CENTRAL EUROPE

BUDAPEST

 Area by Area

CASTLE DISTRICT
The hill town of Buda grew up around its castle and Matyas Church from the 13th century onwards.  At 197 feet above the Danube, the hill’s good strategic position and natural resources made it a prize site for its earliest inhabitants.  In the 13th century, a large settlement arouse when , after a Tartar invasion,  King Bela IV decided to build his own defensive castle and establish his capital here.  The reign of King Matyas Corvinus in the 15th century was an important period in the evolution of Buda, but it suffered neglect under Turkish rule during the next century and was then destroyed by Christian troops.  The town was reborn, however, and assumed an important role during the 18th and 19th centuries under the Habsburgs.  By the end of World War II, the Old Town had been almost utterly destroyed and the Royal Palace burnt to the ground.  Since the war the Royal Palace and Old town have been reconstructed, restoring the original allure of this part of the city.
Must see:
The Royal Palace - has borne many incarnations during its long life beginning in 1255.  Even now it is not know exactly where King Bela IV began building his castle.  The Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund of Luxembourg built a Gothic palace on the present site, from which today’s castle began to evolve.  The current from dates from the rebuilding of the 19th-century palace after its destruction in February 1945.
GELLERT HILL AND TABAN 
Rising steeply beside the Danube, Gellert Hill is one of the city’s most attractive areas.  From the top, at the height of 460 feet, a beautiful view of the whole of Budapest unfolds, The Celtic Eravi, who preceded the Romans, formed their settlement on the hill’s northern slope.  Once called simply Old Hill, many superstitions and tales are connected with it.  In 1046, heathen citizens threw a sealed barrel containing Bishop Gellert who was trying to convert them to Christianity, from the hill to his death.  Afterwards, the hill was named after this martyr.  Gellert Hill bulges out slightly into the Danube, which narrows at this point.  This made the base of the hill a favored crossing place, and the settlement of Taban evolved as a result.
NORTH OF THE CASTLE

Between Castle Hill and the western bank of the Danube, extending north from the Chain Bridge towards Margit korut, is the area know as Vizivaros or Water Town.  This area gained its name in the Middle Ages due to constant flooding.  It was originally an area inhabited by artisans and fishermen who, consequently, remained poorer than their neighbors on Castle hill.  Today, the church towers of Vizivaros create a wonderful vista along the western bank of the Danube.  In the Middle Ages and during the 150 years of Turkish occupation this area north of Castle Hill was fortified by a system of walls.  A short section of these walls still exists by No. 66 Margit korut, and is commemorated by a plaque.  The tomb of Gul Baba, a Turkish Dervish, is in the north of the area.  It is one of the few surviving Ottoman monuments.  
AROUND PARLIAMENT

Towards the end of the 18th and throughout the 19th century Pest underwent a series of huge changes.  In 1838 a flood destroyed most of the rural dwellings that had occupied the area until that time.  The unification of Budapest in 1873 and the 1,000-year anniversary, in 1896, of the Magyar conquest also boosted the city’s development.  The medieval walls that originally marked Pest’s limits were crossed as the area was gradually urbanized.  This period produced a number of the most important buildings in Hungary, including St. Stephen’s Basilica, Parliament and the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, which were built in a variety of revivalist styles.  Many Neo-Classical residences were also built, particularly on Nador utca, Akademia utca and Oktober 6 utca.  
Must see:
St. Stephen’s Basilica – Dedicated to St. Stephen, the first Hungarian Christian king, began construction in 1851.  After the original dome collapsed in 1868, Jozef Kauser completed the re-construction in 1905.
Parliament – is Hungary’s largest building and has become a symbol of Budapest.  Based on the Houses of Parliament in London, completed by Charles Barry in 1836, it is 880 feet long and 315 feet high and comprises 691 rooms.  
CENTRAL PEST

At the end of the 17th century much of Pest was in ruins and few residents remained.  Within the next few decades, however, the new residential districts were established, which are today’s mid-town suburbs.  In the 19th century, redevelopment schemes introduced grand houses and apartment blocks, some with shops and cafes, as well as secular and municipal buildings.  Perhaps the most prominent example of this work is the Hungarian National Museum.  At this time Pest surpassed Buda as a center for trade and industry.  This was partly due to the area’s Jewish community, who played an active role in its development.  
AROUND VAROSLIGET

Varosliget, or City Park, was once an area of marshland, which served as a royal hunting ground.  Leopold I gave the land to the town of Pest, but it was in the mid-18th century, under Maria Theresa, that the area was drained and planted.  Today’s park was designed towards the end of the 19th century in the English style, which was the fashion of the day.  Varosliget was chosen as the focus of the Millennium Celebrations in 1896, which marked the 1,000-year anniversary of the conquest of the Carpathian basin by the Magyars.   A massive building program was undertaken, which included the Museum of Fine Arts, Vajdahunyad Castle and the impressive monument in Heroes’ Square.  

Must see:

Hero’s Square – is a relic of a proud era in Hungary’s history.  It was here that the Millennium Celebrations opened in 1896.  A striking example of this national pride is the Millennium Monument.  Its colonnades feature statues of renowned Hungarian leaders and politicians, and the grand central column is crowned by a figure of the Archangel Gabriel.  
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