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After seven days in Hungary, we had come up with a new strategy. Look, my friend Suzy told me while forking a hunk of fried cheese in a crowded, glowing Budapest cafe. "If we don't eat so much at breakfast tomorrow, we will be able to eat more at lunch." Great idea, I told her, but really, I was paying more attention to finding the waitress to make sure it was not too late to order chocolate-covered cottage cheese dumplings for dessert. We had missed them the night before.

I waved the waitress over and she hustled past a table full of very loud Hungarian hipsters laughing and drinking the national Dreher beer. It was hard to take in the scene of the Amstel River Cafe and my plate of eggplant pâté at the same time. Thank God, I whispered to Suzy after the waitress left with our order, it was not too late for the dumplings.

Of all the remarkable surprises of touring Hungary, a place better known for its opera and Turkish baths, the food in this Eastern European country turned out to be one of the most delightful, and there were multiple delights to fill us up.

We ate hard-boiled eggs and crusty bread with soft centers on crowded buses filled with kissing university students and grim-faced old ladies clutching black handbags, as we rolled past colorful stone houses and green fields. We had delicious, spicy Chinese stir-fry at the lively downtown train station in Budapest. We ate cottage-cheese gnocchi with catfish in southern Hungary, dined on the softest, most delicate squid in the north, and chewed everything pickled in between -- cucumbers, cauliflower, cabbage. If it came doused in vinegar, we tried it. If it had cottage cheese in it, we ran to it.

This would go down in my travel yarns as the time I ate my way through Hungary. I did not set out to make a pun of the place. In fact, I knew little about Hungary as a travel destination before I decided to go there on a short break from my temporary base in Iraq. I had taken a poll among the international journalists while covering the battle of Fallujah in November. If you could go anywhere out of the Middle East that would be about halfway to the United States, where would it be, I asked them while the sounds of outgoing artillery shook our tent. Budapest. Budapest. Budapest. It was unanimous.

After being in Iraq for seven months, it seemed fitting to go to a country that is in a process of recovering, where there is a collective sense of hope and resolve. Hungarians have endured a painful history; they can look back through decades of bloody communist rule to a crushed uprising and, before that, the slaughter of 600,000 of 900,000 Hungarian Jews during the Holocaust. 

One of the poetic and symbolic monuments to the dark years before the country's historic free elections in 1990 is the statue in Budapest's Martyrs' Square of Imre Nagy, a reformed Communist who was prime minister during the 1956 uprising and was later shot by the secret police. Nagy stands on a footbridge looking toward the magnificent -- some say garish -- Parliament building that sprawls along the Danube River.

Today, the capital is full of life. Perhaps people are simply eating through the pain of recovery. Or perhaps they, like us, could not resist the heavy, homegrown, paprika-laced dishes or the fusion food that reflects Hungary's clash of cultures. (Note to my elementary school cafeteria back in Illinois: Goulash is a soup. That macaroni and hamburger dish you passed off as goulash was not the real thing.)

Hungary is a tempting destination in the winter, particularly when there is nothing natural to distract from the cold, hard lines of the architecture that draw you in like a favorite geometry teacher. 

When you walk down the street, you see no pretty yellow spring flowers. You experience only the plainness of the street and the lonesomeness of the 700-year-old crumbling buildings. You smell the bread from the bakeries, the chocolate in the subway station. You see the old, feel the ghosts, wince at the intrusion of the grateful future.

Some places you need to experience raw. Hungary is one of them. But if you are not a proud member of the long-underwear travel club, late spring and late summer, when the humidity has passed, are better times to go. With long, sunny days, you can tour comfortably through Wolf's Meadow Cemetery just outside Budapest, where the exiled Hungarian composer Bela Bartok is buried alongside conductor Georg Solti and other poets, writers and musicians. You can explore Margaret Island in the middle of the Danube River. Or you can take a ferry cruise on the Danube, the second- longest river in Europe, after the Volga.

During our December visit, Suzy and I, both members of the long-underwear set, settled for a cold hike up a winding hill to watch the city unfold from the vistas of the medieval Buda Palace, which now houses the Museum of Contemporary Art, the Hungarian National Gallery, the Budapest History Museum and the National Szechenyi Library. 

We donned thick mittens and hats to tour Pecs, about 105 miles south of the city, and Sopron, about 135 miles west. We were more than walking off our meals. We were walking the roads of a determined people who had survived hunger and fear. 

There are memorials, monuments and museums at every turn. In the smaller towns, few, if any, are translated into English. Sadly, Suzy's dream to tour Sopron's Museum of Forestry died at the door when we realized we would not be able to understand the displays.

We had better luck in Budapest, where I bonded with my grandparents' Lutheran roots at the National Lutheran Museum. An English-speaking guide was eager to show off the last will and testament of Martin Luther, as well as an intimate display of centuries-old Communion cups and other religious artifacts.

Budapest is divided into two distinct halves, the Buda side and the Pest side (pronounced "pesht"). We divided our trip as well, staying in and touring Buda when we first arrived and then Pest when we returned from Pecs and Sopron.

Buda is the quiet side, its culinary offerings similarly subdued, with the exception of the Ruszwurm patisserie, which dates to 1827. In Buda, we bypassed the museums and hiked long hills, peered up at the old church steeples and went into Pest to eat.

In the livelier Pest, we discovered cafes, bookstores and market squares crammed with people, tourists like ourselves and women in gray coats jostling each other at the pickle barrel of the corner market. This side of the city is home to the Opera House, the massive St. Stephen's Basilica, the city park, more churches, more museums and the train station, where we darted off for Pecs, a college town on the slopes of the Mecsek Hills.

We parked ourselves in the Art Nouveau Hotel Palatinus in the heart of the old city, with narrow streets that allowed us to explore neighborhoods cramped with stone houses with orange- and red-tiled roofs, their chimneys spewing wood smoke into the cloudy winter sky. 

As our guidebook suggested, if you only visit one place in Pecs, make it the Csontvary Museum, where the works of Kosztka Tivador Csontvary are on display in a simple upstairs museum, and a cafe downstairs offers live music in the late afternoon.

Hungary is a country that wakes up early and closes up early, as we discovered when an impatient waiter hurried us through one of our best meals in Pecs. It was 9 p.m. and we were the last diners left to enjoy the catfish swimming in a sweet paprika sauce, braised duck legs and shoestring potatoes (it would be an insult to call them French fries).

The next morning, in pursuit of a bus schedule to take us to Sopron in the north, we stumbled upon an indoor farmers market, which swelled during the noon hour with local diners and then emptied out for the shoppers. We took a culinary walk through the market, past vendors selling pickled cabbage, sausages and stuffed peppers. The market, which is open daily, is not a tourist destination, but it was one of our favorite places in town, and not just because we discovered the pleasure of large wads of pickled cabbage stuffed with hot peppers.

In one corner, a man in a thick flannel shirt peeled a crate of turnips, his hands moving quickly with the knife before he dunked the vegetables in a pail of brown water. Nearby, a toothless old woman with a knitted cap sat behind a gigantic blue bowl of stuffed cabbage, her white apron stained with the juices of her wares.

Armed with our tasty but smelly purchases, we boarded the bus to Sopron, a six-hour journey. Sopron is at the center of the western Transdanubia region that borders Austria and Slovenia. Its proximity to Austria meant that I could finally communicate with the locals by pulling out a bit of rusty high school German, which many of the shopkeepers speak so they can communicate with the tourists who invade the town in summer.

Hungary is not a country of English speakers, nor should it be. But if you intend to ask your innkeeper if the post office sells boxes so you can mail your Christmas packages home, be prepared to mime the box, then draw, flap your wings and say "U.S.A.," and be pointed in the right direction so you can repeat your theatrics at the crowded post office. 

Sopron is considered one of the most historic cities in Hungary, with 115 monuments and 250 notable buildings, all listed on a registry and marked by signs in Hungarian. The focal point of the town is the Holy Trinity statue, erected in 1700 over the objections of Sopron's large Lutheran population, who took offense at Kollonich's threat: "First I will make the Hungarians slaves, then I will make them beggars, and then I will make them Catholics." He should have made them cooks.

The symbol of Sopron is the Firewatch Tower, built by the Romans in the 1st century. The front of the tower looks out on the town's market center, overpriced pottery shops, and pubs and restaurants geared mostly to the summer tourists. For the first time in our trip, we were hungry in Hungary, and so it was back to the big city of Budapest, where we stumbled on the Amstel River Cafe during our first night on the Pest side.

Hungary is just packed with potential -- delicious meals, historic sites, outdoor jaunts. On our last night in Budapest, as our forks clanked like fighting swords through a shared dish of creme brulee at the restaurant Baraka, I realized the flaw in our plan hatched at the Amstel River Cafe, to go easy on breakfast so we could eat more at lunch.

There is so much to Hungary -- so much history, so much of it untouched and so much to explore -- that it is difficult to moderate yourself. In many places, you feel as if you are the first foreigner to see it, an explorer on a continent that you thought had been discovered. One bite is simply not enough. 
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Details: Hungary 
GETTING THERE: There are no nonstop flights from Washington to Budapest, but most major airlines offer connecting service. United and Lufthansa, for example, offer round-trip service via Munich for about $690.

GETTING AROUND: Taxis from Budapest's Ferihegy Airport to the center of town cost about $25. Don't expect your driver to speak much English; write down the name and address of your hotel to show the driver.

Car rental is expensive, so we explored by train and bus. Train timetables can be found at www.elvira.hu. Our three-hour trip from Budapest to Pecs cost about $12.50 one way. Travel by bus is often just as fast or even faster. The buses are similar to Greyhound's, but be warned: There are no restrooms and bathroom stops can be several hours apart. The two-hour bus trip between Budapest and Sopron cost $13.50 one way. For bus info: www.volanbusz.hu.

WHEN TO GO: Spring and early summer are the ideal times to visit Hungary, before the July-August heat kicks in. Winters are cold, but you can avoid the crowds and take advantage of off-season prices.

WHERE TO STAY: In Budapest, we stayed at the Art O'tel (Bem Rakpart 16-19, 011-36-1-487-9487, www.parkplaza.com) on the Buda side of the river, where the funky rooms serve as miniature art galleries for Donald Sultan, an artist from Asheville, N.C. Rooms cost $170 a night double. On the livelier Pest side, the touristy and eclectic Hotel Taverna (H-1052 Budapest, Vaci u. 20, 011-36-20- 460-2134, www.taverna.hu/?levelid=26&cikkid=169) goes for $225 a night during the busy season; the charm is in the central location and private bowling alley for guests. 

In Pecs, we were delighted by the Hotel Palatinus (H-7621 Pecs, Kiraly u. 5, 011-36-72-889-400, www.danubiushotels.com/hotels/hotel.php?id=34). The rooms are small and overpriced at $84 a night for a double, but you can't beat the location in the historic district. In Sopron, the innkeepers at the Hotel Wollner (Templon u. 20, 011-36-99-524-400, www.wollner.hu) charmed us with their hospitality and beautifully decorated rooms. Rates were about $100 a night double.

WHERE TO EAT: Our best meals were those we simply stumbled upon. Our favorites in Budapest were Baraka (1053 Budapest, Magyar utca 12-14), with Hungarian fusion food, with California, French and Asian influences. Entrees from $15. At the Amstel River Cafe (V Parizsi u. 6), the food is eclectic Hungarian with vegetarian entrees and sandwiches. Prices average around $8 to $10, with ample portions.

INFORMATION: Tourism Office of Budapest, www.budapestinfo.hu/en/index.html. Hungarian National Tourist Office, 212-355-0240, www.hungary.com. For online reservations and information about Budapest restaurants: Budapest Week Online, www.budapestweek.com/restaurants/index.html.
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