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Otto Z a r e k :  „History o f  Hungary
History is one of those topics which are of most interest to 

the readers of our days. The author's work is by no means the 
first of the kind published in English, though the publishers, 
Selwyn and Blount, do not hesitate to say so on the cover, not 
paying attention to the fact, that one of the books treating the 
same subject (F. Eckhart: "A  Short History of the Hungarian 
People") was also published in London by Grant Richards in 
1931, and at a still earlier date, in 1917, was published Arthur 
B. Yolland’s “History of Hungary" (London: J. C. and E. C. 
Jack Limited.), The present publication possesses a peculiar 
actuality, as it deals with the history of a small country in the 
Danube Valley, and — though indirectly — it touches the very 
troublesome problem of nationalities requiring at last a definitive 
solution after having kept in agitation this part of the world for 
the last century, and hindered the establishment of a lasting 
peace in Central Europe since the Treaty of Trianon. Past ex
perience shows that it is not a quite gratuitous task to consult 
history when looking for a satisfactory solution of political and 
ethnographical problems. We shall therefore try to sum up what 
the author has to say in this respect.

Hungary has always been a land inhabited by various 
nationalities. The first question which arises here is that of the 
original inhabitants. Zarek makes it clear from the beginning 
that the country between the Danube and the Tisza was an 
"empty land" when the Magyars came in in the ninth century. 
Slavs lived only in the Carpathian mountains, — those who had 
survived of the inhabitants of the former State of Great Moravia 
destroyed by Arpad, — and scattered in the southern regions, but 
these had never tried to unite so as to found a State.

In Transylvania the only race found by the Magyars on their 
arrival was that of the "Sz^klers” , an Asiatic type of people in 
appearance resembling the Magyars. Perhaps they were some 
remains of the Avars. In any case, Zarek stresses the fact that 
the ancient Roman settlers had abandoned the Dacian province 
in 275 A. D.: "They retreated as they had come, every single maq 
•f them, so that nothing remained at all." From his scientific 
explanation it becomes evident that no Roman-like tribes lived 
here until the twelfth century. As late as the thirteenth century 
there appeared in the remote upper valleys scattered groups of 
nomadic shepherds who spoke a language similar to the Latin.
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They were called Vlachs, or Wallachs, — hence the Hungarian 
name for them — “ Olah".

One very strong reason for the immigration of foreign 
elements is to be found in the manifold devastations of the land 
during the thousand years history of the Magyar nation. Hungary 
was the valiant defender of Europe against Asia, the safeguard 
of Western Civilization and Christianity against the Tartars and 
the Turks. This mission cost the lives of many thousand Ma
gyars. After the great invasions the Hungarian kings were always 
obliged to settle in the depopulated regions foreign nationalities 
in order to revive the dead country.

That “Asiatic principle of liberal rule”, — as the author 
rightly points out, — which induced the Huns to show a great 
tolerance towards the other races in their State, and which 
brought about the downfall of the Hun empire, was followed by 
the Magyars too. The Hungarian kings treated these newcomers 
as guests, gave them privileges, and even the greatest among them 
passed laws in favour of the non-Magyar nationalities (SU 
Stephen, — Bela — Golden Bull) and ensured their rights. A 
great number of Germans immigrated, partly as a result of the 
foreign relationships of the Hungarian royal dynasties, in the 
suites of royal brides, partly as settlers in Transylvania and in 
Upper Hungary. They all became wealthy, and though many single 
elements became amalgamated, on the whole they maintained 
their separate national units. But if some of those were Ma- 
gyarised, many Magyars took over the language and habits of 
their foreign environment. Such was the case for instance in 
Upper Hungary, where pure Magyar families became absorbed 
by the Slovaks.

The nationalities in general lived in peace within the 
boundaries of the Hungarian State. They contributed to its 
economic welfare and were loyal patriots. Disorder began only 
when biassed agitation set to work. The Habsburg dynasty and 
its most gifted Chancellor, Prince Metternich, used the national 
feeling of these minorities as a political instrument. Hungarians 
distrusted the Habsburgs, who in reply began to pursue a policy 
of colonization already in the 18th century, encouraging all 
foreign elements to enter Hungary, because they wanted the Ma
gyars to be reduced to a minority. Agitation on the part of the 
Viennese Government culminated, when in the 19th century the 
rise of the Hungarian national sipirit became more evident, and 
finally succeeded in turning the non-Magyar nationalities against 
the Magyars. The Government was so shortsighted in its 
passionate hatred of the Magyars that it did not discover the 
danger of Pan-Slavism, which was directed from St. Petersburg 
against the Habsburg monarchy, and encouraged it. However the 
Ausgleich in 1867 brought about a reconciliation in every respect,.
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adjusted the situation of the non-Magyar minorities within the 
Hungarian State and established peace for another fifty years.

In the last chapter of his book Zarek proceeds to relate the 
misfortunes of the World War. He points out that Count Tisza 
was the only Minister in the Monarchy who was against the 
declaration of war. And yet Hungary had to pay dearly: the 
peace-treaty of Trianon was inspired by those few men who 
wanted to achieve the triumph their own personal ambitions. The 
political manoeuvres of Masaryk, Benes, Pashitch and their 
partners achieved their object. Hungary was mutilated.

Otto Zarek has based his work on the best scientific books 
of reference and given an objective and clear summary of the 
History of Hungary. It is to the great advantage of the book that 
it does not isolate the history of Hungary, but sets it in the light 
of World History. It is remarkable that the auther refers time 
after time to the parallel evolution of the history of Hungary and 
that of England, and points out the striking analogies which exist 
between the two oldest and most consistently developed con
stitutions of Europe — i. e. between the Hungarian and the 
English Constitutions. It gives us satisfaction to read an impartial 
praise of the Blood Compact, the basis of the ancient Hungarian 
Constitution, by this broad-minded foreign author, thus refuting 
the perfidious statement propagated by the enemies of Hungary 
according to which Hungary's Constitution and law-evolution 
was antidemocratic. He writes as follows: "The Prince or King 
of Hungary cannot rule ‘by the grace of God'; his sovereign right 
is derived from the Crown. It is not according to his own will 
that he has to exercise absolute or constitutional power; he 
remains bound to the Constitution. The National Assembly — 
however it is organised by the State law — remains the bearer 
of the Nation's will. The dismissal of the assembly is an in
fringement of the holy fundamental law. In modern Europe this 
is the first known guarantee of the democratic principle. Common 
goods, that is to say landed property, belong to all, viz. to the 
Nation. Nation and ground form an intangible and indissoluble 
legal union. The feudal principle of granting land to be held in 
fee, as was practised in Europe of the Middle Ages, is wisely 
excluded. This Constitution of uncultured heathen people is 
a model of liberalism; only England's Magna Charta had the 
courage to rise to the level of its principles."

We must note one more precious statement of Zarek: to
write the history of Hungary is to write the history of Liberty. Otto 
Zarek is the author of an excellent biography of the great 
national hero and champion of Liberty, Louis Kossuth, which was 
published last year in English.

Barbara Jendrassik, Phil. D.
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