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A TRAGIC VICTORY

On the 11th of December, 1914, three Hungarian hussar

regiments stormed and took the Russian trenches at Limanowa in

Galicia.

The first year of World War I was marked by the

spectacular victories of the Germans and by the equally

spectacular defeats of the Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy. The

supreme command of the Monarchy consisted of members of the

Imperial Family and some old,- incompetent Austrian and Slav

generals. No Hungarian general had any say in the decisions of

the high command. Still, the Hungarians, who had opposed the

idea of a war of revenge against Serbia and who had nothing to

gain from the victory of the Central Powers, fought with dutiful

courage under foreign generals for an empire that was not theirs.

Altogether some 600,000 Hungarians died in that senseless war

— in the most part as a result of the archaic and wasteful strategy

of their Austrian leaders.

In December, 1914 — four months after the Austrian

declaration of war — the armies of the Monarchy were in full

retreat in Galicia, the easternmost province of the dual Empire.

The Austrian generals attempted to stop the Russian advance by

uncoordinated, local counter-attacks. Only one of these counter-

attacks succeeded, the so-called Limanowa Charge. In the hilly

region, east of this small town, increasing Russian troop concen-

trations were noticed. The Austrian army commander ordered

three Hungarian hussar regiments to attack and break through



the Russian lines.

The Russians outnumbered the hussars five to one and they

were entrenched at the, crest of a line of hills, their positions

defended by artillery and machine guns.. The hussars

dismounted and stormed the hills, led by the commander of the

Nadasdy Regiment, Colonel Muhr. They had no weapons

suitable for a charge of this nature. Besides, their colourful

uniforms: red breeches, blue capes and white caps were easy

target in the snow for the Russian riflemen and machine guns.

Halfway up the hill Colonel Muhr was mortally wounded. The

hussars’ ranks thinned as they fell, one after the other. Still, the

survivors reached the Russian trenches and a furious hand-to-



hand combat followed, which lasted all day.

When the wintry sun set on the evening of the 11th of

December, several thousand hussars and many more Russians

lay dead on the hills of Limanowa — but the attack had been a

success, the Russians’ lines were broken and their offensive

halted — at the cost of half the effective strength of the

Hungarian troops.

For more than a century, the Balaclava Charge of the Light

Brigade, the futile and heroic death of 300 British hussars has

been the favourite theme of poets, novelists, film-writers and

symphony-composers. At Limanowa ten times that number died

just as uselessly and heroically. The thousands of Magyar

peasant boys are only remembered by a few aging relatives who

sometimes look at faded photographs of a cheerful young man in

hussar uniform with the inscription: “Died for God, King and

Country at Limanowa

They died for an Empire which was not theirs, a King who

could not speak their language and for God who seemed to have

forsaken them.

The physicist Anyos Jedlik died on the 12th of December,

1895. He constructed the world’s first electro-magnetic motor, in

1828. Being a Benedictine monk, he was too modest to sell his

invention or even to have it patented. This is why the German

engineer, Siemens, who constructed the same machine 13 years

later, is today credited with the invention.

A contemporary of Jedlik, Janos Irinyi, lost his invention for a

different reason. As a young chemist, he succeeded, in 1836, in

making the first phosphorus match. As he was very poor, he sold

his invention to a Swedish manufacturer for a very small sum.

This is how the “Swedish” match was invented in Hungary.

On the 14th of December, 1921 a plebiscite under



international supervision returned the town of Sopron to Hungary.

Sopron had been given to Austria in the Trianon Treaty but

the population of the region protested against Austrian

occupation. The League of Nations eventually agreed to hold a

plebiscite, which decided in Hungary’s favour.

This has been the only rectification of the Trianon Treaty

allowed by the victorious powers. It was obviously only granted

because both litigants were defeated countries. The Hungarian

Government kept requesting plebiscites in the various Magyar-

inhabited towns and border regions awarded to the neighbouring

states — the “victorious” ones — but these requests were denied.

Cardinal George, archbishop of Esztergom, known generally

as “Brother George” (“Frater Gyorgy”), was assassinated on the

16th of December, 1551.

He was born to a Dalmatian artistocratic family but served,

from his early youth, in the Hungarian cavalry, under Tomori. He

later joined the Pauline Order and became the Zapolya family’s

tutor. After the Battle of Mohacs (1526) John Zapolya became

King of Hungary and Brother George his closest advisor. After

King John’s death (1540) the Turks occupied Hungary’s central

regions. Brother George, guardian of the infant crown prince and

advisor (and, to some extent, guardian) of the young, capricious

widow, Isabella, moved the royal family to Transylvania, the

eastern part of Hungary. Here he managed to set up a semi-

independent principality, which he ruled as Regent. He kept the

peace with both his powerful neighbours, the Turks and the

Germans, playing off one great power against the other, bribing

officials, paying tributes —or relying on the sword when other

means failed. Once he led a cavalry charge himself against the

Turks, destroyed them, recaptured a frontier town and then

humbly explained to the sultan that it had been a “dreadful



mistake”. (He did not say whose.) The sultan had the defeated

pasha hanged, took the bribe offered by George and thus the

matter was settled to (almost) everybody’s satisfaction.

Though he was a Catholic prelate, bishop and later

Cardinal-Archbishop, head of the Hungarian Church, he was a

wise and tolerant ruler. It was under his Regency that the Diet of

Torda declared the principle of religious freedom, for the first time

in Europe (which was, at that time, torn by the religious wars).

His ultimate aim was to free Hungary from the Turks, but he

realized that this could not be achieved without the help of the

Habsburg Empire. Thus he prepared the reunion of Transylvania

with the other regions of Hungary ruled by the Habsburg

Emperor-King. He had to conceal his plans before the Turks,

however. He voiced his “friendship” and “loyalty” to the sultan.

The king’s commander failed, to see the true reason for this “lip-

service” and had him assassinated as a suspected ally of the

Turks.

The greatest diplomat of 16th century Hungary, born a

foreigner, gave his life for the survival of his adopted nation.

Zoltan Kodaly was born on the 16th of December, 1882 in

Kecskemet, in the heart of the Hungarian Plain.



He began studying and collecting genuine Magyar folk melo-

dies in his student years. With the collaboration of Bela Bartok

and others, Kodaly initiated and directed the study, identification

and evaluation of the rich treasure of Magyar folk music. On his

initiative, the Hungarian Academy of Sciences has collected more

than 100,000 genuine Magyar folk melodies. Professor of the

Budapest Academy of Music, he soon became the nation’s

foremost musical educator.

After World War I he became interested in choral singing, found it

a practical and inexpensive vehicle of musical culture. He later



based his well-known “Kodaly Method” on the evaluation of vocal

music. This basic philosophy of musical education aims at the

development of the very young (pre-primary) child’s musical

ability by using singing as the first vehicle of music teaching.

His opus contains a rich collection of choral works, tableaux

of songs and dances of various Magyar regions. His orchestral

compositions retain the traditional melodic elements, such as the

popular “toborzo” (recruiting song) type motifs. This is why his

compositions are enjoyed even by those who have no

appreciation of Bartok’s philosophical creations.

“Hary .Janos”, a comic opera became the favourite of

national and international concerts with its pleasing, emotional

rhythms and folk-inspired melodies.

Like his music, his original education principles are easily

adapted to any national educational system, as is the case in

many countries today.

Istvan Bocskay, ruling Prince of Transylvania and Hungary,

died on the 29th of Decemher, 1606.

Bocskay was a Protestant nobleman of Transylvania and an

able soldier. As the commander of the prince, he fought several

successful engagements in Wallachia (Rumania) against the

Turks in alliance with the voyvod (duke) of the province, Michael

(called the “Brave”). The inept Prince of Transylvania alienated

certain groups of his subjects who rose in rebellion against him.

Michael (who was also a wily politician) went to the aid of the

Magyar rebels in Transylvania, helped them to defeat the prince

(who was killed in the battle) and then had himself declared

Prince of Transylvania. At this point the Habsburg Emperor

interfered, sent his troops to Transylvania and had the would-be

Vlach Prince chased from the country. This episode is described

by some Rumanian historians as the “unification of the three



Rumanian provinces”.

The German troops then imposed their own reign of terror in

Transylvania. To end this interregnum, the Transylvanian Diet

elected Istvan Bocskay Prince in 1605. Bocskay began by

chasing the marauding Germans, Vlachs, Tartars and Turks out

of the country. Then he decided to proceed with the liberation of

Hungary: from the Germans first, then from the Turks. He led

successful campaigns against the imperial (Habsburg royal)

armies in northern Hungary and gained valuable concessions

from the emperor. These were Transylvania’s independence and

religious freedom for the Hungarian Protestants under Habsburg

rule. The Hungarian nobles elected him ruling Prince of Hungary.

The sultan sent him a crown, but Bocskay refused to accept it

and become a vassal of the Turk.

Before he could proceed with the second phase of his long-

term plan, the expulsion of the Turks, he died, under somewhat

suspicious circumstances after only two years of his reign.

The last Abbot of Zirc, Vendel Endrody, died on the 29th of

December, 1981.

He was the last head of the Hungarian Cistercian

Congregation, which was abolished by the Communist

Government of the country in 1948. After the suppression of the

Order, Endrody was imprisoned with many other Cistercians.

After his release he spent his last years in the Benedictine

monastery of Pannonhalma. His spirit unbroken, he kept teaching

and writing and his humble cell became a place of pilgrimage for

his friends, admirers and former pupils.

He was laid to rest at his former abbey, Zirc. On that

occasion, the Budapest regime allowed the surviving Cistercians

to enter their confiscated monastery once more, in order to bury

their last abbot — and to celebrate the 800th anniversary of the



foundation of the Abbey of Zirc.

The first monastery built in Hungary was the Benedictine

Abbey of Pannonhalma, founded in 997.

The Benedictine monks have played an important role in the

conversion and Christian education of the Magyar people. They

gave the Hungarian Church many eminent prelates, scholars and

educators.

The Cistercians, originally a contemplative branch of the

Benedictines, came to Hungary in the 12th century. The Abbey of

Zirc was founded in 1182. During the Middle Ages the Cistercians

led a contemplative life, supporting themselves by agriculture.

Their role changed during the 18th century: they became a

teaching order, like the Benedictines, Jesuits,

Premonstratensians and Piarists.

There are no Cistercian monasteries in Hungary any more.

Some of the former monks of the Zirc Abbey have established the

Cistercian Abbey of “Our Lady of Dallas” in the United States.

They carry the heritage of the Hungarian Cistercians in exile.

Janos Apaczai Csere, the great Hungarian scientist of the

17th century, died on the 31st of December, 1659.

He was a Protestant scholar, born in Transylvania. On com-

pleting his philosophical and theological studies in Holland, he

became professor at the College of Gulafehervar in Transylvania,

which was a university in all but name. Here he compiled his

monumental “Hungarian Encyclopedia”, the first universal com-

pendium of knowledge in Hungarian. His death at the age of 34

brought a brilliant career to a premature end.

CHRISTMAS IN HUNGARY

The Magyar people celebrate the mysteries of Christianity



by ornamenting the liturgy with the colourful melodies of their

millenia-old musical tradition. Among the Christian festivities, the

heart-warming story of the first Christmas is particularly close to

the emotions of the simple peasant. The humble circumstances

of Christ’s birth and the role of the Bethlehem shepherds became

the subject of many plays and carols sung to the words of

unknown folk-poets to tunes older than Christianity in the land of

the Magyars.

Many Christmas carols form part of a “Bethlehem-play”,

others are sung on their own or in connection with the Christian

church service.

From time immemorial, the winter solstice (of the Northern

Hemisphere), the Christmas period has been a season of

festivities. The pagans used to celebrate the re-birth of the Sun-

god, the Christians the birth of Christ. The ancient rites and myths

have been ennobled, but the memories of the old pagan



celebrations still linger in some Magyar folksongs, such as the

refrain of the popular carol:

“Oh life, oh sunsine, Oh dear, little Jesus. .

The folk-carol “Nagykaracsony . . .“ (“On the night of

Christmas”), is known throughout the country. One of the variants

goes:

“At Christmas night,

On Jesus’ birthday,

We must rejoice. .

Let’s be happy,

For He is born to us. .

Some carols take the form of a cheerful dance, expressing

the joy of the awakening shepherds. Other carols incorporate

Latin words of the Catholic liturgy. One of these begins with the

words

“Gloria in excelsis. . .“ then continues in Hungarian. One of the

popular carols begins with the Greek words “Kirje... “(variant of

“Kyrie”) from the liturgy. The naive charm of the text and the

ancient melody leave no doubt that we hear one of the genuine

creations of the people, probably the Catholic Szekelys of Csik

county in Transylvania. The majestic Christ of the liturgy

becomes a sweet little baby, surrounded by His Holy Mother,

shepherds and peasants worried about the cold. They wish to be

able to give the Divine Child the comfort, which, according to the

Gospel, had been denied to Him in Bethlehem:

“There is no cover for Jesus’ bed,

The poor Dear is so cold!

He has no winter coat....”

The so-called “Bethlehem plays” used to be a charming

addition to the Christmas celebrations in all countries of Europe

since the Middle Ages. They have practically disappeared in the



western countries. In Hungary however, the farmers and

shepherds find the story of Christ so attractive that troupes of

children and even of adults still perform these improvised dramas

around Christmas.

The plays present various colourful versions of the Gospel

story. The scene is usually the stable with Mary, Joseph and the

shepherds at the side of Jesus in the manger. During the play the

herdsmen are joined by various symbolic personalities such as

King Herod, soldiers, angels and even devils. The amateur actors

go from house to house performing their little play for the family.

In some regions they sometimes take the manger to the church

and perform a short version of the play there.

Throughout the play humorous improvisations mingle with

deeply philosophical thoughts and old folk-hymns. Many changes

are made to the original Gospel story. Often the Magyars’

nostalgic love is expressed in the form of the wish; “if Jesus had

been born in Hungary, things would have been different...” As

one carol put it:

 “Oh, if you had been born in Hungary,

In the town of Bicske,

You would have found a better country.

In some places marionettes are made to perform dances

before the manger.

The little timber structure which represents the manger or

the stage is decorated with particular care by the children

themselves. The children carry this candle-lit, glittering little

structure from house to house in the snowy, silent night of the

Magyar village. The candle-light brings the magic of the Gothic

cathedrals to the peasant’s home with its universal message of

peace on Earth.



FROM BETHLEHEM TO CALVARY

The Christmas-New Year period is the time of memories and

reflections for all mankind. The 15 million Hungarians who live all

over the world have somehow more to remember and reflect than

the rest of mankind.

By celebrating the birth of the Founder of Christianity, the

Hungarians also remember the birth of the Christian Kingdom of

Hungary. On Christmas Day, 1000 A.D. King Stephen — later to

be known as Saint Stephen — was crowned with the crown of the

Pope. Thus the Hungarian nation was welcomed into the

community of Christian countries.

The formerly pagan Magyars accepted the Christian faith

and with it, western civilization. This faith and this civilization

became the Magyar nation’s own heritage defended through

centuries against various pagans. Christian devotion and Magyar

patriotism became synonymous notions. The picture of the child

Jesus, in His humble manger, watched with anxious care by His

mother, Mary, has somehow been the symbol of the Magyar

people: the loneliest nation on earth, protected by the Holy Virgin,

“Our Lady of Hungary”

Somehow, many momentous events, which took place

around Christmas and New Year during the course of Hungarian

history seem to remind the Hungarians of their close affiliation

with the cause of Christianity.

On December the 30th, 1916, Hungary’s last king, Charles

IV and his Queen were crowned in the historic Cathedral of Our

Lady in Buda. After the solemn ceremony, the king mounted his

horse and rode up a man-made hillock, built of soil collected from

the 73 counties of Hungary. There, with Saint Stephen’s Crown

on his head, Charles made four symbolic strokes with a sword in



the four directions, swearing to defend Hungary against all

enemies.

Kind-hearted Charles could not defend Hungary, he could

not even stop the senseless war which his predecessor had

started. On that cold, cruel winter day, Hungary’s fate had already

been sealed.

Christmas Day of 1918 marks, by the irony of history, the

occupation of the two historic capital cities of Hungary, Kolozsvar

in Transylvania and Pozsony in Upper Hungary by the troops of

the newly created “succession” countries.

The tragic Christmas Day of 1944 still lives in the memory of

the older generation. On this day, Hungary’s capital, Budapest,

was encircled by the advancing Soviet forces. While the

Hungarian-German troops held the city for two months — longer

than Stalingrad — the civilian population of one million suffered

atrociously during the coldest winter in living memory. For the

Hungarians of 1944, the road to Calvary began at Bethlehem.

On the 26th of December, 1948, the courageous head of the

Hungarian Catholic Church, Cardinal Mindszenty was arrested by

the Communist Government. His martyrdom, which began on that

day, truly epitomizes the suffering and sacrifice of Saint

Stephen’s people for Christianity.

Chesterton once said:

“Christianity is mankind’s most beautiful idea.

It is a pity no one has ever tried it.”

He was wrong. Saint Stephen’s people have followed the

road of Christianity for a thousand years, from the glory of

Bethlehem to the sorrows of Calvary. They truly believe that this

road will, one day, lead to Resurrection.


