
EuCAN – The Hungarian Adventure 
(2nd – 19th March 2010) 
 

Jess Neumann 

 

 

 

 

 

Kingcombe Preparation Weekend (22nd – 24th January) 

If this weekend is anything to go by, then Hungary is going to be awesome! For the reader I 
have put this in as a prelude for what is to come – lots of wildlife (particularly birds and 
insects), good food, fine wine, heavy duty machinery (and no not at the same time as the 
wine…), travelling, sight-seeing and culture. 

The Kingcombe Environmental Studies Centre is 
stunning; particularly favourable to finches, corvids, 
tits and a flock of redwings, surely even the biggest city 
lovers couldn’t fail to appreciate the beauty and 
tranquillity of this albeit slightly flooded region of 
Dorset. I say tranquil…that is at least until we set to 
work with brushcutters and chainsaws, building ten foot 
high fires and polka-dancing around the local village, 
swigging from bottles of the local organic cider. I met 
all types of people just over these two days, from 
veteran tree hunters to nurses, conservation academics 
to those who have never partaken in active habitat 
management in their lives. The beauty of it is that 
everyone shares the same passion for wildlife. 

 
So, even though we might be going to different far-flung regions of Europe, I think we are all 
agreed that we are going to have an amazing time…  

 
Days 1 -3: London Youth Hostels and lots of trains 
 
I was a tad lost….a great start! Me and my ridiculously massive backpack (yes I feared I may 
have done my usual and packed too much), stepped off the train at London St Pancras and 
walked out the station into goodness knows where. My bag was weighing me down so much so 
I had to walk through London like a hunchback, unfortunately I could not put it down for a 
rest as I knew I would have to look like a complete numpty asking a random stranger to pick it 
up and put it back on my back for me! After some time, I came across the YHA (frustratingly 
it was just up the road from where I started) and I was still one of the first there. An hour or 
so later, all 15 of us had arrived and we headed to O’Neill’s for a “get to know each other” 
meal and drinks, followed by a night in the YHA. 
 
By 6.30am we were at the Eurostar terminal boarding our train to Bruxelles, the excitement 
was palpable even at this ridiculously early hour of the morning. By the time we arrived in 
Bruxelles, it seemed we were already firm friends with each other and we scoffed our faces 
with pizza, chocolate waffles and coffee, joking as to when we would next get to eat 
again….little did we know how true this was going to turn out to be! We then took the ICE 
train to Köln, where we stopped for an hour to have a look in the Cathedral, before 
continuing on to Hamm and Berlin to catch our sleeper train. The long-awaited buffet cart 
consisted of “meat” soup, vegetable soup with “meat” and frankfurters; the poor buffet man 
looked like he was going to have a nervous breakdown when it came to using the microwave 
to cook our sausages! The 6 person room sleeper carriage was…how can I describe it…cosy. 



Still, at 3.30am when the girls were all tucked up in their beds, the boys had somehow 
managed to end up at the other end of the train, which was currently being decoupled and 
sent on to Warsaw. Luckily they realised what was happening and after jumping off the train, 
and banging on the doors they made it back onto the correct train and traipsed off to bed in a 
somewhat disgraced manner!   
 
The following day we continued on through Slovakia, into Budapest, Miskolc and finally into 
the Aggtelek National Park (ANP) in the Carpathian region of Northern Hungary, where we 
were made welcome in the Salamandra Haz in Szögliget, our home for the next two weeks.  
The ANP covers 20,000 ha in Hungary and a further 35,000 ha in Slovakia and the total unit 
consists of a limestone karst displaying over 200 stunning cave systems and a variety of 
habitats ranging from oak and hornbeam woodland, to sub-Mediterranean scrub, beech 
forests, grasslands and wet meadows – so there is plenty of volunteering to be done! The 
diversity of habitats has resulted in numerous designations; the ANP has had National Park 
status since 1985, World Heritage status since 1995 and has been a Ramsar site since 2001. 
  
Day 4: Exploring the area 
 
As a ‘learning’ entomologist I was thrilled; two bright orange Lygaeus equestris (ground bugs, 
not to be confused with fire bugs) were found sunning themselves on the window at 
breakfast, they were absolutely beautiful.  
A rather pretty plume moth; Amblyptilia 
acanthadactyla was also discovered. It is a species 
which is common throughout various habitats and 
often comes inside during cold spells to hibernate.  
 
In the afternoon we all took a leisurely walk around 
the Josvafo area in the hope of seeing some of the 
infamous hucul ponies on the grassland. Grazing is a 
traditional method of management within the park, 
although currently, a lot of land is at risk of scrub 
burning as locals attempt to control the spread of 
invasive species. We didn’t come across the ponies, 
yet there were plenty of other species to be found, 
many of them the same as those we get in Britain 
which makes identification for the novice like me 
much easier! It was my first time identifying quite a 
few bird species including marsh tits, a gold crest, a 
flock of yellowhammers and a raven. I also found a shield bug (Pentatoma rufipes), mayfly 
nymphs, an oil beetle (Meloe sp.) and Geotrupid beetles (Geotrupes stercorarius).  

 
Day 5: Walking and a little bit of work! 
 
The Aggtelek region boasts 220 species of bird including 8 of the 10 species of European 
woodpecker. On our trip we were fortunate enough to have Kyle, a woodpecker sound and 
behaviour specialist, who over the two weeks took his time to explain to a group of us keen 
ones all about the woodpeckers in the ANP. Today, a few of us took a 6am walk (in -9°C). By 
the time we got back for breakfast we had seen a variety of tits, jays, a hawfinch and a 
beautiful fallow deer standing in the early morning mist. Jenny and I also identified our first 
black woodpecker by its direct and slightly urgent flight pattern and long, low drum, as well 
as the shorter, tailing-off drum of the grey-headed woodpecker. Interestingly, when a 
woodpecker drums, it can be an indication that he is looking for a mate or signifying a nest 
hole or a good wood tree, it is not because he is bashing a hole as is so often thought. 
 



After breakfast we did our first (half day) of work at Acskó which involved cutting and 
clearing scrub from the meadow. The area was originally a village which has long since been 
deserted. As a result, the traditional cattle grazing practise has ceased, meaning the area 
requires regular management to open up the habitats for the ANP butterflies. Our main aim 
was to clear all the blackthorn scrub to create a cleared corridor between a couple of fields 
which would allow butterflies such as the Blue and Fritillary species to move between the 
two.   
 
In the afternoon we went to do some more bird watching at a local lake; it was freezing and 
the only things of interest that we saw were a great white egret, herring gull, grey heron, 
pheasant and common buzzards, the latter of which it soon became apparent were ubiquitous 
in sighting right across the ANP! Still it may have been cold, but the sunset was absolutely 
amazing.  

 
Day 6: Cave Culture Day 
 
Today was our first real “culture” day; we visited the Rákóczi cave guided by Istvan who 
taught us lots about the geological systems that are at work in the region. The limestone 
formations were absolutely stunning, massive stalagmites and stalactites have been formed 
over millions of years by the deposition of calcite minerals in the trickling water. The caves 
themselves were formed by deep water which originally filled the caves, now only a few deep 
pools remain. Impressively, the formations grow at the rapid rate of 1mm every 12-15 years! 
You can understand why the ANP get frustrated with tourists who break off the stalactites for 
their personal keepsake… that is potentially hundreds if not thousands of years of formation 
being destroyed!  
 
After the cave we visited the quaint Tornaszentandràs Church, followed by lunch where we 
saw both syrian and greater spotted woodpeckers in the walnut trees. The syrian woodpecker 
gives a characteristic “gipp….gipp” advertising call which sounds distinctively similar to the 
call of a redshank. After lunch we visited a tiny Szögliget museum which illustrated the 
typical Hungarian culture and household lifestyle – the rooms were so full of knick-knacks I 
was worried I might break something! Finally we ended the day amidst a flurry of snowflakes, 



drinking copious amounts of Imre’s homemade wine and Palinka and gossiping around an open 
fire whilst pig fat was cooked to ease our tipsiness… 
 
Day 7: SNOW DAY!! 
  
OK, today we were supposed to go out to work, but the snow continued on through the night 
making it impossible for scrub clearing to be done. Instead we went mammal tracking in the 
snow up to the historic Polish town of Derenk near Slovakia. Derenk was fascinating as it is 
now a ghost settlement; only the base outlines of the houses, a few wells and part of the 
school remain. The people were paid to leave in 1943 so that the area could be turned into a 
game reserve and hunting zone; the locals were allowed to apply for hunting licences but 
were prohibited to enter the woods of the Princes and Counts and thus most continued to 
hunt illegally – reindeer, wild boar and occasionally bears, skunks and weasels.  
 
We discovered lots of mammal tracks:   
 
Red deer 
Roe deer 
Beech marten 
Fox (picture) 
Wild cat 
Wild boar 
 
 
“Fox prints - the only mammal 
with an X in the name and in 
the track mark” 

- Adam Taylor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Days 8 - 9: Working for the ‘Storkies’ 
 
A very strange noise woke me up last night, it sounded like a loud frog or some strange kind 
of mammal – I enquired with Kyle as to what it may have been and he played some bird calls… 
without a doubt it was the iconic ural owl which had awoken me. Today we went further 
afield to an orchard at Tornakapolna which was in dire need of scrub clearance. I spent a full 
three hours with a brushcutter making very neat and tidy piles of dogwood and blackthorn for 
the fire. After lunch I joined in with making nests from the dogwood and hazel branches for 
the white storks which arrive in Hungary around April after overwintering in South Africa. 
Making nests for the ‘storkies’ is an essential part of the ANP work as many loose their lives 
building nests on top of electricity pylons. By creating a nest base to which the storks can add 
more material, the ANP rangers can ensure that the nests are placed up above the pylons. It 
is not easy work however; each nest must be painstakingly wired together, not too thin that 
the feet of the stork will fall through, but not too dense that they are too heavy. My team 
(Jane, Laura and I) a.k.a. “The Dream Team” made 6 nests over the two days, ready for the 
spring arrivals.  
 
 



How to make a storks nest: (A must have skill!) 
 
Use strong pieces of hazel branch to create a 
base, each approximately 1m 20cm in length. 
This must be tightly wired together at all the 
intersecting points so that no part of the 
frame moves when it is shaken. 
 
 
When this is complete, turn the base over so 
that the cross-over branches are on the 
underside. 
 
 

 
 
Use thicker pieces of dogwood (approx 1.5cm 
diameter) to create the first nest ring. Get one 
person to hold the wood in place, bending it 
round to the shape of the frame, while another 
tightly ties it to the base with wire. 

 
Complete a full circle around the base which is 
securely tied. 

 

 
Continue to add rings of dogwood to build up 
the rounded sides of the nest, continuously 
tying them together. 
 
 
Fill the base of the nest with straight pieces 
of dogwood placed randomly across the 
bottom. Make sure there are no gaps through 
which the storks’ feet might get trapped. 

 
 
 
 
Et voila! A perfect nest = happy storkies!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 10: Another snow day! 
 
This morning, Tom, Jenny and I got up at some ridiculously early 
hour to walk to the ruined Szádvár castle at the top of the nearby 
hill. Unfortunately the snowy weather somewhat hindered the 
view, but the remains of the castle were still pretty impressive. 
On the way back down, we heard loads of advertising calls from 
woodpeckers including the grey-headed, black and greater 
spotted species although surprisingly we heard no drumming at 
all, perhaps because of the snow? We also saw great tits, blue 
tits, marsh tits, blackbirds, nuthatches, jays and five roe deer 
stalking through the snow up at the castle. Pretty impressed with 
our lot, it seemed we were outdone by Jonathon who saw a wolf 
on his early morning trek. It seemed the obvious thing to go in 
search of this wolf after breakfast however we found no evidence 
of wolf tracks in the fresh snow, and so Jonathon remained the 

only one lucky 
enough to see 
this protected 
species.  
 
 
Dendrocopus major (Greater Spotted 
woodpecker) and Parus caeruleus (Blue tit) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Day 11: Baradla Caves 
 
The Baradla cave system is the longest in Hungary and stretches into Slovakia. Being a total of 
over 250 km in length there are many guided tours which can be done; the Vóros-tö cave tour 
begins near Aggtelek and ends near Josvafo, a total of 2.3 km. The largest stalagmite in this 
section weighs in at over 800 tonnes.  

 
 
 
 
 
To the left is the 
leaning tower of 
Pisa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To the right is the 800 tonne stalagmite in the 
centre of the cave system. 
 
 
Inside the cave we saw greater-horseshoe bats and long-eared bats, whilst outside, we 
identified a flock of siskins being chased by a female sparrowhawk, a grey-headed 
woodpecker, grey wagtails, a flock of hawfinches, marsh tits, jays, great tits AND possibly the 
best species ever… the ANP icon… A FIRE SALAMANDER!!! 



Day 12 – Woodpecker and Palinka day 
 
Another 5am start as Jenny, Adam and I went out with Kyle to go woodpecker recording in the 
snow. One thing Kyle taught us is that you don’t have to see a bird to know it was there, but 
by relying on the calls you can just as successfully identify a species. Armed with this 
knowledge we heard/ saw loads: 
 
• Tawny Owl 
• Blackbirds 
• Great tits 
• Blue tits 
• Marsh tits 
• Coal tits 
• Nuthatches 
• Yellowhammers 
• Hawfinches 
• Jays 
• Mistle thrush 
• Song thrush 
• Treecreepers 
• Raven 
• Goldcrest 
• Red deer 
• Red squirrel 
 
 
In the snow we also found evidence of foxes, badgers, wild boar, roe deer, red deer, hare and 
we think what may have been a beech marten. And of course, the whole reason we came out 
today was to record woodpeckers… we discovered five species; grey-headed, black, greater-
spotted, green and middle-spotted. For Kyle the middle-spotted woodpecker call was the first 
one he had heard since arriving in the ANP which was pretty awesome, and as far as he is 
aware it is the only species that doesn’t drum.  
 
After breakfast we went clearing scrub and hornbeam a short distance down the road from 
the Salamandra Haz, but without brushcutters because of the snow. Whilst we were working 
(and Nigel was being interviewed for a documentary!) a flock of hawfinches flew over – it is 
strange that European countries have them in such abandon while now in the UK to see a 
hawfinch is a rarity. 
 

In the afternoon we joined in the local re-
enactment of Hussars celebrations in Josvafo; there 
was a traditional Hungarian horse and canon 
procession to mark the Revolution during which 
copious amounts of Palinka were drunk again!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Day 13 – Mothers Day (Boldog Anyak nap)! 

 
Today we had a well-earned lie in – a 
whole extra hour in bed which 
compared to some of the early 
mornings some of us had been doing 
was an extra four hours in bed! Today 
was a free day with which we could 
choose what we wanted to do. As a 
group we had all decided as it was 
Mothers Day, it would be a nice idea to 
give a present to Esté (our mum of the 
fortnight who had provided freshly 
cooked food for us everyday). We 
therefore made her a mini storks nest 
out of dogwood and filled it with 
chocolate eggs and small animals (not 
real ones…) 

 
After the nest we cycled into Szögliget to have a mooch around the local area. The village has 
around 700 inhabitants, approximately three quarters are Catholic/ Roman Catholic, and the 
remaining quarter are Protestant. The Mayor of the village explained how there is an ageing 
population, in 2009 there were 20 deaths but only 1 birth, however more young people are 
moving to the local area as there is now a school. On our cycle ride we passed the school, 
brandy distillery, local pub, dentist and shop which covered most of the amenities available! 
 
Having got very muddy cycling, in the afternoon a group of us (below), a.k.a “The Slovak 
Crew” decided to hike to Slovakia and back. On the way it is all up the mountain but the 
scenery and wildlife certainly makes up for the up-hill struggle and there was something 
extremely satisfying about reaching the Slovakian border sign. I have never walked across two 
countries borders before, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Let’s put it this way…if you weren’t 
paying attention you may miss it! All there was, was a small red and green sign, not sure what 
I was expecting but perhaps something a little grander? 
 



 Days 14 and 15 - A bit more work 
 
The snow had mostly gone now so it 
was back to work today, but first we 
had the opportunity to partake in a 
fun-filled jaunt in an original 1969 UAS 
(I think it’s a Russian 4x4 military 
vehicle).  
 
My seat during this eventful and bumpy 
journey around the local lake was on 
top of two plastic cans of petrol – safe 
as houses! The UAS was capable of 
power sliding around the corners, 
emergency stops (to view a green 
woodpecker) and as the owner proudly 
told us….it was also just about able to 
pull away in second gear! 
  
 
 

The rest of the day was spent back at Tornakapolna clearing more scrub from the orchard and 
making a few more storks nests. Yielding my brushcutter I unfortunately cut down the wrong 
type of tree (a quince) at which point I was informed that it was the fruit trees which we 
were supposed to be saving.  
“The idea Jessica (pronounced Yessica…) is to end up only with the fruit trees spaced 1-1.5 
metres apart with no scrub. The area will then be grazed by cattle and the fruit (apple, plum, 
quince and pear) will be picked by the locals for Palinká.” Luckily it was only a small quince 
tree which I demolished… 
 
The next day was also work filled, this time back at Acskó, continuing on with the work we 
had started earlier in the week. By the end, we had made a significant corridor for the 
butterflies, linking the damp meadow at the top with the rest of the valley. After work, a 
number of us rode our bikes to the bar before turning up to dinner a little late and a little 
worse for wear! Our state was not improved when Imre turned up with more of his homemade 
Palinka… an immense night… 
 

Day 16 – Our last day in Hungary (actually we ended up in Slovakia instead). 
 

Our last day dawned beautifully sunny; an awesome day 
for travelling right across into Slovakia for our final 
culture day. Imre took us to see the spring and waterfall 
at Tornagörgö (Hrhov in Slovakia).  
 
In true style to the rest of the trip, we found a mid 
morning bar and had a beer… no scrap that, most people 
had coffee and ice cream if I am honest – and it was 
really really good ice cream! After our comfort stop we 
visited the Krásnahorka Castle a fortress which was built 
in 1320 and had a wonderful collection of things inside.  
 
Our final afternoon was spent in Jósvafő for a picnic 
lunch at the education centre followed by carriage rides 
round the centre. Myself, Jane and Tom also got to ride 



on the hucul ponies in the sandschool, needless to say my rising trot needs a little bit of work! 
The evening was rounded off with another splendid supper and a lot of very contended 
conservationists who didn’t want to leave.  
 

My personal experience 
 
I can honestly say that there was not one single minute of this experience that I did not 
enjoy; I laughed until I cried many times, sampled many local delights, danced Hungarian 
dances and most importantly got to give something back to a country where volunteering just 
doesn’t really happen. It is easy to forget how developed and conscious the British are 
towards wildlife and volunteering compared with many other countries and it was a privilege 
to have the opportunity to be involved. My advice – just go for it! 

 
A little about the European Conservation Action Network 
 
The aim of our programme through the Leonardo da Vinci Awards part of the European 
Union’s Lifelong Learning Programme was to work with European Conservation partners to 
carry out practical management and to attract local people to join them as volunteers. The 
programme is hoped to lead to a future exchange of ideas, expertise and resources and 
participants gain a better understanding of nature conservation on a European scale and 
training in the use of hand tools and power tools. 
 
The European Conservation Action Network was established in 2007 by The Kingcombe Trust, 
a charity based at The Kingcombe Centre in west Dorset, dedicated to conservation and 
environmental education (Reg. Charity no. 1054758), in association with the Dorset Branch of 
Butterfly Conservation. The project is funded through the Leonardo da Vinci section of the 
European Union Lifelong Learning Programme and has partners in France, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic and Poland.  
Further information can be obtained from www.kingcombecentre.org.uk or from Nigel Spring 
(tel: 0044.1963.23559; email: nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk ). 

 

 
 


