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On May 25, 1998, the Canadian House of Commons voted on a motion to give
"...to the members of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and other Canadians
who fought with Spanish Republican forces in the Spanish Civil War between
1936 and 1939, the status of veterans under the federal legislation and making
them eligible for veterans' pensions and benefits." 1 This motion was defeated
but it evoked some strong reactions in the House of Commons and in the local
press either supporting or condemning this motion. 2 These reactions provide a
hint of the emotions which ruled the political arena in the 1930's especially when
the Spanish Civil War was discussed.
The Spanish Civil War of 1936-39, between the Popular Front Republican
Government and the insurgent forces led by General Francisco Franco, was
interpreted then, and subsequently, as an epic struggle between the forces of
democracy and fascism, progress and reaction, good and evil. One of the
enduring legends and myths of this war was the crucial role played by the
International Brigades in defending the Popular Front Republican Government.
There were over fourteen hundred volunteers from Canada, including a large
number from the various Canadian ethnocultural groups who fought in the ranks
of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and in several other units of the International Brigades.' Canadian participation in the Spanish Civil War has attracted
only limited attention from Canadian historians and the specific Hungarian
Canadian story remains virtually unknown. 4
There are several reasons for this lack of historical information. All
records of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and the International Brigades
disappeared with the defeat of the Republican Government in early 1939. Historical information that was subsequently available could be found in published
popular histories, memoirs and autobiographies, obituaries, archival collections of
Spanish Civil War veterans' associations and lists of volunteers.' 1 It was only in
1994 that the National Archives of Canada acquired microfilm reels of most of
the Canadian portion of the International Brigades archives in Moscow. Also,

files from the Canadian Security and Intelligence Service Records on the Canadian volunteers in the International Brigades were made available in recent years
to researchers at the National Archives of Canada. 6 As a result, there are now
additional sources from which to create a profile of the Canadians in Spain;
however, biographical information on all the Canadian volunteers continues to be
sparse. In the Moscow files, there are questionnaires completed in 1937 and
1938 by many of the Canadian volunteers including their political evaluations.
Through the examination of these questionnaires, it is possible to identify some
of the Hungarian volunteers. The available biographical information differs for
each volunteer and nothing in fact is known about many of them except their
names and that they served in Spain. However, enough data exists among all
these sources to draw a tentative profile of the Hungarian volunteers from
Canada in the International Brigades.
The Spanish Civil War began on July 18, 1936 with the revolt of the
military leadership in Spanish Morocco. The military, supported by an alliance
of landowners, monarchists and the Roman Catholic Church hierarchy, opposed
the growing socialist and anti-clerical tendencies of the Popular Front Republican
Government. With most of the army in revolt, the Republican Government did
not have any significant armed forces for its own defence.
Almost immediately, the insurgents were able to obtain military aid from
Nazi Germany in the form of military aircraft. Later, the insurgents received
many tens of thousands of 'volunteers' from Fascist Italy who were in fact
trained soldiers. The Republican Government, more specifically the various
political parties and movements including the Communist Party of Spain, began
to organize militias from among their own followers to defend the government.
These militias also included the first foreign volunteers and German and French
units were soon established.
The Communist Party of Spain (CPS) believed that a large international
expedition would generate widespread headlines and support for the Republican
cause. The CPS began to organize the foreign volunteers and, through the
Communist International in Moscow, a worldwide recruiting network was
created/ In Canada, reports on the Spanish Civil War appeared in the popular
press and the involvement of international volunteers was reported in almost
every issue of the pro-communist newspapers including the Daily Clarion. In
the Hungarian left-wing community, news of events from Spain was published in
the Kanadai Magyar Munkds [Canadian Hungarian Worker], The first large
group of international volunteers arrived in Spain in October and the first
organized group of volunteers from North America arrived in December, 1936.
Perhaps the earliest major battle where the International Brigades played a
significant role was the defence of Madrid. 8 During the winter of 1936-37, the
volunteers were organized into military units according to language groups and
national origin. In February, 1937, the Abraham Lincoln Battalion was organized and in May, the George Washington Battalion was formed to include the
North American volunteers.

By April, 1937, there were sufficient Canadian volunteers in American
and other units and they submitted a formal petition to the headquarters of the
International Brigades requesting to form their own unit. The name selected was
Mackenzie-Papineau, in recognition of the leaders of the 1837 Rebellions in
Upper and Lower Canada. By the lime the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion of the
15th International Brigade was formally organized on July 1, 1937, over five
hundred Canadians had volunteered for Spain. Although the Battalion was
nominally Canadian, it was really an international unit composed largely of
Americans and other English-speaking volunteers including a large percentage of
Spanish soldiers. Canadians also served in medical corps, armour and artillery
units and in other American and European units.
On May 20, 1937, an association called the Friends of the MackenziePapincau Battalion was established in Canada to support the volunteers in Spain.
Most Canadian cities also had Spanish Aid Committees which corresponded with
the volunteers overseas, sent, telegrams to Ottawa in an attempt to influence
Canadian government policy towards Spain, organized speaking tours and
Spanish Aid Weeks, raised funds for medical supplies and ambulances, collectcd
parcels and produced articles for publication in the popular press. Members of
the Canadian left-wing movement also wrote letters to Canadian politicians in
support of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and the Spanish Republican cause. y
In the final report submitted in March, 1939 by the Friends of the
Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion Committee, the number of Canadian volunteers
was given as 1,239. More recently, a "Mac-Pap" veteran, Lee Burke, compiled
a list with 1,438 names. In the research for the book. Canadian Volunteers, the
number was estimated at 1,448 Canadians. Among this number, names of 86
Hungarian volunteers from Canada were identified. 10
The Canadian federal government followed the British foreign policy of
non-intervention in the Spanish conflict. In reaction to this volunteer movement,
the Canadian government indicated in January, 1937, that the Imperial Foreign
Enlistment Act would be revised to control enlistment in Canada for military
service in foreign countries. Recruiting for Spain, which was largely a lowprofile enterprise, went underground. In western Canada, the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP) became suspicious when surprisingly large numbers of
young men applied for passports for travel to Europe." Applications for passports were delayed until investigations into the motives of the applicants could
be completed. However, individuals who were not British subjects could apply
at the consulates of their countries of origin for visas allegedly to return to
Europe without any investigation. 12 According to available information, many of
the Hungarian volunteers chose this route to leave for Europe. In April, a new
Foreign Enlistment Act was adopted which made it a criminal offense for any
Canadian to enlist in the armed forces of any foreign state at war with any
friendly state. On July 31, 1937 the act was applied to the enlistment by Canadians on any side in Spain. 13 Since it was illegal to volunteer for Spain, individ-

uals frequently disguised their identity under aliases, and recruitment in Canada
was done in relative secrecy.
When examining the motivations of the Canadian volunteers to leave for
Spain, it is essential to recognize the impact of the Depression on their personal
and collective experiences. Beginning in 1929-30, the collapse of the Canadian
economy into chaos obliged many to travel across Canada and search for what
little work was available. They had to compete with Canadian-born labourers for
heavy physical work on the industrial frontiers which in previous years was left
to recent immigrants. Some had worked in the relief camps the federal government established for the unemployed or took part in the On-to-Ottawa Trek in
1935 that led to confrontations with police and a number of casualties.
The typical volunteer was politically radicalized by his experiences during
the Depression and gravitated to left-wing organizations. In the Hungarian
community, organizers from the Communist Party of the United States were sent
to industrial centres in Canada to rccrait members. 14 In many cases, it was only
a question of time before they joined the Communist Party of Canada (CPC).
Throughout the 1930s, left-wing associations allied with the CPC made a concerted effort to organize unemployed workers, especially recent immigrants. 15 Of
the Hungarian volunteers whose political affiliations are known, 26 belonged to
the Communist Party of Canada. According to the Moscow records, the figure
for all Canadian volunteers may be as high as 75%.
The movement to recruit volunteers for Spain was administered by the
Communist Party of Canada and there was a search for dedicated Communist
Party members with previous military experience. Canada and the United States
did not have compulsory military service in the 1920's and 1930's but many
recent European immigrants arrived in Canada after completing their compulsory
military service and therefore were preferred recruits. Among the Hungarian
volunteers, information is available on only 7 with previous military experience
and 4 of these served in the First World War. There was an attempt to recruit
volunteers that were ideologically prepared and this required a record of some
service in the Communist Party and the affiliated organizations. 16 This accounts
for the relatively high average age of the Canadian volunteers including those
from the Hungarian community. The high average age of the Hungarian volunteers indicates that the decision to volunteer for Spain was made by men who
were mature and, no doubt, aware of the consequences of their decision.
Of the 55 Hungarian volunteers from Canada for whom a birthplace is
given, 54 were born in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, that is, in Hungary.
Approximately 75% of all Canadian volunteers were born outside of Canada.
The year of immigration to Canada for 23 individuals is known; 21 had arrived
during the years 1926-30 with the largest number (10) in 1929 when the
Depression began in October. Two arrived in 1937 and shortly thereafter left for
Spain. The known departure dates for 55 Hungarian volunteers indicate that
almost all left for Spain in 1937, the large majority during the spring and
summer months. The last two Hungarian volunteers arrived in Spain in February,

1938. The new Foreign Enlistment Act may have encouraged some volunteers to
leave before the implementation dates. On the basis of 50 individuals, the
average age of the Hungarian volunteers in January, 1939 was 36.3; the Canadian average was just over 33 years old. The iast known address of 73 volunteers was in urban and industrial centres with the largest numbers coming from
Lethbridge (14), Toronto (12), Montreal (7), Windsor (6) and Drumhelier (4) and
individual volunteers from various centres across Canada. This list of Canadian
cities was generally similar to the last address of many of the other Canadian
volunteers. The occupational backgrounds of 33 volunteers can be identified and
portray a group of volunteers with solid working-class backgrounds. There were
labourers (10), miners (6), farmers/labourers (5), mechanics (3), blacksmiths (3),
and one each of the following: cook, waiter, cabinet-maker, shoemaker, moulder,
engineer.
Regardless of their ethnocultural origin, potential recruits were interviewed by the Committee to Aid Spanish Democracy. In Toronto, the Committee
had its headquarters on Adelaide Street off Bay Street in the same building as
the headquarters of the Communist Party of Canada. The Committee interviewed the volunteers and attempted to exclude suspected RCMP agents and
Trotskyites. When acccpted, the volunteers received a physical examination from
a doctor, had to obtain travel documents and were given tickets. 1 ' The Canadian
law against foreign enlistment did have an influence on the need for secrecy and
the time of departure. Many of the volunteers from Canada were sent by bus to
New York City for embarkation to Europe. Individual volunteers crossed the
border at Detroit and made their way to New York City. In other cases, they
sailed from Montreal and Quebec City to avoid over-crowding the New York
City facilities. A few volunteers left on their own initiative. The volunteers who
travelled in organized groups usually landed in Lc Havre, France and made (heir
way to Paris. Buses would lake them to the south of France and they illegally
crossed the Pyrenees on foot under cover of darkness, led by guides. Not all
volunteers crossed the Pyrenees successfully. A group of nine Canadian volunteers were intercepted by the French police in February, 1937. They were
eventually released and continued on their way to Spain. 18 In one case, arrangements were made to have some of the volunteers leave France by ship, the
Ciudad de Barcelona. This ship was torpedoed on May 29, 1937 and among the
many casualties were two Hungarian volunteers from Canada.
On the other side of the Pyrenees, the volunteers were met by representatives of the International Brigades, taken to Barcelona and assigned to their units.
If they spoke English, the volunteers were assigned to an English-language unit
such as the Abraham Lincoln or the Mackenzic-Papincau Battalions. Otherwise
they were assigned to their language-of-origin units. In the case of the Hungarian
volunteers, many were directed to the Rakosi Battalion of the 13th International
Brigade. They were trained in Casa Banes, a small village near Barcelona. Since
most of the volunteers were expected to have some military experience, training

was short. The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion was one of the few units that
received any form of organized military training for a period of three months.
As the war progressed, the volunteers shared the fate of their respective
units. Reports on their activities were included in the Daily Clarion and in the
Kanadai Magyar Munkds. Some of those who were wounded were usually sent
to other units such as rear support units or the artillery after recovery. An
unspecified number of Canadian volunteers returned to Canada during 1937-1938
due to wounds 19 or 'of their own accord'. Among those who returned were at
least 6 Hungarian volunteers. In September, 1938, the International Brigades
including the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion were withdrawn from the front lines
by the Republican government. It was hoped that this action would oblige the
Franco forces to withdraw the German and Italian units fighting on their side.
This did not prove to be the case. On October 28, 1938, the International
Brigades marched through Barcelona in a memorable farewell parade.
With the situation growing increasingly chaotic in the closing stages of
the war, many Canadian volunteers were separated from their units; others
deserted or simply disappeared. 20 At least one Hungarian volunteer was listed as
a deserter. At this time, those volunteers who were Party members were evaluated according to iheir political activities and reports were prepared which were
sent to the Communist Party of Canada. They were categorized as cadres: good,
mediocre, bad and very bad. The standards were very high and the judgements
were severe. The political work of volunteers during their term as prisoners-orwar was also evaluated. 21
in addition, non-Party members were evaluated
according to their political activities and awareness. Some of the volunteers with
distinguished records of service were recommended for Party work within the
Hungarian community in Canada. For example, one report stated that "...
Comrade Deza [sic Dezs6?j Beke No. 1 on your characteristics list is a very
good Hungarian comrade and should be fully utilized in the work among the
Hungarian People in Alberta... (from) Lethbridge, Hungarian. Very Good, Best
among Hungarians, Speaks English fluently." 22 Throughout the Spanish Civil
War, the political attitudes of the volunteers were also closely monitored
especially in the case of those who were CPC members. There was great
suspicion of Trotskyites, anarchists and other political groups which were
perceived as rivals. Inevitably, problems relating to administration and military
discipline were interpreted in political terms.
Complete adherence to the
Communist Party position on events in Spain was expected and demanded. After
demobilization, volunteers were sought to defend Barcelona but two of the
Hungarian volunteers turned in their CPC cards rather than volunteer. 23
In December-January, 1939, the volunteers crossed the Pyrenees into
France along with the Republican Spanish refugees. They were confined in
internment camps in Gurs in southern France and awaited repatriation. 24 In this
manner, many volunteers who served in other units joined the Canadian volunteers who had served in the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and thereby became
collectively known as 'the Mac-Paps'.

The Canadian volunteers were interviewed by Canadian immigration
officials and placed into one of three categories: Canadian citizens by birth,
Canadian citizens (British born or naturalized in Canada) and aliens (those who
claimed to have been legally landed and resided in Canada for five years or
more). The volunteers with passports, Canadian birth certificates and naturalization papers were readily readmitted to Canada.2^ Those who were aliens had to
prove that they had resided in Canada for at least five years. Two Hungarian
volunteers were refused re-admission to Canada because they did not have at
least five years of residency in Canada. 26
The volunteers who were allowed to return to Canada travelled through
England to Halifax and then by train to Toronto where they were greeted with a
large parade on February 5, 1939 at the Toronto railway station. They then
dispersed across Canada to their own communities and attempted to reestablish
their lives. Some remained active in the Communist Party of Canada and various
other left-wing organizations while others apparently abandoned political activity
and "disappeared" into the anonymity of everyday life. Two Hungarians from
Canada remained in Spain as prisoncrs-of-war and were released only in 1941
and 1942. Of the 74 men whose fate is known, 53 eventually left Spain, including 3 who had been taken prisoners-of-war; 14 were killed in action, 4 declared
missing in Spain including 2 as prisoners-of-war.
During the Second World War, some of the Canadian volunteers claimed
that they attempted to enrol in the Canadian armed forces but they were rejected
because of their service in Spain.
When the Communist Party of Canada was
banned by the federal government in the summer or 1940, the leadership was
arrested and interned. However, after the Nazi German invasion of the Soviet
Union in June, 1941, attitudes in some federal government departments changed
towards the members of the Communist Party. In 1943 there were attempts by
the Special Operations Executive, a British military organization, to recruit
Spanish Civil War veterans in Canada for special operations in central Europe
and the Balkans. At least two Hungarian veterans were contacted for possible
service in Hungary. 28
An association of all Canadian veterans was formed in September, 1938,29
and over the years held regular meetings and reunions. The veterans maintained
an active interest in Spanish events and organized protests when possible to
assist Spanish refugees and political prisoners. 30 One of the main objectives of
their association was the attempt to gain official recognition from the Canadian
government. The onset of the Second World War and especially the Cold War
placed the events and the participants of the Spanish Civil War in a different and
changing context. Among those Hungarian volunteers who returned to Canada,
the establishment of a Communist regime in Hungary encouraged many to return
to Hungary. After the Second World War, 14 veterans returned to Hungary and
one went to live in the Soviet Union. 11
After the death of Francisco Franco and the democratization of the
Spanish government, a group of Canadian veterans organized a tour to Spain in

August-September, 1979 to revisit their old battlegrounds. There were other
visits on various anniversaries and for special events. 32 Recently, their campaign
for official recognition resulted in some success. On June 4, 1995, Canada's
National Historic Sites and Monuments Board erected a plaque in honour of the
Mackenzie-Papineau volunteers at Q u e e n ' s Park in Toronto.' 3
However, a
motion in the House of Commons on May 25, 1998 to obtain veteran status for
the surviving Mac-Pap veterans was defeated.' 4
The motivations of the Hungarian Canadian volunteers to enrol in the
International Brigades were largely based on their experiences in the labour
movement in Canada and their subsequent political radicalization during the
Depression of the early 1930s. For some volunteers, the events in Europe with
the rise of Nazi Germany were the main reason for their political activities and
their departure for Spain. In almost every case, their reasons for volunteering for
Spain was due to their opposition to fascism.
Their political involvement in the Canadian left-wing movement of the
1930's was due to the existence of a number of associations and organizations
that eagerly sought their membership and participation. The Hungarian community in Canada was characterized by a polarization along political lines into leitand right-wing organizations. The membership of the left-wing organizations
grew to protest the economic conditions of Depression. Their formal and informal networks provided a motivated and organized body of ready recruits
when volunteers were sought for Spain. Some went to Spain to test the courage
of their own political convictions. Others who were CPC members, were sent by
the C P C to Spain to be tested and hardened. The experience strengthened the
political beliefs and convictions of some and shattered the political careers of
others. During the Spanish Civil War and after, these organizations provided the
volunteers and the returned veterans with encouragement and support.
The
volunteers who remained active in the Canadian left-wing organizations, were
held in high esteem and respected throughout their lives as veterans of the
International Brigades and as representatives of the epic ideological struggles of
the 1930s.
These veterans also represented a cross-section of the hundreds of
thousands of Canadians and recent immigrants who felt the full impact of the
Depression during the 1930s in Canada and who were fully aware of the threat
of fascism in Europe. The friendships which were forged and the commitments
made during the Depression and especially during their service in the International Brigades, endured for many decades providing a core of dedicated
members and leaders in the Canadian left-wing movement.
Many continued to fight the ideological battles from this period and their
involvement in the Spanish Civil War remained the defining experience of their
lives. As a result, many of the myths and legends surrounding the role of the
International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War continue to be mixed with
serious academic research on this subject. The contributions of the Canadian
volunteers remain largely unknown in Canadian historiography and the specific

Hungarian participation rarely receives any mention in Hungarian Canadian
literature and studies. With the end of the Cold War, the opening of the
Moscow archives and the RCMP surveillance records, it is now possible to reexamine from a historical perspective the participation of Canadians in the
Spanish Civil War and dispel some of the myths and legends that have characterized this episode in Canadian history.
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Appendix
Nominal List of Hungarian Volunteers from Canada in the International Brigades
A l a r m (rH)
Balogh, Mihaly
Bartus, Ignac (rH)
Beke, Daniel (Dezso) (rH)
Bcrthus, Paul (rH)
Bodnar, Walter
Bogncr, Julius
Bollo, Joseph
Borics, Joseph (KIA)
Brunner, Emeric
Bubanecz, John
Buckovic, Michael (POW)
Chodur, Michael (KIA)
Cisko, Andrew
Cseriszuyes, Sandor
Cscrny, Joseph (KIA)
Csirmaz, Mihaly
Csokc, Andrew (MIA)
Erdei, Gabor
Farkas, Alexander
Farkas, Ferenc
Fercnez, John (KIA)
Filkohazi, Emeric (KIA)
Gal, John (rH)
Gilian, Andrew (KIA)
Combos, Anthony (SU)
Gyuricza, Matyas (rH)
Hadaszi, Karoly (KIA)
Herter, Adam (rH)
Horwath, Vendal (rH)
Illes, Paul (POW/MIA)
Jaczku, Istvan
Jcncy, Gabor (KIA)
Jokvach, Joseph
Juhas, Alexander (rH)
Kasza, John
Koleszal, Geza
Kondas, George
Koradi, Alex
Kosma, Denis
Kovacs, Istvan
Krizan, Joseph
Krizan, Antal (KIA)
Magyar, Joseph
Medgyse, Karoly (POW)
Merges, Elmer
Mezei, Elmer
Michna, Mihaly (KIA)
Milas, Nikola
Mocik, Istvan (KIA)
Molnar, James Imre
Mozer, Joseph

Nadanicek, Janos
Ordog, Frank
Osirmaz, Mihaly
Pacsuta, Gyorgy
Pocik, Stener
Pretz, Adam (KIA)
Princze, Joseph (MIA)
Racz, Imre (KIA)
Ragvacs, Janos (KIA)
Rajki, Mathias
Ribas
Satiz, Joseph
Schmelt/.er, George
Schmidt, Joseph
Schneider, John
Sirko, Louis
Sisco, Alexander (MIA)
Soltesz, Joseph (rH)
Steiner, Sandor
Straus, Gyorgy (rH)
Szabari, Gabriel
Szabo, John
Syurkovics, Istvan
Szucsko, Paul (POW)
Takacs, George (rH)
Tomasi. Michael (rH)
Toth, Dezso
Toth, George
Tuz, Imre
Varga, Andrew
Varga, George
Varro, Fcrencz (rH)
Vasas, Zoltan (POW/MIA)
Vitez, Imre

Explanation of abbreviations in
the parentheses:
KIA Killed in Action
MIA Missing in Action
POW Prisoner of War
rH Returned to Hungary
SU Relocated to the Soviet Union

Note:
The names here are reproduced as they had appeared in the
original document, i.e. without diacritical marks.

