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Tunnels Threaten 

Hungarian Town 
By Dusko Doder 

Washington Post Foreign Service 

EGER, Hungary — This 
picturesque town seems a 
most un l ike ly place to have 
to struggle for i ts existence. 

Founded by Hungary's 
f i r s t k ing , Stephen, i n the 
early 11th century, Eger lies 
amid r o l l i n g h i l l s on the 
nor thern edge of Puszta, or 
the lowland that extends 
f r om Budapest east toward 
Transylvania. 

The town is surrounded 
by vineyards on al l sides 
and its baroque buildings 
.and palaces, its medieval 
fortress and church spires 
and i t s ' w ind ing streets 
evoke an impression of tran
q u i l i t y that belongs to an 
antique engraving. 

Yet, the town is i n deep 
trouble . According to town 
officials, nearly one t h i r d of 
Eger's 51,000 people live, l i t 
eral ly, on dangerous ground 
—a complex of huge, man-
made tunnels whose length 
totals 61.2 miles. 

A par t of this inter twined 
tunne l complex was bu i l t i n 
the 16th century, dur ing the 
T u r k i s h invasion. The rest 
dates back to the 18th and 
19th centuries. The entire 
complex is under the his
tor ic par t of Eger, an area 
compris ing roughly 13,000 
square yards. 

" U n t i l 1969," said Mikha ly 
Fekete, a construction engi
neer who heads the town's 

didn't know anything about 
these tunnels." 

T h a t year we began the 
construction of a ta l l bui ld
ing and as we started dig
ging we found out that the 
town lies on a very danger
ous system of underground 
corr idors." 

Because of geological 
movements, 70 houses have 
v i r tua l l y disintegrated in 
the past few years. Some 
buildings are rumored to 
have collapsed while their 
residents were inside and 
people were hur t , but this is 
off icial ly denied. 

Each month, authorit ies 
are quiet ly relocating fami
lies to new housing blocs on 
the outskirts. And the 
wooden scaffolding on many 
stately mansions that are 
now uninhabited testifies to 
the fact that str ict precau
tions are i n effect. 

But the removal of an es
t imated 15.000 people who 
now l ive i n what Fekete de
scribed as "dangerous" 
areas is a complicated and 
expensive project t h a t may 
last for several years. 

Moreover, the desire to 
preserve th is lovely historic 
c i ty would require invest
ments that Eger could 
hard ly marshal. 

Laszlo Sebesteny, who is 
deputy mayor, said that the 
government i n Budapest 
plans to contribute substan
t ia ! funds to preserve Eger 
and a major drive was 
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launched last year to rein
force the tunnel that runs 
through the downtown area. 

About 900 feet of new con
crete tunnels have been 
bui l t inside the dangerous 
downtown corridor. But the 
cost, according to Fekete, is 
roughly $1600 per foot. This 
is regarded as prohibi t ive ly 
expensive since this type of 
reinforcement, i f applied to 
the entire complex of tun
nels, would cost wel l over 
$400 mi l l i on . 

Instead, experts here said. 
Eger authorit ies intend to 
1 i l l the tunne l complex w i t h 
a special mix ture that in

cludes earth, industr ia l 
waste and something called 
'per l i t cement." Subse

quently, cement would be 
injected under pressure to 
help for t i f y the mix. 

Hungar ian scientists are 
said to be developing this 
type of technology at Pecs, 
an industr ia l c i ty i n south
west Hungary, that has simi
lar problems but at a 
smaller scale compared to 
Eger's. 

It is unclear, however, 
just how far along this new 
technique is i n development 
or how much i t would cost 
to apply i t to solve Eger's 
problem. 

The f i rst Eger tunnels 
were bu i l t before the Turk
ish invasion. According to 
Historical accounts, the com
mander of the fortress, Ste
phen Dobo, ordered the 

bui ld ing of an underground 
corr idor in 1548 i n anticipa
t ion of a Turk i sh siege. 

When the 100,000-man 
Turk ish army attacked Eger 
i n 1552, the Hungarians 
used the corr idor to resup-
ply the besieged town and 
also to harrass Turk ish 
forces w i t h Hungarian cav
alry. Stables capable of con
ta in ing 240 horses were bu i l t 
underground. 

Since the Turks were un
able to take Eger, they w i th 
drew the ir force. The Hun
garians, i n t u r n , brought in 
I ta l ian builders to 
strengthen the fortress and 
bu i ld more tunnels. Despite 
these reinforcements, the 
Turks managed to take Eger 
i n 1596 and i t remained un
der Turk i sh rule for 91 
years. 

According to Fekete, 
whose task force has been 
work ing on a map of under
ground tunnels since 1969, 
the tota l length of the tun
nels bu i l t i n the 16th cen
tury is about 7.5 miles. The 
remaining 53 miles of tun
nels were bu i l t by Eger resi
dents i n the 18th and 19th 
centuries, when the town be
came an impor tant mi l i ta ry 
and commercial outpost of 
the Hapsburg empire. 

Wi th the passage of t ime, 
however, the existence of 
most of these tunnels was 
forgotten. 

After Wor ld War I I , Com
munist authorit ies sought to ek
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industrial ize the region. 
New industries were bu i l t in 
Eger, inc lud ing a machine 
tool factory, a fu rn i ture fac
tory and an electronics f i r m . 
The old tobacco factory was 
modernized and enlarged, 
and the town itsel f has 
nearly doubled i n size since 
1945. 

The nation's economic de
velopment has been vigor
ous, especially since 1968 
when the government intro
duced cautious economic re
forms. I n Eger, however, the 
discovery of the tunnels has 
created a new set of prob
lems. 

The basic predicament is 
that the major i ty of tunnels 
are said to be i n very poor 
condit ion and an 18-mile-
long stretch of in ter twined 
passages has been weakened 
by erosiori and earth move
ments to a point where 
housing above that tunne l is 
regarded as "dangerous," 
Fekete said. 

According to expert esti
mates, people l i v ing i n that 
area w i l l have to be moved 
w i t h i n the next five years. 

But an even more basic 
problem was the preserva
t ion of the historic part of 
Eger. Even i f a l l the resi
dents were moved away 
f r om the dangerous zones, 
Fekete said, the collapse of 
those tunnels and . the 
ground above them is only a 
matter of t ime. 

Add i t iona l problems in

volve construction of water 
and sewerage systems, as 
we l l as the prohibi t ive cost 
of new construction. Houses 
here must be bu i l t on doz
ens, or sometimes hundreds, 
of massive concrete sti lts 
that extend to 35 feet below 
ground level. 

Eger's residents and au
thor i t ies have decided that 
the town should be pre
served and that the only 
way to do that is to f i l l the 
tunnels. But much depends 
on the development of tech
nology and then the accu
mulat ion of the f inancial re
sources to apply i t . 
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