been sold, many of which were read aloud in 
Hungarian households both in Hungary and Transylvania. There 
can be no doubt that the book helped to shape Hungarian public 
opinion. In particular, it helped to make the American model of 
democracy more popular in Hungary, rather than the more radical 
French revolutionary model. At the same time, the descriptions of 
colonial Ontario in this book helped to reinforce in the Hungarian 
public the anti-monarchist tendencies that were already gaining 
popularity in Hungary. 

Thus took place the first major interaction in the evolution of 
Ontario and Hungary. Although some Hungarian refugees of the 
1848-49 War of Independence are known to have stayed for some 
time in Ontario (then known as Canada West) during the 1850s, no 
further significant interaction took place between Hungarian and 
Ontario history until about half century later.'' That new interaction 
was to be the result of the beginning of settlement by Hungarians in 
the Province. 

Early Settlement 

Very little is known about the early settlement of Hungarians in 
Ontario. What is known to historians is that by 1905 there were the 
beginnings of small Hungarian colonies in several Ontario centres 
including Brantford, Gait, Hamilton, Niagara Falls, Welland and 
Windsor. The largest and probably the oldest of these colonies was 
Hamilton's. According to Jeno Ruzsa, one of the earliest chroniclers 
of the Hungarian-Canadian experience, the Hungarian colony of 
Hamilton in its early days was made up of workingmen who 
originally had gone to the Canadian West, but soon after their 
arrival moved to this industrial centre in Central Canada.7 Already 
before the First World War, Hamilton's Hungarian colony had 



established its first institutions. One of these was a Reformed 
congregation; another was the First Hungarian Workers' Sick-
Benefit Society, the predecessor of a federation of left-wing 
Hungarian organizations that was to become quite influential in the 
1930s and 1940s. 

During the First World War the trans-migration of Hungarian 
settlers f rom the prairie homesteads to the industrial centres of 
Ontario accelerated. Particularly impressive was the growth of the 
Hungarian colony of Welland and its environs. Indeed, a few years 
after the war, in 1921, some of the Hungarian residents of this 
industrial town formed a "self-improvement circle" with sixty-six 
members. The organization still exists today. Elsewhere, the war saw 
the growth of the existing Hungarian colonies, and the birth of new 
ones. Despite all this growth, on the eve of the 1920s, the vast 
majority (close to 90 per cent), of Hungarian Canadians continued 
to reside in the Canadian West (primarily in Saskatchewan), and 
most of the major centres of Hungarian-Canadian ethnic life (such 
as Bekevar, Otthon and Stockholm in Saskatchewan and Winnipeg 
in Manitoba) were west of the Ontario-Manitoba border. 

The 1920s were to change this situation dramatically. During the 
middle part and second half of this decade, a new and much larger 
wave of Hungarian immigrants came to Canada. T h e arrival of this 
new group contributed to a fundamental transformation of 
Hungarian-Canadian society. The most important manifestations 
of this change were the tripling of the community's size, a radical 
alteration of its geographic distribution, and a diversification of its 
social composition. 

The influx of nearly thirty thousand Hungarians into Canada 
during the 1920s had its origins in developments elsewhere in the 
world. Up until the First World War, the traditional destination of 
overseas Hungarian immigrants was the United States. The war and 
its aftermath saw the triumph of nativistic sentiments in the United 
States along with the imposition of the notorious "quota system." 
This system ended the mass influx of Hungarians into the U.S.A. 
From this time on, Hungarians wishing to start life anew in North 
America had to be satisfied with coming to Canada rather than to the 
American Republic. T h e other important development influencing 
emigration of Hungarians happened in Europe: after the war the 
ancient Kingdom of Hungary was dismembered. Vast parts of the 
country were transferred to its neighbours. Many of the detached 
provinces had large Hungarian minorities or even majorities. Many 
Hungarian residents of these areas refused to be transferred to what 
they considered "alien rule" and fled to places that remained under 



Hungary's jurisdiction. Others gave life in their new country a try, 
but found it distasteful and sought refuge in emigration overseas. 
With the influx of refugees from the detached territories, truncated 
Hungary found herself with an oversupply of certain professions 
such as government bureaucrats, teachers, railway officials, estate 
managers and military officers. Opportunities for these people were 
limited in the small and impoverished Hungary that was left to exist, 
and many of these people also chose emigration as a solution to their 
problems. By the end of the 1920s, thousands of these refugees 
from the detached Hungarian provinces had made their way to 
Canada either as citizens of Hungary, or as emigrants from 
Czechoslovakia, Rumania or Yugoslavia. 

During the immediate post-World War I era, Hungarians were 
considered to be non-preferred immigrants in Canada. Restrictions 
on their entry were gradually relaxed, and by 1924 two categories of 
Hungarians were allowed to apply for entry into the country: 
farmers with money to buy land, and agricultural labourers with 
guarantees of farm work. Further conditions for entry were good 
physical and mental health and basic literacy. Newcomers had to 
have valid passports, as well as railway tickets to their destinations in 
Western Canada. Despite these precautionary measures, designed 
to insure that only "bona-fide" agriculturalists came to the country, 
many non-farmers had managed to enter Canada at the time. 
Others might have planned to give farm-work on the Canadian 
prairies an honest try, but social, economic and not the least climatic 
conditions soon encouraged them to leave the drudgery and 
isolation of work on western homesteads behind, and to seek 
employment in the cities, especially in the cities of Central Canada. 
As a result, the second half of the 1920s experienced an exodus of 
Hungarians from the Prairies, and a dramatic expansion of their 
colonies in the central, and to a lesser extent, westernmost regions of 
the country. 

The results of these internal re-migrations were two-fold: Hung-
arians became dispersed in more regions of Canada than they had 
ever been before and, f rom a largely rural group they became one 
that was almost evenly divided between urban and rural residents. A 
few statistics might be cited to illustrate this transformation. 
Between 1921 and 1931 Saskatchewan's share of Canada's Hungar-
ian population declined from more than two-thirds to less than a 
third, despite an absolute increase in the size of that province's 
Hungarian community. Other western provinces experienced a 
doubling, or even quintupling of the size of their Hungarian 
colonies in the same period. In Quebec, in particular in the City of 



Montreal, a Hungarian colony of some 4,000 members evolved in 
less than a decade, while Ontario's already sizable Hungarian 
community underwent an eight-fold increase.8 

In 1926 a journalist from Hungary by the name of Odon Paizs 
toured much of Canada and reported on her Hungarian communi-
ties. In southern Ontario Paizs encountered Hungarians in Oshawa, 
St. Catherines, Port Colbourne, Thorold and St. Thomas, in 
addition to the centers of Hungarian life that had been mentioned 
above. According to this visitor, the largest Hungarian colony in 
Ontario was to be found in Hamilton. At the time of Paizs' visit, the 
city had about 1,000 Hungarian residents. The vast majority of them 
were casual labourers, but there were about a hundred people 
among them who had steady jobs as mechanics, tradesmen and 
railway employees. In the winter, the size of Hamilton's Hungarian 
colony increased as hundreds of farm-workers and navvies moved 
into the city to wait for the resumption of work on the farms and in 
canal construction in the spring. Most Hungarians lived in the city's 
"East-side" where housing was the cheapest. The recreational and 
religious needs of these people were fulfilled mainly by immigrant 
institutions, such as social clubs and ethnic congregations. At one 
time or another the city even had a Hungarian "ethnic" newspaper, 
but these tended to relocate in other Hungarian centres, or 
disappear altogether. Of course, Hungarian press-products were 
available to anyone interested in them from the United States, or 
from Winnipeg. 

Although Hamilton's Hungarian colony continued to grow until 
the Great Depression, and even perhaps thereafter, by the end of 
the 1920s, "Steel City" had ceased to be the largest centre of 
Hungarian ethnic life in the Province. It was surpassed in size, 
though for some time not in importance, by the "upstart" Hungar-
ian colony of Toronto. 

Prior to World War I, Toronto did not have a Hungarian colony 
worthy of mention. There were a few dozen immigrants from 
Hungary in the city, many of them were Jewish. The influx of 
Hungarian gentiles did not begin really until the mid-1920s, but 
then Toronto's Hungarian colony underwent a very rapid increase. 
Organized community life seems to have started in 1926 when the 
Presbyterian Church of Canada established a mission for Hungar-
ian Calvinists. Within two years, the Lutheran Church and the 
United Church followed suit, while Toronto's Hungarian Roman 
Catholics became to be served by Hungarian missionaries operating 
out of other centres (the City of Welland had a Hungarian Roman 
Catholic parish by this time). One of Toronto's first large Hungarian 



lay organization was the Hungarian Catholic Circle; it was started in 
1929 and through its activities paved the way for the establishment 
of a Roman Catholic "ethnic" parish several years later. 

It is interesting to note that, although Toronto's Hungarian 
community overtook in size most (and, in the end, all) other 
Hungarian communities in the Province, for some time after its 
beginnings, it existed in a subordinate position vis-a-vis several older 
Hungarian colonies in southern Ontario. Toronto's Hungarians 
were often served by missionary priests and ministers from Hamil-
ton, Welland and elsewhere; while the sick-benefit associations of 
Brantford and Hamilton opened sub-branches in Toronto (usually 
operating out of someone's apartment) to serve their clientele in that 
city. 

Problems of Immigrant Life 

Ontario's immigrant Hungarian communities had numerous 
problems. Some of these were demographic. The fact is that 
immigrant Hungarian society in Canada, and especially in Ontario, 
suffered from what might best be described as a skewed population 
structure. To put it into simple terms, this meant that there were far 
too many young adults in the population and too few children and 
middle-aged and elderly people. In 1931, for example, 56 per cent 
of all Hungarians in the Province were in the twenty-five to 
thirty-five age bracket. The equivalent figure for Canada's British 
population was 19 per cent. A further demographic anomaly was 
the uneven ratio between men and women. Adult males outnumber-
ed adult females by more than two to one. And when it came to 
figures regarding the ratio of eligible (i.e. unmarried) men and 
women, the situation was much worse. In Canada as a whole, there 
were 13 Hungarian bachelors for every four unmarried adult 
Hungarian women, and there is every reason to suspect that the 
situation was worse in Ontario.9 

This situation had a definite impact on marriage patterns within 
the Hungarian immigrant community. With an abundance of young 
adult males, Hungarian women had better opportunities to marry 
than members of most other ethnic groups in the country. One 
might even say that they were under pressure to marry, and to 
marry young. Indeed, a larger proportion of Hungarian women in 
Canada were married than women of any other Caucasian group in 
the country. Furthermore, a larger proportion of Hungarian 
teenage females were married than that of any other immigrant 



Canadian group. The youthfulness of the Hungarian-Canadian 
population, the high marriage-rates for women, resulted in fertility 
rates for Hungarians that were roughly double those for the 
Canadian population as a whole.10 

There can be little doubt that social and cultural life for the 
members of Ontario's early Hungarian communities left a great deal 
to be desired. They had to accept the absence of certain age-groups 
within their social circles, and many men could not find women of 
their own nationality to socialize with or to marry. These factors 
accentuated the difficulties the newcomers experienced, and often 
increased their feelings of despair. 

The most immediate hardships Hungarian (as well as most other) 
immigrants experienced after coming to Canada were economic. 
The greatest problem was that in the Canada of the 1920s there was 
hardly if ever year-round employment for newcomers. Canada of 
those days was what was called an "eight-months'" country where 
the climate determined employment opportunities, and where most 
type of work came to a halt during the winter. Virtually all types of 
economic activity was governed by the seasons. On the farms there 
was work f rom the spring until the autumn, although a high 
demand for labour only happened at harvest time. During the 
off-season, farm workers had to seek employment on construction 
sites, in railway maintenance, in logging camps (in many places the 
only activity in the winter), or had to seek casual work in the cities. 
There, a variety of possibilities existed: woodsplitting or snow-
shovelling, maintenance work around people's homes or shops, or, 
very rarely, even work in factories. Those who couldn't find work 
spent their time looking for it and lived on their meagre savings or 
money borrowed from friends or relatives. Whether employed or 
not, everyone lived frugally, with several people sharing a room in a 
boarding house, maintained usually by a Hungarian immigrant 
family. 

Some Hungarian immigrants faced special handicaps after arrival 
to Canada. A few came to Canada with money borrowed to pay for 
the journey. The first concern of these people after arrival was to 
repay these debts. This meant that for years the newcomer could not 
save money for down payment on a farm or a business. Most 
newcomers failed to save money for other reasons. They had close 
relations, or even family members in Hungary who depended on 
them for part of their livelihood. These immigrants felt obliged to 
remit some of their earnings to support their relations in the 
o'country. Some of these people also felt obliged to save for the 
transportation of members of their immediate families to Canada. 



Only a few of these saw their plans for family reunion realized in the 
interwar years. Some of those who came out with the idea of saving 
for the voyage of their wives and children after arrival in Canada, 
could not save enough money before the arrival of the Great 
Depression, and could not be reunited with their loved ones until 
after World War II, or, in some cases, never. 

But the greatest handicap Hungarian newcomers to Canada faced 
was probably their near-total lack of appropriate occupational or 
language skills. The majority of them had no training in anything 
other than subsistence farming, and most of them had very limited 
knowledge of English. Opportunities to learn trades and to acquire 
good English were limited in the Ontario of the time; as a result, 
these handicaps remained with the immigrants for years if not 
decades after their arrival here.11 

Social Life 

Although the vast majority of Hungarian newcomers to Ontario 
never earned the $1,500 a year that were needed in the 1920s to 
keep a family out of poverty, most of them managed to live a 
satisfying social and cultural life wherever they could set up their 
immigrant associations. One such organization, about whose activi-
ties a fair amount of detail is known, was the Hungarian Roman 
Catholic Circle of Toronto. This lay organization was established 
late in 1929. It rented a large room in a house on Beverley Street. 
Here, meetings, lectures, dances, and English classes were held for 
the Circle's members and their friends. Membership grew from 
eighteen to over one hundred. Next, a whole house was rented for 
these and other activities, and for a small library. In the summer, 
there was outdoor activity, such as ice cream parties and picnics. 
During the winter, there would be dances and amateur theatrical 
productions. Occasionally, part of the house would be rented to 
other Hungarian clubs for dances or shows.12 

In those days, most of Toronto's Hungarians lived within walking 
distance of Beverley Street. T h e whole area was inhabited mostly by 
immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. It never became a 
"little Hungary" as other parts of the city became "little Italies" since 
Hungarians never constituted the majority in this part of the city. 
Nevertheless, the Beverley Street area for many years served as a 
relatively compact "home" to Toronto's Hungarians, perhaps the 
most concentrated one they would ever have in the city. The area 
had seen better days, but with the original owners gone to more 



fashionable sections of the city, the Beverley Street district became a 
residential area with large, often deteriorating rooming houses. In 
time, the adjoining business areas, located along Queen Street, 
Spadina Avenue and College Street, also became part of "ethnic" 
Toronto, through the establishment of ethnic businesses on them. 
Some Hungarian families did not stay in this immigrant ghetto for 
more than a few years. As soon as they improved their economic 
position, they tended to move to more desirable sections of the city.13 

Hungarian immigrant society in Ontario was not free of social 
disharmony at the time. Tensions occasionally arose between 
members of the pre-war and the post-war waves of immigration. 
Further tension was caused by the fact that some of the immigrants 
of the 1920s were from middle or even upper class elements. 
Ordinary peasant-folk often found it difficult to trust and get along 
with more recent arrivals who had different outlook on life and 
presumed that people of lower social standing will defer to them in 
community affairs. 

Still another problem for the community life of Hungarians in 
Ontario was the near-total lack of effective spokesmen who could 
represent them in mainstream Ontario society. People with a good 
command of English, a knowledge of Canadian customs, and in 
general, wide social connections among Anglo-Saxons, were almost 
non-existent among Hungarians, making it difficult for the commu-
nity to have influence in the host society. Among those who came to 
Canada in the late 1920s, educated persons were more numerous, 
but it took time for these people to gain respect both among 
Hungarian Canadians and Canadians at large. In time, a few of 
them would gain the community's trust and attain the appropriate 
social position that would enable them to act as effective spokesmen 
(or spokeswomen) for their kind.14 

Organizational Life 

Although a few of the ethnic organizations established by Hung-
arians in Ontario have been mentioned, some general comments 
might be made here about the organizational life of the Province's 
Hungarian community.10 Probably the most important of the early 
Hungarian immigrant institutions were the ethnic churches. Al-
though almost three-quarters of Hungarians in Canada belonged to 
the Roman Catholic Church, only in rare cases were R.C. parishes 
organized in Hungarian colonies before congregations of Protes-
tants were established. The reason for this seems to be the different 



approach taken by Canada's Churches to the idea of "ethnic" 
congregations. For most of the Protestant denominations this idea 
was acceptable, in fact a handy tool in gaining the loyalty of 
newcomers to the country. For the Catholic Church, it seems, the 
idea of parishes organized on national basis, was not attractive at the 
time. As a result, strictly Hungarian Roman Catholic parishes were 
organized usually only after many delays. 

Among the Protestant Churches, the United Church seems to 
have developed close relations with some of Ontario's Hungarian 
communities. The Church maintained "missions" for many groups 
of newcomers to the country, encouraged the establishment of 
Hungarian congregations, subsidized a periodical in the Hungarian 
language for them, and attracted a handful of young, well-educated 
Hungarians to the ministry. 

The efforts of Hungarians to establish their own congregations 
were usually followed by attempts to obtain their own houses of 
worship. Often, these aspirations were frustrated by economic 
problems. In rural areas or in small towns, where land was cheap, 
these problems could sometimes be overcome by the extensive use of 
volunteer labour. In cities buildings and even building lots were 
expensive. Money had to be collected to purchase them, a difficult 
task given the poverty of most immigrants. Nevertheless, Hungar-
ians gave to their churches and those that could not give money 
usually volunteered their labour. Two examples of their generosity 
are the Hungarian Roman Catholic and Baptist churches of 
Welland, both built during the late 1920s. 

Following the establishment of ethnic churches came the creation 
of ethnic schools for the young. Invariably, these were schools that 
supplemented rather than replaced public education available in 
Ontario. Instruction in the Hungarian language and culture was 
provided two, three, or four times a week, sometimes after school, 
sometimes on the weekends, or both. The schools, much like the 
ethnic parishes and congregations, suffered from a number of 
problems. One of these was the constantly changing membership, 
caused by the high degree of insecurity in employment. People had 
to follow job opportunities and had to move repeatedly, leaving 
their ethnic institutions behind. A further problem was the frequent 
lack of qualified people to lead the ethnic churches and the schools.16 

Immigrant Hungarian society's network of religious and educa-
tional institutions was supplemented or complemented by lay 
associations.1' These served the social, recreational and to some 
extent even the economic and political needs of the newcomers. 
Some organizations tried to serve all or most of these needs; while 



others were highly specialized and were dedicated to certain specific 
purposes. 

Perhaps the most interesting and important of Hungarian immi-
grant organizations in Ontario during the first half of the twentieth 
century were the sick-benefit associations. The first of these was 
established in 1907 in Hamilton. It was the First Hungarian 
Workers' Sick-Benefit Association of Hamilton. Although primarily 
economic in purpose, this institution tried to serve the social and 
cultural needs of its members and, as we shall see later, became a 
very politicized institution in time as well. Another successful and 
similar organization was the already mentioned Self-Improvement 
Circle of Welland. Like its Hamilton counterpart, the Circle 
maintained a sick- and death-benefit scheme, and catered mainly to 
the recreational needs of its members. 

Most of these Hungarian immigrant organizations usually con-
fined their activities to a certain city or specific region of the 
Province. Many of them also stayed away from politics. The most 
notable exception to these generalizations was the above mentioned 
organization in Hamilton. Almost from the start, it tried to extend its 
activities to other centres. In time, the leadership of the association 
became more and more involved in radical politics, until by the end 
of the 1920s, the Hamilton organization became the focal point of a 
federation of Hungarian workers' sick-benefit associations aligned 
closely to the Communist Party of Canada. 

One of the earliest branches (1913) of the Hamilton organization 
was set up in Brantford. In 1926 this branch split from its parent 
body, and became the Brantford Hungarian Mutual Benefit Soci-
ety. It then established branches of its own in many parts of the 
Province, and elsewhere (including the industrial districts of Nova 
Scotia where the Maritime provinces' only Hungarian communities 
existed). And while the Hamilton group gravitated toward the 
political left, the Brantford group remained loyal to conservative, 
Christian, and patriotic Hungarian traditions. 

Both the local branches of the Hamilton or Brantford federations, 
as well as independent Hungarian lay associations tended to strive 
for the acquisition of private buildings of their own. These were 
usually called "Hungarian Halls" or "Hungarian Houses." Some of 
these were rented premises, while richer organizations, or as-
sociations in places where real estate was cheap, could afford to buy 
their own buildings. Like many of the ethnic churches of Hungar-
ians, some of their "houses" were built with volunteer labour, 
piecemeal, as the membership's financial and other resources 
permitted. 



The Ethnic Press 

Completing the network of Hungarian immigrant institutions in 
the province was the ethnic press.18 Hungarian-language news-
papers and periodicals were rather slow to come into existence in 
Ontario. The main reason for this was no doubt the fact that by the 
mid-1920s an extensive Hungarian ethnic press had developed in 
the United States, in such centers as New York, Cleveland, Chicago, 
Detroit etc. There was a well-established Hungarian-Canadian 
newspaper by this time published in Winnipeg as well, further 
reducing the need for Hungarian papers produced in Ontario. 
Another reason for the slow birth of a Hungarian-Canadian press in 
Ontario was the nature of the business of publishing ethnic papers. 
Non-English-language papers could only be produced in the 
Province on a shoe-string budget. Budget restrictions meant that 
"ethnic" publishing houses could not afford a large staff. This meant 
that the publisher often had to be editor and business manager as 
well; the typesetter had to double as maintenance mechanic; and the 
advertising manager, as subscription secretary. Some Hungarian 
periodicals of the time managed to get by with even fewer staff who 
had to supplement their income by occasional or part-time outside 
employment. If any member of the staff became ill, or had to 
relocate to another city, the existence of the ethnic paper could be 
threatened. 

Despite these difficulties, there was no lack of effort to try to bring 
the Hungarian-Canadian ethnic press into existence in Ontario. 
The first attempts at printing newspapers seem to have occurred in 
the Niagara Peninsula and in Hamilton. The products of these 
attempts were the Kis Ujsag (Little Newspaper), the Kanadai Magyar 
Nepszava (Canadian Hungarian People's Voice), and the Kanadai 
Magyar Hirlap (Canadian Hungarian Journal). The first of these 
newspapers lasted for nearly two decades, while the other two 
proved to be more ephemeral. More successful was the Kanadai 
Magyar Munkas (Canadian Hungarian Worker). Launched in 1929 
as a very small newspaper, it became the voice of the bulk of the 
Hungarian left in Canada within a few years. 

In addition to the ethnic Hungarian newspapers, there were the 
religious periodicals. Perhaps the most notable of these was the Az 
Otthon (The Home), a journal subsidized by the United Church of 
Canada, and edited by a remarkable clergyman, Ferenc Hoffmann. 
In time, The Home was succeeded by the Tarogato, edited by another 
remarkable United Church minister, Ambro Czako. Other priests 
or ministers, similarly remarkable and energetic men, published 



other periodicals or newsletters for their followers. Historians know 
little more than the titles of these: the Roman Catholic The Sentinel, 
the Calvinist The Observer, and The Candlelight, Lutheran Life, later 
Lutheran Home, the Reformed Herald, and the Baptist Light. 

Community Ventures 

The community life of the Hungarian-Canadian community of 
Ontario in the late 1920s went beyond the establishment and 
maintenance of local lay and religious organizations. Occasionally 
ventures of Canada-wide or even international significance were 
undertaken, or, at least, Hungarians in Ontario assumed important 
roles in such undertakings. 

One such venture was the attempt in 1928 to establish an umbrella 
organization to serve as a nation-wide lobby of all Hungarians in 
Canada. This body was the Canadian Hungarian Federation (the 
Kanadai Magyar Szovetseg, not to be confused with the present-day 
Hungarian Canadian Federation, the Kanadai Magyarok Szovetsege). 
The Canadian Hungarian Federation was not the first federation of 
Hungarians in Canada. There had been attempts to establish such 
supra-communal organizations before, to be more exact, a few years 
prior to the outbreak of the First World War. These early attempts 
failed to create viable organizations; in any case, no such organiza-
tion could have survived the war, as Hungarians were regarded as 
enemy aliens after 1914 and their political organizations had to 
disband.19 With the return of normalcy in the 1920s, and the coming 
of thousands of new Hungarian immigrants from the countries of 
East Central Europe, the time became ripe to renew the efforts for 
the establishment of a Canada-wide organization of Hungarian 
Canadians. The Hungarian government was also anxious to see 
Hungarians in their various countries of settlement organized into 
more effective lobbies, preferably under leaders that were sympa-
thetic to the mother country's foreign and internal policies. 

While the Budapest authorities were in favor of national federa-
tions of Hungarian immigrants abroad, and had actively encour-
aged some Hungarian-American leaders to renew efforts at national 
unity in the U.S.A., there is no substantial evidence to prove that the 
efforts to this end in Canada were made on the initiative of 
Hungary's leaders. On the contrary, there is every reason to believe 
that the push for action originated with Hungarian-Canadian 
leaders. Perhaps the most prominent of these was the Reverend 
Janos Kovacs, the minister of Western Canada's most active Hung-



arian Calvinist congregations, that of the colony of Bekevar, 
Saskatchewan. Kovacs arranged for a preparatory conference to 
convene in 1927 in the city of Regina.20 

In the meantime, a few hundred miles fur ther east, in Winnipeg, 
the idea of national Hungarian-Canadian union found another 
advocate in Gyorgy Szabo, a ticket agent, as managers of travel 
agencies used to be known in those days. Others joined the 
bandwagon with the result that another "preparatory conference" 
was held in Welland, an industrial town with a large Hungarian 
colony in southern Ontario. This was followed by the "founding 
convention," held in February of 1928 in the bitter cold of 
Winnipeg. Here, the Canadian Hungarian Federation was estab-
lished with much fanfare in the form of receptions, banquets, and 
the inevitable speechmaking. Problems came up only when the 
elections were held to the Federation's executive, for it seems that 
the people who were elected were not the ones that had planned and 
prepared the organization. As a result, the executive was attacked 
and an influential group of Hungarian-Canadian leaders, made up 
mainly of pre-1914 arrivals, established a rival federation at a 
convention in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. In the end, both federa-
tions selected Winnipeg as their national headquarters.21 

The Canadian Hungarian Federation established early in 1928 
was plagued by many of problems. First of all, there were rivalries 
between two different streams of immigrants, the pre 1914 ones and 
those who came in the 1920s. There were also difficulties stemming 
from religious differences: some people denounced the Federation 
as a "Calvinist" organization. But the greatest source of mischief 
came from an unexpected quarter: from Canada's two main railway 
companies. The fact was that both of these were deeply involved in 
immigrant affairs (not only as railway companies, but also as 
colonization agencies, as well as owners or partners in steamship 
lines carrying passengers from Europe and back). Naturally, both of 
them wanted influence within the budding federation, mainly 
through having their own men elected. The extent of the railway 
companies' meddling in the affairs of the just-established Federa-
tion is best illustrated by the fact that the headquarters of the two 
organizations just established were in the ticket offices of two 
persons, one working for the Canadian Pacific Railway, and the 
other for the Canadian National Railway, respectively.22 

The difficulties experienced by Hungarian-Canadian society's 
political leadership were to some extent solved during the course of 
1928. Largely as a result of the efforts of a visiting statesman from 
Hungary, the two rival federations resolved their differences and, at 



the Canadian Hungarian Federation's next annual convention, held 
early during 1929, managed to elect an executive acceptable to a 
large majority of those in attendance. The new leaders looked 
forward to the rest of 1929 with great expectations. Unfortunately 
for their cause, they were to be disappointed. To make the long story 
of the Federation's demise short, it should suffice to say that the 
organization, despite the valiant efforts of some of its leaders, never 
managed to become financially viable. It tried to collect membership 
fees of one dollar a year from Hungarian Canadians, but what little 
was collected this way was not enough. The Federation also tried to 
sell life insurance, but this scheme too, proved a financial failure. 
Without adequate finances, the Federation could not acquire a 
paper of its own (which was seen as useful if not necessary), but what 
was much more serious, it could not repay the loans it took out when 
it began functioning. It did try to pay one loan off with another; but 
in the end its financial reserves became completely exhausted, its 
credit destroyed, and the organization disintegrated. Some of its 
provincial chapters continued to function for some time, but by 
1931 the parent body was, for all intents and purposes, dead.23 

The "Justice for Hungary" ocean flight 

Just about the same time that the Canadian Hungarian Federa-
tion was being organized, another project was started by Hungar-
ians in North America. This was the plan to cross the Atlantic with a 
plane to be called "Justice for Hungary," and thereby to call 
international attention to the plight of truncated Hungary. In this 
venture Hungarians from Ontario played an even more important 
role than they did in the efforts to establish and maintain the 
Canadian Hungarian Federation. 

The central protagonist of the ocean flight story was to be a certain 
Sandor Magyar. Magyar, whose original family name was Wilczek, 
received his training as a pilot during World War I in Hungary. 
After the war, he spent some time in Germany. It was there that he 
proved that he was a man of much bravado, and almost lost his life in 
doing this. What happened was that on one day Magyar learned that 
a well-known Hungarian actress was involved in the shooting of 
some outdoor scenes for a film near the airfield where Magyar was 
working. Anxious to make a good impression on the starlet, Magyar 
borrowed a small, reputedly rather unreliable plane from the 
airfield and, with a bouquet of flowers in his hands, took to the air. 
His intention was to throw the flowers to the film-star, but 



something went wrong with Magyar's plane, and he had to crash-
land in a cemetery.24 

After recovering from the injuries suffered as a result of this 
adventure, Magyar emigrated to Canada. He spent a few years in 
southern Saskatchewan, working on farms during the agricultural 
season, and spending much of the rest of the year in Regina. In 1928 
Magyar left the Canadian West and settled in the industrial town of 
Windsor, Ontario. It was here that he became a friend of the local 
Hungarian Calvinist minister Jeno Molnar and his wife, Rozsa 
Waldman Molnar. Rozsa was an intelligent, energetic woman who 
did much to help all kinds of Hungarian immigrants in Windsor, 
especially members of her husband's congregation. She was a recent 
arrival from Hungary. Presumably, she sympathised with other 
recent arrivals such as Magyar, who probably found it difficult to 
find employment and must have felt despondent at times. It may 
have been at a time when Magyar was particularly dispirited and felt 
quite helpless that Rozsa suggested to him that he should do 
something extraordinary, such as repeating and bettering Charles 
Lindbergh's feat, by flying across the Atlantic, but not to Paris but all 
the way to Budapest. Apparently, the idea that this deed should be 
used to call attention to the injustices of the Treaty of Trianon was 
also the brainchild of this woman.21' 

To implement the plan, a campaign to collect money for a plane 
was started. In Windsor, one of its early promoters was the 
Reverend Molnar. One of the first people to contribute to the 
campaign was an unemployed member of Molnar's congregation, 
Istvan Rimaszombathy. He gave $30, probably all or most of his 
savings.26 Soon, the campaign expanded. Postcards were printed 
and were sent to prospective supporters of the venture, as well as to 
influential political figures in many countries. In distant parts of the 
continent, campaign workers were recruited to manage the appeal 
in their respective regions.27 In the United States, the cause of the 
ocean flight was endorsed by Geza Berko, an influential newspaper-
man. Berko's own paper, the Amerikai Magyar Nepszava (American 
Hungarian People's Voice), actively supported the appeal.28 Yet, not 
enough money was coming in. By 1930, economic conditions for 
most immigrants, and especially newcomers, had become so bad that 
many people were not in position to give more than what the 
postcards cost: $1; and some people not even that much. The 
campaign stalled, and the flight had to be postponed. 

There can be little doubt that, despite the dedication of many 
ordinary Hungarian immigrants to North America who gave away 
part of their savings to support this cause, the campaign to achieve 



the "Justice for Hungary" flight would have met the same fate as the 
Canadian Hungarian Federation had it not been for a few prosper-
ous people who made substantial donations. By far the most 
important of these was Emil Szalay of Chicago. Szalay came to 
America at the end of the nineteenth century as a young child of an 
immigrant family. He started out as a butcher's apprentice and, by 
the 1920s, had become a moderately prosperous man. Determined 
to help his country of birth, he decided to see to it that the ocean 
flight scheme was realized. He contributed enough money to the 
campaign to cover most of the cost of a suitable airplane, a Lockheed 
Sirius model.29 The plane, constructed mainly out of wood, was 
named "Justice for Hungary." Much of the balance of the cost was 
apparendy made up by an even richer man, an English friend of Hun-
garians, Lord Rothermere, the newspaper magnate.30 With these 
donations, the preparations for the flight could begin in earnest. 

The intervention of Szalay and the others came just in time. Not 
only was the campaign to collect money not yielding the desired 
results, but the venture was encountering opposition from various 
quarters. For some unexplained reason, the Revered Molnar, one of 
the campaign's earliest supporters, changed his mind about it and 
withdrew his support. Another very influential Hungarian religious 
leader, Monsignor Pal Santha of Stockholm, Saskatchewan, gave 
only lukewarm support to the project.31 Still others, whose identity 
might forever remain unknown, began spreading derogatory rum-
ours about Magyar and the campaign's chief organizers. These in 
turn attributed the attacks to Little Entente sources, believing that 
Hungary's neighbours had good reasons to prevent the flight from 
taking place.32 In Hungary herself, the plan was welcomed, and the 
Hungarian government dispatched Gyorgy Endresz, one of the 
country's most experienced pilots, to take control of the flight 
(Magyar was to act as his back-up pilot and navigator). Test flights 
were made with the plane already in 1930. Then, alterations were 
made to it, including the addition of extra storage tanks to hold 
enough fuel for the long journey.33 

The final preparations for the crossing were made in the late 
spring and early summer of 1931. Szalay had, in the meantime, left 
for Europe by steamship, hoping to be in Budapest when the 
"Justice for Hungary" plane arrived there. At this stage, only the 
weather forecasts were delaying the moment of departure from 
Grace Harbour, Newfoundland, the easternmost airfield of the 
North American continent. Finally, after delays that must have 
seemed interminable, Endresz and Magyar decided to risk the 
journey despite a not too promising weather forecast.3 1 



The flight was not without some precarious moments. The first of 
these occurred right on takeoff. The plane, loaded with far more 
fuel than it was designed to carry, could hardly clear the obstructions 
near the end of the runway. A few yards f urther away, it hit the top 
branches of a tree, yet it continued its flight and even cleared the top 
of a nearby hill, but only barely. Then it began its longjourney across 
the ocean. At first, Endresz and Magyar flew very low, under the 
cloud cover. When the mist above the ocean enveloped them, they 
had to increase their altitude in order to avoid dipping too low and 
hitting the waves. Their primitive instruments made flying "blind" 
very risky. The plane took two hours to climb to an altitude of 6,000 
feet. Here, they could see again; however, they could determine 
their position only by the stars, and through contacting steamships 
below them with their (for those days) ultra-modern radio equip-
ment. Early next morning they encountered a storm. By this time 
they had entered the airspace over Western Europe. Leaving the 
disturbance behind them, they flew over the valleys and meadows of 
Germany, following notable landmarks at low altitude. Soon, they 
reached the western border of Hungary. A few minutes later, some 
20 miles short of their intended destination, the plane's motor 
stalled. The fuel in one of the aircraft's tanks was spent. There was a 
little more of it left in one of the spare tanks, but Endresz had 
switched not to this one, but to another empty one: the plane was 
apparently not equipped with proper fuel gages. By the time the 
mistake was discovered it was too late to restart the motor. Endresz 
and Magyar had to make an emergency landing in a field near the 
village of Bicske.3^ 

Despite this anticlimactic ending, the ocean crossing was a success. 
The "Justice for Hungary" set a new record for non-stop long-
distance flying: it covered nearly 6,000 kilometers, and it crossed the 
Atlantic in record time. The flight received a great deal of 
international attention. Endresz and Magyar got a tumultuous 
welcome in Hungary. Even though the plane failed to reach its 
ultimate destination, everyone concerned was satisfied, at least for 
the time being. 




