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INTRODUCTION

As it flowed from my own heart in a spate,

wise was the Danube, turbulent and great …

whose waves embrace past, present and future.

Attila József (1905–37)

Towards the end of the Congress of Vienna in the spring of 1815, Klemens von Metternich, the Austrian Foreign Minister, took a young British visitor in his carriage to the eastern edge of the city. As the pair descended the steps, the eminent Habsburg statesman pointed his finger to the road towards Hungary and declared: ‘Look, that’s where Europe ends … out there, [Hungary] is the Orient.’

Half a century later William H. Seward, President Lincoln’s Secretary of State, went on a journey around the world immediately after his term of office ended. In summer 1869 he arrived in Pest* from an unaccustomed direction, sailing from the Black Sea up the Danube through the Balkans. Most visitors came then, as they do now, from the west. He was surprised by what he saw. ‘How striking is the contrast of European and Asiatic civilization,’ he wrote later in his diary. ‘Though Buda-Pesth is an inland provincial town … the tonnage in its port, altogether of steam, is greater than that of Cairo, Alexandria or Constantinople. We were not prepared for a scene of such activity … Here we feel, for the first time, that we have left the East behind, and have only Western civilization before us.’1

This is a constant theme, as alive in the twenty-first century as in the nineteenth. Throughout history Hungary and its capital have been a significant part of Western Europe yet at the same time apart from it – a point made repeatedly now by contemporary Hungarians. On the morning of 15 April 2016, in one of Budapest’s grandest central squares, Viktor Orbán, Hungarian Prime Minister for more than a decade, made a typically pugnacious speech. ‘Throughout history we Hungarians – more often than not all alone – have stood as the bridge between East and West and we suffered as a result,’ he told a cheering crowd. ‘Repeatedly we have saved Western, Christian civilization from catastrophe and destruction by invaders from the East.’ In the Hungarian context this was an unremarkable comment, more a statement of fact than rhetoric. Most Hungarians of both Left and Right would see it as a self-evident notion expressing a deep-rooted idea about nationhood that has always resonated with people from Budapest – and still does.

Though much of it is similar to other lively, bustling European cities, the sound of Budapest is different. The unique, orphan language makes it so. The roots of Magyar, Finno-Ugric, originally – or so it has been assumed – derive from the steppes of Kazakhstan. Hungarian is unlike any other European tongue. Few outsiders, overhearing snippets of conversation at a coffee house or in the Budapest metro, would have any idea of what the people they were listening to were talking about. ‘We are a lonely people,’ the Hungarian national poet Sándor Petőfi wrote in the 1840s. This is equally true today.

A cursory look at a map shows why Budapest has always been an important place. It is close to Europe’s geometric centre; it is at the crossroads of geographical regions and of civilizations, at the intersection of ancient trade routes. Mountains that gradually slope into gentle hills converge on a great river, the Danube, and a vast plain. Mediterranean Latin, Alpine German and Slavic peoples meet here. This is the focal point of Roman Catholic, North European Protestant and Greek Orthodox/Byzantine cultures.

Budapest became the capital of Hungary – and in many respects the centre of the Danube region – because of its favourable strategic location along a convenient traffic route. Modern Budapest grew along deliberately set, albeit repeatedly disputed and modified, plans. It is a city that was designed and built according to a scheme. Yet its most distinctive marks were left by involuntary forces – wars, revolutions, floods. Altogether Buda, over many periods the administrative centre of the Kingdom and then the Republic of Hungary, suffered thirteen sieges and was left in total ruins five times. Invaders have come and gone, empires have conquered, occupied for centuries or decades, and left a few footprints behind: the remains of a Roman bath house complete with wonderfully preserved mosaics stand next to a Soviet-style ‘five-year-plan’ apartment block that is already falling apart. As I hope to show, Budapest has grandeur, if faded around the edges, beauty in a gritty, lived-in sort of way. It is a city ‘humbled by time and the ferocious moods of history’, as the great poet George Szirtes put it.

Wallis Simpson, Theodore Roosevelt, Benito Mussolini, Hans Christian Andersen, the great tenor Luciano Pavarotti and the first man in space, Yuri Gagarin, were all agreed: the best thing about Budapest is its position. ‘With the Danube, Budapest forms one of the most beautiful cityscapes that exists along a river,’ the novelist Evelyn Waugh thought. ‘It is the most beautiful in Europe.’ Budapest is the place of my birth, and I do not pretend to be objective about its beauty and charm, though, as I shall also show, behind the charm lies much darkness and cruelty.

For much of my own lifetime, Budapest was the ‘lonely’ place described by Petőfi, cut off from the West, positioned unhappily behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War, a colony of a tyrannical empire: the USSR. Physical reminders of the Soviet occupation, which ended only in 1989, are dotted around the city’s skyline. Several public buildings are still pockmarked by bullet holes, deliberately preserved, to remind visitors and Hungarians alike of a trauma that was a defining moment in the history of modern Budapest: the 1956 Revolution, the event that took me from the city.

I was an infant when my parents, brother and sister fled Hungary as refugees immediately after the failed, tragic Uprising. I didn’t return to Budapest until my early twenties; nobody in my family was allowed back there until then. I recall nothing from childhood about Budapest, yet I was steeped early on in Hungarian folk memory.

My parents loathed the ghastly turns of history that forced them from their home – the disastrous results of two world wars, fascism, Nazi German occupation, Soviet Communism. But they were never entirely happy in exile. Around our dinner table they talked wistfully of Budapest, rather as characters from a Chekhov play sighed the name ‘Moscow’. My mother used to speak of entire days spent talking in coffee houses, surely the best invention, and perhaps the most long-lasting, of Habsburg Mitteleuropa. My father talked of music, Bartók, Kodály and evenings at the Vigadó, the wonderfully atmospheric Baroque concert hall by the Danube. My sister recounts winter days spent skiing – almost from the front door of the family home in the Buda Hills down towards the city centre, a run still just about possible if performed with care and skill, at dawn before the rush hour. My brother remembers a boyhood adventure, sitting atop the turret of a Russian tank captured by insurgents during the 1956 Revolution.

I started going to Budapest occasionally as a visitor from the late 1970s to see distant relatives who had remained in Hungary. Later, as a journalist covering the collapse of the Soviet Empire in the 1980s, I sometimes went several times a year on working trips. I then began to know the city intimately.

Budapest was the easiest place in Central/Eastern Europe in which to operate as a reporter. People were relatively free to talk, surveillance was almost non-existent – and the food and wine were better than anywhere else in what was then called the Soviet bloc. It was the merriest barracks in the camp. This book is the result of scores of visits to Budapest, including many months there researching my first book, written to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the 1956 Revolution. It is informed by using the knowledge of dozens of locals. It will be about the city’s good days and bad, its sights and sounds, a portrait of the place and its people. It will take the story to the present day, when, once again, people in Budapest struggle with their identity and question how to be European and separate from Europe at the same time. It will look at Budapest’s literature, its music, its history, its cuisine, politics and the essential role played by its Jewish population when Budapest was often referred to as Judapest. I will describe the ascendance of the city in the decades leading to the First World War – most of Budapest still looks like a nineteenth-century city – its decline into the maelstrom of the twentieth century, when it was all but destroyed, and its extraordinary rebirth in the twenty-first, when, after London, Paris and Rome, Budapest receives more tourists than any other capital in Europe.

A theme running through this narrative will be how, historically, the centre of gravity in Budapest and among Hungarians has shifted between East and West – culturally, politically, emotionally. Hungary is a country of extremes and the changes have repeatedly been violent, with battles won and often lost. Others were more peaceful, though the repercussions were no less significant, for example the fall of Soviet-style Communism in the 1980s. Hungary, now, is a small country that has often in history punched well above its weight. At many moments, events that began in Budapest have proved to be of world significance. This is an attempt to show how and why.

Victor Sebestyen

London, March 2022



* At this point Budapest was not yet a unified city but separate towns, Buda and Pest. The first bridge joining them, as we shall see, was not opened until 1849.



PROLOGUE

Every nation has a Holy City which it thinks about with piety and pride.

Mór Jókai (1825–1904)

The life of the river is unceasing; and the whole warm, brilliant, animated picture is enlivening. Budapest! The very word names an idea which is big with the future … now at each forward step; it is the future opening up before a growing people.

Henri de Blowitz, The Times, 1894

From 5 a.m. until midnight on New Year’s Day 1896 the bells of all the churches in Budapest rang every hour on the hour to signal the start of the biggest party in the city’s history. It was Millennium Day, a monumental national event to mark the thousandth year since the Magyar tribes under their chieftain Árpád had ridden into the Carpathian basin from the Kazakh steppes to occupy what became Hungary. For a decade and a half the government, business leaders, architects, artists and artisans had been preparing for the occasion, designed to reflect the self-assurance and fast-growing prosperity of Hungary and its capital.

Large parts of the city had been turned into a construction site for vast new projects, showy and sophisticated in equal measure, embracing the look and style of modern Budapest. Two new bridges were built over the Danube to celebrate the millennium. The final section was completed of the Grand Boulevard (the Nagykörút), which became the new centre of the bustling city in Pest, the eastern side of the river. So was an enormous classical-style addition to the Royal Castle on the other, older, more sedate side of the Danube.

Continental Europe’s first underground electric railway was opened just in time for the celebrations. It would take passengers from the old city centre by the river to the eastern edge of Budapest, where at the newly laid out City Park (Városliget) stood the most elegant building in town, the perfectly proportioned, Secessionist-style Gallery of Applied Art. So too, within sight, was the most vulgar: a reconstruction of an entire medieval Transylvanian castle (Vajdahunyad) by the shore of an artificial lake. Just a few metres along the city’s main avenue, the Budapest Opera House had opened a few years earlier and Gustav Mahler had recently left after two controversial years as musical director.

In 1896 the grandiose Supreme Court was completed. Work was still going on to finish the Parliament building, one of the largest legislatures in the world, though its members were elected on one of Europe’s smallest franchises – and not even on a secret ballot. As a British visitor to the millennium celebrations put it drily, in Budapest at that time, ‘occasionally a disproportion between scale and function could be observed’. The previous year, the brash but impressive new Stock Exchange was opened, a huge pile designed by Ignác Alpár, whose hand can be seen in dozens of the public buildings of the period. It was the biggest of its kind in Europe, perhaps in the world at the time, but did a fraction of the business of the more modest-sized bourse buildings in London, Berlin and Paris – or even compared to the volumes of trade in the exchange at the other capital of the Habsburg Empire, Vienna.*1

In Budapest, everywhere, expressions of faith in ‘progress’ and the future abounded, along with ‘grandiloquent outbursts of national pride’, as János Lukács, the brilliant historian of Habsburg Budapest, put it. Often mere detail became lost amid the grand vision. The official date of the millennium itself was part of national myth, as nobody was (or is) entirely sure of the precise date of the so-called ‘conquest’.

In 1862 historians from the Academy of Sciences were consulted by the Interior Minister, Ágoston Trefort, stoking a huge controversy. The academics couldn’t agree on a date. Experts placed it ‘sometime’ between 888 and 900 but could not be more precise; in any case, the migration was a process over a period of years, not one event. For the sake of convenience, they finally compromised and agreed the millennium date to be 1895 so that plans could be made for a giant celebration that year. But as early as 1893 it became obvious that the elaborate public works that were being planned, and the various large-scale events that had been proposed, were falling way behind schedule. So the jubilee year was put back until 1896.* It was a committee decision and slow work by building contractors that declared the official date of the Magyars’ Carpathian crossing to be 896. In many cases that is how history is made.2

Originally plans were drawn up for a year-long programme of events, with a world fair and a huge permanent national exhibition in Budapest. Eventually the celebrations were scaled down, though still monumental in scope. International millennium conferences were held throughout the year – among others, of dentists, tailors, stenographers, geologists and art historians. There were press, mining and peace conferences in various towns across Hungary.

The biggest event by far was the Millennium Exhibition in Budapest’s City Park, with 234 pavilions displaying 14,000 exhibits of Hungarian history, art and invention in an area covering 4,850 square metres, as many as at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London or the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1878. It was opened with much pomp and ceremony on 2 May by the Emperor Franz Jozsef, never a popular figure in Hungary, and the Empress Elisabeth, ‘Sisi’, who on the other hand was loved in the country for her widely known support of Hungarian autonomy. Over the previous decade she had spent far more time in Budapest than in the royal court in Vienna. Even in the twenty-first century almost every town in Hungary has an ‘Erzsébet’ street, avenue or square named after the empress; Budapest has several.

The most important archdukes and archduchesses accompanied the monarch. His daughter-in-law, the Archduchess Stéphanie, widow of the tragic Crown Prince Rudolf, captured the occasion in a series of charming photos taken with her Kodak box camera, the first ever to be seen in Budapest, which caused a sensation in the press the next day. So too did the absence of Prime Minister Count Dezső Bánffy’s wife. It was said that she did not attend because she had been enjoying a long trip to the Italian Lakes, but in fact the real reason was that, although she was of noble birth, she was a trained schoolteacher and had held a job before she married. The leading aristocrats thought it was ‘unacceptable’ that such a person should play a part in such an occasion as Hungary’s ‘first lady’, so she stayed at home. Though Hungary was in many ways a modern country, and new money was transforming the nation – as the Millennium Exhibition was designed to show – old ideas about power and rank remained. It was still a highly class-conscious and stratified society; aristocrats would remain in charge for some decades yet.*

The emperor spent more than two hours at the exhibition and seemed at ease. Normally stiff and exceedingly formal, he chatted amiably with everyone. At one exhibit of historical Hungary, a group of reconstructed straw huts and farms were on display to show agricultural life on the Great Hungarian Plain in the past century. A bearded peasant stood in front of one of them. Franz Jozsef approached him and asked, ‘Do you live here?’ ‘No, thank God, your Majesty,’ came the reply. ‘Only for the millennium. Then I can go back home.’3

A week later, on 9 May, the royal couple celebrated a Te Deum in the coronation church, St Stephen’s Cathedral, which had been magnificently renovated in the grand manner especially for the millennium. Most of the Viennese court was there, along with Hungary’s leading nobles and business leaders. The Mass was conducted by the Primate of Hungary, Kolos Vaszary. The empress was visibly fighting back tears in the sermon when the cardinal gave thanks to her on behalf of the nation for ‘having with her maternal, delicate hand once woven the golden bond by which the Magyar people and their dearly beloved King were inseparably bound together’. Even the aged emperor, who had succeeded to the throne nearly fifty years earlier when Hungary was at war with Austria, was moved.

Franz Jozsef and Sisi stayed more than a month in Hungary. The high point of the official celebrations was on Monday, 8 June, the anniversary of Franz Jozsef’s coronation as King of Hungary, a gloriously sunny day. ‘They had a sense of occasion, as did their hosts,’ a contemporary witness recalled. ‘Franz Jozsef wore a white Hungarian hussar’s uniform. The melancholy Elisabeth, wan and beautiful, beloved by all Hungarians, smiled through a long day of parades. The day started with a ceremonial thunder of cannon from the Royal Castle. Green-trousered heralds were blowing silver trumpets.’

The emperor and empress rode in the front of the procession from the Royal Castle in Buda across the river to Pest in a crystal-paned Baroque coach dating from the time of Empress Maria Theresa in the mid eighteenth century. Behind them followed a huge procession of cavalry bands and regiments from the ancient counties of Hungary, some in seventeenth-century military finery. The Times’s Vienna correspondent could barely contain his excitement at the pageantry of it all. ‘It would be a hopeless task to endeavour to give anything like a complete idea of the hundreds of uniforms and costumes of all colours of the rainbow of the procession that took nearly two hours to cross the Danube,’ he wrote.

But when the king-emperor’s party reached the still-unfinished Parliament building for the solemn part of the ceremony, there was an embarrassing hitch. The Crown of St Stephen, Hungary’s first Christian king, considered a holy relic some 900 years old, was brought in an iron chest to be symbolically placed on Franz Jozsef’s head. Time had rusted the lock and hasp of the chest and none of the noble ‘guardians of the crown’ could open it. Members of the royal household rushed to find a locksmith, who had to be fitted into a tailcoat before he could appear in public to solve the problem.

Meanwhile the emperor and empress sat patiently, boiling under the midday sun, while the crowd of thousands were getting restless. Wild rumours began circulating: the Holy Crown had disappeared, shouted some people. Something untoward had happened to the empress, said others. Mounted police formed around Parliament Square. Eventually a suitably attired locksmith arrived and broke open the chest. The ceremony proceeded as planned. But for a while the mood changed; many times in the past, large crowds in Budapest had made a habit of turning nasty – as they would in the future.4

For the next week Budapest was party city. In the Vérmező, by then a pleasant public park but formerly a place of execution known as the Field of Blood, the government provided all comers with free food and wine. Oxen were spit-roasted and bottles were cracked open. Five and a half thousand litres of wine a day were consumed and 32,000 pairs of sausages.

The authorities saw the millennium celebrations as a great success, but it left many prescient observers with a sense of anticlimax and fears of trouble ahead. The novelist Gyula Krúdy, one of the wisest observers of Budapest life around the turn of the century, saw the millennium as the defining moment when Budapest ‘lost its virtue … The bloated celebrations of Hungary’s greatness wore thin.’ He wrote of the old emperor’s visit to a town

that once consisted of small houses and modest citizens, of young, rosy, patriotic girls waving their handkerchiefs, of quiet antiquity … But by the millennium year Pest had thrown off its mask of modesty; each year she put on more and more jewellery; the unassuming had become loud, the thrifty had turned to gambling; the virgins brought up in severe convents had begun to take pride in the fullness of their breasts. Pest had become unfaithful. This raffiné courtesan of a city had forgotten the triumphs of the young monarch upon whose bosom she had once thrown herself at the time of her innocence. She had become conscious of her developing charms; she discovered a new side that was both gamine and cosmopolitan; this once little wallflower had begun to appreciate herself; and the thrifty old gentleman was disturbed to find that the demanding cocotte that Pest had become no longer loved him.5

During the nineteenth century Berlin and Budapest were the fastest-growing cities in Europe, and from the millennium year to the start of the First World War Budapest was the fastest-growing one. In 1867 Buda and Pest – still two separate towns – had a combined population of 276,000; by 1913 it had nearly quadrupled in size to 933,000, Europe’s sixth-biggest city.* The speed of growth was spectacular and utterly transformed its people and its lifestyle. This was the period when modern Budapest was formed, planned to look more like Paris than a Habsburg town. Budapest around the millennium year ‘was the world of the day before yesterday’, as the Hungarian-born writer Arthur Koestler used to say, deliberately misquoting Stefan Zweig on the subject of Habsburg nostalgia.

Or, rather, half of it was. In the older and quieter part of the city, Budapest seemed to be from an even earlier era. A few rich families – the Zichys, Odescalchis, Esterházys, Pallavicinis – still owned their ancient vineyards in the Buda Hills overlooking the Danube, a frequent custom until the First World War. But from the 1860s a new agricultural population arrived in the city: a huge influx of peasants from the countryside to make better lives for themselves. This was happening in much of Western Europe too in the mid nineteenth century as the Industrial Revolution spread. But it was exaggerated in Budapest during the boom times, Budapest’s golden period. Many peasants from rural Hungary went into fast-expanding industries and formed a new proletariat that would revolutionize the country and make significant history later. Big numbers would work in building the apartment blocks within the Budapest Ring for the new bourgeoisie – and the tenements in the expanding working-class suburbia to the south and east of Budapest.6

If cities tend to reflect the character of their residents, Budapest is a dramatic, theatrical kind of place. ‘More than anything it resembles a stage set,’ wrote Kati Marton, Budapest born but an exile who made a brilliant career as a journalist and historian in the US. ‘There is Buda perched on steep hills, her sprawling Royal Castle and Citadel carved into jagged cliffs which plunge down into the Danube … Pest, on the flat plain on the other is all business, commerce and intellect, all conversation and art, music and a nightlife. Fantastic amalgams of Romanesque, Gothic and Byzantine straining to find a Magyar soul face the boulevards, which are unabashed imitations of Paris and Vienna.’

In 1896 Budapest was the largest city of mills in the world (rivalled at that time only by Minneapolis). Wheat from the great plains of Hungary and other parts of the Balkans was turned into flour in the mills of Budapest. Many of the successful entrepreneurs who began their business lives as grain traders became mill owners and then diversified. Budapest was by far the busiest port on the Danube. The (mostly nationalized) Hungarian river transport company, MFTR, had overtaken the Austrian equivalent more than thirty years earlier and was thriving. A pleasant daily Budapest–Vienna overnight journey on white paddle steamers was highly popular until the 1920s. Trains between the two cities were fast – four and a quarter hours in 1896. In 2022 it was three hours and thirty-five minutes.

Budapest finance caught up and surpassed the growth of agricultural and industrial production. By 1900 Budapest became the banking centre of Central and Eastern Europe. Between 1867, the date of the ‘Compromise’ which created the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, and 1914 the number of Hungarian banks grew from eleven to 160 and their capitalization increased fivefold. A few of them – the First Hungarian Commercial Bank and the Hungarian Credit Bank – rivalled the biggest Viennese and German banks in size and prestige, as their palatial headquarter buildings in downtown Budapest, designed by the most renowned European and Hungarian architects, showed. Their owners, such as the Wolianders, the Wahrmanns, Hatvany-Deutsch and Chorins, joined the European super-rich.

Sixty per cent of the Hungarian manufacturing industry was based in Budapest, from small enterprises to the giant Manfréd Weiss works, which employed more than 5,000 workers by 1913 in a vast factory complex on Csepel Island in the Danube, just north of the city. The factory exported munitions to Spain, Mexico and Britain, whose forces would soon be using them in a war against Austria-Hungary.

Little suggested that the unprecedented boom would not continue. Tekla Szilard, the mother of the Nobel Prize-winning physicist Leo Szilard, who would later flee Budapest from fascism and work on the Manhattan Project that designed and built the first nuclear bomb, described her mood on her wedding day, 25 April 1897, and ‘the boundless optimism we all feel … The city was growing by leaps and bounds. I felt as though this was my progress … my development.’ But some prescient people were more wary about the pace of change and thought of what was left behind. Krúdy wrote in 1900 about his beloved Budapest: ‘They kept on building every day, palaces topped by towers rising towards the sun; and at night it seemed there were endless burials … of the town’s broken matter, of old people and old houses, of old streets and old customs.’7

Within a generation much of this new wealth, optimism and confidence would disappear. In the millennium year Hungary was nearly three times the size it would be just twenty-five years later and its population around 50 per cent higher. Most of present-day Croatia and Slovakia, a third of Romania and a large slice of Serbia were all part of Greater Hungary. It possessed a busy seaport on the Adriatic with a busy merchant navy. Then the disaster of the First World War struck and Zweig’s World of Yesterday came to an end. Hungary has never recovered from the shock.



* The Stock Exchange was closed after the Second World War and after a period as an empty shell reopened as the headquarters of Hungarian State TV. Alpár’s work fitted with the times, but one critic saw then what was often remarked on: ‘The ingredients of his style were strangely optimistic (strangely because the Hungarian national character tends towards pessimism, not optimism) and … [were full of] myopic feeling about Hungarian omnipotence.’

* The grandest of the building projects was the Millennium Monument on Heroes’ Square, by the City Park, a giant artwork next to a huge equestrian group of the seven Magyar tribal chieftains with the warrior Prince Árpád at the centre. It was not finished until 1929 and cost twelve times its original estimate.

* A newspaper article in the Liberal daily Pesti Napló revealed what happened: ‘The blueboods are said to have given the Prime Minister the alternative in letters: either she … [the countess] went – or the whole millennium would go.’ Countess Bánffy did eventually visit the exhibition, without publicity or fanfare, along with around 6 million other visitors that year, mostly from the Hungarian provinces.

* At the start of the nineteenth century, according to the 1808 census, the population was around 79,000.



PART ONE

THE MAGYARS



1

AQUINCUM

Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future too.

Meditations, Marcus Aurelius (121–180)

A pair of fossilized footprints of a Paleolithic woman and a child, left around 30,000 years ago, were found in the summer of 1994 beneath one of the principal thoroughfares of Buda, Főutcá (Main Street), by the Danube. It was unearthed by a contractor digging up the road and prompted a wave of interest and debate among Hungarians about the far-distant past. For children educated under forty-five years of Communism, and to earlier generations brought up under regimes of the Nationalist Right, the history of Hungary began in the ninth century AD when the nomadic Magyar tribes, who originated from the Kazakh steppes, wandered west and began settling in the Danube basin. Before that, the narrative went, the area was almost empty, virgin territory. The stones of Budapest have always been political; each new discovery of life before the Magyar ‘conquest’ has begun a new round of culture wars about who was a Hungarian, when and where. Over the years, various archaeologists made finds nearby of a Bronze Age civilization along the Danube, locating tools, weapons and pieces of gold dating from more than 3,000 years ago. During the eighth to the fifth century BCE the nomadic Scythians, originally from central Asia, built temporary villages in present-day Budapest. One of their offshoot tribes were the Pannons.

Proof of the first semi-permanent settlement was made in the mid 1990s: a fort built around 550 BCE on what is now Gellért Hill, on the northern reaches of Buda, by a Celtic tribe known as the Eravisci. It had a commanding view of the great sweep of the river. Little is known about the Eraviscans or their language, but it is believed they called their tiny settlement, on mineral springs perfect for bathing, ‘Ak-Ik’,* meaning warm water. Budapest has always been a spa town. The land further east, present-day Pest, on the other side of the river was occupied by the Sarmatians – the Danube was a natural border, hard to cross. But they built no permanent settlements in the region.1

In the early part of the first century AD the legions of the first Roman Emperor, Augustus, made short work of conquering and subjugating the Eraviscans. The Roman army arrived in force from around the year 50 and began work on building a defensive line of forts along the river to patrol the empire’s newest province: Pannonia. One of the first of the camps, originally occupied by a corps of cavalry, was named Aquincum – because of the hot and cold water springs below what are now the Buda Hills. Around the year 90, the Romans reinforced the settlement and began to build a significant camp for the legions. Aquincum was the headquarters of the Legio II Adiutrix, the main army of defence against ‘barbarian’ raids from the North and East. A large civilian town grew a kilometre or so from the camp comprising a variety of traders and artisans to serve the military – along with a large number of slaves.

In 106 the Emperor Trajan made Aquincum the new capital of the province, which he renamed Pannonia Inferior – Pannonia Superior was further west, where its principal town was Vindobona (now Vienna). An enormous 120-metre square palace for the governor was built on the Danube island opposite, now Óbuda island. The first of the Aquincum proconsuls to live in the new palace, governor from 106 to 108, was Publius Aelius Hadrianus, who a decade after he left Aquincum would become the Emperor Hadrian. Almost nothing, sadly, remains of the building. In the late 1940s the Soviets, during the early days of their East European empire, laid the concrete foundations of a shipyard over it, but from surviving drawings, a few mosaics, and models it must once have been an extraordinary building.2

When troop numbers increased over the next decades, a second legion was stationed there. Eventually, by the third century, there were four – to quell the rising number of barbarian raids. The Emperor Marcus Aurelius stayed frequently in the military fort at Aquincum and the best evidence is that he began writing his Meditations in 167, while in the town but not actually on battle manoeuvres at the front. He certainly wrote parts of the work at Aquinicum – perhaps even the aphorism so appropriate to the history-conscious Hungarians: ‘Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future too.’*

Aquincum grew into a large settlement, with central areas designed by well-known Roman architects. It became a significant Danube port, the centre of large-scale river transport It had an enormous amphitheatre for games that could seat around 12,000 people. It was bigger in area than the Colosseum in Rome though its seating capacity was much smaller. (The Colosseum could seat 80,000.) It had animal pens to supply lions and other beasts for sacrifice and, for the time, a state-of-the-art watering system so it could be flooded for the mock sea battles with model boats that the Roman audiences loved so much.*

Disaster struck Aquincum around 170 when the Antonine Plague reached the town. Hundreds of thousands of people throughout the Roman empire perished from a pandemic of an unknown disease (now thought to be a variant of smallpox) that ‘ate up the body, causing coughing fits, destroying the lungs and other organs’ according to the Greek physician Galen, who treated many victims during three waves of the plague. The pandemic hit Aquincum hard. Perhaps as many as a quarter of the fort’s legionaries died in the pandemic. But because of constant enemy incursions and its proximity to Italy, the garrison was thought to be of such strategic importance that reinforcements were sent as a priority.3

Pannonia possessed significant political clout in the empire as a springboard for gifted and ambitious men. In 193 – the so-called ‘year of five emperors’, as civil war nearly ripped Rome apart – it was the Pannonian legions’ declaration for the Senator Septimus Severus as Emperor that filled a political vacuum and began a reign of eighteen years which brought renewed prosperity and a measure of stability to the empire.

Septimus Severus had been governor of Pannonia a decade or so before ascending the throne and a year later, as a reward to his supporters in the province, he upgraded Aquincum into a colonia. This meant much more than mere status. It turned the town into a major provincial capital city and made an increasing number of its formerly Celtic population into full Roman citizens. For the following century, Aquincum boomed. A civilian area a couple of kilometres from the military base, nestling by the banks of the Danube, grew fast. At its high point the population was around 40,000, large by Roman standards, mostly comprising army veterans and their families and Romanized Celts. This was Hungary’s first full-scale city. It would be around 1,500 years before as many people lived there again.

If one looks, there are still plenty of reminders of Roman Buda.* At one of the city’s major transport hubs, Florián ter (Square), amidst a bus terminus and a spaghetti junction of roads and underpasses, are the remains of a huge thermal baths complex that must have been as impressive as anything the Ottomans or the Habsburgs built later. There is a reminder, too, of an earlier musical city. Near the baths in the 1990s archaeologists found a richly decorated tomb chest of Aelia Sabina, the wife of the military camp’s chief water organist, one of the most important musicians in the town, that bore a moving inscription: ‘Enclosed within this stone lies Sabina, dear and faithful wife. Excelling in the arts, she alone surpassed her husband. Her voice was sweet, her fingers plucked the strings. But she fell silent, suddenly snatched away. She lived three decades, five years fewer, alas … She herself lives on. She was a queen among the water organ players. May all who read this be happy. May the gods keep you and with a pious voice may you proclaim Fare thee well, Aelia Sabina. Titus Aelius Justus, water organist and stipendiary of the Second Auxiliary Legion erected this monument to his wife.’* Franz Liszt and Kodaly would surely have appreciated her work.4

Altogether, forty-eight governors and proconsuls ruled Aquincum, most of them relatives of the emperor. One of the most successful was Caius Septimius Castinus, brother-in-law of Septimius Severus, who was governor of Pannonia between 209 and 211 and then went back to Rome to a hero’s welcome as the most senior consul in the empire. Cassius Dio had a less happy time. He was governor from 226 to 228, and when he got back to Rome wrote a major history of the empire in which he described his miserable time in Aquincum. He was accustomed to the Mediterranean and never came to terms with the rigorous climate of this northern frontier province, or the uncouth army life. It was an ‘extraordinary experience for a man of my upbringing to see that the Danube should freeze over in winter’, he said.

Other governors were far less fortunate and never survived their Aquincum years. Aelius Triccianus, who was born in Pannonia of plebeian origin, rose in the army and became governor of Pannonia Inferior in 217. He was a great friend of Emperor Macrinus. When the ruler fell, murdered in a coup, his successor, Heliogabalus, arranged to have Triccianus killed. His name was removed from the milestones erected during his Pannonian governorship.5

Recent excavations, which revealed major collections of silver, gold and jewels, show that some of Aquincum’s inhabitants were clearly very wealthy and many were reasonably well off. The Sevso Treasure, fourteen pieces of extraordinary silver dating from around 210, was found in the late 1970s, some of it among supplies in a Buda bar. The find introduced evidence of a new page in Aquincum’s history. One item is an enormous silver platter with an intricately designed engraving of diners at a table bearing the inscription: ‘May these vessels remain with you for centuries, Sevso, and serve your descendants worthily’. Sevso owned a huge villa near Aquincum around the middle of the fourth century and the evidence suggests he was a Christian, as at least the previous three generations of his family had been. Christianity began spreading fast in Pannonia from the early third century – a basilica for worship was erected around 260, when gladiatorial games were forbidden in the amphitheatre.

Roman power in Pannonia began to dwindle during the fourth century. So too did Aquincum’s fortunes and population, driven out by raiders from various tribes from the East and North who, piece by piece, exhausted the ability and determination of the Romans to cling on to their empire. By the end of the century both the military and civilian towns had become all but deserted. Instead of four well-equipped legions the Roman military presence was no more than 200-strong, and there were fewer than 2,000 civilians. When the Huns sacked the Aquincum settlements in 437 hardly a building was left standing. This was the first time, of many, that Budapest was destroyed.6



* This might have been what the Romans believed the Eraviscans called their settlement, as it is so close to a Latin equivalent. But some recent evidence suggests it was indeed the Celtic name. For a brief outline of Roman Buda, I have drawn extensively from original work in the invaluable Blue Guide: Budapest by Annabel Barber (Blue Guides, 2018).

* Marcus Aurelius spent in aggregate more than a year in Aquincum, and was away from Rome for most of the last dozen years of his life, on assorted border fortresses along the Danube, fighting back various ‘barbarian’ tribes – the Marcomanni, the Quadi, the Iazyges, and others of the first wave of the tribes that would eventually overwhelm the Empire. He was there shortly before he died in 180 in Vindobona.

* After the Romans abandoned Aquincum it was turned into a fortress and used by various tribes during the early medieval period. From the twelfth century it was covered by earth and the huge mound was known as Királydomb (King’s Hill). In the late nineteenth century workers’ housing was built on it for the nearby Óbuda textile mills. Excavation didn’t begin until the 1930s.

* Nobody seemed to take much interest in Aquincum at all until the end of the nineteenth century when excavations began, and for decades most of the stones and tablets which would later become the Aquincum museum were stored in a side room of Buda restaurant, Frindt’s Tavern, known for its fish delicacies.

* For this translation from the Latin I am indebted to Blue Guide: Budapest by Annabel Barber.
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