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Introduction 
Dear Students, 
In this coursebook we deal with grape cultivation and wine production in Hungary. We study 

the growing body of specialised knowledge passed down from generation to generation, the 

history of the technology of grape cultivation and wine production and, accordingly, the history 

of the equipment used, local and regional innovations and the development of winemaking 

expertise. This book makes you familiar with the historical roots and the differences that exist 

regionally, between both the use of equipment and the technology. All this is considered 

important because we hold that without a proper knowledge of the past, there is no future. The 

history of wine production in Hungary is the history of a European wine region of great 

reputation. This history is constituted by the respective histories of the various regions and the 

people who inhabit these regions. The differences and similarities have been visible in the 

equipment used, and the technologies applied. Grape cultivation and wine production are 

inseparable from the culture of production in which they are embedded: they are indicative of 

the degree of development both of the production and of the society concerned. This is because 

they generated great value and required expertise. Renewal in the field has been made possible, 

apart from the hard work of the people involved, by expertise, resourcefulness and perpetual 

innovation. Therefore, the technological history of grape cultivation and wine production in 

Hungary is not only the history of a branch of agriculture (although, without a doubt, it is one of 

the most important branches) but is also the story of a people. Therefore we believe that the 

study of traditional grape cultivation and wine production in Hungary, the history of the 

instruments used, the innovations and the development of winemaking technology involves 

much more than the study of their historical aspects. 

Whoever devotes him- or herself to the study of viti- and viniculture in Hungary and in other 

parts of Europe, and the relationship between these traditions, deserves great praise!  

The objective of the course is to make students familiar with traditional methods of grape 

cultivation and wine production in Hungary, the equipment used, major innovations, the 

formation and influence of specialised knowledge, and the interrelationship of Hungarian and 

European wine production, the identification of major tendencies, with an emphasis on their 

lasting influence. Course requirements include knowledge of major tendencies, familiarity with 

the historical and regional differences in the use of equipment and technology and the reasons 

for such differences. The examination consists of an oral and a written part. The tasks in the 

written exam include giving definions and explaining key concepts, answering open and closed 

questions and completing a multiple-choice test.  

The book ends with a glossary of terms and a bibliography. 

 



 

1. PREFACE 

Bartók and Kodály, when researching Hungarian folk music, discovered that it was based on 

the pentatonic scale, which they considered our musical “native idiom”. Following their 

example, I would also like to delve into the past and, by tracing the long history of Hungarian 

grape cultivation and wine production, make you familiar with its professional idiom, which is 

constituted by a vast array of methods considered typically and traditionally Hungarian. 

Naturally, when we speak about Hungarian grape cultivation and wine production, we also 

speak about European wine culture, since Hungarian wine culture is an integral part of 

European viti- and viniculture. However, this book aims to be more than just an exploration of 

the history of Hungarian grape cultivation and winemaking. It also has for aim to raise the 

curiosity of people interested in wine culture in the broad sense of the term. I would like to 

discuss the peculiarities of Hungarian grape cultivation and wine production methods, those 

tricks of the trade which have made Hungarian wines famous the world over. At the same time, 

I would like to discuss the mistakes Hungarian wine producers have made. For, in some 

instances, wine not treated in the right way kept wine merchants away from faulty Hungarian 

wines. I feel that those interested in the native idiom of Hungarian viniculture will find the 

information provided useful. In my book, I discuss the following questions: how did people in 

Hungary cultivate grapes centuries ago? How did they try to attain the best quality by making 

use of the ecological conditions? What exactly did it mean that they produced the best quality 

must in Europe and what was the secret of their success? How can the experience of generations 

past be used today? Can you use this knowledge today at all and to what extent? What is it that 

can no longer be done today and what are the aims and procedures that should and must be 

pursued, not just to maintain professional prestige but also in the relentless struggle to comply 

with quality standards? The best winemakers of Tokaj-Hegyalja, who produced exceptionally 

high quality, began using methods several hundred years old in curbing grape yield, or when 

applying new technology.   

 The production experience of previous centuries consisted in a growing body of 

knowledge passed down from generation to generation. The history of traditional Hungarian 

viti- and viniculture is constituted by this knowledge, accumulated for centuries. The process 

involved development and stagnation, and sometimes, recession. The development of the wine 

trade in Hungary has been characterised by booms and regressions: now it produced excellent 

quality, now it lost markets by prioritising quantity at the expense of quality, depending on the 

interests of the royal-imperial court. From the Middle Ages through the 17th century to the 

present day, this tendency has characterised the grape and wine trade in Hungary. Each period, 

however, has been characterised by the vinegrower’s devotion to his grapes and wine. 

Vinegrowers perfected their own knowledge by taking over methods, more conducive to 

successful farming than their own, from farmers in other European wine-producing regions. 

Thus, when we speak about the idiom of Hungarian viniculture, we mean the totality of the 

methods and procedures that characterised it and that differentiated it from viniculture in other 

countries. Naturally, this idiom was formed by the influence of neighbouring peoples. In areas 

cohabited by distinct ethnic or religious groups, it absorbed some of the knowledge of other 

ethnicities. However, in this mixed idiom, the traditionally Hungarian elements prevailed, but 

not at the expense of foreign elements. Thus Hungarian viniculture preserved this ancient 

Hungarian idiom but allowed it to alter and expand.         

 That is why one ought to be familiar with the characteristic features of traditional grape 

cultivation and wine production in Hungary, and their various interrelationships. Traditional 

viniculture is part of the Hungarian agricultural tradition, and unfamiliarity with this tradition 

would mean the giving up of European heritage and a lack of respect for what is uniquely 

Hungarian, and for the past of Hungary. Ignoring this past would help to delete, from the 



 

multifaceted European agricultural palette – just at a time of fierce competition in the EU 

market– one of Europe’s most significant vinicultural traditions.     

 To a Hungarian vinegrower, grape cultivation and winemaking guaranteed emotional 

stability, represented eternal hope and nurtured the will to live. That is why natural disasters or 

sudden grape diseases were great traumas for vinegrowing communities. Vinegrowers in 

Hungary lived and breathed together with their beloved grapes. They knew every inch of the 

land they cultivated. They kept careful watch over their vines, doing their best to provide for 

them, almost spoiling them. After natural disasters or disastrous historical events a lot of will 

was needed to start work again, after the crops or the plantation had been destroyed. From 1875 

onwards, the large-scale destruction caused by the phylloxera forced many farmers to leave the 

country, and there were some who, in their final despair, were driven to suicide. Within a few 

years, the phylloxera had eradicated traditional Hungarian viticulture, especially in the famous 

wine regions. Subsequently, new methods were taken over from European farmers, which, 

together with the old Hungarian methods, brought the cause of Hungarian grapes and wines to 

success once again.          

 Vine as a plant, and wine as a product of trust have been symbols of eternal hope, 

renewal and prosperity. As both religious and secular symbols, they have always represented 

work and its well-deserved benefits. Familiarity with traditional viti- and viniculture maintains 

our national self-esteem and promotes a better understanding of our culture. Today, grape 

cultivation and wine production are ways to promote our national drink. At the same time, many 

people are of the opinion that it is the duty of professionals to conserve what is old and to apply 

what is new.  

1.1 RESEARCH IN THE FIELD OF EQUIPMENT HISTORY AND ITS IMPORTANCE  

Research on viti- and vinicultural equipment provides answers to a number of fresh and 

generalisable questions, both in connection with the technology of cultivation, and levels of 

general and technical knowledge. In the past few decades, research into the history and 

ethnography of work tools has attained new vigour.   

The Archival Collection of Agricultural Work Tools of the Museum of Agriculture was 

founded in 1962, by Iván Balassa, historian of agriculture and ethnographer of European 

renown, and vice-director of the Hungarian Museum of Agriculture. It is the most scholarly and 

the best-known public collection, about which numerous articles and essays have been 

published. The collection was founded with the purpose of aiding academic research and as a 

community institution. Therefore, it has two big sections: one contains the descriptive cartons 

and photos of agricultural tools kept in museums across the country (including both objects of 

ethnography and archeology), the other one is a collection of iconographic depictions of objects 

which range from the earliest depictions of agricultural (viti- and vinicultural) tools to the most 

modern ones.      

The Archival Collection of Agricultural Work Tools encompasses the whole range of 

agricultural tools from the archeological periods to the present day. The tools are classified 

thematically as well as by trade. 

The very first museums collected everything. In Hungary, the first person to collect objects 

of ethnographic interest, among them agricultural ones, was Antal Reguly (1818-1858). Apart 

from him, János Xantus, Ottó Herman, Károly Pápay, Béla Vikár, Sámuel Fenichel and his 

follower, Lajos Bíró, and the ethnographer of the Zichy expedition, János Jankó, also collected 

such objects. The hard job of formally arranging the objects and creating a museum collection 

was done by director-curator Vilibárd Semayer and curator Zsigmond Bátky.      

The turn of the 19th and 20th centuries saw a considerable growth in the number of objects 

of ethnographic interest displayed in the various museums of Hungary. The reason for this 

growth was a strengthened conviction that these museum collections and exhibitions played a 

major role in promoting national culture. At the same time, museum experts at the turn of the 



 

two centuries were faced with the problem of certain tools falling out of regular use and 

therefore, of falling into oblivion. As they put it,  

 

… you can see it happening that the objects collected are being attacked, by our advanced 

culture, in the most fierce manner. Peasant culture has undergone great changes in a very short 

period of time, and the victims of this metamorphosis have necessarily been those objects called 

into being by the conditions of the old life. Peasant life and its tools get lost together with the 

fields subdued by the plough, the regulation of water makes the fisherman’s instruments 

superfluous, and agriculture employing the steam plough discards the obsolete tools of primitive 

farming. But the rapidly developing industry, which produces them cheaply and in an attractive 

form, also does much to exterminate them, and, with the growing number of transport vehicles, 

commerce reaching even the remotest corners delivers the necessary objects and pushes to the 

margin all those objects which, through isolation, sprang from the very souls of the people. And 

thus very slowly, all that was characteristic of the past is replaced by bland, uniform products. 

          

Pál Gyulai once wrote, in a comment on an article by Ottó Herman which he published in the 

review Budapesti Szemle, that the disappearance of tools entails an empoverishment of the 

language, but, more than that, along with this disappears the knowledge and experience once 

attached to the concept expressed by the word, by the the name of the object. As Gyulai put it, 

this destruction was “like the destruction which occurs when fire destroys a collection of 

historical documents.”    

Experts at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries warned of the gradual disappearance of 

tools. Through their efforts, a considerable number of tools were saved for the various museum 

collections. So in Hungary, with its numerous collections showcasing the culture of the central 

European peasantry, the situation was not so tragic. Only Russia and the Balkans, less affected 

by the waves of western modernisation, were in a better situation with respect to the 

conservation and use of traditional peasant tools.     

Apart from the collection of the objects themselves, experts considered data collection and 

accurate, detailed description equally important. Bálint Bellosics wrote at the turn of the 

century: “Collecting the objects themselves is not enough. It is equally necessary to register, 

phonetically, the exact name of the object in question, its description, with attention to the 

smallest details, the way it was used and its decoration, and which ethnicity used it, where 

(settlement, county) and when.” The guidebook whose aim was to promote ethnography by 

activising professionals in close contact with the peasantry was not born of the efforts and 

professional experience of Bellosics himself. It was not born in the manner in which the guide 

prepared by János Sági with a similar purpose and content, entitled Collecting Ethnographic 

Treasures, was.   

Bálint Bellosics, who, besides Sági, was another collector of objects of ethnographic interest 

from Zala county, was born in Rédics, not far from Keszthely, on 10th October 1867, into a 

family of prosperous small estate owners. It was at a time when institutions of ethnography were 

created and traditions began to disappear that he decided to devote his time to the conservation 

of the relics of peasant life. At a time, therefore, when various scholars and a number of 

enthusiastic volunteers joined forces to preserve the treasures of national peasant culture. The 

initial interest demonstrated by Bellosics was further increased by Antal Hermann. Founder of 

the Hungarian Ethnographic Society, he consistently argued the importance of ethnographic 

research, independently of political nationalism. Antal Hermann began work as a teacher of 

German in Buda, at the National Teacher Training Institute, in 1883, where Bellosics was a 

student. They became friends, but maintained throughout a teacher-student relationship which 

consisted mainly of discussions in the field of ethnographic research.        

Both of them maintained friendly relations with Zsigmond Bátky, who worked at the 

Ethnographic Department of the Hungarian National Museum. This friendship must have 

motivated both János Sági and Bálint Bellosics to undertake the preparation of the guide whose 



 

aim was to aid ethnographic research. Apart from this, Bellosics contributed to Bátky’s guide by 

providing additional data. According to his biographers, he was a dedicated and passionate 

teacher in Zombor, but not in the sense in which teaching was understood at the time.  He 

encouraged his students to engage in ethnographic research because he considered it a duty of 

village teachers. He emphasised the importance of research not only because he wanted his 

pupils to discover the beauty and academic significance of peasant culture but also because he 

wanted them to become more sensitive, through deep and permanent contacts with the village 

population and its culture, to social problems. In like manner, János Sági was also a socially 

sensitive person, which his newspaper articles equally reflected. It is no accident, therefore, that 

he collected, despite hostile attitudes on the part of some local people, objects which originated 

from peasant farms. In its initial stages, the people who contributed to research in the field of 

ethnography were all amateur collectors. In the best cases they were secondary school teachers 

who were often art teachers. In this group of enthusiastic professionals belonged the collectors 

Sági and Bellosics.    

Seen today, the aspirations of these enthusiasts appear to be too optimistic, almost naive. It 

was hoped that the priest, the village teacher and the notary would set a good example in the 

collection of objects destined to be included in museum collections. But it was also hoped that 

the village doctor, the bailiff, the forester, the engineer and all those professionals who were in 

daily contact with the village population would also join in.  

Did these people really believe that, through their efforts, they could defeat the indifference 

of many of their contemporaries? Did they really believe that their registers would provide 

sufficient professional guidance?    

Zsigmond Bátky – whose richly illustrated manual is used, to this day, by the profession – 

also combined the theoretical and the practical aspects. He maintained that all that could be of 

interest to ethnology, though threatened with destruction, is there in people’s environments and 

is, therefore, accessible to them. Consequently, what one needed to do was to record the 

changes that had occurred in the past one or two decades. If inventories of ethnographic objects 

were also made, everyone would know what it was that needed to be done without delay. The 

lecturers of the summer courses (Vilibald Semayer, Zsigmond Bátky and István Győrffy) 

organised by the Inspectorship of Museums in 1903 and 1941, respectively, intended to prepare 

participants for museum work, were of the same opinion. The two-week course was only 

sufficient for broadly covering the main themes of ethnography and for discussing a few basic 

museological requirements. Yet the courses had a successful outcome! The participants won 

great merits in the establishment of ethnographic collections: for example János Sági, Bálint 

Bellosics, and some others, János Banner in Békéscsaba, István Ecsedi in Debrecen-Hortobágy, 

and Márton Roska and Kálmán Szabó in Kecskemét, and their essays and monographs were 

significant contributions to the creation of an ethnographic database.      

Bellosics, just like some of his contemporaries who appealed to people’s consciences by 

writing calls of varying lengths, argued the urgency of the collection of ethnographic objects in 

the following way: “Peasant life has undergone great changes within a very short period of 

time.” However, his argumentation differs from that of some romantically anti-capitalist 

contemporaries in that he understands the “struggle of life and death” of tradition and modernity 

as a phenomenon inevitable in the history of culture: he does not blame peasants for longing for 

modern objects.   

Emphasising the academic value of seemingly insignificant objects (tools), and the inventory 

registering tools used in agriculture and in the ancient trades both prove that Bálint Bellosics 

attached at least as much significance to unornamented objects for everyday use as to attractive 

and luxurious relics of folk art. This attitude reflected the way in which museology was 

understood at the time, as represented by Zsigmond Bátky and as realised by almost all of the 

museum collections. As a matter of fact, the commonly held idea that ethnographic collections 

at the turn of the 20th century did not include unornamented objects for everyday use, cannot be 

proved. Museology at the time was characterised by an aspiration for wholeness, a seach for 



 

what is old and untouched by civilisation, and not solely by an emphasis on aesthetic 

performance. As a result of this aspiration for wholeness, the reproduction of objects not 

movable due to their big sizes (buildings, means of transport for water and land, spike-toothed 

harrows etc.) in the form of models, sketches and photographs, was not only allowed but also 

encouraged. In Bátky’s view, the reproduction of objects in the form of drawings and 

photographs, though a second-best solution, was nevertheless an excellent means of 

demonstrating these objects. In connection with the collection of objects János Sági expressed 

the opinion that it was not necessary to look for curiosities as museums of ethnography made 

speak the soul of the people. Sági concluded his own guide by saying that in summarising his 

own experience he had relied on the lectures delivered by Ottó Herman and János Jankó on the 

course organised by the National Museum. 

In Hungary, it was János Xantus who began the systematic collection and research of work 

tools – even if only for their ornamentation – in 1869-1870, as member of an east Asian market 

research expedition. Later, he was commissioned by József Eötvös to continue the work. It was 

equally János Xantus who collected, with the help of Flóris Rómer, the ethnographic material 

for the 1873 World Exhibition, held in Vienna. Subsequent exhibitions (national in 1885, 

millenary in 1896) gave further impetus to the collection the tools, the final individual 

achievement of which was the collection of Ottó Herman. The millenary exhibition of 1896 was 

also an important opportunity for the ethnic minorities to introduce themselves, especially for 

the agricultural entrepreneurs of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, who published 

advertisements and depictions of numerous working tools in the catalogues, thereby signalling 

their participation and economic importance. In the second half of the 19th century, numerous 

depictions and engravings of old and new tools were published in various newspapers. These 

pictures or descriptions regularly recurred, one newspaper taking pictures over from another 

newspaper, which indicated the pictures’ popularity. Not infrequently, the pictures had artistic 

value, and reflected a kind of idealised atmosphere, both of contemporary society and of the 

trade depicted.  At the end of the 19th century János Jankó (father of the great ethnographer) 

and others made engravings of great beauty. In these pictures, tradesmen are depicted in the 

company of their working tools. These depictions not only showed people at work but also 

made clear the various trades (e.g. vinedressers, wheel makers, wine butlers, wine merchants, 

conveyors etc.). The tools depicted were characteristic of a historical period and its lifestyle, a 

region, a culture of agricultural production. That is why the study and collection of tools might 

provide further insight into the culture of a particular period. These pictures depict ethnic 

minorities together with their characteristic tools. Therefore, these tools showed not only the 

work process but also depicted the trades characteristic of a particular ethnic minority. For 

example, they represented gypsies as smiths, tinkers, brush-makers and tub-makers, the 

Germans as animal keepers, milk producers and vinegrowers, the Romanians as coopers, the 

Slovaks as raftsmen and coal-burners, the Jews as merchants etc. The study of tools from 

various perspectives, therefore, can lead to more insight than their study from the only 

perspective of technological history. It is no accident that Ottó Herman began a meticulous 

study of objects. His collection was expanded by the ethnographer János Jankó Jr., first director 

of the Museum of Ethnography. In order to continue the work, it was necessary to create a 

system of classification. Jankó considered the function of a tool of primary, its material of 

secondary importance. Some tool types were also indicative of their origins. That is how 

typology was born. This method was first used in the first monographs, and later, in his work 

that traced the origins of ancient trades.    

In the second half of the 19th century, every museum collected tools. The enormousness of 

the work is indicated by the fact that half of the items in the Transylvanian Museum of 

Ethnography was collected between 1895 and 1920. In this way, some archaic and rare tools 

found their way into the collection, tools which had been removed from their original 

environments and had been appropriately documented, with specifications equally regarding the 

original technologies and the lifestyle in which they were embedded. It was in this period, for 



 

example, that a large number of objects collected by Ottó Herman found their way into the 

Museum of Agriculture, left over from the millenary exhibition and a few of which can be 

found in the museum to this day. From the catalogue published in 1899 it transpires that the 

Royal Hungarian Museum of Agriculture owned an extensive collection at this time. The 

collection “Agricultural machines and tools” possessed 697 objects.     

The review Magyar Gazdaságtörténeti Szemle contained very few data pertaining to work 

tools. Although, at the turn of the 20th century, historians and archivists, who were of a 

positivist outlook, were interested in collecting large amounts of data, yet descriptions of tools 

were scarce, and monographs on the history of work tools did not abound. This is not surprising, 

for this period did not favour the publication of such works. One exception is the data provided 

by the hard-working historian of the Piarist order, Sándor Takács, from the year 1629, when the 

Hungarian chamber reported the transport of a large number of scythes. The court in Vienna 

became suspicious of the supply consisting of more than 7000 items. For scythes could be used 

as weapons if there was occasion. As they put it, “We get news of wars from everywhere – so to 

say – and the Hungarians understand very well how to make a scythe into a sword!” It is no 

accident that after this incident, scythes could be imported into Hungary on condition that they 

were accompanied by a customs declaration. On another occasion, the story of a thrashing 

machine was published, authored by Lajos Kropf. The machine, recommended by Ignác 

Martinovics, which would have spared the work of four people, Joseph II refused with the 

following words: “And who will look after the other three thrashers whose work this machine 

had made superfluous? Who will feed their wives and children?”  

The mechanisation of agriculture was made difficult by a number of factors. The late feudal 

and early capitalist periods saw people damaging machines on a regular basis, for they thought 

that the reason for unemployment was mechanisation. At this moment, the research focused not 

only on the history of technology but also on the various social and economic problems that 

arose with the advent of the machine. Marx, Engels and Lenin dealt with such problems in their 

own time. In Hungary, in the year 1856, in order to curb relatively high wages, they introduced 

the scything machine. In general, cheap labour slackened the pace at which the use of machines 

spread. That is why at the time of the agricultural crisis, with the cheap wheat prices, share-

cropping appeared to be especially advantagaeous. McCormik harvesting machines spread only 

from 1850 onwards, but even in 1871, only as many as 1761 were in use in Hungary. Between 

1850 and 1870, the harrow, the rake, the reel and the horse hoe became commonly used, causing 

manual labour to decline.   

In previous centuries, especially in the last decades of the 15th century, the administration of 

large landed estates was increasingly recorded in written documents. Inventories of agricultural 

equipment were made. This was the time when harvesting with the scythe became standard 

practice, at the expense of harvesting with the sickle. At this time and later, the cultivation of 

allodial lands was done partly by serfs using their own equipment. However, apart from serfs, 

hired labourers also worked on allodial lands – these people are most often mentioned together 

with some kind of allodial equipment. Therefore, allodial production had the same pattern as 

peasant production. It only differed in its size. In the 18th century, land owners also cultivated 

the land in a traditional manner, with equipment inherited from their ancestors, without any 

innovative practices, as recorded in the memoirs of Sándor Mezőkövesdi Újfalvy. In the middle 

of the 19th century, the plough had the most extensive literature. New types appeared. They 

wrote about the advantages of deep ploughing, although the country was divided in this respect, 

too: in Transylvania in 1869, people were divided over whether the wooden or the iron plough 

was better, and iron ploughs were more scarce here. In the western part of the country, the 

Vidats-plough, the Gubicz-plough, the Gyarmathi-plough, the Bereczky-plough, and the Yull-

plough were advocated with increasing frequency. Despite all this, the development of 

agricultural technology lagged way behind that of western Europe from the end of the 18th 

century up until 1945.  



 

There was a lowering in the academic standards of the research concerning work tools, as 

well as a decrease in the number of articles published up until World War II. After that, 

however, the research acquired a new vigour. A number of open-air village museums were 

opened, which instigated a survey of the items included in existing collections, and which 

motivated further collection. A growing number of museums and exhibitions showcasing 

ancient peasant life were opened, which showed economy and lifestyle-related innovations, the 

tools that had been created and which were indicative of specific local development patterns. 

The research done by János Jankó, Ferenc Gönczi, Sándor Ebner, István Györffy, Zsigmond 

Bátky, Károly Viski and the postwar generation of museologists are considered exemplary to 

this day. Iván Balassa and his “disciples” deserve special mention: they studied agricultural 

equipment in a compresensive manner. In addition, a number of collections showing the 

development of agricultural machines were opened, for example in Kétegyháza, Gödöllő, the 

Hajdú-Ráffis collection in Mezőkövesd and the museum of tractors and other agricultural 

machines in the village of St. Michael in south Burgenland.           

The Archival Collection of Agricultural Work Tools is useful primarily for people interested 

in the past of agricultural producers. The material preserved at the archives documents, up to the 

present day, the equipment used in agriculture in Hungary. It is an academic and community 

database of agricultural history, acknowledged both in Hungary and abroad. The database is 

used primarily by the following academic disciplines: history, ethnography, agricultural science, 

archeology, art history, linguistics, museology, history of technology, horticulture, 

archaeobotanics, archaeozoology and historical ecology. Besides researchers, its material is 

used by university students, graphic artists, art designers, the representatives and instructors of 

other arts, as well as specialised magazines and the picture magazines História, Rubicon etc.       

The Archival Collection of Agricultural Work Tools is one of the most significant public 

collections related to the history of both Continental and Hungarian agriculture. It is no accident 

that at the Herder Award ceremony  (Vienna, spring 1980), the speech lauding Iván Balassa for 

his achievements, highlighted his activity at the Archives. The archival system completely fitted 

the subject index system created by Iván Balassa and Imre Wellmann, which was to facilitate, at 

a later date, the digital processing of the material. The digital processing of the first 5000 items 

was completed, the database made searchable on the internet in 1996, when the founder, Iván 

Balassa, was still alive (1917-2002). All this work, supported by the National Information 

Infrastructure Development Institute, has been recognised as a great professional achievement 

and has acquired the discipline and the cause of digitised libraries a good reputation.       

1.2 IS TRADITION THE FUTURE? IN VITI- AND VINICULTURE, TOO?  

The first question in the title suggests that tradition is something which deserves prior 

attention, claiming even the future for itself. This is a positive attitude to tradition. We know, 

however, that tradition does not automatically mean the better, since tradition can also have 

negative connotations. Interestingly, though, in the past few decades, public opinion has been 

shaped in the former direction: in this view, old values, long lost, are to be reclaimed and 

reasserted.    

In Hungary, the last two decades were a period of democratic transition. Along with the 

political and economic changes, the need for a reassertion of traditional values arose, and the 

slogan “tradition is the future” was adopted. But what exactly is this slogan, which, following in 

the steps of west European societies, Hungarian state initiatives, foundations and social 

movements have all put on their banners? Is there a truth in it and if there is, what is its extent?       

The slogan “Tradition is the future” was born in the market oriented social world of western 

Europe. It was a slogan destined to meet social needs, to orient consumer demands. It was 

intended to appeal to the sensitivity of consumers by assigning a priority to the purchase of 

unique, hand-made products over the purchase of bland and uniform products issued from 

factories. The slogan appears to have been effective as Europe-wide customers shying away 



 

from mass-produced products have become enthusiastic buyers of hand-made products, through 

tradition’s sweet and sugary associations. We know why tradition, the world of our 

grandmothers and grandfathers creates a feeling of nostalgia, why youth renders beautiful, in the 

eyes of old people, ordinary weekdays.  One thing is certain: this slogan fundamentally builds 

on this nostalgia of youth, made more attractive by the workings of our memory. It builds on the 

nostalgia of innocent love, of the perfect male and female body, of the carefree days of youth. It 

is no accident that the slogan was born in western Europe with its bourgeois society and market 

economy. To what extent is this slogan true for Hungary after the democratic transition? This 

book is an attempt to answer this question.   

Peasant vinegrowing and winemaking practices in Hungary contained many rational 

elements and took over many things from allodial practices. Compared to the cultivation of 

grapes, the production of wine contained fewer rational elements as the darkness of caves not 

only prevented one from seeing but also, its closed world was open to but a privileged few. The 

allodial winery was the dominion of the wine butler and the cellar master. Here, the serf could 

only enter when he did work for the lord, while in his own cellar he was master and had the 

chance to try many things. Therefore, winemaking preserved a lot of irrational elements from 

among the customs and traditions of previous centuries, which can be explained by the fact that 

peasant knowledge demonstrated a lack of proper scientific foundations, especially with regard 

to knowledge of the biochemistry of wine. At the same time, numerous elements of peasant viti- 

and viniculture, such as reverence of patron saints, vintage balls and parades, though survive to 

this day, and although their functions are much altered, no longer serve the purposes of modern 

wine production. Much rather, these elements are now incorporated into wine tourism options, 

whose aim is to promote local wine trade and wine export. Such festivals allowed wine 

producers to offer generous quantitites of their wines, and to increase their sales.  

But what “post-peasant” traditions still characterise modern grape cultivation and wine 

production? What are the long-standing traditions, experience and knowledge which, reinforced 

again today, can bring grape cultivation and wine production, which provide livelihoods for 

thousands of people, to success? It is true, though, that these people are considerably fewer in 

number than they were in previous centuries, when about one third of the population was 

involved, in one way or another, in grape cultivation and wine production. That is why wine 

could always have the status of national drink.     

In agriculture, how could the old enterprising mentality, the ancient practices of previous 

centuries be revived, after the Soviet-type pattern of production has failed? How could a post-

peasant tradition be created in continuation of ancient peasant culture? At all, is there a 

difference between peasant and post-peasant culture and if there is, what is it? I would say that 

there is a difference and that there is not a difference, for eternal values remain eternal in a 

changing world, too, if only they are not sufficiently recognised and their appreciation is 

relative. But individual hard work, the desire to create something new, efficiency and human 

solidarity, the aspiration for autonomy, the eternal desire for profitable farming remain, if only 

in varying proportions to fit the possibilities.  

Among the post-peasant traditions there survive, due to EU requirements and growing 

competition, a couple of factors which were characteristic of previous centuries. The question is, 

to what extent did the changes in political and economic life help revive these somnolent 

peasant traditions? The answer is simple: the new economic environment gave new impetus to 

peasant enterprising. But what are the characteristic features of this new form of agricultural 

production? For example, what features of post-peasant agricultural production can be identified 

in grape cultivation and wine production today? Below is a list of the major, most characteristic 

features of the post-peasant viti-and vinicultural tradition:       

1. the priority of quality over quantity in grape cultivation and processing, the 

technology, the sales, the packaging and in the creation of the regulatory framework 

2. an increase in the value of old production areas with favourable ecological conditions, 

such as fields situated on steep slopes or in the vicinity of oak forests   



 

3. curbing yield in the cultivation of grapes through canopy management and curbing 

quantity in the production of grape juice 

4. along with the reinforcement of private interest, building a sense of mutual 

interdependence among community members, community livelihood empowerment 

and the enforcement of common interests within a particular wine region, autonomy, 

autonomous economic organisations together with increased professional direction 

from the state  

5. the recreation of historical faithfulness, geographical indications and origin protection 

as indispensable parts of the products 

6. as opposed to the bland and uniform products of multi-national wine producers, new 

appreciation of unique local flavours and aromas, which producers create by relying on 

their professional expertise 

On what traditions are quality grape cultivation and wine production based? The first thing 

to consider is the fact that in the past, farmers stood in a special emotional relationship with the 

vine hills or vineyards that they cultivated. They looked after their dear plants like a father looks 

after his beloved children. In fact this very special attitude characterised all phases of the wine-

making process, from planting the vines through propagation and harvesting to the production 

of the wine itself. In this process, quantity was a consideration only when the production was 

not backed by the necessary expertise or when conscious maximal cropping was done. For 

example, when share-croppers aimed to force a big yield in a short time. Real farmers always 

knew how far their plantations could be strained, how far a particular grape variety could be 

strained through pruning and canopy management, to what extent the different grape varieties 

and the variosuly situated plantations could be loaded. It is no accident that in the case of bare-

pruned head training, for example, which was one of the most exigent methods of cultivation, 

the German farmers in the areas of Mór-Bársonyos and Sopron – Fertő Lake maintained bearing 

balance by thinning shoots, so that they would not load the vines with the creation of too many 

clusters and too much foliage. With this method and by staking, German farmers achieved 

quality wine production, compensating for the otherwise extensive manner of cultivation by 

using intensive complementary technologies.        

In grape cultivation, curbing yield, so fashionable in Europe today, and also revived in 

Hungary, was standard practice for centuries. This method was used to attain better quality. 

Farmers in Hungary did not hold the view “if you have grown it, support it…” – that is, that the 

vine should fully develop all of its shoots and clusters primordia. The study of just this one 

phenomenon raises numerous questions related to the history of mentality, ethno-psychology, 

personality psychology and the history of technology.       

Numerous other examples could be cited to demonstrate the various elements of traditional 

peasant viti- and viniculture considered modern again, including the observance of ecological 

conditions. In other words, after the decline of Soviet-type grape cultivation     

patterns, characterised by plantation and cultivation on flat land, the old practice of the 

peasantry have, again, moved to the forefront, practice which favours the plantation of deep 

slopes, the plantation of the land parcels with the most favourable slope angles, where some one 

hundred years ago, grapes of excellent quality were cultivated, before the outbreak of the 

phylloxera epidemic. Most of these fields were planted with vine as early as the Middle Ages. 

They were usually situated in deforested areas or on the edge of forests, in the hardiness zone of 

oak trees. This had a tremendous significance in the northern wine producing areas.  For it was 

in these vineyards, with a southern or south-western situation, that Hungarian wines reputed 

since the Middle Ages were produced. These fields, which are now part of the historical wine 

regions, survived relatively successfully the increase in temperatures up until the 14th century, 

and then the one to two degree fluctuation in temperatures that occured in the so-called minor 

ice age during the 16th and 17th centuries, without the quality of the wines being lowered. 

Therefore, if someone, relying on these traditions, and on old maps, plants vines on fields now 

covered with vegetation of various kinds, will be able to produce wine of a quality much higher 



 

than the quality attained by the average producer. That is why, just before the EU accession, 

interest in these excellent fields grew, even if the costs of cultivation are higher, which is 

reflected in the price of the wines.      

Besides tall trunk training, some farmers, top wine producers who have been awarded the 

title Wine Producer of the Year, are beginning to consider the reintroduction of low training, 

because scientific experiements have proved that low training exploits more effectively the 

soil’s heat, as clusters close to the ground ripen better and the sugar content of the must is, in 

this way, two or three degrees higher. Therefore, vines trained this way provide better quality 

grapes. Recent peasant tradition also mentions that yields even around the turn of century had 

such high in sugar content that the hydrometer almost jumped out of the gauging cylinder. In the 

middle of the 19th century, the musts made in Europe were compared with regard to their sugar 

contents and the Hungarian musts were found to be the sweetest, with an average sugar degree 

of 21.44. Thus the must extracted from Hungarian grapes beat the must produced in the French, 

German and Austrian wine regions later to become famous. The trampling method, the careful 

pressing of the grapes, the separation of free-run must and pressed must are all part of the 

tradition, still observed today, for the sake of quality.    

The post-peasant tradition favours, in line with old practices, autochtonous grape varieties, 

due to their high quality and to combat the uniformity of flavour that the varieties grown 

globally dictate. These varieties and the varieties presumed to be Hungarian enrich the range of 

aromas available and give Hungarian wines a special character (greater acidity, bigger alcoholic 

strength, higher sugar content, a vaster array of flavours and aromas, fine tastes and delicate 

fragrances etc.). All this is very important to wine tasters and wine producers, who probably 

never ponder over how much of post-peasant experience has been needed to produce the wine 

they are tasting. Even in a world where uniformity characterises the wines made by multi-

national producers, local flavours and aromas are increasingly appreciated. These flavours and 

aromas can only be assured by peasant farming communities, with their special knowledge, 

gaining, in this way, a good reputation for their regions and wines.      

To sum up, a number of traditional elements are the future in post-peasant viti- and viniculture, 

for these elements once had and still have universal value.   



 

2. WHAT GRAPE VARIETIES DID OUR ANCESTORS GROW?  

Old grape varieties had similar characteristics. Familiarity with these characteristics affected, 

to a great extent, the success of cultivation. Today, familiarity with these characteristics could 

be useful for not only those interested in the history of Hungarian grape cultivation but also for 

people who wish to experiement with old varieties in their own gardens. Of the 41 varieties that 

I studied, some 30%, that is, one third, were varieties with female flowers, and, respectively, 

varieties with hemaphrodite flowers that presented fertilisation problems, and which only had 

good yields when near the proper masculine variety. The masculine variety for the variety with 

yellowish white female flowers was the long-stalked variety, for the blue-stalked female variety 

the budai zöld, for the bálint variety with false female flowers the juhfark, which farmers 

planted together, as a result of many centuries of observation and experimentation. Of the 

female variety were the bakator and the tüskéspupú zamatos, of the hermaphrodite variety were 

the aprófehér, the nagyfügér, and the lisztes. To the functionally female variety belonged the 

bajor, the góhér, the batyár and the tulipiros, which had to be planted together with masculine 

varieties so that they had a regular annual yield. The importance of flower anatomy and the 

clarification of sexual character was recognised by several people as early as the 18th century.  

In 1778, M.B. Sprenger published plates in his book, calling attention to this problem in the 

cultivation of grapes.  

In Hungary, the identification of flower types is the result of research done at the end of the 

18th and the beginning of the 19th century. Flower biology was first dealt with by István 

Molnár and Imre Ráthay from the 1880s onwards. Ferenc Pethe, the reputed teacher of the 

Georgikon, noted at the beginning of the century that of the various varieties, “Some bear fruit 

every year, and some are sterile in every third or fourth year.” János Jankó, first director of the 

Museum of Ethnology, first wrote about this phenomenon in his monograph on the ethnography 

of the Lake Balaton region. Relying on research conducted by István Molnár, he explained that 

in Hungarian viticultural tradition, plantations consisted of vines of mixed sexual character. 

That is why he did not consider it harmful to plant the sárfehér or furmint varieties, which 

presented fertilisation problems, along with masculine varieties. It is evident, therefore, that 

János Jankó demonstrated knowledge of an interdisciplinary nature on the subject.    

In Hungary, at the beginning of the 18th and 19th centuries, the confusion of type names and 

type mixing was caused by the large number of types and sub-types within one group. Most of 

these types and subtypes produced smaller quantities of poor quality fruit, any many of them 

presented fertilisation problems. Although these characteristics made the popular names for 

vines more numerous, they also made it more difficult to identify the types. For example, on the 

vinehills of Zalakaros, this beautiful, rapidly developing spa town, the so-called tónai is a 

dominant and characteristic variety. According to some, this is a variety which originates from 

Tolna county, indicated by the familiar form of its name. According to others, it might be an old 

Hungarian variety called rakszőlő. In my view, judging from its ampelographic properties, this 

“unknown” variety from Zalakaros is closer to either the fehér járdovány or the kövér szőlő.  

It was Márton Németh who created the system that classified the varieties and sub-varieties 

within the various variety groups
1
: 

Bajor variety group: feketefájú, kék and szürke bajor  

Gohér variety group: fehér, piros and változó góhér 

Bakator variety group: kék and piros bakator 

Furmint variety group and, within it, the fehér furmint variety: arany, csillagvirágú, 

hólyagos, kereszteslevelű, ligetes, madárkás, nemes, rongyos, vigályos sub-varieties 

Piros furmint variety: loose- and compact-cluster sub-varieties 

                                                      
1
 The names of the varieties listed below are popular names and desribe the physical properties of the grapes such 

as colour, appearance of the flowers, the leaves or the stalks.  



 

Változó furmint variety: short- and long-cluster sub-varieties 

Hárslevelű variety: fecskefarkú, nemes hárslevelű, rugós hárslevelű sub-varieties 

Járdovány variety: fehér járdovány (közönséges and öreg járdovány sub-varieties), fekete 

járdovány 

Kadarka variety group, kék kadarka variety: csillagvirágú, fügelevelű, kordoványos, 

kupakos, lúdtalpú, nemes, teltvirágú, terméketlen kadarka sub-varieties.  

The szürke kadarka features as a separate variety.       

Kéknyelű variety: hosszúnyelű and rövidnyelű kéknyelű sub-varieties 

Kövérszőlő variety: nemes, ropogós, rugós kövérszőlő sub-varieties 

Leányka variety: madárkás leányka, nemes leányka sub-varieties 

Lisztes variety group: fehér, feketefájú, piros lisztes varieties 

Mézes variety: apró, sárga, zöld mézes sub-varieties 

Pozsonyi variety: madárkás, nemes pozsonyi sub-varieties 

Szilváni variety group: kék, piros, zöld szilváni variety 

 

Márton Németh created this system after an extensive period of experimentation and 

observation. The same observations were also made by the Hungarian peasantry, but without 

comparing the different varieties, they were not able to decide which of them had the best 

bearing potential. However, the popular names reflected the vinegrowers’ judgement of the 

vines’ properties. For example, some appellations suggest that particular vines were judged to 

have a bad bearing potential. Naturally, the vines so judged were not necessarily doomed to be 

cut down because it could very well happen that due to a lack of familiarity with the properties 

of the different varieties pruning was not performed properly.      

Sometimes it happened that, due to incorrect bud loads, a grape variety produced too few 

bunches, or it developed cyclical bearing patterns, or, again, it yielded low-quality fruit. 

Peasants tended to make fallible judgements on the basis of phenological observations alone, 

given that the natural sciences were less advanced at the time. This meant that valuable varieties 

were sometimes cut down, varieties whose properties were not correctly judged by the peasant 

farming community, because inappropriate cultivation methods had been used. At the same 

time, they often favoured varieties with good yields, not noticing that large quantities caused a 

permanent reduction in the quality. The local community and especially those farmers whose 

successes had gained them respect and reputation, were an authoritative voice in local 

viticultural practice and the judging of vines. Thus, traditional hierarchy also played its part in 

the cultivation and propagation of grapes.     

Female varieties usually grew fast. If, planted beside masculine varieties, they bore fruit, 

their growth slowed down – their surface of vegetation became smaller as yields became higher. 

That is what they observed centuries ago in allodial vineyards, when workers were warned not 

to propagate exuberant vines of strong growth and with thick canes, because they might not bear 

fruit. Therefore, mixed planting, which, in the case of the so-called conv. pontica varieties, 

became standard practice in peasant farming communities, was extremely useful and important 

for pollination.      

However, the so-called conv. occidentalis varieties, originating from western Europe, which 

spread from the middle of the 18th century onward, had hermaphrodite flowers, so they did not 

require mixed planting. Single-variety planting, a west-European method to be followed at that 

time, was only possible with these conv.occidentalis varieties. The viticultural practice of the 

Hungarian peasantry, condemned in the 19th century, was a practice formulated and crystallised 

for centuries, in accordance with the special needs of the grape varieties of the Carpathian 

Basin. The new approach did not take into consideration the fact that the transition to the new 

grape varieties, the creation of single-variety plantations was extremely slow and that the needs 

of the newly introduced varieties could not be satisfied with the old Hungarian grape varieties. 

In the old practice, pollination was an important consideration. In the vicinity of Győr and in the 

Sukoró region, the gyöngy grape variety was planted together with the juhfark variety. In the 



 

neighbourhood of Neszmély, and in the Balaton region, it was the bakator variety that needed a 

masculine variety. Varieties with poor fertilisation potential caused significant economic losses 

– that is why János Kollár, bailiff of the Fertőrákos estate wrote the following about the furmint: 

“… The varieties which are sterile or which bear clusters with split berries must be exterminated 

after a trial period of one or two years.”         

In wine regions where the furmint was the main variety, farmers kept exterminating sub-

varieties which bore no or little fruit. The most significant and most valuable was the clone 

referred to as nagybogyójú hólyagos furmint, propagated asexually, becaused it surpassed by 30 

to 60%, as regards its yields, the other clone types, and it surpassed the madárkás and 

kisbogyójú varieties in quality, too. Clone types of poorer quality were probably created through 

bud mutation, the false female varieties, the varieties with star-shaped flowers and the varieties 

with abnormal flowers were the products of the sexual degeneration of the variety, and their 

great numbers are indicative of the extensive generation of the variety. The blue-stalked variety 

met a similar fate, just like the Czukor variety, which, if pollinised, bore fruit that made 

excellent wine, according to an article published in the periodical Kertészgazda. In that same 

year, it was reported from Vörösberény that the blue-stalked variety pollinated excellently the 

overgrafted budai zöld.      

The flower shattering of the kadarka also caused losses on allodial farms, a 20 to 40% 

reduction in yields. With the kadarka, the functionally male flowers changed the most, so on the 

same vine, there was an annual shift in the proportion of the varieties with fertile and sterile 

ovaries. So, certain vines that bore clusters derived from functionally male and hermaphrodite 

flowers together produced nice, compact clusters in one year, while in the next year, they shed 

all or most of their flowers. This change in the flower types, and, consequently, the fluctuation 

of the yields, was related to the weather and the strength of the vine (we know this from the 

research conducted by Pál Kozma), because in years when the spring was dry, weak, loaded 

vines produced a reduced number of hermaphrodite flowers, while in the contrary case the 

yields were increased. In red wine producing regions cultivating the kadarka grape variety, the 

sub-varieties within the blue kadarka variety were differentiated according to their fertilisation 

properties. The periodical Falusi Gazda warned of the flower shattering of the sárfehér variety, 

a common variety in Transdanubia, as early as 1863, in describing the viticulture of Nyék and 

Velence: “… it is not suited to warm and dry hills, but especially not suited to windy hills, and it 

shatters its flowers easily.”  The Hönigler variety was considered sterile in the vineyards of 

Kőbánya, so it was not cultivated until the middle of the 19th century, until József Havas proved 

that sterility was not permanent but characterised young vines, which he knew from experience 

in Buda-Kistétény.           

So they began cultivating it on the Pest side, too, when on the Buda side it had long been 

known. All that we have discussed above shows that we should not ignore the experience 

accumulated for centuries by peasant farming communitites. Analysing this experience can save 

posterity a lot of energy and help avoid mistakes. Farmers must be familiar with and must take 

into consideration the needs of the different grape varieties – this is what the historical and 

ethnographic data discussed above invite them to do.     

2.1 THE CULTIVATION NEEDS OF OLD VARIETIES AND THEIR CULTIVATION VALUE 

Of the old Hungarian grape varieties, the following had to be pruned short: ezerjó, furmint, 

juhfark, járdovány, rakszőlő, csomorika, bogdáni dinka, aprófehér, mézes, budai zöld, pozsonyi, 

szerémi, fehér szlanka, kövidinka, bánáti rizling, királyleányka, kozma, gyöngyfehér, alantter-

mő, beregi, balafánt, betyárszőlő, tótika and tulipiros. The following varieties needed long 

pruning: szilváni (cane pruning), kéknyelű, sárfehér, purcsin, tükéspupú zamatos, nagyfügér, 

hárslevelű, erdei, kövérszőlő, bajor (even after cane pruning, it did not have satisfactory yields), 

csókaszőlő (head-trained or bush-trained, it bears no fruit even when cane-pruned, but grown on 

short or medium-height cordons, on long spurs, it has satisfactory yields), királyszőlő, lisztes 



 

and vékonyhéjú. Of the 40 old Hungarian varieties, 60% demands short pruning, 40% long 

pruning. This ratio indicates that there were several low-trained varieties which demanded long 

pruning. However, pruned short, together with the other 60%, they had poorer yields, and, 

consequently, became marginalised or even exterminated.   

Besides their pruning needs, the cultivation methods of old varieties are also important to us. 

Varieties demanding low training are the following: tótika, ezerjó, furmint, kéknyelű, sárfehér, 

juhfark (because of its frost sensitivity), járdovány, tulipiros, rakszőlő, csomorika, bogdáni 

dinka, aprófehér, purcsin, hárslevelű, mézes, budai zöld, pozsonyi, szerémi, erdei, fehérszlanka, 

kövidinka, bánáti rizling, kövérszőlő, kozma, gyöngyfehér, lisztes, vékonyhéjú, alanttermő, 

beregi and balafánt. The following varieties have tall trunk training needs: szilváni, leányka, 

nagyfügér, kolontár and csókaszőlő. There exist varieties which are suited for both kinds of 

training. These are the tüskéspupú zamatos, the betyár szőlő, the királyleányka, the bajor, the 

gohér and the királyszőlő. 73.2% of the 41 old Hungarian grape varieties studied are suited for 

low training, and are not at all suited for high trunk training. 14.6% are suited both for low and 

for tall trunk training, while only five varieties, 12.2% are suited exclusively for tall trunk 

training.  

In the vineyards of Sárköz, and those of the Danube and Kőrős valleys, both low and tall 

training were practised, because while the kadarka was bare pruned and low trained, a selection 

of stronger decsi szagos, sárga bajor, sárfehér or csóka vines were trellised. Before the 

phylloxera epidemic, only varieties suitable for bare-pruning and training without support were 

kept. With this method of cultivation, the Pontic varieties capable of producing fruit from the 

base of the canes or even from their latent buds proliferated. Through mass production, poorer 

varieties spread. János Leibitzer observed, as early as the first quarter of the 19th century, In the 

vineyards of the Balaton region, the sárfehér, góhér, bajor, juhfarkú, bakator and karai varieties 

were cut down and the tökszőlő was favoured. This tendency was reinforced when, dissatisfied 

with the low yields of new, west European varieties, farmers kept favouring the varieties which 

gave the Pontic mass wine, which was also reported by János György Soldan, chief cellar 

master of the manors of Bóly and Sellye, in the middle of the 19th century. Soldan objected to 

the large-scale plantation of the fügér and recommended the plantation of the Riesling instead.       



 

3. TRADITIONAL GRAPE CULTIVATING TECHNOLOGY. THE PRODUCTION 

OF PROPAGATING MATERIAL IN THE VINEYARDS OF HUNGARY 

3.1 UNROOTED CUTTINGS 

The standard method of planting vines was the use of the vine shoots cut off during pruning. 

This was the easiest and cheapest but not the surest method of propagation. Mátyás Bél 

observed that in the west of Hungary, farmers chose canes which were remarkable for the fruit 

and vegetation they had produced the previous summer and which were, thus, promising.    

As for choosing the right propagating material, we know that internode length was already 

an important consideration in classical times, but today we believe that internode length was not 

a fertility parameter but rather, it indicated that a particular variety had good bearing potential. 

For example, they used unrooted cutting for the reconstruction of the vine plantations of the 

Fejérvár Custodian after the Turkish devastation, and, in 1735, in the vineyard of Várong. 

Unrooted cuttings were brought here from Tokaj, Somló, Sopron and Badacsony. But, 

according to the report, from 1779, of the board of managers of the Keszthely estate, unrooted 

cuttings were used to replant the vineyard that had suffered a frost injury – here, 5000 vines 

were replaced with the help of unrooted cuttings. The manure needed was transported to the site 

by 150 carts. The 1837 the viticulture textbook of the college of agriculture Georgikon in 

Keszthely raised objections to the mixing of the unrooted cutting and the rooted “porhajas” 

propagating material, probably because of the uneven vine development this resulted in.      

Lajos Mitterpacher recommended that propagating material be collected only from healthy 

vines. He also recommended that it be selected at vintage. The cane should be healthy, with 

many buds and of a length that, pruned at the upper end, and if embedded in the ground 9 to 15 

inches deep, two buds should remain above the the surface of the ground. Mitterpacher 

emphasised that unrooted cuttings transported from afar, which the farmer was not able to 

observe before the vintage, could cause disappointment.  

János Nagyváthy also tried using unrooted cuttings when he planted a two-acre field with his 

own hands. He also emphasised the importance of gathering cuttings from well-known mother 

vines, between 12 and 20 years old. He recommended that vines should have good fertilisation 

properties and should bear regularly. He did not recommend thick canes because they bore less 

fruit, due to their more intensive growth. The propagating material had to be cut from the 

middle of the dry vine shoot, because toward the end the cane was less fertile.    

Nagyváthy also held the view – following in the steps of German, Italian and French 

specialist writers who themselves took the idea from classical authors - that a good cane had 

multiple buds with short internode length. The buds had to be completely healthy and ripe. Buds 

which were soft, pliable, green or white were not ripe. Thus, gathering unrooted cuttings 

required careful attention. Through this work, positive selection was achieved as it was the 

advantageous traits originating from the ripe, healthy canes of the regularly bearing, strong 

vines that were passed on in the genetic duplicates. The strong, vigorous cane and short 

internode length were typical of the Pontic varieties – it is no accident that they became 

dominant in peasant viticulture. These varieties, with their undemanding character and rigid 

canes, were much favoured in 18th and 19th-century, now extensive, peasant grape cultivation.        

Writing in all probability about the Pontic varieties, János Leibitzer recommended that 

cuttings be obtained only from the lower part of the canes, as “… it is there that the buds are the 

most perfectly formed”. However, today we know that these varieties also bore large quantities 

of fruit at the base of the canes, and even from the basal buds, and were capable of producing 

fruit from even the side buds. Besides, it was in this part that the wood to pith ratio was the best.     

The carefully selected and gathered, then planted cuttings were easy to steal, and workers 

hired for the plantation of vines often hid canes from the more valuable varieties in their boots, 

taking them unnoticed, and disseminated the new grape varieties of allodial farms in their own 



 

vineyards. The low prices of unrooted cuttings, even after the phylloxera epidemic, provided 

them an advantage over the more expensive rooted propagating material, which dehydration 

easily damaged and which was more difficult to package and transport. As planting unrooted 

cuttings was also easier, farmers showed preference for them.       

3.2 LAYERING CANES 

The first language historical evidence of layering vines is from 1560, to be found in the 

dictionary fragment of Gyöngyös, in the form of Zóleó buytas. Prior to this, layering canes was 

a well-known and favoured method of vine replacement and of producing propagating material 

in the Middle Ages. The Hungarian word porhajas, from 1590, meaning “layered cane”, was 

used in the sense of layering. From 1604, the word was used to mean “cane which can be used 

for propagation”. It was Zoltán Gombócz who first elucicated the meaning of the forms 

porhaias and porhaiassal rakni. Comenius also used the word porhajas to mean layered canes, 

but he called layering homlitás, a term used in Tokaj-Hegyalja. Máté Pankl also considered 

layering and homlitás to be one and the same thing, and the dictionary of Baranya from the 

Reformed Era also defined homlitás as layering. A layered cane was referred to as porhajas by 

the special literature even as late as the middle of the 19th century. From the beginning, 

propagating material had a high value, attested by the documents of a case dated 1611 in 

Rohonc. The hillmaster’s court judged that the person accused of stealing the neighbour’s new 

vines summon thirty-nine people to swear their belief in his innocence, whereas canon law 

compelled one to summon only 19 people. The hillmaster’s court required as many 

compurgators as in a case of murder. This shows that destroying grapevines was a crime which 

equalled the crime of murder in seriousness both in secular and canon law. Stealing layerings 

continued to be a serious crime. In 1800, two thieves were punished with 30 and 20 cane 

beatings, respectively, for stealing 589 layerings. On top of this, the accessory and the instigator 

were compelled to pay compensation for the financial loss they had caused.     

3.2.1 Layering canes in Europe 

In France, layering shoots was a commonly-known method, whose frequency was increased 

by the belief that overgrafting resulted in a decrease in the quality of wine. Layering was also 

known in Italy and Germany. In 1785 Sprenger and then Hausvater wrote that canes should be 

laid in the ground not too deep, some 4 inches and about one yard long. They should be so 

placed as to bring 3 or 4 buds above the surface of the ground. In autumn, after the cane has 

thrown out roots, it should be severed from the mother vine. This was probably not standard 

practice, because some one hundred years later, in 1864, Ferenc Entz wrote about layering 

shoots in the Rhine region as a novelty. In Lower Austria layering shoots was also lesser known, 

although Wiegand, in the second half of the 18th century, considered it more useful than 

layering entire vines because in this way the mother vine remained unhurt. A comparison of the 

original text written by Wiegand and its Hungarian translation allows us to do some philological 

investigation. The translator, who was from Debrecen, translated the words Absenken, oder 

Einlegen not as bujtás (layering) but as örökség elrakás, which can be explained by the fact that 

in this region the word bujtás was not known. From the meaning of the text it is clear that 

Wiegand used Absenken, oder Einlegen not in the sense of layering vines but of layering canes. 

"Diese Absenken, oder Einlegen ist zwar in unserem Gegenden wenig bakannt; es ist aber dem 

gewöhnlichen Grubenmachen allemal vorzuziehen." To mean layering vines he used Dütés or 

Homlítás, while he used Örökség rakás to mean layering canes. This is how the original 

German Absenken der Reben became Dütés or Homlítás and Örökség rakás in the Hungarian 

translation. 

Between the 16th and 18th centuries the word homlitás was used as a synonym of döntés 

(layering vines), mainly in the north-east of Hungary, in Tokaj-Hegyalja – just like the word 

was used by the translator of Wiegand’s book, Sámuel Szilágyi, but from the 19th century 



 

onward it came to be used in the sense of bujtás (layering canes) throughout Hungary. In 1815, 

Pósfai, in translating Mitterpacher’s work referred to the operation of layering canes (bujtás) as 

döntés (layering vines), and so did an article, published in 1829, which described wine 

production in Ruszt. There appears to have existed a confusion of terms, due probably to the 

fact that the foreign special literature was not familiar with these vineyard operations and their 

designations (especially in Lower Austria). The confusion will equally have been caused by 

translators who were unfamiliar with regional terminologies and the differences in technologies.   

In Styria, however, layering canes was a well-known method, where layered cane was 

referred to as Spuhlrebe.          

3.2.2 The purpose and timing of layering in Hungary 

At the beginning of the 20th century, layering shoots was discussed in the literature as a 

method of replacing missing vines and of producing propagating material. In previous centuries, 

layering was also used to increase yields. Mátyás Bél writes that not all west Hungarian farmers 

approved of layering to increase yields, because, in their view, it weakened vines. After pruning, 

the canes that they had left were buried in the soil in a way that the butt ends came above the 

surface of the ground with one or two buds. Nagyváthy writes that farmers expected the 

appearance of flowers or clusters primordia on the shoots that had developed from the buds. If 

they saw no clusters, they severed the cane, which had begun to develop roots, from the mother 

vine at the first tying. In Sopron, layerings were used to replace missing vines. In 1812 

Nagyváthy planted 1500 vines in this way. In the vineyards situated along the coast of Lake 

Balaton, they left a layered cane with strong vines in order to induce bigger crops. In this way 

crop yields could be doubled. 

On peasant farms, green layering was also practised. In this case, shoots with primordial fruit 

were buried. In this way, they only assisted the development of the fruit. At the end of the 18th 

century, Plessing, in his famous calendar, which many people consulted at the time, 

recommended November as the best time for layering. According to Leibitzer, cool and wet 

early mornings were the most suited for the work, because the canes were less likely to break 

then. The popular nineteenth-century periodical, the Falusi Gazda, also recommended layering 

in autumn, while layering in the spring was recommended only in case of necessity. On peasant 

farms, however, layering in springtime was preferred, due to practical considerations. Generally, 

the mother vine nurtured the layering for as long as two years, but in the Balaton region, it was 

not infrequent that canes were left unsevered for three years. The furrow was made with a 

special layering hoe, which differed from an ordinary hoe in that it had a narrow and strong 

blade and a short handle. According to the testimony of inventories, peasant farms always had 

one or two of these special tools. The layering hoe was equally used instead of the axe for 

breaking rocky, dry and hard soils.            

3.2.3 Layering canes on peasant plantations 

In 1611, on the Rohonc vinehill belonging to the estate of the Batthyany family, the 

neighbours had an argument over the dying of the vines. One of them said, Of course they are 

all right, because my master can bury them better than yours.” The neighbour was probably 

taking about layering. That is, while the layerings of one master threw out roots, the layerings of 

the other did not, or to a lesser extent Mátyás Bél equally wrote that in vineyards in the west of 

Hungary, in springtime, people soil in a hole, 2 or 3 feet deep, filled with manure, and buried 

the cane in this hole. They layered more canes from vines with more profuse vegetation. If, 

however, a layered cane produced weak sprouts, they opened the hole and, again, enriched the 

soil with manure. Here, once the layered cane had produced a crop, it was cut loose from the 

mother vine, and either it was used as rooted propagation material or left undisturbed as a 

separate vine. If the layered cane did not promise a crop, it was cut loose, pulled up and burned 



 

at the second hoeing, because it had not developed roots and could not be used as propagating 

material.       

This method was used with the express purpose of increasing yields. At the same time, 

layering meant positive selection, for by rooting the canes of healthy and strong canes with a 

good bearing potential, and by using them as propagating material, farmers were able to 

increase the bearing capacity of their plantations. Layering also contributed to the maintenance 

of rowless vineyards, because spreading the canes to the left and right, and backward and 

forward, did not allow the creation of rows. Rooted layerings were valuable, which is evidenced 

by the fact that rules and statutes established punishment to be imposed for theft. Large numbers 

of layerings were evidence of the peasant’s diligence. That is why, for example, on 28th March 

1828, György Szabó from Vonyarcvashegy asked the lord to pay the expenses of layering and 

fresh plantation. For Szabó was not able to fully pay for his plantation which he had bought on 

credit, for 1800 forints, so he offered his crops in payment. Despite this his plantation was sold 

for 1805 forints, which he maintained had a much higher value. As he wrote, “Since I bought 

that vineyard, I have made 657 new vines by layering.”        

Layering canes was a farming activity to which great value was attached. Proper execution 

resulted not only in bigger crops and an increase in the number of vines but also in the 

production of valuable propagating material. It is no accident that it was in this part part of the 

country, mainly inhabited by German people, that jurisprudence specified the wages to be paid 

for layering, since it was here, in the west of Hungary, that layering was a common practice on 

peasant farms.     

3.2.4 Layering canes in allodial vineyards 

On allodial plantations, layering was also standard practice, which, if done carelessly by 

serfs, could cause considerable damage. For example, on 15th October 1643, in Lakompak, 

serfs working on the lord’s plantation did not bury the long canes suitable for layering. Instead, 

they cut off 1.5 thousand canes, and simply inserted them into the ground, which meant a much 

more uncertain establishment, and definitely no crops. This caused the lord and the manor great 

losses. In 1649, the provisor of the estate of Rohonc-Szalónak, Dániel Jobbágy also instructed 

that the vineyard named Czaák be layered as usual. Layering vines was referred to as kettőznij at 

the time. On allodial lands, layerings were thoroughly manured. However, on 10th January 

1651, on the plantations in Szalónak instead of manure, straw was used to enrich the soil, for 

which the lord punished his serfs. In allodial vineyards, soil was also placed under the vines. At 

the beginning of the 18th century, sharecropping became standard practice on vine plantations. 

In places where large numbers of vines had to be replaced, vines, not canes, were layered.       

In the Devecser manor, vines with a good bearing potential were marked as early as 1786, in 

order that they knew, at the end of the vegetation period, which ones to use for layering. 

“…because otherwise they always do layering but they do not know what, for they only 

consider very thick canes, but vines with thick canes are the bad type because they do not bear, 

their strength is in their canes and pretty to look at.” As we have seen in our discussion of 

bearing balance, the distrurbance of the balance of wood and crop and its dangers were 

commonly known in the 18th century. In the Fertő Lake region and on the plantation of the 

archduke, they used rooted canes as propagating material, which Vilmos Köhler also 

recommended for the preservation of varietal identity. In the Mernye manor, layering was only 

used for renewing vines, because, at the end of the 19th century, rooted propagating material 

was obtained from separate nurseries, and not as a result of layering.      

3.2.5 The method of layering vines and its frequency in Europe 

In the 19th century, the method of layering vines was widely known in Europe. According to 

the Protestant minister József Fábián, it was Rozier who first made it known in the environs of 

Lyon in the mid-18th century, from where it spread in the whole of France. Pethe observed that 



 

every fourteen or fifteen years entire vine hills were layered in France, alongside intensive 

manuring. He mentions that he does not recommend the German practice of using straw in the 

holes. In Germany, layering vines was also a well-known method. M.B. Sprenger presented the 

method of a Sir Gauppens, which he used for the renewal of old vines, and which was no other 

than layering vines. However, the method was most widespread in Styria, Hungary and partly in 

Lower Austria and southern Germany. In Styria, layering vines was common practice on the 

plantations of Radkersburg, Luttenberg, Gratz, Sausaal and Windischbühler. As for Lower 

Austria, it was Wiegand who mentioned it in 1774, emphasising that layering vines was only 

necessary if a vine died in a row. In Hungary, layering vines was widespread among the 

peasantry. The method was used not only for replacing vines, but also for maintaining the vines’ 

bearing capacity, for increasing yields, as well as for avoiding sterile periods and fluctuation in 

yields.       

3.2.6 Layering vines in the wine regions of Hungary 

In 1879, Antal Gyürky, influenced by the new principles of viticulture, saw the major fault 

of Hungarian viticulture with the constant layering of the vines. This method meant variety 

conservation and made switching from one variety to another difficult. In this way, varieties 

could be conserved for centuries on end, and vinehill plantations could be permanently used. 

This explains why, before the phylloxera epidemic, grapes in Hungary were grown on land 

planted centuries ago. In 1876 A. Regner contended that layering vines allowed growers to 

conserve plantations for as long as a hundred years or more. Ferenc Schams, visiting the various 

wine regions in the first third of the 19th century, observed the widespread application of the 

method, concluding that it was a characteristically Hungarian one. Tumler associated the 

method, as an old technological element, with the Romans.      

In 1809, in the allodial vineyards of the custody of Fejérvár the method was used for 

replacing vines. But in Sopron, in the wine region of Neszmély, in Buda, Szekszárd, Somogy, 

the North Mecsek Hills and in the environs of Győr, it was also commonly used. On the hills of 

Szekszárd, Schams observed a new breeding method, which was a combination of vine layering 

and scion grafting. In Pusztavám, the Germans applied the method of layering vines in old 

vineyards but they did not use the method of layering canes. The old vinedresser of László 

Korizmics also recommended the layering of vines in the mid-19th century.  On the estates of 

the Benedictine order in Transdanubia vines which were not layered deep enough caused a 

number of cultivation problems. Vine inspector Kornél Vitál, when censured for neglectful 

vineyard operations at the end of the 19th century excused himself by saying that the vine 

replacement operation which he had recommended had been performed in a neglectful manner 

by the day labourers. In the vineyards of the Benedictine order, the vines which were not 

layered deep enough caused several problems. At the end of the 19th century vine inspector 

Kornél Vitál, In the vineyards of Hoszpodár, too, the vines were layered shallow - consequently, 

the vine parts under the ground were hurt at hoeing. These shallow-rooted vines also had more 

difficulty withstanding dry weather conditions. In the vineyards of Tallián, shallow-rooted vines 

made it difficult to manure the soil. A vine inspector, writing in 1892 about the Benedictine 

vineyards of Kisécs, noted that the intensive layering of canes and vines made the injection of 

carbon disulphide more difficult on the old plantations.     

The manuring of the plantations of Szentmárton, Hoszpodár and Kisécs was also drawn out 

because of careless layering. In the environs of Buda, on plantations with calcareous and 

calcareous clay soils as well as near Lake Balaton, varieties with weak roots were also layered 

in order that larger root surfaces could form and so that bigger crops could be obtained. In 

Somogy county, for example, the furmint variety was made to bear more fruit through layering 

vines. But in Tokaj-Hegyalja this method was also commonly used for the renewal of old vines. 

Centuries of regular layering led to the formation of an extensive network of branches under the 

ground.       



 

3.2.7 Green grafting and budding 

It was probably the German settlers of the 18th century who reinforced the inclination for 

grafting in Hungary, a commonplace practice in classical times. People in the Middle Ages also 

used this method to improve wild plants. Breeding – the creation and propagation of cultivated 

plant varieties through grafting – was also propagated by the Georgia Curiosa, very influential 

at the time. Grafting was also a frequently used method on vinehills. In 1785, Germershausen 

reported on grafting performed at the end of April and the beginning of May on German 

vinehills. He reported that five or six scions were severed by making sloping cuts, and they were 

grafted onto the canes of the mother vines.     

Green grafting may have developed out of grafting performed before the growing season. In 

South-Eastern Transdanubia and the Tisza-Kőrös region – due perhaps to the existence of 

extensive floodplain orchards, grafting had a long-standing tradition among the peasantry. In 

Somogy, Tolna and Baranya counties, people grafted many fruit trees. It was because the crops 

went to the grafter, and not to the owner of the trees. In my opinion, it was the combination of 

the German method of grafting before the growing season and the ancient Hungarian grafting 

experience that gave rise to green grafting, which the literature calls baranya green grafting, so 

named because the method was invented in Baranya county.  

In 1832, Ferenc Schams wrote about a relatively new, but more and more common practice 

with regard to green grafting in the southern regions. In the second volume of his book entitled 

Ungarns Weinbau, writing about the vinehill of Pécs, he calls attention to the practice of green 

grafting, which he says should be performed within the period eight days before and after Lent. 

The shoot was supposed to reach a length of 14-15 coll for it to be grafted into an internode, 

directly above the bud of the shoot on the mother vine. He also provided an illustration for this. 

He warned that the leaves on the stock shoots and the summer bud growths should be removed. 

If union began 4 or 6 days after grafting, the grafter was supposed to tie the cane to a stake to 

ensure rest, and, in autumn, after the shedding of foliage, the scions nursing strong canes could 

be layered.      

After the discovery made by Schams, several people wrote about green grafting, for example 

János Jankó in 1846, then the Gazdasági Lapok in 1856. The peasantry regarded the period 

between Ascension Day and 29th June as the best time for green grafting. Grafting during the 

Lent period was considered the best. Trummer regarded the period between the beginning and 

the middle of May the ideal time for green grafting. Schams and Köhler recommended the time 

when the buds have developed their second leaves. Others recommended the period before 

flowering, and Regner recommended the Lent period.      

In the first quarter of the 19th century, vindressers employed as overseers and as labourers 

on the vinehills near Pécs, and who were noted for being extremely reliable, also promoted the 

spread of green grafting, a safe and simple of method of grafting. In 1847, Fürst Karl wrote 

about green grafting performed in the vineyards near Sopron, where missing vines were 

replaced by layering canes. However, even in Baranya county and the south Transdanubian 

region, it was only in the 1870s that this method of grafting became standard practice. Green 

grafting was first officially mentioned in a letter that Miklós Dezső wrote, on 11th May 1886, to 

the government commissioner of viniculture.  

After the phylloxera epidemic, green grafting spread in the whole of Hungary. 

Recommendations were put forward for the planting, green grafting and layering of American 

root stock varieties. All this was needed because of the large-scale destruction caused by the 

epidemic. In 1894, the Borászati Lapok wrote about as many as four green grafting techniques: 

single-bud big internode length with a short V-notch, single-bud short internode length with a 

long V-notch cut surface, whip grafting through nodes and whip grafting between nodes.      

Regarding green grafting techniques, some impassioned debates ensued between Nándor 

Czeiner and Láczay-Szabó about the length of the incision, whether cuts should be made 

between nodes or through the nodes. In 1898 the periodical presented the turned saddle-type 



 

grafting method advocated by László Láczay, which meant making a short V-shaped cut above 

the node of the rootstock cane. Lajos Krokovics from Mesztegnye in Somogy county wrote that 

he tried Láczay’s grafting method and he was successful, while from Ürögh in Baranya county a 

reader reported that that the green grafting method advocated by László Láczay proved to be an 

excellent one. In Somló, green grafting became widepsread after the phylloxera epidemic. Here 

it was equally performed somewhere between Lent and 29th June. Vinedressers taught the 

villagers how to perform it.           

If the canes were found to be too soft, grafting was too early. If they were found to be too 

hard, it was too late to begin grafting due to the advanced state of hardening. Green grafting was 

primarily used for replacing missing vines, but after the phylloxera epidemic, it was used for 

renewing vines. From the beginning, besides baranya green grafting, cejner (Czeiner) green 

grafting was also practised. Wages paid for grafting were high, which less well-off people could 

not pay. They cut off established grafts in other people’s vineyards and planted them in their 

own as unrooted cuttings. The 18th and 19th-century literature identified budding and grafting 

with whip grafting and approach-grafting, probably taking it over from the cultivation of fruit 

trees. In 1870, the Győri Közlöny predicted a bright future for budding, suggesting that it would 

make nurseries superfluous. After sliding the bud under the peel, the budding site was wrapped 

with melted wax to avoid dehydration.         

3.3 PROPAGATION WITH THE HELP OF CUTTINGS IN HUNGARY 

3.3.1 Mallet cuttings 

Mallet cutting as a propagation method was known in the literature as early as the 18th 

century. However, specialists maintained that the only function of the two-year part at the base 

of the cane was to tell the planter that the cane came from the lower part of the dry vine shoot. 

For only these base buds were considered productive. Thus the translators of the French 

literature, Mitterpacher and Fábián quote and recommend the parts which give a detailed 

description of the method. The 19th-century Hungarian literature calls a mallet cutting “knotty 

cutting” explaining that “… it is a young cane which, though grown in that year, has a small 

knot incised at the end from the previous year’s shoot.”     

3.3.2 Prerooting in sand 

In his book published in 1774, J. Wiegand opposed the practice of placing bundled canes in 

pits for the purpose of rooting them. He did not oppose the method itself but it was the use of 

propagating material with weak roots that he did not recommend, so he opposed all rooting 

methods that produced propagating material, including layering.   

Besides Austria, in Germany growers knew both the method of trenching unrooted cuttings 

and that of placing bundled canes in pits, which M.B. Sprenger demonstrated in his book. Pethe 

also made mention of the fact that in the Rhine region, severed vine shoots destined for planting 

were placed in pits, or they were covered in cool cellars the thickness of a span.      

In Hungary, people began using the prerooting method at the beginning of the 19th century, 

in the neighbourhood of Székesfehérvár, as reported by the Tudományos Gyűjtemény in 1820. 

This method promoted callus formation and root tissue differentiation. At the time, 

Székesfehérvár was a town with a significant German population, so it can be presumed that it 

was these Germans that introduced the method into Hungary.   

18th-century German and Austrian examples prove that Babo and Mach could not have been 

completely right in saying this method had been invented by Hungarian people. It is true that it 

had become widespread by the second half of the 19th century, but if it were of Hungarian 

origin, it would have been written about. The method consisted in the cane bundles upturned 

and suspended over the bottom of a pit and then completely covered with wet moss or soil. The 

heat of the sun then promoted callus formation.   



 

In 1861, the Gazdasági Lapok wrote about another rooting method used in Baranya county, 

in the neighbourhood of Mohács. The canes collected in autumn were taken to a cellar, where they 

were stood in a tub of water 4 inches deep. In February, they were so planted with an auger that the 

cane ends to be embedded in the soil were sharpened and watered with manured pulp. It was on the 

sharpened cane ends that root formation began. In 1895, the Borászati Lapok wrote about several 

improved variations of the method, such as the methods worked out by the American Saunders, the 

French Delhomme, and the Hungarian Follner, Angyal and Molnár. In essence, the difference was 

that the canes were covered with sand instead of moss, and they were watered on a daily basis in 

early spring. In 1869, Ferenc Entz wrote about the experiment of János Follner in Érd, which 

consisted in rooting the canes in hotbeds.          

3.3.3 Vine-rooting nurseries 

The French, the German and the Lower-Austrian special literature equally knew and 

advocated vine-rooting nurseries. Wiegand, who strongly opposed pre-rooting, equally 

advocated vine-rooting nurseries because of the method’s potential to promote healthy root 

growth and because in this way damage to the plants could be avoided. Ch. Fr. Germershausen 

gave a detailed description of vine-rooting nurseries and their advantages, so vines were capable 

of producing crops as young as 2 or 3 years old. Unrooted canes were cut loose below the base 

node level with the ground. At their upper end, a sloping cut was made.   

In vine-rooting nurseries, canes were inserted into the ground one after the other with the 

help of a T-shaped auger. János Nagyváthy, who used Germershausen’s book as basic literature, 

recommended that planting be made both with prerooted material with a 60 to 70% 

establishment potential and with layered material originating from nurseries. In Sopron, people 

who could not buy either ready vines or rooted layerings were advised to insert severed canes 

into the ground 3 or 4 buds deep, with 2 or three buds remaining above the surface. Regularly 

watered and weeded, the canes would develop roots and give good propagating material in 

autumn, readers were told. On the parts of unrooted cuttings which went into the ground, the 

buds were removed and the base node was cut through to motivate the development of the base 

root.          

Károly Fürst, in describing viticulture in Sopron, recommended that canes to be planted in 

nurseries be aired in a trench left open for some time, or in deep-ploughed soil. In 1856 

someone wrote in the Falusi Gazda: “…I saw the bailiffs and vinedressers of the lord do the 

following and it goes like this: that they throw long trenches 2 feet wide, stand the canes that 

they have collected in thick rows against the wall of a hollow and then trample soil upon these 

canes, except their upper parts. There they keep them for 3 years and then plant them where 

they wish.” The author tried it but did not recommend it because of the wounds caused during 

planting.    

Methods of rooting and preparing vine-rooting nurseries became widespread only after the 

devastation caused by the phylloxera epidemic, when grafted propagating material had to be 

rooted. After the epidemic, the special literature attached great importance to vine-rooting 

nurseries. Apart from watching the practical demonstrations made by vinedressers, farmers 

studied books and periodicals in order to learn how to make vine-rooting nurseries. The nursery 

soil was enriched with manure. For the nursery, they chose locations which were beside water 

and were well irrigated. Therefore, farmers planted nurseries in their cabbage gardens, where it 

was easy to irrigate the grafts.      

Owners of larger estates and renters of lands turned the ground where they wished to create a 

nursery. Creating the nursery began at the end of April, when they inserted the grafts in a 

mudded trench two inches apart with the help of a nursery planting board. The grafts, which 

were of the same height, were covered with the soil in a way that the soil came two or three 

inches above them. Nurseries for the different varieties were created separately. A vine nursery, 



 

when ready, looked like a burial mound. If several thousand grafts were rooted, one row came 

after the other.     

Nurseries needed watering. Soil hardened on the ridges had to be loosened and weeded. 

Grafts did not become cheaper for all this work. A diary entry from 1898, made by the vicar of 

Szenbékkálla in Zala county, contained the words “unwrapping grafts”, which indicates that 

vine-rooting nurseries did exist at the time. A propaganda to popularise grafting and vine-

rooting nurseries was begun countrywide, which promoted familiarity with these methods.   

A further method of rooting vines is mossy rooting, which spread in the Balaton region and 

the Káli Basin at the end of the 1910s. This method was first described in the literature in 1891, 

when it was recommended by Larvaron, instructor at the Vienne French school of agriculture. In 

1892, it was also described by the Borászati Lapok, then, in 1893, attempts to use it in Hungary 

were reported. It was probably farmers living in Transdanubia and who were regular readers of 

the periodical who disseminated this method in their own settlements.      

Many people, however, were distrustful, unwilling to buy forced grafts. With this method, 

callus formation, union and rooting were made faster. Grafted canes were not tied with raffia 

and were not mudded. They were put in wet forest moss, and later, in wood coal dust mixed 

with sand, or in saw dust. Boxes with one length panel were stood on one of their short panels 

and were filled in this way, while the other short panel was pushed back into place. A loose 

layer of black pine needles which, nevertheless, prevented drying was spread on the filled box, 

over the grafts.  

3.4 WOOD GRAFTING 

3.4.1 Grafting into the underground trunk 

There are two ways of grafting into the underground trunk: cleft grafting and placing scions 

into holes made with an auger, which was used from the beginning of the 19th century onward. 

In Europe, cleft grafting was a well-known method as early as the Middle Ages. However, due 

to its problematic aspects (uncertainness of establishment, little productivity, hard work), it was 

not so frequently used.  According to Germerschausen, it was the ortlibi variety that was 

commonly grafted with this method in the 18th century. In Hungary, it was János Lippay who 

described cleft-grafting in fruit cultivation.    

He could not write the section on grape cultivation, so we rely on Mátyás Bél’s account 

according to which the method called by many as stockpelzen but tried by few, had not yet 

spread in west Transdanubia. A century later János Nagyváthy described in detail the practice of 

making a split through the stock. The scion wood was insterted into the cleft and covered with 

mud, then with plaster. Some people covered it with white wax mixed with tallow. Schams 

recommended standing the scion wood in water a few days before grafting. He also mentioned 

that grafting into the trunk had become widespread only of late.    

In the first quarter of the 19th century, many vinedressers in Buda had become skilful 

grafters. They grafted as many as 60 to 70 vines a day, if some people, walking ahead of them, 

had scraped the soil off the rootstocks. In Promontor (today called Budafok), instead of the red 

wine varieties, the white wine varieties were grafted in this way. This method of grafting also 

became wisespread in Sopron, in Tabajd (Fejér county), in the Balaton region and then, finally, 

in the whole of Hungary. In 1856 Vince Simon, influential special writer and provost of Csorna 

maintained that grafting was a superfluous luxury and unnecessary work. Initially, clefts were 

made with the sharp blade of a pruning knife. After the spread of pruning scissors, the same 

thing was performed by pounding the handle of a small knife. A small wedge was inserted in the 

middle of the split vine stump to hold the stump open and which made possible the insertion of 

the two scions at either end. After the wedge was removed, the scions were covered with splint 

or wood moss, and were tied and then covered with clay to prevent drying.       



 

Another method was grafting using an auger. According to Austrian viticulture specialist A. 

Regner, it was a commonly used method in Hungary and Styria, because it appeared to be the 

surest procedure at the time. Therefore, according to Regner, the method was also established in 

south Germany. However, it was not generally popular as in quality wine producing regions, it 

was not favoured due to the large number of unestablished vines.   

In Somló, too, in the first half of the 19th century, the method was relinquished. Grafting 

using an auger was described in the following fashion: “The vine is dug up, sawn off, and 

everything is performed in the manner of ordinary grafting. After this, the vinedresser, with the 

help of an ordinary drill, bores a hole, some one and a quarter inches in diameter, in the middle 

of the root surface, and makes a tapering scion in a way that it fits the hole. Afterwards, he 

covers the other surfaces with moss and brings the soil up to a height around the graft that only 

one bud should protrude from the ground.” In 1837, however, it was reported from  the town of 

Győr that “… grafting with a drill is no longer in fashion on Somlóhegy, because experience has 

shown that scions inserted into a split root stock give better results, as out of 10 graftings using 

a drill, no more than two are successful, because the scions do not fit the drilled holes 

perfectly.”       

3.4.2 Grafting into the stump (above the ground) 

Grafting into the stump was more widespread than grafting into the trunk, because it was 

easier to perform. As early as 1766, Wiegand advocated this method, arguing that it was this 

method that they used for grafting in the environs of Sopron. In Hungary, its general application 

is evidenced by the fact that agricultural calendars, which were in regular use, gave detailed 

descriptions of the recommended grafting method for the month of March. This procedure had 

long been commonplace among the peasantry, just like grafting into the trunk, discussed above.     

Established grafts had high value, due to the uncertainness of establishment, the 

enormousness of the work and the expertise it required. That is why wine community laws 

established punishments to be imposed for theft or damage.    

3.4.3 Whip and tongue graft 

For the grafting of hard-wood grapevines, the whip and tongue graft method was used, 

already known in fruiting tree cultivation in the Middle Ages. Sprenger, south German special 

writer, described the method in 1778. In Plessing’s calendar it featured among the agricultural 

activities to be performed in February, and János Nagyváthy also described the method of fitting 

the canes and tying them tightly with the help of lime. In the vineyards of Tabajd it was also this 

method that they used, but in the second half of the 19th century in the manor of the primate in 

Bucsi (Komárom county) grafting was also performed in this way, using corn husk to tie the 

canes. Better union was assured by the whip and tongue grafting method, about which an 

illustration was made in 1855, but it became generally widespread only in the reconstruction 

works after the phylloxera epidemic. Skilful grafters learnt the method and then jealously 

garded the knowledge. For a while, this generated extra profits for grafting centres, so, for 

example, for grafters in Nagymaros, Csácsbozsók, Csáford, Zalakoppány, or for people in 

Szentbékkálla, Balatonhenye, Kővágóőrs and Köveskál.           

Usually, allodial plantations employed day labourers who were paid generously for their 

work. Grafts tied over with raffia were turned in wood ash (sterilisation), and steeped in clay 

pulp. If the graft was imperfectly joined, that was a problem. Grafts were planted in nurseries, 

approximately 2 inches apart, in the period from the 24th April (St George’s Day) to the 15th of 

May. A ridge was erected over the grafts. They were not watered, but by autumn the canes 

developed thick roots. Nurseries were created on plantations situated on hills, and as grafts were 

expensive in the 1920s (more expensive than commodities, sometimes ten times as expensive), 

they were often stolen from nurseries.      



 

Allodial plantations which did not produce grafts bought them from Gyöngyös and its 

environs, the Gyenes nursery, from the world-famous nursery founded by Zsigmond Teleki in 

Villány, as well as at spring fairs from farmers or traders who came from Zala county or the 

Mátra region. Farmers in Somló also sold and acquired grafts in this way. Less well-off farmers 

rooted their cuttings in buckets, filled with water. In Somló, the large ecclesiastical vineyards 

were especially active in the making and planting of grafts, which was exemplary. Their 

financial situation also allowed the large-scale acquisition and planting of grafts. For example, 

in 1899, grafts were planted in the vineyards of the Abbeys of Celldömölk, and in the vineyards 

of Pannonhalma and Zalavár they planted rooted Riparia and Solonis American stock varieties 2 

metres apart. Later on, these were grafted on the site, then they were layered and planted in this 

way, as if they had originally planted grafts. According to a report addressed to the archabbot of 

Pannonhalma, in the first half of the year 1904, 10.000 mossy grafts were commissioned and 

planted into a nursery. At first, the difficulty of making grafts hindered the planting of grafts. In 

1897, someone said bitterly that “As our wine producers had not sufficient skill in the 

preparation and nursing of grafts, and as they did not have the number of good quality canes at 

their disposal sufficient for plantation, planting grafts does not prove to be a viable method.”     

Allodial plantations, farmers of larger estates and local pastors and teachers played an 

exemplary role in planting the very first grafts. The vicar of Szentbékkálla wrote the following:  

Although now, writing these lines, I am very near the end of my life – being 77 years old and a 

pastor for 52 years – and besides, very weak and sickly, yet so that my successor - be he grateful or 

ungrateful – has wine sufficient for this household, I have turned a piece of land again and planted 

it with canes grafted onto American stock, and donated by the state. If they continue, within a few 

years, my successor will be able to harvest again 200 akó
2
.  

After the devastation caused by the phylloxera epidemic, the various economic organisations 

and interest groups considered it their own duty to promote the reconstruction of vines in the 

different wine regions. For example, organised and supervised by inspector general of viticulture 

Károly Engelbrecht, the Vine Renewal Association of Kővágóörs-fülöphegy was created in 1894, 

which prepared and nursery planted some 80.000 grafts, 40.000 Italian Riesling, 5000 oportó, 5000 

zöldszőlő, 5000 szlankamenka, 5000 juhfark, 5000 muskotály, 5000 Chasselas, 5000 kövidinka, and 

5000 mézesfehér. Among less well-off farmers and day labourers, 20.000 unrooted cuttings, of the 

Roparia selecta variety, were distributed, which were grafted with the help of the work supervisor 

of the association. On a three-day course, one hundred and twenty people learnt how to perform the 

grafting of hard-wood grapevines. The association had a separate room for making grafts, equipped 

for the preparation of large quantities of cut surfaces with Richter grafting sheaths. Visitors said, 

“They are doing serious work here! We can defeat the phylloxera if we want to.” 

In that same year, 1894, French expert of viticulture, Ferenc Richter – after whom the little 

grafting tool was named - paid the association a visit in Révfülöp, and was satisfied when he 

inspected the 90.000 grafts and the vine plantation. A year later, in 1895, ten plantation owners 

joined to create a vinegraft cooperative in Köveskál. The cooperative sold the grafts produced 

above the needs of its members at cost price. The cooperative employed an expert full time. In 

1895, out of 72.000 grafts 34.000 formed unions and established. In 1896, the preparation of as 

many as 150.000 grafts were planned. The high wages paid for grafting work provided poor 

labourers a good income. In 1897 and1898, a wood grafting course was organised for young people 

above 14. In 1897 as many as thirty-eight of them learnt how to graft vines.      

The intitiatives described above provided employment opportunities for empoverished day 

labourers who earned their livings solely from the cultivation of grapes. Grafting work, by 

providing a steady source of income, made life a lot easier for many people after the terrible 

destruction caused by the phylloxera epidemic.   

In the beginning, green grafting was considered a surer method than whip and tongue grafting. 

The lack of trust was understandable, since in Baranya county, green grafting had been used for 

                                                      
2
 an old measure of capacity, about 12 gallons (translator’s note) 



 

some time and it gave good results. They wrote as late as 1890: “… He grafted it using the whip 

and tongue method, which caused big losses”. According to the account of the evangelical pastor of 

Kővágóőrs published in the Borászati Lapok, 80% of the green grafts established in 1898, while 

only 30% of the wood grafts did so. The vinedresser training school of Tapolca also assisted in 

making green grafts. For example, in 1891 they made as many as 14.000 pieces in Kővágóőrs.    

In the case of wrapped long-whip grafting, grafting using corks and in the case of mossy 

grafting, both the preparation of scions and rootstock canes and the procedure were similar. The 

scions were severed – they pruned off the canes half an inch below the base bud. The buds on the 

rootstock canes were removed. The scions were harvested before grafting, when there was not too 

much snow, on days with no frosting. Then they were cut into shorter pieces 8 to 10 centimetres 

long.    

March and April were the months when grafting was done. April was also called grafting 

month. Farmers who wanted grafting to be done, commissioned one or two people to contact 

good grafters, recruit day labourers to do the grafting, as well as people to make the preparations 

and to assist the work. Its order of importance is also indicated by the fact that in Balatonhenye, 

for example, people regularly did grafting on Easter Friday. Whip and tongue grafting meant 

that a sloping cut surface was made on the rootstock cane, and then a tongue-shaped incision 

was made on the scion and the two cut surfaces in order that the stock and the scion interlocked 

more tightly and on a larger wound surface.      

The graft was tied with raffia and steeped in clay pulp, then rolled in dry sand so that the 

scions would not stick together. Raffia was first used for grafting in grafting houses. Grafts were 

laid on the cellar floor on trays, where they were collected for rooting. In between grafts, if they 

were laid one on top of another, spikes were placed so that the mudded scions should not move 

each other. Preparing mossy grafts meant that they did not tie and mud the grafts but placed 

them in wooden boxes filled with moss and later saw dust, one on top of the other. People 

checked the grafts by swishing them once or twice, and if the scion remained in place, then the 

graft was of good quality. Another way to check grafts was to look through the cut surfaces. If 

you could see through, it meant that the graft had not been made properly.        

Grafting using corks was not widespread in the Káli Basin because the use of corks and the 

wire which secured them increased production costs. In addition, the wire might have been 

rusted, so it was not a favoured grafting method. Only better-off farmers used it. One example is 

the wine salesman named Hoffmann (deceased in 1910) from Mindszentkálla in the Káli Basin, 

who maintained contact with wine merchants in Gratz, and who sold them wines originating 

from the Káli Basin. The nineteenth-century literature did not consider satisfactory the quality 

of Hungarian corks cut in half. Corks imported from abroad were expensive because of customs 

duties. Therefore, the prices of corks used for grafting were lowered by the minister of finance 

in a statute.        

Day labourers employed for grafting learnt the most from the skilled vinedressers who 

employed them. Grafters with skill were able to graft as many as 500, or, in some cases, 1000 

pieces daily. On average, they grafted some 300 a day, so grafting provided a good income, an 

even better income than that earned from tilling. Good grafters were highly respected – their 

names are remembered in village communities to this day. Everyone knew them and envied 

them a little. Grafters were assisted by preparers and scion cutters. They received lower wages. 

Skilled grafters worked with their own grafting knives.      

In 1778, Sprenger named a distinct tool, which he called the Pfropfinesser, or Maisel, as the 

tool for grafting. In the wine regions, knife and surgery tool makers, as well as salesmen from 

Gratz provided grafters with the necessary tools. For example, they worked with the grafting 

knives of the Kunde firm in Dresden, advertised in contemporary journals, or with knives 

bought from a knife maker called Foltányi, who lived and worked in Tapolca, near Lake 

Balaton. Grafters who worked with precision and who were reliable were invited back on a 

regular basis. What is more, farmers did their best to attract such workers away from other 

plantations with good offers, as there was little time to perform the work. Grafting lists made at 



 

the time show that farmers insisted on hiring grafters who worked well, so often, their lists 

featured the same names.      

In the beginning, grafters were all males. Later, women were also employed as grafters. In 

fact, the general opinion was that female workers made better grafts than male workers. From 

1888 onwards, on relatively large allodial plantations and state farms, mechanised grafting was 

also practised in Hungary. (grafting operations) Hungarian farmers learnt manual grafting from 

the French. The minister of agriculture engaged the French specialists Comy and Richter, the 

one in 1885, the other in 1892, to teach grafting on state propagating farms.  

An important element of grafting was the acquisition of American rootstock varieties, which 

played a major role in the reconstruction of vine plantations after the phylloxera epidemic, the 

effects of which can still be felt today. In Hungary, it was Zsigmond Teleki (Tauszig) and sons 

who could boast major accomplishments in this respect. But was this family, so little known by 

the public, and why is their activity important? What follows is a presentation of their activity 

and its significance with regard to Hungarian vine breeding and viti- and viniculture.     

In the second half of the 19th century, Villány and its environs became of one of the centres 

of innovation of Hungarian vine cultivation and wine production. However, this did not come 

about overnight, by accident, but as a result of centuries of hard work and aspirations for grape 

cultivation and wine production of a high standard. From the end of the 18th century onward, 

viticultural expertise, the successful employment of hired labour, as well as high-standard wine 

production techniques were all successfully combined with the ecological conditions of 

southern Hungary, which were extremely favourable for the cultivation of blue grape varieties. 

The allodial practices of the Villány neighbourhood were soon copied by German winemakers.       

Because of the expansive wine trade, the steadiness of wine quality was crucial. From the 

18th century onward, the excellent wines that came from the manors of Villány became known 

throughout Europe through the agency of Vienna. >From 1840 onwards, the winery of the 

archduke exported wine to America and Brazil. The commerce of wine meant the sale of wine 

by the glass in pubs. In the first half of the 19th century, manorial wineries handled 250.000 

pints of Villány wine, mainly bottled. The famous wines originating from the Villány region 

were transported to Mohács, and, by ship, to Pest, Vienna, Triest, Gratz and Prague. In the 

middle of the 19th century, the middle-class citizens of Pest, people who frequented the casinos 

had a liking for and regularly consumed Villány red wines.          

The first data of Villána wine transported to the Casino of Pest come from 1827/28. 

According to the testimony of the wine list of the National Casino, Villány wines, transported to 

Pest from the winery of the archduke Albrecht, were generally known in 1856. At the same 

time, Villány became, in the second half of the century, a centre of local wine commerce – a 

number of wine merchants and large family dynasties worked here to increase the reputation of 

wine. The Schuth, the Spiccer, the Fürst, the Gyimóthy and the Teleki (Taussig) families can be 

credited with bringing Villány wines into large-scale commerce. The Schuth family 

participated, with their wines, in the world exhibition of Paris and were awarded the title 

Hungarian transporter for the royal court.      

The decrease in the profitability of wine trade is indicated by the fact at the grandiose 

millenary exhibition of 1896, in hall 93, occupied by the viti- and viniculture exhibition, wine 

merchant Zsigmond Teleki (Taussig) from the Pécs-Villány region and who also possessed the 

title transporter for the royal court, also displayed his goods, but that he longer exhibited Villány 

wines but, in the testimony of the catalogue, American rootstocks and grafts, which farmers 

used in their attempt to prevent the spread of the phylloxera epidemic.      

Zsigmond Taussig (Teleki) was a wine merchant of Jewish origin. His sons, Sándor and 

Andor, were enterprising people with a disposition for experimentation who, as reputed 

viticulturists and winemakers living in the Austro-Hungarian Monarhy, besides raising the 

Villány plantation to European standard, gained world reputation for Hungarian viti- and 

viniculture.     



 

At the time of the outbreak of the phylloxera epidemic, viticulturists had as yet no high-

quality foreign rootstock varieties at their disposal, varieties which would have suited the 

climatic and soil conditions of Hungary. Due to a lack of good rootstock varieties, the 

reconstruction of the fixed-soil historical wine regions and effective defence against the 

phylloxera were found to be an almost impossible task. Only the production of domestic 

rootstock varieties could bring a solution. Recognising this, a number of excellent specialists 

also undertook to produce rootstock varieties in Hungary. Gáza Horváth, director of the 

Phylloxera Institute, was the first to engage in the production and domestication of rootstock 

varieties at the end of the 19th century. Unfortunately, his activity is not sufficiently known.       

We know of a variety named Solonis x Rupestris Pécs, which is no longer to be found even 

in variety collections. János Szilágyi, director of the Pécs vinedresser training school, selected 

the variety Berlandieri x Riparia Szilágyi 157 Pécs from seedlings which came from crossings 

of the type Berlandieri x Riparia brought to Pécs from France. Later, Ferenc Kövessi identified 

the selected variety with the Berlandieri x Riparia C-157-11 variety. According to Szilágyi, his 

variety differed from the variety identified by Kövessi in that it had better lime tolerance and 

that it ripened earlier. The variety had no potential for becoming widespread, it only retained a 

collection value.  

Zsigmond Teleki was born in Pécs in 1854. He came from a family of Jewish merchants and, 

like his three brothers, he started work in his father’s grocery shop in Villány right after leaving 

school. However, at the age of fifteen, he ran away to Budapest, as he wanted to live an 

independent life, and see the world, which his home did not allow. He went to work for a firm in 

Würzburg which was involved in wine commerce, where he gained life-long experience in wine 

trade. He travelled round Europe, learnt to speak German, English and then French. He made 

acquaintances and gained a lot of experience, which he found extremely useful when conducting 

his own businesses later on. It was also mainly in the 1870s that he acquired expert knowledge, 

since during his trips as well as in his free time, he regularly read the special literature published 

abroad. In 1881, he returned home with the money that he had saved, and started his own 

business.    

During the trips that he had made in Europe, he saw the large-scale destruction caused by the 

phylloxera epidemic, and, as a result, the rapid empoverishment of the wine producing 

community. He saw that the wine trade was shrinking and that its profitability was gradually 

decreasing. It is no accident, therefore, that after his travels in Europe, he first entered into 

partnership with a wine merchant from Pécs, then, in 1882, he established his own wine trading 

business using the name Sigmund Teleki. In 1881, he proved his independence by creating his 

own vine plantation. The plantation established for purposes of experimentation could not have 

been realised without the dowry of his wife.     

He came a well-known wine merchant, whose commercial advertisements we can read in 

contemporary Hungarian and foreign language special journals and local newspapers. His major 

partners were Swiss traders, who mainly bought Villány wines. We can read about this in the 

memoirs of his son Andor who wrote that  

When some 50 years ago the vine plantations of Bordeaux and Bourgogne were destroyed by 

the phylloxera, only the Hungarian red wines were able to replace the excellent wines which 

came from these regions. At the time, France was the best buyer of Hungarian red wines. 

Switzerland, too, has always loved Hungarian wines and I can very well remember the time 

when, in my childhood years, the best buyers my father had came from Switzerland…    

As a successful and well-known wine merchant, Zsigmond Teleki (Taussig) found not only 

his own plantation but his own booming wine business threatened by the phylloxera. He saw 

that the epidemic was spreading fast in Hungary, too, and that prevention was not effective. He 

founded his business in Villány with the profits he had gained from his earlier wine business. 

His objectives were the production, after experimentation, and the distribution of the rootstock 

vines necessary for the replantation of domestic vineyards.    



 

After a three-year period of experimentation, he succeeded in selecting a number of different 

types. It was in 1900 that he planted the first mother plantations, and in 1906, he decided that 

types number 5 and 8 were the best. In his work, he relied mainly on French and German 

authors, always comparing domestic experiences with foreign findings, though. He frequently 

published accounts of his plantation in Villány in the Borászati Lapok. The maintenance and 

development of his farm, however, consumed a lot of his money, and, in the nineties, he often 

concluded unsuccessful businesses. He was forced to give up his businesses in Pécs, and in 

1907, he moved to Villány, now in a bad state of health, where he died on 20th August 1910.      

Teleki’s professional career deserves attention primarily because of Teleki’s successful 

business operations in wine commerce, because of the success he achieved when changing his 

business profile, and because of the practical results this career brought. At the end of the 19th 

century, only Géza Horváth and János Szilágyi dealt with rootstock breeding, but it was 

Zsigmond Teleki who achieved significant results in the selective evaluation of the various 

hybrids’ usability. At the end of the 19th century, even viticulture specialists knew little about 

the methodology of comparing grape varieties, the arrangement of parcels and the number of 

repetitions. Teleki’s selective method, which spanned several years, definitely produced novel 

results. However, chance events also played their part in establishing the direction his research 

finally took. In fighting the phylloxera, which destroyed more than two-thirds of the plantations 

in Hungary, results could be achieved by the dissemination of American rootstock varieties, 

carbon disulphide injection and inundation. In 1896, Teleki took a short trip to France in order 

to study the rootstock varieties of calcerous and fixed soils and found that the variety Vitis 

Berlandieri would be the most suitable, although grafts established with difficulty on the 

Berlandieri rootstocks.  However, the government forbade the import of vegetative vine parts 

because of the vine disease called black rot, so Teleki was not able to get hold of clean-breed 

Berlandieri canes. Therefore, he decided to grow them from seeds.   

In that same year, he had 10 kilos of seeds brought from Rességuier (Alenya, East Pirenees), 

which he used to breed 40.000 seedlings. The experiment then took several years, until he 

succeeded in separating 10 hibrid types. Of these, he judged the Riparia X Berlandieri 4-5-6 to 

be of the Riparia type, while he judged the Berlandieri X Riparia Teleki 7-8-9 to be of the 

Berlandieri type. However, his findings were not at the time officially acknowledged, so he tried 

to find connections abroad. In 1904, he sent the supervisor of the experiment station in 

Oppenheim, the Austrian Kober Franz, a collection of the rootstocks numbered 4-9-A, who, 

after trying them, spoke in high terms of the rootstocks bred by Teleki. Not much later, Austrian 

court chancellor Portele ordered that the rootstock varieties Berlandieri X Riparia Teleki be also 

disseminated on the Austrian state vine plantations. The Berlandieri X Riparia Teleki Kober 5 

BB type, developed by Kober through clone selection, became one of the best-known rootstock 

varieties in the world.    

When Teleki died, he left a debt of 100.000 Hungarian crowns, which, at the time, was a 

very large sum of money. However, his sons, Sándor and Andor, who were also accomplished 

viticulturists, paid it all back within three years, with the profits that the plantations had brought. 

They extended their exports first to Austria, then to Germany, Italy and France. The Teleki 

plantations had by then grown considerably in size: besides Villány, they now covered land near 

Pécs, Pásztó and Beremend. In Austria, they held lands in Sollenau and Kottingbrunn, and in 

Yugoslavia, in Daruvár. As business partners, they created rootstock breeding mother 

plantations in France, Algiers and Italy.     

Luckily, the enterprise established by Zsigmond Teleki avoided the crisis of Hungarian wine 

trade, which occurred after WW1 as a consequence of the Trianon peace treaty. The proportion 

of vine-growing areas doubled, due to the newly reduced size of the country. At the same time, 

the wine purchasing masses were displaced, finding themselves on the other side of the border. 

The price of wine fell drastically, the profitability of the wine trade became low. Of the 

Berlandieri X Riparia hybrids bred by Teleki’s son Sándor, the Teleki 5B and 8B hybrids 



 

became widespread the world over. After the death of Teleki in 1910, his two sons took over the 

management of the plantation in Villány.      

To continue their father’s work, they set to work together. The mother plantations, where 

they produced the American rootstock varieties for the grafts, were now in full swing. Above 

all, they wished to pay back their father’s debts as soon as possible. To do this, they had to 

increase the distribution of rooted and unrooted cuttings and the grafts. As a result of their 

efforts, the farm soon began to prosper. They decided to extend their business operations to 

western Europe. They created their business centre in Austria. In Vienna they set up an export 

office and then, in 1911 they created a rootstock plantation in Sollenau, near Vienna. After the 

war the brothers, now partners, ran their shared farm with spheres of activity clearly separated. 

Andor Teleki ran the office in Vienna and managed the exports. Besides the plantation in 

Sollenau, they established a mother plantation in Kottinbrunne in 1925. In Vienna in the year 

1932, they established a limited liability company with the name Rebenlagen Teleki.     

In 1981, Sándor Teleki took over the management of the Teleki Szőlötelepek (Teleki Vine 

Plantations). He enlarged the farm with new fields and stockyards. He ensured the necessary 

equipment for the production of the propagating material. He created an irrigating system. He 

had forcing houses and stores built. In 1929, he bought the building of a champagne factory 

with foreign interest in Villány, which he converted into a processing factory necessary for the 

production of propagating material. The grafts were made, packaged and stored here. He created 

a modern cellar suitable for the preservation of wine, as well as a bottling factory. Apart from 

the mother plantation extending over 142 acres, they owned 85 acres of bearing vine plantations 

and some 355 acres of additional farmland. It was here that they produced the necessary fodder 

and the labourers’ due. They were among the first to apply the methods, equipment and 

machines used with success in other countries. They satisfied commissions punctually and 

reliably. The name of the firm soon became known outside of Europe as well. They gained 

recognition primarily for their cane and graft plantations, as well as the rootstock varieties of 

excellent quality that they bred there.  

Besides plantation development, Sándor Teleki also continued breeding grafts, begun by his 

father. Most of the rootstock varieties produced today are known as Teleki hybrids. They were 

produced partly by Zsigmond Teleki, partly by his son Sándor, who wished to further improve 

and disseminate as widely as possible the Berlandieri X Riparia-Teleki rootstock varieties 

created by his father. The Berlandieri X Riparia-Teleki is a 5C rootstock variety, created 

through clone selection, which he created from his father’s hybrid labelled 5A. This variety has 

a medium growing period, it matures its canes properly, has a good wood yield, is not prone to 

diseases and completely resistant to the phylloxera. It tolerates dry weather conditions and lime.  

Bred varieties establish well when grafted and grow vigorously.     

Even today, it is one of our best rootstock varieties. His achievements won him the 

recognition of expert circles both at home and abroad. His rootstock varieties were used not 

only in Europe but also in Africa, America and Japan. The book he wrote collaboratively with 

his brother, entitled Renewing vines, is significant. It was published in 1927 by the National 

Association of Hungarian Viticulturists. Further publications in 1927 and 1936, respectively – 

the latter in revised form - are proof of its success. In this work, they gave a summary of all that 

is important with respect to the replacement and renewal of vines. The most valuable part of the 

book is the chapter in which they describe the various rootstock varieties, making it easier for 

the vinegrower to select the rootstocks which are suited to the various soil types.       

Sándor Teleki was an excellent and highly respected specialist who, with his expert 

knowledge and various activities of public concern wished to promote domestic viticulture. He 

helped prepare the laws and statutes of the public administration concerning viticulture and 

wine production. He did significant work of public interest in the field of viticulture and 

winemaking. He was member of various committees, vice president of the National Association 

of Hungarian Vinegrowers, and president of the National Committee of Viti- and Viniculture. 

He was equally president of the Chamber of Agriculture of Lower Transdanubia. In 1932, he 



 

was awarded the title of senior government counsellor in acknowledgement of his merits 

acquired in the field of public affairs. He owed his success to his knowledge and expertise, good 

organisational skills, and his talents as vinegrower and researcher. He had a supportive and 

sympathetic attitude to his colleagues, farmers and reputed vine specialists. Unfortunately, he 

was not able to conclude his work. He died in Villány on 28th June 1942, at the age of 52.      

The enterprise of the Teleki family, their private plantations, the lives and careers of the 

family members are all evidence of a booming economy, of flexibility as far as a change of 

profile is concerned, and of great professional humility. The professional activity of the Teleki 

family members promoted the economy of Villány and its environs, and gained the vineyards 

and wines of Villány a good reputation in Europe. The gold, silver and bronze medals and the 

certificates awarded to them at 40 national and world exhibitions are proof of their 

achievements.    

Teleki hybrids which have become successful and acknowledged rootstock varieties in the 

last one hundred years 

In the order in which they were disseminated:  

Berlandieri x Riparia T. 4A S.O.4 

Berlandieri x Riparia T.K. 5BB 

Berlandieri x Riparia T. 5C 

Berlandieri x Riparia T.K. 125AA 

Berlandieri x Riparia  T.8B 

Berlandieri x Rupestris 10 A 



 

4. LAND PREPARATION IN THE VINEYARDS OF HUNGARY  

4.1 OLD VINEYARDS 

4.1.1 Draining ditches and boundary ditches 

In the vineyards of the historical wine regions situated on hillsides, the erosive effects of 

rainwater were significant until draining ditches were made. Even so, after a heavier rainfall, the 

water running off the hillside overflowed the ditch walls, inundated and undermined the vines, 

like it happened on 10th January 1651, in the vineyard of the Szalónak manor on the Rohonc 

hillside. Cleaning the ditches was a permanent task both in allodial and in peasant vineyards. 

After damage of greater extent had been caused, landlords released hill duties or tithes, as it 

happened, for example, in 1816, in the vineyard of the Eszterházy family situated on the 

Badacsony-Lábdi hillside. Losses caused by erosion became more considerable every year in 

vineyards where proper care was not taken, and repairing it was more and more of a burden. In 

1836, for example, in the environs of Zsámbék an enormous ditch eaten into the soil by water 

runoff was observed. The water was presumed to have transported at least 20 kilos of stone 

from the hillside. Summer rainfaills caused equally serious damage in Somló in the first half of 

the 19th century, according to chief medical officer Sándor Cseresznyés. He made accurate 

calculations as to how much soil the water wore away after a storm. In other parts of the 

country, too, torrential rains and storms caused serious damage due to water runoff.   

To relieve damage, and in order to facilitate cultivation, the vineyards were separated one 

from the other with boundary ditches, which they also used for catching rainwater. As early as 

the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century, the need for draining ditches was 

stressed in the creation of vine plantations. In the dithces, the installation of water catchers and 

mud depositors was suggested, from where it was possible, when manuring the plantation, to 

take back the sedimented, worn-away top soil to the place where it had been worn away.      

This practice was especially characteristic of Northern and North-Eastern Hungary, at the 

southern feet of the Bükk Hills and in Tokaj-Hegyalja, where people caught and collected the 

mud and the worn-away soil in pits, and from where they transported the soil back to the place 

from where the rain had worn it away. It was recommended that the stones extracted during 

tilling be used to face the bottom and the sides of the ditches. The stone supporting walls and 

draining dithces were constructed by people with specialised knowledge. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, for 

example, they were built by people from the German-speaking Mecenzév in Upper Hungary, 

who had a good reputation far and wide. The stones extracted had high value, so they were piled 

up on a rock-filled dam. When hoeing, people also carefully picked them out so that they could 

use them to build supporting walls, terraces, draining pits, holes and canals. This was 

characteristic of all the wine regions of Hungary, but especially of Tokaj-Hegyalja.     

4.1.2 Paths and fences 

Paths and fences delineated vine plantations in all of the wine regions. In what follows, I will 

give a detailed description of boundary marking practices in Somló. A path which ran between 

two plantations could only be adjusted if the neighbour gave his assent, lest a loss of some kind 

should be incurred. For example, on 14th December 1810, Imre Nemes Boros from 

Vonyarcvashegy was given permission to open a road the width of a cart, because previously, 

he had only been able to access his field on foot, which made the hiring of labour difficult.  

The mending and adjustment of paths and fences was usually done in early spring or late 

autumn, which was perfomed collaboratively. Fences were made by harvesting and then placing 

canes and branches one on top of another in great multitudes. The canes were pressed together 

and made compact by being trodden underfoot, which has been kept alive as a spring folk 



 

custom. In spring and in autumn, vineyards were visited by supervisors who inspected the 

fences thus prepared.    

The compacted cuttings provided real protection against animals and people with ill wills. In 

deep-lying flat areas, embankments served to protect from floods. The earth raised was planted 

with thick bushes, but, for example, in the towns of Kecskemét, Cegléd and Nagykőrös, such 

embankments lined the main roads between vine plantations. In the vineyards of Érmellék, 

artificial hedges were sometimes made as embankments. Here a boundary marker was 

understood to be a ditch with an embankment running along it, encircling the whole plantation, 

including the uncultivated strip of land, 1 or 2 metres in length, which belonged to it. In the 

Hajdúság region, embankments were also sometimes made of manure.     

Vine plantations could be accessed through gates. In fact, through several gates, as entrance 

was afforded through barrier gates toward the cardinal points and the neighbouring settlements. 

Pedestrian entrance was afforded through small gates made of laths. To let through carts and 

carriages, wide gates were used, closed with barriers on holidays, on days when work was not 

allowed, and for the night. In Kiskunhalas, during    

the 18th and 19th centuries, it was the haywards’s duty to lock the gates for the night and to 

keep the keys. Hill gates were shown on maps. 19th-century maps not only indicated the 

location of gates but gave their names. 

4.1.3 Clearing and cleared vines 

In the 17th century, in west Transdanubia, due to more relaxed feudal obligations and to 

special opportuntities for selling wine, grape cultivation was a more profitable business than 

growing crops. In the 18th century, vines were planted to excess and excessive wine production 

resulted in unsold stocks. Clearing land covered by forest and shrubs and planting vines made 

possible a more independent life for serfs who owned no tenancy of land, as opposed to serfs 

who did. The legal status of vineyards motivated tax payers to renew old plantations and to 

recover old fields occupied by forest, but the process also favoured the nobility because after the 

expiry of tax benefits they were able to expand their estates with tracts of taxable land of 

considerable size. Therefore, many people undertook the hard work of clearing land. As a 

matter of fact, we have data in our possession according to which, on Somló hill, clearing was 

done to excess, which the landlord attempted to curb in the spring of 1743, but unauthorized 

clearing was also done, as, for example, in Szentbékkálla on the northern coast of Lake Balaton 

in 1747 and 1748. Permission was needed not solely to protect allodial forests. Much rather, this 

was for the sake of documentation, in order to register the names of people compelled to pay tax 

to the lord. Naturally, those who did not ask for permission also violated feudal privacy law. 

The land was not always cleared completely. Sometimes it happened that rooted tree trunks 

were left in the ground, which were not dug up to speed up the planting process. This practice is 

a remnant of a method generally known in the Middle Ages. So, for example in the 

neighbourhood of Tétény in 1762, and, in 1788, in the neighbourhood of Szentlászló in Zala 

county, vines were planted among decaying tree trunks.         

A fragmented Urbarium register from 1786 gives one an idea of the extent of the work done, 

even if the data from Baranya, Fejér, Győr, Komárom, Moson, Pest, Pozsony, Sopron and Tolna 

counties are missing. In Esztergom county, the size of the land cleared was 28.456 kapa
3
, in 

Somogy county 25.153 kapa, in Vas county 38.758 kapa, in Veszprém county 210 kapa and in 

Zala county, 18.797 kapa. Depriving people of land cleared for grape cultivation, the result of 

individual hard work, was a serious offence. Whoever had land taken away, did all they could to 

reclaim it.      

                                                      
3
 The word kapa means hoe in Hungarian, but it was also used as a square measure. One kapa was equal to about 

11.500 square feet. This meant that a good labourer could hoe a piece of land this size in a single day.  
(translator’s note) 



 

On the great plains and in Tokaj-Hegyalja, clearing did not assume the dimensions it did in 

Transdanubia, reconquered from the Turks, where they had to clear thickets, old vine 

plantations run wild, as well as new fields on the southern side of forests. For clearing land they 

used spades, layering hoes, clearing hoes, axes and crowbars, but we have no evidence of the 

use of levers – the kind used in Lower Austria. From the second half of the 18th century, the 

Western European special literature recommended the planting of papilionaceous grass fodder 

before planting the vines. In Hungary, however, the need to do this arose only at the end of the 

19th century on large allodial farms.      

4.1.4 Land preparation for planting (with the hoe, spade or the plough, by tilling and 

after soil analysis) 

From the 14th to the 16th century, the breaking up of land was done using the axing-hoeing 

method instead of the the burning-ploughing procedure. In the vineyards of north-swest 

Transdanubia, Mátyás Bél only saw land preparation by deep-cultivation using the hoe, which, 

until the spread of deep turning, was a commonly used method until the middle of the 19th 

century. Nagyváthy saw people prepare land with the help of clearing hoes, and objected to 

spading because he held that subsequently to spading, drill-planted vines planted established 

only 15 to 20% of the cases. Referring to examples cited in the Italian special literature, he 

accepted spading before planting. Pethe also mentioned that in Somogy county, land preparation 

was sometimes done using spades. The spade was used as early as the 14th century to do 

viticultural work which, later, was done with the hoe.     

The ethnographer Lajos Takács proved that it was possible to do spading not only with the 

spade but also with the hoe. As for the period we are now studying, however, spading in the 

sense of hoeing receded and hoeing became the method generally used. The old method 

continued to be used in those areas where mediaeval methods lived on, for example in North-

East or Upper Hungary.  

Land preparation with the plough became widespread during the 18th century, when vine 

plantations were created on a larger scale, and when flat lands were planted with vine. In 1766, 

Wiegand, expressing official government opinion, contended that where it was possible to work 

with a plough – on flat land – vines should not be planted. Despite this, ploughing before 

planting vines became widespread primarily in east-south-east Transdanubia. What is more, 

Ferenc Pethe desribed it as a commonly used method at the beginning of the 19th century. In the 

special literature, deep tilling is considered to have become common at the time of the 

phylloxera epidemic. However, we have data at our disposal which tell us that the method was 

favoured as early as the 17th century, in the quality wine producing areas of North-East 

Hungary.    

The 18th-century German special literature also described and recommended it, but despite 

the recommendations of Hungarian specialist writers, deep tilling spread very slowly, as its 

advantages were not sufficiently recognised. Meanwhile, in the wine producing regions of 

Western Europe, it became a commonly and successfully used method. In Hungary, deep tilling 

was first done on allodial plantations. Count Harrach, on his estate situated in the Fertő Lake 

region, had deep tilling done, as well as the vineyards of the Abbey of Heilingenkreutz from the 

middle of the 1840s, and, from 1850 onwards, the vineyards of the Upper Balaton region, and 

mainly the allodial farms of Badacsony. In the middle of the 19th century, in Baranya county, 

tilling was also done to precede the planting of the clean breed tramini in the allodial vineyards 

of the archduke in Villány. In the neighbourhood of Győr, deep tilling was recommended to 

remedy the exhaustion of the soil. In the neighbourhood of Kőszeg, deep tilling was also done at 

this time.      

László Korizmics hired people from Szigetszentmiklós to do the tilling in his vineyard 

situated in Kistétény-Promontor, who “… did not even know how to begin and continue it.” 

This means that the peasantry in this region was not familiar with tilling operations. Even in 



 

Somló, tilling was performed in allodial vineyards only. However, the good examples set by the 

allodial plantations, as well as the need for reconstruction after the phylloxera epidemic, 

motivated the spread of tilling in peasant vineyards, too. In the last two decades of the 19th 

century, the Austrian special journals, then the Borászati Lapok, described a tilling steam 

plough and evaluated its performance. However, these ploughs were only used on large estates, 

on the estate of Károly Esterházy in Cseklész, for example.    

Specialist books published in the first half of the 19th century gave detailed descriptions of 

terracing done on steep slopes with big inclinations. However, the costs were high, so only 

small terraces were created. The stones extracted during land preparation provided the material 

for the construction of supporting walls. At the end of the 19th century, in allodail vineyards, 

tilling before planting became standard practice. Already, steam machines were used. Article 

V/1896, which laid down the principles for the reconstruction of vine plantations, also 

advocated tilling.    

4.2 PLANTING 

4.2.1 Rowless vine plantation 

According to Ferenc Schams, while the vineyards in the north of Hungary were usually 

rowless, the vines in Transdanubia were planted in rows. It is probable, though, that Schams 

spoke about the allodial plantations in Transdanubia, cultivated by vinedressers. At the same 

time, he talks about dissimilarities in their historical backgrounds, which must have affected 

differently viti- and vinicultural practices. So, for example, in areas liberated from Turkish 

occupation, serfs did not observe the principles specified by classical authors with respect to the 

creation of rows and growing spaces. In the 18th century, though, landlords required that vine 

plantations be cultivated with care, which the level of viticultural technology made possible 

even in rowless vineyards with replaced vines.        

Landlords did not prescribe the way in which vines were to be planted – it was done 

according to local tradition. Although Nagyváthy saw that the common practice was the creation 

of rows in Transdanubia, he remarked that in the vineyards of Sopron, Badacsony and Muraköz 

landlords “cared not a bit about order”. But plantations were mostly rowless in the 

neightbourhoods of Kőszeg, Ruszt and the Mecsek Hills, while, for example, in the 

neighbourhood of Villány-Siklós Schams observed vines which stood in rows. In the vineyards 

of Western Hungary, rowless planting must have been a consequence of layering, while in 

Eastern and South-Eastern Transdanubia it must have been part of the viticultural tradition 

originating from the Balkans. Ferenc Schams, for example, attributed rowless planting to the 

Bosnians who, having fled from the Turks, came to settle in Pécs.    

In Transdanubia, rowless plantations were called “sown plantations”. It was assumed by 

peasant farmers, and the literature in the 19th century tried to support the idea, that these vines 

were not planted but were grown from seeds. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, too, plantations were rowless, 

due probably to continuous layering. In very small growing spaces you could find many vines 

(between 20 and 25.000 per acre). The crops these vines bore individually added up and, taken 

together, provided a big yield. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, for example, there were at least 14 vines per 

négyszögöl
4
, which, considering the 304.8 by 304.8 inch growing spaces, meant, after the 

phylloxera epidemic,  a reduced number of 12.800 vines per acre. It is only bare-pruned head 

training occupying small growing spaces that allows large numbers of vines. Reputed wine 

specialist Dávid Szabó, when arguing for rowless vine cultivation, contended that planted this 

way, the vines caught more sunshine and were less vulnerable to erosion. However, he admitted 

that often, vines overshadowed their neighbours even more, and although they caught rainwater, 

when it formed puddles, it caused even more destruction than water running down the rows. On 

                                                      
4
 a Hungarian square measure, 38.32 sq ft (translator’s note) 



 

flat land, plantations were characterised by an uneven layout. The rows were crooked, were 

interrupted or, conversely, merged in places. Sometimes there were no rows at all, or, if there 

were, they were hardly discernible. In places like these, peasants jokingly explained the 

situation away by saying that farmers had planted the vines following the cartwheel tracks 

engraved into the ground.         

4.2.2 Planting in rows, growing spaces 

János Nagyváthy, bailiff of György Festetics argued that planting in rows was bad practice 

because in this way, much land was left unexploited and that on the southern slopes, one row 

overshahowed the one behind it. Rational Western European viticultural practices in the 19th 

century favoured planting in rows for the sake of quality wine production. Even before the 

scientific arguments were put forward, planting in rows was practised, primarily on plantations 

which employed hired labourers. So in Buda, Szentendre, in the neighbourhood of Villány-

Siklós, but also in Somogy county, in Somló and then in the Upper Balaton region, on allodial 

plantations. In 1847, in the environs of Sopron, people planted propagating material, 2 feet 

apart, standing them against the walls of ditches created some 3 feet apart. On the plantation of 

the archduke near Lake Fertő, around 1840, grape varieties brought from the Rhine region were 

also planted in rows, which equally served as an example.      

In the neighbourhood of Győr, it was also the allodial plantations that were planted in rows 

in 1869. In the second half of the 18th century, the Western European special literature 

recommended binding in fours or fives for the creation of optimal growing spaces. However, 

Mitterpacher, the translator of French works on viticulture, recommended that vinegrowers be 

wise enough to stick to the traditional practices of their own homelands established and 

sancioned by experience. In the various Western European vineyards, where the size of growing 

spaces depended on plantation methods, the varieties planted, the support systems created and 

on methods of cultivation, 3600 to 19.200 vines per acre were recorded, and 3600 vines per acre 

in the case of cane-pruned thigh raining in the vineyards of Esslingen, Unter-Türkheim, 

Heilbron, Biethigheim, Lesigheim, Württemberg and the Neckar Valley, where vines were 

planted 4 feet apart in squares.      

The largest vine number per acre, namely, 19.200, occurred in the vineyards of Rheingau, 

where short cane pruning and intensive cultivation using support systems were practised, and 

where as many as three vines were planted in each other’s proximity, in three-foot squares. In 

Hungary, it was János Nagyváthy who first advocated that nine or ten vines should be planted 

per négyszögöl
5
, which would mean 9000 to 12.000 vines per 1.42 acres, if there were no paths 

to cross the vineyards. In Promontor (Budafok), Korizmics put forward the following 

specifications with regard to the growing spaces of vines planted traditionally: the rows should 

be planted between 2 and a quarter and two and a half feet apart, the vines should be planted 1 

and a quarter to 1 and a half feet apart, which meant that they planted 7200 to 9000 canes per 

800 négyszögöl. Even in 1870, people in Kistétény-Promontor (Budafok) considered planting 

with big growing spaces wasteful. The number of vines in the rowless plantations of the 

peasantry was even higher, as a result of continuous layering. (See the example of Tokaj-

Hegyalja above.)      

The Hungarian special literature recommended the reduction of the number vines and, along 

with this, the extension of growing spaces if for no other reason, then because in this way, day 

wages could be spared. However, growing spaces became more extensive only after the 

reconstruction which followed the phylloxera epidemic, allowing cultivation by animal traction 

on allodial plantations situated on less steeply inclined slopes and on flat land. Plantation in 

rows gained ground in Sátoraljaújhely and Upper Hegyalja in the first half of the 19th century. 

Viti- and viniculture specialist József Havas wrote than “… except for the vines of Újhely, vines 
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 a Hungarian square measure, 38.32 sq ft (translator’s note) 



 

are planted in a disorderly manner, and I consider this not only a crime against prettiness but 

also, a hindrance to good and fast work.” However, as late as 1860, most of the plantations in 

Tolcsva were rowless.     

4.2.3 Planting vineyards 

In describing the vine plantations of Western Hungary, Mátyás Bél emphasised, as early as 

the first third of the 18th century, the importance of carefully choosing the land and the soil 

before planting a vineyard, and Nagyváthy praised the basalt soils of Badacsony, once a 

volcanic site, and that of Sopron. But the contemporary popular economic calendar also 

recommended considering other features of the natural environment. Replanting valuable rooted 

canes was well worth the effort even in Turkish times of great danger.   

The large-scale replantation of vines after the expulsion of the Turks resulted, despite an 

expansion of the vine-growing territory, in recession. Despite this, landords, at the beginning of 

the 19th century, gave further allowances to serfs involved in the plantation of vineyards. In 

Somogy county, the Piarist custody allocated, in 1810, free lands for the plantation of vines in 

Mernye, Várong and Homok, while the Széchenyi manor gave an allowance of six years to the 

sefs of Pusztaszemes to do the same thing.    

4.3 PLANTING METHODS 

The time of planting depended on the propagating material used. Unrooted cuttings had to be 

planted before the flowering of the wheat and rye, while rooted cuttings had to be planted in 

autumn. So, in the west of Hungary, people planted the layerings rooted in the previous season, 

the propagating material named Ableger, Absenker and Bögen, in autumn. Pruning back to one 

or two buds and earthing up were now also recommended in the Hungarian special literature.  

For the plantation of larger allodial vineyards – probably due to a lack of rooted propagating 

material – unrooted cuttings were used. For example, in 1755 42.000 cuttings were used for the 

plantation in Fraknó, 80.000 for the plantation in Kismarton and 20.000 for the plantation of 

Boldogasszony, when the old vines were replaced and new ones were planted.   

On peasant farms, single variety planting was not possible due to the large number of the 

female flowered variety belonging to the conv.pontica variety group, even if the special 

literature at the beginning of the 20th century advocated it and even if it disapproved of the 

method of mixed planting used by the peasantry. In fact, János Nagyváthy had already spoken 

in favour of reducing the number of grape varieties in very mixed plantations. He cited his own 

vineyard as an example, where the different varieties - kadarka, karaj, rózsa, bajor, góhér, 

spanyol muskotály, furmint and the Hosszúszemű - were planted in different rows. In this way, 

nothing prevented pollination and fertilisation, and, with the number of varieties reduced, it was 

possible to harvest single-variety fruit on every row. On single-variety plantations, the 

cultivation of varieties which required mixed planting, such as sárfehér, kéknyelű, juhfarku, 

bajor, vörösdinka or kadarka, was relinquished by the end of the 19th century, and the 

cultivation of the varieties olaszrizling, kövidinka, mézes, ezerjó, szerémi zöld and szlankamenka 

was taken up. Of the table grapes, the cultivation of the varieties csabagyöngye, passatutti, 

chasselas, muscat and othonel gained prominence. Western European vine planting tools 

facilitated the insertion of the vine in the gound. They were mostly made of iron at the end of 

the 18th century, and drills made of wood were equipped with an iron end for protection. Ferenc 

Pethe, in the special journal entitled Nemzeti Gazda, which he himself edited, described such a 

planting tool with a controllable lever in 1817. In peasant usage, forked drills with either 

wooden or metal ends were common. The tool could be pressed down with a bigger force when 

knelt or trodden upon. In vineyards with stony hill soils, tools with one end rounded, the other 

end sharpened, and made by village smiths, were used. Inventories originating from regions 

south of the Danube, so, for example, from the Upper Balaton region, included them in their 

lists from the end of the 18th century. In the vineyards of Northern Transdanubia, prerooted or 



 

unrooted propagating material was trodden into holes or ditches after land preparation. Planting 

into holes meant more thorough work, which increased the probability of establishment. Pethe 

also talked about careless planting using an auger, which he observed in cases where extensive 

planting operations were performed by the peasantry at the beginning of the 19th century.      

On the Great Plain, vines were planted in the months of March and April into holes or in 

mounds. Vines were planted with an auger on soil previously turned over by ploughing or 

spading. In the case of loose grassland soil or broken pastures, planting after ploughing was not 

uncommon.    



 

5. SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

5.1 VINE CULTIVATION WITHOUT USING SUPPORT 

The vine is a creeping plant, which does not need support only in case it is pruned very short 

every year. In Transdanubia, on the territory of Balkan red wine culture, vines were 

unsupported. But they did not support vines in the Szerémség (present-day Croatia). In Baranya 

county, Mihály Haas observed that the Croatians did not support their vines pruned short, while 

the Germans chose tall trunk training systems using stakes. Vines were also unsupported in 

Somogy, Tolna, Zala and Veszprém counties, and partly in Fejér county. Training without 

support was also characteristic of allodial farms, as a method which required little financial 

investment. Extensive cultivation also promoted an increase in the number of unsupported vines 

– even as late as 1869, Ferenc Entz observed vines supported with stakes only on allodial farms 

in the neighbourhood of Győr.       

As early as 1895, the Borászati Lapok warned that not all varieties were suitable for training 

without support, as the Italian Riesling variety, for example, whose cultivation had become 

widespread, ran wild when trained without support, and bore no fruit. The szlankamenka, 

bogdányi dinka, hosszúnyelű and mirkovácsa proved to be high yield varieties, which is not 

surprising as with the spread of Balkan viti- and viniculture further north, these Pontic varieties, 

after a centuries-long process of selection, were ones especially suited to training without 

support. These varieties tolerated both environmental and cultivation stress and gave relatively 

large crops.   

The Borászati Lapok equally listed the kadarka, sárfekete, fehérdinka, rakkszőlő, juhfark and 

kövidinka among the varieties that tolerated training without support, which yielded large crops 

and which gave quality wine. In the 19th century, training without support became a widespread 

method of vine cultivation in the centre of the Carpathian Basin. The debate published by the 

Falusi Gazda in 1864, generated by some vinegrowers objecting to training without support due 

to the low quality of the wine it gave, engaged only few people and raised few responses. 

However, in most of Hungary, vines trained without support became dominant in mixed 

cultivation – the growing of fruiting trees together with vines - after vine cultivation on flat land 

and on sandy soil assumed large proportions from the 18th century onwards.   

5.2 VINE STAKES 

In his influential book published in 1785, Germershausen took a stand against the use of 

stakes in German wine regions and widely propagated, instead, the use of wooden frame support 

systems at a time when in the German wine regions, staking was the standard practice. In 

Hungary, however, training without support was almost exclusive at this time, due to large-scale 

plantation, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to a general scarcity of wood. Plantations 

where no support systems were used could be found in Southern Transdanubia, the Great Plains 

and the Kőrös region, as well as the Hajdúság. Plantations where stakes were used to support 

vines were located in the wine regions of Western Transdanubia, as well as Tokaj-Hegyalja and 

Transylvania. In Sopron, stakes were used as early as the 15th century. The accounts of the 

Nádasdy estate also list stakes from the period 1540 to 1550 from Western Transdanubia.    

In 1631, mention was made of the vines supported with stakes on the allodial farm in 

Szalónak. Mátyás Bél also made mention of the vines supported with the help of stakes in 

Kőszeg and Sopron. In fact, he stated that large numbers of stakes were indivative of high-

standard cultivation, because here newly planted vines were secured with small stakes, and old 

layered vines were supported with three stakes – one stake was embedded in the ground beside 

the mother vine, another beside the arch of the cane, a third beside the growing shoot of the 

layering. In this region, vines continued to be supported with stakes later, too. The vines of 



 

Ruszt, planted unevenly, also leant against stakes, and, when layered, they received three stakes. 

All this resembled the practice characteristic of German vine plantations.      

In the allodial vineyards of the Upper Balaton region, Somló and Sághegy, staking was also 

common. In fact, Ferenc Schams observed the use of foreign methods in Badacsony in the year 

1833, when the shoots of four nearby vines were tied to one stake. In this way, costs were 

reduced to one quarter of the total, and, as opposed to the method used earlier, staking gave 

loose standing vines caressed by sunshine. It was standard practice to use as stakes the fruiting 

trees which stood in vineyards. Stakes were used in the vineyards of the Balaton Uplands, in 

those of Ság, Somló and Western Hungary, as well as in the environs of Neszmély, Pécs, Buda 

and Tokaj-Hegyalja.    

The costs of staking were high and it meant uninterrupted work. Constant reference was 

made to the hard work of driving stakes into the ground and the costs of the stakes themselves, 

and the payment of serfs was demanded, as, for example, of the Festetics family by György 

Szabó on 28th March 1828, who had 1377 stakes embedded in the ground.  

5.3 EMBEDDING AND PULLING UP STAKES  

In the vineyards of Germany and Austria, stakes were usually pulled up in autumn, after the 

harvest, and they were embedded again in spring, after pruning. In this way stakes were 

protected from rotting. They were stored in a dry, aerated place in one pile, or arranged in the 

form of a diagonal cross. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, embedding the stakes in spring and pulling them 

up in autumn was standard practice. In other regions, too, this custom was observed, in the 

vineyards of Ruszt, the Fertő Lake, Sopron, Győr, Neszmély and the Balaton Uplands, for 

example. As a general principle and practice to be followed, the special literature at the end of 

the 18th century also advocated it.    

In the vineyards situated in the Fertő Lake region, rooted canes were pulled up at the same 

time as stakes. The work of pulling up stakes showed the practicality of German people, which 

meant that they did not leave the valuable stakes to rot in bad weather but, by storing them in an 

airy space, protected them so that they could use them for a long time. Contrary to this, the 

general practice in Hungary was to drive the stakes, left in the ground for winter, more and more 

deeply in every year, until they became so short as to disable the securing of the foliage and 

shoots. Using this method meant that more stakes were needed, while wood became more and 

more valuable and stakes increasingly expensive. Only more remote regions were able to satisfy 

the needs of the now monoculture wine regions with regard to stakes.      

5.4 THE NEED FOR STAKES, STAKING INSTRUMENTS 

The wood for stakes, or the ready-made stakes were transported to the monoculture wine 

regions of Transdanubia from Styria, the west of Hungary, Slavonia and the Bakony Hills. The 

wood needed in the wine regions of the Carpathian and the Tatra Mountains was provided by 

the same mountains. Within the borders, there was a lively commerce of the various 

endowments of regions with different natural resources. Th need for stakes was satisfied, in the 

19th century, and then during the rehabilitation of the vineyards after the phylloxera epidemic, 

by a great multitude of peasant teamsters and wood merchants. It was especially the vine 

regions situated in the heart of the country and where trees were less abundant, that were most 

dependent upon the services of enterprising teamsters. For example, the Balaton Uplands and 

the neighbourhood of the Badacsony-Káli Basin suffered, as early as the 18th century, from a 

scarcity of vine stakes, which was alleviated by the peasant teamsters from Felsőőrség (present-

day Southern Burgenland). From Slavonia carts arrived with bundles of split oak, from Styria 

and Western Hungary with bundles of split pine stakes. It was for this reason, because forests 

were being destroyed on such a large scale, that János Nagyváthy advocated vine cultivation 

without stakes. From the Eastern Carpathian Mountains, it was rafters who brought the 



 

sharpened stakes. Most often, even the material of the rafts was sold at Szeged, where they 

descended along the Maros River, loaded with fruit and wood.   

To pull up and embed stakes, special instruments were used. To embed stakes, people used 

an instrument with a flat back and small handle, called Krampel, with which it was not only 

possible to embed stakes but also chop off the dry parts, and to turn the soil a little to facilitate 

its introduction. To bore the holes, an iron dibble was used. The bar was a commonly used 

instrument which smiths made out of a cartwheel axis. The pointed end was used to bore the 

hole, while the rounded end was used to press the soil to the stake or to the propagating 

material. From the 18th century onward, it was an instrument commonly used on peasant farms 

with fixed basalt soils. To embed stakes in the ground, vinegrowers in the wine regions of 

Germany used a treading instrument which they fastened to their feet. In Transdanubia, this 

instrument was only used on one or two allodial farms in the second half of the 19th century. At 

this time the number of stakes grew significantly on model plantations where they wished to 

domesticate the production methods of the Rhine and other reputed German wine regions. For 

in these regions, a larger number of stakes were used because of the longer canes, larger crops 

and the various forms of vine training, which had higher costs.            

5.5 MATERIAL OF THE STAKES, PRESERVATION, PREPARATION 

Stakes were most often made of oak or pine, although the German and Styrian special 

literature also advocated the use of locust wood from the beginning of the 19th century. In 

Hungary Ferenc Schams was the first to recommend the use of locust wood in place of elder or 

willow. The use the locust wood, however, was not common in the first third of the 19th 

century, but by the end of the century it mostly replaced oak. Therefore, the majority of the 3 

million stakes transported from Balatonboglár in 1902 and 1903 were made of locust wood. The 

French special literature at the end of the 18th century advocated the firing of pointed stake 

ends, while the stake ends in contact with the air and thus more prone to damage should be 

coated with an oily cream. The stakes were deprived of the phloem because in this way, the 

elder and the willow would not “conceive”, someone said in an article published in the Falusi 

Gazda in 1856. Ferenc Entz advocated the use of tar for protection, as in his opinion, it would 

make stakes two or three times more durable. Antal Gyürky advocated steeping the stakes in 

green vitriol solution besides using the old methods. In peasant viticultural practice, the method 

of firing for hardening stake ends became widespread.    

5.6 STAKING IN ALLODIAL VINEYARDS 

Staking on allodial farms was done by serfs. Staking was done as early as 1611 in Rohonc, 

then in 1636 in Nyék, and on the Landsee estate. As early as this, it was found increasingly 

difficult to tolerate the carelessness and inaccuracy of the work performed by serfs. Despite this, 

the employment of serfs for the work continued to be insisted upon. Not only staking but also 

the preparation of stakes was required of serfs. Serfs were employed for the splitting, 

transporting, carving and inserting of the stakes because hired work was expensive. In the 19th 

century, however, labourers were hired to prepare the stakes for the vineyard of the Pápa estate, 

situated in Somló. This meant that here serfs were not employed for any viticultural labour, 

including staking.            

Stakes were also made and used in places where vines were trained without support. For 

example, on the Ráczörs estate of Kaszkovics (Somogy county), stakes were manufactured as 

early as 1837. In 1840 and ’41, the Balatonszentgyörgy estate sold 2400 stakes, and, in the years 

1844 and ’45, 1500 vine stakes and 200 garden stakes. The stakes were bought by the serfs 

living in the neighbourhood. They paid with day labour, whose value had grown significantly by 

1840. In allodial vineyards in Hungary, stakes were generally used.       



 

5.7 TIMBER FRAMES AND LIVING TREES 

The French special literature at the end of the 18th century discouraged the use of stakes in 

grape cultivation. Instead, it advocated the use of timber frames for the training of vines, the so-

called yoked vine method, the remnants of which were still visible in Burgundy and Occitane in 

the 18th century. Similar frames were known in the vineyards of the southern Rhine region, as 

well as in Baden. Ferenc Entz saw similar constructions on his study trip made in the 

neighbourhood of Mainz and Oppenheim. Timber frames of this kind were also known in 

Southern Tyrol. In Southern and Eastern Transdanubia, similar frames used on peasant farms 

are known from the research of Bertalan Andrásfalvy and Melinda Égető.      

There are surviving pieces in the Sárköz, where at the end of each tract, they rose out of 

plantations of unsupported kadarka vines. The frames of arbours around the houses were also 

made of bars fitted together. For example, in 1771, the sub-prefect of Győr county ordered 200 

poles from the Pápa estate of count Károly Esterházy. He asked not for poles made of raw but of 

dry oak. Arbours were nice ornaments of allodial farms in Transdanubia. Due to their high 

value, frames were always listed in inventories. During the Turkish occupation, due to the 

uncertainties of life, vines trained up living trees became a standard feature again, and so 

survived as a mode of cultivation from the Middle Ages.          The large-scale plantations of the 

18th and 19th centuries forced this ancient method to recede, even if depictions on the seals of 

certain Hungarian and Slavic settlements in Baranya county dating from the end of the 18th and 

the beginning of the 19th century seem to suggest that the practice did not become altogether 

obsolete. The regular-shaped arbour was an ornament of gardens as early as th 16th and 17th 

centuries, a nineteenth-century development of which was the two- and multi-storey arbour.     

5.8 WIRE SUPPORT SYSTEMS  

In place of wooden bars, people began using ropes and then, from the middle of the 19th 

century, wires. Ferenc Entz commented, as early as 1864, on the wire support systems used on 

south German vine plantations. A. Fr.von Babo advocated its intoduction in Southern Tyrol in 

1865, after its advantages had been observed. From the 1880s, the agricultural journals 

published in the Austro-Hungarian monarchy discussed in more and more detail the advantages 

and preparation of wire support systems. After being tried in Austria, they were described in 

Hungarian newspapers, which also published illustrations to demonstrate the slanting end poles, 

their anchorage, the wires holding the cordon arms and ways of controlling the wires. Initially, 

the purpose of using wire support systems was to reduce the number of stakes used, so these two 

systems existed side by side. Stakes were embedded in the ground beside the trunks, but, at the 

same time, wires were used to carry the arms. This promoted the spread of the Guyot and 

Hooibrenk cultivation systems. In 1898 it was argued in the Borászati Lapok that although the 

use of wire support systems was expensive, the use of stakes was even more so.        



 

6. PRUNING AND TRAINING SYSTEMS 

6.1 TIMING 

Pruning times were decided on the basis of experience resulting from popular observations 

and beliefs. So, for example in Sopron, two or three vines were pruned at Christmas because 

people held that vines pruned at this time would have a good yield. In Kőszeg, pruning was 

permitted at full moon, but in the Balaton region, pruning was no longer allowed at new moon 

because it was held that in that case, the shoots would be eaten by woodworms in the summer, 

and that the vines would develop a large number of suckers. In Somló and with the Catholic 

people inhabiting the villages of the Káli Basin, it was a general rule that on Shrove Tuesday 

one vine was pruned on each of the four corners of their plantations, thus ensuring the 

protection of the farms as well as abundant crops. Pruning was begun at full moon and 

discontinued at new moon. Pruning was begun in a similar fashion on the allodial farms of the 

Custody of Fejérvár. In Sukoró, the vines on the four corners were pruned on 14th February. 

Respecting the lunar phases was also always recommended by the specialist writers of the first 

books on agriculture published in Hungary. The full moon favoured the success of viticultural 

labours.       

Spring was the time devoted to pruning – in the first calendars, published in the 15th and 

16th centuries, it featured among the labours to be performed in February or March. However, 

in areas where vines were not covered for winter, pruning could be started right after the 

harvest, on days without frost. Debates about the right time for pruning – whether it should be 

done in autumn or spring - became more intense in the mid-19th century.The debates were 

about whether pruning times could be spread evenly between autumn and spring, in order to 

counterbalance the high wages paid in peak times. Some of the the arguments emphasised 

biological considerations such as bleeding.  

6.2 INSTRUMENTS 

6.2.1 The axe-type pruning knife  

In most of Western Hungary, versions of the axe-type pruning knife were commonly used. 

The typology made by István Vincze has been used to identify the types used around the 

country. In the vineyards of Southern Transdanubia, the Tokaj-Hegyalja type was used, while 

the smaller Balaton-region type was used in the vineyards of the Balaton region. The slimmer 

Zala-region type was used in the vineyards west of the northern coast of Lake Balaton. Besides 

the main types, there are some minor ones, with which the traditional vine shapes characteristic 

of a particular wine region were created. With the axe-type pruning knife, bald head training 

could be satisfactorily performed but the grapevines could also be spur pruned if the shape of 

the cutting edge allowed it.      

Ferenc Schams also emphasised the fact that besides tradition, and the shape of the pruning 

knife apart, what determined pruning methods was human skill and expertise. So, people living 

in the Szerémség pruned just as skilfully with their big sickles as did the people living in Buda 

with their small billhooks which fitted in their palms. The regional differences were also taken 

into account by ironmongers and tool manufacturers. With their prices they conserved long-

standing traditions, as did J. Wathner in 1825, with the publication of his ironware catalogue. 

The shape of the axe-type pruning knife has been preserved by a large number of settlement 

seals. However, the use of a particular pruning knife cannot be ascertained on the basis of these 

seals because sample images for seals went from place to place.     



 

6.2.2 The pruning knife without an axe head 

In the research, pruning knives without axe heads are considered to be partly of Roman 

origin, but also a characteristic tool used in grape cultivation in the Trans-Caucasian region. His 

ethnographic studies led István Vincze to conclude that in Transdanubia, the Buda type was 

typical, a type known in the region of Buda-Mór and in the neighbouring areas of Austria. In 

modern times, it was disseminated by the Germans settled in Hungary. In Pest, the inventory of 

the German ironmonger, János Hassan listed as many as 129 Weinmessers, which could have 

meant pruning knives without axe heads. In 1825, the German pruning knives offered for sale 

by Wathner were also of this type. The well-known pruning knife commonly known as Rhine 

knife was also without an axe head.      

Vinegrowers also disseminated good pruning knives by recommending them to one another. 

In 1856, Alajos Gaál recommended the iron mongery at the sign of the Gold Miner, where they 

sold excellent pruning knives. Images of the Buda-type pruning knife have been preserved by a 

number of contemporary works and documents as well as museum collections. Its sporadic 

occurrence in Baranya county can be attributed to connections between the vinedressers of Pécs 

and Buda in the middle of the 19th century. The Buda-type pruning knife was complemented by 

the vine saw, which substituted for the axe-shaped blade in the removal of dry, dead parts. 

Vinegrowers kept it in their right bootlegs, and the Germans living in the environs of Buda and 

in Fejér county, but also the Saxons in Transylvania, tied the billhook and the saw sheath to 

their legs. In the vineyards of Mátraalja, the neighbourhood of Gyöngyös, and those of 

Transylvania people used pruning knives without axe heads. The special literature slowly began 

to look upon vine saws as tools required for pruning, with which merciful pruning could be 

performed just as much as with the use of pruning scissors. The use of the vinesaw heralded the 

change from the pruning knife to pruning scissors.         

6.2.3 Pruning scissors 

In Hungary the first pair of pruning scissors was tried by Ferenc Schams around 1820, and 

he was the first to advocate its use in Central Europe. The transition to pruning scissors did not 

happen until the end of the 19th century. In the process of transition, various versions in 

between the pruning knife and pruning scissors appeared. Changes in equipment led to changes 

in pruning and cultivation methods. The uniformisation of pruning, a consequence of the spread 

of pruning scissors, led to the disappearance of pruning knives peculiar to the various 

vinegrowing regions. The widespread use of pruning scissors in the 18th and 19th centuries was 

made possible by the agricultural revolution. In agriculture, it was the spread of tools and 

mainly that of industrial products that meant revolutionary change. In Hungary, just like in other 

countries in Central and Eastern Europe, the agricultural revolution occurred somewhat later 

than in western Europe – it was still happening at the beginning of the 19th century.      

Scissors with two blades, similar to tailor’s scissors, were used solely for cutting soft plant 

parts. The Romans were familiar with them but used them excusively for severing grape 

clusters. Flower scissors for cutting off flower stems were first made in Cassel, England, at the 

beginning of the 19th century. In France, the instrument was used in viticulture, but only for 

canopy management, while they continued to use the usual pruning knife for pruning and shoot 

thinning. These scissors did not differ much from scissors in domestic use: they were weak and 

did not give good leverage. For pruning vines and fruit trees, longer-handled instruments with 

increased leverage, made of thicker steel, were suitable.    

The first such tools began to be used around 1830, in the vineyards of Württemberg, then, 

around 1844, in the environs of Stuttgart, where the first items were made by the smiths Mann 

and Neff. The use and manufacture of pruning scissors, begun in Württemberg, spread to the 

vinehills of Pfalz and Austria. In favourably situated places, skilled craftsmen earned great 

reputation, among them the smiths who manufactured scissors and knives in Lower Austria. In 

the district of Traun, for example, 309 knife and 20 scissor manufacturers were registered in 



 

1825. Styria was also famous for its blade manufacturers – here, 53 knife, 7 scissor and 11 

razorblade manufacturers were registered. All this means that smiths were capable of making 

pruning scissors without any difficulty. So, for example in Feuerbrunn /near Wagram, Lower 

Austria/, in the historical wine region with great reputation and long-standing traditions, the first 

pruning scissors were made by Zelenka Franz around 1820.         

In Hungary the trial of the first pair of pruning scissors, its description, depiction and 

propagation happened at this same time. Ferenc Schams, the hard-working viti- and viniculture 

specialist of the Reform Era, presented the new instrument in 1838, accompanying his 

description with two drawings.   

His periodical was published both in Hungarian and in German, so he was able to share his 

experience with the specialists living in other countries. He obtained the first pair of pruning 

scissors around 1821 from a doctor living in Topolya, Bács county. Unfortunately, he does not 

say who it was made by and where it came from. The doctor probably brought it from abroad or 

– as doctors, trained in the natural sciences, were usually interested in and knew a lot about 

horticulture - he might have bought it in Hungary from a knife maker or a manufacturer of 

medical equipment having journeyed in Styria or some other Western European country. Ferenc 

Schams tried it immediately and wrote about the satisfaction he felt: “… and I have been using 

it with the greatest contentment since then. My vinedressers are so happy working with it that 

they do not feel at all inclined to use the pruning knife.” He thoroughly examined the instrument 

and observed the standard of the work performed with it.   

He held that pruning scissors had the advantage that with their help, it was possible to sever 

thicker, hard wood canes. He observed that pruning scissors made cleaner, more accurate cuts, 

as opposed to the pruning knife. One did not have to tug or push and pull them, which shook the 

whole vine. Ferenc Schams, as a real reformer, advocate and promoter of capitalism, also 

assessed the performance that pruning scissors made possible.    

He made the observation that with the use of pruning scissors, the time spent pruning a 

particular piece of land was reduced by half. Seeing the advantages of pruning scissors, József 

Urbánszky made an agreement with a knife manufacturer that he would begin manufacturing 

the instrument. His intention was to advance the adoption and use of pruning scissors 

manufactured by the Hungarian small industry. Despite all this, the spread of pruning scissors in 

Hungary was slow. In 1858 Vilmos Köhler, instructor at the academy of agriculture in 

Magyaróvár wrote that to prune vines, good knives were needed, or scissors which had been in 

circulation of late, whose design was considerably improved by a smith called Johann Keusch, 

living in Krems (Lower Austria).      

Without such an improvement, the Hungarian peasantry, traditionally conservative, would 

not have used the scissors but insisted on using the pruning knife, to which they were 

accustomed. The people living in the various wine regions, considered to be centres of 

innovation, would not have adopted the use of pruning scissors if the instrument had not been 

improved and perfected.    

However, the adoption of pruning scissors was also slow in the vinegrowing regions of 

Western Europe. Contemporary works on grape cultivation did not make any mention of the 

instrument, advocating the use of the pruning knife only. The encyclopedia of viticulture, 

published in Austria, did not mention it, either, nor did the works describing viticultural 

practices in Styria, published in 1824 and 1844, respectively, although the small industry would 

have made possible a relatively large-scale manufacture of scissors. Authors writing about 

viticulture in the Rhine region and the south of Germany did not make any mention of pruning 

scissors, either – this leads us to conclude that the use of the instrument was not widespread 

here, either, at the time. In 1864, however, Ferenc Entz observed, on his study trip that he made 

in Western Europe, that there it was a commonly known and used tool. In Southern Tyrol and 

Northern Italy it became known between 1870 and 1880. In Bohemia it became widespread at 

the end of the 19th century, after it had been adopted in the neighbouring member states of the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.             



 

Several factors stood in the way of the adoption of pruning scissors, of which the most 

important was that their blades did not allow the perfect execution of bald pruning. Therefore, 

the instrument was not used until improvements were made to their design. Change in the use of 

pruning instruments led to changes in pruning and cultivation methods in the second half of the 

19th century. The existence of pruning scissors of various designs and, accordinly, with various 

names, (French, Italian, Swiss, Styrian, of Krems etc.) was indicative of the widespread 

adoption of pruning with scissors in Western Europe, and the existence of various designs in 

Hungary indicated that the method was also adopted in Hungary. The scissors of the Kecskemét 

design became widespread mainly on the Great Plain.      

Despite the fact that the development of the economy in Hungary was slower than in 

Western Europe, pruning scissors came to be used at the very same time. However, the adoption 

of the pruning instrument was slower than in Western Europe. This was a consequence, in the 

field of viticulture, of capitalist development struggling with remnants of feudalism.    

6.3 CUT SURFACES CREATED BY VINEGROWERS AND BLEEDING 

Pruning required a certain degree of knowledge of biology but also experience. Peasants in 

Hungary must have acquired this knowledge from their fathers and grandfathers because the 

first books on agriculture were still not sufficiently informative. Ferenc Pethe described in vain 

the factors which impacted on fertility when he classified vine buds similarly to fruiting tree 

buds, distinguishing vegetative and flower buds. The budded shoots pruned off were used to 

predict yields. In Kőszeg, from the middle of the 18th century, depictions of the buds were 

made in a book called the Book of Vine Shoots every year on St George’s day, on the basis of 

which the yields for that year were predicted.     

6.4 HORIZONTAL CUT SURFACES IN HUNGARY, SLOPING CUT SURFACES IN 

GERMANY 

According to Schams, Hungarian vinedressers created horizontal cut surfaces when pruning 

vines, which, on the spurs, resulted in harmful bleeding that caused disbudding. In areas where 

vines were bare pruned and when forming vine heads without spurs, horizontal cut surfaces 

were made by pressing the pruning knife quickly forward, so not by pulling the knife, which 

would have resulted in sloping cut surfaces. In Styria, pruners made horizontal cuts as late as 

1844. The method of pulling the knife, considered specifically German, and then the spread of 

pruning scissors resulted in the adoption of a new pruning technique, that of making sloping cut 

surfaces. This method was used in Lower Austria as early as the 18th century, but it was also 

used in Buda, Szekszárd and Somogy, and probably, through the settlement of German people, 

in the Balaton Uplands, in Pusztavám. The contemporary special literature spoke about its many 

advantages.    

6.5 BLEEDING AND ITS CURE  

The opponents of pruning in springtime advocated pruning in autumn or spring because of 

bleeding and disbudding. In Hungarian, the phenomenon of bleeding is called lacrimation, but 

in the contemporary German-language special literature it was also called bleeding, just as in 

English and, therefore, Hungarian peasants, having mirror-translated the term, also used this 

expression. Ferenc Pethe considered the period of bleeding to be variety-specific emphasising 

that pruning must be started with this in mind. At the time, bleeding was considered harmful, so 

they did all they could to prevent it. In 1785, Germerschausen, following classical examples, 

suggested that cut wound be coated with grafting material.   

The French special literature recommended that clay, powdered coal or soft soap mixed with 

liquid soap be spread over the cut surface, but in the case of stronger bleeding, wounds were 

covered with bladder mixed with pitch. In Somló, even as late as the 20th century, wounds were 



 

coated with hot pitch. The grafting wax recommended for use since the middle of the 19th 

century did not become widespread in peasant viticultural practice until the end of the century. 

In Transdanubia the sap collected after bleeding was used in popular medicine as eye-drop. 

Even specialist journals discussed uses to which the sap could be put.     

6.6 LENGTH OF PRUNING ELEMENTS AND VINE LOAD 

6.6.1 Bearing balance 

The importance of maintaining bearing balance was recognised and emphasised in the 

literature quite early on. The influential Germerschausen wrote in 1785 that the age and 

condition of the vinestock had to be taken account of and that pruning should always be 

performed so that the stock remained low and that it did not lose its bearing units. The 18th-

century Western European special literature advocated different pruning methods for 

establishing vines and for removing parts of bearing vines. Chaptal, one-time minister of 

Napoleon, stressed the importance of the proper balance between wood and crop when he wrote 

that the more canes pruners left on the vines, the bigger the crops, but the lower the quality of 

the wine.     

Bearing balance was easily disturbed by unskilled pruners or neglectful pruning. Serfs 

working on allodial farms not only did careless work but they knew very little about pruning. 

That is why, in March 1814, for example, the governor of the estate ordered the prefect to select 

the right people for the pruning operations to be performed on the allodial plantation in 

Előszállás, in Fejér county.  

In Hungary, bearing balance was usually disturbed because too many buds were left on one 

cane and not because of long pruning. In general, vines were pruned short, but neither canopy 

management nor the removal of the fruit canes of the previous year was done. The heads were 

not kept clean, so bearing balance was soon disturbed. Near Lake Balaton, only vinegrowers 

who wanted to reduce their debts did long pruning. Loading the vines asymmetrically, they left 

buds where the canes were stonger anyway.  

6.6.2 The needs of the different varieties 

The Pontic varieties predominated as these varieties tolerated pruning to the basal bud, and 

they produced fruit from latent buds. Varieties proliferated which were relatively undemanding, 

which produced fruit from their side buds and which tolerated short pruning and pruning to the 

basal bud.  

Vincze Simon, monk living in Csorna with extensive knowledge of farming, emphasised in 

1865 the importance of familiarity with vine varieties on the part of pruners. However, this 

proved impossible to realise. On mixed plantations different varieties demanded pruning of 

different lengths. To understand more about variety-specific pruning methods, experiments on 

41 varieties were made in 1864, on the Gellért Hill experimental farm of the National Hungarian 

Association of Agriculture. A number of varieties were being grown which had to be pruned 

long, despite being low trained. So the kéknyelű, the sárfehér, the porcsin, the erdei, the 

hárslevelű, the kövérszőlő, the lisztes, the vékonyhéjú, the furmint, the járdovány and partly the 

tüskéspupú zamatos, the bajor, the góhér and the királyszőlő varieties.      

The Izabella, Augusztána and genuai varieties, which spread in the second half of the 19th 

century, as well as the Rhine Riesling, the Tramini, the Burgundy, the Muscat Lunel, the 

Sauvignon, the Cabernet and the Merlot varieties also required long pruning, together with the 

table varieties. As for the methods to be applied in the cultivation and pruning of the old 

Hungarian grape varieties, two facts should be mentioned in this place:   

 

1. In mediaeval arbour training, these old Hungarian varieties, which needed low training, 

were generally not used.  



 

2. The old Hungarian grape varieties, made to undergo, during the 1970s and ’80s, tall trunk 

training on a large scale, were grown in reduced numbers.   

 

6.6.3 Hooibrenking 

In the vineyards especially of Transdanubia and Transylvania, the people who engaged in the 

debate about the procedure advocated by Hooibrenk (leaving a cane and tying it horizontally) 

put forward the argument that the procedure had been known in certain regions for a long time, 

that it was an element of traditional modes of production. Near Lake Balaton it was also 

standard practice at the time. The feverish haste in studying Hooibrenk’s pruning method in 

Hungary can be explained by the fact that a patient application had been submitted. The 

operation of stretching the long cane in the direction of the neighbouring vine and securing it 

horizontally spread to the east from the northern wine regions of France and from the Rhine 

region.  

6.6.4 Bare-pruned head training 

According to J. Metzger low training spread as a result of the ecological, economic and 

social changes that occurred in Western and Central Europe in the 16th and 17th centuries, with 

the recession of arbour training. However, Melinda Égető believes that low training in the 

Carpathian Basin became dominant practice in the 13th or 14th century. In any case, Ferenc 

Schams observed low training to be standard practice in Hungary at the beginning of the 19th 

century, especially in the central part of the country.  

Pruning to the basal bud (the first and the lowest bud, which may produce a crop) was called 

bare-pruned head training, due to the shape of the vinehead and the lack of old woodcanes. In 

most of the vineyards of Transdanubia, the Danube-Tisza Interfluve and the Trans-Tisza region 

the vines were bare-pruned in the second half of the 19th century. Although bare-pruned vines 

all appear to look alike, yet they belonged to two distinct grape cultivation systems. In 

Transdanubia, on the territory south of Veszprém county and extending as far as the Dráva and 

Danube rivers, as well as in the Danube Bend, north of Buda, we find vineyards where vines 

were bare-pruned without any support, while north-west of Fejér county bare-pruned vines were 

supported with stakes.     

The two regions were contiguous with the territory occupied by the Turks, that is, with a 

territory where a system of vine cultivation originating from the Balkans was maintained – 

namely, a head system under which kadarka vines were bare-pruned and grown without 

support. This mode of cultivation was best suited for the rigid Pontic varieties with strong canes 

and short internode lengths. The cultivation of the kadarka variety, which became widespread 

after the expulsion of the Turks, invariably meant bare-runed head training, usually without 

support. But vines were bare pruned in Transylvania in the Ménes-Arad-Hegyalja wine region, 

as well as in the south of Hungary.        

In the south of Germany, in Lower Austria and the north and west of Transdanubia, bare 

pruning was part of a viticultural system under which high-quality wines were produced. Very 

probably one group of the Germans settled in Hungary brought the technique from the south of 

Germany, which, in the central part of Hungary, was applied either on its own, as an entirely 

new mode of cultivation, or in combination with the method used in the system that came from 

the Balkans. In the heart of Transdanubia, in the neighbourhood of Mór, Bársonyos and Ászár, 

and in the wine region of Mór vines were bare pruned by the local Germans, in accordance with 

the needs of the ezerjó variety, complementing pruning with intensive canopy management, 

shoot thinning, defoliation, cluster thinning, trimming and shoot pinching.     

As I see it, the difference between the two versions of bare pruning, one which originated in 

the north-west and the other which originated in the south-east was that the former was not 

connected to the kadarka variety and that in this system, canopy management was on the same 



 

level of importance as, and complementary to pruning. The vines were supported with stakes 

and the purpose was always to produce high-quality wine. The vines cultivated in the two 

systems looked very much alike: small productive surfaces and growing spaces, bare-pruned 

vine heads, big territorial density, and the lowest coefficient of productivity.    

 

6.6.5 Short- and long-spur head training 

On vine heads not pruned as low as the basal bud, spurs grew. In the special literature, stubs 

with a maximum of 2 buds were called short spurs, while stubs with a maximum of 5 buds were 

called long spurs. With the spread of pruning scissors, spur pruning became more common. In 

Western Transdanubia, vines were spur pruned or long canes were left on the stock. According 

to Schams, in Buda they left one-bud spurs, and the vineyards of Felsőőrs were also cultivated 

in the Buda style from the 1830s. In the vineyards of Badacsony, Gyulakeszi, Csobánc, 

Nagykeresztes and Szombathely they also left two-bud spurs, as did the Germans in Pusztavám.       

In 1842 J.G.Kohl, travelling around the countries of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, wrote 

about the shape of the vines in the vineyards situated in the neighbourhood of Székesfehérvár. 

He wrote that trunks were not high trained here, that the canes were pruned back very short, and 

so every year one knotty hardwood part was formed on the head. After a while these parts 

branched off, which the traveller compared to antlers. Vinedressers in Fehérvár hung old, dry 

stocks on the front of their houses like trade signs or trophies. In the first part of the 19th 

century they came to be used as emblems in vinedresser festivals. Long-spur pruning only 

became widespread in the second half of the 19th century, especially after the phylloxera 

epidemic.          

 

6.7 HEAD TRAINING COMBINED WITH CANE PRUNING  

6.7.1 Cane pruning in Germany and Styria  

In France and Germany, because of the properties of the grape varieties belonging to the 

conv. occidentalis variety group, vines were pruned longer than on the plantations in Hungary 

where Pontic varieties were grown. Long pruning had a number of local variations, of which the 

horizontal tying of the canes and the method, commonly known in Styria and the environs of 

Lake Fertő, of embedding cane ends in the ground were the most common, similarly to the 

mode of cultivation characteristic of the environs of Lake Bóden – cane-pruned low head 

training -, which, according to Babo and Mach, showed similarities with the method used in the 

west of Hungary.     

Leaving and arching canes in Transdanubia and the Mátraalja region and, in Transylvania, in 

head training with cane-hoops, was compared to the method used in the Rhine region, even 

though it was not a uniform method. Cane pruning was done with special care, which is 

indicated by a farm tenancy contract from 1839, the region of the Ahr. According to the 

contract, the loss of bearing units must be prevented. On one vine, a maximum of 4 canes was 

allowed and the sharecropper was allowed to prune weaker vines to only 2 canes.     

6.7.2 Cane pruning in the neighbourhood of Sopron and the Fertő Lake region, the so-

called "ungarische Erziehunsart"  

An unusual version of head training, different from the versions known in Europe, was the 

cane-pruned head training system of Sopron, being either the result of inner development or a 

mode of cultivation inherited from the Middle Ages. A third possibility is that the method was 

taken over from the Germans in the Middle Ages. The speciality of the method resides in the 



 

fact that on the spur of the previous year, they left a long cane, which they did not tie to the 

neighbouring vine but, bending it, layered it, bringing its tip above the ground.       

Therefore, the method involved tying to three stakes. German specialists found it unusual 

because layered canes produced larger and better-quality crops, grapes which ripened somewhat 

earlier. In addition, the rooted layerings were used as propagating material. Because the German 

specialists in question observed this mode of cultivation in the north-west of Hungary, they 

called it the Hungarian method.      

The method was first discussed in 1827 by J. Metzger and then, by V. Schnarzl, Fr. X. 

Trummer, A. Regner and Babo-Mach, who wrote at length about the Ungarische Erzie-hungart 

when discussing the method of cane pruning. M. Arthold also discussed the method in 1929, 

calling it “burgenländische Schnittmethode”, after the redrawing of the borders following the 

treaty of Trianon. The only person to say that the method was wrongly called Hungarian was W. 

Köhler. The instructor, who taught horticulture at the academy of Mosonmagyaróvár could have 

no special reason to doubt its origin, if not that he expressed this view a few years after the 

failed revolution and war of independence of 1848-49, in a German-speaking educational 

institution. In the vineyards of the archduke near Fertő Lake, the same pruning method was 

used.       

Cane-pruned head training using three stakes was a known procedure in Sopron as early as 

the 15th century. Mátyás Bél wrote about it being performed in the vineyards of Sopron, Ruszt 

and Keszthely, then Ferenc Pethe and János Nagyváthy wrote about it being performed in the 

vineyards of Balf, Medgyes, Oggau and Hidegség, and Ferenc Schams wrote about the method 

being used even in the vineyards of Pozsony. To sum up, cane-pruned head training appears to 

be a relic of the Middle Ages. Its singularity, the fact that it has a special Hungarian designation 

unique to it, as well as its relatedness to Western European cane pruning all appear to prove it   

6.7.3 Cane-pruned grape cultivating regions in Hungary  

Vines were cane pruned and low trained in other regions, too, although here it must be 

considered a more recent development. This system was used in the vineyards of Keszthely, the 

Balaton Uplands, Somló, Győr, Kőszeg and Rohonc. It was equally used in the Sárköz and the 

Ormánság – here, however, the method will equally have survived from the Middle Ages. They 

left canes in Northern and North-Eastern Hungary, the Mátra region and the east of Hungary, in 

Transylvania in the NagyKüküllő region inhabited by the Saxons and in the Kis-Küküllő region 

inhabited by Hungarian people, where canes were made into hoops in the thigh-shaped training 

system, and lastly, in Arad-Ménes-Hegyalja, where hoops were made in head training. Here, the 

sunny slopes of the hills surrounding the villages were occupied by extensive plantations 

producing reputed, good-quality wines. Some one hundred years ago, Balázs Orbán, in his 

extensive work on Székely Land in Transylvania, expressed an opinion that arched-cane 

pruning gave the best wine. The local varieties such as the járdovány, the leányka and the 

királyszőlő mostly died out after the phylloxera epidemic. The mode of pruning characteristic of 

this land was often rendered, either in the form of paintings or sculptures, on the tympana of 

village houses. Such ornaments, representing arched-cane pruning, were frequent hereabouts.    

6.8 BUSH TRAINING, THIGH-SHAPED AND ARBOUR TRAINING  

6.8.1 Bush training 

Bush training only spread slowly, following Western European examples. In the 19th 

century, in the neighbourhood of Badacsony, regular-shaped, four-cornered bush-trained vines 

were created using classical two-bud canes. These vines, some old people who remember them 

say, sometimes reached sizes so big as to allow a person to be seated comfortably in them, like 

in an armchair. On the vinehills of Kővágóőrs and Révfülöp, for example, you can still see, in 

the old vineyards, bush-trained vines of such big sizes. In the neighbourhood of 



 

Badacsonytomaj, vines were trained under the three-branched, so-called tomaji (of Tomaj) 

pruning system. János Nagyváthy, at the beginning of the 19th century, observed elongations, 

the result of neglectful pruning, in the Balaton region and the vineyards of Somogy. Bush 

training was the typical cultivation mode in quality wine production.        

6.8.2 Thigh and trunk training methods in Western Europe  

The custom of thigh and trunk training spread east from France through Alsace and the 

German vinegrowing regions. Short-pruned canes were used in the neighbourhood of Heidelberg, 

the Bavarian region of the Rhine, and in the environs of south Pfalz and Lahm. One or more longer 

canes were used in Württemberg, Badisches Oberland, and the Maina Valley. In Switzerland, too, 

similar regional modes of cultivation came to exist. Most of these were commonly known as early 

as the end of the 18th century: in 1778, Sprenger described several of them. J. Metzger described 

them in detail in 1827, and drawings were attached. Thus, by reading his very thorough and richly 

illustrated work, Hungarian readers became familiar with the thigh and trunk training method.   

6.8.3 Arbour training 

The vine is a creeping plant, and this property was exploited in arbour training. It was a 

much-liked form of grape cultivation in classical times, which, however, experienced territorial 

recession in modern times. However, in peasant viticulture and in allodial ornamental gardens 

the practice was preserved. So it was preserved in the vineyards of Southern Hungary, in 

Eastern Transdanubia, especially in the Sárköz and the Ormánság, and sporadically in Somogy 

county the Vinea camerata arbour type was maintained, where vines were trained along bars 

laid across the top of four upright poles. The Vinea ingata (canteriata) and the Vitis pergulata 

were the pride of 16th and 17th century allodial gardens, which the special literature of the 19th 

century, especially in the second half, recommended for disguising entrances.      

J. Metzger gave detailed descriptions of the various types of arbour, so it is surely no 

accident that at the Georgikon in Keszthely professor Lehrmann, lecturing in Hungarian about 

grape cultivation and wine production, also dedicated time to their discussion. Arbour training 

in Southern Transdanubian peasant viticulture was devoted special attention in the literature of 

the 19th century, which gave detailed descriptions of the white table grape arbours rising out of 

kadarka fields in Tolna and Szekszárd-Báta, whose temporary frames were transplanted, after 

exhaustion, to the neighbouring vines. In 1845 Mihály Haas wrote that “… on the contrary, the 

Germans, following the ancient Romans, train their vines high, to make arbours.”   

In performing arbour training in Southern Transdanubia, the German settlers probably relied 

on the knowledge and expertise which originated in their native country. Arbour harvest in 

Sárköz was also called Bavarian harvest, and László Hadrovics believes that the Hungarian for 

arbour, lugas, owes its origins to the German word for arbour, namely, Laube. The ethnographic 

study of arbour training was done by Melinda Égető, who argued that this mode of training can 

be regarded as a vestige of mediaeval viticulture.     



 

7. LAND CULTIVATION 

7.1 CULTIVATION WITH SPADE AND HOE 

7.1.1 Cultivation with spade in the vineyards of Western Europe 

In mediaeval viticulture in Western Europe, the spade played an important role. In a book 

published in 1568, Jost Amman included an illustration of a wooden spade fitted with a U-

shaped metal plate at the bottom, beside the vinedresser using a two-forked spade. In the region 

of the Ahr, vine plantations were dug up on St. John’s Day as early as 1586. Digging was 

performed by sharecroppers. Sprenger also talks about the spade as a tool used in land 

cultivation in the southern German vineyards. In 1785, Germershausen wrote about digging on 

three occasions. He recommended that deep digging be performed at budding, second digging in 

spring, after pruning, at the end of March or the beginning of April, while a third digging was to 

be performed after flowering, around St. John’s Day. The French special literature condemned 

the practice of digging up vineyards, because the surface roots might be hurt. Despite this, 

digging on three occasions was still standard practice in German vineyards in the 19th century.    

7.1.2 Land cultivation using the spade in Hungary 

An illustration in the Vencel Bible from the 14th century shows that to loosen the ground on 

vine plantations, the spade was used. In the vineyards of the north-west of Hungary, there was 

no uncovering in spring in the 15th century because instead of covering, the last vineyard 

operation after the harvest was digging. It was only after the autumn deep digging, performed in 

place of covering, that the vine stakes were pulled up. The Hungarian-Latin dictionary of 

Sopron from the 14 century already contained the words hoe, spade and stake. In the vineyards 

of Sopron, forks and spades were used for digging as late as the 19th century. The oldest of the 

Germans settled in Pusztavám still remembered the digging of vineyard soil in late autumn or 

early spring.      

Spading was replaced by deep hoeing. In describing vine cultivation in Buda, Ferenc Schams 

mentioned that initially, the hoe of Buda was used for spading. For example, the hoe was used 

for spading operations in the neighbourhood of Gyöngyös. Also, it was used by the Serb settlers 

in the Danube Bend. The use of the hoe to perform spading is an old practice. The Hungarian 

word for hoe, kapa, did not exist before the 14th century, and the Hungarian word kapás was 

originally used in the sense of digger, labourer working with the hoe, and so was the Serbian-

Croatian kópac, the Slovenian, the Czech and the Slovak kopác, and the Polish kopacz. It cannot 

be an accident that in the glossary of his textbook published at the end of the 18th century Máté 

Pankl wrote “Pastinatio - Spading - hoeing -Das Weinhauen – To hoe”. I presume that the 

practice of hoeing must be a vestige of mediaeval spading operations performed on Hungarian 

vine plantations. Fork hoeing, practised in Tokaj-Hegyalja, also belongs in that tradition.  

Iván Balassa presumes that in Tokaj-Hegyalja, the hoe came to be used at the end of the 

Middle Ages but no later than the middle of the 16th century.   

7.1.3 Vine hoe designs 

H. Hünn, in his discussion of viticulture in Lower Austria, described Hungarian hoes as wide 

hoes. However, various designs were then in use in Hungary, which becomes evident when one 

goes through the catalogues of tool manufacturers. In these catalogues manufacturers listed the 

designs most suited to local needs, well aware of the fact that people living in the 

neighbourhood of Tapolca would not buy, instead of the hoe of Tapolca, the unusual-looking 

hoe of Villány. One household owned several hoes, and people might have used different 

designs for the cultivation of different kinds of plant.     



 

The fifteenth-century bequest inventory of Miklós Haberleiter, affluent burgher and guild 

master tells us that he owned six hoes for four vineyards. More detailed 18th and 19th-century 

inventories also specified their state of repair, their sizes and their names, as well as the uses to 

which they were put. In the vineyards of the historical wine regions, pointed hoes were used. 

Archeologist Róbert Müller, who has prepared the historical atlas of iron tools used in 

agriculture in Hungary, has found that archeology and recent ethnographic research are in 

agreement about the locations where pointed hoes were used. However, the adjectives flat and 

wide have been found to occur together with the word hoe only from the 16th century. In 

Hegyalja the flat hoe was distinguished from the first half of the 17th century.  

In Transdanubia the pointed, so-called sümegi (of Sümeg) hoe was most widespread, used in 

the vineyards of quality wine producing regions with stony, basalt soils, so in the Balaton 

Uplands, in the vicinity of the Somló and Ság Hills, and in Western Transdanubia. On the hills 

of Szekszárd-Báta and in the vineyards of Villány the square-shaped, straight-bladed, so-called 

villányi (of Villány) was used. In the vineyards of the Mecsek Hills the round-shaped, oval-

bladed pécsi (of Pécs) hoe, in the neighbourhood of Buda and Mór the oval but pointed budai 

(of Buda) hoe was used. The latter was also called German hoe.  

The pointed, the so-called miskolci (of Miskolc) type, was used, at the beginning of the 19th 

century, in the neighbourhood of Miskolc. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, the tállyai (of Tállya), the 

hegyaljai (of Hegyalja) or the tokaji (of Tokaj) type was used, and even further north the újhelyi 

(of Újhely) or the ungvári (of Ungvár) type was used in grape cultivation. These types were of 

strong build, made of durable material – even so, used on stony and basalt soil, they wore off 

within one or two years. Thinner blades wore more quickly. However, the spine in the middle of 

the blade, made of more durable material, usually lasted longer.   

7.1.4 Covering and uncovering 

Mátyás Bél wrote that due to good weather conditions, autumn covering and early spring 

uncovering were dispensed with in several wine regions. Up until the beginning of the 20th 

century, the vineyards in the north-west of Transdanubia, the neighbourhood of Sopron, Ruszt, 

Pozsony and the Fertő Lake, as well as the vineyards cultivated by the Germans, such as those 

of Pusztavám, were left uncovered. Nor were the vineyards covered in the south of 

Transdanubia, the Pécs-Mecsek region, in Göcsej and Hetés. However, in the wine regions with 

a continental climate, covering for the winter was strongly advised, in order to protect the low-

trained vines against frost.      

In 1692 the vineyards in Buda were covered, and so were the plantations in the Szerémség. 

The interesting thing is that at the end of June, vineyards were covered in Zala, Somogy and 

Fejér counties, as well as the Balaton Uplands. The plantations which were covered and then 

uncovered and the ones which were not, lay in each other’s proximity. It can be presumed that 

with the spread of low training in the Middle Ages, covering and uncovering operations were 

introduced even in places where vineyards were not dug up, so a certain level of deep 

cultivation, nutrient supply and exploitation of precipitation was achieved.    

In areas where covering and uncovering were not practised, the influence of German 

viticulture appears to be decisive, while covering and uncovering operations mostly 

characterised regions with more extreme weather conditions and where, through the influence of 

south Slavic settlers the red wine culture of the Balkans was predominant. But vineyards were 

covered and uncovered in our northernmost wine region, Tokaj-Hegyalja, too. Uncovering in 

Tokaj-Hegyalja began on 12th March.   

7.1.5 The method of covering and uncovering 

After the harvest, vinegrowers covered the vines after hoeing the soil deeply. They covered 

one half of the row going in one direction, then the other half going in the other direction. 



 

Careful growers made sure that no leaves or clusters were near the stock. The work had to be 

done before the frost.   

The 19th-century special literature recommended mounding and not ridge covering, so that 

damage resulting from land erosion be reduced. The first vineyard operation of the year was 

pre-uncovering. It was usually done when almond and peach trees began to blossom, a practice 

equally observed by János Nagyváthy. It sometimes happened that due to bad weather, the work 

of uncovering was done later. But generally, it was finished around 18th March.  

Initially, in vineyards situated on hillsides, opening was done with the layering hoe. At this 

time, the soil of the row spaces was not removed from the ridges, only the bases of the vines 

were cleared of the soil. Use of the layering hoe was advantageous because, due to its small 

size, it hurt the vines less, and because working with it caused less erosion and lastly, because 

with its help, they could also remove surface roots. If there were no layering hoes at their 

disposal, people cut off the corners of the big hoes which were worn away and made them into 

layering hoes.      

Uncovering vineyards was extremely hard work. It was not performed at the same time 

everywhere. In the neighbourhood of Badacsony, for example, they first hoed around the vines 

and only did the pruning afterwards.  

7.2 INITIAL HOEING  

7.2.1 Deep hoeing with ridging  

In regions where vine plantations were not spaded, they were deep hoed after being 

uncovered. To do this on plantations where covering was not done, the two-forked hoe was 

used, while on plantations where covering and uncovering was done, the flat-bladed hoe was 

used. The operation meant the breaking up or loosening of uncultivated ground, made compact 

by winter precipitation.  

In the vineyards where vines were trained without support, situated on the Great Plain and on 

the right bank of the River Danube, the hoer took the row in his stride and shovelled the earth 

now to the left, now to the right. Melinda Égető considers this technique a land cultivation 

method connected with the cultivation of the kadarka variety and the red wine culture 

originating from the Balkans. Because the work was hard and wages had to be paid, on German 

plantations at the beginning of the 19th century vinegrowers experimented with using mulch 

materials to protect exposed soil. János Nagyváthy also tried planting clover, a method 

recommended by the Electoral Duke of Bavaria. However, Nagyváthy found that it oppressed 

the vines. And he did not recommend initial deep hoeing, to be performed in autumn, due to its 

potential to cause erosion.     

7.2.2 Second, third and fourth hoeing and weeding by hand 

After initial or fork-hoeing, plantations were hoed another two or three times. The second 

hoeing was done after flowering, at the end of April or the beginning of May. Near Lake 

Balaton the ridges were demolished only after the third hoeing, in June. Anterior to this, the 

ridges were probably not demolished then but left in the middle of the avenues until harvest 

time. Hoeing flat was standard practice in the north-west of Transdanubia, where the vineyards 

were hoed with the two-forked hoe.      

The third hoeing made the avenues even more level in vineyards where the soil was managed 

with ridges. The vineyards of Somogy and Zala counties were covered with a little earth then, 

and, if the grass proliferated, it was torn by hand. Here, in September, the grass had to be picked 

instead of the final hoeing. Its importance is indicated by the fact that in many places hoeing 

was not performed for the fourth time – instead, weeding by hand was performed. In Sopron, at 

the end of the 15th century, weeding substituted for the third hoeing.     



 

In the middle of the 17th century, in the vineyards of the Rohonc-Szalonak manor, weeding 

was done by serfs after the fourth hoeing. In Somló allodial records mention weeding by hand at 

the end of the 18th century. In the neighbourhood of Győr the third hoeing was also replaced by 

weeding in the middle of the 19th century and in the vineyards of Ruszt and Pozsony people cut 

the weed with scissors. On the northern plantations of Göcsej hoeing was done only once or 

twice and the grass was cut with a scythe.      

Weeding by hand saved plantation owners an expensive and strenuous labour. Their plantations 

were mostly situated in areas where spading or deep cultivation was practised, so it can be 

presumed that because of this, the achaic custom of manual weed control survived, just like in the 

vineyards of Styria. Hoeing was done four times in Fejér county, on the vinehills of Villány-Siklós 

and Pécs-Mecsek, and in the neighbourhood of Buda, Nagykanizsa and Révfülöp.   

7.2.3 The two-forked hoe 

The use of the two-forked hoe in Hungary has double origins. One points to Southern 

Europe, where the two-forked hoe was used in land cultivation in arbour training, due to the 

property of the soil. The other one points in the direction of Western Europe, mainly France, 

Switzerland, Southern Tyrol and Germany. It is probable that here, it replaced the spade in the 

Middle Ages, becoming exclusive in deep land cultivation.    

In Hungary, with the spread of mediaeval red wine culture, the use of the two-forked hoe 

became increasingly widespread. The two-forked hoe became, in the Middle Ages, an emblem 

associated with the vinegrower, as an instrument faster and more productive than the spade.   

A representation can equally be found on the 15th-century keystone of the fishermen’s 

church of Ruszt. The disappearance of the instrument from the Carpathian Basin after the 

classical Roman period is proof of the fact that it spread from Western Europe. Calendars from 

the 16th to the 18th century show depictions of two-forked hoes for January or February, while 

in the calendar of Miklós Jablonski the illustration of a labourer using a two-forked hoe was 

included for the month of March. All this indicates that the tool was generally known 

throughout the west of Hungary.    

Ferenc Schams wrote that “In Tokaj, Pozsony, Sz.György, Ruszt and Sopron as well as in 

the northern regions, the initial hoeing was performed with the help of the two-forked hoe, 

while the Croatians and the people of Buda, Szerém and the Banat were hardly familiar with 

even the name of this little useful tool.” If the plantations were not spaded in Ruszt, then the 

first hoeing was performed with the two-forked hoe. The tool was also used in Rohonc and 

Kőszeg, as well as in the vineyards of Pécs-Mecsek with clay soils, but also in the vineyards of 

Szentendre, where the soil was stony.   

The use of the two-forked hoe in Hungary spread in areas where spading was done and 

where the vineyards were not covered for winter. I assume that in the vineyards of north-

western Transdanubia, where the west-European trend in viti- and viniculture was adopted, the 

two-forked hoeing method became the deep cultivation technique, replacing or complementing 

spading.      

7.2.4 Hoe manufacturers and transporters 

The hoes used in the vineyards of the west of Hungary were made primarily in the plating 

forges of Styria, although there existed a few forges and hoe manufacturers in Vas county, too. 

The commerce of iron between Styria and Transdanubia became more lively after the expulsion 

of the Turks and became significant in the 18th and 19th centuries. With the improvement of the 

products issued from the plating forge of Pécs, the town of Pécs also became a supplier of tools 

in the 19th century. Apart from fairs, hoes were sold in iron tool shops and in groceries.    

In 1711, the shop of János Hassan, burgher of Pest, had 42 győri (of Győr) hoes, 12 German 

hoes and 2 tubular hoes on its list of goods sold. In Zalaegerszeg in the year 1777, for example, 

the ironware shop at the sign of the Gold Miner was established. Hoe manufacturers respected 



 

the regional differences that existed between the various hoe types. So, for example, the 

illustrated price list published in Gratz in 1885 listed some 90 regional variations of the 

mecenzéfi type, while the fifth edition, in 1885, of the same catalogue recommended 212 types. 

The mecenzéfi hoe, which became widespread primarily in Tokaj-Hegyalja, became equally 

known in other parts of the country. In Transylvania the products issued from the plating forges 

in Torockó, Oravica and other places were used on vine plantations.       

7.2.5 Land cultivation using animal traction 

In Hungary, land cultivation in the case of hoed plants using animal traction emerged in the 

first quarter of the 19th century, although the method was still not used on vine plantations. The 

special literature referred to French examples when advocating the method. The row cultivator 

was tried in the vineyards of the archduke in Villány, in the 1860s, but it was still pulled by 

hand. József Havas also tried the tool on his plantation in Kőbánya, and he said he was satisfied. 

The land in the famous Ászár vineyard of Count Miklós-Móric Eszterházy, planted in 1893, was 

cultivated using animal traction. Also, on the Benedictine allodial plantation, the plots where the 

vines were planted with wide avenues in between the rows, were also cultivated in this way.        

It was to facilitate cultivation that the committee of viticulture recommended the gradual 

transition to cultivation using animal traction in the Benedictine vineyards. Together with this, 

the distance between the rows was also specified. The method would primarily have been used 

to facilitate and quicken covering and uncovering as well as other tillage operations. The 

contemporary special literature was in favour of the method, despite the fact that there was a 

general feeling of aversion to it. The use of animal traction was seen practical in places where 

manual labour was expensive and the vineyard large. To advocate their use, the Borászati Lapok 

organised a competition of tools using animal traction.     

In the vineyards of Ruszt, Sopron and Pozsony, after the phylloxera epidemic, vines were 

planted with distances of about 1 yard between rows, so that the horse hoe could be used.   

Slowly, land cultivation using animal traction became accepted. In Lesence-Tomaj, it was 

introduced on the plantation of Ferenc Hertelendy, and the evangelical Germans in Pusztavám 

and Lajoskomárom got hold of the necessary tools through their relations. The vine plough 

using animal traction became widespread and facilitiated covering and uncovering, as well as 

shallow hoeing operations primarily in vineyards situated on plains.   

7.3 MANURING 

7.3.1 The Western European practice 

The sharecropping contract, from 1586, of the German vineyards in the Ahr region 

prescribed compulsory manuring to be performed every five years. The importance attributed to 

manuring is indicated by the fact that after the operation, the renter could not be forced to leave 

the plantation. The vineyards in the Rhine region and elsewhere in the south of Germany as well 

as in Styria, were manured on a regular basis, every two or three years. Mátyás Bél also wrote 

about manuring in various parts of Hungary in the first third of the 18th century.       

Later, in the mid-19th century, manuring was done every four years. The Germans who lived 

in Pusztavám added manure to the soil of their vineyards every three or four years, recognising 

that "Auf schwachem Boden gibt es nur eine schwache Fechsung." In Promontor, Szekszárd and 

Sopron vine plantations were manured regularly. In fact, in 1889, in the environs of Sopron, the 

soil was overmanured. The specialist journal Falusi Gazda called attention to the decrease in 

quality due to a similar problem in the vineyards of the Saxons living in Transylvania   



 

7.3.2 Manuring in allodial and in peasant vineyards 

Allodial vine plantations were manured on a regular basis. The transportation and depositing 

of manure was the responsibility of serfs. The Urbarium register of Maria Theresa determined 

that serfs could not be obliged to transport their own manure to the lord’s land, and that they 

were obliged to transport the lord’s manure as a labour obligation only. Allodial lands were also 

manured in Somló. To the vineyard of the St Klara nunnery in Somlóvásárhely, the serfs 

transported manure with cattle as a labour obligation. In 1775 they transported 15 cartfuls up the 

hill, which equalled a labour obligation satisfied with 30 cattle.   

In 1780 the manor of Garamszentbenedek purchased manure for its vineyards, because the 

supply which came from its own sheepfold proved insufficient. 6000 cartfuls of manure were 

transported by serfs satisfying their labour obligations, to the vineyards and to the fallow fields 

which lay between plantations. On the plantations of the custody of Fejérvár, the soil was 

manured with great care. In Somogy county, too, allodial vineyards were manured. In Villány, 

in the allodial vineyard of the archduke, they tried using compost manure when planting vines in 

1858-59. After the phylloxera epidemic, allodial farms continued to be enriched with manure – 

we can say that the manuring of allodial lands became standard practice.      

Peasant plantations were manured on a smaller scale and with less regularity. The soil tended 

to be enriched with manure only when vine replacement operations were performed, and it was 

not done all at the same time and manure was not deposited in large quantities. In 1828, for 

example, György Szabó from Vonyarcvashegy turned to the manor of Keszthely with his 

complaint according to which he used 25 cartfuls of manure for 657 layerings. This meant that 

he used one cartful for 26 layerings. Although we do not know for sure how big the carts were 

and how loaded they were, he must surely have used 2 or 3 forkfuls of manure for one layering.   

In the first third of the 19th century (in 1828), the day wages paid for manuring were the 

highest in Somló, on the Doba side. The lands cultivated by peasants were not manured on a 

regular basis. The manure was transported up the hill on carts pulled by oxen and were carried 

in between the rows with the help of a stretcher. Peasants considered the full moon the best time 

to deposit manure. They found out lunar phases with the help of their calendars. They were 

afraid to deposit manure when planting new vines because of the white grubs. On Somló hill, 

manuring vineyards became standard practice well after they had been replanted following the 

phylloxera epidemic.     

7.3.3 Condemnation of the use of stable manure on vine plantations in Hungary and the 

various types of manure 

Interestingly, serfs did not manure their own lands with as much regularity as they did 

allodial lands. The reason for this was not only that manure was scarce, expensive and the work 

hard but also that manuring was detrimental to wine quality. It is true that untreated, unripe 

straw manure and imperfect depositing could give the wines, through the grapes that had 

previously touched the ground, an unpleasant taste and smell. However, in allodial vineyards 

ripe manure, deposited regularly and in large quantities, caused no such problems. It was the 

French and Austrian special literature at the end of the 18th century which first discussed the 

unpleasant wine odours caused by manure, and the Hungarian special literature also took it up. 

The 19th-century literature cited as a deterrent example the Germans who manured their 

vineyards on a regular basis. This professional observation was criticised in the first issue of 

1874 of Borászati Lapok, because under its influence the peasant plantations situated in regions 

where previously vine cultivation had been examplary – Pozsony, Buda, Eger, Hegyalja or 

Versec – were not manured at all, which led to a reduction both in the quantity and the quality 

of the crops. Of the manure types, stable manure was the most widely used at the time, although 

at the end of the 19th century, after the reconstructions following the phylloxera epidemic, it 

was not available.      



 

Compost manure was recommended by the French special literature as early as the 18th 

century. Eroded soil or mud was also used as manure. János Nagyváthy advocated the use of all 

kinds of mud as manure. In 1853 one plantation owner used vine shoot manure in Sopron, and 

in 1865 the specialist journal Falusi Gazda informed its readers of it. In the 1860s the machine 

factory Vidacs constructed a vine shoot shredder on the order of Antal Gyürky. In 1898, the 

Borászati Lapok did not consider shredded vine shoots to be good manure. Instead, it advocated 

their use as sand binders. Today we know that large amounts of nitrogen manure are needed to 

decompose large quantities of shredded vine shoots. In areas where vineyards were spaded and 

not covered for winter, the manure was buried in the ground, while in areas where vineyards 

were covered it was deposited in the ditches between the rows and when layering vines, 

individual vines were also manured. 



 

8. PLANT CARE ON VINE PLANTATIONS IN HUNGARY 

8.1 CANOPY MANAGEMENT 

Research on plant care operations has, so far, been less extensive than research conducted on 

other vineyards operations. The significance of these operations only grew in the second half of 

the 19th century. At the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century neglectful work 

meant just the abandonment of such operations, due to the emphasis laid on quantity instead of 

quality. While at the end of the 18th century meticulous plant care operations were described, a 

few decades later the peasantry abandoned them. The now extensive character of grape 

cultivation and wine production in Hungary, careless work performed by serfs and a reduction 

in expertise all contributed to the abandonment of vineyard operations which demanded great 

care and great skill.    

8.2 SHOOT THINNING 

In the wine regions of Western Europe, the removal of non-productive shoots was standard 

practice, and executed with great care. In low training, three times as many sterile shoots grew 

as in high training. That is why in traditional viticulture, shoot thinning assumed great 

importance. The special literature emphasised its importance as early as the 19th century. 

Written records indicate that the first operations of shoot thinning and defoliation were done in 

1695, in the vineyards situated in Buda, in regions liberated from Turkish occupation. The work 

was performed by Serbian women hired for the work.     

Ferenc Schams, an expert on the viticultural practices of Pest and Buda, called the thinning 

of sterile shoots Jäten, a viticultural technique peculiar to Buda. It was performed in the same 

manner in the neighbourhood of Mór and Pusztavám. Characteristically, the Germans living in 

Pusztavám considered shoot thinning the most important vineyard operation besides pruning.     

Mátyás Bél, when writing about shoot thinning in the Sopron-Kőszeg vineyards, referred to 

the work as Abhacken. Shoot thinning was also done in the vineyards of Ruszt, Pécs, Szekszárd, 

the Balaton region and Somló. In Somló, shoot thinning was performed before Lent, when the 

cluster primordia were already visible.   

The many shoots which did not develop fruit were severed by hand. Allodial farms recruited 

men with pruning skills for this job. On peasant plantations shoot thinning was not done – here, 

vinegrowers held the view that the vines had to support the fruit they had produced. At the end 

of the 19th century a vindresser working on an allodial farm was considered a fool by his day 

labourers for having them sever the majority of the shoots which produced many clusters to 

maintain bearing balance. In the neighbourhood of Villány-Siklós, in the vineyards of Somogy, 

Fejér and Győr counties shoot thinning had less importance, probably due to the extensive 

character of grape growing whose objective was to produce large quantities of wine.    

8.3 SHOOT TOPPING 

Shoot topping was standard practice in the French and German wine regions. In fact, 

Sprenger advocated the topping of shoots which grew on ringed canes. In Transdanubia, it was a 

method generally used both in the regions which produced quality wine and in the regions 

where the viticultural practices of the Balkans had been taken over. In regions where quality 

wine production was a priority, shoot thinning promoted the ripening of fruit. In regions 

characterised by Balkan viticultural practices the trimmed mass of the vegetative parts gave the 

canes a certain level of stability.   

On peasant plantations shoots were topped in the period between 29th June and 10th August. 

In Somló shoot topping was performed somewhat earlier on allodial farms, around 10th June. 



 

Later on, the date of shoot thinning to be performed in peasant vineyards was determined by the 

larger allodial vineyards, where the work was performed by day labourers.  

Canopy management works provided opportunities for labourers to earn money which they 

could spend during the feasts of Mary celebrated in August and September. Naturally,  

shoot topping spared them one or two bindings. The shoots were cut back above their nodes, 

directly above the stake. The work was performed with the pruning knife, a tool which, after the 

spread of pruning scissors, was now of secondary importance. Previously, too, the pruning knife 

could be used to sever the tops of shoots. It sometimes happened that shoot topping was done by 

hand, in small peasant vineyards where vineyard operations were not performed with the 

greatest care.   

8.4 REMOVAL OF SPURS AND DEFOLIATION 

The removal of spurs was a meticulous job done in August. However, it was done only in 

vineyards situated in the north-west of Transdanubia and in Tokaj-Hegyalja. Defoliation was 

standard practice throughout the country, both in allodial and in peasant vineyards.   

The special literature from the 18th and 19th centuries was also in favour of the practice, 

already known in classical times. Ferenc Pethe, however, strongly opposed excessive 

defoliation, emphasising its harmful effects, for foliage ensured glucose. In 1871, L. Korizmics 

wrote in horror about the vineyards of Kistétény-Promontor saying that “… the vine bushes are 

stripped of their leaves to a horrifying extent. Those wretched people believe that the fewer the 

leaves, the more perfectly ripened the grapes are.” In Somlón it was not practised, either, 

because they held that the grapes became sweeter under foliage than in the blazing sun.    

8.5 RINGING 

The technique of ringing spread from France at the end of the 18th century. In 1776 the 

French gardener Lambry, gardener of the Dijon Botanical Garden and then that of the royal 

garden in Paris made the first ringing instument to promote flowering and fruit ripening. His 

experience was used in the vineyards of Burgundy and Champagne to ring canes trained in 

hoops, annual shoots and the parts of layered canes which came above the ground.    

In Hungary, it was the journal Tudományos gyűjtemény which first wrote about ringing in 

1826. It advocated its use because it was thought to result in more attractive fruit which ripened 

earlier. At that time, ringing knives could be bought from a trader called Sonnenthal who lived 

in Vienna. Vinegrowers argued that as a result of ringing, the grapes ripened 10 to 12 days 

earlier, that ringing prevented the drop-off of grape berries and that as a result, the must was 

better and sweeter. Later on, ringing was discussed several times in the special literature.   

8.6 BINDING VINES 

8.6.1 In allodial vineyards and on plantations located in towns 

Written records tell us that in Sopron, vines were bound as early as the end of the 15th 

century. Kata Bánffy, wife of Ferenc Batthyányi, told her husband about the binding of vines in 

the vineyards of Muraköz. The first Hungarian-language calendars also mentioned binding. In 

the middle of the 17th century the vines were bound on a regular basis in the allodial vineyards 

of the west of Hungary. The work was done by serfs in satisfaction of labour obligations. When 

writing about binding in the vineyards of Kőszeg, Mátyás Bél distinguished the binding of 

young shoots, the binding of shoots which developed on layered canes and that of shoots which 

developed on canes that protruded from the ground, as well as the binding of old vines, which 

was also characteristic of the quality wine producing regions of the north-west of Transdanubia.     

Binding done for the third time was called "Nachbinden", when the stray, bending shoots 

were bound. In allodial vineyards the binding material was obtained from serfs, so it was the 



 

same as the material used on peasant plantations. In the manor of Garamszentbenedek, for 

example, straw was collected at the end of the 18th century, while lime was bought. Here, serfs 

were only permitted the delivery of thatching straw from the 1790s. In Somló, in the allodial 

vineyard of the Zichy family binding was also done by serfs in satisfaction of labour 

obligations. 

Many day labourers in Hungary earned their living from binding vines and other summer 

jobs. Day wages paid for binging vines were highest in Somló, on the Vásárhely side. 

According to allodial accounts, vines were bound as many as three or four times a year at the 

beginning of the 19th century, which grew to four or five times at the beginning of the 20th. 

Vines were first bound in June, which was preceded by shoot thinning, then followed, until mid-

Hune, by the third hoeing. The second binding was begun around the middle of August, then 

shoot topping followed if the summer heat wave was followed by       

cooler temperatures.  

The quality of the wine was predicted on the basis of how long the flowering of the vines 

lasted. If it lasted for two weeks, they predicted excellent quality wine. If it lasted three or four 

weeks, they expected the wine to be of medium quality, and if it lasted between five and seven 

weeks, then they were convinced the wine would be of low quality. An explanation for this 

could be, apart from the weather conditions, that different grape varieties ripened at different 

times. Women were usually hired for binding. From certain regions, women went to work on 

allodial farms in large groups. So, for example, from the Káli Basin to Balatonfüred, from 

Tabajd to the vineyards of the Germans living in Budaőrs, from the Great Plain to the vineyards 

of Tokaj-Hegyalja.     

Cane tying was a separate vineyard operation. The German special literature already 

distinguished it from the tying of green shoots at the end of the 18th century. In the south of 

Germany and in Styria canes on thigh-shaped trunks were always hooped. In Mór the operation 

of tying a cane, with the help of three to five pieces of straw, to a short-time stake was referred 

to as dry tying. 

8.6.2 In peasant vineyards 

In the south-east and south-west of Hungary, binding was not considered to be an important 

vineyard operation, due partly to the training of the vines without support, intensive shoot 

topping and the training of vines up supporting frames. In the west of Transdanubia a Y-shaped 

fork was used to hold the unpleasantly damp straw, which the binder stuck in the ground in front 

of him. Such tools were used, for example, in Zalavár, Somló and Szentkereszt (Heiligenbrunn, 

present-day Burgenland).       

8.7 TPYES OF BINDING MATERIAL AND THEIR REGIONAL USES 

8.7.1 Lime bast 

Fibers obtained from the phloem of lime constituted an old binding material. As early as 

1625, the delivery of lime bast for purposes of binding vines in allodial vineyards featured 

among the obligations to be satisfied by serfs in the Urbarium register. At the end of the 18th 

century lime bast was also used on the plantation of the Garamszentbenedek manor, supplied 

through purchase. On his tour in Slavonia in 1808, Pál Kitaibel wrote on 18th June, at Máza, 

that “The phloem of the Hungarian lime tree, which is sweet and is therefore called sweet lime, 

is used for binding vines.”     

In the neighbourhood of Pécs-Villány-Siklós lime bast was also generally used, in so far as 

vines were bound at all. The popularity of lime was increased by the fact that it was the sacred 

tree of the Germans. The account book of the Reformed Church in Nagypeterd and Botikapeterd 

recorded the sums paid out to lime traders as well as the money paid for lime bast. In Göcsej 

and in Somogy, vines were also bound with lime bast. From the data it transpires that in the 



 

south of Hungary the use of lime bast was common. János Nagyváthy also talks about its use in 

Tokaj-Hegyalja, but Iván Balassa, in his monograph on Tokaj-Hegyalja, denies the fact that 

lime bast was used in the region, as the low-lying area of the Bodrogköz was rich in the so-

called binding grasses, suitable for binding vines.        

8.7.2 Willow twigs 

In 1827, J. Metzger recommended using twigs of the Salix vitellina and the Salix purpurea as 

binding material, generally used in the wine regions of Germany and Southern Tyrol. Willow 

twigs were split into three or four with a splitting instrument made of wood called  Ritzer and, in 

the Mid-Moselle region, Kneip. In Hungary they were probably used in the German-speaking 

areas.    

In Sopron willow twigs were used to bind vines as early as the 15th century, but in the 

vineyards of the Rohonc-Szalonak estate willow twigs were also the favoured binding material 

in the middle of the 17th century. The twigs were distributed in bundles. On the Rohonc-

Szalonak manor, 12 villages owed the estate some 497 bundles of binding twigs, due to the fact 

that serfs, from time to time, either failed or refused to satisfy their labour obligations.      

Willow twigs were collected in March, at lunar eclipses, so that they would not break. In 

Transylvania, in cane-hoop training, willow twigs were used to tie canes because they had to be 

held fast. However, willow twigs as binding material slowly fell out of use and were replaced by 

sedge, and, from the 18th century onward, rye and corn (rye straw and corn husk), which 

provided even better binding material.    

8.7.3 Straw 

In 1778 M.B.Sprenger also listed straw besides willow twigs as binding material used in the 

vineyards of Germany. In Styria and Lower Austria it was also generally used. The Urbarium 

register of Maria Theresa decreed that serfs could not be obliged to deliver their own straw for 

the binding of vines on allodial farms. According to János Nagyváthy thatch was used to bind 

the vines in the vineyards of Lake Balaton and those of Sopron.     

Thatch was used in the Balaton Uplands, in the west of Transdanubia, in the vineyards of 

Somló, Ság-hegy, the north-west of Transdanubia and those of Buda-Mór. Labourers selected a 

handful of stalks in the rye sheaf. Then, after shaking the shorter ones out – or raking them out 

in the environs of Sopron -, they adjusted their ends by striking them on the ground. They tied 

the lower end of the dica (Balaton Uplands, Western Transdanubia), panget or pangedli 

(Sopron, North-Western Transdanubia) so obtained at its lower end and cut off the thrashed 

part. The first binding was done exclusively with thatch. Young shoots, filled with water, could 

be broken off easily, so bindings were made loose.     

Labourers thrashed the rye harvested with the scythe by hand, then steeped it and laid it on 

the ground in larger bundles. They trampled upon the stalks with small and very quick steps. In 

this way the stalks became softer and stronger but did not break. Some people thought that they 

were more suitable for binding than the raffia used later. Older men and women carried the 

thatch used for binding in their aprons, which they tied back in a bow.  

Binding with thatch had a special technique. Using thatch made the work faster and bindings 

were more durable. In this respect, it was better than raffia, used later. In Mór, for example, 

people did not want to replace thatch with raffia just for this very reason. The durability of the 

binding was provided by the strength of the twisted stalks tensing one against the other. As a 

first step the labourer twisted together four or five rye stalks making two or three twisting 

movements. While doing so, he clasped them around the vine. He twisted the two ends together, 

which he then bent down and twisted in the other direction.   

The bindings made were so strong that, left unremoved, without damage, on the vines until 

the following spring, they even kept the severed canes together. If there was no thrashed rye 

from the previous year at their disposal, people made binding material with the green rye of the 



 

current year. The vines were bound two or three times a year: first after flowering, then after the 

growth of shoots to lengths of about 50 to 60 inches. In Central Hungary, thatch was used in 

vineyards situated on plains, in the vineyards of Transylvania and on the coast of Lake Balaton. 

In the south of Transdanubia, thatch was rarely used for binding vines.      

 

8.7.4 Sedge and rush  

Sedge was also used for binding vines in the vineyards of France and Germany with thigh-

shaped training systems. The genera with long and wide leaves (Carex sp.) were also used in the 

vineyards of Tolna, Zala and Somogy counties. Of the 2 to 4 leaves twisted in winter, they made 

bundles of 100, which they dampened before use, and, similarly to thatch, they tied by twisting 

and bending. In Galambok in Zala county and the neighbouring villages (Zalakaros, Garabonc, 

today stations on the Zala Wine Route) sedge twisting was a winter occasion of great merriment 

with dancing, where binding material was prepared collaboratively for the spring or summer.      

In the wetland of Kis-Balaton the Carex alba was used for purposes of binding. In the 

environs of Buda, the bulrush (Tipha angustifolia) was used besides thatch. The leaves of the 

plant which grew in lower-lying and wet fields were collected and dried by poorer people in 

Buda and were sold in town, similarly to the Scirpus lacustis. Here the vines were bound three 

or four times. The sedge was used in Kitétény-Promontor as late as 1871.    

The Germans used the rush called Tschadr”, which they considered somewhat better than 

thatch. In Sukoró the rush was called csuhi, in Somló csuhu. Vinegrowers in Tokaj-Hegyalja 

obtained their binding material from the Taktaköz, the Bodrogköz and the Tisza region. In 

Tokaj-Hegyalja people mostly used plants which grew on wet ground. 

8.7.5 Corn husk 

Corn husk was used as binding material only after corn became widely grown, so from the 

beginning of the 19th century onward. It was used primarily in the south of Transdanubia, the 

Mezőföld and north of the Bakony Hills, as well as in the south of the Great Plain, where, due to 

the extensive commerce of pigs, corn was produced on a large-scale.    

But corn husk was also used for binding in Transylvania. The leaves covering the hob were 

sliced, then two sliced parts were placed one on top of the other so that one partly covered the 

other. Then, they were twisted together and secured with a knot in the middle. The material, of 

about 12 inches in length, was tied in bundles of 100, which was dampened before use in the 

summer.  

8.7.6 Raffia 

In France, raffia was used for binding vines in the second half of the 19th century. Raffia 

was first used for this purpose in Hungary from May 1883 onwards, when Lajos Szepsy 

imported it from France and distributed it. The use of the raffia enabled the creation of special 

bindings easy to undo, but the material was used primarily on allodial farms, while in peasant 

vineyards they continued to use traditional materials.   

8.8 PLANT PROTECTION 

The rapid development of plant protection techniques began after the phylloxera epidemic, 

so the epidemic is a cornerstone in the history of plant protection in Hungary. Even as late as the 

beginning of the 20th century peasants did not know what plant protection techniques to apply 

even after recognising the symptoms of a disease. In fact, plant protection became part of grape 

cultivation under pressure of necessity.    

Plant protection which was not taken seriously and which, therefore, proved ineffective 

made vinegrowers realise very soon the importance of the application of adequate plant 



 

protection methods. For example, some farmers at the beginning of the 20th century spent the 

nights outside, with candles lit, and with buckets filled with water placed beside them, 

exterminating moths and other pests.      

8.8.1 Pests 

Vine moths and pyrales 

Vinegrowers could not protect the vines from the invasion of the various caterpillars. It was 

especially the vine hills that were exposed to injury due to the proximity of orchards. In 1780 

the Magyar Hírmondó wrote about the injury inflicted by caterpillars in the vineyards situated 

near Lake Balaton, in the neighbourhood of Keszthely and in Vas county. The eradication of 

caterpillar nests was begun as early as January and continued in February at the end of the 18th 

century.  

A popular calendar recommended the burning of sulphur, which caused the caterpillars to 

drop off so that they could be trampled underfoot. It was János Leibitzer who wrote about the 

damage caused to flowers and fruit by the vine moth and the pyrale, and who advocated the 

extermination of caterpillar nests and the removal of the laterals in 1832. However, protection 

against the vine moth and the pyrale was still a problem at the end of the 19th century. The only 

recommendation was that the chrysalises and the moths should be collected.    

Cockchafers 

The special literature of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century also talks 

about the damage caused by the developed bug, and does not talk about the damage caused by 

the white grub. In 1780 the newspaper Magyar Hírmondó gave an account of large-scale 

infection and injury caused in Somogy county, which was not made any less by the cold, wintry 

nights. In 1796 recommendations for protection included the shaking of trees before sunrise in 

the months of May and June and feeding the bugs to pigs, turkeys and hens. Everybody was 

obliged to exterminate cockchafers after the obligation had been publicly announced. People 

went out to the vineyards and shook the bugs off the trees and vines, then burnt them on straw. 

In Somló, for example, on the allodial plantation situated on the Szőllős side, 21 days of the 

labour obligations of serfs were used for the collection of cockchafers.      

8.8.2 Leaf-rollers 

They first appeared in the vineyards of Western Europe in the middle of the 18th century, 

then, spreading gradually to the east, they appreared in Hungary. Expert of insects Michael 

Dambacher identified them in the vineyards of Pozsony, Kőszeg, Szombathely and Rohonc. His 

studies of leaf-rollers (Byctiscus betulae) led Dambacher to establish many interesting and 

useful facts about their periodic invasion. In 1797, the journal Vizsgálódó Magyar Gazda 

discussed the injury inflicted by the leaf-roller.      

The visible sign of the injury, the leaf roll, was described in detail by János Leibitzer in 

1832. In 1849 they picked the insects into vessels filled with water, then, after scalding them, 

fed them to the hens. However, three years later, there was a large-scale invasion – in the 

vineyards of Sopron leaf rolls were everywhere. The Book of Vine Shoots of Kőszeg, in which 

vine shoots were recorded on St. George’s Day (24th April), also contained illustrations of the 

characteristic leaf rolls, made by the Byctiscus betulae.      

8.8.3 Locusts, ants, wasps and other pests 

The invasion of locusts had been counted among the greatest disasters since the Middle 

Ages, which was most often followed by famine. It was regarded as a punishment inflicted by 

God. Therefore, thanksgiving and propitiatory masses were held. The bells tolled during locust 



 

invasions, however, were not much help. The vinegrowers involved  in the chasing of locusts 

could mourn not only that year’s crops but, due to the fact that the vines had been completely 

gnawed away, those of the forthcoming years, too.  

The only way to control locusts was to collect, burn and then bury the larvae, to be trampled 

down by horses. To control ants, which invaded the ripening berries, gypsum, lime and ash were 

used. It was believed that to control vermin fire made on Easter Friday was useful.  

Therefore, Easter Friday was regarded as an insect repellent day. According to popular 

belief, vermin crowded to places where the first fires were built, and so they could easily be 

killed. To control wasps, the popular end-of-eighteenth-century calendar recommended a fruit-

protecting fly net. In the folklore of Tokaj and that of Tokaj wine the legend of the vines which 

bear gold occupies a special place. The legend can also be traced back to a pest. In Hegyalja this 

legend has been kept alive by wine producers to this day.       

The legend of the vine which bore gold, as published by the ethnographer Sándor Erdész, 

goes like this:  

 

The people who live in Tokaj-Hegyalja love their vines, the same way as the people who live 

on the Great Plain love their wheat fields. Such a legend is the legend of the vine which bore 

gold. This legend survives to this day. A peasant noticed a yellow cane in the vineyard of a 

nobleman, which he was not able either to pull up or cut off. At long last, he succeeded, with 

much difficulty, in cutting off a piece of gold. Naturally, he took it to the goldsmith, who 

decided there and then that the cane was made of pure gold. A week later, the peasant went to 

find the gold-bearing vine again and lo, it started up again. He visited the vine as long as he 

became very rich.      

 

Although the legend was not founded in reality – if not that one had to visit the vineyards on 

a regular basis and there work with diligence –, for centuries it was believed that that the 

vineyards of Tokaj-Hegyalja abounded in gold.   

The legend of the vine which bore gold was born in the Middle Ages and its roots go back to 

antiquity. It has survived in two versions: one is the legend of the gold-bearing vine, the other is 

the legend of the gold berry. The phenomenon was first written about in the 15th century, by 

two Italian Renaissance scholars of great erudition working in the court of King Matthias. 

Petrus Ranzanus wrote the following in his work entitled Epitome Rerum Ungaricum: “Et quod 

est mirabile, in vinetis in aurifero loco satis, aureae virgulae, et ad digiti et ad semipedis 

longitudine quandoque leguntur, cuius generis complures nos vidisse, fatemur”. A few years 

later, in his work entitled Libellus elegans Galeoti Martii de egregie, sapienter, iocose dictis et 

factis Matthiae Sereniss, Hungariae Regis, the other Italian scholar, Galeotto Martio wrote in 

the following terms about the presence of gold in the vineyards of the Szerémség:  

 
Unum referemus inauditum et mirabile, quod nusquam gentium esse fertur. Nascitur enim ibi 

aurum ad similitudinem virgulti simile asparago. Nonnunquam vero sicut capreoli circa truncum 

vitis intorti ad magnitudinem plerunque duorum cubitorum, quod nos vidimus saepe: Sed ille 

aureus asparagus sive capreolus iuxta vites natus, non est auri valde puri. Est enim venae auri 

renani, et annuli ex hoc naturali auro facti cum facile fiant, quis enim labor contorto auro 

digitum circundare. Dicuntur sanare verrucas. Nam et ego quoque ex huiusmodi aureis virgultis 

annulum possideo.  

 
Galeotto Martio, therefore, not only saw the canes which bore gold but he also said he 

possessed a gold ring which he had made from the gold the vine had borne. It was but natural 

that the two authors, whose duty it was to sing the glory of King Matthias’s kingdom, seized 

every opportunity to attribute great qualities to it, thus raising the reputation of a king who had 

great ambitions to extend his empire.     



 

Alchemists studied wine “…as a living substance […] which possesses a soul”. Paracelsus 

was fascinated by the news that in Tokaj-Hegyalja the vines bore gold by themselves. Later he 

recounted that on one occasion he had paid a visit to a farm where the owner showed him a cane 

which was cut in two along its length and in the middle of which one could discern thin sheets 

of gold.     

In 1618, Fortunius Licetus, in his book entitled De spontaneo viventium ortu wrote about 

Tokaj vines on which gold shoots entwined the trunks and that this gold was used to mint 

money:   

 
Deinde vero ex Fulgosis addunt apud Firmium Pannoniae urbem interdum vitibus capreolos 

inesse repertos esse aureos; confectamque esse ex eo auro monetam, quod multi praestantes viri 

conspexere.[...] Potuit autem de vite aurum exire in forma capreoli ea ratione, quia cum 

alimento de terra vitis illa per radices sibi attraxerat humorem metallicum [...] in quo humore 

fuerit auri antea geniti aliqua portiuncula; quae tandem humorem illum ad vitis ramos, ac 

superficiem delatum sub formacapreoli.  

 
Thus Fortunius Licetus, professor of medicine in Padua, gave credence to the fact and 

proved to Fulgosius that in the Szerémség one could find tendrils which were made of gold.      

As the years went by, this legend became firmly believed. In 1660 Johan Becherus spread 

not only that that the vines grew gold canes but he also stated that the grape berries were 

covered with gold dust. According to legend, on one occasion a rich cluster of gold berries was 

brought to the Sárospatak castle of the Prince of Transylvania György Rákóczi II. The berries 

were examined not only by the Prince but also by the Eperjes doctor Mátyás Held(i), doctor of 

Zsigmond Rákóczi, who declared that the translucent yellow cluster on the Prince’s table was 

indeed made of gold.     

Held(i), and then, in 1659 Márton Henrik Frankensteini sent a letter to Sach(sius), Ph.J.,  

doctor and scientist in Boroszló, informing him that they were in possession of berries which 

originated from Tokaj and whose seeds had proved to be made of gold, and that it was 

irrefutable evidence that Tokaj Hill was saturated with gold, which the vines had absorbed. 

This, in its essence, was accepted by Sach(sius). Henninius and Sámuel Köleséri, chief inspector 

of the mines of Transylvania also confirmed that this was so. In fact, a gold thread was 

transported to the imperial treasury in Vienna, which was believed to have grown, all by itself, 

in the vicinity of Tarcal.     

In 1671, the gold vine also raised the curiosity of János Paterson Hain, doctor in Eperjes of 

Prussian origin, who wrote  

 
… that László Szentiványi, sub-prefect of Zala county found such a cluster of grapes in his 

vineyard on which every single berry was olf gold. A similar cluster of grapes was preserved by 

Leryfelner, chief judge of Eperjes, who gave a gold berry to Alexander Lutomawsky, viceroy of 

Krakow, which, examined with a touchstone, proved to be a 27-carat one. Furthermore, Péter 

Vay gave him a gold seed which came from a berry picked with his own hands, which was the 

weight of 11 barley corns. 

 
János Paterson Hain himself came to the conclusion that from the rivulets underground the 

gold was washed into the soil and that the vines absorbed this gold from this soil. János Jakab 

Becheus saw, with his own eyes, vines on which gold tendrils the thickness of gold straw 

entwined the canes and on which the seeds of the fruit were also of gold. In 1661 Jakab 

Löwenheim wrote, in his Ampelography published in Leipzig, about Hungarian vines which 

bore gold, and which he received as a present, and which were entwined by gold threads. Jakab 

Spemer also wrote about the gold threads of Hungarian vines in his Museum.       



 

But Hannemann also mentioned this wonderful phenomenon. Procopius Bonarus, chief 

doctor of the mines of Hungary, had a large collection of such gold pieces, and he illustrated his 

collection in some 200 copperplate engravings. In 1701 Count György Bánffy had a cluster with 

him on whose berries the gold was settled like little waterdrops. In Bábolna, in the vineyard of 

the Naláczi family, the seeds shone through the berries like genuine gold. Even the doctor in the 

royal court in London possessed such a cluster. In 1718 it happened for the first time that 

somebody – Ádám Raymann, equally a doctor – in his tract entitled De fallacia auri vegetabilis 

vitium in Hungaria made the belief an object of debate.      

In this tract he contended that the yellow spots found in the berries had nothing to do 

with gold, for the berried subjected to examination did not indicate the presence of any. 

In 1738 Raymann conducted another experiment in order to show the real origin of the 

yellow spots. He put a small quantity into a glass filled with must and saw that the 

yellow spots had completely dissolved. This sediment was no other than the moistness 

the berries “sweated out”, which was condensed upon the surface of the berries under 

the heat of the sun.   

Besides Raymann, Dániel Fischer (1695-1746) also refuted János Hain’s view of the 

vines which bore gold, in the first third of the 18th century. Antal Szirmay, almost a 

century later, wrote the following:  

 
In previous centuries, some chemists made themselves believe, quite unthoughtfully, that 

gold was closely related to wine, of which the gold that grew in vineyards was a proof. The 

common people, too, partly influenced by scientists whose voice in this matter was 

authoritative, and partly by prejudice, were strongly convinced of the existence of plant-gold 

which grew in vineyards; and their convictions were further strengthened by the views 

propagated by some wise people of lesser import, who attributed the excellent quality of the soil 

in Tokaj to the various ores to be found in it: but the views of all such people were wonderfully 

refuted...       

 
The shrivelled cluster in the possession of the London doctor, which was said to contain gold 

grains, was found when his library was auctioned on his death. The English chemist Michael 

Morris examined and then burnt the shrivelled fruit, which turned to ashes. István Weszprémi, 

who later became a doctor of great reputation in Debrecen, also took part in the examination of 

the cluster. Weszprémi knew the legend which was in circulation in Hungary, so was 

incredulous and even expressed his doubts with regard to the examination, in favour of the 

Tokaj vines which bore fruit. But the chemist’s reasoning equally convinced Weszprémi.      

So he published, in Vienna in 1773, an article about the non-existence of the gold vines of 

Tokaj, in the periodical which bore the title Wienerische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen. In that 

same year, a long debate ensued in Vienna about this issue. Several scientists, marked only with 

the initials of their names, stated that it was impossible for ores to unite with plants, so such an 

assumption must be refuted. It would be much better, they suggested, if the gold that the 

Danube, the Garam, the Vág, the Tisza, the Bisztrica and other rivers carried with them in such 

abundance was panned. Gold content of this kind also occurred in some streams and was only 

ran to waste – therefore, landlords would do well to allow poor people to pan it out or, in places 

where greater profits could be expected, people should set up gold panning mills.      

However, the legend lived on in the imaginations of vinegrowers. The physicist Dániel 

Perliczi from Nógrád county attacked Weszprémi on account of his article, unable to accept that the 

legend of the gold vines of Tokaj had no foundations in reality. Thus, the legend lived on, until 

Géza Horváth, expert of insects, put an end to the controversies by declaring that the observations 

of János Raymann, based on experience, were only partly valid. On the berries he subjected to 

scrutiny he found a glittering material, similar to gold, which he identified as organic material, the 

larva of the squashbug Gonocerus acuteangulatus Goeze.   



 

8.8.4 Pathogens 

In Hungary the powdery mildew which first appeared in the middle of the 19th century and 

which caused an increasing amount of damage, the phylloxera found in 1875, and the downy 

mildew detected in 1880 led to the introduction of a completely new element into the existing 

system of cultivation techniques, namely, chemical plant protection. Although horticultural 

plant protection did exist previously, both the use of equipment and plant protection products 

and the freshly launched research into plant protection were without predecent. Therefore, vine 

protection has no long-standing traditions in peasant viticulture. 

Before the invention of the sprayer, small brooms made of birch or broomcorn were used to 

sprinkle the vines. Some people used thatch. The broom was knocked against a small wooden 

bar. This way of dispersing the plant protection product was more rough because bigger drops 

were sent and the product was not dispersed evenly.     

Dispersal with a broom was done by women. The work was made difficult by the scarcity of 

water on the hillsides. That is why rainwater was collected in huge cisterns or barrels.  

In the issue of May 21st 1899 the newspaper Somlyóvidéki Hírlap advertised protection 

against the downy mildew. On 7th August 1898 the powdery mildew attacked the vines, 

protection against which was equally hard work. The next year, the powdery mildew which 

attacked the vines for a second time did damage of such an extent that on 26th November 

extraordinary tax relief was announced. Regular plant protection characterised only allodial or 

ecclesiastical farms.         

Even on allodial plantations, spraying was done three times at the most, before and after 

flowering, and in the last week of June. Peasant farmers sprayed the vines no more than twice. 

Because they possessed no chemicals, they took the wood ash obtained from the oven up to the 

vineyard and sprinked the vines with it.   

Wood ash was dispersed in early morning when the grass was wet. People usually used a 

cloth, but some used their bare hands when dusting the vines against powdery mildew. Regular 

spraying was introduced on allodial plantations, which owned sprayers as early as the end of the 

19th century. The machines were distributed to day labourers by the allodial vinedresser. After a 

while, low-pressure sprayers were replaced by high-pressure ones. While allodial plantations 

had their own machines, smaller estate owners had to rent them, which they satisfied by labour.       

8.8.5 Crown and cane gall  

Cane gall called "Grind" caused so much damage to green grapes in Ruszt in the first half of 

the 19th century that the blue grape varieties, especially the blauer Burgunder, declared to be 

resistent to it, became widespread at this time. The infectious disease spread through the 

propagating material and, attacking both the roots and the parts above the ground caused 

outgrowths the size of a fist.   

In 1895 the disease occurred again in Ruszt, when Jewish wine merchant Lipót Wolf from 

Kismarton smuggled – despite prohibitons - Rupestris vines from France to his plantation in 

Ruszt. In Sopron in 1892 crown gall occurred and, in 1895, cane gall, but the diseases could not 

spread.  

8.8.6 Powdery and downy mildew 

In Hungary, the Gazdasági Lapok first wrote about powdery mildew in 1851, then, in 1853, 

it dedicated a series of articles to the observations made.   

A table of the powdery mildew resistance of grape varieties was published, according to 

which the margi”, the zöld szago”, the sárga szagos, the alexandriai tokaji, the aleppoi denka 

and the tömött bécsi denka proved the least resistant, besides the szultanina and the fűszeres 

tramini. The disease caused considerable damage in the vineyards of Buda in 1853 and in those 

of Sopron in 1854. Following examples from Tyrol, they dipped the clusters in glue solution, 



 

and later, in alkaline solutions prepared from wood ash. In 1860, Gábor Parragh recommended 

sprinkling the vines with sulphur powder, besides other methods. They moistened the infected 

shoots and leaves so that the sulphur powder would stick.    

Besides sulphur powder, the Academy of Paris recommended the use fine road dust for the 

control of powdery mildew. In 1867, the Pécsi Lapok recommended ash- here, the use of 

sulphur and that of glue solution proved ineffective. In 1872 the Borászati Füzetek advocated 

the use of hand-operated sulphur dusters. According to Antal Gyürky, powdery mildew was not 

difficult to control in 1879, because sulphur powder, dispersed with the help of sulphur dusters, 

proved to be effective. Despite positive experience, the peasantry was slow to adopt the method 

in their vineyards.     

Another very harmful disease was downy mildew. The method of preparing blue vitriol 

solution was worked out by French winemaker Lamon. Blue vitriol was dissolved in water and 

it was mixed with slaked lime. The difficulty was that Hungary, at the time, was dependent on 

imports of copper. Of the German and French zinnia, the contemporary special literature 

considered the French better. From 1890, the allodial farm of Mernye used 39 q of blue vitriol 

and 6 q of copper sulphate powder to make 2% blue vitriol solutions and Aschenbrandt’s copper 

sulphate powder. During the large downy mildew epidemic which occurred in Sopron in 1896 

they used a 2% blue vitriol solution for 1 to 3 sprayings. The end of the 19th century was the 

golden age of sprayers and dusters.  

Various types of equipment were advertised in contemporary newspapers. Plant protection 

gained in importance and its costs began to increase. Exact accounts survive from the 

Benedictine allodial plantations. In 1891, for example, the vineyards in Kiscsécs were attacked 

by downy mildew. “... no traces of which were to be found hereabouts – it covered our 

vineyards completely two in 24 hours… And this affects the crops of two years, since next 

years’ buds cannot fully mature.” In August 1892 another infection of downy mildew occurred, 

as well as an infection of black and brown rot. To control the diseases, Vermorel’s sprayers 

were used.  

Between spring and autumn spraying was done on three occasions altogether (in the middle 

of April, June and August). However, the most important method to control downy mildew, 

besides the use of blue vitriol solutions, was the keeping of vineyards clear of weeds. Vitriol 

solutions were made by mixing 2% copper sulphate with 2% of slaked lime or 3% of unslaked 

lime. To control powdery mildew, the vines were dusted with wood ash, a method already used 

in previous centuries.  

On 11th February 1890 the arch-abbot ordered the overseer of the abbey to hand over all the 

ash at their disposal for the dusting of the vines. Plant protection costs included the price of 

plant protection products, the price of the equipment necessary (carbon disulphide injector, 

container, pump, sprayer, dusting machines, gauges and spray mixers) as well as the day wages 

paid to labourers.  

Powdery mildew, phylloxera and downy mildew, as well as occasional black rot and hails 

caused a reduction not only in the quality but also the quantity of the crops. In vineyards where 

European noble vines grafted onto American stock varieties were planted, plant protection costs 

were lower because the need for carbon disulphide injection was eliminated. The purchase of 

propagating material and the annual canopy management works raised cultivation and 

reconstruction costs.   

8.8.7 Percentage of plant protection costs compared with total costs 

(measurement unit: katasztrális hold
6
)  

Vineyards of the Benedictine order               1897                                    1898  

                                                      
6
 a Hungarian square measure. 1 acre equals 0.703 katasztrális hold.  



 

vineyards of 

Szentmárton and Tényő 
 

        19,6        18,1 

 Hecse        12,5        12,9 

 Ölbő         7,7         7,4 

 Bársonyos         9,4         9,5 

 Tömörd          -           - 

 Somló         10,6           4,1 

 Ság hegy         13,3,         21,1 

 Kajár         11,8          20,8 

 Tihany          4,6          3,4  

 Révfülöp         15,1         23,6 

 estate of Szántód-

tóköz 

        13,1         23,6  

 

The costs of plant protection almost doubled in the vineyards of Ság hegy, Kajár and 

Szántód-tóköz. In the case of Ság hegy, new plantation demanded plant protection works, which 

raised the cost ratio but, at the same time, renewal did not raise total costs. In the case of Kajár, 

the costs of plant protection rose by 36.8% as compared to last year’s costs of a similar nature. 

On the estate of Szántód-tóköz, the costs of plant protection became higher at the same time as 

total costs became lower.     

8.8.8 Damage caused by animals 

The greatest damage was caused by starlings. The extermination of these harmful animals 

was the task of village communities. The damage caused by stirlings could be reduced or 

avoided with the help of birds of prey. In Somló, for example, starlings could not cause too 

much damage because of the birds of prey nesting in the holes of the fort ruins. It is no accident 

that the Somló wine community regulation of 1864 decreed that “Whoever destroys a bird of 

prey within the boundaries of the hill, or destroys their nest, is to be fined 10 Austrian forints.”    

8.8.9 Damage from the weather in the vineyards of Hungary 

Frost protection 

At the end of the 17th century, Olivier de Serres recommended smoking using glume, straw 

or half-rotten manure to protect the vines from belated frosts. The 18th-century European 

special literature acknowledged the effectiveness of smoking as opposed to sounding bells or 

cannons, used earlier. Its official recognition is indicated by the fact that in 1815 the authorities 

of Würzburg called the attention of farmers in places endangered by the frost to smoking. In 

1816 the Nemzeti Gazda published the call and the editor Ferenc Pethe emphasised that in 

Hungary János Nagyváthy, who was well-read in the special literature, had already advocated 

the method.      

In 1819 the special journal Oekonomische Neuigkeiten und Verhandlungen wrote about a 

vineyard in Oberhollabrunn equipped for night smoking to control the frost. However, frosts 

caused considerable damage even as late as the 19th and 20th centuries. Mór Jókai, the famous 



 

writer and newspaper editor was proud of his own frost protection methods. He protected his 

vines in his Buda garden by covering them with unfolded newspaper sheets, which he fastened 

to the stakes by boring holes in them and driving the stakes through the holes. In his memoirs, 

he remembered with contentment that his efforts had been crowned with success.   

Protection against hailstorms 

Promising crops were quickly destroyed by hailstorms. In Somló, the last week of June was 

considered to be the most dangerous with respect to hail frequency. During hailstorms, peasants 

working on hillsides fled to sheltered places and prayed in families to the angel of the Lord and 

to St Donath. Tolling the bells in itself was considered insufficient even by the end-of-

eighteenth century special literature.    

Bells came to be used in Europe only in the middle of the first millenium and the Catholic 

Church made its use compulsory in the middle of the 12th century. In the 16th century the 

Reformed Churches first used a horn to summon believers, but they soon began using a bell. 

However, tolling to prevent hailstorms was prohibited. In 1771 József Benkő wrote that a 

member of the congregation in Erdőfűle in Udvarhely county tolled the bell to ward off the 

hailstorm but that this met with disapproval.   

János Jankó wrote from the equally Protestant Kalotaszeg: “Hails especially cause great 

damage and so they avert them with superstitious practices. People strongly believe that to avert 

hailstorms, tolling the bell and praying are effective and if times are hard and if the young 

minister who tries to fight superstitions does not pray well enough, if a hailstorm strikes, then 

the minister is attacked for not praying.” Tolling to avert hailstorms was extremely common in 

Hungary.   

In the region of Hegyhát (Vas county) the person who found himself nearest the bell tolled it. 

It was everybody’s duty to toll the bell to ward off hailstorms. The Palóc in Borsod county 

tended to identify a storm cloud with a wizard disguised as a travelling student who raised 

storms riding on a dragon. Even in villages with Protestant populations the bells were tolled to 

chase them away. All this shows that even after the spread of Protestantism a number of 

Catholic popular traditions survived among the non-Catholics, even if officially these traditions 

were frowned upon. However, the Church tolerated the customs of the peasantry, so great was 

the power of tradition. The power of bells to avert hails had to be carefully preserved because if 

they were tolled for people who had committed suicide, they were no longer capable of warding 

off hailstorms, only if they were reconsecrated (Siklód, Udvarhely).       

People in the Middle Ages defined the task of bells in the following way: I summon the 

living, mourn for the dead and dissipate the clouds. On some bells, this was even inscribed, 

either in Latin or in Hungarian. In Szeged, for example, the bells were sounded to ward off 

storms even in the centre of the town. A famous storm averting bell hung in the tower of the 

cathedral of Kassa from the mid-16th century onwards. The bell bore an inscription and a relief 

depicting a vine labourer. In his oath worded in 1723 the bell-ringer swore ceremoniously to toll 

the bell whenever storm clouds gathered in the sky, according to Zsigmond Szendrey and Ákos 

Szendrey.    

Praying was one way to avert hailstorms. Besides the prayers recited in verse we find many 

formulated in prose. These prayers were effective on Easter Friday morning if under the open sky 

the person who prayed first recited the Lord’s Prayer five times and then the Hail, Mary five times, 

then made the sign of the cross toward the four cardinal points and then said: “I baptise thee in the 

name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit”.  

The losses caused by hailstorms could be reduced by taking out an insurance with the first 

general insurance company established in Hungary. Hail cannons which became widespread at the 

end of the 19th century did not guarantee complete protection, either. In 1898 a vinegrower from 

Styria published an article in the Borászati Lapok about the hail cannon that he used. Seeing the 

success of his experiments begun in 1896, the owners of plantations in Southern Tyrol where 



 

hailstorms were frequent began to place orders with the workshop of the Marburg Southern 

Railway. The orders could not be executed due to their large numbers. Therefore, the howitzers 

needed were manufactured by Lorber and Co. near Cilli. In Mór, for example, 43 cannons were set 

up in 1900, and were used to avert 42 storms.        

When gunpowder was no longer free of charge, cannons fell out of use beginning in 1908. In 

Somló, at the turn of the 20th century, only 4 or 5 plantations owners had one. In pleasant vineyards 

cannons were not used. Cannons which used gunpowder did not fulfil expectations – showers of ice 

continued to destroy vines. In Hungary a lot was expected of cannons at the turn of century, so they 

were frequently used on large plantations, but as they failed to fulfil expectations, they gradually 

fell out of use.     

 



 

9. HARVEST 

9.1 SINGLE-BATCH VERSUS PARTIAL HARVESTING  

9.1.1 In peasant vineyards 

On peasant plantations it was standard practice to harvest the entire crop of the various grape 

varieties all at the same time, without considering their colours. Single-batch harvesting was 

done under pressure of the feudal system as the majority of landlords had the work done by 

serfs, so peasants had to harvest their own crops in one before or after they went to work for 

their landlords. They put the hand-picked clusters into baskets or wooden tubs. The special 

literature warned as early as the end of the 19th century that bad winemaking had begun with 

harvests not done at the right time and with the use of containers which were not clean enough. 

On peasant plantations harvesting began at the end of September and in the quality wine 

producing regions harvesting was done in October.   

9.1.2 Single-batch harvesing in towns and in allodial vineyards 

Harvests on the plantations of burghers differed from harvests on the plantations of the 

peasantry. The craftsmen who also owned vine plantations were motivated to grow high-quality 

grapes and produce high-quality wines. The burghers living in the grape-growing and wine-

trading towns of North-Western Transdanubia, in Buda, the boroughs of the Danube-Tisza 

Interfluve, the towns of the Hajdúság region, as well as the towns situated in the north-east of 

Hungary solely used for winemaking the ripe berries which were not rotten.       

Mátyás Bél also wrote about the practice of separating the good berries from the bad ones. 

One peculiarity of wine production in the west of Hungary is that while good-quality wine was 

sold, wines of poorer quality were destined for consumption in the home. If dried berries were 

observed, then harvesting was done in two rounds: the dried berries were harvested first. 

Harvesing was done in a similar manner in Buda, Székesfehérvár and Pécs.     

Harvests in allodial vineyards tended to resemble those on peasant plantations, due to the 

low quality of the work done by serfs or by neglectful day labourers. In the 17th and 18th 

centuries harvesting was generally done by serfs. On larger allodial plantations the lord might 

have provided the necessary equipment. His purpose in doing so was to ensure cleanliness and, 

through it, quality. At the beginning of the 20th century day labourers used their own containers 

to pick grapes on smaller allodial plantations.    

Day labour was condemned in the mid-nineteenth century. In fact, it was considered to be 

harmful. However, day labourers could not be dispensed with, so, for want of other possibilities, 

the low-quality work of paid harversters had to be tolerated. Parragh G. – plantation owner well-

known in Transdanubia and special writer of great renown – complained in 1859 that not 

infrequently grapes were picked without care and selection and thrown into the buckets without 

any consideration. Naturally, this indicates not only that the work was done in a careless manner 

but also that single-batch harvesting had some disadvantages. In Hungary in the middle of the 

19th century partial harvesting was done only in the German-speaking areas of the west of 

Hungary. However, due to the large number of grape varieties grown and the different ripening 

times single-batch harvesting did not yield good wine.        

9.1.3 Partial harvesting 

In the 18th century, partial harvesting was standard practice in the west of Europe. In 1774 J. 

Wiegand advocated its introduction in the Austrian wine regions, if they did not want to give up 

their share in the European wine market with the wines of Lower Austria. In the case of partial 

harvesting the individual grape varieties were harvested when they had reached their optimal 



 

maturity. Besides, partial harvesting made possible the collection of grapes according to colour. 

The harvest period was thus prolonged – it sometimes lasted for as long as two months. In 

France, where partial harvesting was standard practice, harvesing was done five or six times at 

the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries.   

According to Ferenc Schams one of the most characteritic traits of the more developed 

Western European viticulture was its pursuit of quality wine production and that this was absent 

in Hungary. He held that the absence of pre- and post-vintage, the prolongation of harvest time, 

the lack of clean harvesting containers, mixed harvesting, the absence of cleanliness with 

respect to transportation and processing, as well as the lack of perfection in the production of 

red wines all led to poorer quality in the first quarter of the 19th century. However, Schams 

failed to take into consideration the various obstacles that the feudal system posed.   

János Nagyváthy advocated in vain the selection of the white grape varieties accoring to 

ripening times, because this was practically impossible in single-batch harvesting done on 

peasant plantations. However, in various places in Hungary – primarily in manors – partial 

harvesting was attempted. In 1798 it was decreed that in the vineyard of Vértesboglár the white 

and the blue grapes be harvested separately. In the manor of Mernye in Somogy county, the red 

and white wine varieties were harvested separately at the beginning of the 19th century. In 

1856, in the vineyard of the archduke in Villány, the grapes were picked by variety, on the 

recommendation of Károly Zimmermann. At the end of the 19th century, in the Villány and 

Jeszeföld vineyards of the Bellye manor vintage began with the picking of the oporto variety, 

then, two weeks later, they continued with the kadarka, then the Riesling was harvested after 

noble rotting. So here, harvesting might have been done three or four times. Partial harvesting 

became widespread on allodial plantations, while on peasant farms it was either not or very 

slowly adopted.    

9.1.4 Tools for picking grapes 

In vineyards situated in the north-west of Hungary clusters were either picked by hand or 

with a knife, about which Mátyás Bél also wrote. However, since the mid-18th century scissors 

had been used to pick grapes in the vineyards of Western Europe. J. Wiegand also 

recommended the use of narrow-bladed scissors, which allowed the harvester to prevent berry 

shatter. In 1838 the specialist journal Oekonomische Neuigkeiten presented, as a technological 

innovation, a type of grape cluster picking scissors whose blade was made in such a way as to 

catch the stalk so the severed cluster did not drop off.     

9.2 CONTAINERS 

9.2.1 The wooden tub 

The use of the wooden tub spread to Hungary from the south of Europe, from areas where 

grape cultivation of the Mediterranean type were practised. According to the dictionary of 

etymology, the Hungarian word for tub, cseber or csöbör, signified a measure of capacity from 

1395, and, from 1588, it signified a tool. In areas where the tub was generally used, the dosser 

was also introduced by the Germans who settled in the 18th century.       

The tub was also used east and south-east of the Danube and even in Transylvania. 

Harvesters picked the grapes in the rows, which were then conveyed from the vineyard out to 

the path or the grassy plot nearby by tub carriers. They were not allowed to follow the 

harvesters into the vineyard, but it would not have been wise anyway. They circulated solely on 

the paths perpendicular to the plantations which divided the plantations into smaller sections. In 

this way they not only avoided trampling and condensing the soil but also facilitated movement 

on the slopes.     

To the press houses of larger allodial estates the must was conveyed in vats, which were 

placed on carts pulled by bison and oxen. Although archival documents describing allodial 



 

harvests are scarce, contemporary accounts permit the reconstruction of the use of the tub. In 

October 1803, in the allodial vineyard of the Zichy family on the Szőllős side of Somló the 

work of serfs was used for conveying the tubs. The tub also necessitated the use of a tool, 

namely, the stamper. The function of the tool, which had a wooden handle and which was 

thicker at one end, was to crush the clusters picked into the tubs. This was necessary because in 

this way the crushed grapes filled up the vessel to a greater extent.   

Also, before the invention of the grape-mill, the grapes had to be crushed before they were 

put in the hydraulic press to achieve higher grades of pressing. Ultimately, the same was 

achieved through trampling, but in this case, it was done more meticulously. In the tub, they 

placed a layer of uncrushed clusters on top of the crushed grapes to reduce the splashing of the 

must to a minimum. The tub was always carried in a way that it hung vertically – even on very 

steep slopes – so the surface of the must within could always rest in a horizontal position.     

Tossing was prevented by the narrowing mouth of the tub. In Transylvania the tub was 

carried with the help of two auxiliary stakes. All these qualities made the tub a safe instrument 

for the collection and transportation of must to short distances – the cart or the processing place. 

In the tub the grapes were always crushed. Peasant owners were censured, in the mid-19th 

century, for crushing grapes with varying degrees of maturity in one tub and thus reducing 

quality. Quantity considerations were dominant in peasant vineyards even at a time when on 

allodial estates quality was given priority.        

A harvesting tub is a truncated cone-shaped, staved vessel with two handles and a narrowing 

mouth. The vessel could be lifted with the help of an equalising bar. The middle section of the 

bar was secured to the middle section of the tub bar with chain hoops or S-shaped hooks. This 

kind of suspension allowed the equalising bars to hold the uplifted tub in a horizontal position. 

Toward the end of the 19th century the special literature took a definite stand against the use of 

the tub. The main argument was that the vessel allowed only an imperfect crushing of the 

grapes. It was argued that the grape-mill did more thorough work.    

Data differed as to the capacity of the tub. Aurél Vajka estimated it to contain 50 litres
7
, 

while in the mid-19th century Ferenc Entz and Pál Gyürky reckoned that it contained 24 or 36 

gallons. In 1560 an inventory made in Tokaj estimated it to contain 30 pints
8
, that is, 42.3 litres. 

The harvesting tub was used longest in the Somló wine region. However, dossers were scarce in 

Somló even as late as the end of the 1860s. Peasant owners did not use any. Contemporary 

writers suggested that the reason for this was that labourers were not willing to carry dossers on 

their backs for even triple their normal wages. Until the mid-19th century the dosser was hardly 

used in peasant vineyards in the entire region of the Balaton Uplands.        

9.2.2 The dosser 

The Hungarian word for dosser is of Bavarian-Austrian origin. According to the Dictionary 

of Etymology, the word first occurred in 1414, in the sense of vessel to be carried on the back, 

then, in 1533, in the sense of bread basket and or any other container. The dosser as a staved 

vessel used to convey grapes was probably part of Continental viticulture. It must have been 

introduced to Transdanubia from Western Europe. A more archaic version of the dosser carried 

with a strap must have been the dosser carried over the shoulder with a hook, known in the wine 

regions of Germany, Styria and Austria. The dosser was difficult for one person to lift, so it was 

put on a three-legged dosser-holder, which made it easier for the labourer to put it on his back 

with the help of the hook.   

Sprenger, in 1778, distinguished three dosser types: the soil and manure dosser, which was 

smaller than the vintage dosser. The third type was the wicker basket with a raised back, which 

was similar in appearance to the oblong, narrow mediaeval vintage dosser. The wicker basket 
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 about 10 English pints (translator’s note) 

8
 Viennese pint, an old measure of capacity (translator’s note) 



 

was also used as dosser in the south of France and in Lombardy, but the vintage illustration by 

Rohbock Ludwig, published in 1864 and depicting the Church of Saint Michael in Sopron, also 

shows a basket instead of a dosser.     

In the north-west of Transdanubia, where the Austrian and German influences were strong, 

the dosser was generally known at the end of the 15th century. It is generally found in calendar 

illustrations for the vintage months of October and November. In Buda the governor determined 

the maximum wages to be paid for labour performed on vine plantations, so the wages of dosser 

carriers were also determined. With the settling of the Germans in Hungary, the dosser became 

more widely used. So, for example in the neighbourhood of Pusztavám-Mór the grapes were 

picked into the dosser, from where they went to the Bottich , and, from there, to the Landfassl, 

from where they were transported home. In Somló the dosser was first used on the estate of 

Count Esterházy, in the last third of the 18th century.   

It was at this time that the dosser began to spread on the allodial estates of the Balaton 

Uplands. Here, too, its spread can be associated with the settlement of the German population in 

the Balaton region. The dosser, element of the material culture of vinegrowers of German 

extraction, was more productive than the harvesting tub. Carried on the back, the dosser 

facilitated movement, since the labourers’ hands were not engaged. It only engaged one person. 

It afforded a better balance distribution of the body than the tub. As opposed to the tub, 

however, it did not allow the labourer to pack it full and crush the grapes, since, carried on the 

back, the dosser could not be maintained in a perfectly upright position, and the vessel was not 

independent of the carrier’s posture. If, by chance, the labourer leant a little too forward, the 

grapes fell out of the dosser and landed, perhaps, right on the back of the labourer’s neck, hot 

from the work.        

All this encouraged the spread of the dosser on allodial estates, but not on peasant 

plantations. In places where labourers used their own equipment the dosser was also slower to 

spread. Although in Somló, for example, there were no German settlements, and the settlement 

of other peoples was also on a small scale, the dosser did come into use in the vineyards of 

Somló, Transdanubia and other parts of Hungary through its introduction on the Esterházy 

estate as well as the large estate complex of Pápa-Ugod-Devecser.  

9.2.3 Transportation of the crushed grapes 

In the north-west of Transdanubia, in the neighbourhood of Pusztavám and on the right bank 

of the Danube the crushed grapes not processed on the site were transported home in barrels 

with one bottom. The use of vats or barrows for the transportation of must was characteristic of 

regions where processing was not done on the site, which, according to István Vincze, was a 

habit peculiar to the German settlers.   

9.2.4 Must extraction and grape processing  

The Carpathian Basin was characteristically a region which grew green grapes and produced 

white wine. In Hungary, the differing environmental conditions of the Danube-Tisza Interfluve, 

the Trans-Tisza region and east of it, Transylvania, resulted in differing wine cultures. The 

Carpathian Basin had been characterised by a curious amalgamation of classical and Western 

European as well as Mediterranean and Eastern European viticultural traditions. All these 

heritages together have given viti- and viniculture in Hungary a varied character.       

In wine culture, the adoption of western Christianity was especially important for red wines, 

which were used in the celebration of the Christian liturgy. The red wine held up in the 

mediaeval Christian mass symbolised the blood which flowed from Christ’s wounds, and was 

the product of a mystic transformation. Therefore, due to its associations with the Christian 

liturgy, red wine had great value attached to it.     

Since the Middle Ages, however, the processing of green grapes predominated. The method 

could be equally used for the processing of blue grape varieties up until the 17th century, when 



 

Balkan ethnic groups, especially south Serbian communities fleeing from the Turks spread the 

method of producing red wine from the kadarka variety, which involved open fermentation on 

marc. Then, from the 18th century onward, with the appearance of the cosmopolitan blue grape 

varieties originating from the west of Europe (Merlot, Cabernet, Burgundy, kékfrankos) the 

closed top fermentation technology became used, which, basically, was similar to the 

technology of making white wines in classical and mediaeval times. What follows is an 

overview of wine-making technologies in Hungary in chronological order, and proceeding from 

the west to the east.   

There were several factors to be considered when choosing the time of the harvest, but most 

decisive was the feudal obligation to pay tax. In this way, a set of customs was established, 

which differed regionally and varied from lord to lord, to whom the taxes were due. Noted 

harvest beginning days emerged, but generally harvest began at the end of September or in 

October.     

Harvest starting days included St. Michael’s Day (29th September), St. Francis Day (4th 

October), Theresa’s Day (15th October), Gál’s Day (16th October), Orsolya’s (21st October) 

and Dömötör’s Day (26th October) and Simon and Jude’s Days (28th and 29th October). In the 

19th century, on allodial estates harvest was sometimes put off until as late as November for the 

sake of quality, because in these cases the fozen grapes were picked this late in order to obtain 

higher sugar content. Harvesting was done early only in case the autumn was rainy. In such 

cases, early harvesting was decided upon so that the crops would not rot.    

In Hungary the situation of the vine hills and vineyards had a significant impact on ripening 

and, consequently, on harvesting times. Therefore, different starting dates for the different 

regions emerged, where optimal starting dates took centuries to crystallise. Starting dates were 

usually linked to significant days in peasant culture, such as feast days, fairs or some other noted 

days in the calendar.       

In feudal agriculture the starting date of the harvest on allodial estates was decided by the 

landlord. Only on completion of the harvest on the lord’s plantation were peasants permitted to 

begin their own harvest. Peasant could begin securing their own share of the crops only after 

delivering the lord’s due or paying the hill duty. After the liberation of serfs, the starting day of 

the harvest was usually announced by the leader of the vine-growing community.  

Accurate records were kept of the ninth and tenth parts of the wine due as tax payments. 

These records, which gave the location, the number of farmers and the total crops harvested, 

were carefully preserved. Below is the list drawn up in the villages of the Kis-Balaton region in 

Zala county in 1829. 

 

Location    Number of farmers    Total crops          Ninth                       Tithe 

Galambok 129 1590 akó
9
  

318 pozs. 

mérő
10

 

176 akó 14 

pozs. 

141 akó  6 

pozs. 

Karos 130 3209 és  8/4 

akó 

18 pozs. 

mérő 

356 akó 12 

pozs. 

285 akó  6 

pozs. 

Komárváros  62 1495 akó 

299  pozs. 

mérő 

166 akó   2 

pozs. 

132 akó 18 

pozs. 

 

                                                      
9
 an old measure of capacity, about 12 gallons (translator’s note) 

10
 an old measure of capacity, 62.53 litres, somewhat less than 2 bushels (translator’s note) 



 

Due to the favourable ecological conditions the development of noble rot also occurred. 

Written records from 1570 contain the expression aszúszőlőbor (wine made from grapes 

affected by noble rot). Fom 1640 and then in the 19th century such wines were made in various 

locations. When noble rot developed on a larger scale but when the berries affected were not 

picked separately, samorodni wines were made. In the case of samorodni wines, the flavour of 

shrivelled berries affected by noble rot improved the flavour of ordinary wine. In fact, they were 

distinguished from ordinary wines using the word samorodni, a word which originally came 

from the Polish language at the beginning of the 19th century.       

Grapes were picked into tubs (capacity from 7 to 11 litres), into vessels referred to as káci in 

Hungarian (with two handles, capacity 10 litres, staved vessel with one bottom) and into vessels 

referred to as káforka in Hungarian (5 litres, with one handle, staved vessel with one bottom). 

On peasant plantations grapes were picked into simple, multi-functional grape collecting baskets 

or wooden basins worn by frequent use.   

Until the mid-19th century grape clusters were severed by hand. With the spread of the 

pocket knife, it was not only the men who severed the clusters using knives. The French 

chasselas varieties and the table grape varieties with big berries were always picked separately 

and were set aside for consumption in the home or for sale, which flourished from the mid-19th 

century onward. Because they were destined for the market, these varieties were often picked by 

row and by colour. The wrapping paper was usually supplied by the trading company at the end 

of the 19th century. Large-scale production of table grapes began in the neighbourhood of 

Nagymaros, Győr and the Mátraalja, where farmers and plantations specialised in large numbers 

for the production of table grapes and possibly for sale in the markets of Prague, Brünn, 

Germany, Vienna and Krakow.    

The grapes were loaded into light boxes made of pine which had triangle-shaped drawers. 

The boxes accomodated between 8 and 10 kilos of table grapes each. The women pinched the 

faulty berries off the clusters with the help of sewing scissors brought from home or with 

narrow-bladed destemming scissors. If they did not trade the grapes themselves but passed them 

on to traders, then they took the grapes to the nearest pub, which often functioned as a 

roadhouse. The table grapes were sold to the traders or foreign teamsters who put up in these 

places. Wrapped in vine leaves and tied with ornamental ribbons, these grapes were made even 

more attractive, even if the women did not carry them in boxes but in baskets which they carried 

on their heads.       

Harvest also meant families helping one another, labour performed by relatives and day 

labourers. Relatives were due three meals and, the work completed, they were allowed to take 

home a bucket filled with fruit. Day labourers also assisted the work of peasant families. In 

Hungary the lunch usually consisted of lamb stew or goulash, which reduced the purging effect 

of the must. Lamb was used because it was the most economical. Vintage was an occasion of 

great merriment before winter arrived, after which a ball was organised by way of thanksgiving.  

Joviality was especially characteritic of the harvests on the estates of the gentry and the 

burghers. At the end of the 19th century, after so many disasters, minister of agriculture Ignác 

Darányi decreed that harvest balls be held for the farmers greatly afflicted by the phylloxera 

epidemic and by financial difficulties.      

The clusters destined for winter preservation were hung up in between windows or in the 

attic until the frost came, after which they were put in the larder. The clusters were tied with 

raffia, and were eaten between Christmas and Easter. The clusters thus stored were nice 

ornaments of the Christmas table. Another way to preserve grapes was to suspend them from 

grape thatch braided from thatching straw. The thorny branches of the blackthorn were also 

used to suspend grapes. In press houses owned by the nobility and by burghers, cluster hangers 

were used for this purpose. Cluster hangers were round, made of iron, came with hooks and 

were often ornamented.     

Vintage balls were held in the villages. People wore fancy dresses to participate in vintage 

parades. The girls’ faces were often painted in the north-east of Hungary. Merrymakers were 



 

transported in carts, which were made up as carriages. Gypsy musicians formed bands of 3 to 5. 

The procession carried a big grape wreath along the main street, symbolising fertility and 

abundance.    

Absinthe was usually made on plantations owned by the gentry or by burghers. Bitter-sweet 

drinks were especially liked on festive occasions and mostly by women. Such drinks were 

served in special glasses and pitchers. In the households of the gentry and of burghers they were 

kept in finely wrought sideboards, similar to the buffets used during the Renaissance.    

Must concentrate was also made on peasant farms. Blended with fruit, it provided excellent 

nourishment, as thin jam, but it was equally useful in winemaking as thickened must was used, 

before the mid-19th century when beet sugar was not yet known, as sweetener to improve wines 

of poorer vintages.  The Germans living in Hungary made ginger-flavoured Luterwein, and in 

various locations (Baranya county, the Bükk Hills etc.) a special kind of refreshment was made 

by placing healthy berries into barrels, following classical, and then modern French examples.    

West of the Danube with roots in ancient Roman culture, in Transylvania with roots in 

mediaeval Saxon culture, then, in the north-east of Hungary from the 16th or 17th century 

onward wooden presses were used to extract the juice from grapes. The general word for press 

in Hungarian, prés, is of Slavic origin. It was a device generally used in Transdanubia, and had 

a number of subtypes.  

The berries were loaded into a press basket, or, in the case of more ancient presses, into a 

truncated cone shaped container made of braided Clematis. In the case of big wooden presses 

the work of pressing often lasted until after midnight, sometimes all night. The horizontal beam 

of the press, as well as the wooden plunger, squeezed the juice from the berries. The wooden 

fibres of the beam squeezed the berries as dry as pipe tobacco, more thoroughly than the first 

iron presses which appeared in the mid-19th century, where the berries had to be pressed several 

times in order to squeeze the juice as thoroughly as possible. Iron presses began to be used after 

World War I, when many wooden presses had to be cut up to make firewood.       

Single-batch harvesing was standard practice on peasant plantations. This was done under 

pressure of feudal constraints, because most lords had their harvests done by serfs, who had to 

harvest their own crops after harvesting had been done on the allodial plantations. The special 

literature warned as early as the end of the 19th century that bad winemaking had begun with 

harvests not done at the right time and with the use of containers which were not clean enough.  

In the eastern regions of the country, so in Transylvania, grape harvest constituted a 

significant amount of labour, both on the plantations of Nagyküküllő and in other regions. For 

example, Mihály Teleki had sent, by Pál Teleki, a sum of 468 + 5 forints and three loaves of 

bread to the harvesters in Karkó, beginning work on 6th October 1688. The barrels, tubs and 

basins were all cleaned and waiting ready to be used. The reception of the must which came 

from the estate was the task of the bailiffs.        

To measure the yield the measuring vessels and gauging rods were examined and then the 

must was gauged in order to have an idea of the quantity the estates yielded. We know that table 

grapes were picked separately here as well, because according to a document dated 30th January 

1688 a farmer from Dános, Juvon Csorte (?) transported grapes to Fogaras together with some 

other cartloads. The inventories of manor houses are a testimony that people were familiar with 

the grape thatch made of thatching straw or ramose wood, used to preserve grape clusters in dry 

places until Christmas. We know that such a device existed in the manor house of Nagysajó but 

that it was not unknown in other regions, either.    

Archival sources tell us that in Transdanubia the harvesting tub was used for the 

transportation of the collected grapes and the must. The tub remained in use the longest in 

Somló and the Balaton region. In the other wine regions, the dosser replaced the tub almost 

completely.    

The use of the tub spread to Hungary from the south of Europe, from areas where grape 

cultivation of the Mediterranean type was practised. According to the dictionary of etymology, the 

Hungarian word for tub, cseber or csöbör, signified a measure of capacity from 1395, and, from 



 

1588, it signified a tool. In areas where the tub was generally used, the dosser was also introduced 

by the Germans who settled in the 18th century.       

The tub was also used east and south-east of the Danube and even in Transylvania, although the 

vessels used in these regions different as to the way they were suspended. Harvesters picked the 

grapes in the rows, which were then conveyed from the vineyard out to the path or the grassy plot 

nearby by tub carriers. They were not allowed to follow the harvesters into the vineyard, but it 

would not have been wise anyway. They circulated solely on the paths perpendicular to the 

plantations which divided the plantations into smaller sections. In this way they not only avoided 

trampling and condensing the soil but also facilitated movement on the slopes.     

To the press houses of larger allodial estates the must was transported in tubs, which were 

placed on carts pulled by bison and oxen. Although archival documents describing allodial 

harvests are scarce, contemporary accounts permit the reconstruction of the use of the tub. The 

tub also necessitated the use of a tool, namely, the stamper. The function of the tool, which had 

a wooden handle and which was thicker at one end, was to crush the clusters picked into the 

tubs. This was necessary because in this way the crushed grapes filled up the vessel to a greater 

extent. The muszkoló, thicker at one end, was used in the white wine producing regions, while 

the naturally branching csömöszlő was used in the red wine producing regions.   

The severed grapes were collected in harvesting vats (Gernyeszeg), then the crushed grapes 

were pressed into wine pressing vats using sacks, and the must then flowed into must vats 

(Karkó). The differences in the designations of the various tools indicated the differences in the 

operations carried out with their help. A large number of staved vessels had to be provided for 

harvests. At the 1689 harvest of the Karkó plantations 36 must vats, 6 new vats, 5 small must 

vats, 2 old empty barrels, 2 small old empty barrels (capacity around 66-68 litres), 4 wooden 

funnels for the filling of the barrels, as well as tub bars to convey grapes, and lastly, 46 

harvesting tubs and 4 racking bins.   

Staved vessels used for harvesting were carefully distinguished from staved vessels used for 

other purposes, which shows the importance attributed to specialised tools and the high 

standards of wine production.   

This means that the tools used at the time were not multi-functional but highly specialised. 

The harvesing tub as a typical tool was commonly known in the Middle Ages. They were often 

simply referred to as “grape conveying bars”, since two people carried the tub with the help of 

two bars. This way of carrying vessels was common in the Balkans, that is, when they were not 

swung over the shoulder hanging on a bar but, hung on a bar, were carried by two people with 

arms hanging and extended.         

The great diversity of winemaking instruments testifies to the existence of old, sophisticated 

winemaking technology unique to a particular region. The official surveyors who visited the 

manor house of the Kálnoky family in Mezőbánd on 4th April 1682 with a view to making an 

itemised report of the manor’s belongings found a number of special items. In the bakery, they 

found a new harvesting tub, kept separately from the tub used for washing linen in lye and from 

the tub in which the swill was kept. On the patio, they found three smaller-sized wine casks, in 

the cellar nine casks of wine, a barrel-skid, two small wine casks, and four sacks for pressing 

grapes.       

On the Teleky estates with larger vine plantations the number of wine-related vessels was 

naturally higher. In Sorostély in 1688, for example, 10 new empty barrels, 11 empty vats, 10 

empty barrels, 10 small barrels and 46 harvesting tubs were put on the list. In the manor house 

of Görgény there were 10 empty barrels, 55 harvesting tubs, 11 racking bins and 10 vats. In 

Karkó, where the most wine was produced, 45 must vats, separated from the vats used for 

washing, 23 empty barrels, 8 dossers, 12 harvesting tubs and 11 racking bins were registered.      

In the labourers’ dwelling in Fogaras a cask-filling funnel and a harvesting tub were included 

in the inventory, while in the cellar on 3rd February the same year there was also a dosser to be 

found in the company of the wine chiller and 9 clean harvesting tubs. The listing of the dosser is 

exceptional – one mostly finds listings of harvesting tubs in contemporary sources. The 



 

inventory of winemaking equipment of Szentpéter, made in 1690, featured a wine sieve and a 

filter, which must have been used to separate the must from the marc. In the same place, in the 

kitchen, there were four wine pressing vats and two pine tubs for conveying the wine, 

distinguished from the barrel in which the fish was kept and the tub in which the fish was 

conveyed.    

The above data indicate that in general, people were familiar with the use of the various 

instruments at the time. At the same time, the harvesting tub was a universal tool used for 

conveying all kinds of liquid, whatever their origin.   

The harvesting tub was also used for crushing the grape clusters before the same could be 

performed with the help of the grape-mill. To achieve higher grades of pressing, the grapes had 

to be crushed before they were put in the hydraulic press. Ultimately, the same was achieved 

through trampling, but in this case, it was done more meticulously. In the tub, they placed a 

layer of uncrushed clusters on top of the crushed grapes to reduce the splashing of the must to a 

minimum. The tub was always carried in a way that it hung vertically – even on very steep 

slopes – so the surface of the must within could always rest in a horizontal position. Tossing 

was prevented by the narrowing mouth of the tub. In Transylvania the tub was carried with the 

help of two auxiliary stakes, which meant conveying the grapes in a more primitive manner than 

carrying the tub suspended from a chain, which ensured that the surface of the liquid was 

horizontal.  All these qualities made the tub a safe instrument for the collection and 

transportation of must to short distances – the cart or the processing site.  

In the tub the grapes were always crushed. Peasant owners were blamed, in the mid-19th 

century, for crushing grapes with varying degrees of maturity in one tub and thus reducing 

quality. Quantity considerations were dominant in peasant vineyards even at a time when on 

allodial estates quality was given priority.        

A harvesting tub is a truncated cone shaped, staved vessel with two handles, and a narrowing 

mouth. The vessel could be lifted with the help of an equalising bar. In Hungary the middle 

section of the bar was secured to the middle section of the tub bar with chain hoops or S-shaped 

hooks. This kind of suspension allowed the equalising bars to hold the uplifted tub in a 

horizontal position. In Transylvania the chain hoops were missing in the case of more primitive 

suspensions. Here the conveying method, originally practised in the Balkans, only allowed the 

maintenance of the horizontal position in one direction.  Perpendicular to this, the two tub 

carriers had to manoeuvre with their hands to avoid spilling the must. Toward the end of the 

19th century the special literature took a definite stand against the use of the tub. The main 

argument was that the vessel allowed only an imperfect crushing of the grapes. It was argued 

that the grape-mill did more thorough work. 

Data differed as to the capacity of the tub. Aurél Vajka estimated it to contain 50 litres, while 

in the mid-19th century Ferenc Entz and Pál Gyürky reckoned that it contained 24 or 36 gallons. 

In 1560 an inventory made in Tokaj estimated it to contain 30 pints, that is, 42.3 litres. The 

harvesting tub was used longest in the Somló and the Balaton wine regions. Therefore, the 

dosser was hardly every use in these regions even as late as the end of the 1860s. Peasant 

owners did not use any at all. Contemporary writers suggested that the reason for this was that 

labourers were not willing to carry dossers on their backs for even triple their normal wages. 

Until the mid-19th century the dosser was hardly used in peasant vineyards in the entire region 

of the Balaton Uplands. The harvesting tub had many versions, with varying capacities.        

The Hungarian word for dosser is of Bavarian-Austrian origin. According to the Dictionary 

of Etymology, the word first occurred in 1414, in the sense of vessel to be carried on the back, 

then, in 1533, in the sense of bread basket and or any other container. The dosser as a staved 

vessel used to convey grapes was probably part of Continental viticulture. It must have been 

introduced to Transdanubia from Western Europe. A more archaic version of the dosser carried 

with a strap must have been the dosser carried over the shoulder with a hook, known in the wine 

regions of Germany, Styria and Austria. To Transylvania the dosser must have been introduced 

by the Saxons, although in this region manor houses had far more tubs in their possession than 



 

dossers. In fact, it is striking that inventory makers found more than one dosser in only one 

manor house, that of Nagysajó: in 1681 they found as many as four, while in other manor 

houses and other wine regions they found none! 

9.3 INSTRUMENTS FOR EXTRACTING MUST AND CRUSHING GRAPES 

The most archaic method of crushing berries and extracting juice was trampling. Research 

traces the origin of the method back to the classical white wine culture of Greece and to the 

mediaeval white wine culture which used the technique of trampling. Trampling was also done 

in parts of Hungary with vestiges of Balkan red wine culture. The method involved standing in 

the blue marc and working in the skins which rose to the surface of the must.    

In this case, however, the important thing was not the extraction of the juice but the 

attainment of the desired colour – that the colours would get washed out of the berry skins and 

berry flesh as best as possible. In white wine culture where trampling was used the wine-press 

was practically unknown. Even if the press was used on a rare occasion, the berries were 

crushed in the basin of the wooden press before pressing was done, so from the point of view of 

juice extraction the press was of secondary importance.      

Therefore, at the end of the 15th century the vinegrowers in Sopron who used presses also 

trampled the berries, and so did the Germans in Buda in 1705. The trampler, referred to as 

Mostler and the press handler, referred to as Presser, both received generous wages. The work 

grew in importance with the spread of the grinder, because the pressure exerted through 

trampling was not sufficient for crushing the stalk. In the case of quality wine production the 

must filtering basket was pressed into the marc. The free-run must was scooped or sucked out 

with a rubber tube, which gave finer wine than the first pressing, in the case of which some 

harder acids were also removed due to the fact that the stalk, the berry skin and the seeds had 

been crushed.         

To trample grapes sack presses were also used, made of loosely woven, course cloth. These 

sacks were used to squeeze the juice by trampling on the crushed grapes. In Transylvania 

trampling was used by the peasantry as late as the 18th century – except on land cultivated by 

the Saxons. In Tokaj-Hegyalja, too, in the making of aszu wines, sack presses were used to 

squeeze the wine poured onto shrivelled berries.   

Trampling without using a sack press was a method used to extract free-run must from blue 

grapes grown in red wine producing regions. In the south of Hungary, in the Danube-Tisza 

Interfluve and in the south-east of Hungary the must was extracted by trampling.    

The appearance of the crusher entailed the appearance of harder wines in 18th-century 

European wine regions. Crushers – however rudimentary they might have been – crushed even 

hardened stalks, which allowed the removal, from the stalks, of the unpleasant flavours and 

aromas. This could happen when pressing the grapes after trampling but there the free-run must 

obtained through trampling could be separated from the pressed must. In the case of the first 

crushers, made of wood, a net was stretched out to prevent the stalks from getting into the 

crusher. The berries got into the crusher through the net but the stalks and leaves were caught on 

the net.       

This combination of destemming and crushing operations gave the predecessor of the 

crusher-destemmer still in use today. Along with the adoption of this instrument in processing 

the grapes the dosser came into wider use in harvesting, at the expense of the the harvesting tub. 

With the help of the destemmer the berries on the grape clusters picked into the dossers without 

being crushed were easy to detach from the stalks and only the berries were crushed.   

The grapes crushed in the harvesting tubs were trampled in sacks in order that the must be 

more thoroughly extracted, then the work was completed using the press. Hungarian wine-

producing technology adopted this combination of instruments from 18th-century Western 

European viticulture. The technology using the harvesting tub also contributed to the 



 

characteristic flavours and aromas and higher acidity of the wines produced in South-West, 

South-East and Central Transdanubia, as well as Central and Eastern Hungary.     

Destemming meant that labourers kept moving the sifter above the crusher or they scraped 

the berries forward and backward with a rake until they detached themselves from the stalks on 

the net. Such sieves were used to produce better-quality wines in the press houses of 

ecclesiastical vine plantations during World War I.   

Nets made of wood or with brass wire were used because iron wires were attacked by the 

must, as a consequence of which blue casse might occur in the wine at some point. The use the 

various destemming sifters and nets was difficult – therefore, the crusher had a destemming 

function built into it. Above the crushing rollers a third shaft, fitted with small   

studs, was installed. The berries caught onto the small studs came off the stalks and were 

crushed by the two rollers below. Such crusher-destemming machines were first made by 

skilful, resourceful craftsmen. At some point, factories began producing their standardised 

versions.    

West of the Danube the only instrument for the complete extraction of the must was the wine 

press. However, east of the Danube the little, in some cases wheeled press, referred to as sajtó, 

sutú or sutyú, was only of minor importance. In this region, a different viticultural tradition 

existed, as also indicated by the difference in the appelations of the pressing instrument. Here, 

the press had not been used earlier; the must had been extracted by trampling, a method used in 

grape cultivation in the Trans-Caucasian region.In Transylvania, however, in the vinegrowing 

regions where the Saxons were active, it was also the big wooden press that they used. The 

presses were made and repaired by cartwrights or village carpenters. Before harvests, the 

presses certainly needed some mending if they had not been taken good care of.      

On allodial plantations pressing was done by serfs. Wooden presses handled in a rough and 

careless manner were more easily damaged. Archival sources provide almost no information 

about the design of wooden presses. Besides their shape and use, ethnographic and typological 

research has revealed some important historical facts about them. So, for example, it has been 

found that mainly in South-Western Transdanubia, in the direction of Croatia and Styria, 

versions of the traditional roman winepress were used.       

Depictions of such presses exist. A further development of the roman winepress was the 

hopper press. On allodial plantations the must was extracted with instuments of greater sizes. At 

the beginning of the 19th century Richard Bright, English physician and traveller, touring in the 

Balaton Uplands, wrote about a press which processsed all of the grapes picked by 72 people in 

a day. East of the Danube presses came to be used by the peasantry relatively late, which 

comparative ethnographic and historical research attributes to the existence of a distinct wine 

culture rooted in East European viticultural traditions. In this region, the primary method of 

must extraction was treading and not pressing. The introduction of the iron press made further 

increases in the size of presses superfluous. In Hungary, the manufacture of screw-axis presses, 

commonly used in Western Europe, first began in the well-known machine factory of Werther 

F. and István Vidacs in Pest in the mid-19th century.       

It is interesting that the introduction of the iron press did not mean that the wooden press was 

abandoned altogether. In a number of places the iron press was used to extract the must, then the 

wooden press was used to press the marc once again. The use of the wooden press did not allow 

the abrupt exertion of as much pressure as the iron press did, but the wooden press, allowing the 

slow, steady and gradual application of pressure, was even capable of pressing the must which 

had remained in the marc removed from the basket of the iron press. Various types of the iron 

press spread at the end of the 19th century. Machines issued from the various factories and 

ironworks countrywide were purchased by more affluent, usually extraneous, estate owners. At 

the turn of the 20th century hydraulic presses were also used on some estates. Keeping iron 

presses clean was very important for the sake of must quality. This, however, was much easier 

than in the case of wooden presses. When using old wood screw presses, lard had to be used to 



 

coat their axes so that they would not squeak. That is why in some locations in Transdanubia 

they were called squeaking presses.             

In Transylvania, too, vine presses were hardly used on peasant plantations. That inventories 

do not include any is evidence for this. It is no accident that hardly any mention of the existence 

of vine presses on the estates of György Rákóczi I was made. The few that were met with were 

all manorial possessions, belonging, for example, to the Sorostély farm of the manor of Monora. 

However, the number of presses in Inner Transylvania was low as late as the the end of the 19th 

century, although the winepress with a fixed spindle and Y-shaped supporting beams had been 

traditionally used since the 15th century, both in Hungarian and in Saxon territories.      

Must extraction was done in separate stamping houses. Here the operation of pressing was 

referred to as stamping. Old stampers could be found in the stamping houses of the manors 

belonging to the nobility. Stampers were found, for example, in Magyarbükkös in 1646, in 

Búzásbocsárd in 1656, in Nagysajó in 1681, and in Borberek in 1694. The number of such 

presses was relatively low as compared to the number of manor houses and the size of the 

vineyards. This number, however, is not surprising, as the main method of extracting juice was 

trampling. Sack presses could also be used if they had presses at their disposal, because the 

grapes were first crushed with the help of the sacks and then pressed only afterwards. On 7th 

May 1689, on the farm of Mihály Teleki, inventory makers included 4 sack presses in their lists. 

On 16th June 1690 10 old and 5 new grape pressing vats were to be found in the manor house of 

Sorostély, in which the grapes were crushed with the help of sack presses. Besides, there were 

67 new barrels, 52 old barrels, 50 wooden tubs and 14 single-bottomed, staved vessels smaller 

than tubs.     

East of Transylvania trampling was the more dominant, the use of the press or the stamper 

was not. In peasant viticulture the press was no longer used by the Csangos in Moldavia and in 

the region of the Black Sea.  

Therefore, pressed wine was always recorded separately, on the Teleki estate, for example. 

This was needed because of its quality, its price and the supply which varied from year to year, 

so that they could distinguish it from trampled wine. Tha large number of data indicate that 

pressing became common in the second half and at the end of the 17th century. The method was 

first used to extract juice on allodial vine plantations. The acidic content and composition of 

pressed wine was different from the acidic content and composition of trampled wine, for 

pressing might produce must which had higher acidity and more aromatic compounds. The 

wines thus produced were harder and more lasting. Some of the 101 casks of wine transported 

from Krakow to Szeben on 8th April 1689 were marked “saitolt”, that is, pressed. This was 

probably done to indicate quality, in order that Mihály Teleki or his guests would get the better-

quality wine. The few barrels which contained pressed wine were always entered in other 

registers, too.        

István Görge, making an inventory of the wines to be found in the Csesztve cellar of Mihály 

Mikes indicated that cask 13 contained pressed wine. My view that pressed wine was more 

lasting is supported not only by technological evindence but is also evidenced by contemporary 

tastes. In 1690, among the wines transported to Beszterce there was a cask labelled “Pressed 

Wine for the Young Master”. That this was goo quality wine is indicated by the fact that the 

next transport for the young master was muscatel wine.    


