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          The Hungarian Gentleman Farmer


          by: Baroness Orczy


          Published in the Windsor Magazine, August 1909


          So much has been said and written lately concerning the peasant proprietor in the more Eastern countries of Europe, that the fact has been a little overlooked that this same peasant proprietor is more a creature of the future than of the immediate present.


          In some of the agricultural districts of Central Hungary, the richer class of peasantry is certainly buying up in the shape of small holdings, and with the help of the local Agricultural Banks, such large estates as sometimes come into the open market; but this latter event is still very rare, and in Eastern and Upper Hungary, for instance, the peasant proprietor does not exist as yet.


          All the land is in the hands of the nobility and what, for want of a better term, we might call the county gentry—ancient families, with long lines of ancestry behind them, with no more thought of alienating the land, which has been handed down from father to son for hundreds of years, than of selling one of their own children.


          Enthroned in his château, which is mostly of mediaeval origin, the Hungarian landowner keeps up—all unconsciously, perhaps—the old feudal ideas which modern civilisation has done very little to modify.
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          He is the supreme lord on his own estate, a little king within the boundaries of his realm. He is the only employer of labour within measurable distance, and the entire population on his land is dependent on him for subsistence, and—truth to tell—he does employ the entire able-bodied population on his estate, to work for him in one capacity or another.


          A curious mixture of primitive simplicity and lavish extravagance is his chief characteristic. He is in the strictest sense of the word a farmer. An overseer— of the peasant class himself, but with a certain education or knowledge which has placed him somewhat above his fellows — remains as a sort of intermediary between the lord and his labourers.


          But at all seasons of the year, at all hours of daylight, the lord himself will drive about from one corner of his estate to another and keep an eye upon the work of the farm.


          Primarily the land is expected to yield a sufficiency for the upkeep of the family home, for my lord and my lady, their sons and daughters, married and unmarried, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, all find room in the spacious abode, and live on the products of the land.
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          They eat their own beef and mutton, they kill and eat their own pigs and poultry, of course; my lady and her daughters wear underlinen woven by the peasant women from the flax which grows on my lord’s estate. Exquisite white linen it is, too, daintily embroidered by rough, toil-worn hands; but the wool with which that embroidery was fashioned came from the back of my lord’s sheep, and was dyed in the village with a few primitive pigments found on my lord's own ground.


          I have a typical Hungarian home in my mind at the present moment, situated in the lowlands of Hungary, a mediaeval château forming part of an estate of about ten thousand acres. The house is most comfortably and completely furnished; it is what in English we should describe as “well-found” in every way, and all the furnishing inside the house, with the exception of the silver, the glass, and the best china, was made or manufactured on the estate.
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“My lady and her daughters.”
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“The lord himself will drive about from
one corner of his estate to another.”
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