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Choosing to live an hour’s drive on dirt roads through impenetrable forest, populated with bears and 

wolves, seems a wilful act, if not downright hostile.  

As we shudder through the eastern Carpathian Mountains of Transylvania, I imagine Count Tibor 

Kalnoky as a reclusive, Tolstoy-esque nobleman on his far-flung estate.  

 

Leaves of green, from sap to jade, envelop the mountainside. A roe deer flickers across our path. It is so 

wild that I am growing sceptical that human life endures, when we arrive in Korospatak. Here villagers 

still collect wood by horse and cart and work the land with scythes. Outside his “castle”, the count looks 

princely and benevolent, in an Austrian jacket with red trimming and a rounded Nehru collar. His boots 

are remarkably un-muddied. With him is his Hungarian sheepdog Donci, which is to say a moving black 

mop.  

Born an exile in Paris, Kalnoky, who trained as a vet and ornithologist, recovered some of his ancestral 

lands in Hungarian-speaking Romania after the 1989 revolution. He has since been working to create a 

conservation area, safeguarding the area’s environmental and architectural heritage and reviving its 

traditional artisan crafts. 

Kalnoky doesn’t actually live in the great house, which was converted from a fortress to a neoclassicist 

stately home in the 19th century. So far he has restored only the roof and the façade and, incredibly, uses 

it as stables. But it is lit at night, “so a visitor might think it’s complete”, he jokes. “The house is like 

Dornröschen, Sleeping Beauty, waiting for the prince to awaken her.” 

https://www.ft.com/content/83435ec8-782e-11e7-a3e8-60495fe6ca71?accessToken=zwAAAV3bQtbokdODQ17IeC4R59Oj6GBJX-bKcQ.MEQCIDMvbruCn9wq6dCyyF2yhKSguo_t0cW2Hwp-t6Y1YflMAiALEGZeHwab5yzNG-02c4fzYMR3VL2n2lC-Y-54L4VyIw&sharetype=gift
https://www.ft.com/content/bee8b052-3cba-11e4-871d-00144feabdc0
https://www.ft.com/content/9b460964-5c95-11e5-9846-de406ccb37f2


 

Kalnoky's home in Korospatak © Petrut Calinescu 

The count occupies what was formerly the estate manager’s home, with his wife and the youngest of his 

three sons. It is cosy with red walls, wood panelling and terracotta-tiled wood-burning stoves. “It gets to 

minus 30 in winter so we use them.” 

His father was aged three when his family abandoned their ancestral lands, he explains over tea served in 

a china cup and saucer. He speaks with a pan-European accent — neither French nor German, though he 

grew up in Paris. Under Ceausescu’s regime the estate was used as a collective farm, growing potatoes. 

The family crest, a bear with an arrow through its mouth, was concealed by a huge red star. A sign in the 

workshop still reads: “Discipline and order is needed from the lowest member of society to the president.” 
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In 1987, Kalnoky visited the estate secretly with his father. “I wanted to see where we came from, the old 

stones.” They found the estate not destroyed but “as if deep frozen since my grandfather’s time”. To their 

amazement the strangers were recognised. “They had never seen us but by the time we came out of 

evening mass there were several dozen people waiting.” 

The authorities got wind of the illicit visit and father and son had to flee through the woods. Under 

interrogation, the villagers did not reveal who the foreign visitors had been. They were “nostalgic”, which 

was natural, he reasons, given the starvation in rural Romania. “It was a dark time.” 



The young exile felt as if he had “found a lost home” and yearned to return. He would only have to wait 

two years for the fall of communism. It came just in time. The village was scheduled for demolition in 

1990, as part of Ceausescu’s “systemisation” programme, whereby small rural settlements deemed 

“illogical” were destroyed and their populations resettled.  

After the revolution, Kalnoky began a legal battle to buy back the family lands. He has since adopted 

local life with a foreigner’s zeal. He turned the family’s hunting manor into a museum of Transylvanian 

life and restored a dozen cottages which he runs as guesthouses. We sit on a floral sofa, among antique 

Saxon and Szekely furniture, salvaged from backyards “or bought from people chopping it up for 

firewood”. 
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“It’s all restored by our craftsmen. We tried to do everything in the original style because it’s been tested 

over centuries and found to be good so why should we reinvent things?” he says. “For me this is a 

paradise — to have wildlife, unspoilt landscapes without industrialised agriculture, heritage and gentle 

people that haven’t been touched by consumerism.” 

Despite its remoteness, this is not the place for a recluse. Outside, small boys aged between about six and 

12 bolt about on ponies, bareback, giggling and pummelling each other. The boys belong to a programme 

set up by Kalnoky aimed at persuading Roma children to stay in school. 

The boys — and some girls — train in vaulting, a terrifying form of acrobatics on horseback. After a brief 

warm-up, which involves aerial somersaults and a few crashes, the troupe show off their moves, springing 

on to a cantering horse, balancing in formations. One youngster backflips off the horse’s rear. 

In eastern Europe the Roma face discrimination and particularly terrible living conditions, usually living 

in slums with no running water, as in this village. 

The Order of Malta, the Catholic chivalric and humanitarian organisation which funds the programme, 

found that traditional social and education programmes often don’t work effectively with Roma, who can 

be suspicious of institutions. “They would drop out within a few months,” Kalnoky says. 



When the Order asked Kalnoky to start a programme that might hold the children’s interest it was a 

challenge. But his wife Anna had noticed something. “Roma love horses. This was the key,” she says. 

“Learning to ride was a gift for them . . . The Roma may even be born feeling love for the horse.”  

 

A Roma child shows off his vaulting skills on a horse © Petrut Calinescu 

As a reward for doing extra schoolwork, up to 45 children, following a hot meal and a wash, are 

encouraged to ride, learn to play guitar and sing. They also receive training in woodwork and weaving. 

Why not focus on academic subjects instead? “It’s difficult to make doctors or teachers out of them,” says 

Kalnoky. Some parents have taken children as young as 12 out of the programme to work as shepherds.  

The aim is to keep them in school until the age of 14 at least, and to help them cope with the frustrations 

Roma face, such as “constant humiliation and negative feelings and not being accepted as human beings”. 

Ultimately he hopes to restore the great house as a social centre for a larger group of Roma and other 

disadvantaged children. 

Some of the fruits of the loom are on display in the house — finely woven woollen, striped rugs. Anna 

uses an ancient Singer sewing machine, with a pedal, to make dresses and curtains. “Everything in the 

house is functional.” 
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We move from tea to Kümmel, in sherry glasses, the tipple of Tolstoy’s Prince Nesvitsky. On the wall, 

there are uniforms of the family Hussar regiment. In medieval times, the Kalnokys were charged with 

defending Hungary’s border against invasions by Tartars and Ottomans. Kalnoky seems deeply connected 

to his family past, often using “we” when referring to his ancestors. “That’s how our career at the court of 

Vienna started . . . ” 

Intermarried with Habsburgs and Lichtensteins, the Kalnokys are cousins of most of Europe’s royal 

families. The Prince of Wales is a distant relative — “We all are”. The two became friends in 2006 after 

discovering their mutual interests in heritage and conservation. Kalnoky restored a house for Prince 

Charles in another village, Zalanpatak, at his request, and runs a foundation and guesthouses in the 

prince’s name. “In French they say ‘qui se ressemble s’assemble’,” he says. C’est-à-dire, birds of a feather 

flock together. 
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Favourite thing 

Kalnoky chooses a studded 17th-century candelabra from the family’s antique glass collection. “It’s a 

unique piece.”  

It was a Kalnoky who set up Transylvania’s first glassworks in the 16th century and imported craftsmen 

from Bohemia and Murano, creating a village in the forest. When the factory closed in the early 20th 

century the craftsmen remained and about 150 people still live there.  

“That’s the village where I showed Prince Charles when he came here and on discovering it was founded 

by our common ancestor he decided to make his retreat,” says Kalnoky.  
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