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istics of her people. We know the innate striving 
for the highest, the noble attainments possible in 
human nature. And with this elevating and encour
aging panorama in mind, and bearing before us 
the contributions of such noble men as Gyulai, 
Virag, Cserey, Korosi Csoma, Levay, Szasz and 
Toth, we fly to the hights of Parnassus, to dwell 
with the greatest trinity in Hungarian literature,

Vorosmarty, Petofi and Arany, and soothed by 
the music of their outpouring, and lulled into a 
contemplative mood by the evidence of their 
genius and patriotism, we turn back to the pages 
of history, to be impressed by a beautiful senti
ment emanating from the belfries of the homeland 
to this day, as a consequence of one of Hungary's 
greatest victories.

FRANCIS RAKOCZI II.
by

Anthony Balia

The name of Francis Rakoczi II. is by no 
means so well known in Great Britain as is that of 
Louis Kossuth, the other great champion of Hun
garian independence —  the re-incarnation of the 
spirit of Rakoczi who lived a century later. During 
the two centuries that have elapsed since his death 
the memory of Rakoczi has lost somewhat in dis
tinctness, though the great Hungarian fight for in
dependence of which he was the leader at the time 
aroused the greatest interest in all classes of the 
population of Great Britain. Rakoczi was a really 
great personality of European calibre well worthy 
to be included in the brilliant roll of great men in 
which figure the names of Marlborough, Lord 
Stepney, Eugene of Savoy, Villars, Louis XIV., and 
Peter the Great. His many-sided personality was 
rich in great qualities; while he possessed eminent 
abilities and a character of almost increadible 
strength. He began his career as a man of the world 
and later on lived as a penitent hermit at Grobois, 
ending his life as a refugee in exile at Rodosto: 
truly a tragic hero, living amid the wrecks of great 
hopes and dreams.

The movement connected with his name was 
a part of the great world-war of the European 
peoples known to history as the War of the Spa
nish Succession. Rakoczi took advantage of the ex
cellent opportunity thus offering to liberate his 
nation from the yoke of the House of Austria. He 
almost realised his aim, the vindication of the 
complete liberty of the nation; but he could not 
secure final victory because the great champion of 
the Hungarian national cause, Louis XIV., was 
beaten in the struggle which lasted nearly fifteen 
years: yet Rakoczi's efforts had not been in vain; 
the Peace of Szatmar concluded in 1711 between 
the nation and the ruling dynasty guaranteed the 
liberty of the nation and the ancient Constitution; 
and the dynasty and its governments for almost 
seventy years (until 1780) refrained from infringing 
that Constitution. It was as the protege of Louis 
XIV. that Rakoczi fought against the House of 
Austria; and England, being a Member of the *

* As reported in our last number, on April 8th, the 
Hungarian nation paid homage to the memory of the great 
Hungarian patriot Francis Rakoczi II. who died two 
hundred years ago in exile at Rodosto. The above article 
treats with scientific objectivity of the historical importance 
of the heroic leader of the eighteenth-century struggle for 
independence.

great Coalition formed against France, was of
ficially opposed to the Hungarian revolutionary 
movement. Nevertheless, the person of Rakoczi 
and the cause of Hungarian independence met with 
the sympathy of the English monarch and the Eng
lish Governments, as also of the public opinion of 
England. To understand this apparently incompre
hensible phenomenon, which seems a contradiction, 
we must familiarise ourselves with the ideas under
lying Rakoczi's movement and with the spirit of 
that movement. In order to make that possible we 
shall give a short sketch of the historical events 
that led up to the Hungarian struggle for independ
ence connected with the name of Rakoczi.

When the Middle Ages closed, Hungary was a 
great, wealthy and powerful State. In the days of 
King Matthias Corvinus she had a population of 
over 4 million souls, —  having more inhabitants 
than the England of that time. The Hungarian 
State was the focus of Central Europe, and by its 
power secured the equilibrium, order and a peace
ful development in Central and Eastern Europe 
alike. Its social and economic development was 
continous and harmonious and was but little 
disturbed by outside influences. From the days of 
the Golden Bull —  the Charter of Hungarian 
liberties which followed only seven years after the 
Magna Charta —  the Hungarian Constitution de
veloped organically, and Hungary was the only 
State of the European Continent in which the 
power of the sovereign was not absolute. W e have 
often been told that there is a certain similarity 
and a sort of parallel between the constitutional 
development of Great Britain and that of Hun
gary. However, this harmonious development was 
interrupted by the great national catastrophe of 
1526. The West of Hungary came under the rule 
of the Habsburgs; the central part of the country 
was occupied by the Turks, and the Eastern section 
—  Transylvania —  remained independent, being 
ruled over by national princes of its own. In 1686 
a great international army recovered Buda, the 
ancient Capital of the country, from the Turks; 
and practically the whole of Hungary became sub
ject to the rule of the House of Habsburg, the 
dynasty regaining at a blow the position as a Great 
Power which it had lost under the Treaty of West
phalia. Hungary had emerged from the century and 
a half of carnage and destruction broken and im
poverished and sadly depopulated. The number of
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her inhabitants had decreased to two millions, 
about one half of the number recorded in the days 
of Matthias. As a consequence of the terrible loss 
of blood Hungary was never again able to recover 
her original strength and her position as a Great 
Power.

After the expulsion of the Turks there began 
a new phase of the eternal struggle for life, — the 
fight to defend our ancient Constitution and our 
national existence against our own dynasty. That 
dynasty —  foreign in origin —  endeavoured to 
foist upon Hungary its own principles of govern
ment. The Governments of the ruling House had 
inflicted also upon the Austrian hereditary pro
vinces and upon the other possessions of the Habs- 
burgs in Spain, Italy and Holland, principles of 
government diametrically opposed to the spirit of 
Hungarian constitutinalism. W e must say a few 
words also about these principles of government, 
for otherwise we shall be unable to understand the 
objects and ideals of Rakoczi's movement or to 
explain the peculiar sympathy aroused in Eng
land by the Hungarian insurrection.

The House of Austria and its ministers be
lieved in the principle of absolutism and of un
conditional authority then in vogue, their model 
being the State of Louis XIV., of which Montes
quieu observed that it was just as great a despot
ism as had been that of the Persian monarchs in 
ancient times. It was these principles that the 
ministers of Leopold I. proposed to put into 
practice in Hungary. For that reason, after 1687 
no more parliaments were convened, taxes being 
exacted without the consent of Parliament and 
contingents of recruits being conscripted arbitrarily 
without having been first voted by the legislature. 
The country was put under occupation by foreign 
mercenaries, who plagued to death the already im
poverished inhabitants. Leopold I.'s omnipotent 
chancellor, Leopold Kollonitch, Archbishop of 
Esztergom, openly declared that he would never 
again take cognizance of the Hungarian Consti
tution, that Hungary would be governed according 
to the laws and usages in force in the Austrian 
hereditary provinces and would be condemned to 
the lot of Bohemia (which country in 1620 had 
lost its independence), being absorbed and 
made one of the hereditary provinces of the dyn
asty. At the same time, for the purpose of peopling 
the depopulated country German settlers were in
troduced from Bavaria, Alsatia and Austria. About 
1700 it was already evident that —  unless some 
unforeseen historical event intervened —  Hungary 
was menaced with the danger of germanisation 
and complete absorption. Kollonitch and his party 
did not even respect the principle of liberty of 
conscience; though that liberty had been guaranted 
also by three important treaties (those of Vienna, 
1606, Nikolsburg, 1621, and Linz, 1645) concluded 
between the princes of Transylvania and Ferdi
nand II. and Ferdinand III. respectively. A b
sorption and germanisation would have been ac
companied by the complete extirpation of the Re
formed and Evangelical confessions.

From what has been said it will be seen that 
the ancient Hungarian Constitution, feudal de
mocracy and the principle of the sovereignty of

the nation, were threatened with a political system 
based upon the confessed principle that its com
mands were law and that it was simply insurrection 
to refer to laws, rights or Constitution in opposition 
to its will. It is no exaggeration to compare Rako- 
czi' movement with that of the great Cromwell. The 
motives causing both movements were almost lite
rally the same. It was in defence of the ancient Eng
lish Constitution that Cromwell and his Puritans 
took up arms against the absolutistic endeavours of 
Charles I. The only difference was that in the case 
of Rakoczi's fight for independence the menace 
to the ancient Constitution was at the same time a 
menace to the very existence and the future of 
the nation. Another point of similarity between the 
two movements was the idealistic and religious 
nature of the motive causes. Rakoczi was one of 
the most religious men of his age, who was just as 
conscious of his mission as was Cromwell, the 
Lord Protector of England. When we take the 
brilliantly drafted Declaration addressed by Ra
koczi in 1703 to the rulers of the Christian States, 
we find it to contain all the principles proclaimed 
by Milton, the greatest intellect of the English 
Puritan movement, in his well-known pamphlet 
"Defensio pro populo Anglicano" published in 
1651. Like Milton, Rakoczi too opposed the 
principle of the sovereignty of the nation to the 
endeavours of the Emperor Leopold and his min
isters to suppress every form of liberty. Rakoczi 
was the standard-bearer of the great idea which 
was incorporated in the British Isles in the law 
manual of Edward Somers and, a century later, in 
the Constitution of the United States of North Ame
rica. Rakoczi was exceptionally well-informed and 
cultivated; and his collaborators —  e. g. Nicholas 
Bercsenyi, Adam Vay, etc. —  were all erudite 
men of European culture. They were famil
iar with the teachings of Grotius and the literature 
dealing with the English Revolution. The spirit of 
the Hungarian Constitution —  then already nearly 
800 years old —  was in harmony with the po
litical teachings of the new school of natural law 
and of English Puritanism.

From all this we can see quite plainly why 
Rakoczi's insurrection aroused sympathy in Eng
land despite the chief supporter of the Hungarian 
movement having been the French King Louis XIV., 
against whom England was then at war. Since the 
beginning of the sixteenth century there had been 
very strong spiritual connections between Hungary 
and England. A  considerable proportion of the 
population of Hungary had embraced the Pro
testant faith, and for that reason England dis
played an almost continuous interest in the fate 
of Hungary during the protracted life and death 
struggle she was carrying on against Turks and 
Germans. Although a staunch Catholic, Rakoczi 
espoused also the cause of the liberty of con
science of the Protestants, the result being that 
England regarded Hungary as the Eastern bulwark 
of protestantism. It may without exaggeration be 
asserted that in 1703 —  at the outbreak of Ra
koczi's insurrection —  England was spiritually far 
more in sympathy with the Hungarian prince and 
with Hungary than she was with her ally the 
Emperor Leopold I,
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Rakoczi's mivement caused uneasiness in Eng
land for two reasons. First because, if the in
surrection were suppressed by the House of 
Austria, protestantism would be destroyed in the 
East of Europe; and secondly because on the 
other hand the coming into action of the Hun
garian insurgents had withdrawn from the western 
war-zone considerable imperial forces, thus delay
ing the final triumph of England and her allies 
over Louis XIV. George Stepney, the eminent 
English diplomat, saw clearly what was going on 
in Hungary and attributed great importance to 
the insurrection under Rakoczi at the very outset 
of the movement, in 1703, when the Vienna 
authorities still looked upon it as an insignificant 
and by no means dangerous peasant revolt. From 
contemporary sources we see that Lord Stepney 
himself, as well as the English Government, was 
extremely anxious concerning the fate of Hun
garian Protestantism and the future of the cause 
of liberty of conscience. The English Government 
and Lord Stepney —  who sympathised with the 
Hungarian insurrection, though that movement 
affected the situation in the European war-zone 
in a manner detrimental to the interests of 
England —  believed that the question, so difficult 
and so delicate from their point of view, could be 
solved by their doing everything in their power 
to bring about peace between Rakoczi and the 
House of Austria, —  a peace which should satisfy 
both Parties, providing that Hungary should not 
throw off her allegiance to the Austrian dynasty, 
while on the other hand ensuring liberty of con
science, and the national sovereignty and rights 
of Hungary.

Until nearly 1711 England never for a 
moment lost sight of happenings in Hungary. Her 
ambassador was present at all peace negotiations 
in the company of Hamel Bruyning, the diplomatic 
representative of the other great Protestant Power, 
Holland. They arranged an armistice and used their 
powers of persuasion to prevail upon both Parties 
alike —  the Court and Rakoczi —  to make peace. 
The conference at Selmecbanya was the first at 
which the delegates of England and Holland — 
Stepney and Bruyning —  were present. The 
nation had taken up arms, not to uphold its own 
power, but in defence of its liberty; yet it refused 
to believe Vienna and the ministers of the House 
of Austria. At the Selmec conference, as also in 
1706, on the occasion of the important peace ne
gotiations at Nagyszombat, at which England also 
figured as one of the mediators, the Hungarian 
nation demanded guarantees. It declared that it 
would not lay down its arms or sign the treaty 
of peace until that treaty had been guaranteed by 
the Powers, including England and Holland. Lord 
Stepney understood the Hungarians; but he was 
also really attached to them. It is evident that he 
grasped the spirit of the movement, which diffe
red in no respect at all from the spirit permeating 
the Anglo-Saxon political institutions. In Vienna, 
where he was stationed, after the unsuccessful 
negotiations at Selmec he took the Hungarians 
under his protecting wings. The Duke of Marl
borough, the world-famed English general who was 
commander-in-chief of the allied armies, was also

in favour of making peace with the Hungarians. 
Marlborough was familiar with the Hungarian 
Constitution and did his best to convince the 
Vienna Government of the justifiability of the 
Hungarian movement. Unfortunately no peace was 
concluded in 1706 either; although at the outset 
it had looked as if the intervention of England 
would prove successful. Queen Anne proved to 
be a real friend to the Hungarian cause, while 
she supported and befriended Rakoczi later on 
too, after 1711, when the insurrection was brought 
to an end and Rakoczi became a refugee, first in 
Poland and then in France. The popularity of the 
figure of Rakoczi and of the Hungarian cause in 
England is shown by the fact that the Hungarian 
leader was taken from Dantzig to France by an 
English ship, and also by the fact that when he 
landed in Hull he was received with demonstrative 
enthusiasm by the inhabitants and the Mayor.

Francis Rakoczi II.'s fight for independence 
was perhaps the greatest effort ever made during 
the thousand years of Hungarian history. Out of 
a population of barely 2 millions more than
200,000 Hungarians were killed during the bitter 
struggle lasting eight years. The fight was only 
half successful. Rakoczi failed to secure the 
complete liberty and independence of his nation; 
but the struggle ended in a peace by agreement 
which showed that the strenuous effort in which 
the capacity of the Hungarian people had been 
strained to the uttermost had not been in vain. 
Rakoczi refused to accept the terms of peace. It 
would have cost him only a stroke of the pen to 
enable him to recover his enormous fortune —  then 
one of the biggest in Europe; but, declaring that by 
signing the amnesty manifesto he would be belying 
the objects for which he had fought eight years, 
—  objects for the achievement of which the whole 
nation had suffered and made sacrifices, — he 
went into voluntary exile. For the sake of a 
ethical principle he renounced enormous wealth 
and sacrified his wordly happiness and ease.

Today, on the occasion of the bicentenary of 
his death, it is gratifying to be able to recall the 
unselfish sympathy with which the great English 
nation followed the heroic struggle of the tiny 
Hungarian nation. That the English nation should 
have been influenced, not by the question as to 
which party Rakoczi was fighting for, but by the 
consideration that he had taken up arms in de
fence of principles with which that nation was in 
sympathy, is a proof of the highest moral 
elevation. At an earlier period too England had 
shown a similar sympathy in watching with inter
est the struggle to maintain a national kingship 
carried on by John Szapolya (Zapolya), the last 
of our national kings; she supported George 
Rakoczi I. and George Rakoczi II., —  there having 
actually been a talk —  in the reign of Charles I. 
of England —  of az Anglo-Transylvanian alliance. 
W e see that the public opinion of England has 
taken a warm and sympathetic interest in all our 
national struggles, from the efforts of John Za
polya through the insurrections of the Rakoczi's 
and the War of Independence of 1848/49, down to 
the revision movement of today.


