
Chapter 4 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
ONTARIO'S CULTURE 

It might be asked at this point what was it that Hungarians have 
given to this province through the ages and what are they likely to 
give it in the future? Their first contributions have been, on the 
whole, the same as those of other immigrants. The vast majority of 
them came to start life anew in this land and worked hard to attain 
their dreams of a better life. In doing so, they have helped to develop 
the province's economy. The early immigrants brought with them 
little more than their strong hands and backs, and their determina-
tion to place their existence on a solid economic footing. Most of 
them toiled for years and decades in circumstances that demanded a 
great deal of physical stamina and often a willingess to risk one's 
health, and even life itself. Most of the old immigrants' colonies had 
had their martyrs, men (or occasionally women) who lost their lives 
in industrial or construction accidents. Those who were disabled or 
reduced to ill-health by unsafe industrial environment were less 
likely to be remembered, but were undoubtedly just as or even more 
numerous. In a sense, the later arrivals had it somewhat better as 
proportionately fewer of them had to work at menial jobs. Neverthe-
less, they too, worked hard and rarely spared themselves in their 
efforts to achieve the "good life" aspired to by most people in the 
province, immigrant and native-born alike. It should be mentioned 
that many of the later newcomers brought with them valuable 
expertise which they used, after overcoming initial problems 
connected with resuming their careers, to the benefit of Ontario. 
Their contributions were not confined to economics. Many Hungar-
ians who came to Canada in this century, and in particular during 
the decade after 1948, were able and experienced artists, musicians, 



and so on. Their contributions were predominantly in the realm of 
culture. 

While most of these contributions were those of individuals, there 
are examples of Hungarians making collective contributions to the 
development of Ontario. Any list of these has to be arbitrary and can 
serve only as an indication of what types of enterprises were 
undertaken by Hungarian-Canadians the result of which was the 
enrichment of the province's cultural or in some cases economic or 
social life. Some of these contributions were the result of the 
organized, collective efforts of a great number of Hungarian 
Canadians, while others were the work of a small group of them, or 
the achievements of a handful, acting as individuals. 

Toronto's Central Hospital 

An example of a contribution to Ontario attained mainly as a 
result of the initiative of a few people, is Toronto's Central Hospital. 
Located on Sherbourne Street, in the heart of this multi-ethnic 
metropolis, this hospital is a unique multicultural institution that 
provides medical services to thousands of Torontonians, and people 
from other parts of the province, in their own language. It is 
centered on a six-story modern building where a staff of multi-
lingual medical personnel treat people who lack adequate command 
of English to undergo treatment in another hospital. 

This remarkable institution was founded in 1957 by two Hungar-
ian doctors, Paul Rekai and his late brother John. T h e Rekais left 
Hungary in 1948, driven by their country's incipient communist 
transformation. After spending a few years in France, they immi-
grated to Canada. They arrived in Toronto in May, 1950. Soon 
thereafter they had an interview with the Registrar of Physicians and 
Surgeons of Ontario. During this interview the Registrar com-
plained to the Rekais — who by then were fluent in English — that 
many immigrant doctors tried to resume their medical practice 
before they learned English adequately. He asked: "how can 
they expect to treat patients without being able to understand 
them?" It was a question that the Rekais would recall on many oc-
casions.1 

After passing the licensing examination they opened a medical 
practice recruiting their patients among Toronto's numerous 
non-English-speaking immigrants. They realized that people with 
limited knowledge of English needed medical service in their own 
language. As no hospital in Toronto was in a position to provide 



medical treatment on this basis, the Rekais decided to remedy the 
situation by opening a hospital of their own. First they bought a 
building which had been used by the Canadian Institute for the 
Blind as a retirement home, assuming a huge mortgage in the 
process. They obtained a further loan for the purpose of alterations 
and renovations.2 

The Rekais' hospital was opened in May of 1957. In 1961, a new 
wing was added, enabling an increase in the number of beds from 32 
to 72. The expansion was made possible by the assumption of 
further debt by the Rekais in the form of mortgages, bank loans and 
private loans. No public money was expended to help the project. 
The following years were spent in preparations for the transform-
ing of a small, private hospital into a modern, 175 bed facility. These 
aspirations were realized in 1970 when the new building was opened 
in a ceremony presided over by former Premier John P. Robarts. In 
1975 a multi-specialty out-patient clinic was added, in a building 
adjacent to the hospital.3 

Since 1957 the hospital has treated more than 200,000 inpatients. 
Its clinic has more than 35,000 out-patient visits a year. Seventy per 
cent of these patients were born outside of Canada, and twenty per 
cent of them needed language assistance. In recent years the most 
often required languages were Portugese, Italian, Chinese, Greek, 
Spanish, Magyar, Polish, Serbo-Croatian, and German.4 

Over the years this first multilingual hospital in Canada has 
pioneered health care methods now widely used across the country 
in helping patients whose mother tongue is other than English (or 
French). The first component of the hospital language service is an 
interpretation service available in some 30 languages. This service is 
provided voluntarily by hospital and clinic staff who speak the 
patient's language. The second component is a language aid service. 
Patients who do not speak English are visited every second day by a 
member of the non-medical staff who speaks the patient's language. 
The visitors enquire about the patient's progress, comfort, and any 
problems regarding communications with the medical staff. The 
third aspect of the hospital language services is the use of multilin-
gual forms: instruction sheets, questionnaires, consent forms, 
dietary sheets etc. In addition, care is taken that the individual 
patient's religious practices and traditions concerning food are 
respected. There can be no doubt that the existence of such facilities 
has made life for many tens of thousands of Ontario residents — 
Hungarians as well as members of many other ethnic groups — 
easier to bear, especially in critical moments of illness and 
uncertainty.' 



The "Hungarian Chair" and the Review 

While the Rekai brothers struggled to realize their dream of a 
hospital where patients can get treatment and encouragement in 
their own language, other Hungarians were working toward the 
goal of more effective dissemination of knowledge about Hungary.0 

These efforts were manifold. Various people, groups and organiza-
tions engaged in this enterprise at various times in the history of the 
Hungarian community in the Province. Most of their work was done 
in Hungarian, which limited its effectiveness to people who already 
had a good knowledge of Hungary. Sometimes, efforts to this effect 
by Hungarian residents in the province came to fruition elsewhere, 
often in the United States, when publications paid for in part by 
monies collected in Ontario appeared through publishers located 
elsewhere. But there were a few campaigns to disseminate knowl-
edge about things Hungarian, or to promote Hungarian studies, 
that centered very much on this province and the results of which 
have helped to enrich the cultural and educational development of 
Ontario. 

Perhaps the most remarkable of these campaigns was the one that 
resulted in the establishment of a privately and permanently funded 
program of Hungarian Studies at the University of Toronto. The 
Chair of Hungarian Studies, as it is known to Hungarians in the 
province, was, at the time of its establishment, a unique institution in 
the Western World. (There is now another such chair, functioning 
at an American university; it was brought into existence through the 
efforts of the Government of Hungary.) 

Plans for a Hungarian program at an accredited university go 
back many years in the history of the Hungarian community of 
Ontario, and indeed, of all of Canada. Suggestions to this effect were 
made occasionally starting with the 1950s. The first major fund-
raising campaign to achieve this aim was launched early in 1964 on 
the initiative of the Szechenyi Society of Calgary/ From the monies 
collected, a course in Hungarian history was sponsored at Mont-
real's Loyola College. T h e program functioned until the end of the 
decade under the leadership of Professor Dezso Heckenast. The 
average annual cost of running the program has been given as 
$2,000. In 1969 an attempt was made to fund a similar program at 
the University of Toronto, at a projected cost of $12,000 annually. 
The provision of this sum would most likely not have caused 
difficulty, but the issue of the selection of the professor to teach a 
course was raised during negotiations with the university, and the 
discussions came to nought. The Hungarian community seems to 



have been responsible for Heckenast's appointment in Montreal, 
and at least a few of its members hoped that they could exercise some 
influence over the selection of the professor at the University of 
Toronto as well. However, these expectations did not endear the 
plan to the university's chief officers who scrapped plans for the 
program's establishment for the time being. A valuable opportunity 
seems to have been missed to begin a Hungarian studies program at 
a post-secondary institution in Ontario at a very reasonable expense. 

In 1972 a meeting was held in Toronto for the purpose of 
organizing a Canada-wide fundraising campaign for the resump-
tion of the efforts to establish a Hungarian program at a university 
in southern Ontario where most Hungarian Canadians lived.8 The 
prime mover of the new campaign was once again the Szechenyi 
Society of Calgary. Many people, both from the Society and from 
other Hungarian-Canadian organizations devoted a great deal of 
their time and energies to the campaign that was started. Perhaps it 
will not seem unjust to these people if the name of only one of them 
is mentioned. That particular individual is Laszlo Duska of Calgary, 
a former officer of the Royal Hungarian Army who, with indefatiga-
ble energy and boundless determination worked, often in the face of 
criticism, for the realization of the campaign's aim. And, this time 
the goal was more ambitious: nothing less than a permanently 
endowed Chair of Hungarian Studies to pass on the knowledge of 
the Hungarian culture and history to second and third generation 
Hungarian-Canadian university students, and to enable young 
people of other nationalities to familiarize themselves with things 
Hungarian. 

The campaign was not conducted without difficulty. In many 
Hungarian-Canadian communities, campaigns to collect money for 
other, often major projects, were under way, or were started just 
about this time. In Toronto, for example, donations were solicited 
for the purchase of a larger building, to accomodate a Hungarian-
Canadian cultural centre. As the months and even the years passed, 
the cost of establishing an endowed chair at a good university also 
went up. By 1973, the figure was $600,000. LAickily for the 
Hungarian community however, the federal government came to 
the campaign's rescue, and promised to double the money collected 
by the Hungarian community. This was done under the govern-
ment's newly-established scheme of encouraging the creation of 
ethnic studies programs at Canadian universities. This development 
infused new life into the campaign and led to the negotiations that in 
1978 resulted in the establishment of the University of Toronto's 
permanent Chair of Hungarian Studies. 



Simultaneously with the launching of the Szechenyi Society's 1972 
program, preparations were accelerated for the launching of an 
English-language journal of Hungarian studies. The history of 
efforts by the Hungarian community in the English-speaking world 
to start and maintain such ajournal go back many years. The first of 
these attempts were journalistic in nature. One might recall in this 
connection the paper started by the late Bela Bacskai-Payerle in 
Winnipeg before the last war, the Young Hungarian American. More 
scholarly successors to Bacskai's paper were the journals the 
Hungarian Quarterly and the Studies for a New Central Europe. The 
former was started before the war with the help of the Hungarian 
Government, but was re-launched years later as a periodical of the 
Hungarian emigration centered on the East Coast of the United 
States. The latter journal was the joint venture of Hungarian and 
other emigre scholars from East Central Europe. 

Neither of these journals succeeded in becoming financially viable 
undertakings or in gaining the support of a wide section of the 
Hungarian emigre middle-class in North America. They may have 
been seen as losing propositions, in the hands of inappropriate 
peoples. Accordingly, support grew for the launching a journal 
more in tune with the aspirations of the Hungarian community. One 
campaign to start such ajournal was begun in 1970, just as these 
sentiments were gaining popularity with many Hungarian emigre 
leaders both in Canada and the United States. T h e author of that 
campaign was an Ontario resident, the late Ferenc Harcsar of 
Ottawa.9 His original scheme was to start a periodical in which 
people with great deal of knowledge about Hungary would dispel 
some of the mistaken notions that the peoples of the English-
speaking world held about Hungary and Hungarians. To gain 
moral and financial support for the idea, Harcsar approached the 
leaders of scores of Hungarian organizations in Canada and 
elsewhere, while to obtain editors for the journal, he recruited 
academics, including the writer of these lines. It was from these 
beginnings that the predecessor of this journal would be born in 
1974 with the rather awkward title, the Canadian-American Review of 
Hungarian Studies. 

In time, it became apparent to Harcsar that the venture he 
dreamed about would either have to be a scholarly journal of 
Hungarian studies, produced and edited very much as scholarly 
journals are produced in North America, or it would have to be an 
English-language version of the usual emigre publications imbued 
with more-or-less obvious political overtones. Luckily for the cause 
of scholarship, Harcsar opted for producing an academic periodi-



cal. The decision cost the venture some support, and for Harcsar it 
resulted in a few strained friendships. Nevertheless, the journal 
persevered with the backing of the Hungarian Readers Service, a 
federally incorporated charitable organization, sustained for many 
years almost exclusively through Harcsar's labours. The Readers 
Service fully supported the campaign to establish a chair of 
Hungarian studies and came to a tacit understanding with the 
Szechenyi Society that after the establishment of the planned 
program in Hungarian studies, the journal in question, usually 
referred to as " The Review", would become an integral part of the 
"Chair." Harcsar did not live long enough to see his dream realized. 
He died in 1979, a year before an arrangement was finalized for 
cooperation between the University of Toronto's Chair of Hungar-
ian Studies and the journal, resulting in the transfer of the editorial 
office to Toronto, and the publication of the journal under its 
present name and in its new format. 

At the end of the 1970s then, a unique development took place at 
the University of Toronto. Instruction was started in the Hungarian 
language, in the history of Hungarian literature, and related 
subjects. In fact, some courses were conducted in Hungarian. In the 
Review, the program acquired a learned journal, at the time the only 
one of its kind in the English-speaking world. It can be presumed 
that these developments helped to inspire the Government of 
Hungary to work toward the implementation of a similar program 
at a leading American university. It speaks of the achievements of 
the people responsible for the creation and enrichment of the 
program in Toronto that the realization of a similar undertaking at 
Indiana University (with its Chair of Hungarian studies and its 
affiliation with the newly-established journal, the Hungarian 
Studies,) was completed only recently, years after the work of the 
Toronto Hungarian Chair and of the Hungarian Studies Review had 
started in Ontario. 

The Kodaly Ensemble 

A different type of contribution to Ontario's cultural life has been 
made by the Kodaly Ensemble of Toronto.1 0 Named after the noted 
Hungarian composer and ethnomusicologist Zoltan Kodaly, the 
Ensemble had its origins in the years that followed the arrival of the 
1956 refugees. In 1960 Gyorgy Zaduban, a relative newcomer, 
organized a male choir mainly out of recently-arrived Hungarians 
in Toronto. Soon thereafter the choir became a mixed one, and a 



folk-dance group was added. From these roots would develop, over 
the next few years, the Kodaly Ensemble. Periodically it would be 
supplemented by an orchestra, and on some occasions it would 
mount performances involving well over a hundred performers. 

The main function of the Kodaly Choir and of the Ensemble 
during the early years of its existence was to present the choral and 
folk-dancing traditions of Hungary to Hungarian as well as to 
non-Hungarian audiences. Most of the ensemble's leading figures 
had been exposed to these traditions in post-war Hungary. Zaduban 
himself had been a student of Kodaly, while Julius Prommer, the 
dance group's leader in the early years, had been a professional 
dancer in Hungary and had exposure to the folk-dancing choreogra-
phy that was fashionable in that country in the 1950s. Not 
surprisingly, the repertoir of the Ensemble during the early 1960s 
mirrored that of amateur and state-sponsored ensembles in Hung-
ary in the first post-war decades. In fact, the Ensemble's most-often 
performed stage productions in those days were patterned on what 
has been called the choreographic "extravaganzas" of the Hungar-
ian State Folk Ensemble. 

In addition to staging performances featuring parts of the 
repertoir of the State Folk Ensemble of Hungary, the Kodaly 
Ensemble also produced original works. The most remarkable of 
these was the 12-minute "story dance" number: "Este a Faluban" 
(Evening in the Village), with its music and choral work by Zaduban 
and choreography by Prommer. In performing this and other 
pieces produced for choir, orchestra and a dance group, the Kodaly 
Ensemble was doing pioneering work in the history of theatrical folk 
art in Canada. 

Both the production of original numbers, and the presentation of 
the repertoir of dance ensembles in Hungary, were greatly appreci-
ated by audiences in Toronto as well as in other metropolitan centres 
with large Hungarian populations in neighbouring provinces and 
states. The emotional welcome that the Ensemble received in some 
communities, especially in those that were made up of members of a 
former wave of Hungarian immigration, can be explained by the 
fact that for these people the Ensemble revived long-forgotten 
memories and created a tangible contact with long-abandoned 
cultural roots. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s the Ensemble, in particular its 
dance group, was faced with a major challenge. As original leaders 
and members retired — and attrition was especially fast among 
dancers for whom not only expertise and dedication but also superb 
physical conditioning is a requirement — new people were needed 



to replace them. After a short existence the Ensemble, and in 
particular its dance group, was faced with the prospects that 
confront many immigrant organizations only after a prolonged 
period of existence: the threat of extinction caused by a lack of 
people who have the appropriate cultural skills to carry on the 
organization's work. By this time it seemed that the dynamism that 
the refugees represented in this particular aspect of Hungarian-
Canadian cultural life was spent. While the work of Hungarian 
immigrant organizations requiring few skills other than the knowl-
edge of the ancestral language could continue, the existence of this 
very special cultural institution was threatened. People with the 
appropriate skills could not be easily obtained. Immigration from 
Hungary had stopped. Relations between the Hungarian communi-
ty in Western emigration and the regime in Hungary were bad, and 
there was no possibility at the time of saving the Ensemble through 
some form of cultural cooperation or exchanges with Hungary. The 
Ensemble's salvation had to come from the resources of the 
Hungarian community of Ontario, in particular, from a younger 
generation of Hungarian Canadians. But young Hungarian Cana-
dians did not have the necessary cultural skills. Kodaly was certainly 
correct when he said that "Culture cannot be inherited — each 
generation must master anew the culture of its forebears." 

The Kodaly Ensemble's salvation then lay in its ability to involve a 
new generation of Hungarian Canadians in its work, in inducing 
young members of the group to master the culture of their fore-
fathers, in this case the art of folk-dancing. Without perhaps making 
a conscious decision to become an instrument of culture transmission, 
the Ensemble became increasingly involved in the teaching of folk-
dancing to newer and newer groups of Hungarians living in the 
Province. Increasingly, people who came to join the Ensemble, and 
in particular its dance group, were young men and women who 
received their first exposure to Hungarian folk-dancing in Canada. 
It was this trend that led to the formation of a junior dance group in 
the mid-1970s, and a children's group a few years later. 

Still another development that was to help in the maintenance of a 
Hungarian folk-dancing tradition in Ontario was the gradual 
establishment of links between Hungarian folk-dancers in this 
province and those in Hungary and, later, in Transylvania. These 
links were sought usually by younger members of the Ensemble's 
dance group, who, in order to fur ther their knowledge of Hungar-
ian folk-dancing, travelled to Hungary to observe Hungarian dan-
cers in action, either during casual occasions, or during the practices 
or performances of amateur or professional groups. 



The traffic between Hungarian folk-dancers in Ontario and 
Hungary soon became a two-way affair. In the mid-1970s Karoly 
Falvay, a choreographer and ethnographer in Hungary, was invited 
to Toronto to teach the members of the dance group. His visit was 
just the first of many visits by dancers, choreographers and 
musicians from Hungary, at the invitation of the Kodaly dancers. 
The most notable among these was the remarkably talented couple, 
Zoltan and Ildiko Zsurafszky, who visited and instructed the 
Ensemble's dancers on three separate occasions during the early 
1980s. 

The increased emphasis on teaching the young and the establish-
ment of contacts with young artists in Hungary had a profound 
impact on the evolution of the Ensemble and especially its dance 
group. Most importantly, the danger of disintegration was averted. 
As the original, Hungarian-trained members of the dance group 
retired from dancing, others stepped into their places. The most 
dedicated among these learned their skills in Canada, from dance-
masters visiting from Hungary, or on visits to the old country itself. 
In time, the inspiration for these people was no longer the 
highly-choreographed, extravagant productions of the Hungarian 
State Folk Ensemble of the 1950s, but a new trend in folkdancing in 
Hungary, the so-called tanchaz movement. 

This particular movement became popular in Hungary during 
the early 1970s.11 In essence, it was the mastery of authentic styles of 
peasant dancing in many cases from the Hungarian districts of 
Transylvania. The diagnostic characteristic of this type of dancing is 
that it is highly improvisatory in nature, just as most Hungarian 
folk-dancing had been in times gone bye. The word tanchaz itself 
means dance house, and refers to the practice of Hungarian 
villagers in Transylvania getting together in a community hall, or in 
someone's living room, and dancing to the music provided by a small 
gypsy band. The practice was revived in the early 1970s in 
Hungary's cities and led to the establishment of numerous folk-
dance clubs that met for the purpose of dancing these traditional 
Hungarian dances regularly in a relaxed, often informal 
atmosphere. 

These developments in Hungary served as example and inspira-
tion to a number of young Hungarian Canadians, both dancers and 
musicians, in Toronto. To them, the movement provided a new 
perspective on Hungarian folk culture. Tanchaz dancing (and 
music) had greater meaning and relevance than the highly choreog-
raphed and therefore rather artificial dancing they had become 
familiar with in the early 1960s. The new style had its roots in the 



Hungarian past, it also linked the folkdance and folk-music enthusi-
asts to a Hungarian presence: to the isolated and persecuted 
Hungarian minority of Rumania. These young devotees of the new 
movement embraced the new trend in folk-dancing with zeal, 
mastering its intricacies during trips to Hungary and Rumania, 
from teachers brought out for dance seminars from the former, and 
from recordings, 8 millimeter movies, and later, f rom videotapes. 
The consequence of all this was that the Kodaly dancers became the 
first major Hungarian dance group in the Western world to adopt 
the new direction in Hungarian folk-dancing. 

In 1980 Zaduban, the Ensemble's founder and veteran conduc-
tor, retired. With his departure, the Kodaly Ensemble lost its 
potential to have a professional orchestra. His expertise in conduct-
ing could not be replaced; however, the choir was saved when Margit 
Zydron assumed the position of choirmaster. At the same time, 
Kalman Dreisziger became the Ensemble's Artistic Director. He was 
one of those younger members of the dance group who received 
their first exposure to Hungarian folk dancing in the Ensemble itself 
during the early 1960s. He refined his skills through repeated visits 
to Hungary and Rumania, and through contacts with Hungarian 
folk-dancers both in North America and in Eastern Europe. Under 
his leadership, both the nature of the dancing performed by the 
Kodaly dancers and the Ensemble's repertoir were transformed. 
Emphasis was placed on the preservation of the traditional elements 
of Hungarian folk-dancing and on the presentation of this type of 
dancing to audiences. To underscore these trends, a small orchestra, 
called Eletfa (Tree of Life), was added to the dance group. It was 
patterned after the folk orchestras of rural Hungary and Transylva-
nia of the old days. The Kodaly's teaching efforts were also 
continued. Members and former members of the dance group were 
responsible for teaching more than half-a-dozen Hungarian fol-
kdance groups in southern Ontario. The lion's share of this work has 
been done by Dreisziger himself who paid regular visits to folkdance 
groups as far apart as Windsor and Niagara Falls. 

The Kodaly Ensemble celebrated its 25th anniversary this year. 
To mark the occasion, it presented an anniversary concert. The 
concert's programme was designed to reflect the work of the 
Ensemble during the past quarter century. With the help of 
Zaduban, who came out of retirement for this occasion, the 
Ensemble produced several integrated numbers (performed by the 
dance group accompanied by choir and a full orchestra), as well as 
some authentically choreographed traditional dances, accompanied 
by the Eletfa orchestra. The ability of the Ensemble to transmit the 



Hungarian folk-dancing tradition to newer generations was plainly 
evident. Four dance groups made up of people in different age 
groups were featured during the performance: the youngest made 
up of children in their pre- and early teens, and the oldest made up 
of the "veterans" of the 1960s who returned to the Ensemble to 
participate in this special performace. 

The folk-dancers, singers and musicians of the Kodaly Ensemble 
have performed services to the Hungarian community of Ontario 
beyond entertaining its members and familiarizing them with truly 
Hungarian dance and music forms. By attracting hundreds of 
young people to folk-dance groups throughout the province, they 
have helped in the Hungarian community's efforts at culture 
maintenance. For many a second and third generation Hungarian 
Canadian in the Province, this folk-dancing represents the main if 
not the only link to Hungarian culture. But these folk-dance 
enthusiasts have also helped to enhance the reputation of Ontario's 
Hungarian community through the acclaim they have gained by 
their performances in neighbouring provinces and states. The 
Kodaly Ensemble in particular has helped to enhance the whole of 
Canada's reputation in the realm of folk-dancing. The group was 
asked during the early 1980s to act as Canada's emmissary at an 
international folk-dance festival in Puerto Rico. Its most impor-
tant contribution to Ontario's culture, however, is the enrichment of 
the lives of many people in the Province, and the establishment of a 
tradition that is likely to continue to make the lives of many 
Ontarians richer and fuller in the decades to come. 




