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The idea of Forest haunts my per-
ception of UBC’s Sopron Refugees. 
The forest is where you go in times 
of uncertainty; it’s also a  refuge from 
that uncertainty. For the Sopron refu-
gees – Hungarian forestry faculty and 
students caught up in the Hungarian 
Revolution in 1956 who found refuge 
in UBC’s Faculty of Forestry – the recur-
ring theme of the forest is everywhere. 
So it was with “Refuge” the concert per-
formed in April at St Philip’s Anglican 
Church. With music and stories, Refuge 
celebrated Vancouver’s refugee heri-
tage with a 60th anniversary all-Hun-
garian concert based on 3 recurring 
themes: forest, pilgrimage, refuge.

Forest
The concert opened innocently 

with a patriotic anthem Rákoczi Siralma, 
which I performed on tárogató – that 
most Hungarian of instruments. Even 
though I’m not Hungarian, the táro-
gató’s haunting wildness has re-ignited 
my passion for playing music, and St 
Philip’s stellar acoustics allowed listen-
ers to appreciate its haunting beauty.

It was a great pleasure to have a 
bona fide Hungarian visitor, Gergö Péter 
Éles, perform on his pásztorfurulya – a 
wooden flute played by shepherds in 
the hilly meadows of Transylvania. Éles 

is a cultural emissary sent to Vancouver 
as part of the Hungarian govern-
ment’s Körösi Csoma Sándor Program, 
which assesses the needs of overseas 
Hungarian communities. “My job is to 
lend assistance in organizing events, 
helping Hungarian schools preserve 
our language, and supporting culture 
in as many ways as possible”, said Éles.

Béla Bartók’s Tíz magya dal (Ten 
Hungarian Songs) formed the transi-
tion from folk music to concert music. 
Before tenor Erik Kallo sang, he read 
the words to the second song with 
its strong resonance to the plight of 
refugees: 

“Forests, valleys, tight groves,
For a long time I was hiding among 

you;
I was a fugitive with the wild game,
I wept with the little birds.” 
Pilgrimage
Audience members listened to 

Sopron alumnus Laszlo Retfalvi speak 
about his experiences during the 
Revolution He spoke of tense days as 
the Revolution spun out of control, 
their escape into Austria, and their 
eventual arrival in Canada. Laszlo 
encouraged the audience to visit Les 
Jozsa’s Sopron Gate at UBC, which 
looms as a daily reminder of the Faculty 
of Forestry’s Hungarian connection but 
is otherwise largely unknown to most 
Vancouverites.

Next, Vancouver composer Jeffrey 
Ryan bridged Old World and New 
with a piece for tárogató and piano. 
He titled it Arbutus to reflect a tree 
“common in British Columbia, but 
not native to Hungary” and his writ-
ing capitalized on the tárogató’s folk 
traditions by drawing out the glissandi 
and ornaments of traditional tárogató, 
which he described as the instrument’s 
“wildness”. 

Corey Hamm (UBC School of 
Music) performed Franz Liszt’s Vallée 

d’Obermann from the work, Années de 
Pèlerinage (Years of Pilgrimage). This 
highly meditative work for solo piano 
guides the listener through many 
complicated emotions ultimately ask-
ing such questions as “What do I want? 
Who am I? What do I ask of nature?”

Refuge
The Liszt buttressed a new work by 

Vancouver composer Adam Hill. I Will 
Stay Here (for solo tárogató and elec-
tronic soundscape) switched the focus 
to the contemporary plight of Syria’s 
refugees traversing the world in search 
of a new home. Hill’s work was by far 
the most confronting for the audience, 
so I devised some light choreography 
with the acoustic tárogató physically 
making the journey up the nave of the 
church culminating at the altar to the 
recorded witness saying “They’re just 
people like you…interrupted.”

At this point, the church played a 
more active role as Mary Lymburner 
described the church’s role in the 
sponsoring the resettlement of a family 
from Damascus in Vancouver. The con-
cert concluded with an arrangement 
of Zoltan Kodaly’s Esti Dal (Evening 
Song) for tárogató, women’s chorus, 
and organ.

“Oh, my Lord, give me a place to sleep,
I am weary with wandering,
With walking around and hiding,
With living on foreign land.” 
Getting the story out about the 

Sopron Alumni through music and 
stories helped bring awareness to the 
emerging refugee crises while giv-
ing many people a stronger sense of 
Vancouver’s heritage of helping people 
in need.

On hearing of the concert UBC 
president Santa J Ono commented, 
“This legacy is something that UBC is 
very proud of and one that we cherish 
and celebrate.”

The art of  
being rooted
By Jason Hall




