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and businessman under Communism—Wholesale business, problems with Communism—1989 
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Biography 
Jozsef Szentesi’s family experienced first hand the population displacements which roiled 
eastern Europe after World War II. His parents were of ethnic German origin and his family, 
excepting his father, had to move away from home in 1947 to make room for Hungarians who in 
turn had been forced to move out of Slovakia. His father was allowed to remain because he was a 
policeman and had Magyarized his name from Sauter to Szentesi. However, with the coming of 
Communism he was kicked out of the police and became a day laborer, working mostly for 
farmers. 

Jozsef grew up in poverty and went to school in Budaors and Budapest. He characterizes the 
history books he was taught from as “lying, lying and lying”. He wanted to become a clerk in a 
hotel office after high school but was refused, later discovering that with his background he was 
rejected because he was unlikely to use the hotel job to spy for the Communists. He became a 
waiter at a fancy restaurant until at 21 he had to go in the army, where he worked as clerk in a 
post kitchen assuring that the use of “Communist recipes” was exact. He was also a member of 
the army badminton team. 

When he got out of the army he progressed from manager of various food services, including 
restaurants, to owner of grocery businesses, then to owner of a wholesale grocery business. In the 
latter position, although very careful to follow the law exactly, he ran afoul of the Communist 
government, which bent the law to serve itself. After the changes of 1989 he ran a billiard room 
and then went into raising grapes and producing the wine for which he is now famous. He 
discusses how to make excellent wine. 

Circumstances of Interview 
Jozsef Szentesi was interviewed in his wine cellar in Budaors, Hungary. I had contacted him by 
mail from the United States after Mark Csepreghy, grandson of my translator Miklos Jakabffy, 
had secured his agreement to be interviewed. The purpose of the interview was explained to him 
both by mail and in person in Hungary and he was completely cooperative. Although he speaks 
some English, he was more comfortable having Miklos Jakabffy translate for him. 

Editing of the Interview 
I transcribed the interview, editing some of the text for grammatical correctness and to shorten 
slightly some of my comments. In no way was the meaning changed. The interview was then 
sent to Jozsef Szentesi for editing, but he made no changes in the text. 
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Thomas: This is Major Thomas, on November 17, 2008, and I am 
interviewing Jozsef Szentesi in Budaors, and let’s begin, I’ll ask 
you first, Jozsef, where and when were you born, and a little bit 
about your family, who they were. 

Szentesi: I was born in Budapest, in 1948, March 5th. 

Thomas: And your father and mother were Budapest natives? 

Szentesi: No, my mother from Budaors and my father from Zsambek, 30 
kilometers from here. 

Thomas: And were they also wine people? 

Szentesi: Yes, my father…… 

Szentesi: My parents are of ethnic German origin, and they were made to 
settle out by law in ’47. My father’s family had 8 children, 
including my father.  

Thomas: And they were made to settle out, this is after the Second World 
War, from Germany? 

Jakabffy: No, they were made to move away from here. This is an ethnic 
German town, this was to move the ethnic Germans out, to make 
room for the ethnic Hungarians who were ordered to move in from 
today’s Slovakian part of former Hungary. 

Szentesi: Only my father could stay here. My parents and all the other 
siblings of the family were made to move away from here. He was 
permitted to stay because he was a policeman and he made his 
name Hungarian, Szentesi is a Hungarian-sounding name, the 
original was Sauter. My father was kicked out of the place in ’51 
because he was not a Communist. My grandparents were one of 
the well-to-do families in Zsambek, they had quite a fair piece of 
land, which was all confiscated, so-called nationalized, after World 
War II, under the Communists, and my father had no knowledge of 
any trade so this is how he started his career with the police as he 
was the only one who was permitted to stay. And after he was 
kicked out of the police, he still had no trade, so he started to work 
as a daily worker, paid daily by farmers. He was doing farming, 
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anything. He had no land so he was working for daily wages. They 
were so poor that often he had not enough money to pay for the 
bus ticket to collect his salary, and the children were sent under the 
bed to see if there was the smallest coin in any of the corners. The 
smallest coin was 2 filler, 100 filler make a forint. 

Thomas: Could he have remained in the police if he had said he was a 
Communist? 

Szentesi: Sure, but he didn’t want to do that. He would not make any 
compromise. There were some who did. 

Thomas: Where did you go to school? 

Szentesi: In the first years in Budaors, for 8 years. Then in Budapest, it was 
the secondary school specialized for economics. 

Thomas: I’m specially interested in the kind of history they taught, that 
would mostly be in secondary school, the point of view of the 
history. Did you have history, and was it taught as the story of 
class struggle, the Communist philosophy? Do you remember? 

Szentesi: At that time there was just one history book for all schools. Lying, 
lying and lying! 

Thomas: Did you know at that time that it was lying? 

Szentesi: From the parents we know the real history and we knew that was 
the official story. 

Thomas: That’s what I have heard before. Then what happened when you 
got out of school? What did you do? 

Szentesi: After having earned a high school degree, I would have liked to 
become a clerk in a hotel front office. In school we were told we 
should learn as a foreign language, in addition to Russian, German, 
I was told to learn German because around us the German 
language was very common, so I learned German so today I have 
good German.  

Thomas: Did you also speak Russian? 
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Szentesi: After school, yes, but today I have forgotten Russian. Some words. 

Szentesi: So we had to pass language exams in Russian and German. And 
there was a test at that time to check people’s memory. There were 
16 objects in a chessboard arrangement, and there were different 
items’ names, and people could look at them for 3 minutes, then it 
was swept away, and people had to put them back up in the correct 
location. So I passed all the exams, including that one, and I was 
very surprised that I was not accepted. It was only years later that I 
understood that at the time I was applying they only took people at 
the hotel front desk who were expected to contribute to the 
Communist rule who would have reported, the Communists 
expected them to report, and looking at the family background they 
understood they would have no chance to have me integrated into 
their network, and this is why they didn’t even give me a chance. 

Thomas: You mean the position at the hotel front desk was a spying 
position? 

Szentesi: Yes. 

Jakabffy: Sort of, yes. 

Thomas: Had you been a member of the youth Communist organizations in 
school? 

Szentesi: I was a Pioneer, every child was a Pioneer, but Communist Youth 
Organization [in high school], no. 

Thomas: What did you do as a Pioneer? 

Szentesi: We were singing, playing, I don’t remember. To be a Pioneer, it 
was an inferior group, . so no politics there. If one is 12 or 14, 
politics is far from your mind.  

Thomas: But what about when you were older, what about the older youth 
group? 

Szentesi: Each Sunday the entire family got together, and the whole family 
was anti-Communist. I think it is understandable. At the beginning 
I was wondering why my family was blaming the Communists, 
and as my mind was opening up I understood more and more. 
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Thomas: I’m amazed, I’ve never heard before about your having to be a spy 
at the hotel. 

Szentesi: They have reported from people coming from abroad that the front 
desk was an important place, they have seen the meetings about the 
people, information about other people for the use of the 
Communists. 

Thomas: So what did you do then? 

Szentesi: I graduated from high school in June ’66, and after having 
graduated there was a 2 months’ summer work, a summer student 
exchange with the East German People’s Republic. Since I spoke 
German I was delegated, and when I returned at the end of August 
’66 I found the information that I was not accepted at the hotel 
company. So I went to the personnel department of the hotel 
company, and they said, “No problem, since you speak German 
and Russian and you graduated, so I will put you as a student 
waiter and have you start your waiter’s career at the Gundel 
restaurant”. 

Thomas: Were you expected to spy as a waiter? 

Szentesi: No, that was not expected. There was a big shortage of hotels, 
there were many waiters at the restaurants. 

Thomas: But Gundel’s is special. What was it like to work there? Were the 
working conditions good? 

Szentesi: Not the best, because Gundel was one small company within a big 
hotel and catering company. There were 4 businesses under the 
management of Gundel, and all the staff working in Gundel were 
the center of attention of the business, of the trade, because this 
was the most famous, the most appreciated catering company, and 
this restaurant catered the leading politicians’ receptions, as well as 
the receptions in the Parliament. Raza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, 
visited Hungary, and it was us serving in the Parliament. 

Thomas: So as a waiter you were serving at these big political functions in 
the Parliament. 
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Szentesi: I was only a student  

Thomas: But you still did that. The Gundel company was state-owned? 

Szentesi: All companies were state-owned.  

Thomas: Did you have decent pay? 

Szentesi: Students were not paid. 

Thomas: How did you live? 

Szentesi: My parents. 

Thomas: How long were you a student? 

Szentesi: One and a half years, as a student waiter. 

Thomas: And then you got paid. Was it good pay, reasonable? 

Szentesi: Yes. I left Gundel to work at another famous restaurant because I 
was not satisfied with the work and circumstances at Gundel. It 
was better. I was there for a half year and then I had to go to the 
army. I was 21. 

Thomas: Was that a universal requirement? Did all 21-year olds have to go 
in the army? 

Szentesi: Not 21, at 18 years.  

Jakabffy: Students were not summoned to the army during the study period. 
After the study had been completed or disrupted they had to go in 
the army. 

Thomas: Where did you go in the army, and what did you do? 

Szentesi: Szolnok. I was in the Hungarian national team for badminton. I 
was sent to Szolnok because I was good in sports and there was the 
so-called military team for badminton. 

Thomas: And who did you play? 
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Szentesi: Other East Bloc countries, like Berlin in the East German Federal 
Republic, Poland, Czechoslovakia, in Vienna. Russia, no. 

Thomas: Did you play the western countries? 

Szentesi: Austria was a western country, but mostly eastern bloc countries. 
The Hungarian badminton team was not among the world’s elite so 
we didn’t go far away. 

Thomas: And this was the main you did in the army? Didn’t you march or 
learn to shoot a gun, or guard something? 

Szentesi: They tried to teach me but I was a very bad soldier because I was 
very poor in shooting and everything. 

Thomas: But you were good in badminton! 

Szentesi: I was also in an office working for the kitchen, but in Szolnok 
there was also the air force there and there were 7 kitchens. There 
was a separate kitchen for the air force, a separate kitchen for the 
officers, a separate kitchen for the children of the military families, 
and there was a separate kitchen for the officers’ club. I was in the 
office. And all the cooks came to me for the documentation 
because of this stupid thing in the Communist countries, you could 
theoretically only cook by the recipe that the master cook was told 
by directions how many grams or milligrams of material to use in 
each soup or each meal or each dessert, and I was in charge to put 
it down that you take 2.5 grams of butter or whatever to use when 
you cook to prepare whatever. It was vital for the cook to have the 
proper amount on the paper because if you used more you were 
easily accused of stealing, of being an enemy of the society, 
looting from the people. 

Thomas: So it was a Communist recipe! But you were in the office. 

Szentesi: The office was an excellent place because I was free and……. 

Szentesi: I was treated very well by the staff and the people in charge of the 
storerooms for the food, because it was vital to have on the paper 
the right amount…… 
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Thomas: You were important to them. So it was a good job, so it was good 
army service. 

Szentesi: Every morning I started to work in the office, and at 4:00 p.m. I 
stood up and went to the gym, and there I did practice or exercise 
or whatever. Obviously soldiers were not always given weekend 
leave but I was on leave every weekend because every weekend 
there were competitions, not international but among Hungarian 
teams. 

Thomas: That sounds like not very difficult army service! How long were 
you in the army? 

Szentesi: Two years. But I was not sorry to leave. The army is far from me, 
it is boring. I stayed there because there was a new badminton 
club, and they wanted me to stay and to make me stay they created 
a position for me. Also I became the trainer in that club, for the 
younger generation, the youth club, of gymnasium age. It was 
interesting. My created job was to be the controller at the 
cooperative, it had different buffets, restaurants, serving or selling 
food. My work was to check the quality of the service, the 
standards of these places. I was young, 24 or 25 years old, and 
those places had young girls, and I would have been expected to 
put down on my report everything that was bad, but instead of that 
I put down that everything was okay (laughter). Because I was 
close in age to those girls, and I was not too ugly, we had a chance 
to talk as friends. If it had been an elderly woman checking the 
young pretty girls she might have found something wrong! 

Thomas: Was this cooperative all over Hungary or just in that district? 

Szentesi: That company that I worked for was only in Szolnok and the 
surrounding neighborhood, but there were cooperatives of the 
same kind around the country. 

Thomas: So you really have been in food-related business all this time. Even 
in the army you were in food-related business. How long did you 
do that? 

Szentesi: Very soon my boss found out that I was active, that I had different 
ideas, and that I was suffering in this job (laughter), and one of the 
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shop leaders got sick, so he offered me the chance to take over that 
shop, to run the business, it was a restaurant. 

Thomas: It sounded at first as if there wasn’t too much supervision over the 
cooperative job, but I guess someone was watching you, is that 
right? 

Szentesi: What you do not know is that there was supervision not only in the 
company but all kinds of controls from all different authorities, 
state, party, headquarters, and so forth, so there were many 
different controls around. 

Thomas: Was this oppressive, all these controls, did you feel watched, 
controlled? 

Szentesi: When you were working at a job for a certain length of time, you 
could shortly find out who and what companies and people were 
coming to control you, and you could find out the situation. 
Sometimes you gave some presents to the controllers. 

Thomas: So there were ways of manipulating the situation so that you had 
some control. 

Szentesi: Yes. There were certain people who couldn’t have been bribed. 

Thomas: So what did you do as the director of the restaurant? 

Szentesi: After about a half year the sick man recovered so I was moved to 
another restaurant, to an officer’s club, it was for all military 
personnel, even the police, the customs and the fire brigade. And it 
included those formerly of the KGB which after the revolution of 
1956 were given a new name, the Working Guard, made up of 
either party members or men as bad as the party members. This 
was a club only for them, and I was sort of the restaurant manager. 
They came there, many of them, regularly every day or every other 
day to drink, to play cards, to talk to each other, and there was on 
the upper floor a billiard table. There I noticed there were people 
even more stupid than fishermen. About the Worker’s Guard: 
going back to 1957, when my father worked as a daily worker for 
farmers, my grandfather had a quite large piece of land, it was 
between Budapest and Budaors, on the border between the two 
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places, which was obviously confiscated from my grandfather; in 
1957 after the Worker’s Guard was founded, the reliable Worker’s 
Guard people were given a sizable portion of my grandfather’s 
land, and my father was summoned by one of the Worker’s Guard 
people who was an exceptional person, because he was not at all 
interested in working on the new land. He came once or twice a 
year to collect some fruit. The arrangement was that usually the 
owner got half of the income and the daily worker would receive 
the other half of the income, but in this case my father got almost 
all the income. This was good luck for my father. 

Thomas: I seem to remember a scandal here in Hungary because one of the 
prime ministers was found to have been a member of the Worker’s 
Guard. 

Jakabffy: That was Gyula Horn. He was an officer in the Worker’s Guard. 
Even before that, he was in the Hungarian equivalent of the KGB, 
and the scandal was that he was in the unit that was shooting at 
unarmed peaceful demonstrators at the West Railway Station, and 
when a reporter asked him after he became prime minister “Were 
you in that unit?” he answered “Yes, and so what?”  

Thomas: So your father was working for a good Communist! 

Szentesi: So I was very surprised when I went to watch them play [billiards] 
to see one of the players push a ball which hit another ball and it 
went in the other direction, it seemed a funny game so I wanted to 
learn how to play! This is important for later in the story. 

Thomas: It is a fascinating game. So you’re the manager of the restaurant 
for the Worker’s Guard., and probably that was a nice job, they 
liked your place and they were pleasant, nice to you. 

Szentesi: Yes. I had a friend in Budapest who found another possibility to 
run a business in Budapest, and I was working with my younger 
brother, and we decided there was not that much income, although 
it was not a bad job, but I decided I would rather come back home, 
so I returned to Budapest. We operated this business in ’74. 
Another friend told me that in the next town there was another 
possibility to run a restaurant and it was even closer to our parents’ 
home, so we ran that restaurant for 2 years. In ’76 there was a 
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chance to start a private grocery, and I grabbed that opportunity. 
One could rent the room and the store was owned by the 
shopkeeper. And this is what I have done ever since, I am self-
employed. 

Thomas: This began under Kadar so small private enterprises were allowed. 
You rented the store from the government of the district, and you 
bought groceries and resold them So how did that business go? 

Szentesi: It was a good business, yes.  

Szentesi: After two years, my younger brother decided to open a private 
store himself, but I didn’t want to have employees, so I finished 
working at this store and joined another person who had a bigger 
store in Pest, in the city center, I started to work with him as a co-
owner. It was a hard job but we shared the income. 

Thomas: At that time you purchased food supplies from cooperatives or 
from private farmers? 

Szentesi: It was from private people. 

Thomas: So people could have private farms? 

Jakabffy: Well, it was officially called “around the house gardens”. 

Thomas: Oh yes. 

Szentesi: Partly we purchased goods from farmers and partly, like sugar and 
wheat, it was from the state. The poor quality land in certain parts 
of the country were not taken by the cooperatives because they 
didn’t pay for the cooperatives but they could be successfully used 
by private persons. But there were many restrictions during 
Communism, even if you were allowed to have a private business. 
For example, private store owners could only have one employee 
and 2 family members helping, but you had to say what 
relationship the family members were. There were other 
restrictions, not only about the opening hours and the turnover but 
also about how much you could own. You couldn’t own more than 
one flat, you couldn’t own more than one car, you couldn’t own 
more than one weekend house. 
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Thomas: Did you have to pay…. 

Szentesi: taxes. 

Szentesi: The tax was estimated. It was not that you paid 20% of your 
income, but somebody said that this store has so much income and 
so we order you to pay this much tax on the basis of this 
estimation. 

Thomas: Were the taxes high? 

Szentesi: It was much better than today. (laughter) There was no cash 
machine, no credit cards. 

Thomas: Were the wages you paid people working for you, were they 
controlled? 

Szentesi: No. There was something on the paper, officially, by the 
bookkeeper. At that time it was really not oppressive. 

Thomas: So it wasn’t a bad business, it made money, you could live, you 
worked hard but it produced income. 

Szentesi: It was much better than for an average person. 

Thomas: So how long did that go on? 

Szentesi: Two years later I started a private business again, by myself, only 
vegetables. I was in a fruit and vegetable store, it was a lot of 
work. I was traveling around the country to get the best. I talked to 
cooperatives, I talked to farmers around the entire company, so I 
was on the road a lot. Until ’81 you could rent a room or a store 
from the state or from the district council or something state-
owned, and you could run a private business there by permission. 
By ’81 they started to let restaurant people “contract”; that meant 
that while earlier you rented a restaurant from the district council 
but you were employed by the company, you did business with the 
goods of the company, you were the restaurant manager but you 
were working with the available material of the company….. 

Thomas: So you had to buy vegetables or whatever from company-owned 
suppliers. 
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Szentesi: Yes. Later, by ’81, you could rent a store and “contract” to operate 
it entirely on your own. 

Thomas: You could buy from whoever you wanted to. 

Szentesi: Yes. In ’84 these gradual changes led to your being able to run a 
private business or run a wholesale business. And this is what we 
did, my partner and I, we contracted with a cooperative, we paid 
them 3% of all the goods that we purchased, no matter if we made 
money or not, they got 3% , we were shopping and buying 
vegetables and fruits. Obviously we had to sell at a profit, but we 
didn’t pay a share to the cooperative of the selling value but of the 
buying value. 

Thomas: So you had to pay them 3% regardless of what you sold it for. 

Szentesi: Yes, yes. It was very good for us. Me and my partner, we were the 
first in Hungary to start such a business. I was very well informed 
because this is what I had done in recent years, I was in this 
business, so I knew where to buy and where to sell. Earlier this 
was not permitted. Earlier if I bought cabbage from one 
cooperative, I had to sell the cabbage only in my store, if I had sold 
the cabbage to another grocery store cheaper I would have been 
fined. But this was a new possibility to sell it to other groceries as 
a wholesale marketer. My partner and I were the first to be private 
wholesalers. 

Thomas: Let me get this clear: they were wholesalers. 

Szentesi: Yes. Until ’84 they were retailers. They were the first to change 
from retailers to wholesalers. 

Thomas: And that was more profitable. 

Szentesi: Much. The party suggested the government do something and the 
government would promulgate a new law generally beginning 
January 1st, and this new law began in January ’84 and I read about 
this new law in March. I don’t remember exactly when and where I 
read about this. 

Thomas: And you took advantage of it, you were the first to do that. 
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Szentesi: Yes. I didn’t think about it very long. I started my first wholesale 
business by July ’84, and at this same time the so-called economy 
control department of the police was founded. In two weeks I got a 
phone call from a friend that this newly-formed department of the 
police was interest in my activities. I had good friends everywhere, 
but lots of people saw that I was successful, and this department of 
the police was focusing their attention on me. Very quickly I saw 
that they were following me, and they were asking about my 
partners, and many people told me the police were asking about 
me. But I did everything correctly, But all of a sudden the police 
summoned me and told me I was doing capitalistic activities and in 
socialism capitalistic activities were not possible, so they accused 
me. But I pulled out all my papers and showed them everything I 
was doing was legal and clear. 

Thomas: Were they wanting bribes? 

Szentesi: No. It was much more serious. The next day it was in all the 
newspapers in the country, one of them put it on the front page that 
the biggest capitalistic money-maker of the biggest market in 
Budapest is in police custody and mentioned my name. Other 
papers just had a notice that this man was in police custody. 
Murders were not given such big play. 

Thomas: Were you under arrest? 

Szentesi: No, I was under surveillance and police were investigating. Very 
shortly the police closed my case and gave it to the state attorney 
and I was prosecuted. 

Thomas: But it was legal. 

Szentesi: But this was Communism. 

Thomas: So they could change the law at will? 

Szentesi: My case was given to the attorney, and after investigation they 
closed the case after 6 months saying no crime happened, I was 
innocent. 

Thomas: After all that newspaper publicity.  
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Szentesi: It was obvious to me that it was a punch to make me slow down. 
Under Communism there were possibilities but it was up to them 
to decide when and how. So we were always searching the 
possibilities. But I was like Sisyphus, rolling the ball up only to 
have it come back down. In ’87 I closed down my retail grocery 
business and opened an ice cream store—my wife’s family were 
confectioners. We were not expecting changes soon, didn’t have 
much hope, not even in ’88. As I remember no one saw the change 
coming. If I would have known! When we came to the political 
changes, we still had a family ice cream store. Then I told my 
partner, because I was in love with billiards, that we should start a 
billiard room. And then we started that in ’90, ’91. Freedom came 
all of a sudden, almost everything was permitted, so we opened up 
a billiard room and started to bring in billiard tables. 

Thomas: When the changes came, did it seem exciting, were you full of 
hope, did it seem like you could do more? 

Szentesi: Very much so. It was full of promises. There were many 
possibilities, but it would have been easier if one could have 
known ahead of time. We imported billiard tables from the U.S. 
and from Britain and people all around the country were willing to 
buy them. I was an activist in the Hungarian Billiard Association. I 
was traveling around the country and I was traveling around the 
world in this business and by changing business cards my cards 
were found by some Russians and they started connections with 
the Hungarian Billiard Association. They were interested in 
cooperating with us and because they had a special kind of 
billiards in the Soviet Union and satellite states, a special way to 
play, I suggested that we have a world championship of this kind 
of billiards in Hungary. It turned out a good business, it became 
very popular, and for a couple of years we could sell lots of billiard 
tables, we manufactured them, to the former countries of the Soviet 
Union. We bought second-hand tables in the rest of Europe and we 
modified these tables for the needs of the states of the former 
Soviet Union and we sold them face-lifted, so to speak. 

Thomas: This was for the Soviet kind of billiards. 

Szentesi: Yes. They had different ball positions on the table, and bigger 
balls. 
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Thomas: You are a real entrepreneur, aren’t you! That’s a compliment from 
an American! Are you still in the business of billiards? 

Szentesi: There is a complex which we purchased in ’94, there are a few 
dozen billiard tables, football fields and a restaurant, squash courts 
and a fitness center with exercise machines, so there are different 
businesses. 

Thomas: Do you like this business? 

Szentesi: Yes, but in the meantime I started to deal in wine, eight years ago. 
Now it is getting to be a little bit too much, everything together. 

Thomas: You’re ready to retire? 

Szentesi: Step by step. The advantage of the wine business is that there are 
only two employees. In the other business there are many, and 
each employee is a nail in your coffin. Actually I started with fruit 
gardens, but the fruit gardener left after three years and after that it 
was not profitable because it needed two people to do it. I’ve never 
started a business that wasn’t close to me. I don’t use a computer 
much, but I know what a computer is, but I would never start a 
computer business even if a friend would recommend that I start a 
computer business because I don’t feel it close to me., I would start 
a business which I could feel as my field. 

Thomas: I think that’s why you have succeeded because you like what you 
do, you’re interested in it whether it’s selling fruits and vegetables 
or wholesaling or growing. And almost all of what you’ve done is 
centered in the land, even the restaurant, that’s concerned with 
food. But tell me briefly about the wine business----what kind of 
grapes, what kind of wine------ 

Szentesi: As I have learned nothing from my father, I was trying to read a 
lot, I was asking people who knew about this business, and still 
today I am reading a lot about this. 

Thomas: Have you always drunk wine? 

Szentesi: Not so much before as now. I have not learned to taste wine, I am 
learning. When I think about what I did 8 years ago and what I do 
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now, there is a huge difference because one learns by experience. 
A couple of years ago I was asking people for advice about what to 
do and how to do it. And now in some cases the people I was 
asking for advice come to me and ask me how I do this and that. 
The most important thing in the wine business is low yields. That 
means in the spring one grape would start ten vines. 

Szentesi: I could have ten kilos on one vine or much less as well. My wines 
have 0.5 kilo per vine. Usually other people have 2 kilos per vine 
or 5 or it is possible to get 10. It means 3, 4, 5 bunches on one 
vine, it depends on how large the bunches are. Other people have 
much more. The quality depends on the yield. 

Thomas: Why does low yield produce better wine than high yield? 

Szentesi: You make coffee. If I have 0.2 liter water, I put in one spoonful of 
coffee, I pour in water, then more water, water. Which is the best 
coffee? If I have from one vine only 2, 3 or 5 bunches, all elements 
from the soil go into 5 bunches or 4 bunches instead of 50 or 30 or 
100 bunches, the wine is much more concentrated. 

Thomas: Yes, as in the analogy with coffee, when you add more water it is 
weaker, not good. The low yield means richer wine, or more body, 
more concentrated. And you use different kinds of grapes? 

Szentesi: Yes, I use a lot of variety, and I started to use all Hungarian 
varieties of grapes. Before, nobody has made for the last 150 years 
wine from this, because about 120 years ago there was a plague, an 
epidemic of the vines. 

Thomas: Yes, phyloxera. It affected the vines in France too, I think 

Szentesi: All over the world. I use sorts of grapes which were not grown 
since this epidemic. Indigenous Hungarian varieties. After the 
phyloxera they brought root stocks from the United States and 
grafted onto them, and the root stocks are resistant to the 
phyloxera. I make different wines than the people in the U.S. 
because I make the traditional way. I do not ferment the wine in 
tanks, I use natural yeast, natural fermentation, I put nothing in the 
wine, without sulphur. I use oak wood barrels. Whatever you do, 
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you should do it with honor and you have to be dedicated to what 
you want to do. Obsession is important. 

Thomas: Yes, very! Is there anything you want to add about the difference if 
any between life during the Kadar regime and now? 

Szentesi: I told you about during the Kadar regime I was put in front of the 
court for what was fully legal. Many people envied me because I 
was more successful than the average person. Today there are 
many rich people, and I don’t feel so much envy as before. The last 
2 or 3 years have been very difficult, partly because of high taxes 
but because there is more competition. So standards of living are 
going down rapidly and we cannot get the incomes we got several 
years ago, and now we expect even worse because of the world-
wide financial crisis and the Hungarian crisis. 

Thomas: Do you think there are more wealthy people because people are 
more dedicated to their work? 

Szentesi: There were 9-10 years of robbery. If you are in the production 
sphere, nowadays you cannot be successful without diligence, 
dedication. Earlier, if you did something well, you could build up a 
good income. These days, because of the competition, and because 
of the lowering standards, it is only those who are not only 
connected but also very diligent in their work who can be 
successful. 

Thomas: I wonder if now sometimes it isn’t how good the work or the 
product is but what people want and what people are told they 
want, that is, advertising. That changes the situation. 

Jakabffy: My question is, how can he be successful with the old traditional 
Hungarian wines because while I am very traditional, I understand 
with today’s standards the modern wines must be easier to 
consume. The traditional Hungarian wines are more demanding, 
you have to know about wine to appreciate it. It is not by mistake 
that Hungarian wines get appreciation around the world in wine 
competitions. But if you ask the Hungarian wine farmers how 
successful they are in international markets, the answer is low. 
Why? Because everywhere around the world I see the modern way 
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of wine making is successful because this is the standard, this is 
the advertisement, this is the result.  

Thomas: Sometimes I think it’s true, standards are lowered, people aren’t 
taught what’s really fine, what’s really excellent, in anything, and 
then advertising comes and sells lower quality things. So it’s a 
combination of lack of education and advertising. At least I guess 
this is the case. 

Szentesi: I think that in these days there is a big demand for quality products. 
If one makes a good quality wine, it is easy to sell. If somebody 
comes here from abroad, the foreign visitor is not interested in 
drinking cabernet sauvignon, because that would be available 
around the globe. He would be interested to see what would be a 
local wine, and if the local wine is of good quality then a visitor 
would be interested in that. People don’t come here to see the 
international stock exchange in Budapest. They come here to see 
the beauty of the Parliament building. 

Thomas: It’s like people coming who are interested in food, they want good 
real authentic Hungarian food.  

Szentesi: I asked him the question about quality because I have seen the 
demand for low quality. He said, yes, this is general in stores and 
supermarkets, there is a big demand. But, and it isn’t only him, 
others say too there is also a demand for quality. 

Thomas: In America drinking wine became more popular after the war and 
it began with cheap not-so-good quality wine. That sold the idea of 
wine drinking in general to a wider market. 

Szentesi: Another source of quality is where you buy the wine, because in a 
supermarket there is no proper storage of the wine or at least you 
cannot know if they have the time and the people and the room to 
store the wine properly. And you never know if the bottle of wine 
stands on the shelf for a long time. In the cellar as you know you 
don’t see bottles of wine standing. 

Thomas: I think it is time to stop. Is there anything else you would like to 
say about life in Hungary before ’89 and after ’89? 
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Szentesi: I can’t sit at home; I like work, I like to work. I have had a good 
life and I have a good life. When I look into the future I am sorry 
for my grandchildren. Why? I don’t know what the future will 
bring. A few people will decide about the work crisis or no crisis, 
or whatever. 

Thomas: Thank you very much for your time. 

[End of Interview] 


