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Entrepreneurship is one of the newest fields of study in the management sci-
ences. The phenomenon of entrepreneurship, however, is far from novel — it 
is one of the oldest activities of mankind. To identify new business 
possibilities and to exploit them in new ventures for economic gain has always 
been important in human life. 

The use of the concept of "entrepreneurship" goes back a long time in 
both the French and English languages. "Entrepreneur" was originally a 
French word. It appeared for the first time in the 1437 Dictionnaire de la 
language Frangaise. The most common meaning of the word was "celui qui 
entreprend quelque chose," alluding to a person who is active and achieves 
something. Medieval French authors referred to the entrepreneur as someone 
who is tough and prepared to risk his own life and fortune. For a long time no 
similarity to the French entrepreneur existed in the English language. In 1755 
A Dictionary of the English Language used the following definition: 
"Adventurer, he that seeks occasion of hazard, he that puts himself in the hand 
of chance." The 1956 Hungarian refugees were entrepreneurs in this classical 
sense of the term. Many of them risked their lives and fortunes during the 
revolution; they faced hazards, took enormous risks and put themselves in 
harm's way when they crossed Hungary's border. 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the subject of entrepreneurship 
and the 1956 Hungarian refugees. First, the elements of entrepreneurship in 
light of the experiences of five 1956 Hungarian refugees who became 
successful entrepreneurs, will be illustrated. Next, the 1956 Hungarian 
refugees will be compared to a highly entrepreneurial ethnic group of the 
United States: the Cubans. The paper will analyze Roger Waldinger's 
interactive model of ethnic business development in the context of the 1956 
Hungarian refugees. Finally, opportunities for Hungarian ethnic 
entrepreneurship research will be discussed. 



Recent entrepreneurship research is characterized by a long standing 
difficulty of how to define the central concepts within entrepreneurship and 
small business research and to define the entrepreneurial domain. Many of the 
elements of entrepreneurship are multifaceted and heterogeneous, and difficult 
to qualify and quantify. Different studies have used different approaches, 
depending whether viewed from an economic, management or psychological 
perspective. The theoretical study of ethnic entrepreneurship is based 
primarily within the field of sociology. The early attempts at measuring 
entrepreneurship were shaped by the focus on firm size that was mostly 
decided by number of employees. In this context, entrepreneurship was 
mostly identified with the number of Small Medium Enterprises. 
Self-employment figures were also used as a measure to reflect the level of 
entrepreneurship. Later studies such as Paul Reynold's postulate that entre-
preneurship is defined as individuals who are in the process of establishing a 
company or who have recently started a company (within the last 42 months)/ 
In our paper the terms entrepreneurship, the starting of a company, and small 
business will be used interchangeably. 

Small businesses have been vital for the growth of an economy. In 
2003 the Bank of Montreal Financial Group estimated that small to medium 
enterprises or SMEs (defined as business with fewer than 500 employees and 
the self-employed) accounted for nearly 63% of all jobs across Canada in that 
year. Since 1983, the SMEs' employment figures have grown at 2.4% 
compound annual rate representing a cumulative 3.7 million increase. 
Meanwhile, employment at large enterprises has grown at a rate of 1%, 
representing a cumulative increase of 1.0 million. Since 1983, SMEs have 
created more than 78% of all new jobs in Canada.3 Small to medium firms are 
leaders in innovation. Most Canadian exporters are small to medium firms 
(85%), and entrepreneurship has become the number one choice for 
Canadians as a rewarding career path (41%).4 

Traditionally, studies of entrepreneurship have focused on the 
individual characteristics of successful entrepreneurs such as personality, 
educational attainment, work experience, and ethnic origin. Personality 
studies have found that the prototype entrepreneur is opportunistic, innova-
tive, imaginative, an ideas-person, and agent of change, restless, adventurous, 
proactive and is someone who adopts a broad financial strategy.' 
Entrepreneurial vision and family traditions are also associated with entre-
preneurship.6 

The '56-ers as Entrepreneurs 

Frank Hasenfratz, a 1956 refugee from Hungary, recognized a business 
opportunity in the auto parts industry. "He was working in the machine shop 



of a company whose products included fuel pumps for Ford Motor Co. 
Almost a quarter of the pumps were defective, which so frustrated Hasenfratz 
that he quit the company and landed the contract to supply the pumps himself. 
It was an adventurous move for a young breadwinner with two small children. 
In 1965 the sectoral free trade introduced under the Canada-U.S. auto pact 
came into effect, and Hasenfratz started getting more and more contracts from 
Detroit. His auto parts business, Linamar took off."7 In 2006 Linamar, with 
close to 11,000 employees in 36 manufacturing locations, generated sales of 
nearly 2.3 billion Canadian dollars. 

William Mihalik who came to Canada after the 1956 revolution, was 
imaginative; he anticipated and foresaw a demand for used clothing among 
the newly arrived Hungarians. Because in the beginning the refugees could 
not find a job in their fields of expertise, many of them took entry-level 
employment in the hospitality industry. "Mihalik took a chance in 1958 on a 
shuttered used-clothing operation at 54-56 Kensington Ave. He committed to 
a $50 monthly rent and named it William's Clothing Store. He started his 
operation by taking gifts of bottles of scotch to Toronto's Goodwill and other 
thrift stores. He made each store manager an offer, call me first if you get 
white shirts, black pants, tuxedos and fur coats, and I will bring you another 
bottle. Soon, he was doing good business supplying a generation of 
Hungarian waiters with work clothing".,s In 1981 his son Tom bought the 
business from him, and it became Tom's Place. In 1998 Tom's Place sold 
about $8 million worth of designer clothing. His sales per square foot, a key 
measure in retail, top $1000, more than twice the industry average.9 

Anna Porter, another 1956 Hungarian refugee, the founder of Key 
Porter books, is an ideas person. The success of her publishing company in 
the small margin industry is due to her approach to writers and their writing. "I 
suppose coming from a country where freedom of speech was a serious 
problem and writers tended to be imprisoned, I have always valued the 
freedom to ask the writer, what is on your mind, even if it is critical of our 
government, as most writers are" said Anna Porter.10 Key Porter Publishing 
had such an excellent reputation among authors, that some of the finest writers 
in Canada, such as Farley Mowat, Allan Fotheringham and Margaret Atwood 
chose to publish their works with it." By the time Anna Porter sold her 
publishing company in 2005 it was the largest Canadian-owned publishing 
house in the country. 

Entrepreneurs are considered successful, in part, if they visualize a 
future not seen or thought possible by others in their industry. Robert Lantos, 
a 1956 Hungarian refugee, had an ambitious vision. He wanted to stamp 
Canada on the entertainment-world map. By convincing American TV 
executives that Canadian products would play on their networks he had TV 
series and telefilms in development at every U.S. network by 1995. His 
company, Alliance Communication Corporation was the largest producer and 



distributor of Canadian and International films and TV shows in Canada, 
exporting over $130 million worth of products in 1994. In 1998 he sold his 
controlling interest in Alliance to focus on the creative process.12 

Andrew Sarlos, a Bay Street investor and a 1956 Hungarian refugee, 
adopted a broad financial strategy when he started his investment company. 
With an initial $500 investment, in 1974 he set up his personal holding 
company, Donbarn Investments Ltd. and went out to find a financial backing. 
He approached businessman Max Tanenbaum and told him: "Look, I have 
reached the point in my life that I no longer want to work for someone else, I 
want to be on my own, I believe my nature no longer suitable to be an 
employee, but I have background, I have experience, I have capability and I 
believe you and I can work together as long as I don't work for you and I am 
independent." When Max Tanenbaum asked Sarlos how much money he 
wanted, he answered boldly, $250,000. In a very short period of time 
Tanenbaum gave Andrew Sarlos the money without any security.11 Andrew 
Sarlos knew how to play the odds. In 1977 alone the value of stock in his 
investment trust, HCI Holdings Ltd., more than tripled and at one point so 
many people wanted to buy shares in his firm that trading on the Toronto 
Stock Exchange had to be halted for four hours.14 

Individuals are more likely to be self-employed if there is a family 
tradition of self-employment and if they had worked at part time jobs as 
children.15 After Robert Lantos and his family left Hungary, his mother made 
dresses, and his father sold factory textiles at a market stall and Robert's first 
job was to help his father.16 Tom Mihalik also worked in his father's clothing 
store during his school year. Anna Porter's grandfather, Vilmos Racz, was a 
well-known editor and publisher in Hungary. In late 1945 Andrew Sarlos' 
father had a serious accident, which made him incapacitated. Sarlos had a 
part-time job at the age of 14 to help out the family.1 

The revival of small business has been widely accompanied by the 
infusion of ethnic groups into the ranks of proprietors. Self-employment has 
accounted for a substantial share of employment among newcomers to Canada 
and to the United States over the last few decades. Borjas. using U.S. census 
data from 1970 and 1980, examined the propensity for immigrants and native 
born groups to be self-employed, finding that the likelihood of being 
self-employed is 11.7 percent for native-born, versus 16.5 percent for 
immigrants.lfs The historical record also shows considerable disparities in 
self-employment among various immigrant groups. In the United States 
Hispanic-owned businesses account for the largest category of minority-
owned firms. Although Cubans represent a small percentage of the Hispanic 
population, they have achieved a remarkable growth in ethnic entre-
preneurship in Miami. The literature attributes a central role to the influx of 
Cuban immigrants to the transformation of Miami, which has been called the 
capital of Latin America, from a stagnant city to a booming economy.'9 The 



golden exiles, the immigrants who left Cuba after Castro took power, are very 
similar in characteristics to the 1956 Hungarian refugees. 

Before the 1959 Cuban refugees arrived to the United States there 
were three waves of exodus from Cuba. The first wave of immigrants came in 
the mid-1800s. Cuban political exiles plotting to overthrow Spanish rule took 
refuge in three U.S. cities, New York, Key West and Tampa. Several 
entrepreneurs in the cigar industry moved their operations from Havana to the 
United States in the 1860s and 1870s, providing additional employment to 
new Cuban immigrants. In the 1930s a large number of immigrants came to 
Miami, fleeing the effects of the revolution against Geraldo Machado.-0 

By 1956 Canada already had three waves of Hungarian immigration. 
The first wave came during the turn of the twentieth century. They were 
driven from their homeland by poverty, rural overpopulation, and economic 
dislocation.21 The second wave of Hungarian immigrants was "pushed" by 
political upheavals: revolution, counter-revolution and territorial dismem-
berment of the country during and after the First World War. The third wave 
left Hungary near the end of World War II because of the country's imminent 
conquest by the Red Army. 

On January 1, 1959, the Cuban rebels triumphed, dictator Batista fled 
to the Dominican Republic, and Fidel Castro took control. Castro transformed 
Cuba into a communist state, nationalizing industry and confiscating private 
property. As a result tens of thousands of Cubans left their homeland. A 
communist regime was also the cause of the exodus of close to 200,000 
Hungarian refugees in 1956 and 1957. Both Cubans and Hungarians left with 
the knowledge that going back to their home country was not an option. Both 
groups faced a language barrier in their new countries. The Cuban immigrants 
of the 1960s were doctors, lawyers, teachers, engineers, judges, bureaucrats, 
merchants and skilled workers. At the time on the CBC News Eric Sevareid 
characterized the Cuban exodus, as "the biggest brain drain the Western 
Hemisphere has know".22 Professional elements were over-represented among 
the 1956 Hungarian refugees also; about half of them were high or technical 
high school graduates, a great many of them were engineers, medical doctors 
or technicians. J.W. Pickersgill, Minister of Citizenship and Immigration in 
1956, summarized: "I think we got as fine a group of immigrants as ever came 
to Canada in the whole of our history."23 

There were many similarities in the characteristics of the two groups, 
but their image in their new countries was very different. While the 1956 
Hungarian refugees enjoyed overwhelming support both from the 
governments and the public, the Cuban exiles had to face hostility. 

The Miami city authorities made it more difficult for Cubans to live in 
their city than did any other municipality in the United States. Miami's City 
Hall did not issue business licenses anywhere North of Eighth Street to people 
who did not speak English. To ease the problems of Miami, the federal 



authorities undertook a massive effort to relocate the Cuban refugees to New 
York and New Jersey. The American media was predicting ethnic frictions 
and social disorder. We should add that in 1959 the Cuban refugees had 
arrived to the United States during an economic recession compounded by a 
period of unusually bad weather. In 1956 the Hungarian refugees had come to 
Canada during a period of economic prosperity. However over the years the 
Cubans not only pulled themselves up from poverty, but they turned the 
economy of their adopted city around. Cuban entrepreneurs opened numerous 
car dealerships, construction firms, textile and leather goods manufacturing. 
Miami's Cuban population was large enough to sustain Cuban grocers, 
clothiers, barbers and other tradesmen. By 1985 there were some 18,000 busi-
nesses owned and operated by Cubans in the city."4 The success of the Cuban 
exiles in Miami is a much-studied topic in ethnic entrepreneurship. Com-
paring the group characteristics and the circumstances of the migrations it is 
safe to speculate that the 1956 Hungarian refugees made a similar contribution 
to Canada's economy. 

The question why some ethnic groups do better in business than 
others is pivotal to academics, businessmen and politicians. Pioneers in the 
study of ethnicity and entrepreneurship, Roger Waldinger, Howard Aldrich 
and Robin Ward tried to answer this question using a framework based on two 
dimensions: the opportunity structure in the host country and the charac-
teristics of the ethnic group. 5 Waldinger and his co-researchers identified two 
opportunity structure conditions that are essential for the development of 
immigrant business: market conditions and access to ownership. Market 
conditions that favour products or services that are aimed at fellow ethnics, or 
an economic environment in which a wider, non-ethnic market might be 
served, coupled with opportunities for ownership, are conducive to ethnic 
business development. Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward argue that predisposing 
factors such as: selective migration, blocked mobility and aspiration levels, 
combined with the ability to mobilize resources, are the most critical ethnic 
group characteristics that determine the success of self-employment. Close ties 
to fellow ethnics, the networks of kinship and friendship and favourable 
government policies are the conditions out of which ethnic entrepreneurship 
may arise. Waldinger and his associates classify the conditions that influence 
the self-employment process for an immigrant group into three categories: (1) 
pre-migration characteristics, (2) the circumstances of migration and their 
evolution, and (3) post migration characteristics. The Waldinger, Aldrich and 
Ward model is dynamic; it is the interaction of the two dimensions that creates 
the ethnic enterprise. 

One purpose of this study is to demonstrate, using the "Waldinger 
model," that the 1956 Hungarian refugees as a group were predisposed to self-
employment. By mobilizing critical resources, they thrived in an 
entrepreneurial environment. The method of our analysis will be qualitative, 



and our approach will be analytical. Our examination of the experiences of the 
1956 Hungarian refugees will be based on the existing literature on Hungarian 
Canadians.26 

Pre-migration Characteristics 

The Waldinger et al. model is designed to explain immigrant entre-
preneurship. Although the 1956 Hungarians were refugees, they shared 
several characteristics with other entrepreneurial economic immigrants.2' They 
were skilled, educated, came mainly from urban centres, and were often from 
the middle class of their country. One can assume that at least the potential for 
entrepreneurship existed among them. However, because they were refugees, 
they were in many ways distinct from other immigrant groups. While 
economic immigrants often make extensive plans to start a new life in another 
country, learn the host country's language, and collect capital, the 1956 
Hungarian refugees had no opportunity to learn English before they left their 
homeland, and coming from a communist country, none of them had any 
capital. Economic immigrants select the country of their destination on the 
basis of where their skills will be in most demand. The 1956 Hungarian 
refugees had little choice as to where to go. Those among them who chose 
Canada were grateful that at least one country was willing to offer them a 
home. While economic immigrants often retain trading relationship with their 
country of origin, and may return there to arrange deals or to borrow money, 
the 1956 Hungarian refugees had no access to their homeland. Some of these 
characteristics had special implications for their involvement in the 
self-employment segment. 

Selective Migration 

Leaving one's home to take up a life in a new society is self-selective. 
Emigrant workers tend to be more motivated and more inclined towards risk, 
which gives them an advantage in the entrepreneurial competition.~s The 
events that led to the coming of 37,656 Hungarian refugees to Canada started 
with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev's historical "secret" speech in February 
of 1956 denouncing Stalin and his crimes. In June a worker's uprising was 
crushed in Poland, but in that country a more liberal communist regime 
surfaced. Unrest soon spread to Hungary. The Hungarian Revolution began 
on October 23, 1956, when in Budapest students met to express solidarity 
with the new Polish regime, which advocated a greater freedom of speech and 
worship. The repression of this protest by police led to rioting, which in turn 
led to swift intervention by Russian troops and tanks from Soviet bases from 



inside Hungary. Some units of the Hungarian army joined the revolutionaries. 
By the end of October the Revolution seem to had triumphed when the Soviet 
leadership decided to intervene once more, this time with large forces sent in 
from the Soviet Union. Resistance was soon crushed. There was much 
destruction in Budapest. Altogether some 2,500 Hungarians lost their lives in 
the fighting and 20,000 were wounded.21' Hunger began to stalk Budapest. 
Terror returned as the arrest and deportation of thousands to forced labour 
camps started. After mid-November, tens of thousands of Hungarians began 
leaving their country through the Austrian and Yugoslav borders. 

Most of the 1956 Hungarian refugees made the decision to leave their 
homes in an instant. Many of those who ended up in Canada never even 
contemplated leaving their homeland until they found out that the police were 
looking for them, presumably because of their role in the revolution. During 
the revolution Andrew Sarlos had joined the National Guard, the newly 
formed volunteer militia. Their arsenal was limited and his comrades-in-arms 
were untrained youngsters. Within a week after the second Soviet intervention 
all resistance ceased. Anna Porter had been at school when a friend told her 
that there was a demonstration going on that day, October 23rd, 1956. 
Excitedly, the young teenagers headed out to the event and joined what grew 
into the Hungarian revolution, all the while not quite clear on what was 
happening. Anna even got hold of a gun when they were handed out from the 
back of a Hungarian military vehicle. When the revolution had failed, Anna's 
mother collected some money by selling their paintings and gathered what 
belongings they could take and headed to the border. (l During these days 
Frank Hasenfratz was elected a revolutionary council member. He took part in 
the fighting, and his unit destroyed two Soviet tanks. When he saw that the 
chain of command broke down, he knew the revolution was near the end.31 As 
a refugee he ended up in the French port Le Havre. In Le Havre he signed on 
to a freighter for a passage to Canada in exchange for work. The 1956 
Hungarian revolution was an entrepreneurial self-selective process. During the 
events of the revolution and after its defeat, the 1956 Hungarian refugees 
demonstrated their entrepreneurial spirit, their willingness to take risks, and 
their ability to adapt to new circumstances. It is not surprising that J. W. 
Pickersgill, Minister of Citizenship and Immigration in 1956, called the group 
"an Immigration Minister's dream."32 

Blocked mobility 

The blocked mobility or relative disadvantage thesis argues that the barriers 
experienced by immigrants due to their lack of language skills, non-
recognition of their credentials, unfamiliarity with the social, economic and 
legal structure of the host society cause many to turn to self-employment as an 



alternative to wage labour. Immigrants' limited range of income generating 
skills spurs them into business as well. The Hungarian communist system in 
the early 1950s deliberately and systematically isolated the country, and 
within it the individual citizens, from all Western influences. Most of the 
refugees knew very little of their new country and few of them knew English. 

In the late 1940s in Hungary, Marxist-Leninist dogma was imposed 
on the country's political and economic system. All institutions became 
controlled by the state, itself run by the all-powerful Communist Party. 
Thereafter the economy was centrally planed without respect for market 
forces. Generally accepted economic principles were ignored, the economic 
system was characterized by unmet demands, inferior quality consumer 
goods, and arbitrary treatment of employees and customers. 

In terms of education the 1956 Hungarian Refugees as a group were 
highly qualified. Although in Hungary a large number of them — both men 
and women — had been employed in technical and skilled occupations, their 
talents were not readily marketable in Canada. In many cases the refugees' 
technical expertise was above the Canadian standards in their respective 
fields, but in addition to their inability to communicate, the refugees lacked 
the knowledge of basic Canadian industrial practices. Lacking the opportunity 
for appropriate career employment, one could argue that a number of 1956 
Hungarian refugees were more likely to strike out on their own. Some 
Hungarian refugees would perhaps enter small business, because it allowed 
them to earn a living while limiting interaction with the unfamiliar culture of 
the host-country. 

Andrew Sarlos graduated in economics at the Karl Marx University in 
Budapest, but he had no papers to prove it. When he came to Canada he 
started as a clerk at a small accounting firm for $25 per week, and to 
supplement his wages he was also working in a soft drink bottling and 
imported gourmet food business. William Mihalik was unable to find steady 
work at first; to support himself, he opened a clothing store in Toronto's 
Kensington Market. When he arrived to Canada young Hasenfratz ended up 
working on a farm near Guelph. 

Aspiration level 

Immigrants' social origin also influences the way they perceive their chances 
of getting ahead. They view their job's status, as well as their economic 
rewards differently than members of their host country. William Mihalik had 
worked in clothing and furniture sales before he left Hungary; in Canada he 
ended up doing the same line of work — he became a shopkeeper. His son, 
Tom Mihalik, an immigrant himself, had a hard school life. "He did not know 
English, was teased for his accent, for his looks, he was just different. He took 



refuge is his father's store." "When I was 12 years old," remembers Tom 
Mihalik, "I knew I wanted to run a clothing business like my father. And I 
wanted a Cadillac Eldorado."33 A young man born in Canada and aspiring to 
work as a manager behind a desk in an office might find the idea of taking 
over a small store less than ideal. For a 1956 Hungarian refugee being self-
employed could be a dream fulfilled. For a Hungarian citizen in communist 
Hungary the opportunity of owning a small business was very slim. By the 
beginning of the 1950s all banks, mines and strategic big businesses had been 
nationalized and almost all small-medium enterprises had been forced into 
collectives. Existing small business owners were intimidated, in some cases 
they faced physical violence and even their families were discriminated 
against.34 Since some of the 1956 Hungarian refugees would know somebody, 
who before the communists had taken power made a respectable living as an 
owner of a small business, and maybe because being self-employed had been 
all but prohibited in their home country, some of them were eager to give it a 
try in Canada. "I had a dream many years ago to have a small machine shop 
with a few employees," said Frank Hasenfratz.35 

The 1956 Hungarian refugees were predominantly young people, 
only about 5000 of them were over the age of 45. Because of their age, their 
perceptions of job hierarchy were different than that of a more mature group's. 
It could be argued that the 1956 refugees were more concerned with economic 
mobility than with social status. Taking over or starting a small business was 
in their view probably a positive alternative to working for someone else, as 
well as the best way of getting ahead. 

Circumstances of Migration 

Migration scholars increasingly agree that whether newcomers arrive as 
temporary migrants or permanent settlers, makes a great difference in their 
propensity to seek a life of self-employment. Immigrants who plan to return 
home, or visit home regularly and assess success in terms of their pre-
emigration standard of living, are more interested in instant financial rewards, 
and will likely work for someone else. Permanence is likely to add an edge to 
the settler's quest for opportunity. If a temporary migrant does not succeed in 
the country of his destination, he or she can return home. For newcomers who 
come to their new homeland for good, success is a must as for them there is 
no going back. It is for this reason that permanent immigrants tend to be more 
self-assertive, which is a requirement of entrepreneurial success. 

As soon as the 1956 refugees crossed Hungary's borders they knew 
that there was no returning. They were aware of the violent reprisals that the 
newly-established Kadar regime inflicted on its real or perceived enemies. 
After the fall of 1956 many thousands in Hungary were imprisoned and 



thousands were executed/16 For many years after 1956 the Hungarian refugees 
faced prison terms if they returned. When it became obvious to Andrew 
Sarlos that the revolution could not go further, he felt that he was left with 
little choice. Staying in Hungary would mean prison, and with his record, 
probably death. For Sarlos the decision to leave was relatively easy to make. 
For him the evil he knew was far worse than the uncertainty he faced."17 Frank 
Hasenfratz knew that for his membership in the revolutionary council he 
would either end up in Siberia or be executed. The Hungarian refugees, 
knowing that they had to make a future for themselves in emigration, were 
probably more interested in long-term economic progress than short-term 
financial success; and dead-end jobs might have spurred them into starting up 
a business of their own. Setting up a business is a risky endeavour. Immig-
rants who plan to return home with some capital would take the safer option 
and work for someone else, while the entrepreneurial Hungarian refugees 
would plan for the long run and might take the risk to start a small business. 

Another condition of successful immigrant business activity is 
settlement pattern. Permanent immigrants usually arrive with immediate 
family members; temporary immigrants often leave family members behind. 
Therefore temporary immigrants must send funds to support families living at 
home, while permanent settlers can use the money to start up a business. 
Family members can also be sources of cheap labour to maintain economies 
of scale. Generally, the single immigrant has the propensity to accumulate 
financial capital, the foundation of any enterprise, at a higher rate. Should a 
married refugee decide to become self-employed, he or she may rely on his or 
her spouse for financial support needed to enter into ventures, or help with 
running a small business. Most of the 1956 refugees did not leave family 
behind. More than half of them were single and most were male. The next 
largest group, about 40 percent, were married, and the rest were divorced, 
widowed, or were children.38 The refugees as a group had family statuses that 
were conducive to venturing into entrepreneurship. Frank Hasenfratz, Robert 
Lantos, Anna Porter and Andrew Sarlos left Hungary as singles. William 
Mihalik left his wife and son at home, they joined him in 1968. 

Post-migration Characteristics 

Another factor that has a strong effect on the outcome of self-employment is 
the environment where the immigrants settle down. A great deal of research 
suggests that cities and well-defined geographic regions are incubators for 
entrepreneurship.39 Cities function as "open systems" to attract talented people 
from various backgrounds and stimulate their creative capacities. 0 The 
majority of the 1956 Hungarian refugees came from cities, in particular from 
Budapest. It is not surprising that most of them established themselves in 



Canada's major metropolitan areas. Refugees who arrived by ship at Halifax 
and St. John and were supposed to proceed by train to their appointed 
destinations in the West, rather disembarked in Montreal. It was estimated that 
over 40% of each trainload got off. Only the installation of a few railway 
guards around the station stopped the slipping out of the Hungarian 
refugees.41 Nearly half of the refugees settled in Ontario, Toronto receiving 
the largest number of them, nearly 8,100. Ottawa and Montreal also received 
large number of Hungarian immigrants. It has been estimated that close to 
7,000 Hungarian Jews entered Canada after the revolution.42 They were a 
highly urbanized group, and there is every reason to believe that the over-
whelming majority of them settled in Montreal and Toronto, the main centres 
of Jewish-Canadian life. By living in Canada's economically and socially most 
diverse, open, innovative regions, Toronto and Montreal, the refugees largely 
increased their chances of entering into the entrepreneurial stream. Another 
characteristic of a supportive environment that is critical for an immigrant is 
that the know-how of running a business can be acquired through on-the-job 
training. What is at work is the principle of cumulative social advantage: 
members of an ethnic group whose characteristics favour self-employment 
will be more likely to be hired by someone from the same ethnic group. 
Through their employment they will be more likely to be able to learn the 
business skills needed to eventually venture out on their own. 

Immediately after their arrival in Canada, the 1956 Hungarian 
refugees were generally well treated by members of the three previous groups 
of Hungarian immigrants. Although the previous generations had very 
different immigration experiences, which led to some ill-feelings and friction, 
for the most part the old Hungarian community tried to help the refugees. First 
hand knowledge about the workings of ownership also gives an advantage to 
the would be entrepreneur. It is safe to speculate that among the three waves 
of immigrants there were a few Hungarians who had already established 
businesses and were willing to hire the new-arrived refugees. Probably the 
jobs were at an entry level, but it gave the newcomers an opportunity to learn 
by observation, laying the foundations of self-employment. After all, in a 
restaurant, working in the kitchen, is the logical occupational bridge to 
becoming a restaurateur. 

Resource Mobilization 

William Peterson, one of the best-qualified scholars in the field of ethnic 
studies in the United States, defines the word ethnic as an adjective that refers 
to differences between categories of people. When it is linked to the noun 
"group", it implies that members of that group have some awareness of group 
membership. Members of an ethnic immigrant group are able to rely on 



support based on mutuality; they can also create resources that offset the 
harshness of the social and cultural environment they encounter. The social 
structure of an immigrant community tends to breed organizations both formal 
and informal. These informal and formal structures tend to provide ethnic 
entrepreneurs with resources that give them competitive advantage in the 
business world. Ethnic entrepreneurship is the formation of enterprises by an 
individual who uses some type of support, instrumental and/or expressive, 
from the ethnic community whose member he or she is.44 

Resource mobilization focuses on the social structures through which 
members of an ethnic group are attached to one another and the way these 
social structures are used. Such structures consist of two parts: the network of 
kinship and friendship of the ethnic communities and the interaction of these 
networks within the larger economy. Many of the formal Hungarian 
organizations that came into existence with the influx of the 1956 refugees 
were defined by the revolution. After their defeat, freedom fighter organiza-
tions went into exile. Some established "branches" in a number of countries, 
including Canada. Another Hungarian refugee organization was the Federa-
tion of Hungarian University and College Students of North America, with a 
member association in Canada. Just as important were the artistic and 
professional groups founded after 1956, most of which were brought about by 
refugee artists, musicians or professionals. Such an organization was 
Toronto's Kodaly Ensemble. Examples of new organizations were the 
associations of engineers, writers, agronomists, teachers and so on. Many 
informal organizations came into existence as well. With the addition of 
thousands to the Hungarian community, many activities that were not feasible 
before became realities. Ethnic schools were organized, where parents could 
meet informally, soccer teams were formed. Both Toronto's and Montreal's 
Jewish-Hungarian community also became very active. The 1956 Hungarian 
Refugees revitalized Hungarian community life. 

As the refugees settled into the networks of Hungarian groups, it 
became more likely that within these networks business related support and 
the spread of relevant information would take place. The 1956 refugees' social 
networks probably provided the opportunity for obtaining credit that was 
important to start a business. In addition to capital, through these 
organizations the owners of small businesses could rely on sources to obtain 
information about permits, laws, regulations, management practices, sites and 
reliable suppliers. Through the Hungarian community, partners could have 
been also secured. Partners are crucial to small business development, because 
they enable the immigrants to pool capital, reduce the need for outside labour, 
and reduce costs, which is essential to maintain the competitive edge. The 
informal Hungarian organization probably helped its members to connect to 
Hungarians in higher positions. These connections would have given an 
opportunity to secure loans and maybe money partners. 



An important issue facing small businesses is hiring employees. 
Unlike native-born Canadians, the 1956 refugees who started small businesses 
probably did not face difficulties in labour recruitment. In immigrant firms, 
ethnicity provides a common ground on which the terms of employment are 
negotiated, conflicts are resolved. Usually when an ethnic owner retains a kin 
or friend for employment, there is an understanding that the employment 
relationship is reciprocal.43 The relative ease of finding employees through the 
immigrant networks gives new enterprises viability. 

An informal gathering place for the 1956 refugees in Toronto was the 
area on Bloor St. between Spadina Ave. and Bathurst St. nicknamed 
"Schnitzel Row" because of the number of Hungarian restaurants and delis 
which could be found here.46 Another location was the Spadina Ave. and 
Kensington Market area. In the late 1950s and early 1960s one was as likely 
to hear Hungarian spoken in these two areas as one would English. 
"Kensington back then still had a lot of Jewish stores and a lot of Hungarians," 
remembers Tom Mihalik. "Most of the stores were family businesses, the 
owners lived on the second floor and the store was on the main floor. There 
was a real Hungarian community here. We had our own church, theatres, 
butchers and grocers. Kensington Market was haven for me. William's 
clothing store was a gathering place for Hungarians in the market. William 
Mihalik would cook breakfast in the store, and would play chess with the men 
who came by in the morning."47 Should a refugee need some help, job, 
information, maybe a little money or just psychological support, it was in 
these places that he or she would look and find them. Small business owners 
would also frequent these places to find reliable employees, to meet potential 
suppliers and customers or just for news. These areas would significantly 
increase the competitive advantage of Hungarian small businesses. 

It is safe to speculate that common ethnic ties allowed the 1956 
refugees to enter into business transactions within the fairly large, established 
Hungarian community. When small firms trust each other, the cost of 
transactions between them is likely to be lower, which would increase their 
profit margin. Regular cooperative transactions between entrepreneurial 
Hungarian suppliers, subcontractors and customers would have increased 
efficiency and ultimately the staying power of the Hungarian small business. 

Governments vary substantially in the level of economic assistance 
they provide to immigrants and ethnic minorities. On the political scene both 
the Canadian federal and provincial governments took exceptional measures 
to facilitate the settlement of the refugees. In 1956 Canada opened its doors 
and lowered existing barriers to immigration more quickly, and behaved more 
magnanimously, than during any previous refugee emergency. This country 
took in over 37,000 Hungarian refugees, almost 20% of those who had 
reached Austria, compared to the 38,000 admitted by the United States.48 

Neither the Prime Minister nor the Cabinet placed any explicit ceiling on the 



number of Hungarian to be admitted. The Cabinet established no formal 
guidelines regarding financial expenditures or any other related matters 
involving the movements of Hungarian refugees.4' In many cases normal 
immigration procedures such as screening for health, securities etc. were dis-
pensed with. 0 Canada not only accepted every Hungarian refugee who 
wanted to come, but it also paid for the refugees' passage as well. There were 
complex negotiations between the federal and provincial government 
regarding their acceptance of specific number of refugees, and their response-
bility for health and other care.51 

The 1956 Hungarian refugees arrived to their final destinations in 
Canada as fast as the government was able to bring them in by ship, plane and 
train. Clearly, they were not facing any restrictive conditions with respect to 
opening small businesses. On the contrary, they enjoyed unprecedented 
support from both levels of government. The economic conditions in Canada 
were also in favour of the 1956 Hungarian refugees. The country had 
prospered during the decade since World War II. Generally, Canada's gross 
national product and rate of unemployment suggested that the economic boom 
would continue.52 In light of prosperity and the need for skilled workers, it 
seemed that the economy would be able to absorb rapidly the large influx of 
refugee workers. The media and public opinion climate were overwhelmingly 
positive as well. A small northern Ontario town expressed reservation about 
the refugees, stating publicly: "We don't want them." Canadian public and 
media disapproval was so swift and emphatic that the town was forced to 
issue an official apology.53 As a result of the overwhelming Canadian support, 
the 1956 Hungarian refugees who contemplated to open up a small business 
should have felt encouraged. 

Conclusions 

The Waldinger et al. model implies that no single characteristic, whether pre-
migration or post-migration experiences or circumstances of migration, will 
determine the level of self-employment, but what will is how these various 
characteristics interact with one another and with the local opportunity 
structure. The 1956 Hungarian refugees were endowed with abundant 
predisposing factors: they were risk takers — highly motivated, well prepared, 
and able to adjust. They were ready and willing to build a new life in Canada. 
Probably for many of them the quest for the "good life" was using their 
entrepreneurial spirit and starting a small business. Circumstances also helped 
the formation of small enterprises. Both fellow Hungarians and Canadians 
welcomed them. Canadian cities acted as an incubator for the active 
Hungarian social networks, entrepreneurial creativity and innovation. The 
governments at both levels encouraged them, at least indirectly. There is 



every reason to believe that as the 1956 Hungarian refugees ' predisposing 
factors and their opportunities for resource mobilization interacted, it gave rise 
to many successful Hungar ian entrepreneurs. The case study literatures and 
anecdotal evidence substantiate this hypothesis. 

Whi le entrepreneurship and the Cuban exile experience have a varied 
voluminous academic literature, the 1956 Hungarian refugees as ethnic 
entrepreneurs is an unresearched academic subject. Potential entrepreneurs, 
policy makers and academics would largely benefi t f rom the scholarly s tudy 
of the rich experiences of the Hungarian refugees who ended up as 
entrepreneurs. But t ime is running out: many of them, including Will iam 
Mihalik and Andrew Sarlos, are already gone. 
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