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From Industries to Farming
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It is generally not realized that early Hungarian immigration
to Canada represented a cycle, the first two phases of which
consisted of peasant farming in Austria-Hungary, left behind
usually for work in the factories and mines of the United States,
particularly Pennsylvania. T h e third and final phase, was most
frequently homesteading on the Prairies. T h e purpose of this
paper is to throw light on some aspects of this migration sequence, and to explore the very important role that was played in
it by immigration agents, foremost among them Paul Oscar
Esterhazy (1831-1912).*
1
Andrew A. Marchbin was the first historian who tried to assess
Esterhazy's work and take into account the socio-political impact of a rapid industrial and technological revolution in late
nineteenth century Pennsylvania. 1 He pointed out that most
Hungarian immigrants to the United States prior to the turn
of the century had been labourers engaged in mining and in
iron and steel production, and that the term "Hungarian" was
applied at the time to all newcomers from Hungary irrespective
of ethnic descent. Marchbin also called attention to some of
the difficulties facing immigrants from Hungary, such as interethnic disharmony and overcrowded housing conditions. He
explained, for example, that at first Magyars and Slovaks tended
to worship together but soon arguments about the frequency
and extent of the language to be used in the services poisoned
their relationship and led to separation along ethnic lines. 2
Marchbin also noted the ill-effects of life in the burdos haz
(pidginized Hungarian for "boarding house"), but failed to
dwell upon the economic exploitation and social degradation
the workers were subjected to, as well as the other evils of life
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in contemporary industrial Pennsylvania. The man who did
notice these evils at the time was Esterhazy. As much as it was
possible for him, he even tried to remedy or eliminate them, first
through intercessions with American authorities and then
through colonization schemes aimed at enabling his unfortunate peasant countrymen to return to the land.
2
Early in 1883, Esterhazy's energies seem to have been spent
on helping immigrants dumped and left at Castle Garden, a
major receiving centre for people arriving in the United States.
In an interview he gave at the time he assured a reporter that
the two hundred and sixty Hungarian immigrants there were
given by him extra allowances of bread and that he spent several hours every day among them. Two hundred of the arrivals were being secured work in the construction of railroads
or in the mining of coal in Pennsylvania. Esterhazy felt prompted
to state that the Hungarians were not "a lazy and intemperate
people. T h e Magyar would sooner starve than to obtain a livelihood by begging. These Hungarians are not paupers, but have
been driven out of their native country by the failure of crops...
They are in every way desirable immigrants..." 3 Esterhazy's
statement was tinged with his romantic outlook, which
characterized his public statements on his compatriots and native
land.
Slovak and Magyar peasant newcomers were often overwhelmed by the tremendously different social and cultural
environment which awaited them in the industrial regions of
the United States. T h e social life of workers in the cities and
towns of the mining areas in Pennsylvania was often characterized by heavy drinking, fights, mental and personality
problems and accidents. These phenomena frequently indicated a process of alienation in their midst. 4 Neither the
immigrants nor Esterhazy could have been aware of the real
nature of the predicament of these miners and foundry hands,
and were not in a position properly to perceive the relationship
between the economic and social changes affecting them. Of
course, it could not have been clear to them that practically
the same forces of change had been, and were to be, at work
in the case of other ethnic groups, as well as later waves of
immigrants.

In an era of social Darwinism, immigrants from Eastern
and Central Europe were as a rule treated almost as "white
slaves." A headline from the New Yorker Volkszeitung, a contemporary ethnic newspaper, seems to reflect this outlook:
"Poor Slovaks Deprived of Hard-Earned Wages. Toil, Ill-Treatment, and Miserable Food; No Justice for the Poor Worker." 5
The "poor Slovaks" were actually about 150 destitute Slovak
and Hungarian immigrants who, not being able to find jobs,
had to stay at the time in receiving centres at Castle Garden.
Some of them had been convicted and jailed for a while a few
weeks earlier at the machination of the Pennsylvania, Slatington,
and New England Railroad Company. It was alleged that they
had caused much damage by tearing up the rails of a track
other than the one pointed out to them. On Esterhazy's intervention in their behalf, the workers were released and were to
be paid by the Company not only wages for the duration of their
imprisonment, but also indemnity for their unwarranted arrest.
When the Company refused to pay, the workers downed their
tools to press for their due. T h e Company then retaliated by
having the workers' bunkhouses demolished. Only those who had
some savings could afford to quit the Company. Others had no
other choice but to stay on the job despite the shameless exploitation. They were also obliged to purchase their groceries from
the Company store often at inflated prices. Later, the immigrants were to approach Esterhazy for legal assistance again,
and he did not fail them. 6
Those members of the group who were still unemployed
two months later had to avail themselves of the pitiful facilities
at Castle Garden. Their lot illustrates the economic vulnerability of the immigrants of the time. They were destitute to
the extent that Esterhazy had to distribute loaves of bread among
them. Apparently they had to be contented with meals consisting of bread and water. Furthermore, they could not remain in their common quarters during the day: they had to
leave Castle Garden even on a wet day and stay in the open
"where they stood in the rain presenting a most forlorn appearance. They had been detained so long at the Garden without
work that they were absolutely in rags." W h e n Esterhazy intervened, the men received permission to re-enter their quarters.
The Camp officer's statement that "I guess a little rain will not
hurt them" 7 was characteristic of the official social outlook

of the day. Esterhazy seems to have been a patron of immigrants
from Austria-Hungary, or rather, an unofficial liaison officer
between the authorities and the newcomers. 8
3
Despite the contempt most North Americans felt for Central
and East European immigrants, the d e m a n d for these people
grew not only in the United States, but also, from the 1880s
onwards, in C a n a d a . In fact, before long, quite a competition
developed between the two countries for new settlers. By
mid-1884, Esterhazy was sensing the acceleration of the Hungarian immigration movement and was preparing for it. He
launched the Hungarian-American Colonization Company, with
its headquarters in New York, which aimed at the establishment of extensive Hungarian colonies in New Jersey. T h e
Company's perspectus, dated June 25, 1884, attested to the
good quality of "a large tract of land" as well as to the certainty
of its returning large profit to future investors. Its signatories
included Esterhazy and G.S. Dory. 9 This undertaking proved
also almost fateful for Esterhazy, since it nearly ended in his
financial ruin and he only narrowly escaped even more serious
consequences a year later. 1 0
At first, the venture looked attractive enough and claimed
most of Esterhazy's energies. He attempted to attract settlers
not only from the old country, but also from Pennsylvania and
other states. O n e gain for him from this venture was the acquisition of Dory as an assistant from Pennsylvania, to be followed
by other "lieutenants" from the same state, who were destined
to become his "general staff" in the great adventure of attempting to set up a Little Hungary on the Canadian Prairie.
4
T h e Slav a n d Magyar peasant immigrants of Pennsylvania
knew little of city life and industrial practices. They were "sitting
ducks" for political bosses and ruthless organizers. In times of
industrial tension, they inevitably became involved in actual
violence. Consequently, they acquired the reputation for being
wilful troublemakers. T h e situation deteriorated to such an
extent that in 1884 Esterhazy felt compelled to implore the
Governor of Pennsylvania to take steps to improve the public

image of Hungarians. He used the opportunity to draw official
attention to the "outrages'' committed against Hungarians in
the industrial regions. 11
Two years later troubles arose in the mining areas around
Pittsburgh. Although workers of all backgrounds participated
in the disturbances, both the press and the state government
blamed the Hungarians. They became the scapegoats. An incident in mid-January, 1886, illustrates the point. On the 17th,
law-enforcement agents arrested six strike leaders at one of the
Morewood and Standard mines. Apparently some Hungarians
then intervened and forced the sheriff's deputies to let three
of the leaders go. In its report on the incident the local newspaper accused the strikers of "drinking freely" and making "ugly
manifestations and threatening the company's property." Although the paper admitted that the strikers' wage demands
were being pressed by "Americans," it concluded that the
"Hungarians have been worked up to a dangerous point, and
unless vigorous measures are speedily employed, bloodshed
will undoubtedly follow." 1 2
Events of the next few days justified some of the reporter's
expectations. When the police were ordered to take matters
in hand, violence erupted. Hungarian and Polish miners unleashed a "Reign of Terror" on the district, according to the
headline of the newspaper the next day. T h e strikers were also
accused of spreading the trouble to neighbouring areas. T h e
troublemakers were described as "hard to handle, the women
being worse than the men. They...will fight to death before
they will be captured." T h e Hungarians were blamed even for
the militancy of the American workers: "the Huns are alone
responsible for what (the American strikers) do." Although the
wide-scale industrial unrest that resulted from these incidents
involved only some Polish and Hungarian workers, the blame
was placed on the latter. No one spoke on their behalf. It was
left to the Austro-Hungarian consul to report later:
These men are very different from American workmen, because they do not understand American laws
and cannot speak the language of the country. They
have been wronged, without a doubt. They have asked
for a check weighman and the abolition of the store
order system. Both requests have been refused,
although the laws compel the company to do just
what was asked of them. I know some m e n who were

told they would get $1.60 a day. They worked
weeks and got $4 each, after their lodging had
deducted by the company. Unless something is
to prevent further imposition upon the men,
will be grave trouble. 13
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T h e Hungarian immigrants of the 1880s were mostly former
serfs or children of serfs, peasant emancipation having taken
place in Hungary in 1848. Conditioned to leadership from above,
these immigrants continued to look for leadership outside their
ranks. Esterhazy appeared the most suitable candidate. His
appearance a n d demeanour were aristocratic, and he was
portrayed by the ethnic press as a generous benefactor of an
effective spokesman for all Hungarians. His superb mastery
of English, both oral and written, and his ability to deal with
the leaders of American society on equal terms, were regarded his
greatest assets. It is not surprising that he became one of the
most important leaders not only of Hungarian Americans, but
from the 1880s to his death in 1912, of Hungarian Canadians
as well.
The events of the winter of 1885-86 in the Pittsburgh region
reinforced Esterhazy's conviction that the Hungarian peasant
miners and workers of America were sorely removed from their
normal and congenial environment: the tilling of land. 14 It had
been partly this insight that had turned his attention to schemes
of agricultural settlement in the United States before, and would
cause him to look to the empty spaces of the Canadian Prairies
in 1886. He would have probably started work in this connection
earlier, but his failed New Jersey settlement scheme and resulting personal difficulties prevented him from launching a new
venture. To confound his difficulties, he was also under persistent
attacks by certain newspapers in New York and Pennsylvania.
These attacks were probably inspired by interests -both employers using immigrant labour and merchants catering to an
immigrant clientele--who felt threatened by the prospect of a
large-scale out-migration of Hungarians from the mines and
industrial centres of Pennsylvania. 15 It is not possible to
determine for certain whether the newspaper attacks were the
cause or the result of Esterhazy's plans for Hungarian colonization in Canada, but they no doubt reinforced his determination to proceed with the venture. All he had to do was to arouse

the interest of a few influential politicians in Canada, and to
prove to them that he would be able to attract sufficient numbers
of settlers to establish viable colonies on the Canadian Prairies. 16
The place to recruit settlers was obviously Pennsylvania, a state
rife with inter-ethnic tensions and industrial troubles.
After the successful setting u p of the Hunsvalley colony in
1885, Esterhazy acquired a powerful instrument for further
colonization in Canada. This was the Hungarian Immigration
and Colonization Aid Society, established in April of 1886. T h e
draft charter of the Society, submitted to the Court of Common
Pleas No. 3 of the County of Philadelphia, defined the main
purpose of the corporation as the "aiding of Hungarian
immigrants and settlers to acquire and settle upon land in
America and to protect them from imposition." On receipt from
the court of a decree for incorporation, Esterhazy could submit
to Ottawa a list of prospective settlers anxious for homesteads. 17
The list contained 705 names. Among these were many of the
settlers of the future Canadian communities of Esterhaz and
Kaposvar, but most of the people listed failed to emigrate to
Canada. 1 8
The securing of names for the list had not been an easy task.
Prospective emigrants were exposed to much conflicting advice,
but the most formidable obstacle to action was probably h u m a n
nature itself, which tends to dread the unknown. To all these
were added the newspaper attacks, denouncing Esterhazy as
a fraudulent count and embezzler, and Canada as the "El Dorado
of all arch-rogues." 1 9
6
The setting-up of the first two colonies on the Canadian plains
took place in 1885 and 1886: Hunsvalley in Manitoba and
Esterhaz in the North-West Territories, District of Assiniboia. 20
The choosing of the sites for the settlements was the result of
on-the-spot examination of the region and a careful consideration of the climate, including precipitation. 21 As a result,
Esterhaz and the other neighbouring Canadian-Hungarian
settlements were to have more dependable rainfall over the years
and would suffer less from droughts than areas further to the
west.
Not all of the immigrants brought to Canada by Esterhazy
or his assistants were settled in either of his colonies; some were

taken to work in unspecified places. Nor did they join the settlers
of Esterhaz or Hunsvalley at a later stage. T h e last major group of
Hungarian immigrants--once again from the United States intended for a n d led by Esterhazy in the direction of Esterhaz in
October, 1886, had to be diverted owing to a prairie fire and
never reached the colony. 22
Janos Szabo, the actual founder of Bekevar, still another
Hungarian colony on the Prairies, had tried his luck first in
Pennsylvania, but on returning to his native village in Hungary,
he recalled some of the articles written by the Rev. John Kovacs,
the minister of the First Hungarian Reformed Church in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 23 Those newspaper items depicted
the attractions of farming in the Canadian West, almost in the
manner of Esterhazy. Szabo persuaded a large number of his
relatives and fellow villagers to follow him to Canada. Szabo
arrived at Whitewood in 1898 and in 1900 he found land with the
help of Janos Faraho 2 4 and promptly advised his fellow villagers
of the happy event. Many of these declared their intention to
settle in a colony to be established by Szabo in a letter addressed
to the immigration authorities in Ottawa, and eventually joined
Szabo in the Bekevar area and formed the nucleus of the
community. 2 5
The origins of Hungarian settlement in Alberta can be traced
to the groups of Magyar, Slovak and Ruthenian settlers brought
by Esterhazy from south of the border in 1886. The arrival of the
first Hungarian immigrants to Canada almost coincided with
the beginnings of the Saskatchewan Coal Mines at Medicine Hat
which found themselves in great need of miners. The newcomers
who went there were no more experienced in mining t h a n the
managers of the enterprise in management. Consequently, the
group broke up. 2 6 Even if some Hungarians stayed on for a
while, they completely disappeared from Medicine Hat by the
end of 1898, 27 according to the report of another settling agent. 28
Lethbridge, the major Hungarian centre in early Alberta,
also received its first Magyar settlers from the industrial areas
of the United States as an indirect result of Esterhazy's activities. According to documentary evidence, ten settlers of Esterhaz
went to the coal mines of Lethbridge. T h e fact that their transfer took place at the initiative of the local representative of the
Canada N o r t h West L a n d Company, whose interest would have
dictated the keeping of the men in the colony, testifies to the

great difficulties the newcomers had to endure in their first few
years on the Canadian plains. 2 9 Nothing is mentioned in the
sources of these men's return to Esterhaz. It is likely that—after
sojourning in Lethbridge--they took up land somewhere in
Alberta, as their names do not appear on lists of Hungarian
miners in that city at the beginning of the present century.
Another group of Hungarians was brought to Lethbridge directly from Pennsylvania in 1886 by Sir Alexander Gait, the
founder of the coal mining enterprises in the region. 30 By the
early 1900s there was no trace of these men in Lethbridge
either. 31
7
It was the Gait family who intervened decisively in the development of Lethbridge. Sir Alexander Tilloch Gait (1817-1893),
was a man of parts who played a vital role in the bringing about
of a unified Canada, but his interests ranged widely, from land
settlement to railway building and practical diplomacy, as High
Commissioner to the United Kingdom. 3 2
The first stage in the emergence of Lethbridge was that of
a resource town, that is, a settlement whose existence almost
exclusively depended on one major industry, in the present case,
coal. 33 In the early years, such a single-enterprise town was
very much connected with the activities of one or more entrepreneurs. No doubt, Gait could rightly be denoted as one of
the foremost representatives of this category. 34
Because of his multifarious activities and his prolonged
absences from Canada, Gait could not pay close attention to
his enterprises in Lethbridge. This state of affairs was further
exacerbated by his advancing age. Nor did the years from 1886
on favour the mines. Owing to an economic depression, lasting
for about a decade, he h a d to reduce expenditure, including
wages, and to look for additional markets and investors. Thus,
Gait could not have focused his attention even if he had intended
to do so, on the relieving of the many cultural and social
problems that prevailed in Lethbridge and the mines. 3 5 In other
words, the conditions which were bedevilling the lives of the
Hungarian workers in Pennsylvania were not much better in
Alberta late in the nineteenth century. Gait and later entrepreneurs were introducing Hungarian peasant immigrants into
the mines for no other reason than their "docility" and readi-

ness to work at lower wages than their Anglo-Canadian counterparts. 3 6 Not unexpectedly, a wide gap developed between the
mostly Hungarian and Slavic elements of Lethbridge's residents
and those of British descent who represented a more permanent
component of the city's population. As Lethbridge grew, its
Hungarian "miners," who remained peasants in their outlook
and traditions, felt increasingly ill-at-ease in it.
The "mining camp" on the Flat, close to but not really a
part of early Lethbridge, seems to have been a forerunner of
modern resource towns in Northern Canada. T h e number of
young males there exceeded by far that of females and older
people. The Hungarian workers were overwhelmed by a sense of
geographical, social, and cultural isolation. Being dependent on
a single employer, and facing periods of unemployment due
to fluctuations in demand for coal, they also felt insecure. It
is relevant to contemplate the huge labour turnover (200-300%)
in some modern towns of single industries, as also indicative of
the state of affairs in the mines of early Lethbridge. 3 7
Consequently, another and otherwise not quite noticeable
dividing line emerged between the miners and the rest of the
nascent Lethbridge society. The Hungarians, just like many
other miners, tended to be "sojourners. 38 T h e basic motive of the
emigration for such sojourners was their intention to accumulate
savings overseas to return to their native village and to achieve
social advancement there through the purchase of land. 3 9 T h e
Hungarians of Lethbridge were kept together through the
identity of their objectives as much as from the sameness of their
culture and traditions. Besides, their common purpose lent them
tremendous energy and perseverance to work almost at a
super-human tempo in an appallingly primitive, unhygienic, and
unsafe working environment. With the passage of time, the
acquisition of land on the prairie in the amazing size of 160 acres
appeared to them as a more effective means of creating favourable impressions in their native communities, even if it was to
extend the length of their stay overseas. After the turn of the
century, the then Hungarian miners in Lethbridge were
informed by their relatives or foldiek (fellow villagers) about the
availability of fertile land at Bekevar and in other HungarianCanadian settlements nearby. The same circumstance was a
further reason for the miners not to develop emotional ties to
Lethbridge, nor to heed too much the opinions of its settled

population. 4 0 Nevertheless, the majority of the twentiethcentury Hungarians of Lethbridge were to change f r o m
sojourners into settlers either in the city or in its neighbourhood
and this fact is perceived as a major difference from the
nineteenth-century Hungarian sojourners, none of whom seems
to have stayed in Lethbridge.
T h e peasant immigrants employed in American industries,
particularly in the mines, had been thrown out of their sociocultural context, namely the peasant community. They suffered
and tolerated the inhuman conditions of the time, because they
had a definite objective, a tremendously powerful ambition:
to be approved and regarded as instances of success by their
native communities. That is why they became sojourners in
burdos hazak (boarding houses) or with foldiek or relatives in
Lethbridge, hoping that they could save enough to acquire a
farm and be able to report the fact to their social networks in the
United States and the old country. Many of the early Hungarian
miner-sojourners ended up as settlers in the Hungarian peasant
settlements of the prairie, some of them at Bekevar, the closest
Canadian replica of a traditional Hungarian peasant community.
8
Hungarian emigrants were not only men and women in search
of work and savings, but they carried in their minds the cultural
and social patterns, the values, and traditions of the Hungarian
peasant. They were members of their native communities, who
formed networks connected through ties of blood-, marital-,
godparental-, or other types of relationships. It was a community in which the members were prompted largely by the same
traditions and values and, therefore, were prone to act and
respond in like manner in like situations.
T h e term "community" is often employed today as a synonym
for "settlement" or population. However, the "peasant community" implied much more. It managed to preserve, well into
the 1900s, a good proportion of its original, very strong
communal qualities, such as the willingness to act jointly in a
common endeavour. This tendency still survived in various
processes of farming, in institutionalized celebrations, and
merrymaking.
Thus, peasant immigrants to Lethbridge and Bekevar as a

rule arrived imbued with their ancestral culture as expressed
in values, mores, and other traditions. T h e y only knew well and
trusted the institutions of their native villages. T h a t is why they
were inclined to build up, in the new environment, institutions
resembling the ones left behind. They almost invariably kept
their language, everyday customs, traditional values, working
habits, and, for a while, their peasant costumes. However, their
greatest passion seemed to reside in their yearning for land of
their own.
This is the tenor of a statement by Janos Szabo the founder of
Bekevar:
Also I was directed by God to the mines of America
I came to realize that...the cultivation of the land in
God's open air is m u c h preferable for one minute to a
whole day at the bottom of the m i n e
The cultivator
has the greatest opportunity to observe nature...each
sod broken up by the plough is an altar. 4 1
The argument was introduced above that Hungarian-Canadian settlements on the prairie often were replicas--in varying
degrees--of the native communities, a n d that their members
tended to a smaller or greater extent, to recreate the social and
cultural traits of their native communities. Indeed, early
Lethbridge and Bekevar may be perceived as opposite ends of a
scale, illustrating such a relationship. In the case of customs
connected with weddings the characteristics of the peasant
community were only moderately institutionalized and, consequently, often misunderstood. Institutionalized customs were
the main feature in early Lethbridge without churches or
associations founded by Hungarians. Churches were altogether
very slow to develop--apart from those of the community at
large -even in the early part of this century.
In contrast, Bekevar provided the example of an almost fullydeveloped peasant community. Most of the newcomers to this
settlement grew into "settlers" very quickly after their arrival.
T h e reasons for this include the fact that the first arrivals in
the colony had come from the same village, Botragy. Their
records reveal that they undertook their trip to the prairie either
in extended families or in even broader groups of kin 42 T h e
tendency to similar grouping existed also in the case of later
arrivals. T h e people of Bekevar had to rely on their own effort
and resourcefulness in the building of their communal organiza-

tions. Indeed, they achieved not only survival, but definite
success in a relatively isolated area. A number of institutions
evolved in their midst in the first ten years. Their first minister of
Reformed persuasion, Kalman Kovacsi, became a source of
leadership and inspiration for the community. 4 3 Schools and
such organizations as the Self-Training Association, a football
club, a Hungarian hall, and a Liberal Association, were
established in quick succession.
Among the Hungarian colonists of the Canadian Prairies,
Bekevarians were the most successful in establishing a peasant
community. Other Hungarian settlements also tried to do so. T h e
mainly Roman Catholic Hungarian Canadian communities of
Kaposvar and Stockholm, Saskatchewan, developed strong
institutions as well, and such prairie settlements as Otthon,
Wakaw, Szent Laszlo (Prud'homme), Szekelyfold, Mariavolgy
and others too, had their periods of flourishing communal life
and high degree of social cohesion.
T h e peasant communities of early Hungarian immigrants
constituted a dynamic organization which greatly contributed to
their success as farmers in the virgin prairie and enabled them
gradually to achieve the necessary acculturation. Most of the
pioneers rest in Canadian soil and the objectives of their
descendants have been transformed in a great many ways. Yet,
most of them pay respect to their forefathers, their culture, and
to the communities they brought about.
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