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 An exciting story of the survival of a nation & the
 glory days of the Mangalitsa

The pig in Hungarian History

  The current pig industry in Hungary was probably started by the 
Transylvanian Saxons, German settlers encouraged by King Geza II, of Hungary 
(1141-1162) to colonize and defend the southeastern frontier of the Kingdom of 
Hungary. From the 12th century onward until the end of the 13th century this 
migration of Germans into the Hermannstadt (now Sibiu, Rumania) region 
continued. In 1211 the Hungarian King even invited the Teutonic Knights to settle 
and defend the southeastern corner of Transylvania. 

The knights quickly established a number of castles and even a major town, Kronstadt 
(now Brasov, Rumania), but so frightened the king with their rapidly expanding 
power, that he exiled the order, who then relocated to Prussia in 1226.
But most of the settlers remained, and with additional colonists arriving, eventually 
the German settlement area expanded to around 30,000 square kilometers, or roughly 
the size of the Netherlands today. And they built some very impressive defensive 
fortifications, including several that have become closely associated with the now 
famous story of Count Dracula. One of the best known is the old city fortress of 
Schaessburg, whose Rumanian name of Sighisoara was first listed by Dracula’s father 
in 1435, and now is a famous world heritage site. 
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 The second, and now a frequently visited tourist site, is Bran Castle,  
commonly known as Dracula’s castle, built by the Saxons of Kronstadt from 1377 
on, at the site of the old Teutonic Knight Castle of Dietrichstein, that had been 
destroyed by the invading Mongols in 1242. Protecting the Bran Gorge well into 
the 18th century, Dracula only recently became the major attraction for visiting the 
castle.  

What is more significant to the story here however, is how all these castles were 
provisioned for withstanding attacks and siege by enemy forces. In a time were 

refrigeration did not exist, the only way to 
store meat for any extended period of time 
was salting and dry curing. So all these castles 
along the Hungarian frontier literally were 
storehouses for hams. The logical consequence 
are great meals, as many of the hams were 
eaten over the winter month, when they were 
consumed with other stored provisions.

The Hungarians themselves had gotten exposed to swine once they took control of 
the Carpathian basin in the 9th century under their leader Arpad.  
He was the leader to unite the Magyar tribes into the Hungarian Nation, and that 
combined military strength allowed for raids deep into Western Europe until their 
defeat in the battle of Lechfeld in 955. That defeat encouraged the Magyar tribes to 
integrate more closely into western Europe and accept Christianity under their King 
Stephen I. in the year 1,000.

“Hams were the 
major provision for 

protein, and were 
rotated in and out 
of every castle on a 

regular basis.”

Bran Castle - Made famous 
by Bram Stroker
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  It was German missionaries that arranged the wedding of Vajk, the  
Hungarian leader, to Gisela of Bavaria, sister of the German Emporer Henry II, who 
then accepted the name Stephen after the patron saint of the cathedral in Passau. 
Latin became the official language of the country until 1844.

Domesticated pigs had been part of the diet of the people in the Carpathian basin 
even before Roman times, and certainly became a major part of the Hungarian diet 
once their days of raiding and wandering had ended. All the previous inhabitants 
of the area, from the Celts, the Awars and the Germans, many of which arrived on 
invitation from the Hungarian kings, all had actively bred swine, so there was plenty 
of knowledge available. But no Hungarian could have imagined that within a few 
hundred years the pig would become the single most important source of protein for 
the survival of the Hungarian people and Nation.

A new power was on the march northwest, and with the fall of Constantinople 
in 1453, the Turks of the Ottoman Empire expanded even more rapidly into the 
Hungarian realm. Hungarian power in the Balkans was already greatly diminished 
by internal feuds by the time of the battle of Mohacs in 1526, when their army was 
crushed and their leaders died in the battle.

 

From that point on forward, Hungary was divided between the Austrian Habsburgs 
and the Ottoman Turks, with most of today’s Hungary simply a Turkish province.

18th century swine herder

Taking of the land by the 
Hungarian tribes under Arpad
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 Major parts of the land outside a few large protected towns became 
completely    devastated and depopulated by continuous warfare, and the swine 
became all important to sustain life for rural Hungarians. Because the pigs are 
considered unclean in the Moslem religion, they were just about the only animal 
or belonging of the Hungarian peasants of no interest to the occupying Ottoman 
troops. 

Pigs could more easily be hidden away in 
the swamps and forests of Hungary, and the 
Hungarians had a lot of experience in masting 
pigs in the forests already. During the glory 
days of the 12th century, the significance of 
such activities was clearly recognized in the 
22. Article of the Golden Bull of Hungary, the 

equivalent of the English Magna Carta. It was the first constitution in Continental 
Europe, written and signed in 1222, limiting the Kings power. It quotes: “The 
pigs of the royal court cannot be grazed in the forest of our subjects without their 
agreement.”

With the conversion to Christianity, early monasteries certainly started to introduce 
the swine mast in their forests, and pig farming must have very quickly become a 
profitable enterprise. But no written records about swine really exist until the end of 
the 12th century, when the breeds of both Bakony (of bacon fame in English) and 
Szalonta are recorded in 1261 in Bereg.

“but it was not only 
because of religious 

reasons that the 
swine became of such 

importance..”

The swine were herded for 
masting into the woods

the bakony pig left above and the Szalonta pig lower left
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  Swine herding during the 16th and 17th century in Hungary became a 
profession, and an important one at that. Unlike herding cattle or horses, herding 
pigs was not looked at as a desirable activity, because conditions for the herders 
were extremely tough. Spending sometimes month at a time in virtually complete 
isolation, away from even their small villages and any kind of social life. A pig herder 
was not only responsible for the safety of the animals, but also for their breeding, 
and in many cases was in charge of all the animals from small communities. The pigs 
were mostly kept in enclosures overnight, but they were kept grazing all day during 
the summer, and were immediately driven into the woods to mast on acorns once 
the trees started their drop.

Central Hungary suffered greatly during the 150 years of more or less continuous 
warfare between the Ottoman and the Austrian Empires, serving as an unwilling 
battle ground, with its population declining as a result. When Hungary finally was 
reunited under the Habsburg rule, its population makeup had changed significantly. 

The number of ethnic Hungarians had declined by over a million, and made up less 
than 45% of the population of the Kingdom of Hungary. For all practical purposes, 
the pig had saved the Hungarian nation.
Up until well into the later part of the 18th century, the pigs were more wild than 
truly domestic animals, and the only way to bring them to market was by herding 
them.  

Herd of Mangalitsa pigs ranging 
free in the Puszta
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 Hungary had always been to the Germans and Austrians somewhat  
equivalent to the Wild West in America, and the lively pig trade that developed was 
very similar to the cattle trade here. Herds of swine from all over the great Hungarian 

plains, the Puszta, were driven on a regular 
bases to the market in Sopron, very close to 
Vienna, and sold to the waiting merchants 
there. Hungarian pork, via the German meat 
markets and butchers in southern Germany, 
that way was sold all the way to England. Even 
in the year 1871, over 38,000 fat pigs were 
driven all the way from Sopron and Raab to 
the slaughter houses in Vienna, a journey that 
could take several weeks on foot.

At the end of the 18th century Hungarian agriculture was still basically subsistence, 
but demand for agricultural products in Western Europe was growing rapidly. 
Industrialization in the Austrian heart land, Bohemia and of course Germany itself, 
provided the markets needed to establish the Hungarian meat industry. And there 
was an important new grain available that had been brought to Europe from the 
Americas. Corn, better known in Europe as Maize, had actually arrived in Hungary 
via Turkey, and makes a perfect livestock feed. So while Hungarian farmers had to 
previously supplement their pigs with wheat or barley during the winter, relatively 
expensive grains, they now had the perfect alternative. 

So let’s add the fact that in the 19th century lard (Schmalz in German and Schmaltz 
in Jewish) was more important than meat, because it was just about the only 
source of usable fat at the time. Soybean or sunflower oil was not available yet, and 
other vegetable oils, like olive oil, extremely popular now, simply would have been 
completely out of reach cost wise for 
anybody, but maybe the high nobility. 
And then only as a novelty item. Butter 
of course was theoretically available, but 
without refrigeration, it was basically 
only lard and other pork fat that could 
be stored and used on an ongoing basis. 
All the people of central Europe were 
virtually exclusively cooking with lard, 
deriving a major part of their protein 
calories from it. Lard, and fat in general, 
was vilified in America until very 
recently, but if lard was bad for you, 
much of the population in Europe would 
have been in severe trouble. 

“The austrian and 
german meat 

merchants in turn 
the drove the pigs 

home on foot, 
somethimes over 

distances another 
few hundred miles..”Old market of Sopron
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It is not the fat that makes us fat, but rather 
the  lack of exercise and the sheer quantities of 
food that some Americans consume.
The time was perfect then for Hungarian 
agriculture to undergo a revolution when the 
12 pigs arrived at the estate of Archduke Joseph 
in Kisjenoe, now Chisineu-Cris in modern 

day Rumania. This new breed, the Mangalitsa, created by crossing the established 
Szalonta and Bakony pigs with the Sumadia pigs from Serbia, was so successful, that 
within 20 years just about every one of the Hungarian estates was raising them. 

 The Mangalitsa was so superior to all the other breeds at the time, that by 
1895 a stunning 94% of all the pigs in Hungary were lard pigs. Hungary at the end of 
the 19th century had more pigs than any other country in Europe, a total of 6,447,143 
according to a government count in 1895, or a total of 4 pigs per inhabitant. And 
it was an export driven industry. According to official records, 73% of the entire 
production in 1894 was exported to Central and Western Europe, with Germany 
as the largest customer, taking around 35% of the total. As the leading pig breed, 
the Mangalitsa was feeding the population of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and of 
course it was its fat that made it so popular. Many of the pigs were fed to a weight 
of over 600 pounds, and 8-9 inches of back fat were quite common. Austrians have 
always loved their Speck.

Cooking with the pure white lard and adding the famous Hungarian “Paprika” for 
spice became the rage all over the empire. The industry became so important that 
in 1865 the government founded the State swine breeding institute (Mezohegyesi 
Allam Menesbirtokon) and about the same time the first industrial sized fattening 
lots were established. 

“Your body needs 
some type of fat, 

and without it, food 
would mostly be 
without flavor!”
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 One of the first ones, and certainly largest installation ever for the masting 
of swine, was the “Erste ungarische Borstenviehmaststall – und Borschuss – 
Gesellschaft” in  Koebanya, now a district of Budapest. 

Built on an area of over 100 acres initially, it was directly connected by rail to the 
central train station in Budapest, and thereby to every part of Austria-Hungary. 
Eventually the complex included 3 railway stations, all still in use nearly a 150 years 
later. Pigs arrived from all over Hungary, but also from Serbia, on a daily basis, and 
one can only imagine the daily routine in a feed lot that handled around 600,000 
pigs a year. All operations were under constant supervision by on site government 
veterinarians, making sure that the animals were kept to exacting standards. The 
records from the early days are most impressive as well. Just shipments to Vienna 
were around 250,000 slaughter weight animals per year. 

In additional to all the 
expected installations to 
handle such a large number 
of pigs, a hotel was on site to 
accommodate buyers from 
all central Europe. Budapest 
became the largest market 
place for pigs in the world, 
with over a million pigs 
handled at Koebanya in some 
years. Within 25 years of building the initial installation, Koebanya truly became 
a swine industrial complex, serving as a model for several additional facilities all 
over Hungary. The complex included feed  mills and mixing facilities, its own water 
supply and waste removal installations, and eventually all the needed facilities to 
process the pigs on site. Several slaughter houses were built, leather tanning and 
soap manufacturing was on site, and of course sausage makers located into the area. 
The German minority was instrumental in getting the industry started, but it became 
a truly Hungarian industry very quickly.

 A vast number of different types of sausages were introduced, with separate regions 
producing a variety of flavors and recipes. 
The Winter Salami, “Teliszalami” is probably 
best known in the U.S., and available again 
according to the original formulation from the 
glory days of the Mangalitsa’s supremacy.

But this boom of Mangalitsa production ended 
rather abruptly in 1895, when swine fever was brought to Hungary from the U.S., 
resulting in export restrictions, and competition from other European meat pigs 
increased substantially. 

“a vast number 
of different types 
of sausages were 

introduced”

Masting stalls at Koebanya
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The industry did not substantially recover until 1911, but was decimated again 
during the 4 years of World War I, when millions of soldiers had to be fed, and 
plans for the future became rather murky. Hungary was a much reduced country 
after it was forced to sign the Treaty of Trianon on June 4th, 1920, loosing around 
70 percent of its territory and two-thirds of its population. The masting of swine in 
Hungary continued in places like Nagyteteny, Bacs and Bekescsaba, and by 1927 the 
breed was officially recognized by the Hungarian government. 

The Hungarian Union of Mangalitsa Breeders (MOE-Mangalicatenyesztok Orszagos  
Egyesuelete) was founded, and now 
is in existence again today with the 
renewed interest in the breed. In 
addition, the tradition of free ranging 
pigs was continued by many of the 

smaller farmers well into the 1950s, and then was continued in several of the nature 
park in both Hungary and Austria. For those of you interested, you can easily visit 
the Tiergarten Herberstein in Styria, Austria, first mentioned in 1675, or Hortobagy 
Natural Area in Hungary.

Peter Rosza farm in Hortobagy

“Only the center part of 
the old kingdom remained, 

and the few mangalitsa 
pigs within it.”

Wilhelm W. Kohl
Royal Mangalitsa
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To read about the current status of the Mangalitsa pig, its well deserved status 
as “The Kobe Beef of Pork”, and its recent revival and introduction

in the USA and other markets, 
please go to our article 

“The modern day revival of the Royal Breed”.


