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Conclusions and Implications. Because .of exogenous and endogenous

forces, the peasant diet in Hungary during the interwar years eroded in both

quality and quantity. In spite of sustained and, in some respects, improved

agr~cultural production, food deprivation became the hallmark of the Hungarian

rural life style for the first time in centuries. An intrinsic peasant belief

was that self-sustenance and mobility were intimately linked to belt -tightening.

Instead of placing food on the table, peasants converted it to cash to pay

for taxes, animal stock and more land. All social strata were equally affected

by these norms. Therefore culinary values and habits permeated the entire

village to a remarkable degree. We saw that the rich peasant practiced a

higher deqreeof self-denial and self-exploitation than the poor. Diet was

not a means by which prestige could be measured.

Peasant diet depended heavily on carbohydrates, which came primarily

from milled wheat, seldom from rye and corn. Meals lacked protein, vitamins

and minerals. Variety was expressed in the minor rather than major ingred­

ients and in the manner of food preparation. From the perspective of food

preparation, Hungarian peasant culinary practices proved unhealthy, primarily

because of the repeated use of pork lard as shortening,20 overcooked vege-
-

tables, and smoked meat. Although the exact number of individual meals is

not know, the meagerness of portions and the frequency of mea l-sktppf nq is

beyond dispute. While Hungarian peasants were not starving in the strict

sense of the term, hunger was an integral part of daily life. Instead of

generating pleasure, food dampened hunger. They ate in a quiet, sullen

atmosphere, and the well known proverb was, "Hungarians don't talk while

eating. II Wedding feasts and two or three anoual festivities ("bucsu l '
, or

church-day, Christmas and Easter) were the only times of lavish food

consumption.



Food deprivation was responsible for an alarmingly low energy output,

poor health, high infant mortality rate (in 1930 two hundred out of 1,000

children died before the age of one), and low life expectancy (40 years in

1930). Medical reports testify to the high recurrence of anemia, malnutri­

tion, infectious diseases, and dental problems. One third of the school

children carried tubercu1osis. 21

Although medical services improved during the interwar years, rural

health conditions did not substantially change until after the great social

transformation of the 1960s. By the 1970s peasant life under the system of

collectivized agriculture created unheard of levels of food production and

traditional peasant life itself disappeared from Hungary.
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FOOTNOTES

1. Consult P~ter HanAk, (ed.), Magyaro~sag tBrt~nete, 1890-1918, (The
History of Hungary, 1890-1918). (Budapest: Akad~miai Kiad6, 1978),
Chapter IV; Gy6rgy RAnki, (ed.), MagyarorsAg tattenete, 1918-1919,
1919-1945, (The History of Hungary, 1918-1919, 1919-1945), (Buda­
pest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1976), Chapters V, VIII; Joseph Held, (ed.),
The Modernization of A ricu1ature: Rura·1 Transformation in Hun ar ,
1848-1975 Boulder: East European Monographs, 1980 , Part V;
MihAly Kerek, A magyar fBldkerdes tBrtenete, (The History of the
Hungarian Land Problem). (Budapest: MEFHOSZ, 1939); Peter Gunst,
A mez6gazdasagi terme1es t8rtenete MagyaroszAgon, 1920-1938, (The
History of Agricultural Production in Hungary, 1920-1938), (Budapest:
Akademi ai Ki ad6, 1970); "Mez6gazdasagunk fej16dese a ke t vi 1Aghabor6
k8z8tt", (The Development of our Agriculture between the Two World
Wars). Va16sag (1970) 4:78-91; Ferenc Erdei, A magyar paraszttArsadalom,
(The Hungarian Peasant Society), (Budapest: Frankl in, no date>.

2. Not only the urban but the rural culinary habits were held in high
esteem. The general consensus both inside and. outside of Hungary was
that peasant cooking was lavish and was practiced as embroidery, wood­
carving or folkpoetry. The most respected ethnographer of the inter­
war years, Zsigmond BAtky, for example, concluded that "our culinary
art has elevated our folk cuisine above those of our neighbors, to
international renown". (Elemer Czak6 (ed.), A magyarsAg neprajza, (The
Ethnography'of Hungary), (Budapest: Kiraly; Magyar Egyeteme Nyomda,
no date), Vol. I, p. 38. Because of this generally shared misconcep­
tion, children were often sent to the rural areas for summer vacation.
Many returned to school in worse physical .condtt ton than in the
beginning of the summer.

3. An average Hungarian restaurant during this period served the following­
main courses: Kettle goulash ("bogrAcsosgulyAs"),veal porkolt (borj~­
p6rk8lt"), fish soup ("halaszle"), pork flekken ("sertesflekken")
braised b~ef or pork (marha-" or "sertesrostelyos"), assorted meat
platter aTa Transylvania (erdelyi fatanyeros"), braised pork a'la
Brass6 ("brass6i apr6pecsenye"), hot liver pudding ("rhajashurka U )

stUffed cabbage ("t8t1tBtt kAposzta"), chicken paprika (lIparikAsc~irke")
smoked pig's knuckle ("fUst8ltcstl18k"). Of these typical Hungaria~ ,
dishes - eaten anywhere in the world - only the last two were seen
dur~ng.the interwar years on the peasant's table. For extensive survey
deplctlng the utter monotony of South-West Hungarian cuisine, see
Laszlo Kardos Az Brseg n~pi tAplalkozAsa (The Folk Diet of the 6rseg).
(Allamtudomanyi Intezet, Budapest, 1943).

For an overview of Hungarian peasant cooking, see Judit Morvay, Nepi
taplAlkozAs (Folk Cooking), (Budapest: Magyar Nernzeti M~zeum-Neprajzi
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MOzeum. -Et hno16gi cal AdattAr, VI, 1962). The best historical
treatment of Hungarian high class cooking with some references to
peasant diet is that of George Lang, The Cuisine of Hungary. (New York:
Bonanza Books, 1971).

4. For a highly revealing scientific appraisal of the effects of poverty
upon peasant health, see Andor N~meth, A naposabb 01da10n (On the
Sunnier Side of the Street). (Budapest: KirA1yi Magyar Egyetemi
Nyomda, 1937).

5. habor6 k6z6tt (The Demography
• Budapest: K6zgazdasAgi ~s

6. N~meth, Q£. cit., p. 20.

7. See Gunst, ~ cit.

8. See Gyu1a I11y~s, Puszt~k n~pe (The People of the Puszta). (Budapest:
Nyugat, no date); Held, Ope cit., pp. 255-92.

9. For a comparison of middle peasant life-styles, see Edit F~l and
TamAs Hofer, Proper Peasants. (Chicago: A1dine, 1969).

10. Oscar Lewi s , "The Cu1 ture of Poverty, II Scienti fi c Ameri can, (1966) 215,
19-25. George M. Foster, "Peasant Society and the Image of Limited
Good." American Anthropologist, (1969-67), pp. 293-315.

11. The categories are based on the testimony of villagers.

12. Among the best known were: J6zsef Oarvas, Egy Magyar Parasztcsal~d

t6rt~nete (The History of a Hungarian Peasant Family). (Budapest:
Athenaeum, no date); Imre KovAcs, A n~ma forrada10m (Silent Revolution).
(Budapest: Cser~pfa1vi, no date); Geza F~ja, Viharsarok (~tormy
Corner). (Budapest: Magveto, 1957).

13. Ouri ng the 16th century an arti 11 ery man received 1 pound-of meat,
2 pounds of bread, and a quart of wine daily. These were most likely
also consumed by a well-to-do peasant (cf., Ferenc Maksay ParasztsAg
es majorgazd~lkodas a XVI. szAzadi MagyarorszAgon (The Peasantry and
the Management of Large Estates in Hungary during the 16th century).
(Budapest: AkAdemiai Kiad6, 1958), p. 104; P~ter HanAk, Hogyan ~ltek
e16deink? (How did our Ancestors Live?). (Budapest: Gondo1at, 1980);
pp. 67-8; B~la RadvAnszky, Magyar csa1Ad~let ~s hAztartAs a XVI. ~s

XVII szAzadban (The Hungarian Family and Household during the 16th
and 17th Centuries). (Budapest, 1897).

-18-



14. Held,~. cit., p. 24.

15. IvAn Ba1assa and Gyu1a Ortutay, Magyar neprajz (Hungarian Ethnography)~

(Budapest: Corvin~ 1979), p. 263. The picture of the stratified
peasant diet elsewhere has been seriously challenged by anthropologists
with thorough field experience. See Michael Freedman, Report on Some
Aspects of Food, Health and Society in Indonesia. (World Health Organi­
zation, MH/AS/2l9.55, 1955); See Schoenfield, Development and the
Problems of Village Nutrition. (Croom Helm London, 1979).

16. See, for example Feja, QR. cit., p. 212.

17. IstvAn Weisz, A magyar fa1u (The Hungarian Village). (Budapest: Magyar
Szem1e, 1931), pp. 68-9.
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18. Quoted from an elderly informant during anthropological fieldwork in 1979.

19. See Nemeth, QR. cit., pp. 19-20, 154.

20. The use of sunflower and pumpkin seed oil all but disappeared between
the two wars. The last wooden oil press made in the 18th century was
taken to the Xantus JAnos Museum Gy6r, in 1962.

21. Nemeth, QR. cit., p. 20.
/


