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NATIONAL PILGRIMAGES, PILGRIM TRAINS 
AND IDENTITY-BUILDING

Abstract: The spread of public transport in the mid-19th century changed peo-
ple’s travel habits. It also brought change in travel for religious purposes, ena-
bling a new form of religious mass tourism to emerge. As the railways grew into 
a European network, distant shrines (as Lourdes, Rome) became more accessible. 
Long-distance pilgrimages were revived and grew to a mass scale, reviving or 
augmenting the popularity of some shrines. Special trains were organised for pil-
grimages within individual countries too, enabling new trends to flourish. Ethno-
logical research and anthropology of religion have paid little attention to this form 
of mass pilgrimage that is still alive and has ‘traditional’ forms in many countries 
of Europe. The paper analyses the organisation and itineraries of pilgrim trains 
and their influence on the shrines, as well as the spread of devotional forms, iden-
tity-building both within Hungary and internationally. It analyses mainly reports 
on travel to Lourdes and Rome at the turn of the 19th to 20th centuries, touches 
on the “Hungarian holy years” in the 1930s, and the organisation of pilgrim trains 
following the change of political system (1989-1990). 
Keywords: pilgrim trains, Lourdes, Limpias, Rome, Hungarian holy years, iden-
tity building, memories

The Hungarian railways network was built over half a century, in the second 
half of the 19th century. By the end of the century it had become a uniform net-
work and was connected to the European railway network through the neigh-
bouring countries. 
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Railway map of Central Europe at the turn of the 19th-20th century
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It was mainly economic considerations that determined the routes chosen for the 
railway lines, but the volume of passenger traffic also influenced the development 
of the railways. The new technical invention set new directions, opened up new 
possibilities for mass transport and also had a strong influence on society. Besides 
individual travel, already in the second half of the 19th century group travels were 
organised for various purposes. Among them pilgrim trains were operated with 
increasing frequency and for ever growing numbers until the WWII, taking pil-
grims to shrines both within the country and abroad.1 

Tourism anthropology and cultural anthropology research on the history of 
Hungarian railways has not yet examined the special trains and in particular pil-
grim trains. Even the sources have yet to be explored. Printed memoirs of pilgrim-
ages by train, written by people who took part in the pilgrimage represent a spe-
cial source on this subject. I used them in preparing this presentation. They record 
individual experiences and impressions, as well as the time spent at the shrine. 
They were written by priests or lay participants. The oldest travel diaries gener-
ally contain mainly the subjective impressions of their authors, while more recent 
ones also give much practical information on the journey, the accommodations 
available, travel (transfers, timetables) and often also portraits of the participants 
as well as the compulsory group photos taken in the sacred places. 

1 http://timelord.blog.hu/2012/12/01/az_elso_magyar_tarsasutazas#more4940091

József Dósa’s recollections of a pilgrimage 
to Rome in 1893

Pilgrimage from Csanád diocese to Rome, 
1893, for the episcopal jubilee of Pope Leo 

XIII (Dessewffy 1893)
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Participants in the pilgrimage from Csanád diocese (Dessewffy 1893)
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Participants in the pilgrimage from Csanád diocese (Dessewffy 1893)
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One of the important consequences of the appearance of the railways was that 
they expanded the range of sacred places that could be visited. Faster travel meant 
that people could travel to distant places without having to be absent from work 
for long periods. Moreover, the costs came within the reach of more people. As a 
result the appearance of the railways greatly changed and democratised the social 
scope of participants in pilgrimages. 

The traditional pilgrimages made in groups have always mainly involved the 
community of a single parish. Although they may be of different genders, ages 
and occupations, they are all steeped in and follow the same religious tradition 
and practice. 

However, people making pilgrimages by train in the past and today may have 
been recruited from different communities. The participants met for the first time 
when the train departed. The collectively experienced events of the pilgrimage 
formed them into a community, a “community of experience”. 

For a long while the organisers were priests, but their role was increasingly 
taken over by Hungarian and foreign travel agencies. The priests became mainly 
spiritual leaders. In the last third of the 19th century they were joined by entrepre-
neurs, urban and rural intelligentsia, and prosperous peasants. The nature of pil-
grimage changed: besides the desire for a religious experience, penitence, seeking 
healing or an answer to prayers, people also wanted to see the world, get to know 
art treasures (cultural tourism) and go sightseeing. This latter also allowed a limit-
ed glimpse into the everyday life of the country or region visited. While sightsee-
ing participants could see the shops, the range of goods on sale, the way people 
behaved, they could experience their goodwill or, on the contrary, their hostility. 
Right from the start pilgrimages by train were a form of religious tourism. 

The spiritual goal of pilgrimages, beyond the strictly religious content (glori-
fying God, veneration of the saints, seeking their intercession) has always been 
to seek a Christian, Catholic community experience. The motivation for partici-
pation may have changed. The religious motivations that dominated in the tra-
ditional community pilgrimages (penitence, pledges, vows) were joined in the 
train pilgrimages by a growing desire to see the world. The demand appeared for 
comfortable travel, full service as far as possible and the opportunity to see the 
main sights. This in turn increasingly influenced the physical environment of the 
shrines: accommodations for pilgrims were provided with ever better facilities. 
The religious tourist trip appeared with the train pilgrimages. Religious practice 
was limited to church ceremonies. We find tourists who want to see the world 
outside the church, to visit museums, go sightseeing on foot, get to know the 
culinary culture of the country they are in. These people were also demanding 
regarding their accommodation and travelling conditions. 

The shrines of macro-regional or international significance have always as 
it were held up a mirror to the individual and to communities small and large. 
In this mirror individuals and communities can recognise their characteristics, 
what they do differently, how they think differently from others. This recognition 
can make them aware of their identity with their own community and of their 
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differences from others. But it can also show the fundamental unity in the differ-
ences: the community and identical nature of the Catholic religion and its teach-
ing, the veneration of saints.

The structural content of the pilgrimage has also changed. Because of the 
more rapid progress, fewer songs and prayers were needed. It was only at stop-
ping places and not throughout the entire journey that pilgrims could come into 
contact with the local population. But new opportunities opened for seeing the 
world, there was more time, or simply just time to see the sights of the towns 
visited, especially where they had or have some kind of Hungarian connection. 
According to the travel reports and memoirs, the participants also took advantage 
of these possibilities. 

The mass pilgrimages also had, and continue to have an influence on the rail-
ways and on travel customs. Travel with a fixed schedule (departure, transfers, 
etc.) influenced the practice of prayers. 

Timetable to Lourdes, 1912
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The special trains also influenced the railways themselves, the way the carriages 
were arranged. From 1870 railway carriages became increasingly comfortable, 
and by the interwar years pilgrims could travel in Pullman carriages. People 
could also wash themselves on these trains. The costs were calculated for 1st, 2nd 
and 3rd class travel. 

Fares to Lourdes, 1912

Fares to towns in Italy and France, 1912
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From the 1870s students and their teachers setting out on youth pilgrimages were 
given big concessions. Passengers travelling first class received full service, those 
in second and third class had to provide for their own meals. Whenever possible, 
pilgrims on journeys that lasted several days slept in hotels.

Passengers in the different class carriages were confined together for long 
periods, even days, having their meals, sleeping and – as these were pilgrim-
ages – praying and singing together. The halts on the way and overnight stays 
influenced hotel and restaurant businesses and life in the settlements concerned. 
Memoirs place special emphasis on the foreign cuisines, unaccustomed ingredi-
ents, spices and foods tasted. Such comparisons usually ended with praise for 
Hungarian cuisine.2 

All this can be clearly seen in the many travel reports of pilgrimages published 
between the 1880s and the 1930s. After the Second World War, during the decades 
of socialism in Hungary the train pilgrimages ceased. Strong restrictions were 
imposed on church and religious life. It is only from 1990 and the decades follow-
ing the change of political system that we can speak again of pilgrimages by train. 

In this short article I shall sum up what we can learn from a few travel reports 
of journeys to Mariazell, Lourdes, Limpias and Rome in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, mentioning the special Hungarian material on pilgrim trains in the interwar 
years, and also drawing on the websites of pilgrimage offices after 1990.

Pilgrimages by train up to the mid-20th century – significance for 
Hungarians

A major factor determining the train journeys in the 19th-20th centuries was that 
most of them led to places that had for centuries ties with Hungary: Rome, Mari-
azell, Czestochowa. 

Rome, the centre of the Catholic world, Mariazell a Hungarian national shrine 
from the 14th to the end of the 20th century – the invocation of its miraculous statue 
of Mary is: Magna Domina Hungarorum. And Hungarians have ties to Częstochowa 
through the Pauline monastic order (Ordo Sancti Pauli Primi Eremitae) and na-
tional connections.3

In the 1920s-1930s participants on pilgrimages to Rome were inspired not only 
by their Catholic faith but also by “patriotic Hungarian national sentiments” ac-
cording to the organisers of pilgrimages. An almost ritualised manifestation of 
this was that on the way there the pilgrim train was stopped or slowed in North-
ern Italy, at the bridge over the Piave River as pilgrims threw wreaths into the 
river from the bridge. Many Hungarians died at this spot during the First World 

2 ifj. Dósa 1893. passim
3 Częstochowa (Jasna Gora) monastery was founded by Hungarian Pauline monks in the 14th 

century.
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War. 4 This became a regular practice on Hungarian pilgrimages in the interwar 
years. It is mentioned in all the travel reports.5 

Among the main churches in Rome the Lateran basilica was the most impor-
tant for Hungarians: it is here that the tomb of Pope Sylvester II is found. He sent 
our first king, Saint Stephen, his crown. This scene is recorded in a relief placed 
here in 1910 that is visited by all Hungarian pilgrim groups to place a wreath. 
Above the tablet Saint Stephen and Saint Ladislas can be seen paying tribute to 
the Blessed Lady of the Hungarians. This was placed by the Hungarian church in 
the anniversary year, 1900. According to our cardinal at the time: “our Catholi-
cism is fully compatible with our identity as Hungarians”.6 

4 Paulovits 1926. 11-12. 
5 Dr. Csikós Nagy 1933.
6 Paulovits 192. 12.

Commemoration of the Battles of the Isonzo and the Piave (Bilkei 1926. 10-11.)
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Christianity and Hungarian identity also became closely intertwined in the his-
torical consciousness of the Hungarian people: Hungarians regarded themselves 
as the bastion protecting Europe an Christianity in the struggle against the Otto-
man Empire.

The close connection between culture history and religion also has an influence 
on individual and collective consciousness. Individuals see and experience them-
selves as members of the big Catholic community. This gives them strength as 
they see that they are not alone in their faith and religious practice. And through 
artistic and architectural relics they are faced with the works of their predecessors, 
with Hungarian history that is also Christian history. The centuries-old itineraries 
and guidebooks changed, and from the 19th century guidebooks intended also for 
tourists began to appear. A fine example of this is the “Guide to Rome” published 
for the 1925 holy year; besides the sights of museums and churches it also gives 
useful advice on transport and the bureaucratic administration of the time.7 In the 
case of churches, it mentions all the sights and aspects of Hungarian relevance. 

7 Früchtl 1925.

Memorial tablet for Pope Sylvester II in the 
Lateran basilica, 1934; he sent the crown to 

Stephen, the first Hungarian king (AD 1000) 
(Azuros tájakon 1935. 52.)

Memorial tablet for Pope Sylvester II in the 
Lateran basilica, with a portrayal of the Blessed 

Lady of the Hungarians
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What kind of mental condition can be found in the background? Towards the 
end of the 19th century, and at the turn of the 20th to the 21st century a grow-
ing demand appeared for what could be called a Hungarian experience, for the 
strengthening of Hungarian identity. This is why it was important to seek out 
anything Hungarian-related at the sacred places mentioned. The late 19th century 
saw the emergence of the Hungarian bourgeois nation, a certain aspiration for 
independence from Austrian direction within the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. 
People wanted to show that the Hungarians are not second-class citizens of the 
Habsburg empire. Familiarity with the relics of Hungarian history could help to 
strengthen that feeling. These elements of consciousness were important for the 
group and train pilgrimages. Often they began to play a role in the motivation for 
participation and were not unrelated to the historical circumstances either. 

What are these circumstances in the first half of the 20th century?
After the lost First World War and the subsequent tragic dismemberment of 

Hungary the national content greatly increased: in the atmosphere of the time 
people could look for change and hope only to God and Mary, Patron of Hungar-
ians. As a consequence of the Trianon peace dictate, the country lost two-thirds of 
its territory and one third of the Hungarian population came under foreign rule. 

Guide for Hungarian pilgrims to Rome in the 
Holy Year 1925 (Früchtl 1925.)
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The national sentiment was deeply hurted. In 1925 separate groups of Hungarian 
pilgrims from the occupied territories of the neighbouring countries (Romania, 
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia) travelled to Rome. A large group also represented 
the Hungarian diaspora in America. Here, in the Eternal City, the Hungarian na-
tion was united virtually. There was a strong belief that the loyalty of the Hungar-
ian people to the Catholic church was a guarantee of their survival as nation. The 
Pope, Pius XI, also spoke of this.8 

A good example of the motivating force of national sentiment is the begin-
ning of Hungarian pilgrimages to Lourdes which was new and very attractive for 
whole Europe at that time. The first Hungarian pilgrims went to Lourdes from the 
Paris World Exposition in 1878. Here they saw that the shrine was decorated with 
the flags of many countries. They made a vow to send the Hungarian national 
flag to Lourdes. Their proposal was embraced in Hungary and in August 1881 
a committee was formed to organise the first Hungarian national pilgrimage to 
Lourdes. Later Hungarian pilgrim groups often had their photo taken with the 
Hungarian national flag placed at the shrine of the Virgin, the Lourdes basilica. 9 

8 Paulovits 1926. passim
9 Emlékkönyv… 1883. 118. ff.; Purt [1897.]

Ethnic groups in the Kingdom of Hungary, and the new borders after the First World War



204

Gábor Barna

The Virgin Mary as the Blessed Lady of Hungarians, Patrona Hungariae, can be 
seen on one side of the flag and the Hungarian arms with the angels on the other. 

Hungarian pilgrims in Lourdes, with the Hungarian flag taken to Limpias (Paulovits 1926. 271.)

Tenth station of the Lourdes Way of the Cross with the Hungarian arms (Paulovits 1926. 173.)
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The fact that in 1912 the 10th station of the Way of the Cross – visited with pride by 
Hungarian pilgrims – was erected from the donations of Hungarian believers can 
be attributed to the regular Hungarian presence. 

Lourdes exerted an anormous attraction throughout Europe. In Hungary too, 
Lourdes grottos and altars were built in many places or simply an image of the 
cave was placed in churches and private homes.10 The strong devotion to Mary 
was the driving force behind the visits to Lourdes and other shrines. Hungarians 
often mention with pride the fact that their country is “Mary’s country”: our first 
king, Saint Stephen, after the tragic death of the heir to the throne, committed his 
kingdom and people to the protection of the Virgin Mother. This is reflected in the 
donation of Hungarian flags to Lourdes.

Right up to the present this circumstance has given a strong Hungarian na-
tional content to train pilgrimages to destinations outside Hungary. 

From 1919, according to the testimony of several people the figure of Jesus on 
the crucifix on the main altar of the church in the small Basque village of Lim-
pias moved, its face and mouth moved and drops of blood fell from its forehead 
crowned with thorns. 

10 These were erected mainly by local religious confraternities, especially the Living Rosary 
Confraternity.

Prayer sheet for the 1925 Holy Year with 
an image of the Limpias crucifix

The Limpias crucifix in the Cave Church, Budapest
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“He suffered for mankind and showed again the terrible agony of death”, to 
awaken the world’s conscience.11 People from all over Europe visited the Lim-
pias cross in those years. But the Hungarians were the first to place their nation 
symbolically before and under the shelter of the crucifix.12 Some of the Hungarian 
groups to Lourdes or Limpias also visited the Habsburg family who lived in the 
vicinity.13 This is an indication that in the 1920s in some groups of the population 
sympathy with the exiled Habsburg royal family was also mixed with the reli-
gious motivations and national sentiments. 

The aim of pilgrimages to Rome was always to show loyalty to the Catholic 
church, the Holy See and the pope. This is confirmed by the fact that in 1925, 
the Rome Holy Year, seven national pilgrimages organised by bishops and dio-
ceses set out at different times to Rome. These were all pilgrimages by train made 
by hundreds of people in smaller groups (members of different orders, schools, 
Scouts, etc.).14 The beatifications and canonisations (Saint Peter Canisius, Terese 
of Lisieux, Bernadette Soubirous) added to the attraction of the 1925 holy year. 

In 1925, the first holy year after the First World War, and in the extraordinary 
jubilee in 1933 marking the 1900th anniversary of our salvation (the death and 
resurrection of Jesus), Hungarian pilgrims naturally performed the religious ob-
ligations involved in pilgrimages (visiting the patriarchal basilicas, confession, 
communion, prayers for the pope). But according to the evidence of the published 
reports of the pilgrimages, sightseeing, visits to the ancient Roman ruins, the ba-
silicas and the Vatican museum were important events. The books contained nu-
merous photographs of these places, including exhibitions in the museums. The 
aim of these visits, even to the ancient ruins, was to recall the memory of martyrs 
and saints, and to strengthen Christian Catholic identity through contemplation 
of works of art. However, Hungarian pilgrim groups consciously sought out 
places of Hungarian relevance at all these sites. For example, the Santo Stefano 
Rotondo, the Hungarians’ church in the Middle Ages, beside the Lateran basilica. 
Some travel reports noted that the Italians were in sympathy with Hungarians.15 
This can be attributed to historical factors: after the defeat of the Hungarian war 
of liberation against the Habsburgs (1848-49) many Hungarian soldiers fought in 
Garibaldi’s army for Italian unity.

In the 1930s there were so called holy years in Hungary. 1930 was the Year of 
Saint Emmerich, 1938 the Year of Saint Stephen, 1943 the Year of Saint Ladislas, 
and 1944 the Year of Saint Margaret. All these saints are members of the Árpád-
house the first dinasty of the Hungarian Kingdom. The faithful came by special 
train from different parts of the country to the central celebrations in Budapest. 
Special pilgrimages were organised in 1938, the jubilee Year of Saint Stephen, 

11 Paulovits 1926. 182.
12 Paulovits 1926. 185-186. 
13 Paulovits 1926.
14 A year later, in 1926 Dr. Sándor Paulovits, a Catholic priest published his recollections of the 

trips with hundreds of photos. Paulovits 1926. 
15 He does not give a reason for this, but the fact that a large number of Hungarians fought 

against the Austrians in Garibaldi’s army was a big factor.
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when King Stephen’s preserved right hand, known as the Holy Right Hand, was 
carried around the country on a train specially fitted out for the purpose. 

The Gold Train carrying the relics of Saint Stephen, Kiskunfélegyháza railway station, 1938

The Gold Train, Kiskunfélegyháza railway station, 1938
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Tens of thousands saw the national and religious relic at the stations where the 
train stopped. 

These years represented the high-water mark for pilgrim trains in Hungary. 
In the 1940s the Hungarian State Railways offered special reductions to the large 
pilgrim groups to several shrines. These images show the concessions for travel 
to Máriabesnyő and Sümeg. 

After the Second World War and today

After the Second World War and then during the decades of socialism pilgrim 
trains were not operated, either within the country or abroad. Only parish com-
munities organised traditional pilgrimages within the country, with waning pop-
ularity. 

However, after the change of political system a number of travel offices (Kár-
páteurópa, Misszió Tours) were set up with the aim of organising pilgrim trains, 
special trains along the lines of the old pilgrimages, to various shrines. Three of 
these have become a regular feature over the past decade. Their destinations are 

Train timetable to the Máriabesnyő shrine, 
concessions for pilgrims, 1941
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Mariazell (Steiermark, Austria) that has been visited by Hungarians for centu-
ries; the famous shrine of the Paulines (OSPPE=Ordo Sancti Pauli Primi Eremitae) 
in Częstochowa (Poland); and Csíksomlyó (Şumuleu), a 500-year-old Székely-
Hungarian shrine in Transylvania that was annexed to Romania after the First 
World War. The first Częstochowa pilgrimage by train took place in 1939 when 
the believers told thanks to the Virgin Mary in Jasna Góra for re-settlement of the 
Pauline Order (OSPPE) in Hungary.

The spiritual content of the train pilgrimages to these three places is complex. 
In addition to the religious motivation, other factors are Hungarian identity, his-
torical cohesion, visiting natural and cultural attractions. In late September 2013 
a special train took pilgrims to Mariazell, regarded for centuries as a Hungar-
ian national shrine, on the 650th anniversary of the pilgrimage made there by the 
Hungarian king Louis the Great (1342-1382). In addition to church people, the 
Hungarian president also took part in this pilgrimage. The Mariazell church is 
full of Hungarian relics: a statue of King Louis the Great stands at the entrance, 
another is the second miraculous image, known as the Schatzkammerbild (Treas-
ury Madonna), the gift of King Louis the Great. When the church was rebuilt in 
the Baroque age, Hungarian aristocrats founded four side chapels. It was here, in 
the chapel of the Hungarian King Saint Ladislas, that Cardinal József Mindszenty, 
the bloodless Hungarian martyr of a Hungarian national shrine, was buried. All 
this made Mariazell a Hungarian national shrine. 

In June 2013 the “Black Madonna Pilgrim Train” to Częstochowa was organ-
ised under the spiritual leadership of the Pauline monks, proclaiming the “spir-
itual renewal” of the nation. Częstochowa, a shrine close to the border of the old 
Kingdom of Hungary, was founded by Hungarian Paulines in the 14th century. 
The ties to this order have remained very close right up to the present. They are 
also strengthened by the traditional Polish-Hungarian friendship. This is why 
Hungarian can be found politicians among the pilgrims led by the Paulines on 
the “Black Madonna Pilgrim Train”.

After the change of political system (1990) Csíksomlyó, the Franciscan shrine in 
Transylvania, in the Székelyföld region soon took over the role of national shrine. 
Besides being the site of the traditional Whitsun feast, it became the symbolic 
place of the Hungarians’ will to survive: despite the nine decades of Romanian 
oppression the Székelys have remained Catholic and Hungarian. From the 1990s 
the shrine became a sacred place with an ecumenical character where some half 
a million Hungarians gather at Whitsun each year. For the past seven years the 
“Csíksomlyó Express – Székely Rapid All-Hungarian Pilgrim Train” has operated 
between Budapest and Csíksomlyó and its passengers take part in the Whitsun 
feast. According to the agency organising the travel, the motivation is the “uplift-
ing feeling of Hungarian togetherness, the beautiful scenery”.
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Summing up: Catholic consciousness, the feeling of belonging to the Christian 
Hungarian community and together, and Hungarian historical remembrance also 
play a major role. But a kind of nostalgia for the railways can also be seen in the 
case of all three present-day pilgrim trains. All these phenomenon are not inde-
pendent from the contemporary lifestyle, feeling to life which is determined by 
the historical situation in the given era. The 19th-20th century long-distance train 
pilgrimages besides strengthening Christian Catholic cohesion have also been a 
big factor in structuring Hungarian national identity and shaping Hungarian his-
torical awareness.

The Székely Express, pilgrim train to the Csíksomlyó shrine, 2012
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