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Funkytown


A venture into Franktown, Budapest

[image: image2.jpg]


SUNSET. Probably the most essential theme of Western films. 

72 year old Szőts Katalin frowns as she follows the last rays of 

sunlight disappearing under the horizon. She glances back 

to the ever darkening passage of “Haller utca.” In Western 

films, this is the moment when the forces of good and evil 

collide. We look down the shadowy road in front of us 

and see… a man. He steps into the middle of the street, 

dressed in the colors of the coming night – all he is

missing is the black cowboyhat. His ebony shilouette 

turns to face us. At the other end of the street, “Kati 

néni” gets her keys out form among the groceries 

just acquired during her crusade to the market, 

and focuses on the doors of her apartment-house 

– the gateway to safety. It’s only200 meters 

away. The two start towards each other…
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... Kati néni hurriedly fits her keys into the lock of her house, but the awaited shadow slowly creeps up besides her. “Hand it over” the low, crooked voice says. Kati néni looks up from behind her glasses, and hands her keys over to the robust man. He opens the door, and swiftly ushers the elderly woman inside. Thomas Tallér is always a quick hand to help. “Mrs Szőts would never admit it, but she would find it a strain to sruggle her way up to the fourth floor without the help of ‘dear Tom’ as she calls me...”  he chuckles when we are left alone in the old lady’s dimly lit dining room while she strolls over to the kitchen to get some hot cocoa to warm us up. “...for that matter, I can’t see how she unlocks the entrance when I’m not around” he adds with a smile. Tom is her neigbour, a 24 year old student attending the Technical University of Budapest. A well-built chap of 6 feet 7 inches, yet his maroon eyes twinkle with an irresistable warmth revealing that despite his powerful appearance, there is a “good-old-fashion,” well-mannered boy inside, mischevious only to the point of a few innocent remarks: “Let me help you with that tea there, Mrs Szőts. You’re going to drop it into our guest’s lap with your hands shaking as they are” he utters jumping up as he catches sight of the old woman returning. “Well you’d better help – after all, you’re the reason my hands are shaking like that!” she counters, and they laugh. “I was worried all day. You didn’t call after your exam. So how did it go?” and they are off, chatting about the days events.

This scerene scene makes it quite easy to forget that, if that had been you in in “Haller utca” alone in the night, and that dark shadow had been been somebody other than Thomas... the situation might not have turned out so bucolic. After dark, Ferencváros is still not the safest place to wander around on one’s own, although 9 out of 10 people will answer “yes” to the question of whether public security has improved in the past years or not. This somewhat symbolizes the way 80% of the 75 thousand people living in the area at hand think about the overall development of the IX th district in Budapest, Hungary: They all see and admit that there have been several projects initiated to improve the condition of Ferencváros, nontheless, they all feel that there still remains lot to be done for their beloved neighbourhood.
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Nevertheless, my host, Mrs Szőts, remains content concerning the present and optimistic about the future. “It hasn’t always been this idyllic” Kati néni begins to explain why she is happy with the situation as it is and why she sees such a bright future. “I’ve lived here all my life... suffice to say, I’ve grown up along with the disctrict. My parents moved here in 1983, when our government passed a law that ordered the area where they lived, the so called ‘Kiserdő-telep,’ be liquidated. That place was just known as the ‘Ínség-telep’ or ‘Pauper discrict.’ It had to be eliminated as ‘the slump’ was a shameful disgrace to the city. A festering wound, from where all sorts of epidemies sprouted and plagued the capitol. This area of the district, south of the ‘Ferencvárosi Pályaudvar’, on the grounds of what used to [image: image5.jpg]
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be the ‘Kiserdő,’ became a ‘shack-city’ – comprised of shanties built of corn stumps and sticks, rarely wood and mud – in the 1920s, parallelling the development  of the ‘Marie-Valerie temporary emergency habitation area.’ This place was erected during the First World War as a region for hospital-barracks on the barren wasteland south of the city. After the war, these medical structures were simply transformed into accomodations and the area was renamed ‘Marie-Valerie’ after Frank Joseph I’s youngest daughter. Ever since then, my family’s history has been intertwined with that of Ferencváros.” she explains.

Ofcourse, “Franktown’s” history goes back a whole lot further, than Mrs Szőts Katalin’s. Consulting the public record’s charters and deeds[image: image7.png]


 stored in the archives of the cartulary, there are references to a church and some watermills surrounding it belonging to a certain “Hamlet of Saint Elizabeth” (Szenterzsébetvalfa) on the grounds of what now is the IXth district from Medieval times. The formation of present-day Ferencváros is put after the period following the abolishion of the Turks and the Rákóczi Revolution – when all of the other surrounding areas began their slow but gradual advancement. The hamlets were not yet self-governing: for example, the Council of Pest appointed the judges for them, thus giving chair to the notorious Mathias Pinder in Szenterzsébetfalva in 1733.

In the 18th century, the area of “Franktown” was mostly covered by meadows and pasture land for grazing. On the other hand, there have already been some endevours to organize flower and vegetable-gardens. “That is why we have streets named ‘Lilly,’ ‘Violet,’ and ‘Bokréta,” which means boquet” adds Kati néni cheerfully. “We’re retaining our heritage” she explains. “Hungary is a very traditional country, you know... Maybe even inordinately living in the past” she finishes with a faint whisper, referring to what had happened to her country after the World Wars. “I don’t believe people forget things like this easily... I’m not saying it is wrong... Only that it is not getting us anywhere” – she pauses to clear her mind with a sip of her tea, then adds “I guess I’ve just become old now and have lost my energies to go on fighting” with a laugh.

“Speaking of names,” I ask “where did the title ‘Ferencváros’ arise from?” Her eyes glitter as she explains, “See, now that is a tricky question. Most people – even the Hungarians – think that the area recieved its name from Frank Joseph I, the ruler of the Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy.” – she starts with a prankish smile. It would seem I had stumbled upon an intriguing episode in the district’s history, as the mischevious glow in Tomas Tallér’s eyes returned as well, as he shed a little light on the subject: “Officially, we were supposed to have addressed the name ‘Franktown’ to the area south of the ‘Gate to Kecskemét’ to honor our new king – and also emperor – Frank Joseph I. when he finally succeded to the throne December 4, 1792” he pauses to see if I am interested in a myth, but on a reassurring smile, he swiftly continues. “However, the patriarchs of the area decided to honor Saint Francis instead of the Habsburg family’s descendant. This was something in which they could show that Hungary still remained independent despite all the facts that may have seemed” he finishes with a smile.
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Father Time, though, had tragedies in stall too, not only progress and advancement.  1716 started with a blaze, which led to the whole district being burnt to a cinder; then 1795 brought an immense flood. The houses that were reerected were drenched in 1838, when yet another flood hit Budapest, and literally washed away the huts which were mostly rebuilt of mud. It seemed as though the elements were playing a crude game with Franktown. “It is a shame that I can count the still standing pre-flood buildings on only one of my hands” says Thomas. One of the two buildings that survived the “Era of Floods,” is the Predestian Church on Kálvin Square, the other, standing adjacent to it, a tavern that was adressed to the “Two Lions” at the time.

[image: image11.jpg]


The resurrection of the district is due to its apt use of its water sources. The Danube, touching its Western boundary, contributed to the fact that this area was the second to be reconstructed – the Heuplatz (now Széna tér) being first with its friendly family mansions. The watermills grinded happily once more, and reconstruction began. When the “Ferencvárosi Rendező Pályaudvar” or “The Organizing Station of Franktown” was constructed, it connected the area to the country’s web-like railroad-system, while the “Port of Franktown” (Ferencvárosi Kikötő) enabled the district to take its part in the water-traffic of the Danube in both tourism and industry. The second half of the 19th century can be held accountable for the structure and looks of Ferencváros as we see it today. The acropolis of Budapest’s food industry was erected here: the complex holds several mills, butcheries (with the famous Vágóhíd), the successful Pick Salami factories, alcohol- and meat-processing firms and finally, the Nagyvásárcsarnok, that fulfills the needs of the people directly, it being an entire stadium housing the 9th disctrict’s market for all sorts of groceries.
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In the inner sections, the old profile had been restored: once more hospitals and several university clinics line the Mester street and Gyáli road with even more public health institutions being erected near the hospital on Nagyvárad square. “This wasn’t always so, either” Thomas remarks. “As most men, I am fond of sports of every kind... Did you know that in his time, the Baron Széchenyi secluded this area to breed and race horses here?” he inquires. Finally a topic I am familiar with – I sigh: Baron Steven Széchenyi. The Baron was an enlightened man and saw the development of his country intertwined with its relation to Western Europe. He built bridges, became a man of politics, travelled all over Europe, organized his estate to show an example to the rest of the aristocracy... and yes, he even had time to try and reform the Hungarian’s hobbies by trying to establish horse-racing in Ferencváros on the “Lóversenytérdűlő.” “He was involved in a great number of projects, wasn’t he” I mutter to myself while trying to remember my studies. “Hmm, not much less could be expected of ‘The Greatest Hungarian’ – that’s his title you know” Mrs Szőts educates me. “So how come the ‘Lóversenydűlő’ has not remained?” I ask, and Tom answers with a face I reckognize as sad. “The XIX. century... It was used as practising-ground for the military.” “Just before my parent’s ‘emergency habitation area’ was constructed there” adds Kati néni. “Thank God, the Wars and the Revolt in ’56 didn’t bring much destruction to the district” interrupts Thomas. “We were more or less spared from the atrocities and vindictations. The tanks only paraded here” the elderly lady finishes.

“This district has been through so much” I exclaim “what ever became of it?” Mrs Szőts turns to face me once more and recounts “Well, as far as I can remember, it was the inner section that was developed first: They relocated the frequented second-hand market, ‘Tango,’ (refering to its military ground past) from the Teleki square [image: image16.png][Ferencrérosi Helyarténet Gytitemérny ‘
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to the Ecseri road.” she begins, gesturing towards the window. The inner section is the area situated between the “Big Boulevard” and the Haller street where we are now. [image: image17.jpg]


The government decided to have a “nicer” neigborhood organized here. “But that has always been agreed upon, only, they never seemed to get enough money to get started.” Mrs. Szőts continues “Whenever you say ‘Ferencváros’ to a person, he or she is bound to think – not of the Church on Bakáts tér, not of the Nagyvásárcsarnok or the József Attila housing area, nor the Butcheries of the Közvágóhíd, but – of the FTC or ‘Fradi’ as it is often mentioned. The foundation of the Training Club of Franktown [Ferencvárosi Torna Club] in 1899 by the Civic Circle of Franktown [Ferencvárosi Polgári Kör] was a major step in our achievement, though.” she admits. The Fradi became one of the most popular soccer teams of Hungary even becoming a symbol of political resistance during the 20th century. 

[image: image18.jpg]


“The outer rim of the district was not neglected this time either. In 1957, the barracks and temporary structures of the Marie-Valerie habitation area were finally torn down. That was when I moved here, to Haller utca.” She had to, as in the place of her parents’ home, there would begin a 10-year-long construction era, out of which the “József Attila Lakótelep” was later born. “The last phases of renewal began in 1980, when the area on the outskirts of the boulevard was reorganized” she finishes and sits back in her armchair with a chuckle “My, this was a busy century!”

From then on, Thomas Tallér takes the lead. “As I am a student at the Technical University, and have as my major: engineering; I have to know of all of the renovations and constructions going on today” he explains. “Actually, there are new construction plans in motion as we speak. The newest of these is the transformation of ‘Ráday utca’ into a promenade to make it more like our famous Váci street... something like a peaceful and neat center for culture and business.” The government had spent more than 4.5 billion Forints on renovation in the last years, and with the spectacular advancement came the long awaited recognition. The district won titles such as the “Best Accomodation of the Year” award in 1995, the Hild Medal in 1996 and many others. “Due to the ‘Flowery Hungary’ programme starting in 1999, the József Attila Habitational Area became the capitol’s friendliest place for settlement despite it being one of the oldest. Here people are concerned for their young. Thanks to our fine [image: image19.jpg]HELPING HANDS - The protagonist of the play ‘Revans®
s tormented by his conscience to stop his revenge...




leaders, negotiation with the citizens never cease, ergo new projects are started in order to make this area a better place to raise children – they’ve plans to organize more meadows, trees, playgrounds and protected parks.” Tom tells me in relief. Mrs Szőts interrupts occasionally about a few cultural establishments to supplement Tom’s factual knowledge: “Ah, József Attila. He is an appreciated poet, who lived right here. Imagine that! They’ve preserved his home – a very small little shack; he wasn’t acknowledged in his own lifetime. They’ve established a ‘Local History Heritage Collection’ [Ferencvárosi Helytörténeti Gyűjtemény] beside it too” she marks proudly.
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Thomas Tallér goes on and on about the renovation and reconstruction events and it is quite remarkable how efficiently they are harmonized with eachother:
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He explains how the outer section of the district will be divided into three sections. The first, bordered by Soroksári rd - Gubacsi rd - Külsõ Mester rd will mainly be occupied by food processing industries, though it is not decided what will become of the old militia, and heavy-industry factories that are in the section. “It’s all too sad that the ecologically and monetarily more efficient railroad-system of the area is left to dwindle away” he ponders gloomily. “The whole country’s biggest organizing station will be constructed at the other end of the Külső Mester road – that is another project that will bring development and traffic to the district” he then adds, looking more content about the future. “The second section,” he explains “situated along the Gyáli road, will be left empty for future investment. And the third we’ve already talked about: the ever renewing József Attila settlement” he adds. 
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But the area’s development is not only economical. Kati néni happily explains that “The ministers of Ferencváros have always been concerned for our cultural development. When the time came, we applied and won a petition to have the Hungarian National Museum built in our district” she chirps. “Not only that, but there is a Memorial Millenium Park being constructed there as we speak” adds Thomas. “The scenery is really appealing with the Technical University in the background on the other side of the Danube, however, the recently reconstructed ‘Budapest University of Economic Sciences and Public Administration’ on our side is not to be neglected either” he tells me. “Another sight to see now is the just renovated ‘Iparművészeti Múzeum’ on Üllői road.” Mrs. Szőts informs me. 
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After we have finished our tea and warmed ourselves, Thomas suggests for us to endevour on a little field-trip. Kati néni chooses to stay at home, but Tom insists that I accompany him into the night. “I really would like you to observe the night-life of the district... It is... different, but not necessarily bad. The kids here have their own traditions” Indeed they do. As we linger along the roads, I find nothing very special about the city-life. Couples having a good time in pubs, gangs of kids sitting on a square roller-blading or skateboarding all over the place... not really differing from our own teens. I convey my thoughts to Thomas who just winks at me in return. “You just have to know where to look, dear” and as soon as he finishes his sentence, we take a left turn onto a small road, and immediately, I spot a crowd. Apparently, there is a tiny square at the end of the passage, where something big is up.

Wow. That was all I could say when we entered onto the cleared square by the park. There were several group of teens and even adolescens and swirming around them, like flocks of chicks around their mother were bunches of onlookers. “They are competing. The more audience you can get, the higher you are on the hierarchical pyramid” Thomas informs me quietly. He explains to me how these people rivalize with eachother not for money’s sake, but for simple acknowledgement. “There are various groups. That one over there,” he says, pointing to two “firedancers” as he called them “are from a local group. They’ve many... ‘sections’ in their gang. Some do graffiti, some do this, others skate and even others protect the territorry acquired by the ‘artists’. It can get rough sometimes” he tells me, explaining that when a more or less square situation arises where the two opposing sides cannot really tell who really won the attention of the crowd... It can get down to serious rivalization. “They either fight it out – not likely, thank God, as the police are usually aware of what is going to happen – or have a one-on-one: Both gangs pick their best performer, and the two compete against eachother at a given place and time.” he tells me patiently. “That’s when they are less radical. But you know, this is not always about territorial rights... like now. That group over there,” showing me a flock of teenage boys “is a guest group here from the adjacent district. This is their chanse to show off their superiority... The locals asked them to perform here to, sort of, inspire their own talents.” 

The next day, I say farewell to my hostess, but I accompany her down to the grocery store as Thomas is already at the University. We see Ferencváros in the early hours of the morning - awakening rather slowly. “The young ones have already attended to their work or have gone to school... the elderly are not yet up and about” she informs me. There are a few people on the street though. We come across quite a few homeless. “They have the chanse to get off the streets for the night, but most do not stay at the shelters for the day. Some say it is dangerous, and that others may take away the very few things they do have” she explains. For some reason, I see pride in one of the homless’ sad eyes, as he playes his beaten xylophone. “At least I’m trying to get along on my own... Not being a parasite on the government’s resources” he explains patiently, excusing my inquiry.

“Of course, there are a lot of things that need improving” Mrs Szőts begins seeing my troubled eyes glancing back at the old man. “People like him deserve a sanctuary; parking is a nuisance here – it always has been.” Indeed, 20% of the people here have problems with stationing their cars. “The ones who do not have a car, call for better transportation” she adds. 17% of the locals would want improvement in the public transportation of Franktown, but just as many would rather the public security be raised to a higher standard – with Mrs Szőts along them, for obvious reasons. 

As the sun rises on Ferencváros, the time of my departure grows ever near. I say goodbye to my hostess and leave a Thank You card for Thomas Tallér. Heading outwards of the district, I cannot help thinking of what I will write of this diverse district known as Ferencváros. I remember its grand history with all its blessings as well as its disasters; I call to my mind the improvements of the past years and the state of it now; then ponder about the future. Unmatched opportunities lie in the district – I conclude. Only, to get started, one would need a guide, like my two hosts, to get around. Ones who are familiar with both the traditions, the “current current” and the way Franktown is heading. Without such insight, one might get lost and beaten in the business flow, or simply physically – on the streets, like my dear, dear hostess would have, had she not been followed by a fine young man like her neighbour.

