Accomplishments of Sopron
Foresters After Ten Years

in Canada
By KALMAN J. ROLLER

Among forestry students graduating at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia, in May 1958, was a
group of twenty-eight Hungarians. They were dis-
tinguished from the others only by a brilliant red
and white cord sewn on their hoods, next to the
green cord of forestry worn by all students. Red,
white and green are the colors of the free Hungary
and its wearers were the first of 141 graduates who,
with 26 professors, left Sopron University, Hungary,
and came to Canada in 1957.

The story began in October 1956 when Sopron
students and professors joined freedom fighters in
the Hungarian revolt. However, Soviet tanks rolled
into the country in force to put a bloody end to the
uprising. Then the Soproners with 200,000 other
Hungarians fled to Austria and spread over the
western world.

The Sopron students and professors were distri-
buted throughout camps in Austria. The minister of
Education in Vienna suggested a place, on the
shores of the St. Wolfgang Lake, where the whole
group might assemble. It was intended that the So-
pron faculty would remain here permanently and
function as a university in exile. Three full, 2 as-
sociate and 11 assistant professors, staff members
of the University of Sopron, assembled in Wolfgang.
In addition, 10 professionals who had been working
with different research organizations in Hungary and
who had fled to Austria at the same time, were in-
vited to assist with teaching the forestry students.
On November 17, 1956, classes began in earnest at
the new locaticn.

It very soon became apparent, however, that
funds to operate the school permanently were lim-
ited because of the tremendous drain on Austria’s
resources, owing to the flood of refugees entering
the country. Accordingly a search began for a new
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location to which the school could emigrate collect-
ively. On November 22, 1956, a circular was sent to
30 heads of States. Some of the countries ap-
proached made offers with the stipulation that the
student body would have to be broken up into
smaller units that could be absorbed into several
universities.

In Vienna, the school came to the attention of the
Hon. Jack Pickersgill, then Canada’s Minister of
Immigration. He suggested to the Hon. James Sin-
clair, then Fisheries Minister, that the Sopron people
might be transferred to the University of British
Columbia in view of the Canadian need for foresters.
The University President, Dr. Norman A. M. Mac-
Kenzie, when approached, enlisted the aid of the
forest industry of British Columbia. Within 24 hours
the Powell River Company had agreed to accom-
modate the students and professors in an empty
construction camp at Powell River, British Colum-
bia.

The head of the UBC forestry faculty, Dean
George Allen, and the public relations officer for the
Powell River Company, Fred McNeil, flew to Wolf-
gang to give the Sopron students and professors
some idea of what Canada and British Columbia in
particular were like. The Soproners were also told
what they might expect in terms of continuing their
education, summer employment, possibilities after
graduation, and what the staff might do once the
students had graduated. They showed a film called
the “Powell River Story”, a very good movie, and
new at that time. The Soproners were amazed at
the large logging equipment and the huge timber
and paper machines in British Columbia. Logging
equipment, such as Caterpillar tractors, big trucks,
diesel yarders and so on, was practically unknown
in Hungary. Forest conditions and management
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First graduates (Dean and two professors in the midst of the second row) in 1958 in front of the Hut of the Sopron Faculty

at UBC.

were very different in Hungary from those in British
Columbia.

The Sopron University sailed for Canada early
in 1957 and, after spending the spring and summer
in Powell River, 189 were enrolled as UBC students
for the 1957-58 session. Life in a strange new coun-
try was not easy at first. Language was the most
obvious barrier, and UBC set up special classes to
instruct the newcomers in English. In over-crowded
labs they worked and learned daily from 6:00 p.m.
to midnight since class-rooms and lab time were al-
lotted first to Canadian students. At first almost all
instruction was given in Hungarian; later, when the
professors and students improved their English,
more and more lectures were given in English.
Examinations however were in Hungarian through-
out the four academic years during which the
Sopron Faculty existed.

The educational system in Central European coun-
tries differed from the Anglo-Saxon teaching meth-
ods current in Canada. In Hungary great emphasis
was placed on oral exams at the end of each aca-
demic term. A comprehensive examination was
taken after the first and fourth academic years. The
final exam involved defence of a thesis. Personal
contact between professors and students played
an important role in forestry education. Hungarian
foresters have always regarded one another as
brothers. This tradition was deeply rooted that the
brotherhood of the Hungarian foresters had become
an integral part of the intellectual and spiritual life
of every person connected with the school. The
members of this school were the heirs to a long and
distinguished tradition of application of scientific
values and methods for the care and management
of Hungarian forests. At present, the forested area
in Hungary is the lowest in Europe. Ecological and

economic conditions make it necessary not only to
apply the most intensive and refined skills of silvi-
culture but also to preserve and protect the grow-
ing stock from the ever increasing demand of the
inhabitants for wood. Silviculture and forest protec-
tion are therefore the main subjects in forestry
education.

The history of the Sopron University was one of
hardship and setbacks from the very beginning
The Forestry Faculty of the University was founded
at Selmecbanya, now in Czechoslovakia, in 1809 as
a Faculty of the Mining Academy. The first lecture
was delivered by Professor Henrik Wilkens, a fa-
mous European biologist. The significance of this
date becomes apparent when it is realized that the
oldest forestry school in North America celebrated
its first half-century in 1948. The oldest Faculty of
Forestry in Canada, that of the University of To-
ronto, had its fiftieth birthday in 1957.

Twice during its history the university had had
to find a new home. First it had to escape from Sel-
mecbanya to Sopron in 1919 after the loss of the
northern portion of Hungary to Czechoslovakia by
the declaration of Trianon. Secondly, the faculty and
student body fled in 1956 from Sopron to Vancou-
ver where bereft of facilities, apparatus and books
painfully acquired over many years, they began
again. This was only rendered possible by assist-
ance of a tradition which had been established and
maintained with deep sacrifice.

Under the changed circumstances it became ne-
cessary to shape a new curriculum for the Sopron
students, similar to that of the Forestry Faculty
of UBC. However, emphasis on basic subjects such
as botany, mathematics and mechanics was main-
tained and more time was spent on silviculture than
was usual at UBC. In addition, from the second
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Annual march of the student body on the remembrance day (Oct. 23) of the Hungarian revolution at the UBC Campus.

year, Sopron classes attended courses in Forest
Policy, Forest Administration, Economics and Fire
Protection given in English by the UBC Forestry
faculty.

By act of the British Columbia legislature the
Sopron Faculty was absorbed as a division of the
Faculty of Forestry of UBC. This status made it
possible for Sopron students to receive a Bachelor
of Science degree in Forestry with the words “equi-
valent to graduate forest engineer from Sopron Uni-
versity, Hungary” added.

Many Sopron students came to UBC expect-
ing a free education but got only the $65.00-a month
subsistance, paid by the Government to all Hun-
garian refugees until May, 1958. Technical jobs for
forestry students or graduates were not plentiful
during those years because there was a slump in
the industry. When the $65.00 allowance was no
longer paid the students had to borrow money from
the university and take odd jobs if they wished to
continue their studies. Many became disappointed
with the situation and others wished to avoid get-
ting into debt. Forty-eight of the 189 students ac-
cordingly left to seek a livelihood in fields other
than forestry. These students did not all achieve
university qualifications but they are nonetheless
making their contribution to Canadian life, a con-
tribution in which all the Sopron people may well
take pride.

In May 1961, the last 23 out of the 141 students
graduated in Vancouver and the story of a modern
exodus ended on the green lawns of the University
of British Columbia. Little Sopron, as it has been
called, closed its Canadian doors forever, ending the
tale of a modern-day flight to freedom by an entire
school. And the graduates of this school not only
increased Canada’s corps of graduates in forestry,
but their success endured as a monument to their
own courage and the enlightened policy of the
people of Canada in offering refuge and help.

When the last of the Sopron students departed

from UBC campus they left behind a memento in
stone. It is a plaque, featuring two hands tightly
clasped, representing Sopron and UBC.

During the past ten years the professors and
students have spread over the North American con-
tinent making their own way and engaging in a
variety of positions.

Six professors were employed by the Canada
Department of Forestry and Rural Development,
eight joined various universities in Canada and two
moved to universities in the United States, two
have taken overseas positions, one is working with
the BC Forest Service, two are employed by mining
companies, two with city organizations, one is sup-
ported by city welfare and two died of serious ill-
nesses.

In 1966 the professional achievements of the So-
pron graduates in Vancouver were surveyed by L.
Adamovich and 0. Sziklai, both associate profes-
sors at the Forestry Faculty, UBC. The study was
made possible by a grant from the K. L. Koerner
Foundation. Their report showed that two of the
141 graduates returned to Hungary, 112 are working
in Canada, 22 in the United States and 5 in Europe,
and one died in a car accident. Thirty per cent of
the graduates took post-graduate courses; 28 stu-
dents obtained MSc and 14, PhD degrees at dif-
ferent universities in Canada and the United States.
Seventy-one per cent have taken employment in
forestry, twenty-two per cent with non-professional
organizations and seven per cent with others. The
average yearly earning was $7,600 at the end of
1966.

Data were collected from a number of sources
about the organizations in which the majority of
Sopron graduates are employed. About 18 are em-
ployed by MacMillan Bloedell Ltd., British Columbia,
ten with the BC Forest Service, nine with the Can-
ada Department of Fisheries and Forestry and seven
have taken teaching jobs at different universities
in Canada and North America.
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This unique school no longer exists. But the
former members of the staff and student body or-
ganized themselves=into an association which
serves as a link between them. The association
publishes a periodical, the “Kapocs”, twice a year;
this brings information about the former Soproners
to each member of the association. Each year the
facutly and alumni gather and arrange a “"Home-
coming ball” in Vancouver to review friendships
and keep alive the traditions brought from Sopron.

The first ten years, which were certainly the most
difficult period in the life of the Soproners, are now
over. During that period the Soproners have endeav-
ored to contribute in worthwhile manner by plac-
ing themselves fully at the disposal of their new
country. The years to come may bring more suc-
cess to them. And one day, a historian will evaluate
Canada’s reception of these refugees as an im-
mensely positive contribution to humanity.
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G. C. Andrew (right), Dean and Deputy to the President, UBC
receives the memorial plaque from o Sopron graduate in 1961.

(Reprinted from The Forestry Chronicle, Vol. 45, No. 1, February, 1969)



