


















Hungary, of course, is locked 
at the heart of Europe with 

not a coastline in sight. 
Despite that, however, it is a 
country that revolves around 

water and there are abundant 
opportunities to have a bit 

of a splash, swim 
or sail. 

Lake Balaton (C3-4)is the most-popular spot 
for watersports and lazing in the sun. This is the 
largest lake in Central Europe, so sizeable that it 
is nicknamed ‘the Hungarian sea’. 
The southern side is a lively haven for families 
and youngsters, with all-inclusive resorts, 
safe and shallow bathing areas and the main 
concentration of bars and nightclubs. 
The north is quieter and more reedy, and 
attracts those interested in cultural pursuits 
– visiting the abbey at Tihany (C3), the 
magnificent Baroque mansion at Keszthely (B4) 
and the vineyards at Badacsony. 
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Lake Tisza (F2) on the Great Plain was formed 
around 50 years ago after the damming of the 
River Tisza. Parts of it fall under the protection 
of the Hortobágy National Park, and are superb 
for birdwatching. Other areas, however, are 
excellent for fishing and watersports, with the 
main settlement at Tiszafüred (G2). The River Danube is Hungary’s main artery, 

dividing the country in half. The Danube Bend 
– the point above Budapest where the river 
suddenly changes course from east to south 
– represents one of the prettiest scenes you 
can hope to see. 

Lakes and rivers 
can get a little chilly 
outside summer 
months, but man-
made aquaparks 
offer opportunities 
for family fun all year 
round. 

If you’re looking for aquaparks, the 
Aquaticum Centre at Debrecen (H2) is 

located beneath a massive dome, while 
that at Hajdúszoboszló (G2) even has a 

Mediterranean-style beach. Perhaps 
the leading complex is Zalaegerszeg’s 
(B3) Aquacity, which ranks among the 

biggest in Central Europe and boasts 18 water 
slides (measuring up to 400 feet). 

Aquaticum Centre
Debrecen

Between Balaton and 
Budapest, Lake 
Velence (D3) 
offers recreation 
– sunbathing, swimming and fishing – on a 
smaller scale.  

Lake Fertő (B2), crossing the border 
with Austria, has a small recreational 
area (at Fertőrákos) but is better 
known as an important habitat 
for waterbirds. You can get close 
to them by hiring a guide and 
taking a boat into the reeds. 

The River Tisza – which passes through Lake 
Tisza – is also much loved by fishermen and 
canoeists. In early summer, huge numbers of 
mayflies swarm above the surface to mate 
– a spectacular wildlife display. 
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Hungarian water is not just 
for splishing and splashing 

– it can be soothing too. The 
country is blessed with an 

abundance of natural thermal 
springs, which emerge at a 

temperature of 86°F/30°C and 
are full of salts and minerals. 
These springs have supported 
a bathing culture dating back 

to Roman times; whether 
you’re after relaxation, 

refreshment, rejuvenation or 
recovery, Hungary can’t fail 

to meet your needs. 

Many towns have thermal baths of some sort, 
providing not only the chance to soak away 
those aches but also to take advantage of 
massages, saunas and perhaps more advanced 
treatments such as pearl baths and Kneipp 
treatments. 

The water can be used to ease specific 
medical complaints (including muscular, 
arthritic, gynaecological and skin conditions) 
or simply to pamper the body. In addition to 
the public baths, over 50 spa hotels have been 
constructed, allowing guests to tailor their 
holidays around the beneficial effects of the 
springs. 

Liquid therapy Liquid therapy 
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Budapest (D2) itself has more thermal baths 
than any other world capital, and so this is a 
perfect place to take a spa break. There are 
several spa hotels offering guests specific spa 
packages. Alternatively, you can drop in at 
a public bath after a hard day’s sightseeing. 
Two of the grandest bathing complexes – the 
Széchenyi and the Gellért – date 
from the turn of the 20th 
century, while there are 
also atmospheric 
baths built during 
the Turkish period. 

Nature provides healing remedies beyond the 
springs. Hévíz and Hajdúszoboszló, for example, 
are also centres for medical mud treatments, 
which alleviate locomotor complaints. 

The humid air in caves at Abaliget, Budapest, 
Tapolca and Jósvafő have been proven to 
soothe respiratory difficulties. At Tapolca you 
can row a boat on its cave’s crystal-clear 
waters, while Jósvafő is part of the Aggtelek 
National Park and is a World Heritage Site. 
The mofette at Mátraderecske is a particular 
curiosity. Naturally occurring gas emerging 
here has been shown to have a positive effect 

when allowed to permeate the skin; 
visitors who can benefit from a 
‘dry bath’ in the gas include those 

with heart and circulatory 
problems  and chronic skin 

complaints.

Another evocative spot 
can be found on a 
hillside at Egerszalók 
(F2), where the natural 
pool is surrounded by 
steaming terraces of 
snow-white calcium 
crystals deposited 
by the water. A new 
spa hotel has recently 
opened there. 

Beyond the capital, there are 
some real bathing treats from 
which to choose – some of 
which promise a truly unique 
experience. The world’s 
largest thermal lake suitable 
for bathing is located at 
Hévíz (B4), in the west of the 
country. Because the water 
temperature never drops below 
79°F/26°C – even in the depths 
of winter – you can take a dip 
here at any time of year. 
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Leisure for land lubbers
With all the talk of watersports and thermal springs, it’s easy to forget that there are 
activities to enjoy on dry land too! Indeed, Hungary’s terra firma has a great deal to 
offer the active visitor. 
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The country is bound to satisfy cyclists, with 
marked tracks stretching over several thousand 
kilometres and plenty of places to hire bicycles. 
If you’re after a short ride during a break in 
Budapest, you might cycle along the Danube or 
into the Buda Hills. For those with more energy 
to burn, there are countless routes that could 
occupy a cyclist for weeks or months at a time 
– from the path around the edge of Lake Balaton 
to the undulating tracks through the forests of 
the  Northern Uplands. 

One thing’s for certain 
– there’s no danger of 
becoming bored!

Hungary has a proud equestrian tradition – the 
original Magyar tribes arrived on horseback 
from the east – and there remain many 
opportunities to explore the countryside on four 
hooves. Appropriately enough, one horse-riding 
stronghold is on the Great Plain, the traditional 
home of the Hungarian cowboy. However, 
there are horse farms all over the country, 
catering for beginners, expert riders, and all 
those in between. Some centres even offer the 
opportunity to ride in horse-drawn carriages.

Golf is becoming increasingly popular, and 
several excellent courses have been built in 
recent years, including the Pannonia Golf and 
Country Club (25 miles west of Budapest) and 
the Birdland Golf and Country Club in Bükfürdő 
(B3). Some even have hotels on site. 

Less traditional pursuits you might try are dry 
bobsleighing (there are runs near Budapest, 
Visegrád, Veszprém and Miskolc-Tapolca), 
roller skating (places like Tiszaújváros have 
indoor rinks), paragliding (there is a centre 
at Balaton), go-karting, Nordic walking, 
paintballing, hot-air ballooning, various 
extreme sports and even rally racing. 

Hungary    Leisure for land lubbers  24|25



Come to Hungary on any 
day of any year and you’ll 

find a plethora of events and 
exhibitions taking place all over 

the country. Hungarians are a 
cultured breed, and they love 

gathering to enjoy festivals 
of art, food and wine, sport, 

music and dance. Some of these 
are local affairs celebrating 

regional specialities and 
traditions. Others, however, are 

internationally renowned events 
which attract visitors from far 

and wide. Why not check the 
calendar and time your trip to 

coincide with one or more of the 
following ‘top eleven’?

Events – top 11Events – top 11

Budapest Spring Festival 
    – March (Budapest/D2) springfestival.hu

International Opera Festival 
    – June (Miskolc/F2) operafestival.hu

Open-Air Festival – July–August (Szeged/F5) 

    szegediszabadteri.hu

Balaton Sound – July (Zamárdi/C3)
    balatonsound.hu

Hungarian Formula 1 Grand Prix 
    – August (Budapest–Mogyoród/E2)
    hungaroring.hu/en

Sziget Festival – August (Budapest/D2)
    sziget.hu/en

Flower Carnival – August (Debrecen/H2)
    fonixinfo.hu

St Stephen’s Day – 20th August 
    (all over the country)
    Celebrations including Red Bull Air Race in Budapest

Jewish Summer Festival – August–September 
    (Budapest/C2) jewishfestival.hu

European Convival Wine Song Festival 
    – September (Pécs/D5) winesongfestival.hu

Budapest Christmas – December (Budapest/D2)
    budapestinfo.hu/en
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You might take home some pieces of traditional 
craftwork, such as embroidered tablecloths, 
wooden toys or vases decorated with floral 
motifs. Different regions have different 
specialities; the people of Hollókő, for example, 
are noted for their embroidery skills, while a 
place like Nádudvar near Hajdúszoboszló is 
a centre for pottery production. Perhaps the 
most refined of gifts, however, is a piece 
of hand-crafted Herend porcelain. 
If you’re on the hunt for antiques, 
you should take a stroll along 
Budapest’s Falk Miksa utca, a street 
crowded with shops selling furniture, 
jewellery, clocks and paintings. You 
might find a bargain at one of several 
flea markets in the capital too. An 
exciting newcomer to the scene is 
the monthly WAMP design market, 
which is hosted in Erzsébet tér and 
promotes contemporary Hungarian design 
(offering jewellery, textiles, glassware and more). 

So what should you be sure to 
look out for when browsing the 

markets and stores? 
Typical Hungarian foodstuffs 

are salami (including the 
ubiquitous Pick brand from 

Szeged), paprika (used in all 
Hungary’s classic dishes – such 
as goulash – and available in a 

range of strengths from mild 
to spicy) and goose liver. The 
country has 22 wine regions, 

and long-necked bottles of the 
golden-coloured Tokaji make 

particularly good gifts. Those 
with a taste for something 

stronger will appreciate pálinka 
(fruit brandy made from 

plums, apricots or pears) or 
the infamous Unicum, a bitter-

tasting herbal liqueur. 
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Transport
Standing at the centre of Europe, Hungary is 
well served by transport links from abroad. 
The main international airports are Budapest 
Ferihegy (bud.hu), FlyBalaton Airport 
(flybalaton.hu) near Lake Balaton and Airport 
Debrecen in the East.

Budapest is linked to 15 European capital cities 
by train, directly or with changes. It has three 
main railway stations from which you can take 
Express and InterCity trains to all the main 
tourist regions (elvira.hu). 

In addition, there are numerous bus routes 
around the country operated by the Hungarian 
company Volánbusz; these can be picked up 
from three main bus stations in the capital. 

You can reach Budapest by boat (see 
mahartpassnave.hu for further information) from 
Vienna and Bratislava during the summer; you 
can also take ferries for day trips to the Danube 
Bend. 

Major cities have effective and inexpensive 
public transport network. For information on 
how to get around in Budapest see bkv.hu

Accommodation
There’s a diverse selection of accommodation 
in Hungary, and you’re guaranteed to rest 
your head in a place to suit both your taste 
and your pocket. Spa hotels make use of the 
country’s thermal springs and offer a variety of 
pampering treatments. There are state-of-the-
art conference hotels, and designer boutique 
hotels oozing contemporary class. Historic 
hotels range from turn-of-the-20th-century Art-
Nouveau palaces to Baroque ‘castle’ hotels in 
renovated aristocratic mansions. 

Time 
Central European Time (GMT + 1) 

Climate 
Hungary has a temperate climate, similar to 
the rest of the continental zone. January is the 
coldest month (-1°C average) and August the 
warmest (21.3°C average).

Official language 
Hungarian, however Engilsh and German are 
widely spoken.

Money
The Hungarian currency is the forint (HUF). 
Cash points are widespread and credit cards are 
accepted in most hotels, shops and restaurants. 
There are foreign exchange facilities in banks, 
foreign exchange bureaux, travel agencies and 
hotels. Always avoid black-market dealers who 
change money in the street, however apparently 
attractive the rates. 

Opening hours
Shops are generally open Monday–Friday 
10.00–18.00 and Saturday 09.00–13.00 
(although shopping centres will have longer 
opening hours, and market halls may open and 
close earlier). Museums and galleries generally 
open Tuesday–Sunday 10.00–18.00 during 
high season (hours might be shorter in other 
months); they are closed on Monday. 

Electricity 
230V. Appliances work from the European 
two-pin plug. 

Tourinform
You can find Tourinform information offices 
in more than 140 places all over Hungary. 
Tourinform’s helpdesk employees can offer 
visitor information about accommodation, 
restaurants, sightseeing programmes and 
much more. 
tourinform.hu

Know Know 
before you go

Public holidays
1 January

New Year’s Day
15 March 

Independence Day 
(in remembrance of 

the revolution against 
Habsburg rule in 

1848)  
March/April 

Easter Monday 
1 May

Labour Day
May/June 

Whit Monday 
20 August 

St Stephen’s Day (a 
day to celebrate the 
country’s first king)

23 October 
Republic Day 

(anniversary of the 
1956 revolution) 

1 November 
All Saints’ Day

25–26 December 
Christmas

Emergency telephone numbers
General emergency (for English speakers) 112 
Ambulance 104
Fire brigade 105
Police 107
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