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Discovering wonderful Hungarian butterflies, slow travel, European 

conservation issues and new friends - Eucan 2010.   

By Katie Cruickshanks 

I had heard so many wonderful things about Nigel and Kathy’s Eucan trips but felt that I wasn’t the 

kind of person who should go on one.  Having a job in conservation, I felt that perhaps there were 

other people more deserving of this opportunity.  However I decided to start begging Nigel to go to 

Hungary and luckily for me, he thought it was a good idea particularly since I know a bit about 

butterflies and perhaps I could enthuse people ... or at least talk to people about the work I have 

done for Butterfly Conservation and now as an ecologist for a small consultancy. 

The European Conservation Action Network (Eucan) was established in 2007 by The Kingcombe 

Trust, a charity based at The Kingcombe Centre in west Dorset, dedicated to conservation and 

environmental education, 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. The aim of the network is 

to link UK volunteers with conservation work 

with partners across Europe to widen the 

knowledge and understanding of conservation 

issues abroad, the Natura 2000 network and 

how the sites and issues differ from the UK.  

The aim is also to get some useful work done in 

the countries abroad where there may not be 

so many resources for conservation but the 

potential species and habitat losses due to 

abandonment, under-management and development may be greater in the short term. 

This was the first time I had been on a group trip like this and for me it was as much about personal 

development as experiencing the wildlife, culture and conservation issues of an eastern European 

country.  I knew the trip would be amazing because I love butterflies, I love adventures and I love 

being with a group of people doing something really useful for the environment.  

The journey across Europe was like one big transect... I have never really done slow travel before but 

it is amazing to travel to a country by minibus or train rather than landing smack in the middle of a 

new culture, language, smells and sounds when travelling by plane.  This was an aspect of the trip 

which really appealed to me having become very conscious about flying.  The journey was exciting.   I 

joined the minibus in Basingstoke and as we got closer to Kent to camp overnight our group grew 

and we met more of our new friends.  

The journey to our first overnight camping stop in Germany was great.  Nigel’s driving skills 

combined with his ability to spot wildlife en route and hold a very loud conversation over the music 

was impressive and he got us safely to Dreifelder Weiher where we stayed at a very pleasant 

lakeside campsite.   

Picture 1: Learning about the meadows on our preparation 

weekend at The Kingcombe Centre, Dorset 



2 

 

We were all totally roasted as temperatures in the minibus were in the mid thirties so upon arriving 

at the campsite we went for the most refreshing swim.  It didn’t seem to matter that the water was 

like oxtail soup with dense weed and a sludgy slimy bottom... it was perfect.   

The next morning after a very complicated breakfast... particularly for the vegetarians (more on that 

aspect of the trip later) we headed off for a walk and just a few metres from our tents we found two 

perfect Purple Emperors feeding on a dog poo.  This was my first experience of these enigmatic 

creatures- what a treat!  We walked on through 

the woodlands and saw a Map (my first) and a 

Purple Hairstreak (with deformed wings).  I 

have decided not to include all the species that 

we saw- just the ones that stood out. Speaking 

of omissions, I think I forgot to mention the 

football.  We watched the world cup final in a 

marquee in Hachenburg.  There must have 

been about 40 depressed Germans watching 

the triumphant Spaniards and devious Dutch 

battle for 90 minutes or so.  I must say that I 

was selfishly hoping that Germany would make 

it to the final as the atmosphere would have 

been amazing... but I was really rather pleased for the Spanish.  Anyway, back to the journey.  So we 

headed down through Germany to our next stop. The legs of the trip were time to get to know each 

other, sweat and experience the delights of Sanifare toilets with rotating toilet seats and 

importantly, time to sample German service station food.  We had a particularly marvellous 

experience in a traffic jam on the autobahn.  We had been stationary for a while and decided to 

inspect the verge and hang out on the hard shoulder.  In the space of 15 minutes and in a 100m strip 

we saw a Map, White-letter Hairstreak, Silver Washed Fritillary and a White Admiral- amazing!  Our 

fellow ‘traffic jam-ees’ became quite inquisitive of our activities and some joined us to look at the 

butterflies.   

We arrived at our next campsite near the Danube in time for dinner.  I used my best German (!) to 

order the meals.  We had a hearty feast with a few German beers.  Overnight there was quite a bit of 

rain but this didn’t dampen our spirits as we gathered around the handy camping table, trusty stove 

and kettle to have tea, coffee and bread and jam.  I can’t really remember much about the journey 

through Austria  apart from the heat, a possible Heath Fritillary at a service station and melted 

chocolate.   

Picture 2: Our first Purple Emperors on dog poo 
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Arriving at Fertö-Hansag national park was a 

relief.  We had seen our first ‘storkies’ in the 

town... lots of storkies! We were all rather tired 

and quite smelly.  The building was impressive 

but the reception from the staff was less so.  

We all started to get a picture of the Hungarian 

temperament... it must be hard work not to 

smile.  However we found later in our trip that 

actually Hungarians are very warm, calm and 

lovely people with an excellent sense of 

humour and an impressive sarcastic streak. 

 

The rooms were allocated and all the girls went 

together and decided in the absence of 

mosquito screens that we were tough enough and having a breeze during the night was more 

important than being bitten to death.  How wrong we were.  Mosquitoes became a bit of an 

obsession amongst the group with a focus on ways to thwart their wicked plans. They actually 

became a pain and stopped me from spending more time around the moth trap – although the 

sheer number of moths in Hungary scared me a little.  There was some respite from our small biting 

friends in the daytime when out in the field but the heat of the day became the main problem to 

deal with.  Methods to stay cool included wearing a wet towel on your head, hiding in the bushes 

and eating ice cream. There is no beating about 

the bush- it was hot- so hot that the roads were 

melting.   

 

On the first morning we went out to see the 

birdlife on the wetlands at a manmade alkaline 

lake.  Here we saw spoonbills, black-winged 

stilts, avocets and many other lovely wetland 

species.  We were also lucky enough to see 

sousliks! We spent the next few days seeing 

different parts of the national park, seeing 

amazing butterflies and realising that life in 

Hungary is quite different from the UK in many 

ways.  Over the course of the three weeks I 

really enjoyed learning about the history of the country from the days of nomadic warriors to the 

collapse of communism and its legacy which lingers in the people and the culture.   

We were joined at Fertöd by Andras, Janös, Judit and Adam.  Andras was directing the work with the 

others assisting and providing us with much amusement.  The work entailed a week long mark-

release-recapture study on three species of Maculinea butterflies: nausithous, teleius and alcon. The 

language barrier meant that initially we were all rather confused about what was going on but quite 

quickly we all realised the aim of the game... catch as many maculinea as possible and take them to 

one of the adept markers.  This was challenging work – the heat, the terrain... long hummocky 

grassland that is protected and full of Greater Salad Burnet (Sanguisorba officinalis) and Marsh 

Picture 3:  The Fertöd Hensag National Park Centre- our 

home for a week 

Picture 4: Our first day in Hungary- birdwatching in the heat 
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Gentian (Gentiana pneumonanthe)... both of which are important larval food plants for M. 

Nausithous and teleius (the former) and M. alcon (the latter)... therefore not to be trampled! I am 

mostly in the ‘non intervention’ camp when it comes to conservation, ecology and science in 

general.  I have to be sure that my interference with nature or a natural process is worthwhile for 

the health of the species of habitat involved.  I do however understand that we have made such a 

large impact on habitats and that many of the species that we are fighting to conserve thrive under 

traditional management. Initially I was a little worried about 14 relatively inexperienced people 

catching Annex II protected species... but everyone was 

really careful and since we returned home Andras has 

reported back that the study continued and that our work 

was very useful. It was on this patch of grassland that I 

saw my first Large Copper- what an absolute beauty.  As 

usual I felt quite emotional when seeing a species like this 

for the first time.  Such a vivid and rich orange. It made 

me sad to think that we lost the British subspecies forever 

from the fens.  Perhaps one day we will see a successful 

reintroduction but as we have learnt from the large blue, 

this requires extensive research and monitoring... and in 

the current financial climate is this a priority for British 

conservation?  At least it sparks the imagination of the 

public and grabs headlines thus building greater support 

for biodiversity conservation even when economic times are 

tough. 

The work out on the meadows was extremely hot and even the butterflies went for a siesta in the 

heat of the day.  So generally we returned to base at lunchtime for a hearty meal of bread and 

cheese.  After lunch we either went visiting other habitats, bird watching or one day we were lucky 

enough to go for a swim at Fertörákos.  This was amazing- the lake was murky, brown and looked 

barely safe but we were so pleased to be cool - it was wonderful.  

Our time at Fertö-Hansag was great but I think by the end of the week 

we were ready to move on... if only just to escape the mosquitoes. It 

was very sad to leave Andras who had been such a delight to spend 

time with.  Despite the hilarious language issues whereby he would 

answer yes to every question that Nigel asked him... much to Nigel’s 

despair... he kept us entertained with his smile, general happiness, 

enthusiasm, musical wonderment and Bermuda shorts.  

 

I haven’t really mentioned the evening’s activities but I think the trip 

was made even more fantastic by the talented musicians in the group- 

Joe, James, Jon and Aaron serenaded and entertained us with singing 

and guitar music throughout the trip... not to mention the recorder, 

drums and other instruments provided by Andras! 

 

As we headed across Hungary I remember not even having any preconceptions about the Aggtelek 

National Park as I was just so happy to be with everyone in the bus, on the move, going somewhere 

Picture 5: ‘Number 62’ - A marked 

Maculinea teleius on Sanguisorba 

Picture 6: Andras Ambrus- our 

wonderful local expert in Fertö- 

Hansag National Park 
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new- it was just so exciting.  The Szálámándrá Haz (Salamander Guest House) was wonderful- so 

clean and spacious with friendly staff... amazing! There was a distinct lack of mosquitoes and we 

were surrounded by lush forest and hills – this made everything much cooler, calmer and generally 

pleasant.  My analogy was as if we had moved from the featureless plains of East Anglia to the 

wooded coombes of Exmoor. 

Just under a year ago I had decided to become a vegetarian for environmental reasons.  I knew this 

might be tricky in Hungary so had decided that if conservation meat was available then I would eat it 

as I was sure the vegetarian food would be less than wonderful.  For any future vegetarians joining a 

Eucan trip (long may they continue!... Eucan trips and vegetarians!), I recommend that you stock up 

on protein and iron before you go as there was a distinct lack of pulses and green vegetables.  

However the cooking at the Szálámándrá Haz was fabulous and you will be well looked after. 

Our work in Aggtelek was directed by Attila Huber – the entomological expert from the National Park 

Authority. We continued along the same vein in our second week and visited meadows to survey M. 

teleius and also the fabulous Large Copper- Lycaena dispar using GPS units to record where the 

butterflies were. We also mapped the distribution of Geranium palustre, the food plant of Geranium 

Argus, which we unfortunately didn’t see.  The habitats in Aggtelek were wonderful. When I got 

home people asked me what the best thing about the 

trip was and aside from the friends that I made and the 

fun times, I really remember the grasslands and 

obviously the butterflies.  I have never seen so many 

flowers in my life.  There were times when I would sit in 

the grass and just watch the top of the sward- it was 

alive with blues, skippers and all manner of other 

species.  The colours of the flowers were fantastic too.  

There was one moment that I will remember forever 

when I sat in a small clearing near the hostel – we 

counted nearly 30 species of butterfly in an hour in a 

plot less than an acre in size.  We saw two maculinea 

species, large copper, heath fritillary and many others 

and it saddened me to think of the situation in the UK where some of these species are on the brink 

of extinction due to our actions.  It is vital that we prevent UK-scale losses in eastern Europe.  I 

appreciate that they started with more species in mainland Europe but that isn’t the point- the 

losses for north-west Europe are still greater.  Of huge importance is that these countries need 

greater support for conservation and in particular they need better monitoring.  I feel so lucky to 

come from a country where we have not one, but two long term UK-wide monitoring schemes for 

butterflies.  However, I also worry that all this effort, despite setting an example and leading the 

way, needs to be spread out across Europe and even the world. We have learnt from our mistakes in 

the west - there is still time for sustainable development to save habitats and species whilst creating 

a vibrant and ‘prosperous’ Europe. 

One of the locations that I loved the most was our walk through the valley at Jósvafő to look for 

Maculinea rebeli and Cross Gentian - the larval foodplant.  Before reaching the grasslands we 

encountered a sight that I was hoping to see - tens if not hundreds of silver-studded blues (and 

possibly another species that I can’t remember) ‘mud puddling’ on a spilled sack of cement- 

absolutely amazing.  The rest of the valley didn’t disappoint.   

Picture 7: Setting out for a day of monitoring at 

the amazing grasslands at Bodvalenke 
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We were lucky enough to visit two caves in the national park Baradla Cave and Rákóczi Cave during 

our stay.  These were a real treat as these caves form part of the UNESCO world heritage site.  I 

haven’t really visited a cave before and was very moved by the timescale over which they were 

formed- it kind of put our hectic and bold existence as humans into perspective!  

So many other amazing and fun things happened and some highlights include the fire-bellied toads, 

the fire salamanders, spending time with and learning from Janös and Judit as part of ‘team Janös’, 

falling over repeatedly in the reeds, being rubbish at ping 

pong, the complicated ping pong tournament, getting up 

early to hike up the hill to the castle - seeing the lush 

views across the national park and running down the hill 

in time for breakfast, having a party in the children’s play 

area castle, Hungarian dancing with Gabor and Isabella, 

realising that I won’t let a man lead me when it comes to 

dancing!, the ice creams, the funny little shop in the 

village, Palinka!!, wonderful Bee-eaters and spending time 

in the oh so smelly minibus. 

It was incredibly sad to be leaving – especially as we all knew that Nigel and Kathy were about to 

embark upon two more adventures with new groups in Poland and Czech Republic…. I for one was a 

bit jealous.  However, I had an amazing trip and it was time to go home.  I was looking forward to the 

train journey home a lot as I had never travelled across Europe by train before.  Despite occasionally 

being quite a strong minded group, we were all very responsible and our journey home was smooth 

but very good fun and not much sleep was had on the ‘sleeper’ train.   

We all had a shock when arriving in Vienna en 

route where we realised we had crossed the 

historic iron curtain and its legacy. We had 

entered into the capitalist realm of a western 

European city where we could buy anything and 

the shops were fully of shiny products all created 

by economic growth and cheap production costs.  

It was refreshing to be able to bath in 

consumption and buy some of the things that we 

had missed but I think that the lack of choice in 

rural Hungary made everything quite simple and 

refreshing… it’s just such a shame that humans 

tend to develop towards the shiny and economically fragile way of life rather than the simple and 

resilient way of life. 

Thank you to Nigel and Kathy for their excellent organisation and sense of fun and also to all the 

Hungarian people who joined us, taught us and welcomed us.  I am also very grateful to my fellow 

Eucan-ees for providing me with so many smiles and fun times - many of us have stayed in touch and 

met up since. Of course these trips wouldn’t be possible without funding from the Leonardo da Vinci 

section of the European Union Lifelong Learning Programme.  I hope that there will be opportunities 

for many more people to have their eyes opened to the issues facing species and habitats across 

Europe and the solutions to protect them. 

Picture 8:  The view from the castle upon the 

hill 

Picture 9: Sad goodbyes in London- tired but still 

smiling! 
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Further information on the Kingcombe Centre and Eucan can be obtained from 

www.kingcombe.org or from Nigel Spring (tel: 0044.1963.23559/mobile: 0044.7981.776767.Email: 

nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk). 

 


