©

FALL 2018

Vol. XX, No. 4

In this issue:

“Prisoner of War the WW I Diary of
István Berger”
and

Oswald Goldman’s
War Mementos

Egon and Oswald Goldman, 1918

KRIEGER COLLECTION

Oswald Goldman’s medals (Silver Bravery Medal 2nd Class, Bronze Bravery Medal, Emperor’s Troops’
Cross, Medal for the Wounded, and Mobilization Cross) pictured above his collection of field cap badges.

A note from the Editor

MAGYAR FRONT
VOLUME XX, ISSUE 4
FALL 2018
Published quarterly by
Peter Czink, Editor-Designer
The New Front:
(International Hungarian Military
History Preservation Society)
“To strive, to seek, to find,
and not to yield.”
Peter Czink
Founder/President
Lorraine Weideman
Vice-President, Webmaster
Péter v. Laborc
Vice-President, Hungary
John Keir
Vice-President, United Kingdom
George Hennessy
Vice-President, Australia
Manfred Winter
Vice-President, Austria
Dr. Gergely Pál Sallay
Historical Consultant, Correspondent
PO Box 74527 Kitsilano PO
Vancouver, British Columbia
V6K 4P4 Canada
czink@shaw.ca

www.NewFront.ca

I believe that the Magyar Front is more than just a Hungarian military history
journal. It’s a labour of love for sure – we have solved more than a few historical
puzzles, and important connections have been made through our work and our projects while regular discoveries have connected deeper ideas and people together.
It’s nearly the end of another year (our 20th year of publication). I have never
produced a special Christmas issue of the Magyar Front, partly because our periodical is
quarterly, and partly because not all of us celebrate the holiday. Christmas has always
been very special to me, however, and I think that this issue celebrates Christmas in a
profound way.
There is also an element of serendipity – and a sublime connection to all humanity.
This issue is about two frontline fighters – Oswald Goldman and István Berger. I somehow keep forgetting there’s a religious element too, as not all Austro-Hungarian soldiers
were Christian. Someone once asked me why I have tried to raise awareness of Jewish
soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and rehabilitate their honour as best as I can and the answer is, is that I believe it’s the right thing to do. Hungarian politicians
including the Hungarian ambassador in Canada, along with representatives from international to the local levels of the Order of the Valliant (Vitézi Rend) have completely
ignored my numerous letters and pleas, so that’s enough for me to realize that the cause
is worth fighting for.
At a garage sale last summer I found myself standing among some very fine antiques
– a situation which always prompts me to ask the person in charge if they happen to
have any old military items. The gentleman’s shocking replay was: “I only have some
Austro-Hungarian medals and badges.” I sat down with Mr. Kit Krieger, who showed
me a few pages from an old photo album, onto which were attached his great-uncle
“Ossie” Goldman’s decorations and field cap badges. Mr. Krieger kindly shared his
family history with me and allowed me to feature these items in our publication. I am
also grateful to IHMHPS member Dr. Gergely Sallay for his help with identifying some
of the insignia.
Not long after this incident, I received a package from IHMHPS Australian VP
George Hennessy. In it was a book entitled Prisoner of War – the World War I Diary of
Istvan Berger. George explained that it was the diary of the grandfather of an old
friend of his - Mr. Steven Serda, who had it translated and lovingly produced the book
for the benefit of generations to come. Mr. Serda graciously gave us permission to
reproduce the work here. I have had to shorten it somewhat due to our space restrictions,
however, its essence is here and I am sure you will find his grandfather’s experience
very moving. The themes of Austro-Hungarian troops engaging with the British and
their prisoners of war is not something we often come across.
No matter how much we study, there always exists a universe of discovery for us all.
I have found that I regularly have to unlearn the boundaries which separate us through
things like religion, language, or even time; and I am very grateful to everyone willing
to share their heritage – to enable us to see and experience a broader and kinder
perspective.
P.Cz.
IHMHPS 2014-2018 COMMEMORATIVE BADGE
(Right) Available by donation* (any amount is appreciated).
Embroidered insignia
(Left) $5.00* each
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2008-2018 Badge
(Left) $10.00* each
*Donations and payments can be made via Paypal (czink@shaw.ca). Postage not included.

Oswald Goldman
Kit Krieger’s grandfather Jozef emigrated to England
in 1900, then to the United States in 1902. He returned to
Europe in 1905, where he met his grandmother, Oswald
Goldman's sister-in-law and cousin, and then returned to
the US, where he ultimately became a US citizen. Oswald
was born in Teschen, the son of Julius and Henrietta
Goldman. He had a younger brother named Egon.
A few photographs, his medals and cap badges, are all
the evidence left of Oswald Goldman’s military career.
Showcasing a rare group of Austro-Hungarian medals
belonging to a brave soldier, along with scarcely seen cap
badges will surely interest Magyar Front readers,
however, this small glimpse will also, I hope, help to
uncover further information about his life and military
career.
The photograph on our cover features his brother,
Private Egon Goldman of the 120th Infantry Regiment
(Infantry canon section) on the left, and Artillery Private
1st Class Oswald “Ossie” Goldman on the right.
In the poignant photo at right, Ossie is the second man
standing by three of his comrades who have been marked
as fallen during the 11th Battle of the Isonzo, which was
fought by the Austro-Hungarian and Italian armies on the
Italian Front between August 18th and September12th,
1917).
Ossie Goldman was born on August 17th, 1891 and
died in January of 1969. Ossie and his wife Erna emigrated to the United States in 1938 - they were admitted
because Ossie claimed Czech citizenship by virtue of his
Teschen birthplace, and there was room under the US
quota system at that time. They lived in Los Angeles and
operated a dry cleaning business.
KRIEGER
COLLECTION

KRIEGER COLLECTION

Pictured at left (actual size) is Ossie Goldman’s Bund Jüdischer Frontsoldaten (Federation of Jewish Frontline
Fighters) buttonhole membership badge. The BJF was founded in Germany in February of 1919, and its purpose
was to oppose the renewed spread of anti-Semitic thought which began at that time. At some point it was renamed
Reichsbund Jüdischer Frontsoldaten (Reich Federation of Jewish Frontline Fighters).
The BJF emphasized that 85,000 Jewish soldiers had fought for the German Empire in World War I, and 12,000
had died, which put their loyalty to Germany beyond any reasonable doubt. They had received 30,000 medals and
awards during the war. At its high point the BJF had about 55,000 members. All activities of the BJF were
outlawed by the Nazi government in 1936, and in 1938 it was completely dissolved.

Oswald Goldman’s field cap badges from left to right (shown actual size): Imperial and Royal 4th (Vienna)
Infantry Regiment (one of the regiment's cap badges) that was issued for Christmas 1917; Imperial and
Royal Kriegsfürsogeamt (War Charity Office) 1916 Christmas in the Field (the office issued Christmas badges for
each war year - they were often sent to soldiers in the battlefield by their families as Christmas presents);
War Graves Day 1918 (another charity badge); Imperial and Royal 31st (Teschen) Landsturm (Territorial Army)
Infantry Regiment; Heeresgruppe (Army Group) Böhm-Ermolli; and Tirol Territorial Defence, 1915.

KRIEGER COLLECTION
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Prisoner of War
Let this diary document my memories for a happier future when all of this will seem like a bad dream.
Written in a prisoner of war camp by Captain István Berger

Papadopoli
I couldn’t get used to the inconvenience
of life in the front lines, I still had the air of
Pest in my lungs and we were very confident
that the political situation would get resolved
soon. It was October 23rd, 1918, 10:00pm.
Suddenly, the sound of mortar fire disturbed
the silence of night. We were staying on the
first floor of a house in Italy, about seven
kilometres behind the front lines.
We had no reason whatsoever to be
worried, and we would not have given it a
second thought until we heard loud gunfire
close to our house. We leaned out the window
enjoying the spectacle - like fireworks. A
phone call from Battalion – Gas Attack! Our
optimism started to disappear, but we hoped
that this was also only a harmless skirmish
like many times before. Our hope quickly
turned into anxiety, for the next message
was: “Attack!”
As the fighting intensified, and the
gunfire became closer and louder, with explosions visible over the Piave, it started to
dawn on us that we won’t sleep peacefully
tonight. We weren’t sure what was going on
until we got the message that the Italians
were attacking on the island. The phone rang
with the short and terrifying message
“Alarm!” We got ready in five minutes and
started quickly towards the dam.
We were marching in silence with “our
Walter” – our squad commander, on a narrow
path - the sounds of gunfire urging us on. All
sorts of thoughts were swirling in my head,
and despite the dire situation I was still
confident that we would stay out of the
storm. My forehead was perspiring but I
dismissed it as a symptom of the fast march.
When we finally reached the dam a surprising
message awaited us: “The 132nd has been
broken through by an English patrol!” What
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on earth do the English want here now that
it’s the beginning of the end?
We progressed steadily and in silence,
everyone deep in worried thought. We were
told that there was a truce, we were told
that we were going home, and now we are on
the way to fight.
We are now on the island and on the
frontline. It is very dark and quiet here the only sounds are of rifles being prepared
for battle. Walter was quietly giving orders
to counter attack from the top of the island.
We became disoriented and lost. Suddenly
- gunfire! I hit the ground and saw an English
machine gun spitting bullets from only about
twenty metres. They were in front of us! We
were now in a crossfire between the English
and our own troops.
If we want to get out of this alive we
must attack. I pull out my pistol and shout
out the order and started throwing hand
grenades - one - two – three - four - five!
I jumped up firing towards the light in front
of me. Even though most of the soldiers were
still lying on the ground, there were shouts
of “hurrah” everywhere. I desperately hit
the ground - enemy bullets hit the soldier
behind me. People were crying, shouting,
moaning, this was my first symphony of war.
Good God!
The medical officer was dying next to me,
there was blood everywhere and the machine
gun fire just continues. My mouth was dry,
my forehead sweating, and I feel my
heartbeat in my temples.
Walter joined me and at least the heavy
load of responsibility was not resting on my
shoulders any more. Walter commanded us to
start digging ourselves in. The British were
also digging-in, not very far from us. It was
around 3:00am and the island was covered
with heavy fog. I realise that our own troops

were bombarding us - the explosions were
deafening. We couldn’t locate a flare gun to
signal our own troops, but in the thick fog it
probably would not be visible. We lit a green
flare on the ground, which turned out to be a
bad idea, for the enemy now could clearly see
that we were just a small, defenceless group.
I can’t recall clearly what happened. I only
remember the faces of the soldiers - tired,
worn out, and terrified. They tried to run for
it, throwing away their weapons and backpacks in panic and I tried to escape with
them.
The spark of responsibility only dawned
on me when I saw my miserable soldiers
throwing themselves into the swirling,
ice-cold Piave River. I ran across the awful
terrain towards the clearing where we
started from. I ran about a kilometre bullets flying around me. I reached my
commander, Captain Göncöl, and gave him
a full report, telling him that the whole 11th
Brigade was captured by the British.
I am now at headquarters with Göncöl
with sixty remaining soldiers and only two
machine guns. The rest of the troop was
already in captivity or lying dead in the
bushes. It was almost noon the next day
when we noticed some soldiers marching some
150 metres away. Our own men, being led
weaponless by British soldiers! They
stopped, looked at us, and just continued on.
It was becoming quite clear that we would
also end up as POWs.
We set fire to all the documents. We
waited near the dam where dark clouds were
gathering. Suddenly the clouds turned in to a
very heavy storm - Göncöl put us into small
groups and we started to make a run for it,
going right into the river, as the bridges
were all covered by enemy machine guns. The
thought of capture changed into hope for
freedom. We fought the elements, soaked to
the skin, my helmet shifting from side to
side. I started to feel my strength deserting
me - I couldn’t fight the swirling water any
more. “Help me God!” I thought.
I could see the dam in front of me and
the last bridge. I heard a screaming noise
above me - the bridge was blown up, and

the splinters, like matchsticks, flew
through the air. Only 60 metres more with my last ounce of strength I got to the
hill behind the dam and passed out from
exhaustion.
Casa Marina
On the afternoon of October 26th, after
three sleepless nights, I returned from my
second adventure to the reserve line at Casa
Marina. We were steadily defending against
British attacks and we only left our positions
when ordered to retreat. We only saw the
British soldiers under the light of the flares
and explosions - I felt sorry for these young,
good looking people who were giving their
lives for practically nothing. I felt like
shouting to them “Go home - this war is over!”
Just what do the politicians want from
us? After dinner I went upstairs to my room
to dry my uniform and to catch up on some
sleep. Unfortunately, I could not enjoy it for
long, as around twelve o’clock a gigantic
explosion threw me out of bed, with the
windows shattering all around me. The
enemy’s gunfire was getting heavier - they
are bombarding the dam, but there are not
many coming in our direction.
We heed the warning and go down to the
bunker. Above us is a heavy artillery
barrage and we are waiting for the telephone
to ring. It rings at 1:30am with the order:
“No. III Battalion - Attack!” These poor
soldiers were trying to rest in the bunker
and now they have to go up to face the
barrage of shells! Fortunately, our current
leader, Captain Székely, decided that the
thirty tired men and their officers will stay
at the Casa Marina.
The light of a small candle flickers in the
room, surrounded by tired faces, waiting for
news from above. At two o’clock the light
goes out! “Gas! Gas! Gas!” someone shouts!
The air become thick, our eyes water - we
feverishly tried to put our gas masks on and
get above ground. Total chaos! A gigantic
explosion slices the whole house in half. I
had to get out of there - I’d rather die
above ground than in that bunker suffocated
by gas. I felt moisture on my face. Rain.
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They attached the No II Battalion to us
and we cleaned up the bunker, which is now
full again. It is now dawn and the sight of
the sun is very welcome.
At six o’clock in the morning Sergeant
Knudo informs us that we lost contact with
the dam and there is no doubt that the
enemy has broken through our lines. No II
Battalion is to counter attack, and everyone
leaves the safety of our bunker. The officers
of the 11th Brigade who arrived yesterday,
with Lieutenant Kronenfeld and the army
doctor, are still here with us waiting.
A man whose leg was blown off is now
brought down, filling the bunker with the
terrible odour of blood. The rest of the
injured are being taken care of on the
ground floor of the building, keeping the
medical staff very busy. An injured officer is
here – it’s Martin, lying on a stretcher with
his body in tatters and his right arm is
missing. “For God’s sake, don’t let me die!” he
cried. Dr. Wittenberg reassures him that his
wish will be granted. Five minutes later, the
always friendly and happy Martin is no longer
with us.
At around eight o’clock a very excited
Székely came to the bunker door. He told us
that he needs reinforcements at once, as his
battalion cannot hold the advancing enemy
any longer. They are only 150 metres away.
There is a lull in the firing so we rushed out
of the bunker and started to run toward the
rear support line. Just as I started, I heard
a dull explosion, and felt a sharp pain on my
right side. Everything went black and I fell
face down in the mud. I started shouting for
the medical orderly to come and get me and
crawled back into the bunker. I felt dizzy,
my stomach was turning, and I thought I
would throw up.
Füredi carefully removed my clothing and
to my relief he told me that the stomach
wound isn’t life threatening. It was a grenade
that got three other men as well. On my left
they were patching up Székely, on my right,
the man missing his right arm was moaning
that he was bleeding to death. Someone
handed me a bottle of rum, and I gulped it
before losing consciousness.
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When I came to, I realised that the
bunker was empty except for the moaning
injured soldiers. “They are here!” shouted
Sándor, who was in the bunk above me. There
is no escape, the others have been taken
prisoner, and in a few minutes we would be
POWs as well. I tried to get up, but I was in
pain. The next thing I knew was that a very
fearful looking Scotsman in a kilt was
standing in front of me with drawn bayonet
in his hand. “Injured.” I said, showing him my
wound. “Come on!” he says, and he lifted me
up, and carried me out of the dark bunker
into the morning sunshine.
The First Days
I became a POW on Sunday morning,
October 27th, 1918. About thirty very well
equipped British soldiers were standing
around watching the house, their guns at the
ready, looking for more enemy soldiers to
capture. The grass was burning and I could
hear aeroplanes. The soldiers surrounded us
and demanded souvenirs. One of them took
my wallet, looked inside, and to my great
surprise handed it back to me. “An Officer.”
he said to the other men. They all left
except a young blonde lad who was fascinated
by the coloured cord of my whistle. I took it
off and give it to him without a word.
Behind us the war continued. As we moved
from the frontline we had to watch out for
stray bullets, so we found ourselves hitting
the ground often. I have difficulty moving
even with the help of a walking stick. The
ground is cut up by grenades, dead soldiers
lie face down in the mud, weapons thrown
away - helmets all over the ground. There
were bodies tangled up in the barbed wire some were Scots, some were Hungarians.
We took a roundabout way to the Piave,
where we found a lot of seriously injured
soldiers. The people who could walk had to
cross the Piave on foot with water up to our
chests.
A blonde young soldier came up to us and
asked in perfect Hungarian, “Are you the
38th Division?” “Yes.” Sándor and I respond.
“And tell me,” he asked, “What happened to
the 68th?” We told him that we are officers

and cannot answer any questions - he smiled,
saluted, and left.
We were on the move again - going
towards Papadopoli, back to the place of my
worst nightmares. The POWs were used to
clear a path for heavy artillery. When we got
to the last bridge there was a large explosion
- people were running about, and were in
danger of being killed by our own comrades.
Bombs and grenades continuously rained on
us, and in the air about six of our aeroplanes
are dogfighting with the British. A bomb
exploded right in front of us - Sándor and I
dive under a carriage for protection, only to
realise that we were hiding under an ammunition cart. When the bombarding gets a little
lighter we decide to make a run for it across
the bridge to temporary safety. My wound
was getting very painful and bleeding badly,
but we had to move on.
After about a half an hour we were very
glad to come upon damaged building flying the
red and white flag of the Red Cross. We
were offered hot tea and my wound was
treated. Ten minutes later we were in a car
and being transported to a hospital.
The excellent Italian highway was busy
with traffic - Italian infantry, British artillery units, and American trucks, not to
mention the dozens of good quality cars
transporting high-ranking officers. Our car
finally stopped in front of an Italian villa, in a
little village where a Red Cross flag was
flying and a white-uniformed nurse waited at
the door.
We were ushered into the hall where they
took our details and gave us an enormous tray
of food - bread, butter, ham and hot cocoa.
We could have as much as we wanted, and as
I had not eaten anything in 24 hours I
greedily gobbled up the unexpected feast.
I tried to get some information regarding our
future using my broken French with one of
the doctors, and he put my mind at ease,
saying that we would be transferred to a
British hospital and would be treated well.
We got acquainted with two other injured
officers from the 92nd and around 8:00pm
were put in a car to be transported to our
next destination. It took a few hours to get

to this hospital camp, where a large number
of wounded soldiers arrived by all sorts of
vehicles.
The place was very busy - many of the
soldiers were just put on stretchers under
the open sky waiting for their turn for
treatment. Finally, we just couldn’t stand the
cold anymore and went inside the makeshift
hospital tent. As we walked in, a very bright
white light blinded us - there was furious
activity everywhere - doctors and nurses
trying to look after everybody with superhuman effort. They were operating,
bandaging, and cleaning wounds, but only
the British wounded were being looked after.
Finally it was our turn and the doctor
quickly checked my wound and bandaged me
up with about three metres of gauze. In a
little while a couple of soldiers lifted me up I was full of anticipation to get inside a warm
room. Unfortunately, they just dumped me on
the ground outside at the end of the waiting
queue.
I finally passed out, and when I came to,
I was inside a dark tent full of wounded
soldiers. A few of them were tearing their
bandages off, screaming, but there are no
doctors or nurses in sight.
We were here for two days, till October
29th. We were left alone in our misery - not
treated as human beings - even the dead
were not removed. The only people who could
eat were the ones capable of walking - they
collected some bread and tinned food, but
the badly injured could not even get water.
At last, in the morning, some cars pulled into
the courtyard and we were told that anyone
who could walk would be in the first
transport.
The convoy stopped at the Mestre railway
station. A British officer took fourteen of us
officers to a third class cabin. We were to
leave at 3:00pm - according to one of the
medical staff, to Genova.
From Mestre to Marseille
After a long, cold and uncomfortable
journey we arrived in Genova on October
31st. We were all strangers, except for
Sándor. The others, Vági, Sallai, Bernáth,
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Kis, Krausz, Kratzer, Schneider, Fritsch and
Schultz all were officers of various ranks.
We hardly talked during the trip - most of
us just were staring out the window watching
the monotonous countryside with tired eyes.
When we arrived at the very busy railway
station in Genova it was pretty obvious that
the Italian soldiers, and even the ordinary
passers-by, were looking at us with hatred.
The Red Cross truck that picked us up was
driven by a rather charming English female
soldier and she took us to a hospital at the
foot of the Genova mountains. The hospital
was spotlessly clean and even in our terrible
situation we could admire the beautiful views
from our rooms. To lie in a clean bed with
clean sheets after the awful conditions in
Mestre was like being in heaven. Even the
food was good and plentiful and we suddenly
started contemplating what our future would
bring.
This was the first time that I could think
of my loved ones back home, who must be
very worried about my fate. I asked, but did
not get permission to write a letter. They
said that the Red Cross would notify our
relatives of our capture and wellbeing.
The next day some familiar faces arrived
in the room next door. Vajda, Szinyei,
Steinschneider, and others. They brought
some bad news about some of our fellow
officers who were killed in action, and there
were many others who were missing. Just as
we were happily settling down in our newly
found comfort, we got the news that we were
being moved to Marseille.
At the railway station one of the British
officers gave us the surprising news England and Austria had signed a peace
treaty! The war was over and the rainbow of
peace would descend onto the world just like
at the end of a terrible storm.
We were now in a first class compartment
on the train travelling towards Marseille.
The atmosphere was now much better, people
were happier and more optimistic about the
future. Our journey was taking us by some
spectacular ocean views and past sandy
beaches with palm trees and orange
orchards. At Cremona we got some soup and
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bread and continued on to Nice. We got to
the famous Riviera playground at 8:00pm and
unfortunately saw very little of its famous
attractions. Next morning we travelled
through France and arrived at Marseille on
the morning of the November 1st.
There was a lot of traffic on the cobblestoned streets, and as we arrived to what
looked like a large army camp with two
soldiers standing guard in front of a gigantic
iron gate. We were a little disappointed at
the prospect of behind barbed wire again,
but part of the camp was a hospital and after
having a bath and fresh bandages we were
able to rest in proper hospital beds.
Next morning was a great day, for were
allowed to write our first letter to our loved
ones. My God, I hate to think of the worry
that they must be going through not knowing
whether I was alive or dead. Only God knows
if and when my letter will reach them and
when I will hear from them.
The days are grey and monotonous as we
wait to be transported to England. It is quite
possible that now that the war has ended and
there is a truce, we might be sent home from
France. We do not have much to do - in the
morning we get fresh bandages and then
lunch, afternoon tea and then dinner. The
food in our weakened state is not enough –
one-third of a loaf of bread daily, and a small
amount of meat makes up our rations,
supplemented with some watery tea and
cocoa. Not to mention that the food is
tasteless.
The good news is that our health is
getting better, my wounds are healing and
according to the nursing sister I will be fully
recovered in two weeks. We hardly see any
doctors – it’s left to the nursing sisters to
look after us, and they are doing their best.
It’s now November 10th and I just heard
that Captain Székely had died. We were all
shocked by this news, for he was a well-liked,
decent human being and a good captain. We
were both wounded by the same grenade, at
the same time, and when I last saw him, we
were sure that we would meet again soon.
I will treasure his memory.
The bells were ringing, the guns were

firing in celebration. Since 11:00am this
morning the war had officially ended - finally,
after five years this World War was over!
Soon some French children were marching
around singing the “Marseilles” and celebrating their nation’s victory. This was a very sad
end for us, for we had fought with honour
and had some great victories in battle. The
only positive thing now was that we might be
able to finally go home.
On November 12th we were ready to leave
for England, and just as well, for the tent
where we were staying became filled with
seriously wounded soldiers and the noise and
stench made the situation unbearable.
A lot of these people were the victims of
the British medical staff. Many people’s
limbs had been unnecessarily amputated,
Lieutenant Mayer complained. He had a
broken leg and had to fight very hard not
to let the doctors cut it off. Next morning
at 8:00am we were finally loaded onto
sixteen rail wagons to start our journey
through France.
To The Sea Magyars!
The well-equipped hospital train
compartments were reasonably comfortable with bunk beds for six people and plenty of
blankets. We were told that the train
journey to Le Havre would take about two to
three days and then we would sail to England.
The journey turned out to be rather boring
as we saw not much of the countryside or
people, other than the mourning women in
black and some soldiers; but this was enough
for us to see that the French were also badly
affected by the war.
As we reached a busy junction, all of a
sudden it felt like we had arrived somewhere
in Asia - for the roads were filled with
colourfully dressed black people from
Senegal, and Afghanis, Chinese, etc. They
were also celebrating with poorly dressed
young girls; and blowing trumpets, as well as
carrying all sorts of flags of the victorious
nations.
The next day we were traveling near the
river Seine, towards Versailles, and turned
off to Le Havre, watching the sparkling lights

of Paris from a distance.
We arrived in Le Havre on the afternoon
of November 14th, 1918. We made very slow
progress going towards the wharf, for there
were an enormous amount of people on and
around the road - a mixture of Americans and
an assortment of coloured people from the
colonies. German prisoners were working
together with some Chinese, carrying heavy
sacks on their shoulders as we passed by.
When we finally got down to the harbour, we
were quickly loaded onto a colourfully painted
ship, and at ten past eight in the evening we
left the continent.
The merchant ship named Grantully Castle
had been converted to a hospital ship and the
facilities, and even the dinner for a change,
was absolutely first class. Our cabin held
eleven people and had clean white sheets on
bunk beds.
It almost seemed like a dream after our
miserable existence to be served in our bed
by waiters bringing food on silver platters.
The Ritz could not do better - meat soup,
fish with tartar sauce, roast chicken with
roast potatoes and salad - and then pudding
and cappuccino. I almost felt that this was
just a mirage, as there was no way that
prisoners of war could get this kind of
treatment.
After this dream dinner we had to put
on our safety vests and put all the lights
out. As the boat pleasantly rocked us to
sleep we started our journey across the
ocean.
I woke up very early in the morning and
looked out of the cabin’s porthole. The sight
was nothing short of spectacular. As the
salt air hit my lungs, hundreds of seagulls
played on top of the waves and among the
surrounding boats, with their red night-lights
still on in the early morning mist. It was a
sight that I will never forget. I could have
looked at this majestic sight forever, but the
boat started moving again and as our waiter
brought our breakfast, the outline of this
island nation became visible in the distance,
and we slowly started sailing towards
Southampton. On November 15th, 1918,
at 9:00am, we arrived in England.
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Hospital in Brockton
Southampton is a typical British seaport,
nice and clean and a great change from the
mess in Le Havre. We didn’t have much
opportunity to look around, for as soon as we
arrived we were bundled onto the train
together with some British casualties, and
finally arrived in Birmingham. This was our
first stop and the Red Cross was already
waiting for us with tea, cakes and cigarettes.
A British officer got onto the train and
started speaking in German, the language he
learned at university in Dresden. We got the
surprise of our life when he told us that
Emperor Charles had gone into exile in
Switzerland, and that Hungary was now a
republic. We realised just how isolated we
had become as we could not even understand
the English newspapers or radio. By the time
we left Birmingham it was pitch black and
getting pretty cold outside, however, inside
the cabins it was nice and warm. At around
10:00pm we got the order to get off the
train. We had no idea where we were as it
was a dark and foggy night - the only thing
we could see were the red lights on the
trucks sent by the Red Cross. A friendly
British officer informed us that there was
not enough room on the trucks for everyone,
so the people who were able to walk would
have to continue on foot. We tried to tell him
that even though we were able to walk, we
were still very weak. He apologised and told
us that it is for a short ten minutes only. To
his credit he put three limping men into his
own car, but the rest had to walk. The ten
short minutes had long passed and we were
still walking in the dark, cold, and unfamiliar
terrain towards the hospital. Finally we saw a
row of small lights and to our disappointment
they turned out to be the lit up barbed wire
surrounding the hospital. “Stop!” came the
order and we realised that we were arriving
at a POW hospital.
A young officer looked us over and took
most of our remaining personal belongings
before taking us into a long army barracks.
As we walked in we were welcomed by some
friendly German soldiers sitting in the nice
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and warm room at tables full of food. After
some quick introductions we sat down for
dinner and tried to find out what was likely
to happen to us. From now on everything
would be rationed; and not just the food,
even the heating oil. We transferred to our
rooms - they were cold and stank of the
familiar, terrible hospital smell.
After staying six days in Brocton’s
hospital, where we received no medical treatment, we were quite happy to hear that we
were being transferred to an officer’s prison
camp on November 21st.
Our food rations were quite reasonable
thanks to the very efficient Germans who
were organising it. We received no mail or
newspapers, so you can imagine how glad we
were to hear that we would be transferred
to the Donnington Hall camp with the
Germans. We had been told that it was
one of the best.
Donnington Hall
It was in a very nice and comfortable
3rd class cabin that we started our journey
to Donnington Hall near the Scottish border.
The only visible signs of this four years of
war were the soldiers everywhere in their
khaki uniforms. We caused a bit of a sensation at the Darby railway station where we
stopped for a couple of hours - our dirty
and torn uniforms were in sharp contrast to
the elegance of the British soldiers and
perfumed ladies. A few of the young women
gave us some friendly looks in spite of our
appearance.
After disembarking at the Donnington
Castle station, we started to walk towards
our new prison. Finally we arrived at a large
castle surrounded by barbed wire to our new
prison camp.
We started our stay by being put in
quarantine for four days because the Spanish
flu epidemic had been killing a large number
of people in England. This prison was in
rather nice surroundings - in the middle of
a reserve where we could see deer and other
wild animals running around freely on the
other side of the barbed wire. Most of the
officers are housed in a long wooden

barracks. In front of the building, there is
a football field that makes me look forward
to enjoying it either as a participant or
spectator. During our four days of quarantine
we had a chance to catch up with some of
the thirty-five Austro-Hungarian officers
who gave us a run down on the situation, and
it sounded a little better than I expected.
As I expected, after the four days we were
transferred to the long number 10 barracks
together with Sándor, Sallai and Krausz.
We had to line up three times a day for
inspections and this was where we introduced
ourselves to the longer serving German
officers and to the commander. These
soldiers were battle hardened and unhappy
looking men still proudly wearing their medals
on their uniforms, disappointed in their
Kaiser’s treachery of surrender.
There was a German officer allocated for
every imaginable situation and need - a
treasurer, someone in charge of the coal,
the food, the cleaning and even a person in
charge of the allocation of tobacco. The
rooms were managed like various districts in
a country. The barracks were built on stilts
about a metre above the ground to stop the
prisoners from digging escape tunnels.
This was the start of our life behind
barbed wire, and I must say that we had very
little to complain about. The rooms had
reasonable furniture and comfort - chairs,
table and a bed with springs, white, clean
linen and good lighting. The food was not
exactly plentiful, we got to eat meat only
twice a week but we were certainly not
starving. The rationing of tobacco was more
of a problem, as we only got eighty to ninety
cigarettes per month.
Time is passing monotonously but quickly.
Sundays come and go, then everything
continues all over again. We are getting to
the end of this unfortunate year. We all
thought that we would be home for
Christmas and are discussing ways to
celebrate it. I got up at eight o’clock in the
morning - the windows had to be kept open
all night due to the Spanish Flu epidemic.
There was only one or two degrees
difference between the outside and the

inside temperatures. After breakfast of
porridge and coffee, we got English
newspapers in the reading room, but at
this stage we can just skim through them
as we don’t speak the language.
We are allowed to send two letters per
week and I send them religiously, but I do
not dare count on a response from my loved
ones after having no communication for
months. I spent the morning studying English
from a school book, and after lunch we had a
game of chess until the next inspection at
two o’clock in the afternoon. At three o’clock
we prepared our afternoon tea. Time passed
quickly till dinner and at 10:30 the final lineup. I went for a twenty minute walk with
Sándor every night unless there was some
social activity, like a concert or theatre in
the barracks. I also spent some time with my
newly found friend General Horn.
December 6th, 1918
A delegate from the Swedish embassy
turned up today to find out if they could be
of any help. We had prepared a memorandum
requesting our repatriation to Hungary, as
well as some financial assistance. The
Swedish gentleman told us that he had been
trying for weeks to get in touch with the
Hungarian government but had received no
response. He didn’t think that there was
much that they could do. Concerning this
visit, I heard from Lieutenant Zelb, who had
some correspondence from Vienna, that the
Hungarian Red Cross had ceased to operate.
What would happen to the letters we were
so anxiously waiting for and for the help we
needed? The Post Office they told us that
the letters from Hungary would get the same
treatment as any other, and that they would
not get lost. The newspapers mentioned
nothing about Hungary, so we had no idea
what was going on with the Károlyi
government.
December 21st, 1918
There was a lot of activity for the coming
of Christmas - we were making candles from
hair cream and decorations from walnuts. We
decorated cigarette boxes and carved little
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wooden charms. Every indication was that
we would celebrate Christmas happily under
the circumstances.
December 26th, 1918
We had our Christmas celebrations that
we all thought would be spent with our loved
ones at home, behind barbed wire in the POW
camp. Considering the situation it was
nevertheless a happy and pleasant occasion.
The Germans organised a very pleasant day
of celebration, with a Christmas tree and
tables laden with food. The rooms were
decorated and a warm fire was burning - the
atmosphere was quite good and we all enjoyed
ourselves late into the night. Brigadier Bauer
gave a very heart-warming speech and then
we all joined in the singing of Christmas
carols. Some of us were spending our fourth
Christmas behind barbed wire. After these
formalities we all went back to our rooms to
light the candles and to exchange the
presents, toasting with a glass of wine.
We had a big surprise at dinner, when we all
received a large cake, walnuts and some other
knick-knacks to last us for many days after.
On the morning of the 25th the whole
camp was covered in white snow, so we had a
white Christmas, even though it all melted by
the next morning. Our thoughts wondered to
home and we thought of our families in the
company of our loved ones. I hoped that they
also spared some thoughts for us in this
foreign land. I wondered about when I would
again see my beloved home and family, the
snow covered streets of Budapest.
January 1st, 1919
A new year! 1918 was filled with sorrow,
misery and defeat. A lost war, political
upheaval, revolution and suffering, and
shortages of food. We lived in hope that
the future would be brighter and that the
coming spring would bring us closer to our
freedom.
New Year’s Eve celebrations were quite
lively and noisy with the sound of trumpets
and drums and singing by some of the tipsy
Germans. After one o’clock, we went back to
our rooms and just chatted in the dark,
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dreaming of going home and being with our
families at home.
January 31st, 1919
Words cannot describe the joy that I felt
when after three months of worry and
despair I received my first letter from my
sweet home and family. Like medicine for a
patient, I was filled with joy and warmth as
I held the pieces of paper with trembling
hands. The letters arrived at the same time
and I was reading them through tears pouring
down my face. It was really heart-warming
for me to read about how much I was missed
and how much they were looking forward to
my return. The worst suffering is the
hopelessness and despair - that you have
been forgotten. That will haunt me no more.
I am now sure that I will be able to get news
from home even if not regularly, but now
every day I can look forward to tomorrow.
March 3rd, 1919
It’s incredible how time is passing. The
whole of this uneventful February is now over
and it is only the occasional mail that gives us
anything to look forward to. The letters get
here quite quickly - in two or three weeks’
time, and some of the good news makes our
days bearable. We have now been at
Donnington Castle for four months.
March 24th, 1919
It was very worrisome to read the reports
from the English press that after three
months, strict and terrible conditions were
placed on our Hungarian leader Count Mihály
Károlyi, that he had to resign. This act has
thrown our fate to the Communists and at
this stage we could not quite figure out what
this meant for us. We read about the
fighting, and killing of innocent women and
children in Berlin, and we pray to God that
the atrocities in Berlin will not happen in our
country.
April 7th, 1919
We read that Red Army soldiers are
committing crimes, unpunished, as they loot
and kill with no end in sight.

April 14th, 1919
Finally the rumour that was circulating in
March came true. Acsay was called in to the
commander’s office and was informed that
the next day we would be moved to Sandhill
Park, which was a camp for Austrian and
Hungarian officers - this made us hopeful of
an early release. We also hoped to be
reunited with some of our friends who we
had not seen since Piave. We began to
feverishly pack, and we said goodbye to our
German comrades who were sorry to see us
leave. To be honest I was sorry to leave
most of them - they were all good men and I
learned a lot of useful things from them
while in captivity. I am richer for knowing
them.
Sandhill Park
We left Donnington Castle at 11:00am
with the Germans waving handkerchiefs and
the British soldiers marching us with fixed
bayonets. We boarded our train at a small
village station for our third train journey in
England. We passed through Derby again and
were heading south-west towards Bristol. We
waited there for quite a long time and then
we took another train heading south, arriving
around 7:30pm. After about a ten minute
walk we arrived at Sandhill Park.
The camp seemed quite similar to
Donnington Hall - an old castle surrounded by
barbed wire, but with a much nicer park. The
castle looked like an old hunting lodge where
for years now some German officers were
kept as POWs. Upon our arrival there were
only empty rooms, but the rather friendly
English supervisor told us that they were
expecting another two-hundred high ranking
prisoners from Italy.
April 25th, 1919
The long awaited reunion with old friends
finally arrived. We embraced each other and
with Jancsi and Marci there was no end to
the exchanges of stories and anecdotes of
the previous six months. From now on our
little prison felt like home as I again had
connection to familiar people. Even Colonel

Kronfels is here, and Captains Göncöl and
Plentner. A very pleasant, good natured group
of people whose company makes being a POW
much more bearable.
May 12th, 1919
The behaviour of the British towards us
Hungarians was very civilised and totally
opposite to their treatment of the Germans –
they considered us victims of the Germans.
Now that we were separated, our treatment
was much more humane. Even our request for
a bigger daily portion of bread was granted,
and we asked for and received a 90 shilling
loan per person, to be paid back by 15 shilling
instalments, so we could buy some new
clothing. They said that if we were sent home
sooner than the loan is repaid, they would
collect the balance from the government.
They had no animosity towards us.
May 15th, 1919
The last time I heard from my loved ones
was on the 2nd of May. The things that they
were telling me did not give me much
indication of the situation; for while their
letters said that all is reasonably well, the
press reports otherwise. Just a couple of
headlines from the front pages of the
newspapers: “Battle in Szolnok,” “The
Romanians in Budapest,” “600 Hungarian
Citizens in Communist jails,” “State of
Emergency in the Capital.” At home the whole
nation is in turmoil as the lost war and the
terrible consequences are beginning to sink
in. It is not easy to imagine that there will be
a quick recovery in the foreseeable future.
May 17th, 1919
Today was my 21st birthday - not a happy
event. Three years ago, my parents and
brothers gave me a birthday party and it is
now just a pleasant, faded memory. In the
meantime, the postman brought their good
wishes, but today I do not have the hugs,
kisses or presents - only sadness. The only
thing I got for this birthday was my friends’
heartfelt handshakes, and this was the only
thing that eased my bitterness. I am
confident that this too will end and I just
13

have to be patient and wait.
Last Sunday afternoon we had an Austria
versus Hungary football match here.
May 28th, 1919
My birthday cards arrived six days late,
but I am reading them with the same joy as
if it was my birthday.
June 2nd, 1919
Every time I sit down to write in this
little diary, I look at the dates. The days
come and go, I can’t help wondering if I will
still write the “June 2nd” again in a years’
time, and what will the date be when I can
write about celebrating our freedom.
Sometimes when the lights go out I stare
outside and look at the stars, and imagine
that they are the sparkling lights of
Budapest at night. I also fantasize about
going home, and I try to visualise the warm
reception from my family.
I reminisce often about my childhood, the
local playground, and the first time I had
worn long trousers. My first love affair also
brings warm memories - I was already in army
uniform and just eighteen years old. I think
of my sweet home and the romantic walks by
the Danube River. These thoughts are
suddenly interrupted by terrible reality.
June 10th, 1919
The warmth of the summer sun makes me
think of the summers on Margaret Island or
just sitting on our balcony. The English sun
does not ease the pain of our imprisonment,
nor does it stop us hoping for an end to this
ordeal.
The truth is that we are all becoming a
little lethargic and although our hopes are
high, our confidence is fading. The days,
weeks and months just come and go and the
only things that can break the monotony are
the letters from home that rarely come.
I will stop complaining, as I do not
want to put on paper any more of the
bitterness and unhappiness that I feel.
I am in danger of losing hope that one day
soon we will be able to board a ship and
go home.
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June 27th, 1919
It is now exactly eight months since I was
close to death, and it’s a miracle that I am
still alive and well. God and the angels must
have been looking after me. I must say that
life hasn’t given me much to be joyful about.
We live cut-off from life and don’t even have
any idea what is going on the other side of
the barbed wire. The only indication of life
on the outside is the ringing of the church
bells.
July 15th, 1919
We must not lose hope and we must not
expect the worst. Just wait, wait, wait. This
line of thought was quite correct for I
received a few of the delayed letters all at
the same time. How much longer?
August 9th, 1919
This last week brought more terrible news
from home. Maybe even more surprising than
the Bolshevist terror, was that the
Romanians had marched into Hungary. They
call themselves the liberating army and
pretend that they only marched in to chase
out the Bolsheviks. This is what is written in
the English press anyway. The whole world
was changing.

August 27th, 1919
We have now reached the ten month
anniversary of our captivity. This time we
feel more optimistic, for the newly formed
Hungarian government is having peace talks in
St. Germain and we live in hope of an early
agreement and our transfer back home.
The Romanians are still in Hungary and
continue the occupation as far as TransDanubia. The mail had not been coming at all
since the Romanian occupation.
Time keeps passing and today is exactly
twelve months since I waved goodbye to my
loved ones - it is now one year since I felt
the warmth of my family and the company of
my friends. I try to be positive and keep
hoping that this will all end soon. These
thoughts keep me sane, but unfortunately
there are a lot of people here who should
have treatment for depression. The trouble

is that there is only one cure - and that is for
all of us to go home.
On September 10th the Austrians finally
signed the peace agreement. The barbed wire
and the soldiers guarding us remain. The first
lot of prisoners were transferred out of the
camp - they let twenty-four Romanians go.
September 30th, 1919
Our worst fear has now been confirmed.
Thirty-five Austrian officers are being sent
home and there is no indication of what will
happen to us. The eldest officer amongst us,
Gönczöl, had been elected to go and see the
British High Command to ask if there was any
news regarding the Hungarians being set
free. He was told that there was no reason at
all any more for us to be held here and that
we would be released as soon as the
Hungarian government arranges transport.
We had no idea when a train from Hungary
would come to Le Havre to take us back to
our homeland.
October 5th, 1919
I tried very hard not to believe, and not
to write in this diary about the terrible news
that kept coming from home, but now I have
further confirmation of the rise of antiSemitism in Hungary.
During the days of Communism there was a
rising anti-Jewish atmosphere in the POW
camp that spread like wildfire, but had lately
subsided. This had added further misery to
our lives. We always knew that many of the
Communist leaders were Jewish and even
though they were thieves and murderers, we
could not imagine the anti-Jewish backlash
and atrocities that were reported and
confirmed by the press. There were
especially disturbing reports from TransDanubia where many innocent and honest
Jewish people were victims of the antiSemitism. After the dreadful looting and
murders of the Communists, the anti-Semites
were now taking their revenge. They were
now openly insulting Jewish citizens - telling
them that they were not real Hungarians. Is

this why I had shed blood to defend and
fight for my country’s good and honour?
No - no one will ever tell me to my face
that I am not a Hungarian! I would rather
desert the country that I love and fought
for. They are chasing away Jewish students
from the gates of the universities and they
abuse and insult them in the streets. There is
no future there, nothing to look forward to.
Just because they are Jews.
When I get out of here, I will have to go
back to Hungary, for my whole family is
there, but if things do not change I will leave
for the West where politics are not
influenced by religion.
October 21st, 1919
One hundred and ten of us have been set
free - now these lucky people are on a train
going toward their sweet homes. The
handshakes and saying goodbye to friends is
never easy, but this is a very emotional time
for all of us who are being left behind, for
God only knows for how long.
On the 16th came some good news for us
that ten Hungarians would be sent home with
Captain Gönczöl. I tried not to be envious but
couldn’t help thinking that with just a little
luck I could also have been amongst them. It
is a painful feeling being left behind.
At home there is total political chaos.
Anti-Semitism is continuing, the gates of
universities are closed, the young people are
leaving Hungary to study in the West, and
the whole outlook for the future of the
country is very bleak. Since June and July we
have been expecting the fall of the Soviet
government in Russia but there is no change,
and there is no change in our circumstances
either. The Italian government announced
that they were not waiting for the official
declaration of the peace accord and that
they were returning 100,000 Hungarian
prisoners. So the 100,000 from Italy would
be home before the sixty-five of us in
England. This is the sad result of being
imprisoned by the British which we all
thought was to our advantage.

Captain István Berger finally made it home, shortly after his last diary entry. Near the tumultuous end of the Second World
War, he found himself among a group of Jewish-Hungarians who were shot to death beside his beloved Danube River.
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