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A note from the Editor 
     I am very pleased to report that our General Bauer Memorial Project is coming along 

very well. The IHMHPS has raised more than the goal amount – a total of $1725.00.  

The latest news is even more fantastic: on December 9th, the Hungarian National     

Heritage Committee passed a law – the result of our work – that General Bauer’s grave 

will from now on be officially protected as a national sanctuary. 

     A firm has been selected to do the restoration work, which will begin in early May of 

2014, and the 29th of that month has been tentatively scheduled for the unveiling     

ceremony. 

     This joint project between the IHMHPS and the Hungarian Ministry of Defence is 

truly an inspiring endeavour, and I sincerely thank everyone who has so generously  

donated to this project – your support has not only helped make this possible, it is also 

reassuring proof of the progressive and cooperative spirit of the IHMHPS.  I would like 

to thank our project team-leader Ákos Bíró especially, who exemplifies the dedication 

and commitment we value so highly. 

     We will cover all of the news about the General Bauer Memorial Project in the   

Magyar Front. 
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The Forgotten War Project 
 

      This issue’s article by Péter Orincsay is the foundation for our next IHMHPS 2014-2018 centenary project. This one will 

be a little different form that of the General Bauer Memorial, as it will be a work in progress, over a longer period of time. 

     Péter and I have been chatting a lot about things like “fate” and “destiny” when it comes to our fascination with the past, 

and I have no reason to discount mysticism from any realm of human endeavour.  However, as historical detectives we must 

approach the matter scientifically, and we can attribute unusual coincidences to the phenomenon of causality.  It’s a fact that 

these precious World War I images almost fell into his lap on the eve of the Great War’s centenary, and they deserve to be 

shared with as wide an audience as possible.  This issue of the Magyar Front is the introduction this project, which I hope will 

develop into a high quality book and one or more exhibitions of these breath-taking images. 

     These photographs feature such calm and natural beauty, juxtaposed with uniformed men bristling with their tools of war – 

which when captured on these glass negatives, were as silent as they are today.  I believe that this collection would generate 

very broad interest – to almost anyone interested in that era and geographic location.  A book published in German,          

Hungarian, Italian and English would serve a great many enthusiasts.  Such a volume would be costly to produce, so we are 

looking for the support of a publisher that would take on the costs (and therefore collect the lion’s share of the profits). 

     Exhibitions in major or minor museums, or anywhere else where historical photographs are shown, would also be part of 

this project.  Péter has generously allowed the use of his collection for such purposes, and has agreed to do so in cooperation 

with the IHMHPS – so we will all benefit from this worthy endeavour. 

     On the following pages you will see how a young officer carried his heavy glass photographs over incredibly difficult   

terrain – they must have meant a great deal to him.  After being forgotten for a century, that burden 

was taken up again by Péter Orincsay – let’s lend him a hand, and make sure that they are never 

overlooked again. 

     If you have any ideas regarding this project, or if you are able to provide appropriate contacts or 

advice, please contact us, and become part of the “Forgotten War Project.” 

 

P.Cz. 
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Boxes of glass negatives 

and Mátyás Bencsik’s 

promotion document. 
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Troops facing the challenges of the 

mountainous terrain. The photographer’s skill is 

apparent in this beautifully composed image. 



by Péter Orincsay 
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my father ask some key questions about them.  Whatever 

they were, I was certain that any 100 year-old negatives have 

historical value. 

     He replied quickly with the information: there were over 

300 glass negatives, stored in their original boxes, which 

were found in the attic of a house in Miskolc, in northern 

Hungary.  The house had been bought and sold many times 

since the end of WWI. The current resident had no           

connection to any of the previous owners, or to the negatives 

themselves (we tried to locate any possible former owners   

of the house through the Miskolc city archives without    

success) - the boxes were found when the attic was being 

cleared in order to rebuild the roof. 

     I made my way from Sweden to my ancestral homeland, 

     I have often wondered if there is really something like 

fate or destiny when it comes to my interest in military    

history and my collecting militaria.  My recent acquisition 

brought these thoughts to the forefront of my mind again – a 

unique collection of never before seen photographs from a 

slice of World War I life, fell into my lap on the eve of our 

2014-2018 centenary.  It is once more a great pleasure for me 

to share my discovery with my fellow IHMHPS members 

and the readers of the Magyar Front. 

     My part of this fascinating story began last fall, when my 

father emailed from Hungary, telling me that he knew some-

one who had some old glass photographic negatives from the 

First World War.  It was all pretty vague – he didn’t know 

exactly where and when these photos were taken, so I had 

Recollected Images of a Forgotten War 

The 1909 dated 

postcard sent by 

Mátyás Bencsik 

from Klosterneuburg 

military engineers’ 

school, in Austria to 

his father András 

in Miskolc.    
 

Becsik stands 

with his field gear 

and rifle in the 

back row, forth 

from the right. 

Mátyás Bencsik 

ORINCSAY COLLECTION 
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me first, then come back for the rest.  I selected five or six 

boxes, but they were still over the 10kg limit for carry-on 

luggage (I wasn’t willing to let them out of my hands for a 

moment)! 

     Instead, I began sorting through my clothes and personal 

items, and thought it best to leave those behind at my father’s 

house – and off I went with my shoulder-bag, (with my 

toothbrush in my pocket).  At check-in I did my best to    

pretend that my bag wasn’t heavy, as the young customs 

officer politely asked me to open it and put it through the    

x-ray machine. 

     “They’re just plain old glass negatives,” I said, as she 

smiled and let me carry on – I guess she must have already 

seen everything doing her job! 

     Soon my three year-old daughter was running towards 

me, as I left the arrival zone at the Göteborg Airport, and 

leapt into my arms as I put down my shoulder-bag. I was 

home, safe and sound with my historical treasure. 

     The negatives were stacked on top of one another – about 

twenty in each box.  They had been sleeping for almost a 

century, and today are pristine and unscratched.  Layers of 

dust sat on the top and bottom edges, so they needed to be 

and reached the house on the outskirts of Miskolc on a sunny 

September afternoon.  At the time I had no idea that this 

would be one of the most exciting photographic projects that 

I have ever been involved with.  The current owner of the 

negatives wasn’t interested in keeping them, however, she 

knew they had value. The negotiations were somewhat 

stressful, but eventually, after explaining my work with   

historical photographs and our IHMHPS objectives,               

I managed to acquire them all. 

     I had a quick look at a few of the negatives.  I had never 

encountered glass ones this big: 9cm x 12cm.  It was also 

clear that the photographer knew what he was doing.  The 

pictures were perfectly exposed and their composition was 

well thought out and precise.  Since I have been concentrat-

ing on old photographic images, I have learned how         

significant it is to be able to examine a large collection of 

related photos, and this one certainly is vast. 

     The sheer weight of all the negatives was more then I had 

expected, and I immediately started to think about the best 

way to transport them back to Sweden.  The 300 glass nega-

tives weigh 17.5kg, and altogether are about the size of a 

briefcase.  I decided to quickly go through them all and   

prioritise the ones with military themes and take those with 

Lieutenant Bencsik stands second from left, together with his comrades.  On the facing page, it’s clear that as a 

photographer, he didn’t shy away from difficult changes.  He documented his comrades on the Italian front in such a 

way that not only the spectacular terrain was captured, but also the gentle expressions on the faces of the soldiers.  

ORINCSAY COLLECTION 

Continued on page 8... 
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of Defence Alexander von Krobatin, for Reserve Lieutenant 

Mátyás Bencsik’s promotion to first lieutenant in active   

service in the 7th Pioneer Regiment.  Looking through the 

postcards, further clues were revealed about Lieutenant 

Bencsik. 

     The earliest dated postcard/photo was send by Bencsik 

from Klosterneuburg, in Austria to his father András in   

Miskolc in 1909.  Klosterneuburg was a military engineers’ 

school at this time, located on the Danube River immediately 

north of Vienna.  As a young man, Bencsik poses together 

with his fellow cadets in the yard of the building.  Another 

postcard reveals that Bencsik had two brothers - József, who 

was studying to become a teacher in Losonc, and Viktor, 

who lived with their parents in Miskolc. 

     Next came the task of scanning the negatives.  They 

couldn’t be put directly on the scanner bed, so I had to come 

up with a solution to frame them so that they could be     

handled like other types of negatives.  I constructed a custom 

frame from layers of heavy card and fitted it to the scanner.  

The scanned images were razor sharp and the details were 

simply astonishing!  As I had suspected, the quality of the 

exposures were so good that little work needed to be done to 

the scanned images.  

cleaned before scanning. 

     Glass-plate and old celluloid negatives always have a 

glossy and a matte side. The matte side carries the emulsion 

(sensitized with silver chloride) and should never be touched 

without gloves, so as not to damage it or leave fingerprints.   

I put each negative plate, with the emulsion-side faced down 

on a large rubber mouse-pad covered with fabric, while I 

gently wiped them off with a fine synthetic cloth.  

     Leaving the negatives in their original storage boxes   

wasn’t a wise option, so I made small envelopes out of acid-

free paper, stapling each side - chemicals in glue can affect 

the emulsion (museums tend to use similar folded envelopes 

to store old glass negatives). 

     Besides the glass negatives there were also a few other 

items found on the attic of the Miskolc house.  The cameras 

and equipment were sold some time ago, unfortunately.  

There were also a few documents, photographs, postcards 

and some old maps, however, which I managed to get 

thrown-in on the deal – now they will remain together with 

the negatives, and give us valuable information to help   

identify the photographer his military career. The most    

distinctive document is a large certificate, signed by Minister 

Bencsik sometimes directed his subjects - here mountain troops pose for the photographer. 

...continued from page 6 
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     The work of scanning the negatives took me about three 

weeks (working day and night out of sheer excitement) - I 

was enchanted.  The images were almost a century old, and I 

felt like a kind of digital archaeologist, treated to a high   

resolution glimpse of the past.  Each time the buzz of my 

scanner stopped, I felt as if the people who appeared were 

finally hopeful that their story could be told after such a long 

slumber.  I still can’t explain the depth of my excitement, 

and my gratitude that this slice of history has been shared 

with me. 

     Some years ago, I sent an inquiry to the Viennese repre-

sentatives of the Hungarian Military History Museum,     

regarding the military records of my great-grandfather who 

also served in the Austrian Imperial Army.  I recalled their 

efficiency and helpfulness, so I decided to contact them   

regarding Bencsik.  In a few days I received a reply and 

scans of two wartime award documents that Bencsik        

received. 

     These documents revealed that he had served from the 

very beginning of the Great War.  He entered service on the 

28th of July, 1914 and was sent to the Serbian front two days 

after.  A month later he was transferred to the Russian front, 

     Clearly, this was the Italian front, framed by breathtaking-

ly high mountains and peppered with snow-covered     

trenches and pillboxes.  Bencsik was not just documenting 

images of his comrades like most amateur photographers, but 

also the soldiers’ everyday life.  I imagined how he carried 

his camera equipment and glass plates high up into the 

mountains to photograph the heavy artillery as it was 

dragged through the deep snow.  He also captured the lives 

of the local alpine villagers, and many panoramic military 

scenes – even during their Christmas celebrations.           

Considering the complicated process of using an old-

fashioned cameras and glass plate negatives, Bencsik       

certainly went out of his way to get these beautiful images. 

     The quality of this collection of photographs easily    

compares to today’s standards of photojournalism. As a   

photographer, Bencsik had mastered every aspect of his 

equipment. The light and contrast of the snow-covered 

mountains is not an easy thing to successfully photograph 

(even with modern digital cameras), yet his pictures are full 

of detail.  For these conditions he must have used a series of 

colour filters to achieve the correct exposures.  He also chose 

his subjects very carefully, with an eye for professional and 

artistic composition.  

This photo illustrates the dramatic terrain - particularly unsuited to trench warfare. 

ORINCSAY COLLECTION 

Continued on page 12... 
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Lt. Bencsik and a re-creation of his medal group. 
 

Below: An example of spectacular alpine scenery. 
 

Facing page: Moving anything up the 

incredibly steep slopes was a constant challenge. 

ORINCSAY 
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was awarded that decoration on January 31st, 1915. 

     His earned his second award, the Bronze Military Merit 

Medal on War Ribbon with Swords during the period be-

tween the 2nd of October and the 26th of November 1915, 

and he received the decoration on March 13th, 1916.  With 

his men, he built a road along the mountain of Rattendorfer 

Alpe (on the border with Italy today) and “Worked with 

great skill, energy and determination under hard weather 

conditions, in order to finish the road before the winter set 

in.”  Bencsik also did important building work with his men 

between the 3rd of December and the 16th of January which 

was also mentioned in his recommendation.  

     Not much of the rest of his life and destiny is known.  The 

last dated document is the group photo sent from Vienna as a 

postcard from an army training school, dated September 3rd, 

1918.  Bencsik is seated near the centre of the front row, with 

his eyes looking in the distance, away from the camera.  The 

armistice and defeat of Austria-Hungary is by this date less 

than two months away. 

     So far, no further information has come to light regarding 

Mátyás Bencsik, and what happened to him after the war 

where he served for nine months.  On May 30th he was 

transferred again, this time to the Italian front.  They were 

written in old-style German handwriting.  I forwarded the 

documents to IHMHPS Austrian VP Manfred Winter, who 

also found the archaic script difficult to read.  Luckily, with 

help from his mother, Manfred managed to interpret the  

papers, and Mátyás Bencsik's heroic achievements were  

revealed.  

     As a young cadet in the reserves, Bencsik served together 

with his unit on the frontline, north of the village of      

Nagycsertész. (Čertižné today, in northern Slovakia on the 

border with Poland). Between the 26th and the 28th of   Jan-

uary, this area came under heavy enemy fire.  “During this 

time, Bencsik led his unit to build and strengthen the mortar 

positions, and kept them at a distance of 10 to 80  metres 

from the enemy lines, even under the hardest of               

circumstances. He motivated his men and led them          

successfully under all of these conditions.”  That was written 

by his commander in his recommendation for Bencsik’s First 

Class Silver Bravery Medal on the 30th of January. He     

...continued from page 9 

Light artillery could be easily manoeuvred in the mountains - this piece is being fired from an icy, wooden pillbox. 
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1915 Italy joined the Entente after promises of territories by 

Great Britain. 

     Italy had hoped for an initial surprise attack against the 

Austro-Hungarian monarchy and to quickly gain territory.  

Since the bulk of the Austro-Hungarian army was tied up on 

the eastern front, Italy had focused on advancing through 

some of the key the mountain passes, reaching from the 

Swiss border to the South-Tyrolean mountains, the          

Dolomites, Carinthians, and the Julian Alps in the east and 

down along the Isonzo River, all the way to the Adriatic 

Ocean.  At the time, Austria and Italy shared a 370km     

border. 

     A fatal hesitation on the part of Italy, perhaps brought 

about by the nation’s overzealous entry into the war in May 

of 1915, meant that the strategy of overrunning the surprised 

and disorganized Austrian troops was doomed to failure from 

the outset.  The attempt at breaching the defences on one of 

the many passes was quickly met by the quickly deployed 

Freiwillige Schützen (volunteer defence troops) in Kärnten, 

and the Tyrolean Standschützen (men aged over 45 and 

youths under 18 - too old or too young for active service). 

     Since Italy’s main offensive strength was concentrated at 

remains a mystery.  As this is an ongoing project, we will 

hopefully be able to fill in some of the gaps through further 

study of these incredible photographs.  

      The awe inspiring landscape of the Alps has fascinated 

people throughout history. The high mountains and deep 

valleys divided different regions and peoples, but also united 

them in a common alpine spirit.  At the beginning of the 20th 

century, the Dolomite region of the Alps lay between      

Austria-Hungary and the kingdom of Italy. These two      

empires had been at war many times, but for a long period 

they enjoyed peace and stability. Emperor Franz Joseph I had 

governed the Austro-Hungarian monarchy for decades - so 

long, that most of his subjects knew no other ruler. The  

kingdom of Italy was focusing its strength on keeping their 

country united, with ambitions to gain some of the territory 

of the Austria-Hungary.   

     Conflict was inevitable, and the Great War was supposed 

to last only until Christmas of 1914.  It developed initially in 

the east, far away from these mountains.  At the outset, Italy 

remained neutral, even though there were plenty of signs that 

this increasingly powerful nation intended to throw off    

centuries of domination.  Eventually, on the 23rd of May, 

A poignant study of life on the frontline - another example of Bencsik’s sensitive documentation.  Soldiers 

celebrate Christmas with a few apples, some sweets, postcards from home, candles, and a hopeful evergreen.  

ORINCSAY COLLECTION 



those suffered on the Austro-Hungarian side. The             

terrain was the enemy of both sides - the high altitude and 

avalanches set off by the artillery (that killed far more     

soldiers then actual combat), along with frostbite took their 

toll.  When the initial frontlines had settled, they only moved 

a few hundred metres during the reminder of the war.   

     The artillery used in this type of warfare was very limited.  

Ammunition was heavy and difficult to transport, and only 

the most precisely aimed shots had any effect.  Many projec-

tiles simply fell down the mountainsides and exploded.  By 

the time the Austro-Hungarian heavy 305mm howitzers had 

arrived on the scene, the war had ended. 

     Everyday life for the common soldier was not easy.     

The high altitudes made every effort more difficult, and the 

soldiers had to endure temperatures between -10 and -25 

degrees. Cold and frostbite killed and wounded many, as 

well as avalanches and accidents.  The men could be isolated 

by heavy blizzards for days at a time, having no contact with 

their own lines.  Shelter was very limited and many soldiers 

had to share space in the small cabins, and lack of food was 

common due to transportation difficulties.  Transportation 

was limited to mule, dog or man power during the bitter, 

forgotten war of the Dolomites.   
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the front along the Isonzo River in the east, the front in the 

Dolomites came to be known as the “Forgotten War.”  As the 

Italian offensive in the narrow mountain passes was held up 

by Tyrolean Standschützen, it quickly turned into trench 

warfare, as both sides dug-in along the mountainsides.  Many 

local mountain guides were recruited on both sides, who 

would familiarise the soldiers with the alpine terrain, which 

was at an average altitude of 1300m.  The officers assumed 

that the mountain guides would be loyal to whichever side 

they were on, however, they would often keep to their own 

traditions.  They were used to working together, and early on 

many guides from both sides would meet in remote places 

for breakfast or a chat.  They would rather help an injured 

soldier than kill each other, and they gave each other tips on 

the best places to be to avoid enemy fire.  But as the war 

progressed, these encounters became less frequent. 

     Initially the Italian Alpini or Bersaglieri (light infantry) 

troops that were sent to the Dolomites were well trained and 

equipped.  They made up for their lack of experience in 

mountain terrain partially through courage – after all, they 

were fighting for their nation – and partially through the 

sheer numbers of men thrown into the conflict. Consequent-

ly, casualties among Italian soldiers were far higher than 

ORINCSAY COLLECTION 

Dogs and small-scale carts worked more efficiently in the unforgiving terrain of the Dolomites. 

Facing page:  An old-fashioned communications solution.  Below: The badges worn on the soldier’s cap are 

represented here* - a souvenir badge of the submarine service; the mountain trooper’s edelweiss flower; a 1915 

“Christmas in the field” badge; a Viennese charity pin; and a 1915 Christmas themed regimental badge. 

FIRST, SECOND AND FIFTH BADGES: HERMANN COLLECTION.  THIRD AND FOURTH BADGES: PRIVATE COLLECTION  
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