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Culture

Exploring another Jerusalem 

Wine and tranquility kilometers from Hungary's southwestern border

by Kester Eddy

The rather grandly named "Citadella" international express - all four coaches of it - slips out of Budapest Déli station daily at 12.55 pm, to meander its way across western Hungary and - 250 km later - into Slovenia. Apart from Fridays, when it will be well-loaded with students bound for Veszprém and Zalaegerszeg, it is, sadly, likely to be rather empty. 
Indeed, the "Citadella" could be cited as a testimony to the questionable efficacy of European Union spending. For between Zalalovo and Murska Sobota, in northeast Slovenia, the train rattles across some nice new track work where the railway, closed in the 1950s, was restored some years ago - at a cost largely borne by the EU taxpayer. Yet when I took the train, it was carrying seven passengers, fewer than two per carriage, across the border. 

But if the spartan delights of eight hours and thirty minutes in the Citadella - there are no refreshment facilities on board - fail to encourage folks to visit Ljubljana, the Slovenian capital, the new link at least provides ready access to one of the country's closer if lesser-known treasures. 

For just 50 km across the border, beyond the tiny town of Ljutomer, the train swings its way through a green valley. On each side rows of pristinely-manicured vines wind around the hills, curving in unison along ancient terraces, the contours broken only by the white spire of a diminutive chapel here, the dots of a scattered hamlet there. 

This is wine country: specifically, the Ljutomer-Ormoz wine district, a secluded area between the Mura and Drava rivers which has charmed visitors for centuries. Indeed, crusaders en route to the Holy Land were so taken with the landscape, not to mention its wines, that they called the highest hill-top settlement Jeruzalem, after the city at the center of their quest. 

"I don't know what you call them in English, but there are a lot of lines, energy lines, that cross here," said Andrej Vrsic, head of the Ljutomer Tourist Office. 

Andrej had picked me up an hour or so earlier, and we were now just 2 km from Jeruzalem, negotiating the lanes in the darkness. Two seconds after his reference to Ley lines, as if by some divine force, the engine eerily cut out. 

Suffice it to say that, even if this potentially supernatural intervention was soon solved by tightening the car's battery lead with a very unspiritual wrench, it was easy to relate to the weary crusaders all those centuries ago. 

For the hills and valleys around Jeruzalem seem to bask in a near-mystical, peaceful atmosphere, never more so than at dawn, when the mists hang around the vines, and the sharp eye may catch deer retreating into the woodland for protection. 

But this was for the morrow. That night I put up at the Ozmec family tourist farm, back down the hill towards Ljutomer. 

The Ozmec place is the Slovenian equivalent of "Ye Olde Rustic Farmhouse" - except that most of the agricultural implements and paraphernalia have seen real use in living memory, I later learn. 

While the hard-working lady of the house, Vida Ozmec, offers me homemade bread to go with my buckwheat mash - a local delicacy - my eye is drawn to a sort of shield-like circle of wood with a nasty-looking spike in the center. Perhaps this area had not been all peace and light after all, for it looked uncomfortably like some of instrument of torture. 

"This was one of the first - if not the first - tourist farms in the region," Vili Ozmec, Vida's son, informs me. "In the old Yugoslavia, my grand father would not have got permission to enlarge this place for private tourism, not in communist days," he continued. "So he applied to build a pigsty." 

By now any concerns I may have had about the torture shield, or sleeping in a converted pigsty, were gently receding under the influence of the house wine, a mixture of four whites, including the ubiquitous Sipon, the Slovenian name for Welch Riesling, which every vintner in these hills seems to produce. 
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The next morning I shun the possibility of horse riding or angling in the Ozmec farm lake to visit some of the local wineries with Andrej. Miro Munda lives in Kog, a village to the east of Jeruzalem, near the Croatian border. Indeed, some of Miro's vines stretch down to the rivulet which marks the frontier. "My wife's relatives are over there," he says, pointing to some homes 300 yards distant, "and they fine you if you cross illegally." "How much?" I enquire. "I don't know, I've never been caught," he replies. 

The break-up of Yugoslavia was hard on Miro, who had been selling eggs, as he lost his local markets. So he moved into wine, teaming up with some Austrians across the border to share their marketing network. "The Austrians know us. This was the best wine region in the Monarchy," he says, as if the Austro-Hungarian Empire had dissolved only last year. 

The good burghers of Tokaj might disagree, but he has a point. His Sauvignon Blanc is delightful with the hearty food his wife has prepared. 

It's all very peaceful, but even out-of-the-way Kog has seen bad times. "The Germans built a line of defense from here, just above my home and over looking the plain at Varazdin," he explains. "I'd only just repaired the damage in 1991 when the Yugoslav civil war broke out. My house was hit again, only this time I've left the bullet holes as a memento," he says, pointing to gashes in the outside wall. 
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But we are running late for our next appointment, the Hlebec farm winery, a mile or so towards Jeruzalem. Milan Hlebec, 61, sells about 35,000 liters annually, mainly to restaurants in Austria, Croatia and at home. "Our philosophy is to re pre sent our own wine to customers. We go for quality, we cut back the grapes to produce only one liter of wine per vine, we have great soil and the microclimate here means warm air from the plain mixes with the cool [from the Alps]," he enthuses. 

Wife Vida offers more local specialties to go with a range of whites, which include various Rieslings, a Chardonnay and a splendid ice wine, which I rate the best of the day. The couple have benefited from EU funding, extending their guest rooms to a total of 17. Only April, it's early in the season, but the couple are already busy serving Austrian and German tourists. 

Later, back "home" - for my second night at the Ozmec farm - Vili is interested in how rival hostelries are doing, before telling me: "Everything here is home-made, you know, the sausages, bread, all the food and all the drinks. That's the law for farm tourism." It's as if I might be lured elsewhere should I ever revisit. 

The next morning, as I leave, Vili insists I accept gifts of wine and pumpkin seed oil - another special product of the region. "It's important for men over 40," he says. "It's so you will come back." 

And you know, I might just do that.

> Getting there from Budapest 

By road: Take M7 and route 7 to Croatian border, then two possibilities: either cross into Croatia at Letenye, take local road to Cakovec, and at edge of town take road to Ormoz. On the outskirts of Ormoz, turn right for Ljutomer. Alternatively take M70 to Redic border crossing directly into Slovenia. A good map is needed to negotiate the local roads in the Jeruzalem area. 

By train: As mentioned, it's a bit slow, but the "Citadella" - 12:55 pm from Déli station - will land you in Ljutomer Mesto station at 6:20 pm, or Ormoz 20 minutes later, for a return fare of some Ft 9,500. The return to Budapest leaves 10:46 am, arriving Déli 4:18 pm. (Ljutomer, with a grand population of 3,400, boasts two stations. For some reason the international express ignores the rather well-appointed station named simply "Ljutomer" to stop 700 m down the track at the somewhat forlorn Ljutomer Mesto. Use of toilets here not recommended.) 

> Useful links 

The local Ljutomer site was being renewed as this article was prepared. Ljutomer Tourist Office; www.lto-prlekija.si Slovenia Tourism; www.slovenia-tourism.si/ Click on "Towns" for information in English. Jeruzalem Wine Route; www.slovenia-tourism.si/ ?vinska_cesta=425 For accommodation, go to the Slovenia tourism site, type in Ljutomer or Ormoz, and hit "Accommodation". A page with some 20 inns, hotels, guesthouses and farms appears. Rooms in tourist farms are typically €20-25, with breakfast.

 

> Getting around 

While buses and trains run between Ljutomer and Ormoz, buses into the Jeruzalem wine area are scarce. Most inns and tourist farms will gladly pick you up at the station.

 

> Currency 

The Slovenian tolar (SIT) is fixed at €1 = SIT 239.6. Euros are widely accepted and will become the official currency from January 1, 2007. All banks have ATMs.

 

> Safety 

Public safety is not an issue in Slovenia. However, leaving valuables in cars should be avoided. Incidents of cheating tourists are rare.
