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Introduction

Budapest, the capital of Hungary, 1s quickly
rising to the top of my list of Europe’s most
picturesque cities. It 1s two cities 1n one, split
by the Danube River into two distinct parts:
historic Buda on the west and lively Pest on
the east. In December, the city transforms into
a magical wonderland 1n winter, thanks to 1its
charming Christmas markets, twinkling lights,
and warm festive atmosphere. Here’s your
oguide to exploring Budapest during the holiday
season, ensuring you make the most of 1ts
sights, tastes, and Christmas cheer.
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Getting to Budapest

Budapest 1s well-connected to major European
cities by air, rail, and road. Budapest Fer-enc
Liszt International Airport (BUD) 1s the main
gateway, and from there, the city center 1s about
30 minutes away by taxi, shuttle, or public
transport. For those traveling within Europe,
train connections are efficient, arriving at the
Kelet1, Nyugati, or D¢l railway stations.

Once 1n Budapest, the city’s excellent public
transport system of trams, buses, and the metro
makes getting around a breeze.

Top Attractions in Budapest

Buda Castle and Castle Hill

Perched on a hill overlooking the Danube,
Buda Castle 1s a UNESCO World Heritage Site
with stunning architecture and breathtaking
views. Wander through the cobbled streets,
visit the Hungarian National Gallery, and
marvel at Matthias Church, adorned with 1ts
colorful tiled roof.

Parliament Building

This neo-Gothic masterpiece on the Pest side
of the river 1s an architectural symbol of
Budapest.

Fisherman’s Bastion

This neo-classical promenade 1s located near
Matthias Church and offers panoramic views
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of the Danube, Margaret Island, and the
Parliament. Visit at sunset for a truly magical
experience to see the city and 1ts bridges
1lluminate.

Széchenyl Thermal Bath

Warm up 1n one of Europe’s largest thermal
bath complexes. The outdoor pools,
surrounded by steam on cold winter days, are
particularly inviting.

Stephen’s Basilica

This magnificent cathedral 1s a must-visit,
especially during Christmas when 1ts square
overflows with its festive Christmas market.

Shoes on the Danube Bank

A sad yet poignant memorial commemorating
the victims of the Holocaust, this site 1s a
powerful reminder of Budapest’s history.

Budapest’s Christmas Markets

Budapest’s Christmas markets are among the
best in Europe, offering a blend of traditional
crafts, festive lights, and tasty treats. Here’s
what to expect:

Vorosmarty Square Christmas Market

Location: Vorosmarty Square, in the heart of
Pest.

Why Visit: This 1s Budapest’s most 1conic
Christmas market, featuring over 100 wooden
stalls selling handmade gifts, traditional
Hungarian crafts, and holiday decorations.
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What to Try: Indulge 1n kiirtdskalacs (chimney
cake), a sweet pastry rolled 1n sugar and baked
over an open fire. Pair 1t with a cup of for-ralt
bor (mulled wine) to warm your hands and
heart.

Entertainment: Watch live performances,
including folk dancing, choral singing, and
puppet shows.

St. Stephen’s Basilica Christmas Market

Location: Szent Istvan Square, 1n front of the
basilica.

Why Visit: Renowned for 1ts breathtaking light
shows projected onto the basilica’s facade, this
market 1s smaller but no less magical.

What to Try: Sample langos, a deep-fried
flat-bread often topped with sour cream,
cheese, and garlic, or a less-traditional
topping like Nutella.

Unique Features: The 1ce skating rink at the
center of the market 1s pertect for families, and
the market emphasizes sustainable practices.

Obuda Christmas Market
Location: F6 Square, Obuda district. Why

Visit: A bit less crowded than the previous
two, this market offers a cozy, local vibe.
Traditional wooden chalets and a towering
Christmas tree create a storybook ambiance.
What to Try: Don’t miss the hearty goulash

served 1n bread bowls, a Hungarian classic.
Entertainment: Enjoy free concerts, horse-
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drawn carriage rides, and an 1ce skating rink.

City Park Ice Rink & Vajdahunyad Castle
Market

Location: Varosliget (City Park), near Heroes’
Square.

Why Visit: Combine shopping with a glide on
Europe’s largest outdoor 1ce rink, set against
the stunning backdrop of Vajdahunyad Castle.

What to Try: Warm up with a bowl of halasz-1¢
(fisherman’s soup) or sweet treats like bejgh (a
traditional Christmas roll filled with poppy
seeds or walnuts).

Family-Friendly: The castle often hosts a
children’s Christmas village with interactive
activities.

Gozsdu Courtyard Christmas Market

Location: Gozsdu Udvar, 1in the Jewish
Quarter.

Why Visit: A trendy alternative to traditional
markets, this spot 1s known for 1ts artisan
og00ds, mternational cuisine, and lively
atmosphere.

What to Try: International street food alongside
Hungarian classics, and craft beers from local
breweries.
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Must-Try Hungarian Christmas Treats

Food 1s at the heart of Hungarian Christmas
celebrations. Here are some snacks to savor:

Kiurtoskalacs (Chimney Cake): Enjoy this
sweet, spiral-shaped dough coated with sugar
and roasted on an open fire to perfection.

Forralt Bor (Mulled Wine): Warm, spiced wine
in red or white varieties.

Palinka: A potent fruit brandy, ideal for braving
the winter chill.

Langos: A crispy fried dough snack, often
topped with savory or sweet toppings.

Flodni: A layered Jewish pastry with poppy
seeds, apple, and walnut fillings.

Bejgli: A festive roll traditionally filled with
poppy seeds or walnuts.

Exploring Budapest Beyond the Markets

Budapest has much more to offer than just
Christmas markets. Here are additional
activities to round out your visit:

Cruise on the Danube

A river cruise offers a spectacular view of
Budapest’s landmarks 1lluminated at night.

Win-
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ter cruises often include warm blankets and
mulled wine.

Ride Tram #2

Dubbed one of the most scenic tram routes 1n
the world, Tram #2 runs along the Danube,
offering views of the Parliament, Buda Castle,
and Gellert Hill. During December, the
Christmas tram 1s decorated with thousands of
twinkling lights, adding a festive touch.

Explore the Jewish Quarter

This vibrant neighborhood 1s home to the Great
Synagogue, ruin pubs, and unique street art.
Visit Szimpla Kert, a quirky ruin bar, for an
unforgettable experience. A “ruin” pub 1s a
relatively new concept in town. The pop-up
bars f1ll the empty space, often 1n ruins,
between two buildings. Typically decorated
with graffiti, quirky fixtures, and rough
fixtures, they offer a unique experience and a
fun way to spend the late evening hours.

Visit the Gellért Spa

While Szechenyi 1s more famous, Gellert Spa
offers an Art Nouveau ambiance that’s equally
relaxing.

Shop at the Great Market Hall This indoor
market 1s perfect for picking up Hungarian
spices, wines, and traditional souvenirs.
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Practical Tips for Visiting Budapest at
Christmas

Currency: Hungary uses the Hungarian Forint
(HUF). While most markets accept cards,

carrying cash 1s advisable for smaller
purchases. $1 USA =~400 HUF.

Weather: Expect chilly temperatures, often
hovering around freezing. Dress 1n layers and
bring waterproof shoes.

Language: While Hungarian 1s the official
language, English 1s widely spoken and
clearly understood in tourist areas.

Timing: Markets typically open
mid-November until New Year’s Eve.
Weekdays are less crowded than weekends.

To wrap 1t up, Budapest during the Christmas
season 1s a feast for the senses. Its grand
architecture, warm festive spirit, and rich
culinary traditions make 1t an unforgettable
destination. Whether you’re sipping mulled
wine at Vorosmarty Square, skating in front of
St. Stephen’s Basilica, or soaking 1n the thermal
baths after a day of sightseeing, the city
promises a magical holiday experience.

Pack your warmest coat and come prepared to
fall in love with Budapest—its Christmas
charm will leave you with memories to cherish
for a lifetime.
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