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PUBLISHER’S NOTES & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



In some memoirs, every soldier is a likeable fellow who is fearless in the face of the enemy and regarded as heroic by his peers; the unit operates flawlessly, officers are firm but fair and personal rivalries, petty jealousy and bastardisation are virtually unknown. It is open to debate whether this state of martial harmony and mutual respect actually existed or if the author just omitted the unpleasant facts, because in most situations in life, we meet some people we simply don’t get along with, for one reason or another. Politics, rivalry and favouritism inevitably bedevil most human gatherings, be it a military unit, the workplace or even social events. It is therefore refreshing to read Wüster’s account. He pulls no punches. He tells it like he sees it: the petty victimisation by his battalion commander; his distrust of certain soldiers; the unwillingness of his men to attack. This same openness also allows Wüster to express opinions about sensitive subjects that still haunt Germans today. Some may not agree with certain statements made throughout the book but they are conclusions that Wüster has drawn after a long life.


Wüster was proud to be an officer in the German army. He believed it was an honourable career path for a young man and knew that being in the service was not just about snappy uniforms and glittering parades: war was part and parcel of being a soldier. However, he was glad that his front-line duty was at the beginning of his career, rather than later on, when he might be married and have children. As the prospect of victory in the east deteriorated, Wüster was still prepared to do his duty, come what may, and never shirk his responsibilities as an officer and a commander. The ultimate proof of this was his dogged determination to fly into the Stalingrad pocket in late December to rejoin his men, even though it would have been easy for him to remain outside.


I first had the pleasure of meeting Dr. Wigand Wüster in September 2005. He was amazingly spry, both mentally and physically, for a man of 85, going up and down two flights of stairs to fetch refreshments for my wife and I. Apart from being talented with the pen, Wüster is also a keen photographer, artist and model builder: his collection of massive scratch-built boats needs to be seen to be believed. His passion is evident in everything he applies himself to and his wit, intellect and rebellious spirit shine through in this book.


There are several people who are to be thanked for making this book possible. First and foremost, I would like to thank Dr. Wigand Wüster for recording his experiences and for permitting me to have his remarkable story translated and released in English. This book is compiled from selected excerpts of his detailed memoir (over 700 pages) called “Göttingen-Stalingrad-München: Überleben war für uns nicht vorgesehen”, which is currently only available in German as an e-book.


Heartfelt thanks go to Wigand’s son, Manfred, for being the personable link between his father and myself, and for answering my questions. In an age where many German families simply ignore their father’s war-time sacrifices, it is impressive to find a son who takes such a great interest in the tragedy and turmoil that embroiled his father.


My appreciation to Albrecht von Stumpff for supplying many insightful photos of his grandfather, Oberst Karl-Leberecht von Stumpff.


My deepest gratitude goes to Torben Laursen for selflessly translating the initial draft. Torben was already familiar with the text, having translated it for a Danish edition of the book. Without his assistance, it is doubtful this book would ever have been ready. Thanks also to Harald Steinmüller for proofing the translated text and making other valuable contributions.


I’m indebted once again to Tim Whistler for visiting the archives in Washington and securing the vital personnel files of Wüster, Oberst Balthasar and Oberst von Stumpff.


And finally, my thanks – as always – go to you, the reader, for purchasing this book. It gives us the incentive to keep producing original titles and translations of lesser-known German language books in a high-quality format.


Any comments, criticism, corrections or additions will be greatly appreciated. Write to us as info@leapinghorseman.com.au


Jason D. Mark


Sydney, Australia


June 2007
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FROM KHARKOV TO THE DON

CHAPTER 1








The further our train moved to the east, the more spring was turned back. It was rainy and cool in Kiev. We encountered numerous Italian troop transports. The Italians, with feathers in their hats, did not make a good impression. They were freezing. In Kharkov, there was even snow in some places. We were unloaded at a suburban railway station signposted “Novaya Bavariya” [new Bavaria], or something similarly quaint. When we moved through the city with our well-fed horses and equipment spruced up to peacetime standards to take up billets in a collective farm on the city’s northern outskirts, there were quite a few shouts from soldiers running around the streets, some looking rather shabby. “Don’t show off, you’re not going to get any fatter. Here with us, you’ll very quickly become a lot calmer!” Whoever wanted to listen heard fodder-envy, or whatever it was.

The city was neglected and grey. Our billets in the collective farm were bleak. Belgium and France were remembered as paradise lost. Nevertheless, there were still some diversions in the city, like soldier’s cinemas and the theatre. The main roads, like most in Russia, were broad, straight and representative – but rather decrepit.


[image: Wüster Wüster reports: “Dzerhezinsky Square was hemmed in by huge multi-storey administrative buildings, a mixture of Bauhaus and skyscraper styles.” Kharkov’s distinctive skyline was undoubtedly its main symbol and any German soldier with a camera could not resist taking a few snaps. On the right is the Gosprom (House of State Industry) complex, on the left the technical institute.]
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[image: Wüster Wüster: “The massive Shevchenko monument was made of bronze and fringed by soldiers of the Revolution in heroic poses. Finally, here was something different from the endless statues of Lenin and Stalin, even though Kharkov of course had its fair share of those.” This monument and its surrounding park area, named after T.G. Shevchenko (1814 - 1861), a revolutionary democrat and ardent fighter against tsarism and serfdom, still exists today.]
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[image: Wüster Shevchenko Gardens is the oldest green area in the city centre, being planted as far back as 1804. The garden’s central path is a beautiful chestnut-tree alley leading from the Shevchenko monument to the University building. The garden area covers 25 hectares and has over 15,000 trees, including gigantic oaks which are over 200 years old. Here, Kharkov’s citizens go about their business in spite of the German occupation of their city.]
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[image: Wüster Early May 1942. Oberleutnant Wüster reports: “I was detailed to a Panzernahkampflehrgang (tank close-combat course) for a few days, which was useful to some extent because it helped diminish the fear of tanks, at least relatively. We crouched in foxholes and let them roll over us, and learned to throw explosive charges, anti-tank mines and hand grenade bundles from cover onto the tank’s engine deck. The rear armour could also be melted through with a thermite poultice and the engine destroyed. Realistic explosions on captured tanks were exciting. Despite all the useful insights, I still felt helpless and unprotected when exposed to the weapons and observation slits of a tank. That all changed when we course participants were put into the tanks, to ride along]
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[image: Wüster during an “attack”. Now the feeling of inferiority was with the tank crew. Nothing could be seen or heard. If a foxhole was even noticed, it could already be too late. Perhaps a figure would be seen scampering past, then the dull impact of an anti-tank mine on the rear deck, behind the turret, would be heard. Too late! The effect of smoke pots and smoke grenades when combating tanks was surprising. Visibility was not only taken from the tank crew, but the incendiary combustion also deprived them of oxygen. The crew had to bail out immediately if they did not want to suffocate. There was almost an accident during the exercise. Only with one final effort could a tank driver be pulled from his seat.”]
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[image: Wüster Wüster: “Traces of battle were evident at the main railway station and the nearby modern central post office.” Half-tracks of 23. Panzer-Division roll post Kharkov’s main post office. The division had arrived from France in late March/early April, and elements were used to support various infantry divisions arrayed to the east of the city.]
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[image: Wüster Oberleutnant Wüster at his “bleak billets” on a collective farm north of Kharkov, early May 1942. He was promoted to Oberleutnant on 16 March 1942, with effect from 1 April 1942. He was awarded the General Assault Badge in August 1940 and the Iron Cross First Class in July 1941. Despite having fought in the Polish, French and Russian 1941 campaigns, Wüster had not been seriously wounded. A few minor injuries that he suffered made him eligible for the Wound Badge but he thought accepting it for his trifling wounds would be to tempt fate.]
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[image: Wüster Above and below: While moving north to help fend off the Soviet breakthrough in the sector of 294. Infanterie-Division, Wüster’s battery was caught in the open, as he reports: “The battery already suffered casualties while moving into its first firing position when Russian bombs fell amongst the column.” It was a brutal re-introduction to the Eastern Front. Several horses, such as the one on the left, were reduced to unrecognisable masses.]
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[image: Wüster Above and below: Emplaced in a rear-slope position and thinly camouflaged against aerial observation, the gunners of 10. Batterie sit around and wait for firing instructions. Some of the men already have their heads shaved, while another is undergoing the process. Batterie-Offizier Wüster (below) also had his hair shorn off. This was sometimes done to prevent lice but it was definitely not the case with Wüster and his men: a bet made during a drinking session resulted in the losers surrendering their hair!]
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Incidentally, the Kharkov theatre performances were not bad at all. The Ukrainian ensemble (or those still living in the place) performed Swan Lake and the Gypsy Baron. The orchestra appeared in woollen jackets or coats with fur trimming, their workers caps pulled down on the neck or over the nose. Only the conductor, who was eventually seen from the auditorium, wore a tatty tailcoat. The ravages of time had already gnawed a lot at the costumes and decorations. With many improvisations, however, the performances were quite successfully carried out. The people went to some trouble and were talented. One had a sense and meaning of culture in the Soviet Union.


[image: Mark A 15cm howitzer of IV. Abteilung ready to fire. The gun position is being camouflaged, but fortunately for the artillerymen, the Luftwaffe maintained superiority in the air, a definite plus when the terrain was devoid of cover.]
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Our division had still not completely arrived in Kharkov when the Russians broke into the German positions north of the city. An infantry regiment, our heavy battalion and a light artillery battalion1 had to play fire-brigade. The battery already suffered casualties while moving into its first firing position when Russian bombs fell amongst the column. German air superiority had diminished, although it was still available. Nuisance fire from Russian artillery landed near our battery but it did not seem as if the enemy had recognised the battery, even though we fired repeatedly from the position. I stood behind the battery, shouting out my firing instructions to the guns, when a violent detonation took place at Gun 3. In the heat of the moment, I thought the gun had taken a direct hit. A large, dark object flew past me. Jumping to my feet, I recognised that it was the pneumatic recuperator, which had been torn off the howitzer. Others ran over to the destroyed artillery piece. Gunners 1 and 2 hung in the gun carriage. Everyone else seemed uninjured. The gun looked bad. The barrel just forward of the breech had expanded and split into strips. The forward section of the barrel, however, had not been ripped apart. The two spring equilibrators to the right and left of the barrel had been pushed aside and fragmented into their component parts. The gun cradle was warped. It was obvious that the pneumatic recuperator positioned over the barrel had been ripped away. It was therefore a barrel-burst, the first I had experienced. I had actually seen other guns after barrel-bursts, but with those, it was always the muzzle that had been frayed. Barrel-bursts were very rare.

The two gunners on the carriage began to move. The blast pressure had burst tiny blood vessels in their faces. They were heavily concussed, could hear nothing and their vision was blurry, but they were otherwise intact. It looked worse than it was. The doctor also confirmed this. Their condition continued to improve with his arrival.


[image: Wüster During one of its first fire missions of the 1942 campaign, the veteran crew of the equally battle-experienced Geschütz 3 (Gun 3) almost came to an ill-fated end.]
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[image: Wüster A view of the damage from the gunlayer’s position. Note that the breechblock is still closed. The “Kommandotafel” (range conversion table) on the left provided the precise graduation of elevation, drift correction and powder charge based on range to the target and progression of rounds fired (the velocity of each shell steadily increased from the first – which was the slowest – until stabilising on the sixth or seventh round). Wüster recalls that this was the gun’s original barrel.]
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[image: Wüster The various components dislodged by the barrel-burst are gathered together. The crew are still stunned by their close call. Wüster took a risk by recording the event on film: photographing barrel-bursts was strictly forbidden.]
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They were of course dazed and stunned, so they were placed under observation in hospital for a few days. When they returned, they did not want to go back to the guns. Everyone understood. After they had spent some time hauling ammunition, however, they preferred to be gunners again. Disagreement prevailed for a long time about the cause of the barrel-burst. Blame was even sought in how the gun was serviced because the barrel was supposed to be looked through after each shot, to see whether any foreign matter had been left behind. A visual inspection through the barrel was regulation, but it was impractical theory because a high rate of fire was not possible and nobody really remembered it during front-line operations because there were other concerns. It had also never been found that remnants of a powder bag or a shell’s rotating band could cause damage. The fault, however, must probably have lain with the shells. Due to the lack of copper, shells were manufactured with soft iron rotating rings. Shortages had arisen within different production batches and barrel-bursts had already occasionally occurred, even if not in my battalion. Now, before firing, the inscriptions on all shells were examined to see whether they belonged to the bad luck batch. An unlucky duck was found every now and then: it was specifically marked and sent back. After only a few days, the battery received a brand spanking new gun. Kharkov and its supply depots were still very close by.


[image: Wüster The guns of 10. Batterie moved into new positions just behind the front-line. The forward defensive positions of the infantry ran along the ridgeline in the distance. Lack of suitable cover further to the rear forced the howitzers to be set up in these forward-slope positions. When a Soviet attack did come, it would most likely move down the road cutting diagonally across the ridge.]
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When the situation seemed settled, the deployed parts of the division were withdrawn. Before the battery had reached its old billets in the collective farm, however, the Russians broke through again at the same place: “Those Saxons2 are crap, the cowardly dogs, they don’t hold not!” Those from Lower Saxony3 (thus from Hannover, Braunschweig and Oldenburg) always had reservations about the Saxons, with whom they never wanted to be confused: “They scram and run away if your back is turned and they’ve seen the first Russian!” This prejudice against Saxons had nothing to do with the Saxon dialect – not pleasant to everyone – but went back to Napoleonic times, when the Saxon king did not want to separate from the French. Still, understanding can be mustered for that because the neighbouring Prussians never let an opportunity pass without incorporating a piece of Saxon territory.

We therefore turned around and went back into position. This time the battery met directly with Saxon units. Now the presumptuously derogatory judgement was revised with the statement: “What can the poor wretches do…” The Saxons had laid in the filth near Kharkov for the entire winter, were in a bad state and emaciated, a picture of misery. They were completely exhausted, their companies only having laughable trench strengths. They could not do much more, even with their best intentions. They had been “burnt up” and were now only cinders. I had never before seen a German unit in such a miserable condition. The Saxons were in far worse shape than our 71. Infanterie-Division was when it had to be extracted from army control the previous autumn because of its losses near Kiev. There was only compassion and it was hoped that our own troops would be spared something similar.

The main battle line was on a flat ridge. To its rear, on the other side of valley floor, the battery had to move into a forward-slope position between some small loam huts. This unusual deployment of the guns was unavoidable because no other suitable cover could be found in this precarious situation from which there was a sufficient firing arc against the Russians. We weren’t even able to fire deep enough into the enemy’s hinterland. If the Russians should successfully attack, however, and push our infantry back from the ridgeline, the forward-slope position would become dangerous. It would be almost impossible for the ammunition vehicles to reach it and a change of position to the rear would also stand little chance of succeeding.
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To begin with, I was the forward observer for a few days in the main line which lay under constant heavy bombardment. Our infantry had entrenched themselves well but their morale was severely affected by the sustained fire because no-one was able to move during daylight and could not emerge from their holes. Me and my radio operators actually seemed to suffer less from the bombardment: we sat quite safely in our deep foxhole and knew that even near misses could not touch us. A direct hit, which would have been an extremely misfortunate event, was not reckoned on. The experience once again showed that artillerymen dreaded hostile infantry fire far more than artillery bombardment. For the infantry, the exact opposite was true. Weapons which men handled themselves were feared far less than the unknown. Infantry messengers, who sometimes searched for cover in our foxhole, were unsettled that we were calmly playing cards. Nevertheless, I was glad when my relief arrived and I was made battery officer again. This time, the main observation post lay far behind the gun emplacements. This was unusual, but it was forced by the terrain. The Russians then attacked on 17 and 18 May with massive superiority. Spring would soon arrive with its summery temperatures. It would have been pleasant, had the hostile attack not just broken loose. Assemblies of enemy tanks were detected. We had to lay down barrage fire more and more frequently. The forward observer, who had replaced me, demanded increasingly urgent fire support missions. The entire forward line on the ridge occasionally disappeared in the impact clouds from Russian artillery. It was clear that the enemy would attack.
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The short distance to the rear simplified the supply of ammunition. Once, a motorised column even drove up directly to the guns. Our own horse-drawn columns would not have coped with the high consumption. Barrels and breechblocks became hot. All available men had to help load the guns and haul ammunition. For the first time, barrels and breechblocks had to be cooled with wet sacks or a splash of water because they became too hot for the crews. Some of the barrels, which had already fired thousand of shells since the outbreak of war, had suffered heavy erosion of the bore at the forward end of the shell chamber – still in the smooth part of the barrel – into which the leading edge of the cartridge bulged. A lot of strength was then needed to open the breech with its simultaneous ejection of the empty cartridge case. Every now and then the wooden rammer was used to help force the edge of the cartridge out of the eroded bore. Because of barrel erosion, there were also “afterburners”. If, during rapid firing, the breech was torn open immediately after recoil, jets of flame spurted out. It was actually harmless. You had to get used to it, however. One day, when infantrymen were in the position, they were asked by the gunners if they wanted to fire the guns. Usually, however, considerable timidity existed. The lanyard had to be very forcefully pulled. The barrel ran past close by the body, the crack of discharge was unfamiliar. This was an opportunity for the gunners to big note themselves. Yarns about barrel-bursts would always come due. In terms of heroism, artillerymen naturally had a chip on their shoulders towards the poor devils from the infantry, which they therefore sought to cover up. It was dramatic on the morning of 18 May. Russian tanks


[image: Wüster After the engagement on 18 May, 1942. Some of the screening camouflage has been knocked askew by the blast from the muzzle. Fresh kill rings have been painted on the barrel. Note that more of the hut’s roof has disappeared.]
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attacked with infantry support. The forward observer transmitted distress calls. When we could see the first tank in our own front-line from our gun emplacements, the forward observer conveyed the request of the infantry that we should combat the tanks that had broken through without consideration for our own people. It was believed that only in this way could the position be more or less held.

I was glad not to be up front in that mess but had concerns about our precarious front-slope position, which the tanks could take under direct bombardment at any time. The gunners became uneasy. The tanks came driving down the opposite slope, firing about the area, but not at our battery, which they had probably not spotted. I ran from gun to gun and assigned certain tanks to the gun leaders to take under direct fire. They would only open fire, however, when the Russian tanks had moved far enough away from our forward line, in order not to imperil any of our own people.
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Our direct-fire barrage began at approximately 1500 metres distance. The 15cm howitzers were not really suited for it. Several shots and corrections were required until a tank was hit, or it was finished off by a near-miss from a 15cm shell. When one of the first bulls-eyes tore the entire turret off a feared T-34, the spell was broken. Although the danger still remained for us, a kind of passion for hunting broke out amongst the gunners. They faithfully toiled away at their guns and were seemingly cheerful. I ran from gun to gun, in order to be in the best position to assign targets. Fortunately, we were not fired on by the tanks, which would certainly not have agreed with us. In this way, the gunners’ jobs were made easier, and they could calmly aim and fire.


In this tense situation I was called to the telephone. Battalion commander Balthasar4 demanded an explanation from me as to how a short round from 10. Batterie had come to land behind the command post of one of the light artillery battalions. It could only have been from 10. Batterie because no other heavy batteries were firing at that moment. I fended off this rebuke perhaps a bit too abruptly and referred to our battle against the tanks. I wanted to get back to my guns, whose direction seemed more important to me. It may be that I answered overconfidently, caught up in the heat of the moment.

When I was again ordered to come to the telephone, I was given the coordinates of the allegedly endangered command post, which had fortunately suffered no damage. Now I was quite certain that 10. Batterie could not have been responsible because a gun would have to have been slewed around approx. 45 degrees and I would have noticed that. It was also completely wrong because the guns were firing directly at enemy tanks. I tried to explain the situation to Balthasar.

In the meantime, the battle against the tanks continued nonstop. Altogether we destroyed five enemy tanks. Others were finished off within the main defensive line by the infantry in close combat. The tanks then disappeared. The enemy attack had failed. Our infantry had successfully maintained their positions. Reassuring messages came from the forward observer, who had finally reported back in. He took over the observed shooting of the battery against the withdrawing enemy. I contacted my battery commander, Kuhlmann5, via the field-telephone and made a detailed report, which satisfied and pleased him. Still, he kept going back to the stupid story of the short round. I gave impudent answers. To me, the whole thing was idiotic.

When the fighting abated completely in the late afternoon, the gunners, with white oil paint – who knows where they got it from – began painting kill rings for the tanks on the gun barrels. I ensured that there was no more than 5, but with the kill from Niemerov the previous year, that made six. Fortunately, no gun went without, otherwise it would have led to a mighty stink. The gunlayers and gun leaders with 2 kills each were naturally the “heroes” of the day. It was thanks to the forward-slope position that we could fire directly at the tanks, but the main thing remained the fact that the tanks had not recognised us in our “imbecilic” forward-slope position. Not a single enemy shot was harmful to us and even the Russian artillery had not troubled us. Soldier’s luck!
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Because of all the fuss surrounding the alleged short round, I had nevertheless become contemplative. As a precaution, I protected myself against any conceivable accusation. I collected all notations from the gun leaders and even from the telephonists and radio operators about firing instructions from our main observation post and the forward observer. I organised and examined the documents to determine whether there were any inaccuracies or errors. The more I looked into it, the clearer it became that an extraordinary change in azimuth was required for the contentious miss. It was wrong. We had indeed fired with different elevations but with only the most negligible traverse. Even though it was superfluous, I checked into ammunition consumption and endorsed the gun books, work that was otherwise only attended to summarily. Incidentally, the range of traverse for the firmly anchored howitzers would not have been sufficient. The direction of the gun trails would have had to be changed – a substantial effort, which would not have escaped my notice. I calmed down: my case was rock solid.

But Balthasar did not give in. He wasn’t interested in a discussion: “Either you report to me at 1100 hours tomorrow morning about how the short round happened, or you report to me at the same time for punishment.”



That was now strong stuff. Even though I was in a sheer rage, I effected a particularly calm exterior. I then spoke especially slowly, impersonally and clearly: “I humbly report that I have concluded my investigation. I will submit the proof to Herr Oberstleutnant which will rule out the alleged short round. That will be my report. I will therefore report to you at 1100 hours for punishment.”

This might have provoked the choleric Balthasar because I didn’t get any further. Balthasar ranted into the phone: “Be on time! That’s it, you impertinent lout, you snotty little upstart, who do you think you are? I’ve had it in for you for a very long time!”

I did not take in any more because I hung up, so as to end the inspiring conversation. I trembled with rage. Now, it meant it was no mistake. The evening remained quiet. I had the field-kitchen bring forward the “wise book” from the orderly’s wagon. I wanted to read up on how an officer’s “Meldeanzug”6 should look, whether I would have to put my helmet on and how it was prescribed for enlisted men and NCOs if they had to accept punishment. The “wise book” was a truly wide-ranging collection of every essential regulation pertinent to the leadership of a unit. Each battery had a copy and it was informative and useful to me. The reporting uniform for officers was as follows: breeches, service coat, leather gear and officer’s cap. That was clear-cut. As a precaution, I also read the regulations on how to lodge a complaint. When I went on my way to the commander, I consciously left my helmet behind at the gun emplacements. It was a wonderful sunny morning and I planned it so that I arrived on time, but not too early. Balthasar seemed to have been waiting when I stepped forward. His adjutant, Peter Schmidt7, stood diagonally behind him.

“Reporting as ordered.”

“Where is your helmet? You must have your helmet on when receiving punishment,” snarled Balthasar.

I answered factually and in the calmest possible manner that I was quite clear on this point because I had read the regulations and made sure that a cap was sufficient. That was too much.

“You dare to lecture me?”

Then followed a hysterical torrent of abusive words straight from the barracks yard repertoire of a drill sergeant, the type of language that had nearly faded into obscurity in the field. It caught me unawares. By his lack of self-control, I believe Balthasar fully recognised that his qualities had always been doubted. His outburst ended: “And when I order ‘Helmet on’, you’ll put your helmet on, right?”

The adjutant stood motionless beside him, mute, straightfaced – what else should he have done?

“Give me your helmet, Peter,” I said, turning to him, “I need a helmet and don’t have one with me.”

Contrary to expectations, Balthasar remained calm as I donned the helmet, saluted by raising my hand to the rim of the helmet, and announced: “Reporting as ordered, with helmet.”

“I punish you to three days house arrest because of a lack of supervision, by allowing a short round to fall behind the command post of II. Abteilung.”

That was probably the lot and I wanted to take off, but he added one more thing: “Those silly kill rings will be removed from your barrels. You have not yet shot a single tank. Bring written confirmation from company commanders, if you can.”

How did the commander know about the kill rings? He had not seen the battery since it happened, so he must have been told about them. Before I went back to the battery, I spoke for a while with the adjutant, a friend of mine, to whom I returned the helmet. He tried to mollify me, saying that I shouldn’t take everything so seriously, the storm would blow over just as quickly as it had arisen, and at the end of the day, it was only a trifling matter. I bore some of the blame because I appeared too confident, Melchior and Kuhlmann having already decided long ago during a drinking session to knock me down a few pegs. I saw it differently, on principle: Officers should not be insulted like the stupidest recruits. “I’ll have to complain,” I said as I was leaving.

“I’d carefully reconsider if I were in your position. Nothing good will come of it,” answered the adjutant as I was already riding off. My horse groom had witnessed the entire flare-up and said: “That was a huge bawling-out, Herr Oberleutnant, because it’ll take a long time for you to get over it. And what happens now with the kill rings?”

I was somewhat taciturn on the ride back, considering what to do and in which order it should happen. On the return trip I decided to visit Kuhlmann in order to report to him. It was surprising that he tried to placate me and dissuade me from lodging a complaint: “You won’t make yourself any friends.” What friends did I have now? Kuhlmann seemed to stick by me in one regard, however. He did not want to do anything about the kill rings because they were kudos for the battery. I should try to procure evidence. Our forward observer would be able to help there. Nevertheless, it seemed he was only helping me begrudgingly.

I gleaned from the “wise book” that a complaint should be submitted through official channels, the statement being enclosed in a sealed envelope, which in my case could only be opened by the regiment commander. I proceeded in accordance with this formula. I repudiated the charge of “lack of supervision” and attached the evidence. I objected that no fair investigation had taken place. Finally, I complained about the slanderous, offensive insults.


Once I sent my complaint on its way, I felt much better again. In any case, it was clear to me that Balthasar would persecute me mercilessly. He would “get” me another way. I would have to be on my guard and hope for a transfer to another battalion, as was general custom in situations like this. Oberstleutnant Balthasar was brazen enough to call me. The complaint – well – I had to know that what I did was not smart. Then he came to the point: the envelope had most likely been sealed so that any old “Piesepampel”8 (he expressed himself that way) could not read it, so he would probably open the envelope. He seemed astonished when I forbade him with reference to the “wise book”. The whole matter could be reconsidered if I allowed him to open it. I declined without further comment, reckoning that the complaints procedure should run its course.

Obtaining verification of our tank kills seemed more difficult to me. Surely experts could determine whether a 15cm shell was the cause or not. Such considerations, however, were wrong under the conditions. The destroyed tanks were located about the area, but would the infantry lay claim to them for themselves? The upside was the fact that different batteries or panzerjäger units had not fired at the tanks, otherwise, the claim of 5 tanks would have become 10 or 20. Such things happened often, like a miracle, as when Jesus multiplied the loaves of bread. Except for us artillerymen who were doing the actual shooting, who would have seen anything? The infantry had other concerns during the Russian penetration. If they had been reorganised in the meantime, then any search was futile. Question upon question. The ordnance officer, who happened to be at the battery because of the barrel erosion problem, had doubts as to whether any definitive discoveries could even be found on the tank wrecks to prove they had been destroyed by 15cm howitzer shells. It could be certain in some individual cases, but generally, it was extremely doubtful. I wanted to march out and make enquiries at the infantry myself, fearing that evidence would come unstuck and foreseeing new conflicts developing with Balthasar. Then, the forward observer unexpectedly returned to the gun emplacements and brought with him the desired documents supporting our kills. Kuhlmann had requested them. Leutnant von Medem reported that the infantry had been completely inspired by our battle against the tanks. Three kills alone were confirmed by the battalion commander and had been pinpointed. There was even one which we had not recognised and had not taken into account. Furthermore, there were three more verified kills from company commanders. Just like that, 5 tank kills had become 6 and subsequently there was even
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a seventh because two tanks had driven into each other when the first had been flung to the side by a hit under its tracks. The main thing was that we could now present our tank kills in writing. Kuhlmann himself was completely proud of his 10. Batterie. My underestimate from the previous day must have left a good impression. In the controversy between Oberstleutnant Balthasar and I, however, Hauptmann Kuhlmann did not want to interfere, even though he clapped me appreciatively on the shoulder and dismissed the punishment as a mere trifle.

Nevertheless, I did not believe the total of 7 tanks. I would have noticed the hits. Perhaps, in the excitement, the infantry had “given” us the two bonus tanks. Why argue when you receive a gift? Ample tank wrecks lay about the area, including plenty of “fresh” ones, but also those rusted over from the winter. It was obvious that tank attacks had come in repeatedly against this sector during the last few months. I kept my thoughts to myself, only making a few testy remarks to the adjutant Peter Schmidt, whom Balthasar had sent to me because he had been put in a dilemma by my proof, but those statements brought by the forward observer were already on their way to Kuhlmann via the “official channel”. Yep, those alleged 7 tanks were now shouted from the rooftops, forming a glorious page in the heavy battalion’s history, which had had little to do with it – as Kuhlmann made clear – when he pointed out that it had been done exclusively by his battery, even though he had not been personally involved at all and had agreed instead with Balthasar about my punishment.
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At least the kill rings remained on the gun barrels. The two additional “latecomers” were also painted on, so that each gun now proudly bore two rings and total peace could settle between the gun leaders and crews. There was a handful of decorations for the gun leaders and gun-layers, insofar as they had not yet been considered for the Iron Cross Second Class. The forward observer and both his radio operators naturally received the first medals, which they had honestly earned for themselves, even though they were not exposed to any greater danger than each and every infantryman involved. It was no better than a joke when an Iron Cross Second Class fell into the lap of the telephonist at the gun emplacements who had had no opportunity to especially prove himself on this day – except for perhaps calling me to the phone to speak to Balthasar. On the other hand, he was a good reliable man and the “distributor” had enough for him this time.

Decorations were generally one’s own concern, just as with bravery medals, even more so with “civilian” awards. If you survive long enough in war and simply carry out your duty, your time will come, and the unit commander will have to come up with a flowery reason. How should the blessing of medals be “fairly” controlled? Should the medals go there, where the bloodiest “novels” have been written because superiors want to distinguish them from the masses? Or is it not fairer to distribute them in “quotas” to units, to recognise their successes or the gravity of their operations? To invent reasons later was not always simple, but there had to be a reason, for the sake of the medal. If a division was successful, the rewards flowed more plentifully, but if it was thrown back, fewer “heroic acts” were registered. There were few medals in Poland, a couple more in France. Huge victories in 1941 until the beginning of winter caused a positive flood of medals, afterwards, they were more sparing. When Stalingrad was coming to its end, even the strongest surge of medals and promotions could not prevent the collapse. The Spartan legend had already been spun and (dead) heroes were needed for the monuments…

Inspection of the Russian tank wrecks was informative in various regards. The T-34 was the best and most robust tank in 1942. Its broad tracks gave it greater cross-country mobility than others, its engine produced high speeds and its long gun barrel lent to it higher penetrative power. Its deficiencies were insufficient sighting instruments and absent all-round visibility, which caused it to be half blind. Radio equipment was also not well suited, some tanks possessing none at all. Nevertheless, it could not withstand 15cm shells in spite of its very strong armour, and it did not even have to be a direct hit. A shot under the track or hull could overturn it. Near misses could rip apart the tracks. In addition, at Kharkov, English tanks of the Mark 2 and Mark 3 types were employed, which were quite mobile on good terrain, but they remained far inferior to the T-34. They were, however, amply fitted out with useful accessories. We gladly took the tool kits, but favoured above all else were the practical boilers, which were fueled by any kind of combustible liquid. To get the “Englishmen” back on the road again, their turrets were removed and they were used as towing-tractors, but the T-34 was also more suitable for that.
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Our combat sector was soon handed over to another division. In the meantime, our 71st had been brought together and was once again complete. We marched through Kharkov to the south, towards a new combined-arms operation. The Kharkov battle had been successfully concluded. The defence against a large-scale Russian attack had turned into a destructive battle of encirclement for the aggressor. Now we once again pushed eastward. Perhaps we had finally succeeded in throwing the Russians back… a victorious conclusion to the war became conceivable again. Crossings over the Burluk and Oskol rivers had to be forced in heavy fighting. After that, however – as in 1941 – there were weeks-long advances in blazing heat, apart from days of mud when rain fell.


[image: The route of 71. Infanterie-Division during the 1942 summer campaign was marked by a series of gruelling marches across barren steppe and numerous river crossings. The division was re-introduced to the Eastern Front just prior to a crisis: the near-disaster of the Soviet Kharkov offensive in May 1942. The strength of Artillerie-Regiment 171’s batteries, so recently replenished during a refit in France, was frittered away in piecemeal employments. Some fought near Izyum, others near Kharkov, but all were assigned difficult tasks, such as being tank hunters or escort batteries attached to fast-moving reconnaissance detachments. Nevertheless, potential disaster was turned into victory. Then the actual summer campaign began. The advance towards Stalingrad over the Oskol and the Don meant that the artillery was employed in a traditional way but extravagant demands were placed on both men and horses. These battles, which at times developed into hasty pursuits, also caused trouble for the supply trains following up at night because they were forced to fight for their lives against Russian formations that had been outpaced during the day. When the Don was eventually reached opposite Kalach, the strength of the sector – with its elevated west bank – plus the exhausted state of the troops, made it an ideal site to spend the winter. It was not to be. There was one more river to reach.]
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Except for a few large offensive manoeuvres, our heavy battalion rarely saw any action. We had enough to do on our own just to keep moving forward. The beef-ier draught-horses were frighteningly thin and showed that they were not up to the requirements of long stretches of marching, particularly in difficult terrain. Temporary help was sought. There were still some of the tanks “converted” to towing-tractors but we also looked for agricultural tractors, mainly the caterpillar ones. Not many could be fetched from the collective farms just off the roads. The Russians had taken as much as possible with them and had only left behind defective equipment. Improvisation was constantly needed and we were always on the look-out for fuel.

For this process, we were best served by a one-time T-34. We sent out “booty commandos”, who went on the “hunt” to the left and the right of the advance road in captured trucks. To keep us mobile, a 200-litre barrel with kerosene was obtained. “Kürassin”9 said the soldiers, because the term “kerosene” was not well-known to us. The 200-litre barrel was carried on the turretless tank, upon which ammunition was also stowed. Still, we constantly had bottlenecks in fuel supply because even the requirements of the motorised formations could not be satisfactorily guaranteed. At first we moved our howitzers in one piece because it was easier. It soon turned out, however, that the suspension on our horse-drawn limbers was too weak for that and they
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broke. That then caused the greatest difficulties when they were moved into position. We had to move the barrel separately. New springs were difficult to obtain and it was almost impossible for the ordnance officer to install them without a workshop. So now, a long caravan of vehicles trailed behind each tractor. We certainly did not look like a well-ordered military unit. The battery resembled a pack of gypsies, because in order to distribute the load, panje-wagons pulled by small tough horses were used as much as possible. From the mass of prisoners streaming back towards us, we recruited strong volunteer auxiliaries (Hiwis) who, by wearing pieces of civilian garb and Wehrmacht clothing in addition to their Russian uniforms, further reinforced our gypsy-like impression. Horses that were ill or had become too weak were unhitched and tethered to the vehicles so that they could trot alongside them.


I served my punishment “in segments”. The “room” for house arrest was a tent made from buttoned-together tent quarters, set up separately for me on quiet days. My orderly supplied me with meals. The battery knew what was happening, grinned and remained well-disposed to me. Kuhlmann painstakingly kept account of time served and announced when it was over. He donated a bottle of schnapps for my “release”. I contacted the regiment adjutant and asked how my complaint was going. He confirmed its arrival but explained that Oberst Scharenberg10 had put it aside during operations because there was no time for the handling of complaints. What should I make of that?


[image: Wüster A “gypsy caravan” of 10. Batterie. A conga-line of guns and limbers is towed by one of the Soviet tractors. In this photo, the howitzer has its barrel while the gun-barrel wagon is empty.]
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Scharenberg and Balthasar had a good, perhaps even friendly relationship. So I had to wait and be constantly on my guard against Balthasar, who mean-spiritedly tried to victimise me, and which also caused the battery to suffer every now and then. Hauptmann Kuhlmann was again substantially afflicted by the strain, as happened the previous year. This time, he was even transferred to the replacement unit in the homeland. Since no other suitable commander was available (Dr. Nordmann was no longer with the regiment), I had to take over the battery. With that commenced the blatant persecution by Balthasar, under which the battery now suffered constantly. It had been kept in check during Kuhlmann’s time because he was able to resist.

Even during brief operations, the battery always received the most uncomfortable tasks. Our rest periods were much stingier than those of the other batteries. In unclear situations I was entrusted with all manner of special tasks and even though I was battery commander, I was used excessively for advanced observation. If my Leutnant, who was still quite inexperienced, met difficulties at the battery because he could not handle the veteran Spiess and Futtermeister, I had to stand up for him. The two had tried to make my life difficult from the very beginning. Anyway, one of my stints as a forward observer brought a new T-34 into the battery’s possession for towing purposes. I had spent an uncomfortable rainy night under a tarpaulin with my radio operators. When morning finally arrived, fog blanketed everything. In order to move my stiff limbs, I went to the battalion command post. There was some concern there because the noise of enemy tank tracks could be heard. I should shoot – but where? Blindly into the fog? So I waited. When I was heading back to the foxhole of my radio operator, I had to attend to my “morning urge”, so I went into the bushes and dropped my trousers. I had not yet finished my “business” when tank tracks squeaked and ground a few paces away from me. I quickly finished things off and saw the tank in the fog as a dark shadow directly over the radio-post. It was standing still, not rolling forward any more. I then saw the radio operator spring out of his hole, in order to get himself to safety, but he then ran back, probably wanting to rescue the radio. When he jumped up with the heavy box, the tank swivelled its turret. In his terror the radio operator banged a metal clasp against the tank and ducked into the first abandoned foxhole. I was just an onlooker, taking in the risky situation without being able to do anything, but I was nevertheless curious. Then the turret hatch opened and the 4 Russian crewmen jumped out unbelievably quickly and ran into the fog. I fired after them with a submachine-gun – without success.

Infantrymen came running. The radio operator recovered from his fright. The tank was intact and operational. The entire incident could only be explained in one way: the Russians must have noticed the man with the box and thought it was an explosive charge. If that had not been the case, they would not have got out with such haste. There was loud cheering and a bottle was passed around. When the fog finally thinned out, nothing more was seen of the Russians, or indeed, tanks. They had cleared off unnoticed in the fog.
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Advance, dust and heat! Suddenly, a gun-barrel trailer broke through the loamy road up to its axle. Although there was no brook running nearby, a cavity must have formed under the road, probably from being undermined by violent rain. This meant a good deal of work. Spades were hastily fetched so that excavation could begin. Ropes were fastened to the wheels and axle so that they could be pulled free and horses from the limbers were standing by as additional pulling power. We already knew that such “games” were often enough. Balthasar happened to ride past and seemed to be amused:

“How can someone be so dumb and get themselves stuck on a smooth road. We don’t have time. Leutnant Lohmann will immediately drive on with the battery. Wüster, you attend to the gun-barrel trailer. Eight horses, eight men.”

This decision was unobjective. He should have let me use the T-34 prime mover, as I wanted to do. That alone would guarantee the success of our “excavation work”. It was clear to my men that this was one of the little games that Balthasar liked to play with me.

After a seemingly sufficient amount of shovelling, the attempt with 8 weakening horses failed: the gun-barrel trailer could no longer be pulled out. The men were likewise exhausted from the work. So I let them have a snack – I was also happy to eat because I wasn’t coming up with any useful ideas. An infantry battalion came marching up with its commander on point. It was the battalion near which my radio operator had “conquered” the T-34 only a few days ago.


[image: Familie von Stumpff A team of 8 horses was needed to pull each gun-barrel wagon. The horses could barely keep up with the tempo: on this day, 10 July, it was almost 40º in the shade and there was not a cloud in the sky.]
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“What are you doing out here all on your lonesome with your lame nags? You’ll never get anywhere. If you swear to your Saint Barbara11 that you won’t be so stingy with your ammunition next time, I’ll get your gun back on its feet. Have we got ourselves a deal?”

Ropes and chains were fastened on the tread of the wagon’s large wheels in such a way that they could exert leverage on the axle. To pull and tear the wagon from the muck on the first attempt was essential. The horses were harnessed but they would only begin pulling when the wheels moved. On each rope were chains of 10 to 14 men. Behind the horses were the gunners with whips or sticks. I positioned myself on the gun-barrel wagon and gave the command: “Heeeeeeave!” A jerk, the wheels moved, the horses pulled and the gun-barrel car once again stood on firm ground.

“There you go, why didn’t you do that in the first place?” said the major, using the usual cliché. “So now hand over a bottle of schnapps, which you must have tucked away somewhere – and you don’t even need to say thanks.”

An ample supply of vodka was carried on the vehicles at the time and the gunners donated far more, drank along but did not overdo it. The heat kept a thirst for spirits within reasonable limits.
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In the late afternoon I reached the battalion as it was resting near a collective farm. Balthasar concealed his surprise: he had not expected us for quite a while. I did not mention the infantry.


Another time, our division commander, Generalmajor von Hartmann12, came driving past the dusty, slow battery. I reported to him in the usual manner.

“Trouble’s brewing up front. How fast can you get here?” he asked, showing me the location on the map.

“With our normal marching capacity, it’ll take 6 or 7 hours. The horses don’t have any more in them.”

“And if you get your T-34 and the caterpillar tractors, drive flat out and only take along the bare essentials? All the horse-drawn stuff can follow later. What about then?”

“Then 2 or 3 hours will be enough, if everything goes well. However, the suspension of the limbers will be kaput, which is why we’re forbidden from driving at high-speeds.”

“I don’t give a shit about that right now, it’s rotten up at the front. Get a move on, full steam ahead!”


[image: Mark Generalmajor Alexander von Hartmann, commander of 71. Infanterie-Division, shortly before the commencement of Operation Barbarossa. In the steel helmet is Major Gerhard Friedrich, commander of Pionier-Bataillon 171. Both men would meet their fate at Stalingrad.]
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Well, I did just that, after we had stacked as much ammunition as possible on the tank. We made good progress, driving up to 30 km/h, and had no losses. We were joyfully welcomed and briefed at our operational site. The suspension on two limbers was broken, as expected, and this meant a lot of hard work was needed before the guns were even ready to fire.


When Balthasar got hold of me, it was not so simple to escape renewed punishment because of the broken suspension.

“The General obviously had no idea whom you’d have to clear it with, you…” I was surprised that he did not utter the word “idiot”. Perhaps Scharenberg had spoken to him because of my complaint after all?

The advance continued. One day the long, spread out column was fired on by Russian stragglers from a field of waving sunflowers. Such things happened again and again, it was nothing special. They were mostly answered only with the twin-barrelled mount on the machine-gun wagon and we did not even stop. This time, Balthasar – who was present – wanted it different. He had one of the turretless T-34s unhitched, took along a machine-gun and raced towards the enemy in the sunflower field, who remained invisible.

“Hopefully our prime mover doesn’t get bumped off,” said the gunners, who had been left behind. Then it happened. Flames and dark clouds of smoke rose from the tank. The 200-litre barrel of fuel, which was on the tank’s rear deck, must have been hit. The gunners were able to see where they’d have to rescue the tank crew. A rather large group ran to the scene of the accident, firing their rifles into the air as a precaution. The tank men were still alive, having already bailed out of the burning tank and taken cover nearby. Some of them had suffered substantial injuries. Oberstleutnant Balthasar was badly injured on his face, more so on both hands. He gritted his teeth. He would have to be in hospital for a long time13.

None of this need have happened – the whole thing was a crackpot idea from the outset. How could you cart along a barrel of fuel? I was glad that the destroyed T-34 belonged to 11. Batterie and not my 10th14. It was not so simple to get hold of a new prime mover. Now Balthasar could not pester me for some time. However, I did not feel schadenfreude. I did not withdraw my complaint, even when the regiment commander spoke to me about it occasionally, alluding to Balthasar’s burns.
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1. Oberst Karl Barnbeck’s Infanterie-Regiment 211, Major Gerhard Wagner’s I./Artillerie-Regiment 171 and Oberstleutnant Helmuth Balthasar’s IV. /Artillerie-Abteilung 171.

2. These “Saxons” were from 294. Infanterie-Division. Based in Leipzig, this division had a similar four-leaf clover symbol as their divisional emblem.

3. 71. Infanterie-Division was a Lower Saxon division. Despite their names suggesting they are neighbours, both states are in fact on the opposite sides of the country: Saxony is in eastern Germany while Lower Saxony is in the north-western corner, bounded by the North Sea to the north and the Netherlands to the west.

4. Balthasar, Oberst Helmuth; IV./Art.Rgt.171; born 6 September, 1901 in Paderborn (see Appendix 2, page 197).
 
5. Hauptmann Kuhlmann was commander of 10./Art.Rgt.171, while Wüster, as Batterie-Offizier, was responsible for transmitting firing instructions directly to the gun crews.

6. Trans.: Meldeanzug = literally “reporting uniform”. A semi-formal uniform worn on minor occasions.

7. Schmidt, Oberleutnant Peter, IV./Art.Rgt.171; born 19 September, 1915 in Braunschweig. Killed in action, 10 August, 1942 on the Chir.

8. Trans.: Piesepampel = regional dialect from the Rheinland, specifically Braunschweig, meaning “unangenehmer Zeitgenosse” (nasty individual) or “dumm-übellauniger Zeitgenosse” (stupid, foul-tempered individual) or even “Miesmacher” (killjoy or wet blanket).

9. Trans.: “Kürass” = “cuirass”, meaning “a piece of armour for protecting the breast and back”, but also simply meaning “a defence or protection”.

10. Scharenberg, Oberst Eberhard, Kdr. Art.Rgt.171; born 1 June, 1900. Died 27 July, 1985 in Egestorf.

11. Saint Barbara is patron saint of artillerymen.

12. von Hartmann, Generalleutnant Alexander, RK, Kdr. 71.Inf.-Div.; born 11 December, 1890 in Berlin. Killed in action, 26 January, 1943 in Stalingrad.

13. According to his personnel file, Balthasar suffered these wounds on 12 July, 1942: “12.7.42 shell splinters in face, right knee and both hands; 12.7.42 burnt on face, both hands and neck in a shot-up tank.”

14. Adolf Volland, a veteran of 11. Batterie, recalls: “We were known as the “swift 11th” because we had two T-34s without turrets instead of horses to tow our guns. Unfortunately, we only had them for a short time, otherwise, we would have reached Stalingrad sooner!”
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MARCH TO THE VOLGA

CHAPTER 2








The division approached the Don. There was some hard fighting near Nizhne-Chirskaya and at the Chir railway station, also for our heavy battalion. Because of the constantly changing focal points being ordered by the high command, we frequently found ourselves driving around behind the front, generally without getting any shots off. This ridiculous method was no longer new to us and those smart gents had still not learned anything.

Further north the battle to cross the Don had already begun. The newly-formed 384. Infanterie-Division, which had their first battle in 1942 in Kharkov – and had already suffered horrible losses there – was now bleeding to death. When the Russians later encircled Stalingrad, this unit was finally ripped apart and disbanded. Its commander, who had become expendable, would be flown out just in time. An entire division would be destroyed within the space of a good half year.
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During a surprise Russian bombardment on my 10. Batterie, our Hiwis – friendly and reliable up to this point – just disappeared. We should have paid more attention to them. It was still easy to find plentiful replacements amongst the prisoners being brought in. Looking back, we were much too careless. We rarely posted sentries at night: often, only the communication guys were awake to receive orders or fire commands. With a few dedicated soldiers it would have been easy for the enemy to catch our battery napping. Fortunately, this never happened in my sector. As simple as it might appear, it was definitely not easy to get behind the front and carry out such raids. Besides foolhardiness, the highest level of training would be required. Such “Indian games” were only suited to the movies. So far, our losses in the heavy artillery battalion had been kept to a minimum, even in 1942. More thought was devoted to the strain of the advance than the actual dangers.

On the night of 9 August, 1942, the battery moved forward on a wide, sandy road along the steep bank of the Don. We were supposed to cross the river somewhere further north. It was unknown to me in which order we were marching but some parts of the battalion must have been up front. I had received my marching orders and carried them out without maps or any knowledge of the overall situation. Security measures had not been ordered, so they seemed unnecessary.

Towards 0300 in the morning, we drew fire from our right front, from over the Don. It was almost exclusively small-arms fire. None of us found it very alarming. This drowsy congeniality came to an abrupt end when a mounted messenger galloped up and informed us that the Russians had crossed the Don and overrun 11. Batterie on the road ahead of us. Where was the Stabsbatterie and the 12th? No idea. What should we do? It was too risky to continue moving forward. Should we turn around, run away? Neither of those ideas made sense. They might even have had fatal consequences because the Russians may have already crossed the Don behind us.

There were no more of our troops left between the Don and the road. Should I request orders from the commander? That was impossible because we were not aware of his present position. Balthasar had returned from the hospital. “Wait and see,” I thought. I therefore ordered all vehicles to find cover in a copse and prepared the four camouflaged howitzers to fire on the Don. With this decision I cut off the opportunity for a quick retreat, but if the Russians appeared, I would not be in a position to bring my guns into action.

I sent observers up the road and with all available men set up our gun emplacements for close-quarters defence into which our two dismounted anti-aircraft machine-guns were also integrated. Then I sent Leutnant Lohmann with two radio operators up front so that we could fire on the enemy when there was enough light.

The road remained empty. Nothing came from the front and nobody followed from the rear. We felt lonely and abandoned out in the open. We heard increasing small-arms fire. We all stood there, restless and cold.

After daybreak Lohmann called back over radio. He had no solid information to offer about the situation but he had detected a Russian river crossing with boat and raft traffic. We fired, so that at least something was happening.

Our artillery fire was obviously a sign of hope for 11. Batterie. A few mounted soldiers and artillerymen on foot came to our gun emplacements and reported that the Russians had surprised their battery marching along in the darkness and overran it. The artillery pieces and other vehicles where still hitched up and standing on the road. They must have barely escaped with their lives. Their battery commander fought the approaching Russians by employing his artillerymen as infantry. Where was the rest of this battalion?

The small-arms fire was getting closer and then our messengers came running up to us, yelling: “The Russians are coming!”

We were caught in a delicate situation. I instructed the gun commanders to use direct fire, assigned ammunition carriers and set up a “rifle corps” under the command of two Wachtmeisters which would open fire with rifles as soon as possible. Only the drivers stayed under cover near their horses. In this way they might be able to escape if the danger got too close.

When the first figures appeared on the road, silhouetted against the morning sky, I hesitated briefly, in order to be absolutely certain that they actually were Russians and not some of our people falling back. I issued the command which I had heard so many times before as a gun commander in Poland: “Gun commanders – distance 1000 metres – open fire!”

The spell was lifted; the frog in my throat was gone. The four rounds coming out of four barrels were almost as tight as a single shot. Before they were even reloaded, my riflemen and machine-gunners had already begun firing. The Russians had obviously not reckoned on our battery.

They were startled and pulled back, returning a fierce amount of fire. Apparently, they were taking small-arms fire on their right flank as well. It must have been the remnants of 11. Batterie. My riflemen now attacked, moving out into the open and standing upright to shoot at the enemy. Lohmann reported back in. He sighted the retreating Russians and suppressed them – as well as the river crossing – with indirect fire.

– – –
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Once more, everything worked out well for our 10. Batterie. I was proud of my artillerymen, who had never been involved in close combat before. Despite all that was happening, the men calmly carried on with their jobs, although the riflemen should
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have kept low, so as not to present themselves as targets. A more precise briefing earlier on would have been important. None of them had any infantry training and neither did I. Although they had a chance to sneak away, everyone stayed.


After a while Oberstleutnant Balthasar rode up. I had filed a complaint about him because of an unjustifiable disciplinary action. I now met him for the first time since he had suffered burn injuries, which seemed to have healed quite well. He was in a cheerful mood. The vehicles of 11. Batterie and the Stabsbatterie had been recaptured. They were still on the road and showed only minor damage not worth mentioning. Because of our artillery fire – which was also threatening their river crossing – the Russians had become clueless. Now they were even shrinking away from our artillerymen playing infantry.

A motorised rifle company from 24. Panzer-Division came up the road from the south to secure the situation. Balthasar thanked them for their offer but rejected their assistance because he felt he was in control of the situation. I wasn’t so sure about that but kept my mouth shut. I would have happily let the infantry go through first instead of relying on our own improvisation.

The Russians quickly regained confidence once they realised that they had fled in the face of “amateur infantrymen”. They soon regrouped and resumed their attack against us. Lohmann was the first to realise this and tried the best he could to tie them down with artillery fire. I expected the worst and dispatched the NCOs from our Protzenstellung1 to keep a look-out for reinforcements.

This time my men ran in panic as they returned across the road to our gun positions. The youngsters no longer made a good impression. They were completely out of breath and told terrifying tales of what they had seen.

The 11. Batterie was overrun once again because almost all of its men were out “playing” infantry and there had only been enough time to enable a few of their vehicles to be recovered from the road.

As my battery was again preparing for direct fire on the Russians, friendly infantry appeared out of the bushes from the direction of the Protzenstellung. It turned out to be an entire battalion from our division in full attack against the enemy. The spell of adversity was finally broken. Our infantry advanced in an experienced and professional manner, deployed their machine-guns and mortars, and were virtually invisible in the open landscape, whereas earlier our men had clumsily stumbled around in tight groups.

When my “rifle corps” regained their courage and tried to join the infantrymen, they were turned back by a friendly wave from one of their company commanders. Any assistance from our inexperienced “Schlachtenbummler”2 was more of a liability than a help. The soldiers from the artillery arm could handle rifles with no problem but lacked any kind of infantry-tactical training. As a consequence, we usually got in trouble when the close-quarters fighting began.


In all fairness, it must be said of my men that they always performed very professionally with our artillery pieces, even when under the heaviest enemy fire. Every man down to the ammunition carrier stood his ground.

Leutnant Lohmann had not run into trouble the entire time. Once again he intervened in the battle, directing our fire at the withdrawing Russians and particularly at their river crossings, which they wanted to use for their retreat.

The gun positions of 10. Batterie became a collection point for the scattered elements of the battalion. 12. Batterie appeared to be unaffected by the fighting3. They were most likely further ahead when the horrific episode began. There were heavy casualties at 11. and Stabsbatterie, particularly during the second phase of the battle, when the Russians renewed their attack. The battery commander4 and Batterieoffizier had both been killed, while the battalion adjutant Schmidt had been severely wounded.

I spoke briefly with Peter Schmidt who – while in great pain – revealed his disappointment with Balthasar. He died at the main dressing station.

The commander of the Artillerie-Vermessungstrupp5, the young and overeager Leutnant Vahrenholz, had also been killed. Other officers came away from it with wounds, whereas NCOs and enlisted men had relatively few casualties. The main reason for this was the fact that our officers – inexperienced in an infantry sense – had spent too much time running back and forth to direct their men. No one really had any clue as to what should be done. Initially they ran forward in tight groups, fired their weapons from standing positions, but then got really scared. The men crawled away, then later fled in a panicky retreat.

Our 10th also had a few casualties. The medic, an Upper Silesian who spoke Polish better than he did German, had advanced and been cut down by the Russians as he was tending to a wounded soldier. This man had proven his courage on a number of occasions. He had been a sensitive guy who felt hurt when others had laughed at his somewhat stuttering pronunciation.

Things now looked bad for our IV. Abteilung. How on earth could Balthasar have turned down the motorised infantry? Was it not his responsibility to bring forward the infantry, even if no-one knew the exact strength of the Russians that had crossed the river? Our casualties were largely Balthasar’s fault, but nobody dared speak of it.

I took over command of 11. Batterie because they no longer had any officers available. The 10th had to make do with its two remaining Leutnants.

The advance continued towards Kalach and the Don River. It was no easy task to regroup a battery consisting of men who were unknown to me. The Spiess and NCOs remained loyal but had their own interests in mind and did not necessarily think of the functionality of the entire battalion first.

Their fallen commander, career officer Oberleutnant Bartels, who had been a few years older than me, left behind a very good riding horse called “Teufel”6, a powerfully built black horse. I finally had myself a decent horse! After “Panther” and “Petra” I had had to make do with “Siegfried” at 10. Batterie. He was a good looking nag but his front legs were too weak. There was a lot this beast was unable to do. His jumping abilities were poor. Actually, this was not important any more because, since the beginning of the Russian campaign in 1941, there were precious few equestrian competitions for me to take part in. “Teufel” was not around for long. I had a couple of nice days riding “Teufel” and we would certainly have grown accustomed to one another, if he had not bolted off one day. Horses are always running away but he could not be found. Who would give up a good stray horse? Perhaps “Teufel” had even been stolen. Horse rustling was a popular “sport”.

– – –

Meanwhile, Kalach was in German hands. The bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Don was also sufficiently secured. German armoured units were already pressing forward towards Stalingrad and our battery was ferried across the river further south by the divisional pioneers under the cover of darkness. The crossing site lay under nuisance fire. The so-called “sewing-machines” (slow flying Russian biplanes) dropped flares and then bombs on us. In spite of this, everything went smoothly. Mild confusion reigned on the east bank. There were skirmishes in different directions. It was difficult for us to manoeuvre our artillery pieces on the sandy ground. Then word reached us that German panzers had already pushed through to the Volga north of Stalingrad. We found some leaflets that showed Stalingrad already encircled by German panzers. We noticed none of this because the Russians offered fierce resistance. We saw neither German nor Russian armour.

For the first time we now encountered Russian planes in larger numbers, even throughout the day. Their modern single engine fighters dived at us in low-level flights and fired machine-guns and rockets at our slowly moving columns. They also dropped bombs. The slow bumblebee-like Ratas of 1941 were now a thing of the past.
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When the aircraft attacked us from the side, there was almost no damage. On one occasion, however, when two “butchers” came in, guns blazing, along our axis of advance, I anticipated heavy losses. Having scrambled from my horse to hug the exposed ground, I felt noise, detonations, clouds of dust and commotion. After a few seconds it was all over, nothing else happened. Some vehicles had small amounts of shrapnel damage. The funnel of our field-kitchen was full of holes. Miraculously, not one man was injured nor one horse hurt.

Later in the day, however, during a noon-time rest at a Soviet collective farm, our battery was severely affected by the emergency salvo release of one of our own He-111 bombers. Nobody had paid much attention to the slow, low-flying aircraft, when bombs suddenly started to detonate amongst our tightly packed vehicles. I saw three airmen bail out of the falling plane but their parachutes did not open in time. Then the plane hit the ground and exploded. Nobody paid any attention to the blazing wreck. There was nothing we could do there. The affected soldiers and horses of my battery needed all our attention. Some propellant charges in our munitions truck had caught fire. Flames were shooting out of the gunpowder chests like water from a burst hose. The chests had to be immediately thrown from the truck so that they could burn themselves out harmlessly and not blow everything into the air. Most important of all was to get them away from the shells.

One driver lost his lower arm and passed out. Because I could not stop the blood pumping from his severed artery with my thumb, I stepped on his stump until someone finally brought a tourniquet and we managed to stop the bleeding. We had three dead and a number of wounded, some of them seriously. Quite a few horses had to be shot. Material losses were relatively low.

We directed our anger at the airmen. Couldn’t they have dropped their bombs earlier or later, if they absolutely had to do it? Did jettisoning their bombs make any sense at all if they were on the verge of crashing anyway? When we searched the crash site, we found nothing but burnt wreckage. The three crewmen lay on the ground in grotesque poses with unopened chutes. They must have been killed immediately on impact. We buried them together with our own men in the garden of the kolkhoz.

We snapped off their dog-tags, collected watches and other personal belongings and sent them off together with a short report. I now had the unenviable task of writing letters to the next-of-kin. It had to be done, but finding the right words was not easy.

A more objective view of the incident only gradually prevailed upon me. What can one actually demand of airmen in dire trouble? What should they do when their plane can no longer be kept in the air? They could have possibly attempted a belly landing on flat ground, but only after getting rid of their primed bombs. The remaining fuel was enough of a hazard itself. Is it fair to expect coolheaded consideration from everyone in a situation like this?
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During the night we moved forward through a narrow corridor in the direction of Stalingrad which had been opened by the panzer divisions. Along the road we saw German columns which had been shot to pieces, still with many unburied bodies. The muzzle flashes of guns to our left and right showed that the corridor could not be very wide. The impacts of enemy shells never really came close to us. It was probably only nuisance fire.

During a break nearby, we discovered a severely wounded Russian – who was half-burned and trembling constantly – in a destroyed tank. He must have regained consciousness during the cold of night but made no noise at all. One look was enough to show that he was beyond help. I turned away, trying to think of what to do with him. “Somebody shoot him!” I heard someone say. “Put an end to it!” Then a single pistol shot rang out, and I felt a great relief. I did not want to know who had put him out of his misery. All I know is that I could not have done it myself, even though reason told me that this redemptory bullet was humane.

– – –



Early one morning we had to drove through a balka. These are deeply eroded gullies which often pass unexpectedly through the steppe and are mostly bone dry. They are


[image: Familie von StumpffFamilie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant von Stumpff takes a call at his observation on Hill 151, a prominent height on Stalingrad’s western outskirts, in early September 1942. Note the well camouflaged scissors telescope on the right.]
Familie von StumpffFamilie von Stumpff

Oberstleutnant von Stumpff takes a call at his observation on Hill 151, a prominent height on Stalingrad’s western outskirts, in early September 1942. Note the well camouflaged scissors telescope on the right.




[image: Familie von StumpffFamilie von Stumpff Von Stumpff outside a staff dug-out on Hill 151. Although the scene is quiet and von Stumpff is not wearing a helmet, danger was ever-present. A steady stream of artillery officers became casualties during the advance from the Don river to Stalingrad.]
Familie von StumpffFamilie von Stumpff

Von Stumpff outside a staff dug-out on Hill 151. Although the scene is quiet and von Stumpff is not wearing a helmet, danger was ever-present. A steady stream of artillery officers became casualties during the advance from the Don river to Stalingrad.




[image: Familie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant von Stumpff bestows medals to his men, 3 September, 1942, during a pause in the fighting on the steppe between the Don and Stalingrad.]
Familie von Stumpff

Oberstleutnant von Stumpff bestows medals to his men, 3 September, 1942, during a pause in the fighting on the steppe between the Don and Stalingrad.



continually eroded by heavy rain and melting snow. The head of our battery was leading the way through one of these ravines when tank rounds suddenly started detonating around our vehicles. We saw a T-34 at the far end of the main gully, placed considerably higher up than us and firing his 7.62cm gun at our battery at a fast rate. Turning around in the narrow ravine was out of the question, nor was it feasible to get a howitzer into firing position. So we went forward, putting a larger gap between each vehicle, and praying we would get through. The Russian fired ceaselessly. He could score a hit at any moment because we were only moving forward a step at a time. To me, it felt like the shells were whistling through the legs of our horses. The split second between the report and the shell’s impact only added to my desperate feelings of helplessness. I could have galloped away on my own but that was completely out of the question. The tank was apparently firing armour-piercing rounds, otherwise there would have been more shrapnel and more damage. It was beyond our comprehension that we were not hit once. The battery made it through the ravine unscathed, even when it seemed to me that time had stood still. Finally the tank disappeared from our sight.

Later on our battery went into firing position in a shallow depression. Because the area lay under heavy artillery fire, fox-holes were immediately dug for all the gun crews. I stayed close to the holes of the telephonist and radio operator and had to seek cover there on several occasions. The overall situation was confusing and the course of the front-line – if there was a clear one – was unknown to me. I did not even know who was deployed to the left and right of us. From time to time I received conflicting march and operational orders, which only added to the confusion. As a precautionary measure I established an observation post on a nearby masking hill with a direct telephone line back to the battery.

An 88mm anti-aircraft gun drove past our emplacements towards the front. From my observation post I looked out towards Gumrak railway station, in the vicinity of which the 88mm took up position, and quite an unprotected one too. When it began to fire with a flat trajectory at the railway embankment, I noticed the turrets of several T-34s behind the embankment, which were returning fire. It turned into a violent duel from which the flak gun emerged victorious. Several tanks were burning.

I started firing my battery’s guns at the railway embankment ever so carefully, in order not to endanger the flak gun. Our 15cm shells did the job. The tanks soon disappeared. The flak gun limbered up and moved out. It seemed to be unscathed, even if at times it had looked somewhat hairy from my “box seat”.
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Things again quietened down. I returned to the gun emplacements, sat on the edge of a fox-hole, legs dangling. I had something to eat, more from boredom than anything else. The sun’s rays were really warm and I felt tired, but found no peace and quiet to sleep. Suddenly, a shell slammed down right next to me. I felt a strong pain in my left bicep. Instinctively, I let myself fall into the fox-hole and saw that the limber carriage standing nearby had sustained a direct hit. Blown to shreds, only its intact wheels and scraps remained. I could barely move my aching arm. This time it’s serious, I thought, not just a scratch as usual. I had been too lucky for too long. The sleeve of my jacket was intact and there was no blood to be seen. Some gunners who came running right away helped me take off my jacket and shirt. Every movement was as painful as hell. Perhaps something was broken? It turned out to be a very nasty bruise which was still getting darker and becoming more swollen. A flat piece of metal from the gun carriage probably struck me on the arm.

When the nuisance fire started up again, I reacted much more nervously than usual. A stocky gun commander joked with me about my apprehension and just stood there with his tanned upper body, playing the hero. As I was advising him to move closer to shelter while we were under enemy shelling and had no orders ourselves to fire, an explosion threw him to the ground. The man had a fist-size hole in his chest. Still fully
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conscious, he knew that he didn’t stand a chance. It was a miracle in itself that a man with such injuries could remain conscious. “There was no need for this to have happened. Superiors should be listened to, especially when they mean well.” He said this more or less to himself. Then he laughed one final time. He died quickly, apparently without too much pain. Maybe that’s the case with severe wounds. This all happened on 4 September, 1942. I later learned that on this particular day, the brother of my future fiancée had been killed.

Since 10 August, when we fought on the road near the Don River, events had developed at a break-neck pace. The fighting was also beginning to take its toll on IV. Abteilung. We had casualties all the time. The men grew apprehensive and became more careful. Strange as it may sound, I was able to sleep with no problems at all. In spite of that, I was not as relaxed and confident as I might have seemed to those around me. As early as my school years, I had taught myself not to show much outward emotion. The bruise on my arm still kept hurting but I did not want to receive the wound badge for it because I had the uneasy feeling that perhaps something really bad would then happen to me.

We were ordered to change positions. By now there was again a clear front-line. All three batteries of the heavy battalion – 12 powerful artillery pieces – stood close to each other. As usual, I was in the main observation post from where the western edge of the long stretched out city of Stalingrad could be seen.



1. Trans.: “Protzenstellung” = “gun limber position”.
 
2. Trans.: “Schlachtenbummler” = literally, someone who travels from battle to battle.



3. However, the battery commander, Oberleutnant Kozlowski, was wounded.
 
4. Bartels, Oberleutnant Werner, 11./Art.Rgt.171; born 17 March, 1918 in Metz/Lothringen. Killed in action 10 August, 1942, north-west of Skiti.

5. Trans.: “Artillerie-Vermessungstrupp” = “artillery rangefinder unit”.

6. Trans.: “Teufel” = “demon” or “devil”.
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BATTLE IN THE CITY

CHAPTER 3







Somewhat closer, out in front to the left, was the building complex of the city’s pilot’s school. The division would attack it in the coming days. We had excellent maps and daily objectives up to the city were agreed upon. Would our increasingly depleted division be able to meet all these expectations? Observation posts and gun emplacements were improved and each artillery piece was secured by a dirt wall, to protect them as much as possible from enemy fire.

The infantry had to regroup. They desperately needed a break. The youthful Oberst Roske1, newly arrived at the division, was the only one to draw the logical conclusion: he disbanded one battalion and several companies and formed two new almost up-to-strength battalions into which he incorporated the mounted platoon, telephonists and pioneers. Prior to regrouping, the companies had already been below platoon strength. Only the supply trains had been up to their original strength. They were oversized in proportion and reinforcements could therefore be gained from them for the front. Those affected were not at all thrilled.

Roske’s methods suited those officers and NCOs still available. However, the fact remained that young and ambitious infantry Leutnants did not have a life expectancy any longer than anyone else. The best thing that could happen to them was to get a “Heimatschuß”2. Of course no-one spoke about such things.

Because Roske’s regiment looked weaker on paper than it actually was, it was allocated a narrower sector. Unfortunately, this was against all logic as both other regiments were – in reality – even weaker.

– – –

Stalingrad lay under continuous German air attacks. Strong bomber and Stuka squadrons were in constant action despite the fiercest Russian anti-aircraft fire. The Russian Stalin Organs, which we had known about since 1941 but seldom encountered, were employed in massive numbers in Stalingrad. In many respects they could be
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compared with our own Nebelwerfer. The Russians had mounted their launchers on trucks, which enabled them to change positions quickly. This weapon system initially made a very deep impression on us. The terrible noise they made when fired had impressive acoustics similar to the sirens of our own Stukas. The dust, dirt and fire raised by a volley from the Stalin Organ seemed impossible for anyone to survive.

Numerous earthen and wooden bunkers on the outskirts of Stalingrad were recognised through the scissors telescope. Our infantry slowly and carefully worked their way towards this line of fortifications. When they were close enough, the assault guns appeared, driving up close to the bunkers and pounding their embrasures. The Sturmgeschütz III – heavily armoured on the front – was built without a turret, so that it had a low profile, and had a powerful 75mm main gun. The assault guns were also successful as tank hunters. Still, they could not substitute for tanks because of their lack of a revolving turret. It was therefore incorrect when they were sometimes used as tanks.

The assault guns managed to silence most of the bunkers. If not, infantry with flamethrowers and satchel charges finished the job. From the safe distance of my observation post the bunker-cracking looked very professional and natural. I only had to recall the fight we had with Russian bunkers in the Weta Forest the previous year to fully appreciate how dangerous this type of combat was.

Scarcely had one bunker been finished off when one saw preparations being made against the next one. The same procedure with assault guns and flamethrowers was repeated over and over again. It was very impressive how our infantry still went about their difficult business in a very calm manner after all their losses and stress. This was unbroken fighting spirit, without any flag-waving patriotism. Jingoism was a rare feeling for us in this war. Afterwards, it was hardly expected of us. We firmly believed we had a duty to fulfil, believed that fighting was inevitable, and did not really see it as Hitler’s war. Perhaps it is not actually historically correct when all the blame for this war and its horrors is placed solely on Hitler.

American President Roosevelt in particular had wanted the destruction of Germany since the mid 1930s. Churchill felt the same way. America’s Zionist-oriented Jewish organisations were relatively indifferent to the fate of the European Jews. Serious attempts to save the Jews were not made because they were more concerned with the financial world of business. Stalin had to weaken Hitler’s Germany as a power factor if he wanted to make Europe communist under Soviet control. Roosevelt never fully understood this, and Churchill did too late. Had it not been for the honest fighting spirit of the ordinary German soldier, irregardless of any National Socialist ideology, our morale would have been shattered and no gutsy officer could have driven us forward.

At this time the simple soldier at the front believed in the necessity of the war. While becoming customised to the constant danger and with the mentality of a mercenary, he still reckoned that the best chance of survival lay in getting a wound that was not too serious because continuing to remain intact and healthy could barely be reckoned on.
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Right: Oberstleutnant von Stumpff, commander III./Art.Rgt.171, took command of the regiment on 14 September, 1942. He had already temporarily commanded the regiment from 30 June to 20 August, 1942.



Our regimental commander, Oberst Scharenberg, was transferred to the artillery school. His successor was von Stumpff, an old white haired trooper who had previously commanded III. Abteilung as a Major. He was generally respected throughout the regiment and had only recently been promoted to Oberstleutnant. Strange that von Stumpff was to be the superior of Balthasar, who had been an Oberstleutnant for considerably longer3. I used this opportunity in change of commanders to inquire about the complaint against me and was told that the matter would soon be resolved.

On 13 September, several infantry divisions began their main attack on Stalingrad. After a brief artillery barrage, backed up by salvos of different calibre Nebelwerfers, our infantry, escorted by numerous assault guns, went on the offensive. When the soldiers reached the city outskirts and disappeared between the wooden houses and gardens, a real inferno from salvos of Stalin Organ rockets caused the whole suburban settlement to disappear in a wall of fire and smoke.

I soon received the request to serve as a forward artillery observer, make contact with the infantry, and try to give them fire support in the street fighting. It was impossible to make anything out from the main observation posts any more. We moved through the pilot’s school in the direction of the city. To our left and right were damaged aircraft hangars and modern barracks built in the Bauhaus style. In front of me, but still at a safe distance, flashed the ceaseless detonations of the Stalin Organs.

I somehow had to get through that with my radiomen. A horse-drawn telephone wagon moved past us towards the city, laying cables in order to establish reliable communications. When we reached the first paling fences around the small back gardens on the city’s outskirts – often there were only primitive brushwood fences around the huts – we saw desperate women with white head scarves trying to protect their small children as they rushed to leave the city. Men were nowhere to be seen. In its outlying districts, the metropolis seemed to be more or less abandoned. Ahead of us, the telephone wagon came to a halt on the cambered, bumpy, partly-asphalted road.

A terrible noise forced us to take cover. Then, a salvo of Stalin Organ rockets slammed down on the road. The horse-drawn wagon disappeared in the cloud of fire. It was right in the middle of it. “It was a direct hit”, said a radioman, with compassion


[image: Wüster In mid-September, Wüster’s battery shifted to positions on the fringe of the city. This is Wüster’s first photo of the city, looking south along a side branch of the Tsaritsa gully. In this early stage of the battle, many of the huts are still intact. Gradually, as the weeks passed, they would fall victim to fire, explosives or the German demand for lumber.]
Wüster

In mid-September, Wüster’s battery shifted to positions on the fringe of the city. This is Wüster’s first photo of the city, looking south along a side branch of the Tsaritsa gully. In this early stage of the battle, many of the huts are still intact. Gradually, as the weeks passed, they would fall victim to fire, explosives or the German demand for lumber.




[image: Wüster Wüster entered a two-storey apartment block at the intersection of Karskaya Street and the main road from the pilot’s school in order to get a better view of the area. Even though the building did not appear to have suffered much external damage, the interior was a different story: shock waves from bombing and shelling had dislodged the surface of the ceiling, shattered windows and blown down doors. Wüster set up his observation post here.]
Wüster

Wüster entered a two-storey apartment block at the intersection of Karskaya Street and the main road from the pilot’s school in order to get a better view of the area. Even though the building did not appear to have suffered much external damage, the interior was a different story: shock waves from bombing and shelling had dislodged the surface of the ceiling, shattered windows and blown down doors. Wüster set up his observation post here.



in his voice and a tone that showed that he was relieved to have survived the attack. Its called the St. Florian principle: “Spare my house, torch the others.” To our absolute amazement, nothing else happened. The men, horses and wagon remained unscathed. Getting his breath back, a Landser cracked a joke to conceal his fear: “More dirt and racket than it’s actually worth.”

I couldn’t quite agree with his observation. Continuing to move forward, we were repeatedly caught between the detonating Stalin Organ rockets that covered a vast area simultaneously. They had a depressing effect. Without cover on the road, we lay amongst them but still nothing happened to us. Because the propulsion charge was mounted in the tip of the rocket, the fragmentation effect of the actual explosive charge was directed upwards, in a cone-shaped way, and did not spray shrapnel along the ground, as is the case with normal artillery rounds when equipped with impact fuses. “Ricochets” that bounced up into the air before exploding were the most dangerous of all.

The spectacle of fire and smoke from the Stalin Organ projectiles is explained by how they worked. Even so, their overall impact still terrified us, even though they were less dangerous than they first appeared. We actually got quite used to them4.
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On the left hand side of the road was a rather solid looking single-storey brick building in which we found a battalion staff. In one of the rooms, the battalion doctor, together with a couple of medics, did his best to help the wounded. It was rather chaotic. This building was once a bath-house with many showers and bathtubs, and it had a sturdy concrete roof which could stand up to the Stalin Organ rockets. We could feel safe here. It was already dark, so we decided to stay.

Outside, the wooden houses blazed fiercely, and just like in Poland in 1939, only the brick fireplaces remained afterwards. Storage sheds collapsed into the flames, but the multi-storey brick buildings also burned out completely. The Russians kept shooting throughout the entire night. “Sewing machines” dropped small bombs; larger planes dropped heavier ones. The huge bomb craters made the roads impassable.

At that time, there was no way I could know that this very bath-house would be my final bunker in Stalingrad, and that around this building was where I was to fight for Adolf Hitler for the last time, the man who preferred to sacrifice an entire army rather than give up this city. With the loss of Stalingrad, my world as I had known it collapsed. I was more conscious of the world that opened to me after that and I now look at it with a more critical eye. I had always been rather sceptical. I had never found a “superman” in anyone who had to be followed unconditionally. It was certainly much easier and more effective to go along with the “spirit of the times”, even if it was only done out of opportunism.
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In the ghostly night, lit by flames, our spirits remained high. Late in the afternoon, Roske’s regiment had reached the Volga in its first attempt, straight through the centre of the city. This position was held until the very last day. Our losses had been relatively few.

The neighbouring divisions neglected to stay on the tails of the retreating Russians beyond their daily objective. The divisions to our south endured the hardest possible fighting before they too could finally reach the Volga, while our neighbouring divisions to the north never made it to the river, despite mounting ever more ferocious attacks. To begin with, 71. Infanterie-Division only held a relatively narrow corridor reaching down to the Volga, its flanks to a large degree unprotected. T-34s criss-crossed through the streets and various apartment blocks in the area were still held by the Russians.

Early in the morning, we followed the messengers who had already found reasonably safe routes through the rubble. Most important of all, they knew which streets were under Russian observation. These streets had to be crossed in a sprint, one at a time. This was new to us artillerymen but not as dangerous as we first thought. Before the Russians had time to observe, aim and fire at the running individual, the soldier was already across the street and had disappeared again into secure cover.
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In a school building that stood right on the upper edge of the steep slope that dropped down to the Volga, I found a decent observation post. I saw the Volga and an island with Russian anti-aircraft emplacements, which I was able to successfully suppress. On the far side of the river was the rambling village of Krasnaya Sloboda. I was unable to see the bank on my own side of the river. In the city, there was bitter fighting for individual buildings. In the south, beyond the Tsaritsa Gorge, the Volga had not yet been reached. The huge grain silo there towered over the surrounding area.

There was no way I could intervene in the house-to-house fighting with my battery. Therefore, apart from shelling the Russian anti-aircraft positions on the island, supply columns and the landing stage near Krasnaya Sloboda were also taken under fire. We then relocated our battery closer to the edge of the city in order to shell the Russian rear areas more easily. We were supported by Stukas but unfortunately they did not always only hit the enemy in the maze of streets and vague front-lines. This was also the main reason why I could not direct our guns at individual buildings. A minimum safe distance of 200 metres had to be kept because of straying shells. The nights still belonged to the Russians who kept on firing and shelling. Fires illuminated the streets, roads and squares.

– – –

By chance I ran into Oberleutnant Hoffmann and Vosfeldt in the city, both of whom had been transferred with me from Artillerie-Regiment 19 to the 171st. I learned from them of the death of Friedrich Neumann, who had been quite close to me. As a forward observer, he had collapsed in his fox-hole, dead5. No wounds could be found. Perhaps it had been heat stroke, or stress? Friedrich was a slender, athletic type of guy, not a “work horse” like myself. Still, he was nervous and easily excitable. He was also the one who’d had absolutely no luck with my horse “Panther”. Oberleutnant Vosfeldt was a man of very few words and had little to report. Hoffmann had only recently been released from hospital. A small piece of shrapnel had cut through his torso without causing any serious damage6. It was hard to believe that he survived it without any major complications. He had sewn small patches on his jacket to cover the splinter’s entry and exit points. It made me think of the legend of the markings on Siegfried’s back.

Gerd Hoffmann seemed quite distant, sort of tranquil, not chummy at all, somehow resigned to his fate. His brother had recently been killed on duty as a U-boat officer and now it appeared that he was more or less ready to die, too. Gerd was ambitious, always strove to do his best, cut a fine figure and never criticised his superiors. At the same time, he was a good friend and in his detached manner was a humane commanding officer. He volunteered for staff work, whereas I dearly wanted to command and bear responsibility for a unit.
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I had absolutely no urge to die, though. What had I experienced in my short life? I had great expectations for the future and wanted to enjoy the respect that came with being an officer. The uniform positively stood out from the civilian population and the brown shirts of the Party organisations. Also, having a good riding horse gave one an additional sense of satisfaction and prestige. Being a professional soldier was extremely fashionable in those days.

I saw the war as evil, which we had to endure in an upright manner, but as far as possible without falling to pieces. It might have been a bit naïve but I was not going to ask the doctors to submit me for a wound badge because of a minor scratch. I thought that would be tempting fate because being wounded was a serious matter for me. The wound badge was of course proof of personal sacrifice. Because of that, those soldiers less at risk had an interest in it.
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With my “devil-may-care” attitude, I completely disregarded any thoughts of my own death or injury. In that way, I avoided feelings of apprehension and lengthy periods of anxiety. At that time I believed that war was part of a professional soldier’s life and that being a soldier was not just about taking part in parades. I therefore felt it was right that this baptism of fire was at the beginning of my military career and not later on, when I had a family.


My battery was now ordered to lend a helping hand – in the form of artillery support – to our northern neighbours so that they too could successfully push through to the Volga. I had to move my observation post and in an area of burnt down wooden houses managed to find some subterranean storerooms with concrete ceilings, which we reinforced with several layers of railway sleepers from a nearby depot. The Hiwis (volunteers, mostly Russian) did the hard physical labour. Close by, struggling to survive, were several Russian families without military age males. They suffered terribly under the steady heavy Russian shelling. There were always heartbreaking scenes when they suffered death or injury. We tried to help them as best we could. Our doctors and medics did their best. In this way, little by little, they actually grew to trust us. Of course, we were the ones responsible for their fate because we exposed them to greater danger by taking their secure basements. In spite of that, it took them a while until they were ready to accept the German offer and be transported out of the city with our supply columns.

We had to set up the actual observation post in the roof trusses of a destroyed house, which we also tried to reinforce with railway sleepers. It was a hairy spot that was perilous to reach. The dark basement was also surreal and unpopular. The Hiwis avoided the basement and suffered casualties. We felt sorry for them because they were being killed by their own countrymen after having only escaped the German fire not too much earlier.

They certainly offered their services to us voluntarily but not because they had any love for us. If they took such dangers upon themselves, they did so only to escape the grim fate of being a POW: a fate that they had experienced – at least for a short time – with all its strains and insufficient rations when they were herded around the steppe, more or less like cattle. As Hiwis, they were in a sense “half-free”, received enough food from our field-kitchen to fill their bellies and were amply supplied in other ways, too. They did not live too badly among us. Some of them might have thought about escaping. There seemed to have been many opportunities to do that but only a few disappeared. Most of them were helpful, hardworking and loyal beyond our expectations.

Our artillery support had not brought much help to the neighbouring division. We could not intervene in the actual house-to-house fighting. The hard work there was done with hand grenades and submachine-guns, from one side of the street to the other, from house to house, from floor to floor and even from room to room.

The Russians doggedly held on to the ruins of the city with a stubbornness that was beyond their already impressive fighting spirit and morale. They did this so effectively that we could barely make any further headway. Their system of political officers could not account for this. How could it have had any effect on the close quarters fighting?

Only now did we realise how fortunate we were to have pushed deep into the city centre on our first attempt and to have taken a broad stretch of the Volga bank.

I finally managed to direct our shells on to a large industrial complex in our neigh-bour’s sector. After very carefully guiding in our shells, our 15cm rounds tore holes in the thick brick walls. Nevertheless, levelling the building could not even be contemplated. Only after several attempts did our neighbours manage to enter the factory just before the Russian defenders counterattacked after a preparatory bombardment. The hand-to-hand fighting in the factory complex lasted for days but our artillery support had to cease once our troops were inside.

– – –

I was ordered to appear before the regiment commander von Stumpff. The disciplinary action against me had been suspended. The alleged “short” round could not be proven and I was consequently cleared of all charges. The battalion commander concerned7 had only expressed a suspicion and had never even been certain that it was a German shell.

He had only wanted to draw attention to it because a shell rarely arrives on its own. And because of this incident, Balthasar had tried to get rid of me – his actions were pathetic. Had Kuhlmann also played along?

I was asked whether I insisted on having other officers present, in case Balthasar was prepared to withdraw his earlier insulting statements. I declined. Peter Schmidt had been killed at the Don River. In my opinion, he had been a victim of Balthasar’s. There were no other officers present. Von Stumpff seemed to be delighted by my waiver and called for Balthasar, who was close by. After a very stiff and formal apology, he left. I breathed a sigh of relief and went back to my command post.

A few days later, I was ordered to appear before Balthasar, who showed me his written evaluation of me. It was scathing in its salient points:

“…superficial, untrustworthy, immature, not fit to command a battery…” They were words I could absorb only with difficulty. Inside, I was boiling with frustration and helplessness. I did my utmost to retain my composure. To his question: “Do you have anything to say about that?” I said no, and left the room. Balthasar had enjoyed this situation. When I left, everything seemed pointless to me.

Should I have pointed out that after the complaint, I had led 10. Batterie and now 11. Batterie for months? Would my objection backfire on me? Wasn’t the malicious, misguided and unfair evaluation worse than the trifling penalty? How would the regiment commander react? Would I at least be transferred away from Balthasar? After the momentary joy of getting an apology, this blow really hit me hard.

What now? What could I do against my evaluation? Whose advice could I seek? There was Oberleutnant Ocker, who had been with 10. Batterie in 1940 and now worked as a lawyer with the judge advocate of 71. Infanterie-Division. Still, I did not know him well enough to seek his counsel right away.

A call from my regimental commander tore me out of my dark thoughts: “You are to immediately take over 2. leicht Batterie. Oberleutnant Wackermann8 was killed a while back and things have not been right there ever since. You will get the shop back in order. Apart from that, you must get away from IV. Abteilung. You do realise that, after all that has occurred?”

“Of course, Herr Oberstleutnant! But has Herr Oberstleutnant…” I got no further.

“What is it now? What do you mean ‘Yes, but…’?”

“According to an evaluation that you have obviously not seen, I am completely unfit to command a battery,” I replied.

“Your evaluation is in front of me. I do not accept its conclusion, so now get on with leading 2 Batterie. That’s all!”, he replied9.

This was the perfect solution for me and I was overjoyed. However, I had to hide my happiness, so as not to hurt the feelings of my troops of 11. Batterie who had remained loyal to me. In any case, I was also glad to move on from the “heavies”. The light artillery appeared to me to be gentlemanly, with more cavalry spirit, less hard labour and less sweat.

There was some inconsistency in my thinking because I wanted to follow the career path of a Hochschuloffizier10 and be involved with artillery construction and weapons development. Nevertheless, the technical-scientific aspect of the artillery arm was more important than the riding spirit – which existed in the light battalions – because the poor quality of horses was no longer worth talking about. I should have strived for the Heeresartillerie11 in order to learn about heavier guns. I could then have gained a broader practical knowledge base for future studies. I was corresponding by mail with the Chef der Heeresrüstung12, Oberst Karl. He sent me various mathematical training papers. He seemed genuinely interested in officers who had an educational background and good scholarly qualifications. The entrance examination, however, was way beyond my level of knowledge. I would need to spend some time studying the material sent to me, but there was no time for that now.

In a happy and confident mood, I went to the nearby observation post of 2. Batterie, which was comfortably accommodated in an office building. The attic had been shot to pieces and there were numerous holes in the overhead concrete ceiling, but the other ceilings – particularly the thick one over the cellar – still offered reliable protection. The main room in the cellar had been additionally reinforced with wooden beams and props. Everything had been painted with oil colours. A high-level Russian staff must have once lived here. The walls were painted white and it had floorboards and some cots. An oven and a stove were also available. Daylight even came in through light wells. This was a good place to be. The scissors-telescope was set up in the sturdy stairwell. The gunners had chiselled an observation slit through the wall that faced in the direction of the Volga. They had worked hard on this and now it paid off. We had the most fantastic panoramic view over the main railway station, the inner city, and all the way across the Volga to Krasnaya Sloboda – a much better observation post than at the school or in the bunker of 11. Batterie. The only thing was that we could not overlook the sector of the neighbouring division, but that did not matter to our 2. Batterie.

On the same day, I paid a visit to the nearby artillery emplacements. Running past the red brick church in the general direction of the pilot’s school was a wide road. To my great surprise I found that the gun emplacements were very close to the bathhouse, where I had spent my very first night in Stalingrad. The gunners had made themselves at home and had even made wooden bunkers and dug ammunition storage rooms for each of the four artillery pieces. They were already thinking about the coming winter and wanted to set themselves up properly.

Among the ruins of the wood and mud houses, the guns were enclosed by circular ramparts and were very difficult to detect. You needed to get really close to spot
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them. Never before had I seen such well constructed positions and I couldn’t have been more pleased. Actually, these emplacements were well within reach of enemy mortars. We had thought of relocating a bit further west but feared there might be too many supply difficulties. On the other hand, only our light battery could place fire over a good stretch of the Volga. Since it had never taken any fire, probably because the Russians never expected a gun battery to be so far forward, it remained in position there for good.

Wood used for building and also for furnishings was easy to gather from the destroyed houses in the surrounding area. We could really make ourselves comfortable here. We knew we had to live through the coming winter here on the Volga. We were hoping to be relieved for the summer of 1943 and transferred to France so that the completely worn out 71. Division could be refitted.

The other batteries were worse off. Their emplacements were on the western fringe of the city. The Russians suspected they were there and placed them under constant fire. Wood for bunker construction had to be sought in the city itself and then laboriously carted back to their positions.

I. Abteilung was completely unknown to me. When I reported for duty to my new commanding officer, I bumped into a young Hauptmann who used to belong to
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Artillerie-Regiment 31. He welcomed me warmly13. His battalion command post was located near the spirit distillery. Its production facilities were largely destroyed. Except for mounds of empty vodka bottles, most molten together into lumps of glass, there was no longer anything left there to remind one of alcohol. But here, too, there were sturdy cellars offering secure accommodation.

From here I made my way to the Volga. A guide came to meet me. On duty at the Volga was the forward observer of our battery. Also here were two captured 7.62cm Russian guns which were there to guard the river bank and to fire on any ships on the river.

We called these modern guns “crash-boom”. The sounds of discharge and impact were only fractions of a second apart. These guns fired cartridge ammunition and had a high rate of fire. The semi-automatic breech ejected the empty shell on recoil. These small guns was also well-suited to the anti-tank role.

The only real drawback of this interesting gun was its relatively small calibre. The 7.62cm shells only caused limited damage and the shrapnel rounds, which the Russians liked to fire, were even less effective. Perhaps we should have learned something from the astonishingly simple and light construction of the gun? Our artillery pieces were too complicated and heavy with regards to calibre and firepower – but they were always very reliable.
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Our Volga half-battery was very well positioned among the ruins of tall buildings along the steep bank of the river. An Unteroffizier was in charge of the detachment and lived in relative safety with his men in a cellar. The forward observer was on duty not very far from us, in the stairwell of an apartment building. You had to be extremely careful because numerous Russian snipers with telescopic rifles – or even anti-tank rifles – were lurking everywhere, and many lone soldiers fell victim to them. Only when you knew what areas were overlooked by the enemy could you feel relatively safe in the ruins. Still, it was wise to sprint from cover to cover. In the meantime, many things had also been done to improve safety: warning signs were put up and screens were erected to impede the snipers’ view. Deep trenches were even dug so that certain streets which were under observation could be crossed. Nevertheless, you had to orient yourself carefully or – even better – have soldiers with good local knowledge guide you.


Later on, a 10.5cm howitzer of my new battery was deployed to fire directly at individual houses in the inner city east of the railway station area. It was sited in a position which I could only reach safely after dark. This gun had seen heavy action on several occasions and each time the crew had taken casualties. These missions could only take place during daylight because otherwise, the targets could not be aimed at. Too much time was used up even before the first shot was fired because the gun had to be man-handled from cover into firing position by the crew. Two gunners pushed at a wheel each while another two put their shoulders beneath the gun trails. The fifth crewman and the gun leader also did their best to push and shove. Before the first round left the barrel, the men found they were sitting ducks. The Russians, who had seen what was coming from a long way off, fired with everything they had. Even when things seemed to be going well and the Russians were forced to take cover, they kept firing their mortars. The usual procedure for each mission was to fire 30 to 40 rounds at the Russian-occupied houses as quickly as possible, so that the howitzer could be rapidly withdrawn to a safe position.

During their shoot-out, the crew could not hear the enemy because they themselves were making so much noise. If enemy mortar teams accurately placed their fire, the gun crews only noticed them when it was already too late. There was actually not much we could do with our light howitzers. When striking thick brick walls, even our delayed-fuse shells could not punch through.

Impact-fused shells only knocked plaster off the walls. We fired “half-half” – a mixture of impact- and delay-fused shells. When we were lucky we hit an embrasure or threaded a shell through a hole into the building’s interior. We did not reckon on
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seriously damaging the buildings. The enemy was forced to take cover so that our infantry could get inside with the final shell, before the defenders were back at their posts. This was the theory behind it anyway. In reality, very little was achieved during these costly operations.

It was understandable that the infantry requested support from the artillery, and we knew full well that we were in much less danger than they were. For that reason, I think our commanders agreed to help, even though it made little difference. Why didn’t the infantry regiments employ their much more powerful 15cm infantry guns, which achieved much more when fired indirectly, even out of cover? In my opinion, the infantry showed little imagination in the use of their heavy guns.

When I went to the forward artillery pieces under the cover of darkness, I found the men in a depressed mood. There was a similar kind of operation planned for the next day and they were scared because something always happened. As a “new recruit” with the battery, I felt obliged to take part in this operation and therefore went to check out the target area. I went looking for the safest possible position for the gun. I found a garage with a concrete roof. The gun could be brought in from the side. We could then shoot at our targets through the opening where a door had once stood. A lot of debris was hanging and standing in our way, which partially camouflaged our position, but also blocked the path of our rounds. Still, everything looked very promising to me.

The next morning I tried to categorically dissuade my new commander from using his guns in house-to-house fighting. He agreed with me – in principle – but was worried that it would leave a bad impression with the infantry. No-one wanted to be seen as a shirker or a coward who left all the risky business to the infantry. He too had tried, in vain, to persuade the infantry to use their own heavy guns. Strangely enough, the infantry were inclined to use their guns in the manner of an artillery battery instead of concentrating on specific targets. That was supposed to be their principal task, to support their respective regiments during independent actions. Often scorned as “gypsy artillery”, they misunderstood their main task of suppressing pinpoint targets.

“You don’t have to go yourself if you don’t want to,” the commander finally said. I was honest and said that I did not go looking for danger if I could do my job from a distance, but especially if I saw that there was no chance of success. I certainly did not have to be there every time but for the first operations as “rookie” commander I very much wanted to be seen up front. I pointed out that preparations for the upcoming mission had been very good.

Without being too serious, I casually said: “Herr Hauptmann, you can make your own evaluation. The conditions are pretty good this time around because we can bring the gun, unseen, into position, and then you’ll see how little difference it makes.” He agreed and we decided upon a meeting place.

At the battalion command post I learned that Balthasar had been transferred to the artillery school14. Had his good friend Scharenberg arranged it? It was a possible explanation for the slow processing of my complaint. Von Stumpff had only been promoted to Oberstleutnant after Balthasar, so that fact made it less plausible. Why had this universally respected officer been promoted at such a late date? He had more class than his predecessor whose leadership style was barely evident.

The rendezvous with the commander worked out. We reached the garage. All was quiet. All preparations had been finalised too, only now I got a queasy feeling in my stomach. The infantry assault group stood ready to captured the designated house. We made the final arrangements with their Leutnant. The attack had to start at dusk. The first shot was calmly and meticulously aimed. The gun’s outriggers were fixed down as best they could, so that the gun would not skid away on the concrete floor. Otherwise, there would have been an execution with each shot.

Because there was a danger of the first shot bringing rubble down on us, it would be fired from a covered position with the aid of an extended cord.

“Right, let’s do it,” I called out. “Fire!”
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Detonation – lots of dust, everything seemed to be all right. The gun was in a steady position. While it was being reloaded, I once again looked through the panoramic telescope. Then we began to fire in quick succession. Because of all the dust and detonations on the targeted building, I could barely see anything. The dust got in my nose and eyes. After a few rounds the Russians replied with mortar fire but it was not a threat to us because of the concrete roof. The hellish din that we created was further compounded by the dry impacts of the mortars.

“Come on, it’s no use,” said the Hauptmann15.

“Why?” asked the gun leader. “We’ve never got off 40 rounds quicker than we have today.”

Our barrage actually did little damage to the house in question.

“Let’s just finish the job we set out to do,” I said. So that was what we did.

After firing the last round, we pulled the howitzer out of the building into another secure position. The Russians now knew where we had been firing from and would definitely destroy the position the following day. We could finally relax and have a swig of vodka and a cigarette in the protection of a cellar. I almost never smoked, I got no relish from it, plus it didn’t distract or relax me. It was more of a social thing, part and parcel of being a soldier. For many soldiers, a cigarette before or after an engagement was of the highest importance. To them it was much more than just a habit.

This attack on the Russian building had failed this time. Some time later a hastily prepared surprise attack without major preparations was more successful. For us it was the last time a howitzer was employed in Stalingrad’s house-to-house fighting. We now had to pull our howitzer back to the emplacements near the bathhouse. A limber pulled by six horses would fetch the gun at night. The Russians should not be allowed to notice anything, if possible. First of all we hauled the gun behind a building complex so that we could use torches to attach the limber. Initially, it all went according to plan, but in the railyards the gun got stuck in a track switch.

The horses stumbled among the tracks. We soon overcame these problems but it had cost us valuable time. It would have been even harder work with the much more unmanageable heavy howitzer. The experiences I had gathered with 10. Batterie with regards to getting stuck now paid off: I was pretty much seen as an expert.

The ground climbed steeply behind the railyards and the horses were not strong enough. We had to take short breaks all the time, put wedges behind the wheels and start up with gunners pulling on ropes. By first light, we had finally managed to get the gun up between the buildings on the hill – out of sight of the Russians – and could bring it into the emplacements later at our leisure. Had it not been possible to do it on the first attempt, we would have had to abandon the gun altogether. The final result was that the limber, horse team and men had been successfully withdrawn, so we could then try again the following night. That was, of course, if the Russians had not found our gun in the meantime and destroyed it with artillery fire. You also need luck in times of war.

My two Russian cannon along the Volga scored a fine kill. Almost every day, at dusk, the Russians would usually send a gunboat equipped with two T-34 turrets down the river – moving at high speed – to spray our positions with rapid fire. Although it didn’t cause much damage, it was a nuisance. My gunners had fired at the boat on numerous occasions. This time we had pre-arranged our fire to concentrate on a single point through which the “monitor” always passed. On this particular day the boat reached the anticipated point, both our guns opened fire simultaneously and scored hits.

The damaged boat stopped near a Volga island and was still able to fire back. Our cannon fired back without pause. The boat quickly sank.

Because of the noteworthiness of this otherwise insignificant duel, it warranted a mention in the Wehrmachtsbericht of 10 October, 1942. Some men from my “coastal artillery” were awarded Iron Crosses, which they were delighted about, of course. A soldier also needs luck – and only success counts. The performance of those with no luck are not honoured.

While the situation gradually improved in our divisional sector as the last building complexes and streets held by the Russians were laboriously taken with high casualties, north of us, things looked much bleaker. In particular, the huge industrial complexes, the “Dzerhezinsky” tractor factory, the “Red Barricades” gun factory and the “Red October” steelworks, and others, were fought for mercilessly and could still not be taken. Both attacker and defender were hopelessly locked together in the ruined factory halls, whereby the Russians with their knowledge of the installations had the advantage. Even the special pioneer units that had been brought in could not inject élan into the matter.

Hitler, however, was already bragging: Stalingrad had been taken. It would have taken larger, fresher units to take Stalingrad completely but those forces were no longer available to us. We had bitten off more than we could chew, and on the Caucasus front, things were not going according to plan either. Germany had reached the limits of its power, and the enemy was not weakened enough, on the contrary, he was getting stronger thanks to US and Allied aid.

71. Infanterie-Division readied itself for positional warfare along the Volga and prepared for the coming winter, too. We hoped to be relieved by fresh troops in the coming year. It was obvious that our depleted divisions needed to be relieved so that they could be reorganised. Everyone who was still alive was cheerful and dreamed of spending summer in France. The system of granting leave, which had been suspended during the campaign, was now re-invigorated.



1. Roske, Generalmajor Dipl.Ing. Fritz, DKiG, RK; Kdr. Inf.Rgt.194; born 20 January, 1897 in Gera. Died 25 December, 1956 in Düsseldorf.

2. Trans.: “Heimatschuß” = literally “home wound”, being wounded seriously enough to be sent home.

3. Von Stumpff was promoted to Major on 1 January, 1939 and to Oberstleutnant on 1 January, 1942, while Balthasar had only been promoted to Oberstleutnant on 1 April, 1942. Therefore, there was nothing out of the ordinary by von Stumpff taking command of the regiment – he was the senior battalion commander.

4. According to his personnel file, Oberstleutnant Balthasar was wounded on 13 September, 1942, by a shell fragment to the back of his head but stayed with the battalion. Two days later, on 15 September, he was awarded the Wound Badge in Silver.

5. Neumann, Oberleutnant Friedrich, Abteilung Beobachtung Offizier IV./Art.Rgt.171; born 15 June, 1920. Killed in action, 9 July, 1942 west of Kurichevka.

6. Oberleutnant Gerd Hoffmann, Adjutant III./Art.Rgt.171, had been wounded on 12 July, 1942.

7. The battalion commander was Major Gerhard Wagner, DKiG, Kdr. I./Art.Rgt.171. He fell ill on 25 September, 1942, and handed command of the battalion to Hauptmann Wissmann.

8. Wackermann, Oberleutnant Joachim, Chef 2./Art.Rgt.171, born 16 May, 1919 in Magdeburg. Wounded 27 July, 1942 but stayed with troops. Wounded again on 18 September, 1942 in Stalingrad, but died the same day in Sanko. 2/171 Hauptverbandplatz (main dressing station) in Gonchara.

9. There is no trace of this negative evaluation in Wüster’s personnel file, so it seems von Stumpff did not forward it to the Army Personnel Office. Despite the pettiness of Balthasar’s actions, von Stumpff still thought he was an excellent battalion commander and wrote a glowing evaluation of Balthasar. See Appendix 2 (page 200).

10. Trans.: “Hochschuloffizier” = “academy officer”.

11. Trans.: “Heeresartillerie” = “army-level artillery”.

12. Trans.: “Chef der Heeresrüstung” = “Chief of Army Equipment”.

13. The commander of I. Abteilung at this time was Hauptmann Wissmann.

14. Balthasar’s personnel file shows he was transferred to Artillerie-Schule II with effect from 7 November, 1942.

15. Battalion commander Hauptmann Wissmann would be wounded on 5 November, 1942 and Hauptmann Langner would assume command of the battalion.
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HOME LEAVE


CHAPTER 4







I was expected to go home on leave at the earliest possible time because Christmas furlough was reserved for family fathers. That was fine by me. Leave should not be knocked back in times of war. You take the opportunity when it presents itself, otherwise you might not get it at all.

My correspondence with Ruth, my pen-girlfriend, had developed in a positive manner. There was no question that I wanted to see her again. Unfortunately, her brother Manfred, a young infantry Leutnant, had been killed after a short time at the front, on 4 September, 1942, near Rzhev1. I kept thinking about my own gun leader’s death on 4 September, 1942, and my own unbelievable luck on the same day. Coincidence or fate – who knows?

This loss had hit Ruth and her family hard, of course. Ruth’s letters were becoming terse and reserved. All the same, I started to take my relationship with Ruth more seriously. My exchange of letters with other girls, whom I had kept on the backburner “just in case”, was allowed to drift off. I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.

On 16 November I hitched a ride with my field-kitchen back to the limber position west of the city. It was comfortably situated in a narrow ravine. Dug-outs and stables had been carved out of its steep walls. Only when you entered the ravine itself could you see “Protzendorf”2 itself. I’d had few opportunities to come back here. The place of a battery commander was at the command post, from where I could reach the gun emplacements in Stalingrad in a matter of minutes. A visit to this position, however, would cost me a full day.

The Spiess, therefore, was the absolute patriarch back with the limbers and horses, in conjunction with the Futtermeister3, who was just as independent with his equine husbandry. When strength reports or other paperwork had to be signed by me, the Rechnungsführer4 would be sent forward to my command post, and he then also conveyed my arrangements. Only seldom did the Spiess come to the front-line himself. The Rechnungsführer was now Stabsgefreiter Eickmann, after his predecessor, whom I did not know, had been killed. Eickmann had been a gun-layer but now qualified as a clerk in his new role. He did a good job and was a vigorous and burly chap, likeable and full of confidence.

Why had he not made more of a career out of being a soldier? There must have been something wrong. I was not so sure with my judgement about my own Spiess. He was a professional soldier who knew how to work with superiors of all ranks. He knew exactly how to deal with a young Oberleutnant like myself. His only problem was that I immediately saw through him. I had learned a thing or two as a Leutnant serving under Kuhlmann, whose clever Spiess had tried to take advantage of me, without Kuhlmann putting a stop to it. I learned early on that I could only trust myself when it came to protecting my own interests. That is not at all easy to do at 19 to 20 years of age. Apparently, I had badly disappointed my Spiess at 2. Batterie as early as our very first meeting. I did not show any gratitude to his exaggerated serving of wine and cigars at the dinner table. On the contrary, I declined any extras for myself at all. I existed on the standard meals of the ordinary soldiers of the battery. The same applied to canteen goods. The men in the limber position had the advantage of being able to supplement their rations – individually or in small groups – whenever they felt like it. Mind you, in the steppe around Stalingrad, there was nothing to be found, except for a few melons, and almost none of those at this time of year.

On 17 November I was taken via panje wagon to the railway station at Gumrak, where the mail was picked up. My feet were cold in leather boots. The ground was already frozen solid and the first snow fell during the night.

It was around this railway station in September that I had observed our flak gun fight its duel with the T-34s. That was the day when the gun limber exploded about my ears. The contusion on my arm would have long since been forgotten had it not been for a perceptible fatty tumour that had developed where I was hit. This time I found myself in Gumrak in high spirits. I was going home, and certainly to see Ruth.

A train consisting of two passenger cars and several cargo wagons pulled by a truck was standing ready. The truck’s rubber tires had been replaced by railroad wheels. In this way, it could also be used as a locomotive. Departure took a while and it was damned cold. There was no heating in the compartments. Finally, we started moving at a crawl, with frequent stops, to Kalach-on-Don. Once there, we were registered, received our march rations and continued on by bus to the Chir railway station on the night of 19 November. Our bus drove along the road on the west bank of the Don where the attack on IV. Abteilung had taken place. Most of all, 11. Batterie had taken a pounding and Balthasar had some responsibility for the losses being so high.

Staring out into the darkness, I had no sense of where we were, but in my thoughts, I was already at home.

In contrast to Kalach, considerable chaos reigned at Chir railway station. There was no clear information. “All departing trains will head west. Find one yourselves!”


Several trains stood on the tracks with covered goods wagons, some passenger cars and a steam locomotive coupled to the front. Even the locomotive drivers did not know in which order they would leave. The passenger cars were all already overcrowded with soldiers who would not make any more room. Others, freezing cold, were standing in the goods wagons. I finally managed to find such a standing position by clambering in the first train to leave.

The train slowly started to move forward. Day began to break. A sharp, icy wind forced us to stamp our feet and swing our arms in an attempt to keep warm. The cold kept us awake and many were cursing. What else was there to do? The train stopped every so often for no apparent reason. During one of the first stops I got talking with some officers and managed to get a seat in a passenger car. They had crammed themselves even closer together and invited more people inside. In that way, the cold compartments could be made warmer from the body heat. “Stench is better than cold air” was a popular slogan of the German soldier.

The increasingly strong wind which whistled through every tiny crack forced the extra-long train to come to a halt because it got caught up between the wagons. Attempts to get free by advancing and reversing were futile. The locomotive simply wasn’t up to it. It was hours before a more powerful locomotive arrived.

The trains behind us could not pass us on the single-line track. When we finally reached the huge railway station at Yasinovotaya, I was dead tired, frozen stiff and in a bad mood. From here on the trains used the standard German track gauge. Yasinovotaya was a rail hub in a widespread net of Russian single-track railways. The run-down station, which originated from the time of the Tsars, offered no accommodation but hot and cold food was available, and you could also warm up a bit. Everyone foraged around for something that they could take home with them. It was also possible to spend the night in one of the wooden buildings nearby. I took advantage of this, together with some other officers I didn’t know. I had an insurmountable desire to go to sleep and our next train was not expected to leave until noon the following day.

A large Russian family lived in the wooden house. They made room and offered beds to us. They seemed ready for “guests” and found clean linen for us. As it was, the risk of getting bed bugs and lice seemed just too great to us “hotel guests”. We found room on the floorboards in front of the fireplace instead. One of us even slept on the table. The “hotel managers” happily approved.

Many Russian houses have a large brick oven in the middle which goes up through several floors, heating adjacent areas and also feeding hearths.

The windows, fitted with an extra pane of glass for the winter, could not be opened. Saw dust had been poured between the layers of glass for insulation. Only weak daylight got through into the rooms. There was also an issue with hygiene. In extreme cold, water became scarce. The washing of clothes and personal hygiene was reduced to a minimum. Nevertheless, the occupants of this house made a clean impression on us. They did the best they could and were very friendly towards us.

They made a tasty meal from our supply of food with enough left over for themselves. They were mainly interested in our Kommissbrot and canned food. We won the trust of the Russian children with chocolate and sweets. When we awoke the next morning the sun was already shining and the snow reflected light through the small windows into our room. Only one of us suffered from bed-bugs: the guy on the table. We found that fair enough because he had had the better spot.

After a light breakfast it was back to the station. Several furlough trains were standing ready to go both north and south. The trip west took us via Kiev and Kovel to Germany. Our train was equipped with wooden seats and on both ends of each wagon was a stove, which kept us comfortably warm. Until its departure late in the morning, the train was pretty much full. It was 20 November, 1942. The Russians had already started their big offensive to encircle Stalingrad on the 19th, which I only learned about later.

Also in our car were some railway employees in their dark blue uniforms and white armbands that read “German Wehrmacht”. These armbands were to secure their status as combatants, in case of capture, according to international conventions. Otherwise, they might have been treated as mercenaries, whether they had a weapon in their hands or not.

As far as Yasinovotaya, all railway traffic was the responsibility of the “Deutsche Reichsbahn”5, while closer to the front it was taken over by the railway pioneers. It was a boring journey through the snowy landscape. To the left and right I could see scrub and bushes that had been planted to prevent large amounts of snow from building up. It did, however, impede our view of the area. Occasionally we passed a nondescript village. The train often stopped on a siding to let other traffic pass. At every railway station we saw the spoils of war collected, mainly tanks to be reprocessed at German steelworks. We spent most of our time talking.

The railway people had been many places and talked a lot. They now claimed to know about a huge Russian counteroffensive directed at the Rumanian and Italian sectors of the front. As allies, they were supposed to secure the rear of the Stalingrad front.

There was indeed cause for worry. Why should the Russians not take advantage of their prowess in winter warfare and attack our weak points, just as they had done the previous winter? The “arm chair strategy” of the railway people, who knew nothing for certain, did not interest us. We saw no immediate danger at Stalingrad. We only wished that the Russians would be driven away off the west bank of the Volga for good.


The railway people were sceptical in general. There were shortages everywhere and a war cannot be won by improvisation alone. Locomotives were lacking, as was coal to power them. The shortage of railstock was even worse. There was a severe lack of maintenance and repair possibilities and the necessary spare parts were rarely available. More track construction also needed to be done.

The British-American air raids made themselves felt, more than was generally acknowledged. Without new supplies, the “conjuring tricks” would soon be over. With no new resources, the boldest orders would no longer help…

They slipped into grousing and defeatist talk. We paid little attention to their civilian belly-aching. They ought to be happy they were not at the front, where it was much more uncomfortable. On the other hand, we asked ourselves why there had been such ammunition shortages and why we were still mucking around in Stalingrad instead of sending in a couple of fresh divisions to bring the stalemate in the industrial complexes to a quick end. We had already done most of the work.

Then the subject changed to something more pleasant: France. Yes, the railway people would have liked to go there as well. You could live the good life there. Different duties, entertainment and small shops were everywhere.

Travelling through Yugoslavia was not very popular. Something always happened there. Mercenaries and so-called bandits set up ambushes and blew up bridges and tunnels. The “wops” (Italians) were not really to be trusted. Sometimes they even wheeled and dealed with the “Balkanese”. Only the Croatians were tough enough to retain order and stamp out any resistance.

The term “partisan” was seldom used by us Germans. We felt it was a glorifying euphemism invented by the Soviets to justify their brutal gang warfare which contravened international law and, more often than not, affected the civilian population. We in the south had little to do with it. In the central sector, though, it was a major problem.

The railway people started to “dramatise” things again. “Yes, up north, near the Lithuanians and Estonians, everything is under control. They punish them mercilessly on any sign of resistance.”

The subject changed to the heroic deeds of our soldiers, to the bombing raids on the railway system and to other more amusing and interesting topics – mainly stories about women. I couldn’t contribute anything to this because I’d had little experience in that field so far.

The train finally crossed the huge bridge across the Dnepr into Kiev. There was a lot of activity on the platforms. A lot of freezing Italians were there, running around in their thin coats. I also observed their officers with every kind of golden embroidery on their uniforms. All of them seemed to be in low spirits. They had probably had enough of the Russian front. With all their funny headgear – such as feathers in their hats or “night caps” – the Italians, colourful and mercurial, still stood out from everyone else. In contrast, we Germans, of course, were drab and straightfaced.


[image: Mark Men heading home on furlough (“Fronturlauber”) received a “Führergeschenk” (gift from the Führer), a parcel containing foodstuffs scarce at home, like coffee, sugar, dried fruits, plus other sundry items for personal use.]
Mark

Men heading home on furlough (“Fronturlauber”) received a “Führergeschenk” (gift from the Führer), a parcel containing foodstuffs scarce at home, like coffee, sugar, dried fruits, plus other sundry items for personal use.



Upon departure from Kiev, I attentively stared out of the window, trying to see if I could recognise anything from the autumn of 1941.

Surprisingly, the train went through the resort town of Budayevka, where I had spent a couple of days relaxing with 6. Batterie before Balthasar entered the scene. If only I had stayed with II. Abteilung. Major Neumann would have wanted me to and I could have spared myself a great deal of annoyance.

Peter Schmidt had meant well when he had worked for my return to IV. Abteilung. Was his meaningless death on the Don not ascribed to Balthasar’s brainlessness? His fate, however, had long since been forgotten in the stressful times of war. In Kovel, life was like being back at the army barracks: delousing, eating, receiving food parcels, the gratitude of the Führer to his troops, a stamp on our leave-papers – and off we went.

From now on, the date in our papers marked the beginning of our leave, and it ended with our departure from our home railway stations. We had a regular express train for the rest of the journey. Its locomotive heated the wagons. Up front was a kitchen wagon where hot meals and drinks could be purchased.


The compulsory delousing in Kovel was something I just had to accept, even though I had never had lice. The train was not very full. I shared a first-class compartment with an unknown officer. With only brief interruptions, we were able to sleep lying down for most of the trip. I had a lot of sleep to catch up on and “stockpiling” sleep was beneficial. The few days of leave were too precious to waste on sleeping.

Rumours did the rounds and concentrated on one thing: Stalingrad was supposed to have been surrounded by the Russians after they had broken through near the Rumanians and Italians. Their defences had simply dissolved. This rumour was fiercely contested by myself and other men on leave from Stalingrad because the city was firmly in German hands except for a narrow strip of land along the Volga in the northern reaches of the city.

The fighting had lost its intensity and would be calmer during winter. No, we did not have any worries at all about Stalingrad.

I did not have to change trains until Eichenberg and after a few kilometres I was finally at home in Göttingen. I received a warm reception, of course. My food parcel and other gifts were very welcome, even if there was no problem with hunger. Everything was more or less unchanged at home. The city was virtually undamaged. Food stamps and general rationing measures were certainly bothersome, but under the existing conditions, they were bearable. The National Socialists were good at organisation. If in 1945 the victors and their German helpers had preserved the distribution structures already in place, there would have been much less hunger and suffering. However, at that particular time, everything to do with the National Socialists was “ugh” and needed to disappear.

I rarely saw men of military age. Many men from Göttingen had been killed or wounded.

My most important visit to begin with was to see my Ruth. She lived in Idar-Oberstein. Shortly after arriving home, I left for her place. Having reached Idar-Oberstein, I found myself a hotel room and phoned Ruth. She sounded a bit sick on the phone. She claimed to be suffering from a very sore throat and could not come and meet me. There was no bus service during the war, so I had to go by train back to Fischbach. From there, a postal car left at 9 in the morning for Herrstein, and the rest I would have to walk on foot. The postal car could take three people at most. It was therefore doubtful that I would get on. I had expected a passionate reception from Ruth, so I was quite disappointed.

Ruth had recently turned 19 and had hopefully cast off some of her shyness. Now that I had come to Idar-Oberstein, I wasn’t simply going to turn around. I found the postal car idling next to the post office at Fischbach-Weierbach. The passenger seats in the yellow van were already taken by some elderly women but nobody would let a soldier on leave stand waiting. They moved over reluctantly and stowed their baskets in the baggage compartment where I also stowed my suitcase and sabre.

We drove through villages where mail sacks were delivered and others taken on board. It all took time. The trip ended in Herrstein, a small town built in the Middle Ages with an encircling city wall. Unfortunately, none of the women had got off before then, which meant it was crammed and uncomfortable right until the very end.

After I had asked the way, I marched off and quickly caught up to the women, who were leading the way. I actually wanted to quickly go past them but they had become quite talkative and held me up. They were “Hamster-Frauen”, women who went from farm to farm to buy whatever extra food they could get their hands on. Probably not just for their own personal requirements, but more likely to sell.

Officers on leave normally have their hands free and did not have to lug things around with them. My suitcase was not heavy but together with my sabre it was a nuisance. It was much easier for the women with their empty baskets and bags. At least the scenery along the way was really charming. I finally got rid of “my” women as they rushed off to the individual farms.

Walking on alone was quite boring and the suitcase irritated me. The country road passed through a spruce plantation up a steep hill. On the horizon I noticed the silhouette of a slender female figure coming towards me. Could it possibly be Ruth? That would be really something, but she had a bad cold. Walking towards each other we soon met, and it was in fact my Ruth, escorted by her wire-haired dachshund. She gave me a friendly, though somewhat shy smile. We kissed briefly. I now started to change my suitcase from one hand to the other more often because it gave me the opportunity to hug and kiss Ruth some more.

I felt happy and content because now it really would be a nice furlough for me. Ruth’s bad cold had almost miraculously vanished. She chatted in a relaxed and natural manner with me, until we reached the old schoolhouse in Wickenrodt, where she lived. Ruth had led me diagonally across a sloping meadow in order to avoid curiosity in the village. I first met her mother in the corridor. She was dressed in black and seemed heavy-hearted. Her only son had recently been killed in Russia.

Like almost everyone else, he had joined up after finishing high school. He had also been encouraged by listening to officers who stayed at the schoolhouse during the French campaign and talked about the victories in the west.

In 1942 Ruth’s brother reached the front as an infantry Leutnant and was killed in a mortar attack during one of his very first engagements.

In order not to make their grief any worse, I avoided talking about my own war experiences. That was easy for me to do because I wanted to spend my furlough in a peaceful atmosphere far from the war. I actually managed to completely block out the tough experiences of the last few months. The uniform did not remind me of the war either. I wore it proudly and hoped to impress Ruth somewhat with it. How I would have liked to be able to ride around on horseback.

Wearing civilian clothes was not an option for me either. I had long since outgrown my school clothes. I had been in uniform ever since the spring of 1938. I had nice civilian suits made for me in both Belgium and France but they were dark suits, meant for evening dinners. Light-coloured fabrics were no longer available.

Because of the war, Ruth’s father had taken over as headmaster of a school in a larger neighbouring village and had rented himself a room over there because it was too far to commute each day. There was no public transport and he could not use his private car because of petrol rationing. On this particular day, he did make an exception, and came home in the afternoon to take a close look at me. He was a stocky, friendly and lively man. During our conversation, I found out that Wickenrodt was Protestant, while Bundenbach on the other hand – the place he now worked – was Catholic, and this denominational difference had initially caused him a few difficulties in his new job as headmaster. The Catholics were a bit sceptical towards the National Socialists as well. Like all teachers, he was a Party member and had held responsible positions in the village, such as Ortsgruppenleiter6 in Wickenrodt with the rank of Blockwarts7. After 1945 he was imprisoned and punished until he was finally released as merely having been an “opportunist”.

No, he had never been a vicious Nazi. He had even been actively working for the local church community, something which did not please the NSDAP. In the countryside, people generally did not worry too much about politics, except when political connections were used to settle arguments between neighbours. Anyway, I now knew that Ruth too was a Protestant, and religion would not be an obstacle between us.

The schoolhouse was nice and warm. I was spoiled with good food, which it was still possible to obtain in the countryside at this time. I went walking with Ruth in the nice surrounding areas, not just to get my appetite back but because it gave us the opportunity to kiss and talk about trivialities in a more private way. We were rarely alone with each other in the parlour, even if we had wanted to be.

Ruth’s mother worked uninterruptedly in the adjoining kitchen and kept popping her head through the door to ask questions or make a comment. The numerous rooms on the first floor, above the school hall, were unheated. Under these circumstances, there was little chance for us to get as close to each other as we wanted. We had to be content with our endless kissing. Nevertheless, that was sufficient to get us as close as humanly possible, so we spoke about engagement and marriage. All of this fitted precisely into my way of thinking. My involuntary celibacy could be put to an end through an early marriage. In those days, the ideal of the virgin bride, who married a man able to support her, was commonplace and – outside of noble circles – was only economically possible when the man had finished his education. As an Oberleutnant, I met those criteria – to a certain extent. Therefore, a man’s pre-marital experiences were checked.

To me, Ruth seemed to be an attractive and lovable woman in every respect, not only in regards to her long dark hair and her classy, sweet appearance, but also her tender personality. Naturally she sat up and took notice when I said the word “engagement”. When Ruth’s father returned to Wickenrodt for the weekend, I asked him for his daughter’s hand in marriage in a rather formal and stiff way. I had no firm conceptions of how to handle such a situation. So, as was my style as an officer, I came straight to the point, to put an end to uncertainty.

Her father’s reply was rather awkward: “Well, what can I say to that? At barely 19 years of age, Ruth is still very young. I need to discuss this with my wife first. What has Ruth herself got to say about it?” We talked about some other insignificant things, then he called Ruth over. Her mother made a few comments, too. Ruth became a little shy and blushed, but gave him a simple but unequivocal “yes”. With that, the matter was settled. We had a small celebration within the close family circle, although it was quite difficult to improve upon the hospitality they had already shown me. I now wanted to get home as quickly as possible, to introduce my fiancée to my parents.

I phoned them and told them about the engagement and let them know when we would be there. The next few days at the Böckel house passed quickly. The first snow fell throughout the region. For the trip to the railway station in Kirn, Ruth’s father had persuaded the village mayor to drive the young couple in his coach. It was a romantic trip through snow covered forests and valleys.

The train to Frankfurt was crowded. There was only room in the first-class compartments. We sat down without embarrassment. The other passengers must have noticed how much in love we were. A well intentioned conversation developed, which did not please Ruth at all. By the time our tickets were checked, she would have liked to just disappear. While the conductor let me off scot-free, I had to pay the difference for her first class ticket. It was not that expensive to Frankfurt. We hoped to find a second class compartment there. Ruth felt as if she had been caught stealing.

There was a long stopover in Frankfurt, which I did not want to spend in the station’s waiting room. I bought us dinner with some leave vouchers at one of the big hotels across from the station.

Later, on the express train from Frankfurt, I discovered that the compartment was a first-class one downgraded to second class. The correlating label was quite loosely attached to the sliding glass door, so I simply put it in the baggage rack. In that way, we had the compartment to ourselves, because most people rarely travelled first class. There were not too many people on this train, so there was plenty of room. We had the compartment to ourselves. Only during the stops, when people that got on or off moved along the corridor, did we behave ourselves. We saw very little of the countryside flying past us. Our kissing and cuddling made the trip pass too quickly.

We were met in Göttingen by my sister. She had turned 18 a few days earlier and I was astounded to see how she had turned from a little sister into a woman. She was very friendly and had even brought a few flowers. My parents liked my choice of wife and were ever so affectionate. As a precautionary measure, my father had used a detective agency to make inquiries about the Böckel family. The results eased his mind. I only learned all of this later by accident. Perhaps my parents wanted me to marry at a later stage, because of the uncertain times that we were living in, but they saw how much in love I was. Apart from that, they liked Ruth.

By now, people were speaking openly about the Russian superiority in the art of winter warfare and of the large offensive that had encircled our army in Stalingrad. The war reports on the radio were almost exclusively about Stalingrad. I couldn’t quite believe it. The situation had appeared stable when I left. My parents, however, remained unsettled. What should be believed? I did not want to let anything ruin my time with Ruth. I would find out what actually happened once I returned to Stalingrad. Therefore, I did not waste any more thoughts on the war: I lived for the moment and was happier than ever before. Engagement announcements were written in the usual rigid wording and – on account of wartime rationing – were sent out on flimsy paper. My father thought that the engagement should have been approved by my regimental commander first. Actually, he was right.

However, I did not know of this and was unconcerned: “Engagements occur suddenly, like a thunderbolt, because nothing can be predicted, so how can I ask permission when I don’t know when the marriage will take place? There is plenty of time until then, and besides, they can hardly refuse me marriage-leave when my father-inlaw is an official and a Party functionary. What more can they ask for?”

In vain I had hoped for us to be more intimate with one another in my parent’s house – it just did not happen. My mother was around us all the time, either deliberately, out of curiosity, or simply out of motherly concern. We had not yet gone beyond kissing and cuddling.

Back in those days, parents could be punished for “Kuppelei”8 if they let an engaged couple sleep together. That is how strict the laws were, even though they were broken all the time.


I visited two old school friends in the hospital in Göttingen. One of them had suffered severe frostbite on both heels as an infantryman in the winter of 1941–42 and had undergone several amputations. The war was over for him. I was not yet at a point where I was envious of him. We were still so young and could not imagine life as an invalid. The other friend had a severe throat wound but was well on his way to recovery. Because my regiment’s replacement unit was in Göttingen, I paid them a visit too. I met a whole series of old brothers-in-arms who were awaiting their next front assignment once their wounds healed. Others would never make it back to the front. They now schooled young recruits. My one-armed radioman was now getting along fine as an Unteroffizier. He seemed to be well liked. My old commander, Major Futtig, who had suffered a bad shoulder wound outside Kiev, was delighted that I stopped by. My problems with his successor I kept to myself.

Kuhlmann was there, too. He was in fine spirits and had had enough of the war. Futtig, on the other hand, was straining to get back to the front. Kuhlmann pushed the recruits hard during the day but at night he liked to visit the many bars in Göttingen’s inner city. He had enjoyed the war and felt himself to be an important person in his uniform. As a former civil servant he had always felt unimportant, but now it was different. The man was a real “Kommisskopf”9, and not only in the bad sense of the word.

Of course I went boozing with him and we were the best of friends. I never saw either of them again. Futtig was killed in Poland just before the end of the war. Kuhlmann had passed away before I returned from captivity.

My good friend Klaus Peters was on convalescence leave after being lightly wounded. How pleased I was to be able to brag a little about my beautiful bride. I never saw Klaus again either. He was killed in Russia in 1944 as an infantry Leutnant. His parents were quite old and Klaus was their only child. His mother never really got over the loss and did not want to speak to anybody about it.

Unfortunately, my last days of leave passed by really quickly but it was the best time of my life so far. Perhaps we could get married the next year. Many young combat officers married young and left behind young widows, with or without children. I kissed Ruth goodbye at the station and she disappeared… for years. All I would have for a long, long time were my memories of her.




1. Böckel, Oberleutnant Manfred, Inf.Rgt.37; born 8 April, 1922 in Herrstein. Killed in action 4 September, 1942 in Listovka. He was posthumously promoted to Oberleutnant with effect from 1 September, 1942.

2. Trans.: “Protzendorf” = literally “gun limber village”.

3. Trans.: “Futtermeister” = “Fodder NCO”, the man in charge of the horses.
 
4. Trans.: “Rechnungsführer” = “accountant and pay NCO”.

5. Trans.: “Deutsche Reichsbahn” = “German Railways”.

6. An “Ortsgruppenleiter” was a political leader of the largest subdivision of a Kreis (district) consisting of several towns or villages, or of a part of a larger city, and included from 1500 to 3000 households.

7. Trans.: “Blockwarts” = literally “block warden”.

8. Trans.: “Kuppelei” = deliberate facilitation or tolerance of intercourse by a third party.

9. Trans.: “Kommisskopf” = A soldier who embodies the military lifestyle to the fullest, and often in a negative way, such as shouting like a drill sergeant and obeying regulations to the letter.
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RETURN FLIGHT INTO THE POCKET

CHAPTER 5







The next day I headed back to the front via Hannover. I was able to spend one night with my grandparents in Hannover. There were several air raid warnings but not enough to make me leave my warm bed. Our anti-aircraft guns fired without pause. Hannover was frequently attacked by British bombers and there had been a lot of damage and many dead, particularly in the industrial districts. The real terror bombings only came later on in the war. My grandmother was very worried.

My grandfather was in hospital with anaemia, which was probably due to poor nutrition. He was a big round man who had been used to eating plentifully. That was no longer possible in the cities. He was happy about my visit and was looking forward to meeting Ruth.

This get together would the last one. I never saw my grandfather again. He got back on his feet once again but died in the summer of 1943, at a time when I was reported missing after the battle of Stalingrad and everyone at home presumed that I was dead. My grandfather would have loved to see me take over as head of the family.

On the train to Berlin, I sat in a compartment opposite a youthful looking Oberstleutnant from the General Staff. When he heard of my plans to go back to Stalingrad, he said: “You won’t get back there in one piece. Stalingrad is surrounded and it doesn’t look good.”

This was the first piece of credible information I’d received. The press and radio were still talking a load of rubbish. They rambled on about difficult and heroic fighting.

“You know what? You’re better off going to your replacement unit and reporting for duty there. Orders of this kind have been issued to all personnel belonging to units now trapped at Stalingrad.”

I answered: “How can I do that with my leave-papers as my only legitimisation? They’ll accuse me of evading my duties if I turn up there. I would rather stick to my papers and see how far I can get. Maybe the road to Stalingrad will have been opened by then.”

“I’m afraid not,” said the officer, “It doesn’t make sense for you to go any further. You may say I granted you permission to stay here.”

He was already starting to jot down a few lines on some paper but stopped when I made it absolutely clear that I wanted to get back to my battery. We then touched upon other subjects, and time and time again this General Staff officer aired his scepticism about Germany’s chances of winning the war. “Stay healthy and good luck to you, you’ll need it.” With that, the Oberstleutnant got off our train in Berlin.

There were no problems all the way to Stalino. There, we Stalingrad soldiers returning from leave were housed in barracks for a few days. Stalino was a boring, faceless city, but there was a cinema, music, front theatres and special entertainment nights for the troops with a lot of contrived joviality.

“Es geht alles vorüber, es geht alles vorbei, auf jeden Dezember folgt wieder ein Mai”1, a popular hit song at the time, was sung tunelessly. It still seemed appropriate. It was now dreary December, and for May, or summer 1943 at the latest, I hoped for a relief of my division and a lovely, restful time in Western Europe. I was thinking about Ruth and marriage.

The Ukrainian theatre performers in Kharkov had impressed me a lot more earlier in the year with their improvisational talent. The purely German theatre group made far too much noise in an attempt to be entertaining. A lot of Italians were running around in Stalino. Photos of Mussolini and the diminutive Italian King were hung in many locations. I didn’t see a photo of Hitler anywhere.

Shortly before Christmas I was transferred to a personnel transit centre in Rostov. In all the confusion there of people coming and going, I bumped into Gefreiter Bode from my battery, who was also on his way back from leave. We agreed to try and stay together.

In Rostov we were housed in the barracks of the Führerreserve of Heeresgruppe “Stalingrad-Don”. The accommodation was comparatively good. Rostov was more of a metropolis, somewhat shabby and run-down but still with some flair due to its wide avenues and 19th century facades.

In spite of the unfavourable season, the Russians were working hard at removing the traces of the Bolshevik’s hate of religion from the large church in the middle of the city. That impressed me. Despite years under Lenin and Stalin, the religious faith of the Russian people was deeper than expected. Even though the population here lived in very uncertain times, they tried hard to resume religious services. Why is it that the impact of ideologies and totalitarian regimes can be washed away so easily? Would traces of the German Nazi regime be just as easily wiped away one day? We did not see Adolf Hitler as a criminal because we were hoping for a strong, united Germany, free from ideology, so that she could take her rightful place amongst other nations.

Just as in Kharkov, there was a Russian theatre in Rostov where they tried to perform operas and operettas. I enjoyed going there. Even though I didn’t understand the language at all, it made me feel better than the tasteless antics of the German comperes at our entertainment nights.


The homely Soldatenheim2 was run by Red Cross sisters. They managed to create a peaceful and serene Christmas atmosphere which helped us get over our worries and the long wait. There were not many material things they could give us because everything was in short supply.

Roll call took place every day. To begin with, officers from infantry, pioneer and anti-tank units were selected and told to report to the newly formed Alarmeinheiten3. These units were formed from convalescents and soldiers returning from leave. Things were looking bad at the front. The Russians were pushing towards the Rostov area. Rumanian and Italian units had crumbled and were on the run. The Luftwaffe field divisions did not fare much better. They were one of Reichsmarschall Göring’s ideas: due to a shortage of fuel and planes, plus the general demand from the front, young combatworthy personnel from the Luftwaffe, mainly ground crews, were combed out. However, Göring initially did not want to hand over command of these troops to the army. His units were fed piecemeal into army units as replacements. He really wanted his own divisions, like Himmler’s Waffen SS, so he could show the army how to fight.

These inexperienced troops failed. Their often high casualty rates were absurd. Only the flak crews were acquainted with their weapons because they already possessed some experience in ground fighting and had proven themselves in the face of tanks. They were successful but were soon bled dry as they tried to cover the retreat of their own ineffectual divisions.

It was easy for me to see that as an artilleryman, I too could land in one of these hastily formed rabbles in the foreseeable future and be sent on a suicide mission. In doing so – without a chance of success – one could only break down and fail. Perhaps one would even be called to account as a failure. I missed the sense of security of my familiar gang – my old battery. The possibility that the Stalingrad pocket’s defences could collapse never entered my mind. Back in Rostov, none of the young officers could envisage the extinction of the divisions encircled in “der Kessel”. There were just too many battle hardened troops in and around Stalingrad. I believed that by summer I would no longer be at the front and would perhaps be back as a Hauptmann marrying my fiancée. Before that, however, I would have to “enjoy” the war one more time. I thought of Belgium and France and the summer there. My thoughts circled unrealistically around Ruth, to whom I wrote warm love letters almost every day, or as often as sobriety permitted.

I now made it known that I was urgently needed in the pocket and I was the only officer of my battery. They finally gave in to my appeals and handed me a bag of courier mail for the Army High Command at Gumrak.

And so I received my plane ticket and could even take Bode along with me as an aide, who did not want to be left behind on his own. Any reasonable assessment of the situation in the pocket would have meant not flying in any more mouths to feed. There was already enough people there who had to endure shortages of food and ammunition.

The high-level staffs outside the pocket did not have an overview or a clear concept of the real state of affairs. They issued orders, shrugged their shoulders, used their coloured pins to mark the steadily deteriorating situation at the front on a map and moved divisions around on paper: “…assemble in area XY… move up to the line RQ… straighten out the Russian penetration near R… defend the railway embankment at HC… wait there for further orders…” – everything was on paper without any value.

At the time I did not know that Feldmarschall von Manstein was in command of the army group, which included Paulus and 6. Armee in the pocket. After the war, Manstein portrayed himself in his book “Lost Victories” as a great military commander, which he probably was, but he barely mentioned Stalingrad. He tried to cast blame and failure of duty on Paulus, even though he himself gave no clear instructions when Paulus pleaded with him. Von Manstein “suggested” that Paulus break out. Why didn’t he order it himself? Hitler was against a break-out. He did not want to give in because he had already “conquered” Stalingrad in September and attained control of the Volga. Paulus buckled to Hitler. He was not a particularly courageous man. Manstein, who had the better overall view of things, should have taken action. A somewhat higher degree of courage should be expected from a Feldmarschall, particularly when it was a case of life or death for his troops.

Survival of his soldiers was not the most important thing for Hitler when he was focusing on his future vision. Göring should take much of the blame for the catastrophe at Stalingrad. He could not fulfil his promise of airlifting in adequate supplies and he knew that fact even before he made it. He had degenerated into a superficial, drug-addicted windbag.

As I climbed into a Ju-52 transport plane in Rostov’s airport together with Bode, I had to get past a large, securely lashed-down crate which bore a paper label that read “Christmas greeting for the commander of Fortress Stalingrad, Generaloberst Paulus”. I found this inscription distasteful and improper. To me, a fortress was a well-built defensive position with protected shelters and suitable defensive weaponry, as well as sufficient supplies. Stalingrad had none of that! Seen as a whole, Stalingrad was a disaster that should have been sorted out as quickly as possible.


I assumed alcohol and grub were in the crate for the “army brass”… and not without good reason. With the troops starving in the pocket, this kind of well-intentioned gesture was out of place, indeed, even in bad taste and provocative.

I now looked forward to the next few hours with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. The Ju flew low over snow covered fields, climbed slowly, then dropped like an elevator, repeating this process again and again. It didn’t bring a pleasant feeling to my stomach. I was not used to flying. Out to the left I could see burning sheds, houses and thick smoke from blazing fuel depots. “Tatsinskaya,” said an airman. “The supply airfield for Stalingrad. We just call it Tatsi. The Russians gave us a real hammering recently with their damned tanks – the entire airfield and everything around it. But we’re now back in control.”

A short time later we landed at Morosovskaya, another airfield supporting Stalingrad. The Russians were pretty close here, too. Artillery fire and the barking of tank guns could be heard. Bombers and fighters were being fitted with bombs on the landing field. I heard someone say, “They just do a quick lap and unload right over there, on the Ivans.” Detonations could be heard in the distance. There was a lot of nervousness.

First, we wanted to get warm, find something to eat, and then inquire as to how to get to Stalingrad. Because there were thoughts of giving up the airfield in Morosovskaya, clothing and food could be taken as you pleased. Bode and I fetched ourselves some warm winter gear, felt boots and kitbags, which we filled up with bread and canned food as a small present for the men of our battery.

“Our comrades will be really excited about everything we’re bringing with us,” reckoned Bode. There was supposed to be real famine in the pocket. There were some old He-111 aircraft standing around, being loaded with supplies for the pocket. Both of our kitbags were stuffed in. Bode found a seat in the nose turret. I had to get in the next plane and find a spot between crates and bags. Shortly after take-off, the plane banked sharply to the left. “Wrong trim, it’s got be checked because we can’t fly!” We quickly landed back at Morosovskaya. Waiting in the mess hall, drinking schnapps, really warmed me up. There was a lot of activity on the airfield. Besides the two-engined bombers and a few Ju-52s, there were numerous single-engine planes, both Stukas and fighters. They flew continuous sorties to bomb the nearby enemy. A disturbing number of non-operational transport planes, many damaged, were parked along the edge of the airfield. A pilot said that of 60 planes, only 7 were still airworthy.

I heard someone say: “That won’t really do the job with the supplies. We can’t get the aircraft warm and up and running in this cold weather. Something is always fucked up. Tatsinskaya is already in the shit and the Russians will be here soon. Then, it’ll be ‘good night, comrade’.”


My second take-off also failed. “The old jalopy has had it now too, damn piece of crap.” So then I had to wait again. I went and had a look around the small village. Halted there was a column from 6. Panzer-Division, newly arrived from France. I thought back to Kharkov where, last spring, we had been envied as we unloaded our equipment. “They can barely move for all their strength, everything brand spanking new, their panzers, their vehicles and also their men. All prepared for winter warfare and painted white. They make an excellent impression,” I thought to myself.

Rumours started buzzing around again: “We’re already through to the pocket. The Russians are running, just like in the old days…” I really wanted to believe it, especially after seeing these self-confident troops. My faith that we could still master this crisis grew stronger.

The truth, unknown to me at the time, would have depressed me and quite possibly kept me from flying back into Stalingrad. I expected 6. Panzer-Division with their excellent equipment to be with Panzerkorps Hoth for an attack towards Stalingrad. However, they were soon withdrawn as a “fire brigade” to help seal off a Russian breakthrough in the Tatsinskaya area that was aimed for Rostov. Desperate fighting was going on along the Chir. Generaloberst Hoth’s panzer corps, with its relatively weak armoured forces, was trying to bust open the ring of encirclement around Stalingrad from the south. They managed to get within 48 kilometres of the pocket. Then, they ran out of momentum. The final opportunity for 6. Armee to be freed was therefore lost. Its demise was assured.

Hoth’s panzers were sorely needed on the threatened south-western front. In effect, Stalingrad had already been given up on before Christmas. My confidence back then might seem naïve, and perhaps it was, but I’ve always been an optimist. This attitude has always made my life easier. It enabled me to deal with the horrors of war, the fear of death and maiming, and even the terrible years in Soviet captivity.

In the early afternoon we made our next attempt to fly out: this time, in a formation of three He-111 aircraft, we reached the Don under cover of thick clouds. The cloud covering disappeared over the river and Russian fighters were on us right away. “Back into the clouds, back to Morosovskaya; let’s call it a day!” the pilot said.

On this particular day I found one more opportunity to fly into Stalingrad: a large group of new He-111 aircraft with supply canisters under their bellies were being refuelled and loaded with additional supplies. In the mean time, it had become dark. This time, the flight went without any problems. I saw the Don, a few signal flares climbed up here and there. As a result of the artillery fire, the front-lines of both sides could be made out. Then the plane went into a steep dive, runway lights were turned on and the landing gear made contact with the ground. However, the plane began to climb again, gained speed and banked around. I scrambled forward through the crates to get to the pilot. “I thought we were there,” I said. “It’s better that we’re not” was the answer.


A Russian plane had wangled its way between the descending He-111s and dropped bombs on the landing strip. The left wheel of my Heinkel had run into a small crater blasted in the hard-frozen ground and the pilot barely managed to get us airborne again. The damage was soon localised: the wheel, together with the entire landing gear, was torn off. They were now talking about a belly landing, but not here on the local Pitomnik airfield in the pocket, but back at Morosovskaya. Who knew how they would get away otherwise. The other wheel, or rather its suspension, was jammed. It could not be moved using the hand crank. “Shit!” said the pilot, “we can’t land on one leg. It’s best to bail out.” They discussed jumping out with parachutes. As a passenger, it was not nice to hear, particularly when there was no parachute for me. I started to worry. Should I fly on all on my own or was it better to simply shoot myself?

Well, the pilots did not fancy jumping either because they had never tried it before. Perhaps there was still a chance to land safely on the icy airstrip. I regained some confidence. When we touched down in Morosovskaya, it seemed quite normal to me and I felt that our safety precautions were excessive. “Clear the bottom gondola, steel helmet on, brace your back against the exterior wall!”. Then the plane tipped to the left. It crashed and splintered. I was stunned until I felt the inrush of cold air into the fuselage and heard calls from outside: “Is everyone OK? Come out!”

The entire left wing, including the engine, had been torn off, the bottom gondola was squashed and the front glass cupola shattered. I grabbed my gear, including the courier mailbag, and climbed out. A fire engine and an ambulance rushed up but we were all uninjured and the plane didn’t burst into flames. As expected, the Heinkel had slid along the ice and then broke to pieces. It would have never gone so well on soft ground. “Damn lucky once again,” I thought to myself, but it was a close call this time.

Actually, I was surprised that the events of the day had not traumatised me more. I was just very tired and fell asleep at a table in a room adjoining the air traffic control barracks. Before I got that far though, I had been served with food and plenty of alcohol – all of the finest quality. The pilots were very hospitable. “When we end up short of supplies, the war will be over. Yep, with our good connections, thirst and hunger are out of the question…”

I was startled in the middle of the night. Unrest, shouting, slamming of doors, engine noises: “Morosovskaya is being evacuated! The Russians are coming!” There was frenetic activity outside. Everything was being bundled together and loaded onto lorries. I grabbed some gourmet food, including some French cognac, and started to inquire about the next flight to Stalingrad.

“Stalingrad? Get out of here with your ‘Stalingrad’, no-one from here is flying there any more. We’ve got other things to worry about now. What the hell do you want in Stalingrad?” said one officer.


“What do I do now?” I asked, subdued.

“Either jump on a truck or try to find a plane, but planes are for pilots, so you’ll probably be out of luck.”

Someone else shouted out to me: “Where to? ‘Where’ is now all the same. Just get away from here, or do you want to be a welcoming committee for the Russians?”

I ran around aimlessly, didn’t recognise anyone and found no clear answers. Then another pilot reported in at air traffic control. “Would you have a spare seat for me?” I asked, without expecting an answer.

“If you’re not worried about the cold, I fly a Klemm and it’s an open aircraft.”
 
The Klemm was a small low-wing monoplane with two seats and an open cockpit – a sports and training aircraft – that was being used here for courier purposes. It was fine with me. I grabbed my bag of food, climbed into the seat in front of the pilot and fastened myself in. We were to fly to Rostov because that was where he was from. We took off in the first light of day. Only two He-111s were ready to take off after us. The first Russian shells started falling on the perimeter of the airfield.

The Klemm flew very low over the steppe, gullies and small villages that were almost hidden in snow. The cold didn’t bother me too much. I was in winter gear and my felt boots served me well. The fur hat with ear covers kept my head warm when I settled in deep behind the windshield. We then landed in Rostov; Rostov for the second time.

How to get to Stalingrad? Supplies were now flown in via Salsk. Salsk? Where was that? How do you get there? An antiquated Ju-86, whose engines had been converted from diesel to petrol, flew spare parts to Salsk and could take me along. Where might Bode be? Had he already reached Stalingrad and returned to the battery? Was the battery still in its old position?

Squadrons of Ju-52 planes were stationed in Salsk. Most people were still counting on old “Auntie Ju”. My travel papers began to raise some doubts. I was almost accused of travelling around behind the front instead of returning to my men or joining an alarm unit. Only the bag of courier mail made my story believable.

As I was trying to find a spot in a large barracks to warm up, a pilot informed me that he was willing to take me to Pitomnik. A large group of Ju-52s were going to fly into the pocket once darkness fell. In one of the Ju-52s, which was filled with fuel drums, I found a seat behind the cockpit, next to the radio operator. I squatted on my bag of food which also contained the courier mail. It must surely have lost any claim of being the latest news. The Don appeared beneath us. Again, I could make out the front-line. Then we began our descent to Pitomnik airfield.

The radio operator was nervous and pointed at a small hole in the fuselage: “Two centimetre flak, our own… shit… SHIT!” he shouted to the pilot. “One of those through a fuel drum and we’re cooked!” he replied.
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A Ju-52 lands in the Stalingrad pocket laden with supplies. This aerial supply route was tenuous and easily severed by bad weather, and even under optimal conditions delivered only a fraction of the army’s minimum requirement.




“What would it matter?” I asked, fully expecting no answer.

Then, the aircraft was rolling along the ground. Once again the Russians had sneaked in between us and were dropping bombs on the runway. Our flak guns were firing between us. In the end, everything worked out fine.

I had made my “happy arrival” in the Stalingrad pocket! The plane taxied to the edge of the airfield. The loading hatches were opened and the crew pushed the fuel drums out of the plane themselves. I climbed out on to the wing, said good-bye and started to look around. Stumbling toward us across the runway were ragged, poorly equipped wounded soldiers. They were desperate to get aboard the aircraft and be flown out. The pilots, however, had already closed the hatches and all three engines were roaring. Shouting, commands, loud words: “We’re not going to let ourselves get pounded here!” was the last thing I heard from the airmen.

The engines howled and the plane moved off. They headed off on their own initiative, without having had any instructions or contact with ground control whatsoever. The plane disappeared into the darkness and the screaming wounded, who in some cases had tried to hold on to the plane, also disappeared. Only a few of them crawled around in the snow on all fours, cursing and whimpering. They were filthy, unkempt, bearded, emaciated, with blood-encrusted bandages, wrapped up like gypsies, and extremely undisciplined.

There were no MPs or medics as far as the eye could see. I had never encountered this kind of chaos before in our Wehrmacht. Napoleon’s defeated army must have looked like this at the Beresina. A mixture of horror and compassion arose in me. I felt left behind and thought: “It would have been better if you stayed outside, instead of insisting on coming here.” If I had gone to the replacement unit in Göttingen, I could have waited to see what would happen.

I wandered around and finally found a deep bunker whose entrance was covered by a tent-quarter. Anti-aircraft fire flashed and bombs detonated. I crawled into this bunker and was met by an indescribable stench of body odour and food scraps. I was greeted by a hostile reception.

“Where from? Where to?” They laughed at me when I described my adventurous trip. “You must be totally bonkers, Herr Oberleutnant. Now, like the rest of us, you’re in deep shit – right up to your ears in it. Return tickets are only given to the wounded – head off, leg off, or something like that, and then you still have to find yourself an aircraft!” said an older Stabsgefreiter. He said this without any trace of insubordination, rather, with a pitying tone.

This really seemed like an apocalyptic conclusion to my furlough. As nice as it had been in the beginning, it ended just as devastatingly for me now. In Pitomnik, at least, there was absolute chaos. No clear orders where given to anyone and helpless and desperate wounded soldiers were lying or walking about everywhere.

“What about our panzers, are they through yet?” This was early in the morning of 29 December, 1942. Our panzers had been stopped dead in their tracks days earlier. The attack to break open the Stalingrad pocket from the south was way too weak to begin with. This was just another case of our forces being too weak to achieve the desired objective. In spite of this, the disillusioned men in the bunker did not reckon on the collapse of 6. Armee.

Outside, bombs were falling ceaselessly. I kept asking myself again and again whether it had been smart of me to return to Stalingrad. I tried to banish the negative thoughts. My belief in the German leadership was not yet completely lost. Dead tired, I soon fell asleep.




1. Trans.: “All will be over, all goes away, after every December again comes May”.

2. Trans.: “Soldatenheim” = literally “soldier’s home”, a place where soldiers could relax when in transit or off duty. They were equipped with a radio, books, games and newspapers, and often staffed by the Red Cross.

3. Trans.: “Alarmeinheiten” = literally “alarm units”, ad hoc units assembled in response to local emergencies, usually as a stop-gap measure.
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THE FINAL BATTLE IN “FORTRESS BATHHOUSE”

CHAPTER 6








When I woke up the next morning, the sun streamed down over the steppe from a totally clear sky. The snow blinded me. Coming straight out of the dark bunker, I could hardly open my eyes. The eeriness of the night was over. German fighters were in the sky and Russian planes nowhere to be seen. I said good-bye to my hosts and went to air traffic control. Operations there were running in an orderly manner.

Because I carried courier mail, a car was called to take me to the command post of 6. Armee at Gumrak. It was a cluster of log cabins built into the sloping ground. It was filled with the hum of office activity and general hubbub – heels clicking together and snappy salutes. The mail was accepted but I suppose it no longer had any particular importance. I was told to wait. By listening to snatches of different telephone conversations, I gathered that they were working hard at conjuring up Alarmeinheiten out of thin air. Officers were also being sought to lead them. That was not the purpose of my journey because I could have done the same thing back in Kharkov under better conditions. I quietly slipped out, without attracting attention. It was clammy in the overheated bunker. Outside, snow was on the ground and it was 20 below zero. With my bag over the shoulder, I followed a track in the snow towards the pilot’s school. The area was not unfamiliar to me, even though everything was covered in snow.

A truck driving by gave me a lift. I was able to jump off near the bathhouse. I had pretty much followed the same path as I had on 14 September, during my first visit to the city. The gun emplacements of my 2. Batterie were still in the same position. When I showed up in the cellar of the bathhouse there was naturally a lot of friendly greetings. Bode had arrived days earlier. He had made it on his first attempt and told the others that if “der Alte”1 did not come soon, he would not come at all. He would be kaput, he would have bought it. Remember, we took off at the same time. Bode was quite a few years older than my 22 years but to the men I was still “der Alte”.

The contents of the kitbags that Bode had brought with him had long since been divided up and eaten. They had shared most of it in a fair way but had also distributed my private things that I’d left behind at the battery when I went on furlough. It was somewhat awkward for them. Because I had been “resurrected”, everything was returned to me via my orderly. I was appreciative about that. In times of war, people think and live more practically. In any case, I was sort of glad to be back in “familiar surroundings”.



I soon made my way to the observation post and took my bag of food with me because they hadn’t received anything from Bodes’ bags. The reason given was that the observation post had received special rations during my absence because they were allegedly in a more dangerous position. They eat much more in the Protzenstellung anyway, I thought to myself right away, before anything is taken forward.

I initially considered this explanation to be exaggerated and biased but said nothing because I first wanted to hear what the others had to say. As a matter of fact, my substitute, a Leutnant from another battery, had indeed arranged plentiful rations for the observation post, and thereby, for himself. During normal operations, more was demanded from the men in the observation post than the fire emplacements or even the supply train. Here in Stalingrad, however, my observation post lived most pleasantly. If discontent is to be avoided, no favouritism should be shown, particularly when supplies are severely limited.

Even though I had fattened up nicely during my furlough, I suffered on the starvation rations from my very first day in the pocket. The men of the battery had already languished for over a month. I held onto my bag of food because I needed time to think about how to share it.

My first order was for absolutely equal treatment for all members of the battery. I forthwith reported back for duty to my battalion commander and also notified my regimental commander of my engagement. Although my return was joyfully received, the regimental commander wondered why I had not applied for permission to marry. I had to report to him after all, I thought, and was a bit embarrassed. I apologised but pointed out that I have not been informed about this topic and besides, I’d had no way of knowing before I set off on leave that I would end up getting engaged. It was a spontaneous decision that occurred because an opportunity presented itself.

Oberstleutnant von Stumpff grew a bit friendlier and listened to my story. I told him about the background of my future wife’s family and promised him that I would apply for permission to marry when the big day was planned. This was my way of trying to rectify my omission. My commander, however, said: “What’s happened has happened, who knows whether you’ll ever need permission to marry. The way things are working out here, it’s quite doubtful you’ll ever see your fiancée again. You have my congratulations anyway.” He then took a swig from a bottle and I had to pass around a photo of Ruth. It was closely scrutinised.

“The man has good taste, I’ll give him that…” I felt relieved. Still, it depressed me that the old warhorse, our regimental commander, had expressed such a pessimistic outlook. It was so out of character. I would almost have preferred a brief rebuke.

The state of affairs at the Protzenstellung was dissatisfactory. The Spiess had looked after himself and his cronies far too well. This had already caused a lot of bad blood. I had not really liked the Spiess from the very beginning, so I chatted to my battalion commander. He was an elderly, academically educated reservist. We decided to exchange some of personnel. As replacement for my Spiess I received an Oberfunkmeister from the Stabsbatterie who had had trouble working with the adjutant. This guy was quite a catch. The new Spiess was honest and brave, had already been awarded the Iron Cross First Class and would hold the battery together in the difficult times to come. He showed up at the observation post every couple of days and also went to the two 7.62cm guns at the Volga. He even visited the forward artillery observer in his staircase ruin. This was not even part of his job. When I asked him why he did it, he said “It may make little sense, but it’s good if the Spiess is seen up front from time to time because they then know that I won’t easily chicken out.”

The situation along the division’s Volga front remained relatively quiet. Perhaps the general state of affairs in the pocket was better than many thought. If only the supply situation could have been better! With the exception of a couple of jaundice cases who were airlifted out of the pocket, my battery had not suffered any casualties during my absence. The reason why the battery was doing so well was thanks to the fact that it was so far to the east, hidden in secure positions in the city. A large part of the horses and drivers were not even in the pocket. They had been sent far to the west of the Don River, into Pferdeerholungsräumen2, because they were not needed for positional warfare. We’d had some bad experiences with the horses the previous winter. This time, they were well looked after and well fed at the collective farms.

In a gully on the western edge of the city was our small supply train with the Spiess, the field-kitchen and a Rechnungsführer. The few horses there were used to haul ammunition or move artillery pieces around.

Although I had been well fed during my furlough, I now suffered from gnawing hunger every day, just like everyone else. I donated my bag of food for a spontaneous New Year’s Eve celebration and all men of the battery received a share. It was a popular gesture, even though each individual received precious little. Whoever was not on duty was invited to join us in the large amiable cellar of the command post and celebrate. Coffee and alcohol were still in plentiful supply. We hoped for a better year in 1943.

Due to the time difference, the Russians sent over a violent “fireworks display” at exactly 2300 hours German time, as a way of saying Happy New Year. As a precaution, I sent my gunners to the emplacements. There could be something more behind it. Since we were short on shells, we did not reply, but the evening had been spoiled for us anyway.

On 1 January our battalion commander held a reception with schnapps for his officers. There was nothing else to drink at these small festivities. I was the only one from our battery to attend because the Leutnant had since received other tasks. It was a terrible booze-up. In the end I was as pissed as a newt. I was normally the type of guy who could hold quite a lot of liquor. Mind you, I was more annoyed with the adjutant because early in the morning he had my men fetch me in a hand sled. They had never seen me in such a state before. My initial anger soon turned to grief the next evening when a bomb hit the stairwell of the liquor factory. The battalion staff were in the basement. The division’s Catholic priest had been invited over. They were just sending him on his way when fate overtook him, the commander and the adjutant3. All three were killed.

The very next day, a young Hauptmann, from the motorised artillery of a division not known to us, took over the battalion. While heading back to my command post after my first meeting with him, I was struck on the arm by a shell splinter. I was kind of hoping for a Heimatschuß4, but it was only a scratch. I didn’t even have to see a medic.

The new Hauptmann was a nice chap, impartial and amicable, but perhaps slightly naïve. When he visited me soon after in my smart command post, he complained of hunger and shamelessly asked for a bit of breakfast to go with the vodka I had offered him. I was dumbfounded: what would have been perfectly acceptable under normal circumstances was out of the question in the pocket, where we were all starving. From my sleeping nook in the corner I got him some sausage and a slice of bread, and had my orderly set the table for us. It was not much. The Hauptmann ate it quickly, with a healthy appetite, and as we had another vodka he asked why I was not eating along with him.

“When you are eating my daily ration, how can I?” was my rather undiplomatic reply.
 
There were no more guest rations in 2. Batterie. For diplomatic reasons I had not been able to breakfast with him anyway. My men waited to hear what would happen. Our new commander was not boorish. He didn’t react and just finished the meal. We talked for a while more about this and that and later left in a good mood. The same night a messenger brought some food back from him, roughly the same amount that he had eaten in the morning. From then on, he never had breakfast with any of the other batteries who had previously received him in a friendly manner. My professional relations with him had not suffered because of this breakfast incident. He was a good guy, he just hadn’t thought things through.

The postal system was still functioning. I wrote a lot and often, and still received some letters from home. Suddenly, there was some commotion in the battery. There was still talk of a break-out. It had been discussed from the very beginning of the encirclement, when I was still on leave. Back then it stood a good chance of succeeding, but now, we were tired, hungry, worn out, and without fuel and ammunition.

Nevertheless, there was still some impetus. Three Skoda and two Tatra three-axle trucks came to my battery. These vehicles were meant for our artillery pieces, ammunition, the field-kitchen and the most necessary communications equipment. We even received a few extra artillery shells, so that we now had about 40 shells per gun. Further deliveries of ammunition were not expected. One hundred and sixty rounds were better than nothing, but you could not conquer Stalingrad with them. We had the following rule-of-thumb: reliable firing data recommended that 120 rounds were needed to suppress an enemy artillery battery, and double that to take it out completely. Could a few more rounds still justify the preservation of our 2. Batterie? The 1st had already been drafted for use as infantry and were deployed at the Volga front. The real infantrymen were withdrawn from there and sent out into the steppe. The filling of gaps in the front-line had started a long time ago but mixing different troops and weaponry weakened our ability to resist more than it strengthened it. When the going gets tough, reliable neighbours are needed, someone that won’t abandon you.

The strenuous preparations to break out raised everyone’s hopes again. Our corps commander, General von Seydlitz, was credited as being the soul of the idea to break out, while Paulus dithered. There were even quite a few who claimed that Paulus was no longer in the pocket. In any case, he was never seen. If the break-out was attempted, everyone reckoned that casualties would be high. Still, that was far better than kicking the bucket in the wretched pocket. A break-out would release undreamt-of energy and would be implemented without any regard. Theoretically, it had to succeed. Before it was to happen, however, all expendable men in our division were combed out and sent to the western edge of the pocket, to fill holes out there on the steppe, where the Russians were constantly achieving small breaches in the line.

Our 71. Infanterie-Division was offered up to the “hero snatchers” because it was located in relatively secure positions on the Volga front and had as yet not shown any signs of disintegration. Even our supply situation was a bit better than the others. We had access to the large grain silo and as a horsedrawn unit had the opportunity to occasionally slaughter a horse when it was no longer able to stand up.

All high school graduates were singled out as potential candidates to become reserve officers, but it didn’t get them flown out. The logic of this scheme remained questionable. Their ability to lead men in battle was not tested. Those who performed essential duties remained with their old units. In the end, the high school graduates simply disappeared in the chaos. What was the good of it when every able-bodied man was needed for a break-out?

The improvised alarm units had to be transported out into the steppe on trucks. Marching would have been too strenuous for the emaciated men and it would have taken too long. So, my trucks disappeared and never came back, though some survivors did. They were shell-shocked and half frozen to death. Even though the men – inexperienced in the infantry role – were neither trained nor reasonably briefed, they had been driven straight out onto the steppe. While being transported there, the lead truck fell victim to a Russian ground-attack aircraft. The next one was caught by a tank.

An imaginary line drawn in the snow was the front. It was declared the “main line of resistance”, which the forward infantry units could slowly fall back on, if need be. Most of the soldiers had no winter clothing. They wore their thin coats and leather boots, in which every limb was remorselessly frozen stiff. They dug fox-holes in the snow, and where possible, they built igloos so that they could warm up. To build integrated defensive positions with secure bunkers was out of the question. Officers – helpless and mostly inexperienced – were randomly assigned. Men did not know one another, had no interpersonal relationships and any confidence was gone.

When the infantry units were forced to fall back in the face of Russians who only attacked with armoured support, they soon found that the new line of resistance did not have any provisions with which to stop them. As soon as the advancing Red Army soldiers detected serious resistance, they merely called forward their T-34s and shot our hastily built strongpoints to pieces. Whoever stayed behind was pulped under the tracks of the tanks. Shredded human remains coloured the snow of the Russian steppe blood red in some places.

Even when the Russians did not attack, our lines sometimes disintegrated on their own. The men were starving, exposed to the bone-chilling cold, without any ammunition, and – for better or worse – were at the mercy of the superior Russians. Morale was at an all time low.

I still have some reports of our Infanterie-Regiment 211 on hand, but they are from September 1942, at a time when 71. Infanterie-Division was still advancing on Stalingrad. At this particular time, the staff of II. Bataillon had 2 officers, 4 NCOs and 13 soldiers; 5. Kompanie had only 1 NCO and 9 soldiers; 6. Kompanie had 1 officer, 2 NCOs and 10 soldiers; 7. Kompanie had 4 NCOs and 10 soldiers; finally, 8. Kompanie had 5 NCOs and 35 soldiers. In January 1943, things were looking so bleak that these numbers no longer applied.

The reason these new motley units disintegrated and suffered high losses was due to the fact that they were so intermingled that lines of command and supply routes became tangled. Neighbours to the left or right side were not known, and some soldiers simply disappeared into the darkness and returned to their original units. Even many experienced infantrymen gave up and vanished into the underworld of the destroyed city. Soldiers who had quit the front did not look out of place in the chaos. Scattered soldiers from destroyed units and fleeing supply trains, all of them leaderless, streamed into Stalingrad in smaller or larger groups. They searched for refuge in the cellars of ruined buildings in the city. Hundreds of sick and wounded soldiers were already there. The military police had no chance of filtering the combatworthy men from the jumbled masses and sending them back to the front. Only when they went looking for food did these so-called “rats” emerge from their holes.

Commanders of intact units – like myself – were ordered time and again to release men for use as infantry. We could not refuse. So, what we did was not send our best men, but instead, the weak and the troublemakers, who are in all units. I actually felt sorry for them but it was my obligation to keep the battery fighting fit for as long as possible.

A successful break-out from the pocket was no longer possible. The Russians continually tightened the ring around us. The Russian ceaselessly pressed towards the city with their fresh divisions. Many thoughts flashed through one’s mind: a quick death at the hands of the enemy or perhaps putting an end to it yourself. Everything else pointed towards a slow and terrible death.

Our units were repeatedly combed through to harvest men for the front. I made sure never to send the same men twice to these suicide squads. There were even a few “crazies” who volunteered, in order to escape the day-to-day hunger in the battery. They were true mercenaries – hard to kill. They were good guys and almost always came through. They even knew how to get little advantages out of the larger catastrophe. In the confusion of withdrawal, they often managed to find both drink and food. They collected many useful items from destroyed vehicles on the roadside. Unlike the “rats”, they always returned to their units because they felt a strong bond with their comrades and usually shared out their “loot”. These fighters in our unit were well practised and had great experience, to which they owed their longer-than-average life expectancy. These immortal Obergefreitern, who had no intention of being further promoted, always managed to get by.

Compared to other divisions, many of which were in a state of disintegration, our 71st was still in acceptable shape, based on my observations. It had a lot to do with the stable conditions at the Volga bank. Our inexperienced men were sent down to the Volga – where nothing much happened – for problem-free deployment. Battle-proven soldiers and officers were gathered together and sent west to face the Russian onslaught. In this way, our division commander managed to keep the division together and prevent it from being further splintered. It inspired our morale and prevented unnecessary casualties, as so frequently happened at the hastily formed Alarmeinheiten.

Resupply in any form was now non-existent and there was no longer any hope of receiving help from outside. The idea of breaking out was dead in the water. We defenders of the pocket were now simply too weak. Resignation began to spread in my battery. The last shells were reserved for the final battle, even if we had no firm idea of how that battle would unfold.

A while back, Paulus had relocated from Gumrak to our divisional sector. His new domicile was the secure basement of department store in the city centre. Because my gun-limber position was in an area that was gradually becoming more dangerous, I disbanded it. The field-kitchen and four or five horses, half-dead from starvation, were brought into the ground floor of the bathhouse. The Spiess and his administrative staff were housed in my spacious command post.

I promoted the level-headed Stabsgefreiter Eickmann, a long-time gunner, to the position as “chief” of my 7.62cm half-battery at the Volga. His previous position as Rechnungsführer was practically useless. What still remained to be done could be handled by the Spiess. There was still plenty of ammunition for the Russian guns. Nothing much happened on the frozen Volga. We observed enemy reconnaissance patrols but the Russians had decided not to attack here.

Starvation became more and more piercingly apparent, especially when we were idle. An unpleasant incident happened at Eickmann’s battery: amongst his men was a nasty lout who had already been repeatedly court-martialled for stealing from his own comrades and other offences. He had even already served in a penal battalion. His only saving grace was his readiness for duty. He must have been half crazy from hunger when he ambushed two Rumanians pulling a hand-sled loaded with supplies for their men. This “comrade” must have carefully planned the entire thing. It was certainly not a spontaneous act. In a Russian winter jacket and wearing a fur hat, he hid in some ruins. When the men passed by with their sled, he jumped out and knocked down both Rumanians with the butt of his rifle before running off with the sled. He had not reckoned on one thing, though: another group of Rumanians were trailing a bit further back – which he had not allowed for – and they immediately overpowered him. They took him to their regimental headquarters. It’s a wonder that they did not just kill him on the spot.

I learned of the incident through my regiment commander: “Have the wretch picked up at the regimental staff of the Rumanians. Write the detailed report for the court-martial and lock him up in a safe place until the military police pick him up later. An example needs to be set. The chap is as good as dead, the verdict is just a formality. If he runs away, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

Everyone saw the incident the same way. The thief had no hope of getting out of this mess by the time he was brought before me. The Rumanians had not even beaten him up very much. In a low voice he now said, “It would have been better if they had beaten me to death. I am dead now anyway.” It was difficult to find an escape-proof room in which to lock him up. We eventually found a windowless coal cellar with a
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sturdy iron door. I sat down and compiled a detailed report, not concealing any of his previous offences and punishments, and even included the criminal record from his civilian life. The reason for his offence here was hunger and deprivation.

He could almost have been described as a tramp, except he was too young for that. He stole packages from the mail and once robbed the supply wagons. He could report on gruesome details from his time in the penal battalion, but still, he apparently showed no intention of changing his ways. The battery had done everything in its power to get rid of him. On his final attempt to be done with him, my predecessor had received an answer from the battalion commander at the time: “You cannot expect someone else to take him. You wouldn’t like it done to you.” Until now I’d had no problems with him. I finished my report and added my sources of information about him. To close, I also included some positive qualities of this troublemaker. This soldier was reliable in combat and possessed a dashing spirit. He belonged to the volunteers who fought as infantry out on the steppe. I then handed my report to the “chained dogs”, the military police, who took the prisoner away.

“Your report will save him from the gallows,” my regimental commander responded. “Did you really have to mention his courage and so on?”

“Why should I not mention the man’s good points? Should I have kept quiet about that?” I never received an answer. Meanwhile, the offender was transferred to divisional custody. After a few days, he was brought back by a military policeman. He was already back to his old self. “The judge said I should thank you, Herr Oberleutnant. Death sentence, yes, but immediately commuted to front-line service. I’m here to pick up my things and then they will take me to the infantry, where I have to prove myself. Thanks again, it was a close call this time.”

My words of caution as he left appeared to have fallen on deaf ears. He cheerfully packed his belongings and left our positions escorted by the police officer. A few days later we learned that he had been killed during an assault group operation to retake a house held by the Russians. He was allegedly the first to go in.

A short time later, as things were drawing to an end in our divisional sector, Eickmann once again excelled himself with one of his 7.62cm guns. He had been firing on a Russian tank and then had to take cover in a cellar. The T-34 was still able to fight and ran over one of the gun’s outriggers, causing it to snap off. When the tank had passed, Eickmann and his men jumped out of the cellar to their damaged gun, turned it around and fired at the vulnerable rear of the colossus. It immediately went up in flames.

The cool professionalism of this former accountant and his men, all on their own, impressed not only me, but word also soon spread like wildfire through the regiment. Eickmann would not be lucky enough to return home, he did not survive the war.


The airfield at Pitomnik was lost on 14 January, 1943. That practically put an end to the already inadequate supply situation. There was no longer any fighter escort for our transport planes. Russian planes controlled the skies over Stalingrad. Supply canisters containing ammunition, food, and medical supplies were dropped to us. Naturally, these drops were nowhere near sufficient to keep the army supplied with even the minimum amount of food to sustain life. Many of the parachuted canisters missed their target and landed near the Russians, not an uncommon occurrence. Others that were found were not handed in, as had been ordered, but were kept by the finders for their own use.
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The pocket now shrunk in size almost every day. The army leadership tried to keep our morale up with quick promotions and medals. Against all odds, our army had performed superhumanly during these difficult hours of its destruction. Every day we could hear one corner or another of the pocket coming under the massive drumfire of Russian artillery. We then knew that an attack would come in there and the pocket would become a bit narrower. The Russian offer for our capitulation became known to us from the many leaflets that were dropped. Dependent as he was on von Manstein and Hitler, Paulus rejected the offer, as expected. How he felt and what he thought personally remained unknown. We did not have the feeling that a supreme army commander was leading us, even though everyone knew that energetic leadership was now a necessity.

Nothing more could be done in the bitter cold of the steppe around Stalingrad. The front-line became increasingly thinner and could not be held without strongpoints. Perhaps we should have also entrenched ourselves in the ruins of the city in order to obtain better protection from the elements and the enemy. In my opinion, far too little had been done to organise the defence of this “citadel”. For the surrounded army, there were now three possibilities:

1. Break out as soon as possible.

2. Resist with concentrated intensity for as long as one could to weaken the enemy.

3. Capitulate as soon as resistance became irrelevant.

Paulus had made use of none of these options, even though he had a responsibility to his soldiers as supreme commander of an army.

When I went to visit my half-battery on the Volga for the last time, I entered the cellar of the department store on Red Square where a battalion staff from our division had been located in September. I happened to bump into Oberst Roske, who had led his infantry regiment with great skill and professionalism back then. I had worked with him several times and felt inspired by his youthful enthusiasm. We chatted for a while. He was of the opinion that the air in “the heroes’ cellar” was nothing for us. To me, the bustle in the department store seemed somehow unreal.

The most preposterous rumours were still buzzing through the ruins of the city: strong German armoured forces were going to break open the pocket from the outside. That was the reason for the frantic Russian attacks and their capitulation offer. All we had to do was hold out for a few more days.

Where were all those panzers supposed to come from suddenly when they could not even open the pocket in December? Everyone wavered between hope and trepidation. At this time the last airfield at Gumrak was lost.

Countless supply trains of destroyed divisions flooded into the city from the steppe and from Gumrak. Even a bit of fuel was suddenly available. A continual stream of vehicles rolled into the city. Grey-painted buses which had been comfortably fitted out and utilised as mobile command posts or orderly offices gave the impression that a bus service had been started in Stalingrad. Food, alcohol, jerry cans and ammunition – obviously from some sort of non-registered cache – were transported by columns of trucks into the rubbled cellars of the city. Well-fed paymasters in clean uniforms kept vigil over their treasures and only vanished when Russian aircraft came straight at the industrious freight traffic. “Why do they still have all this with them and why are they still carting it all around?” marvelled the soldiers with a mixture of envy and bitterness, because there had supposedly been nothing left for weeks. Accommodation was now becoming scarce in the city. In the roomy cellar under my command post, we still had enough room to safely take in a few more people. My Spiess now had to organise things properly. He set up what can only be described as a hotel business. Whoever wanted shelter had to pay with goods like cigarettes, schnapps or coffee, but we preferred canned food. They were the most valuable “currency”. I disagreed with this system to begin with and wanted to put an end to this enterprise but I changed my mind when I saw how well-fed and well-supplied these new “guests” were – and they were willing to share.

“Bastards, look how much they have hoarded for themselves. All this time they have screwed us and now they have so much they don’t even know what to do with it,” said the Spiess.

A few days later, exhausted infantrymen started to arrive in the city from the west, some alone, others in small groups. There were many wounded amongst them and a lot had frostbite. The temperature remained around 20 degrees below, often considerably colder. Limp, with hollow cheeks, filthy and infested with lice, they dragged themselves into the city. Some came without any weapons, even though they still looked capable of fighting. The disintegration of the army was obviously approaching.

The Russians had pushed up to the Tsaritsa from the south. Despite an order never to surrender, there had already been some local capitulations. Mostly terrified staffs, but also remnants of combat units which gave up without resisting. There were cases of division commanders surrendering their sectors. Our resistance no longer made any sense. Paulus barely had control any more. He remained in his cellar in the department store, sitting and waiting. The hopelessness of his army’s situation could not have escaped even him.

Our 71. Infanterie-Division was drawn into the maelstrom on the Tsaritsa. When our division commander, General von Hartmann, saw the end of his division looming, the lines of command structures gone astray or completely ripped apart, the army and corps losing control of the situation, and simply because further fighting was becoming increasingly pointless, he decided to take a dignified – perhaps even an honourable – way out. South of the Tsaritsa, he climbed up on a railway embankment and had an escorting soldier hand him a loaded rifle. Standing upright, like a target on a rifle range, he fired at the attacking Russians. Von Hartmann kept firing for a while, until he was struck by an enemy bullet. He was fortunate not to be wounded, which would have made captivity hell for him, and he would have eventually died a painful death anyway.

This happened on 26 January, 1943. In despair, other officers shot themselves with their pistols. Nobody believed that survival in a Russian POW camp was possible. Our division commander had opted for a more honourable way out, perhaps inspired by the highly respected Generaloberst Fritsch, who had gone out in a similar cavalier way during the Polish campaign.

Roske was immediately appointed division commander and promoted to Generalmajor at the same time. News of Hartmann’s death spread like wildfire throughout the division5. His action was perceived in very different ways. No matter how it’s looked at, it was an impressive way to exit. His successor for the last few days can take credit for the fact that our division did not completely disintegrate like the others. In the short term he even managed to raise our spirits somewhat.

Roske was a man who issued clear and concise orders. Nobody could have any doubts about his beliefs and intentions because he knew what he wanted. He had been awarded the Knight’s Cross for his regiment’s breakthrough to the Volga on 14 September, 1942. This high order had certainly not been awarded to him just because he was next in line.

In these desperate days, shortly before it would all end, he managed to mobilise the troops once again and form new centres of resistance from remnants of other divisions. Strongpoint commandants were ordered that in case they became isolated, they should fight on and not take orders from unknown officers of other units. This order made it possible for them to stay clear of the chaos that was spreading. From his own experience Roske knew that only tight-knit units with strong personal bonds could now remain combat-ready.

Even though Roske maintained his command post next to Paulus in the cellar of the department store, he acted completely independently. This also had consequences for me: my battery was swung around to face west and turned into a “hedgehog” position. This meant that my command post no longer had any significance. All my men were now under one roof in the bathhouse gun position. The horses were collected and would serve as rations for the division. We were only allowed to keep three animals. We baked ourselves some bread from the remaining grain, and it actually didn’t taste too bad, but hard grains had to be spat out from time to time. The cook slaughtered one of the horses and turned it into goulash soup, which did not have much flavour, but it was still highly welcome in our state of starvation.

My guns, which had been in the same emplacements since 15 September, were now turned around 180 degrees to face west, the direction from which the Russians were expected. To protect the crews, we built dirt walls around the guns and linked the gun-pits with narrow trenches. I had machine-gun nests set up as well. It was a hell of a job digging in the frozen ground. This exertion, however, actually took our minds off the depressing situation. The windows of the bathhouse were bricked in except for some firing slits. Additional embrasures were knocked through the walls in places that seemed suitable.

Our battery then began to receive a stream of reinforcements but it was very difficult to feed them. The heavy batteries of IV. Abteilung, foremost among them the survivors of 10. Batterie, to which I had belonged for a long time, sought refuge with us. They had been overrun by the Russians when they unsuccessfully attempted to defend the western outskirts of the city. The Spiess had to dip into the stocks from our hotel business, a second horse was slaughtered and two more bags of grain turned up from God-knows-where. There were no more supplies for the troops. Something could be obtained only very rarely from the army’s distribution points.

The few supply canisters and bread bags that fell from the sky were kept by those who found them. Outrage welled up when toilet paper and even condoms were found in some containers. We definitely had no use for either of them in our current situation. Some administrative expert in faraway Berlin must have dreamt up a list of standard contents for the supply bombs, which was useless here. Theory and practice are far too often worlds apart.
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There were still some Russian Hiwis at our position and they were fed the same way we were. We had not kept watch over them for a long time and there were plenty of opportunities to run off. In the face of besieging Russian divisions, barely one of them disappeared to blend in with the Red Army. Perhaps they expected a more gruesome fate there? A human life was worth practically nothing in Stalin’s army.

Now, in the final stage of the battle, Russian civilians came out of hiding and resurfaced from the rubble. Old men, women and children, whom we had tried to evacuate at the beginning of the battle, had somehow miraculously survived. They wandered around the streets, begging unsuccessfully. We had nothing to give them, however. Even our soldiers were collapsing from hunger and dying. Attention was no longer paid to the corpses of people lying starved or frozen to death on the roadside. This scene was just too common. We had tried to ease the suffering of the civilian population for as long as we could. On their return trips from the city, our supply columns had tried to transport civilians to the west, out of the danger zone. These people were not robbed, raped or even murdered. Unfortunately, this sort of atrociousness was later inflicted a thousandfold on German refugees, perpetrated mainly by mobs of the Red Army. The vengeance of the victors was terrible.

Strangely enough, there were some cases in the final days of Russians deserting to us in the pocket. What did they expect from us Germans? Evidently, the fighting was so hard for them that they did not believe in the imminent victory just in front of them, or they were fleeing cruel treatment by their own superiors. And conversely, German soldiers also deserted to the Russians, lured by leaflets and so-called “safe passes”. Nobody expected anything good from Russian captivity. We had too often experienced single men, small groups or wounded men being bestially murdered when they fell into their hands. Some German deserters also acted out of disappointment over Hitler, though this in itself was no “life insurance”.

Nevertheless, more local surrenders now took place, both of small units and even remnants of full divisions, because it was hoped that a more orderly captivity could be arranged. These partial surrenders were disastrous for neighbouring units that were still fighting because they were suddenly left up in the air and could be bypassed by the enemy. These capitulations mostly happened unexpectedly and without warning or notification to neighbouring units. Surrender was still strictly forbidden, but who listened to orders in this tumult? Hardly anyone! The authority of the army high command was no longer taken seriously. This fact should have forced Paulus to take action. Nothing happened. My battery’s horse-flesh soup now lured the hidden “rats” out of their holes. They tried to mug my kitchen personnel at night. We drove them off by force of arms and from then on posted a sentry next to the Gulaschkanone6. Only a part of the second horse had been eaten, while the third one toddled around the ground floor of the bathhouse like a ghost. It often collapsed from exhaustion.

Straggling soldiers were given a bowl of soup if they still had their rifles with them and showed the will to keep fighting. On 29 January I went to the Volga once again. My “Russian half-battery” there had been incorporated into an infantry company. The men were in a good mood, all things considered, but they of course saw the inevitable coming. Some talked about escaping across the Volga ice and trying to reach the German lines in a roundabout way. But where were the German lines? In any case, the Russian lines would have to be crossed at some point.

It would be quite possible to cross the Volga ice unnoticed, but then what? Maybe 100km in a weakened state, without any food, marching through deep snow away from any roads. Nobody would survive that. Individual escapes stood no chance. A few tried but I have never heard of anyone who made it. The commander of 1. Batterie, Hauptmann Siewecke, and also regimental adjutant Schmidt, tried it and still remain unaccounted for. They probably froze to death, starved to death or were murdered. I said goodbye to the men at the Volga and wondered whether I would see any of them again.

My return route led me across Red Square, which had a sort of memorial to the German airlift in the form of a shot-down He-111. Directly across from it, in the cellar of the Univermag department store, was Paulus and his staff. The command post of our 71. Infanterie-Division was there, too. What were the generals thinking and doing down in that cellar? Probably nothing. They just waited. Hitler had forbidden surrender and continued resistance was becoming more irrelevant by the hour. I walked towards the spirits factory where my battalion commander still had his command post. I passed by the ruins of the theatre that now only resembled the portico of a Greek temple.

Old Russian barricades had been resurrected to protect us against the Russians. The final battle was now raging in the city itself. There was an eerie atmosphere in the cellar of the spirits factory. The regiment commander, the commander of II. Abteilung, Major Neumann, and my old friend from Artillerie-Regiment 19 in Hannover, Gerd Hoffmann, were there. Gerd was now regimental adjutant.

Only remnants of I. Abteilung still existed, so with that, “homeless” soldiers found emergency accommodation. Schnapps bottles covered the tables. They were absurdly noisy, completely inebriated and already looked practically like corpses. They were discussing in detail who had already shot themselves. I felt mentally and physically superior to them. I could still live off my body fat from furlough. The others had been starving six weeks longer than I had. I was invited to join in the drinking and initially did so willingly.
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“Have you still got your battery, or has it been lost?” asked von Stumpff. “That would then be the last battery of my proud regiment, which is now fucked up. Once upon a time…”

I reported about the artillerymen from shattered units, the construction of positions and that I now had over 200 men. I even told them about our horse soup. When I inquired about advice or orders for my “hedgehog strongpoint”, I only received drunken replies:

“Well, you should preserve your proud battery in salt, so that you’ve still got something, before it crumbles away. It is such a rarity now that it should be kept in a museum for posterity, such a nice little battery… ”

“Don’t just stand there looking stupid, sit down on your fat ass and have a drink with us. We still have to empty the rest of these bottles…”

“How is your beautiful Miss Bride? Does she know that she is already a widow? Ha ha ha ha…”

“Sit down! Every last drop down the hatch and three ‘Sieg Heils’ for Adolf the Magnificent, creator of widows and orphans, the greatest commander of all time! Chin up! Cheers, we will never meet this young again…”

I had already been wondering why their pistols were lying on the table next to their glasses. “Once we’ve drunk this booze, bang…” The commander of II. Abteilung held the index finger of his right hand against his temple. “Bang, and the big thirst is over.”

I did not think of shooting myself: such a thought had never been taken into consideration. The smell of spirits in the stifling fug of the cellar made me nauseous. The room was overheated. Their candles had used up the oxygen and the cellar stank of sweat. I was hungry. I had to get out of this hole!

Gerd Hoffmann caught up with me at the cellar exit: “Come on, Wüster, stay here. We’re not going to surrender. We’re going to die anyway, even if the Russians don’t knock us off right away. We’ve promised each other that we’ll end it ourselves.”

I tried to talk him out of his plan and suggested that he come back with me to my battery. The drunkards in the cellar would not notice if he was missing. As long as my battery could fight, I would not make any decisions about my future. I did not yet know what I would do after the last shot had been fired… if I was still alive. Things would be clearer then.

“I don’t find it particularly heroic to drunkenly blow my brains out,” I told him, but Gerd stayed with his gang. In contrast to me, the opinions and practices of his superiors had always been gospel to him.

Outside in the fresh air, I at last started to feel much better. Walking back to my battery, a thought shot through my head: they would soon be far too boozed up to shoot themselves. However, they all managed to do it7. It was reported to us by a telephonist who disconnected the line to the battalion. It was still a shock, and I had a rather depressing talk with my Hauptwachtmeister about it. Slowly, my own thoughts started to circle around using the pistol on myself. Then, I’d think of Ruth and the fact that I’d not had much of a life so far. I was still young and to date had always depended on others. I had plans, goals, ideas, and I wanted to finally stand on my own two feet after this war. In the present situation though, much spoke in favour of a self-determined ending.

It would certainly have been much more comfortable to just run along in one of the different herds. At the very end, however, shouldn’t everyone try to find peace of mind with his own personal “God”? I decided I was not totally fit to become a martyr.

My Hauptwachtmeister finally brought me through the worst of it with a dry soldier’s saying and a swig from the bottle: “You normally only shoot yourself once in this life, if one is not too stupid, Herr Oberleutnant, but what happens afterwards? Many have regretted it for the rest of their lives. I would rather just say ‘cheers’!”

After a while he added: “Why should we do the Russian’s work for them?”

From early on 30 January, the Russians hammered us from all barrels, even on our sector. Amongst it was the demoralising salvoes of their Stalin Organs at varying distances. There was barely a break where you could stick your nose out to see what was happening. The snow around the bathhouse had been completely melted away. Brown dirt from the frozen ground covered everything in a thick blanket. We had almost no casualties. The concrete roof of the bathhouse and our sturdy earthen bunker had stood up to this firestorm.

A gunner had been hit in the stomach by a shell fragment and was brought into the bathhouse. Our medics freed him from pain with some injections. He had no chance of surviving, definitely not under these conditions. He would even have perished in a dressing station with medical aid. If only my gunner would die as quickly as possible so he was spared further suffering, I thought to myself.

The Russian shelling died out in the afternoon. Enemy tanks moved in on us from the west. To our right was an earth mound over one of the city’s water reservoirs, occupied by an infantry unit unknown to me. Nobody was to our left. They had already capitulated there. A Russian artillery piece was brought into position in front of my battery, within sight of us. We drove them off with a couple of shells. A tank approached and fired a shell close to the bathhouse. Without receiving any orders, the gun commander, Unteroffizier Fritze, and his men jumped to their howitzer and took the tank under direct fire. Even a Russian Hiwi helped out by working as a loader. As the duel developed the tank had the advantage of a higher rate of fire, but it failed to score a direct hit. The dirt wall around the gun protected it from near misses. Finally, Fritze was successful, striking the turret of the T-34 with his 10.5cm shell.

I had observed the direct hit through my binoculars and ordered the gun crew back into shelter, but to everyone’s surprise, the tank started moving again and began to fire its gun. Our direct hit had not penetrated its thick armour. A second direct hit did not do it either. The armour-piercing shells had run out and the normal high explosive shells usually couldn’t penetrate armour. Only the third hit finally brought the longed for victory. It struck the rear of the T-34 and the engine of the colossus caught fire. I was completely surprised by the natural manner in which my men still fought.

The successful gunners celebrated almost like children and for a short while they seemed to forget all about their desperate plight. When another tank – an even heavier tank of the KV class – appeared soon after, I put two artillery pieces on it. This KV was also destroyed without any losses on our part.

Unfortunately, our infantry were driven away from the water reservoir. We were under heavy machine-gun fire from the Russians that had pushed through there. Our situation was getting more serious and more hopeless, even though a light battery with ancient LFH-16 howitzers had taken up position to our left. They also only had a few shells at their disposal. I was able to offer their expendable soldiers shelter in the bathhouse.

It was night-time and the fighting had died down. We would barely be able to survive the coming day. We only had 19 shells left and as a precaution I ordered two of our artillery pieces destroyed. One was already damaged, although it could still fire. We had 1kg explosive charges for each gun which could be shoved into the barrel through the breech. They were detonated using a safety fuse and the gun was rendered unusable. In this way, the barrel, the breechblock and the cradle were destroyed.

All of a sudden, an unknown infantry officer turned up at our position with the intention of preventing the second explosion. He was worried that the Russians would notice the destruction of materiel and would later take their anger out on German prisoners. He also said a great deal more. In any case, I had the second howitzer blown up.

I was soon after ordered to see the commander of this combat group. Why should I not see him? If I had to, I could just refer to General Roske and assert my independent status. I met a pompous Oberstleutnant who was no longer even worried that the guns had been blown up.

He ordered me to retake the water reservoir hillock that same night. This knoll controlled the entire area. Furthermore, he wanted my battery subordinated to him, so that he could have full control of matters. He indicated his higher rank and tried to pressure me when I invoked my autonomy. He also took no notice when I pointed out the hopelessness of using “untrained” artillerymen to recapture what the infantry had lost in the fighting. Eventually, I halfheartedly said we’d have a go at it.


I gathered a group of about 60 men, looked for a few suitable NCOs and set off.
 
“Nothing good will come from it,” said the Spiess, but he still volunteered to come along. A full moon lit up the cloudless sky. The snow that lay on areas undisturbed by Russian shelling crunched under our boots and illuminated the surrounding area almost as bright as day. We were initially able to move forward under cover but then had to cross over an open snowy expanse to get up the hill. We agreed to split up into two groups just before we broke cover, to confuse the Russians. So far they had not paid any attention even though they ought to have at least noticed something. Or perhaps they were no longer on the hill?

“OK, let’s go!” I whispered and moved uphill out into the open. I was already scared. Nothing happened. No shots. When I looked around me, there were only two men nearby. One of them was the Spiess. When no-one else followed, we returned to cover.

The entire mob cowered there, saying nothing, not moving.

“What is it…don’t you have any spirit left?” I asked them

“No,” said someone at the back. “If they’ve been driven off their mountain, they’d better see to it that they take it back themselves. We don’t want to do it.”

“So, you want to mutiny, do you? Don’t you want to fight on any more? What else do you intend to do? There was no need for us to have knocked out Ivan’s tanks this morning,” I countered.

At this precise moment, I realised that my authority had begun to wane. Even with coercion, nobody could be convinced to move from behind the bush.

“We’ll stay at our guns and will even shoot back, but being dashing infantrymen is not our game any more. It’s over.”

We returned and I reported to the Oberstleutnant our failure in this undertaking and my impression that the hillock was unoccupied. He lost his temper, crowing about cowardice and a court-martial. When he’d blown off his steam, he asked whether the “gentlemen from the artillery” thought they could still fight on. I replied with a tired “Yes”. I could no longer bother with “Jawohl, Herr Oberstleutnant!”, but added: “I suppose we’ll have to fight again tomorrow, even if it no longer makes any sense, as things look now.”

It was clear to everyone that 31 January would be the last day of encircled “freedom” for us. After I had spoken to my Hauptwachtmeister, I had all remaining food distributed to the men and told them that there was no more. Everyone could do as they pleased with their share. The last horse still tripped around in the room above the cellar, occasionally collapsing and getting to its feet again. It was now too late to butcher it. The sound of its hooves was spooky.

I had all the equipment, except for weapons and radio-receivers, destroyed. Our wounded comrade moaned and screamed from terrible pain because the medic had no more painkillers. If only the poor guy would die; if only he would keep quiet. Compassion can wear out when you feel helpless yourself.

The lurking uncertainty was unbearable. Sleep could not be thought about. We tried unenthusiastically to play a final game of Skat, but it did not help. Then I did what almost all the others had done: I sat down and ate as much of my food as I could. It calmed me down. It seemed to have become senseless to budget the remaining food.

At one point, three Russian officers were led to me by a sentry. One of them, a captain, spoke pretty good German. No-one knew where they had suddenly appeared from. I was called upon to give up fighting. We should conserve our food, provide ourselves with water and mark our position with white flags before daybreak. The offer was sensible but we were still undecided. Continued resistance actually was pointless. I had to report this to the Oberstleutnant and also to the unknown battery next to us. The Oberstleutnant must have caught wind of the Russian visit. He really put on show: “Treason, court-martial, firing squad…” and so on.

I could no longer take him seriously and pointed out that the Russians had come to me, not the other way around. I let him know that I was willing to send the Russians packing if his infantry were hell bent on one final battle. My men would then probably also have to fight on the 31st, even though there wasn’t much we could do.

“Don’t destroy any more equipment. It will only make the Russians crazy and then they won’t take any prisoners later,” the choleric Oberstleutnant shouted at me. I didn’t know what to make of him any more. Apparently he didn’t want to die.

I sent the Russians away, pointing to orders from “higher command” which “unfortunately” permitted me no other course of action. This version also helped me save face in front of my men.

As usual, we tuned into the German news broadcasts on the radio and apart from the news we heard Hermann Göring’s speech on 30 January, 1943, marking the tenth anniversary of the National Socialist’s assumption of power. It was still exaggerated theatrical blustering and pompous phrases which had not seemed so vulgar in earlier times. We took this speech as bloody derision of us, who were dying here due to the incorrect decisions of the high command. Thermopylae, Leonidas, the Spartans – we didn’t want to compete with the heroes of classical antiquity! Stalingrad was being turned into a myth even before all the “heroes” had courageously perished. “The general stands shoulder to shoulder with the ordinary soldier, both with rifles in their hands. They fight to the last bullet. They die so that Germany will live.”

“Turn it off! That arsehole is letting us die here while sprouting cliches and stuffing his potbelly. He can’t do anything right, the fat pompous parrot…”

Enraged, many more profanities were spat out, quite a few even directed at Hitler. Yes, as victims of irresponsible and reckless decisions, we were now allowed to hear our own eulogies. The tastelessness of it could never be surpassed. Göring’s guarantee to supply the pocket had essentially caused a break-out to be forbidden. An entire army was sacrificed because of stubborn arrogance.

“Where the German soldier stands, no-one can shift him!” It had already been proven wrong the previous winter and now we were too weak to stand on our own – empty words hollow phrases, silly prattle. The German Reich was supposed to last 1000 years and it was already beginning to teeter after only 10 years.

Initially, Hitler had almost all of us under his spell. He had wanted to bring together all German-speaking settlements into one German state. The demand for Danzig and the solution regarding the Polish Corridor were justified. We soldiers did not want this war, did not want to perish on some faraway battlefield, even in light of the danger posed by Stalin who wanted to spread Bolshevism across all of Europe. But now here, in distant Stalingrad, we were fed up to the back teeth.

In the safety of the bathhouse cellar, an elderly Unteroffizier asked me gravely and quietly whether it was really over for us now and if there was not even the slightest amount of hope left. I could not give him, let alone myself, any hope at all. The coming day would bring things to an end.

The man was a cultivated reservist with perceptible education. Because of his anxiety, he was often taunted by the others. Now, calm and composed, he just walked from the earthen bunker back to his artillery piece. Why had he asked? Everyone saw the writing on the wall. Was it because he sought just a tiny glimmer of hope in the face of a menacing and unknown fate?

Radios, telephones and other equipment were smashed to pieces with pick-axes. All written matter belonging to our battery was burned. Finally, our wounded comrade died. I put on a pair of slightly larger boots so that I could wear an extra pair of socks. I reluctantly parted with my felt boots but I was able to move better this way. I then fell asleep under the new fur-lined leather coat my parents had sent out to me at the front. This coat might have looked good on a general but here in Stalingrad, it was unsuitable for an officer at the front. This fine piece of apparel had arrived at the battery when I was on leave. How I would have loved to have this coat during my furlough. Now it would surely end up in Russian hands, just like my Leica camera would.

It’s quite strange how such trivial things go through your head when you’re fighting for your very survival. Ruth, oh well, now nothing would ever come of it. I reckoned I could be killed any day. May it be quick and painless as possible. Any thoughts of putting an end to my own life had been stopped by our Spiess. In any case, I might have been too much of a coward to do it, even though suicide itself is considered a form of cowardice. I did not hold our dear God responsible for Stalingrad. What did He have to do with it?




1. Trans.: “der Alte” = “the old man”.

2. Trans.: “Pferdeerholungsraum” = literally “horse recovery area”.

3. Records show that the adjutant, Leutnant Hildebrandt, was killed on 6 January, 1943. Hildebrandt, Oberleutnant Gerhardt, Adj. I./Art.Rgt.171; born 1 June, 1910. Killed in action 6 January, 1943 in Stalingrad.

4. Trans.: “Heimatschuß” = literally “home wound”.

5. Apart from the death of its commander, 71. Infanterie-Division lost two other high-ranking officers on this day, both of them regiment commanders:
 
Corduan, Oberst Kurt, DKiG, Kdr. Gr.Rgt.191; born 3 July, 1899 in Berlin-Steglitz. Killed in action 26 January, 1943 in Stalingrad.

Bayerlein, Oberstleutnant August Friedrich Wilhelm, Kdr. Gr.Rgt.211; born 11 May, 1894 in Ansbach. Killed in action 26 January, 1943 in Stalingrad

6. Trans.: “Gulaschkanone” = literally “goulash gun”, soldier’s slang for the field-kitchen.

7. Records show that Oberst von Stumpff killed himself on 27 January, 1943. Records for the other officers only show that they were missing in action in Stalingrad in January 1943.
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THE PATH INTO CAPTIVITY

CHAPTER 7







31 January was a Sunday. Screaming woke me up: “The Russians are here.”

Still half asleep, I raced up the cellar stairs with my pistol in the hand shouting: “Whoever shoots first will live longer!” I hit a Russian who fell against me. Just get out of the cellar and reach the embrasures on the ground floor, I thought to myself. Several gunners were already there, firing. I snatched a rifle and stepped over to a side window so that I could see more clearly in the morning light. Russians were penetrating our gun emplacements and I opened fire. The gunners now emerged from the underground bunker near the artillery pieces with their hands in the air. The old NCO aimlessly fired his pistol all around him. A short burst from a Russian submachine-gun put an end to him. Was it a courage or desperation? Who will ever know?

The gun emplacements were lost. My gunners were taken away as prisoners. The bathhouse, being a “fortress”, would last a bit longer. All it could offer now was protection and safety. The battery to our left was also overrun. The battery commander, a thickset man who rose through the enlisted ranks to become Hauptmann, fought his way through to us in the bathhouse together with a few of his men. The firing slits proved their worth. We fired ceaselessly at everything moving outside. Some riflemen cut notches in their rifle butts for every Russian they hit. What could they have been thinking? Was it to simply boost their ego by recalling victories from days long past? What was the point? It had all become meaningless.

For the moment, the Russians withdrew out of respect. Some of our machine-guns malfunctioned in the cold. The oil thickened and we artillerymen did not know what to do about it. The rifle was the most reliable weapon. I fired mine whenever I believed I’d detected a target but I didn’t hit as often as I hoped. There was plenty of infantry ammunition. Open ammunition boxes were standing about everywhere. The shoot-out took my mind off things, it even calmed me down a bit.

All of a sudden, I had the strange perception that I was some sort of spectator to this unreal scene. I was looking at everything from outside my body. It was a situation that felt alien and surreal to me. To our right, where the infantry were with their choleric Oberstleutnant, there was no longer any fighting. They were waving pieces of white cloth on sticks and guns. In single file, they formed columns and were led off.

“Look at those arseholes,” someone shouted and he wanted to shoot at them.
 
“What’s the point? Let them be,” I said, even though I didn’t care any more.
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It was twenty below zero but the cold could not be felt. In the cellar the warmed up machine-guns and submachine-guns suddenly functioned again for a short while, until they once again cooled down and malfunctioned. The infantry supposedly used petroleum to keep their weapons in working order.

It quietened down for a while. What could be done now? The bathhouse had become an island in the red flood – a totally insignificant island, the flood having already poured past us into the city. Since it had become quiet, the bone-aching cold was again felt. I relieved the men at the firing slits so that everyone could come down into the overheated cellar and warm up with some strong coffee. I had my last few scraps for breakfast.

I watched some Hiwis at the firing slits, shooting at their own countrymen. We did not pay them much attention any more. The Hiwis could have disappeared during the night. What was going on inside them? There were plenty of guns and ammunition lying around. Still, they remained loyal to us, knowing full well that they stood no chance of surviving if they were captured. Their attempt to survive the war by deserting to us had failed. They had nothing more to lose.

The visiting Hauptmann now began to show off, even though he was only a guest in our bunker. He aroused the impression that he now wanted to win the war. The man wanted to break out of the bathhouse and try to link up with other German forces that were still fighting. I half-heartedly went along with his suggestion, even though we only expected units to still be resisting in the inner city.

Upon leaving the bathhouse, we immediately came under fire from machine-guns and mortars. Chunks of ice and brick chips struck me painfully. We scrambled back into the house but not everyone made it. A few lay dead and wounded outside. A few Russian tanks then approached us and pummelled the bathhouse. Its thick walls stood up to the pounding. How long would it go on? Time passed with frightening slowness. The T-34s moved ever closer and now fired directly into our embrasures with their machine-guns. This spelled the end for us. Whoever dared to go to a firing slit was immediately killed by a shot to the head. Many died.

In all the confusion some Russian parliamentaries suddenly appeared unnoticed in the house. Standing in front of us were lieutenant, a bugler and a soldier with a small white flag on a pole, which reminded me of a Jungvolk pennant of the Hitler Youth.

It was fortunate that none of our visitors had been hurt, I thought to myself. The Hauptmann was getting ready to chase the Russians away but our soldiers had had enough. They put their guns down and looked for their knapsacks. The shooting had died down but I didn’t believe in peace just yet. The main thing was that the Hauptmann was unpredictable. I wanted to get away from his authority and spoke with two gunners next to me about whether we should try to slip away through one of the trenches leading away from the bathhouse. Perhaps we could get through in the direction of the inner city and find the German positions there.
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Maybe the Hauptmann had decided to seek a hero’s death. He would then drag all of us down with him. Crouching down, the three of us ran off and disappeared unnoticed into the ruins of nearby houses. We needed a bit of time to catch our breath. I hadn’t even forgotten my leather coat. My Leica camera was in the map case. I had been taking photos until the very end. They would have had extreme documentary value. We looked back at the bathhouse. The battle there was over. The defenders now walking out in single file through a cordon of Russian soldiers. There was no heroic entry to Valhalla before the curtain fell. We would have been better off staying with the others because despite their heavy losses, there was no Russian brutality, as far as we could see.

We carefully crept through the rubble towards the centre of the city. It was now afternoon and we didn’t know it at the time but our Feldmarschall Paulus had already been picked up by a Russian car to be driven into captivity, without even sticking his nose out of his hole, or taking a rifle into his hands. The central Stalingrad pocket had ceased to exist.


In the northern pocket, the killing went on for another two days under the leadership of General Strecker. Sprinting from house to house and crawling through cellars, we three runaways did not get very far. We were still in the area near my comfortable old command post, but as we were emerging from a cellar, we were faced by two Russians with their submachine-guns at the ready. Before I knew what was happening, my leather coat was taken away from me. I had dropped my pistol when I put my hands up. They were not interested in collecting things. When my white camouflage jacket was ripped open while I was being searched, the officer patches on my collar were revealed. I brief curse was followed by a punch in the face.

They forced us back into a corner and several Russians pointed their submachine-guns at us. I had not completely caught my breath yet. I felt apathy but no fear. “It’s over after all,” I quickly thought to myself. “You should have figured out beforehand that they don’t take single prisoners.” I actually felt nothing, waiting indifferently, rather apathetically, for the great unknown heading towards at me. I had no idea what to expect.
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The question of whether the Russians would have shot us will never be answered because a T-34 rolling past stopped and caught the attention of the Red Army soldiers. They spoke to one another. An oil-smeared junior-lieutenant climbed out of the turret and thoroughly frisked us once again. He found my Leica camera but did not know what to do with it, turned it around before finally throwing it carelessly against a brick wall. The lens splintered. He also threw by finished film in the snow. I felt sorry about my photos. All my photography has been in vain, I thought to myself.

They had of course taken our wristwatches at the very start. In spite of my protests the junior-lieutenant had also taken my leather coat. He showed no interest in my leather map-case, and also not in the drawing papers and watercolour paints inside it. He did, however, like my lined leather gloves and took them off me with a smile. As he was clambering back into his tank, he threw me a pair of oil-smeared fur mittens and a little bag of Russian dried bread.

Between twenty and thirty German prisoners walked past us. Laughingly, we were shoved into the group. We now walked westward on a small path out of the city. We were now in captivity and did not feel bad about it. The dangerous phase of going from a free soldier to a prisoner without rights – including our hazardous detour – was now behind us.

With very few exceptions, I did not meet the men from the bathhouse again for a long time.

Although the sun was high in the clear blue sky, the temperatures were extremely low. The desire to live returned to my body. I was determined to do all in my power to get through whatever may come and to stay alive. I really had no idea how I would be able to do that.

I expected transport and a camp, primitive, as everything is in Russia, but still bearable. Initially, the hard dry bread – which I had shared with my two fellow escapees – was the most important thing. Soon, nothing more would be shared: hunger causes selfishness and drives away any humanity. There wasn’t much camaraderie and brotherly love left. Only the closest of friendships endured.

The fact that I had been so terribly plundered was no longer a tragedy to me. I even felt some gratitude towards the smiling blonde tank commander who had actually “paid” for his loot. Bread was worth a lot more than a rather useless leather coat or a camera, which could not have been kept very long anyway. The oily fur mittens would serve me well. No Russian would want to take them away from me.

Large and small groups of prisoners were guided through the rubble of the city. These trickles then merged into one huge column of prisoners, at first a few hundred, later thousands.

We walked past German positions that had been overrun. Shot up and burnt out vehicles, tanks and guns of all kinds bordered the route formed from hard-packed snow. Dead bodies, frozen stiff, were lying everywhere; completely emaciated, unshaven, often curled up in agony. In some places the corpses lay entwined in large mounds, as if a crowd had been driven together and cut down by automatic weapons. Other bodies had been mutilated until they were no longer recognisable. These former comrades had been run over by Russian tanks, regardless of whether or not they had been dead or alive. Their body parts lay scattered about the area like pieces of shredded ice. I took note of all this as we walked past, but as in a nightmare, the gruesome images melted into one another, without striking terror in me. I had lost many comrades in the war years, had experienced death and suffering first hand, but never had I seen so many dead soldiers in such a narrow area.

I walked with light luggage. All that remained to me was my almost empty backpack, a tent-quarter, a blanket I had picked up on the way, my mess-kit and my map case. I still had a tin of spam and a bag with iron rations (Zwieback, which could only be eaten when you were very hungry).

My stomach was still full after the previous day’s gluttony in the bathhouse and the Russian bread. I walked well in my leather boots and stayed in the forward part of the column. During a brief stop, I pulled down my pants so that I could defecate. I was horrified: my underpants were full of dried blood. I must have been unknowingly struck by a shell splinter during the confusion of the final clash. By pressing my right buttock, I came to the conclusion that it was not serious and I had barely lost any blood. There was no pain when I pressed on the wound and it did not bleed. “And again I’ve been lucky,” I said to myself.

In the endless column of prisoners, many were only able to laboriously drag themselves on. Only now did I realise how wretched and gaunt the combat soldiers were. I was still living off my body fat from furlough. Anyhow, I had gone hungry for six weeks less than them and as an artilleryman I had it better than the helpless and shelterless infantrymen out on the steppe. I now saw the starved and practically dead figures around me who could barely find the strength to walk forward. In grotesque rags, dressed like mummies, with only eyes and noses showing, the masses stumbled in snake-like columns through the icy wind of the steppe.

More and more men, frayed by the march, fell behind. The few Russians escorts had gradually given up their futile shouting of “Buistro” (faster) and “Davai” (go) which had kept us moving earlier. They were plodding sullenly through the snow themselves. At the back, the first totally exhausted prisoners started to collapse. They were initially carried along for a while by gallant, stronger comrades, but soon the strong grew too weak to carry their burdens. Even my own strength was fading and I was tormented by the laborious walk through the snow. Whoever was alone reeled, collapsed, and remained there. The frost released them from their ordeal.

Wounded comrades were most at risk from the outset. With kicks and blows from rifle butts, the Russians brought some to their feet for a short time, then the first shots started to ring out. An outcry went through the column of prisoners. There were loud protests, swearing and demands to stop so that we could have a rest. This was followed by hits, blows, violent efforts to get us moving again, and shots fired over our heads. The human will to survive allowed the weakest comrades to blindly urge themselves to keep walking in order to avoid being killed by the guards. More frequent shots and fewer cries of protest showed the stupefaction of the masses. Everyone was concentrating on themselves and continued tiredly forward, step by step.

I was of course indignant and upset that the guards summarily shot the powerless men who had collapsed and just left them behind. However, I was lucid enough to ask myself whether the guards could have done anything different. Whoever collapsed would remain like that and would soon freeze to death anyway. There was no transport available. The Russian themselves had transport problems with their push to the west and their leadership spared little thought for the masses of prisoners that were coming in.

During our advance in 1941, we ourselves were not ready for the huge numbers of Russian prisoners of war. Had our guards shot prisoners too? I didn’t know. I never had anything to do with Russian prisoners. On the other hand, perhaps it was even humane to quickly put an end to their misery with a bullet. Who knows what went on in the minds of the guards when they aimed their guns at defenceless men curled up on the ground? Compassion is a luxury a soldier can rarely afford while carrying out his ruthless trade.

So long as our guards were front-line troops, I did not have the feeling that we would be harassed, mistreated or systematically finished off. These soldiers carried out their orders without any outward emotion.

Despite all rational reasoning, however, anger still remained towards the victors. The Russians should have been able to make preparations for the large numbers of prisoners expected to be taken in Stalingrad. They must very well have known that the prisoners would be in a desperately poor state of health. In particular they ought to have made preparations for the wounded who filled the city’s cellars and not just left them to their fate of a losing struggle against death. Apparently, despite honeyed offers for the Germans in the pocket to surrender, no thought had been put into it. The only thing that mattered was the annihilation of the “fascist” German 6. Armee.

It was slowly getting dark. In the distance I saw signal flares climb into the sky and the flashing of shellfire. Who was still fighting out there? Were the flares just Russian celebratory fire or was it a German relief force coming to rescue us?

“They’re coming to get us out of here!” someone said.

“If our guys come, the Russians will kill us all first,” said another.

These comments, signs of a last hope, became more absurd than the others.


Columns of trucks, all with headlights blazing, came toward us, almost as if in peacetime. Like menacing shadows, the Russian T-34s stood on the side of the icy road. Small fires under their bellies kept their engines warm and ready to roll. The Russians really understood “Jack Frost” and how to deal with him.

We were finally herded down into a large ravine which was already filled with masses of people. We all stood there, freezing, waiting to see what would happen next. As always in uncertain situations, rumours did the rounds: food would be distributed, or the sick and wounded men would be loaded onto trucks, or we’re heading to the nearby Don River and will be transported by rail from there. There was a lot of guessing but nothing happened.

Russian sentries patrolled the upper edge of the ravine. They were freezing too. I was dead tired, so I burrowed a small hole in the snow, shoved my feet with their leather boots into my practically empty rucksack, and curled up under a blanket and tent-quarter. I fell asleep right away. When I woke up, dawn had already begun to break. I was stiff and struggled to get to my feet. Paralysed by the cold, I beat my arms about myself and stamped my feet. I had made it through the night quite well. There was a lot of noise but no food, not even anything to drink. Many sucked on snow but that was risky.

The Croatians, who had belonged to an Austrian division, gathered together. They could communicate with the Russians in their native tongue and tried to get advantages for themselves.

An Austrian also had the same idea: “We will form a Red-White-Red column [the colours of the Austrian flag]!” an older Rittmeister shouted out steadily in his thick Viennese dialect. His name was Beck. “What have we got to do with the Nazis who attacked Austria and forced us into their uniforms and their war?” He continued to incessantly bluster about with similar phrases. His tone of voice was getting unbearable. Quite a few opportunists quickly gathered around him, preferring the Red-White-Red to the swastika. A couple of non-Austrians went over but they did not have an Austrian dialect and were turned away with contempt: “Go back to your Hitler, get out of here you filthy Nazis. Go back to your Reich.”

All of this had now become too idiotic for one Oberfeldwebel: “Now hold on! You’d better shut your God damn trap! None of us Germans could ever have shouted louder for the Führer than the way you all did in 1938. You dear Austrians sent him to us in the first place and now you don’t want anything to do with him!”

The Austrian must have said something back because the Oberfeldwebel suddenly punched him in the face, causing him to drop to the snow.

“You filthy treacherous pig! You wear a German officer’s uniform and now you kiss the Russians’ arse even though they haven’t asked you to!” He was probably appalled by his own outburst and so he turned away.


Nothing more happened but the man had impressed me, he had spoken from the heart. Beck still assembled his Red-White-Red group and cooperated with the Croatians, who were now hostile to us Germans. The Croatians had fought to the very end as good soldiers by our side. People from the Balkans were unpredictable. Most Austrians prisoners still felt like what they were – Germans! Still, this would change very quickly as they tore the eagle and swastika from their uniforms and replaced them with Red-White-Red cockades. It must have been people just like Beck who were the first to stick the hammer and sickle in the talons of the Austrian national eagle.

No, the final struggle of the 6. Armee in Stalingrad was not heroic. The pride of the German soldier was gone.

When we walked out of the ravine past the sentries, there was actually some food for us: a small heap of millet seeds in the palm of our open hand, with which nothing could done at that point. We finally chewed on the dry grains. There was also a stock cube for us but it could not be bitten into pieces. During a later stop, we tried to light a fire with some steppe grass so that we could boil the stock cube with melted snow in our mess-tins. It was a truly hopeless undertaking. The blades of grass could hardly be lit in the open snowy landscape and it gave of little heat. When we tried to light some car tires that were lying around, the Russians prevented us and drove us on without anything being boiled. We tried to gulp down the tepid water and partially dissolved stock cube. We had to quench our thirst with snow.

The columns walked through the snow for the entire day. From time to time I heard the usual shots ring out from the tail of the column. The next night was spent in the snow too, and the next day we continued on without any food. My tin of spam and crackers from my iron ration had long since been eaten.

As we walked through a long, drawn-out village street lined with ramshackle huts, we encountered the hostility of the locals. We were abused in incomprehensible language. Many wanted to spit on us but did not dare come close enough. We were a true parade of misery and no-one looking at us could imagine that barely a few weeks earlier we were soldiers in a powerful army that had struck fear into the Russians. We walked throughout the third night. My strength was now running out. I thought to myself that I would not last long under these circumstances.

I fell into conversation with three strangers in the column. We had to get some rest and sleep, no matter what. It was the only thought on our minds. We wanted to try to escape from the column of misery. It was a very dark night and snow was lightly falling. During the day we had passed old abandoned positions. The whole area must be filled with such trenches and bunkers, probably left over from the September fighting. We agreed to break away off to the side and look for a hole to sleep in. We could not keep walking forever and we would soon drop back, perhaps collapse and then be shot.


Together, we made a sharp left turn and just walked into the darkness. There was some shouting from the column behind us. Either the Russians hadn’t noticed anything or they just weren’t bothered by it. Whatever the reason, nothing happened. The four of us were soon walking through knee-deep snow but then we stumbled upon a system of trenches. We found a covered foxhole, which we reckoned had once housed a telephone post. Lying about were small pieces of telephone cable and a long-forgotten grounding rod.

Still seen in the distance were the lights of individual trucks on the road, where we had just been moving along in a large herd. We hung a tent-quarter over the entrance and huddled close together under our blankets, to try and keep each other warm. It was a relatively bearable night, with only gnawing hunger bothering us.

The next day we looked around. In the distance we saw traffic on the road. We felt free and had the desire to find our way back to German lines. Where would they be now? Somewhere to the west. Where else could we do? We gathered some wooden planks and made a small fire to warm up by and to melt some snow in our mess-kits. It slaked our thirst and partially filled our ravenous stomachs. We decided to move out when it got dark. We slept the entire day.

When we began our first attempt in darkness, we soon had to give up in the deep snow. A cross-country march was unpromising. It required a lot of strength, which we would not be able to muster. We returned to our hole, totally exhausted.

What now? We would have to find a way to return to captivity. When daylight arrived, we returned to the road and walked along its edge in a westerly direction. There was plenty of traffic in both directions. No-one paid any attention to us wretched figures. We finally reached a collective farm besieged by Russians. Emanating from a field-kitchen was the aroma of soup, which was about to be dished out. Large tents had been pitched and in them were large amounts of hay. Nobody took any notice of us. We finally joined the long queue of men waiting to be fed. As the cook was about to fill our mess-tins, he recognised us as German and chased us off. We went into one of the tents and sat down in the hay. The tent was filled with lightly wounded men, either lying or sitting about. At first, we were again left alone. When food began to be distributed in the tent and we again held out our mess-tins, however, we were once again chased away, but then taken to an officer.

I did not understand one word of the conversation. It seemed they would let us live. They were not unfriendly, only they would not give us anything to eat. We were locked up in a dark cellar which must have served as a storeroom for food. When our eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness, we searched for something to eat.

After perhaps an hour, we were fetched from the cellar and put into the cargo bed of an open lorry. It drove off with us right away. Driving is always better than walking, we thought. Plenty of brown paper sacks were on the truck. I had a small pocket knife tucked away in the seam of my camouflage pants. I used it to carefully cut a slit in one of the sacks. It contained the now familiar dried bread. We greedily got into it. When our bellies were full, we filled our pockets and rucksacks. The open sack was hidden amongst the others. Care was required because a Russian in the driver’s cabin kept looking back at us. We were afraid of getting caught. When our truck was driving along an endless column of prisoners, we decided to jump off and rejoin the column. One after the other we slipped over the side of the truck, landed amongst the prisoners, struggled to our feet and disappeared in the crowd. We never saw each other again. The interlude was over.

I was a prisoner – and this time for good. I had not missed anything by escaping, but my belly was full and I had slept a lot and even had a small reserve of bread with me. Now, a little more optimistic than before, I marched on – towards an unknown destiny…
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WÜSTER’S POST-STALINGRAD LIFE

POSTSCRIPT









Wüster’s column marched north, to a prisoner-of-war camp in Frolov. There, Wüster met some of his men again, including Unteroffizier Fritze, who had destroyed a Soviet tank on 30 January, but Fritze was a pitiful sight: he was on the ground, lying in his own faeces. Hunger and disease ravaged the weakened men and took a savage toll. As winter ended, conditions improved ever so slightly: there was even extra bread for Soviet May Day celebrations. A short time later, all German officers were separated and put on a train heading north. After a long trip with frequent halts to let military traffic pass, the POWs were unloaded and embarked on a ship on the Volga. After a few days, they reached their new home: Elabuga. The new inmates from Frolov were fortunate in one regard: a typhus epidemic that had swept through Elabuga and claimed hundreds of lives had waned just before their arrival.


Wüster would remain in Soviet captivity for almost 7 years. He was transferred to different camps and was put to work on several reconstruction projects. Earlier hopes of repatriation ended in disappointment, but in December 1949, he was finally released. He arrived home on New Year’s Eve, completing 7 years of the “University of Life”, as a politruk in a camp once said to him. Waiting for him was his fiancée Ruth. His love for her kept him going through the darkest days of captivity. Despite not even being married to him and not knowing whether he was alive or dead, Ruth had waited seven long years for him. Shortly after his return they married, and on 24 April, 1951, Frau Wüster gave birth to a son. They called him Manfred, in memory of Ruth’s fallen brother.


Wigand Wüster commenced his studies in May 1950 and completed them in 1957, earning a doctorate in law. He was a state lawyer from 1960–65 and worked in Bavaria from 1965 to 1983. He retired in 1983. Wigand and Ruth Wüster still live in München.
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WIGAND WÜSTER’S MILITARY CAREER

 APPENDIX 1







Wüster was born in Göttingen on 11 August, 1920 and was christened Paul Karl Heinrich Wigand Wüster. His parents were Gustaf and Berta (née Wigand) Wüster. Raised in his parents’ house, he attended Grundschule (primary school) in Göttingen from Easter 1926 until Easter 1930, then deutsche Oberschule für Jungen (German grammar school for boys) from Easter 1930 until February 1938. Completed school-leaving examination. Reichsarbeitsdienst (labour service) from 5 April to 25 October 1938. He entered military service almost immediately.
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Promotions





	1 May 1939
	Gefreiter



	1 August 1939
	Unteroffizier



	26 January 1940
	Fahnenjunker-Wachtmeister (with effect from 1.1.40)



	1 April 1940
	Leutnant (with RDA from 1.4.40 −2135−)



	16 March 1942
	Oberleutnant (with RDA from 1.4.42 −2109−)








Military Career





	14 November 1938
	Entered military service as a Fahnenjunker-Kanonier (officer candidate with the rank of artillery private) in 5./Art.-Rgt.19



	23 November 1938
	Sworn in



	25 October 1939
	Attended 2nd officer cadet's training course at the Waffenschule der Artillerie (artillery service school) injiiterbog (completed 26 January 1940)



	1 February 1940
	Transferred to 6./Art.Rgt.171



	1 May 1940
	Transferred to 10./Art.Rgt.171



	6 August 1940
	Detached to a gunnery training course for artillery officers in Jiiterbog (completed 2 September 1940)



	August 1942
	Transferred to ll./Art.Rgt.171



	October 1942
	Transferred to 2./Art.Rgt.171








Decorations





	1937
	German Horseman’s Badge



	1 September 1939
	Reich Sports Badge



	29 August 1940
	Iron Cross Second Class



	August 1940
	General Assault Badge



	July 1941
	Iron Cross First Class







Unfortunately, Wüster’s personnel file is not complete. The last entry recorded is his promotion to Oberleutnant on 16 March, 1942. There is no trace of the negative evaluation written by Oberstleutnant Balthasar in September 1942, so it seems the regiment commander, Oberstleutnant von Stumpff, did not forward it to the Army Personnel Office in Berlin which maintained the files.



[image:  Wüster’s military service during the Polish campaign with 5./Art.Rgt.19 (as a messenger and a gun leader) and the months leading up to the French campaign with 6./Art.Rgt.171:]
Wüster’s military service during the Polish campaign with 5./Art.Rgt.19 (as a messenger and a gun leader) and the months leading up to the French campaign with 6./Art.Rgt.171:







	1.9.−3.9.39
	Initial fighting with the Polish border guards and fighting on the Warta



	5.9.−6.9.39
	Breakthrough fighting on the Widawka



	9.9.39
	Combat nearjazow



	10.9.39
	Combat near Piakary



	12.9.−17.9.39
	Combat on the Bzura (Battle of Kutno)



	19.9.−22.9.39
	Battle in the Weichsel bend north−west of Warsaw



	8.2.−9.5.40
	Deployment in the rear operational area of Army Group C








[image:  In 1944, Wüster’s father made enquiries regarding the promotion of his son to Hauptmann:“As communicated to me on 1.10.43 by Department II of Arbeitsstab [planning staff] Stalingrad, the promotion of officers missing at Stalingrad occurs automatically without a request in accordance with the Abwicklungsstab [deactivation staff] of the 6. Armee.“I know that some of my son’s comrades from service school were promoted to Hauptmann about a year ago. Now I am hearing that even officers with a lower seniority-in-rank than my son are being promoted to Hauptmann. “In the interests of my son, I request a clarification about why he has not been promoted or alternatively a reason for his promotion in due consideration of his seniority-in-rank.“For this purpose, I state the following facts:“Wigand Wüster, born 11.8.20 in Göttingen, enlisted on 8.11.38 as a Fahnenjunker in Art.Rgt.19 in Hannover after completing his school education. He was promoted to Leutnant on 1.4.40, to Oberleutnant on 1.4.42 and finally led 2./Art.Rgt.171 in Stalingrad. Last contact was 5.1.43. According to an official communication from Arbeitsstab Stalingrad in Wehrkreiskommando XI on 21.10.43, he has been declared as missing in action.“I look forward to an answer.” A reply on 12 July, 1944, stated that Wüster was not currently eligible for promotion. His comrades and other officers with lower seniority had been promoted only on a preferential basis. Wüster was never to become a Hauptmann.]
In 1944, Wüster’s father made enquiries regarding the promotion of his son to Hauptmann:

“As communicated to me on 1.10.43 by Department II of Arbeitsstab [planning staff] Stalingrad, the promotion of officers missing at Stalingrad occurs automatically without a request in accordance with the Abwicklungsstab [deactivation staff] of the 6. Armee.

“I know that some of my son’s comrades from service school were promoted to Hauptmann about a year ago. Now I am hearing that even officers with a lower seniority-in-rank than my son are being promoted to Hauptmann. “In the interests of my son, I request a clarification about why he has not been promoted or alternatively a reason for his promotion in due consideration of his seniority-in-rank.

“For this purpose, I state the following facts:

“Wigand Wüster, born 11.8.20 in Göttingen, enlisted on 8.11.38 as a Fahnenjunker in Art.Rgt.19 in Hannover after completing his school education. He was promoted to Leutnant on 1.4.40, to Oberleutnant on 1.4.42 and finally led 2./Art.Rgt.171 in Stalingrad. Last contact was 5.1.43. According to an official communication from Arbeitsstab Stalingrad in Wehrkreiskommando XI on 21.10.43, he has been declared as missing in action.

“I look forward to an answer.”


A reply on 12 July, 1944, stated that Wüster was not currently eligible for promotion. His comrades and other officers with lower seniority had been promoted only on a preferential basis. Wüster was never to become a Hauptmann.
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OBERST HELMUTH BALTHASAR

APPENDIX 2







Balthasar was born in Paderborn on 6 September, 1901, to August and Lina (née Mühlhausen) Balthasar. His father, Hauptmann Balthasar, was killed on 25 October, 1914 near Neufe-Chapelle, France. Young Balthasar volunteered for the artillery arm on 19 March, 1920 and rose slowly through the ranks of the Reichswehr. He married in 1928 and had four children (three sons and a daughter) by the end of 1936.


During the war, he was regarded as an excellent officer by his superiors but several incidents marred his early career. His first infraction was minor: in March 1936, he received 3 days lenient arrest because he left the barracks in a fatigue jacket and without a belt, in contradiction of a well-known order. His second brush with military law was more serious: in mid-1937, he was charged with abusing his authority and mistreating a subordinate by pushing him to utter exhaustion during a training exercise. He was charged with a similar offence in late 1938 when he had an enlisted man flogged for 15 minutes with a riding crop. The man, who was taken into custody upon returning from furlough, had already been sentenced to 2 years jail for stealing money from 3 comrades and the Rechnungsführer’s cash box. Nevertheless, Hauptmann Balthasar decided to mete out his own punishment. Although he never directly ordered the beating, it was implied when he asked another man to bring along a riding crop and handed over the accused man to his Hauptwachtmeister. In a hearing on 7 February, 1939, however, Balthasar was acquitted of the charge because there was no evidence that he had actually ordered the beating.



Promotions





	1 August 1922
	Offizier Anwarter (officer cadet)



	1 September 1923
	Fahnrich (officer candidate)



	20 August 1924
	Oberfahnrich (officer candidate)



	1 December 1924
	Leutnant (with RDA from 1.12.24 -20-)



	1 April 1928
	Oberleutnant (with RDA from 1.4.28 -8-)



	1 July 1934
	Hauptmann (with RDA from 1.7.34 -18-)



	1 April 1940
	Major (with RDA from 1.4.40 -71-)



	1 April 1942
	Oberstleutnant (with RDA from 1.4.42 -707-



	1 January 1944
	Oberst (with RDA from 1.1.44 -25d-)








Wartime Military Career





	1 September 1939
	Commander II./Artillerie-Lehr-Regiment, Jiiterbo



	30 June 1940
	Battalion commander Artillerie-Regiment 152



	22 November 1940
	Commander Artillerie-Abteilung 339



	14 August 1941
	Commander IV./Artillerie-Regiment 171



	7 November 1942
	Lecture hall leader in Artillerieschule II



	1 January 1943
	Course leader, Lehrstab Artillerieschule II



	5 December 1943
	Commander Artillerie-Re^iment 9









Decorations





	25 December 1940
	Iron Cross Second Class



	22 May 1942
	Iron Cross First Class



	15 September 1942
	Wound Badge in Silver









Wounds





	12 July 1942
	Shell splinters in face, right knee and both hands



	12 July 1942
	Burns on face, both hands and neck in a shot-up tank



	13 September 1942
	Mortar fragment to the back of the head











Right: An evaluation of Balthasar dated 14 March, 1942 by Oberstleutnant Scharenberg, commander of Artillerie-Regiment 171. He is glowing in his praise of Balthasar:

“Exemplary officer with strictly official point of view and pronounced sense of justice, but in a well-meaning manner. Had little opportunity so far to participate in combat but displays calmness, confidence and skill in the face of the enemy. Clear tactical understanding and very good knowledge of artillery combined with a talent for training. Iron Cross Second Class.”


It further states that he has fulfilled his current position “very well” and is recommended as being suitable for employment as a regiment commander or a course leader at a service school or an officer candidates school.
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Left: On 17 November, 1942, Oberstleutnant von Stumpff, commander of Artillerie-Regiment 171, also compiled an evaluation of Balthasar. It is obvious that von Stumpff borrowed heavily from Scharenberg’s evaluation:

“Exemplary officer with strictly official point of view and pronounced sense of justice, but in a well-meaning manner. During the Russian campaign of 1942, he has definitely proven himself to be a courageous,prudent and energetic officer. Good educator of his officer corps. Clear tactical understanding and very good knowledge of artillery combined with a talent for training. Possesses a lot of knowledge about horses. Iron Cross Second Class, Iron Cross First Class and Wound Badge in Silver.”


It also states that Balthasar has fulfilled his current position “very well” and likewise recommends him as a regiment commander or a course leader.


Below: The Division Commander, Generalmajor von Hartmann, agreed with von Stumpff’s evaluation. Despite the disastrous situation developing around Stalingrad on 22 November, von Hartmann added his tick of approval: “I will conclude the good evaluation. Balthasar is an excellent battalion commander who contributed crucially to the many successes of the division with his battalion. Will be a quite good regiment commander.”
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OBERST KARL-LEBERECHT VON STUMPFF

APPENDIX 3








Von Stumpff was born in Brandenburg on 16 January, 1896. His father was Generalleutnant Karl von Stumpff. Young von Stumpff fought in the First World War as a Leutnant in the artillery. He married in 1918 but his wife died in 1922. He remarried in 1926 and had three children (two sons and a daughter).



Promotions





	4 October 1914
	Fahnrich (officer candidate)



	29 January 1915
	Leutnant (without patent)



	1 May 1934
	Hauptmann (with RDA from 1.1.34)



	31 December 1938
	Major (with RDA from 1.1.39 -54-)



	13 December 1941
	Oberstleutnant (with RDA from 1.1.42 -12-)



	19 February 1943
	Oberst (with RDA from 1.1.43 -72-)








Wartime Military Career





	26 August 1939
	Commander III./Artillerie-Regiment 171



	14 September 1942
	Commander Artillerie-Regiment 171








Decorations





	30 May 1915
	Iron Cross Second Class



	4 June 1916
	Hessian Bravery Medal



	5 October 1916
	Wiirttemberg Friedrich Order, Knight’s Cross 2nd Class with Swords



	28 May 1917
	Iron Cross First Class



	1 October 1918
	Wound Badge in Black



	6 June 1940
	Clasp to the Iron Cross Second Class



	10 July 1940
	Clasp to the Iron Cross First Class



	3 August 1942
	German Cross in Gold







Right: An evaluation of Balthasar dated 14 March, 1942 by his regiment commander, Oberstleutnant Scharenberg:

“A calm, uncomplicated character with good average mental faculties, diligent and reliable. He has led his battalion very surely and successfully, as well as with great personal bravery, in the western and eastern campaigns. Recommended for the bestowal of the German Cross in Gold. He knows to transfer his good knowledge of tactics and artillery to his officers.”


He fulfilled his current position “very well” and was recommended as being suitable as a regiment commander.
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EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS

APPENDIX 4








The Final Weeks in Stalingrad

Wilhelm Gereke, 2./Art.Rgt.171



When the Russian armoured spearheads joined hands on the Don heights near Kalach and closed a pocket around 6. Armee in Stalingrad in November 1942, nobody believed that this state would last long. The first elements of our 2. Batterie had headed off on furlough and had still not returned. The gun emplacements were near the church with a direction of fire towards the Volga. Batterie-Offizier was Oberwachtmeister Grunewald. Our battery command post was the bathhouse, where a Russian regiment or division staff had its headquarters before we captured it.


We had a broad view over the Volga. On clear days, we were able to observe how the Russians brought masses of artillery into position. Our battery commander, Oberleutnant Wüster, was on leave, so the battery was led by Leutnant Hildebrandt, who did not have long to live. Leutnant Hildebrandt was soon made battalion adjutant and Leutnant Beigel took over the battery. I worked on the switchboard at the battery command post and as a radio operator and communications specialist at the forward observation post. Wachtmeister Specht and 3 men went up to the forward observers every ten days. The forward observation post was in a gully not far from the Volga. The enemy was about 15 metres away. Since everything was seen, you could only move forward from the railway station in communication trenches, which constantly lay under mortar barrages. The battery was combed out again and again. Everyone who was expendable was transferred to 1. Batterie. This had no more artillery pieces and was deployed as an Artillerie-Kompanie along the Volga in an infantry role. On 17–18 December, an order arrived stating that everything that was not urgently required would be destroyed. We would take 2 artillery pieces and march off to the southern face of the pocket, where our panzers would assemble and break out towards the approaching 4. Panzer-Armee. We had not destroyed anything when the order was rescinded.


At the end of December, beginning of January, Oberleutnant Wüster flew into the pocket. Leutnant Beigel took over the Stabsbatterie. The battalion command post was housed in the former spirits factory on the road from the airfield to Red Square. Battalion commander was Hauptmann Langner.


At the beginning of January I was transferred from the forward observation post to the battalion command post. The Volga front was still relatively quiet at this time. On our side, we could fire artillery at recognised targets only with special authorisation and only 3 shells at the most, while the Russians fired on an individual man with an entire battery from the other bank of the Volga. The weather was snowy with heavy frosts of 25–30 degrees below zero. It was delightful weather for the enemy air force, which was in the sky the entire day. The former office of “Kommandantur Mitte” had been set up as a hospital and was overflowing with wounded. The hospital, clearly marked with a red cross on a white background, was approached by Russian bombers and razed to the ground with phosphorous bombs. The fighting out in the steppe moved closer towards the outskirts and wounded soldiers and stragglers streamed into the ruins of the city. Members of all divisions were represented at our command post. The wounded were treated by our battalion doctor, Dr. Hengst. We fed these wounded and scattered soldiers – who’d had nothing to eat for days on end – from our scant rations. On 20 January the regiment command post was relocated to our cellar. Regiment commander was Oberstleutnant von Stumpff, adjutant was Hauptmann Schmidt. On 28 January, the Russians reached the Volga to the south of us, so we no longer had any connection to the south. At this moment, the former GPU prison, which lay along the Tsaritsa Gully, was full of German prisoners. On the evening of this same day, regiment adjutant, Hauptmann Schmidt, said his good-byes. He wanted to battle his way down the Volga to the Caucasus Army with several officers. On 29 January, the market goods at our command post, of which remnants still remained, were fairly distributed to all members. The remaining cold rations had already been allotted on the evening of the 28th. In the afternoon of the 29th, a German Panzer IV came driving along the street and took enemy mortars and infantry under fire. When the Russians detected it, they fired with all their artillery, thereby destroying the battalion command post along with the panzer. After Oberstleutnant von Stumpff and Hauptmann Langner had been killed, we shifted over to another cellar in the falling darkness. It was already occupied by men from every division, including the remnants of Jagdgeschwader Udet under Hauptmann Dr. Mundscheit. The forward line was occupied in a strongpoint fashion. During the night, the Russians pushed by to our left, so that we were in our own small pocket. Because it made no sense to fight on, we went into captivity on the morning of 30 January.


When we fired off all our ammunition and had rendered our hand weapons inoperable, we went into captivity in Stalingrad on 30 January, 1943. Upon reaching the enemy positions, the front-line troops there offered us cigarettes and cigarillos, which came from our own supply dumps captured by the Russians. These troops took nothing from us. With the words: “Voina kaputt, skova domai” [“The war is over, soon you’ll be home”], all prisoners, about 250 men, assembled into a column and marched off to the south escorted by one guard. When soldiers and civilians tried to plunder us, they were driven off by the submachine-gun of the guard. When he was relieved after about 1.5km, nothing changed with the next guard. When he was then replaced after 1.5km, the great shakedown began, in which civilians also participated. Everything we had, whatever was visible, was taken. We reached the southern arterial road and marched in the direction of Beketovka. On this road we were overtaken by motorised Russians units. Whoever did not move aside quickly enough was run over. After a few kilometres the road swerved towards the Stalingrad-Beketovka railway line. Here, at a signalman’s hut, we were supplied with rations. There was a loaf of bread for every 8 men, plus a salted herring for each man. These were our rations for the next 8 days. When we returned to the road, a Russian unit was already waiting for us. Our last possessions were taken, several comrades even having their boots pulled off so that they were standing there, barefoot in the snow, in minus 30 degree frosts. We reached the Beketovka camp in the evening and were divided up into houses that had no windows or floorboards. Because our blankets had been taken from us, we slept in the cold on the stone-hard ground. There were 50,000 prisoners in Beketovka camp. The worst possible things happened there because of hunger. The camp had two captured Opel Blitz lorries which carted dead bodies all day to the nearby ravines. A kitchen had also been set up but it was not sufficient for the many prisoners, so one had to be lucky to get something to eat once a week. We were loaded aboard trains at the end of February. There were 80 to 100 men per wagon. They were outfitted with plank beds. For nature’s call, there was a 30 x 30cm hole cut in the floorboards. In the corner stood an oven for the several blocks of wood that were ready to burn. A blunt bar served to break the wood into small pieces. As rations, we received two slices of hard bread plus 1 salted herring. On the entire journey, however, there was nothing to drink. When the train came to a halt, those who died during the trip were brought out and laid in the snow alongside the railway embankment. When we reached our destination, we were unloaded and split up into “Bauer” and “Neumann” camps, which lay in the Volga-German republic. Whoever could not walk was brought into the camp on bullock sleighs driven by Russian women. The woman were civilian prisoners and also had their camp in the Bauer locality. Bauer village was a very beautiful place. Because the residents had been exiled, several prison camps had been created out of the village. Of the 1000 prisoners-of-war that were housed there, up to 30 men died on many days. Spotted fever, dystrophia and dysentery were the illnesses from which most died. Almost no-one was fit to work in the first few weeks. A doctor was not available in the camp, only a Russian nurse who was powerless in the face of all the dying. Camp “Neumann” was shut down in March and the survivors came over to Camp “Bauer”. Only about 50 of us were able to work and were employed on the construction of a collective farm. In September 1943, Camp “Bauer” was also closed. We were shipped off to Volsk camp. We only had 70 able-bodied men and 150 sick men. They were all that remained of 2000 men.


Memories of an Artilleryman in the Battle near Kharkov in May 1942

Hans-Georg Kolb, 3./Art.Rgt.171



I was a Gefreiter and mounted messenger in 3. Batterie. I kept a diary at that time. I was 21-years “young”, a Kriegsoffizierbewerber1 and thought and wrote correspondingly. Today, I note that I never wrote about my feelings or supposed fears when at that time I sat behind the scissors-telescope during a bombardment or under artillery fire or moving about alone at night.


Below are my entries for the time from 5 to 20 May, 1942:


5 May, 1942:

For about four days we have again been roped into this massive front that stretches from the White Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south. About 300 metres from the enemy, on a gently rising hill just behind the front-line, we burrowed our observation post into the earth in order to give us a bit of protection from barrages but mostly from the rain which has been pouring down non-stop for days. Only now do I have a slight inkling about what it’s like to be an infantryman. Our uniforms are covered in mud, the blankets and tent-quarters are dripping wet, we slip and slither all over the place, and the rain steadily runs through the timber beam roof of our God-knows unprofessionally built dug-out. It is spring in Russia…


6 May, 1942:

Gorgeous blue skies! The mood is climbing in leaps and bounds. Mortar bombardment at night. I’ve just read an article in “Reich” called “The big heart of our people”. These words of the Reichsminister [Goebbels] are spoken to us soldiers from the heart; we now measure things with a different yardstick than at home. We don’t grouse about small beers and overtime, we are busy 24 hours a day and are happy if there’s still a swig of water left in our canteens.


Nevertheless, we recognise the efforts of the homeland, we need them and we could not go on living without the homeland, it is the only thing determining our thoughts and actions.


12 o’clock. It has grown quiet in front of us, even the artillery is fairly silent, with only a discharge over there every so often, and then it lands near us or near the infantry. How is it looking in the homeland today, and will I again experience the awakening of nature? If I should fall, then I’d like to be buried under the flowers near the road. Our thoughts and concerns are not for ourselves but instead for our homeland and our loved ones. How often in the last few weeks have I wished that I was a couple of years older and had left a child behind.


7 May, 1942:

During the night the Russians tried to break through our mine barrier and roll up the infantry. If he succeeded, we’d be sitting in a trap.


8 May, 1942:

The night passed quietly. In yesterday’s mail I only received a letter from a comrade in the field.


9 May, 1942:

At about 0230 in the night, there was terrific gunfire all around. Rifles, machine-guns, mortars and artillery, in short, every instrument of death and firepower of our civilised century is making a hell of a din. This concert was triggered by an assault troop operation of our infantry which raided a Russian post and returned without loss with one prisoner.


10 May, 1942:

We should be relieved tomorrow night and deployed further south within the framework of our own division.


11 May, 1942:

The Russians have been pounding our sector since dawn. Trouble’s brewing! We’ll be somewhat glad to get out of here this evening because we are sitting in the foremost corner of a strip of land which protrudes into the Russian lines.


12 May, 1942:

Relieved last night at 2200 hours by elements of 294. Infanterie-Division and rode through the night. This was the third night without sleep. We get nothing or only a little during the day. This evening we should continue on to Kharkov.


13 May, 1942:

Alarm at noon yesterday! The Russians broke through with powerful tank forces. Our relief party went into captivity or fled to the rear in panic. Five hours later and that would have been us. In the afternoon we went into position behind Petrovskaya and the battery fired at two approaching Russians tanks, direct fire, distance about 600 metres. But without infantry in front, nothing can be done, so we limber up and pull back. The confusion was easily the greatest during the night, the Russian tanks grumbling on the hills to the left and right. A “victorious withdrawal” until dawn this morning, then into firing position, the battery commander’s detail 200 metres in front. No infantry far and wide, only infantrymen in groups of three or four walking to the rear every once in a while. Men of the two-hundred and ninety-fourth!


Am called to battalion to receive orders, order not yet ready, so I’m writing this.


14 May, 1942:

The situation has clarified! To the right of us, elements of 23. Panzer-Division are thrown into the hole, to the left of us, infantry push forward. Our brave helpers dig themselves in ahead of our battery. Our Stukas have been hammering the Russians practically without let-up since daybreak. Towards evening Ivan fired heavily with his rocket-launchers and artillery.


15 May, 1942:

Stuka after Stuka! Situation unchanged. Mail from my brother Heinz.


16 May, 1942:

Change of position to the front before dawn. Now the war is fun again. Our observation post lies on the edge of a cornfield in the middle of the dead from previous days. Panzers advance to the right and left, amongst them are panzergrenadiers. Your chest actually swells with pride when you witness this scene of what we can still do!


At midday our Kampfgruppe Böhm assembles near Vesseloye, an image resembling manoeuvres. Firing position set up towards nightfall in reconquered Petrovskaya. Under way at night as a messenger to battalion, on the way back I ran into unfamiliar terrain and landed several times in the forward line. Reached the observation post only at dawn.


17 May, 1942:

Mother’s Day! Heavy barrage by us for the first time. At midday I was relieved for two days and driven to the limber positions. The soles of my feet are nothing but blisters.


18 May, 1942:

Wonderful rest. Finally, mail again. An unexpectedly terrible conclusion to the evening: the comrade who was filling in for me at the observation post for two days was fatally wounded by a head shot in the same foxhole that had offered me shelter. Perhaps the exact same thing would have happened to me, particularly because two other comrades at the observation post were wounded. The scene that I saw the day before yesterday will not soon be forgotten: infantrymen laid to rest their fallen comrades from the previous day. The only good thing is that their next-of-kin did not see it and cannot know how the dead are ravaged by iron and above all by the blazing sun. It was gruesome.


19 May, 1942:

The same as yesterday, heavy Russian attacks with drum-fire and tanks. Ivan wants to get through to Kharkov! We hold on. It abates around noon. Still only the noise of tanks to our left. Later I’ll go back to the observation post up front.


As a Mounted Messenger with 3./Art.Rgt.171 in Summer 1942

From the diary of Hans-Georg Kolb, 3./Art.Rgt.171



15 June, 1942:

On the Burluk. I have not written in my diary for a good two weeks. It was in a saddlebag back with the supply train, and in any case, the days were not as full as many during the previous weeks. On 2 June Oberleutnant Gerth buttoned the Iron Cross Second Class on my coat as “recognition for my actions during the days of the withdrawal and subsequent counterattack”. Great joy for me and likewise a lot of resentment from the older Obergefreiters.


At 0200 hours on 10 June, our attack near Nikolayevska began with a sudden artillery concentration, the likes of which I’ve never experienced before. Howitzers, cannon, Mörser, a total of 24 batteries on the divisional sector – as a Hauptmann from the artillery told me – produced an infernal concert which jarred the nerves. And then innumerable bombers, Stukas and fighters roared over our heads. The Russians promptly skedaddled and we effortlessly moved 20 kilometres forward. In the evening, during the crossing of a river, the boat flooded under my feet because it had been incorrectly loaded by the communications people and I had to swim for land and pull my nag along behind me. After torrential rain later in the night, I lay soaking and without shelter in a muddy trench, chattering and swearing to myself. The conventional advice to “let clothes dry on your body” didn’t work because the rain continued to pour down.


On 11 June, there was rain, rain and still more rain.


12 June was a richer day. In the morning we commandeered eggs, bread and two chickens, in the evening we moved into a new observation post in front of Smolovka, where we are still positioned today.


17 June, 1942:

No mail for six days. Unchanged during the course of the day, two hours on the scissors-telescope at night, 3 or 4 times to battalion as messenger throughout the day. Ivan sits about 800 metres in front of us, digging in, but silent.


18 June, 1942:

Russian artillery felt out the terrain. Received two small packages from Helga’s mother.


19 June, 1942:

“The rain falls, we lie in tents.” Still no mail. Patience is a word that I’m not glad to hear.


21 June, 1942:

We got everything today: rations, wages, air mail stamps and… mail! Two letters from Helga and two cards from the Reichsführerinnenschule2 in Boyden. It should continued early tomorrow.


22 June, 1942:

It all started exactly one year ago, great victories, to be sure, but not enough. The most difficult days still lie ahead of us.


At 0200 hours the infantry attacked: Smolovka, Leninka and Kraidiyanka were taken. Around 1000 hours change of position towards the front, situation to the left unclear. In the afternoon, we were right up front at the infantry spearhead with the battery commander’s detail. The commander let us fire at several fleeing Russians for fun, but only until they had dug themselves into the ground in a few minutes with their hands. A few short rounds, disgrace! Observation post on Hill 194.8 in the evening.


23 June, 1942:

Rain and mud, change of position towards the front at 1600 hours.


24 June, 1942:

Change of position at 1000 hours, enemy contact again in the afternoon. I reported to the forward observation post but it didn’t work out, the infantry haven’t taken the range of hills yet. The battery has expended all its shells and there’s no supply!


25 June, 1942:

At dawn, out in front to the right of us, was a heavy Russian tank attack on our right-hand neighbours. We lay behind a haystack and watched. We’ve still only got five shells per gun.


29 June, 1942:

On the Oskol. The day before yesterday, as I was waiting for an order from battalion, my horse was pinched. I had to nick one from a column resting alongside the road. The Futtermeister said I’d made a “profitable exchange”.


In the night to the 28th, the battery went into positions a few kilometres this side of the Oskol. A rumour went around that a massive battle of encirclement was in progress to the right. Hopefully that’s right! We need the great success that was denied to us last year by the onset of winter. A year ago today we were lying in front of Lemberg and only ate radishes for two days. Now, we are about a thousand kilometres further east.



1 July, 1942:

The day also began like the last ones: open worn-out eyes in the morning, but not well rested, crawl out of the foxhole, run fingers through hair, cap on, eat, then clean clothes, over to the scissors-telescope.


2 July, 1942:

Surprise change of position last night at about 2000 hours, three hour march, then into position. Mission for the battery: support the attack of Regiment 211. Then, at dawn, attack, the enemy scoots, we follow. – Sevastopol has fallen, hurray!!!


4 July, 1942:

Yesterday, another change of position towards the front, otherwise nothing special. My thoughts turn to home, to Helga. I think back to the final hours of furlough last Christmas and to the song on the radio “Komm zurück, liebes Glück, ich warte auf dich”3. But Hans did not go soft!


6 July, 1942:

“Delousing was continued on schedule.” Cursed plague! A year ago, I never thought I’d have so many “legs”. But today, everyone has them, and everyone goes hunting. Yesterday, a letter from Helga in Marienwerder and a card from Danzig arrived…


8 July, 1942:

Since yesterday we are again following the tails of the fleeing Russians. The infantry perform superhumanly on the march. Me, being high on horse, has it easier.


9 July, 1942:

Behind us lies hundreds of kilometres through dust and heat, over swampy rivers and through deep cuttings in the terrain. I write these lines about 50 metres behind the front-line. Scattered Russians are still banging away in the village behind us.


10 July, 1942:

The advance continues.


11 July, 1942:

In the morning, about 0700 hours, our marching battery received anti-tank fire from the hills to the left. What we had earlier trained for umpteen times now proved itself: the battery swung to the right at a trot, unlimbered and fired direct. Result: peace




and quiet. The village lying in front of us was occupied at 1000 hours. Regiment 211 took about 800 prisoners, which is the equivalent of its current combat strength.


13 July, 1942:

An example of how vague the front-line is when advancing: yesterday, the Russians behind us attacked our divisional staff. Our chief-of-staff was killed three days ago when his car drove into a Russian column he mistook for Germans. Last night we finally had a couple of hours sleep without being disturbed and this morning a beehive was raided.


16 July, 1942:

In the last few days, we have passed through villages with German names, all of them totally abandoned. Yesterday the advance looked like a fresh bold war of aggression. The battery again moved forward with the advance guard, we in the battery commander’s detail being further forward at the infantry spearhead. Inf.Rgt.211 took a lot of prisoners. We fired directly at withdrawing Russians – 600 metres away – on the right flank.


On the afternoon of the 15th, I nabbed myself a panje wagon, hitched up a nag that was standing around, and thundered back to battalion. Due to my driving skill, the scrappy road or because of the unwillingness of my stallion, I gradually lost the side panels, the seat cushion and finally my cap. Anyway, I was the first mounted messenger to reach battalion and was greeted with friendly words by the Major. I spent the night on the bare earth, shivering from the cold and began a successful search for my cap at first light. This morning I drove through a village with my stallion and devoured copious quantities of eggs, bread and milk.


The battery was pulled back in the afternoon.


17 July, 1942:

Continued to advance from 0100 hours. Solid rain.


18 July, 1942:

Continued to march. Am dog tired and sleep in the saddle.


19 July, 1942:

Finally, a night with a few hours sleep. Only the mail is still missing. However, because we are advancing, I haven’t written home in a few days. Surely that will make mother worry about me, so I’ll write now.


22 July, 1942:

Yesterday and the day before that, only marching, heat and little sleep. Can those at home know what it’s like to sit in the saddle for hours, the sun blazing down merci-lessly, the heated air beginning to quiver over the road and yourself then being half asleep so that the border between reality and dream is blurred? Can you imagine then suddenly seeing through the dust of the street someone for whom your heart yearns? The shout of a comrade or a nudge then whips us back into shape. I broke down a bit for the first time the day before yesterday. Mild sunstroke, said the medic. Just clench your teeth and continue! So we move on.


We made contact with the enemy again yesterday. The Russian air force also turned up. I’m writing these lines early in the morning out the front of the battalion command post, the order for the battery is still being written. From the communication guys next to me I hear the Kharkov soldier’s broadcast with its morning greetings and after that the hit song “Für eine Nacht voller Seligkeit”4. About two hundred metres further up the road six comrades were buried in a communal grave by the Aufklärungs-Abteilung. Thus the two things stand right next to one another: the small joy in our spartan lives and the knowledge about the dark portal through which so many have crossed and which many more still have to go through.


24 July, 1942:

The previous day was fantastic, so very characteristic for the complicated front-line situation. After only marching a few kilometres we received strong anti-tank fire from the left. A few shots from us brought quiet. A short while later they were cracked from the right, and according to reports from the battery supply train following behind, a couple of hundred prisoners were taken there. The fields have gradually became steppe, now we only see a monotonous, frightening bleak grey-greenness. No trees, no bushes, nothing but heat, dust and thirst!


Now and then there is artillery fire. Five comrades from my battery were wounded, some of them severely.


The advance continued this morning. The first rest stop was at a filthy collective farm, the main attraction of the day being a pond! Clothes off and in I went. Time and again I swam in this puddle of water, which I would probably have never considered doing at home. What a contrast to July three years ago when we swam at Timmendorfer beach during our big trip.


One of the guys wounded yesterday, Alfred Stubbe5, died while being transported. The battery has already had 19 casualties.



25 July, 1942:

Awake at 0100, move off at 0230 hours. We are the escort battery of I./Inf.Rgt.211 and closely follow the infantry. Yesterday Russian groups again broke through from the




rear to the front, so today, the advancing infantry are spread throughout the column. Towards 1600 hours the battalion was pulled out for use as regimental reserve, so for us that means we no longer have infantry in front of us. Only after a few hours did 1. Kompanie, or rather its remnants, return and form a kind of protective cordon around the battery. The casualty figures of this company speak an awful language: since summer 1941, it has lost 104 dead, 4 missing and countless wounded.


26 July, 1942:

Quiet night. In the morning, I take a message dropped by our recon planes to regiment, which is marching close behind us. A kilometre-wide hole had opened up between the neighbouring regiment and our Regiment 211, so we halted and took up firing position. Towards 1000 hours our commander, Oberleutnant Gerth, who was standing on a straw pit 2 or 3 metres from me, was wounded by a shell fragment. Splinter in the head, and he was only wearing a cap. I helped bandage him and stayed by his side. For the first time I experienced a human dying painfully in my arms, how the eyes glass over and the skin becomes grey, and how the body arches so much in its death throes that I had to take it firmly into my arms and continually talk to him. Dear Lord, should I be destined for a fatal bullet, then please make it quick. – Oberleutnant Siewecke took over the battery.


27 July, 1942:

In the morning the infantry attacked without artillery preparation. We moved forward. At noon we were the first from our battalion to look down on the Don from our observation post. With that, another momentous episode of this campaign lies behind us.


Over the Bug, Dnepr, Donets and up to the Don!


The forward line is more chaotic than ever: Russian anti-tank guns fire off to our right rear, our artillery fires from the left rear on our own infantry who are fighting a running battle with the enemy in front of us. At 1700 hours our battery was pulled out and took up a new firing position on the edge of Nizhne-Chirskaya.


28 July, 1942:

The night passed highly dramatically with almost continual aerial bombardment on the city and gun emplacements. III. Abteilung had about 20 dead, we had none.


Quiet during the day. The Russian air force is active again, but not near us. Highlight of the day was mail call. Letters and newspapers en masse. Walter Ahrens got engaged.


29 July, 1942:

At last, an opportunity to freshen up the outer man and write the long overdue letters.


30 July, 1942:

Again at the observation post overlooking the Don. The Don lowlands present an appealing park-like scene, but when you lift your eyes and look at the monotonous, yellow high plains – almost barren of vegetation – on the other bank, then the joy flies away. The map presents a similar impressive picture: large white areas tell of a region in which human settlements are 20, 30, even 40 and more kilometres away from each other. Our poor horses, how thirsty must they be over there!


31 July, 1942:

During the night we dug ourselves in as directed. Resourceful Landsers borrowed 20 “plennies”6 from a makeshift prisoner-of-war cage and set them to work digging shelters. A Crimean Tatar gave me a Bernstein cigarette holder in exchange for some bread.


The day before yesterday, several figures in dazzling white in a column of prisoners caught our eye. Our first thought: Ah, marine soldiers from the Don! As they got closer, however, we had to smile to ourselves: a few Russians had tried to swim across the Don while on the run and had got rid of their uniforms beforehand. They were nabbed and now marched west into captivity in their shirts and underpants.


Another change of position in the afternoon. A new observation post was occupied on the hills north of Nizhne-Chirskaya.


1 August, 1942:

On the Chir. I’ve been a Gefreiter for a year. This day brought a special ray of hope: I have to fill out some forms at battalion for my detachment to a service school.


Dear God, if that become true now! Otherwise, continue to dig in during the day and sit behind the scissors-telescope.


2 August, 1942:

The First World War began 28 years ago today. In the morning I went down to the gun emplacements and had a cobbler replace the heel on my boot which had been lost on 9 June near Korobochkino. A change of position at midday, but somewhat further north.


4 August, 1942:

At first light I sat at the scissors-telescope of our observation post in a tree. Nothing could be seen of the enemy. Only later were minor movements detected in the hinter-land on the other side of the Don.


The day was quiet. In the evening we get to the bottom of a bottle of rum. The success is “overwhelming” for me.


5 August, 1942:

The sins of the previous night exact their vengeance. I have to fast, otherwise, I’ll end up even “thinner”. A change of position in the afternoon into the old foxholes on the Chir.


6 August, 1942:

I wonderful swim in a pond in the morning. Change of position at noon over the Chir. New observation post near Verkhne-Chirskaya, barely 100 metres behind the front-line. A consolation, there’s mail.


7 August, 1942:

Heavy bombardment from the front and the right throughout the day. Our medic, Werner Eppendahl7, severe head wound, gone in quarter of an hour! With all the painful losses, it should never be forgotten that this means existence or non-existence for us.


A change of position at dusk. The battalion went into position along a railway embankment east of the Chir. The infantry have had to endure hard fighting.


9 August, 1942:

Midday, change of position to the left, tormenting thirst, in the evening a letter from father.


10 August, 1942:

Observation post transferred forward, 300 metres from the Don, on the high edge. Received an order in the evening to establish a connection with our pioneer battalion positioned on the Don in front of us. I crept off, spending half an hour moving left and right along the Don and not finding a single pioneer. Finally I stumbled across a weakly staffed company command post and learned of the massive sector that the amalgamated company had to guard.


Later, a group of Russians lurked around our observation post, there was an exchange of fire and Wachtmeister Eckart was wounded, unfortunately a bullet lodged in his lung.


11 August, 1942:

Nothing special, but mail call in the evening. Two letters from Helga!


12 August, 1942:

During the night there was again a small shoot-out with scattered Russians coming from behind who wanted to reach the Don.


13 August, 1942:

The anniversary of Zhottov! The previous year, this day was the pinnacle of military events for us. And when I lay under the impacts of Stalin Organs several weeks ago near Petrovskoye, this was worse than a year ago in Zhottov.


14 August, 1942:

The observation post was shifted to the right in the afternoon. On instruction from Oberleutnant Seidel, I took a panje down to the Don to steal two chickens, whereby I had more hassles from the Landsers who were in the house than from the Russian owners. There was a “feast” in the evening whose purpose only became clear to me when the Oberleutnant casually buttoned two NCO shoulder straps on me. Finally, the first step forwards and upwards. I now have to wait a few weeks.


15 August, 1942:

Very early, about 0500 hours, I sewed some braid – which I’d begged – around my collar. At midday I reported to the commander and to the new Abteilungsführer.


16 August, 1942:

Drove to the gun emplacements at midday. There was mail in the evening.


17 August, 1942:

Washed my underclothes in a pond in the morning and happened to take two prisoners. It’s astounding how many Russian stragglers are still roaming around the gullies. At night, driven by hunger, they approach our positions. My two Ivans were totally exhausted. I had them unload their rifles and took them with me to the gun emplacements to get something to eat, then they were passed along. The only weapon I had on me was a cake of soap.


18 August, 1942:

Caught a lift with the coffee-wagon in the morning up to the observation post, wrote letters to my parents and Helga. Before lunch the commander told me to immediately head back to the limber position. What? Had my greatest wish become a reality? Actually, my march papers were ready: Transfer to the replacement unit in Braunschweig, scheduled for the 11th course of the service school.


19 August, 1942:

The waiting is almost unbearable. When’s it going to happen?


20 August, 1942:

It’s slowly getting to me, I can barely sleep, I eat almost nothing. So I lay here in a dilapidated barn and wait and wait. – I received a message in the afternoon that I’ll be set in march tomorrow morning. It’s night and I’m sitting near the sentry and writing this.


21 August, 1942:

Regiment command post. After reporting my departure at battalion I finally land at regiment after a long panje wagon trip. The Oberst wishes us six young NCOs luck and success. A Ju-52 should forward us on in the morning, but details are still unclear. One thing is certain, however: we’re heading homewards. Whether we’ll remain artillerymen or be sent to the infantry is practically the same thing: our lives don’t belong to us, but instead to our people…


– – –


39 Years Ago in Stalingrad

Willi Dennerlein, Wachtmeister, 12./Art.Rgt.171



Long weeks of peaceful rambling lay behind us. I specifically said “ramble”. No contact with the enemy for weeks. The last resistance of the Russians on the Donets and during the battle near Volchansk was broken on 15 June, 1942. Now the division moved eastward to the middle Don and the Volga in endless columns. Our biggest concern was for our horses. Fodder was scarce and to get water for man and beast you often needed to ride kilometres around the area until a well or a brook was finally found. When it was the latter, man and beast were soon seen peacefully splashing about in the wet element. The days passed almost uniformly. Awake at 0200 in the morning and departure at 0400 hours. Two hour rest at midday and if you were lucky the ordered objective was reached in the evening. Villages were widely scattered across the land. The sun shone down remorselessly on the march columns the entire day, not a cloud in the sky, except in the evening it would suddenly turn so icy cold that you had to quickly grab an overcoat. There was nothing we could do to stop the horses getting weaker and our battery began to fall apart in the endlessness. We helped ourselves with tractors that were lying around. The only drawback was heavy fuel consumption, so we always had to cart a tanker along behind us. It did not fail to happen that one day a gun with its 8 man crew and I trundled through the region quite alone. The lighter vehicles with the cooks were up front with the commander at the spearhead. It was an unwritten law not to approach more than 10km to it because relentless activity still prevailed there and afterwards we had no desire.


The weapons had long ago been packed away on the vehicles. If possible, we always arranged our march objective so that a village was reached because we were sick and tired of setting up the tents out in the open. So, in the evening, we often sat inside a Russian hut. And when the rations arrived, always brought up in a car, there was sometimes vodka and we had a big communal drink with the Russian. Many times they sang their melancholic tunes for us. We hardly ever put out a sentry because when you behaved correctly, there was nothing to fear. The days passed quickly and we approached the Don. One morning a towing tractor from our regiment pulled up out the front of our billets. This ripped us from our peaceful existence and brought us back to our actual mission.


25 August 1942 was an eventful day. Our observation post was on the Don heights near Kalach. The mighty riverbed of the Don lay about 50 metres down in front of us. Its water volume flowed slowly, almost sluggishly. In the morning the valley was enveloped in thick fog. Everything was quiet, a single lark arched up into the sky and pleased us with its song. This silence was broken at 0250 hours by the sudden artillery barrage of our guns. Down on the river the engines of our pioneer’s assault boats howled, the river crossing was forced and enemy resistance on the other bank crushed. In the afternoon, our heavy guns were crossed over on a ferry and moved into the final gun emplacements in front of Stalingrad. We remained there for a long time because the Russians offered ferocious resistance on the edge of the city. The days were very hot. Everyone was only wearing swimming trunks. Fodder for our horses was quite scarce, the situation with the water was even worse. Neither of them were readily available on the hot sandy soil of the Kalmuck steppe. Then one morning the attack on the city was ordered. On that same afternoon our infantry reported that our daily objective had been reached and we stood on the Volga. We immediately moved into position on the outskirts of Stalingrad. The observation post was right on the Volga. It was an uplifting feeling to see this mighty river for the first time in your life.


Still, no-one thought about the coming catastrophe. The city itself made a big impression on us. Only the suburbs with their miserable huts reminded us that we were in Russia. On the signposts of different units could be read, among others, “To Stuttgart, 5211 km”.


Positional warfare then began for us. We started to build bunkers. The guns were dug in and large walls erected around them. In the morning, when it was light, our Stukas roared over us and, with sirens wailing, dropped their bombs on the city. Russian planes came at night and bombarded our positions. We then crawled about in communication trenches and looked for shelter. Because of this, sleep could no longer be thought about. It really grated on our nerves and everyone was irritable. Week after week passed and we didn’t move a step further forward. The front-line in the city had the shape of a tennis racket and so it remained, until the Russians surrounded us at the end of November and created a fearful bloodbath among the supply trains. Nevertheless, nobody thought about the terrible conclusion, our bunkers were ready, everything built with wood, stoves and ovens installed and at night we sat around a pet-rol lamp playing cards. We still had confidence in the invincible Wehrmacht. Initially, the Russians’ ring of encirclement was very weak. A break-out attempt would have easily succeeded. We were destined to hold out, however, and so came the bitter end at the end of January 1943. Whoever saw the masses of manpower and the immense amount of materiel which was destroyed in Stalingrad already had doubts about final victory at that time.


– – –


My War Memoirs

Fritz Lange, 3./Art.Rgt.171



After we had lain in the Kharkov barracks – as it was called – for about a week, and had furnished it in the meantime, we were “made ready”, as the Prussians often say. Oberleutnant Gerth had been our battery commander since March. He was earlier adjutant of III. Abteilung. After a two day trip we reached our new sector, about 30km north-east of Kharkov, close to the upper reaches of the Donets. We moved into position in a forest about 8km west of the river on 1 May, 1942. Here, the battery again proved itself by being the only one to occupy its positions according to schedule while both the others were still partly stuck in the mud. We already exchanged our first iron greetings “over there” on the very first day.


I had Gun 1 at this time, which had an orderly crew. Amongst them were countrymen from many parts of the Reich. We damn near froze many times, but what was that compared to the exertions of our comrades during the winter. The first days passed quickly with construction of positions, amongst other things. Very little firing was done for the time being.


9 May, 1942:

Increased fireworks dominated the night. It probably arose because of a local operation. Rations are very good. The nights are still very cold. Buzolich was the first to be wounded, but fortunately, it is only light. 2. Batterie already has 3 dead.


10 May, 1942:

The infantry had no losses during the previous day’s operation (recon patrol). The enemy had 29 dead and a few prisoners. Next to us at the front are Slovaks, very good soldiers. Many of them speak German. We already met Hungarians while being transported. They also made a good impression and were very comradely.


A long sleep today and very good food. We should be relieved in the evening. We are therefore coming out of position again.


11 May, 1942:

After relief during the night, we came into Rusti Tyshki at 0500 in the morning and slept in a beautiful pine plantation there. At 1000 hours, our slumber was disturbed by a Russian fighter shooting at us.


At 1130 hour there was a sudden change in positions. The Russians have broken through on the sector of 294.Inf.Div. We went into position at different spots. Shot up 2 tanks but had to yield to the powerful pressure of the Russians and we withdrew during the night.


12 May, 1942:

We moved through Cherkasskiye in the morning and took up positions close to the village. The situation is very critical. Received bomb strikes near the gun, likewise mortars between Guns 1 and 2. The Russians are employing a lot of English planes.


13 May, 1942:

We’re breathing again because one Stuka squadron after another are dropping their bombs in enemy lines. We’re firing. A panzer regiment moved forward around nightfall. We receive good rations, including oranges and French chocolate.


15 May, 1942:

Our counterstrike began. The battery fired 670 rounds alone today, which is an all-time record. We took several prisoners, the battalion actually taking 75 men. Russian bombers venture over the front-line almost solely at night. Steckistke was wounded today.


16 May, 1942:

Our counterattack has already made good progress. A lot of villages are recaptured. We already made a change of position forward at 0600 hours. Four enemy bombers flew over us at 1300 hours but forgot to rough us up. We moved into an interim firing position for the night.


17 May, 1942:

Today was the big day of operations for the battery. Fired 1240 rounds with percussion fuses. We often had to cool down the barrels. Armoured assaults were conducted by both sides. They all ran, however, and the infantry battle also ended in our favour. It’s a miracle that the supply of ammunition is still working.


18 May, 1942:

After a quiet night there was a smallish barrage. Our infantry advanced. The trees are now green because of the daytime heat. We laid down barrages in the afternoon totalling 860 rounds.


19 May, 1942:

The Russians don’t want to give up. The battery fired 972 rounds. We received a direct hit on the observation post. Wachtmeister Brandt, Unteroffizier Ludwig, Obergefreiter Griffe and Kanonier Modler were lightly wounded, while Obergefreiter Schmelnik suffered severe injuries.


20 May, 1942:

Today I finally received a letter dated 1 May. Sometimes the Russian bombers pester us. Comrade Schmelnik has unfortunately died of his wounds and is to be buried in Vesseloye, 14km north of Kharkov. The shoot-out is dying down.


21 May, 1942:

We only laid down sporadic barrages. The “Ostfront” reported: “410 tanks destroyed near Kharkov”. Our pilots have completely taken over mastery of the air (Mölders-Geschwader).


22 May, 1942:

We’re lying north of Petrovskoye and held a hair-cutting day. Yesterday there was 2 bars of chocolate. The second sleeping blanket was handed in. Today our encircled combat group near Tarnovaya was released with a strength of 1500 men.


25 May, 1942:

Today is Whitsunday. We have put the last few days of continual rain near Petrovskoye behind us. We received a few different hits in and around our position on these days, but no casualties. It is fairly cold. Three Russian armies are surrounded in the south near Izyum.


28 May, 1942:

A storm during the night briefly brought heavy rain. There are almost no combat actions. This morning we were twice visited by 3 Russian bombers and 6 Russian fighters. We were not on the receiving end, however. My gun has to be hauled out. The flak gun positioned near us has still not scored any victories. At staff 2 horses were killed by strafing.


Yesterday, Leutnant Hildebrandt was awarded the Iron Cross First Class, while Unteroffizier Lauenroth, Obergefreiter Griffel, Prill, Bekurts and Gefreitern Modler and Feller received the Iron Cross Second Class.


30 May, 1942:

Headed off early this morning, at 0300 hours, with my gun for repairs in Livetenka, where we arrived completely soaked through. Here I met Warnecke from Gladigau (Rgt. 194). We have to stay here 3 days. A lot of Russian bombs fell in our neighbour-hood during the night but I didn’t hear a thing because of overfatigue.


1 and 2 June, 1942:

Our gun is still not ready. Our supplies are working better than we thought. An Austrian supply company is keeping us well fed. Among other things we received a good deal of smoked meat. We’re sleeping first-class in a panje house. There’s spectacular fireworks at night because of the Russian bombers. The “coffee grinder” is even right over our heads.


3 June, 1942:

The battery makes a change of position. We’ll be deployed 50km further south. We bumped into the unit in Leshponaye.


4 June, 1942:

We marched off at 0345 hours. In the morning we move through Tyuguchev, a beautiful city on the Donets. We went into billets in a village just behind the river. I was not safe and sound over the river for long because I was run into from behind by a motorcycle-sidecar driver who had not fixed his brakes. I flew over the bike in a great arc.


7 June, 1942:

In the most beautiful weather, we moved about 8km further into billets in a village east of Tyuguchev. A large operation is certainly being planned because the place is full of troops. The rain is unfortunately delaying the action. I met an old acquaintance from Regiment 211 here. Leutnant Krüger was promoted to Oberleutnant.


9 and 10 June, 1942:

We drove into firing position at 2300 hours on the 9th. The operation began at 0215 hours on 10 June. At the precise minute began the largest firepower spectacle I’ve ever experienced. Forty batteries of different calibres banged away all at once. The Russians were thunderstruck. Their artillery only replied 15 minutes later. We had impacts to our left and behind us. From 0300 hours onward, our bomber squadrons flew their sorties all day. My gun and Gun 4 were put out of action at the same time and remained in the village for repairs. The troops had already reached their night positions by midday. A pioneer Oberfeldwebel saved the bridge over the swamp.


11 June, 1942:

We’re moving forward vigorously. The bomber squadrons rolled along continually. Three Russian planes were shot down near us.


12 June, 1942:

I met Fritz Booss. He could not continue on with his vehicle because of the daily storms which make the roads impassable time and again. During the night we experienced a real blessing by Russian bombs. Two of our riding horses ran away.


13 June, 1942:

Gun 4 is ready and went back into position. We’re still here. Rations are sparing, no midday bread. On the other hand, however, we bathed in a fish pond.


14 June, 1942:

We drove to the limber positions via Alexeyevka, a desolate wrecked village (burnt inhabitants, sunken tanks), and across a field mined by the Russians. Pufahl broke his arm in two places during a surprise aerial attack. Dietz lost his hand horse to a mortar hit. An ammunition wagon was kaput.


15 June, 1942:

We bumped into our limbers at night. On the 16th there was a mighty storm with hail almost the size of chicken eggs. On the 17th the area was searched for dead bodies and materiel.


18 June, 1942:

Our gun was polished. It rained a good deal. I spent almost the entire day playing Skat with the Hauptwachtmeister, Wurt and Hartmann.


19 June, 1942:

We drove back to the gun emplacements. In the evening we fired at a collective farm 3200 metres away and set it on fire. A moment later the entire battery fired as one at an enemy battery driving up.


20 and 21 June, 1942:

It’s been quiet for 2 days. There were market goods on the last day, including a bottle of alcohol per 7 men. Because Wachtmeister Meier was forward observer, I became platoon commander.


22 June, 1942:

An attack began at 0215 hours. It moved over a swampy creek. We went over with 1. Batterie. It was still a bit dicey because snipers and mines were hidden around the area and besides that, there was brisk enemy bomber activity in the air. Oberleutnant Krüger was wounded. In the evening followed a change of position up to a hedge 2km further ahead. During the night the staff tent was flooded. We are on the Burluk river.


23 June, 1942:

The heavens are smiling again. At 1200 hours we made a change of position 3km forward. The heavy batteries moved themselves forward with captured tanks. Thousands of litres of oil went up in flames in the enemy lines ahead of us. We fired, guided by the forward observer.


24 June, 1942:

After a change of position at 1200 hours were crossed a railway line. We then moved over a hill and a valley with 2 terrible small bridges. At about 1700 hours we went into firing position on a fairly decent hill. Our horses again showed us what they could do. We fired all of our ammunition. During the night, the first section (1. Staffel) fetched whatever was left behind at the old gun emplacements.


25 June, 1942:

We built a bridge and did our washing, but needless to say we were ready to fire at all times. In the evening the battalion and the infantry regiment were pulled out of the line.


26 June, 1942:

A day off. A change of position is apparently imminent. Comrade Ahlert II8 died in a hospital in Kharkov from appendicitis.


27 June, 1942:

At 2100 hours the previous night, we moved positions. We went 12km to the south. We spent the entire day in a forest eaten away by caterpillars along the Kupyansk-Belgorod railway. The first city has been in our hands since yesterday. During the night, we went into position to the east, 1km from the Oskol. As special rations there was a large bar of French chocolate.


28 June, 1942:

We’re in dug-outs of a firing position constructed by our predecessors. In the meantime, Obergefreitern Felski, Moritz and Luther received the Iron Cross Second Class. At 1930 hours there was a surprise artillery barrage near our gun. I was struck in the small of my back by a clod of earth from an impact 4 metres behind me.


29 June, 1942:

There was another surprise barrage mid-morning. A bunker of the machine- gunners was destroyed. Gun 2 fired and – as it looked to us – sent 3 oil bunkers behind the Oskol up in flames.


30 June, 1942:

Our gun emplacements are still in the Hirschkäferwald (Stag-Beetle Forest). In the evening we were fired on from behind. Hoop was hit by 4 shell fragments and went to hospital. We were horribly bitten all over by mosquitoes during the night.


1 July, 1942:

Harassing fire lies about 200 metres in front of the battery. In the evening we changed positions, moving into a chalk valley to the west.


2 July, 1942:

An attack, but we are the Schweigebatterie9 this time. Crossing at 1030 hours to Dolgonykoge over a bridge reconstructed by the pioneers. The battery commander’s detail had crossed the creek earlier in inflatable boats. There were market goods, a bottle of schnapps for every 3 men.


3 July, 1942:

We were in firing position in a potato field from last night until midday today. After that there was a change of position closer to the Oskol. We went into position near four pits filled with unthreshed rye. The guns were dug in because the enemy was nearby. We lay here for 2 days and continually disrupted enemy movements with surprise barrages. On the second day Wachtmeister Meier was significantly wounded by Stalin Organs.


5 July, 1942:

At 1000 hours, change of position over the Oskol. It was a pity we were unable to bathe in the clear green water. Because the Russians had pulled back, we moved over the railway line about 20km further forward. We spent the night in comfortable stalls in a collective farm.


6 July, 1942:

Continued march at 0600 hours, always behind the yielding enemy. Unfortunately it is continuously hilly terrain.


7 July, 1942:

Only the Aufklärungs-Abteilung of our division has contact with the enemy. We passed through a city by the name of Povoskoye with monuments of Lenin and Stalin



in front of the school. In general it is the same bleak picture. Fields of thistles are everywhere. I went on reconnaissance with a squad. The squad leader fell. Enemy nests are still all over the place.


8 July, 1942:

I met many acquaintances, among others even Paasche and Besenbiel. Jung was blown into the air by a mine and suffered internal injuries. The advance continues.


9 July, 1942:

We managed 40km again and just before nightfall moved into an assembly position next to a beautiful church, which is of course crumbling like everything else. I met H. Klewien, who was completely exhausted. Everyone is thirsty. We’ll drink any water, if only it is cold.


10 July, 1942:

We marched another 30km. The horses could barely keep up with the tempo because every day it is 35º to 40º in the shade and there’s almost no clouds in the sky. The units have a lot of losses. Time and again we see infantrymen who can barely take another step forward. We have loaded them on to every vehicle and take them with us. Because the crossing over the Aidar was difficult, we were moved forward by 8 tractors. We moved through a small city and captured there, apart from many combine harvesters and ploughs, 500 tractors. We went into position behind the river.


11 July, 1942:

We were ready to march at 0300 hours and moved off. At 0630 hours our battery was ambushed. Russians came from all sides. We galloped into position and unlimbered. All the while we were receiving continual artillery and small-arms fire, mainly from the hills to the left of us. We fired direct and finally silenced the enemy after a few minutes. Despite the superiority of the enemy we only suffered one wounded (Unteroffizier Behr). We took prisoners, the division taking a total of over 1000.


12 July, 1942:

Departure at 0400 into firing positions in a forest. During the day it was 40º in the shade. The division staff was surrounded and the supply trains were ambushed. We had 26 dead, including a Major. The divisional chief-of-staff was killed the day before yesterday. At 2100 hours were occupied firing positions in the very forward line.


13 July, 1942:

We marched off at 0800 hours. After 8km went into firing position in a gully to the right of us. Ahead of us was the continual fire of Stalin Organs. In the evening we moved through a village and after 18km went into position, again in the forward line.


14 July, 1942:

Departure at 0700 hours. Enemy resistance broken after 20km. Then continued on for another 15km.


15 July, 1942:

Moved forward another 35km, ever closer to the Don. I met Paasche from Seehausen and Besenbiel from Losse. We went into “at ease” positions in a garden just before dusk.


16 July, 1942:

Departure at 0400 hours, then 20km to the east by midday. We drank and fed our horses in a village with a large church. Gathered next to it were another 600 prisoners. We then quickly took 3 guns and 1 ammunition wagon to the front with 4 tractors (we found 2 in the village). We had to go across a wobbly wooden bridge. A sunken enemy tank was in the river. Then past a village 6km to the south-west. We halted and unlimbered the guns to face to the right because the area behind the village and the mountain were still teeming with about 500 Russians. We fired directly into them. We had no infantry with us and the enemy was attacking from the east. After 2 hours their resistance was broken. We took a lot of prisoners, our mess sergeant taking 25 alone. However, the Russians could have just as easily captured us. In the evening we made a change of position to a village – about 3km away – with lime kilns and many cherry trees. We saw gypsies dance here.


17 July, 1942:

We again fired directly at about 2000 Russians that had been driven over the mountain toward us by the Rumanians. The poor devils knew they were trapped, so they gave themselves up. We took thousands of prisoners. We marched incessantly for 40km and crossed a tributary of the Don. The villages are often 30km apart and are like stepping stones across the steppe. We found a shot-down enemy bomber.


18 July, 1942:

Departure at 0500 hours on softened roads. After a big storm during the night, it rained until morning. Final objective is a village about 30km to the south-west. Here we found 3000 hundredweight of grain.


19 July, 1942:

We had half a days rest today. H. Wendt visited me for half an hour. There is a brewery in the village but no beer is available. After a 20km march we rest for the night. We almost always sleep in tents under the open sky.


20 July, 1942:

After reveille at 0330 hours we depart an hour later. We covered 30km before midday and 20km in the afternoon. As a result of the heat and because of poor hay, 3 of our horses died.


21 July, 1942:

Reveille at 0400 hours, departure at 0600. It is already terribly hot at 0800 but the roads, because they are dry, are better. At 1100 hours the battery was attacked by Russian fighters. The commander’s horse ran away. Oberleutnant Landroth and Wachtmeister Blume from the 2nd were severely injured. After a 40km trek, we moved into position in a gully towards nightfall. We dug ourselves a well to get water. Heavier enemy resistance was also making itself felt.


22 July, 1942:

We fired from 0700 hours with “Viktor” and “Zeitlupe”10. Unteroffizier Ahlert was severely wounded. The position was stormed at night and we changed to a position 10km forward. Despite the messenger section we proceeded there ourselves. Bivouac in the village from 2200 hours.


23 July, 1942:

It was a black day. Departure at 0200 hours. Pretty soon we had to do an about-face because the enemy was ahead of us, so we went around them. While on our detour we saw and took fire from 7.62cm anti-tank guns. We unlimbered like we did in drills and returned fire. Unteroffizier Pohl was lightly wounded. Then we continued. Thirty kilometres across the steppe without seeing a village in great heat and a lot of dust. We rested for 4 hours at a collective farm. After marching on for 8km we received fire from an enemy-occupied hill. Gun 3 took a direct hit. Obergefreiter Stubbe, Heine, Bresch and Riess were severely wounded. Unteroffizier Pohl, barely back from the dressing station, was again lightly wounded. Obergefreiter Stubbe later died while being transported. Heine lost an arm. Through 2 further hits we had 4 dead horses. The second section (2. Staffel) was shot at by our own scouts. Two horses were light injured as a result. Obergefreiter Bresch also died on the way to hospital. The mosquitoes again plagued us tremendously during the night.


24 July, 1942:

0600 hours continued march into a village with a collective farm where we’ll remain overnight. 2. Zug fired at an enemy group wandering about. It was certainly a recon patrol on horses and tractors. An old Kirghiz showed me around his hut.


Generally, a lot of Asiatics are met around here. We have already captured a few camels. Many of us have been photographed with them. In the evening I spent 10 minutes with H. Wendt.


25 July, 1942:

We were awake at 0200 hours and marched off at 0500, together with I./211. While on the road, we fired with one of the two motorised guns. Many times we went past massive piles of heaped up rye and grain. We drove across lucerne fields into assembly position under heavy bombardment, but without casualties. After an hour we continued on in the rain to our firing positions in front of Privoskoye.


26 July, 1942:

Regiments 191 and 194 are still lagging behind. We therefore remain in position up front with 211. We got bombarded by mortars and 12cm artillery. Oberleutnant Gerth was severely wounded in the afternoon (20 metres away from me) and our commander, without having regained consciousness, succumbed to his severe wounds in the evening. Oberleutnant Siewecke, who had served as Spiess of our battery in Sorgstedt, was our new commander. The battery is therefore in good hands. Unteroffizier Duhm, Weipert and the cook were nearly snatched by the Russians. During the night we detected an enemy recon patrol within earshot.


27 July, 1942:

Because the enemy has pulled back, we shifted position at 0700 hours. We went over a heavily mined bridge to the south-east. Inf.Rgt.194 reached the Don. From a hill we also saw the river and its opposite bank but unfortunately there was no water the entire day. At midday we went into position in a good gully and fired at Russians crossing over the river. One gun was put out of action while doing that. Then, after a 10km march during the night, we moved into firing positions in Nizhne-Chirskaya. The city had been hit hard by powerful enemy bombing attacks.


28 July, 1942:

The battery zeroed in. III. Abteilung suffered heavy casualties during the night. We finally had time to have a big wash and there was also mail.


29 July, 1942:

There was heavy enemy bombing activity during the night. Our Luftwaffe was also active. Actually, a heavy flak battery went into position right near us. There was a lot of artillery activity, too. Tonight you could read a newspaper outside because the Russian bombers have made it so bright with their parachute flares and bombs.


30 July, 1942:

We set up for defence and built bunkers with the help of Russian prisoners. The ground is dry loam interspersed with limestone.


31 July, 1942:

We shifted positions 8km to the north on the Chir.


1 August, 1942:

The Chir here is about 60 metres wide and is 3 metres deep from bank to bank, so it’s an impeccable swimming hole. We used it a lot after we buried the dead horses that were lying around. We could recover quite well here. Only at night was there a blessing by bombs, but always at a safe distance.


2 August, 1942:

Change of position with a circuitous route over the Chir bridge 4km to the northeast. Wachtmeister Ekkert and Oder received the Iron Cross First Class, Obergefreiter Maziniak and Giebel the Iron Cross Second Class. Obergefreitern Seehaus and Ochsenknecht had already received the Iron Cross Second Class on 27 July.


3 August, 1942:

We carried on the expansion of our new position. Last night a heavy Russian bomber was shot down by an 8.8cm Flak gun. Two of the crew managed to bail out and were captured.


4 August, 1942:

There were market goods. A bottle of rum for every 7 men, cigars and cigarettes. We feed ourselves from the population’s stocks because the supply situation is bad at the moment.


5 August, 1942:

We made a change of position to the south, closer to the Chir.


6 August, 1942:

The scheduled attack will only take place tomorrow. We therefore bathe in the Chir by units. The evening brings another change of position closer to the Don, in the positions of 297.Inf.Div.


7 August, 1942:

A large-scale attack went in along the railway line. We lay in the fire of heavy mortars. Artillery fire also landed nearby. A tricky situation. Sanitäts-Gefreiter Eppendahl was severely wounded mid-morning, Gefreiter Herdam in the afternoon. We shifted position during the night and moved into assembly positions in a village alongside the railway.


8 August, 1942:

This morning, at 0300 hours, we took up position along the railway line so that we could support the next stage of the assault. We received artillery fire all around us. Change of position in the afternoon, on to a hill in the north 2km from the Don. We saw a destroyed enemy artillery position. On the way we could see the desperate resistance offered by the Russians. From this day I filled in as Batterie-Offizier until my wounding in Stalingrad.


9 August, 1942:

Our battery commander stood in for the battalion commander, Oberleutnant Seidel took over the battery. Change of position at midday 8km to the north into a small clump of bushes to the left of the main road. At 1800 hours we endured a bombing attack by about 10 aircraft. On the left and right were anti-aircraft guns which had brought down 5 bombers and fighters in 2 days. Nevertheless, we received their blessing from an altitude of 400 metres. About 10 bombs of medium and heavy size fell directly around us, two of them 5 metres from Gun 4 and 18 metres from Gun 3. Even though we only had a very few foxholes, no-one was wounded except for 4 men who suffered light bruising. We were all pelted by hard clumps of dirt that whooshed through the air.


10 August, 1942:

We experienced another aerial attack at 0900 hours. Four bombs landed on us, one 20 metres from the B.-Wagen. Everything turned out fine here, too. Bangermann was lightly wounded at the second section (2. Staffel) and Wachtmeister Eckart had a bullet lodged in his lung and was taken to hospital.


11 August, 1942:

Everything is a little bit of a mess since yesterday. One firing command replaces another. Firing day and night. I got little sleep. Many of our guys are suffering from dysentery or other illnesses. During the night we had a premature detonation at Gun 3 through which 8 men were lightly wounded. Five of those men had to go to the dressing station. It was the first explosion of its type, but it could have been worse. There are still a lot of scattered Russians moving about the area here. Our telephone line is often cut. The supply of ammunition is again working excellently. It was brought up to us via Ju-52. In the meantime the battle of encirclement near Kalach has ended. About 57,000 prisoners were taken and 1000 tanks dealt with. That was also some of our handiwork. Firing activity has also quietened down again: we only had to go out twice during the night.


13 August, 1942:

I went to the forward observation post in the evening. At 1900 hours I was briefed at the pioneer’s command post.


14 August, 1942:

I was at the forward observation post the entire day. It was swelteringly hot in the shelter, which offered no shade. I’m about 300 metres from the Don. The Russians have camouflaged themselves exquisitely.


15 August, 1942:

Last night I shifted our post 2km to the south, 50 metres from the Don. With me was 1 telephonist who in addition also had to fetch the rations. Every day gun fights are in progress with enemy stragglers. Because of this, 2 men at the limber position were wounded. During the night the telephone line was interrupted. We then had no contact and the two of us were alone on the Don, 4km from everyone else. Once darkness fell we went back 100 metres and slept in a dense thorn-bush. Little was to be seen of the enemy, except for heavy vehicular traffic observed in the distance.


16 August, 1942:

We resumed observation at 0400 hours. It is a beautiful landscape here, like at home on the Elbe. Four hoopoes fluttered around me, no doubt anxious about sparrowhawks. We saw a massive cloud of smoke in the direction of Stalingrad, probably from an oil depot sent up in flames there. The Russians fired at everything they could see. Below on the Don are 3 cattle runs. Above us everything is flat. The command post took 9 prisoners. Kolb has become an Unteroffizier.


17 August, 1942:

We began to build positions. Kolb took another 2 prisoners while bathing. The battery has not fired for 2 nights, even though good targets are available. Why not, I don’t know.


18 to 21 August, 1942:

Nothing special has happened. Well, one night there was an alert because of wandering Russians. We lie in positions on the Don directly opposite the enemy. The battery received replacements and collected 1000 Marks for the Red Cross. According to rumours, we will be withdrawn.


22 August, 1942:

The second section (2. Staffel) and the gun-limber village were attacked, whereby Feller was wounded. We took another 26 prisoners, including an officer.


24 August, 1942:

We moved positions about 20km north on the Don, opposite Kalach. Destroyed enemy tanks are lying around everywhere.


25 August, 1942:

The division moved across the Don, fortunately with only a few casualties. We provided covering fire from 0300 hours. I then reconnoitred an approach route to the crossing site and was fired on two times by a barrage from 2 enemy guns. A “crash-boom” shell (7.62cm) impacted not far from me. I nearly took the full brunt. There was “millet” again at midday. At 1300 hours we crossed the Don under fireworks and bombs. The crossing over the Don was carried out with ferries and assault boats. We went into position after an 8km march on difficult sandy roads.


26 August, 1942:

Change of position at noon, 12km closer to Stalingrad. Wild disorder reigned. We went around Russians positioned in a gully and joined up with II. Abteilung. During the night, about 20 tanks and a lorry filled with Russians broke through, moving past right next to our machine-gun wagon. Because no-one knew who was friend or foe, there was no shooting. Unteroffizier Ludwig fell at the observation post during the night. Prisoners moved past us in rows of six. Cornfields burn around us day and night.


27 August, 1942:

We shifted positions to Platovka at midday. We had to remove a machine-gun wagon and a gun from the path of a steppe fire. We captured a lorry.


28 August, 1942:

We moved our position two times to the north. Impacts from Stalin Organs landed near us during the night.


29 August, 1942:

We remained in firing position in a gully. It rained throughout the day. Near us is the village of Dimitriyevka. We had chocolate. Artillery fire lands around us.


31 August, 1942:

We made a change of position mid-morning and went into position near a battered field church. We only moved there, however, after our driver was drenched in the assembly area. A panzer division has forced a breakthrough to the Volga. We will be deployed on the right to slice through the Stalingrad pocket. Seehaus has become an Unteroffizier.


1 September, 1942:

The fireworks began at 0300 in the morning, which was strongly reciprocated by the Russians. Stukas supported us. Unteroffizier Seehaus11 was killed by a direct hit. In the evening we made a change of position through two villages that had been totally destroyed during the night. A time-delayed mine went up in front of us. In the first village, we found anti-tank and infantry guns that were shot to pieces.


2 September, 1942:

The meadow saffron is even blooming on this steppe. Change of position at 0400 hours. The Russians have pulled back to Stalingrad. We’re immediately pursuing them. At noon we moved under fire into position in a gully which can be seen from Stalingrad’s radio towers. We were then hit. The V-Wagen of 2./211 and a flak gun near us received direct hits. Bombs fell around us during the night.


3 to 5 September, 1942:

Despite our heavy deployment of materiel, the enemy frantically defended himself. We shifted position to 2 haystacks. We were in the middle and we and our panzers battled against Russian tanks. Many Russian tanks burn. The Russians, however, are only yielding one step at a time. We received another bomb blessing during the night. Unteroffizier Gerke12 fell.


6 September, 1942:

The fireworks recommenced at 0500 hours. At 1000 hours Gun 1 took a direct hit. Kanonier Wecke13 was completely riddled with shrapnel and was dead on the spot. Klawatsch and Lenzion were severely wounded, Schulgints and Havens lightly wounded. When the direct hit came in, I was in my foxhole having a shave. I had initially wanted to do this near Wecke but the wind was too strong. Also, tank rounds and other shells and bullets were whistling around us.


7 September, 1942:

Change of position in the morning, 3km forward through a gully in which many bodies unfortunately lie. Up the slope with a 10-horse team, skirted past a barrage and went into position near the “Experiment” collective farm. Barely were we there when a mortar burst 10 metres behind us. A moment later, right near us, were the impacts of


Stalin Organs. During the night we moved 500 metres to a new position in a gully via a roundabout way. While doing so we moved over a forward slope covered by Russian casualties. Stalingrad burns in front of us.


8 and 9 September, 1942:

We did not fire because of ammunition shortages. Our infantry spearheads are in the first houses of Stalingrad. From the observation post, the Volga – which has already been reached in the north – can be clearly seen. Resistance is strong. Despite many being shot down, the Russians sent in their bomber squadrons by day and by night. Stalin Organs hit observation posts and command bunkers. Shells slam down right in front and behind us.


10 to 12 September, 1942:

During the night of 9–10.9. we moved position 3km to the north-east. Trouble was also brewing here. Unteroffizier Wurl was lightly wounded. Second section (2. Staffel) arrived in a barrage.


13 September, 1942:

Obergefreiter Claus was hit by a fragment under the left shoulder blade during a bombing attack. Half an hour later he was taken away in an ambulance. It was general madness on this day. Shells and mortar rounds landed just in front of the battery. Bursts of machine-gun fire were disconcertingly close to us many times. During the night we moved position to just outside Stalingrad.


14 September, 1942:

The day began promisingly with shells and Stalin Organ fire. We laid down several massive barrages. The reply was intensive machine-gun fire, so we had to seek cover. At 1000 hours we received the heaviest fire we’ve ever experienced, calibres of over 20cm. Impacts 8 and 15 metres from us, our foxholes started to collapse. During lunch we suddenly received a surprise Stalin Organ bombardment. We have never taken cover quicker than we did then. We made a change of position into the city in heavy rainfall. Moving past several tank trenches, we reached a spot about 400 metres from the old church. The horse team of Gun 2 dropped into a panje cellar. We worked for 2 hours to get them out again. It was a difficult task because they lay on their backs a lot of the time. Hidden snipers fired on us every now and then. We then sealed off a street to the south with every gun, so we were in the very forward line. Our division secured to the south, 295. Division to the north.


15 September, 1942:

In the morning, we had to build a new position for the gun 100 metres further to the right. The Russians were 200 to 500 metres in front of us, sometimes even 50 metres. Because ammunition was being economised, we only fired with rifles on the first day. It was very cold and many times the fire escalated to drum-fire.


16 September, 1942:

Every one of us had sentry duty for half an hour at night. The Russians dropped bombs indiscriminately through the entire night. Parachute flares drifted down everywhere. Gun 3 stood next to a house in which lived an ethnic German woman who had been expelled from Sevastopol. The woman gave us some home-baked bread. In the afternoon Gun 3 started taking fire. All around us was the fire of mortars, artillery and Stalin Organs. Bombs also got us from above. Right after our barrage a Stalin Organ came down right near us. This wounded me. I was hit in the left thigh by two large fragments and in the right by a small one. A shell flew through the window of the room in which I was in and detonated inside. I was blown through the air. Our medics immediately bandaged me. Then the commander and a few comrades came over to say good-bye to me. I had to hold on in Stalingrad for another 18 hours, however, because an ambulance did not turn up. A lot was still happening during the night. I smoked many cigarettes but the fever and pain was not so easy to deaden.


17 September, 1942:

An ambulance picked me up at 0830 hours. The trip went smoothly at first but we took fire from a Russian tank or anti-tank gun near the electricity plant. There were 4 ambulances and 2 of those, filled with wounded, were shot up. I was unconscious when we reached the hospital in Karpovka, where I was operated on in a sheep stall. We were then driven to the Chir field-hospital. I lay in this hospital for 3 days…



1. Trans.: “Kriegsoffizierbewerber” = applicant for a war-time commission as an officer.



2. Trans.: “Reichsführerinnenschule” = A school for girls of the BDM [Bund Deutscher Mädel - League of German Girls]. The BDM was essentially the female equivalent of the Hitler Youth.


3. Trans.: “Komm zurück, liebes Glück, ich warte auf dich” = “Come back, best of luck, I’ll wait for you”. A popular 1940s song called “Komm’ zurück” by Rudi Schuricke.


4. Trans.: “Für eine Nacht voller Seligkeit” = “For a night full of bliss”.

5. Stubbe, Obergefreiter Alfred, born 2 September, 1914 in Gardelegen. Died of wounds 24 July, 1942 in San. Kp. 2./171 HVP Solonetskoi. Buried in Morosovskaya.



6. “Plennies” = A pidgin-Russian term used by German soldiers meaning “prisoners”.



7. Eppendahl, Unteroffizier Werner, born 16 July, 1912 in Langenfeld. Died of wounds 10 August, 1942 in Feldlazarett 297 FPN 04153. Buried in Oblivskaya.



8. Ahlert, Gefreiter Heinrich, born 21 October, 1910 in Aschen. Died 20 June, 1942 in Feldlazarett 654 (mot.) FPN 15123. Buried in Kharkov.

9. Trans.: “Schweigebatterie” =“Ambush battery”, a concealed battery which holds its fire until needed.


10. Trans.: “Zeitlupe” = “slow motion”.



11. Seehaus, Unteroffizier Gerhard; born 7 November, 1916 in Magdeburg. Killed in action 2 September, 1942 near Malaya Rossoshka.

12. Gerke, Unteroffizier Hermann; born 13 September 1922. Died of wounds 10 September, 1942 in Gonchara near Stalingrad.


13. Wecke, Kanonier Gerhard; born 27 June 1923. Killed in action 5 September 1942 12km north-west of Stalingrad.
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DIARY ENTRIES OF 71. INFANTERIE-DIVISION: 1942

APPENDIX 5








	8.4.
	Departure of the advance party from Reims to the East.



	12.4.
	Assembly of advance party in Krakow. Journey continues to Lemberg.



	13.4.
	Arrival in Kiev. Liaison with Transportkommandantur1. Driving snow. Further progress via motor vehicle not possible because highway east of Kiev is blocked.



	14.4.
	Embarkation of passenger cars in Darnitsa, subsequent continuation of trip via rail. Prolonged journey, temporary halts on railway sidings. Weather cold and damp.



	16.4.
	Report to Heeresgruppe Süd and 6. Armee headquarters in Poltava. Because of rapidly rising flood waters, only the most vital items could be fetched with trouble from the railway station which was already under water.



	17.4.
	Flight from Poltava to Kharkov. Report to XVII. Armeekorps. Billeting difficult, particularly for the Division’s horses. For the inbound transports, a sealed envelope was given to the railroad station traffic officer in Lyubotin.



	18.4.
	Arrival of the first transports.



	22.4.
	Arrival of divisional staff. Billets tolerable. Visit to the cinema and theatre in Kharkov.



	6.5.
	Subordination to LI. Armeekorps. The pioneer battalion is supplied to 44. I.D. to reconstruct the Balaklaya crossing.



	9.5.
	March movements started for “Fredericus”, direction Liman.



	12.5.
	Russian breakthrough on the sector of 294.I.D. I.R.211, currently subordinated to this division, should be made available to 71.I.D. in the Kharkov area by 13.5. III./211, which is already on the march, will halt and turn back. The enemy pushed into I./211 while it was being relieved. Major Hertel2 and Ofw. Harder3 were killed. The Division turns to face north.



	14.5.
	I.R.131 is subordinated. Heavy enemy aerial attacks. The enemy has gained a good deal of ground in the north and reached the Vesseloye-Liptsy area. Order to relieve 23.Pz.Div. in conjunction with 297.I.D. and take over protection of the right flank of 297.I.D. Defence organised along the Babka.









	16.5.
	Powerful enemy attacks, supported by tanks, on Nepokrytaya. Stuka sorties brought relief. Lively artillery activity. Aerial attacks throughout the entire day.



	17.5.
	Enemy broke through the right wing of I.R.131. Hill 194.5 lost. The Division Commander personally halted the retrograde movements of elements of I.R.131, brought them back to the front and succeeded in bringing the enemy attack to a standstill. During the course of the day, I.R.131 succeeded in recapturing Hill 194.5 and repulsing several enemy attacks.



	18.5.
	Ceaseless enemy tank attacks. Some rolled over the forward line. Stukas brought relief. Abteilung Schmidt-Ott (23.Pz.Div.) subordinated to the Division.



	19.5.
	Renewed enemy tank attacks. Particularly powerful operations by the enemy air force. Over 50 tanks and many enemy artillery batteries were destroyed by the Division. All positions were held.



	20.5.
	Supported by numerous tanks, the enemy tried time and again to break into our forward line, particularly in the sector of I.R.191. Frequent attacks by enemy air force.



	21.5.
	Day generally passed quietly.



	22.5.
	Quiet course of the day.



	23.5.
	No special occurrences.



	24.5.
	Enemy attacks in battalion strength. Light rainfall through the day.



	25.5.
	Little combat activity. Huge supply difficulties in general.



	26.5.
	The day passed quietly. In clearing weather, the condition of the roads improved very quickly.



	27.5.
	Quiet course of the day. Negligible enemy air activity.



	28.5.
	Impression of the enemy in front of XVII. Armeekorps has changed: eastward movement discerned. Combat reconnaissance on the divisional sector has shown that the enemy has scattered.



	29.5.
	Bolo Babka free of the enemy. Increased combat reconnaissance has been ordered.



	30.5.
	Front-line pushed forward.



	31.5.
	Lively enemy air activity, otherwise the day was quiet.



	1.6.
	Quiet course of the day.



	2.6.
	No significant changes compared to the previous days.



	3.6.
	Arrival of the order for the Division to be relieved by 294.I.D.



	4.6.
	Relief of the Division by elements of 294.1.D.



	5.6.
	Commanders conference. Visit by Commanding General von Mackensen (III. Panzerkorps). The day passed quietly. I.R.131 withdrawn from the divisional framework.









	6.6.
	Adjutants conference. Heavy rain showers since 1000 hours have drastically affected the condition of the roads. X-day for Operation “Wilhelm” is postponed.



	7.6.
	No particular combat actions. Continual rain.



	8.6.
	Improvement of the weather situation towards evening. Quiet course of the day.



	9.6.
	Nothing special. Improvement in the state of the roads. Code word “Wilhelm” changed to “Seydlitz”. Agreement about attack on the next day. Advanced divisional command post in Nikolayevka was destroyed by Stalin Organs.



	10.6.
	Any connection to the front was ripped apart. The chief-of-staff immediately proceeded to the advanced command post in Nikolayevka with the commander. At 0230 hours began our massive destructive fire from the 24 batteries deployed in the divisional sector, our infantry subsequently moving off. Ceaseless sorties by our Luftwaffe over the entire day. 0604 hours: I.R.194 has taken Mai. Krynki. Heavy enemy counterattacks, supported by numerous tanks, above all near 44.1.D. At 0900 hours the bridge over the Burluk was in our hands, undamaged. Generalfeldmarschall von Bock (Commander-in-Chief Heeresgruppe Siid) and General der Panzertruppe Paulus (Commander-in-Chief 6. Armee) were at the command post. Congratulations to the Division Commander for the Division’s successes. Our own casualties from Stukas.



	11.6.
	Torrential rain during the night. March movements heavily encumbered, particularly on the bridge near Mostovaya. Transfer of the divisional command post impossible. Continuous rainfall. Supply situation is considerably worse.



	12.6.
	Panzerjäger-Abteilung is subordinated to 44.I.D.



	13.6.
	Quiet course of the day.



	14.6.
	No enemy action except for artillery harassment fire. Definite evacuation of the bridgehead near Romanovka. With that, the Burluk river has been attained as the forward line along the entire sector of the Division.



	15.6.
	Extraction of Regiment Reinisch, which was subordinated to the Division, otherwise, it is quiet apart from light artillery harassment fire.



	16.6.
	Enemy movement in front of the division’s entire sector. It cannot be determined whether the enemy is being reinforced or relieved.



	17.6.
	The day generally passed quietly. The enemy probed near I.R.194 in battalion strength.



	18.6.
	During the course of the night I.R.194 was relieved by elements of 297.I.D. Commanders conference.



	19.6.
	Rain that has set in has deteriorated the roads so much that large-scale movements are impossible.









	20.6.
	Quiet course of the day. Supply not functioning. No fuel.



	21.6.
	Lively enemy air activity. Order to attack for the following day. Dark night facilitated preparations. The enemy, however, is apparently alarmed by our movements. Lively artillery harassment fire.



	22.6.
	From 0100 the regiments moved across the Burluk and made good progress under the cover of darkness. Later considerable enemy resistance. Continual enemy aerial operations. Towards evening defence was set up along the attained line.



	23.6.
	Heavy rainfall during the night. Lively enemy artillery activity. Continuation of our attack, rapid push up to Gussinka.



	24.6.
	After moving off on the next stage of the attack, only weak enemy resistance. Good view of the terrain from the new divisional command post on Hill 205.8 and observation of the progressive attack possible. The daily objective was reached everywhere. An enemy attack in battalion strength near I.R.194 was thrown back. No connection with the recon battalion of 44.I.D.; therefore, instruction to I.R.211: echelon deeply to the left. The Division set itself up for defence along the attained line and stood by to support the advance of 44.I.D. and continue the attack later itself.



	25.6.
	Enemy attack on Stetskovka repelled.



	26.6.
	Adjutants conference. The day passed quietly on the divisional sector.



	27.6.
	Towards 0030 hours, the enemy attacked out of the Stetskovka bridgehead with two battalions after strong artillery preparation. He succeeded in penetrating the forward line as well as the northern part of the village. I./191 straightened out the situation with a counterattack. Over 100 Russian dead left behind.



	28.6.
	Relief of elements of 44.I.D. by I.R.211 and one battalion of I.R.194. With that, the Division has taken over a new sector and set itself up for defence. The day passed quietly.



	29.6.
	Quiet course of the day.



	30.6.
	According to a corps order, the withdrawal of the enemy behind the Oskol should be reckoned on. An attack with the focal point on the left is prepared.



	1.7.
	Attack has been laid down for 2.7. Code word “Ostwind” will be given.



	2.7.
	Forward divisional command post on Hill 183.3. Attack moved swiftly forward. By 0800 hours, the Verkhne-Dvurechnaya river valley was reached on a broad front. Advanced divisional command post moved to Hill 194.6. Attack over the Dvurechnaya river only possible with artillery support. Order to make preparations and wait until artillery is in position. Unfortunately, this gives the enemy time to set up his defences east of the Dvurechnaya.









	3.7.
	Enemy has pulled back during the night. The regiments followed up and reached the prescribed line along the Oskol. However, tough combat developed locally on the western bank of the Oskol. The village of Kamenka – which was defended by one Russian battalion – had to be taken in a storm attack by I.R.191.



	4.7.
	Light enemy artillery and mortar harassment fire.



	5.7.
	I.R.191 succeeded in forming a small bridgehead over the Oskol. Heavy enemy artillery fire in the afternoon. Incessant aerial bombing and Stalin Organ barrages on the bridgehead and bridging site towards nightfall. Because of over-exaggerated messages, the impression existed that the battalion of I.R.191 in the bridgehead position was in serious trouble. After a connection was re-established, reports stated that the bridgehead was firmly in our hands.



	6.7.
	Expansion of the bridgehead. Stubborn enemy resistance. In accordance with corps’ order, the Division will remain in the bridgehead while 297.I.D. widens the bridgehead near Kamenka the following day.



	7.7.
	In the early morning hours, 297.I.D. launched its attacked through the sector of I.R.191. Negligible enemy resistance. The Division joined the attack. Swift progress. An advanced detachment is formed.



	8.7.
	The advanced detachment moves off. The village of Pokrovskoye is taken by storm. Three bridges come into our hands intact. In Tarasovka, the double bridge with two-lanes is also taken into possession.



	9.7.
	Continuation of the pursuit. Enemy resistance is increasing. The impression is strengthening that the enemy is defending positions that have been prepared for a long time. A prepared attack has been ordered for the following day.



	10.7.
	It is apparent that the enemy has retreated even further. Only local resistance against evasive enemy groups. During a shift of command posts, the car section, consisting of the chief-of-staff’s car, 1 Kübelwagen with the commander of the Nachrichten Abteilung4, the 015 and the L.d.N.6, plus several motorcycle messengers, unexpectedly ran into a group of retreating Russians near the village of Samsonovka. Oberstleutnant Schüz7 (Ia), Major Schmidt8 (Kdr. N.A.) and Gefreiter Oppermann were killed. Gefreiter Graf and 2 men of the Nachrichten Abteilung were wounded. Burial of the fallen will be in Prikhodkovka in the presence of all commanders.









	11.7.
	Farewell at the grave of our Oberstleutnant Schüz, revered by all. His Alsatian, loved by him above all else, had also been killed and was laid by his feet in the same grave. Continuation of the pursuit. I.R.191 was heavily attacked from the south and had to take the village of Novogorodische in hard combat, while we shifted our command post 4km east to Karavan-Solotky. We fumbled our way around the village because we only arrived there after darkness had fallen and did not know whether it was enemy-occupied. In the evening we were almost assaulted by the advancing I.R.191 who took us for Russians.



	12.7.
	The advanced detachment pushed into Brussovka against strong enemy resistance. A messenger reported the approach of a seemingly powerful enemy group towards the divisional command post. All available forces of the Division staff were immediately gathered and deployed for defence. The enemy attacked our village from two sides in regimental strength. The repeated attacks were thrown back after lengthy toing and froing. Our quartermaster section, who’d arrived a short while after us, carried themselves bravely. Unfortunately there were many dead and wounded, including the commander of the Panzerjäger Abteilung, Major Matthaei9. Deputising for the chief-of-staff killed on 10.7. is the Ib (divisional quartermaster), Hauptmann Grebe.



	13.7.
	At 0800 hours the Division moved off to continue the pursuit. Good progress is made. Village of Belovodsk taken after hard fighting. The commanding general gives instructions to follow up with the utmost strength; there is a prospect of a rest day after the Millerovo-Rostov railway line is reached.



	14.7.
	The rest area was reached by 1000 hours almost without enemy contact. Advance continued at 1600 hours.
Oberstleutnant i.G. von Below reported in as the new la (chief-of-staff).



	15.7.
	The advance is making good progress without enemy contact.



	16.7.
	Division rests in the Millerovo area.



	17.7.
	Continuation of the advance without enemy contact.



	18.7.
	Heavy thundershowers, which have suddenly set it, are greatly hampering the progress of the advance. Severe strain on the materiel, particularly the horses. Many vehicles are stuck.



	19.7.
	In view of the appalling state of the roads, a rest day is called. Clear sunny weather with wind is causing a quick improvement. I.R.211 has a considerable stretch of marching in front of it on the following day, so the regiment moves off on its own volition in the late afternoon to get a head start.









	20.7.
	The advance continues in sweltering heat and thick dust. I.R.211 reports via radio: “Steppe reached, no trees or bushes far and wide.” The Aufklärungs-Abteilung formed a bridgehead near Kireyev.



	21.7.
	Fuel difficulties. Capture of the bridge near Chir by I.R.211. Lively enemy aerial activity.



	22.7.
	The Division turned to the south-east. An attempt to reach the railway bridge near Lagutin failed because it was blown up by the enemy as the first men of our assault troop were about to take it by storm. Lively enemy aerial activity.



	23.7.
	Continuation of the advance. The Division Commander had a brush with an enemy tank in the area of Farm No. 1.



	24.7.
	The Pristenskoye sector apparently only weakly occupied by the enemy. Deliberations regarding the focal point of the attack that’s been ordered. Alarming reports arrive in the evening about trouble on the open southern flank, but they are not true.



	25.7.
	Enemy attack against I.R.194. The Aufklärungs-Abteilung is subordinated to I.R.194. During the day the regiment reached the Solonaya sector. Strong enemy resistance from the east bank of the Solonaya. The attack could not be successfully carried forward. Proposal from the commander of I.R.194 to roll up the Solonaya sector from the south because enemy forces seem weaker there. The Division, however, remains with the decision to form the focal point near Chlebensky.



	26.7.
	I.R.194 succeeds in forming a bridgehead near Chlebensky. The advance detachment formed by I.R.194 reaches the Don near Generalov at 1610 hours against weakening enemy resistance.



	27.7.
	The Division attacks after enveloping the enemy’s southern wing. By late afternoon, the heights west of the Don in the Suvorovsky-Sredkoye sector are taken. An order arrives for the Division to be relieved by 24.Pz.Div. and elements of 297.I.D. in the Nizhne-Chirskaya sector and Rychov railway station. Through this, the Division was unfortunately not able to fully capitalise on the success initiated by I.R.194’s strike into the flank and the good progress of I.R.211 because the enemy is succeeding in continually feeding reinforcements over the Don – unnoticed under the cover of darkness – and taking away a very large part of the potential booty standing around there. Considerable supply difficulties, mainly ammunition.



	28.7.
	The enemy has substantially reinforced himself during the night. Contact is established with 20. Rumanian Division in order to discuss a joint operation to clear out the confusing forested region along the Don.



	29.7.
	II./I.R.194 takes the hill near Plesovsky. To take the village itself is not possible because of the heavy defensive fire coming from the eastern bank of the Don.









	30.7.
	The village of Plesovsky was taken by II./I.R.194 but had to be relinquished in the face of strong enemy pressure. Disastrous ammunition situation, particularly with regards to artillery shells; each battery still only has 10 shells available. Supply of reinforcements to the enemy recognised. Oberst Barnbeck (Kdr. I.R.211) broke his foot during an aerial attack. Oberst Scharenberg (Kdr. Art. Rgt.) is temporarily charged with command of I.R.211. Leadership of the artillery regiment is taken over by Oberstleutnant von Stumpff.



	31.7.
	Supported by Sturmgeschutz-Abteilung 245 and leicht Flak-Abteilung 99, the Don is reached against the evasive enemy and heavy enemy fire from the eastern bank of the Don. The Aufklarungs-Abteilung is deployed to cover the right flank.



	1.8.
	The connection with 20. Rumanian Division is established.



	2.8.
	Regrouping of the Division during the night. The enemy is employing countless snipers on the east bank of the Don.



	3.8.
	Sporadic harassment fire from the east bank of the Don, otherwise nothing special.



	4.8.
	Call from Oberst i.G. Clausius (chief-of-staff LI. Armeekorps): the Division will make preparations to cross the Don early on 6.8. and form a bridgehead.



	5.8.
	Preliminary talks during the entire day. As a consequence of fuel shortages, not all assigned troops have been able to move up, so the scheduled Don crossing is postponed for the time being.



	6.8.
	A discussion with 24.Pz.Div. yields a completely new situation. The Division has to immediately turn to the north and hold itself ready north of the Chir so that it can launch an attack to the north on 7.8.



	7.8.
	Because it was dark and thick dust had developed on the approach roads, orientation was extremely difficult. Because of this, II./I.R.194 did not arrive punctually. Only two batteries from the artillery regiment were ready to fire. The attack commenced at 0300 hours, as follows: I.R.211 on the right, I.R.194 without II.Btl. on the left; I.R.191 without I.Btl. followed behind I.R.211. The attack made good progress initially but then came to a standstill because of stout enemy defence. Towards 0800 hours the enemy launched a fierce counterattack supported by tanks. The Division Commander personally took charge of the situation near I.R.211 where a crisis was developing because of the loss of several battalion and company commanders10. 24.Pz.Div. is making good progress. A very hard battle. Metre after metre has to be fought for. The Division set off again at 1730 hours and by nightfall was able to take the heights east of the railway embankment - which dominate in every regard - in difficult and costly fighting. Defence is set up there.









	8.8.
	Continuation of the attack at 0400 hours. The enemy also defends himself stubbornly on this day but the entire Don bend is successfully cleared out in cooperation with 24.Pz.Div. Unfortunately the enemy was able to blow the large Don railway bridge into the air at the very last moment.



	9.8.
	The ordered sector was reached and occupied by 0800 hours. Pi.Btl.45 is sub-ordinated and I.R.194 moved behind the right wing of 76.I.D.



	10.8.
	Shortly after midnight, the enemy crossed over the Don in a strength of one bat- talion with numerous heavy weapons. To straighten out the situation - particular-ly in the sector of I.R.211 - a battalion of panzergrenadiers from 24.Pz.Div. was subordinated to the Division. The enemy was thrown back. Towards evening the enemy succeeded in seizing the heights near Skity Fuss. I.R.194, which had been temporarily handed over, is again subordinated to the Division.



	11.8.
	Throughout the day, I.R.211 repeatedly destroyed enemy forces that have crossed the Don in heavy combat and is so weakened by this that it is now only suitable for limited operations.



	12.8.
	The day passed quietly except for enemy harassment fire.



	13.8.
	The pioneer battalion is pulled out. The Division takes over the entire Don sector from Generalov to the mouth of the Chir (about 65km!). It can only be occupied by using motorised reconnaissance squads. Quiet course of the day.



	14.8.
	No changes compared to the previous day.



	15.8.
	Nothing special.



	16.8.
	The Division has to take over the entire Don sector from Generalov to the mouth of the Golubaya. With that, the Division has to secure a sector 150km wide!! Subordination to XXIV. Panzerkorps.



	17.8.
	Oberstleutnant Wagner (Fuhrerreserve OKH) takes over I.R.211. An order arrives to make ready to create a crossing over the Don at the ferrying site near Kalach.



	18.8.
	Reconnaissance for Don crossing. Difficult ammunition and fuel situation.



	19.8.
	Commanders conference. Enemy artillery harassment fire. Lively enemy aerial activity at night.



	20.8.
	Enemy assault troop operation repulsed.



	21.8.
	Scattered enemy remnants on the west bank of the Don cause alarm and casualties time and time again.









	22.8.
	On orders from 6. Armee, I.R.191 is pulled out and subordinated directly to LI. Armeekorps. The previous sector is taken over by the newly formed "Gruppe Wagner".



	23.8.
	Enemy artillery and mortar harassment fire on the entire sector. Subordination of Pi.Btl.41 (mot.), Briicko 610 and 134.



	24.8.
	The attack and crossing over the Don will be carried out the following day.



	25.8.
	The attack and river crossing began at dawn. Under the protection of a bell of fire from the artillery and heavy weapons, the assault boats sped across the Don and deposited the first assault detachments on the east bank of the Don. Unfortunately numerous casualties and loss of assault boats through enemy defence. Small bridgeheads both sides of Beresov Island were immediately formed. The enemy now avoids contact and only offers light resistance. Further crossings at the ferrying site progress smoothly. On orders from 6. Armee, Kalach should not be attacked in order not to tie down any forces there. Generaloberst Freiherr von Richthofen (VIII. Fliegerkorps) visits the divisional command post. Increase of fuel, ammunition and ration difficulties.



	26.8.
	The attack continues after several artillery units were crossed over the river.Very lively enemy aerial activity and repeated bombing runs, particularly on the bridging site, by day but mostly by night.



	27.8.
	Continuation of the attack and good progress. An action was launched to clear the enemy still holding out to the south and "Gruppe Wagner" was formed for this purpose. Because there should still be over 2000 Russians lodged in the area south of Sokarevsky, according to statements from prisoners, the divisional command post - which has been transferred to Illarinovsky in the meantime - is placed on alert during the night because a flow of enemy forces to the south-west has to be reckoned on.



	28.8.
	Enemy attacked from Kalach in the early morning hours and threatened "Gruppe Friedrich" (Kdr. Pi.Btl.) deployed to secure there. As a consequence of this, the Division Commander has made the decision to reform "Gruppe Wagner" and use this to attack and conquer the town of Kalach. Because time is required to bring forward the requisite forces, the attack originally planned for the afternoon is shifted to the following day.



	29.8.
	The attack on Kalach led to a complete success. At 0900 hours, the place is firmly in our hands. Very few of our own casualties.



	30.8.
	In order to release the Division’s forces for other purposes, "Luftwaffe Kampfgruppe Oberst Stahel" will be deployed in the sector being secured by the Division. No particular combat actions.









	31.8.
	I.R.194 and 211 were pulled out during the night, as planned.



	1.9.
	Even though reconnaissance shows that the enemy is apparently avoiding contact, the attack cannot begin before 1200 hours the following day because regrouping will occupy a lot of time.



	2.9.
	After strong artillery preparation, the enemy attacked the northern wing of corps in the early hours of the morning. The enemy has evacuated the Rossoshka river valley in front of the Division's sector. The Division immediately follows up, and not as originally intended, with the left wing swinging to the west, but to the east, in the direction of the Kalach-Stalingrad-Frolov railway line. Local resistance was broken there and the railway line reached by nightfall with a swiftly formed advance detachment.



	3.9.
	The Division continued to advance at 0400 hours and had a difficult struggle against strong enemy forces in well constructed positions. Through the surprise conquest of Hills 151.0 and 133.8, the Division - ahead of the neighbours - has already broken through the inner defensive ring of the city of Stalingrad. Heavy enemy flanking fire hinders further progress. A very successful day! Very good support by the Luftwaffe.



	4.9.
	The enemy has been steadfastly attacking since the early morning hours, supported by numerous tanks. A hard day for the Division. Over 200 of our own casualties. Ultimate success is still denied to us but all positions are held. Major der Reserve Fredebold11, Fhr. III./I.R.191, has been awarded the Knight's Cross.



	5.9.
	The enemy has attacked into a gap between I.R.211 and 295.1.D. All enemy attacks are fiercely repelled and the connection is re-established. Heavy flanking fire is bothersome. Oberstleutnant Roske has taken over I.R.194, which was led until now by Oberst Newiger, who has dropped out due to illness.



	6.9.
	According to an order from corps, the Division will hold the attained line. Continuation of the attack will only take place after sufficient ammunition has been brought up. Several enemy attacks are repulsed and enemy assemblies smashed.



	7.9.
	Towards 0600 hours, the Division joined the left wing of the left neighbour's (295.1.D.) attack and only moved slowly forward in the face of an obstinate and dogged enemy. I.R.211 succeeded in taking "Experiment Station Nr. 6" into our hands by nightfall. 295.1.D. made good progress and, successfully supported by the Luftwaffe, was able to reach the "Tatar Trench".



	8.9.
	I.R.194, attacking in narrow formation, reached the “Hospital” by nightfall in heavy fighting.









	9.9.
	In the early hours of the morning, the enemy, supported by tanks, attacked on the boundary between our Division and 295.1.D. and was bloodily repulsed. Our own attack, however, could not move forward because of bitter resistance and cost 10 officers12 and more than 100 NCOs and men.



	10.9.
	No noteworthy combat actions.



	11.9.
	The enemy probed the sector of I.R.191 with strong reconnaissance patrols. They are repelled everywhere, however.



	12.9.
	An enemy assembly of 12 tanks in front of I.R.194 was detected and smashed. Preparations for tomorrow's attack. At night, heavy aerial attack with bombing in the immediate vicinity of the divisional command post.



	13.9.
	Supported by artillery and a battery of assault guns, I.R.194 has pushed through well fortified positions strengthened by integrated concrete bunkers, numerous tanks and anti-tank guns, and occupied the dominating heights near the “Brickworks” as jumping-off positions for a further breakthrough into the heart of the city.



	14.9.
	Supported by the Luftwaffe, I.R.194 has succeeded in initially reaching the railway station in Stalingrad in an energetic thrust. After renewed preparations, the regiment then pushed through to the Volga, reaching it at 1515 hours. With that the Division has achieved a proud success. Somewhat later, the left neighbour, the Lower Saxon 295.I.D., also moved forward and likewise reached the Volga. The enemy is still holding out in undiminished strength ahead of the right wing of the Division.



	15.9.
	The captured parts of the city are cleared of the enemy and attempts by the enemy to cross over the Volga defeated. The attack of reinforced I.R.211 to destroy the enemy on the right flank led to the occupation of the important hill south of “Abteilung Nr. 5”.



	16.9.
	The attack only moves forward slowly in the confused, extremely difficult and gully-riddled terrain. As a consequence of tough resistance from several enemy groups who fight by any means, messenger traffic in the sector of I.R.194 in the city can only be maintained at night.









	17.9.
	295.1.D. cannot hold the area taken along the Volga, whereby the stressful situation with I.R.194 continues. In tiring, costly, one-on-one combat, I.R.211 - working its way from gully to gully - has cleared out the Dubovaya Gully, as well as part of the Tsaritsa valley. Lively operations by the enemy air force, Stalin Organs, mortars and artillery.



	18.9.
	After days of exhausting, tiring and costly combat, I.R.211 has succeeded in reaching the internal railway line and thereby gaining a connection with the two other regiments. An enemy advance with powerful forces and a lot of tanks on the land-bridge between the Don and Volga - in the north - was smashed and annihilted by 60.mot.Div., in doing so shooting up 120 tanks.



	19.9.
	The Division moved off at 0400 hours to continue the attack on the city centre but is only able to make very slow progress against the enemy who is fighting bitterly for every block of houses. The Division Commander has decided to continue the battle in a form where every regiment tries to achieve headway in its sector with locally centralised assault troops supported by flamethrowers, because it has been demonstrated that each house has to be fought for individually and needs to be knocked out - a costly battle!



	20.9.
	Small local successes are achieved with good support from the Luftwaffe.



	21.9.
	In the early hours of the morning, in a surprise attack, I.R.194 seized a group of buildings that threatened its right flank and utilised this success to push forward right up to the Volga landing stage. An enemy assembly that had been detected was smashed by the on-demand Stukas. I.R.211 straightened out the front-line to I.R.191.



	22.9.
	Further local progress in the city. Enemy kept somewhat quieter than the previous days.



	23.9.
	No significant combat activity. Increasing enemy aerial activity during the night. The Division is supplied with reinforcements of artillery and assault guns in order to fight its way through to the Volga with their support along the entire sector of the Division. Disastrous ammunition situation and immense supply difficulties.



	24.9.
	After good preparation by the Luftwaffe and artillery, the Division launched an attack at 0700 hours on the city sectors north of the Tsaritsa bridge still occupied by the enemy. In extraordinarily stubborn fighting, which must be carried out for each building, each cellar and each pile of rubble, the attack only moves slowly forward. The enemy fights doggedly for each resistance nest.









	25.9.
	Continuation of the attack at 0730 hours. With the same tenacity as the previous day, every street and every house is fought over in a bitter and costly manner. Many companies no longer have officers as their commanders and are still only 8-12 men strong. Deployment of flamethrowers and demolition charges in conjunction with smoke candles brings local successes.



	26.9.
	I.R.191 ground down the final enemy positions along the Volga with admirable dash. At 1200 hours, the German national flag was hoisted over the Theatre and the Party building complex by the commanders of I.R.211 and 191.



	27.9.
	Oberstleutnant von Below (la) reported in ill, sick with jaundice. At 0610 hours, I.R.211 with subordinated Aufklarungs-Abteilung reported: “The Volga reached by storm attack”. With that, the entire sector of the Division on the west bank of the Volga is in our hands.



	28.9.
	Major i.G. Buhlmann (Id of 6. Armee) arrived to fill in for the chief-of-staff. The Commander-in-Chief of 6. Armee, General der Panzertruppe Paulus, Generaloberst Hoth and General der Artillerie von Seydlitz (Commanding General of LI. Armeekorps) arrived at the divisional command post in the Dubovaya Gully and congratulated the Division Commander on the successes of the Division.



	29.9.
	Because the Division will take over sectors of the two neighbouring divisions, reliefs are taking place within the Division. A telephone message arrives stating that the Ha, Hauptmann Steinbriick, sent to Hannover on official business, has been admitted to the hospital there with jaundice.



	30.9.
	The new, enlarged sector is quiet. Only occasional barrages from the enemy on the eastern bank of the Volga with artillery and Stalin Organs.



	1.10.
	No special occurrences. Very heavy fighting on the land-bridge between the Don and Volga.



	2.10.
	Enemy assemblies opposite the flanks of the Division are smashed by artillery. The personal Ordonnanzoffizier of the Division Commander, Leutnant von Liide, has fallen ill with a severe case of pneumonia and pleurisy and is unable to be transported.



	3.10.
	In some places heavy enemy artillery fire from the east bank of the Volga. Major i.G. Buhlmann is taken to hospital because of illness (jaundice suspected).



	4.10.
	Animated enemy supply traffic across the Volga is combated with artillery. Artillery harassment fire in front of the sector of the neighbouring divisions. Quiet in front of our sector. The Ib, Hauptmann Grebe, stands in for the la.



	5.10.
	Light enemy artillery harassment fire.



	6.10.
	Enemy still very active on the left flank on the west bank of the Volga.









	7.10.
	Light artillery and mortar harassment fire from the enemy.



	8.10.
	No change from the previous day.



	9.10.
	Two gunboats on the Volga are destroyed by artillery.



	10.10.
	No combat activity. Our positions are improved according to plan, obstacles laid out and the positions mined.



	11.10.
	The Commander-in-Chief of 6. Armee, General der Panzertruppe Paulus, arrived at the divisional command post and in the presence of the Commanding General of LI. Armeekorps, General der Artillerie von Seydlitz, presented the Division Commander, Generalmajor von Hartmann, with the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross.



	12.10.
	No combat activity.



	13.10.
	Nothing special. Hauptmann Grebe (acting la) is ill with jaundice but remains with the Division.



	14.10.
	During the course of the morning, an enemy attack of 15 bombers on the division’s sector, particularly the divisional command post in the Dubovaya Gully.






1. Trans.: “Tmnsportkommandantut” = “transport control headquarters”.

2. Hertel, Major Bernhard Gotthold Ernst, Kdr. I./211; born 29 August, 1905 in Berlin. Killed in action 12 May, 1942 south of Dragonovka, 35km north-east of Kharkov.

3. Harder, Oberfeldwebel Erich; born 22 September, 1915 in Barbenbeck. Killed in action 12 May, 1942 in Peremoga, 35km north-east of Kharkov.

4. Trans.: “Nachrichten Abteilung” = “communications battalion”.

5. O1 = Assistant to the Ia (divisional chief-of-staff).

6. Trans.: “L.d.N.” = “Leiter des Nachrichtenbetriebes” (Leader of the Communications Traffic). Each higher staff of the army, from division upward, had an officer who held complete responsibility for the maintenance and smooth functioning of communications traffic.

7. Schüz, Oberstleutnant i.G. Helmut, Ia 71.I.D.; born 22 January, 1906. Killed in action 10 July, 1942, near Prikhodkovka.

8. Schmidt, Major Fritz, Kdr. N.A. 171; born 5 May 1905. Killed in action 10 July, 1942 east of Stativkin.

9. Matthaei, Major Hans, Kdr. Pz.Jg.Abt. 171; born 13 December, 1905 in Trier. Killed in action 12 July, 1942 near Karavan-Solotky.

10. Killed and wounded on this day were: Fastenrath, Haupttnann, Fhr. I./LR.211; wounded 7 August, 1942. Friedrich, Leutnant, Zugfhr 12./I.R.211; wounded 7 August, 1942. Herzig, Haupttnann Richatd, Kp.Fht. 6./I.R.211; born 5 May, 1907 in Neurode; killed in action 7 August, 1942 near Verkhne-Chirskaya. Jahnke, Leutnant Gunther, Kp.Fhr. 4./I.R.211; born 27 January, 1915 in Bromberg; died of wounds 9 August, 1942 in Feldlazarett 297 near Verkhne-Chirskaya. Koennecke, Oberleutnant Willy, DB3G, Kp.Chef 5./I.R.211; born 29 November, 1910 in Siilten; killed in action 7 August, 1942 near Verkhne-Chirskaya.

11. Ftedebold, Major Dipt Ing. Reinhatd, RK; born 20 April, 1896. Died 1 April, 1916 in Hannover. Major Fredebold was seriously wounded on 4 September, 1942 and required more than a year in various hospitals. He svent the reminder of the war commanding training units in the homeland.

12. The names of 9 of them are known: Fahlbusch, Hauptmann Werner, DKiG, Btl.Fhr. 11/ I.R. 194; born 13 July, 1914 in Herzberg, killed in action 9 September, 1942 in Stalingrad by a direct artillery hit on the battalion command post. Frohlich, Stabsarzt Dr. med. Gerhard; Btl.Arzt I./I.R. 194; born 7 September, 1913 in Breslau, killed in action 9 September, 1942 in Stalingrad. Gabriel, Leutnant, Kp.Fhr 9. /I.R. 191; wounded 9 September 1942. Hacker, Oberleutnant, l./Art.Rgt. Ill; wounded 9 September, 1942. Hartmann, Oberleutnant Dr. Heinz, Btl.Adj. II./I.R. 194; born 23 April, 1916 in Altona, killed in action 9 September, 1942 in Stalingrad by a direct artillery hit on the battalion command post. Hopfl, Leutnant, Zugfhr. Pi. Zug/IR. 194; wounded 9 September, 1942. Schmidt, Leutnant Hans, Kp.Fhr. II /I.R. 191; born 26 June, 1919 in Hannover; killed in action 9 September, 1942 in Stalingrad. Svoboda, Oberarzt Dr., Btl.Arzt II./I.R. 194; severely wounded 9 September, 1942 by a direct artillery hit on the battalion command post. Tempel, Leutnant Adam, Kp.Fhr. 6./I.R.211; born 11 April, 1913 in Kulmbach; killed in action 9 September, 1942 in Stalingrad.
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