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EARLY TRAVELLERS FROM UPPER HUNGARY
IN ENGLAND

BY

STEPHEN GAL

The partition of Czecho-Slovakia and the restoration to 
Hungary of the purely Magyar territories justifies our 
asking the question as to the type of Magyar developed 

in the Highland regions during the course of ten centuries, 
and as to the role played by the Magyars of those regions 
in the life of the Hungarian nation —  inquiring also whether 
those Magyars had any connections with the rest of Europe 
in general and with Great Britain in particular?

The Hungarian Highlands —  the region known to history 
as Upper Hungary —  are inhabited by that part of the body 
of the Hungarian nation which geographically too is the 
northernmost and westernmost (this region being known 
more correctly by the name found also in the school textbooks 
of geography —  viz. North-Western Highlands). As a 
consequence of its geographical position this part of the 
Hungarian nation has at all times acted as a factor of 
mediation, bridging over and welding together the various 
parts of the country. More than once the other regions of 
Hungary have shown the influence of outside cultures and 
have been affected by the predominance of some foreign 
cultural system; while the Hungarian Highlands always 
contributed to reconcile and balance the various tendencies 
in force. As a Hungarian essayist says, "When we speak of 
civilised Hungarians, we must think primarily of the 
Highlands. Europe and Hungary became reconciled in the 
Hungarian Highlands".

It cannot be regarded as a mere accident that the pioneer 
works and the finest masterpieces of our memoir and travel 
literature should have been written by men from the 
Hungarian Highlands. To the more highly developed civic 
consciousness of the men of those Highlands we owe many
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an important work figuring as a significant monument of the 
European consciousness and Christian conscientiousness of 
the Magyars. In these works the Highlands everywhere 
reflect absolute Europeanism. The intellectual horizon of the 
intelligentsia of the Highlands always coincided with that 
of the European consciousness of the day. Many of the writers 
found their way at various periods to England too, bringing 
back with them a demand for a higher standard of life — 
a more human life.

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the young men 
from the Hungarian Highlands who desired to obtain a 
superior education visited chiefly the near-by universities 
of Vienna, Olmiitz and Cracow. However, the Szepes (Zips) 
District and Kassa, while under German, Moravian and 
Polish cultural influences, preserved and indeed developed 
other cultural connections too. In the Reformation Age the 
Hungarians studying at French and Dutch universities often 
crossed the Channel to England. The fame of Queen Elizabeth 
had spread far and wide. Martin Berzeviczy —  who later on 
was Chancellor of Transylvania and Poland —  in 1563 went 
from Paris to London. He took part in the theatrical 
performances of the Cambridge students which were at times 
attended also by the Queen herself. In 1595 Matthew Csanaki 
went to England and visited the famous towns of that 
country.

King James I. of England corresponded with the 
Protestant Palatine George Thurzo, the powerful overlord of 
the Hungarian Highlands. In 1612 the King's great theoretical 
work —  the Basilikon Doron —  was published in Hungarian 
too, the translation being the work of George Korocz de 
Szeps. The preface to the translation was written by Albert 
Molnar de Szencz, also a son of the Hungarian Highlands, 
who is reported by the "Magyar Athenas” of Peter Bod to 
have been to an English university. The “ Basilikon Doron’ 
greatly influenced Gabor Bethlen and thus indirectly affected 
the political theory upon which the absolutism of the Princes 
of Transylvania was based.

The most interesting —  and at the same time most 
exhaustive —  memorial dating from this period is the 
“ Europica Varietas" (a travel book) written by Martin
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Csombor de Szeps which is the first work of its kind in 
Hungarian literature. This work is one of the most valuable 
monuments of the Europeanism, not only of the Hungarian 
Highlanders, but of the Hungarian people as a whole. The 
writer was in England in 1618, at a period when the travel 
literature even of that country was not very highly developed. 
I believe I am right in presuming that it was in England 
that Csombor became inspired to write this exceptionally 
valuable and important work; indeed, I would even go so 
far as to say that he actually followed an English model — 
the “ Itinerary’1 of Fynes Moryson published in 1617, which, 
being one of the greatest book successes of the period, he 
must have been familiar with. In his book, which appeared 
in 1620, Csombor speaks in terms of the highest admiration 
and appreciation of England and its people. "It possesses 
many rivers, a large population, many towns and harbours 
and numbers of tiny islands off its coast. . .  In England the 
people firmly clings to its nationality. The country 
possesses sufficient wheat, rye and barley; only the ploughed 
fields are all enclosed with hedges, a circumstance showing 
that the produce is dear, the population being excessively 
large: and there is abundance of other fruits too. There are 
many kinds of cattle, and in particular an abundance of 
sheep . . . Nowhere is there better or finer lime, white marble 
or alabaster. The men are handsome and of medium 
stature; the women in particular are very beautiful, clean, 
white and tall." This is how Csombor writes page after page; 
the only thing which disappoints him is the language. “The 
language of the inhabitants is a medley mixture composed 
of the languages of the adjoining provinces —  of Ireland, 
France and Germany, their pronunciation of the same being 
exceedingly ugly.” Equally amusing is what Csombor has to 
tell us about the poor Latin knowledge of the English. He 
complains that in the streets of London he did not find a 
single person knowing Latin to show him the way. “The first 
thing that excited my astonishment was this people's lack of 
Latin; for passing through three whole streets among 
merchants, furriers and tradesmen etc. I failed to find a 
single person able to speak Latin with me". Csombor stayed 
at the "Fox” Inn near the Great Bridge, using that as his
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headquarters for his excursions into the streets of the town. 
"The streets are very fine and broad. . .  fine roads, big 
houses, adorned with innnumerable running channels. . 
Before visiting London he had lived in a considerable part 
of the Europe of the time; Danzig itself, where he had 
previously studied for two years, was a powerful patrician 
town with masterpieces of church and house architecture. 
We can therefore accept as trustworthy what he has to tell 
us about London: "I had seen the large towns of the countries 
through which I had passed, but so far nothing comparable 
to this. The population of London is so large, you would 
imagine there to be a bigger crowd every day; and I heard 
that —  apart from new-comers —  there are always 300,000 
persons in it. What a lot of bread these people must need!! 
I may safely say that no week passes without 150 oxen, and 
1000 sheep being slaughtered; and what about the birds of 
the air? and the enormous quantity of sea fish?" Csombor 
surveys with pious devotion the masterpieces of English 
Gothic architecture. "Huge and impressive is the Church of 
Westminster in which the sovereigns are buried and in which 
rests the body of our Queen Elizabeth of blessed memory". 
In St. Paul's Cathedral the writer saw "the marble and 
alabaster coffins of many scholars, warriors and civilians". 
In the Tower he was horrified by the sight of 270 old cannon. 
In vain did he wait before the royal palace; King James 
would appear to have been ill. He made a thorough study 
also of his own trade: "there are many booksellers' shops, 
as many in the town of Szeben in the Szepes District” . 
Apparently the charms of the life of the West did the writer 
of the first exhaustive description of England no good; for 
in the days when he was a schoolmaster in Kassa Alvinczi, 
Gabor Bethlen’s austere chaplain, reported that the master 
spent his time "exclusively in walking and parading'. Yet 
he was in the meantime engaged in serious work; in 1623 
appeared his little book entitled "Udvari Schola” —  a sort 
of “hand-book of the nobility” .

Thirty years later, a Hungarian Highlander —  under 
what circumstances, we do not know —  was present at the 
execution of King Charles I. In the material left by Stephen 
Dory, Clerk of the County of Gomor, there is a spirited
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Hungarian letter dealing with that great event. The spectacle 
arranged with such brilliant ceremony which was alleged by 
the dour Puritan moralists to be the wish of the people, Dory 
must have been somewhere in the throng. "According to a 
custom in force here the King’s head was cut off with an axe 
employed for the purpose. The King went to his death 
imperturbed, himself untying the cords of his shirt and his 
tunic and entrusting the burying of his body to the Bishop 
and Prince Richard, who had it embalmed."

During the days of Cromwell's Protectorate many 
Hungarians visited England. The presence of Comenius made 
Sarospatak the hope of the English Chiliasts. The English 
connections of the school at Sarospatak are however so 
extensive that I shall have to deal with them separately on 
some future occasion. It is in any case to be regretted that 
the Hungarians who visited England did not keep diaries. What 
has come down to us under this head is too brief: to give an 
example of the kind of records in our possession, I may 
quote the following passage: "I, Samuel Kolcseri, started 
from our house at Varad for Belgium and England, in my 
twentieth year. After spending three and a half years in 
exile I returned to Eperjes on August 2nd, 1657."

Towards the close of the seventeenth century the 
movement for the achievement of Hungarian independence 
which originated from the Highlands was in high repute in 
England. And in 1682 the anti-royalist Englishmen were 
actually styled Tekelites, after Imre Thokoly, the leader of 
the Hungarian insurgents. Francis Rakoczy II. displayed a 
very vigorous diplomatic activity for the purpose of securing 
the favourable opinion of the English Court. His efforts were 
not particularly succesful; for all Queen Anne's ambassadors 
did was to intervene with the object of effecting a 
reconciliation. The Peace of Szatmar concluded in 1711 may 
be regarded as having been brought about by English 
diplomacy. Early in the fight for independence carried on 
by the Hungarian “kurucz" (Crusader) army Marshal 
Nicholas Bercsenyi was decidedly in favour of fostering 
friendship with England, which he regarded as of greater 
value that that of France. His thorough knowledge of the 
situation is evidenced also by the words spoken by him on
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one occasion in illustration of the legal relations between the 
Austrian Dynastry and the Hungarian Nation: “Austria 
treats us as England treats Ireland, whereas our position is 
really analogous to that of Scotland". (These words were 
spoken before 1707!!) Queen Anne was so convinced of the 
importance of remaining on good terms with the House of 
Habsburg that she refused even to allow Francis Rakoczi II. 
to pay his respects in her Court. Rakoczi was off the port of 
Hull waiting for the royal permission; and tiring of the long 
and fruitless waiting he at last rowed to the shore accompanied 
by Adam Charles Szatmari and Clement Mikes, and was 
enthusiastically welcomed by the inhabitants.

James Bogdany —  the most important Hungarian painter 
of the day after Adam Manyoki and John Kupeczky —  was 
court painter to Queen Anne and her successor. This painter 
of still life (fruit and flower) who had been trained in the 
Flemish school also painted pictoures illustrating the avifauna 
of England.

We have numerous personal data referring to the visits 
of Hungarians to England in the eighteenth century. In 1770 
a London banker took home with him from Hungary a certain 
Charles Jetting, of Pozsony, later on known as the "Hungarian 
Robinson" because of his adventures. His friend intervened 
with the English Government to obtain for the adventurous 
young Hungarian a post in Senegal, Three years later Jetting 
returned to London, where he was presented to the King, 
who, after listening to the story of his experiences, appointed 
him to the office of Consul. This office took him to San 
Domingo. After his return from the latter place, having had 
enough of his sufferings and of the ups and downs of 'his 
life, he came back to Pozsony accompanied by his English 
bride. His Memoirs were widely read in the age of 
enlightenment and romance.

An even more fantastic career was that of Count 
Maurice Benyovszky, who is mentioned as a personal friend 
also in the Journal written by Mr. Wraxall, the English 
Ambassador in Vienna. He was the son of General Samuel 
Benyovszky and Baroness Rose Revay, and was born at 
Verbo, in County Nyitra, in 1746. After having spent his
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youth fighting in the Polish Legion he went to Plymouth; 
though his close connection with the Anglo-Saxon world did 
not begin until he returned from imprisonment in Siberia and 
Alaska. Louis XIV. raised him to the rank of baron, while 
Maria Theresa conferred on him the rank of count. Joseph
II. entrusted him with the work of regulating the river Vag 
and with the task of introducing sericiculture. These activities 
failed to satisfy his ambition. Early in 1784 he was in London 
negotiating with English merchants concerning the possibilities 
of expanding the British market in Africa; but he failed to 
obtain permission to fly the British flag on his ship. He then 
tried his luck on the other side of the Ocean. One of the 
leading merchants of Baltimore placed at his disposal a ship 
of 150 tons. He started with a full cargo of industrial 
products for the Island of Madagascar, where the natives 
actually elected him king in recognition of his activity as a 
“market explorer". His Memoirs appeared in English in 1790 
in London and at the time enjoyed great popularity.

During the years under discussion several Hungarian 
thinkers and politicians spent a considerable time in England; 
many of these thinkers and politicians were from the 
Hungarian Highlands. In 1772, for instance, Francis Abaffy, 
Deputy Sheriff of County Arva, made a grand tour in the 
company of his family. They visited Paris, London and St. 
Petersburg. This traveller was one of the outstanding 
personalities of the Hungarian Age of Enlightenment, the 
personal friend of Kazinczy, the literary dictator of the day, 
and one of the leaders of the Martinovich conspiracy. Charles 
Reviczky, London ambassador, lived in the English Capital 
from 1786 onwards. He enjoyed the reputation of being an 
eminent orientalist; he was very highly esteemed by English 
scientists and was elected Member of the Royal Society. 
Baron Nicholas Vay, landed proprietor resident at Zsolc, 
who was a favourite of Joseph II., was in England between 
1785 and 1787. He was the first Hungarian to import Bolton 
and Watts steam machines; and he brought back with him 
to Hungary also a wool-spinning machine. With the latter he 
established the first Hungarian wool-weaving factory. It was 
he who first proposed to build a chain bridge modelled on 
what he had seen in England to connect Pest and Buda; but

E A R L Y  T R A V E L L E R S  F R O M  U P P E R
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it was only a generation later that Count Stephen Sz6chenyi 
succeeded in realising the scheme.

In 1787 Gregory Berzeviczy, the founder of Hungarian 
economic literature, was in England. His letters, written hom 
to his mother, are exceptionally valuable of the growing 
interest in the development of England displayed by 
Hungarians. "This is a strange and peculiar country" — he 
wrote —  "differing entirely from every other country I have 
so far seen. It is really true that England fully deserves her 
reputation and the esteem in which she is held. In that country 
everything is sound and perfect in its way. The men are 
serious and decided and are just what they themselves 
determine to be. The women are exceptionally valuable, gentle 
and reserved; they do not paint themselves, nor is there any 
powder on their hair. Reserve and reliability are the chief 
cherecteristics of the nation as a whole. A  man is esteemed 
here for his qualities as a man, not, as in Paris, according 
to the volume of his riches or to the position he occupies." 
London made a very favourable impression on him: "The
town is enormously big, bigger than Paris; everywhere one 
sees manifest signs of well-being and industry; the streets are 
broad, clean and handsome, and the pravements ensure 
comfort.” Since the days of Henry VIII. every sovereign of 
England had had Hungarian visitors. Berzeviczy was received 
by George III., who conversed with him for nearly half an 
hour, as Berzeviczy tells us in his Memoirs. “The king's 
exterior does not give one the impression of his being highly 
intellectual. (Macaulay said the same about George III.). 
The Queen is a noble, amiable lady." Berzeviczy visited the 
provinces too; he was also in Oxford, the city of the Marl- 
boroughs and the Buckinghams, and on their estates. "The 
country is one big garden, though it is not all stiff like in 
Holland, but finely tended nature. The people reflect liberty 
everywhere; and the towns and villages reflect well-being. 
The well-being is considerable and general. The peasants 
wear good clothes, fine wollen stockings and strong boots, 
and change their shirts daily. England is without doubt the 
most entrancingly interesting country in the world. The 
present period of my life is of exceptional importance; my 
sojourn in England has supplied political knowledge and
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ideas which previously were hidden from me. How happy I 
am!" he cries when he comes to the end of his visit to 
England.

The mighty schemes embracing the whole of Eastern 
Europe formulated by Gregory Berzeviczy are of enormous 
importance and are particularly up-to-date even today. The 
network of canals to connect the Baltic Sea with the Adriatic 
and the Black Sea — the central station of which he proposed 
to establish in the Szepes District, his own home — is a 
matter of enhanced interest today, even though its author 
failed to realise it in his own time. It is convincing evidence 
of Hungarian genius and of the creative imagination of the 
Hungarian people.

Gregory Berzeviczy succeeded in finding his way from 
Gottingen to England. That was a privilege denied even the 
most brilliant writers living at the turn of the centuries, 
whose distressing material situation deprived them of the 
oportunity. Karman and Dayka, two Hungarian writers who 
may be spoken of as the Charles Lamb and the Coleridge of 
Hungary, dreamed in vain of what was to them a merely 
pium desiderium as it was to Kazinczy and Bacsinszky, the 
champions of Hungarian progress who were then under 
surveillance as having taken part in the Martinovich con
spiracy. So, when we remember the nation-moulding and 
State-building experiences and schemes brought back with 
them from England only 30 or 40 years later by our 
politicians and writers, we may calculate the loss involved.

In the so-called Age of Reform —  in the 'thirties and 
'forties of the nineteenth century, the Highlands of Hungary 
produced two powerful anglophile politicians whose role 
was epoch-making and quite unique in the history of Anglo- 
Hungarian connections, and whose life and work made the 
mission of the Hungarians a constituent element af British 
historical consciousness. These two personalities were Francis 
Pulszky and Louis Kossuth. 1837 was the important year in 
which these two men of the Hungarian Highlands destined 
to higher things showed the first signs of a consciousness that, 
if they desired to play any part in international history, the 
Hungarians would have to rely upon the Anglo-Saxon 
peoples. It was at this time that the young Pulszky published

9



D A N U B IA N  R E V IE W

his Travel Notes ( “ Aus dem Tagebuche eines in Gross- 
Britannien reisenden Ungarns”). And it was at this juncture 
that in his confinement Kossuth began to learn English and 
to translate Shakespeare's "Macbeth” . Ten years later 
Kossuth and Pulszky exploited to the full their knowledge. 
It was to their respect and administration for England and 
the English nation that they owed that friedenship which was 
of such inestimable value to both alike. (That is however a 
subject that must be treated in a separate article).

As we see, therefore, a knowledge of England and the 
English people, combined with respect for and the propagation 
of the English spirit, has always been an organie constituent 
element of the culture of the Magyars of the Hungarian 
Highlands.
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