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Fruzsina Cseh 

The history of the wheeler craft and the wheeler domestic industry in Hungary 

Abstract of the dissertation 

 

I. The subject and aim of the research, preliminary studies 

 

Numerous studies, papers and comprehensive works are available about the Hungarian 

wheelwrights and their main products, carts and wagons. The earliest publications about crafts 

from the end of the 19th century investigate the guild relics. The first ethnographic works 

dealing with the rural vehicle production were written by Zsigmond Bátky and Ferenc Rezső 

Haáz in the 1930s. From the 1960s-1970s the social and economical importance of the guilds 

came into focus, and summaries were written about the guilds of a region, a county or guild 

relics collected in the museums. The Register of sources relating to crafts and guilds 

published in 1975-76 is a starting point in the research of the wheelwrights’ guilds. From the 

1950s more attention was payed to the social relations of the craftsmen living in the villages. 

Antal Juhász summarized the published knowledge about the wheeler craft in the 

Kézművesség [Handicraft] volume of Magyar Néprajz [Hungarian Ethnography].  

The price regulations, costbooks and cashbooks were used as sources by several 

authors, since they include technical details about vehicles, their parts, and data about prices 

and customers. Craft-dictionaries, land-dictionaries and ethnograhical descriptions deal with 

the terminology and toolset of the craft. From the 1950s several papers investigate the toolset, 

however in most cases the illustrations are missing, and the number of tools are not 

mentioned. 

We have data from written sources about the vehicles in Medieval and Early Modern 

times thanks to Sándor Domanovszky and Sándor Takáts. István Györffy summarized the 

literature published in the field till 1934 in the second volume of Magyarság Néprajza 

[Ethnography of the Hungarians]. Lajos Takács and László Keszi-Kovács also used written 

sources when studying vehicles of the 18th-19th centuries. Several works appeared about 

vehicles and their production in one region or settlement. The regional types of carts with two 

wheels and traps were examined by János Kovács, István Ecsedi, Mihály Márkus, Balázs 

Nagy Kálózi, Ferenc Bodgál, Imre Katona, Ferenc Tóth, Lajos Kemecsi and Attila Paládi-

Kovács. Production of parts of sledges, carts and wagons were described in the works aiming 

to boost the domestic industry, as well as in ethnographic papers at the end of the 19th century. 

The history of the research of domestic industry is summarized in the third volume of Magyar 
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Néprajz. When describing carts and wagons the main aspects are the following: raw materials, 

supplying and preparing raw materials, production of the wheel and wagon, product prices, 

types, measures and parts of the wagons, toolset and terms of the craft. We can learn the life 

and works of a wheelwright, and the types of carts and wagons of a settlement. Ottó Herman 

and István Ecsedi described horse-drawn vehicles and the methods of harnessing; Károly Túri 

dealed with the wagons of Cegléd, Ferenc Rezső Haáz with the wagons of Udvarhelyszék, 

Sándor Gönyey and Géza Vámszer with the wagons of Csík. Additional descriptions were 

written about the vehicles of Szentes, Atyha, Sárrétudvari, the Tiszazug region, Nemesládony 

and Tompaládony, Orosháza, Szentendre, Szeged, Hajdúböszörmény, the northern part of 

Transdanubia, Komárom, Kiskunmajsa. We know fieldwork descriptions in Halmaj, 

Mátészalka, Szatmár, Hódmezővásárhely, Cserépváralja, Nagykőrös, Szabadka, Csantavér, 

and Moldavia. Attila Paládi-Kovács examined in detail the farm-wagons of the so called 

Barkóság, Répáshuta, Palóc land and the Bódva valley. He dealed with the types of láncos 

lajtorja [a wagon type] and the summer farm-wagon in the northern part of Hungary and with 

their history. He summarized the types, the names and the spread of the parts of the wheel-

vehicles on the basis of the earlier researches. The articles in Magyar Néprajzi Lexikon 

[Dictionary of Hungarian Ethnongraphy] dealing with carts, wagons and wheelwrights were 

written by László Keszi-Kovács. Despite these works we still have to wait for a unified 

typology of the tools and vehicles.  

Regarding the school-books, the most elaborated ones are those of Károly Jordán 

entitled Bognár kisipar [Wheeler small industry] and Bognár szakmai ismeret [Wheeler 

technical knowledge], written for students of industrial schools. These books include the 

knowledge of the craft from wagon production to the production of the body. The richly 

illustrated books present the parts of the wagons and carts, raw materials, the processing of 

raw materials, the regional types of the wagons and tools. 

Despite the above works, however, – similary to several crafts – there is no 

monography about the wheeler craft summarizing the history and its technology on the basis 

of the already known and newly revealed sources. The historical layers of any craft can be 

investigated through the history of trade organizations (guilds and trade associations), tools 

and products. To be able to give a comprehensive picture, it is worth investigating the above 

mentioned aspects together. We have to explore the changes in the history of the craft through 

these aspects, and to highlight the coherences among them. The political and economical 

circumstances influencing the changing of the craft had an effect also on the professional 

identity of the wheelwrights. This can be caught in written sources as well as in personal life 
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histories. Beside the above aims the dissertation records the knowledge of craftsmen and the 

memories of a lost craft by summarizing its history. 

 

II. Sources and methodology for the research of the wheeler craft 

 

Most of the ironware catalogs, the registers of craftsmen and tradesmen and the 

journals of craftsmen are not explored. It makes the research difficult that these prints and 

series can be found in the libraries only incompletely. The registers of craftsmen and 

tradesmen can help the investigation of the small industry of single settlements, while the 

journals of the craftsmen offer data for the history of the wheeler craft at the end of the 19th 

and the beginning of the 20th century. We were able to improve the results of earlier 

investigations dealing with tools and parts by the help of ironware catalogs received from the 

son of the wheelwright in Ragály and found in the National Library of Hungary. The data 

found in the price regulations of the wheelwrights and the costbooks can be completed by the 

data of the cashbooks. We could receive informations about the prices of products, the 

changing of the set of products, the professional and technical development of the craft, the 

customers and the yearly workorder of the masters from the cashbooks of the wheelwrights in 

Tardona and Ragály written in the same period. It is possible to compare the number of 

wheelwrights in a settlement, more often in a region or county by using the data of the 

censuses and the statistics of the industry. 

Some of the investigated wheelwrights’ workshops are still in use, because the former 

wheelwrights have undertaken joiner’s work. During our research we described fully or partly 

remained toolsets and workshops in Tardona, Ragály, Kurityán, Borsodszentgyörgy, 

Kissikátor, Tiszaigar, Kisújszállás, Hajdúszoboszló, Csantavér and Topolya. We took photos 

with scales of the tools, and conducted detailed interviews about their production, purchase 

and use. The description of the work tools was completed by the data from the researches of 

non-ethnologists found in the archives of the Museum of Ethnography. The consultations with 

collectors of tools also provided useful information. While the masters could talk about the 

use and the history of their own tools, the collectors specialized in a type of a tool knew more 

details about its history and its different names. 

We completed previous knowledge about the main products of wheelwrights, the 

vehicles by the help of interviews made with former masters, assistants and owners of the 

carts and wagons in the above mentioned towns and villages and also in Mályinka, 
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Dédestapolcsány, Szilvásvárad, Járdánháza, Domaháza and Szabadka. We took photos of the 

vehicles and their parts which still can be found. 

 

III. Main results of the dissertation 

 

1. The chapter introducing the research history of the wheeler craft reviews the 

literature dealing with the field and the research methodologies. The papers describing the 

types of products, parts of vehicles and their raw materials were written on different levels of 

details and from different points of view. The chapter also summerizes the available articles 

and books by foreign authors dealing with the topic. Another category is published price 

regulations, papers analysing costbooks and cashbooks, and sources and papers useful for the 

research of the terminology and toolset of the craft. Quite a rich literature is available for 

studying the social role and the way of life of craftsmen. Finally, the chapter deals with 

explored or partly explored sources and possibilities of further research. 

 

2. After discussing the first written sources of the wheeler craft, the dissertation 

summarizes the names of the craft remained on the guild relics. 

 

3. The maps in the Kézművesség volume of Magyar Néprajz made by Ottó Domonkos 

on the basis of the Register of sources relating to crafts and guilds were a good starting point 

in the research of the wheelwright and wheelwright-smith guilds. By collecting the data from 

the literature the author of the dissertation completed the maps which originaly showed 54 

wheelwright guilds and 73 wheelwright-smith guilds. On the new maps there are 59 

wheelwright guilds and 79 wheelwright-smith guilds. The chapter describes the attributes on 

the wheelwright guild relics, and then summarizes the data found about the master pieces 

made during the guild system. 

It was fruitful to compare the wheelwrights’ price regulations by periods and regions. 

The first known wheelwright price regulation was written in Kassa in 1560. The prices of 

products were influenced by the price of wood and by other aspects such as whether the 

product was made by a wheelwright living in a village or in a town, and whether he worked 

for markets or for orders. We can find several data in the price regulations about the raw 

material of the parts of the vehicles and about their processing. The chapter describes the 

report about the job of the wheelwright masters written by Sopron County for the order of 

Maria Theresa in 1771. The report includes the prices of products and the time needed for 
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their production. The price regulations provide further details about the parts of the vehicles, 

for example the material and the form of the side of the vehicles. The differences between the 

price regulations can also be seen in the prices of parts of the vehicles. Some of the price 

regulations from the second half of the 18th century help us to learn the market zones. The 

simple vehicles with one or two wheels (barrows and carts) can be found in almost all 

counties. From these sources we can draw conclusions about the spreading of the following 

vehicles: hegyallyai szekér [cart from Hegyalja], furmányos szekér [a special type of cart], 

győri  és somorjai kocsi [wagons from Győr and Somorja], óvári és a baranyai kocsi [wagons 

from Óvár and Baranya], cseh oldal [a certain type of side]. 

In most of the counties the wheeler craft was a profitable profession. The charters of 

different incorporations describe how much share the masters and the assistants had in the 

price of the products. 

The guild system was finally abolished in 1872, however its breaking up started 

already at the beginning of the 19th century. The main sign of it was the establishment of the 

capitalist enterprises. The carriage works affected the job and customers of the masters 

struggling for independence and the quality of the products made for farm use. 

 

4. From the 16th-17th centuries the settlements specialized themselves for one or more 

woodworks for a while. The author of the dissertation investigated the changing of the 

wheeler domestic industry in a region or county by analyzing the available chronological data. 

The statistics about the domestic industry at the end of the 19th century were made by 

different aspects and it is difficult to compare them. In these statistics the wheeler domestic 

industry is often not separated from other wood works. The first statistics were prepared in 

1884. 

The author summarized the wheeler and woodwork domestic industry by using the 

ethnographic literature and sources. At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 

century there was an important woodworking domestic industry in the villages of the Bakony, 

and in the following northern counties: Hont, Gömör and Kis-Hont, Borsod, Heves, Abaúj-

Torna, Sáros and Zemplén, and we have data explored by ethnographic researches from these 

regions. The wheeler domestic industry of Baranya and Bereg counties during the 19th century 

is also noteworthy. The wheeler domestic industry of Transylvania was significiant even at 

the beginning of the 20th century, mainly in Kolozs, Szilágy, Szolnok-Doboka, 

Udvarhelyszék, Csíkszék, and Háromszék counties. 
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5. Trade associations were founded from 1884 onwards. The wheeler small industry at 

the beginning of the 20th century was specialized in towns, but it was still connected to the 

traditional needs and production in villages. As a result of the economical crisis at the end of 

the 1920s, the number of the small industry firms decreased, and the number of the industry 

workers increased. The decrees between 1948 and 1953 limited the activity of the small 

industry, and then from 1954 trade licence was given again for those who met the general 

conditions prescribed by law. Self-employed wheelwrights worked till the end of the 1960s. 

In these years more and more of them started to work in cooperatives or in industrial firms, or 

they have undertaken joiner’s work in their workshops. 

The statistics about the wheeler craft make the topographical investigation of the data 

possible. The first usable statistics appeared in the 1880s, however, when analysing them it 

still causes difficulties that the terms bognár [wheelwright] and kocsigyártó [coach builder] 

are not clearly distinguished in these years. We can rather investigate the spread of the 

wheeler craft in a historical moment by using one reliable statistics than analisying the 

demand for the craft in a longer period. On the basis of the Gazdasági Címtár [Trade 

directory] and the Helységnévtár [Gazetteer] published in 1892, and the results of the census 

in 1891 we can point out that in the last decade of the 19th century the wheeler craft was 

significiant in the middle, southern and south-eastern counties. According to the data of the 

trade associations in 1911, the counties with more wheelwrights were found in the southern, 

south-western and middle parts of the country. The map made on the basis of data from 1896 

shows that in the regions with more forests there were more people interested in woodwork 

and the production of parts of wagons – even in domestic industry. 

We have more exact data from statistics about the domestic industry only from the 

19th-20th centuries. At the beginning of the 20th century the role of the domestic industry 

decreased because of the development of the manufacturing industry. After 1910 the data 

about the domestic industry are no longer given by county; after 1930 also the data regarding 

the whole country disappeared from the statistics. 

We can investigate the number of inhabitants for one wheelwright master (working in 

trade association) on the basis of the data of the trade associations from 1911. The counties 

with the most wheelwrights could be found in one block on the south-western, southern and 

middle parts of the country. Regarding the wheelwrights’ number in Transylvania Brassó 

County is significiant. 

On the basis of the statistics and surveys we can not determine exactly the number of 

the wheelwrights serving the demands in villages and towns, since there were overlaps 
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between them. The self-employed wheelwrights learned the production of new forms and 

parts of vehicles, while farm-wagons and farm-vehicles were made in the carriage works, too. 

 

6. The social role of craftsmen is discussed by numerous ethnographic articles. The 

stories of the masters tell us about the role of craftsmen in the community and their close 

cooperation with smiths. The wheelwrights showed their separation from the other 

professions by using the attributes remained from their guilds and by their clothing. 

The programs, the educational publications and activities of the trade associations 

helped to strengthen the identity of the craftsmen from the end of the 19th century. This can be 

seen also in the poems and stories about the wheeler craft. We can find data about the assets 

and incomes of wheelwrights in inheritance inventories. Similarly to craftsmen, wheelwrights 

also invested their money in real estates, land, vineyard and house. Thanks to a description 

from 1860, we know the salary of the employers, also the wheelwrights of the estate in 

Mágócs. For the 20th century the author of the dissertation quoted data from ethnographic and 

historic papers, and from interviews of former masters. The wheelwright profession was 

profitable if the master worked well and received enough orders. From the cashbooks of the 

wheelwrights in Ragály and Tardona kept from 1958 to 1960 and in 1963 we can learn about 

the products made in these settlements, their exact prices, and we can compare the incomes 

and expenses of the masters. During the analysis we had to take into account the roles and 

circumstances of keeping and checking the cashbooks. 

From 1884 the education of the apprentices was controlled by the trade associations. 

The professional skills were still taught in the workshops rather then in schools till 1944. The 

dissertation provides detailed information about the education of the apprentices, the 

assistants and their wanderings on the basis of ethnographic descriptions and our own 

fieldworks. Moreover, the dissertation describes the order of learning the workprocesses, the 

daily works and the salaries of the apprentices and assistants, and the master exams as well. 

The loss of the craft happened step by step. The strong effect of the manufacturing industry on 

the wheeler and smith crafts appeared from the 1840s. The author of the dissertation analyses 

the changes in the wheeler craft and the loss of the craft through the ways of life of former 

wheelwrights. 

 

7. The chapter dealing with the tools fills maybe the biggest gap in the research of the 

craft. The former works only listed the tools. Drawings were published only in the earliest 

papers, later we can find photos of the same, rather typical tools (for example the hatchet of 
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the wheelwrights). The tool catalog of this chapter of the dissertation is illustrated with photos 

and figures, also the short history, the names and methods of use of the tools are summarized 

here. Furthermore, the chapter deals with the supply, the value and the German names of the 

tools. The question of the owners’ sign and trademarks on the tools was also neglected till 

now, although they tell us a lot about the history of the tools. During the research of these 

signs and trademarks the author of the dissertation used the trademark catalog set by Endre 

Recska, and for the descriptions and illustration of the tools the ironware catalogs.  

 

8. When describing the wheelwrights’ products the dissertation discusses the 

production of the carts and wagons in detail. It is not the aim of this chapter to set the 

typology of the vehicles in the Carpathian Basin. This could be the topic of another work 

because of the different descriptions from different periods. However, the author refers to the 

known regional types when needed. The dissertation describes all technics regarding the 

supply and processing of raw materials, the production and decoration of the parts of the 

vehicles known from the ethnographic literature and the fieldworks of the author. Several 

descriptions provide interesting data about the date of the appearance of new parts of the 

vehicles, for example the use of the back splinter bar, the iron side support and the iron axle, 

the changes in using the straight and the bent forage ladder etc. The wooden axle was 

followed by the iron one in the 1920s at the latest; the wooden side support was replaced 

gradually by the iron one from the 1930s. The dissertation provides data about the measures 

of the iron axles thanks to the ironware catalogs. Unfortunately the sources relating to the 

prices of the carts and wagons in the 19th-20th centuries are scarce in the ethnographic 

descriptions. These were completed by the author with the prices of the products of the 

craftsmen working in the Coach Builders’ Section of the Trade Association in Debrecen. The 

chapter describes the production of sledges, barrows, carts with two wheels, wooden grave-

posts and other products of wheelwrights. 

 

9. With the help of the above mentioned aspects the dissertation analyzes the historical 

layers of the wheeler craft, the process of specialization of the masters and workshops and the 

manifestations of the craft identity. We have the greatest number of sources related to the 

craft from the second half of the 19th century, and also from this time on came the period of 

the changes as a result of the appearance of the manufacturing industry and the 

mechanization. This is the most intensive period regarding the fast development and the even 

faster decline of the craft. 
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