
Hortobágy,  
the very centre of the world

In the puszta, upon the first meeting 
people look for the endless distance, 
the bowing sweep wells, the tough 
herdsmen of cattle, or the mirage (Fata 
Morgana) that lifts and shapes objects 
– and they usually find them. Others 
are enthralled by the atmosphere, 
colours and lights. The pastel shades touch, green and faded tones dominate 
alternately, but the telling silence is also there, best heard when you lie down on the 
grass. Or the unique world of birds can also be the attractive force, wherever you 
wander in the puszta, you can encounter birds of different size, colour and way of 
living.

Life and the puszta are in hand, everyday happenings are just as exciting as an 
apparently dreadful puszta storm.

This landscape can be observed in two ways: you can either consider the infinity, 
or bend down to examine its microstructures.

This short brochure can not fully present Hortobágy, it can only encourage  
you to explore it. A description of the puszta written by an English naturalist 
(Robert Towson) from the end of the 18th century, thoughts of a puszta-loving poet 
(Sándor Petőfi) accompany us on our imaginary adventure.

Hortobágy National Park awaits you!

“ The immensity of this plain, its birds 
of prey, its herds of cattle, and their 
rough keepers, form a scene somewhat 
exotic.” 

Robert Townson



Endless horizon “ Below, in lowland’s sea-like region, there 
Is my own world, my home! My eagle soul 
Springs from its prison bonds, when I behold 
The bound’ry of the plain.”

Sándor Petőfi



Mirage, whirlwind and fellows

The puszta storm arrives with strong, 
raging colours in summer; the snow-
stormy, cold winters are reminiscent of 
the wolves that once inhabited the area. 
Seeing the sleet covering everything: the 
dry stems of weeds, blades of grass and 
rosehips in ice is a special experience even 
for the frequent visitors of Hortobágy, 
when every twig shines like a diamond, 
and the whole puszta glares brightly in 
the sunshine. The soft, floating fog sits on 
the ground, allowing the sunset to project 
a golden path on its spread. The feet of 
cranes and plants disappear, while their 
bodies remain clearly visible. Here the 
trick of distances is not only misleading 
in fog, but in clear weather, too. Those 
whose eyes are not entirely used to the 
puszta can easily make mistakes when  
estimating distance.

Giving yourself enough 
time and watch and feel the 
puszta surrounding us, you 
can experience the gentle 
mirage on the horizon. You 
can see it in different parts 
of the day as it magnifies 
cattle, men and lodge alike, lifts the edge of the forest or builds towers never seen 
before. This phenomenon is based on the significant difference between the 
temperatures of different layers of air.

Whirlwinds should be mentioned too, they sometimes swirl along the road 
shaping funnels of dust, another time disperse already cut haystacks or ruffle the 
grass nearby the road. 

According to Hortobágy people, frequent whirlwinds foreshadow long-lasting 
dry weather.

“The sun, that heavenly lover, flames above; 
  He burns, because his heart is filled with love 
  For Mirage, the puszta’s fairy child, 
  Whose fond eyes gaze at him in yearnings wild.” 

Sándor Petőfi



Plants of the puszta tell you a lot, when your inquiring eyes approach them. First 
we are greeted by the sight and scent; different parts of the puszta smell differ-
ent, perhaps the See Wormwood dominating large parts of the puszta are the 
most characteristic. The See Wormwood is a rather humble plant of the puszta, 
however, its scent is interesting and quite strong. In the middle of May, you can 
see the kind Camomile flowers. Many of the spectacular flowering plants of the 
puszta are violet-coloured, like the Hungarian See Lavender, the Pan nonic sub-
species of the Sea Aster, Phlomis, Rhone Aster, Purple Mullein, Woodland Sage 
and the Green-winged Orchid. Let’s mention the oft-seen yarrow species of the 
puszta, Achillea setacea, too. It has umbrella like inflorescence consisting 
of small white florets, its leaves are small but pretty fern-like. The healing effect 
of yarrows has been long known. Let’s not forget our old oak trees which some-
times unite in smaller or larger forests, and provide home for the flowering 
Squills, Blue Tits, Chaffinches, breeding colonies of crows, Wood Mice and 
lodges of badgers.

Plants, colours and scents  
of the puszta

See WormwoodPhlomis Purple Mullein

Sea of ChamomilesGlasswort

Hortobágy is the largest alkaline puszta of Europe, only plants that tolerate salt 
can survive on its barren parts. That is part of the reason why this landscape is 
unique and special. At the same time, wetlands cover one third of its area, with  
animals and plants that are attached to water, many of them are protected. The 
small, white-flowered Common Frogbit and the tasselled Yellow Floating-heart 
drift on the surface of open water. Swamps and lakes are surrounded by reeds  
and bulrush.



Wherever you go, for sure you find birds in every corner of the puszta: small, loud, 
colourful, big, croaking, tweeting, ones that dangle their wing, foresee rain coming, 
cry out in danger, display before mating, hide in the reed, look for Sousliks from 
the sky – we could go on forever, since 342 of Europe’s 530 bird species have been 
observed in Hortobágy!

We are rich in migrating, breeding 
and vagrant birds, both the species 
preferring water and those inhabiting 
grasslands. The Great Bustard, Lesser 
White-fronted Goose, White-tailed 
Eagle, Saker, Red-footed Falcon, Ferruginous Duck and the Red-breasted Goose 
are among the most endangered species of Hortobágy. The Hoopoe, Roller,  
European Bee-eater and the Kingfisher are our most colourful birds. The species 
that you will most probably see during your stay in the puszta are featured below.

Great White Egret,  
symbol of Hungarian nature conservation

It is easy to spot our large snow-white egret in the puszta. In the 19th century, 
they were almost killed off all over Europe for their long, white, gauzy feathers of 
their breeding plumage. Ladies and men liked to stick these feathers to their hats; 

their price was in the range of gold according to contemporary reports. Today, they 
are not afraid of men so much thanks to the protection, we can often watch them 
on the open puszta as well. Hortobágy has some 1200 pairs of Great White Egrets, 
building their nests mostly in reeds to hatch their bluish-green eggs. They prefer 
fish and frogs, but they also look for food on the dry grassland, such as locusts,  
voles, young Sousliks and even nestlings of the lark, nesting on the ground. That is 
why we can find them both nearby marshes, fishponds, water reservoirs and on 
grasslands, too.

Crane, bird of loyalty and alertness
When autumn sets in, our dear cranes arrive too, their ‘kruu’ calls fill the air  
over the landscape. This time of the year, many people set out too to watch them.  
The tens of thousands of cranes – feeding in day-time, and then flying to their 
roosting places in the sunset 
all over Hortobágy – pro-
vide an unusual spectacle. 
The puszta has become a 
significant, if not the most 
important resting-place on 
the birds’ migratory route 
between Northern Europe 
and Africa, where the cranes 
have a great time thanks to 
being undisturbed, finding 
abundant food, and many 
marshes and ponds suitable 
to spend the night in them. 
Let’s hope they will nest in 
Hortobágy once again in the 
near future!

Birds of Hortobágy

Great White Egret

Cranes

“ The fens abound with water-fowl, 
and I dare say with many rare ones.”

Robert Townson



Bearded Tit

Lapwings

Rollers

Great Bustards

Marsh Harrier, the hunter
This medium-sized, mostly brown, slender 
predator patrols in the air low with a 
wobbling flight. However, during their 
display flight, they soar high in the sky. 
They hurl themselves suddenly on their 
prey: on reptiles, birds, small mammals 
living on the ground or by the water. 
They take the eggs out of other birds’ 
nests and eat them. They look for reeds 
to nest in, where they hatch 4-5 eggs in 

their nest built from reed and bulrush. You can often meet them over the Puszta. 
They like Hortobágy very much. They are migratory, but sometimes spend the 
winter here.

Red-footed Falcon, occupant of rooks’ nests
The species got its Hungarian name 
(kékvércse=blue falcon) after the beau-
tiful blooming blue colour of males.  
Females have a less prominent colour, 
but they are slightly bigger than males. 
You can often see them as they hover 
above the puszta in one place, keeping 
an eye on their prey. They mainly feed 
on insects: dragonflies, maybugs, water 
beetles, but if they have the opportunity, 
they also eat voles and frogs. An interesting thing about them is that they do not 
built their own nests, but occupy the nests of other birds, such as rooks, hooded 
crows and magpies, and they also like man-made nesting boxes. They spend the 
winter far away, south of the Equator in Africa.

Other common bird species
When visiting Hortobágy, you can often observe the following species: Great 
Cormorant, Great Crested Grebe, Greylag Goose, Mallard, White Stork, Purple 
Heron, Night Heron, Squacco Heron, Kestrel, Lapwing, Coot, Rook, Skylark, 
Yellow Wagtail, Corn Bunting, Stonechat, European Robin, and Starling.
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Sweep well, the quencher of thirst, signal device
The sweep well with the lanky upright post has become a symbol of the puszta. 
Well-sinkers working in groups made the wells from the middle of August until 
the beginning of October, when the water table was at its lowest. The more water is 
drawn from the well, the cleaner it becomes. In the old days of the brigand world, 
they used sweep signals to inform each other that something bad has happened, 
or men of the authorities are out in the puszta, or the water of the well is poor, 
lunch is ready, etc.

Some popular believes were also associated 
with the sweep well:
The well is the source of life: the water of life 
gushes forth in it; therefore it is a symbol of 
fertility.

It is the gateway to hell: through the mouth 
of the well leads the way to hell.

Birth canal: the well pit was associated 
with the birth canal, so the well is also con-
nected with the symbolism of making love.

Popular observation: the water in the well 
becoming muddy signals rain coming.

Popular therapeutics: those who suffered 
from sty walked around the well with a bar-
leycorn in their hands, muttering healing 
words, then threw the corn into the well.

Man in the puszta



Hortobágyi Inn
The first part of the building was 
constructed in the late 17th century; 
originally it functioned as a customs- 
house and post office, too. As a result 
of its position by the side of the im-
portant Salt Road, which con nected 
Buda, Pest and Debrecen, further-
more, it stood by the head of the 
Nine-Arch Bridge. It was significantly expanded and reconstructed at least 5 times, 
reaching its present form in the late 19th century. Similar to other inns in general, 
they only served drinks at the beginning. Today, they offer us organic food and 
drinks if we drop in, and also a small exhibition is housed here.

Herdsmen Museum
The building, which formerly be-
longed to the inn, was a night place 
for travellers and market stallholders, 
where they quartered themselves and 
their wagons, cattle and wares through 
the huge doors. Today, it is home to 
an exhibition demonstrating the past 
and present of pastoral life of Horto-
bágy illustrated with photographs, 
short films and dioramas.

Körszín – Handicraft Exhibition and Souvenir Shop
Built by the Hortobágy National Park Directorate, it displays the handicraft  
produces of the Hortobágy region, and provides an opportunity for the craftsmen 
of today to sell their products.

Salt Road
The Salt Road was one of the most important trade routes of the city of Debrecen. 
It was named after the most important article (salt) that was carried on rafts from 
the Upper Tisza region and placed on farm-wagons in the port of Tiszafüred 
(called Kisfalud before). It was also the road from Debrecen to the capital. It led 
roughly in the direction of east-west, in an almost straight line apart from going 
around the lowland marshes. The Main Road 33 was built on its line in the 1930s, 
only getting off its track on a section of about 11 km between the Western Canal 
and the Patkós Inn. Therefore this section remained in its original condition to 
this day.

Nine-Arch Bridge
There was a wood bridge over River Hortobágy as early as the 14th century, which 
was constantly damaged by the floods. The repairs were a burden for the Debrecen 
city council; therefore they decided to build a stone bridge. The famous Nine-Arch 
Bridge was built in the period of 1827–1833 based on the plans of Ferenc Povolny. 
The necessary 40,000 bricks were burnt on the spot using the wood brought from 
the nearest forest. There were times when it was a toll bridge. Nowadays, the mo-
nument has become a symbol of the puszta.

“ All the country lying between these two towns (Füred and Debrecen) is a puszta. 
There is not a single village in the whole journey, though the distance is fifty miles; 
only about half way there is a tolerably good inn: now and then at a great distance 
I saw a solitary spire: all is an immense and boundless waste.” 

Robert Townson



Herdsmen, guards of livestock and the Hortobágy Herdsmen had a specific way of  
living, they had to follow its rules,  
accept the freedom and sometimes 
even danger that came with it, because 
they were naturally responsible for the 
protection of the animals from both 
wolves and thieves, marauders, even if 
it cost their lives.

“ But though it (the puszta) is only sown 
here and there with corn, yet it is not 
lost; it feeds immense quantities of 
cattle. Their hardy keepers stay out 
with them, covered with their rough 
sheep-skin clothing, weeks together.” 

Robert Townson

Grazing the livestock in the puszta had its own order, its specific society of herds-
men, where the chief of the horseherds and cowherds were the most influential. 
They chose their chief very carefully, with almost all due ceremony: it could not be 

some ‘down-and-out’ person, only 
a wealthy herdsman with cattle, 
coming from an influential family.

He was trusted with the cattle 
in spring by the citizens of Debre-
cen, who expected to get them back 
in autumn in increased numbers 
and weight.

The herdsmen of today take turns in guarding the cattle, therefore they can see 
their families more often, but their lives are still tough. They know the animals they 
were trusted with and nature around them very well. They like to prepare traditional 
dishes such as ‘slambuc’ and goulash, and sing the old songs. They make and adorn 
some of their personal articles themselves, for example the ornamental long whip, 
the cowherd’s stick and the clasp-knife keeper.

“ It is chiefly amongst these herdsmen that the custom of besmearing their shirts with 
hog’s lard, and the fat of bacon, with a view to cleanliness, prevails. Thus anointed 
they can wear them a whole summer without washing, and it is said by this means 
they are kept free from those creatures whose hourly food is human gore.” 

Robert Townson



Flocks of the Raczka Sheep graze in 
Hortobágy from spring until autumn, 
spending the time of the hot midday and 
the winter in low-built sheep stables. It has 
black and white types.

The horn of the Hortobágy Raczka 
Sheep can grow as long as 60 cm; it is 
twisted like a corkscrew. In addition, not 
only the ram has horns, but the ewe does 
too, it is easily recognisable by this peculi-
arity. This impetuous animal provided 
Hunga rians with food and clothing. The 
cloth of the shepherd’s cloak was made of 
the threads of its wool; its milk and cottage 
cheese have been very popular for centu-
ries. They still milk them in Hortobágy.

The long-haired Mangalica Pigs can bear the adversities of nature well, quickly 
finding their feet, whether it is the blonde, ‘swallow-bellied’ or red kind. Its piglets 
are striped like the wild boars’, and their strength also rivals the boars, according to 
old reports, even wolves kept out of the way of robust males. Its thick bacon is very 
popular again, because it tastes good and low in cholesterol. 

Traditional Hungarian  
domestic animals

Seeing the Hungarian Grey Cattle, a good feeling warms your soul: it is a well-
built, proud, beautiful animal, and it belongs to us and of course to the Puszta! 
It lives in the open air of Hortobágy from spring to autumn; its reddish calves are 
born here. There were many ways to make use of them: they are strong, steady 
draught animals, clothes and bags were made of their skins, different horns, 
salt-cellars, buttons and combs of their horns, and the goulash cooked from its 
meat was among the most magnificent meals.

The sight of the grazing, galloping stud is part of the puszta. The city of Debre-
cen held a stud farm in Hortobágy for a long time, to provide draught animals for 
the city itself and the army. The ‘Nonius’ breed, bred here, was famous everywhere in 
the early 20th century. The role of traditional animals has been reassessed. Their 
protec tion has become an important task today, intending to save their genetic  
diversity. The stud farm in Máta counts 250 horses; therefore it is one of the most 
significant horse-breeding centres in Hungary. Sustaining the Nonius breed is the 
most important task of the stock-farm. Besides its gene-pool function, the stud is to 
provide a Hungarian sports horse, thus to satisfy all the sport and hobby demands.



In time, the puszta has become a symbol of Hungarians. The flat landscape that 
has been conserved through the centuries provided home for cattle, herdsmen, 
brigands, our migratory, vagrant and nesting birds, special plants that can tolerate 
salt and heat, and the mind that brings romantic stories to life.

Conserving Hortobágy is a compulsory and huge task that is why the Horto-
bágy National Park was founded in 1973, as the first and still the largest national 
park of Hungary. 

For some time now, this landscape has not only been important to us, Hungari-
ans, in 1999 the puszta took its well-deserved place among the universal values of 
the Earth: it has been inscribed on the World Heritage List. This trademark is a 
recommendation that means the same everywhere in the world: the puszta is a  
special place, where natural and cultural heritage represents a unique part of our 
planet of outstanding character.

Our wetlands are of international importance too; their conservation is rein-
forced by the Ramsar Convention. Most of the National Park’s area is a Biosphere 
Reserve, in the management of which priority is given to the protection of natural 
processes, as well as to rare species and habitats. A recent addition to the inter- 
national accolades is the Silver Tier Dark Sky Park designation.

Hortobágy, symbol of the Hungarian 
nation, World Heritage Site

“ The Hungarian Puszta is an exceptional surviving 
example of a cultural landscape constituted by a 
pastoral society. The landscape of the Hortobágy 
National Park maintains intact and visible traces of 
its traditional land-use forms over several thousand 
years, and illustrates the harmonious interaction 
between people and nature.” 

(The UNESCO World Heritage Committee)



Hortobágy Visitor Centre and Craftsman’s Yard
The Hortobágy Visitor Centre and 
Craftsmen’s Yard, standing in the centre 
of Hortobágy, near the Nine-Arch 
Bridge, provides tourist information, you 
can ask for tour guides, presentations, 
buy admission cards and see exhibitions 
about natural history and handicraft. 
The building is suitable for conferences 
and company meetings.

Herdsmen Museum
The museum presents the herdsman life in the late 19th early 20th century recalling 
the atmosphere of the Bridge Fair and the herdsmen’s dwellings, displaying perso-
nal articles and screening short films.

Körszín – Handicraft Exhibition and Souvenir Shop
You can find a presentation of the workshops of the typical trades in the Horto-
bágy area as well as a souvenir shop here.

Exhibition areas and programmes  
of the Hortobágy National Park

‘Fecskeház’ Field Study School
The facility provides accommodation and 
environmental education programmes. Its 
spacious yard houses an outdoor class-
room, a small observatory, sports fields 
and a playground.

Areas to visit
1. Hortobágy fishponds
2. Szálkahalom grasslands
3. Egyek-Pusztakócs marshes

You can visit these areas on foot or by  
bicycle. Admission card is required.

Narrow-gauge railway on the fishponds
During the last 35 years 300 bird species have been observed on the 2000 hectares 
of the fishponds. The narrow-gauge railway makes its way among the fishponds, 
getting on or off is possible at many stations. Bird watching towers and interpreta-
tion boards help you to expand your knowledge along the way.

Tisza Lake wetland trail
You can observe the world of the 
reeds and the lake on a wooden 
trail built into the wetland. The 
trail can be approached by boat.

Máta–
Hortobágy-Fishpond 

cycle road
The improved dirt road connecting 
Máta and Hortobágy Fishponds 
is 10 km long. You can carry on  
cycling along the fishpond dykes if 
you feel like.



Hortobágy Wild Animal Park
Now, there is an opportunity to discover the wildlife of the ancient Puszta. For the 
more adventurous the „Puszta Safari” is offered. Not only will you be able to observe 
free roaming Przewalski’s horses and „Aurochs”, but also you might even spot some 
rare birds, too.

Guided tours
Each month offers several opportunities to join in a guided tour either on foot, or 
by bike, or by horse, and even some including a ride on the narrow-gauge train or a 
4x4 vehicle. These themed tours will bring you closer the many faces of the Horto-
bágy. We invite you to share the unique experience of watching cranes, wild geese, 
eagles and otters in autumn and winter, while the songbirds, or some rarities as the 
Great bustard, the Roller, or the flowers of the Puszta, the night sky offer a great 
spectacle in spring and summer. If you are interested in the cultural aspects, the 
Hortobágy village walk is your best bet.

Following the cranes
The crane is the symbol of the Hortobágy National Park and at the same time, 
one of our most precious natural assets. The migration of cranes is the most at-
tractive event in autumn. The Crane Festival is the closing event of the weekend 
programmes. The migration of tens of thousands of birds repeated every day at 
dusk. During the day, those interested can take part in cultural programmes,  
where you can learn about the traditions connected to the crane, listen to inter-
pretive talks and take part in handicraft activities. Guided tours are organized to 
observe the feeding birds and witness the twilight crane migration.


