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The aftermath of the Hungarian October 1956 Revolution had many consequences.  Initially it resulted in a diaspora of major proportions, with refugee Hungarians initially mainly grouped in Austria, and then scattering to all corners of the globe.  The just cause of the Hungarian refugees was quickly recognized by the Western countries, and by mid-November 1956 28 countries around the globe offered places to the refugees.


The United States was one of the countries that responded quickly and definitively to the plight of the fleeing Hungarians.  In the first week of November the U.S. Army converted a military base, Camp Kilmer in New Jersey, to the Joyce Kilmer Reception Center, in 10 days’ time.  The first group of Hungarian refugees was flown from Vienna in U.S. Army planes on November 21st, and the stream steadily continued.  On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day 1956, for example, 30 planes carrying over 1,900 refugees arrived at the Kilmer Reception Center.  Once they arrived, the newcomers were sponsored by eight resettlement agencies
 which assumed legal responsibility for the refugees.  These agencies, representing religious, political, ethnic, and social welfare groups, then helped to place the refugees in homes, jobs, and schools, and coordinated the large outpouring of support from American communities nationwide.

Initially, the U.S. offered places to 6,500 refugees, which was the total amount of visas allowed under the currently valid Refugee Relief Act of U.S. immigration law.  However, as the magnitude of the crisis and number of refugees grew, the figure was raised several times to admit additional thousands as “parolees” whose legal status as immigrants and the number of which needed to be determined by the U.S. Congress. Ultimately, by a year later, November 1957, the U.S. had taken in 37,221 Hungarian refugees.

I would like to focus on the experiences of one subset of these refugees, that is, the Hungarian students.  The students deserve special attention for several reasons.  First is their leading role in the events which took place in Hungary in October and November 1956.  Since so many students were in the vanguard of the Revolution, as a consequence, so many of them had to, or chose to, leave Hungary.  Second, so many of them became highly successful in American academia, and over time contributed greatly to U.S. higher education institutions, to American research, and of course as professors who taught several generations of students at U.S. universities in many academic disciplines. 

Already in November 1956 a very strong response emerged in the U.S. from the higher education community.  Humanitarian aid was raised by student groups, money collected by universities and local communities, and the universities offering housing and scholarships immediately.  Numerous universities contacted the Institute of International Education (IIE) and World University Service (WUS) in New York, and as a result these two organizations set up a joint policy committee based at IIE to coordinate the response and efforts of the U.S. higher education community.  

This committee’s role quickly expanded due to the scope of the efforts faced by it.  It came to 1) coordinate all offers of scholarships and funding from U.S. colleges and universities; 2) collect and distribute donations and grants intended for Hungarian refugees’ higher education; and 3) screen students – including interviews when possible – for admission to colleges and universities.  The committee’s work took place in two phases, first to meet immediate needs and assess students’ potential, and the second to secure long-term academic placements and scholarships for the students.

The demographics of the Hungarian student group became clear in the initial screening during the winter of 1956-57. Of the 28,000 or so refugees admitted to the U.S. by the end of February 1957, approximately 1,000 were university students.  This group was predominately male (80%), and mainly from two age groups: those 19-21 years of age, who were studying when the Revolution broke out, and those around 28-29 years of age, who had been started their studies before the Communist takeover of Hungary and then had been expelled or denied university studies.  The majority had studied in the fields of engineering and medicine, with others in science, humanities, education, and agriculture.  Most spoke several languages in addition to Hungarian (German, Russian), but almost none knew English.  One report characterized them as “alert, intelligent, and promising young people… and their morale is generally good.”

As the majority of the Hungarian students did not possess sufficient English for university-level study, and the fact that the spring semester was already beginning, the IIE-led joint policy committee decided that the best course of action was to place as many promising students as possible in short-term intensive English courses.  Furthermore, these should take place at a college or university so that the students could become exposed to and acclimated to a U.S. academic environment.  IIE obtained financial support from the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, and immediately established two special English training centers, one at Bard College in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York, and the other at St. Michael’s College in Winooski Park, Vermont.  425 students attended these special courses, 325 at Bard College for nine weeks, and 100 at St. Michael’s College for fifteen weeks.  IIE identified a further 15 sites which hosted small groups of 10 to 50 Hungarian students for a semester.  These colleges and universities
 and their local communities also contributed their own funding to undertake this mission. 

The second phase of assistance to the Hungarian students was undertaken by IIE in the spring of 1957, and this involved the securing of admission of Hungarian students at U.S. colleges and universities, as well as raising sufficient funds for them to study and live.  Throughout the winter of 1956-57 and spring 1957 IIE registered 1,288 students for scholarships and university placement.  A cut-off date of April 15, 1957 was set for admissions for the next academic year, but numerous exceptions were made as further suitable student candidates came forward.  

During this period IIE and other cooperating agencies solicited funds from many sources for the scholarships, including approximately 1,200 educational institutions, foundations, corporations, and individuals.   This resulted in almost $300,000 worth of donations, the single largest coming from the International Rescue Committee and the group First Aid for Hungary.  These funds were used to supplement partial scholarship offers, for example to cover the cost of tuition where a college or university was offering room and board, or vice versa.  The scholarships were for the first year of study, and it was also expected that, following American practice, the students would get part-time jobs to cover their incidental expenses and miscellaneous costs.  

Virtually all of the promising Hungarian students were able to receive scholarships.  The majority of students were at the undergraduate (BA) level, with a smaller number of graduate (MA or PhD) students, the latter being in engineering, chemistry, economics, and the humanities.  Of those who were not able to receive scholarships, the two primary reasons were that the student had an academic average below a “C” level on the U.S. grading scale, or lack of sufficient English for study at the higher education level.  IIE made additional efforts for certain groups.  For example medical students were also considered for study, and IIE led special screening panels and examinations, in cooperation with the Association of American Medical Colleges and the National Committee for the Resettlement of Foreign Physicians.  22 Hungarian students were enrolled in 17 U.S. medical schools by the start of the 1957-58 academic year.

Ultimately of the 1,288 students who IIE registered, there were offers of 1,086 scholarships, and these students began their new lives as American students in the fall semester of 1957.  The vast majority adapted rapidly, and successfully integrated into U.S. academic life.  Like their fellow American students, they became responsible for their own education, their own success, and their own destiny.  In the end, IIE was able to preserve and advance the intellectual knowledge that the Hungarian students brought to the U.S.  The Hungarians’ presence on U.S. campuses added a cultural richness and a wealth of human capacity which had long-term implications.  Not only did the Hungarians receive a new home and the possibility to study in freedom, but also ultimately they became leading academics, businesspeople, and cultural figures in the U.S., contributing so much to U.S. society.
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