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The publication of two books dealing with the Hungarian-American 
experience in recent times — in fact, in the year 2000 — is certainly an 
event that ought to be celebrated. One of these books is Steven Bela 
Vardy's Magyarok az Ujvilaghan [Hungarians in the New World], that 
has been reviewed in detail by Professor Andras Csillag in the 2003 
volume of our journal. The other is Julianna Puskas, Ties that Bind, Ties 
that Divide: One Hundred Years of Hungarian Experience in the United 
States.1 The appearance of these works should be cherished not only be-
cause never before in the centuries-old history of Hungarian presence in 
the United States have such substantial historical studies seen the light of 
day in the course of a single year, but also because monographs of this 
kind had not really appeared before, at any time. 

This is not to say that there had not been many books, as well as 
shorter studies, written on the subject of Hungarian immigration to — and 
Hungarian life in — "Amerika," as Hungarians have traditionally referred 
to the United States and, at times, the whole of the New World. The 
primary purpose of this historiographical essay is to survey this literature 
and to place the two works referred to above into the wider context of a 
century of Hungarian-American (as well as Hungarian-Canadian, etc.) 
historical writing. 

Because the history of the Hungarian-American experience is to a 
large degree inseparable from the phenomena of Hungarian emigration to 
and settlement in other parts of the Americas, and also because Vardy's 
book is, in fact, entitled Hungarians in the New World, this survey will 
look at the wider historiographical context and will examine literature 
dealing with the Hungarian experience not only in the United States but 
also in other countries of the Western hemisphere. 



In a somewhat arbitrary fashion, I will begin my survey with a 
book that has the same title as Vardy's book. This is Laszlo Juhasz's 
Magyarok az Ujvildgban [Hungarians in the New World] (Munich: 
Nemzetor, 1979). Although a pioneering work at the time of its writing, 
Juhasz's book has two major shortcomings. Like Vardy's book, it concen-
trates mainly on Hungarians in the United States, but unlike Vardy's 
volume, it is a very cursory treatment of its subject — in fact, it hardly 
deals with the developments and personalities of the twentieth century. 

If there had been no satisfactory overviews of the Hungarians of 
the New World that present-day historical researchers could use as an 
introduction to their subject, we might wonder if there have been such 
studies of the entire Hungarian diaspora. Unfortunately, there are no 
surveys of this kind either. Several books have been published in Hun-
gary, especially during the early decades of the country's "communist 
era," but most of these are polemical and have only marginal scholarly 
value. Not even Miklos Szanto's book, Magyarok a nagyvilagban [Hun-
garians in the wide world] (Budapest: Kossuth, 1970) constitutes much of 
an exception to this generalization, nor does Samu Imre's similarly 
entitled essay in Tanulmdnyok Magyarorszagrol, magyarokrol [Studies 
about Hungary, Hungarians] ed. Laszlo Jablonszky (Budapest: Magyarok 
Vilagszovetsege, n.d. [1989 ?]), pp. 239-80. There is at least one useful 
work however. It was written in the West by one of the Hungarian 
emigration's preeminent scholars, Gyula Borbandi: A magyar emigrdcio 
eletrajza, 1945-1985 [The biography of the Hungarian emigration, 
1945-1985] (Munich: published by the author, 1985). Unfortunately, as 
the title suggests, that work deals only with the post-1945 decades. 

Literature on Hungarians in Latin America 

Reliable and substantial works on the history of the Hungarian communi-
ties in Latin America are few. Evidently very little research has been done 
in this large field by either social scientists or journalists, either in 
Hungarian or in Spanish or Portuguese. Alternately, if there has been such 
research done, its results have not come to the attention of North Ameri-
can historians who have an interest in the subject. Nevertheless, there are 
a handful of relevant works. One of these is Laszlo Szabo, A magyar mult 
Del-Amerikaban [Hungarian past in South America] (Budapest: Europa, 
1982), and another is Tivadar Acs, Magyarok Latin Amerikaban [Hungari-



ans in Latin-America] (Budapest, 1944). On the subject of Hungarians in 
Argentina we have the good fortune of having a recent monograph 
available in Judit Kesseru Nemethy, Az argentinai magyar emigrdcid, 
1948-1968 [The Hungarian emigre community of Argentina, 1948-1968], 
based on a doctoral dissertation, completed in 1999. An expanded version 
of this work is now available in book form.2 On the Hungarians of 
Brazil, there is Szeverin J. Kogl, Magyarok Braziliaban (Sao Paulo: 
Konyves Kalman Szabadegyetem, 1992). 

The periodical literature on this subject is somewhat meagre. 
Agnes J. Szilagyi has published on the subject, including an article in our 
journal: "The One Who Could Photograph the Soul: Hungarian Film-
makers in Brazil," Hungarian Studies Review, 21, 1-2 (1994): 77-90. 
Agnes Kaczur-Bato's article, "Magyarok Braziliaban [Hungarians in 
Brazil]," Vilagtortenet 1, 3-4 (1990): 64-75, covers its subject only to the 
1930s, but does offer a useful bibliographic note (which refers to a few 
more articles dealing with Hungarians in Brazil before 1939) as well as 
some information on the research going on regarding Hungarians in Latin 
America at Szeged University (formerly Jozsef Attila University) in 
Hungary.3 

Studies on the Hungarians of Canada 

While Professor Vardy might be excused for not exploring the subject of 
Hungarians in Latin America in his book, on the grounds that too little 
information is available on the subject to write of a work of synthesis, he 
can be absolved for not covering the Hungarians of Canada because that 
subject has been explored in fair amount of detail in books that are 
readily available to the reading public. I have in mind first and foremost 
my own book, Struggle and Hope: The Hungarian-Canadian Experience 
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1982), produced in collaboration with 
three other scholars.4 

Like Vardy's book, this work too, is in part based on already 
existing historical literature, which is outlined in detail in the book's 
bibliographical essay (pp. 232-39). A shorter and more recent synthesis, 
based mainly on my own writings, can be found in the entry "Hungari-
ans" in the Encyclopedia of Canadian Ethnic Groups (Toronto: Universi ty 
of Toronto Press, 1999), pp. 660-674.5 Still another such overview is 
Carmela Patrias, The Hungarians in Canada (Ottawa: the Canadian 



Historical Association, 1999). This booklet, designed mainly for second-
ary school students, also has a useful bibliography (see pages 31-33). The 
history of some of the early Hungarian settlements of the Canadian West 
is told in detail mainly in the works of Martin L. Kovacs,6 while the 
interwar immigration and settlement have been dealt with by John Kosa,7 

Professor Patrias,8 and myself.9 

Earlier Histories of the Hungarians in the United States 

If we were to say that much has been written on the history of Magyars 
in the United States even before the year 2000, we would be making an 
accurate statement. If we were to argue that the history of Hungarians has 
not been adequately covered before the two major works that were pub-
lished in 2000, we would also be truthful. The fact is that the history of 
the Hungarian ethnic group in the USA is such a large subject that it 
cannot be considered adequately explored even though scores of publica-
tions have tried to cover it — or at least, have claimed to do so. This is 
not to say that some specific aspects of this story have not been re-
searched in a systematic and competent manner. 

In the introduction to his book, Bela Vardy himself refers to four 
major works of synthesis that had been published prior to the year 2000 
on the history of Hungarians in the United States. One of these is Vardy's 
own earlier English-language studies: The Hungarian Americans (Boston: 
Twayne Publishers, 1985). The second one is Geza Kende's Magyarok 
Amerikaban (Cleveland, 1927, 2 vols.), and the third is Emil Lengyel's 
Americans from Hungary (Philadelphia and New York: Lippincott, 1948). 
It might be added that Lengyel's book is a quite informative and highly 
readable work, but evidently it is now quite dated. 

The fourth and last book mentioned by Vardy is Julianna Puskas1 

Kivadorlo magyarok az Egyesliit Allamokban, 1880-1940 [Emigrant 
Hungarians in the United States] (Budapest: Akademiai kiado, 1982) 
which is a scholarly work based on a great deal of painstaking research 
and represents the culmination of its author's decades-long work on 
Hungarian emigration to and settlement in the United States. Puskas has 
published other, shorter works on the subject as well, including a volume 
in English. Most of these deal with the pre-1914 period, although in 
some of them (in particular in Kivadorlo magyarok) she adds some 



information on the fate of the communities of the pre-1914 immigrants in 
the post-World War I decades.10 

Of course, there have been many other attempts to offer a com-
prehensive or a partial overview of the history of the Hungarian-American 
ethnic group. In breadth of coverage or in the quality of research, how-
ever, these are not on par with the above-listed works. Not surprisingly, 
they do not earn a mention in Vardy's introduction in his Magyarok az 
Ujvilagban, though they are listed in the book's bibliography. One of 
these is the above-mentioned book by Miklos Szanto. Another is Leslie 
Konnyii 's Hungarians in the U.S.A.: An Immigration Study (St. Louis , 
MO: American Hungarian Review, 1967), and there is also the recently-
published (more exactly, re-issued in a different incarnation) Elemer 
Bako ' s Magyarok az Amerikai Egyesiilt Allamokban [Hungarians in the 
United States of America], ed. Laszlo Papp (Budapest: Magyarok Vilag-
szovetsege, 1998). A more scholarly but shorter overview is offered in 
Paula Benkart, "Hungarians" in the Harvard Encyclopedia of American 
Ethnic Groups, 462-471. An excellent demographical and sociological 
survey of Hungarian-American society in the 1980s is offered in Zoltan 
Fejos, "Magyarok az Egyesiilt Allamokban az 1980-as evekben: Demogra-
fia, tarsadalmi adatok, fogalmi problemak" [Hungarians in the United 
States in the 1980s: Demography, social characteristics, and problems of 
definitions], in Magyarsagkutatds, (the yearbook of the Magyarsagkutato 
Intezet) (Budapest: Magyarsagkutato Intezet, 1988), 177-216. 

There are also other relevant works, some of which are difficult to 
categorize either as popular or scholarly literature. One that belongs to the 
former category is Aladar Komjathy, A kitdntorgott egyhdz [The Church 
that staggered out (i.e. overseas)] (Budapest: Reformatus Zsinati Iroda, 
1984). Additionally, there are collections of very informative and interest-
ing documents. Perhaps the most remarkable and useful of such works is 
Albert Tezla (with K. E. Tezla), eds., "Valahol tul, meseorszagban..." Az 
amerikas magyarok, 1895-1920 ["Somewhere beyond, in Fairy-tale 
Land...": American Hungarians, 1895-1920], 2 vols. (Budapest: Europa 
konyvkiado, 1987), which has been published in English as well: The 
Hazardous Quest. Hungarian Immigrants in the United States, 1895-1920 
(Budapest: Corvina, 1993), in one massive volume. 

There have also been a handful of "local histories" written about 
particular Hungarian-American communities. Perhaps the most scholarly 
and best-researched of these is Zoltan Fejos, A chikagoi magyarok ket 
nemzedeke, 1890-1940: Az etnikai orokseg megorzese es vdltozasa [ T w o 



generations of the Hungarians of Chicago, 1890-1940: The preservation 
and transformation of the ethnic heritage] (Budapest: Kozep-Europa 
Intezet, 1993)." There are also excellent case studies of particular aspects 
of Hungarian-American society, or a specific development in Magyar-
American history, some by Fejos, others by Professors Bela Vassady, 
Bela Vardy, Stephen Beszedits, and myself.12 

On a few subjects then, the author of a synthesis on Hungarian-
American history is confronted by an abundance of literature, not all of 
which is reliably researched. However, on most other aspects of this large 
subject the writer of a general overview is plagued by the scarcity of 
information. The most praiseworthy feature of Dr. Vardy's new book is 
his attempt to gather and integrate in one comprehensive volume all the 
disparate parts of this large and many-faceted story. Inevitably, such work 
has to be selective and even eclectic (rendhagyd as we would say in 
Magyar) in the treatment of its subject. 

Bela Vardy's Synthesis 

But first, we should introduce the author, even though for most readers of 
our journal, he needs no introduction. Professor S. B. Vardy is a prolific 
Hungarian-American historian who has devoted himself to writing on 
subjects such as the historiography of Hungary and the history of Hungar-
ians in the United States. This is what he says about himself in his book: 
"... Steven Bela Vardy (known in Hungary as Bela Vardy), is McAnulty 
Distinguished Professor of European History at Duquesne University 
(Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania), and a member of the International P.E.N, as 
well as of the Hungarian Writers' Federation. He is the recipient of 
Hungary's "Berzsenyi-Prize", the Arpad Academy's Gold Medal, and of 
his University's "Distinguished Presidential Award for Excellence in 
Scholarship." He is likewise the author or co-author of sixteen books and 
about four-hundred-fifty chapters, articles, essays, and reviews."13 

Bela Vardy's Magyarok az Ujvilagban, as Andras Csillag points out in his 
review of this work in our journal's 2003 volume, is actually a history of 
the Hungarians of the United States of America. Most of the book focuses 
on the twentieth century, the time of substantial Magyar presence in that 
country. The book is the most extensive and exhaustive treatment of the 
history of Magyar-America in the Hungarian language and, as a matter of 
fact, in any language. It is an unusual work, as the author himself ac-



knowledges in the book's subtitle. It dispenses with certain academic 
conventions, a fact that detracts little from a work that is intended primar-
ily for the Hungarian general reading public. Professional historians might 
quarrel with, for example, the discussions of speculative aspects of 
ancient Hungarian-American connections, but it is probably these parts of 
the book that the non-academic Hungarian reader will find the most 
interesting.14 

Vardy explores such themes, for example, as Captain John Smith's 
(of Jamestown fame) sometimes disputed Hungarian patent of nobility, 
and George Washington's rather doubtful claim to Hungarian ancestry.15 

More appropriate from the scholarly point of view is Vardy's discussion 
of the work, travels and various exploits of Hungarian priests, military 
officers, and travellers in the North America of the 18th and early 19th 
centuries. 

Next, Vardy discusses the coming of the refugees of the abortive 
1848-1849 Hungarian War of Independence against the House of Habs-
burg. The central theme in this connection is the visit of Louis Kossuth 
to the American Republic in 1851-52, as well as the attempts by some of 
Kossuth's followers to establish colonies of Hungarian 48-ers in America. 
As is well known, Kossuth's visit started as a triumph for the Hungarian 
statesman, but ended as a disaster as it contributed nothing to the dream 
of Hungary's liberation from Habsburg rule. The colonies Kossuth's follo-
wers established, fared hardly any better. Still, the American adventures 
of the Hungarian 48-ers, especially those who took part in the Civil War, 
make interesting reading. 

After describing the fate of the 19,h century Hungarian political 
emigration, Vardy turns to the story of the economic migrants of the last 
decades of the century. In fact, the next 250 pages of his book describe 
the origins and history of the immigrant ethnic communities that these 
migrants had created from the 1880s to the 1920s, when immigration of 
Hungarians to the US was reduced to a trickle by the so-called "quota 
laws" of the post-World War I period. 

The scale of this "new immigration" dwarfed that which had 
existed before. By the turn of the century, the previously existing Hungar-
ian-American community, was swamped by the newcomers. There was 
another change as well. The pre-1880 arrivals had been ex-officers, 
gentlemen adventurers, and people looking for commercial opportunities. 
The post-1880 newcomers were predominantly agricultural labourers. 



With their arrival, the American public's image of Hungarian immigrants 
would start to change to the detriment of the latter. 

What drove people from Hungary, according to Vardy, was 
poverty in their homeland and the hopelessness associated with it. In this 
connection the reader might wish that Vardy had explained why mass 
emigration from Hungary took place exactly at a time when the country 
was making rapid progress toward modernization and industrialization. 
Perhaps emigration took place not so much because of poverty throughout 
the country, but because economic progress by-passed many regions and 
many social groups. Emigrants were "pushed" not so much by "country-
wide poverty" but by dislocations caused by rapid economic change. 
Added to these economic factors, as Vardy observes, were the sociologi-
cal and psychological ones, such as the existence of an outdated social 
order in Hungary which denigrated the labouring classes to the bottom 
ranks of the social ladder. 

Among the "pull factors" that played a role in attracting Hungar-
ian to the US was the American Republic's rapidly expanding economy as 
well as an image of the US in Hungary as a "land of plenty." For many 
newcomers, these inflated expectations were often quickly deflated. Still, 
in the new country they were more likely to be able to save some money 
and be treated with more respect than they had been used to in the old. 
Responding to the claim that the members of many of Hungary's national-
ities left their land of birth because of the "oppression of the minorities," 
Vardy cites trends, as well as data on re-migration to minority-inhabited 
areas of Hungary, that suggest other, mainly economic reasons for the 
emigration of Hungary's non-Magyar ethnic groups. 

The chapters describing the pre-1914 influx of Hungarians to the 
US are followed by the stories of the myriad economic, social and reli-
gious institutions that they established. Although it is possible to catego-
rize these immigrant organizations along these lines, most of them served 
several purposes. This is especially the case with ethnic churches as they 
catered not only to the spiritual requirements of the immigrants but also 
to their social and cultural needs. The churches also reinforced the 
newcomers' ethnic identities, while at the same time they facilitated their 
adjustment to American society. 

Next Vardy describes the political activities of the Hungarian 
American immigrants, as well as those of more recent "professional 
emigres" of the World War II years. He then devotes chapters to subjects 
such as Hungarian-American literature and theatre. There is even an 



account of the swindlers and con-men who inhabited America's Magyar 
colonies and preyed upon inexperienced and vulnerable fellow ethnics — 
especially, women. In the following chapters Vardy describes the post-
World War II wave of immigrants and the impact of their arrival on 
Hungarian-American community life. This part of the book is mainly 
political history, although here too, we find chapters devoted to such 
cultural activities as publishing ventures, the arts and the fine arts, the 
ethnic theatre, folk-dancing, and so on. Among the concluding chapters 
we find one dealing with Hungarian-American reactions to the 1989 
regime change in Hungary, and another devoted to outstanding Hungarian 
Americans. The book is supplemented by an extensive bibliography (pp. 
651-715), a chronology of important events (pp. 716-729) as well as an 
English-language summary (pp. 733-765). There is also a detailed index. 

Stephen Bela Vardy's Magyarok az Ujvilagban is a work of 
synthesis in that it uses information gathered by previous students of 
Hungarian-American history, as well as his (and Agnes Huszar Vardy's) 
pervious publications on the subject. The volume he produced is a 
massive storehouse of anecdotal and scholarly knowledge about the 
Hungarian-American past. Although it is extensively documented and 
provides a massive bibliography, it dispenses with some academic 
paraphernalia such as a theoretical framework and substantive conclu-
sions. It might have been titled "Forty-four Essays on Hungarian Ameri-
cans." It is probably for these reasons that Vardy calls his work an 
"irregular" or "eclectic" [rendhagyd] history.16 

Julianna Puskds's monograph 

As has been mentioned in the first paragraph of this paper, the publication 
of Vardy's volume coincided with the appearance on the book market of 
another work on Hungarian-American history: Julianna Puskas, Ties that 
Bind, Ties that Divide. This is a different work from Vardy's. It is 
published in English and is intended for North American scholarly 
audiences. It comprises one of the volumes in the "Ellis Island series" of 
American immigration and ethnic histories, published by Holmes & Meier 
Company of New York. 

Hungarians who came to the United States from the late nine-
teenth to the mid-twentieth centuries brought with them their customs, 
culture, traditions — along with their religious, linguistic, class, occupa-



tional and ideological ties. Their immigrant experiences reinforced some 
of these and weakened others. Still other bonds were developed by the 
newcomers after their arrival in America. These bonds gave rise to what 
we might call sub-ethnic identities which, according to Puskas, were 
particularly abundant and marked among the people who came to the US 
from Hungary. All in all, these ties served both to bind and to divide — 
in a complex and ever changing manner — the communities that immig-
rants from Hungary established here. Puskas tells the story of their 
interplay in an effective and readable manner. 

More than most other historians of the American immigrant 
experience, Puskas emphasizes the transitory nature of the stay of the pre-
World War I arrivals. Their "emigration" from Hungary was a "temporary 
emergency solution to a problem at home."17 Such migration resulted in a 
lot of cris-crossing of the Atlantic by "immigrants" until the war and the 
subsequent social, economic and political upheavals in East Central 
Europe put an end to such travelling. 

Puskas is ready to go out on a limb and reinforce unexpected 
findings of other scholars who have examined patters of European 
emigration, or to debunk widely-held theories that are not supported by 
evidence. In the former category, Puskas emphasizes the fact that emigra-
tion from Hungary to the United States peaked in years when there was 
considerable prosperity and economic progress in Hungary. The explana-
tion lies partly in the fact that advances in economic development caused 
dislocations for a large number of peoples — including craftsmen who 
suffered as a result of the expansion of factories. 

One of the often voiced myths Puskas questions is the allegation 
that political discrimination was an important factor contributing to the 
decision by members of Hungary's ethnic minorities to emigrate.18 She 
points out the fact that a great many Germans left Hungary before 1914, 
just at a time when in the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary there was 
no political discrimination against German-speaking citizens. Another 
myth that Puskas dismisses is the one that holds that the old economic 
migrants discovered their ethnic nationalism after their arrival in America. 
This was, at most, partially true in the case of the early Hungarian immi-
grants and certainly does not hold water for later groups. 

Staring with the 1920s came the transformation of America's 
immigrant Hungarian communities into ethnic ones. At first, immigrant 
culture flourished, but then came times of accelerated assimilation and 
inter-generational conflicts, all against the backdrop of the hardships 



caused by the Great Depression and World War II. The coming of new 
waves of Hungarian immigrants (with very different social and ideological 
backgrounds) after the war did little to retard the "waning of the Hungar-
ian identity in the United States."19 

In this connection it should be mentioned that, aside from com-
ments such as this one, neither Puskas nor Vardy explored in detail the 
theme of the prospects of the Hungarian ethnic group in the U.S. Puskas 
emphasizes instead the great changes that America's Hungarian communi-
ties had undergone in the past — and are undergoing even in our days. 
She points out that we can hardly talk of an ethnic identity among the 
pre-1914 Hungarian immigrants to the US because these people were not 
members of an American ethnic community — they considered themsel-
ves sojourners. Only the post-war period saw the transformation of 
America's transient Hungarian communities into ethnic ones. 

In two sentences devoted to the subject of the future of the 
Hungarian-American communities,20 Vardy basically agrees with Puskas's 
conclusions. Actually, he had covered this subject in a separate study, in 
an article that appeared in Hungary. He was quite pessimistic. He felt 
that the preservation of Hungarian identity and culture in America succee-
ded for three generations at best — in the case of the refugees of the 
1956 Hungarian revolution, and in the case of the more recent arrivals — 
not even that long.21 

While we can celebrate the appearance in recent years of not one 
but two major syntheses of the history of America's Hungarian communi-
ties, we must not be under the impression that the task of uncovering the 
Hungarian-American past has been accomplished. While both of these 
books are the results of monumental labour, they both have their short-
comings. Scholars will probably bemoan the fact that Vardy is not more 
analytical, that he does not try to develop overarching themes, or at least, 
to offer substantial conclusions — a chapter instead of two paragraphs. 

Admittedly, Puskas's Ties that Bind tries to do all this. It is a 
comprehensive, scholarly study, filled with refreshing arguments. It offers 
an all-encompassing, original theme. It is most authoritative in discussing 
the pre-1920s immigration of Hungarians to the United States and the 
evolution of their communities. Alas, the post-1940 decades and the 
tumultuous world of wartime and post-war emigre politics are not covered 
by it in the same knowledgeable manner. In fact Puskas admits that some 
aspects of this age await examination by historians in the future. 



Indeed, much new research will have to be done before a truly 
comprehens ive and scholarly synthesis of the history of America 's Hunga-
rian communi t i es can be written. Above all, more specialized studies will 
have to be under taken, ones based on painstaking research in archival 
and /or oral history sources, the kind of work that had been presented in 
the pas t in Puskas 's earlier books, and in the works of Fejos and Vassady 
to n a m e the most obvious. W e hope that the two volumes of our journal 
devo ted to this subject (the ones for 2003 and 2005), with such exten-
sively researched articles as those of Judith Szapor, Tibor Frank, Thomas 
Sakmys te r and others, will make it easier for a future historian to under-
take another, a m o r e comprehensive "grand synthesis" of the Hungar ian-
A m e r i c a n experience. 
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