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I. The object and interpretational frame of the research 

 

The industrial development linked with the mid 19th  century Hungarian civil 

reformation process has been one of the most cultivated and interesting topics of 

domestic history researchers and literary writers.  

In the first half of the 19th century movements and politicians furthering civic 

development, and later, in the period following the 1867 compromise, even 

governments needed these craftsmen to help give the economic development a push 

just as urgently, as these craftsmen needed the existence of modernization, and the 

creation and the strengthening of Hungary's civil society. In this complicated situation, 

all those foreigners, who had expertise and enough capital to partake in the process of 

industrializing and citifying, could easily look at Hungary as the land of safe living. 

The Norwegian master carpenter Gregersen Gudbrand settled down in Hungary 

in 1847, at the time of the initial period of the railway building projects, and possessed 

all conditions – suitable skill, spare money, ambition and diligence – that were needed 

to let him make a living. He soon secured himself a considerable role in the forming of 

the domestic railway system, took part in the building works of the main Hungarian 

railway lines. He set in motion his own undertaking and continued to improve it to 

procure a suitable capital in the course of these works. All this time his name remained 

unstained in the railway swindles of the 1860s and 1870s. Gregersen in the creation of 

his undertaking and later in the process of its development relied greatly on his 

relatives: in the first decades on his siblings and his cousins, from the late 1870s on his 

own sons.  

Several researchers examined the lifetime achievement of Gudbrand Gregersen, 

but primarily from the viewpoints of history of economics and industrial history. This 

paper would like to present the lifestyle story and cultural history aspects as well. The 

treatise takes these aspects into consideration, but does not consider their detailing and 

their minute analysis its duty since it would force the given framework open. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
II. The objectives of the research, its methods and sources 
 
I would like to examine in my dissertation, how and what kind of steps Gudbrand 

Gregersen had to make to stay on the road of his accomplishment and get into the domestic 

industrialists’ social group, how and with what kind of success the Gregersen family was 

able to integrate into this socially, ethnically and religiously diversified layer, which was in 

the phase of positioning itself in the Hungarian social strata. I examine the careers of those 

industrialists as well, who had achievement similar to Gregersen’s, who possessed certain 

material background when starting their own business in a strange environment and created 

a status for themselves. 

The figures of these craftsmen were often pictured in the contemporary press, 

sometimes in literature, creating the shape of an industrialist aiming for the honest profit 

and observing civil mentality. It was also important in the public eye, how these craftsmen, 

originating from foreign countries became Hungarian just as gladly, as gladly the nation 

welcomed them to its ranks. 

In the course of my work I considered the archival and library sources as primary 

importance. Most of the archival sources were found in the Budapest Metropolitan 

Archives: there were substances in great number with different types (written material of 

orphans’ court, civil action and other documents). The Hungarian National Archives and 

the Town Archives of Vác also preserves substances linked with the Gregersen-firm. From 

among the sources used a separate reference must be made regarding the continued talks 

and interviews with the descendants of the Gregersen family. These proved significant 

because of their special reference to cultural history and every day life. Stories, events 

preserved and passed on from generation to generation must be treated with criticism 

naturally, at the same time it is also important what the descendants considered important 

and how they actually preserved them. For example the interviewed persons in the 

beginning were quite composed and careful when talking about the mental disorder of the 

elder Hugó Gregersen, later they told a story that could hardly put Hugó in a favourable 

light. There was an event in the genealogy, of which the descendants declared that they 

were not willing to make a statement, furthermore, the interview maker was asked not to 

make use of it in his treatise. During the time of the firm’s liquidation a conflict of 

economic concern arose between the male and female members (and their spouses) of the 



second generation, which even until the 1990s influenced the relation of the members of 

the fourth and fifth generations. 

 
III. The summary and results of the research  
 

The Gregersen family with all of its specific characteristics, successfully integrated 

into the country’s upper-middle class social group. This statement can be risked, even if 

we know that the group was greatly diversified in the ethnic origins of its members; its 

denomination features impressed their stamp onto their contact system and their self-

organization; even if we declare that it was hardly a homogeneous upper-class social group 

the Gregersens wanted to take root in. On the contrary, the medium into which they had to 

be integrated was made up of several smaller groups. I consider it a natural and logical 

phenomenon, that when settling down, family ties were a natural and logical help. It seems 

also logical, that when Gudbrand Gregersen managed to transcend the entrepreneur 

medium, and later to rise into the upper entrepreneur sphere in the time of roughly one and 

a half decades, he got into contact with members of families of similar origin. There were 

occasions when working relationship preceded the potential friendly contacts. I consider it 

important that when doing business, the social background did not signify an obstacle for 

the Gregersens: one of the most fruitful undertakings, the Gregersen–Schwarcz firm was 

based on totally different ethnic, religious and social origin and ancestry, however, they 

did not hinder the foundation of the company. 

Certain features characterize the Gregersen family’s strategy of integration: they 

moved and communicated with delicate but determined carefulness in specific areas of 

social life. When forming family relationships they shrank from representatives of the 

aristocracy rather, than approach them; they distinctly tried to be kept at a distance from the 

scene of politics. Of course this latter statement is shaded by the fact that there was a person 

in the wider family (Lujza Gregersen), who was active on the political scene as member of 

the metropolitan general meeting in party colors, and another one (dr. Jenő Verebély, 

Gudbrand Gregersen’s son-in-law) who, as member of the national assembly had more than 

just a taste of the world of the politics.  

Their settling down in a rural environment was more extensive and deeper but their 

Norwegian social origin and background may have been the reasons for this feature, and 

Gudbrand may have bequeathed the insisting on the country as an example also. On the 

other hand, the metropolitan living space as a second choice and a less favourable one, was 

rather a voluntary than a conscious decision. 



 

It is not easy to give a correct answer to the question, whether the family would 

have poured out stronger roots in the metropolitan upper-middle class social medium. The 

integration process demanded longer time on this level, and the historical cataclysms of the 

20th century, the stopping of the civil development, then its violent liquidation were all 

factors, which were impossible to see in advance, or to cope with them. 

The integration process of the Gregersen family was typical and atypical 

simultaneously; they followed certain examples and tried carefully but distinctly to avoid 

others. The basis of it all lied in Gudbrand Gregersen’s personal characteristics. His work-

ethic, namely the duty of honest accomplishment of the tasks undertaken defined his 

everyday life as the principal factor. Putting self-realization above inherited material 

privileges, the caring for all the people dependent on him, the importance of his Lutheran 

denomination, his charitable activities, may all have had the influence on a lesser or greater 

measure on all his relatives, sons and daughters, brothers and nephews.  

As time went by, the firm grew bigger and bigger, but Gregersen did not want to 

convert success into additional social elevation: although he did not turn a deaf ear to the 

calling of aristocracy, he would not have liked, as some kind of parvenu, to be part of their 

class. Gregersen kept himself at a distance from politics even more resolutely. He realized 

that he may turn into a target easily, would he allow to lend his name to cases with political 

connections. 

The utilisation of the opportunities residing in the contact between Hungary and 

Norway was an additional modifying factor in the process of the family’s integration: gates 

were opened for the children and grandchildren thanks to their double identity, which 

played a big role in the strengthening of the feeling of unity among them. 

The second generation tried to observe the example of the founding father. Three of 

Gudbrand Gregersen’s six sons were able to prove, in the course of their long lives, how to 

be successful entrepreneurs or firm managers in such a way that they do not cross certain 

borders on the social scene. In the grandchildren’s time this example turned into one, which 

could not be followed, since all the material background, the social position went through 

changes that simply made it impossible. 

 

As a result of the research the coloured picture known till now about the 

Gregersens’ strategy insuring the firm’s and family’s future was given new shades by the 

information gathered. The successful Rijeka nautical undertaking, the fishery and fish 



processing, the attempt at the entertainment industry, or the legal fight for the upbringing of 

the children of Hugó Gregersen senior all provided new additional pieces of information in 

the examination of the family's integration. 


