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A EuCAN Trip to the Aggtelek National Park, Hungary. 
March 2010 

 
A report by Keith Howland 

 
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, Belgium, Poland and Romania. Further information can be obtained 
from www.kingcombecentre.org.uk  or from Nigel Spring (tel: 
0044.1963.23559/mobile: 0044.7981.776767.Email: nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk ). 
 
My report really starts with the question, ‘Why did I apply for the volunteering activity 
in the first place?’   
 
I’ve been involved in various conservation based activities over the years but less so 
more recently.  For me, work started to take over and having a large garden and a 
house in need of a fair bit of work time spent on other activities just seemed to 
reduce.  I’m at the age now when work is becoming less important and retirement is 
something to look forward to with keen anticipation.  So when my wife met Nigel, 
whom we have known for a number of years but not seen  for many years, and Kathy 
before Christmas 2009 and came back with details of this fully funded conservation 
opportunity I thought this was an opportunity too good to miss.  Perhaps this answers 
the question. 
 
I submitted my application and a place was offered on the visit to Aggtelek National 
Park (ANP) in north eastern Hungary in March 2010.  This was a bit earlier than I had 
anticipated.  The preparation weekend was planned for 8 – 10 January 2010 at the 
Kingcombe Centre, a venue I had visited with my children a number of years ago.  
The weekend was cancelled due to heavy snow not just in other parts of England but 
in Dorset as well which is virtually unheard of.  The weekend was rearranged for the 
end of the month.  Due to be very cold but no snow expected. 
 
The weekend was a great experience.  I met some people who would be on the 
same trip as me, people who would be on other trips and people who had been on 
previous trips.  The company was good; the food was excellent, the entertainment, 
country dancing, was great fun, the opportunity for brush cutter training was exactly 
that and the conservation work fulfilling.   
 
A personal challenge for me was being asked by Nigel to take responsibility for the 
tickets and getting the group to and from Hungary.  I’m not that experienced in 
European train travel so it was indeed going to be a challenge. 
 
The group, some I’d met at the preparation weekend and others I’d not, met up the 
night before departure date in the St Pancras Youth Hostel.  We nipped next door to 
the pub and had an excellent although slowly served meal, a few drinks and a good 
bit of team bonding.  Sleeping was in multi bedded bunk rooms with group members.  
This was perhaps one of my key concerns as I’ve not taken part in communal living 
for a good many years and here I was starting the best part of three weeks living 
closely with other people. 
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Night before team bonding! 
 

Early start on day one as the Eurostar departure was 7.30 am.  All up, packed 
breakfasts collected and across the road to the Eurostar terminal, checked in, on the 
train and off on the first leg.  Two hour stay over in Brussels Midi station, not a place 
to enjoy and onto the ICE train to Cologne.  So far so good but our next train, another 
ICE train, from Cologne to Berlin was cancelled.  We picked up a commuter train, 
changed at Hamm to Berlin, and quickly onto the night sleeper to Budapest leaving at 
19.25 pm with just three minutes to spare. 
 
Directed to our compartments, really a tight space with two lots of three tiered beds, 
and off to find something to drink and eat.  A word of warning is that it’s best to get 
some food beforehand.  A further word of warning is that if you go down the train to 
find a seating compartment to eat, drink and have a chat find out where that section 
of the train is going to.  Three of our party who fell asleep in the compartment below 
nearly ended up in Vienna. 
 

 
Exciting food (for some on the night sleeper from Berlin) 
 

I was up and awake to see the last of Slovakia and entry into Hungary, sights of the 
Danube and then the outlying districts of Budapest.  We had a frugal breakfast, small 
coffee and a ‘seven day’ croissant provided on return of our bedding to the attendant.  
In Budapest we were due to be met by Simon from Szögliget who was to help us get 
to Miskolc.  Unfortunately Simon wasn’t able to meet us and so I had the added 
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challenge, with the help of Simon on the phone, of buying the next set of train tickets 
to Miskolc. 
 
This was successful; we did get to Miskolc where we were met by the welcoming 
Barbara and two national park minibuses for the last part of our journey. 
 
We left St Pancras at 7.30 am on Wednesday morning and by 2.00 pm on the 
Thursday we sat down in the Tengerszem restaurant, near Jósvafô, having our first, 
enormous, Hungarian meal.   
 

 
Tengerszem hotel and restaurant 
 

After lunch we were driven to our hostel, Szalamndra-Ház, near Szögliget and met by 
Nigel and Kathy and the smell of supper cooking whilst most stomachs were still 
groaning following our first meal. 
 

 `  
  Szalamndra-Ház 
 
The accommodation is good, hostel accommodation, clean, warm, plenty of hot 
water and good food cooked and served for us by Eszter and her family.   
After an early morning walk in the freezing cold I started to feel as if I was really in 
Hungary and in the ANP.   



 4 

 
The ANP area has World Heritage Status for its network of limestone cave systems 
which cross under the border with Slovakia.  It is a karst landscape with layers over a 
kilometre thick of mainly middle Triassic and upper Triassic weakly resistant 
limestones with some dolomite.  These originated from Triassic calcareous shallow 
sea sediments. There are a low series of plateaus cut by deep valleys, eroded karren 
fields, caves, tunnels dolines and doline pools.  There has been extensive surface 
and underground erosion that has resulted in both fluvial and shaft cave types.  We 
saw most of these and other features of karst landscape at some point during the 
visit. 
 
 

 
The view from Szalamndra-Ház gateway 
 

 
A similar view from Szalamndra-Ház gateway after the snow 
 

Work in the ANP was at two sites. These being at Acskó close to the hostel and the 
site of an abandoned medieval village, and a site about a 30 minute drive away at a 
plum and quince orchard near Tornakápolna.  The work at both sites was to clear 
invasive scrub which was largely Prunus spinosa and Cornus species.  Clearing the 
scrub will open up land to allow for the movement of invertebrates, mainly butterflies, 
and birds. The results of our work were quite outstanding.   
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  The site at Acskó  
 

 
Me, brush cutting at Tornakápolna 
 

The added bonus, for me, at the orchard near Tornakápolna was the opportunity to 
build nests for white stork, Ciconia ciconia.  These nests were to be placed on the top 
of pylons well out of the way of the cables thus reducing the chance of the birds 
being electrocuted.  The target was 15 nests and as a group we made 20 even 
though our time at the site was reduced due to snow falls.  Even on days when we 
did work there were frequent snow falls.   
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A white stork nest under construction 

 
The orchard scrub clearance also helps the local economy by increasing access to 
the fruit and improving the quality and quantity of the crop.  The fruit is used for 
making a fierce liquor called pálinka. Sample this at your peril!  Each village seems to 
have its own pálinka distillery. 
 
The programme had a number of ‘cultural/educational’ components and these were 
added as the snow prevented us form working on a number of days. 
 
We had a range of talks from national park staff (Sandoor, Attila, Roland and Adam) 
about the national park – landscape, topography, environments, culture, architecture, 
wildlife including large carnivores. We had a talk about the village and area around 
Szögliget from Kaitlin, the mayor of the village, who left a bottle of local pálinka for us 
to sample and then to buy bottles if we wished.  This was probably the fiercest 
pálinka that I sampled.  We had additional talks about butterflies in Hungary from 
Janos and butterflies in La Brenne, France, from Tony, the warden in La Brenne, who 
joined us for part of the visit.  Although living and working in France, Tony is English 
and originally came from Nottingham.   
 
There were visits to two caves: the Rákóczi cave and part of the Baradla cave 
system near Jósvafô.  Both very different caves with my preference, if it’s possible to 
prefer a cave, being the Rákóczi cave.  This preference is probably due to the 
compactness of the Rákóczi cave and feeling much closer to the spelothem 
structures.  I was particularly impressed with the soda straw and helictite 
speleothems.  Apparently 17 out of the 25 types of speleothems are to be found in 
the caves of the Aggtelek karst. 
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Soda straw speleothems in the Rákóczi cave 
 

 
Hibernating bat (Lesser horseshoe bat? Rhinolophus hipposideros ) in 
the entrance tunnel to the Rákóczi cave 
 

 
Another inhabitant of the entrance tunnel to the Rákóczi cave! 
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Following the visit to the Rákóczi cave we travelled a few miles to Tornaszentandrás 
village and its 13th Century catholic church.  What was unusual was that most 
villages have both a catholic church and a reformed church but not so in 
Tornaszentandrás.  
 

 
The church at Tornaszentandrás 
 

We visited the Taj Haz (village museum) in Szögliget.  This museum was a typical 
Hungarian ‘long house’ that had been left as it was around the Second World War 
with the exception that it was packed with more artifacts than would have been the 
case.  From here we went to Imre’s wine cellar to sample his wine and pálinka.  A 
good visit for some but not for all! 
 

 
In the snow at Imre’s wine cellar 
 

There were plenty of informal and organised opportunities for walks.  I walked with 
other members of the group around the local area and by myself including a walk up 
to the ruined castle of Szad Var.  The organised walks included walks through the 
hills and to the abandoned village of Derenk and around the local area.  On one walk 
near Jósvafô we saw suslik, Citellus citellus, burrows and the Hucal (Carpathian) 
pony herd 
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As many of the walks took place after a good snowfall there was clear footprint 

evidence in the snow of wild boar, Sus scrofa, red deer, Cervus elaphus, fox, Vulpes 
vulpes, forest cat, Felis silvestris, marten, Martes sp., badger, Meles meles, and 
hare, Lepus europaeus but no Wolf or Lynx. 
 

 
  Szad Var a good walk from Szalamndra-Ház 
 

 
A view from the former school building at Derenk 
 

We did see fire salamanders, Salamandra salamandra, on two occasions in the 
stream area below the Tengerszem restaurant near Jósvafô.  It was still very cold so 
I count myself lucky with these two sightings. 
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Fire salamander near Jósvafô 
 

One of the ‘treats’ for everyone, prior to work at Tornakápolna one day , was an early 
morning drive in Zsolt’s UAZ – a Russian ‘land rover’.  Zsolt took groups of us in his 
UAZ for a cross country four wheel drive experience. It’s not even worth thinking 
about the road worthiness of the UAZ especially after seeing the steering wheel 
being held in place by a screwdriver! 
 

 
 
Zsolt – the proud owner of a UAZ 
 

On the final full day we piled into one of two minibuses and went over the border to 
Slovakia and visited a small town to view the waterfall but essentially to visit the 
castle in Krasna Horka.  I would say that once inside the castle, which was 
fascinating, I was as cold as I have ever been in my life.  We also experienced a 
great example of Slovakian customer service!   
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Krasna Horka castle – Slovakia 
 

From here it was back to Jósvafô and the national park office for our picnic lunch and 
then a horse and cart ride for all.   
 

 
  Horse and cart ride at Jósvafô 
 
The evening was a farewell meal where we joined by Attila, Roland and Imre.   
 
The final morning was an early start with breakfast at 6.00 and leaving at 6.30 for the 
first leg of the journey back. The journey back was less eventful than the outward 
journey and on a different route through Austria and the night sleeper from Munich to 
Cologne.  We did get two hours in Munich which was enough time to visit a beer 
house and have a big beer and a meal. 
 
Whilst on the placement I was hoping see the range of woodpeckers that are to be 
found in the ANP area and to my great pleasure I managed to see five of them.  
These five being the black woodpecker, Dryocopus martius, great spotted 
woodpecker, Dendrocopos major. Lesser spotted woodpecker, Picoides minor, 
Syrian woodpecker, Dendrocopos syriacus, and the grey headed woodpecker, Picus 
canus. We saw a number of flocks of hawfinch, Coccothraustes coccothraustes. I 
may have heard a ural owl, Strix uralensis.  A number of other people did. 
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I thoroughly enjoyed the whole EuCAN experience.  I met some interesting people, 
undertook some worthwhile and challenging work, learnt something about another 
EU partner and managed to get 15 people from England across Europe and back 
again without losing anyone.  The placement rekindled my enthusiasm for practical 
conservation work and I intend to develop this in the very near future. 
 
On a personal basis I’d like to thank the other participants on the placement for their 
companionship and friendship during the visit, the ANP staff for their hospitality, 
Eszter and her family for food and looking after and finally Nigel and Kathy for 
organising this and many other such visits.   
 
I also thank my wife for giving me the space to spend time away from home to 
indulge myself in this activity. 
 
I recommended involvement in a EuCAN placement to anyone who has an interest in 
conservation and in European culture. 


