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View towards Szogliget from near Imre’s wine cave. 
A little bit about me......
I have long had an interest in nature and the great outdoors- growing up with my mother working as a conservation 
shepherd (ess) for the local wildlife trust undoubtedly had an affect on me. I'm sure you spend years during your teens 
trying to not be like your parents, however nurture takes hold and you can see yourself becoming them! It was only 
after a conservation trainee placement during the summer of 2009 at the Barn Owl Foundation in South Western 
Hungary that I found my real passion for wildlife. The BOF is a non-governmental organisation dedicated to the 
sensitive management of the countryside and long-term survival of barn owls in Hungary and all over Europe. I spent 
six weeks with a team of 4, predominantly we were involved in a nocturnal radio tracking study of a pair of barn owls 
but were also involved in further conservation work and surveys in South West Hungary. If you are interested in BOF 
and would like to read more, our diary can be found here; http://www.gyongybagoly.hu/index.php/englishunion-
jackjpg/leonardo-lifelong-learning-program-2009 (Cohort 3).

Volunteering in Hungary was an amazing opportunity for me and an eye opener to the biodiversity that the United 
Kingdom once may have had. Spending time in rural Hungary away from the westernised world was also a life 
changing experience for me. When I returned from Hungary in August 2009 I started volunteering with Suffolk 
Wildlife Trust (SWT) on education activity days and with the Suffolk Community Barn Owl Project (continuing on my 
love for owls!). I also did a stint of residential volunteering in Scotland with the RSPB. Sadly my full-time volunteering 
came to an end in December, after lots of job hunting I gave in and returned to temping at the local council – 
volunteering with SWT when possible at weekends.

I was amazed when I came across EUCAN, that another organisation existed utilising Leonardo funding for 
conservation, with partner organisations all across Europe. I immediately emailed Nigel Spring to find out if I could get 
involved. I was really keen to return to Hungary, particularly to explore a new area and experience a different season.  It 
couldn't have been more different – 37 degree heat conducting barn owl church surveys to scrub clearing in minus 10!! 
The train journey across Europe to Hungary was also something I had always wanted to do and was definitely an 
adventure in itself. I am definitely convinced by train travel and am already thinking of my next adventures in Europe – 
maybe even with my new found EUCAN friends! 

Girls couchette on the night train from Berlin to Budapest.
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After a very cold and snowy winter in England (I think the most snow I have seen in my life), I was hoping to see the 
first signs of spring in Hungary. However we were blessed with more snow in Aggtelek and temperatures around -10 
degrees. Some people who I told about my plans thought it strange to go somewhere colder than the UK, however I was 
very excited to see the cold winters of landlocked central Europe.

I was keen to get involved with the practical management, but the opportunity to spend time with such a great group of 
like-minded and knowledgeable folk was a brilliant learning experience. Following my work with Barn Owls, I have 
developed a passion for our feathered friends and I was very keen to see a Ural or Pygmy Owl in Aggtelek. 

The Salamander House, where we were staying is in a brilliant location set in the beech and hornbeam forests of the 
National Park. From the room we were staying in we heard Ural owls every night and woodpeckers every morning. The 
first time we heard the Ural owl we thought we had heard a fox barking followed by the hoot of a male Tawny owl, 
however after listening to sound recordings we were very pleased to find out that the fox like bark was in fact a female 
Ural owl!!

 We went on quite a few early morning walks in the snow with Kyle (Nigel’s friend who is a wildlife sound recorder, 
who was specialising in Woodpeckers), with Kyle's help we were able to see 9 species of woodpeckers found in the 
national park. We saw Tawny owls on 2 occasions – one when leaving the hostel for a morning walk, flying just over 
our heads! We also saw a Tawny another time on a perch in the snow (see photo below). 

Look closely – Tawny owl on a perch in the snow, just outside the Salamander House. 

The snow was also a great opportunity for mammal tracking. We went on one long walk when work was snowed off to 
Derenc (see photo below), a former polish settlement that had been displaced for the king’s hunting grounds. This was a 
beautiful walk, we saw managed to spot fox, wild boar, beech martin & wild cat tracks in the snow! 

Derenc



Apart from spotting butterflies in Hungary in summer 2009 and a bit of moth trapping this was my first real insight into 
habitat management for butterfly conservation. I wasn't brush cutter or chainsaw trained, so spent my time battling the 
scrub with loppers and a bow saw and raking our piles of destruction to the nearest fire. This was satisfying work, 
especially in a large group as we could see how much we were getting done in a day. I look forward to seeing photos of 
how our work sites are looking when EUCAN visit in the summer. 

Working at Acsko in the snow

We went on a couple of trips to local caves on our days off (rearranged by the heavy snow!). I really enjoyed Istvan's 
(Ester our cook/mother for the 2 weeks son) cave (Rackoskzi), a smaller and less touristy atmosphere than another of 
the larger caves in the National Park that we visited. Istvan gave us a tour, indentifying all the formations – cauliflower, 
popcorn, broccoli bacon!

We also went wine tasting in Imre’s cave, a very hospitable man who works for the national park. We tried a few 
different years of his wines from barrels in the cave plus homemade palinka – a very good night and a few of us rolled 
back down the hill in the snow afterwards!!

A group of us also decided to walk to Slovakia on one of our days off, admittedly only a couple of miles up from the 
hostel – but I had never walked from one country to another before! We set off with Euros and passports in pockets, 
however when we got to the border we realised how far it was to the nearest settlement and so changed direction of our 
wanderings back around the forest to the hostel. 

Team Slovak!

We were very well fed, however the Hungarian diet in the winter was not too well suited to vegetarians – very few 
vegetables in sight! Even the carnivores of the group were not used to eating a diet of almost entirely pork. This did 
however remind me how we are used to being able to eat whatever we please in Western Europe and not as restricted by 
what produce is in season. 



Lots of Hungarian wine and beer was enjoyed over the fortnight. Also lots of local Palinka (fruit brandy- often of any 
fruit the locals can get their hold of, quince, plum, pear, apple....)  and Unicum (alcoholic cough medicine to most) – 
though previous adventures in Hungary had given me a taste for the dark spirit!

Since my previous travels in Hungary I have become increasingly interested in the prejudice towards gypsies in 
Hungary. On the Czech night train from Berlin to Budapest. When asking for chipsy’s (crisps), the waiter in the buffet 
car (who almost had a shock at us enquiring about food!), replied, ‘gypsies?, the only gypsys round here are thieves!’. 
We were also warned that he closed the buffet car after 11pm due to the risk of thieves and recommended us to be 
careful with belongings in the couchette. 

Another prominent statement made was when we went on a walk to Derenc, we had several foot of snow, which we 
made use of by going mammal tracking a comment was made that we had seen prints fox, wild boar, beech martin, cat, 
deer, Homo sapiens and ‘Non Homo sapiens’ aka gypsies. Although this comment was made as a joke, it is shocking to 
imply that gypsies could be considered not to be human. It is however hard for us not to have biased views of these 
comments but it is definitely a issue I would like to understand further. 

Tom, Donna, Tunde & me in a stork nest we made!

As you can see I found my two and a half weeks (journey definitely included!) a rewarding experience on many levels, 
I have learnt a lot and have made many new friends. I would recommend a Leonardo placement to anyone.

I would like to thank Nigel and Kathy for their organisation of the trip and putting up with all of us! Also to the very 
welcoming staff of the Aggtelek National Park!  

I hope that EUCAN manages to secure Leonardo funding for 2011 and many more individuals get to take part.


