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In its 1924 retrospective on the first generation Hungarian immigrant expe-
rience in the United States, the 25th jubilee edition of the large and success-
ful Hungarian-American daily, the Amerikai Magyar Nepszava [American 
Hungarian People's Voice], noted that neither the Hungarian ethnic frater-
nals nor their newspapers could have survived their early years without 
each others' mutual support. The Jubilee edition further noted that it had 
required 25-30 years of immigrant experience before this state of inter-
dependence had finally come to an end.1 This symbiotic relationship, best 
exemplified by the development of the so-called "official newspaper" phe-
nomenon whereby large weekly or daily newspapers were selected to act as 
official organs (i.e. advertisers and promoters) by the large fraternal asso-
ciations or federations, was common practice among many first generation 
East European immigrant groups from the 1890s to the 1920s. Besides the 
Hungarians, other East European groups known to have engaged in sim-
ilar fraternal-press relationships included the Rumanians, Slovaks, Poles, 
Slovenes, Serbians, and Croatians.2 The consequences of this practice — 
on the negative side, mutual financial dependence, loss of managerial and 
journalistic integrity, vituperative competition; on the positive side, sur-
vival in the early years of struggle —were shared by all of these groups, 
including the Hungarian immigrants, whose experience will be examined 
in this paper. 

This study will attempt to demonstrate how the official newspaper rela-
tionship influenced the development of the Cleveland based weekly news-
paper, the Magyar Hirmondo [Hungarian Herald], and the swiftly growing 
Hungarian-American fraternal, the Verhovay Aid Association, during the 
first decade of the twentieth century. The major Hungarian-American fra-
ternals and newspapers involved in official newspaper relationships at the 



turn of the century will be introduced first. Next, a short summary of 
the Magyar Hirmondo's record of selection to official newspaper status by 
these fraternals during its first five years of existence (1900-5) will follow. 
Finally, the study will conclude with a detailed analysis of the Hirmondo's 
experience with the Verhovay Aid Association after the latter decided to 
support it as its sole and exclusive official newspaper from 1905 until the 
Hirmondo's demise in 1909. 

I 

During the formative decade of the 1890s in the Hungarian-American com-
munity, the ethnic press played a crucial role in initiating, organizing and 
unifying local fraternal societies into large, national federations. The large 
fraternal federations, in turn, supported their ethnic newspapers by adver-
tising in them and eventually by selecting one or several of them as their 
"official" newspapers to represent them to their members and to the com-
munity at large. This practice originated in the 1890s3 when the early 
press began printing directories or guides, called "egyleti kalauz" (fraternal 
directories or gazettes), for the small fraternal associations mushrooming 
within the nascent immigrant communities. At first, the "egyleti kalauz" 
comprised simple membership lists published at the local level. By the 
turn of the century, however, as some of the local fraternals amalgamated 
into large national federations, they began to employ national newspapers 
with wide readerships to represent their interests. Thereafter, their pub-
lished egyleti kalauz grew to include extensive lists of member lodges, the 
names of their officers, announcements of their social events and official 
meetings —all of which frequently filled as many as 4 to 5 pages of the 
official newspaper. 

This relationship was almost universally practiced by the large newspa-
pers and fraternals during the first two decades of the twentieth century. 
The large fraternal federations normally selected their official newspapers 
by democratic vote of their membership at their annual or biannual con-
ventions. Not surprisingly, the choice often went to the newspaper with the 
most subscribers among the members. The selected newspaper reaped lu-
crative rewards. It attracted new subscribers and advertising, and its presses 
were used by the fraternal to print in-house publications.4 Massive politi-
cal campaigns, waged by the competing newspapers' supporters among the 
rank-and-file in their local chapters and lodges, preceded the conventions. 
The resulting stormy showdowns over this issue between highly polarized 
newspaper factions or parties at the conventions proved to be among the 
high points of these meetings. The actual selection process was normally 
left to the last day or two of the convention to assure that all competing 
newspapers remained to cover the entire meeting.5 



Between meetings, disgruntled members were encouraged by this system 
to ignore normal channels of redress for their grievances by turning to the 
editors of opposing newspapers to vent their fury at their fraternal organiza-
tion. Naturally, the fraternal's official newspaper felt obliged to respond in 
kind to defend its employer. Exchanges of this kind frequently led to highly 
personalized attacks between competing editors and sometimes degenerated 
into interminable press wars feeding on long remembered animosities.6 

The first Hungarian publisher-editor associated with the official news-
paper practice on a national scale was Gustave Sz. Erdelyi, owner of 
the Amerikai Magyar Nemzetor [American Hungarian Guardian]. Estab-
lished in 1884 in New York City as the first successful Hungarian weekly, 
Erdelyi's newspaper, like those that succeeded it, survived more by depen-
dence on individual benefactors and the support of the emerging fraternal 
societies than by quality journalism. Accurately assessing the needs of his 
unlettered worker/peasant subscribers, Erdelyi's Nemzetor set the journal-
istic pattern emulated by other first generation newspapers until the end 
of the second decade of the twentieth century. Together with the weekly 
Szabadsag [Liberty], which began publishing in Cleveland in 1891, it en-
gaged in populist/nationalist sensationalism and passionate quarreling with 
other newspapers over fraternal, church, and other community movements 
and issues.7 As the first influential Hungarian immigrant newspaper on the 
East Coast, the Nemzetor was selected during the 1890s as the official 
newspaper for the largest of the Hungarian-American fraternal organiza-
tions, the Sick Benefit Societies Federation of Bridgeport, Conn, (referred 
to hereafter as the Bridgeport Federation). Upon this newspaper's demise 
in 1899, its official status with the Bridgeport Federation was passed on to 
its successor in New York City, the Amerikai Magyar Nepszava8 

Since by the turn of the century the largest concentrations of Hungar-
ian immigrants were located in Cleveland (Ohio) and New York City, 
these cities became the headquarters for the largest privately owned non-
sectarian newspapers competing for Hungarian-American readership on a 
national basis. The New York City community supported tht Amerikai Ma-
gyar Nepszava (which, after replacing the Nemzetor as a weekly in 1899, 
emerged by 1904 as one of the two largest dailies in the United States) and 
the much smaller biweekly Bevandorld [Immigrant], founded in 1901.9 

The Hungarian-American community of Cleveland produced three promi-
nent privately managed non-sectarian national newspapers. These were the 
weekly Magyar Hlrmondo, founded in April 1901, and two dailies: the 
Magyar Napilap [Hungarian Daily], which had the unusual distinction of 
starting out as a daily in 1904 (instead of taking the usual route of begin-
ning as a weekly), and the already mentioned Szabadsag, which from a 
slow start as a weekly in 1891 grew into a daily by 1904 in response to 
competition from the Magyar Napilap and Amerikai Magyar Nepszava.10 



Of the six large fraternal federations extant at the turn of the century, five 
regularly chose official newspaper representatives from among the above 
mentioned national newspapers. The three largest federations were non-
sectarian immigrant workers' organizations with fast proliferating chapters. 
They included the Bridgeport Federation, the Verhovay Aid Association, 
and the Rak6czi Sick Benefit Association. Two smaller but still important 
bodies competing for official newspaper representatives were sectarian (de-
nominational) federations, including the Hungarian Reformed Federation of 
America and the St. Mary, Patroness of the Hungarians' Association. The 
sixth body, the Hungarian Workers Benefit Association, was a socialist or-
ganization. It subsidized its own ideologically oriented organ and made no 
use of the national/secular press to promote itself.11 

As the largest of the fraternal federations at the turn of the century, 
the Bridgeport Federation set the pace for the other Hungarian-American 
associations. The Federation was the first to employ the most influen-
tial newspaper in its geographical region as its official organ (it chose the 
Amerikai Magyar Nemzetor of New York City in the 1890s, followed in 
1899 by the Nemzetdr's successor, the Amerikai Magyar Nepszava). The 
Federation set another important precedent in 1903. To avoid the deleteri-
ous affects of vicious political battles before, during, and after its biannual 
conventions over the selection of its official newspaper, at its 1903 conven-
tion the Federation decided to employ three large newspapers to represent it 
instead of just one; it selected the Amerikai Magyar Nepszava, Szabadsag, 
and Magyar Htrmondd}2 It also began the practice of advertising in all 
other newspapers which regularly attended and reported on its annual con-
ventions and other activities.13 

Unlike the denominational fraternal associations of some of the other 
Eastern European immigrant groups (such as, for example, the Slovaks 
and Poles), during their formative years the Hungarian-American denom-
inational federations did not publish their own in-house official organs. 
Hungarian-American ecclesiastical newspapers were independently run by 
clergy publishers who competed, along with the secular press, to be se-
lected as official newspapers of the denominational federations. The de-
nominational federations preferred it that way because they, like the non-
denominational federations, gained wider publicity and avoided the most 
nefarious effects of press wars (of which the most ferocious were "clergy" 
press wars, waged by clergy editors)14 by choosing several official organs, 
from both the secular and denominational press, to represent them.15 While 
this practice helped the denominational federations avoid being monopo-
lized by their clergy run newspapers, it had the negative effect of mul-
tiplying the potential meddlers in their perennial political and theological 
squabbles.16 

Since Hungarian-American publishers, editors, and journalists played an 



important role in influencing the nature of the described official newspaper 
relationship, the character and quality of these journalists deserve discus-
sion. As already noted, competition for circulation and advertising revenues 
was intense. Routinely engaging in populist polemics, nationalistic sensa-
tionalism, and personal invectives, the editors emulated behavioral patterns 
established earlier by the Nemzetor and Szabadsdg}1 Robert Harney has 
labeled them "pen fighters"; Robert Park criticized them for their "ruth-
less and violent fighting methods;" and Julianna Puskas referred to their 
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"veritable press wars." 
Robert Park has been one of their harshest critics.19 He described them 

as "failed drifters" with no previous journalistic experience who exploited 
the "emotional luggage" of gullible Hungarian immigrants by participating 
in the "petty graft of parish politics and fraternal society intrigue."20 Park 
concluded that the editors of the two great dailies, Szabadsdg and Amerikai 
Magyar Nepszava, had an "evil" influence on Hungarian-American life be-
cause they had a monopoly on power and no Hungarian-American move-21 
ments could succeed without their support and approval. His strongest 
invectives were reserved for the staff of the Szabadsdg, and especially 
for its founder, owner, and editor (from 1891 until his death in 1913) — 
Tihamer Kohanyi. Kohanyi, he suggested, was among the worst of his 
kind —an inexperienced opportunist rooted in the "small, untitled, and in 
later years largely landless Magyar gentry" which in Hungary represented 
"conservative and chauvinistic Junker rule." 

Park's harsh assessments have not gone unchallenged. Julianna Puskas 
has pointed out that the quality of the early dailies did not so much re-
flect their editors' lack of training and experience as it did the low quality 
demands of their readers.23 Robert Harney has questioned Park's and oth-
ers' quick and easy assumptions about editorial quality in the absence of 
scholarship analyzing the occupational mobility and social backgrounds of 
early editors.24 In fact, a very cursory survey of the journalists involved 
in the events under discussion points to men of training and education, 
albeit competition in the New World produced opportunistic tendencies 
among them. Thus, while Kohanyi did reflect the chauvinistic tendencies 
of the Hungarian gentry, he had experience as a journalist in Budapest 
before migrating to the United States. He worked at many different jobs 
after his arrival, including manual labor and door to door peddling, before 
moving to Cleveland to start the Szabadsdg in 1891.25 A man of immense 
energy who took on all comers as he built his paper by appealing to his 
worker/peasant readership and absorbing losing competitors (including, as 
we shall see, the Magyar Hirmondd and the Magyar Napilap in 1909), by 
1910 Kohanyi came to be recognized as one of the leading lights in the 
Hungarian-American community. 

During the first decade of the twentieth century Szabadsdg's leader-



ship was challenged by Imre Fecso, a newcomer to Cleveland, who began 
publishing three newspapers, including the daily Magyar Napilap and the 
weekly Magyar Hirmondo. While Fecso came close to reflecting Park's 
stereotype of the inexperienced newspaperman with a limited education,26 

he made no claims to journalistic ability and did no writing or editing. He 
was a businessman with the good sense to employ a relatively high qual-
ity staff to edit his newspapers. His staff included, among others, Henrik 
Baracs, Tivadar Hodinka, Geza Farkas, Karoly Racz Ronay, Arpad Mo-
gyorossy, and Gyula Rudnyanszky. All were accomplished writers with 
journalistic experience in Hungary and the United States.27 

While a tacit division of labor apparently did exist between the Midwest 
and East Coast based newspapers and the fraternals which employed them 
in their respective geographical regions, each newspaper, regardless of its 
location, was prepared to challenge any other for official status when the 
opportunity arose. For example, additional challenges to Kohanyi's and 
Fecso's Cleveland based newspapers occasionally arose among newspapers 
published in New York City. The largest of these papers, the daily Amerikai 
Magyar Nepszava, was founded, edited, and published after 1899 by Geza 
Berko, another example of an experienced journalist. The Nepszava grew 
swiftly by appealing to its urban, professional environment and manifesting 
a more liberal emphasis on Americanization.28 Of the two other important 
newspapers in New York City in this decade, the Socialist daily Eldre 
[Forward]29 and the weekly Bevandorld [Immigrant], only the latter was 
non-ideological and competed for official newspaper status. Its editor, 
Mihaly Singer, had studied in Vienna, was fluent in both German and 
English, and was described as a practitioner of the "Budapest style" of 
journalism.30 

II 

Having introduced the "official newspaper" environment within which the 
press and fraternals operated at the turn of the century, our analysis can now 
shift to a description of the Verhovay Aid Association and the symbiotic 
relationship it developed with its official newspaper, the Magyar Hirmondo, 
during the first decade of the twentieth century. 

Founded in 1886 by Hungarian miners in the anthracite coal region of 
northeastern Pennsylvania, by 1902 the Verhovay Aid Association emerged 
as one among three or four Hungarian-American fraternal organizations 
which had attained national stature. While still in its infancy and confined 
to the anthracite region of Pennsylvania during the 1890s, the Verhovay 
Aid Association had been ignored by all but one small, local Hungarian-
American newspaper which made the first attempt, albeit unsuccessfully, 
to become its official newspaper.31 However, as new Verhovay chapters 



proliferated in the coal and steel producing regions of western Pennsyl-
vania and Ohio after the turn of the century,32 the Association came to 
the attention of influential Hungarian-American newspapers published in 
Cleveland, Ohio. By the Association's first national convention, held in 
1902, and continuing thereafter for the next three years, the membership 
routinely shifted its selection for official newspaper back and forth between 
Cleveland's two weeklies, the Szabadsag and Magyar Hirmondo, produc-
ing in the process a strong pattern of competition between the respective 
owners of these two newspapers, Fecso and Kohanyi. 

From the time it first began publication in 1900, the changing nature of 
the Magyar Hirmondo's editorial comments on the official newspaper rela-
tionship illustrated how editors and publishers were buffeted by the com-
petitive environment in which they found themselves. At first very much 
opposed to the official newspaper system, the Magyar Hirmondo made it 
clear that the Hungarian-American press and fraternals were well aware 
of the negative influences the practice exerted upon them and upon the 
Hungarian-American community at large, and that the press and fraternals 
therefore wanted to do everything in their power to avoid the practice. The 
assumption supported by some newspapers that the successful development 
of fraternals depended upon their promotion by their official newspapers 
was questioned by the Hirmondo. Moreover, the Hirmondo suggested, 
newspapers which depended for their revenues on fraternal organizations 
would not retain an independent voice because the editors' opinions were 
dictated by institutional and pecuniary interests.33 The Hirmondo described 
what it called the "dilemma of press and fraternal relations" in the follow-
ing manner: the press and the large fraternals were the keys to community 
development (the Hirmondo ignored the role of the churches), they needed 
each others' support to perform their functions properly. The press needed 
to remain free to criticize, advise, and educate the Hungarian-American 
fraternals and community without engendering suspicions about its moti-
vations. If the press were perceived as "competing" for official newspaper 
status, its advice and suggestions would come under suspicion. Productive 
development for both fraternals and newspapers, the Hirmondo concluded, 
would be possible only within a free and competitive environment.34 

As the Hirmondo began to participate in official newspaper relationship 
after 1903, however, it switched to defending the system and attacking the 
unfair "tactics" of its main rival, the Szabadsag.35 In response to a dis-
gruntled letter-to-the-editor from one fraternal society member suggesting 
that the "servant (by which the writer meant the press) was becoming the 
master (of the fraternal association)," the Hirmondo responded that the offi-
cial press was neither its servant nor master but "served" the association.36 

When in 1903 the Hirmondo announced that to "avoid suspicions" about 
its motives it was no longer "competing" for official newspaper selection 



at the upcoming Bridgeport Federation convention, it was in fact signaling, 
in the language of the times, its intention to do just the opposite. Further 
indicating its new-found support for the official newspaper system was 
the Hirmondo's suggestion that divisiveness at conventions over this issue 
could be avoided if large fraternal federations employed several official 
newspapers instead of just one. The evil consequences of competition and 
favoritism could thereby be avoided, the Hirmondo concluded, insuring that 
all editors could speak frankly and openly about fraternal issues without 
engendering suspicions about their motives for doing so.37 

That the Hirmondo had emerged as a major player in official newspaper 
competition became evident when in 1903 the Bridgeport Federation de-
cided to shift to "collective" official newspaper representation and selected 
the Hirmondo as one of its representative organs. Then in November 1905 
came the unexpected Verhovay decision to make the Hirmondd Verhovay's 
sole official newspaper. Apparently without consulting the Verhovay mem-
bership, the Verhovay officers had decided to break their contract with the 
Szabadsdg (which had only recently been appointed by democratic vote at 
the June 1905 convention) for "neglecting its responsibilities" in represent-
ing the Association.38 In an even more unprecedented move, the officers 
recommended that to avoid future neglect from its official newspaper, the 
Association should appoint the Magyar Hirmondd as its "exclusive" organ 
to which all members would thereafter be required to subscribe.39 

At this juncture the Hirmondo''s recently equivocating editorial philoso-
phy on official newspaper status took an unequivocating turn toward sup-
porting the idea that large fraternals should employ only one official news-
paper. Thereafter, until its demise in 1909, the Magyar Hirmondd argued 
that to achieve their full potential for growth, large fraternal federations 
required the services of only one official newspaper, to the exclusion of 
all others.40 The repeated efforts of Imre Fecso's Magyar Hirmondd after 
1905 to sell the Verhovay membership (and, in the process, the Hungarian-
American community) on this idea until the collapse of his newspaper in 
1909 will be the focus of the balance of this paper. 

Ill 

In 1905, the Hirmondd and the Verhovay officers defended their unprece-
dented exclusive organ proposal by arguing, first, that mandatory mem-
bership subscription fees would pay for the exclusive services of the of-
ficial newspaper without incurring extra costs to the organization; second, 
that using one newspaper would enable the fraternal to disseminate the 
same controlled news about the organization to all members; third, that 
the selected newspaper could be expected to devote all of its resources 
and attention to promoting the Verhovay Association; and fourth, that as 



the 30,000 member Slovak Catholic Union was prospering while requiring 
its members to subscribe to its official organ (.Jednota), so, too, could the 
Verhovay Aid Association be expected to prosper with its exclusive official 
newspaper, the Magyar Hirmondd.41 

Szabadsdg refuted these arguments. First, it reminded the Hirmondo of 
its (the Hirmondo's) previously published declarations against representa-
tion of fraternals by only one official newspaper; second, it denied the 
existence of parallels between church related fraternals such as the Slovak 
federation and non-sectarian fraternals such as Verhovay; third, it recalled 
that the Bridgeport Federation had shifted to using several official newspa-
pers to avoid the previously experienced negative consequences of selecting 
only one; and finally, it accused the Verhovay officers and the Hirmondo 
of conspiring to give a $3000 monopoly to the Hirmondd based on the 
proposed two year contract requiring the 1500 membership to pay annual 
subscription fees of $1.00 per man.42 

When in early 1906 the Verhovay management decision to switch from 
the Szabadsdg to the Hirmondd was put to the test by a mail ballot of the 
rank-and-file, it received support, but just barely, and on the old terms. 
While the employment of only one newspaper was accepted, it excluded 
the mandated subscriptions feature and continued the practice of shared 
fraternal advertising with other newspapers.43 Thus while the Hirmondd 
was recognized as the Association's sole official newspaper for the publi-
cation of news, Szabadsdg continued to publish the Verhovay kalauz and 
no specific newspaper was mandated for purchase by the membership. 

Although the Magyar Hirmondd had failed to win exclusive status with 
mandated membership subscriptions, its role after 1905 as the only news-
paper with direct official access to Verhovay news had important conse-
quences. On the one hand, the Hirmondd could claim credit for the tremen-
dous growth the Association was experiencing during the second half of 
the decade.44 On the other hand, its increasing dependence upon Verhovay 
patronage resulted in its publication of a flood of uncritical praise for all 
managerial actions and decisions between the 1905 and 1907 conventions. 
In the process the Hirmondo became the mouthpiece for the fraternal's na-
tional leadership and also exercised undue influence upon the organization's 
internal politics.45 

In 1907 the Hirmondo's renewed efforts to be selected as Verhovay's ex-
clusive official newspaper46 was again unanimously opposed by the repre-
sentatives of Szabadsdg and the other newspapers present at the convention. 
The Hirmondo's opponents argued anew that the proposed change would 
provide the Hirmondd with a virtual monopoly over Verhovay readership 
and policy. A stormy debate over this issue at the convention resulted in 
action similar to the previous 1905 decision: the Hirmondo was reelected 
for two more years as Verhovay's official newspaper under the old con-



tract, permitting the use of other newspapers as advertisers and rejecting 
the exclusive subscription feature.47 

At the 1909 convention held in Pittsburgh, this struggle over official 
newspaper status produced a crisis situation which demonstrated how closely 
the success or failure (indeed, the very survival!) of both the fraternal and 
its official organ had come to depend on each other. For weeks before 
the meeting the Hirmondo provided the Association with controlled news 
coverage, praising all actions of the officers. Campaigning hard among the 
local chapters to have itself elected as the Association's exclusive newspa-
per, the Hirmondo again argued that the alternative practice of employing 
several newspapers stifled fraternal development by depriving it (the fra-
ternal) of the exclusive attention and support that one newspaper could 
provide for its future growth.48 

Geza Kende, Kohanyi's second in command on the Szabadsag staff, ar-
gued to the contrary. He warned that for two years the public had been 
left ignorant of all Verhovay activities except for the controlled, highly sus-
pect propaganda printed in its official newspaper. He suggested that since 
the non-official press was prevented from providing objective news, the 
fraternal was losing its legitimacy within the Hungarian-American commu-
nity. By selecting only one newspaper to represent the Association, Kende 
cautioned, the membership was losing control over managerial policy by 
being compelled to read the same censored version of the news. Finally, he 
refuted recent Hirmondo allegations suggesting that the Bridgeport Feder-
ation was experiencing declining membership because it employed several 
official newspapers instead of only one to represent it 49 

When the June 7, 1909 convention opened in Pittsburgh, floor battles 
immediately ensued over two related issues which traditionally divided the 
membership: questions about financial mismanagement and selection of the 
official newspaper. The financial mismanagement question split the dele-
gates between the supporters of the officers, defended by the Hirmondo, 
and their opponents, supported by newspapers competing for official status 
and led by Szabadsag. As usual, factional tensions reached their highest 
pitch over the official newspaper issue when Imre Fecso repeated his of-
fer of the "free" services of the Hirmondo on an exclusive subscription 
basis.50 Geza Kende responded for the eight opposing newspapers at the 
convention by arguing that the Association would gain more collective ser-
vices and publicity if it used several newspapers instead of relying on only 
one.51 Kende further explained that Fecso's proposal deprived Verhovay 
members of the freedom to subscribe to the newspaper of their choice; that 
it threatened the survival of other newspapers excluded from advertising 
income; that it thwarted the independence of the press by making it reluc-
tant to criticize fraternal officers for fear of losing advertising support; and 
that prepaid membership subscriptions (membership had grown to nearly 



eight thousand) would result in total financial dependency for the strug-
gling Hirmondo upon the Verhovay Association's continued support. To 
end the bickering over this issue at conventions, the Szabadsag, Amerikai 
Magyar Nepszava, and other newspapers argued in favor of the alternative 
proposal, suggested by the Hirmondo itself to the Bridgeport Federation 
in 1903, of routinely appointing two or more major newspapers to official 
status on an equal basis. 

By 1909, the mood of the membership was in fact turning sharply against 
the Verhovay officers who were being accused by convention investiga-
tive committees of mismanagement and favoritism. Several factors con-
tributed to these suspicions. First, there was the traditional Hungarian-
American working men's fear of being exploited by their fellow white-
collar compatriots. To Hungarian-American workers, their exploiters in-
cluded their pastors and businessmen, but especially their newspaper editors 
and journalists.54 Second, mismanagement resulting from the loose account-
ing methods used by the Verhovay officers was clearly demonstrated by the 
investigative committees. And finally, as the regional base of membership 
expanded westward, growing suspicions about a conspiracy favoring Fecso, 
who had spent his early years as a miner in the anthracite region,55 and 
the anthracite based officers who still monopolized management,56 began 
to work against Fecso's official newspaper.57 

Noting the growing opposition, Fecso hurriedly withdrew his exclusive 
offer. But the officers, recognizing that their survival had come to be tied 
to that of the Hirmondo, used questionable parliamentary tactics to win the 
Hirmondo's re-appointment as the Association's newspaper based on the 
old contract.58 These tactics of the officers, combined with their surprising 
reelection to their respective offices (only the president, Arnocky, was re-
placed, despite revelations about mismanagement by all of the officers),59 

left a veil of suspicion over the entire convention upon its adjournment. 
Ensuing events demonstrated how the official newspaper issue could 

magnify other political questions surrounding the fraternal federation and 
eventually lead to destructive consequences for both it and its representa-
tive newspapers. As the disgruntled delegates returned to their respective 
lodges after the convention, their lingering suspicions about mismanage-
ment and favoritism exacerbated two political irritants which were coming 
to a head within the membership. The first of these was a growing re-
gional polarization reflecting the organization's shifting power base as it 
expanded westward. On the one side stood an alliance of New York City 
lodges supporting the lodges located in the original Verhovay anthracite 
heartland comprised of the founding "mother" society in Hazleton, Pa., 
and its early offshoot lodges located in the surrounding hard coal regions 
of northeastern Pennsylvania. On the other side were the more recently 
founded lodges located in the western Pennsylvania and Ohio coal and 



steel producing regions which were growing increasingly influential.60 

The second political issue related to rank-and-file resistance to central-
ization. As the Association outgrew its anthracite origins, many of the 
chapters displayed great resistance to relinquishing the localized democratic 
practices and autonomy which they had enjoyed in the past.61 These two 
issues — regional polarization and the struggle against growing centralizing 
tendencies, both products of expansion and the inevitable growing pains 
of a small, local, informally managed fraternal evolving toward becom-
ing a national insurance company — were brought to a head by the official 
newspaper issue of 1909. 

In the summer of 1909 what at first appeared to be a routine press war 
following a contentious Verhovay convention turned into something much 
more serious than that. The growing dissension over the festering issues 
described above was fueled by a flood of negative press reports published 
by three competing newspapers —the New York based Amerikai Magyar 

fO 
Nepszava and Bevandorlo, and the Cleveland based Szabadsag. Attack-
ing the managerial decisions and style of the Verhovay officers, each news-
paper claimed it wanted to "save" the Association by printing its version 
of the news. As the events of the next months demonstrated, their mutual 
recriminations led to the opposite result, nearly destroying the fraternal 
association. 

Confused and angry, the members of one Verhovay lodge after the other 
reported their refusal to accept the Hirmondd as their official newspaper and 
their unwillingness to send future publicity information and fees to it. As 
some of the chapters withdrew altogether from the Association in protest 
against the actions of its officers,64 the extreme dependency relationship 
which had developed between the Hirmondd and the Verhovay organiza-
tion forced Fecso's two newspapers to file for bankruptcy. The two defunct 
newspapers were immediately absorbed by Kohanyi's Szabadsag, thereby 
greatly enhancing the latter's prestige and influence within the Hungarian-
American community.65 Left on the defensive and in need of the support 
of a powerful newspaper, at their October quarterly meeting the Verho-
vay officers next decided to replace the Hirmondd with the Szabadsag as 
Verhovay's official newspaper. Inadvertently, the officers thereby repeated 
the mistake they had made in 1905: because they chose Szabadsag with-
out membership approval, they were deluged with renewed criticism for 
practicing arbitrary management from the top. 

Accused of having "purchased" official status instead of being demo-
cratically elected to it,66 it was Kohanyi who now found himself attacked 
from all sides. His opponents reminded him that he had argued for the use 
of several newspapers as Verhovay advertisers;67 that he had denounced 
as illegal the recent re-election of the Hirmondd to the status of official 
newspaper, a status which he now inherited; and that he was contradicting 



himself by shifting from condemnation to praise of the officers' policies 
and actions.68 

The resulting newspaper polemics and internal fraternal dissension split 
the Association into two nearly equal political factions. In an effort to 
bring about a resolution, two New York chapters proposed holding an 
extraordinary convention in New York City, and were supported by the 
Hazleton, Pa., "mother" society and other lodges located in the surrounding 
anthracite region.69 

This call from the eastern lodges for an extraordinary convention was a 
blatant challenge to the authority of the central office which had been tem-
porarily relocated, amidst much protestations, from the Hazleton "mother" 
society to Pittsburgh.70 While the Easterners were partially appealing to 
this regional rivalry, they were also exploiting the previously described 
wider political struggle between the rank-and-file and management over 
the intruding forces of centralization and professionalization within the 
fraternal.71 

Attended by approximately one half of the delegates, the extraordinary 
convention convened by the Eastern lodges met in New York City during 
November 1909. Clearly controlled by two large New York City chapters 
(38 and 83) and the Hazleton mother society with its anthracite allies,72 

the convention denounced the Pittsburgh based management and elected 
new officers to replace them (including two ex-officers from the anthracite 
chapters who had been removed at or since the earlier Pittsburgh meeting). 
The official newspaper dilemma was resolved by the appointment of several 
newspapers to that status, on an equal basis, including Szabadsdg and 
two New York based papers, the Bevandorlo and the Amerikai Magyar 
Nepszava. In addition, the Egyleti Elet, also of New York, was to serve as 
a monthly advertiser, to be paid by each chapter annually for its services.74 

Having split into two competing factions, the Verhovay Association was 
at this point on the verge of self-destruction. Management had completely 
lost control of the organization and the fraternal's fate passed into the hands 
of competing newspaper editors. All decisions, directives, and announce-
ments were conveyed by the press, usually accompanied by slanderous 
letters and libelous counter charges. 

Some of the delegates who attended the extraordinary convention in New 
York had hoped that bringing the membership together again might mediate 
issues. But since the meeting was boycotted by management and half of the 
delegates, and since it was regionally biased, this proved impossible. Yet 
the New York meeting did achieve two positive influences. First, it con-
vinced the reluctant Verhovay officers to call an extraordinary convention 

76 

of their own. Second, with the fate of the fraternal hanging in the balance, 
the competing newspapers finally recognized that the potential dissolution 
of the Verhovay Association would benefit no one and mutually agreed to 



stop printing material which had fanned the flames of factionalism.77 

The third and final Verhovay convention to be held that year was con-
vened on November 30, 1909, in Pittsburgh. Concern about press compe-
tition for official newspaper status and the interference, factionalism, and 
enmity which in the past had resulted from it, immediately generated a de-
bate over a proposal to exclude representatives of the press from all future 
discussions and votes taken on official newspaper issues. However, the 
delegates' concern about the possibility of losing press coverage as a result 
convinced them to back away from this drastic step.78 Instead, they turned 
to the oft proposed suggestion that official status be offered, on an equal 
basis, to all major newspapers represented at the convention.79 During 1909 
and most of the decade thereafter, this meant the selection of Szabadsag 
and Amerikai Magyar Nepszava, and usually one other newspaper from the 
Pittsburgh area. Thus, the practice of selecting multiple newspapers for 
this role was finally established. The idea of using a mandatory, exclu-
sive newspaper to which all members had to subscribe was not seriously 
broached again.80 

Not until after 1918, when the Association decided to publish its own 
in-house organ called the Verhovayak Lapja, did the above described sym-
biotic relationship between the press and the fraternal slowly come to an 
end. After 1918, the commercial press and the large fraternal federation 
became fully independent of one another. "Official" reporting was done by 
the Verhovayak Lapja which reflected the institutional interests of the As-
sociation, while the commercial press became the source of "instant" news 
reporting, as opposed to the "controlled" institutional reporting which it 
had earlier been compelled to provide. As other large fraternal federations 
followed suit, on a national level, at least, the era of close relationships 
between large fraternal federations and their "official" newspapers came to 
a close during the 1920s. 
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