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Sailors from the Royal Hungarian 
River Forces carefully documented their 

post-WWII salvage work - in English 
Stamped-brass 

album cover decoration 

(actual size) 



A note from the Editor 
     Not long ago, I found myself in discussion with IHMHPS member Bill Kondor 

about some militaria he was selling.  While describing some of the items, he mentioned 

an interesting old album, put together by a group of Hungarian River Forces POWs for 

their colleague and captor, an American lieutenant colonel.  Bill told me that is was  

particularly unusual, since the of the text in it, was English. We agreed that it was 

unique, and that a good home for it would be the Military History Museum in Budapest.  

I asked if he would consider its donation, but first to let me borrow it for use in the 

Magyar Front – we agreed that when I was finished its documentation I would forward 

it to the museum.  

     I spent the next couple of months going over the album – a hand-made account of 

four months of work performed by a handful of Hungarian POWs – the clearing of four 

demolished bridges which had spanned the Danube River.  The sixty-eight page collec-

tion includes a type-written account of the work performed, five large fold-out drawings 

and charts, ninety-five previously unpublished photos and twenty-one drawings and 

diagrams of the bridges and other related equipment. 

     A separate, poignant letter was included, presenting the album to Lt. Col. Charles H. 

Newell of the US Transportation Corps, from Lt. Col. Charles Guilleaume, 

“Commander of the Arsenal of the Hungarian Navy,” dated December 13th, 1945, in 

Passau, Germany.  Lt. Col. Guilleaume was born on October 23rd, 1892, and became a 

military officer in 1912.  (Incidentally, his father, who was of mixed English and French 

heritage, was a lieutenant general, or altábornagy during the First World War and also 

served as president of the Hungarian Red Cross.)  He became a lieutenant colonel, 

(törszkapitány) by 1942, and as a POW wrote these words to Lt. Col. Newell: “[When 

you] sit in front of your fireplace, take this album sometimes in your hands [and think 

about our cooperative work] in the interest of the peace between nations, of the restora-

tion of commerce and traffic and in the interest of a better future.” 

     We will never be sure about how often Newell looked over this album in his later 

life, but it eventually wound up on the open market.  Both Bill and his father were 

MHBK (World Federation of Hungarian Veterans) members at the time they acquired it, 

and together they managed to track down one of the participants of this project, when 

they noticed the name Barnabás Faluvégi mentioned in the MHBKs newsletter.        

Faluvégi’s name appears on the technical drawings of the special salvage craft in the 

album, and they contacted him in the hope of more light being shed on the topic. 

     Faluvégi, a mechanical engineer who worked on the project, did not know about the 

album being made, however, he did share some personal reminiscences from those days.  

It was 1998, and he wrote from his home in Ashton, Pennsylvania, explaining that he 

was one of three civilian engineers from the neighbouring Hungarian refugee camp who 

were invited to help with this bridge clearing assignment.  A Captain Robertson, also an 

engineer, accepted the civilians as voluntary prisoners of war, and they received the 

same treatment as the military officer POWs. 

     He felt that Lt. Col. Guilleaume, as the CO, was “just a figurehead,” and it was   

Hungarian River Forces Captains Sándor Nagy and Tivadar Péter were the real leaders 

of their little “POW camp.”  He also stated that Lt. Col. Newell was the administrative 

boss of the “Danube Channel Clearing Office,” but the “real leaders of the camp” were 

two officers of the 285th Engineer Battalion - Captains Carter and Robertson, along 

with Sergeant Alexander Nagy (an American born interpreter). 

     Faluvégi recalled: “I have vivid memories of this very peculiar prison camp, where 

the American captors and their Hungarian POWs worked together in the most harmoni-

ous cooperation, and I dare say in the best spirit of mutual respect and camaraderie.” 

     This album may seem like a very small and obscure piece of the historical puzzle, 

but what it represents is truly astounding.  We can clearly see how it’s an important 

documentation from the past, filled with material that might not be found anywhere else.  

It is obviously a meticulous record of work in which a few men took great pride, and as 

they laboured with writing it in the English language, they were clearly sending a   

hopeful message to the people who came after them – people who would also get a   

picture of their dreams of building a better future. I think that the message has been  

received, and illustrated, with one collector’s wish to see that it is shared with the public 

– through our Magyar Front, and finally, at its new home at the Hungarian Military 

History Museum through our IHMHPS. 
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     In May of 1945, the Hungarian River Forces were 

commissioned by the American occupying forces to 

clear the navigation channel on the Danube      

between Isar-Deggendorf and Enns–Mauthausen, 

Germany, blocked by bridges demolished by the 

retreating Germans. 

     Aside from the issue of navigation of that 

stretch of the river being impossible, drifting ice 

build-up against the wreckage would potentially 

cause serious flooding. 

           This difficult task was given to only a handful of 

men – you can count only eleven of them in the 

most crowded photo in the album. The project 

spanned four months, and the work necessitated 

the continual control of the water level,       

which often had to be raised so that ships could 

pass, and lowered at times to help with the  

divers in the deeper areas.  This was done by 

adjusting the sluices on the Danube and the Inn 

Rivers. 

“Danube Channel Clearing Works 
Made by the Hungarian Navy 

Arsenal for the US Army” 

Top: Cap tally used before 1938 - 

(Royal Hungarian River Guard)  

Below: Cap tally used after 1938 - 

(Royal Hungarian River Defence Forces) 

Left: A hand-drawn and painted 

insignia on one of the album pages.  

The meaning of the abbreviation 

“F.O.E.” is unknown. 

Hungarian River Forces 

other ranks’ cap badge 

(actual size) 

by Peter Czink 

CZINK 
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Special thanks to 

Erik W. Flint 

Major(P), Infantry, USAR  
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The Vilshofen Highway Bridge 
     The Vilshofen Highway Bridge was a double steel truss, Gerber system cantilever bridge.  It was 280.8m long, with five 

spans, weighing 1.6 tonnes per metre, with the navigational channel under the centre span.  Retreating Germans demolished 

the bridge on April 29th, 1945 by blowing-up the centre stone piers and the right abutment, as well as some of the steel truss 

members. All but the left span was thrown partially or completely into the river. The steel portion of the right span was      

broken away from the rest of the bridge and was lying on its side. 

     First, a complete underwater reconnaissance was done by a diver, and detailed plans of action were drawn-up.  Before any-

thing else could be done, a large amount of steel wreckage had to be set free from the demolished pier, by either cutting-tools 

or underwater explosives.  Floating cranes were then put into place to remove the wreckage, however, due to the poor quality 

of the steel used for this particular bridge, the Hungarians had to be very cautious, as the brittle metal would easily break.  

After the material was removed from the water, it was placed on barges and a 30m wide navigation channel was opened, and 

marked with buoys. 

Right: 

Underwater explosives being 

used to break up the steel 

bridge structure. 

Left: The floating crane Újpest. 

This work-horse was used throughout 

the four month project, and is seen 

here moving wreckage from the 

Vilshofen Highway Bridge. 

The Vilshofen Highway Bridge 
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The Steinbach Railroad Bridge 
     The Steinbach Railroad Bridge was a light-weight, steel truss railroad bridge with four spans supported by three concrete 

piers and concrete abutments.  Built in 1923, it was of heavier construction than the other bridges on this stretch of the       

Danube, and it was demolished on April 29th, 1945.   

     The work began by first clearing an emergency navigation channel by cutting the shorter section of wreckage in a horizon-

tal line, and lifting it onto the shore using the floating crane Újpest. 

     Initially, they were going to blow-up the wreckage and lift it out in pieces, however, that would have destroyed the whole 

bridge and nothing could be salvaged. Instead, they raised the wreckage onto barges, closing the emergency navigation    

channel for as short a time as possible.  It was very difficult to lift the particularly long and strong steel trusses, so ingenious 

methods had to be devised. 

     A special salvage craft was constructed by connecting two barges with massive pine beams.  A large fold-out 1:100 scale 

drawing by Barnabás Faluvégi, is part of this album.  The enormous bridge sections were left suspended between the two hulls 

of this makeshift vessel until the German railway authority came to inspect and repair them, thus saving a large portion of the 

original bridge. 

A massive section of the Steinbach Railroad Bridge being transported by the improvised “salvage craft.” 

The Steinbach Railroad Bridge 
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The Luitpold Highway Bridge 
     The Luitpold Highway Suspension Bridge was a light-weight suspension bridge, measuring 3.4m x 126.8m.  It was built in 

1910 for one-way local traffic – two doubled cables were held by a stone pier on the right bank and fastened to a rocky cliff 

on the left.  Demolished by the Germans on April 29th, 1945, the upstream cables, along with the whole bridge itself,       

complete with its stone paving, was thrown into the water. 

     Locals wanted the whole bridge removed, as this was the only place in the area along this part of the Danube where ships 

with vessels in tow could turn.  The town architect’s office originally wanted only to reuse the water-pipes and electrical   

cables. 

     Work was started in September, and a great deal of the bridge was brought up from the river bed.  Once it was placed on 

shore, it was clear that the bridge was still quite intact.  The locals then decided that they wanted to keep the bridge after all.  

It was to be transported to Deggendorf, however, on the way, it was found that the locks were only 24m long, while the     

salvage craft was 27m.  With great difficulty, the Hungarian sailors managed to get the bridge sections onto separate barges, 

and through the locks. 

Right: 

Hungarian sailors at work - 

much of it was done manually, 

and by very few men. 
 

Below: 

A diver descends into 

the wreckage of the Luitpold 

Highway Bridge. 

The Luitpold Highway Bridge 
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The Kräutelstein Railroad Bridge 
     The Kräutelstein Railroad Bridge was built in 1903 for the local Passau to Hauzenberg traffic.  This combination stone-

arch and steel-truss bridge’s two spans covered a gap of 220m, with a heavy stone pier supporting it in the middle. It was  

demolished on April 30th, 1945 - retreating Germans blew-up the left span, dropping it into the water, but not completely  

severing the steel structure.  The following day they dropped the other side into the water, causing the left span to fall clear 

and turn on its side. 

     The twisted steel members of the bridge were still interconnected, which caused a damming effect in the river, making a 

70cm difference in the water level below the wreckage.  The current was swift: 3.5m to 4.5m per second, so a wooden shield 

was constructed against the upstream side of the wreckage so that divers could use their acetylene torches and explosives to 

dismantle the wreckage into small enough pieces for the crane to lift them from the water. 

     The Hungarian sailors manufactured another innovative device - a steel diving shaft, known as a “dive pipe” was fabricated 

and set between the two barges.  Through this, the divers could be safely lowered onto the right spot in this fast-moving and 

deep water. 

     If all of this wasn’t enough of a testament to the work-ethics of these tired Hungarian POWs, another detail, near the end of 

this album makes it even clearer: models of the bridge, both before and after the demolition, were also constructed. 

A large section of the Kräutelstein Railroad Bridge sits precariously on the centre stone pier. 

The Kräutelstein Railroad Bridge 
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Drawing for the steel diving shaft, 

known as a “dive pipe,” which was 

fabricated and set between the two 

barges.  Through this, the divers could 

be safely lowered onto the right spot in 

the fast-moving water of the Danube. 

Below: The wooden shield, made of heavy 

planks, was lowered into the water to protect 

the diver from the swift current. 

Above: The massive steel “dive pipe” laying 

on its side after its improvised construction. 

The enormous scale of the work (by so few people) 

is well illustrated in this photograph. 
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Below:  Embroidered cap insignia for a Hungarian River Forces officer (left) and an NCO (right).   

The reverse of the NCO’s badge is shown in the middle, with its Bende András (Budapest) maker’s label. 

Peaked cap of an officer 

candidate (folyami zászlós) 

Wool peaked cap of an NCO 
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