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Abstract

„There is scarcely a man of sense and knowledge who would dare to question the supremacy of
Tokaji wines over all other European wines.” - Selbstherr, a wine merchant from Breslau. This
paper examines the transformation of viticulture and estate management in the Tokaj-Hegyalja
region of the Habsburg Monarchy during the 18th and early 19th centuries, following the
confiscation of the Rákóczi family’s vast estates after the failed Hungarian War of Independence
(1703–1711). The Tokaj wine district, a major center of high-value wine production since
the 16th century, experienced significant shifts in land ownership, labour organization, and
trade patterns during this period. The study focuses on how the Royal Hungarian Chamber,
having taken over 89 vineyards once managed by the Rákóczi dynasty, attempted to rationalize
viticultural production, enforce regulation, and re-establish export markets – particularly in
the wake of the collapse of traditional trade with Poland. It draws on detailed fiscal and estate
records to trace changes in yields, price levels, labour costs, and institutional control. The
findings highlight the limits of state-led reform and the challenges of adapting feudal estate
structures to evolving market conditions. By integrating qualitative archival analysis with
quantitative production data, this paper contributes to the broader historiography on early
modern Central European rural economies and the political economy of wine.
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Introduction 

 

The growth of viticulture in the Tokaj-Hegyalja region during the 16th century, the 

expansion of the wine trade, and the rise in wine prices initiated a long-term process of 

economic prosperity. The free legal status of vineyards, along with their unrestricted sale and 

exchange, made the region increasingly attractive not only to the nobility and the urban 

bourgeoisie but also to the peasantry. The constant availability of employment, the high 

circulation and concentration of cash, and the economic dynamism of the 16th and 17th 

centuries contributed to the emergence of a legal and social position in the local market towns 

that was relatively freer and more independent from seigneurial control. 

By the early 17th century, through marriages and purchases, the Tokaj wine region 

effectively came under the ownership of a single landlord: the Rákóczi family, who also held 

the title of Princes of Transylvania. The Tokaj-Hegyalja estates of the Rákóczi family – Tokaj, 

Sárospatak, and Regéc – provided them with substantial revenues. From the 1670s onward, 

however, changes in the political situation in Hungary led to a decline in the volume of wine 

production. The region was increasingly affected by labour shortages, falling output, and 

stagnation in technological development. The period between 1670 and 1711 thus witnessed 

decades of decreasing production volumes coupled with stagnating wine prices, culminating in 

a phase of profound transformation. 

In 1711, the longest and first nationwide war of independence in Hungarian history came to 

an end. Led by Prince Francis II Rákóczi, the last Transylvanian prince of his family, the 

uprising ended in defeat. Rákóczi fled the country and eventually died in exile in Rodosto, 

Ottoman Turkey, in 1735. Approximately two million cadastral holds of his family’s estates – 

either in whole or in large part – were confiscated by the royal treasury and subsequently 

redistributed by the monarch, often in return for financial compensation, to loyal supporters. 

Certain properties, however, remained under chamber administration, including the Tokaj 

vineyards formerly owned by the Rákóczi family.1 

The Rákóczi vineyards in Tokaj-Hegyalja – comprising eighty-nine individual vineyards, 

supported by an established network of familiars, estate officials, vineyard stewards, and 

commercial connections – represented an administrative burden of considerable scale for the 

royal treasury. This study therefore focuses on the manner in which the Royal Chamber 

                                                           
1 see https://ehes.org/wp/EHES_278.pdf  
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assumed control of the Tokaj estate, particularly in the towns of Tokaj and Tarcal, following 

the legacy of the Rákóczi family. It examines how the Chamber confronted its own institutional 

limitations, attempted to rationalize estate management through a series of reforms, and sought 

to keep pace with the broader developmental trends of the age. The central question remains 

whether these efforts ultimately proved successful. 

 

1, The Beginnings (1711–1750) 

 

In the 18th and 19th centuries, two major phases can be distinguished in the management of 

Chamber-owned estates. The first phase, spanning the period between 1711 and 1750, was 

characterized primarily by the extensive possession of both fiscal and manorial vineyards. The 

period following 1750, which lasted essentially until 1848, forms a more uniform epoch in 

which viticulture under Chamber management focused solely on manorial vineyards, while 

fiscal vineyard holdings became increasingly rare. Both periods struggled with significant 

challenges: the earlier phase due to the overwhelming complexity and dispersal of holdings, 

while the latter was marked by the growing crisis of wine production in the Tokaj-Hegyalja 

region, a trend that gained momentum from the late 18th century onwards. 

The landholding structure and history of the 1711-1750 period largely resemble 

developments from the second half of the 17th century. Among the vineyards confiscated 

following the Rákóczi War of Independence were numerous large, fertile estates, many of 

which were particularly valuable due to their high level of organization – complete with 

economic buildings, permanent vineyard stewards (vincellérek), overseers, and agricultural 

staff. 

The most valuable fiscal vineyards were, of course, the former princely estates. A portion of 

these was granted to the Aspremont family, which, through marriage, had direct ties to the 

Rákóczi lineage. In Tarcal, vineyards such as Tar Balázs, Remete, and Csiszár Baxó; and in 

Tokaj, the Izsák and Keskenyág vineyards were inherited under Rákóczi titles.2 (HU-MNL-OL-

E 156-a-768-26, 1699, HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-30, 1723) The greatest beneficiary of these 

redistributions was Count Antal Klobusitzky, Lord Lieutenant of Zemplén County, who after 

1715 held the Nagyremete, Nagyváti, and Cserfás vineyards in Tarcal, as well as the Német, 

                                                           
2 The Aspremont family’s manorial allodial and fiscal vineyards included: Izsák and Keskenyág in Tokaj; Remete 

in Tarcal; Verőmál and Kulcsár in Zombor; Kovács Mihály and Kis Karos in Mád; Haraszt in Liszka; Kis-Bányász 

in Tállya; and Előhegy in Szerencs. The total value of these holdings was assessed at 14,460 florins. 
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Barát, and Szerelmi vineyards in Tokaj.3 (HU-MNL-OL.E.156-a-83-105, 1749, HU-MNL-OL-

ZmLt-V 37-5.d.) The Csáky family, already significant landowners in Hegyalja by the 17th 

century, expanded their holdings considerably after 1715. They possessed vineyards in Tarcal 

such as Előhegy, Nagy-, Kis-, and Felső-Turzó, and Nagyváti; and in Tállya, the Hetény and 

Kis-Meggyes vineyards, both formerly under Rákóczi ownership or fiscal control. Other 

notable acquirers included Count Gábor Buttler and the Sztáray family. Even the Jesuit Order 

of Ungvár was well provided for, receiving the prominent Hétszőlő vineyard in Tokaj.4 (HU-

MNL-OL-E156a-83-105, 1749) Ferenc Lónyay also acquired smaller vineyard plots in Tokaj 

and Tarcal, while many other noblemen and officials, along with the urban poor, received shares 

of the formerly princely Nyulas vineyard, which by then had become a royal property.5 (HU-

MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-105, 1752, HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 37-5.d.) 

Despite the extensive donations and leasing arrangements, a considerable number of fiscal 

vineyards remained under direct Chamber administration – not to mention the royal vineyards. 

These estates were managed from Tarcal and Tokaj and were cultivated by permanent vineyard 

stewards. Their productivity, expenditures, and revenues were closely monitored. During the 

1710s and 1720s, the Chamber undertook significant investments in the vineyards under its 

control. Large tracts of land were returned to cultivation, although financial constraints were a 

constant issue, primarily due to the slow and bureaucratic nature of administration. In 1727, 

new plantings were recorded at Hétszőlő (23 öl)6 and at the Verebes vineyard in Tarcal (280 

öl), with 14.5 florins spent on digging a drainage ditch. The total expenditure exceeded the 

amount originally allocated to the stewards by 65.92 florins.7 (HU-MNL-OL-E 696.-12.cs.)

Royal and Chamber stewards were responsible for specific vineyards throughout Hegyalja. 

They had to pay close attention to the so-called cultura extraordinaria, a special mode of 

                                                           
3 As a reward for his loyalty, Antal Klobusitzky received a substantial honorarium during the post-1715 

redistribution of the Rákóczi estates. In 1749, the family owned the old and renowned Német vineyard in Tokaj, 

valued at 17,333 florins. Altogether, the three Tokaj vineyards held by the Klobusitzky family were worth 28,665 

florins. 
4 The Csáky family – Antal in Tarcal and Ferenc in Tállya – held free vineyards valued at 21,831 florins. The 

Buttler family came into possession of vineyards worth 18,466 florinss, partly through the redistribution of Rákóczi 

estates, and partly during the formation of the Terézia vineyard. The vineyards of the Counts Sztáray, including 

the renowned Bornemissza in Tokaj and Oremus in Sátoraljaújhely, were valued at 26,833 florins „with all their 

liberties.” 
5 Ferenc Lónyay received the Nagy-Baksó vineyard in Tarcal and the Kanducs vineyard in Tokaj, with a total 

assessed value of 6,532 florinss. The Nyulas vineyard, which was “distributed to the poor,” was at that time valued 

at 400 florins. 
6 öl (square öl): a traditional Hungarian unit of area measurement used in land surveys, equivalent to 

approximately 3.6 square meters. 
7 The total expenditure amounted to 2,763 florins and 69 denars, while the chamber treasury had allocated only 

2,697 florins and 72 denars for vineyard labour. These cultivation costs reflect the revenue spent on the fiscal 

vineyards of Tokaj, Tarcal, Zombor, Tállya, and Sátoraljaújhely. 
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cultivation known from earlier periods. In 1718, this extraordinary cultivation added 2,942 

florins and 75 denars to an already high baseline of 5,875 florins and 59 denars in cultivation 

costs. Zsigmond Várady, the steward responsible for Hétszőlő, Szerelmi, Messzelátó, Barát, 

Vitéz, Német, and Egri vineyards in Tokaj, paid 117 florins for a single weeding, 811 florins 

and 52 denars for routine maintenance (tying vines, staking, pruning, etc.), and 586 florins and 

92 denars for tasks associated with extraordinary cultivation. Mátyás Lucza, steward of the 

Szarvas, Murat, Ördög, Kisványai, and two Tóth Péter vineyards in Tarcal, paid 134 florins for 

weeding, 835 florins and 14 denars for regular maintenance, and 255 florins and 59 denars for 

extraordinary work. (HU-MNL-OL-E 696. 12. cs. 1718) 

Throughout the first phase of Chamber vineyard management, the number of vineyards 

under direct control fluctuated. In 1718, stewards were cultivating 56 vineyards along the hills 

from Szerencs to Sátoraljaújhely; by 1727, the number had dropped to 38, only to rise again to 

57 by 1749. However, qualitative improvements were achieved: both the value and productivity 

of the vineyards increased, reflecting the economic stabilization of the post-Rákóczi era. The 

royal vineyards confiscated from the Rákóczi family in Zombor, for instance, doubled in value 

from 4,000 to 8,079 florins and 60 denars between 1711 and 1721. Similarly, the price of Ádám 

Vay’s confiscated estates rose significantly. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-11. 1721) The value of 

his two vineyards in Tokaj – Verebes and Kónya – doubled compared to their 1711 valuation. 

In total, the value of fiscal vineyards in Hegyalja steadily increased and was estimated at 

430,766 florins in 1718. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-88. 1738) 

Beyond labor shortages, natural disasters posed the greatest threat to viticulture, as they most 

directly affected profitability. The ultimate goal remained the production of high-quality wine 

in as large a quantity as possible. However, major difficulties arose from the fact that the 

vineyards were often small and scattered across great distances. 

Between 1744 and 1747, the fiscal vineyard Előhegy in Tarcal yielded 43 barrels of wine 

and 4.5 barrels of aszú,8 amounting to a total value of 2,170 Rhenish florins. The Mandulás 

vineyard in Tarcal – once a Rákóczi manorial holding – produced only 13 barrels of wine and 

2.5 barrels of aszú, worth 700 florins. (HU-MNL-OL-E156-a-83-137, 1748.) Their cultivation 

did not always yield a significant profit for the Szepes Chamber. Between 1719 and 1740, the 

Csajka vineyard in Bodrogkeresztúr and the Király vineyard in Zombor (both formerly Rákóczi 

                                                           
8 Aszú: a traditional Tokaj wine made from hand-picked, botrytised grapes affected by noble rot (Botrytis cinerea). 

These shriveled berries are macerated in must or wine, producing a sweet wine with high sugar concentration, 

complexity, and long aging potential. Aszú is one of the world’s oldest botrytised wines, dating back to at least 

the 17th century. 
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estates) produced 655 and 385 barrels respectively. At a price of 29 florins per barrel, this 

amounted to 30,160 florins. However, their maintenance – especially that of Csajka – was 

costly: over the 21 years surveyed, expenses amounted to 28,614 florins and 60 denars, resulting 

in a profit of just 1,545 florins and 40 denars, or 73 florins and 59 denars per year. (HU-MNL-

OL-E156-a-83-93, 1744) The scale of expenditure is further illustrated by the 15,373 florins 

and 44 kreuzers spent between 1766 and 1776 on the royal wine cellar, worker provisions, and 

minor vineyard operations, according to an assessment by the Tarcal perceptor Miklós Marsó. 

(HU-MNL-OL-E.87-149.cs.76.kf, 1795) The Chamber thus engaged in a continuous struggle 

– with mixed success – to improve cultivation and increase returns. 

Due to the fragmented nature of the Tokaj estate's documentation, only scattered data exists 

on the yields of fiscal vineyards. In 1712, the total wine revenue from Tokaj and Tarcal 

amounted to 314 barrels – a mere fraction of the output recorded in the 17th century. In 1722, 

the Tarcal perceptor accounted for 353.5 barrels and 3 cseber of wine,9 of which 188.5 barrels 

were distributed to taverns, city cellars, or as in-kind payment to Chamber officials. In that same 

year, the free allodial vineyards of Tarcal, Tokaj, Zombor, Keresztúr, Liszka, Újhely, and Bénye 

yielded 868 barrels of wine and 146 barrels of aszú. Vineyards subject to the tithe produced 

146.5 barrels. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-29, 1723) Including the output from the Diósgyőr, 

Beregszász, Ungvár, and Nagyvárad promontories (under the supervision of the Szepes 

Chamber), Hegyalja accounted for 57.3% of total production, 100% of aszú production, and 

37.95% of tithed wine. 

The year 1729 was a particularly fruitful vintage, yielding 663 barrels for the estate. Of these, 

Tarcal contributed 74 and Tokaj 108 barrels. However, a larger portion of income that year 

came from tithed wine collected in both towns, amounting to 266 barrels. (HU-MNL-OL-

E.695-1.cs.) Within the Submontanum, the vineyards of Tokaj and Tarcal produced the most 

valuable wines, although those of Tállya, Tolcsva, and Mád were also of excellent quality. In 

terms of quantity, however – as shown above – they did not approach the output of the manorial 

towns. In 1747–48, Tokaj’s treasury vineyards yielded 392 and 186 barrels respectively; those 

of Tarcal, 311 and 136. In contrast, the vineyards of Tállya, Mád, and Kisfalud yielded just 32 

and 28 barrels, while the hills of Tolcsva, Olasz, Patak, and Újhely produced 104 and 70 

barrels.10 (Illéssy 1897. pp. 373-376.) 

                                                           
9 Cseber: a traditional unit of volume, approximately equal to 50.904 liters. The Budai cseber (Buda cseber) equals 

50 Budai icce, with one Budai icce being about 0.8484 liters, so: 50 × 0.8484 = 42.42 liters. The exact value of the 

cseber could vary slightly depending on historical sources. 
10 It must be taken into account, however, that the extent of the vineyards varied across the different market towns. 

Nevertheless, when compared in terms of profitability, the vineyards of the manorial oppida (i.e., market towns 
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Even during these somewhat disjointed and conceptually fragmented times, the vineyards of 

Hegyalja generated significant revenues for the treasury. The Chamber's most valuable holdings 

were located here—explaining its continuous efforts to improve viticultural practices. 

 

2, The Treasury Reform 

a, The establishment of the royal estate 

 

The first major reform following the War of Independence – and one that essentially marked 

the end of the first phase of Chamber landholding – did not take place until 1748, when Count 

Antal Grassalkovich, President of the Hungarian Chamber, arrived in Tokaj. After inspecting 

the royal estates, Grassalkovich concluded that the 57 treasury vineyards located in the towns 

of Hegyalja needed to be fully reorganized in the interest of transparency and more efficient 

cultivation. Having secured the Queen’s approval, the restructuring began in 1749 and was 

largely completed by 1750. (Herczog 1923) As József Herczog put it: „The royal treasury, 

instead of numerous scattered vineyards valued at 189,728 florins in 1749, became the owner 

of two large estates jointly valued at 287,360 florins in 1764...” (Herczog 1923, p. 265.) 

Alongside the sale of vineyards, Grassalkovich also reformed the system of treasury harvesting 

by significantly reducing the honoraria of Chamber and estate officials.11 (Herczog 1923, p. 

265., Wellmann 1999 pp. 223-225.) 

The reorganization brought about substantial changes not only in the estate structure but also 

in the imperial conceptualization of treasury estates. From the 18th century onward, these 

estates served, on the one hand, as collateral for Habsburg state loans, and on the other, 

increasingly functioned as supply centers (Herczog 1923-24, Herczog 1925-26.) – as was the 

case in Tokaj, particularly in the second half of the century. 

                                                           
under direct manorial authority) proved relatively more lucrative and easier to cultivate than those where the 

vincellér (vineyard steward) had to travel from another town to carry out the work. 
11 Grassalkovich set the number of councillors delegated to oversee the chamber harvest at one person, who was 

thereafter required to carry out the task without receiving a daily allowance. In his economic directive, he instructed 

the vineyard inspectors and estate stewards to have the wines transported from the Hegyalja region to the royal 

cellars by estate employees in order to avoid additional expenses. Antal Grassalkovich himself was a noble 

landowner well-versed in viticulture, who placed great value on the revenues it generated. He managed and 

developed the vineyard holdings of his Gödöllő estate using methods that reflected the standards of the time. The 

wine revenues of his estate increased steadily during his tenure as president of the Chamber, confirming this view. 

Consequently, a connection cannot be ruled out between the situation in Hegyalja and the rationalization of 

vineyard management at Gödöllő. Later, under the ownership of the Esterházy family, wine production at the 

Gödöllő estate was diversified through the introduction of Tokaj grape varieties. 
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As a result of the restructuring, treasury and manorial (i.e., royal) vineyards were retained 

only in Tarcal: the Terézia and the Szarvas vineyards.12 (Oláh 1964, pp. 206-217.) Despite 

numerous administrative challenges, the establishment of these two estates was accomplished 

swiftly. First, the vineyards located within the selected areas had to be surveyed to identify 

those intended for purchase or exchange. Later, the Chamber had to contend with several 

aristocrats who, as a result of these land exchanges, owed large sums of money.13 (Herczog 

1923, p. 263.) During the creation of the Terézia estate, the domain acquired 30 vineyards worth 

19,200 florins - among the most valuable were those obtained from Count Lajos Buttler, György 

Turzó, and confiscated Vay family properties. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-105, 1749) The 

Szarvas estate complex had already formed by the end of the 17th century and was operated 

jointly with the Murat and Árnyék vineyards. These consolidated estates supplied the royal 

court with wine – especially aszú – and were also sold through local taverns or abroad. 

To ensure the cultivation of the manorial vineyards and to compensate for potential labor 

shortages, the serfs living on estate lands were uniformly required to provide various services 

during the harvest season. The heaviest burden fell on the inhabitants of Tokaj, Tarcal, and 

Rakamaz, who were obligated to supply a significant number of grape-pickers and basket-

carriers for work in the manorial vineyards. A 1757 prefectural decree and contract, as well as 

the 1772 urbarium, specified the viticultural obligations of estate villages – although much of 

this was based on customary law dating back to the 17th century. 

Each year during harvest, urban and manorial officials compiled a list of citizens by urban 

district and then differentiated them further based on property status. Typically, each citizen 

was expected to provide one picker or carrier; alternatively, they could either perform vineyard 

labor themselves, redeem the obligation with money, or send a hired day laborer in their place. 

Despite these options, it seems the local population did not always fully meet these obligations. 

In 1764, Ignác Rottenstein instructed the judges of Tokaj to „send 100 capable pickers and 30 

puttonyos,14 with good foremen, to the Szarvas vineyard,” threatening penalties for 

                                                           
12 An excellent point of comparison for the viticulture, labor organization, and wine management practices of the 

chamber estates in the second half of the 18th century and the early 19th century is provided by the work of József 

Oláh. 
13 The chamber initiated legal proceedings against Count Imre Sztáray in September 1753, but he did not settle his 

debt until a decade later. Count Antal Csáky proceeded in a similar manner. 
14 Puttony: a traditional Tokaj-Hegyalja unit of volume used for measuring hand-harvested, selected botrytised 

grapes (aszú berries). One puttony equals approximately 25–27 kilograms of aszú grapes, originally based on the 

size of a wooden harvesting hod carried on the picker’s back. It was also used to indicate the sweetness level in 

traditional aszú wines. 
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noncompliance. Similar complaints appear in a letter from estate governor András Földessy.15 

(HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-Tokaj-21.d., 1764, HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-24.d. 1799) 

In 1843, the Chamber official overseeing the harvest at Hétszőlő reported that, due to poor 

turnout, „I was compelled to hire outsiders in their place.” The Chamber swiftly collected the 

resulting debt: the missing sum of 15 florins 55 kreutzers was immediately reclaimed from the 

chief judge of Tokaj. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-34.d. 1843) On November 3 of that year, the 

county ispán sharply instructed the Tokaj magistrate to „be so good as to assign a greater 

number of pickers and puttonyos (man carrying a grape basket) to Hétszőlő for tomorrow and 

the days following.” If this was not fulfilled, the redemption fee was set at 18 kreutzers per day 

for pickers and 25 for carriers – though in practice, an average rate of 21 kreutzers was 

sometimes applied. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-34.d. 1843) 

As the estate harvest coincided with both private and municipal vineyard harvests, residents 

of Tokaj and Tarcal frequently opted to hire laborers at public expense, since the estate 

demanded fulfillment the very next day and quickly enforced arrears. Between 1800 and 1809, 

royal vineyard inspector János Országh recorded attendance figures: over nine years, he 

registered 798 basket carriers and 2,216 grape-pickers. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 37-6.d.) By 

contrast, estate administrator László Lehoczky sent a report to the town of Tarcal complaining 

that, as in previous years, „the required number of pickers (300 pickers and 40 carriers) was 

not supplied annually.” In 1802–1803, 472 persons were absent; in 1803 alone, 201 failed to 

appear. However, the Chamber allowed the town to redeem the shortfall with a payment of 40 

florins 12 kreutzers, according to decree no. 1803/1357. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 37-6.d. 1804) 

Harvesting grapes – followed by treading or pressing, and especially the selection of aszú 

grapes – demanded careful organization, attention, and significant labor. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-

V 42-144.d. 1826) Special emphasis was placed on the aszú harvest, as this wine was destined 

for the royal table and was highly sought after. In 1843, the prefect explicitly instructed Antal 

Markovics, the ispán (estate steward) of Tokaj, to ensure that aszú grapes were harvested at 

Hétszőlő in case of favorable weather.16 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V42-34.d. 1843) 

                                                           
15 On 7-8 November 1799, the prefect ordered 80 grape pickers and 20 puttony carriers to be present, but with the 

instruction that “the pickers and puttony carriers shall not arrive around noon, as is customary, but must already 

be present in the aforementioned vineyard at the break of dawn; furthermore, a member of the council shall without 

fail be sent with them at all times, to keep count of them, account for their work, and be held responsible in all 

matters.” 
16 4 November 1843: „His Excellency the Prefect was here yesterday and made it my duty to ensure that on the 

coming Monday and Tuesday, if God grants good weather, aszú grapes shall also be harvested in the estate’s 

Hétszőlő vineyard...” Markovics went on to request that the judge provide the necessary number of workers: „…as 

can be seen from the current register, especially the number of puttony carriers is dwindling day by day; I therefore 

respectfully ask Your Honour, Mr. Chief Judge, to kindly issue such appropriate orders as to ensure that a greater 

number of pickers and puttony carriers be present on Monday and Tuesday…” 
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Wines from royal and Chamber vineyards were stored in separate cellars: the Szarvas 

vineyard’s wine in the Királyudvar („King’s Court”, was the biggest cellar in Tarcal), that of 

Terézia at a cellar located at the base of the hill, and Hétszőlő’s wine at the estate administrator’s 

cellar. These wines were carefully tended and later transported to various destinations. 

 

2b, Aszú and Gratis 

 

The estate, the Szepes Chamber itself, and even the Royal Aula – where considerable 

quantities of Tokaji wine were consumed – consistently emphasized and encouraged the 

production of aszú.17 (Takács S. 1902, p. 95.) The dominial vineyards, due to their favorable 

locations, were especially well-suited for producing this high-quality wine. The estate's 

heightened focus is further evidenced by frequent surveys specifically concerning aszú 

production. For example, in 1793 a retrospective assessment was carried out, evaluating the 

quality, quantity, and market value of aszú wines from as far back as 1779. The years 1779, 

1781, 1783, and 1788 were all noted as excellent vintages, though due to the variability of 

weather, aszú could not be harvested in every year. 

The special attention given to aszú was justified not only by its unique flavor and character, 

but more importantly by its price. First-class aszú sold for an average of 90 florins per átalag,18 

second-class for 30-40 florins, and third-class for only 10-12 florins. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-

108.cs.-67.kf. 1793) In 1791, following decree no. 1045 of the Szepes Chamber, the royal 

winery – under the direction of the vineyard inspector – surveyed aszú production between 

1779 and 1790. According to the records, 771 átalag of first-class, 329 of second-class, and 

only 16 of third-class aszú were produced during that period. Additionally, 170 barrels of 

máslás were obtained, and the report also recorded that 733 barrels of wine were produced in 

1790 alone. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-70.cs.-89.kf. 1791) 

Occasionally, large-scale auctions were held in the royal cellars at Tarcal, where the estate's 

wine stocks were sold. However, aszú was sometimes in such short supply that the domain was 

forced to purchase it from private individuals. In 1800, the estate bought 61 átalag of aszú, 

                                                           
17 As early as 1716, 31 átalag of aszú wine were delivered to the Court, including 2 átalag of muscat aszú. 

According to the chamber’s records, the quality of the wines would meet with satisfaction „in the Aula” (the 

Imperial Court), though they later lamented that in that particular year there was no prospect of either aszú grapes 

or wine. 
18 The „átalag” was a traditional Hungarian unit of liquid volume, primarily used for measuring wine. In Tokaj-

Hegyalja, wine was measured in 90-icce units called átalag (76,3 liters). 



11 
 

spending a total of 6,978 florins. The purchase price per átalag ranged between 90 and 135 

florins. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87.-259.cs.-35.kf. 1800)  

The estate's revenues were significantly reduced by these wine purchases, transport costs, 

and the regular provisioning of Chamber and royal institutions. The account books contain 

numerous references to wine shipments. A record compiled by the Tarcal Vineyard Inspector’s 

Office in 1795 listed the grátis (free-of-charge) wines delivered from the dominial cellars 

between 1788 and 1795. Over this eight-year period, 282 átalag of aszú were sent to sessions 

of the Royal Court, to meet the needs of the Palatine, or for ceremonial occasions such as the 

coronation in 1792. Even when calculated conservatively at 100 florins per átalag, this 

represents a value of 28,200 florins – clearly a major revenue loss for the Tokaj estate, further 

compounded by transport expenses.19 (HU-MNL-OL-MOL E 87-49.cs.-76.kf. 1795) 

In contrast, wine sales to private individuals brought significant revenue to the estate 

treasury. Between 1779 and 1793, a total of 606 átalag of aszú were sold from the Tarcal cellars, 

generating 24,373 florins in revenue. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-149.cs.-76.kf. 1795) Although this 

figure does not include income from non-aszú wines, it still makes clear that the delivery of 

grátis wine and the provisioning of various authorities substantially reduced – and in some 

cases likely exceeded – the profits made from direct sales. 

This reality highlights the Tokaj estate’s function as a provider and service estate for the 

Habsburg court and administration. 

 

2c, The Expansion of the Royal Vineyards: Another Reform 

 

Thanks to their high yields, favorable locations, and intensive cultivation, the royal vineyards 

had always been productive – and this was further reinforced by their vast size. In 1765, the 

Szarvas vineyard in Tarcal covered 450 kapás.20 The adjacent vineyards of Murat, Messzelátó, 

and Árnyék – located on the upper part of Szarvas and administratively attached to it – totaled 

220 kapás. The lower parcels of Szarvas, known in part as Decsialja, each measured 25 kapás, 

bringing the total area to 720 kapás. The royal Terézia vineyards comprised 400 kapás in Felső-

                                                           
19 Over the course of the period, 208 átalag of aszú wine and 14 átalag of essencia were delivered to Vienna for 

the sessions of the Imperial Court, 15 átalag to Buda for the meetings of the Aula Regia, 16 átalag to the Palatine, 

and 29 átalag of aszú for the coronation. 
20 The kapás (literally “hoe unit”) was a traditional Hungarian unit of vineyard area in the early modern period. It 

denoted the amount of land that one vineyard worker (kapás) could cultivate with a hoe in a day. Its size varied 

regionally and over time, but in Tokaj-Hegyalja during the 17th century, it typically ranged between 1,000 and 

1,200 öl, equivalent to approximately 0.35–0.43 hectares. As a labor-based measure, it reflected both the physical 

demands of viticulture and the local organization of agricultural work. 
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Terézia (Upper Terézia), 350 in Középső-Terézia (Middle Terézia), and 500 in Alsó-Terézia 

(Lower Terézia). Additional Chamber-owned vineyards included 150 kapás on Veres Hill, 6 

on Nyavaja Hill, 102 on Kis-Nyavaja, and 30 on Serfőző.21 (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-117-49, 

1765) 

By contrast, in Tokaj only a single dominial vineyard was recorded on Felső-Kócsag Hill, 

though neither its size nor its yield was documented in the registry. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-

117-50, 1765.) By 1787, the cultivated area of the Terézia vineyard measured 84,677 öl, 

equivalent to 52 hold (approximately 30 hectares)22, while the Szarvas vineyard encompassed 

80,643 2/6 öl, or roughly 50 hold.23 (HU-MNL-OL-E 696-2.cs.) Including the surrounding 

stone embankments and ditches, the full extent of the Chamber estates was even greater: Terézia 

spanned 85,838 öl (or 53 41/64 hold and 13 öl), while Szarvas covered 88,554 öl (or 55 22/64 

hold and 4 öl). The latter was surrounded by a large stone wall occupying significant land area, 

which somewhat reduced the productive surface, but offered better protection against intruders. 

(HU-MNL-OL-E 696-2.cs.) 

Toward the end of the century, however, the situation changed. The size of the Terézia 

vineyard was reduced. According to Chamber records, the idea of selling parts of the Terézia 

vineyards was first raised around 1791. A year later, plans were made to sell the northern and 

southern portions of Alsó-Terézia and also sections of Felső-Terézia, dividing the estate into 

parcels of 10 kapás each for sale.24 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-70.cs.-98.kf. 1791, HU-MNL-OL-E 

87-90.cs.-119.kf. 1792, HU-MNL-OL-E 87-149.cs.-76.kf. 1795) This sale is confirmed by a 

1795 Chamber survey, which listed the Szarvas vineyard at 1,120 kapás, Terézia at only 550, 

Hétszőlő at 372, and Makovica at 290 kapás. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-149.cs.-76.kf. 1795) 

Altogether, the royal vineyards covered an area of 2,332 kapás. 

                                                           
21 The Szarvas vineyard had a production capacity of 150 barrels, while Murat, Árnyék, and Messzelátó together 

yielded 80 barrels; the two vineyards at Szarvasalja and Decsialja, under royal ownership, produced approximately 

12 barrels; and the three Terézia vineyards together yielded a total of 300 barrels. The royal (fiscal) vineyards 

produced 74 barrels of wine. The ratio between vineyard size (measured in kapás) and wine yield varied from hill 

to hill, depending largely on the quality of cultivation and the productivity of the vineyard. Thus, there are records 

of yields such as 3 barrels from 4 kapás (e.g. Baron Sámuel Dessewffy’s Szoporty vineyard), or 1 barrel from 2 

kapás (e.g. György Isépy’s Forrásalja vineyard). In the case of Szarvas, the ratio was 3:1; for the combined Murat, 

Árnyék, and Messzelátó vineyards, 2.75:1; for the Upper Terézia vineyard, 8:1; the Middle Terézia, 3.5:1; and the 

Lower Terézia, 3.33:1. 
22 The Hungarian hold was a traditional unit of land area used in the 18th century, equivalent to öl, or 

approximately 0.5755 hectares / 5,755 square meters. 
23 9. September 1787. The precise area of the vineyards was as follows: the Terézia vineyard measured 84,677 

öl, equivalent to 5 and 259⁄64 holds and 2 öl; the Szarvas vineyard measured 80,643 2⁄6 öl, or 5 and 25⁄64 

holds and 182⁄6  öl. 
24 The Terézia vineyard was described in decidedly negative terms by the chamber officials, who portrayed it as 

very windy, with coarse, clumpy soil and in a neglected state of cultivation. 
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In 1791, the three royal vineyards were joined by a fourth: the Hétszőlő vineyard in Tokaj, 

which came into the estate’s possession after the suppression of the Jesuit Order, having 

formerly belonged to the Jesuits of Ungvár. It first passed to the Religious Fund (Vallásalap), 

then from there to the Tokaj domain. Hétszőlő had already been a vineyard of considerable 

renown and size in the 17th century and was justly regarded as the pride of Tokaj. In 1749, its 

area was 26,100 öl, with a value of 24,000 florins „without privileges” and 32,000 florins „with 

all privileges”; (Herczog 1923. p. 261., HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-105, 1749) in 1731, its 

estimated value had already reached 47,000 florins. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-83-88, 1731) 

After Hétszőlő was transferred to the Tokaj estate, the Chamber conducted a thorough 

assessment. In 1787, under the Religious Fund, the vineyard had been valued at 20,688 Rhenish 

florins and 5 1/3 kreutzers; however, at the time of its transfer, it was worth „only” 15,166 

Rhenish florins and 40 kreutzers. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-70.cs.-89.kf. 1791) According to records 

from 1791, the vineyard steward was András Pap, and the vineyard – then covering 250 kapás 

– produced 80 barrels of wine worth 1,120 florins. On August 22 of the same year, the now 

dominial vineyard was reappraised at 18,200 Rhenish florins. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-70.cs.-89.kf. 

1791) 

The unified structure of the manorial vineyards, created in 1749-1750, greatly simplified 

both the organization of labor and the management of expenditures. Their cultivation could be 

maintained with lower financial outlay, while their value and reputation far exceeded the costs. 

In 1764, the Szarvas vineyard was valued at 173,860 florins, and Terézia at 113,500 florins. 

(Herczog 1923. pp. 248-270.) The Szarvas vineyard produced on average 250 barrels of wine, 

and Terézia around 300 – although in many years, only a portion of these yields was realized 

due to poor weather conditions. 

In 1765, the royal Chamber held 2,258 kapás of vineyards, with a productive capacity of 

610.5 barrels. (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-117-49, 1765) By 1817-1818, the assessed value of the 

Chamber vineyards rose from 60,000 to 77,280 florins – an increase likely influenced by 

improved yields. In 1817, the royal vineyards in Tarcal and Tolcsva produced 230 barrels of 

wine; in 1818, 250 barrels, along with 66 barrels of máslás (second-press wine).25 

Fiscal surveys – often conducted several times a year – reported the average yields of the 

four allodial vineyards (Szarvas, Terézia, Hétszőlő, Makovica) in 1795 as follows: 395 gönci 

barrels of wine, 60 barrels of máslás, 60 átalag of first-class aszú, and 90 átalag of graded 

                                                           
25 The term máslás referred to the decanting or racking of wine from one barrel to another – a common practice 

in wine maturation and also a fiscal moment, since wine was often taxed at the point of máslás when its quality 

and quantity were considered stable enough for official assessment. 
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aszú.26 The variability in yields is further demonstrated by the fact that in 1797, the Chamber 

vineyards produced 460 barrels of wine and 22¼ barrels of aszú, with an additional 28 barrels 

of máslás produced later.27 (HU-MNL-OL-E 695-2.cs.) A year later, production from the 

manorial estates included 207 átalag of aszú, 45 barrels of máslás, and 591.5 barrels of table 

wine. 

According to fiscal surveys conducted several times a year, the average wine yield of the 

four allodial vineyards (Szarvas, Terézia, Hétszőlő, Makovica) was established in 1795 – based 

on a six-year average – as amounting to 395 gönci barrels of wine, 60 barrels of máslás, 60 

átalag of first-class aszú, and 90 átalag of classified aszú wine.28 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-149.cs.-

76.kf. 1795) The variability of harvest outcomes is illustrated by the fact that in 1797 the 

chamber vineyards produced 460 barrels of wine and 222¼ barrels of aszú wine, followed by 

an additional 28 barrels of máslás wine.29 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-191.cs.-44.kf. 1797) One year 

later, in 1798, the manorial estates yielded 207 átalag of aszú wine, 45 barrels of máslás, and 

591.5 barrels of table wine. (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-296.cs.-35.kf. 1802) 

The profit derived from the high yields was diminished by the cultivation costs of the four 

vineyards. According to a 1795 assessment, the operational costs of the manorial estates – 

taking into account extraordinary cultivation efforts – amounted to 8,903 Rhenish florins and 

15 4⁄6 kreuzers, with an additional 565 florins and 36 kreuzers incurred in miscellaneous 

expenses. Thus, the total annual cost of vineyard maintenance for the estate came to 9,468 

florins and 51 4⁄6 kreuzers.30 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-149.cs.-76.kf. 1795) 

 

3, The Purchase of the Szirmay Model Estate 

 

                                                           
26 In early modern Tokaj-Hegyalja, wine measurement and taxation relied on specific regional units. The gönci 

barrel (gönci hordó) was the standard unit of volume for wine, named after the town of Gönc where it was 

commonly produced. Its volume varied slightly over time, but by the 17th century it typically held around 136 

liters.  
27 At that time, one átalag of aszú wine was valued at 150 florins, while a barrel of máslás wine was priced at 80 

florins. 
28. One cask of wine was valued at 14 Rheinish florins, máslás at 28 RFt, and aszú wines at 20 and 12 gold florins 

per átalag, respectively. The total value amounted to 5,530 RFt for the wine, 1,680 RFt for the máslás, and 5,400 

and 4,860 RFt for the two types of aszú, resulting in a total income of 17,470 RFt. 
29 The Szarvas vineyard yielded 215 barrels of wine and 25 átalag of aszú; the Terézia vineyard produced 85.5 

barrels and 39.5 átalag; Hétszőlő gave 98 barrels and 24 átalag; while Makovica contributed 57.5 barrels of wine 

and 32.5 átalag of aszú. In addition to these, revenue was also generated from the fiscal Kovács vineyard in 

Zombor and other miscellaneous sources. 
30 The cultivation costs amounted to 2,198 RFt 33 kreuzers for the Terézia vineyard, 4,489 RFt 54 kreuzers for the 

Szarvas vineyard, 1,564 RFt 484/6 kreuzers for Hétszőlő, and 650 RFt for the Makovica vineyard. 
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At the end of the 18th century, the Chamber resolved to undertake new reforms, though these 

only materialized in the early 19th century with the acquisition of parts of the Tolcsva and 

Erdőbénye estates of Ádám Szirmay.31 (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-209-1-3, 1799-1806, HU-

MNL-OL-E 87-346.cs.-7.kf. 1815) According to a Chamber survey, in the years 1794-1795 

Szirmay’s properties in Erdőbénye generated an income of 5,202 Rhenish florins and 21.5 

kreutzers, while those in Tolcsva brought in 5,179 Rhenish florins and 30.5 kreutzers. The 

combined value of the two settlements was assessed in 1799 at 231,504 Rhenish florins and 15 

kreutzers. The estimated value of the vineyards was 22,322 Rhenish florins and 13 1/3 kreutzers 

in Bénye, and 14,794 Rhenish florins and 26 4/6 kreutzers in Tolcsva. 

The following vineyards were acquired from Szirmay: 

Erdőbénye: 

1. Messzelátó – area: 150 kapás (15,106 1/68 öl), value: 3,911 Rhenish florins 

62/3 kreutzers 

2. Bajóka – area: 200 kapás (13,649 3/68 öl), value: 5,866 Rhenish florins 40 

kreutzers 

Tolcsva: 

1. Bartalos – area: 300 kapás (43,800 4/68 öl), value: 12,033 Rhenish florins 20 

kreutzers 

2. Kis-Gyapáros – area: 66 kapás (6,254 1/68 öl), value: 1,506 Rhenish florins 

3. Daróczy – area: 50 kapás (4,420 4/68 öl), value: 1,261 Rhenish florins 64/6 

kreutzers.32 (HU-MNL-OL-E 156-a-209-2-3, 1799-1806) 

 

In this case, the changes involved not only the purchase of new vineyards and the expansion 

of manorial holdings but also the introduction of more modern methods of viticultural 

management. The Chamber’s interest was no doubt piqued by the operation of one of the most 

renowned estates in Hegyalja – both for the quality of its wines and especially its excellent aszú 

production. 

                                                           
31 The Szepes Chamber initiated the transaction as early as 1799, but due to the differing criteria of the land surveys 

and the strategic importance of the estate, the valuation process progressed only slowly. As late as 1806, the 

Chamber was still reviewing the Szirmay family’s vineyard acquisitions from the 18th century. In the meantime, 

however, the Chamber sought to apply the practices observed in the Tolcsva estate and gradually establish them 

as customary in the Tokaj estate as well. 
32 Among the assets surveyed in 1806, a wine cellar in Tolcsva was also listed, capable of storing 300 gönci barrels 

of wine. – It appears, however, that the Chamber was satisfied with acquiring fewer vineyards in Erdőbénye, as 

Szirmay had originally owned seven there. 
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Even at the turn of the two centuries, the Chamber had already been purchasing significant 

quantities of wine from Szirmay, who was arguably one of its most important commercial 

partners.33 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-259.cs.-35.kf. 1800, HU-MNL-OL-E 87-215.cs.-33.kf. 1798) 

The purchase of the Tolcsva estates was likely a decision that matured slowly within the 

administrative leadership. Initially, records were compiled on Szirmay’s estate management, 

viticultural practices, the condition of the wine cellars, and their construction methods. Later, 

manorial officials were instructed to follow the Tolcsva model in vineyard work and cellar-

building. 

In the early 1800s, the time arrived for the purchase of parts of the Szirmay allodium, which 

from then on became part of the Tokaj and broader Hegyalja vineyard inspectorate. According 

to an 1815 Chamber survey, the Gyapáros vineyard in Tolcsva had an area of 100 kapás and 

yielded 30 barrels of wine and 8 puttony (grape-harvesting basket) of aszú berries between 1811 

and 1813. The Daróczi vineyard, covering 80 kapás, produced 29 barrels of wine and 7 puttony 

of aszú during the same period. The Bartalos vineyard, with an area of 33 hold, was the largest 

in Tolcsva, which was also reflected in its output: over three years it produced 283 barrels of 

wine and 66 puttony of aszú berries. 

In Erdőbénye, the Bajóka vineyard measured 150 kapás and, during the years under review, 

yielded 36 barrels of wine and 14 puttony of aszú. The Messzelátó vineyard reached 120 kapás, 

producing 45 barrels of wine and 9 puttony of aszú berries. A dedicated inspectorate was 

established for the newly acquired territories, headed by a vineyard overseer and supported by 

a staff that included a hajdú (armed servant), cooper, and three stewards, among others. 

Between 1811 and 1813, the vineyards in Tolcsva generated a total revenue of 25,587 Rhenish 

florins and 53 kreutzers. During the same period, expenditures amounted to 22,155 Rhenish 

florins and 346/10 kreutzers, resulting in a profit of 3,432 Rhenish florins and 284/10 

kreutzers.34 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-346.cs.-7.kf. 1815) 

The manorial and Chamber-owned vineyards – Szarvas, Terézia, Hétszőlő, the Makovica in 

Mád, and later the estates in Tolcsva and Bénye – were among the most renowned vineyards of 

the post-1750 era. Their primary function was provisioning, and in most cases they increased 

the estate’s revenue and liquid income through their notional value. While the wines from these 

vineyards also played an important role in foreign trade, the majority were consumed 

                                                           
33 In that year, the Chamber purchased 26 átalag of 1794 vintage aszú wine from Szirmay at a price of 135 

Convention florins per átalag. – In 1797, the Treasury bought 55 átalag of aszú at an average price of 27 gold 

florins (121 RFt 30 kreuzers). 
34 The annual remuneration of the estate employees amounted to 546 Rhenish florins and 32 kreuzers in cash, 

supplemented by various payments in kind (such as agricultural produce). 
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domestically, most often through local and manorial taverns – thus contributing significantly to 

the revenues of the estate and the Hungarian treasury. 

 

4. Changes in Viticulture: Demands and Realities 

a. The Legal Framework 

 

Following the great era of 17th-century viticulture and wine trade, the subsequent centuries 

brought fundamental transformations to the life of the Tokaj-Hegyalja region. Although in the 

first half of the 18th century wine exports to Poland seemed to continue unbroken, (Thaly 1900, 

pp. 283-284.) the following fifty years brought sweeping changes in viticulture and wine 

management throughout Hegyalja. 

The first issue to emerge – as early as the opening decades of the century – was the precise 

delineation of the region. Already in 17th-century documents, and even in national legislation, 

the name Submontanum appeared as a distinct geographical designation. However, a definitive 

administrative settlement was not reached until the reign of Maria Theresa. This process has 

been examined in detail by Sándor Bodó, (Bodó 1979, p. 482.) so we shall only highlight that 

the town of Szerencs, left outside the region, repeatedly petitioned for reintegration throughout 

the century. This clearly demonstrates the perceived "privilege" of belonging to the Tokaj-

Hegyalja region, not to mention its tangible economic benefits. 

According to Article IV of the 1737 Zemplén County statutes, „Tokaji wine” could only be 

produced from vineyards located in the following settlements: Tállya, Golop, Rátka, Mád, 

Zombor, Ond, Tarcal, Keresztúr, Kisfalud, Szegi, Erdőbénye, Vámosújfalu, Tolcsva, Liszka, 

Zsadány, Olaszi, Patak, Újhely, Kis-Toronya, Horváti, Szántó, and naturally, Tokaj itself.35 

(HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV 1/p-33.) 

Before turning to the practical issues of daily life, it is necessary to examine the legal 

foundations of viticulture and the wine trade. One of the most influential factors shaping 

everyday life in Hegyalja was the persistence of customary law. The changing social hierarchy 

of the 18th century and the expanding power of landowners had a marked impact on the role 

and autonomy of urban self-government. (Orosz 1995 pp. 126-147.) Whereas the legal norms 

of the 17th century reflected a well-defined customary system that favored the urban 

bourgeoisie, the 1719 municipal statutes – and later decisions by the Diet and the Chamber – 

                                                           
35 At the same time, in his decree dated 17 May 1706, Prince Francis II Rákóczi designated the following 

settlements as belonging to the Tokaj-Hegyalja wine region: Tállya, Mád, Tarcal, Tokaj, Keresztúr, Bénye, 

Tolcsva, Zsadány, Olaszi, Patak, Újhely, Nagy-Toronya, and Kis-Toronya. 



18 
 

gradually eroded the authority of municipal magistracies, transferring most oversight of 

vineyard ownership to higher authorities. (Németh G. 1990) 

The “laws” of 1719 presented a more rigorous, tightly controlled system. Drawing on 

previous experience but adopting a new approach, they regulated the issuing of perpetual 

vineyard charters, tithing, the cultivation of fallow vineyards, inheritance through bloodlines or 

neighborhood ties, and legal prohibitions.36 Among the many significant aspects, the provisions 

concerning extranei (outsiders) deserve special attention. In the 17th century, only Tokaj 

granted local residents preemptive rights over outsiders in vineyard sales; in all other towns, 

the law treated both groups equally. By the 18th century, however, this preferential right had 

been extended to all towns. Thus, it became more difficult for outsiders to purchase vineyards 

– restricting the entry of capital-rich burghers from the Szepes region or the nobility into 

Hegyalja and limiting the free circulation of vineyards. (Fodor 1896) 

This extension of local customary law represented a regressive trend, intensifying conflicts 

not only between market towns and the domain, but also between towns and the county. As 

János Barta aptly noted, the governance of the towns reflected „conflicting perspectives.”37 

(Barta 1995 p. 139.) The disadvantages for towns – already noted by Dévay in the early 18th 

century – became more pronounced, and in some cases even extreme, under the shifting 

economic and social conditions. 

The life of the Hegyalja region was also shaped by nationwide legislation, county-level 

statutes, and the decrees of the Royal Hungarian Lieutenancy Council. Among national laws, 

Acts 1723/118, 1729/12, and 1741/27 represented the first attempts to establish clear legal 

frameworks for viticulture and wine production. (Takács I. 1978 pp. 231-238, Bur 1978 p. 297.) 

However, as the later history of the century revealed, these laws failed to resolve the problems 

they had intended to address. 

In 1737, Zemplén County issued a set of statutes based not only on the aforementioned 

national laws but also on a thorough understanding of local challenges. These statutes barred 

foreign wine merchants from engaging in trade within the region, mandated that wine be filtered 

into standard gönci barrels, and stipulated that only individuals who owned vineyards could 

                                                           
36 The „laws” often cite precedent cases as examples, detailing their outcomes and the associated penalties or 

judgments. These cases typically served to narrow the scope of action available to individuals or to the municipal 

magistrates. 
37 The tension between the chamber estate and the market towns stemmed from the fact that the Chamber, as 

landlord, assumed not only an economic role in their administration but also exercised its manorial rights by 

functioning as a judicial authority. The conflict among the county, the estate, and the market towns was similarly 

systemic, as the county often held precedence over the local landlord in matters such as the election of officials, 

viticulture, wages, county taxes, and national taxation. 
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produce wine. The importation of aszú wine from outside Hegyalja was strictly prohibited.38 

(HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV/1p-33.) 

In 1743, the contract originally drafted in 1641 was renewed, and the 1737 statutes were 

effectively reiterated in 1779 and 1791. Toward the end of the 18th century and into the early 

19th, increasing attention was directed toward restricting Jewish involvement in wine-related 

activities – particularly in tavern operations, wine trading, and wine adulteration. 

On December 2, 1800, the Royal Governor’s Council issued decree no. 28142, which stated 

that if a Jew was found guilty of wine adulteration or similar abuses, his vineyard was to be 

immediately appraised. However, the decree of June 10, 1808, permitted Jews to engage in the 

trade of aszú, and from October 18, 1817, they were also allowed to purchase wine. These 

concessions clearly indicate that, due to their extensive role in the trade, it was no longer 

feasible to exclude Jewish merchants from domestic and international wine commerce in 

Hegyalja. 

In addition to this, county and Governor’s Council regulations addressed a range of issues 

including: the planting of grape varieties; wages for vineyard laborers; travel compensation for 

serfs performing corvée labor (robot); standardization of barrel volumes and their hooping; 

wine transport costs; and the founding of wine merchants’ guilds or societies. 

 

4 b. The Fight Against Wine Adulteration, Wine Handling, and Wine Merchants 

(A Wine Merchant and a Wine Producer on Tokaj Wine: Selbstherr, a Merchant from 

Breslau, and János Dercsényi – Criticism and Reform in Print) 

 

The everyday concerns already reflected in legal statutes and regulations were further 

expanded by personal observations. Through these, we gain deeper insight into the problems 

that shaped life in Hegyalja during the 18th century and well into the 19th. The reflections of 

Selbstherr, a wine merchant from Breslau, written in the early 19th century, touched upon 

nearly all the issues that hindered wine trade and the restoration of Tokaji’s former reputation. 

And this despite the fact that Selbstherr himself held Tokaji wines in the highest esteem, stating: 

„There is no person of refined taste who would dare to doubt the supremacy of Tokaji among 

all European wines.”39 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV/1p-33., Karlovszky 1897 p. 230.) 

                                                           
38 In addition, the 1737 decree of Zemplén County defined the settlements of the Hegyalja region and stipulated 

that no wine could be brought into the region before February 2, and no vineyard could be planted without the 

county’s permission. 
39 Count Haugwitz expressed a similar opinion during his travels in Hungary, stating that this region „produces 

the king of all wines.” 
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Yet he stood baffled before the reality that, while vineyard owners in France, along the 

Rhine, or even in Rust and Sopron in Hungary became wealthy from their wine trade, the Tokaji 

producers often barely recouped their production costs. Having known the Hegyalja region for 

a long time, Selbstherr traced the root of the problems to a series of consecutive poor harvests, 

negligent vineyard and cellar practices, poor-quality containers, inadequate roads, a lack of inns 

and postal routes, the absence of a proper bill of exchange law, and the exploitative operations 

of factors. 

János Dercsényi, born in Mád, earned his doctoral degree in medicine in Vienna in 1780, 

and later served as chief physician of Zemplén and Bereg counties. By both birth and 

profession, he was closely tied to the Tokaj wine region. In his cited work, he addresses the 

various problems stemming from deficiencies in viticulture and wine treatment in the region. 

Dercsényi was well-versed in contemporary foreign literature and scientific advances, many of 

which he incorporated into his treatise. In this small book, published in 1796, he discusses 

nearly all aspects of wine production – from cellar construction, through wine storage and 

filtration – offering detailed observations and practical solutions to issues he had encountered 

while overseeing the royal chamber’s estates. His work reflects a profound knowledge of 

viticulture and oenology, and stands as a testament to the scientific approach to winemaking in 

late 18th-century Hungary. 

One of the central problems of the period was wine and barrel adulteration. (HU-MNL-OL-

ZmLt-IV.A.1001.b.-237-352) Its origins likely lay in 17th-century conditions. Surviving price 

regulations from Zemplén and Szepes counties show that barrel capacity measurements were 

inconsistent. According to the 1626 decree, the standard volume of a gönci barrel was „three 

and a half hundred icce”.40 However, by 1655, this had been revised to 200 icce, with the 

provision that while no one could make a barrel smaller, larger ones were permitted to anyone 

who wished. 

In the 18th century, county-level regulations authorized the manufacture of only 180-icce 

barrels and 90-icce átalag.41 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-Loc.98.) Nevertheless, many foreign 

vineyard owners and merchants brought barrels from the Great Plain or other parts of the 

country, with varying capacities, opening the door to speculation and harming local interests. 

                                                           
40 The „icce” was a historical liquid measure used in Hungary, most commonly for wine. Its exact volume varied 

by region and period, but in Tokaj-Hegyalja during the 18th–19th centuries, one icce typically equaled 

approximately 0.848 liters. 
41 Limitations between 1626 and 1744: In 1705, the coopers’ regulation specifically mentioned barrels of 20 köböl 

(an older volumetric unit), as well as 200- and 400-icce barrels. By the price regulations of 1721 and 1744, 

however, the standardized measures had become the 180-icce barrel and the 90-icce átalag, which were uniformly 

accepted. 
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(Bodó 1979 p. 482.) Even Polish merchants suffered losses, diminishing their willingness to 

buy, and although nonstandard barrels were often destroyed on-site, fraud persisted. 

The standardization of barrel capacity was first attempted nationally in Law 1807/22, then 

reinforced in an 1817 decree of the Royal Governor’s Council – ironically contrary to 

Selbstherr’s own suggestions.42 The regulation set the legal volume of barrels at 176 icce. In 

addition, Selbstherr advocated the use of metal hoops (rather than the common wooden ones) 

for large barrels and recommended applying 4-6 adjustable hoops per barrel, suited to its size. 

Wine adulteration proved an equally intractable problem. Sources report that merchants 

often brought cheaper wines from the Great Plain or Transdanubia and sold them as Tokaji. 

Worse still, to maximize profits, these wines were frequently tampered with – contributing to 

the decline of foreign trade. In many cases, it was the foreign merchants themselves who mixed 

genuine Tokaji with inferior wines.43 (Dercsényi p. 6.) 

The problem became so severe in the first half of the 18th century that in 1737 a special 

committee was established to protect Tokaji wines. (Illéssy 1900 pp. 22-24.) At its sessions, 

conflicts emerged between counties – delegates from Szabolcs, Borsod, and Gömör objected to 

any restrictions on transporting wine across the Tisza and into other counties. The committee 

also banned the mass purchase of aszú grapes, as they were being used to produce poor-quality 

wines. County and governmental decrees continued to prohibit the import of aszú from outside 

Hegyalja. The so-called “prime wines” of Hegyalja were subject to particularly strict regulation 

concerning production methods and barrel standards. Even the making of essencia was banned, 

as it was thought to weaken the strength of aszú wine. (Balassa 1985 p. 123., 141.) 

Numerous problems also arose in relation to proper vineyard management, wine handling, 

and the maintenance of estate boundaries. Many vineyard owners neglected to maintain the 

promontorium borders, failed to clear drainage ditches, or even dismantled wooden fences and 

stole stored vine stakes.44 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-146.d. 1752.) Both the estate and the 

market towns began to assign greater responsibilities to vineyard stewards and vineyard guards, 

                                                           
42 Selbstherr noted that smaller barrels were more difficult to sell than larger ones, even though their transport 

costs were the same. To support his argument, he cited the example of Bordeaux, where wine was filtered into 8 

to 8.5-akó barrels, and where it was legally regulated that if someone used a non-standard volume, their product 

would be immediately confiscated. 

The akó was a traditional Hungarian liquid volume unit used primarily for wine. Its size varied historically and 

regionally, but by the 18th-19th century, one akó was generally equivalent to approximately 54–62 liters, with 

54.25 liters being the most commonly accepted standard in Tokaj-Hegyalja. 
43 „…certain German and Polish wine merchants pour the rich and sweet Tokaj wines and essences into foreign 

wines… and then sell these topped-up wines as if they were genuine Hegyalja wine.” 
44 An investigation commissioned by the Chamber concluded that the vineyards were in a neglected state and urged 

their restoration. The inquiry was led by Baron József Vécsey, chamber councillor, and András Susztrik, chamber 

administrator. 
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whose duties were periodically regulated in writing.45 (Thaly 1879, Gagyhy 1914., HU-MNL-

OL-ZmLt-V 42-36.d. 1826) 

Although the tools necessary for winemaking were present in most households, their proper 

upkeep and use was already called into question by János Dercsényi. (Dercsényi p. 58.) The 

methods of wine production in Hegyalja had been described by Mátyás Bél as early as the 

beginning of the 18th century, who noted that it was rare for wine to last until the next harvest. 

(Bél 1984 pp. 408-410.) According to István Bartha, wine treatment was highly 

underdeveloped: most producers relied solely on nature for fermentation. (Bartha I. 1974 p. 

270.) 

Labor shortages were as serious in the 18th and 19th centuries as they had been in earlier 

times. In 1758, Lipót Kéghly instructed the judges of Tokaj that, „because of forced 

conscription, there are too few vineyard workers; the town’s magistrates are hereby forbidden 

from forcibly recruiting anyone for military service.”46 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-21.d.) 

While laborers came to Hegyalja in significant numbers from Poland and neighboring counties 

during free periods, their numbers declined significantly – this is confirmed by a complaint filed 

by Zemplén County in 1807.47 (Bodó 1979 p. 483.) 

The most influential figures in 18th- and 19th-century wine trade were without question the 

factors. Iván Balassa’s study on factors clearly demonstrated the harmful effects of their 

activities on the everyday life of the Hegyalja region. (Balassa 1975) Selbstherr also remarked 

that this profession had become „firmly entrenched.” They were more accurately described as 

brokers, hagglers, and dealmakers – terms that aptly reflected their true function. 

Merchants conducting similar activities could already be found in the 17th century, though 

their primary task then was to locate buyers, rather than to act as full-fledged wine dealers. In 

one 17th-century letter, the Chamber referred to them as kupec (speculators) or simply 

“correspondents.”48 (HU-MNL-OL-E 184, Balassa 1975 p. 147.) The fraudulent practices of 

                                                           
45 Serious problems concerning the work of vineyard stewards (vincellérek) and vineyard guards had already 

emerged in the 17th century. In 1826, the estate, in agreement with the towns, revised the regulations governing 

vineyard guards’ duties, as theft had become increasingly common on the vineyard hills. 
46 The labour shortage led to another issue – namely, that vineyard stewards began offering wages higher than the 

officially prescribed rate in order to secure enough workers. As Rottenstein wrote on 14 August 1764: „contrary 

to the Limitatio, the stewards are paying the vineyard workers a full márjás (coin), and other labourers as well, 

to the great detriment and delay of His Majesty’s vineyard operations…” 
47 At the beginning of the 19th century, due to political changes, the number of Polish labourers significantly 

declined. Even those coming from Szabolcs County became fewer, as „a large quantity of vineyards was planted 

on former arable lands and pastures.” 
48 In a postscript written from Kassa in 1692, Ferenc Olasz wrote to Márton Lederer, a merchant from Eperjes: 

„P.S. If you could find me a good buyer, I could provide him with some prime fő oó wine, about 20 barrels, and 

another 50 of new wine.” As Balassa notes in his 1975 study: „Foreigners – especially the Poles and the Jews – 

would, already at the beginning of spring, reach agreements with their local contacts (estate owners), as well as 
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factors were clearly evident: they collected intermediary fees from both seller and buyer. 

Although wine purchasing was technically forbidden to them by law, they frequently took the 

risk in pursuit of profit. 

Most factors simultaneously held tavern leases and operated as innkeepers – many of them 

were Jewish – making it virtually impossible to determine whether the wine stored in their 

cellars was sold locally or intended for export. Despite being regulated by county statutes and 

even officially banned as of January 1, 1826, their services were indispensable to the 

functioning of wine trade. (Balassa 1975 pp. 147-150.) 

The high prices and poor competitiveness of Tokaji wine, and ultimately the crisis in wine 

commerce, can in part be attributed to the activities of the factors, who demanded fees of 2–5 

florins per barrel, and according to Selbstherr, sometimes as much as 10 florins. Their vital role 

in Hegyalja's wine trade was affirmed by the words of the Breslau merchant himself: „The 

situation has reached the point where even major estate owners fear making enemies of the 

factors, as they would be unable to sell their produce without them.” (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-

IV1/p-33, Balassa 1975 153.) 

In addition, during Count Haugwitz’s 1755 visit, it was observed that Polish merchants 

regularly signed contracts with winemakers before the harvest and paid deposits in advance—

„thus forcing lower prices through these prepayments.” (Karlovszky 1897 p. 230.) 

 

5, Viticulture and Wine Trade in Crisis? New Attempts at Reform by the Chamber in 

the Late 18th and Early 19th Centuries 

 

Despite Tokaji wine remaining one of the most famous wines in Europe during the 18th 

century – favored by princes, poets, and high-ranking clergy alike – viticulture in the Hegyalja 

region fell into crisis. One of the primary reasons for this was the economic decline and 

subsequent partition of the Kingdom of Poland, which resulted in the loss of Tokaj’s most 

important export market. 

Johann Baptist Nayss, an official travelling through the Tokaj region on behalf of the state 

at the end of the 18th century, likewise attributed the decline of the wine trade to the partition 

of Poland, Prussian customs policies, and the lack of capital in Galicia. (Kosáry 1962 p. 214.) 

Without Polish merchants, however, it became impossible for Tokaji wine to reach the markets 

                                                           
with residents of various Hegyalja towns, regarding wine prices. They would offer advances on the wine and, in 

return, demand the entire harvest or at least the finest portion of it at harvest time.” 
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of Western Europe in significant volumes. During the Napoleonic occupation of Poland in the 

early 19th century, French wines were even distributed free of charge to Polish nobility to 

familiarize them with their taste. (Bartha I. 1974 p. 266.) 

Two additional factors hampered efforts to retain international markets. First, the customs 

decree of 1754 imposed significant duties on exported goods. Second, the method of delivery 

proved outdated: whereas foreign markets increasingly demanded wine in bottles, the poor state 

of Hungarian roads still made barrel transport the prevailing mode. Though each method had 

its advantages and disadvantages, barrelled wine was more susceptible to spoilage during long-

distance transport.49 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-131.cs.-13.kf. 1794, HU-MNL-OL- E 694-29.cs.) 

Dercsényi, however, held the opposite view, asserting that true Tokaji wine could withstand 

even „the darkest equatorial heat.”50 (Dercsényi p. 11.) 

Following the loss of European markets, Tokaji wine merchants also had to compete more 

aggressively for domestic buyers, as viticulture began to develop in other regions of Hungary. 

Though they could not produce white wines of equal quality to Tokaj, the lighter and cheaper 

red wines of other regions posed serious competition to the expensive Tokaji. Tokaji wine never 

reached Western Europe in large or consistent quantities. In these markets, wines from the 

Rhine, Bordeaux, Burgundy, Spain, and Portugal (notably port wine) were dominant. (de Vries 

1976 p. 108., Cipolla 1976: p. 124., 150., 327., 361. H. Balázs 1984 p. 11. Cipolla 1981 pp. 

176-177.) 

The crisis in 18th-century viticulture was further deepened by the shrinking volume of wine 

exports. Until the mid-century, trade with Poland remained significant: between 1711 and 1735, 

annual wine exports ranged from a low of 6,781 barrels (1714) to a peak of 24,880 barrels and 

258 átalag (1733). (Thaly 1900 p. 283., Komoróczy 1944) In mid-century figures from the 

customs post at Nowy Targ, shipments from June to December 1764 totaled 2,190 barrels, 

increasing to 3,899 in 1765 and 6,464 in 1766.51 (Bur 1978 p. 289. 299.) 

The full extent of Hungarian wine exports – particularly to Poland – can be followed in the 

statistical work of Imre Wellmann, Vera Zimányi and Harald Prickler, and Győző Ember. 

(Wellmann 1979 p. 91., Ember 1975 és Zimányi-Prickler) Based on Ember’s calculations, the 

                                                           
49 A chamber report mentioned that some aszú wine had turned sour during transport. Similarly, Herskó Zuzman, 

a tavern leaseholder, complained about spoiled wine stored in the chamber cellars, claiming he had suffered 

financial loss from having to sell poor-quality tavern wine.  
50 According to Dercsényi’s opinion, which was certainly not free from a positive bias toward Tokaj wines, it was 

foreign wines that tended to spoil during long journeys. „By contrast, wines from other countries – with the 

exception of certain wines produced in Spain, Portugal, and a few parts of the African Cape – tend to last only 

two or at most three years, even those from Italy or the islands of the Archipelago.” 
51 Based on customs data from five toll stations, the quantity of wine exported to Poland between 1764 and 1766 

amounted to 3,080 barrels in 1764, 6,222 barrels in 1765, and 6,464 barrels in 1766. 
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total volume of wine exports to Poland between 1733 and 1752 increased by 133.72%, with 

imports rising by 106.34% and exports by 163.16%. By 1767, however, the value of trade with 

Poland had fallen by 894,509 florins compared to 1752 and had not even reached the levels of 

1736. Of the ten-year period from 1733 to 1767, imports exceeded exports in six years. Among 

exported goods, wine ranked second behind cattle exports, accounting for 16.16% of total 

exports compared to 38.51% for livestock.52 (Ember 1975 pp 829., 831-832., 880.) These 

authors also demonstrated that as trade with Poland declined, so too did the importance of 

Hungarian harmincad (thirtieth duty) customs stations situated along traditional trade routes. 

While the Tokaj thirtieth duty station accounted for 14.49% of the revenue of Eastern 

Hungary’s customs offices between 1720 and 1726 (those earning more than 5,000 florins), this 

share fell to 0.64% in 1739, and to just 3.07% between 1753 and 1756.53 (Ember 1975 p. 823. 

Zimányi-Prickler pp. 154-155, 160, 194.) 

In addition to declining exports, Hungary’s total wine production lagged far behind that of 

other leading European wine-producing countries. According to István Bartha, Zemplén 

County produced 75,000 gönci barrels of wine in 1825, of which only 14,000 were exported. 

(Bartha I. 1974 p. 265.) By contrast, France exported 54% of its wine in 1830 and 57% in 1875. 

The United Kingdom, one of the largest importers of wine, sourced 91% of its wine 

consumption from abroad in 1831. While Hungary produced 16.4 million hectoliters of wine in 

1842, the French average between 1835 and 1844 was 38.7 million hectoliters annually. Further 

data show that Hungarian wine production steadily declined throughout the remainder of the 

19th century, while French production increased – only the phylloxera epidemic temporarily 

disrupted this upward trend.54 (Cipolla 1977 pp. 718-719., 726-727., 757.) 

                                                           
52 The total value of goods imported from Poland amounted to 4,782,109 florins, while exports to Poland reached 

4,555,155 florins. In general, however, Hungary’s overall trade balance was active, meaning that the value of 

exports exceeded that of imports. Within the total volume of trade, wine held the second position, accounting for 

9.61%, while cattle exports ranked first with 25.78%. 
53 A similar decline can be observed in the cases of Sátoraljaújhely (with a share of 11.89% in 1735-1737, dropping 

to 3.41% in 1753-1756), Eperjes (today Prešov in Slovakia) (6.73% in 1720-1726, falling to 3.41% in 1753-1756). 

And Bártfa (today Bardejov in Slovakia), where the decrease was less pronounced (12.92% in 1720-1726 and 

11.22% in 1753-1756). The latter’s volume, as the two figures indicate, did not decline as sharply as in the other 

thirtieth duty offices. 

As for Tokaj, thirtieth duty revenues rose steadily between 1679 and 1686. In the early 18th century (1702), 

revenues were relatively low, but by 1724, income had again reached 48,032¼ florins. Between 1753 and 1756, 

with the exception of 1754, the thirtieth duty revenues increased, but by 1761, they had fallen to just 1,812 florins 

and 50 denars. 
54 Between 1845 and 1854, Hungary produced an average of 13.5 million hectolitres of wine annually; this dropped 

to 10.1 million hectolitres between 1855 and 1864, and further declined to just 3.4 million hectolitres between 

1885 and 1894. 

In contrast, France recorded average productions of 47.9, 48.4, and 30.7 million hectolitres during the same 

respective periods. Meanwhile, Italian wine production was on the rise, with 21 million hectolitres on average in 

1855–1864, and 31.9 million hectolitres in 1885–1894, with this upward trend continuing throughout the rest of 

the century. 



26 
 

In the 18th century, wine producers also had to contend with falling wine prices. The only 

exception to this trend was the high-quality, first-class wines – particularly aszú and máslás – 

which largely retained their high market value. The decline in wine prices was closely tied to 

the Western European economic crisis, followed by a period of stagnation lasting roughly until 

1750, as well as increasing competition and the diminishing purchasing power of the Polish 

market. (de Vries 1976 pp. 14-15., 18-19.) 

Newly harvested wines after the vintage – whether considered table wine or tavern wine – 

sold at significantly lower prices than in the previous century, not to mention the high price 

levels seen during the Rákóczi War of Independence. In Tokaj, the city’s market saw a 

considerable volume of wine being sold, with both domestic and foreign merchants being eager 

buyers. According to the records compiled by Kálmán Thaly, between 1711 and 1735 the price 

of wine exported to Poland ranged from 12 to 82 Rhenish florins per barrel. The average price 

per barrel over the 25-year period was approximately 34 florins.55 (Thaly 1900 p. 283.) 

Contemporary market records indicate that in 1788–1789 a first-class urna wine in Pressburg 

(Pozsony) was sold for between 3 florins 58 kreuzers and 6 florins, while third-class wines 

fetched between 2 florins 50 kreuzers and 3 florins 41 kreuzers. (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-V 42-

36.d. 1788-89) During the inflationary period of the Napoleonic Wars, wine prices rose 

significantly. At the fiscal wine cellar in Tolcsva, in 1811, a single átalag of aszú was priced at 

an astonishing 400 florins. Two years later, in 1813, prices had already returned to more 

moderate levels.56 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-346.cs.-7.kf. 1815) 

Efforts to increase the commercial weight of Tokaj wine across Europe were consistently 

pursued by both the relevant counties and the Royal Chamber, supported by various decrees – 

though with little tangible success. As early as the beginning of the 18th century, the idea of 

wine export to the Netherlands was raised, and met with general approval. In 1775, the Royal 

Council also proposed exporting to Switzerland, noting that „in Switzerland, especially in the 

Calvinist cantons, Hungarian wine is in high demand as a substitute for Spanish wine.”57 (HU-

                                                           
With the devastation caused by phylloxera in Western Europe, Spain emerged as the greatest beneficiary, as the 

disease had not yet affected Spanish vineyards. As one contemporary English-language source noted: “Spanish 

exports of wine, which had been increasing for a long time, excelled even the most optimistic forecast when 

phylloxera invaded the French vineyards.” 
55 In 1726, the average price of exported wine was 12 Rhenish florins, while in 1718 it had reached as high as 82 

Rhenish florins. The calculated total value of the exported wines amounted to 34,772 Rhenish florins. 
56 The records from the Tolcsva inspectorate clearly reflect the high level of inflation at the time. For instance, 31 

átalag of aszú wine were accounted at 12,400 florins, and 7 átalag at 2,800 florins, resulting in an average price 

of 400 florins per átalag. In 1811, even a barrel of table wine sold for 80 florins, whereas by 1813, the price had 

dropped to just 29 florins and 25 kreuzers. 
57 An attempt was made to meet the demand in Switzerland for Tokaj, Sopron, and Szentgyörgy wines. Planned 

export destinations included Basel, Bern, Zurich, Lucerne, and Schaffhausen. 
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MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV1/p-33.) As so often in Hungarian history, however, implementation proved 

fruitless. Toward the end of the century, the Chamber once again attempted to revive the idea 

of large-scale export to the Netherlands,58 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-90.cs.-119.kf. 1791, HU-MNL-

OL-ZmLt-IV.A.1001.b.-237.-343. 1771) but there is no surviving record of its realization. 

 

6, Private Companies, Joint-Stock Companies? – Solution? 

 

The disruption of wine trade and the loss of significant profits prompted both private 

individuals and the Royal Hungarian Lieutenancy Council to consider the establishment of 

joint-stock companies or private associations with larger capital investment, dedicated to wine 

trading. In the 18th century, the lack of capital proved to be a serious issue – not only for serf 

and petty noble producers and traders, but also for the higher-ranking nobility. There were 

scarcely any individuals who could compete financially with the foreign wine merchants 

arriving in the Tokaj region. 

As noted earlier, most producers were forced to sell their wine – often not yet harvested – at 

pre-negotiated prices at the beginning of the harvest season,59 (Karlovszky 1897 p. 230.) 

thereby assuming great risk due to the uncertainty of yields. On the other hand, by receiving 

cash payments from foreign buyers, they gained the means to maintain vineyard operations, 

ensure family livelihood, and meet tax obligations. However, it is clear that producers lost out 

by having to sell their wine at low prices. 

The idea of forming wine trading companies was not new to the 18th century. Even in the 

17th century, there were instances when merchants joined forces, pooling their capital and 

cooperating to export wine to Poland. However, the overwhelming majority continued to 

engage in trade individually. In the 18th century, the Greek merchant company was the first to 

operate large-scale exports – not only of wine, but of many other products as well. Although 

some laws attempted to open opportunities for other social groups to enter the wine trade, these 

efforts proved impractical. The Greek merchants enjoyed free trade privileges, and after paying 

an annual tax and customs duties, they faced no further obligations. (Bur 1978 pp. 282-293. 

Hőgye 1987 pp. 55-59.) The Greek company of Tokaj, established in 1667, paid only 200 

florins in taxes in the early 18th century. 

                                                           
58 In 1771, the estates of Szabolcs County considered the idea of exporting wine to the Netherlands to be highly 

farsighted and potentially very profitable, and they expressed their full support for the initiative. 
59 Polish merchants, who dominated trade in the region, were personally present during the harvest season. In many 

cases, they concluded contracts with winemakers even before the harvest, paid advances, and forced producers to 

accept low prices. 
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Private individuals who attempted to enter the wine trade through partnerships and private 

capital found the path far more difficult. Ventures such as that of Gergely Berzeviczy were 

doomed from the outset due to a lack of capital, adverse economic and environmental 

conditions, and poor infrastructure. (H. Balázs 1984 pp. 14-15.) As early as the mid-1770s, 

higher governmental authorities began to advocate for the establishment of official wine trading 

companies, in the context of initiating large-scale wine exports to European countries. A draft 

from the Lieutenancy Council dated June 10, 1776 outlined a proposed wine trade to be 

conducted via Vienna.60 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV1/p-33.) However, Zemplén County only took 

serious steps toward the creation of such a wine trading association on May 1, 1834, followed 

by the plan to establish the Tokaj Wine Trade Society later that November. The company was 

to be established with a minimum capital of 200,000 Convention florins, and significantly, 

anyone could become a shareholder. Article 5 of the founding charter defined the Society’s 

primary goal as follows: „The Society’s principal aim is to restore the lost trust in the 

authenticity of Tokaj wines and to promote the flourishing of trade with these wines.”61 (HU-

MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV1/p-33., H. Balázs 1984 p. 11.) In practice, however, the realization of this 

plan was delayed, as the conditions of wine trade in Tokaj and the broader region did not 

improve in the subsequent decades. 

The Royal Chamber continued to closely monitor private wine production throughout. While 

the cultivation of state-owned vineyards remained its primary concern, the Chamber also aimed 

to maintain order in the region more broadly. It encouraged the spread and domestication of 

new grape varieties, and the large-scale cultivation of preferred types. In the second half of the 

18th century, for example, it consistently promoted the cultivation of furmint (white grape 

variety) year after year. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
60 The plan of the Royal Hungarian Lieutenancy Council was that Hungarian wines exported to Switzerland would 

only find reliable demand and secure markets if a company was established in Vienna, along with central storage 

cellars. One of the basic conditions of guaranteed trade would have been to assess demand at least four months 

prior to the harvest. 
61 In the company’s lengthy founding charter, following financial and economic considerations, special emphasis 

was placed on the storage of wine, the manufacture of barrels (requiring iron hoops and high-quality 

craftsmanship), and the close supervision of vineyard stewards – culminating in the establishment of the Mád 

Inspectorate.  

In comparison, the Alto Douro Wine Company, founded in Portugal in 1756 to regulate the trade of Port wine and 

the region’s viticulture, was established with a share capital of £168,000.  
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Figure 1. Historical Grape Varieties of Tokaj-Hegyalja (18th–19th Century) 

 

Hungarian name 
Possible English 

equivalent 
Notes / Latin name / Identification 

aranyka szőlő Little Gold Grape Possibly local or extinct variety 

bakator Bakator Historical white grape variety 

fehér bogár White Beetle Name origin unclear, likely local 

fekete muskotály Black Muscat 
Muscat Hamburg or Muscat of 

Alexandria variant 

fekete purcin Black Purcin 
Possibly Purcsin or Putsinka, dark-

berried 

furmint Furmint 
Vitis vinifera 'Furmint', key Tokaj 

variety 

gerset Gerset Unknown, possibly extinct 

gohér Gohér 
Likely extinct or obscure; pale, early 

ripening 

gyöngy fehér Pearl White 
Possibly Gyöngyszőlő or early 

Furmint type 

hárslevelű Linden Leaf 
Vitis vinifera ‘Hárslevelű’, Tokaj 

variety 

hegyes török gohér Pointed Turkish Gohér Possibly a Gohér subtype 

juhfark Sheep’s Tail Vitis vinifera ‘Juhfark’ 

király édes Royal Sweet 
Probably table grape, possibly 

Csabagyöngye-type 

leány szőlő Maiden Grape Possibly Leányka or table grape 

malozsa gohér Malozsa Gohér Likely a Gohér subtype 

mézes szőlő Honey Grape Sweet table grape 

muskotály Muscat 
General term for muscat-type grapes 

(V. vinifera Muscat) 

nagyfintű Large-fingered 
Possibly same as Kecskecsecsű or 

another table variety 

petrezselyem szőlő Parsley Grape Grape with leaf shape like parsley 

porcin / purcin Porcin Synonym of Purcsin 

rózsás Rosy 
Could refer to pink-berried cultivars 

like Rózsaszőlő 

tömjénszőlő Incense Grape 
Aromatic, table grape, perhaps 

Muscat 

veres bogár Red Beetle Unclear identity 

veres furmint Red Furmint Rare pink-skinned furmint variant 

veres kecskecsecsű Red Goat's Udder Table grape, elongated berries 

 

By this time, the dominant grape varieties of the Tokaj-Hegyalja region had already taken 

shape – those best adapted to the local environmental and soil conditions. Leading local experts 

of the age, including Mátyás Bél and later Antal Szirmay, agreed that furmint not only produced 

the highest-quality wine but also the greatest quantity of aszú berries, making it the most 

valuable variety. It ranked first in the vineyard register ordered by Prince Bretzenheim in 1845. 

(Lippóczy 1975 pp. 164-165., Bartha I. 1974 p. 268., Bél 1984 pp. 405-406., Dercsényi pp. 13-

14.) While Bél promoted furmint and fehérszőlő (white grape) as superior, Dercsényi presented 

a different hierarchy: gohér, furmint, and fehérszőlő. The Bretzenheim ranking, meanwhile, 

listed furmint, hárslevelű, and balafánt, reflecting subtle shifts in varietal preferences. A 1804 
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decree enumerated all grape varieties cultivated in the Tokaj region. Notably, it included even 

those known to produce poor yields.62 (HU-MNL-OL-ZmLt-IV/1p-33.) The Chamber sought 

to coordinate and support private production, and its experts advised, for instance, that higher 

yields could be achieved by using nyirokföld (compact clay soil), which played an important 

role in vineyard planting. (Bél 1984 p. 393., Dercsényi pp. 1-2.) Reports from the Chamber’s 

vineyard inspectors regularly described the state of viticulture in the region, as well as yield 

quantity and quality. In 1788, in addition to unusually harsh winter conditions, they cited poor 

vineyard management and neglect of homolítás (soil mounding) as primary causes of the weak 

harvest.63 (HU-MNL-OL-E 87-131.cs.-13.kf. 1794) 

Despite these challenges, Tokaj wine retained its esteemed reputation throughout Europe. 

However, fluctuating domestic production, disorganized viticulture, the persistence of outdated 

practices, widespread fraud, and relatively high prices meant that mass trade of Tokaji wine 

was increasingly hindered – leading to declining revenue for the region’s inhabitants.64 

 

Conclusion 

 

After the fall of the Rákóczi War of Independence, numerous vineyards in the Tokaj wine 

region came under the administration of the Royal Hungarian Chamber. The Chamber's 

officials faced a formidable task: they had to take over a formerly private manorial complex, 

one that had been operated with a well-organized administrative background and extensive 

commercial connections, and now manage it economically under state control. The first few 

decades of state administration revealed that cultivating the fragmented, scattered vineyards 

under Chamber control was uneconomical, and that radical reforms were necessary. 

Meanwhile, the economic environment changed as well, and the volume of Tokaj wine trade 

steadily declined. 

                                                           
62. Some of the grape varieties listed include: Gömbölyű török gohér, Gerfet pap szőlő, Zöld purcin, Lendvai szőlő, 

Keresztúri szőlő, Boros bial, Fekete gohér, Alföldi gohér, Görbe szőlő, Boros furmint, Gacsély szőlő, Egri szőlő, 

Legyes szőlő, Zöld szőlő, Nagy völgyű rongyos Demjén, and Miskolci Demjén – eighteen varieties in total. 

Upon closer examination, it becomes evident that many of these grapes were brought to the Hegyalja region from 

other parts of the country, most likely for the purpose of acclimatization. However, varieties originating from 

regions such as the Great Plain (Alföld), Eger, Demjén, or Miskolc required different climatic conditions, and 

therefore likely produced poorer yields under the environmental conditions of Tokaj-Hegyalja. 
63 „Homlitas absulute necessarie fuerit”  
64 In the 18th and 19th centuries, both the Chamber and the urban magistracies regarded effective protection against 

foreign customs and fraud as one of their most important tasks. Abuses occurred in greater numbers especially at 

the beginning of the 18th century – so serious, in fact, that the Diet of 1715 was compelled to enact legislation 

regulating the rate of mountain toll (hegyvám) and the method of wine tithe collection. 
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The reform arrived in 1750, bringing with it a rational decision: the establishment of two 

large-scale vineyards whose production could meet the needs of the royal court, international 

demand, and local consumption. As wine sales – especially through local taverns – still 

generated significant profits, the Chamber also engaged in continuous and substantial wine 

purchases. In this context, it reacquired Tokaj’s most renowned vineyard, the Hétszőlő, and by 

the end of the 18th century had obtained several vineyards and cellars from the once exemplary 

Szirmay estate. 

However, the second half of the 18th century posed many challenges for the Chamber’s 

officials. Wine adulteration became rampant, and wine merchants and their agents – known as 

factors – routinely exploited their superior financial position, driving down the prices of 

commercial wines. Wine treatment and storage methods saw no real innovation, newer 

techniques remained unknown, bottling began too late, and the centuries-old traditions of 

viticulture remained unreformed. Nor did efforts to establish a capital-strong trading company 

succeed – one that could have supported the international trade of the otherwise high-quality 

Tokaj wines. A further disadvantage was the relatively high price of Tokaj wines – excluding 

the very special and inherently expensive aszú varieties. 

Yet beyond these serious challenges, there was one fundamental issue Tokaj wines – 

however distinctive their taste – had to contend with: changing public taste. Not only within the 

Kingdom of Hungary but especially in Western Europe – and even in Poland – the preferences 

of the bourgeoisie shifted. Consumers increasingly favored lighter wines, both white and red, 

as well as sparkling wines, which were becoming a popular feature of social events. 

These were the issues the Chamber’s administrators had to confront – problems that would 

have required continuous renewal and reform. Due to the local state of viticulture and wine 

treatment in the Tokaj region, the sluggish pace of reform, and above all the lack of significant 

capital investment, the international distribution of Tokaj wines stagnated, entered a phase of 

decline, and was ultimately only saved from total marginalization by two key factors: its 

historical prestige and the distinctive flavor of the aszú-style wines. 
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HU-MNL-OL- Magyar Nemzeti Levéltár, Országos Levéltár, Magyar Kamara Archívuma 

(Hungarian National Archives, National Archives of Hungary, Archives of the Hungarian 

Chamber)  
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Magyar Kamara Archívuma, Diósgyõri-Tokaji Uradalom Levéltára (Archive of the 
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