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HUNGARY AS I SAW IT THEN AND NOW

RAMAKANT M. VIDWANS (Page 623)

In my previous article, I had
described in detail, how I came in
contact with the Hungarians. I am
now writing my impressions about
Hungary and the Hungarians as I
saw them in the 70s and how I found
them during my visits in subsequent
decades.

Hungary is a landlocked
country of Central Europe. It is
situated in the Carpathian Basin and
is bordered by Slovakia to the north,
Ukraine and Romania to the east,
Serbia and Croatia to the south,
Slovenia to the southwest and
Austria to the west. The country's
capital and largest city is Budapest
which is situated on the banks of the
famous River Danube [Duna].
Hungary has a population of about
one crore which is little less than the
population of Mumbai. The
country occupies an area of about
93,000 sq.km. which is almost one
third that of Maharashtra.

Temperatures in Hungary vary
from -20°C to 39°C through the
year. Distribution and frequency of
rainfall are unpredictable due to the
continental climate of the country.
Heavy storms are frequent after hot
summer days, and rainfall is more
frequent in the Autumn. Weather
conditions in the Great Plain can be
especially harsh, with hot summers,
cold winters, and scant rainfall.
Weather in winter is erratic. While I
was there, one evening the
temperature was 15°c and overnight,
the temperature dropped to minus
5'.

My initial visits to Hungary. to

Hungary were between 1977 and
1980 when it wes a communist
country. Till 1989 Hungary was
known as Hungarian People's
Republic and was under the guidance
of the Soviet Union. Though,
common Hungarians did not like the
communist regime, no one could
dare utter a word against the regime.
The whole atmosphere was full of
suspicion. One would experience
this from the moment of landing at
the Airport. Buses taking passengers
from the aircraft to arrival hall were
escorted by armed guards. Passport
was checked not only at the
immigration counter but also at the
customs counter and at the exit of the
terminal building. I was greatly
surprised when the immigration
officer greeted me with Namaste”
and handed back my passport with
'Dhanyawad'. The reason was India's
cordial relations with the USSR.

In those days, Hungarian
Technology and Manufacturing
Organizations were not allowed to
directly interact with foreign
organizations and had to go through a
Hungarian foreign trading
organization. My first contact with
the Hungarians was through Nikex
Hungarian Trading Co.

At that time, there were only a
couple of" first-class. hotels in
Budapest.  There were quite a few
good Hungarian and a couple of
German Restaurants. International
food chains like Mc Donald or Pizza
Kingdid not have their presence.

Hungarian economy was a
totally controlled economy. Food
and clothing was subsidized and

extremely cheap. Good heavy
woolen suits were available for
Rs.500. Inthose days, Government
of India used to release foreign
exchange of US Dollars 60 par day
for foreign visits. A room in Hotel
Duna Intercontinental was available
for US Dollars 45 per day and I could
comfortably manage my fooding
and local transport etc. in the balance
US Deollars 15 per day. Hungarian
Currency war called Forints. In
those days, one U.S. Dollar was
equal to about 7 Indian Rupees or 20
Hungarian Forints.

Prior to the communist regime,
the country was so highly
industrialized that Hungarian
Machinery Manufacturers like Ganz
were giving a toughrcompetition to
international business giants like
Westinghouse -of America, Hunslet
of England and Ansaldo of Italy etc.
Hungary “had  produced the best
brains and scientists. Hungarians are
very intelligent people and have
contributed greatly to the world in
many areas such as science, arts,
music and technology. Composers
like Béla Bartok, Franz Liszt, Albert
Szent-Gyorgy-the inventor of
vitamin C, famous publisher Joseph
Pulitzer, Oszkar Asboth-the
inventor of helicopters, Emo Rubik
of Rubik Cube are just a few names
from the long list of famous
Hungarians.

During the communist regime,
because of trade unionism, skilled
workers started earning more than
supervisors and qualified officers.
A stage came when the youngsters
aspired to become skilled workers
rather than pursuing higher studies.
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Thus there was a heavy brain-drain
and the industries became sluggish
and lost thzir competitiveness.

The picture changed in the
cighties when the Soviet Union
guided rule came to an end. The
Soviet Union got into deep
economic troubles and crashed and
the central European nations
including Hungary suddenly found
their freedom. On 23 October 1989,
Hungary again became a democratic
parliamentary republic. Thereafter,
many industrial giants entered
Hungary.  They threw away the
union minded wastrels. Efficiency
increased and Industry flourished.
The result was that the Hungary
came to be considered as Central
Europe's most successful and
promising countries.

The Hungarians are known to
respect women, elders as well as
ancestors. Inthose days, Hungarian
people believed in strong familial
values. Family was the center of the
Hungarian social structure,
providing both financial and
emotional support for its members.
In Hungary, generations of extended
family supported each other and
lived together, with the family
comprising biological parents,
grandparents, and usually two
children. However, with the time,
Hungarians changed and the society
slowly became free and permissive,
so much so, that country had the
highest rate of suicides and divorces.
However, now the social structure is
returning to that of the old times.

Hungarians are hard working
people.  In old days, Hungarians
were great savers. They always
preferred to save the money to buy
what they needed rather than taking
a bank loan. However, times are
changing and slowly Hungarians are

becoming big spenders. Allleading*

international hotel chains have set up
big hotels. Fast food outlets like Mc
Donalds, Burger King, Pizza Hut,
KFC, Subway and many shopping
malls are now doing roaring
business.

Hungarians are rightly proud of
their unique, complex, richly
expressive language, Hungarian
(Magyar pronounced "mahdyar"). It
is a Uralic language most closely
related to Mansi and Khanty of
western Siberia. It is further sub-
classified into the Finno-Ugric
languages which include Finnish
and Estonian. Because of its
complicated grammar,
pronunciation and vocabulary, it is
one of the most difficult languages to
learn. During my business visits, I
used to be busy the whole day and
would return to the hotel late. All
shops used to display a board 'Zarva'
which meant closed and that was the
only word I could learn.

Hungarians eat a lot of hot spicy
food. The national dish is goulash
which is a thick paprika-laden meat
and vegetable stew. In taste, it is very
similar to potato curry we make in
India minus the meat. Hungarians
use a lot of Paprika which is similar
to Capsicum. Paprika vary in taste
from very mild to very hot. Other
specialties are 'aprikas _csirke' -
chicken in paprika sauce, and
halaszlé, paprika fish.soup often
made from carp./ Hungarian
pancakes (palacsinta), both savoury
and sweet, are a treat.

Hungary 'has several famous
vine regions, most known are
Villany, Eger, Badacsony, Tokaj,
Egri Bikavér (Bull's Blood of Eger)
(HUF 1000 for a good one) is a
strong red Hungarian wine. Tokaj
is known for its sweet dessert wine
Tokaji aszu. Palinka denotes strong
brandy-like liquor distilled from

fruit. The best-known varieties are
barackpalinka, made from apricots,
kértepalinka from pears, and
szilvapdlinka made from plums.
Palinka is a very social drink: just as
the English drink tea, the
Hungarians, offer pdlinka as a
welcome drink. Palinkas are very
strong and contain more than 50%
alcohol. A sip of Palinka really
shows you where your alimentary
canal is located.

Hungarians are great drinkers.
One Saturday, after our meetings,
our hosts told us that they wanted us
to visit a huge underground complex
which they had constructed. It
turned out to be a huge underground
wine brewery. Inside such
underground facilities, even in peak
winter, it is easy to maintain the
temperature at around 8°c which is
ideal for brewing. At the end of the
visit I had a chance to test the
choicest and the best wines of
Hungary.

Hungary is( also, famous for
embroidery. Specialty of Hungarian
embroidery is)that the design
appearsidentical on both sides of the
cloth:

Lake Balaton is Central
Europe's largest freshwater lake, the
sheer vastness giving it the fitting
sobriquet of 'Hungarian Sea'. It was
Rabindranath Tagore who had
famously said this while visiting
Hungary “I have seen almost all the
countries of the world but I saw
nowhere such a beautiful harmony
of the sky and the water than that I
had the privilege to enjoy on the
shore of Balatonfured filling my soul
with rapture.” and it's been a
favourite quotable-quote, now
happily used by their tourism
industry. He had been invited to
Budapest for a poetry-reading
convention and its gruelling
schedule is said to have taken a toll
on his health. Doctor advice brought
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him to Balatonfured's State Heart
Hospital, where he spent a few
weeks on his way to recovery.
After he recovered, he

Sites, the second largest thermal lake

planted a Lime Tree on the |

Medicinal Bath).and the second
underground in Europe and
A the third all over the world

after New York and London

(Millennium

promenade and composed a
poem. The poem is now
immortalized in the form of

the following plaque
placed below the tree.
Present Hungary is a |

member of the European
Union, NATO, the [
OECD, the Visegrad
Group, and the
Schengen Border-less |

Underground).

On 23 October
1989, Hungary again
became a democratic
parliamentary republic.
A The country flourished
until the financial
crisis hit it in 2008.

Since then, the

Europe  Agreement. &
Today, Hungary is one

of the 15 most popular tourist
destinations in the world, with a
capital regarded as one of the most
beautiful in the world. Despite its
relatively small size, the country is
home to numerous World Heritage

in the world (Lake Héviz), and the
largest natural grassland in Europe
(Hortobagy). Hungary is home to the
largest synagogue in Europe (Great
Synagogue) and the largest
medicinal bath in Europe (Széchenyi

HIGHHTT

heavy public debt
and social tensions have been
growing.

Ramakant Vidwans

31, Goodwill Assurance Society,
Behind BPL Mobile Centre,
Manmala Tank Road,

Matunga (West),
Tel::022-2430526
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