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EDITOR  
     Throughout my childhood I brought home my fair share of unimpressive report cards, and I 

suppose I got into as much trouble as the next kid, and with each offence I was threatened with 

being ñsent back home to Hungaryò as possible punishment.  In hindsight, I wish my parents 

had followed through. 

     But my perspective was very much different back then ï being born in Vancouver, my only 

picture of Hungary was emblazoned in my imagination by my mother and father ï a picture that 

was very clear in my mindôs eye.  Hungary was a perpetually black and white, gloomy prison, 

peopled by brutal secret policemen, whose sole purpose in life was to drag people out of bed in 

the middle of the night to beat them senseless in the streets.  My mother made it clear to me that 

a simple stroll down the main boulevard would require stepping over smouldering corpses of 

Soviet tank crews lined-up on the sidewalk, competing with local merchantôs window displays.  

I was taught that children were beaten once or twice before breakfast in that country, and politi-

cians, once fallen out of favour, ended their careers dangling from makeshift gallows ï a fate 

that also awaited anyone who chose to be even the slightest bit outspoken. 

     Later, I devoured any Hungarian-related literature written in English ï a small amount of it 

trickled through my hands thanks to some of the immigrants who considerately wished to edu-

cate the younger generations.  That material mostly consisted of lists of Hungarians who won 

the Nobel Prize, and it seemed like nothing good happened in Hungary between 1945 and 1989 

ï no great artists, scientists, writers, etc. ï unless they defected to the West, of course.  My eth-

nic Hungarian elders, now with rare commodities like oranges filling their fruit bowls, looked 

on the brethren they left behind as yokels, deprived of our Western treasures like jeans (farmer 

nadrág) and Rare Earth albums. 

     These myths still exist today.  The relationship between the people of Hungary and the immi-

grant communities was devastated by the ignorance and misinformation perpetuated by our 

need to toe the Western - capitalist line, and we still have a lot of unlearning to do.  I still endure 

a constant barrage of immigrantsô well intentioned attempts at convincing me how to think 

about Hungaryôs current political situation, and I have been informed on many occasions that 

Hungarians now in official positions are most likely the children of communists, and cannot be 

trusted. 

     Thankfully, despite the rhetoric, my interest in Hungarian culture has flourished, and for 

years now I have been dealing with Hungarians of all types and ages ï even ones who have 

lived through the years of communism.  And although I donôt like to generalize when it comes 

to such a large group of people, I can say quite confidently that I have encountered only friend-

liness and encouragement from a people that my elders rarely gave credit to.  Young people in 

Hungary seem to be progressive and open minded ï these ñchildren of communistsò seem as 

well-rounded as any others ï and I have yet to see the very obvious self-esteem issues in them 

that torment so many of the offspring of immigrant Hungarians.  The older people I have dealt 

with are equally encouraging ï yes, even people who lived and worked through the years of 

communism. 

     I think that what I have un-learned over the years is perhaps just as, if not more valuable, 

than what I have been taught ï if Hungary was ever a perpetually black and white, gloomy 

prison, peopled by brutal secret policemen, it was the fault of a small minority.  That small   

minority, however, makes up a small percentage of Hungarians (or any other people), no matter 

where they might settle.  The people of Hungary today are the same as those who have lived 

there for the last thousand years, and you will find that they will embrace you lovingly, as long 

as you have an open mind.  See page 13. 
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      Sitting on a bus recently, heading to an NHV meeting, I was surprised to find myself beside a young couple talking                 

authoritatively about Hungary.  I regret that I didnôt hear every word of the conversation, but I do remember thinking that some of 

the things that were being spouted as gospel were less than accurate.  One thing that does stand out in my mind is the young woman 

asking confusedly, ñWhy would the Hungarians have left after the Revolution?ò  I donôt remember the reply, but I suspect that  

whatever it was, it would have made for great fiction.  Clearly, these young folks didnôt know that the Revolution wasnôt a raving 

success and that many Hungarians left the country rather than continuing to submit to oppressive rule. 

     That conversation got me thinking about the other silly things Iôve heard over the years about Hungarians.  I remember watching 

one of Robert Kleinôs comedy routines years ago (he just happens to have a Hungarian background).  He was talking about how 

Hungarians have ñthe diet of the average puma,ò i.e. ñMeat! Meat! Meat!ò  Okay, I suppose they do eat a fair bit of meat, but what 

about the classic Hungarian dish lecsó ï not a speck of protein in there (optional additions of scrambled eggs or kolbász               

notwithstanding). Or how about káposztás tészta or krumplis tészta or my all-time favourite túros palacsinta?  At least one of my 

cousins back in Hungary is a vegetarian, for Heavenôs sake! 

     Then, of course, thereôs that scene in My Fair Lady where, after having suffered through weeks of Professor Higginsôs elocution 

lessons, Eliza Doolittle was mistaken at the ball for a Hungarian.  Why a Hungarian?  True, Hungarians do tend to have very clean 

articulation when they speak English, but you could say that for people of many ethnicities.  I think sometimes that the obscurity of 

Hungarian, or just the funny-sounding name itself, lends itself to such misguided abuses. 

     When I was in elementary school, I played on a girlsô soccer team, as did one of my classmates.  Our parents would take turns 

driving us to games and to practices.  One day as we sat in the car, Mrs. Wilson asked me, ñWhat are you, Yugoslavian?ò  I said, 

ñNo, Hungarian.ò  She said, ñClose enough.ò  Um, yeah, geographically, I guess.  And yes, Yugoslavia used to be part of the Austro-

Hungarian empire way back when.  But they are, in fact, people of different cultures speaking different languages, so what exactly 

does ñclose enoughò mean?  How many Canadians do you know who liked to be referred to as Americans because thatôs ñclose 

enough?ò 

     I wondered what other misconceptions I could find.  Before long, I had amassed a motley mix of all kinds of erroneous beliefs, 

some comical and some more academic.  I even came across one webpage that listed a number of fallacies, like Hungarians eat only 

gulyás, salami, hot peppers, and tomatoes.  I was chatting with a fellow at the gym last night, and in his opinion, Hungary has the 

best food in Europe, and everyone else just copies their food.  Never mind vanilla slices, he said, try the Hungarian pastries!  Perhaps 

being half Hungarian, heôs somewhat biased, but the point is that there is much greater variety in Hungarian cuisine than gulyás    

and salami. 

     Another silly assumption is that Hungarians all still ride horseback, the rebuttal being that if they do, they are police officers,  

racers, enthusiasts or village peasants (and not the general populace!).  That ranks right up there with the old American belief that all 

Hungarians were Gypsies or even Mongols.  Apparently, such erroneous notions about Hungary are much less prevalent than they 

were early in the 20th century, due to the high profile of the Hungarian Revolution and consequent profusion of information about 

the country.  But still, only the more educated classes in America have a more realistic idea of the character of Hungary.  A 1992 

article I came across noted that a few years previously, another author had been dismayed to find misconceptions and falsehoods 

about Hungary in American textbooks at all levels. 

     Some hold the false notion that Hungarians are not open to foreign ideas and customs.  Certainly you might encounter resistance 

or the famous Hungarian sense of superiority, but the fact is that Hungary would not have survived if it had not accepted foreign  

nationalities within her borders.  This website of fallacies points to the culture of thermal baths as a Turkish tradition that Hungarians 
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