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Or EuCAN do Hungary too! 
By Laura Ashfield 

 
Introduction 
 
After a particularly trying time in my life I decided it was time for a change.  I had heard about 
EuCAN from a friend who had been to Hungary in March 2009 and decided that I wanted to try 
doing something completely on my own, something I had never done before.  Every big thing I 
had ever undertaken in my life, e.g. university and travelling I had done with at least one good 
friend in tow.  Therefore, for me, EuCAN was all about proving to myself that I could do 
something on my own, with a group of people whom I had never met, in an environment that 
interested me - and survive. 
 
Therefore I badgered Nigel and applied for the project, being lucky enough to secure a place on 
the trip to Hungary which was to take place in March.  The application process itself was very 
easy and efficiently handled and before I knew it I was driving blindly around the Dorset 
wilderness looking for the Kingcombe centre where I was to attend a preparation weekend.  
Having been wronged several times by my sat nav I finally made it to the centre which was set 
in some of the most beautiful English countryside I have had the privilege to see.  Here I was 
welcomed by the lovely Kathy and Nigel and met some of the people whom I would be going to 
Hungary with and others who were to be going on some of the other trips throughout the year.  
I enjoyed a fulfilling and rewarding weekend.  The first day involved learning to use a 
brushcutter, some tasty goulash and also some very energetic folk dancing at a local barn 
dance!  Brilliant!  
 
The next day I enjoyed a very 
satisfying day’s conservation 
work for the Butterfly Conservation 
society at  
Alners Gorse near Hazelbury Bryan. 
We cleared blackthorn,  
gorse and bramble scrub and also 
removed some of the planted 
spruces, pines and oaks in an 
attempt to open up the woodland  
so that a grassland habitat will 
form and attract more butterflies. 
 
 
 



It was amazing and built my confidence up enough to convince myself that I could possibly 
handle an exciting adventure with random people somewhere in the Hungarian wilds!  Luckily I 
did not have long to wait! 
 
 
Train hopping 
 
So, it was on the 2nd March 2010 that I rocked up to the YHA at St Pancras to meet my fellow 
travellers.  I was really nervous and as usual, being uncomfortable with silences, babbled my 
way through the first hour until everyone was assembled.  The group consisted of Keith, Geoff, 
Matt, Mark, Tom, Jonathan, Adam and Adam, Ewan, Jane, Jenny, Jess, Donna, Sam and I.  We 
went for a tasty meal at O’Neil’s around the corner (unsurprisingly Pizza Express did not have a 
table for 15 at such short notice!!) and a drink, during which I chatted with most of the group 
and then we headed to bed ready for the 6.30am Eurostar.  I was excited as I had never been 
on the Eurostar before and it was at the terminal that I made sure I had one last cup of tea, 
knowing that even if you take teabags with you tea NEVER tastes as good when you aren’t at 
home.  Our epic journey then began. 
 
The train ride was an experience in itself as we basically travelled for a day and a half straight.  
Our route was: 
 
London – Bruxelles – Köln – Hamm – Berlin – Budapest (via Prague and Bratislava) 

– Miskolc 
 
We didn’t have much time between trains – I think at one point we had about 2 minutes to run 
across Berlin train station – however our noble leader Apa Keith (Apa being “father” in 
Hungarian) got us through – thanks Keith! 

 

 
 
Some of the gang outside an impressive Köln cathedral and me getting a coffee with one of the locals 
in Berlin – the effect hours of non stop travelling has on you! 
 
 
We arrived at Miskolc a day and a half later, starving and very tired!  We had slept in a very 
tiny 6 berth cabin on the night train which was an exciting experience in itself and all I had 
eaten since Köln was some crisps and some non-descript “meat” soup on the night train (which 
was a bit reminiscent of the monkey brain soup in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom!) so 
was looking forward to eating and sleeping!   
 



Hospitality and Food 
 
We were picked up and taken to Jósavafö where we met Sandor and then we headed over to 
where we would be staying in Aggtelek National Park in North Eastern Hungary just below the 
Slovakian border.  We were staying right in the middle of the park a short distance from 
Szögliget, the nearest village.  The Szalamandra hostel was lovely.  I selected a room with 
Jenny and Jess and we got settled in.  The hostel itself was a bit like a cabin with loads of 
spacious rooms, bathrooms and a large common area where we would socialise and eat most 
of our meals which would be provided for us by a lovely local lady named Eszer and her 
daughter Dia.  István, her son would also play a big role in our trip helping us with the work 
and generally socialising with us. 
 
Activities 
Nigel had excelled himself and ensured that there was never a quiet moment throughout the 
two weeks we were in Hungary.   
 
Our practical conservation work was slightly impeded due to the heavy snowfall that we 
received whilst in the area, but we worked when we could and the work was undertaken in two 
main locations. 
 
The first was within the park near Szögliget at Várkert.  The task here was to clear a massive 
area of blackthorn and to stop it encroaching onto the “wet meadow” as it was referred to.  I 
got to use the brushcutter quite extensively here and found it an excellent medium to practice 
on.  It was very satisfying to see the effect the team had on the area in a small amount of time.  
Those with chainsaw and brushcutter licences were encouraged to use them and had a lot of 
opportunity to do so.  I split my time between building upon my experience with the 
brushcutter and also as part of “Team Bowsaw” – those volunteers who were unable or did not 
wish to use the power tools.  The members of “Team Bowsaw” were armed with loppers and 
bow saws of varying sizes and went to work in other areas clearing as much blackthorn as 
possible.  We also aided in pulling the cleared blackthorn to the various fires that were in use to 
dispose of it.  During our time at this site we worked alongside Imre Mihalik, István Kozmóczky 
and various other people.  It was really nice working with other people and you got to learn a 
lot about the park and the importance of the work that was being undertaken.  
 
The second site was very much my favourite and I found working there to be extremely 
rewarding as by the end of our time there you could really see the difference we had made.  
The site was an orchard near the tiny settlement of Tornakápolna.  The task was to clear the 
area of blackthorn and other scrub whilst maintaining the standard trees of the orchard and 
leaving them in situ.  The aim was to clear the scrub away from them so that they would be 
able to flourish without the added element of ecological constraints resulting from scrub 
competing for resources and generally strangling them.  This site was on a slope so it was quite 
tricky to manoeuvre around it – especially with a brushcutter!  However it meant that I had the 
opportunity to really get to grips with using it on varying inclines.  It was here that Kathy took 
me under her wing and turned me into her fire making apprentice too!  I learnt a lot about 
building fires and had a lot of opportunities to build and start them in varying conditions.  By 
the end of the three days work we undertook there, you could climb quite far up the slope and 
have a very clear view down it into the valley.   
 
We didn’t just clear while we were here either.  Attila Drozd had also enlisted Nigel’s help in the 
production of storks’ nests to put on top of electrical pylons based in villages within the park.   



Every year the storks come and nest, quite 
often in the same nests that they have used the 
previous years.  They add new material to the 
nests all the time and as a result they can 
become quite heavy and need to be removed 
before they fall down and cause damage (or 
maim someone!!).  They are also trying to 
encourage storks to come to the park to breed 
and so are putting up new ones all across 
Aggtelek to try and encourage this.  This was an 
intricate task. 
 
 

Me, Jane and Jess – storkies in a nest!   
 
We used dogwood which we had been clearing from the orchard to weave the storks’ nests and 
attach them to wooden frames which had also been constructed from materials which we had 
“harvested” from the orchard.  This was really challenging and involved a lot of team work.  
However the end result was wonderful and it was a really fun task to be involved with!  For me 
personally a slightly scary side of this work was the risk of motherhood!  Apparently there is a 
Hungarian myth that those involved with the creation of storks’ nests will have a baby within 
the year!  Luckily I haven’t been “blessed” just yet! 
 
There was a great rapport between us and the local people involved in all of the tasks.  It 
sounds cheesy but the days did go really quickly and were really happy, enjoying many jokes 
and a lot of laughter.  I couldn’t have enjoyed them more. 
 
We weren’t working all the time however and we even had a few bonus cheeky days off due to 
the extreme weather conditions.  On the days we couldn’t work we were free to go for walks 
through the park.  On one occasion a group of us walked up to the ruined castle on the hill 
overlooking the Szalamandra guest house – Szádvár. 
       

 
Szalamandra house from Szádvár             The ruins of Szádvár 
 
There were a group of conservationists doing a bit of work on it the same time we were there.  
There is quite an interesting history surrounding the castle and the Friends of Szádvár are 
interested in promoting and preserving this.  We also went on walk looking for animal tracks in 
the snow which was really interesting – it was led by Ádám Szabó (the “wolf man” – one of 



Aggtelek’s rangers who is researching a pack of wolves that divide their time between Slovakia 
and Hungary).  Some people walked through the park to the Slovakian border as well.   
 
I made an axe handle from a piece of ash using a billhook and a traditional draw knife and 
horse which I was really proud of.  It was a great team effort between Kathy, Dora, Donna and 
I which was most enjoyable (though rather amusingly we befuddled some of the locals who 
thought we were a bunch of crazy women doing men’s work (“not for womens!!). The roles of 
men and women in some parts of Hungary are still quite traditional so our activities created  
quite a lot of good natured banter and a bit of a stir which was very funny!   
 

  
Kathy, Donna and Dora doing men’s work! Kathy really giving it some wellie as we try and get 

the axe head on!  (I was scared for my life! Don’t 
ever upset her Nigel!!) 

 
More organised activities involved visiting the amazing caves of Aggtelek National Park – the 
reason why it is part of a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  The park was founded in 1985 and is 
198.92 km2.  The biggest stalactite cave in Europe is within its boundaries.  The Baradla-
Domica cave complex is 21km long. Baradla comprises ¾ of it and is within Hungary and the 
remaining ¼is called Domica and is within Slovakia.  It has been a tourist attraction since 1920.  
The walks you can do vary between a few hours and almost a whole day.  We walked through 
the caves for about two hours and different chambers within the system have different 
properties.  Some are really good for asthmatics and some have amazing acoustics and 
concerts have been played in them.  Weddings have also been known to occur in some parts of 
them.  If you undertake the 9 hour walk you will spend two hours of this walk in complete 
darkness with only torches for company.  It is simply amazing and is home to a variety of bat 
species. 
 
As well as this massive cave system we also visited István’s cave which was smaller but equally 
as beautiful.  It was much more intimate which meant that you had a better view of the 
different types of rock formations close up.   
 
The evenings were jam packed as well.  We ate together and were joined by a variety of guests 
from the local area and also from other EuCan projects.  We had many interesting talks on 
wolves, butterflies of both Hungary and Europe (with a bit of light hearted competitive banter 
over the wide and varying range of butterflies found within the UK, Hungary and France!).  
However one of the most inspiring and interesting talks we had was from the Lady Mayoress of 
Szögliget.  She was a very motivated woman and told us a lot about the culture and lifestyle of 



the local people and their daily lives.  I was quite moved by some of the things she said and 
she obviously had a great love for both her local community (she knew everyone of her 700 
constituents by name!) and Hungary which at times was quite moving. 
 
Other fun things we did included having a Hungarian language lesson which we then put into 
good practice in the local pub in Szögliget!  We also undertook much pálinka and wine tasting – 
some very potent brews indeed!  We also had a traditional Hungarian dancing lesson which was 
really fun!  Though tiring!  We were lucky enough to be Hungary for one of the National 
holidays too so we went down to Jósavafö to watch the parade which was full of traditional 
dress and drinking and I was lucky enough to have a ride in one of the traditional horse drawn 
carriages.   
 

  
Cave action          Horse and cart action 
 
Homecoming 
It was all too quickly that we had to embark on our journey home to the UK.  After a wonderful 
final feast with our amazing Hungarian hosts, and one more night of drinking and the final of 
the epic ping pong tournament we settled in ready for our early start on our epic train journey 
home.  This was a slightly different route: 
 
Szögliget – Budapest – Munich – Köln – Bruxelles – London 
 
Though it took much the same amount of time to get back to London where I bid my fellow 
EuCAN Hungary colleagues goodbye. 
 
It has been hard to write this report – so much happened in Hungary and all of it good.  
Therefore it is hard to really do the experience justice.  However I hope you have enjoyed 
reading this and it has inspired you to give the EuCAN experience a go for yourself!  You won’t 
regret it believe me.  I met all of the aims I had for myself on this trip and met some wonderful 
people along the way. 
 
Thanks 
I would like to thank everyone who made the Hungarian experience in March 2010 as amazing 
as it was. 
 
All of the people based in Hungary or who came to meet us there and join the trip.  Kyle, Tony, 
Simon, Dora, Attila H, Janos, Roland, Sandor, Fanni, Barbara, Adam, Attila D, Erika and Tünde. 



To István, Eszer and Dia who fed us such wonderful food and looked after us so well! 
“Szeretlek Eszer!” 
All of the kind and wonderful people I had the fortune to go to Hungary with.  It would not 
have been the same experience without each and every one of you.  I hope we can keep in 
touch and wish you all the best of luck with everything – thank you for a really really fun 
experience storkies!! 
 
And of course my biggest thanks go to Nigel and Kathy without whom this could never have 
happened.  You are two of the most wonderful people I have ever had the fortune to meet and 
there wasn’t a day in Hungary where you failed to make me laugh.  This experience really 
helped to build my confidence up again and for that I will always be grateful.  I can’t thank you 
enough and hope you get to enjoy experiences like this for a long time yet!  
 
Cheers, Laura 
 

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 w ith 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 ). 

 
 


