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‘Natural’ vegetation fragments often play important roles in the
reconstruction of the vegetation history and of the lost natural vegetation
of a region. This approach involves the risk that even if the vegetation of
an area seems highly natural, past human land use could have
transformed it fundamentally.

The area (the Nagykéros wood) is an historically important,
‘seeimingly natural’, wooded sand steppe, where the following questions
were studied: how natural is the pattern of the vegetation mosaic and how
natural are the component habitats? A thorough vegetation survey and a
detailed landscape, land use and historical vegetation reconstruction were
made. Regionally determined indicator values of the plant species proved
to be useful in estimating naturalness.

The habitats of the seemingly natural mosaic of the wooded sand
steppes at Nagykirds have been transformed by past human use. They
differ in their degree of human disturbance (the larger openings are the
more disturbed) and in their typicalness (woodland edges and grasslands
near the edges have the most specialist specics). Based on these results,
the nature conservation priorities need to be re-evaluated: instead of
closed woodlands the wooded steppe mosaic should be preserved.

Introduction

In Hungary, especially in the dry lowland regions, where pollen records are
scarce or absent, the ‘natural’ vegetation fragments play an important role in
the reconstruction of Holocene vegetation history and of the last natural
vegetation in the Sub-Boreal (Rapaics, 1918; So6, 1929; Zélyomi, 19451946,
1969, 1989; Boros, 1952; Jirai-Komlodi, 1987). During our field visits to the
sandy part of the plain (Kiskunsig), we have, however, often had the
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Fig. 20.1. View of a typical part of the wooded steppe in the Nagykérés wood
(Kiskunsag, Hungary). Dry grasslands and more or less open oak woodlands form the
dynamic vegetation mosaic. Though it seems natural, historical analysis pointed to
some important human transformations to the wood.

impression that even the ‘most natural’ areas had some fearures which could
not be of natural origin.

Jackson et al. (1988), Berglund (1991), Braun et al (1993), Mitchell
(Chapter 18, this volume) and Biré and Moln4r (1998) showed that even if
the vegetation of an area seems highly natural, past human land use could
have transformed it fundamentally and thus it is now far from its natural state.
Land use historical studies which interpret present vegetation features are
therefore important.

Available historical data sources in Hungary limit the time-scale of
detailed landscape historical swdies to the last 250-300 years, but for this
period there is a wide variety of information: maps, surveys, ethnographic
data, local historical sources and so forth. The task for the bortanist is to select
those dara that are relevant for vegetation history (Molnar, 1997). A large
selection of botanical data is also available from the late eighteenth century
onwards. In spite of the richness in data, landscape or land use historical
studies with the aim of reconstructing past vegetation are quite scarce in
Hungary (e.g. Rapaics, 1918; Zélyomi, 1945-1946, 1969; Somogyi, 1965, 1994;
Maijer, 1988; Frisnyik, 1990; Vidéki, 1993; Molnir, 1996; Bird and Molnar,
1998).

For the purpose of this study, a vegetation type was chosen which plays
an important role in the reconstruction of the region's vegetation history: the
oak-wooded sand-steppe (G. Fekete, pers. comm.). From several localities for
this vegeration type a site was chosen where the vegetation seemed the most
‘natural’. Another factor in selecting the site was that data on landscape, land
use and vegetation history were available in detail for the last 300 years. The
selected site is the Nagykéros wood (Fig. 20.1). The area is very species rich,
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and are only widespread because favoured by human disturbance {(Boros,
1952).

Study Site

The investigated area lies on the sand alluvial fan of the river Danul_)e, west
of the city of Nagyksros (19°40°, 47°05"). The central part of the fan is called
Kiskunsdg. This region has, under a subcontinental woode.d steppe cluna_{a fl
dry sand vegetation with meadows, fens and alkali lakes in the depressions.
The sand is highly calcareous, although in the investigated area the .surface
layers have been leached (pH 6.5-7). For general data for the region see
Pécsi (1989) and T6th (1996).

The Hungarian wooded steppe

The wooded steppe is one of the most typical vegetation ty.pes 'of Hux?gary
(Zolyomi, 1989; Zolyomi and Fekete, 1994). This vegetation is a ‘blome
transitional between the temperate broad-leaved forests zmd_ the conn‘nenmj
steppes (S00, 1929). A characteristic feature of this vegetation type is that
woodland and grasslands form a natural mosaic. Minor abiotic differences are
responsible for the development of the wooded or non-w’oodeq patches. The.
two parts of the vegetation are dynamically linked (Zolyomi and Fekete:
1994). In Hungary wooded steppes occur on loess, sand and‘aJso on allfah
soils, as well as on the warm and dry slopes of the surrounding mountains
(Z6lyomi, 1989). ) o

The sand wooded steppe of the Kiskunsig region is made up of the
following habitats (after Fekete, 1992):

e closed and open pedunculate oak woodland;

e white/grey poplar—juniper groves and other thickets;
steppes and semi-desert-like grasslands; and
in the depressions, wet meadows, fens and alkali lakes.

Vegetation of the Nagykérds wood

The plant communities of the area (Boros, 1935; Hargitai, 1937, 1940) are as

follows.

































