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INTRODUCTION



As it flowed from my own heart in a spate,


wise was the Danube, turbulent and great …


whose waves embrace past, present and future.


Attila József (1905–37)


Towards the end of the Congress of Vienna in the spring of 1815, Klemens von Metternich, the Austrian Foreign Minister, took a young British visitor in his carriage to the eastern edge of the city. As the pair descended the steps, the eminent Habsburg statesman pointed his finger to the road towards Hungary and declared: ‘Look, that’s where Europe ends … out there, [Hungary] is the Orient.’


Half a century later William H. Seward, President Lincoln’s Secretary of State, went on a journey around the world immediately after his term of office ended. In summer 1869 he arrived in Pest* from an unaccustomed direction, sailing from the Black Sea up the Danube through the Balkans. Most visitors came then, as they do now, from the west. He was surprised by what he saw. ‘How striking is the contrast of European and Asiatic civilization,’ he wrote later in his diary. ‘Though Buda-Pesth is an inland provincial town … the tonnage in its port, altogether of steam, is greater than that of Cairo, Alexandria or Constantinople. We were not prepared for a scene of such activity … Here we feel, for the first time, that we have left the East behind, and have only Western civilization before us.’1


This is a constant theme, as alive in the twenty-first century as in the nineteenth. Throughout history Hungary and its capital have been a significant part of Western Europe yet at the same time apart from it – a point made repeatedly now by contemporary Hungarians. On the morning of 15 April 2016, in one of Budapest’s grandest central squares, Viktor Orbán, Hungarian Prime Minister for more than a decade, made a typically pugnacious speech. ‘Throughout history we Hungarians – more often than not all alone – have stood as the bridge between East and West and we suffered as a result,’ he told a cheering crowd. ‘Repeatedly we have saved Western, Christian civilization from catastrophe and destruction by invaders from the East.’ In the Hungarian context this was an unremarkable comment, more a statement of fact than rhetoric. Most Hungarians of both Left and Right would see it as a self-evident notion expressing a deep-rooted idea about nationhood that has always resonated with people from Budapest – and still does.


Though much of it is similar to other lively, bustling European cities, the sound of Budapest is different. The unique, orphan language makes it so. The roots of Magyar, Finno-Ugric, originally – or so it has been assumed – derive from the steppes of Kazakhstan. Hungarian is unlike any other European tongue. Few outsiders, overhearing snippets of conversation at a coffee house or in the Budapest metro, would have any idea of what the people they were listening to were talking about. ‘We are a lonely people,’ the Hungarian national poet Sándor Petőfi wrote in the 1840s. This is equally true today.


A cursory look at a map shows why Budapest has always been an important place. It is close to Europe’s geometric centre; it is at the crossroads of geographical regions and of civilizations, at the intersection of ancient trade routes. Mountains that gradually slope into gentle hills converge on a great river, the Danube, and a vast plain. Mediterranean Latin, Alpine German and Slavic peoples meet here. This is the focal point of Roman Catholic, North European Protestant and Greek Orthodox/Byzantine cultures.


Budapest became the capital of Hungary – and in many respects the centre of the Danube region – because of its favourable strategic location along a convenient traffic route. Modern Budapest grew along deliberately set, albeit repeatedly disputed and modified, plans. It is a city that was designed and built according to a scheme. Yet its most distinctive marks were left by involuntary forces – wars, revolutions, floods. Altogether Buda, over many periods the administrative centre of the Kingdom and then the Republic of Hungary, suffered thirteen sieges and was left in total ruins five times. Invaders have come and gone, empires have conquered, occupied for centuries or decades, and left a few footprints behind: the remains of a Roman bath house complete with wonderfully preserved mosaics stand next to a Soviet-style ‘five-year-plan’ apartment block that is already falling apart. As I hope to show, Budapest has grandeur, if faded around the edges, beauty in a gritty, lived-in sort of way. It is a city ‘humbled by time and the ferocious moods of history’, as the great poet George Szirtes put it.


Wallis Simpson, Theodore Roosevelt, Benito Mussolini, Hans Christian Andersen, the great tenor Luciano Pavarotti and the first man in space, Yuri Gagarin, were all agreed: the best thing about Budapest is its position. ‘With the Danube, Budapest forms one of the most beautiful cityscapes that exists along a river,’ the novelist Evelyn Waugh thought. ‘It is the most beautiful in Europe.’ Budapest is the place of my birth, and I do not pretend to be objective about its beauty and charm, though, as I shall also show, behind the charm lies much darkness and cruelty.


For much of my own lifetime, Budapest was the ‘lonely’ place described by Petőfi, cut off from the West, positioned unhappily behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War, a colony of a tyrannical empire: the USSR. Physical reminders of the Soviet occupation, which ended only in 1989, are dotted around the city’s skyline. Several public buildings are still pockmarked by bullet holes, deliberately preserved, to remind visitors and Hungarians alike of a trauma that was a defining moment in the history of modern Budapest: the 1956 Revolution, the event that took me from the city.


I was an infant when my parents, brother and sister fled Hungary as refugees immediately after the failed, tragic Uprising. I didn’t return to Budapest until my early twenties; nobody in my family was allowed back there until then. I recall nothing from childhood about Budapest, yet I was steeped early on in Hungarian folk memory.


My parents loathed the ghastly turns of history that forced them from their home – the disastrous results of two world wars, fascism, Nazi German occupation, Soviet Communism. But they were never entirely happy in exile. Around our dinner table they talked wistfully of Budapest, rather as characters from a Chekhov play sighed the name ‘Moscow’. My mother used to speak of entire days spent talking in coffee houses, surely the best invention, and perhaps the most long-lasting, of Habsburg Mitteleuropa. My father talked of music, Bartók, Kodály and evenings at the Vigadó, the wonderfully atmospheric Baroque concert hall by the Danube. My sister recounts winter days spent skiing – almost from the front door of the family home in the Buda Hills down towards the city centre, a run still just about possible if performed with care and skill, at dawn before the rush hour. My brother remembers a boyhood adventure, sitting atop the turret of a Russian tank captured by insurgents during the 1956 Revolution.


I started going to Budapest occasionally as a visitor from the late 1970s to see distant relatives who had remained in Hungary. Later, as a journalist covering the collapse of the Soviet Empire in the 1980s, I sometimes went several times a year on working trips. I then began to know the city intimately.


Budapest was the easiest place in Central/Eastern Europe in which to operate as a reporter. People were relatively free to talk, surveillance was almost non-existent – and the food and wine were better than anywhere else in what was then called the Soviet bloc. It was the merriest barracks in the camp. This book is the result of scores of visits to Budapest, including many months there researching my first book, written to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 Revolution. It is informed by using the knowledge of dozens of locals. It will be about the city’s good days and bad, its sights and sounds, a portrait of the place and its people. It will take the story to the present day, when, once again, people in Budapest struggle with their identity and question how to be European and separate from Europe at the same time. It will look at Budapest’s literature, its music, its history, its cuisine, politics and the essential role played by its Jewish population when Budapest was often referred to as Judapest. I will describe the ascendance of the city in the decades leading to the First World War – most of Budapest still looks like a nineteenth-century city – its decline into the maelstrom of the twentieth century, when it was all but destroyed, and its extraordinary rebirth in the twenty-first, when, after London, Paris and Rome, Budapest receives more tourists than any other capital in Europe.


A theme running through this narrative will be how, historically, the centre of gravity in Budapest and among Hungarians has shifted between East and West – culturally, politically, emotionally. Hungary is a country of extremes and the changes have repeatedly been violent, with battles won and often lost. Others were more peaceful, though the repercussions were no less significant, for example the fall of Soviet-style Communism in the 1980s. Hungary, now, is a small country that has often in history punched well above its weight. At many moments, events that began in Budapest have proved to be of world significance. This is an attempt to show how and why.


Victor Sebestyen


London, March 2022





* At this point Budapest was not yet a unified city but separate towns, Buda and Pest. The first bridge joining them, as we shall see, was not opened until 1849.







PROLOGUE



Every nation has a Holy City which it thinks about with piety and pride.


Mór Jókai (1825–1904)


The life of the river is unceasing; and the whole warm, brilliant, animated picture is enlivening. Budapest! The very word names an idea which is big with the future … now at each forward step; it is the future opening up before a growing people.


Henri de Blowitz, The Times, 1894


From 5 a.m. until midnight on New Year’s Day 1896 the bells of all the churches in Budapest rang every hour on the hour to signal the start of the biggest party in the city’s history. It was Millennium Day, a monumental national event to mark the thousandth year since the Magyar tribes under their chieftain Árpád had ridden into the Carpathian basin from the Kazakh steppes to occupy what became Hungary. For a decade and a half the government, business leaders, architects, artists and artisans had been preparing for the occasion, designed to reflect the self-assurance and fast-growing prosperity of Hungary and its capital.


Large parts of the city had been turned into a construction site for vast new projects, showy and sophisticated in equal measure, embracing the look and style of modern Budapest. Two new bridges were built over the Danube to celebrate the millennium. The final section was completed of the Grand Boulevard (the Nagykörút), which became the new centre of the bustling city in Pest, the eastern side of the river. So was an enormous classical-style addition to the Royal Castle on the other, older, more sedate side of the Danube.


Continental Europe’s first underground electric railway was opened just in time for the celebrations. It would take passengers from the old city centre by the river to the eastern edge of Budapest, where at the newly laid out City Park (Városliget) stood the most elegant building in town, the perfectly proportioned, Secessionist-style Gallery of Applied Art. So too, within sight, was the most vulgar: a reconstruction of an entire medieval Transylvanian castle (Vajdahunyad) by the shore of an artificial lake. Just a few metres along the city’s main avenue, the Budapest Opera House had opened a few years earlier and Gustav Mahler had recently left after two controversial years as musical director.


In 1896 the grandiose Supreme Court was completed. Work was still going on to finish the Parliament building, one of the largest legislatures in the world, though its members were elected on one of Europe’s smallest franchises – and not even on a secret ballot. As a British visitor to the millennium celebrations put it drily, in Budapest at that time, ‘occasionally a disproportion between scale and function could be observed’. The previous year, the brash but impressive new Stock Exchange was opened, a huge pile designed by Ignác Alpár, whose hand can be seen in dozens of the public buildings of the period. It was the biggest of its kind in Europe, perhaps in the world at the time, but did a fraction of the business of the more modest-sized bourse buildings in London, Berlin and Paris – or even compared to the volumes of trade in the exchange at the other capital of the Habsburg Empire, Vienna.*1


In Budapest, everywhere, expressions of faith in ‘progress’ and the future abounded, along with ‘grandiloquent outbursts of national pride’, as János Lukács, the brilliant historian of Habsburg Budapest, put it. Often mere detail became lost amid the grand vision. The official date of the millennium itself was part of national myth, as nobody was (or is) entirely sure of the precise date of the so-called ‘conquest’.


In 1862 historians from the Academy of Sciences were consulted by the Interior Minister, Ágoston Trefort, stoking a huge controversy. The academics couldn’t agree on a date. Experts placed it ‘sometime’ between 888 and 900 but could not be more precise; in any case, the migration was a process over a period of years, not one event. For the sake of convenience, they finally compromised and agreed the millennium date to be 1895 so that plans could be made for a giant celebration that year. But as early as 1893 it became obvious that the elaborate public works that were being planned, and the various large-scale events that had been proposed, were falling way behind schedule. So the jubilee year was put back until 1896.* It was a committee decision and slow work by building contractors that declared the official date of the Magyars’ Carpathian crossing to be 896. In many cases that is how history is made.2


Originally plans were drawn up for a year-long programme of events, with a world fair and a huge permanent national exhibition in Budapest. Eventually the celebrations were scaled down, though still monumental in scope. International millennium conferences were held throughout the year – among others, of dentists, tailors, stenographers, geologists and art historians. There were press, mining and peace conferences in various towns across Hungary.


The biggest event by far was the Millennium Exhibition in Budapest’s City Park, with 234 pavilions displaying 14,000 exhibits of Hungarian history, art and invention in an area covering 4,850 square metres, as many as at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London or the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1878. It was opened with much pomp and ceremony on 2 May by the Emperor Franz Jozsef, never a popular figure in Hungary, and the Empress Elisabeth, ‘Sisi’, who on the other hand was loved in the country for her widely known support of Hungarian autonomy. Over the previous decade she had spent far more time in Budapest than in the royal court in Vienna. Even in the twenty-first century almost every town in Hungary has an ‘Erzsébet’ street, avenue or square named after the empress; Budapest has several.


The most important archdukes and archduchesses accompanied the monarch. His daughter-in-law, the Archduchess Stéphanie, widow of the tragic Crown Prince Rudolf, captured the occasion in a series of charming photos taken with her Kodak box camera, the first ever to be seen in Budapest, which caused a sensation in the press the next day. So too did the absence of Prime Minister Count Dezső Bánffy’s wife. It was said that she did not attend because she had been enjoying a long trip to the Italian Lakes, but in fact the real reason was that, although she was of noble birth, she was a trained schoolteacher and had held a job before she married. The leading aristocrats thought it was ‘unacceptable’ that such a person should play a part in such an occasion as Hungary’s ‘first lady’, so she stayed at home. Though Hungary was in many ways a modern country, and new money was transforming the nation – as the Millennium Exhibition was designed to show – old ideas about power and rank remained. It was still a highly class-conscious and stratified society; aristocrats would remain in charge for some decades yet.*


The emperor spent more than two hours at the exhibition and seemed at ease. Normally stiff and exceedingly formal, he chatted amiably with everyone. At one exhibit of historical Hungary, a group of reconstructed straw huts and farms were on display to show agricultural life on the Great Hungarian Plain in the past century. A bearded peasant stood in front of one of them. Franz Jozsef approached him and asked, ‘Do you live here?’ ‘No, thank God, your Majesty,’ came the reply. ‘Only for the millennium. Then I can go back home.’3


A week later, on 9 May, the royal couple celebrated a Te Deum in the coronation church, St Stephen’s Cathedral, which had been magnificently renovated in the grand manner especially for the millennium. Most of the Viennese court was there, along with Hungary’s leading nobles and business leaders. The Mass was conducted by the Primate of Hungary, Kolos Vaszary. The empress was visibly fighting back tears in the sermon when the cardinal gave thanks to her on behalf of the nation for ‘having with her maternal, delicate hand once woven the golden bond by which the Magyar people and their dearly beloved King were inseparably bound together’. Even the aged emperor, who had succeeded to the throne nearly fifty years earlier when Hungary was at war with Austria, was moved.


Franz Jozsef and Sisi stayed more than a month in Hungary. The high point of the official celebrations was on Monday, 8 June, the anniversary of Franz Jozsef’s coronation as King of Hungary, a gloriously sunny day. ‘They had a sense of occasion, as did their hosts,’ a contemporary witness recalled. ‘Franz Jozsef wore a white Hungarian hussar’s uniform. The melancholy Elisabeth, wan and beautiful, beloved by all Hungarians, smiled through a long day of parades. The day started with a ceremonial thunder of cannon from the Royal Castle. Green-trousered heralds were blowing silver trumpets.’


The emperor and empress rode in the front of the procession from the Royal Castle in Buda across the river to Pest in a crystal-paned Baroque coach dating from the time of Empress Maria Theresa in the mid eighteenth century. Behind them followed a huge procession of cavalry bands and regiments from the ancient counties of Hungary, some in seventeenth-century military finery. The Times’s Vienna correspondent could barely contain his excitement at the pageantry of it all. ‘It would be a hopeless task to endeavour to give anything like a complete idea of the hundreds of uniforms and costumes of all colours of the rainbow of the procession that took nearly two hours to cross the Danube,’ he wrote.


But when the king-emperor’s party reached the still-unfinished Parliament building for the solemn part of the ceremony, there was an embarrassing hitch. The Crown of St Stephen, Hungary’s first Christian king, considered a holy relic some 900 years old, was brought in an iron chest to be symbolically placed on Franz Jozsef’s head. Time had rusted the lock and hasp of the chest and none of the noble ‘guardians of the crown’ could open it. Members of the royal household rushed to find a locksmith, who had to be fitted into a tailcoat before he could appear in public to solve the problem.


Meanwhile the emperor and empress sat patiently, boiling under the midday sun, while the crowd of thousands were getting restless. Wild rumours began circulating: the Holy Crown had disappeared, shouted some people. Something untoward had happened to the empress, said others. Mounted police formed around Parliament Square. Eventually a suitably attired locksmith arrived and broke open the chest. The ceremony proceeded as planned. But for a while the mood changed; many times in the past, large crowds in Budapest had made a habit of turning nasty – as they would in the future.4


For the next week Budapest was party city. In the Vérmező, by then a pleasant public park but formerly a place of execution known as the Field of Blood, the government provided all comers with free food and wine. Oxen were spit-roasted and bottles were cracked open. Five and a half thousand litres of wine a day were consumed and 32,000 pairs of sausages.


The authorities saw the millennium celebrations as a great success, but it left many prescient observers with a sense of anticlimax and fears of trouble ahead. The novelist Gyula Krúdy, one of the wisest observers of Budapest life around the turn of the century, saw the millennium as the defining moment when Budapest ‘lost its virtue … The bloated celebrations of Hungary’s greatness wore thin.’ He wrote of the old emperor’s visit to a town


that once consisted of small houses and modest citizens, of young, rosy, patriotic girls waving their handkerchiefs, of quiet antiquity … But by the millennium year Pest had thrown off its mask of modesty; each year she put on more and more jewellery; the unassuming had become loud, the thrifty had turned to gambling; the virgins brought up in severe convents had begun to take pride in the fullness of their breasts. Pest had become unfaithful. This raffiné courtesan of a city had forgotten the triumphs of the young monarch upon whose bosom she had once thrown herself at the time of her innocence. She had become conscious of her developing charms; she discovered a new side that was both gamine and cosmopolitan; this once little wallflower had begun to appreciate herself; and the thrifty old gentleman was disturbed to find that the demanding cocotte that Pest had become no longer loved him.5


During the nineteenth century Berlin and Budapest were the fastest-growing cities in Europe, and from the millennium year to the start of the First World War Budapest was the fastest-growing one. In 1867 Buda and Pest – still two separate towns – had a combined population of 276,000; by 1913 it had nearly quadrupled in size to 933,000, Europe’s sixth-biggest city.* The speed of growth was spectacular and utterly transformed its people and its lifestyle. This was the period when modern Budapest was formed, planned to look more like Paris than a Habsburg town. Budapest around the millennium year ‘was the world of the day before yesterday’, as the Hungarian-born writer Arthur Koestler used to say, deliberately misquoting Stefan Zweig on the subject of Habsburg nostalgia.


Or, rather, half of it was. In the older and quieter part of the city, Budapest seemed to be from an even earlier era. A few rich families – the Zichys, Odescalchis, Esterházys, Pallavicinis – still owned their ancient vineyards in the Buda Hills overlooking the Danube, a frequent custom until the First World War. But from the 1860s a new agricultural population arrived in the city: a huge influx of peasants from the countryside to make better lives for themselves. This was happening in much of Western Europe too in the mid nineteenth century as the Industrial Revolution spread. But it was exaggerated in Budapest during the boom times, Budapest’s golden period. Many peasants from rural Hungary went into fast-expanding industries and formed a new proletariat that would revolutionize the country and make significant history later. Big numbers would work in building the apartment blocks within the Budapest Ring for the new bourgeoisie – and the tenements in the expanding working-class suburbia to the south and east of Budapest.6


If cities tend to reflect the character of their residents, Budapest is a dramatic, theatrical kind of place. ‘More than anything it resembles a stage set,’ wrote Kati Marton, Budapest born but an exile who made a brilliant career as a journalist and historian in the US. ‘There is Buda perched on steep hills, her sprawling Royal Castle and Citadel carved into jagged cliffs which plunge down into the Danube … Pest, on the flat plain on the other is all business, commerce and intellect, all conversation and art, music and a nightlife. Fantastic amalgams of Romanesque, Gothic and Byzantine straining to find a Magyar soul face the boulevards, which are unabashed imitations of Paris and Vienna.’


In 1896 Budapest was the largest city of mills in the world (rivalled at that time only by Minneapolis). Wheat from the great plains of Hungary and other parts of the Balkans was turned into flour in the mills of Budapest. Many of the successful entrepreneurs who began their business lives as grain traders became mill owners and then diversified. Budapest was by far the busiest port on the Danube. The (mostly nationalized) Hungarian river transport company, MFTR, had overtaken the Austrian equivalent more than thirty years earlier and was thriving. A pleasant daily Budapest–Vienna overnight journey on white paddle steamers was highly popular until the 1920s. Trains between the two cities were fast – four and a quarter hours in 1896. In 2022 it was three hours and thirty-five minutes.


Budapest finance caught up and surpassed the growth of agricultural and industrial production. By 1900 Budapest became the banking centre of Central and Eastern Europe. Between 1867, the date of the ‘Compromise’ which created the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, and 1914 the number of Hungarian banks grew from eleven to 160 and their capitalization increased fivefold. A few of them – the First Hungarian Commercial Bank and the Hungarian Credit Bank – rivalled the biggest Viennese and German banks in size and prestige, as their palatial headquarter buildings in downtown Budapest, designed by the most renowned European and Hungarian architects, showed. Their owners, such as the Wolianders, the Wahrmanns, Hatvany-Deutsch and Chorins, joined the European super-rich.


Sixty per cent of the Hungarian manufacturing industry was based in Budapest, from small enterprises to the giant Manfréd Weiss works, which employed more than 5,000 workers by 1913 in a vast factory complex on Csepel Island in the Danube, just north of the city. The factory exported munitions to Spain, Mexico and Britain, whose forces would soon be using them in a war against Austria-Hungary.


Little suggested that the unprecedented boom would not continue. Tekla Szilard, the mother of the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Leo Szilard, who would later flee Budapest from fascism and work on the Manhattan Project that designed and built the first nuclear bomb, described her mood on her wedding day, 25 April 1897, and ‘the boundless optimism we all feel … The city was growing by leaps and bounds. I felt as though this was my progress … my development.’ But some prescient people were more wary about the pace of change and thought of what was left behind. Krúdy wrote in 1900 about his beloved Budapest: ‘They kept on building every day, palaces topped by towers rising towards the sun; and at night it seemed there were endless burials … of the town’s broken matter, of old people and old houses, of old streets and old customs.’7


Within a generation much of this new wealth, optimism and confidence would disappear. In the millennium year Hungary was nearly three times the size it would be just twenty-five years later and its population around 50 per cent higher. Most of present-day Croatia and Slovakia, a third of Romania and a large slice of Serbia were all part of Greater Hungary. It possessed a busy seaport on the Adriatic with a busy merchant navy. Then the disaster of the First World War struck and Zweig’s World of Yesterday came to an end. Hungary has never recovered from the shock.





* The Stock Exchange was closed after the Second World War and after a period as an empty shell reopened as the headquarters of Hungarian State TV. Alpár’s work fitted with the times, but one critic saw then what was often remarked on: ‘The ingredients of his style were strangely optimistic (strangely because the Hungarian national character tends towards pessimism, not optimism) and … [were full of] myopic feeling about Hungarian omnipotence.’


* The grandest of the building projects was the Millennium Monument on Heroes’ Square, by the City Park, a giant artwork next to a huge equestrian group of the seven Magyar tribal chieftains with the warrior Prince Árpád at the centre. It was not finished until 1929 and cost twelve times its original estimate.


* A newspaper article in the Liberal daily Pesti Napló revealed what happened: ‘The blueboods are said to have given the Prime Minister the alternative in letters: either she … [the countess] went – or the whole millennium would go.’ Countess Bánffy did eventually visit the exhibition, without publicity or fanfare, along with around 6 million other visitors that year, mostly from the Hungarian provinces.


* At the start of the nineteenth century, according to the 1808 census, the population was around 79,000.







PART ONE



THE MAGYARS







1



AQUINCUM


Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future too.


Meditations, Marcus Aurelius (121–180)


A pair of fossilized footprints of a Paleolithic woman and a child, left around 30,000 years ago, were found in the summer of 1994 beneath one of the principal thoroughfares of Buda, Főutcá (Main Street), by the Danube. It was unearthed by a contractor digging up the road and prompted a wave of interest and debate among Hungarians about the far-distant past. For children educated under forty-five years of Communism, and to earlier generations brought up under regimes of the Nationalist Right, the history of Hungary began in the ninth century AD when the nomadic Magyar tribes, who originated from the Kazakh steppes, wandered west and began settling in the Danube basin. Before that, the narrative went, the area was almost empty, virgin territory. The stones of Budapest have always been political; each new discovery of life before the Magyar ‘conquest’ has begun a new round of culture wars about who was a Hungarian, when and where. Over the years, various archaeologists made finds nearby of a Bronze Age civilization along the Danube, locating tools, weapons and pieces of gold dating from more than 3,000 years ago. During the eighth to the fifth century BCE the nomadic Scythians, originally from central Asia, built temporary villages in present-day Budapest. One of their offshoot tribes were the Pannons.


Proof of the first semi-permanent settlement was made in the mid 1990s: a fort built around 550 BCE on what is now Gellért Hill, on the northern reaches of Buda, by a Celtic tribe known as the Eravisci. It had a commanding view of the great sweep of the river. Little is known about the Eraviscans or their language, but it is believed they called their tiny settlement, on mineral springs perfect for bathing, ‘Ak-Ik’,* meaning warm water. Budapest has always been a spa town. The land further east, present-day Pest, on the other side of the river was occupied by the Sarmatians – the Danube was a natural border, hard to cross. But they built no permanent settlements in the region.1


In the early part of the first century AD the legions of the first Roman Emperor, Augustus, made short work of conquering and subjugating the Eraviscans. The Roman army arrived in force from around the year 50 and began work on building a defensive line of forts along the river to patrol the empire’s newest province: Pannonia. One of the first of the camps, originally occupied by a corps of cavalry, was named Aquincum – because of the hot and cold water springs below what are now the Buda Hills. Around the year 90, the Romans reinforced the settlement and began to build a significant camp for the legions. Aquincum was the headquarters of the Legio II Adiutrix, the main army of defence against ‘barbarian’ raids from the North and East. A large civilian town grew a kilometre or so from the camp comprising a variety of traders and artisans to serve the military – along with a large number of slaves.


In 106 the Emperor Trajan made Aquincum the new capital of the province, which he renamed Pannonia Inferior – Pannonia Superior was further west, where its principal town was Vindobona (now Vienna). An enormous 120-metre square palace for the governor was built on the Danube island opposite, now Óbuda island. The first of the Aquincum proconsuls to live in the new palace, governor from 106 to 108, was Publius Aelius Hadrianus, who a decade after he left Aquincum would become the Emperor Hadrian. Almost nothing, sadly, remains of the building. In the late 1940s the Soviets, during the early days of their East European empire, laid the concrete foundations of a shipyard over it, but from surviving drawings, a few mosaics, and models it must once have been an extraordinary building.2


When troop numbers increased over the next decades, a second legion was stationed there. Eventually, by the third century, there were four – to quell the rising number of barbarian raids. The Emperor Marcus Aurelius stayed frequently in the military fort at Aquincum and the best evidence is that he began writing his Meditations in 167, while in the town but not actually on battle manoeuvres at the front. He certainly wrote parts of the work at Aquinicum – perhaps even the aphorism so appropriate to the history-conscious Hungarians: ‘Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future too.’*


Aquincum grew into a large settlement, with central areas designed by well-known Roman architects. It became a significant Danube port, the centre of large-scale river transport It had an enormous amphitheatre for games that could seat around 12,000 people. It was bigger in area than the Colosseum in Rome though its seating capacity was much smaller. (The Colosseum could seat 80,000.) It had animal pens to supply lions and other beasts for sacrifice and, for the time, a state-of-the-art watering system so it could be flooded for the mock sea battles with model boats that the Roman audiences loved so much.*


Disaster struck Aquincum around 170 when the Antonine Plague reached the town. Hundreds of thousands of people throughout the Roman empire perished from a pandemic of an unknown disease (now thought to be a variant of smallpox) that ‘ate up the body, causing coughing fits, destroying the lungs and other organs’ according to the Greek physician Galen, who treated many victims during three waves of the plague. The pandemic hit Aquincum hard. Perhaps as many as a quarter of the fort’s legionaries died in the pandemic. But because of constant enemy incursions and its proximity to Italy, the garrison was thought to be of such strategic importance that reinforcements were sent as a priority.3


Pannonia possessed significant political clout in the empire as a springboard for gifted and ambitious men. In 193 – the so-called ‘year of five emperors’, as civil war nearly ripped Rome apart – it was the Pannonian legions’ declaration for the Senator Septimus Severus as Emperor that filled a political vacuum and began a reign of eighteen years which brought renewed prosperity and a measure of stability to the empire.


Septimus Severus had been governor of Pannonia a decade or so before ascending the throne and a year later, as a reward to his supporters in the province, he upgraded Aquincum into a colonia. This meant much more than mere status. It turned the town into a major provincial capital city and made an increasing number of its formerly Celtic population into full Roman citizens. For the following century, Aquincum boomed. A civilian area a couple of kilometres from the military base, nestling by the banks of the Danube, grew fast. At its high point the population was around 40,000, large by Roman standards, mostly comprising army veterans and their families and Romanized Celts. This was Hungary’s first full-scale city. It would be around 1,500 years before as many people lived there again.


If one looks, there are still plenty of reminders of Roman Buda.* At one of the city’s major transport hubs, Florián ter (Square), amidst a bus terminus and a spaghetti junction of roads and underpasses, are the remains of a huge thermal baths complex that must have been as impressive as anything the Ottomans or the Habsburgs built later. There is a reminder, too, of an earlier musical city. Near the baths in the 1990s archaeologists found a richly decorated tomb chest of Aelia Sabina, the wife of the military camp’s chief water organist, one of the most important musicians in the town, that bore a moving inscription: ‘Enclosed within this stone lies Sabina, dear and faithful wife. Excelling in the arts, she alone surpassed her husband. Her voice was sweet, her fingers plucked the strings. But she fell silent, suddenly snatched away. She lived three decades, five years fewer, alas … She herself lives on. She was a queen among the water organ players. May all who read this be happy. May the gods keep you and with a pious voice may you proclaim Fare thee well, Aelia Sabina. Titus Aelius Justus, water organist and stipendiary of the Second Auxiliary Legion erected this monument to his wife.’* Franz Liszt and Kodaly would surely have appreciated her work.4


Altogether, forty-eight governors and proconsuls ruled Aquincum, most of them relatives of the emperor. One of the most successful was Caius Septimius Castinus, brother-in-law of Septimius Severus, who was governor of Pannonia between 209 and 211 and then went back to Rome to a hero’s welcome as the most senior consul in the empire. Cassius Dio had a less happy time. He was governor from 226 to 228, and when he got back to Rome wrote a major history of the empire in which he described his miserable time in Aquincum. He was accustomed to the Mediterranean and never came to terms with the rigorous climate of this northern frontier province, or the uncouth army life. It was an ‘extraordinary experience for a man of my upbringing to see that the Danube should freeze over in winter’, he said.


Other governors were far less fortunate and never survived their Aquincum years. Aelius Triccianus, who was born in Pannonia of plebeian origin, rose in the army and became governor of Pannonia Inferior in 217. He was a great friend of Emperor Macrinus. When the ruler fell, murdered in a coup, his successor, Heliogabalus, arranged to have Triccianus killed. His name was removed from the milestones erected during his Pannonian governorship.5


Recent excavations, which revealed major collections of silver, gold and jewels, show that some of Aquincum’s inhabitants were clearly very wealthy and many were reasonably well off. The Sevso Treasure, fourteen pieces of extraordinary silver dating from around 210, was found in the late 1970s, some of it among supplies in a Buda bar. The find introduced evidence of a new page in Aquincum’s history. One item is an enormous silver platter with an intricately designed engraving of diners at a table bearing the inscription: ‘May these vessels remain with you for centuries, Sevso, and serve your descendants worthily’. Sevso owned a huge villa near Aquincum around the middle of the fourth century and the evidence suggests he was a Christian, as at least the previous three generations of his family had been. Christianity began spreading fast in Pannonia from the early third century – a basilica for worship was erected around 260, when gladiatorial games were forbidden in the amphitheatre.


Roman power in Pannonia began to dwindle during the fourth century. So too did Aquincum’s fortunes and population, driven out by raiders from various tribes from the East and North who, piece by piece, exhausted the ability and determination of the Romans to cling on to their empire. By the end of the century both the military and civilian towns had become all but deserted. Instead of four well-equipped legions the Roman military presence was no more than 200-strong, and there were fewer than 2,000 civilians. When the Huns sacked the Aquincum settlements in 437 hardly a building was left standing. This was the first time, of many, that Budapest was destroyed.6





* This might have been what the Romans believed the Eraviscans called their settlement, as it is so close to a Latin equivalent. But some recent evidence suggests it was indeed the Celtic name. For a brief outline of Roman Buda, I have drawn extensively from original work in the invaluable Blue Guide: Budapest by Annabel Barber (Blue Guides, 2018).


* Marcus Aurelius spent in aggregate more than a year in Aquincum, and was away from Rome for most of the last dozen years of his life, on assorted border fortresses along the Danube, fighting back various ‘barbarian’ tribes – the Marcomanni, the Quadi, the Iazyges, and others of the first wave of the tribes that would eventually overwhelm the Empire. He was there shortly before he died in 180 in Vindobona.


* After the Romans abandoned Aquincum it was turned into a fortress and used by various tribes during the early medieval period. From the twelfth century it was covered by earth and the huge mound was known as Királydomb (King’s Hill). In the late nineteenth century workers’ housing was built on it for the nearby Óbuda textile mills. Excavation didn’t begin until the 1930s.


* Nobody seemed to take much interest in Aquincum at all until the end of the nineteenth century when excavations began, and for decades most of the stones and tablets which would later become the Aquincum museum were stored in a side room of Buda restaurant, Frindt’s Tavern, known for its fish delicacies.


* For this translation from the Latin I am indebted to Blue Guide: Budapest by Annabel Barber.
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THE MAGYARS


Save us, O Lord, from the arrows of the Hungarians.


Common prayer in tenth-century psalters in Germany and Lombardy


For two generations in the early tenth century the Magyars were regarded as the scourge of Europe. In scores of raids between 900 and 950 into the German lands, northern Italy, central and southern France – even across the Pyrenees into Spain as far south as Córdoba – they overran all that stood in their way, plundering, burning, killing. They are known to have pillaged present-day Bremen and Basel, Orléans and Otranto. They were mercenary troops employed by warlord princes from the Baltic to the Mediterranean coasts. They fought in turn both for and against the Italian King Berengar, for and against Arnulf of Bavaria, first in the interests of the rulers of Byzantium and then against.


In the Old French Chanson de Roland, the Magyars are, along with the Muslim Saracens, described as ‘breeds of Satan’ who left a trail of blood in their wake. Other early medieval chronicles confuse them with the Huns, an entirely separate if equally violent tribe. In oral tradition, which continued for a long period, they were ‘horrifyingly cruel’ and ‘bloodthirsty man-eating monsters from Scythia’ spreading fear and panic.


One atrocity in the spring of 926 is worth mentioning because it is the earliest surviving written account of the Magyars. They attacked the monastery of St Gallen, in what is now north-eastern Switzerland, razed the abbey to the ground and murdered dozens of monks and nuns, including Wiborada, a noblewoman who had taken the veil a decade earlier. She had managed to move her priceless collection of manuscripts to safety just in time before the raid on 1 or 2 May. When the marauding band of Magyars arrived at the undefended abbey she was axed to pieces. But her holy books survived – hence she was canonized in 1047 by Pope Clement II and is the patron saint of libraries.* The chronicle by the monk Ekkehard the Younger described how the ‘heathen barbarians … advanced like lightning’ through Bavaria and Swabia. ‘The onslaught increased from day to day … The barbarians with drawn swords pushed the neighbourhood of Lake Constance to the brink of disaster, killing countless people and burning all the houses.’1


Around the same time, marauding bands raided areas of Lorraine. Regino, Abbot of Prüm, recorded the emergence of the Magyars, who he said were ‘Pechenegs who advanced from Scythian plains’. He wrote of an attack on monks at his monastery and of their ‘horn-tipped arrows against which it is scarcely possible to find protection … These Magyars are not men but live in the manner of wild beasts.’ For a century, prayers were routinely offered in German, Italian, French and Spanish monasteries: ‘De sagittis Hungarorum libera nos, Domine’ – ‘Save us, O Lord, from the arrows of the Hungarians’.


Yet there are other accounts, again by Ekkehard from the tenth century – still preserved at the Abbey of St Gallen – that show another side to the Magyars’ character and demeanour. According to Heribald, one of the monks who survived a second raid on the abbey after Wiborada was killed, they looked ferocious but behaved no worse than other warriors of the time. They allowed some of the monks, including Heribald, to attend a feast in the inner courtyard of the building, which had not been destroyed. As he told it many times in the years ahead, the Magyars ‘consumed half-raw pieces of meat, tearing at them with their teeth … they drank deep of the monastery’s wine’. For entertainment they tossed ‘gnawed bones as sport at one another and sang robustly … giving release to their high spirits, they danced and wrestled with each other before their captains’. When the monks and friars who had managed to escape the raid returned to St Gallen, they interrogated Heribald about what he had seen. He gave a surprising answer. ‘They were wonderful,’ he said. ‘I have never seen such cheerful people in our monastery. They distributed plenty of food and drink before they left.’ He then went on to describe a group of loud, merry, hard-drinking but open and jovial men, the type common in Hungarian epic literature throughout history. Both sides – vicious at times, jolly at others – were probably true. As the French historian Fernand Braudel said: ‘Until the late Middle Ages all states claimed to be the ancestors of rapacious beasts … Europe’s map has never shown so many white patches as before the year 1000.’2


After the Romans left, the once-prosperous province of Pannonia had to fend for itself. A long struggle for power in the area continued for more than 400 years: ‘a succession of bloody skirmishes were fought on horseback, with one band scarcely distinguishable from the next’, one seventh-century chronicle despaired. The Roman fortress formerly known as Aquincum fell to rack and ruin and the civilian city that had been all but destroyed by the Huns became a settlement of wooden huts. On the other side of the Danube, a few buildings in what is now Pest never grew bigger than a small village. The river ‘was wild and untameable’ – much faster-flowing then – and it was difficult to cross. The Christians had gone, as the Romans had – either west for sanctuary, or killed by the pagan tribes relentlessly at war with each other for land to settle. This was the era of the Great Migrations, when successive tribes surged west from central Asia. They and their ancestors formed modern Europe.


The Huns remained the main power in the region for around fifty years – forced out by the Suebi, then the Vandals, the Goths, Visigoths, Herules and the Sarmatians. For just under 100 years from the seventh century the Gepids seemed to be in control of most of the area, displaced by the Avars, from the plains of Eurasia. None of these left much physical mark; no buildings in stone were erected in what is now Budapest from the fifth to the tenth centuries. But the Avars brought with them from Eurasia something lasting and useful: they can be credited with introducing the iron stirrup for riding horses, revolutionizing warfare.


The stirrup was easily exportable and the armies of Charlemagne learned to use the new invention to overcome the Avars early in the ninth century. The area around the Danube bend, including the remains of the ancient Roman settlements, was annexed by the Frankish Empire. The various tribes had intermarried for generations, and though the leadership changed several times over the centuries the best evidence suggests that a meld of peoples formed in the area generally labelled later as ‘Slavic’, if not correctly identified genetically. There were then probably no more than 75,000 people living in the entire region that would become Hungary and fewer than 1,500 in the settlements along the Danube in present-day Budapest.3


Around the 850s the tribes known as Magyar began entering the Carpathian basin. There is almost nothing definite recorded of their early history, before they began to appear in Europe; much is shrouded in myth and legend. What we do know is that they originated from the Finno-Ugrian people, from the eastern steppes of Kazakhstan. In the first millennium BCE they broke away from the main Ugrian tribes and began moving en masse south-west. How long this took – whether decades or even centuries – nobody knows for sure, but they were encountered along trade routes and one group of Turkic travellers around 1000 BCE recounted meeting a nomadic tribe of ‘Ungars’ or ‘Onogurs’ – in one Turkic/Bulgar language ‘Onogur’ means ten arrows. ‘They are a race of Turks and their king rides out with horsemen to the number of 10,000 … They possess leather tents and they travel in search of herbage and abundant pasturage … These Ungars worship the sun and the moon.’ They were polygamous and tribal custom was that a widow remarried her late husband’s eldest brother.


Other traders, according to later Arab tradition, recall one of the ancient Magyar rituals – useful knowledge about the commodities in which they could conduct business:


It is a custom when marrying that when a woman is sought in marriage, a dowry is appointed in accordance with the wealth in cattle, less or more, belonging to that man. When they sit down to appoint that dowry, the father of the maiden brings the father of the son-in-law to his own house and whatever he has in the way of sable and ermine and grey squirrel and stoat and the belly of the fox … and brocade, he collects all of these skins together to the quantity of ten fur garments and folds them inside a carpet and fastens them on the horse of his son-in-law’s father and speeds him to his house. Then whatever is necessary for the maiden’s dowry which they have agreed upon such as animals and money and goods is all sent to him (i.e. the maiden’s father), and at that time they bring the woman to the house.4


For decades the Magyars – along with various Turkish tribes, Slavs and Alans – wandered in search of grazing land in a vast area between the Don, the Black Sea and the Danube which they called Etelköz, ‘the area between two rivers’.


Towards the end of the ninth century, for whatever reason – some ancient accounts say they suffered defeats at the hands of an alliance of enemy tribes led by the Pechenegs, others that they could see an opportunity to take almost undefended land – they formed an army to cross the Carpathian Mountains and seize tracts of the Danube basin.


This is the point at which most published Hungarian histories begin and how the subject is taught in twenty-first-century schools, as though nobody had lived in the area before. Anything earlier is considered myth.* Whether it was an invasion, as Slav and Germanic historiography invariably calls it, or a ‘land acquisition’, as Hungarian historians have always euphemistically described it, has been a matter of debate for centuries and remains so even in the 2020s. The word ‘conquest’ is deeply concerned with legitimacy over disputed territories the Hungarians have always claimed inalienably as their own.


The invasion by a unified alliance of seven Magyar tribes was an easy task militarily. The Magyars were a formidably efficient fighting force and during their journey they developed iron discipline under talented generals. They were marvellous horsemen – and horsewomen too. Archaeologists as late as 2009 found decorated bronze bits for a woman’s horse and it is clear that women joined the early Magyar raiding parties.*


They had overwhelmingly superior firepower. Units of 100 troops could loose off arrows at remarkable speed and accuracy in all directions; the iron stirrup enabled them easily to swivel 90 degrees in the saddle. A tactic developed over many raids, helped by the exceptional mobility of their forces, was the feigned retreat, which repeatedly confused enemies. Then it was easy to pick off the disoriented fleeing foe. ‘The shrill, fearsome battle cries of the wild, shaven-headed warriors made the blood run cold,’ according to one account.5


Initially the Magyars allied themselves with the Eastern Franks and remained on the periphery of the empire. But when one of the Frankish warlords died in the 890s the Magyars turned and saw an opportunity to take all the land in the Carpathian basin for themselves.


When the tribes moved along the Danube, they recognized the importance of the central location of the remains of Aquincum and of the surrounding warm-water springs. Five of the seven tribes settled there and two of the principal chieftains set up their camps around the site, including Árpád, the chief warrior. According to the earliest Hungarian chronicle, Gesta Hungarorum, attributed to Anonymous (it was signed only by ‘P dictus magister’ in the mid twelfth century, but has since been shown to be Péter, the Provost of Buda), Árpád’s soldiers


proceeded along the Danube to a large island mid-stream. They set up camp nearby, whereupon Chief Árpád and his noblemen marched on to it. When they saw the bounty and richness of the place and the advantage of the water on the Danube, they exceedingly rejoiced in it … They decided that it was to be hence and for evermore the island of the chief and that all nobles should be given a court and manor there … [he] hired artisans and had them build splendid houses for the chieftains … and he decreed that all horses be brought there to graze. He assigned a clever Cumanian, who was called Csepel, to oversee the grooms. As it was the home of the Master of the Horse, the island is named Csepel to this very day. Chief Árpád and his noblemen and their man and woman servants sojourned there in peace and power from the month of April until October.


Csepel Island still exists as a vast complex of factories and some down-at-heel apartment blocks.


One of the other principal chieftains, Kurszán, in charge of sacral matters, established himself in the remains of the Roman military lines of Aquincum in Óbuda. He used the amphitheatre and remaining outbuildings and it was known until the late Middle Ages as Kurszán’s Palace. After Kurszán’s death, Árpád took all power for himself, including the estates of his co-chieftains, and transferred his seat to Óbuda. The chronicle says he died in 907 and a ‘white church’ was built above his tomb, but the site has never been found despite the efforts of many generations of archaeologists.6


The Magyars far outnumbered the indigenous Slavic population. Accurate figures are impossible to come by, but the best evidence is that between 250,000 and 300,000 crossed the Carpathians. Árpád and the other warrior chieftains led the way and ‘civilians’ followed. These numbers allowed the Magyars to become different from the other horsemen of the steppes, who came and conquered and whose ways were absorbed into those of the indigenous population. The Avars, Bulgars, Franks and so on, who had settled there before, were expected, or forced, to speak Magyar – that is how ‘a linguistic island was created in the German and Slavic sea’, as Arthur Koestler would put it later – a fact evident to tourists in twenty-first-century Budapest.


The majority of the newcomers settled in the areas around the Danube and the River Tisza, but some of the tribes continued to make forays into Western Europe, where they gained their reputation for plunder and pillage during the fifty-year period that most Hungarian historians usually call, indulgently, ‘the age of adventures’ or ‘the years of wandering’. Hungarian army commanders were often prepared to spare a region if it offered gold or silver, but would undertake punitive expeditions against those that would not – or did not volunteer themselves as well-paid mercenaries for hire. Lombardy was the first to pay the Hungarian raiders regular tribute. In 899 an army of Magyars said to be 5,000-strong massacred a smaller force of Berengar I, holding the king hostage. He was freed after a huge ransom was paid amounting, it is estimated, to 30 kilos of gold. Similar attacks continued into Germany and Lorraine until an alliance of Christian monarchs led by the Holy Roman Emperor Otto the Great was formed to end the raids by what he called ‘heathen Hungarians’. On 10 August 955 the Magyars were decisively beaten at the Battle of Lechfeld, near Augsburg. Bulcsú, the third-ranking chieftain of the Magyar tribes (with the title harka) and Prince Lél, a leading figure from the ruling dynasty of Árpád, were hanged as common criminals from the gallows at Regensburg. Only seven survivors completed the return journey to Hungary, there to be reviled by compatriots for saving their own skins rather than giving their lives in battle.


The devastating defeat had momentous consequences for Hungary – and for the whole of Europe. The Magyars ceased their raids westwards, and in barely a generation they renounced a nomadic way of life and became settled peasants and herdsmen. Under Árpád’s great-grandson Chief Prince Géza (who reigned 972–97) Hungary, between East and West, Rome and Byzantium, adopted Western cultural ways and Roman Catholicism.7


Géza I’s decision to convert himself and his people to Roman Christianity was a political act, a secular choice. Though he was baptized in 973, he was essentially a pagan for the rest of his life. The conversion of the rest of the Magyars came at high cost. Most of them were performed by force; scores of recalcitrant shamans were tortured and murdered. Thononzoba, chief of one of the Pecheneg tribes who had sworn fealty to the Magyars, had a following among those who wanted to cling on to the traditional ways. He was buried alive and his entire clan was threatened with the same fate if they didn’t convert to Christianity.


Géza ensured that his son, born with the pagan name Vajk, was brought up a Christian. He changed his name to Stephen (István) at his baptism and, far from being forced, he became genuinely, fervently pious.* Just before his death, Prince Géza arranged the marriage of his son to Gisela, sister of the young Bavarian Duke, later Holy Roman Emperor, Henry II, a major coup for a formerly ‘barbarian’, newly Christianized territory. The wedding took place in 996 and Géza died the following year.


Immediately Stephen had to fight for the succession – the first of many dynastic struggles over the next three centuries within the House of Árpád. His rival was Koppány, Prince of Somogy, great-nephew of Árpád, who ruled the lands south of Lake Balaton. He was still pagan and wanted to return to the traditional tribal customs and beliefs. Also, he had a better claim under the ancient family rules which granted inheritance to the oldest member of the clan. But Stephen based his claim on the idea that the conversion to Christianity changed the old rules and in future there should be a connection between the state and religion. The Roman Church favoured succession based on primogeniture.


This was a fight for a principle – and for the future. The crucial battle took place at Veszprém in western Hungary. Stephen had won the support of Bavarian armies loyal to relatives of Stephen’s wife, Gisela. They crushed Koppány’s forces; German knights sought the chieftain out after the battle and killed him. On Stephen’s orders, his rival was quartered; the four pieces of his corpse were nailed to the gates of four fortress towns, including the castle gates at Buda, as a warning to other potential rebels. Stephen invited many German missionaries and monks to Hungary to hasten the conversion drive to Christianity – performed, as Bruno of Querfurt, whom the king had placed in charge of the campaign, described, ‘by force and love’. The court was filled with German soldiers; all future Hungarian monarchs until the fourteenth century had Bavarian knights as their personal bodyguards.8


On Christmas Day 1000 (though some accounts put the date as New Year’s Day 1001) Stephen had himself named King of Hungary, to differentiate his reign from the traditional title of chieftain, and his realm as a different kind of Christian state. He was a true visionary and remains – despite more flamboyant and martial successors – the founding symbol of Hungarian nationhood. His name lives throughout modern Budapest, in the city’s cathedral, one of its central squares, countless streets and a giant shopping mall.


Stephen, who was canonized in 1083, half a century after his death, was responsible for ensuring that Hungary faced west rather than east. He could have brought Hungary into the Byzantine orbit and, like much of the Balkans, become part of the Orthodox Communion – overtures from Constantinople were made repeatedly to him, as they had been earlier to his father. But he was determined to ally himself with Catholic Christendom and insisted on coronation by a papal legate, with a crown consecrated by Pope Sylvester II. Latin would be the language of official and legal Hungary, as it would remain until the nineteenth century.


Stephen moved the royal court from Buda first to Esztergom, about 45 kilometres north-west along the Danube, then to Székesfehérvár in central Hungary, which turned into a significant place of pilgrimage in Central Europe.


He retained Buda as a heavily guarded fortress and he would stay for short periods in the castle, mostly during spring and autumn. Twice a year he would personally hear legal cases there. But no more than 1,500 people lived permanently in Buda, a small town, and even fewer in the settlement of wooden huts on the plain opposite on the other side of the Danube, which was yet to be given the name Pest.


Hungary would be a land of many revolutions over the following millennium. It is no stretch to call King Stephen the first and arguably the most successful Hungarian revolutionary of them all. He centralized royal power in a unified state, as the Saxon and Danish kings in England, or Capetians in France, attempted but failed to do. He rooted out the ancient tribal customs of the Magyars and limited the powers of clan chieftains. He introduced a form of feudalism common for the period in Western Europe. Using various methods, he Christianized the Magyars. Hungary became a sizeable, relatively prosperous power in the centre of Europe, and when he minted new silver dinars the coinage quickly gained a good reputation as a currency in Europe, always the measure of relative success as a nation.9


Yet by his own admission Stephen’s last years were sad and he feared for his legacy. His beloved son Imre died in a hunting accident in 1031, which prompted a bitter dispute over the succession. There was no other male heir, and as women were ruled out as monarchs the eldest surviving male Árpád should have been named as next in line. He was Stephen’s cousin, Vazul, but the king hated him – he was a tribal traditionalist and it was widely believed that he was never a true believer but paid mere lip service to Christianity. Stephen nominated Peter Orseolo, son of the Doge of Venice, to succeed him. Strictly speaking, this was legal – the king was allowed, at that time, to name a successor. But it was always assumed that the heir would be a man from the ruling dynasty. Vazul claimed the title heir apparent and began preparations for a rebellion, with support from some tribal magnates. Stephen acted first and ruthlessly. He had Vazul blinded in both eyes and his ears filled with molten lead. His three sons fled into permanent exile. From 1034 the king retreated into prayer until he died in 1038.


Every 20 August, the date of St Stephen’s canonization and a national holiday in Hungary, a casket containing what is believed to be the king’s mummified right hand is carried in solemn procession around the basilica which bears his name in central Budapest.* This grisly celebration, followed by a Mass, took place even in the darkest days of the Soviet era when the Communists tried to suppress religion. Yet the holiest relic associated with Stephen is not a skeletal hand. One of the most popular tourist sights in Budapest – all Hungarian schoolchildren are encouraged to see it once in their lives – is the Holy Crown of St Stephen. It was for a long time the central symbol of royal legitimacy and has been venerated for centuries. The validity of a King of Hungary was coronation with the use of this crown, and no other, in the ceremony. The crown is shrouded in myth, like so much of ancient Magyar history.


It is certain that the crown on display in modern Budapest was never worn by King Stephen. The original was lost or stolen soon after the king’s death and there are many theories about its fate. It is said that in 1044 it was found by soldiers loyal to the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry III, and he returned it to the Vatican. The lower half of the crown on display now, the so-called ‘Greek part’, made in 1074, nearly forty years after King Stephen’s death, was a gift from the Byzantine Emperor Michael VII to the Hungarian King Géza I. The upper ‘Latin’ part was made in Hungary, probably at some point in the late twelfth century, to replace the lost original. The two halves were welded together around 1330, in order to make a solid base for a gold cross that surmounts the crown.*


Lost again and found in a series of centuries-long dramas and adventures, the crown was taken to Austria towards the end of the Second World War by Hungarian fascists – either, as one group said, to sell it on the black market or, as others claimed, to preserve it from the clutches of the Communists. Somehow it fell into the hands of the US army in Vienna in 1945. The Americans kept it in Fort Knox, to ensure its safety, until 1978 when it was ceremoniously returned to Hungary. The crown and other royal regalia thought to have belonged to Stephen or his immediate successors were then installed by a Communist regime aiming for national respectability in a large shrine in Budapest’s National Museum under permanent armed guard. To mark the millennium of the Hungarian state, the first of Viktor Orbán’s governments in 2000 transferred all the royal jewels, amid great solemnity and fanfare, to the Parliament building. In a republic, it seemed at first sight an odd place to move the crown jewels, but in the Hungarian context there was logic to it. For a nation that has been occupied by other powers for so many periods in its history, the crown has always been the symbol of independence and freedom, rather than of royalty. And besides, the crown jewels are magnificently presented in inspiring surroundings.


Stephen brought order out of chaos, stability and the beginning of a legal code. He is, rightly, one of the most revered figures in Hungary’s history. He left a considerable literary legacy too: the Exhortations, written around 1015 as a guide to ethical kingship for his son Imre and other future rulers. It is a fascinating work, even if its insights are not always followed as examples by his people. ‘Immigrants are of great benefit,’ he wrote in one section. ‘They bring with them different tongues and customs, different skills and weapons. And all that is an ornament to the country and alarms our enemies. So my son I advise you to face new settlers, and treat them decently. Then they will prefer to stay with you rather than elsewhere. A nation with but one tongue and one custom is feeble and fragile … if you destroy all that I have built, squander what I have collected, the empire will without doubt suffer.’10


Even before Stephen was buried, a crisis flared in the House of Árpád. Peter Orseolo was crowned king, but the family of his rival to the throne, the tortured, blinded Vazul, did not give up their succession claims. Within two years Peter was ousted by one of the claimant’s cousins, Sámuel Aba. But he was loathed within the court of Stephen, and with the help of a German army led by the Emperor Henry III, King Peter was restored to the throne – though this time as Henry’s vassal, which would become an important factor in the future. Aba, in turn, was blinded before being axed to death by German knights. Peter’s second reign was no happier than his first. In 1046 he was ousted again* – this time by court officials and powerful groups of barons, who called back one of Vazul’s exiled sons, Andrew, and made him king.


The Árpád dynasty continued for nearly 300 further years – under twenty-two monarchs – but although Hungary became in many ways a more important place within Central Europe, its territory expanded and the wealth of its nobles grew exponentially, it would seldom appear a stable, unified state. Repeatedly there were dynastic quarrels which had devastating consequences. Andrew was on the throne for fourteen years and tried to consolidate power centrally under the monarch, though the task was beyond him. He died on the battlefield against the forces of his brother Béla, who succeeded him until he himself was overthrown (though he did retain the use of both his eyes). In the next thirty-nine years the country changed its ruler six times. Three kings died a violent death and one of them fled and relinquished his throne to save his life. Another was ousted twice and returned twice. The royal family’s feuds brought the intervention of foreign armies nine times – Bavarians, Czechs and Poles. Hungary became a German dependency twice. Law and order was utterly destroyed and there were two pagan rebellions, suppressed with the utmost savagery. The kingdom was partitioned for decades.11


On the other hand, from the twelfth century, mainly through adroit marriage contracts, large new territories were added to the kingdom, for example tracts of Dalmatia, which gave Hungary access to the Adriatic Sea. Major deposits of gold, silver and other precious minerals were found from the middle of the century and the finds went directly to the royal coffers. Apart from any other benefits, fighting for the Crown was a potentially valuable enterprise for a claimant and his supporters. The wealth of Hungary in the medieval period was substantially the result of these rich mineral reserves. Historians of the period have estimated that of all the gold deposits in the known world before c.1420, at least 40 per cent came from Hungary, which supplied about three-quarters of the European demand. About a quarter of all the silver mined in Europe was from Hungary.12


There were two enlightened and sensible Árpád kings. The best of them was Coloman (reigned 1095–1116), who left writings which showed he was highly intelligent and forward-thinking for his time; he enacted laws against witch trials – ‘since there are no witches’ – and for the first time allowed Jews to live in the country legally.* He and his ablest successor, Béla III (1172–96), tried to limit nobles’ powers of life and death over serfs and to halt warlords pillaging at will over Crown lands. But, as elsewhere in feudal Europe, the power of the king was not as absolute as it appeared. Seven years after the barons and the King of England reached a compromise about the separation of powers in the Magna Carta, enshrining baronial rights in law, the high nobility in Hungary forced King Andrew (András) II to sign a similar charter. But the Golden Bull (named because its seal was in gold leaf) of 1222 gave the nobility far more extensive rights than its English predecessor. They retained most of these rights until the middle of the nineteenth century, with enormous consequences for Hungary’s future. Nobles were excused from paying any kind of taxes, but unlike in feudal England or France they did not have to raise armies in ‘foreign wars’ if they didn’t want to. This left a giant black hole in royal finances, filled by taxing peasants. The nobles were granted the right of armed resistance against the king if the monarch ‘acted illegally’ – legality was judged by the peers. The king was barred from debasing the currency. The few Jews who lived in Buda and two other Hungarian towns were banned from owning property and were forced to pay extra exorbitant taxes. There was not a single word in the Golden Bull about the ‘people’ (as there wasn’t in Magna Carta). It related only to ‘free men’ or ‘the nation’ – and these were defined only as the nobility.13


During much of the early medieval period Buda consisted of the castle and a small settlement mostly of German squires, their servants and their families, a few artisans, some traders and a handful of Jews permitted to live only on the edge of the settlement, the oldest part of the town Óbuda. It was a sleepy, out-of-the-way place. Kings continued to visit the fortress and hold legal hearings there, but it was not the capital and the royal court had not been established there since the early days of Stephen’s reign. There was no other building of importance apart from the castle, where Buda’s provost lived, a high dignitary of the land who occasionally, if he had the king’s favour, could claim to be effectively the Hungarian Chancellor. The year after the Golden Bull was signed, Buda was awarded sole fishing rights along both sides of the nearby stretch of the Danube, including the right to levy customs duties along much of the river. It grew in prosperity and population into a modest-sized medieval town. Andrew II came to like it; in 1230 he moved the court there and turned Buda back into the royal seat. It now had great influence in Hungary and importance throughout Europe. Then, in 1241, came catastrophe.





* She was also the first woman to be canonized by the Catholic Church. Ekkehard’s chronicle was probably written around 970–1000 and preserved in the rebuilt St Gallen Abbey as the Vita Sanctae Wiboradae.


* And very colourful myth too. A favourite of mine is that the discovery of Hungary (Magyarország, the country of the Hungarians) was predicted in a dream. Princess Emese, grandmother of the warrior chief Árpád, who led the Magyar tribe across the Carpathians, dreamed that she was impregnated on a divine command by a giant turul – an eagle – and the bird announced that her unborn infant and his descendants would rule distant lands. That is why her son was named Álmos (álom is dream in Hungarian). When he came of age, Álmos began preparations to lead his people to the promised land. The turul showed them the way until they reached their destination. Álmos died during the migration. A giant sculpture of an eagle now looks down across the Danube in pride of place from one of the highest points in Budapest at the top of the Royal Castle.


* That gender equality seems to have ended with the conversion to Christianity. Hungarian women, not entirely in jest, have said that it has never returned since.


* His birth date is not known for sure and is variously given as 967, 969 and, the least likely but still possible, 975. Neither is the date of his baptism clear.


* The rest of his body is in the burial tomb beneath the royal chapel at Székesfehérvár, last resting place of all the medieval Hungarian kings. Since 1988 he has been joined by the supposed remains of Queen Gisela which were brought from Passau to be reinterred with her husband.


* There is an excellent book, A Magyar korona regénye, about the adventures of the Holy Crown of Hungary by two history professors at Budapest University, Kálmán Benda and Erik Fügedi, who give an elegant reply to the obvious question that if the displayed royal regalia is a myth, how can it be called Stephen’s crown: ‘This belief over the centuries has proved indestructible … historians must have no choice but to admit that in this case it doesn’t matter whether, as an object, it is Stephen’s crown or not, but what is essential is the unshakeable belief in it.’ An explanation for so many legends.


* Hardly a surprise, Peter Orseolo had his eyes gouged out before being sent back to Venice whence he came.


* There had been some Jews in Aquincum in Roman times, and some accounts record a handful of Jews living in Buda – even at the time of the conquest. But this was the first known Jewish community in Hungary during medieval times. Jews were subject to various regulations: they had to wear distinctive signs on their clothes in public and were barred from marrying Christians, but for the most part they were treated better in medieval times than co-religionists Germany or France or England.
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THE KHANS INVADE


Among all the peoples who in the course of history have passed before our eyes there were none so unlucky as the Hungarians … Nature brought forth their strong, handsome, clever men in vain.


Voltaire (1694–1778)


Heaven grant us its peace, but not the King of Hungary’s.


William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act 1, Scene 2


‘In this year, after existing for 350 years, the Kingdom of Hungary was annihilated by the Tatars.’ It was a simple statement of fact by the Benedictine Abbot Hermann of Niederaltaich in Bavaria, who had Hungarian relatives and recorded it in the annals of his monastery immediately on hearing the news in April 1241. The Emperor Frederick II – technically still liege lord of Hungary – wrote to Henry III, the King of England, around the same time: ‘That entire precious kingdom was depopulated, devastated and turned into a barren wasteland.’ In Hungarian history books even now this period is known as ‘the devastation’. Contemporary chronicles, witnesses and monarchs called the invaders ‘Tatars’, though they identified themselves as Mongols.


The Mongol army, known throughout a terrified Europe as the Golden Horde, had been one of the most successful military forces in history, leaving a wave of destruction under Genghis Khan through China, northern India and central Asia. When the great Khan died in 1227 his son Ögedei continued the Mongol advance west, ordering his army commander Batu to seize the Russian steppes, Ukraine, Poland, continue into Eastern Europe and take control over the whole known world. The Hungarian King Béla IV understood the threat and appealed to other European monarchs, and the Pope, in their own interests to repel the invaders. He heard nothing. By spring 1241 the advance guard of Batu’s forces reached eastern Hungary. King Béla’s army of Hungarians and German mercenaries outnumbered the Mongols but on 11 April it was routed at Mohi, on the Sajó River. The cream of Hungary’s military leadership was slaughtered, though the king and a few of his young knights managed by luck to escape.


Half of Batu’s force followed Béla – in the Mongols’ eyes a territory was not entirely beaten while its rightful ruler was still alive. They almost captured him at the monastery at Klosterneuburg near Vienna, but again he got away. They followed his tracks all the way through southern Austria, Slovenia and Croatia to the Dalmatian island city of Trogir, which they blockaded and besieged. Béla again made desperate pleas for help against what he wrote were ‘the heathen barbarians threatening Christendom’. All he received were a few words of consolation from the emperor, the Vatican, Louis IX of France and other Christian monarchs.1


The rest of Batu’s army crossed the Danube and marched towards the royal seat, which the Hungarian king had left lightly defended. The Mongols had sophisticated siege engines, though they weren’t needed. They were the first army in Europe to use the Chinese invention of gunpowder, though in taking Pest and Buda little of that was needed either. Their main method of attack was similar to the Magyar strategy that had advanced into the Carpathian basin: using maximum speed by charging en masse on horseback while releasing a shower of arrows on an enemy. This had proved successful even against well-fortified towns. Nobody had managed to stop them for long. The attack on Buda began on 16 April 1241 and lasted just a few hours. No contemporary Hungarian accounts have survived, but the prelate Thomas, Archdeacon of Spalato (now Split in Croatia), left an account allegedly from eyewitnesses later.


The Tatar army, after setting up camp all around, began to attack the town from every direction, shooting arrows relentlessly and showering it with spears … the hapless Hungarians took up the fight against them and tried with all their might. They strained their catapults and crossbows, hurled innumerable spears and arrows into enemy ranks, and propelled many rocks with their ballistae. But the Tatars’ deadly arrows struck their targets with precision and caused certain death to the defenders. No cuirass, shield or armour could resist the arrows launched by Tatar hands … So great was the blight befalling the town … as God’s vengeful sword wallowed most profusely in Christian blood … the water of the Danube was red with human blood. When barbaric death had raged to satisfaction and they withdrew from the town, they set fires of every sort and before the enemies’ eyes the greedy flames devoured all.*2


Buda was almost totally burned to the ground. Even in the twenty-first century archaeologists encountered a 30-centimetre layer of ash and charred wood where some Pest settlements had once stood in the thirteenth century; carbon dating has measured the destruction of the town precisely.


The whole of Hungary was open to the Mongols, and much of Western Europe was within their reach. But, suddenly and unexpectedly, they turned round and the huge Mongol army raced back east, taking cartloads of booty and enslaved people with them. The Hungarians were perplexed by the speed of the retreat. And the reason. Soon they heard that Ögedei Khan had died. Batu returned to the Mongol Empire’s capital, Karakorum, and a vicious struggle for the succession consumed the empire in civil war for a generation. The West was saved.


King Béla returned home to a desolate land, a country in desperate straits and a population decimated. Master Rogerius, an Italian cleric who had somehow managed to survive the destruction of Buda, found only ‘ruins, corpses and desolation all around’. The medievalist György Györffy, writing in the 1980s, said that Hungary did not recover from the Mongol invasion for a century and a half. He calculated that around 60 per cent of the lowland settlements in east and central Hungary were destroyed. For a long period afterwards, survivors of the massacres suffered from starvation and disease. Failed harvests caused by the destruction of thousands of fields and pastures made the catastrophe worse. The western areas of Hungary and Transylvania, some of which the Mongols had not occupied before their retreat, fared better: the population loss was lower than 20 per cent. Most historians of the period estimate that around half of Hungary’s 2 million population in 1240 were direct victims of the Mongol invasion.


For the following twenty-eight years of his reign Béla wrote a barrage of letters to other kings, successive popes and noble families throughout Europe bitterly complaining about the indifference of the Western world to the plight of Hungary. In a letter to Pope Vincent IV in 1253 he wrote: ‘We have received from all sides merely words … We have received no support in our great affliction from any Christian ruler or nation in Europe.’ These thoughts have been a constant theme throughout Hungarian history, echoed repeatedly – when the Turks occupied the country in the sixteenth century, the Austrians suppressed an independence movement in the nineteenth century, when the Soviet Union savagely put down a revolution in the twentieth. ‘We are the most forsaken of all peoples on this earth,’ said the poet Sándor Petőfi, with a hint of characteristic Hungarian pessimism. In the 2020s many Hungarian politicians strike a chord when they say similar things. The feeling of being endangered and defenceless, the idea of the nation alone have deep roots among Hungarians.3
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