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Dedicated to my parents and my brothers and sisters, who because of 
my military service in Eastern Europe suffered a terrible penalry in 

Holland after the end of the Second World War. 
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Foreword 

by Dr. Erich Mende 

The author (centre) in 1985 wirh Dr Erich Mende (lefr) and a comrade. 

[Dr. Erich Mende was a Member and Vice-Chancellor of Parliament from 
1963 to 1966, and Chairman of the Liberal Parry from 1960 to 1967.] 

T here is a Latin saying, "Vae victis!" i.e. woe to the vanquished, referring 
to the 'Contempt of the Victor', which Germany was made to feel at 

the end of World War II. It was confirmed once again, inasmuch that the 
German population stood under a collective guilt, for which every indi
vidual was penalised. The 'victors' released laws in all of the Allied occupied 
territories, for the annihilation of National Socialism and militarism, and 
with a total re-education programme. The Germans and their sympathisers 
had to learn from their mistakes and the error of their ways, and return to a 
liberal and lawful system of democracy. 

A campaign of revenge also began against all those Europeans that had 
worked hand in glove with Germany, those who had lent a sympathetic ear. 
It lasted for years. Finally, with insight and common sense, politicians, 
unions, publishers, and the Church, led by Konrad Adenauer, Kurt 
Schumacher and Theodor Heuss, won the upper hand against false judge
ment and targeted insinuation, in order to achieve a balance of the truth. 

It took over forry years to reveal to the rest of the world that Russia was 
responsible for the mass murder of thousands of imprisoned Polish officers 
and soldiers in Karyn. The Allies, as well as other European countries, 
despite knowing the truth, blamed the German Wehrmacht. This was done 
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without any hint of a guilty conscience. More than half a million people 
suffered under the wrath of the 'victors ' and their contemptible direction. 
Being either a close neighbour of Germany, or of the same moral code, 
many rook up arms against Bolshevism, as 'volunteers ' in Germany's army. 
Their actions were regarded as treason, their sacrifices and sufferings in the 
theatre of war despised. 

A Dutchman and his fam ily describe how this really was, in all its 
shocking reality. European conduct, ideals and neighbourly friendship 
rowards Germany, weave through the whole book, whether in East Prussia 
or in Silesia. I n the defence of Breslau, Hendrik Verron reveals the brave 
conduct, ethical moral code, and sacrificial assistance given by the Euro
pean 'volunteers'. Only those who experienced the bitter German-Russian 
war can testifY to the honest and conscientious truth of this book. I can 
recommend it to students of contemporary history, for its coherent collec
tion of times, dates, and events. 

I t only remains for me to say that the author and his brother, whose 
large family stem from Holland, have greatly contributed to the rebuilding 
of German democracy, in the capital of Bonn, over the last forty years. In 
every way, my encounter with the Verron family was, at this time, a mutual 
acknowledgement for an expanded and peaceful Europe of ' fatherlands'. 

[Author's Note: Dr. Erich Mende died on 6 May 1998. He had read my manu
script, which had been typed up to that point in time. Being very bitter over the 
defamation of Germany's soldiers, he supported my work by offering and 
writing the Foreword to my book.] 



Prologue 

I f one day the world were to open its archives, which in this day and age re
main partly inaccessible, we would be able to find out that in the recent 

past many things were different in reality than how they have been por
trayed in the present day. For reasons of power, politics and education, the 
chroniclers and historians have written according to 'political correctness' 
that has been manipulated by the 'victors' . Unfortunately, in 'dancing to 
their rune', historians have hidden the truth. They have therefore prevented 
any chances of reconciliation. 

Nothing can be divided simply into light and shade, and I do not at
tempt to do this. However, I do wish, as an eyewitness, to anticipate the 
long awaited glasnost, and to give my account of my experiences of World 
War II. 

My appeal to the reader is , to remember that these accounts of events, 
together with my feelings, can only be understood when viewed through 
the perspective of this period of time. Neither do 1 wish to justifY events. My 
generation neither created nor was able to influence events of that time. 

Of those living today, the majority did not live through the war, and 
even then only superficially. Some day mankind will learn about it only 
from 'hearsay' . The results of such events however, do lead from that time 
into the present. I have reported some of these aspects quite extensively and 
others a little less. The last of the accounts deal especially with historic 
events, and therefore guilt and reconciliation playa role. The others utilise 
pressure groups, who from ' time immemorial ' pursue a one-sided interest 
by using every discussion to uphold an old score. 

Our family history began in the far distant past in France and Holland, 
and leaves a lot to speculation. Where, when and why they came, is not fully 
known. This family history, from the beginning of the 20th Century, is still 
very 'young' , but for my part I have described it exactly, from the beginning 
of the 1930s. In its composition it includes the description of my own role, 
of course, and is seen through my eyes. Many had to 'box' their way through 
this very difficult time. Many lost everything they owned , had to build 
anew, and not lose their courage. Those born at that time had much to bear 
and experience. Those born now should be thankful that fate has produced 
a long peaceful development, and try to understand our role in history a lit
tle better. 

Our destiny in life is simply a throw of the dice that brings luck for 
some, and trouble and torment for others. 

Our capacity to remember grows ever fainter, therefore time is short. So 
here is my story, how I and my family experienced it. 

Hendrik Verran 

XI 



CHAPTER 1 

Where From? 

Early in 1982, 150 families all with the name of Verton, assembled 
together on the Dutch island ofSchouwen-Duiveland. Nearly all came 

from Holland, except the contingent from Germany who had settled in Bad 
Godesberg in 1949, and were the only ones with this name in the whole of 
Germany. Where did they come from and how long had they been in exis
tence? 

Decades of research have revealed that the family 's roOts are to be found 
in France. The town of Vert on, with its population of just 1,200 people, has 
existed since 'the beginning of time'. The Romans built Vertollli in the 1st 
century, 40 kilometres south of Boulogne-sur-Mer and on the Channel 
coast. Today, due to sedimentation from more than one river, Verton now 
lies 6 kilometres distant from the sea. The aston ishing fact is that in the 
whole of France there are no other families to be found with the name of 
Verton. So how did the Vertons come to settle in Holland? 

Monsieur E. Reas, the former director of the Fromagerie-de-la-Cote-d'Opale, 
lives in the town of the same name. He relates that those members of the military 
and religious order of knights, the Templars, were founded in 1119. They 
migrated from their original abode, their military settlement, and built themselves a 
massive castle, 'de Verton', a fortress for their protection. Over time, having 
become very wealthy, there was a fast growing hostility against them. This financial 
power of our forefathers reached its apex when becoming the bankers to not only 
very many princes, but also to tile Pope himself. 

Therefore it was not surprising when Phillip, King of France from 1285 
to 1314, decided to break their powerful hold and destroy the Verton 
knights. He had Jacques de Molay, the Chief of the Order, and many others 
in high positions, arrested. After an illegal trial, they were sentenced to be 
burned at the stake. A handful escaped to Holland, probably over the Eng
lish Channel. They used its northerly flow between Dover and Calais to 

reach Holland's coast and the shores of the southern regions of Zeeland. 
The 'Land in the Sea' lay in the fork of the Rhine, Schelde and Maas rivers. 

The Vertons very quickly became acclimatised and felt at home, their 
elegant French language being very quickly replaced with that of the Dutch. 
They became fishermen, farmers and tradesmen, integrating and becoming 
honourable members of sociery in their new home. The majority of them 
remained on the island ofSchouwen-Duiveland, lying to the west, in a delta 
of streaming waters that flowed from the east. 
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The Netherlands, including the island Schouwen-Duiveland. 

The small medieval town of Zierikzee formed the commercial and cul
tural centre of the island. From the 13th Century it was the most important 
centre in the south, as well as being a strategic stronghold throughout the 
Flemish war. Hundreds of years later, in 1789, with the cry of'Liberte, 
Egalite, Fraternite', French soldiers plundered everything of worth to be 
found in the elegant Patrician houses. In 1810 the whole of Holland was an
nexed to France. The result was a catastrophe, especially when Emperor N a
poleon planned his Russian campaign. Holland's youth were forced to fight 
in the Russian Steppes, not having the choice to volunteer, as in WWII with 
Germany. From 30,000 Dutch soldiers who marched to Russia in the sum
mer of 1812, only a few hundred returned in the spring of 1813. 

Schouwen-Duiveland has never really recovered from those times. 
However, life went on for those on the island. They worked along modest 
lines within the framework of a hard-working, Christian, and very strong 
conservative tradition and, most certainly, without influence from the out
side world. Grandfather Verton was born on 12 January 1850, in a village 
called Dreischor. It lay 5 kilometres north ofZierikzee and was protected by 
a massive dyke. The Council Registrar recorded his Christian names as Jan 
Adriaan Matthijs, upon the wish of his parents. His near relatives were pol
der wardens. Polder is the Dutch for tiny islands, or pieces of land sur
rounded by water. Other relatives were dyke administrators, church vergers, 
council members, and managers of the island's windmills. 
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Watchmaker and jeweller Jan A.M. Verton was talented in a technical 
way. His lucrative talent earned him the nickname of'Goldnugget'. At that 
time, pocket-watches, grandfather and wall-clocks, were considered to be a 
status symbol. It was not long before he was supplying the whole of 
5chouwen-Duiveland. My grandfather married Cornelia Marie Everwijn 
and moved with her to the large town ofZierikzee. On 30 March 1884, my 
father, Hendrik Cornelius was born. The technical age moved on, sewing 
machines and bicycles being asked for , produced and also repaired. The 
business prospered, with son Hendrik selling sewing machines to customers 
in the next villages or to outlying farms. He would walk for miles to the next 
customer, with the machine strapped on his back. My father's memories of 
' the good old times' are not filled with an overflow of exciting experiences. 
Zierikzee was sti ll 'a medieval province where time stood still ' , which is 
what the incoming visitors always said. Because of it, the young folk were 
not offered the chance to expand into cu ltural, professional or vocational 
niches. 

He then moved to Amsterdam where he found work in the chemical 
laboratory of a rubber factory. A young 28 year-old woman from Amster
dam won his attention and his heart. So this 28 year-old Zeelander and 
Louisa Adolphia Lammers were married on 7 June 1912, and she became 
our mother. In the coming years two daughters and six sons were born, all 
in different places. The girls were born in 1914 and 1916, and the boys in 
1918, '20, '23, '27, '29, and lastly in 1935. The births always took place at 
home. The stork, with the help of the district nurse, delivered all eight 
Venons to the door, as my grandfather had done with his sewing machines! 



CHAPTER 2 

The First World War and 
Fragments from Versailles 

'VJWl broke out on I August 19 14. It was a hugely encompassing and 
W bloody war from which neutral Holland was spared. My father, 

however, had to defend its borders. Apart fro m general mobilisation , 
commercial restrictions, and the inRux of nearly a million Belgian refugees , 
our nation was spared the struggles of war. Due to the concept of the 
Kaiser's General Staff, German troops cou ld move through France to Paris. 
Bur, on ly by first going through Belgium. 

It was in 1917 that the USA, with its mighty reserves, entered the war 
against the German Empire. Only after four years of bitter struggles, and a 
blockade that led to famine, did Germany lay down her arms against 28 
states, including the six great powers. Kaiser Wilhelm II and the Crown 
Prince Red to Holland, and the Kaiser 's role in history came to an end. 

The Allies' proposal of extradition was refused by Holland, pointing 
our that there was a 'right of asylum'. However, at the same time, Queen 
Wilhelmina promptly broke off diplomatic relations with the German 
Monarchy, having strongly disapproved of the Kaiser's Right. Only her hus
band , Prince Consort Hendrik and his daughter Juliana , fostered a regular 
contact with their relations from the house of Hohenzollern, to whom she, 
Juliana, behaved very loyally, after she became Queen. 

What were the underlying reasons for WWl ? At the turn of the century 
Germany possessed a commercial monopoly around the whole of the world. 
Their va luable inventions were being internationally patented. Germany 
had no agricultural or industrial problems and the first-class quality of the 
end product was cheaply exported. Germany possessed colonies in Africa, 
the Pacific and in Asia, their ships travelling the seas of the world. Britain 
was an export nation, and 'did not like to see this ' . 

France, since the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, following the Franco-German 
War of 1870-71, had never come to terms with this. Friend ly relations with 
Germany were never sought. Instead she feverishly armed herself, and her 
newspapers ordered ' Revenge' . Military pacts against Germany were made, 
until it was completely surrounded. The result was that the Russian 
Grand-Duke Nikolajewisch toasted his French military colleagues with " to 

our joint future victory and our next meeting in Berlin!" After the war, Pres
ident Woodrow Wilson in America asked, " Is there one man ali ve who 
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doesn ' t know that the reason for war, in this modern age, is purely commer
cial competition?" It was a war of trade and economy! 

Berween 1871 and 1914 Germany was not engaged in, nor responsible 
for, any war. However, other ' free-living peoples' at that time, were guiding 
Germany's foreign politics and their rules. Accordi ng to Carl von 
C1ausewitz, "War is on ly, after all, the continuation of politics, but using 
other methods". Russia was at war with Turkey, and Turkey with Italy. Ja
pan was at war with Russia, and Greece with Turkey. Britain was at war in 
India, South Africa and also Egypt. Spain went to war against the USA , and 
the USA against Haiti. France was making war with Tun isia, Morocco and 
Madagascar, and Holland with Atjeh in the Indies. 

Nevertheless , the German Empire, after losing the 1914-18 war was, 
according to the world, guilty of , war-mongering' and had to pay for it. The 
Versailles Pact, signed in the Compiegne forest north of Paris, presented 
Germany with inflation and poverty. This 'peace treaty' was nothing less 
than the continuation of the war. The German Empire, as a commercial 
competitor, had to be wiped out, and reparation , revolution and 
unemployment were the result. 

Without any official agreement, Alsace-Lorraine was immediately re
turned to France. Poland received the provinces of Poznan, West Prussia 
and also a promised section of Pomerania. From a section of the torn I mpe
rial and Royal Austrian and Hungarian Empires, an independent state 
emerged in Czechoslovakia, which included the Sudetenland. Germany's 
colonies were withdrawn, coming under the law of a League of Nations. 
Danzig, with its 97% German population, and not only as member of a 
guild of merchant towns but also the door to the Baltic, was given to Po
land. In 1922 it became a part of a customs duty area. 

It was therefore not unexpected, when at the outbreak of the next Great 
War, these developments became an explosive keg of gunpowder! During 
the course of reparations , if the amount of coal from Germany's coal-mines, 
or wood from their forests, were not delivered punctually, it was reason 
enough for France to send five divisions of French and Belgian soldiers to 
the Ruhr. Many arrests followed, upsetting the cold and starving popula
tion. French officers made themselves 'lords of the streets', forcing people 
into the gutter with whips. 

The 'victors ' did everything they could to enforce the Versailles Pact, 
thus being responsible for an atmosphere that festered in the new genera
tion in Germany which was then the torch-bearer of National Sociali sm un
der Adolf Hitler. The peace treaty of 1919 could be regarded as responsible 
for the dictatorship arising from 1933. 

In berween times, a certain American 'style' in bars and amusement halls, 
and the sound of jazz music spread over western Europe and the pattern was 
not confined to such places. To the anger of the conservative-minded it had 
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spread to inner decor and fittings. However, this popularity of eve,ything 
American suddenly ended in 1929, as Wall Street crashed . The results of 
' Black Friday' spread like wildfire around the globe and resulted in one of the 
worst economic cri ses of all time. Before the end of 1929 there were already 
30,000,000 unemployed. Stockb rokers and profiteers ruled the roost, under 
the noses of a very limp government. In Germany, it was clear that it had 
become a land of two classes, the rich and the poor. 

Holland, as an up-and-coming land of industry and having become far 
more independent, was not spared the results of a worldwide recession. 
With a population of 8.8 million, almost 1 million were unemployed, de
spite its colonies in the East Indies, known today as Indonesia. The social 
climate was a catastrophe, as its prosperity dropped continually . 

In the families of the unemployed, meat was to be seen on the table just 
once a month, and then only for the father. A hot meal was eaten just twice 
a week. In a family with children, it was usual for them to possess just one 
set of underwear. When rhe mother washed it they stayed in bed, for the 
whole day when necessary, until it was dry. When, if unemployed, you were 
caught visiting the cinema, then your unemployment benefit was reduced. 
For those under twenty-one years of age and those over sixty, there was no 
financial support whatsoever. With that, the government worsened the so
cial problem instead of getting to grips with it. More than once, they even 
radically reduced the unemployment benefit. 

In July 1934, in order to protest against this , the workers organised a 
demonstration on the streets of Amsterdam. The Army and Navy were 
called in to help the police suppress the protesting masses. There were dem
onstrations elsewhere, not on ly in Amsterdam. On that day, the result of 
people against tanks was seven deaths, and more than two hundred casual
ties. For those in power there was then nothing left of the widespread DlItch 
liberal mentality, when the population had dared to voice an opinion! 

In 1933 mutiny even broke out within the Dutch East Indies Navy. 
The crew of one of its warships, the Seven Provinces, mlltinied in Indies wa
ters, when their pay was drastically reduced. But to no avail. The Dutch 
government ordered the ship to be destroyed. It was attacked by the Navy. 
Twenty of its crew were killed. 

For us chi ldren li ving with our parents in Zierikzee, that was of no con
sequence for we had other problems, for instance, school. The school-house 
seemed to be of gigantic proportions to us, small as we were. Its ceilings ap
peared to be as high as in a palace, and it had colourful maps decorating the 
white walls of the classroom. The classroom was dominated by bulky school 
desks, and the desk of the master on the dais. Behind him was a huge black
board smeared with chalk. The portrait of ' the mother of our land', Queen 
Wilhelmina never seemed to age, since she had looked down on her subjects 
with her youthful appearance, for some years. 
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Zierikzee 

Our teacher, wise and demanding respect, always ruled us with a 
cane at the ready, to ensure discipline. It was not always warranted, but it 
did us no harm. Meister Ten Haaf was hard but fair and was our 
favourite teacher. He knew how to attract our attention, particularly in 
history. Dramatically, he would stick his hand into his jacket and seize 
our imagination in portraying Napoleon Bonaparte. Almost without 
breathing, we would wait for the words of this Corsican general, as 
standing before the Pyramids in Egypt, he told his soldiers, "Men! Thou
sands of years are now looking down on you!" All that was missing was 
Bonaparte's tricorne hat. 

We school children literally hung on the words of our teachers. We 
lived, we feared and we suffered through the experiences of Louis XIV and 
Marie-Antoinette in the guillotine era, and the dictatorship of the French 
Jacobins. We followed the glory of the Grand Armee in their battles at 
Preussisch-Eylau, Friedland, Austerlitz. We 'perspired' in our classroom, in 
the heat of the Nile. With the modern Genghis Khan we 'froze' in the freez
ing temperatures of Smolensk and Beresina. We were also proud to know 
that our grandfathers had also fought with a red cockade on the front of 
their bearskin caps. Then, in our warm and cosy school-room of the thirties, 
we could not know that years later, some of us would ourselves be freezing 
in those same Russian Steppes, and wearing the emblem of the TotenkopJ or 
'death's head'. 

That Napoleon had left behind him a Europe in fragments, is some
thing that we were never told. What we were told, was that as France's 
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national hero and Grand Emperor, his last resting-place was under 
marble, not far from the Champs-Elysees. Our teacher was convinced 
that he had been a blessing for the world and held a high position in the 
world's history. 

Our enthusiasm had been fired to re-enact what we had heard about 
this 'grand army' in school. In wanting to do the same, we marched atound 
with wooden rifles and capes, storming the banks surrounding the mead
ows. Such banks were for the safety of the sheep and cows when flooded and 
while I was the only one with an air rifle (no longer functional), I was the 
leader of the gang. Our ammunition was really what we could lay our hands 
on, such as lumps of clay or root vegetables. Often, after it had rained, the 
low-lying meadows were sodden, and we too were sodden and muddy. The 
cows didn't mind, nor were they disturbed by our war cries. Only when we 
drove them into a gallop to attack, did they object in bewilderment with a , , 
moo. 

For us 'children of nature' the island was a paradise, and it was ours. It 
belonged to us. There were no tourists, and we knew every corner and every 
backyard. The farmers knew us too. Protected against the wind by tall trees, 
the thatched, red-bricked farmhouses always stood alone. Framed by wa
ter-filled ditches and green meadows, the vegetable gardens always sepa
rated houses from stalls and barns. The sweet-smelling perfume of phlox 
surrounding the vegetable gardens, mixed with that of hay and dung. We 
played in the sweet-smelling warmth of the hay-barn, springing bravely 
from the highest bale on to the srraw below. I t was here that we learned 
about a taboo subject, that was not taught in school, or at home, and that 
was of sexual behaviour. We learned from the animals on the farm, from the 
horses and pigs, and from the hand of 'mother nature'. The story of the 
stork belonged at home. 

AJI in all, our lives progressed along modest lines. We were happy and 
without complaints and enjoyed the smallest of surprises . My pride and joy 
was myoid bicycle which shone like new through my own efforts and care. 
We used to ride all of fifteen kilometres from Zierikzee to Haamestede and 
West Schouwen, where the widest dunes were to be found, and the largest 
beach in the whole of Holland. When natural dunes were not to be found, 
then huge dykes protected our land. One of them was to be found not far 
away from Zierikzee. Every portion of the coastline with a dyke, was our 
swimming pool, without tiles, pipes or warm water, very often cold, but to 
compensate for that, endless and beautiful. 

We never had to go to school on Wednesday afternoons. In the fine 
weather, we played in the water, amongst the seaweed and slippery jelly-fish 
until the sun went down. The seagu lls and crows used to pick between the 
green-grey stones for dyke mussels, throwing them in mid-flight on to the 
stones below to break them open. When we didn ' t have our bicycles with 
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us, then we sprang on to a passing hay-wagon to go home, tired, brown 
from the SLln and exhausted from the water. 



CHAPTER 3 

Political Revolution 

The Allies believed that with their success in 1918, they had set the west
erly pattern for democracy. When the truth was known, it was a gov

ernment reform that endured a gigantic crisis. Worldwide more and more 
people turned away from it. 

Such was the case in Italy - although it had been one of the 'victors', 
they too suffered from commercial hardship. It had not helped them to sud
denly join the side of those 'victors' and also declare war on Germany. I twas 
JUSt such poverry that turned its people to Communism. A Bolshevik upris
ing in the norrh, threatened to turn into civil war, only coming to an end in 
1922 as the Duce Mussolini came to power and ended the chaotic 
conditions. 

A large part of the world was very enthusiastic about that man. In those 
times of commercial disorder 's trong men' were rare. After visiting Italy, 
one could report that the trains ran punctually again, that poverry had van
ished and above all, there were then no unemployed. 

The British Prime Minister, Ramsey MacDonald , visited Mussolini in 
1933, and was one of those enthusiasts, as was Winston Churchill. Ma
hatma Ghandi, the Chief Minister oflndia's Congress Parry, described him 
as being Italy's 'saviour'. There were many admirers also in Holland, in
cluding many prominent people. The result of a survey was published in 
Holland's leading newspaper, Allgemeine Handefsbfatt, that in forming this 
Fascist State, Mussolini was, after the inventor Edison, the 'greatest 
personaliry' of that epoch. 

However, in Germany, the situation could not continue as it had done. 
The German Kaiser chopped his wood in Doorn in Holland, and his land 
was a slowly dying kingdom. After twelve years in which thirteen chancel
lors had ruled, the land was velY near bankruptcy and had nearly 7 million 
unemployed. The German population was ripe for a radical change in poli
tics. The man, who after years of campaigning, of attending hundreds of 
parry-sittings and who in 1930 entered parliament with 107 other demo
cratically voted politicians, was none other than Adolf Hitler. Not quite 
three years later, on 30 January 1933, President von Hindenburg named 
that Austrian-born man as Reichskanzfer. 

The Leader of the National Social German Workers Parry, i.e. the 
Nationafsoziafistischen Deutscher! Arbeiterpartei, the NSDAP, was then 44 
years old. Like Napoleon , he was obsessed with his own ideas and the inten
tion of altering everything overnight. It appears that he did JUSt that. The 
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disputes and quarrels, from those in power who had brought Germany to 
the edge of bankruptcy, were silenced. The authorising laws legalising Hit
ler's regulations were made without consent of Parliament. Theodore 
Heuss was among those consenting. H e was later to become the Federal 
President. 

The sceptics in the land, as well as those abroad, waited and listened. 
Millions of idealists, including those wanting to make a career, the adapt
able and those who wanted to ride on the turn of the tide, flocked to the 
new flag in such numbers that membership was stopped. In among the 
adaptable, was none other than Prince Bernhard von Lippe, who was later 
to become Prince Consort to Holland's Queen. He allowed himself to be 
selected as a cand idate for Hitler's Sturmabtaifung, the SA, but joined the 
SS, i.e. the Schutzstajfiln or ' protection squad', wh ich befitted his social sta
tus. Driving to many a pleasant NS Rally and 'guard duty' were among his 
duties, just like any other. He, as a confirmed SS-man however, changed his 
convictions more than once along the way. 

The people saw a ' messiah' in Hitler, who did solve the unemployment 
problem, who did ban Communism from Germany and who did free the 
land from the chains of the Versailles Pact. Already by the first days of 1935, 
on 13 January in fact , the Saar area was resurrected through a referendum. A 
90 .8% result demanded that it be reclaimed and returned to its homeland. 
In March of the next year, battalions from the Wehrmacht marched over the 
Rhine and moved into garrisons there. They reclaimed their own west
ern-lying territory, having been declared a demilitarised zone by the former ,. , 
victors. 

The defeated, and still lethargic population from 1918, suddenly be
came self-propelled into social and commercial activities. It became a year 
of events. Successes were celebrated with brass bands, ceremonies where 
uniforms cou ld be seen and Richtfiste, whereby a small tree with colourful 
streamers, was placed on the roof-beams of a new building before being 
tiled. For the very first time a state made it possible for the small man to go 
abroad on holiday. I t was through the organisationKrafi durch Freude, or 
'S trength through Joy'. Places like Madeira, Scandinavia or Italy, were the 
targets for the traveller, on board large modern liners. For the majoriry, it 
was the very first holiday that they had ever had. The 'Bohemian Private', as 
Hitler was scath ingly called by the envious, had made that possible, whereas 
kings and the rich colonial powers never had. 

Foreigners from all over the world visited Germany and were im
pressed. Many diplomats and ministers came, including the former British 
Prime Minister Lloyd George. He greeted the new Chancellor, in 
Obersalzberg, as one of the 'victors'. Others included representatives of 
both French and British front- line soldiers from WWl. The famous Ameri
can pilot, Charles Lindberg, also paid a visit, as did the abdicated King, th e 
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Duke of Windsor. France's Ambassador, Andre Francois-Poncet, arrived in 
a highly polished, black Mercedes owned by the state, on his visit to the 
Reichsparteitag in Nuremberg. 

In 1938, Winston Churchill wrote the following to Hitler, "S hould 
England ever find herself in a national disaster as Germany did in 1918, we 
would pray to God that he sends us a man with your strength, will and men
tality". 

A good percentage of the foreign press did not withhold compliments 
either. The Daily Express, for instance, said "the man has worked wonders". 
The Dutch newspaper De Telegraafreported that Hitler had destroyed the 
danger of Communism in Germany, even before becoming Chancellor. A 
Catholic paper, De Tijd, agreed with Hitler " that the fight against Marxism 
had been a fight for life over death ". A Dutch anti-revolutionary newspaper, 
De Standaad, formulated their opinion as, " the freedom In the Weimar Re
public had led to extremes, and lack of godliness had increased". As late as 
1938, a Dutch Jewish newspaper agreed that "o ne cannot reject everything 
that National Socialism creates". 

Naturally enough there were other opinions. The Dutch Communist 
newspaper described Hitler as " the new Chancellor, the farmhand of the 
German bank capital of the larger industrialists, and an East Prussian coun
try bumpkin". They further suggested that National Socialism would not 
last long, that Communism would march in, free the working classes and 
guide them to a socialist 'Soviet-Germany' . The Dutch population looked 
on in interest at the developments, and waited. It was generally accepted 
that Germany had done the right thing in freeing itself from the chains of 
the Versailles Pact. The Dutch Establishment however could not but help 
envy Hitler's and Mussolini's success. Perhaps, if the truth be known , they 
were afraid that certain sections of the population doubted their capabilities 
as protectors, which had been loudly proclaimed. 

To combat this, negative campaigns were broadcast that Germany was 
approaching bankruptcy and Hitler about to die , being incurably ill. Those 
who lived in the border areas did not believe those stories, or allow them
selves to be influenced, in view of flourishing employment possibilities. 
They peddled to and from their work over the border. In fact , when as un
employed you rejected work in Germany when offered it, then the Dutch 
authorities stopped your unemployment benefit. They damaged their pres
tige by such action, but in part it solved their unemployment problem, even 
when they did not want to admit it. To offset this criticism, the Dutch press 
was always ready to propagate negative stories about Germany, and to pub
lish public opinion in detail. The success of Germany's new government 
was being deliberately ignored. 

That cannot be said for the Dutch businessmen and the commercial 
representatives who were impressed with Germany's industrial creativity 
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and who wanted a closer working relationship. They saw vast opportunities 
for their own land. Through the Buro Ribbentrop, named after Germany's 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Joachim Ribbentrop, the German-Dutch As
sociation was formed. It concentrated on the traffic of business, not only 
with one another, but specialising in western Europe. 

My father visited Germany too, buying machines in 
Monchengladbach, and negotiating with IG Farben AG . He was fascinated 
with the modern technology presented at the exhibit ions, in both 
Hannover and Leipzig. As a director of a rubber factory, he then engaged 
two Germans to work for him, one as a 'master' and the other as an engi
neer. Both were 'old school' diligent workers. The constant contact between 
my father and those treasured workmen , being examples of German disci
pline and enthusiasm, won father 's sympathy for the Hitler 'fans' and the 
'new order'. 

For us young folk, Germany was a large and distant land. It stretched 
far to the east, with its rich countryside of gentle hills, dark forests and high 
mountain ranges, and to the south. That is how it was described to us in our 
school, none of us having seen it with our own eyes. Germany was also the 
'land of birth' of those wonderful model railways and metal cars, from the 
firm Marklin. For us boys it was 'Marklin land '. The model soldiers with 
their authentic, decorated and highly coloured uniforms and the 'Made in 
Germany' label, fascinated us. The significant uniforms of the German 
Wehrmacht were more familiar to us than those of our own Army. 

We were also impressed with the sporting idols of our next-door neigh
bour, such as the BMW motorcycle rider George Schorsch Meier, the 
World Champion boxer Max Schmeling, and our favourite Auto-Union 
racing driver Bernd Rosemeyer. We glad ly changed to Radio Bremen to 
hear martial music, or the songs of Marik a Rokk, such as On a night in May, 
which represented Germany for us. Otherwise there were, in comparison, 
the Anglo-Saxon songs of Louis Armstrong, presented for hours on end by 
Radio Hilversum. 

The successful developments of the Republic, under Hitler, had a polit
ical influence on Holland, in that the National Socialist Movement 
(Bewegung) the NSB formed in 1931. An independent associate party of the 
NSDAP had a sensational increase in membership. Their Party programme 
was very sim ilar to that of Ben no Mussolini's party, being "true to the King, 
Social Rights and anti-Marx ist". At the beginning they showed no signs of 
anti-Semitism. In the mid-thirties, there was a total of 56 parties in Hol
land, nearly all quarrelling with one another. 

The leader of the NSB, a water-engineer called Anton Mussert, was a 
100% conventional Dutchman, with strong ideals. In 'better circles' his 
party was fully accepted, because of its strong anti- left character. It drew in 
businessmen, officers, retired Colonial officials, those from the middle 
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classes and free-lance individuals. Baron de Jorge, Holland's Governor 
General and former Colonial, did not reject the National Socialist Move
ment either. The disillusioned unemployed also gave it their support. The 
NSB held 8% of the indirect Parliament Election of 1935, being 300,000 
votes with which Mussert was more than content. In the cities of Amster
dam, the Hague and Utrecht, the party held 10% and 39% in the eastern 
border counties adjacent to Germany. 

The success of the NSB shocked the government in the Hague and they 
had to deal with the consequences. It was, from that moment on , forbidden 
for officers and officials ro be party members. Some obeyed this rule. It must 
be pointed out that, for those unemployed to be engaged in a permanent 
position as an official, it was a treasured one. Other Mussert fans stayed true 
to the NSB and so the movement had its first ' martyrs', which they used ro 
the full for propaganda purposes. The world of the 1930s in Holland was 
comparatively peaceful in view of the commercial situation, and was practi
cally uneventful for us boys in the country. Much appeared to be pe
tit-bourgeois conservatism. We boys wanted a challenge or two. Singing 
songs around the Boy Scout camp fire or playing games was fun, but did 
nothing to fulfil our ambitions. We saw phoros of German youths in uni
forms, with short trousers, sitting in gliders of the Hitler Youth, or being 
able to race DKW motorbikes, which we could only envy. This was smart, 
dynamic and paid for by the state and held our admiration, for who could 
afford a motorbike or a glider at our age? 



CHAPTER 4 

War in Sight? 

On 14 March 1919, the National Assembly in Vienna agreed that Aus
tria annexe itself to the German Empire. In Germany it was a sensa

tion. But it was immediately refused by the 'victors'. This had to wait for 
twenty years. 

The pro-German movement had steadi ly grown as in the years before. 
In the end, it could not be suppressed and came into power, but not without 
some bloodshed, or spasmodic opposition. The Ostmark region laid itself at 
Hitler's feet and he readily accepted the new duty. The Wehrmacht marched 
from Bavaria, over the borders, to be showered with flowers from the enthu
siastic Austrian population. Street after street was made free for what was 
thereafter to be called the ' Flower Campaign' . A month later, 99.75% of the 
Austrian people voted for annexation to Germany and the church gave its 
effusive blessing. 

Only a few months later, and under the mono "The Right of Referen
dum" from the League of Nations, the Sudetenland, deprived of its right of 
self-government, was the target of the German government. Having been 
suppressed, lived in ex treme poverty and been persecuted for the previous 
twenty yea rs by the Czechs, Sudeten land held the highest rate, not on ly of 
suic ides but also of infant mortality, in the whole of Europe! T he borders 
however were hermetically sealed, not allowing migration. It is not to be 
wondered at, when the slogan 'Home to the Reich ' grew from day to day, 
and the immediate areas behind Germany's borders experienced an eco
nomic boom. The same situation arose therefore as it had in Austria , and 
came to an inevitable head. German troops marched in on 1 October 1938. 
Flowers, cries and tears of joy greeted and accompanied the marching 
troops. By September, Britain 's Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, as 
representative of the western powers, met Theodore Heuss III 

Berchtesgaden, and then others in the Rhine hotel Dreesen in Bad 
Godesberg, along with representatives of the German government. All 
agreed with that union. 

Abroad, it was acceptable as a natllral step for Germany to gather its 
leaders into a Pan-German league and the world's press reported positively. 
The Times wrote on 4 October 1938, "the first Czechoslovakian State has 
been destroyed, through its own politics from which it was born. They had 
never survived a war and its destruction was automatic, even without the re
ality of war". Already in January 1938, nine months before the affi li ation of 
the Sudetenland, the Amsterdam newspaper Het Nieuwe Nederland, criti-
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cally stated that "the shameful treatment of National minorities in Czecho
slovakia must be destroyed, in the interest of freedom . The Benes-clique 
must also be dealt with". 

Til l then, Hitler's foreign policy had been peaceful and successful and 
the explosive situation caused by the Versailles Pact had been defused. 
However, that did not mean that the German government accepted the ex
istence of the Czechs. The policy continued in the rest of Czechoslovakia. 
Hitler felt very strongly about that. He found a friend and ally in Pierre Cot, 
the French Minister for Aviation, when voicing the opinion that, in the case 
of war, German towns and centres of industry cou ld be bombed from 
Czechoslovakian aerodromes. Did France want to place her planes at Ger
many's borders? In order to avoid this dilemma and also win enough liv
ing-space for Germany's self-sufficient politics, the Czech President of State 
Emil Hkha was prevai led upon to "re-instate internal order in his land", 
which he did. In March 1939, the Wehrmacht marched into Prague, the 
oldest German university town, without a shot being fired. Bohemia and 
Moravia having belonged to a Germanic empire for a thousand years, was 
declared a Protectorate under German supreme command. Slovakia 
declared i tsel f i ndependen t. 

After marching in, and in order to avoid being attacked by Poland, the 
German troops had to take up defensive positions along the Czech/Polish 
borders. There was no help forthcoming from Russia, on the contrary, they 
were waiting for a piece of the booty. 

Reaction from Britain was surprisingly quiet. On 15 March, Chamber
lain gave a speech in the House of Commons saying, "although the State has 
given certain guarantees to guard these borders, these have now come to an 
end , having been settled internally. His Majesty's Government can there
fore no longer be bound by these duties". Many in Britain did not share this 
opinion and demanded that a 'Note of Protest' be sent to Germany, as did 
the French. 

Ernst von Weizsacker, who was State-Secretary in the NS Foreign 
Office, returned the protest, defending the move as "Politically, morally 
and lawfu lly necessary, in order to correct the foundations of privacy". This 
drew enormous protest over Germany from the Press abroad, and one could 
smell gunpowder. 

Although Hitler's own principle was to give the population the right of 
referendum, he did not follow his principle at that time. With the success of 
his latest coup, he set about removing the last and largest injustice inflicted 
by the Versail les Pact, the 'Polish Corridor'. Arbitra ril y it separated East 
Prussia, with its 2.5 million population, from their fatherland. It was on ly 
by plane, or with sealed railway wagons, that one could reach the north-east 
province of the land, formerly West Prussia, by using a 30-90 kilometre 
corridor. The rail connections, meaning everything essential to li fe, were 



War in Sight? 17 

used as harassment, to the full, by the Polish authorities. For every authori
tative party within the Weimar Republic, the division was an impossible 
situatIon. 

Hitler tried to find a solution. He started to bargain with Poland by 
suggesting that a motorway and stretches of railway be built through the 
corridor to West Prussia , this being a long-term guarantee for the Ger
man/Polish borders. That guarantee was in earnest. At that time a strong 
Poland , as a buffer against Russia, was a necessity for Germany. 

Poland 's reaction was one of dismissal. Despite every political reception 
for German politicians in Warsaw, and friendly speeches over drinks, the ef
forts were without success. In the end, Poland's Minister for Foreign Af
fairs, Beck, threatened Hitler with war, should the existing statutes be 
altered. By March 1939, with guarantees from France and Britain, Warsaw 
mobilised for the protection of the corridor. The call for war could not be 
ignored. 

Without inhibition, campaigns in the press started against Germany. 
At events for the masses and at parades, the cry "off to Danzig and to Berlin" 
could be heard. Propaganda postcards in extraordinary numbers reached 
propaganda centres, with an enlarged ' new' Poland, its borders stretching 
over Berlin and Leipzig to Lubeck. 

Retribution began against German nationals in Poland. Out of five 
hundred schools, three hundred were closed. German cultural centres and 
associations were forbidden. Tension grew in the summer months , result
ing in incidents, bloody clashes and gruesome torture of those German na
tionals. Under the motto "Harvest-festival of the Shining Knives", very 
many who had lived in good neighbourly harmony, li ving and working 
alongside the Poles, were without reason suddenly arrested, transported 
away and/or murdered. Out of 2.1 million German residents, 70 ,000 fled 
to Germany, reporting their shocking experiences to the German 
Wochenschau, or newsreels. 

Hitler's speeches became harder and more merciless and with them the 
menace against the German population increased. Under the cloak of pro
tection from the west, Poland became more pig-headed. At last, in August, 
came the shameful incident of Lufthansa 's civilian planes, on their way to 

East Prussia from Hela and Gd ingen, being fired on by the Polish Air Force. 
For weeks, French and British Military missions had talked with their 

Russian counterparts in Moscow about the situation for Germany becom
ing more than critical. Just as had happened twenty years before, Germany's 
enemies were circling around her. In order to avoid this, Hitler 
endeavoured personally to coax goodwi ll from the Kremlin. T hey gave it. In 
August 1939, a State contract was drawn up with signatures from Stalin , 
and the ministers for foreign affairs, Molotov and Ribbentrop. The Red 
'Tsar' drank to Hitler's health. 
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Seldom was such a Treaty sealed with so many malicious resolutions as 
the pact between National Socialism and Communism. The unbelievable 
had happened and the generals of foreign affairs, who had criticised him 
fearing a two-front war, had to wonder at Hitler's stroke of genius. 

The Dutch watched this military leadership with many a worry about 
the explosive tension in Europe. Holland had reason to worry with its own 
army in such a desolate state, due to years of merciless saving, thus produc
ing a grotesque situation. Dutch artillery had to use artillery dating from 
1880, and the infantry had rifles which had been produced in 1895. The 
cavalry used carbines and sabres . Some hundred machine guns from the 
First World War had been left in south Limberg during the war by retreat
ing German troops. Those then had to be restored. Many of those 'antiques' 
seldom worked properly, and mostly never. The machine guns, weighing a 
huge amount, were often just as dangerous for those using them as for the 
enemy. 

Things were no better for their Air Force, the accent being on 'air' 
rather than on planes and weapons, which on paper, had the sum total of 
130 aircraft, many obsolete. France in contrast, possessed nearly 1,000 
fighters. A modernisation for their forces was decided upon, but as it turned 
out, far too late. Only a small percentage of the modernisation programme 
was achieved. 

Because there were no volunteers, the conscripts, by drawing ' lots ', were 
housed in uncomfortable and empty barracks for five and a half months, 
some not even possessing a canteen. The basic tasteless menu was cooked in 
the open air, in field kitchens or in cattle-feed stoves. The soldiers found 
their military education boring and without reason, their uniforms 
old-fashioned and impractical. All in all they were devoid of any sort of mo
rale. They also had to cope with an unpopular image from the general pub
lic, being accused nastily of being 'murderers' . Very strong anti-military 
groups demanded the dissolution of both Army and Navy. The active dem
onstrators displayed banners with a broken rifle, with the words "no men, 
and no money", being their solution to the problem. 

Only with the general mobilisation of 1939 did the government appeal 
to the brave defenders of their land to make sacrifices. It was much too late. 
Once more in gear, the training unfolded, but nowhere was there to be seen 
any hint of the expected and wished for military effect. Both the govern
ment and the army reckoned on the military help of both France and Brit
ain, when it came to the crunch. 

Till then the 300,000 strong Dutch Army would take up their positions 
behind ' the waterline'. Always their enemy, water was about to be their sav
ing grace. The 'waterline' plan was designed to hinder any entry into their 
land by flooding the canals to a height of 50cm on the water-gauge. That 
would make them invisible, and thus ideal traps for tanks. They would be 
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The Dutch defensive system 

too low for the passage of amphibious vehicles and boats. Amsterdam, 
Utrecht, Rotterdam and the Hague were the most populated and important 
areas, making up Holland's 'fortress'. The cities would receive the maxi
mum defence that such a plan could give. Concrete bunkers were manufac
tured and erected as quickly as possible, from Ijsselmeer to the south-west of 
the land. Many miles of barbed wire and trenches were to be seen in the roll
ing countryside, time however, not allowing for their camouflage. The 
bunkers were therefore noticeable for miles around, naked of trees, banks or 
bushes. 

That was not the only problem with the plan. In various areas fruit 
plantations hindered the rotating barrels of the stationary weapons of de
fence. The government refused permission for the felling of the fruit trees 
because the compensation for their owners had not been calculated into 
their defence budget. 

Returning to the situation on Germany's easterly borders, Hitler's de
mands began to take shape, with the non-aggression pact with Russia. 
However, his patience with the blindly chauvinist Polish attitude, that had 
been strengthened by support from France and Britain, was wearing very 
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thin. He demanded a referendum under an international guarantee for the 
'corridor' area. The advantages in solving the 'Macedonian situation' repre
senting a 'co ntinued peace' not only for Germany, but for the whole of Eu
rope, being his personal view. Negotiations therefore criss-crossed with 
breathtaking speed between East and West in the last, politically heated, 
days of August. 

On 29 August 1939 there were alarming news reports of strong rioting 
in Poland aimed at German nationals. London warned Warsaw to stop us
ing weapons aimed against the increasing numbers of refugees wanting to 

leave the land. On the same day the hypocritical British negotiations were 
welcomed and accepted by the Germans. They failed due to Poland's stub
bornness and Hitler's impatience. The Polish Ambassador in Berlin ex
plained that he had no authority to act, apart from obeying instructions 
from his government that he was 'not to enter into discussion'. It was a fatal 
mistake. 



CHAPTER 5 

War 

The dice between war and peace had now been rhrown. It was on 1 Sep
tember that fifty-four German divisions, supported by two squadrons 

of planes, marched over the Polish border. True, that portion of the Ger
man Army was not expecting to be there for a long-rerm war. According to 
their estimation, it would not come to that. But at lOam, Hitler announced 
ro his government in Berlin, that Polish troops had begun their attack ar 
5.45. The same morning, Germany had returned rheir fire , with a 
'bomb-for-bomb' tactic. The ' local' war between two countries then ex
tended at an alarming rate. 

3 September was a lovely sunny Sunday. It was the day that France and 
Britain declared war on Germany. They created world tension from a cen
rral European quarrel into which they drew their forces from their colonies. 
After twenty years of peace, the Second World War now sprouted from the 
roots of 1914 to 1918, the First World War. 

From the beginning, rhe two million strong Polish Army suffered vety 
heavy losses. However, this did not give the western powers second 
thoughts. In the first twenty-four hours, the Polish air force was practically 
destroyed on the ground, the whole German air force making a massive 
lightning attack which was like a hot knife cutting through butter. Poland 's 
cavalry, with 70,000 riders including the death-defying Uhlans, who had 
wanted to push Germany's 'cardboard tanks back to Berlin's door wirh their 
lances' , had also been destroyed. Their remnants were marching 'to Berlin 's 
door', as prisoners. 

One cannot say that the success was due to overwhelming numbers. It 
was all due to co-ordination and co-operation of the motorised armed forces 
and air force, together with the impetus of the German soldier. It baffled the 
world. It had also given rhe field-grey uniformed and elite troops rhe 
Leibstandarte, i.e. LAH, their ' baptism of fire'. Those ' long lads' of the 
Waffen SS fought in death-defying style, in bold and sweeping attacks. 
With tough fighting, they pushed the enemy back over Lodz to Warsaw. At 
the end of the fighting, a Wehrmacht General commented that "the LAH 
had been an example, as a young unit" , bLlt had to add, "despite their 
go-getting, unabashed elan, they had suffered heavy losses". 

Three days after the outbreak of war, the German population of 
Bromberg had to live through the day of the 'Bartholomew March '. That 
event has been described as 'Bloody Sunday' in the annals of history. The 
German troops found over 5,000 bodies, whole or hacked to pieces, on the 
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streers, in houses, gardens and in rhe woods. The indescribable barbariry 
was not For publication, declared the Swedish newspaper Christa}iiderland. 
This was not the only case. Polish military and civilian murder commandos, 
and other lynch mobs, took the law into their own hands in other areas, and 
thousands of innocent people lost their lives. 

Three weeks larer, the fighting in the Vistula bend was coming to an 
end and hundreds of thousands of Polish soldiers Found themselves prison
ers of war. I twas 25 September when Poland's Fare was almost decided, that 
German troops marched on Warsaw. Radio messages, sent over two days, 
ordered the city to be given over to the German Military who oFfered Free 
passage to the whole civilian population that wanted to leave Warsaw, in or
der to avoid unnecessary bloodshed For the innocent. German troops 
moved Forward with less opposition, but Polish commanders were still wait
ing For the promised help From France and Britain. It was help that never 
came. The Poles received on ly comForting words , For what was already a lost 
cause. Warsaw, deFended From an entire army with a strength of only 
100,000 men, was attacked on the ground and From the air. Two days later, 
the whole army surrendered. 

As agreed in the Hitler-Stalin Pact, thirry divisions oFRussian infantry, 
twelve motorised brigades and ten of cavalry, moved secretly over the 
unprotecred eastern borders of Poland, ar rhe break of day, on 17 
Seprember. All in all, a total of one million men From Russia's Red Army 
moved in. They also took over the Baltic stares of Estonia, Latvia and Lirhu
ania, rhe Wesrern powers reFraining from declaring war on Moscow. 

One has to ask, did two sers of rules apply here? Did rhe guarantee of 
help only apply in the case of an attack From Germany? Was ir an excuse? 
Was ir a case of a strong comperitor raking up a posirion, exactly where he 
was wanted, in a milirary dispute? 

France and Britain did nothing to help Poland. To allow Russia entry 
into Poland without intervention however, held a very large advantage For 
rhem in Europe. AFrer all, their economy had not been endangered before 
those events. Russia's M inisrer For Foreign AFFairs Wjarscheslaw Molorov 
declared aFrerwards, "an arrack From rhe German Wehrmacht, followed by 
the Red Army, was enough to desrroy whar was leFt in Poland of rhe mon
strous prod ucr of rhe Versailles Pacr". 

German and Russian oFficers shook hands when meeting one anorher 
on the agreed demarcarion lines, just as the Russians and Americans were to 

do on rhe banks of rhe Elbe five years larer. A joint German/Russian victory 
parade in Bresr-Litovsk ended the Polish campaign. Then rhe suFFering of 
the Polish people began. 

The Germans declared rhar rheir territory would be ruled under a 'Gen
eral Government'. Wirh rhar, Hitler rerurned to rhe doubrFul pracrice of 
'colonial polirics' . The occupying Forces ruled, just as the Former Russian 
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Tsar did, or as France had ruled Morocco as a protectorate. One could not 
speak of the freedom to vote or of a referendum. The Poles, having had 
enough of the suppression and injustice to German nationals, could not 
however escape the consequences. The continued existence of Germany, 
and the war which was to come, contributed to the hard regime in Poland 
under which they then had to live. That does not excuse it. 

The Soviet Union pushed their borders a further three hundred kilo
metres in a westerly direction, annexing to the east Brest-Litovsk and along 
the river Bug, being a vast area with a population of 12 million people. On 
'bestowing' Russian citizenship upon the younger generation, the male citi
zens were then promptly conscripted to the Russian Armed Forces. The 
N KYO, Russia's Secret Service, transported 1,650,000 of the population 
from that area to Siberia. There until 1942, 900,000 died. In 1940, there 
were already 15,000 Polish officers alone, in prisoner of war camps. They 
were shot. It was in the spring of 1943 that German troops discovered a 
massive grave area, twenty kilometres from Smolensk, in Katyn. It was the 
area where those Polish officers were buried and the blame was put at Ger
many's door. That lie was deliberately nurtured until the early 1990s. 

After the "destruction of the most dangerous aspect of the Versailles 
Pact", to quote Hitler, he made ' moves ' towards Paris and London. With 
his suggestions for peace Hitler did not understand why France and Britain 
wanted to interfere in a military argument between two other countries. 
They continued with their declaration of war, which would escalate with 
worldwide results. Poland had to be used to suppress Germany's competi
tors, was the ensuing political comment. "Was that so wrong?" was the 
question then asked. 

The French soldier was already tired of the war and it had really not be
gun. For them, politics were a fraud and they had no intention of 'dying for 
Danzig'. As the first allied British Expeditionary Forces landed in Cher
bourg, in September 1939, the sum total of a reception committee con
sisted of one naval representative, two policemen , a couple of old ' market 
women' and a fisherman. There was not a hint of the 'brothers-in-arms' 
support, as was expected at that time. The higher ranks of the French Army, 
sitting cosily in their concrete bunkers on the Maginot Line, made jokes 
about the British. "The British will fight to the last soldier, the last French 
soldier"! They behaved as if there was no war and their Allied counterparts 
from over the water had the impression that the French had already 
acquiesced. 

The war now threatened Holland. At the end of August 1939, the gov
ernment announced over the radio, as well as in the press and by distribu
tion of posters , that special trains would take the assigned conscripts to their 
military designations 'somewhere in Holland'. The morale of those soldiers 
was mixed, the best of which could only be described as 'good ' . Many 
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thought that the measures were a false alarm and al l hoped that Holland 
would be spared the shock of war, as it had been twenty years before. 

An o rdnance officer had his hands full, his duty being to take the in
complete uniforms out of their mothballs for distribution. At first sight, the 
combinat io n of uniform parts did not give a uniform fit for a so ldier de
fending his country. Knitting committees were formed in every corner of 
the country to knit warm socks and gloves for the army. The absence of uni
forms and weapons was a catastrophe, the soldiers wearing any sort of civil
ian hat and carrying wooden walking sticks for weapons, when on guard 
duty. Five days after reporting for duty, sailors belonging to five 'older' age 
groups, were sent back home, there being neither barracks, cooking facili
ties nor equipment for them. During mobilisation , the deficiency in quali
fied officers was very noticeable. The general disinterest in the Army, 
nurtured by the politicians, had not produced one single application for the 
Royal Military Academy in Breda during 1935-36. 

The Dutch protected the whole of their coastline with floating mines. 
The estuary ofZierikzee and Schiermonnikoog was closed to shipping, and 
the ferry service to Britain was cancelled. The Army placed explosives on all 
of the important bridges and strategic points on the easte rl y border. It was 
only when 100% completed did the population begin to feel a little safer be
hind their 'water-line', should the war begin earnest. The military however, 
began to doubt the measures of defence for their land, having been taken 
completely unawares by Germany's ' lightning' attack on Poland. T hey 
knew next to nothing about Hitler's newest weapon , his airborne troops. 
None of the western powers had airborne troops and on ly Russia possessed 
such units besides Germany. 

Far behind the Rhine, on the Maginot Line, with its impenetrable sys
tem of concrete bunkers, one had the sense of security. Strong men such as 
Genera l Heinz Guderian, the designer of the modern and independent 
Panzer regiments, were few and far between , or non-existent. So Charles de 
Gaulle found no one to listen , as that young army captain also suggested 
th is strategy of modern warfare. H is commandi ng officers, staid and wary of 
new methods, declaring among other reasons, that 'o il is messy, 
horse-manure isn't' . 

No one from my family had been conscripted. My father had protected 
Holland 's borders in the First World War. So now he was exempt, as were 
Jan Adriaan Matth ij s, the eldest of the six sons at 21, and Evert nineteen 
years old, because he was apprenticed in the Merchant Navy at that time. 
The other sons at 16, 13, 10 and 4 years old were of course too young. 

The whole fami ly used to sit together in the evening sun on the terrace, 
throughout September 1939, to listen to the latest news issuing from the 
Bakelite radio that we possessed. We had no clue as to the future fate of the 
members of the family, as soldiers or civi li ans. How could we? We were part 
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of a land which, apart from their colonial politics, had never been to war. 
Neither our father nor our uncle cou ld describe to us how awfu l the reality 
of war was. So we found such reports sensational rather than fatal and we, in 
our na'lvety, wondered at the 'sporty' achievements of this modern German 
Army. The continuous and very negative campaign against the Third Reich 
by the media, at that time, created a very defiant opposition in us, and in 
other young people tOo. 

The Dutch fought for their official neutrality, in the hope of being 
spared this war, and at the same time played with fire. I t wou ld appear that 
foreign Secret Service agents 'ro mped ' around Holland. Its General Staff 
sought military contact with the Allies w ithout knowing of such contacts. 
This did not escape Germany's notice and they objected . They declared 
that France and Britain intended a military thrust to the Ruhr, using recon
noitred positions, not only in ' neutral' Belgium, but in Holland as well. 

It was after all an open secret that the French and British received re
ports about Germany's Armed Forces from the Dutch General Staff, 
through its Intelligence Service. They had a very good source. He was Hans 
Oster, a Prussian Officer and a very influential major, but in counter-intelli
gence. He continually delivered to the Dutch Military Attache in Berlin all 
the newest secret military plans made by Germany. However, he was always 
mistrusted by both the Dutch government and their Military DirectOrate. 
They cou ld not envisage a Prussian officer betraying his fatherland and sac
rificing the securiry of his comrades, but they used him , with reservations. 
One commander-in-chief, General Winkelman described him as a 
'wretched traitOr'. 

The 'good' relationship between Holland and Germany, as neighbours, 
suddenly clouded over. The German Secret Service kidnapped two very ac
tive British intelligence agents who were working in Venlo. They were 
whisked over the Dutch border intO Germany in November 1939. They 
spent the rest of the war in a German prison. Meanwhile, Holland 's neutral
ity had been horribly damaged. 

Although Churchill, then Minister for the Navy, had done his best to 

encourage the neutral states of Europe and the USA against th e 'Third 
Reich ', many retained their good relationships with Germany. Sweden en
joyed very many good business contracts with Germany, much to Britain 's 
annoyance. Its iron-ore, for instance, was being continual ly transported by 
ship, to the south, using the Norwegian port of Narvik. After receiving no 
response to close their port to such transport, the British Navy mined the 
Norwegian territOrial waters. 

A velY critical situation then developed in Hitler's headquarters. On 
one side there were those aga inst extending the war in the north, but on the 
other side they were very dependent on the ore from Sweden. Secondly, Al
li ed military bases there had to be avoided, at all costs. It was a race aga inst 
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time. Hitler won. He took the initiative on 9 April 1940 with his 
Weseriibung campaign using his Wehrmacht. This 'o ne-off campaign was 
brilliant in precision and audacity, being complimented with support from 
both Navy and Air Force. On his 'journey to the north' he beat Churchill by 
just a couple of hours , and occupied Narvik. Norway resisted, manning the 
28cm calibre guns positioned in coastal batteries. But those were quickly 
overcome and the most important harbour was then occupied. 

In the next few days there was hard fighting with French and British 
troops who had landed , supported by exiled Polish troops and joined by 
Norwegian units. General Eduard Dietl, with a very mixed bag of para
troopers, mountain troops and sailors surviving their ships being destroyed, 
held his position for weeks, despite the overwhelming numbers of the en
emy. It was not until the beginning of June therefore that the Allies with
drew their troops and Norway capitulated. Germany's 'spring to the north ' 
was successful by a hair 's breadth in preventing the Allies landing. Both 
sides violated Norway's neutrality. 

The barrie 'under the heavens of the North Pole' had ended successfully 
for Hitler, the Weseriibung enforcing the undefended occupation of Den
mark. Its government saw the uselessness of resistance and submitted to the 
forced 'protection ' of the Greater Germany. 

While Belgium and Holland waited for an invasion from their easterly 
neighbours, Germany was worried much more abour the 'compliance' of its 
western neighbours. They had allowed the Allies to march through their 
land to the Ruhr, rather than wait for an independent arrack from them. 
Germany had to combat that at all costs. Both those countries made efforts 
to contact the secret services of the Allies. It was not only those efforts that 
strengthened the assumptions of the German leaders, but also the predomi
nantly one-sided defence measures directed towards the east. At a later date, 
that assumption proved to be correct. 

Street plans could already be found in the department of National De
fence, as to wh ich mai n roads had to be evacuated for the smooth passage of 
French/British troop movements. Not only that, French regiments had al
ready received provisional operation orders, in April 1940, for their advance 
through Belgium and Holland. The 'Siegfried Line', that wall of protection 
against France, was not quite completed. It ended at the Belgian/Durch 
borders. The open Aank offered itself as the area of concentration for the 
Allied Armed Forces. 

It was Duff Cooper, later Minister for Information in Churchill's cabi
net, who said, "We cannot afford to have any scruples. We must take any 
step necessary, and withour consideration of the neutrality of the land". At 
the same time, in the House of Commons, Chamberlain declared, "The 
campaign can take place anywhere else, as in the north, and with far more 
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power and results. We British can distribute our attacks as and when we 
wish". Hitler decided not to give his enemies the chance of any initiative. 

Plan 'Yellow' was being planned, designed to destroy the Allied Armed 
Forces within Europe, the main emphasis of that planned offensive being 
the 'seam' between France and Belgium, where the Maginot Line ended. To 
prevent the sequentia l access of the British into Holland, as in the case of 
Denmark, it had to be occupied. The breaking of 'Rights of Neutrality' 
were not considered by Germany, in view of the far from neutral behaviour, 
not on ly of Belgium, but of Holland as well. For the last time, and more 
than once in the evening before the offensive, the German Major from the 
Resistance informed the Dutch Military Attache in Berlin, who in turn in
formed his government, of the exact time of the attack. 

The Hague gave the alarm and the Army put their last defence arrange
ments into action . They blew up their bridges, built road barriers with felled 
trees, closed their ports, and ordered their sh ips out to sea where they cou ld 
hopefully avo id an attack. Along the coastline submarines waited in 
ambush. 

For the whole Western offensive, the Wehrmacht consisted of 89 divi
sions, amongst which were 10 Panzer divisions, with another 45 divisions as 
reserves. The Allies had 144 divisions, supported by Belgium and Holland, 
although with their deficiency offront- line experience, o ne cannot say that 
they cou ld contribute much, their worth having been over-estimated. Al
though the German High Command held Holland to be a secondary thea
tre of war, 160 modern bombers and 240 fighters were to be used, in 
addition to transport planes. The Dutch Air Force as already mentioned, 
had a total of 170 machines, the majority obsolete. Their ground forces did 
not possess one combat tank which they could use against the Germans, not 
one. 



CHAPTER 6 

The War in the West 

H itler starred his 'Plan Yellow' campaign ro the west, with the following 
speech to his troops. "The hour has come, for you, which will decide 

Germany's fate. Do your duty! Go with the blessing of the German people". 
On Friday 10 May 1940, this major offensive took its course from the 

North Sea ro the southern border of Luxembourg. Weather conditions had 
caused postponements on more than one occasion. The 19th Army, with its 
22 divisions, was under the command of General George Kuchler. He had 
support from General Albert Kesselring's Lufiflotte 2, who positioned him
self as the northern flank of the attacking force to the west, through Bel
gium to France. With the first morning light, at 5.30 am, German 'summer 
time', and in an early morning mist, the first advance troops marched over 
the eastern border of Holland. 

From their air bases in Westphalia, German bombers started in a west
erly direction, at 1.00 am, in clear moonlight. The experienced pilots wove 
their way around Holland's search lights and anti-aircraft fire. I n a northerly 
curve over the Ijsselmeer, they reached their objective. At about 3.00 am, at 
a pre-determined point, they turned in an easterly direction, in close forma
tion, over the North Sea to Holland. An hour later they reached their desti
nation , i.e. Holland 's westerly aerodromes. The transport machines, the 
Junkers 52, fully laden with paratroopers, had another destination , the im
portant strategic cities of Dordrecht and Rotterdam. 

Nearly a year before, on 20 April 1939, on Hitler's fiftieth birthday, 
paratroopers filed past in a massive military parade in Berlin , marching past 
the High Command, as the Air Force's youngest achievement. The world 
saw for the first time, this 'elite' troop in a new type of uniform . In military 
jargon they were called jump smocks, with aerodynamic steel helmets. A 
great many of the invited foreign military attaches present, at that parade, 
underestimated the efficiency of these troops in combat. 

Despite Holland 's military experts having seen the performance ofGer
many's paratroopers in Narvik, they stated, "We will skewer them on our 
pitchforks, in mid-air". The nearer the Junkers came to their target, the 
stronger the anti-aircraft fire became. For the heavy slow-flying aircraft, it 
was dangerous. Already with the first approach, there were casualties. The 
company leaders jumped first, fo llowed in seconds by the whole squad, the 
last man giving the cry of'Horrido', and following his companions with the 
elegant spring of a fish our of water. 

28 
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Hundreds of parachutes blanketed the earth like a meadow full of over
large white flowers. Everyone was his own assault-leader upon reaching the 
ground, until later they stormed the most important bridges and aero
dromes together. During this mission, many of those courageous young 
men sprang ro their deaths. Although the majority carried out their orders, 
it was there that the 'Green Devils' suffered very heavy losses. 

Within the same hour, another Faffschirmjdger unit overran the 1,000 
srrong garrison within the mighty Fort Eban-Emael, in Belgium 's theatre of 
war south of Maastricht. Modern thinking held this ro be an impenetrable 
'bastion', at least from the ground. The Germans conquered the problem 
from the air, with twO secret weapons. One was troop-carrying gliders, the 
other, 50 kilo hollow-charges to blow up the armoured defences, 25 cm 
thick. 

The Falfschirmjdger had started from their base in Cologne-Ostheim 
and were towed close to Aachen, landing silently on the roof the fort. 
Within 24 hours, that Stormtroop 'Granit' made the bulwark non-opera
tional. With dare-devil courage, they put the most important key position 
of the allied defence system out of acrion. 1,200 Belgians were taken pris
oner and the advance into the heart of France, through Belgium, could now 
take place. 

Many other strategies of war, some not so straightforward , were used to 
achieve a smooth passage, for instance, the removal of explosives from 
Dutch bridges. That was the immediate objective. The first gtoupS, dressed 
as Dutch railway workers, went to work after dark. In other places, ' Dutch 
Resistance' escorted German 'prisoners' over the bridges, without being 
challenged. The Dutch suspected nothing. 

There was another case, called a 'trojan-horse' . A commando group hid 
in the hold of a Rhine-barge, using the 'down valley' stream of the river 
Waal, to destroy the Nijmegan bridge. One cannot say that those methods 
were ' fair' tactics of war. The Dutch did not behave any better when open
ing fire on German soldiers waving a white flag, as they were approaching a 
bunker that they were guarding. 'A la guerre comme ala guerre'. War is war, 
was the motto at that time. 

In our new home in Soest, we could not but notice the signs of war. Be
fore the night had ended, we were half-wakened by the monotonous drone 
of plane engines, becoming so loud that we were wide awake. We went to 
the window, to see a show in the sky that we had never seen before. Un
countable planes flew in close formation in a westerly direction over our 
town. With the flight-path coming from the east, we were convinced that 
there was a forthcoming attack on Britain. 

More and more windows were opened by our neighbours. They looked 
in amazement into the skies where the stars were slowly fading. In great ex
citement, many gathered in the streets to talk to one another, with rumour 
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and presumption making the rounds. As darkness faded we could recognise 
the black swastikas on the tails of the planes, flying like migrating cranes to 
the west. I t was not until we saw individual fighters, those small , lightning 
machines, leave the formation, that it dawned on us that we were the target. 
The planes circled over the military aerodrome of Soesterberg, six 
kilometres away. 

Very soon we heard confirmation over the radio. Radio Hilversum 
broadcast a Cabinet-formulated proclamation, a flaming protest against the 
German 'raping' of Holland's neutrality. Wilhelmina ordered her people to 
do their duty, as would she and the Dutch Government. The Dutch Minis
ter for Foreign Affairs had received a memorandum from Germany, with a 
long list of accusations that I will explain later. Who was right? 

While bombers and troop-carrying squadrons flew at dawn to their des
tinations, Panzer and infantry regiments prepared for their advance to the 
West. The German High Command ordered the motorised units of the 
Waffen 55, as spearhead, to overrun the Dutch border forces. From their 
starting positions in Eltern-Westphalia, the ' Del' Fuhrer' regiment reached 
the river fjssel, east of Arnhem, shortly after 7 .00 am. Dutch engineers had 
however, destroyed the bridge in good time. Crossing the river had to be 
carried out using rubber rafts which they had brought with them. Without 
a moment's hesitation , the men started to cross the river under very heavy 
fire, reaching the other side and landing on a very flat, barbed wire barri
caded riverbank. They suffered very heavy losses. 

For the young Austrians among those men, it was their first campaign 
and also their baptism offlre. Perhaps the Catholic archbishop, Count von 
Galen, had a premonition as to the high price in blood that the Waffen 55 
would pay with that campaign. He withdrew his consent to give the troops 
his blessing, shortly before the fighting began. 

Resistance however was not encountered everywhere. In some parts of 
the border areas, the war began like a day's outing in May for the German 
soldiers. Some of the Dutch commanders learned about the war beginning 
only hours after it had started. The news transmission, despite the short 
distances in that small land, left a lot to be desired. So the invaders only met 
farmers in many villages, on their bicycles on the way to milk their cows. 
They looked surprised, as they were greeted with "good morning!" from the 
soldiers. 

As daylight came, people gathered on the streets to stare in astonish
ment at the kilometres-long military column. They sat on chairs to sun
bathe in front of their houses, as the Germans marched by. Some of them, 
not knowing any better, mistook them for the British. Others, in their naive 
way, offered them bread and coffee, for they thought that the 'boys were 
certainly tired, having come such a long way'. 
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There were many, who having been influenced by many years of cam
paigns against Germany, were suddenly overcome with panic and burnt 
their anti-German literature. It was very noticeable, during that warm May 
weather, that days later smoke was to be seen coming from the chim
ney-pots in Holland. Five years later, also in May, Hitler's book Mein 
Kampfwas to be the cause of the smoking chimney-pots. 

Almost unhindered, the German advance was precise. It progressed 
rapidly, with only a few exceptions. Already on the first day, there was the 
impression of the disbanding of the badly equipped DLltch Armed Forces. 
The Dutch government confirmed with the Commission of Enquiry, set up 
after 1945, that the failure of large parts of their troops, in particular when 
having to fight against the Waffen 55, had been a catastrophe. 

A totally unnerved Dutch general placed machine-guns and entangle
ments of barbed wire, behind the backs of his defenders, in order to prevent 
the panic-stricken flight of that 'pitiful and cowardly bunch', which was 
how he described them. Similar hair-raising cases of defeatism or neglected 
duty, were compiled in books of officia l 'war-reports' and ski lfully detailed 
by the Dutch Imperial Institute of War Documents. In his research, a 
chronicler found that it had been Dutch troops and not the accused Ger
man soldiers who had plundered articles of gold from jewellers in the evacu
ated border areas . "One saw soldiers walking around with watches strapped 
on their arms, and trouser pockets full of gold rings". However, to lay that 
military ' fiasco ' on ly at the door of the Dutch soldiers, in those tragic and 
critical days, would be unreasonable. 

The results of twenty years of that 'broken-weapon' propaganda, by 
Government and press, had chiselled away the will to fight, and produced 
that catastrophe. All at once, the insufficiently trained DLltch soldier, the 
subject of defamation, should be the perfect and morally upright attacker 
and an example of steadfast fighting spirit. 

Despite this, there were some units under the command of courageous 
officers. They pLlt up dogged resistance, despite the German air-raids and 
concentrated artillery attacks, thus delaying the advance of the German 
troops. They found bitter resistance, for instance, from well-built casements 
at the en trance of the 30 kilometres long dam, separati ng the J jsel meer from 
the North Sea, and hindering their entry. The bitter resistance of that strate
gically important barrier was the on ly military accomplishment that 
emerged from the three northern provinces. Like an egg without its shell 
and JUSt as defenceless, the green lush flatland provinces of Groningen, 
Drente and Friesland, fell to the invaders. From Friesland to ljsselmeer, the 
hunted Dutch soldiers fled on bicycles or buses, and in private cars. Those 
they had commandeered, in order to flee over the narrow, now congested 
end-dam to try to reach the province of North Holland, not yet endangered 
from the war. 



32 IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRONT 

As in Poland, the Dutch were then left to their own devices , with the ex
cuse from 10 Downing Street, that " Unfortunately, we do not possess a fly
ing carpet". In this precarious situation however, British assistance 
presented itselfin great haste, in the form of 'demolition groups' . Their ma
chines of destruction destroyed the Dutch harbours , locks and sluices, and 
burnt their gigantic oil reserves. But the ultimate form of their support came 
in the form of transportation of Holland's gold reserves and politically 
endangered persons, to Britain. 

Although geographically in a better position than their British broth
ers-in-arms, French troops did not produce an effective military perfor
mance in their efforts to stand at the side of their Dutch counterparts. A 
joint effort to take and hold the strategic bridgehead of Moerdijk bridge, 
collapsed under the tough defence of German paratroopers, who had al
ready landed. On the evening of 1 1 May, the demoralised Poilus retreated 
over Breda to Anrwerp, accompanied by chaotic conditions. The inhabit
ants in the southern border regions came to recognise very quickly another 
side of those French and Belgian warriors. They were ' freed ' , not from the 
German invader, but from their gold and silver. It is not to be wondered at, 
that they longed for the German advance, in order that the plundering by 
the Allied soldiers stopped. They did not have to wait long. Hitler's tank 
formations rolled through the Ardennes with an unbelievable speed on a 
'Tour de France', in the direction of the Channel coast. 

Although surrounded by simple field positions, we were endangered, by 
being within distance of one of the most strategic and important de
fence-lines, the Grebeberg Wall. Therefore a total evacuation was ordered 
by the authorities. 

Instead of the shopping in preparation for the usual Whitsun holiday, 
we hurriedly packed the 30 kilos of essentials per person that we were al
lowed to take for that journey into the unknown. Nearly ten thousand in
habitants, walked, cycled or used the bus to reach the station in 
Soest-Soestdyke, where special trains waited to take them to safety. Already 
underway on our bicycles, we ducked our heads , as high above us, we heard 
the rat-tat-tat of the machineguns, as fighters fought with one another, leav
ing lightning tracers in the sky. 

My brother Evert had gone to war the day before. The events of war in 
Rotterdam however had caused him to miss his ship, in which he should 
have departed as an apprentice of the Engineer School. He shakily told us of 
his 'horror trip ' when returning to Soest on a motorbike. He passed dead 
paratroopers hanging in trees, and the wounded from shot down transport 
planes, or those having made an emergency landing. 'Lady Fate' had held 
her hand over him, for we were to learn later that his steamer had been sunk. 

In overcrowded and darkened compartments, our train journey took us 
hours on end. We passed through a polder that had been flooded for defen-
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sive purposes, appearing almost ghostly. 5e1dom with any pause, our train 
steamed its way over the miles to the North Holland province, into safety. 
In passing Amsterdam, we had seen a red horizon of flaming oil-tanks, set 
alight by the British, and illuminating the sky. The last station of our jour
ney was the small , sleepy town of Enkhu isen, nestling directly on the 
Ijsselmeer. Our family of ten had to be billeted separately, the smal l pictur
esque houses not able to house us all. That was where we spent those May 
war-days of 1940, in safety. But our peace of mind was clouded with fearful 
rumours about the situation in 50est. 

The German Military Directorate decided to send their most recently 
formed units, the Waffen 55, to the Grebbe- line. JUSt three days after 
marching over the border, they managed to break through the core of the 
Dutch fortress, which Holland 's military experts had estimated wou ld be 
their strongest form of ptotection. They believed it would withhold an en
emy invasion for up to two and half months. After the attack, a Dutch sol
dier gave the following account of the German soldiers. "They gave a 
devilish impression in their colourful 'camo' uniforms, with stick or 'po
tato-masher' grenades stuck into boots and belt". That description was to be 
confirmed later by a Dutch officer who said, "with an iron discipline and 
unprecedented fighting morale, this 'go-getting' modern force, although 
being at a numerical disadvantage, were in comparison to us, far, far supe
rior". Around 5,000 Dutch soldiers were taken prisoner at the Grebbe-line, 
having fought with twO divisions against the 'Der Fuhrer' Regiment. Those 
two divisions consisted of the cream of Dutch-Colonial troops, who with 
few exceptions, fought bravely, and with tough determination. 

During those turbulent times a newsflash shook our land to the core. 
Queen Wilhelmina and the whole Cabinet had deserted and fled to 
England! Her plea to her people, 'to do their duty, as she and her Govern
ment would do', was forgotten. They had left the day before, being the 
second day of the invasion. On command of the mother-in-law of the active 
Prince Bernhard and his wife Juliana, together with her two other daugh
ters , Beatrix and Irene, they boarded the British destroyer Codrington. 

The population was shocked and angry at the desertion of the House of 
Orange. Demonstratively, officers tore their medals from their uniforms 
and soldiers threw down their weapons. It was an adV3.ntage that not all of 
the front-line soldiers were so quickly informed. General Winkelman of the 
High Command described the situation as "shameful ", in referring to the 
desertion of those controllers of state, who had left the already burdened 
General complete power of government. 

In contrast, we were to learn a few weeks later that the Belgian King, 
Leopold IlI , al though capi tulating on 28 May 1940, had not left his soldiers 
or his people, to their own devices. He allowed himself to be interned in the 
Laeken Palace near Brussels, according to his status and the interests of his 
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land, and according to the conditions laid down by the 'victors ' . This hon
ourable and moral code of behaviour, was however turned against him after 
1945, he being made responsible for Belgium's defeat. Worse still he was ac
cused of collaboration with the Germans. He was made a scapegoat, and 
forced to give his crown to his son Baudouin. One can only say, 'unusual 
morals, unusual politics '. 

A bridgehead was made by German soldiers during the night of 10 
May. They had taken off from Zwischenahner Meer near Oldenburg, in 
rwelve He 59 seaplanes, and flew into the heart of Rotterdam, where they 
landed. The heavily laden biplanes landed on the Nieuwe Maas, the river in 
the middle of Rotterdam , and in front of astounded inhabitants. It was 
what can only be called a 'suicide mission '. A batrle flared around the most 
important Maas bridges. Very soon, the mission was given support from 
paratrooper comrades, many landing on the green spaces berween the tan
gle of houses and the Feyenoord football stadium. There they gathered to
gether before the attack. Speed was the order of the day and without further 
ado, they commandeered a tram parked in front of the stadium. They 
'roared like the devil' through the empty streets, fully loaded, to the shrill 
ring of the tram's bell. They went to one of the disputed war zones at the 
Wilhelms Bridge. Not long before, paratroopers had sprung from the 
Junkers' transporters to their targets, ready to begin their batrle. 

Very strong Dutch resistance hindered the advance of the Germans intO 
the core of the tOwn. I n order to avoid unnecessary bloodshed, the deploy
ing Wehrmacht Genera l ordered the Dutch commander to surrender, 
threatening air-bombardme nt if he refused, bur also relieving his own 
hard-fighting soldiers. 

The 'tragedy' of Rotterdam ran its course through more than one mis
understanding. The ultimatum was not accompan ied with the necessary 
name and rank from the German General. So, that order was refused by the 
Durch commander, who did not know that it was done to vei l the strength 
of the enemy troops, nor that it was the usual code of conduct. 

The slow-moving terms of 'capitulation', plus the bureaucratic condi
tions from the Dutch commander, led to a catastrophe in the end. The 
deadline of the hand-over, was cancelled however, as the bombers were al
ready underway. Through insufficient communications, the taskforce 
could not be stOpped. 

An ocean liner that had been burning for days in the port, had pro
duced a blanket of smoke for the pilots above, obscuring their view. The red 
flares, lit by the Germans to prevent them jettisoning their bombs, were 
seen therefore only by a few . Their own soldiers down below were also not 
spared from the oncoming bombardment. 

I n order to attack their target , but spare the civilian population, the 
bombers flew at the very low height of750 metres, despite strong anti-air-
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craft fire. It was especially tragic that in one part of the town, where not even 
one bomb had fallen, damaged gas-pipes caused fires which spread rapidly 
through the old and closely built houses in a storm of fire. 

It was a chain of unlucky circumstances which had caused the deaths of 
600 innocent people. The Dutch Government however declined to prose
cute, on charges of war crimes against Germany, after an investigation in 
1947. After 1945, it had not been easy to assess who had caused the most 
damage to the Rotterdam Haven that was one of the most important to 
Holland. Five bombardments had followed that of the Germans, from both 
British and American bombers, that were far heavier. 

In order to avoid the enormous consequences of further defence mea
sures, which really were without hope, General Winkelman ordered an im
mediate surrender. He asked for 'Terms of Surrender'. They were sealed 
with his signature and that of General von Kuchler, for the whole of Hol
land, on 15 May 1940, in Rysoord. In that 'five-day' war, 2,032 Dutch sol
diers lost their lives, nearly 20% falling in the defence of the Grebbe-line. 

In Rotterdam, the town which had experienced the shock of war in all 
its reality, the inhabitants danced in the streets with relief and happiness. It 
was only natural after such an inhuman experience. After a few weeks Hider 
released the Dutch prisoners of war from a north German prison, allowing 
them to return to their homeland. There they were enthusiastically greeted 
as if they were the victors . 

... .................. I ........ , .............. - u 

~QriG oefofltn! 
i!e (laurt omommen / ~ie erulrftont grdft on 

SSaOigtr 3ufonunenltrud) bujTmqififdJenijront 
...................... ,,' n.Ia-' 

.... e."" ........ .,. •• ,..' ..... ..,..r' 

........ ·--... I ...... ,..~II- ........ -
... - .......... ~ .. I_~I ..... , ..... ! ... ... 
Nt ...... ... ~ .. _....,....."'_ ... ... ...... - .~ ........... ~ ... -... -_,....I ... "~ ... ~ ..... a_ .. 

1: ...... " 

Paris has fallen! The headli ne of the Hamburger Fremdenblatt on 14 June 1940 
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The operations of the Wehrmacht then progressed, concentrating on 
Belgium and France. ' Lady luck' threw her dice to their advantage, allowing 
them to break through French lines, with an army of tanks, which in size, 
mass, manoeuvrability and power had never been seen before. On the fifth 
day of the invasion, they advanced into the rear of the Allies in haste, to the 
English Channel. 

On 24 May, German divisions would squeeze together both the sur
rounded British and French armed forces at Dunkirk. There is no doubt 
that they could have either destroyed, or have taken, the whole of the British 
Expeditionary Force prisoner. Among them was the core of the profession
ally trained army. There were also 400,000 French officers and men, but 
something extraordinary happened, ' the miracle of Dunkirk ' . 

It was for friend or foe, an unexpected and fateful turn of events, as Hit
ler himself, in a love/hate relationship and as an admirer of Britain 's Em
pire, who stopped the offensive, giving the British the chance to escape. An 
enormous fleet of 'sea-goers' , large and small, rowing-boat and ferry, boat 
and ship, answered the call to evacuate the British Expeditionary Force 
from the beaches, to take them back to England and to safety. All that was 
wished for from Britain, was that they recognised Germany's place on the 
Continent. The target of coming to peace with Britain, in all honour, had 
motivated Hitler to spare the British, had however clashed with the 
opinions of his generals. 

The English military historian, Liddell Hart wrote after 1945 , that the 
German Reich had absolutely no plans for war against Britain. Hitler always 
believed in the significance of the British Empire's structure, representing 
world discipline. Germany had imagined itself as a very important partner 
for Britain. Together they could oppose the Kremlin 's global machinations. 
Britain could have been an important ally to them, in a critical moment in 
their history, with which they could be content. 

After the expulsion of the British Armed Forces from the continental 
mainland and the Belgian capitulation at the end of May, the second phase 
of the Western Offensive, the 'Battle for France', began on 5 June. Once 
again it developed into a 'Triumphal March' which was without 
precedence. 

In what appeared to be a seamless combination berween tanks and dive 
bomber squadrons, they advanced in sickle-like, semi-circular movements, 
closing in on the enemy forces, until they were surrounded and beaten. The 
German concept of Blitzkrieg had been perfected in the western theatre of 
war. Co-ordination imperfections and other mishaps, which had happened 
in the Polish campaign, were improved to near perfect co-ordination be
rween Army and Air Force. The demoralised French could do nothing to 

stop the powerful advance of the German Army. I n less than two weeks, the 
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German infantry marched by the 'Arc de T riomphe' in Paris, it having been 
declared an 'open city'. 

They had a daily march behind them of between 50-60 kilometres, in 
the dust and the heat of a strange land. (Napoleon's troops in comparison, 
managed only half as much in a day). Only a few days later, Marshall 
Philippe Petain, France's national hero from the First World War, asked for 
Terms of Surrender, after the occupation of his land. 

On 21 July 1940, Hitler and his high command, waited to receive the 
French Peace Delegation, in the forest of Compiegne. The negotiations 
took place and were sealed in the same fox-red, railway salon-wagon as had 
been used on 8 November 1918 for the Surrender Treaty of the German 
Empire. However, it was certainly no repeat performance of humiliation as 
had happened on that autumn day. Then , the German envoys were treated 
with abuse, and already as prisoners of war, by the French Marshal, 
Ferdinand Foch . However, in July 1940, Germany's 'brave opponents' 
were treated with military honour, the negotiations were handled correctly, 
and with a view to the future. 

incidentally, it was the same Marshal Foch who had, after the signing of 
the Versailles Pact declared, "This is no peace, but a laying down of arms for 
twenty years". He was right. War had begun again 1939, but now, the roles 
were reversed. 

I n a campaign which had taken no less than seven weeks, three coun
tries had been defeated by the German Armed Forces. Europe's coastline 
from the North Cape to the Pyrenees were now in German hands. How
ever, that did not mean they had held the upper hand with a 3: I superiority 
of strength in the west, which military experts had assessed to be the ulti
mate requirement. Germany had fought with 136 divisions against 144 of 
the Allies, and with 2,245 tanks against 3,063. Only in the air was Germany 
supreme, with approximately 4,000 planes in comparison to 3,400 enemy 
machines. 

War was at an end in the west and the German people now hoped for 
peace. The fighting forces were rewarded with holidays and it was suggested 
that no less than 35 divisions be demobilised. The return of Hitler's forces 
from the western battle-zone was celebrated with a triumphal parade 
through Berlin. Every bell in the city was rung and an indescribable cheer
ing from the population accompanied the column of cars driving over a car
pet of flowers, from the Anhalter Station to the new Chancellery. The 
German people were overjoyed. I n the few weeks of the war, very few had 
fallen, in comparison with the awful years of First World War which had 
cost the lives of millions. 

On 19 July 1940, Hitler tried once more for conciliatory negotiations 
with his British opponents, in order to avoid unnecessary suffering and mis-
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fortune. But Churchill remained resolute. The war moved into the next 
round, Churchill being determined ro fight for a ' knock-out' . 

German submarines were having one success after another at sea. The 
Royal Navy suffered considerable damage and losses. In the first year it was 
at a rate of 10 ro 1 to the Germans. [nstead of concentrating their efforts at 
sea, Britain became active in the air. 

The first bombing mission by the Royal Air Force took place on 4 
September 1939,24 hours after Britain 's declaration of war. From aero
dromes in East Anglia, the target of 29 bombers was Wilhelmshaven and 
German warships, which they wanted ro destroy. Weather conditions were 
far from ideal and ten of the planes returned to their base, not having found 
their target, because of rain and heavy clouds. Three other planes wanted, 
mistakenly, to attack British warships but recognised their signals and 
turned around. One plane jettisoned its load on the Danish town of 
Esbjerg, being 180 kilometres off target through a navigation failure . In the 
actual bombardment of Wilhelmshaven from the other fifteen machines , 
five Blenheims and two Wellingrons were destroyed, from a heavy 
anti-aircraft barrage. All in all, they had on ly produced the minimum of 
damage. In broad daylight, those bombing crews were faced with flying a 
distance of 430 kilometres, from the British coast, in o rder ro find their 
targets , which half the bomber force had not managed ro find. It was a very 
disappointing beginning, luckily without heavy loss of life, but Britain 
learned very quickly from those mistakes. 

When Churchill came ro power, the air-warfare escalated . Liddell 
Hart's comment was, " the world has not seen such an uncivilised form of 
warfare from the War Office, since the devastation by the Mongols". 

The 'Blitz' , i.e. the a ir raids on London, began only after Britain had 
continuously bombarded German cities for three months. The first Ger
man bombs fell on the Island Kingdom from the German Air Force in June 
1940. 

Pointless restraint was at an end. At the opening of the Organised Win
ter Relief on 4 September 1940, Hitler declared, " they come in the night, 
indiscriminately dropping their bombs on residential areas, and I have, after 
three months, not retaliated. 1 believed that such madness would be 
sropped. We are now answering night for night. If the British Air Force 
drops two, three or four rons of bombs, then we wi ll in one night drop 150, 
250 or 300 tons . If they declare that they will increase their attacks on our 
cities, then we will raze their cities ro the ground". He then secretl y lifted the 
embargo on London. 

In the aerial battle of Britain , the ' Battle of Britain ', it very quickly be
came clear that the young German Air Force was not equipped for aerial 
warfare, particularly for bombing raids on a large scale. They just did not 
possess any large bomber-type aircraft simi lar to those of the British, or 
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those that the Americans used later against Germany. The bomber squad
rons were very quick ro recognise that they had a problem. They and their 
accompanying fighters could only cope with a tenth of the range needed ro 
reach Britain 's island terrirory, in which, almost undisturbed the produc
tion of planes continued, as well as the training of their pilots. The war, as 
far as the German Air Force was concerned, was ill -timed, its conception 
not having been completed. They really did not have a very good chance ro 
fulfil all that was expected of them. 

Despite this , the air raids in the late summer and autumn of 1940, 
caused fear and anxiety for the 7 million inhabitants on and around the 
Thames. London, as the nerve-centre of the War Office, the Royal Wool
wich Arsenal and munitions facrories , with the Battersea power station, 
commercial docks, warehouses and trade centres, was of a very high strate
gic importance. [n the first attack. 306 Londoners were killed. 

We boys often cycled to the neighbouring aerodrome in Soesterberg, 
from where the German squadrons flew their missions over the Channel. 
We wanted ro take a look at those gigantic birds. We were just fascinated by 
both flying perfection and technique. There were no secur ity measures as 
such and we were ab le ro walk over the grass to the crews sitting in the shade 
playing 'skat', ro while away the time, the sun sh ining on the glass cockpits 
of the He- III s. Somewhat amused, but always friendl y, the crews talked ro 
us, giving information for which we had a real thirst. Enthusiastic and just 
as relaxed as those heroes of the air, we listened intently, as they rold their 
srories of the battles with the 'Sons of Albion ' . 

With the extension of air warfare, the Royal Air Force began ro attack 
the small aerodromes in the Netherlands, including that of So ester berg. Gi
gantic search lights, shooting fingers of light in the night sky, encircled 
heavy 8.8cm calibre anti-aircraft guns standing in the middle of our village, 
for our defence. 

The 'ack-ack' went inro action at the approach of the British planes, 
flashes offire spitting from the muzzles over the darkened houses. We heard 
shrapnel hitting roofs and tarmac quite clearly and night was turned into 
day for minutes on end, from parachute flares , si lently floating down from 
the enemy planes. We saw flashes of lightning in the distance from explod
ing high explosive bombs and when the nightmare ended, we boys returned 
quite happily to our beds. It did not however quite end there. The 'God of 
War' gave encores, with a devilish plan, in every sense of the word, for the 
next day. He had another iron in the fire with a delayed reaction. Phospho
rous strips, dropped by the British, ignited in the rays of the hot sun, which 
set harvest and hay stacks alight and which was a positive danger for us 
living in our thatched roof houses. 

The air battle over Britain was not decided with bombs , but with dog
fight duels between the fighters. In this, the British had a clear advantage. 
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Although the German planes were quicker, they suffered from the handicap 
of only being able to operate for no longer than 75 minutes. As accompany
ing support, they could only operate for between five and fifteen minutes, 
even when over London, their primary target. This amount of time was def
initely too short. There was no absence of death-defying courage on either 
side, the opponents proving to be equally matched in their mercilessness. 
Without doubt the brave Royal Air Force pilots in their Hurricanes and 
Spitfires were the saviours of their country. Churchill said, "Never in the 
field of human conflict, was so much owed by so many, to so few". 



CHAPTER 7 

The European Volunteers 

V ery many Europeans, at the beginning of 1940, began CO see a new Na
tional Socialist Europe, through Germany's successes. lr was an opin

ion being broadcast withour restraim. The Bolshevik world revolurion, bur 
for some had been a binding elemem, had been suppressed. Ie corresponded 
with some people's opinions and feelings. Such people hoped for, and imag
ined, a new Europe as another Commonwealrh of equal panners, the most 
competem on the cominem being the leader. It could just have easi ly been 
France or Britain bur at that time it was Germany. 

France had been beaten. The British had retreated co their island and 
now seem ingly cared only for their own welfare. Apan from that, how 
should sovereignry be reinstated for those defeated lands, other than by a 
reconciliation with the Third Reich, and with those who were wi lling? The 
idea of a new Europe provided many alternatives and solurions at the same 
time, or so it seemed, and the younger generation was in agreemenr. The 
shock over the surprisingly quick defeat of their lands left them comparing 
one with another, producing a plus for Germany. The enduring chaotic po
litical relations, unemploymem and commercial misery in their homelands 
could not be ignored. They had been wirness co it long enough and saw with 
jealousy the German State's inrerest in the promotion of its own counrry's 
yourh . Meanwhile, other counrries were showing only the slightest imerest 
in the stimulation of their younger generation. 

Ie was cenainly not just a few who were gripped by Hider's eloquence 
and dynamism, many believed his frequem pledges for peace. Then there 
was also the personal experience with the German soldiers, with their cor
rect behaviour in their occupied lands, which made an impression. ''The 
perfecr military machinery not only shocked bur had fascinated many 
youths and adolescems in the German ruling sphere". (Hans Werner 
Neulen, Europa s Verratene Sohne). 

For the majoriry of German soldiers, with their march inco the western 
and nonh European lands, a new world had opened up. They found no 
hate from the Danes, Norwegians, Durch, Belgian or French. They regret
ted their show of arms, deep in their heans, which they saw more or less as a 
war between brothers. As the relationship deepened berween each land, the 
populations were ascounded co find that the cuscoms, style of living and 
feelings even, were very simila r co those of the 'v iccors ' . The German soldier 
made effons co give consideration co those who suffered from a damaged 
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A recruiting poster and page from a recruitment leaflet aimed at recruiting Dutch 
volunteers for the Waffen 55. 

national pride, and in general wherever they could. The war with Britain 
was an unpopular theme with the majority. 

It was with the formation in the summer of 1940, of the Waffen 55 
Standarte 'Westland', ordered by Hitler, that young Dutch and Flemish 
men had the chance to volunteer and show their willingness, by their ac
tions, to fight for the new Europe. The call of the Waffen 55 was not with
out an echo for Europe's youth. I will now take this opportunity to explain 
to the reader a little more about the term '55', without the usual defamatory 
polemic. Today, decades after their disappearance, this ancient Germanic 
letter of the alphabet, this mysterious symbol is representative of everything 
evil and wicked. I will permit myself to give an even more objective explana
tion to this 'myth'. For better or worse, the term 'Waffen 55' was, especially 
after the war, used as the slogan. 5imilarly, the title 'Criminal Organisa
tion', was used to force into oblivion the enthusiasm with which Germany's 
youth, in fact Europe's youth, had 'hurried to the flag', to quote the resume 
from an expert, Gunter Drescher. 

In the turbulent, political struggles of the 1920s and '30s, in which 
bloody terror ruled, the 'Schutzstajfeln', i.e. 55, was formed. Joseph '5epp' 
Dietrich, Hitler's personal bodyguard, became its commander. At the be
ginning, this small troop wore no uniform. Their highest military leader 
was none other than Heinrich Himmler. After the N5DAP came into 
power, this small troop was the 'Elite of the Nation'. They enjoyed the title 
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of'SS Honorary Leader' this being the visiting ca rd to High Society, such as 
ministers, high officials, managers of indusrry, and leading athletes of the 
time. Membership was on a par with a state award or medal. 

To quote Helmut Treffner, from his book Geschichte der WaJfin-SS: 

In comparison with the SA, i.e. Stllrm Abteilllng, the Waffen 55 impressed 
at first sight, in their black uniforms in sharp contrast [0 the unattractive 
brown garb of the SA. Far more important was their reputation, which 
appeared [0 be as an unquestioning, obedient elite of fanatics who, [0 

Hider's admirers, also appeared [0 be a mysterious and terrifying band. The 
55 commanders in contrast, appeared [0 be of a supe ri or intellectual class [0 

their heavily-built and hooligan-like SA brethren. The 55 were the 'finer ' 
troop, their size denoting qualiry and not quantity, boasting only 50,000 
men ar the beginning of 1933, the SA having 3,000,000. 

The troop budded and grew very quickly from this offshoot. They and 
the 'Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler' were joined by three regiments for special 
duries to the Reich, being known as the VT, i.e. Veifitgungs Tntppe, a troop 
detailed for special ass ignments, namely the 'Deutschland', 'Germania', 
and ' Der Fuhrer'. 

In 1940, non-German nationa ls were also allowed to join the Waffen 
SS, by which time the ' Black Guard' had changed the colour of their uni
form to field-grey. Reputable Prussian officers, with a stee l-hard apprentice
ship behind them, had produced the former General Staff Officer from 
First World War and later General, Paul Hausser. In its formative stages, 
the military reformer and former Reichswehr officer, Major Felix Steiner, 
was also involved, training his soldiers almost to the level of top athletes, to 
think for themselves, to take decisions, and to be individual fighters with 
initiative. The very sharp cleft between so ldier, non-commissioned officers, 
and officers, was evened out and with it a solid fighting unit was ach ieved. 

In the first years of the war, the Waffen SS recruited on ly young men 
giving at first sight a good impression. If found to possess a first-class char
acter, mental flexibility and very good physical condition then they were ac
cepted. Those with a criminal record and hoping to avoid their sentences by 
joining the organisation were rejected, as were those with financial prob
lems, unless they had been resolved. One's 'confession' did not playa role, 
nor were political convictions explored, even the sons of former Social 
Democrats being accepted. The field-grey clad men of the SS did not want a 
political army and, for that reason, removed themselves from Himmler. 

"They wanted professional soldiers and not those who viewed world 
politics", according to Helmut Treffner. However, at the same time some 
traditional German ic convictions were present and approved, not only by 
Himmler bur also by ' Berlin dogmatism'. It was acceptable when being a 
cultural bridge from man to man , but it had to stay within certain limits. 
Hitler also rejected Hill1mler's religious zealousness. He commented to 
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Speer, his personal architect, on one occasion, "when we have almost 
achieved a day and age without mysticism, he, Himmler, starts it all over 
again!" (Quote from the French historian Jacques de Launay) 

For the Waffen 55 it was no problem, their very sober and profession
ally trained superiors taking care of this. "Much later, this cleft between the 
Waffen 55, constantly at the heart of heavy fighting on the front, and the 
inexperienced 'home-guard' could not have been greater", to quote Felix 
Steiner, from his book Die Freiwilligen. 

"Produce a fully functional motorised division to our present quality 
and in six months!" was the order received by General Steiner in 1940, in 
forming the 'Wiking' division, to be made up mostly from volunteers from 
west and northern Europe. "This duty was a novelty, the planning of which 
in face of the heavy psychological fundame ntalism, being a venture in it
self," wrote Steiner later. That he was the right man, in the right place and 
time, was with the trust and devotion of his men proven, at a later date, with 
his military success. 

The cadre of the new division was made up of non-commissioned offi
cers and officers from peacetime and two campaigns. They cared for their 
westerly comrades in an almost brotherly fashion, without any signs of arro
gance towards their men. On the contrary, frankness was nurtured and they 
moulded their young volunteers, who were willing 'to go to hell and capture 
the devil', into iron-hard soldiers, not only in a professional way but also as 
comrades. 

Munich was the training centre for the first of the Dutch and Flemish 
recruits. That was a good decision. The town, situated on the river Isar, with 
its happy rhythm of life and cultural attractions, wou ld suit the 'full of life' 
Dutchmen. But not all who applied were accepted. The very strict Com
mission refused the majority of applicants, only accepting 45 from the first 
455 Flemish volunteers . Hans Werner Neulen wrote, "The European vol
unteers were, in the majority not adventurers, foreign legionnaires, merce
naries or private soldiers." They were from amongst the sons of diplomats 
and officials, from industrial fami lies, aristocracy and high society, or gold 
medallist students from the Jesuit schools. In amongst those candidates, was 
the leader of a Belgian catholic students' society, with the name of Leon 
Degrelle. More than half the recruits, from 1940/41, were aged between 
seventeen and twenty-five. 

My brother Evert followed the dictate of his conscience and belonged 
to those willing to make a sacrifice for his fatherland, in the Europe of the 
future. So he donned the uniform of the enemy, taking the opportunity of
fered to him by the Waffen 55 and in September, arrived in Munich , at the 
Freimann barracks. At the turn of the century Ezra Pound, the American 
poet, had written, "when a man is not wi ll ing to take risks for his convic-
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tions, these convictions are of no worth and neither is he". Those were the 
words of this idealist who was popular in the forties. 

For the Christmas of 1940, Evert, after three months of very hard train
ing, marched through our garden gate in his field-grey uniform, a death's 
head adorning his cap and on a black arm-band, the silver regimental em
blem of the 'Westland'. It was to be the first and the last Christmas that he 
spent at home, as a soldier. He passionately related how the previous three 
months in far-off Bavaria had been, to us his younger brothers and sisters, 
who listened intently. 

Despite strict Prussian drilling, which extracted the very last reserves 
that the men could give, my brother was very enthusiastic about everything 
that he had seen, from his superiors and from the comradeship among those 
young men. He told us just as passionately, about the motives of his com
rades and brothers-in-arms and those motives corresponded with my own 
opinions. There was definitely no connection, for the volunteers, with Na
tional Socialist ideology. Political lessons were given, just once weekly, for 
an hour. 

For my brother Evert, it was very doubtful that I, his younger brother 
would, or could withstand this very hard training. I was not grown up 
enough, an opinion which I would not accept. I decided to follow him and 
nothing would deter me. My parents did not object although, naturally 
enough, they had their worries. At the same time they decided that a form of 
training with the accent on athletics would not do any harm. The war was 
not in fifth gear by any means. The majority thought that it would end 
shortly, but nonetheless Evert and I did not want to miss out. Our ambi
tions for a new Europe, we knew, would not be realised by lounging around 
in dressing gowns and slippers. A few months later, I presented myself at the 
recruiting centre at number 60, Queen 's Canal and was received by Ger
man Waffen SS Officers , experienced in front warfare. They were a very 
strict selection board, every second candidate being rejected. 

Ten days later, on 30 April 1940, the recruits had to muster at the Zoo 
in the Hague, with their cases, rucksacks and cardboard boxes, where they 
were given a farewell with an official speech and flowers. Only a few days be
fore, I had taken part in my mother's birthday party, decorating her chair in 
family tradition with green leaves and flowers , then going my way after a 
happy celebration. The sound of martial music mixed with that of the whis
tle from the steam-engine, as our train pulled our of the 'Staa tsspoor' rail
way station, in the direction of Germany. My war-wandering years had 
begun. 



CHAPTER 8 

My Training in the Waffen SS 

A lthough the British Air Force had not produced any significant damage 
up to the spring of 1941 , the BBC broadcasts exaggerated reports of 

successful bombing raids over Germany. According to those reports, the 
Reich 's armaments industry had been destroyed and the cathedral in Co
logne razed to the ground, although when travelling in the Ruhr, everything 
was just as normal as the day before. Happy farmers smilingly waved as they 
worked in the fields, smoke issued forth from factory chimneys and when 
driving over the Hohenzollern Rhine-bridge , the cathedral could be seen 
stretching into the sky, as usual. 

A scene that never ceased to impress us was that of the RJl ine banks, the 
200 kilometres between Cologne and Mainz in particular, with its steep 
rock cliffs on either side, medieval ruined castles and the picturesque 
wine-producing villages, nestling on the river bank. When surrounded by 
the cherry orchards in full bloom in the spring, it was particularly beautiful. 
So was the region around Sennheim in upper Alsace. Our destination for 
our battalion 's training was at the foot of the Vosges, not far from 
Mi.i1hausen, our barracks being a converted, former psychiatric hospital. 
One of the seven large stone houses surrounding a towered building became 
our home. 

After a welcoming speech, we were separated into companies and our 
colourful civilian clothes exchanged for the field-grey, Prussian, 
's traight-jackets ' . We took care that every button and hook was fastened, 
even when the collar was too tight and rubbed. Sport played a very large role 
in Sennheim, sports clothes being issued too and suddenly we realised why 
we volunteers had been so rigorously selected. 'Praise be to all that tough
ens!' being the favourite saying, which we were to hear time and time again 
from our instructors. They were all very experienced athletes, never expect
ing anything from us that they could not demonstrate themselves. This not 
only gave them a strong air of authority, but it spurred us on as well. Need
less to say, by boxing, my first injury was a broken nose and it was not to be 
the last, by any means. 

Throughout our training as recruits, individualism and common initia
tive were not wished for and were forcefully suppressed, our 'backs being 
broken' and carefully put back together again, piece by piece. We under
stood that we belonged to a military unit in wartime and everyone could not 
'cook their own soup', but it was not easy at the beginning. It was the reality 
of being a soldier and our idealistic dreams being miles apart. We had to grit 
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The author as a recruit in 1941 

our teeth to come to terms not only with our spartan lifestyle, but also the 
bodily and mental stress. On the other side of the coin, we knew what it 
meant to belong to such an elite organisation and so we took one step at a 
time. 

Every morning, on the stroke of five, we were wakened by a non-com
missioned officer with a very shrill whistle, who drove us to the wash-rooms 
in the barracks, to wash in cold water and a very sticky soap. After our hur
ried wash, we had to muster for morning gym, in a cold May morning mist 
in shorts and T-shirts, shivering through our teeth. After a trot around the 
block a few times, we were rewarded with a sparse breakfast of bread, artifi
cial honey, and artificial coffee made from chicory, to us however, welcome 
and tasty. 

So the order of the day was gymnastics, sport and theoretical studies. 
Up at the crack of dawn, it was not to be wondered at when sometimes an 
eyelid dropped, in a warm and airless room. A verbal crack of the whip 
aimed at one of us, woke us all and made us pay attention once more. Hour 
after hour, the commands rang out over the barrack-square from zealous in
structors, mercilessly driving the panting recruits, in whirling dust and in 
the burning sun. 

We had another problem at first, which was our 'schoolboy German', 
which simply was not good enough. The commands in Prussian-German 
could have been Spanish for all we knew. Only by hearing them repetitively, 
learning them offby heart, and learning the songs that soldiers sang, did this 
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improve. After only a few weeks, we had no more problems in understand
ing what was said, or of communicating. Our German instructors had their 
hands full with us too. Our typical Dutch liberal mentality caused com
ments. There was a refusal here and there, instead of the quiet acceptance 
and wished-for obedience that was very important for the instructors. Our 
suitability had to be proved, and to fit in with their unspoken choice that 
was forming for choosing future officers. However, not all the 'ambitious' 
ones were chosen. Transfers and exchanges were made. 

"Pre-conditions for suitability are, heart, passion, capability of solving 
even the extreme and unusual of problems, and of personal example." 
(Quote from Felix Steiner). General Steiner's comments on leadership, in 
1942, on the Russian front were, "With the foreign replacements within the 
division, the diversity of mistakes that can be made in forming a close com
radeship, will have far more dramatic results, than with a German unit ". 
He meant us. "The most important pre-requisite for human leadership, is 
untiring and enduring care from commanders for their men, ensuring com
plete faith in them and to convince them that he is their best friend. His 
men should love him. In particular, platoon and company commanders 
should always be an example to their men. When reasonable, thoughtful, 
and with a warm heart, then the stronger will be the solidarity and fighting 
spirit. I beg of all my officers, to nurture a human relationship within their 
companies, and I mean that most earnestly". 

In Sennheim, we did not possess any weapons. We only had our bayo
nets attached to our belts and the 'front' atmosphere, naturally enough, was 
not present. It was our basic training, consisting of exercising, drills and 

The author (far left) during training on a heavy machine gun 
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marching, by day and by night, which increased from week to week. Up 
front, the columns were led by our superflt sportsmen as instructors. At the 
rear came a medical orderly who marched with us, to give first aid to the 
'new-born ' in this test of maximum resilience and constitution! In searing 
heat, marching for anything between 20 and 40 kilometres daily, we no lon
ger sang ' It 's so great ro be a soldier', as we marched with taut muscles back 
ro the barracks. Our shaking legs took us, totally exhausted, through the 
gate, at the end of our strength, but not for a well-earned rest. Shortly after 
we had ro muster once more, to the whistle of the orderly, freshly washed 
for the evening distribution of orders on the barrack-square. 

The roughening process under open skies and in the lap of ' mother na
ture' , did not all ow however for time ro appreciate the magic of picturesque 
AJsace. We could climb, for want of a better word, the 957-metre-high, 
Hartmannweilerskopf in the south of the Vosges for instance. I t was clearly 
ro be seen from our barracks, but on ly in the course of duty in a hurried 
march, and when bathed in sweat. 

Sightseeing cou ld on ly be done when we had permission for free time, 
which we used among other things ro visit rowns that were historic to the 
1914-18 war. I n particular, we saw the 18 metre memorial surrounded by 
bunkers, showing signs of the bitter fighting between French Alpine and 
German troops. Our barracks was no cloister and its inhabitants no pillars 
of holy ness. Theme number one was the longing for feminine company, for 
the daughters of Alsace. At our age it was natural and for us no t3.boo. But 
weeks went by before our compa ny officer released us to follow the ' lust for 
life', and not before he ' talked ' ro us for hours on end, on how to behave in 
the civi li sed world outside! We patiently li stened ro the preaching we heard , 
about our intimate bodily hygiene, and dangerous and doubtful sexual rela
tionships. The language was sober, factual, everything in its place and being 
named. The guards at the barrack gates also had a part to play within the 
framework, for they inspected us before we enjoyed 'Happy Hour'. They 
saw that our boots and leather belts were polished like mirrors , that we had a 
freshly washed and ironed clean handkerchief, and a condom. 

When, at last, we were no longer under control and inspection, we 
swarmed like bees inro freedom. We explored our surroundings, singly or in 
small groups. Alsace was a land torn constantly in the past between Ger
many and France, between their cu ltures. It resulted in a split personality of 
French nonchalance and German exactitude. The inhabitants, in answer to 
the question as to were they an imprinted folk because of it, said that in the 
years in between, they had found their own identity, of which they were 
proud. The relationship between them and the Waffen SS recruits was 
nothing but the best. 

Sunday was a day when we stormed the bakers. I t was no surprise that 
the few bakers open on Sunday in Sennheim and M lilhausen were quickly 
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sold out of their delicacies, cakes etc. We followed our instincts and found 
what we were looking for. After the doors of the barracks were opened we 
hungry soldiers were let loose, for the Sunday bakers sold their wares with
out the obligatory food coupons. Once our stomachs were filled, the 'attrac
tive' lads in the field-grey uniforms then went on an amorous patrol. In the 
few hours offreedom at hand, it did not take long for them to make contact, 
even when the somewhat strange mixrure of French and AJsace-German di
alect, was a ' palaver' to their ears. 

I had no problem with Annette, a pretry girl with hair the colour of 
chestnuts, who came from Thann. I had a stroke of luck, inasmuch as her 
older sister was the flame of my platoon-leader and her youngest sister a 
sympathetic ally and girlfriend of our sergeant. She organised many an ex
ceptional pass to visit. The sisterly solidariry for romance determined that 
our longed-for meetings were therefore not confined to just Sundays. The 
romance with that pretty 'amourette' in the peaceful Vosges nearly made 
me forget about the war. Together with Annette, walking along ' lovers lane' 
and with the ring of her gentle AJsace dialect I decided that without doubt, 
the land of AJsace was the pays d'amour. The spit and polish atmosphere 
however, very quickly sobered ' this romantic' upon his rerurn to the very 
un romantic barracks! 

Decades after my recruitment, the description "the volunteers from 
Sennheim were adventurers and criminals", was to be found in an official 
war document. It came from a Dutch historian, who most probably was the 
on ly one who knew the truth, whilst turning chronicler and whiling away 
his time as an exi le in England. As such, he cou ld not have been further 
away from first-hand knowledge. One should remember Friedrich Nietz
sche's philosophy that "The historian is spo ilt, for he has the power to alter 
the truth which the gods cannot. " [t cannot then be said, by those who re
gard the dury of a soldier as defamatory, that it was the generation of the 
twenties who had kindled a war. 

It was in 1966, in his book SoLdaten wie andere auch, that General Paul 
Hausser, a man worshipped by his men and respected by former opponents 
wrote, "I respect the opinions of others and of authors, who write against 
the Waffen SS because of their convictions. I object, when their work is 
taken as "pure knowledge", "sober and objective" or "the matter fair and 
just", and is discussed or examined as such. In particular" when they gather 
only discriminatory material and/or compensate everything of a positive na
rure, with defamatory comments, which is unmistakably evident". 

Within two years of the end of the war, unqualified and damning litera
ture appeared, such as in the National Socialist newspaper Het Paroo!. This 
important instrument of the movement wrote, "s ince our liberation, there 
is a chasm of hate and contempt between the National Socialists and the rest 
of our people. The right to hate, when allowed, is the right of those who per-
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sonally suffered under the occupation, or were actively resistant. It is notice
able however, that the hate was never as strong with that group as with the 
average citizen who remained untouched by the invaders. During the war 
the true resistance members, who chose their own destiny, themselves stood 
psychologically closer to the Dutch volunteers who also risked their lives, as 
they had done. " 

Our training slowly came to an end in Sennheim, which was not the 
case with the war. Although we cou ld not say that we had lived like a god in 
France, to leave its land and people was hard; in particular, to leave the 
daughters of Alsace was very hard. 

In between times, Germany's theatres of war had extended to North Af
rica, which was not particularly desirable. Often during the war, Germany's 
allies such as Italy, were not, as expected, competent enough to perform 
their military plans, either due to leadership or qualiry of troops. 

Mussolini 's 'sword' proved to be somewhat 'blunt', in his lust for ex
pansion, and turned out to be nothing but a burden. Hider was forced to 
give him military support in Africa and the Balkans. Still eager for some of 
the bounry, Italy found itself on the side of the victors during the last hours 
of the war in the West. After a successful lightning attack during three 
weeks in southern Europe, German soldiers hoisted their flag of war in Bel
grade, and in the Acropolis in Athens. From Tunis, and nearly to the Nile, 
the Swastika fluttered in the wind, but on ly after Erwin Rommel and his 
Afrika Korps had rescued Italy's warriors from a military catastrophe. On the 
Mediterranean island of Crete, German soldiers were also the 'victors', after 
their paratroopers under General Student suffered terrible losses against 
overpowering odds of 6,000 Greek and 27,000 British soldiers. 

Standing in the wings and before we could act in that war, we had an
other very hard 'Weapons and Terrain Course' before us, in the mountains 
of Austria, in Ca rinthia. Lendorf, near K1agenfurt was our new posting. In 
the summer of 1941, our train steamed over Munich and Salzburg in to, for 
us, a strange land, with its Alpine folklore dress offelt hats and leather trou
sers. We had assumed however that we were destined for the Balkans. Un
derway and when stopping, the teams of Red Cross nurses quenched our 
thirst with chicory coffee at the railway stations, and wished us 'brave sol
diers' a healthy return. 

We had been impressed with the hills of Alsace, but we 'flarlanders' 
were overwhelmed with the gigantic mountain world of Carinthia. Stand
ing in front of them was for us an alpine nightmare, one which cut us off 
from our homeland and was unimaginable from pictures seen in school. In 
comparison however to our makeshift quarters in Senn heim , our barrack 
here at the foot of the Ulrich mountains consisted of modern , two-storied 
buildings of pristine-pure cleanliness, and conscientiously placed against an 
idyllic background. Specially built for the Waffen SS, the exaggerated and 
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monumental expression of power was missing. Only the huge dining room, 
which was also the assembly room in the main building, offered the appro
priate martial radiance of architecture of that era. Gigantic wall-paintings of 
battles showing the new German army, decorated the walls between the tall 
windows and were certainly intended for the motivation of the recruits. I 
made a return visit to those barracks, used by Austrian mountain troops in 
1959, and the wall-paintings were still there. 

We were finally issued weapons and with that status, in Klagenfurt. Just 
as in other armies, we were to be sworn-in as soldiers. It was noticeable that 
none of the volunteers were forced to take those vows of allegiance. Anyone 
could then leave without disadvantage, if of the opinion that they were not 
grown up enough for service to their country and the responsibility thereof, 
or if they had reservations concerning the conditions of the oath they were 
about to swear. Their point of view was respected and without any attempts 
to persuade or convince from their superiors, they could at that point return 
home as civilians. After duties of the soldier, disciplinary measures , honour, 
oath to the Rag, as well as other regulations were read to us in detail, we then 
stood under the military, penal law of the Wehrmacht. 

The battalion was assembled for swearing-in on the barrack-square in 
groups of four, and Ranked by small upright stacks of machine-guns. With 
our right hands raised, and our left hands on a drawn sword, in chorus we 
repeated our oath after an officer. "I swear to you, our leader Adolf Hitler, 
faithfulness and bravery. 1 pledge obedience to you and my superiors until 
my death, so help me God". It was done in front of our highest 
commanders. 

The pledge was sealed with the tattooing of everyone's blood-group on 
the inside of their left arm. It was done as a medical insurance for a quick 
and life-saving blood-transfusion on the battlefield. However, after the war, 
it proved to be a stigma for tens of thousands. It was known as ' the mark of 
Cain'. They were made lepers of society. It cost them , in many cases, no less 
than their lives. 

Now I was officially a soldier of the Waffen SS and my unit was the 
4th Company of the surrogate battalion 'Westland ', belonging to the 
'Wiking' Division. This Division was one of the armoured divisions, 
equipped with rocket-launchers and machine-gun squads and we bore 
the burden of those machines. We had to carry them, which we did, will
ingly. In this way, we could stay together as the former unit from 
Sennheim. New members arrived in numbers, from other northern 
countries, such as Scandinavia. Things did not always run smoothly for 
our instructors, having to adjust to the mentality of those young men 
from the north. 

There were problems right from the beginning with the blond north
erners, especially with the Danes. They were stubborn, coarse, critical, and 
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loved good drink and food. They complained about the menus from the 
military kitchens, the food not being to their liking at all. Now and again 
such criticism even reached obstinacy and defiance. 

The German instructors did win their faith, after what seemed to the 
Dutch, with their strong national sensitivity, to be nothing but harassment 
and humiliation, which they hated. After a dose of encouragement, they 
were found to be approachable and, despite everything, showed a 
wide-awake sense of justice and a spirit of comradeship. 

The Norwegians were to be more difficult, more earnest and contem
plative. Once you had won their trust too, however, then you had it forever. 
Most came from villages or small towns from that sparsely populated land , 
having grown up in comparatively close-knit, down-to-earth communities. 
They were calmer, possessed a youthful, carefree light-heartedness, which 
within their military sphere developed their instincts to almost carelessness 
later, in particular where their own personal safety on the front was con
cerned. Those young men could also be a joy to their instructors and many 
were to show how much they were prepared to offer in their first operation 
as soldiers, and what magnificent comrades those volunteers would prove to 
be. 

With the standard commands, the verbal chaos berween the Danes and 
Norwegians, Flemish, Dutch, and Germans, was gradually overcome. Just 
as the French 140 years before, Germany had after-all a function in Europe 
and through their language, especially in the evening after duty, the com
munication 'barrier' of the new 'European Army' collapsed. 

The language of weapons was foremost in K1agenfurt and demanded 
from those who carried them, the utmost from every man. We had believed , 
in our na'ivery, that the military 'polish ' suffered in Sennheim could not be 
improved upon. We were to learn very quickJy, how wrong we were. It was 
all part of a procedure in supplying the 'Wi king' division with front-line 
combat-ready troops. 

Our instructors were upright, strapping soldiers from the Ostmark, a 
new region won from the Polish Campaign, and who were often more Prus
sian than the Prussians themselves. We had to be professionals, and follow 
in the footsteps of the front-experienced soldiers and their praiseworthy ac
tions. "Every soldier should be an athlete. He must run with lightning 
speed, jump as wide and as high as possible, throw as far as he can and 
march quickJy, with stamina and staying power", said Felix Steiner. The 
target was to train a modern grenadier who was stalker, hunter and a fierce 
storm-trooper at the same time. 

The privates shouldered the heavy Scm mortar, dismantled the barrel, 
strapping the carriage, weighing no less , on to their backs. Others carried 
the ammo boxes with the rounds, accompanied by the company's heavy 
machine-gun squad. After an extensive march , we practised approaching 
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the enemy, for hours on end, using natural protection, when at hand. We 
chose spots on the edge of woods, hollows or large rocks to erect in haste and 
with a practised hand, the MG 34 onto its tripod mount. After briefinstruc
tions from our instructor, we heard the command, "Sights at 250. Fire!" 
Twenty-five rounds of blanks per second burst from every barrel. Then we 
heard, "Volle deckungf steflungswechseLf" and we had to take cover, and 
change our positions. 

When the exercise was not executed with the desired speed, 
'gas- mask' practice was then on the agenda. Made from rubberised 
tenting material, breathing through gas-masks was twice as difficult 
when executing the above-mentioned activity! We thought that we 
would suffocate. We could not expect pity from our instructors, and 
received none, for we had to run like greyhounds as the 'Elite', be as 
tough as leather and hard as Krupps steel, which was for us at that 
moment in time, very, very unimportant. With the pressing weight of 
the weapons, we climbed the slopes, up and down repeatedly in the 
searing heat, to then wade in full uniform into an ice-cold river and cross 
to the other side, because an imaginary bridge had been blown. The 
torture did not end on the return march , for suddenly a cry " plane from 
the right", or left, rang in our ears and we had to dive for cover in a ditch, 
when one was there, or take flight into the nearest wood . 

As a reward and as relaxation, when one could call it that, a visit to the 
cinema or to the theatre was arranged for the evening. Once again, after our 
evening meal, the company marched the seven kilometres into K1agenfurt. 
We found, that with the going-down of the burning sun and marching on 
tarred roads that the seven kilometres were not so bad. However, we had the 
seven kilometres to march back to the barracks, after sitting in the warm, 
dark cosiness of the cinema. Not even the magical Marikka Rokk had kept 
us awake, in A Night in May. After such an exhausting day our marching 
feet took us back, practically in our sleep. 

The Ufa-films in Klagenfurt were much more to our taste. The 'films ', 
from the projector on to the screens in the barracks, were about sexual dis
eases, for our education, and to shock us! Explained to us in detail by the 
company doctor, pictures were shown to LIS, merci less ly impressing the dan
gers of infection upon us. Examples from the First World War were shown 
to us, whereby syphilis and gonorrhoea infections were deliberately used as 
weapons, to put careless soldiers out of action. Somewhat confused by sLlch 
drastic and extreme measures, in connection with loose sexual practices and 
their results, the impression made on us, as we young men left the class, did 
not go unnoticed . 

During the day, we were once again to be found on the shadowless bar
rack square, exercising for hours on end in the merciless sun, which for us 
had nothing, but nothing to do with the acts of heroes. "Present arms! 
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Tempo one! Tempo two!" was to be heard for weeks on end, and we prac
tised, and practised , until our presentation of arms was exact. Even our 
'goose-s tep' for march parades was to become our special talent. We, the 4th 
Company, were to become the ' presentation unit ' of the battalion , the hon
our of which, in the face of things we had fought hard for with our sweat. 
The punishing drilling in Klagenfurt, which tore at one's strength, the 
blunt but necessalY hitting the ground, standing up, running to crawl over 
muddy ground in helmet, with weapon and knapsack, followed us into our 
dreams, although it did us no harm. 

This bodily strengthening was to be our saving on the battlefield and 
was to prove the saying 'sweat saves blood' , time and time again saving our 
skin. The iron discipline and growth to manhood that we had to learn , was 
to our good stead in tight situations and not only in war, but also in POW 
camps and the troubled years following the war. Even today, very many of 
the old comrades have profited personally from their strict military 
upbringing. 

Naturally enough, our lives in Klagenfurt did not only consist of moans 
and groans. We also had our hours of pleasure on Sundays, gathering to
gether by the well-known stone 'Lindwurm ' fountain, in the 'o ld town' of 
the city in order to meet, this time, the 'daughters of Austria'. 
Well-groomed and dressed to kill , sometimes our caps a little too slanted 
over our very short back-and-sides, we ' lads from Lendort were eagerly 
awaited by the dirndL, the folk dress of Austria and other Alpine lands. That 
was how the Ostmark population got to know us, the 'volunteers' of the 
Waffen 55, and that was how we courted the young and feminine of their 
land. The soldier-lads, quick-witted and intelligent, with their unmistak
able native accent when speaking German, were very certain of a response 
from the 'maidens from Carinthia'. 

Our sergeant-major knew this too. How could he not know? He was 
from the Ostmark. He warned us every time we had free time against devel
oping a serious relationship. He warned us that we were too young and 
about to be sent to the front. But he also told us with a grin, that there were 
never as many illegitimate children to be found in the world, as in 
Carinthia! It was said that the 'Lindwurm' himself would wag his tail, when 
a virgin were to walk past him , and that has not happened in Klagenfurt, ' till 
today!' 

Despite the warnings, nothing was going to spoil our fun, including 
comrades, or those with contact with middle-class young ladies, who were 
certainly no novices from the nunnelY! So it was that in not wanting to part 
from our ' flame', or end our enjoyment in our local on each Sunday eve
ning, we noticed very often, that the time had slipped by and we would ar
rive at the barrack-gates later than was allowed. In order to avoid 
house-arrest, or even worse the dreaded ex tra drill, we chose a spot furthest 
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away from rhe nearesr guards and hopped over rhe barrack walls and crept 
in, in stockinged feer, wirh our boors in our hands, to creep into our beds. 
We escaped rhe guards and we escaped rhe punishment for such an esca
pade, when in reality it would have been character building and better to 
have obeyed the rules! 



CHAPTER 9 

Solstice in the East 

T he offensive named 'Barbarossa' began in the early morning hours, just 
before daybreak, at 3.15 am. The German Army had begun their 

march into Russia , on 22 June 1941. Thousands of guns thundered over a 
2,500 wide front, from Finland to the Black Sea against the East, on that 
fateful June night. 

At 5.30, a fanfare burst over every German radio channel heralding a 
broadcast from the Minister for Propaganda, Dr. Joseph Goebbels. In min
utes, not only the German people but the whole world knew about Hitler's 
campaign against Russia. Supported by the Air Force, a Blitzkrieg operation 
was underway, with regiments of tanks which were to eradicate the Red 
Army that was massed together just behind their borders. The plan rested 
on speed and surprise, and it appeared to work. 

Was Stalin surprised by this German offensive? "Yes", said Victor 
Suvarov, from the former Red Army General Staff. However, the peaceful 
impression that Russia had given was the lull before the storm, the storm on 
Germany. Stalin was about to attack Germany and everything was being 
prepared. The massing of his army was not for defence purposes. In his 
book The Icebreaker, Victor Suvarov states that "S talin would have used 
Hitler's advancing troops to crush the whole of Europe, ifhe had chosen an
other time. Hitler however was too early, by two weeks". 

The following was published in 1989 in the magazine Der Spiegelfrom 
an eyewitness: 

Hider's arrack coincided with the deployment of the Red Army. Suvarov's 
revelations confirm what was crystal-clear to every German soldier on 22 
June J 94 J, in crossing over Russia 's border. Their units found makeshift 
airfields, uncountable store-houses, divisions of airborne trOOps, and 
gigantic numbers of tanks. Woe betide us, had we waited until the Red 
Army had fu lfilled this operation. 

It was certa inly no coincidence that over two and a half million Red 
Army soldiers, tOgether with those from White Russia, were stationed 
where they were in Ukraine, at the time of Germany's attack. The 
Wehrmacht captured enormous amounts of weaponry, even in the first 
weeks of the war. The hundreds of thousands of Russian prisoners from this 
powerful army were proof enough to convince every German soldier down 
to every private, that the ' Barbarossa' operation was a preventive measure 
against an obvious act of aggression a imed at Germany. "Russia was in every 
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measure prepared for a western offensive, at every conceivable moment." 
(Quote from General Franz Halder the German Chief of Staff) 

Alexander Werth, correspondent from an British newspaper, and in 
Moscow during the Second World War, wrote in his book Russia at War, 
that "in his speech from 5 May 194 1, Stalin stated that "war with Germany 
is unavoidable, with the existing international situation. The Red Army can 
expect a German attack, or take the initiative itself." 

In Hitler's proclamation of 22 June 1941 he stated, 

The responsibiliry of rhe largest formation of fighting forces of all times, is 
nor only for rhe safery of individual lands, bur the safery of Europe and we, 
the German Reich, do nor srand alone. Many stares, who with cerrainry do 
not wanr ro remember rheir former call ro arms of yesterday, are roday 
joining rhe crusade against Communism. 

After Hungary had joined forces with Germany in Yugoslavia, their 
army also took part in the eastern offensive. Italy also sent divisions to the 
Russian front, proclaiming their unity with Germany. On 23 June, 
Slovakia, after taking part in the Polish campaign in 1939, also appeared on 
the front. Spain's government declared their sympathy with the Axis pow
ers, allowing the formation of the volunteer division called the 'Blue Divi
sion', but declining any part in the leadership of that offensive, in 
comparison with other western powers. Finland, although having con
ducted a doubtful winter campaign aga inst Soviet invaders in 1939/40, 
now operated together with German mountain troops in northern Russia. 
Bulgaria and Rumania were natural brothers-in-arms from the beginning, 
their relationship with Germany over time having become very close. In 
1940 Rumania had to cede both Bessarabian and Bukovinian territories to 
the Soviet Union, and now they wanted to recover their old rights. 

The military worth and reliability of those brothers-in-arms who stood 
under our command, was varied. Leon Degrelle, a Walloon and East Front 
fighter, remembered after the war that, 

we had very noisy neighbours , the Rumanians, who ensured hellish noise, 
more than 20,000 lying on our left flank. They shot at everyth ing and 
nothing, the unending ' raHar-tar ' making the Russians wild and inviting 
rhem ro reraliare. I n one single nighr, rhe Rumanians used rwo whole weeks' 
supply of ammunirion rhar rhe whole secror could and would have used. 
We lay in rhe defensive lines, and worth less and senseless counter-reacr ions 
were the result, in which we were involved. Ir was nor war anymore bur a 
disrurbance of rhe peace! They did retrieve their Bessarabian rerrirory and 
conquered Odessa roo. They foughr rheir way rhrough to rhe Crimea and ro 
the Donets basin, making a name for themselves. 

Unfortunately, the Rumanians possessed much of the basic characteris
tics of the Russian, including a very wild nature and we had to suffer for their 
measures of revenge on the prisoners they took and slaughtered. Nonetheless, 
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the German non-stop march brought them to Smolensk within the first three 
weeks of the war, then to the outskirts of Kiev and the Leningrad perimeter, 
giving the Russians a paralysing shock and causing panic and confusion. 

There were many Wehrmacht generals who were convinced that, by the 
second week in July, the war was nearly won, nearly. However, it was not at 
an end. The American General Staffhad already offered their opinion by 23 
June 1941, on the situation in the East. "Germany will need between one 
and three months to conquer Russia". A week later the opinion of the Brit
ish General Staff was, "I t is possible that this ' lightning' war still needs six to 
eight weeks, before final victory". The euphoria of the German 'v ictors' in
fected the population of the annexed Baltic countries, Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania, who had had much to suffer in the recent past. They greeted the 
Wehrmacht heartily as liberato rs. Even in 'o ld Russia ' the situation was the 
same in many towns, the people having had more than enough of Commu
nism. Since the October Revolution in 191 7, they had suffered expropria
tion, ethnic cleansing and mass-murder, through deliberate starvation, 
bitter poverty, robbery of personal freedom, not to mention the suppression 
of their religion and churches. 

The expectations of the local residents from the Germans were fulfilled 
by the service given in the Smolensk Cathedral in August of 1941, and in 
churches that had been used as party-archives, warehouses or cinemas. 
"Former Ukrainian clergy donned their long-hidden robes once more, and 
blessed the people of all ages streaming into their churches". (Erich 
Helmdach, Uberfoll) 

The Orthodox Bishop of Archimandrit, Bovis Jokubovski , thanked the 
commander of an engineer battalion for the resurrection of the Russian 
Houses of God, and the Cathedral churches, on 5 October 1941. He said, 
" It is our duty to give our heart-felt thanks to you, your engineers and Adolf 
Hitler and we will never forget". 

When possible, farmland was divided and returned to the villagers for 
them to manage the field cultivation themselves. But that good relation
ship, nurtured by the front-line troops failed unfortunately, being absent 
later in the National Socialist Eastern politics. 

At home, the churches in Germany were carried away with "the crucial 
course of military action against the mortal enemy of Christian Occidental 
culture" [taken from Statutes of the German Evangelist Churches 9 July 
1941J. "The Reich 's Christianity give you, our Ftihrer, the guarantee, in 
these moving hours, of our unwavering faith and willingness". In the edi
tion from 10 August 1941 , the newspaper Kirchliche Rundschau, produced 
for the entire group of Evangelist churches, it was stated that they prayed for 
a victorious result in the battle in the east. " Dear God, we praise you, we 
thank you for our leader, and for the men that you have given us to lead our 
army to victory". 
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Following the typical spirit of today's political atmosphere, they now 
vehemently deny that they gave their blessing then, in fact they now try to 
convince us that they rejected National Socialism. It was definitely not as 
they state. To quote, "It is true that there were exceptions, but in the 
majority, many influential men of the church, or circles of both confessions, 
definitely supported the Third Reich. Dr. Joseph Goebbels, Minister for 
Propaganda, distributed worldwide, every printed declaration of support 
appearing in church publications. " (from Nicolaus von Preradovich and 
Joseph Stingl's Gott segne den Fuhrer). 

Neutral States also supported Germany's ' just war' alongside the 
church, such as Turkey, who put it in 'black and white' in a memo which it 
sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on 22 June, shortly before a Ger
man/Turkish Alliance had been formed. There were groups in Britain and 
America too who welcomed and encouraged the bravery and audacity of 
Germany in tackling Stalin. 

The governments in London and Washington however saw things dif
ferently. Due to the pressure of the situation, Britain agreed to an alliance 
with Stalin, not with foresight, for after the war Churchill was to say, "we 
slaughtered the wrong swine". Stalin received gigantic amounts of war-ma
terial from the western Allies that were despatched over the Persian-Gulf 
and the polar sea routes. From reports from the United States War Minis
try, Stalin received during WWll enough war material to equip 200 divi
sions, including 400,000 lorries and 1,500 planes, for his Red Army. The 
very alliance between Capitalism and Communism was a very unnatural 
one. It ended, after the war, in a 'cold war' that lasted decades. 

In deciding to join the fight against Communism and with their enthu
siasm for a new Europe, thousands of young foreign 'volunteers ' enlisted for 
the Waffen SS in 1941. 135,000 men all-in-all, from the western European 
lands in the four years of the Russian campaign. They were made up of 
55,000 Dutch, the largest portion , followed by 23,000 Flemish and 20,000 
French and as many Walloons. Among those volunteers, were the sons of 
the Norwegian Nobel prize-winner for Literature, Knut Hamsum and Ice
land 's President Sveinn Bjornson. By the end of the war, 1, 123,700 
non-German nationals had served in the German Wehrmacht (quoted from 
Hans W -N eulen An Deutscher Seite), statistics that are not generally known, 
never broadcast, and are even suppressed. 

The thought of a new crusade fascinated not only National Socialists 
but also the conservative and ultra-clerical in the occupied lands. They 
marched with the enemy in their homelands and in doing so were bound 
closer together with them , than with the anti-Christians in the Soviet 
Union. 



CHAPTER 10 

On the Eastern Front 

Autumn unfolded over Klagenfurt as the successful attack on Russia was 
com ing to an end. The hay was dried in the summer sun and stacked in 

the hay-barns, and the summer having been a good one offered a very good 
harvest. The colours of the flowers paled and 'Mother Nature' prepared her
selffor a winter sleep. However, sleep and leisure were begrudged us soldiers 
of the LendorfBattalion. For us, life meant training and drilling, and drill
ing and training, repeating everything that we had already learned. It was 
cemented with visits from officers and the non-commissioned, who were 
posted away from the Russian fro nt from the Wiking Division. We listened 
intently and in wonder to the decorated soldiers as they related to us their 
experiences and encounters against the Soviets. Soldiers were constantly 
posted to the Division in Russia, including those who were in Mu
nich-Freimann before us and who had ended their training in Klagenfurt. 

The send-off of the graduates of war, with their thirst for action, was in
deed a wet one, with 'elbow exercise' in our canteen, as we wished them "all 
the best", including my brother Evert. It was not a sad send-off. On the con
trary, we made it a celebration in festive mood, giving vent to our high spir
its. We were really jealous, and desperate to be included in the Victory 
Parade to take place on Red Square in Moscow! 

The volunteers from the lands of Europe had become not only compan
ions, but very good friends. A friend of mine, also Dutch, was Robby 
Reilingh from Groningen. I looked upon this twenty-year-old student al
most as a brother, our friendship beginning in the first few days in 
Sennheim. All-in-all we were a happy bunch of wide-awake young men, 
who could and did laugh a lot about ourselves, as much as our daily lives al
lowed. We were always ready for a joke. 

We didn't usually take it too seriously either when something went 
awry, or we overstretched ourselves. Nor were we nasty with one another, or 
ridiculed each other when one of us found ou rselves in an embarrassing sit
uation. We laughed it off, in a friendly manner mostly, as in one particular 
exercise copied from the Faffschirmjiiger divisions. I n rows they fell forwards 
on to the grass, necessary exercise for their parachute jumps, with their feet 
together and hands held behind their backs. We did too, or at least we tried. 
This sporty exercise was not easy and we fell around laugh i ng. I t was not ev
eryone's cup of tea. It cost us more than a little pluck and/or a dislocated 
JOint or two. 
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Another exercise produced a far more serious and macabre scorn in us. 
One of our chums turned out to be a 'walking disaster' when practising with 
chemical agents. We had practised this exercise time and time again, in the 
open air. The time came however, for us to practice changing the filter on 
our gas-masks in an air-tight room . We felt more than a little apprehension. 
Nervous tension caused our chum to fumble with the screw when changing 
the filter and in that moment he forgot to hold his breath! Our nervous 
friend had to hastily leave the room, with streaming eyes, coughing and 
spluttering endlessly. 

Our hour of probation eventually came. Over the summer months the 
Wiking Division, in stubborn fighting, had pushed the enemy back to the 
south of the western front. In September of 1941 they were in Dnjepr. In 
the hundreds of miles that lay behind them, the Division had suffered very 
heavy losses and needed replacements of highly-trained combat-ready men. 
The enemy had proved to be unexpectedly tough opponents, not to be 
compared with the Poles in 1939, or the French in 1940. The first wave of 
volunteers had already proved themselves in the field. With their front ex
periences, in the tank and motorised divisions under Genera l von Kleist, 
they had proved that they could be relied upon. The Dutch, Danish, Nor
wegian and Finnish so ldiers had earned themselves a reputation among the 
General Staff. The task of the second wave was "to hold the headway made 
by their predecessors", wrote Felix Steiner. We were the second wave, the 
graduates of the SS su rrogate battalion 'Westland' from Klagenfurt. 

The days became shorter and frost was in the air as the first powdery 
snow fell on the rooftops. The roads were somewhat slippery too. Marching 
with our backpacks, we slipped now and again on the cobbles, as we entered 
the old town . In the early morning hours the battalion marched from 
Lendorf to K1agenfurt. The route went over the long Feldkirchener road , 
leading to the main railway stat ion. As we marched we took a long, last look 
at the Lindworm fountain. The picture-book houses with their arcades and 
courtyards were imprinted on our minds. Passers-by waved to us, as com
pany after company we entered the railway station, the last ' native' station 
for us. At the station there was a lively throng. The girlfriends and sweet
hearts made in Lendorf, were waiting with bouquets of autumn flowers , 
usual for a farewell. 

They stood in sharp contrast to the parents of soldiers, who lived near 
enough to have made the journey oHarewell to their sons before they made 
their way to the front. Farewell parcels , containing sweet delicacies and 
something warm to wear, were presented by many a helpless and weeping 
mother, to sons who tried to comfort them with promises that they would 
see one another again soon. It was a moving scene. 

We 'volunteers ' from the western and north European countries did 
not have this problem. Our parents were too far away to travel to southern 
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Carinthia. This moving scene came to an end, with the increasing noise of 
the waiting steam-engine. We had ro take our seats, and setrle down in one 
another's rrusted company. The waving girlfriends and family members 
disappeared in a cloud of white steam, as the rrain slowly pulled away to the 
shrill whisrle of the porter. 

It was ro be a journey into the unknown, inro a srrange world. I t was to 
be the world of war and a powerful crusade in which we were small fish. 
Some made themselves comfortable, lying in the luggage racks over the seats 
in the compartment. Soon after the departure of the train some others were 
speculating as ro our destination. The wheels rolled over the tracks with a 
monoronous rhythm, so monoronous that it silenced the speculation. Few 
noticed the gradual change in the countryside after leaving Carinthia. We 
travelled slowly from the west to the east, leaving behind a friendly and 
magical idyll. 

We passed the Worthersee, a lake in which we had bathed, and pictur
esque farmhouses, where long rows of maize cobs were hanging to dry. Later 
in the evening, in Vienna, we crossed the Danube. Shorrly after, we left be
hind us the Ostmark and Austria, a land then united with the Pan-German 
Reich. Bratislava was the next borderless checkpoint. Not long after, we 
passed through the Protecrorate of Bohemia and Moravia, an unspoiled 
land in the middle of Europe, set between the forests of Bohemia and Tatra. 

In the grey, early morning hours we reached Poland. Poorly-built 
shacks for houses, built upon clay or sandy soils, flashed by the window. 
Two years before, Poland had been the prel ude and the fI rst eastern theatre 
of the Second World War. Now it was the central government of the Ger
mans. The Slavic people, from the plai ns between the Bal tic and the 
Caparthian mountains, who were so often separated in the past, were now 
divided and mercilessly ruled in old colonial style, by both H irler and Stalin. 
Krakau, i.e. Cracow, was ro be our next in-between srop, en route ro the 
Russian front. We stayed there for some weeks, for an unknown reason. At 
least if our officers knew, they kept it to themselves. We were found quarters 
in a former Polish barrack, old, uncomfortable and plagued with fleas! 

Cracow, the old Polish seat of kings, was now the capital of the General 
Government, which in the six years of war had hardly been damaged. Pov
erty, however, had become rife and could not be overlooked on our nips 
into rown. Polish prisoners of war, working for the local farmers, had much 
bener living conditions than anyone else. Those in the Officers' camp could 
study, and even further their education. Who ever believed that the lull be
fore the srorm was going to be a holiday, was very wrong. Our old lifestyle 
ruled our lives once more with old drills , old rules and control. Even the 
payment in zloty of the Polish girls, engaged in the Wehrmacht brothel, was 
controlled by a sergeant-major. He resided in the rooms of the former 
house-master and inspected our pay books, and our condoms roo. 
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During that time our battalion was to receive a special duty, that of 
bodyguards, so to speak. We had to ensure the safe passage of the Fuhrer's 
train as it passed through Cracow. We stood for hours on end on either side 
of the railway tracks, in the biting cold, with loaded carbines, waiting for the 
night train. The Commander-in-Chief and his staff had their quarters in 
two locomotives and it was our duty to save them from any planned assassi
nation attack. Our superiors hid themselves in the darkness and randomly 
threw stones to check that we were awake, and that we reacted. At around 
midnight the rolling stock with the curious name of Amerika (from 1943 re
named the Brandenburg) with the two locomotives and two armoured 
anti-ai rcraft wagons, raced by in a white cloud of flying snow. Had he even 
been on the train? 

Our own 'front-express' was on the rails again and heading in an east
erly direction. Some of our master-sergeants had already been sent to the 
Wiking Division, which had lost many men in the fighting on the southern 
Russian front, in the Donets basin. We travelled alongside the river Vistula. 
Dams were to be seen in low-lying stretches, built against flooding. That is 
all that one can say for the Poles and the care of the ir river. [t was gradually 
filling with sand in places, and clear to see. Two yea rs before, many railway 
and pedestrian bridges across the river had been destroyed and replaced 
with provisional ones, built by German Army engineers. 

The journey was unending and it was hours before we crossed over the 
San, an arm of the Vistula, and reached Lemberg. The German/Soviet de
marcation-line was in that area somewhere, but there were no obvious signs 
of it. [n fact it was very hard for us to orientate ourselves, with former state 
borders having disappeared in the fury of war, and former territories having 
been returned to the Reich. Our train had no corridor and so we had no 
room for movement. The compartments were small, ai r1ess and sticky. [t 
was no wonder that we were tired and mostly disinterested in our 
surroundings. 

The countryside through which we travelled was really no different to 
the eastern Polish plains. [n the so-called 'endless Soviet paradise ', the very 
thinly populated areas and colourless view offered only a lonely farmhouse 
now and again. It was depressing. The lights went our for the night, bur for 
many of us sleep did not come in the darkened compartment. The cont inu
ous and monotonous sounds of the train intruded and disturbed us, making 
it impossible to sleep. [n that twilight sleep our minds nudged the pangs of 
home-sickness, and a premonition or two. Innermost apprehensions came 
to the fore, leading to doubts as to our courage. There was nothing for it but 
to conquer the creeping depression , take the bull by the horns, stand by our 
voluntary sacrifice, and follow the dictates of our conscience. 

With daybreak and our soldiers' songs, we were our old selves again es
pecially after our first fight with snowball s. Yet again our journey had been 
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broken for some unknown reason. We remained for several hours in a 
half-destroyed railway station . Our opponents were Hungarians, but our 
' fight ' between the railway tracks with those sons of the Hungarian plains, 
was jovial and bloodless. Their train had been held up for some days. While 
we waited men who were obviously prisoners, from the look of their tat
tered clothes, whether Jewish or Russian being unknown to us, cleaned the 
compartment. They used over-large and primitive brooms, and were under 
the supervision of older, uniformed men. In very crude tones, they drove 
the prisoners to hurry. When those in our compartment were denied the 
crusts of bread left by us , and which we were not goi ng to eat, it annoyed us, 
to the extent that one of our SS-Untersturmfiihrer tore the overseer off a 
strip, for his inhuman behaviour. It was our very first experience of the fate 
of prisoners. Was that in store for everyone, for us too? 

Once more underway, we saw wooden huts along the line, housing 
armed Wehrmachtguards . We also saw a message for the homebound trains 
along the side of the track. "Say 'Hallo ' to the Rhine for us", was written in 
black stones. The further east that our train took us, the colder it became, 
especially for those guards on the running-board outside the compartments, 
and in the icy wind of the moving train. They were on the look-out for par
tisan activity. Tracks and bridges were very often mined and so our locomo
tive pushed a goods-wagon filled with sand in front of it. The theory was 
that it softened the impact of an explosion and lessened the damage to train 
and men. Some days before, the guards of a transport train travelling on the 
same line, shot warning shots into the air to warn the driver of a visible ex
plosive charge. But instead of stopping he accelerated, in the belief that par
tisans were attacking. Thirty men lost their lives in that explosion. 

The extent of what we were to see in Tarnapol was unavoidable. The 
signs of encirclement and the bloody battle of the summer months were a 
taste of what was to come. I t was almost like seeing a newsreel, with scenes 
of that legendary battle open ing up before our eyes, in all its original bitter 
and savage reality. There were uncountable numbers of burnt-out tanks and 
other war machinery. Outlying destroyed villages showed the bitter fighting 
that had taken place in the area between the Carpathian mountains and the 
Pripyet marshes. 

We then had another break in our journey for no exp lainable reason. It 
lasted for three weeks, in Vinnitsa, a middle-sized town in Ukraine. The 
population was passive and resigned , showing us no hostility. The reason 
for that undoubtedly was the social misery that they had had to endure un
der Stalin. One cou ld not fail to see the utter poverty. You were not able to 
distinguish the men from the women on the streets. They all wore the same 
grey, ugly, wadded clothes, which they held together with string or suchlike. 
There were no buttons and no shoes. Leather shoes and fur boots were sel
dom to be seen. Most wore the ' local shoe', made from sail-cloth or raffia. 
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The poorest of the poor had bound a piece of an old car ryre to the soles of 
their feet. Those conditions were hardly the outcome of the first few 
months of the war. In a fatal light it illustrated a classless State and was in 
sharp contrast to the 'Soviet paradise' as loudly proclaimed by the Russians. 

The lack of housing in Vinnitsa was also very noticeable, as was proba
bly true in the whole of the Soviet Union. For instance, we knew of a 
three-roomed house built in the twenties. The largest of its rooms measured 
five metres by five metres, in which no fewer than nine people were housed, 
not all of the same family. They all lived, slept, cooked and ate in that room , 
cooking on a paraffin-stove. There was a married couple with two smal l 
children, a bachelor engineer, a 'worker ', and an older woman with two 
unmarried daughters. 

Under those living conditions and as the product of the Bolshevik Re
gime, it is not to be wondered at that sexual morals sank to the lowest imag
inable, without boundaries or control. The situat ion grew out of all 
proportion. It had its roots in inhumane politics. Year after year thousands 
of illegitimate children, in exploding numbers , without parents or state to 
look after them, gradually became a danger to the land and its people. We 
could assess it for ourselves. The picture was of orphans dressed in rags, 
without having washed or bathed for months on end, with boils, other skin 
infections and festering wounds. All of it made a mockery of everything and 
everyone who possessed a healthy, hygienic and normal standard of life. 

In large numbers, those bands of orphans wandered from town to town 
to beg, steal and rob, in order to keep themselves 'above water' . Already in 
1941, the numbers cou ld be assessed by non-Russian experts at some mil
lions. The state that had caused the catastrophe, sought to so lve the prob
lem with a law that permitted youngsters from the age of twelve to be given 
the death sentence. As a result, the gangs armed themselves and then battled 
with the police. Such scenes made a very grave impression upon us. It con
firmed to every one of us that Communism had to be repulsed at all costs. It 
also justified our presence in that land. 

My friend Robby had a close contact with a Russian family, or perhaps 
it would be better to say, with the daughter of the fami ly. He was very much 
enamoured. I had orders to accompany him on his visits and, more often 
than not, a loaf of bread found its way into the very modest wooden house 
of the fam ily. That charitable 'fraternisation ' released a very moving 
response. 

To digress briefly, I wou ld point out that six months later, in the middle 
of July 1942, and with the advance of the southern army groups, Hitler's 
headquarters was moved to fifteen kilometres north-east of the town and on 
the road to Zhitomir. The new headquarters named 'WerwolP , was nearer 
to the front- line and ensured a far more efficient direction and organisation 
of troop movement, formation and liaison . 
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Underway, once more, after our stay in Vinnitsa, we journeyed undis
turbed, reaching the town ofUman, in the centre of Ukraine. It was not far 
from the airfield. We were in primitive but warm wooden barracks. Sud
denly everything was hurried. Our transport to the front was no longer 
overland by train, but by plane. 

However, bad weather delayed the flights. Day after day we marched 
with a full pack on our backs to the airfield, but could not take off. As the 
bad weather cleared, Junkers 52s of the transport squadron landed one after 
another, on the snow-covered airfield. Marching to the planes, we noticed 
two wolves, totally unimpressed or disturbed by our presence, until the 
noise of the starting engines drove them back into the forest. 

There was a weight problem to be solved, much to our disgust, by being 
told that our food rations had to be left behind! We, with our insatiable ap
petites, were indignant at such a suggestion, and they were not going to do 
that to us. We solved that problem by maki ng short work of our rations very 
quickly. Despite the hard and icy-cold sausages we did not give a thought to 
the weight, inside or outside our stomachs. 

Like excited schoolboys waiting to board the bus, we finally took our 
places in the Tante jl!, Auntie Ju as they were called, the word Tante not al
ways having a nice meaning. We had to sit on our rucksacks. The seats had 
been removed because of our numbers, but we didn ' t mind this lack of lux
ury for were we not flying at the cost of the State? With their 600PS, BMW 
star motors, the Junkers prepared for take-off. It was not only the motors 
that started to throb. Many hearts of us first-time flyers started to beat in 
time with the engines too. It was a sluggish take-off for a Ju, loaded to full 
capacity. They headed in an easterly direction , flying over the low-lying 
clouds at first. Then, in order to shake off any enemy fighters , the formation 
reduced their height and we crowded at the large portholes. 

The Russian Steppes, covered in snow, unfolded like a map beneath us. 
It was unending. We were astounded at the view from above, seeing dark 
forests and black craters in sharp contrast to the white snow. Destroyed 
bridges were clear to see. Now and again, an air-pocket li fted the Junkers, 
with its thirty metre wing-span, a foot or two into the air. We were like chil
dren on the switch-back at the fair. We let out a cry as the metal bird 
dropped again, like a stone. Unconcerned and naive we soaked up this new 
experience until, during the course of the hour-long flight, small dark spots 
appeared in the sky, approaching our formation rather quickly. Enemy 
fighters! Then our radio operator rose hastily, and dressed in a thick 
fur-lined jacket, brown leather cap, goggles, and with a cartridge-belt slung 
over his shou lders, went to take his position at the rear of the plane, at the 
machine gun position. It was open to wind and weather. On ly then did we 
realise how serious the situation was. The slow and clumsy Junkers, with a 
maximum speed of 270 kms per hour, would have been a very easy target 
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for the Soviets. But luck was on our side that day, for suddenly they turned 
and disappeared into the horizon. We, as flying infantry, somehow had a 
feeling of being the 'victors of the air'. 

Our joviality was to disappear very quickly with the increased turbu
lence. Face after face lost its pink colour, slowly turning to an ill-looking 
white. Many rued the hasty consumption of their rations, which now 
landed undigested in hastily emptied gas-mask cases. There was nothing 
else available. There were no exceptions, all of us, but all of us were horribly 
air-sick. Busy only with ourselves, we did not notice, some time later, when 
our Junkers approached a landing strip with very provisional markings. 

With the motors still running, we sprang from the ice-cold Junkers. I 
cannot impress enough how good it was to have the earth under our feet 
once more. Shivering with the cold, we ran through flurries of snow to a 
large, open hangar. There a log-fire burned in an empry oil-barrel, to warm 
our frozen joints. At that time, we had no clue as to where we were, only 
later did we learn that the airfield had the name of Ore!' Shortly after, it was 
clear to us that the town did not lie in the south, near Dnjepr, but in the 
centre of the Soviet Union and on the river Oka. We had flown in a straight 
north-easterly course over Kiev and had landed roughly 250 kilometres 
from Moscow. It meant that we were not to fight with the Wiking Division, 
and the question was 'why'? 

The English historian, David Irving, in his research for his book on Hit
ler and his generals, came up with the answer to the question that we were 
then asking. In a tense situation caused by the bitter Russian winter, Hitler 
had taken over as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, from 
Field-Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch, just before the attack on Moscow. 
His orders were for fanatical resistance, and no consideration for the enemy 
who had broken through the flanks or at the rear. He had given the order 
for replacement troops to be sent from the Waffen SS and at the shortest no
tice possible, by a ir. They had to act as ' flying firemen ' to support the troops 
who found themselves in a very tense and dangerous situat ion, in the 
middle secror of the front . 

In his observations David Irving summed-up by saying, that in those 
dark months of the winter of 1941, Hitler displayed his determination, 
combined with the legendary strength of the German soldier, who bore ev
ery hardship. On the evening of our arrival in Orel we witnessed, from the 
edge of the airfield, a huge fire-bali , followed by a hefty explosion. Upon 
landing, a four-engined Focke-Wulf-Condor plane had crashed, killing all 
of the passengers, mainly Generals, but it had not been attacked . 

The Junkers 52 were no luxury machines and had deficiencies, in com
parison with today's planes. There was no heating and no toilets. One of 
those deficiencies endangered the take-off of the Junkers that we had just 
used, upon its turn-around. One of our chums, in his moment of need dur-
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ing our flight, had used a half empty petrol canister in the rear of the plane 
as a pissoir, not knowing that the mixture of urine and petrol was not digest
ible for a Junkers, robust as it was. It gave the pilot a couple of 
uncomfortable minutes. 

We spent the night in that hangar, with temperatures of minus thirty 
degrees. Our journey the next morning was in goods wagons in which we 
had an iron stove. We cou ld huddle around and thaw our deeply frozen 
joints with the added small comfort of fresh straw covering the floor. It did 
not therefore take very long before we oi led our vocal cords and were sing
ing our old songs. More than once, snowdrifts stopped our train and we had 
to alight and shift the snow. Those who were first to jump from the wagons 
unexpectedly landed in chest-high drifts. I t happened more than once. So 
we shovelled ourselves free for the rest of the journey, from one drift to 

another. 



CHAPTER 11 

War in Winter 

I n the north, a bitter winter with minus 52 degrees was recorded. Such 
temperatures for this latitude had been known, but not for the previous 

140 years. There has never been a soldier born , nor a weapon invented that 
could combat those extreme conditions. The result was devastating. 

The Red Army used that situation and prepared a counter-offensive to 
stop the German army at Moscow's doors. They thanked 'General Winter' 
for the 'Wo nder of Moscow', as it was called, for being an eternal ally to 
Russia. For the first time, Josef Stalin sat in the Kremlin and enjoyed the 
first glimmer of hope. Till then nothing, be it weather or enemy, had man
aged to bring th e 'v ictory' march of the Wehrmacht to a halt. In the October 
of 1941 , 'General Morass' succeeded in hindering the offensive. Then the 
frosts of November solved the problem. 

In the summer, as the German army crossed the Beresina river, a 
right-hand offspring of the river Onjepr, the Soviets lost all their confi
dence. That river held a ' nimbus ', a storm-cloud, i.e. a threatening portent 
for the Red Army, knowing that Napoleon had had very heavy losses , on his 
retreat in 1812. The river gave his Grande Armee an insurmountable prob
lem. The flow of the river simply had to stop all other attempts to cross it. 
The German spearhead had reach ed the last tram-stop of the outlying dis
tricts , 18 kilometres from Moscow. Privileged Russian officials packed their 
cases and left. Government and diplomatic corps members were then taken 
to safety, behind the Volga. 

Many of the population were convinced that the Wehrmacht was about 
to march into Moscow. There was much unrest, leading to shops and flats 
being looted by evacuees. Some Communist Party members even burned 
their party membership books. Groups of the NKVO, the People's Com
mission of Internal Affairs, took a hand , shooting mutineers. They also 
opened the doors of the prisons. 

Soviet General Georgii K. Zhukov formed militia divisions from over 
100,000 members of the population, to defend Moscow. Over half a mil
lion citizens built street barriers and anti-tank trenches. The same military 
laws now applied to civilians, as if they were fighting on the front, with 
'pa nic-makers, cowards, and traitors ', being shot. There was no return . 

The seizure of Moscow however, never took place. A German Commu
nist played a decisive role in that phase of the war. He was Dr Richard 
Sorge, Russia 's correspondent and agent in Tokyo. He gave unquestionable 
information to the Kremlin, that the threatening war between Japan and 
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the USA, in the Pacific, would prevent Japan becoming an all y of Germany. 
Their support with their Kwantung Army would have to be withdrawn 
from the Russian borders. Russia now had the use of 150 divisions and 44 
brigades in readiness along the 3,000 kilometre eastern border. They were 
fully equipped for a Russian winter. T hey co nsisted of highly experienced 
Siberian and Mongolian soldiers who were cons idered to be Russia's el ite. 
We were to experience how good they were. All of th at tipped the scales 
against us taking Moscow at that time. 

Before the question was settl ed, we had a local attack from a 'Red' 
fighter, literally diving at us out of the high heavens. It welcomed us with a 
high-explosive bomb. Landing fifteen feet away, it blew half of the tar-cov
ered roof off the railway station in which we had newly made our quarters. 
The side walls fell away, and no one had heard it coming. The shock was 
greater than the damage, with o nly a few of the men being slightly 
wounded. Our journey was by no means at an end. 

The next day we were transported by lorries. We moved over roads 
thick with snow, and were attached to a battalion of a motorised SS Infantry 
Brigade. The long column of vehicles drove through the bleak landscape of 



72 IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRONT 

-' 

Drawing by the author showing his front-line position in January 1942 

the white steppes in the direction of the Front. The 'road' was marked on 
both sides by wooden posts, with rough bundles of straw nailed to them. 

Despite having woollen gloves, our hands were prone in those tempera
tures to a serious degree offrostbite. We had to conscientiously keep hands 
and fingers moving, beating our hands against our chests to avoid circula
tion arrest. In such temperatures frostbite would undoubtedly have been 
the result. The same exercise applied to our feet too. So we stamped contin
ually on the floor of the lorry, for our leather boots, sufficient in warm 
Carinthia, were here totally inadequate. There were also no facilities for 
other bodily needs. There were no considerate stops made for 'calls of na
ture'. They had to be performed underway, with the use of a cargo-hatch 
and the friendly help of our chums. 

We were very happy when the vehicle had to stop because of snowdrifts. 
We warmed up by shovelling snow once more. When the motors were 
turned off, we heard the roar of guns in the distance and knew then that we 
were not so far away from the Front. In December, in Russia, the light fades 
at around three in the afternoon, and we could see the far off lightning of 
tracers flashing against the grey sky. 

Unexpectedly, some groups had to continue on foot. 'Marching' with 
full packs degenerated into simple torture in the deep snow. Now and 
again, a column of tanks would pass and we were readily given a lift. Al
though sitting exposed in the bitter wind and being uncomfortable, it was 
better than going on foot. We had not gone far before we had to spring from 
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the tank into deep snow, as a small plane circled above us. We waved at first, 
thinking that it was one of ours, until we saw the red star on its rump and it 
started to dive in the direction of our column. The tank, a PzKpfw IV, 
zig-zagged at full speed in order to avoid the plane, which was firing at it 
with everything it had. Although boasting 30 to 50mm thick plating, the 
plane succeeded in bringing the tank to a halt, having damaged its most vul
nerable parts, the track and track-wheels. We, as unprotected infantry, had 
been vulnerable too, but had been spared. 

After the attack the column moved on once again. Once more, the men 
climbed on the moving tanks. At least most of them did. Somehow my 
friend Robby and I didn't manage it. We were left behind with the damaged 
tank and its crew offive. The crew set about repairing their tank, which un
der normal circumstances was a quick and practised exercise and without 
problems. But under those conditions it was an inhuman expectation, the 
ice-cold track parts literall y sticking to the men's stiff fingers. We knew that 
we could do nothing to help. However, we did not like the idea of being 
separated from the rest of the battalion, and worried that we would not 
catch up with them. Perhaps they were in the next vi ll age? With that hope, 
we made the decision to go it alone, on foot. The decision was not a good 
one. 

We 'marched' kilometre after kilometre without seeing a single house. 
It was now dark. We were also dog-tired. Eventually a misty shape was to be 
seen in the distance, to one side of the road. It had to be houses! Like a desert 
island in an eternal white sea, a low farm building, framed by naked trees, 
appeared. There was smoke wafting into the dark sky from its chimney-pot. 
I t was in a small village. The smoke indicated people, but were they friend 
or foe? 

We froze and sweated, at the same time, at the prospect of the only 
choice that we had. We must go into the vil lage, for we cou ld not have sur
vived a night under open skies. We released the safety-catches of our weap
ons and, step-by-step, we slowly entered the unknown village with our 
hearts in our mouths. We had to make pauses because of the deep snow, but 
with ears strained and the eyes of Argus, we breathlessly reconnoitred the 
whole vi ll age. It had obviously come under fire at some time, for we found 
burned-out houses of which only the stone chimney-breasts were standing 
in the ruins. There was no movement in the vi ll age. It was all so still and so 
deathly quiet. Any tracks to be found had long been covered by wind-blown 
snow. So we returned, and very carefully approached the cottage with the 
smoking chimney. 

'Hands up! Rucki werch!' The simple wooden door, w ith an o ld 
horse-blanket to keep out the draughts, was not locked. To our relief, only a 
Russian farmer's family huddled in the corner of the room, anxious and 
looking questioningly at us. With gestures we quickly found out that Rus-
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sian soldiers had been in the village, only hours beforehand, a patrol of Cos
sacks on horseback. 

One has to realise that the Russian front was interspersed with single 
villages, miles apart from one another. I t was not so clear-cut as one might 
imagine, and the villagers had a lot to endure. The villages had changed 
hands many times, between German soldiers and the Soviets. There had 
been casualties among the civilians, and we were to learn that our hosts were 
the only ones left in the village. Many had been killed, some had fled, and 
every able-bodied man left alive had been forcibly taken away by the Red 
Army. 

After it was accepted by our hosts that we two Germanskis did not mean 
them any harm, they relaxed a little. We too thawed out, that meant our 
stiffly frozen uniforms and leather boots. The mother of the family, the 
Matka, cooked potatoes in their skins for us, which we ate with raw and 
half-frozen onions. In return, we presented them with bars of chocolate 
from our iron-rations, for they were friendly people. We shared the warm, 
smoky and petroleum-lit Russian home, not only with the family, but also, 
to our horror, with fleas! We stayed until daybreak, alternating guard duty 
in those hours. 

The darkness ftrstly was the friend of partisans, and secondly the snow 
was the friend of the Cossacks, making them and their horses a silent en
emy. We went to the door during the night to take a look now and again , 
but all was peaceful outside. Single stars twinkled in the sky above the end
less snow-clad earth which gradually turned to a neon-red, over the thatch 
of the house, in the direction of the Front. 

We left in the early hours , warm once more and reasonably rested, but 
not knowing where we had stayed. Perhaps it had been in Krasnaya or 
Korosvinska, or even Senskaya, for all the villages were called the same. In 
the snow they were not distinguishable one from the other. We wandered in 
no-man 's land for the whole of the next day and night, spending a few hours 
in another village, which was totally deserted. The houses were empty, but 
our common sense told us that the enemy could just as well use them for 
shelter against the bitter cold. So we spent a few hours in a burnt-out stall, 
on damp straw. 

In this desert of snow, the only compass at our disposal was the sound 
from the Front, for there were no signposts. We made our way as best we 
could in the deep snow, our 'march' for want of a better word, being only 
'reasonable' . We were hungry and thirsty, which was noticeable in our slow 
performance. In return for our iron rations, which we had given to our 
hosts, we were given sunflower seeds by them as we left. That was now our 
only nourishment, which we washed down with melted snow. With our last 
strength, and believing that we were seeing a mirage, we reached a road. To 
our relief we stumbled on a German military bus. It lay rather slanted to one 
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side of the road and the door was frozen, so that we could not open it. We 
scratched the frosty snow from the windows and looked inside. We saw 
German soldiers sitting in the seats, wrapped in blankets. All had their col
lars turned up to their ears, some sitti ng upright. Others had curled them
selves together for warmth. Of the driver there was no sign. Had he sought 
help and not returned? Was he also lost in the snow? All had a somewhat 
strange, yellow pallor and there was no sign of life. But any help that we 
could have given was no longer needed, for rigor mortis had set in. We 
slowly realised that all had died in their sleep. 

We left the scene, the metal coffin on wheels, shaken to the core and 
deep in thought. Our thoughts centred on the gruesome Front. But for 
those in the bus had it not been a gentle death? Our 'odyssey' eventually 
came to an end. We were given a lift from a munitions transport of troikas 
that were driving directly to the front. We were reminded of the Petersburg 
sledges, as we were given places amongst the straw-clad shell s on the 
horse-drawn sledges. They were pulled to the next village by small Partje 
ponies, but without the usual jingle of sleigh bells. The vi ll age-well was well 
and truly frozen over. Next to it we found an extravagant wooden signpost 
which gave a wealth of information, including that our battalion was just G 
kilometres away on the main line of resistance at the Front They had been 
in defensive positions from the moment that they had arrived. 

The terrain was Rat. Now and again it was broken by small woods of 
birches. Our first assessment of our surroundings was broken with a shrill 
cry of "are you both tired of life, get your heads down!" We were in the 
sights of the enemy. We had sauntered into open positions where two com
rades held guard behind a wall of snow. Our comrades showed us the com
pany command post. The sergeant-major was astounded at the arrival of his 
[WO lost sheep. We were already on the missing list to be sent to the regi
ment. The greeting on our return was a very happy one. Our chums were 
eager to bring us up to date with the latest news. It was disturbing to say the 
least. Some of the battalion 's lorries had become lost in a snowstorm on the 
way to the Front. They had been taken prisoner by the Russians. After a 
counter-attack, our men, mainly the Norwegians, had been found beaten to 
death, and lay frozen in the river Oka. Our commander had been killed and 
we had many dead and wounded. Every man was desperately needed and 
Robert and I were detailed to reconnaissance. "Not even in battle, and you 
lose yourselves! Well then [ can only say that you must be well rested," was 
the comment from our platoon leader. 

A recce was ordered at midnight and until then we could snatch a cou
ple of hours' sleep. Sleep, before our first battle? The tension of our baptism 
of fire however kept us very wide awake. Our assignment was to patrol a 
wood, lying to the east, in the sector of the 2nd Company, to see if it was 
free of the enemy. Punctually at midnight, twelve soldiers and a pa-
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rrol-Ieader sprang from the foremost trenches in the direction of rhe enemy. 
The guards were informed, so rhar upon our return we were expected, and 
nor fired upon by our own troops. 

We were led by our corporal in the front rank, who had a machine-pis
tol and we followed wirh our rifles, at every two or three metres. It was freez
ing cold and a yellow-white moon shone brightly over the dark wood . No 
one spoke. Only the hard crunch of the frozen ground was to be heard un
der our boots , or the unavoidable snap of a twig or a branch or two, as we 
reached the wood. So far , so good! However, once or twice we fell into 
shell-holes thar we hadn ' t seen, for the woods were ofren the rarget, from 
both Germans and Russians. The night appeared to have many eyes. Our 
imagination told us that there was a 'Red Army man ' behind every tree and 
bush. Despite the bitter cold , we sweated under our white 'cammos' as we 
pressed deeper into the wood. Every time the moon disappeared behind a 
cloud, a flare rose in the sky from the east, turning night into day and we in
stantly thought "we've been seen"! But as the magnesium light faded, the 
night appeared once more like a blanket over the wood . 

We started to believe that the wood was free of the enemy, when sud
denlya Russian machine-gun started to clatter into the night and we hit the 
ground, as red neon flares snaked over our heads. In panic, I tried to burrow 
into the stone-hard frozen ground and couldn't. In that moment I no lon
ger felt the bitter cold. I did however feel a dull thud against my intestines 
which released a frosty cold ner over my skin. Was that al ready rhe end for 
me? Just as the war had begun? The next vo lley of shots brought a scream of 
pain from our platoon leader, who had been shot in the spi ne. That seemed 
to release our panic-stricken paralysis. In the blink of an eye, the men pulled 
themselves together and showed what they had learned and what they were 
made of. Either in lying or kneeling positions, and halfhidden by the trees, 
we returned the enemy's fire which came from every nook and cranny. We 
had probably run into a Russian platoon who had the same assignment, i.e. 
to confirm that the wood was free of the enemy. 

I was given the order from the patrol leader's second-in-command to 
fetch help for the wounded corpo ral. Like a hunted deer, r ran back to 
where we had entered the wood. In my haste I tripped over a fallen tree. In 
picking myself up , I looked into two lifeless eyes. It was not a fallen tree but 
a fallen Russian sold ier. His eyes wide open, he stared from a yellow face 
into heaven, like a frosty ghost in the moonlight. 

I arrived totally out of breath at the foremost trenches and nearly forgot 
the passwords. I reported to our company command post. Two medics then 
accompanied me to the wounded corporal, who between times had lost 
consciousness. We tied our comrade on to a Finnish sledge, i.e. a slightly 
formed sledge without runners, and transported him as quickly as we could 
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to the battery's first-aid station. However, he died from his injuries that 
same night. 

The inferno of our baptism of fire was constant, so constant that we be
came somewhat more composed each and every time. That did not mean to 
say that it did not bring new sorrow, each and every time. The question that 
I asked, and many others too when they were honest enough to admit it, 
was "willI pass with fl ying colours?" The question was now pointless, in
valid , for the war was an examination, each and every day. 

The words from General Guderian, the Panzer General, were to "get on 
with the job and don ' t mess around!" His words no longer applied. For 
those who found themselves in the central sector of the Eastern Front did 
not have the luxury to "mess around". The battle for Moscow was lost, for 
us as well as those who were situated between the Orel and the Don. One 
could say that the victory had frozen to death. 

Those in power in the Kremlin now sha red the opinion that the Ger
man Army would suffer the same fate as Napoleon and his troops, in face of 
the severity of nature's elements, which they themselves had never experi
enced. Although the view over the snow-covered steppe was without end, 
the German soldier of course, only saw what was happening in his own sec
tor. We, in December of 1941, did not know that German soldiers in that 
sector would have to fight for their very existence. 

Relevant military knowledge concerning the conditions of the fighting 
soldier in Russia was non-existent. We ourselves could draw from no similar 
experience or imaginat ion from any such country. It stretched without end 
into a mist and was occupied by a race of people whose name told us noth
ing. Only two experiences were at hand from the past and from history. 
Firstly, there was Napoleon's lost victory in Russia and secondly, Russia's 
own performance in the First World War. Both wars confirmed the reality 
of fighting in winter using huge concentrations of men. 

Also in masses, came the fresh Siberian and Mongolian regiments who 
stormed our thinly-defended lines. Dressed in thickly wadded jackets, with 
fur collars and insulated boots, they crawled to our foremost trenches in the 
night. For us the war was reduced to fighting from one village to another. 
There were no possibilities of cover by day or by night. To dig-in wou ld 
have been pure decimation , in that winter, for us very poorly-equipped 
troops. 

The defensive actions of December 1941 followed an unusual direction 
of waves and curves. One of our company officers showed us on a map 
where we were to be found. It was at the furthest point in the east and we be
lieved him. We heard names from him such as Yelez, Yefremov, 
Russki-Brod and Voronezh , but whether they lay to the east or west of our 
left or right flank, only he knew. 
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Our regular winter clothing had still not arrived, so any blankets or furs 
that we could lay our hands on were temporarily used ro keep us warm. Ev
eryone wore every piece of clothing that he possessed underneath his sum
mer coat. But not even such well-used and worn-out uniform gave us 
enough warmth. The longer we had to lie on the deeply-frozen ground, the 
quicker the frostbite nibbled at our limbs. When our wounded could not be 
arrended to quickly, the sooner they froze to death. We rook that impossible 
situation inro our own hands and organised Vafinskis, the Russian insulated 
felt boot, the felt being as thick as carpet. Our Finnish brothers-in-arms 
could only shake their heads at our hob-nailed leather boots that were al
ways frozen hard and told us that we might " just as well run around in the 
snow in your socks." So at the rear of the front-line, the German soldier 
made himself shoes from straw. We didn ' t even have fur headgear, and a 
thin balaclava was all we wore underneath our cold, steel helmets. 

In Germany, fur articles and other suitable equipment were requested. 
The call was answered by the people, who made sacrifices of useful and 
practical articles, in the belief that they would help the 'boys at the front ' 
when delivered. Unfortunately very lirrle of it was, although there were 
mountains of articles in the collection centres. That ' little' proved to be just 
a drop in the ocean. 

After continuous combat, the regiments on the front were reduced to a 
third in numbers. The frost reduced those remaining. The loss through 
frostbite was higher than through combat. "The total loss on the Eastern 
Front, up to December 1941, was 750 ,000 men which equalled 21.5% of 
the collective strength of three and a half million soldiers. Every fourth sol
dier was missing, wounded or fallen. " Paul Carrell gave the figures in his 
book Barbarossa. At the end of that year, another 65,000 could be added be
cause of contracted infectious diseases from lack of hygiene, resulting in ty

phoid fever , nearly 800 dying from it. Stomach and bowel ailments were 
also rife as well as severe influenza. Frostbite however topped the list. The 
number of frostbite cases at the end of February, totalled 100,000. 

The Soviets also had very heavy losses, but in their case they had more 
than enough reserves. The Russian soldier, in contrast to us was a very mod
est soldier, which was illustrated by his daily diet. A bag hung on his belt in 
which were millet heads which when mixed with water made a porridge. He 
carried dried fish with him as iron rations. It was swilled down when eating, 
with high percentage vodka from his field thermos, which he drank at any 
other time of the day too. He rolled his cigarettes in newspaper, using very 
course-cut tobacco, Machorka, which included the stalk of the leaves. In the 
matter of suffering in inhuman conditions, the Russian soldier was enor
mously tough. When fighting, he could and did endure far more than any 
other western army. "The Eastern Front was a nightmare for the German 
soldier. The Russian enemy fought like primitive, soulless robots, their 
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patriotism and Bolshevik ideals not to be easily destroyed like bursting soap 
bubbles. The Russian commanders accepted the responsibility ot 
monstrous losses in batrle without a second thought. Their soldiers tought 
to their last breath, otten commirring suicide rather than being taken pris
oner. I n a hopeless situation tor instance, the Russian intantry adopted the 
practice ot 17th Century grenadiers. They tormed a suicidal rank, 
advancing in tront ot the enemy machine-guns, collecting together to torm 
a new row behind the bodies ot their dead, to advance repeatedly, to the last 
man, or last bullet trom the German machine-guns". 

The war with the Soviet Union, and the torm with which they directed 
it, escalated and surpassed all cruelty and hardship experienced in any tor
mer combat since 1939. The target was the total destruction ot the enemy, a 
capitulation without conditions, within the tramework ot doctrine and 
structures. Our naked existence was the price. Hitler described it as the big
gest crusade in world history, resembling the German crusaders, who had 
tought the hordes ot Genghis Khan in Silesia. That we could fight such an 
unrelenting enemy with the morro "it's you or me!" was thanks to the trun
cheon-hard training that we had received. 

Very soon we learned that the Soviets would shoot any prisoners that 
they took. When thinking about tailing into their hands, it gave us night
mares. They had retused to sign the Geneva Convention agreement ot 
1929, pertaining to certain conduct towards prisoners ot war. 

When the sun shone in December, which was rare, we telt the pangs ot 
homesickness, as it disappeared in a red sky on the horizon. Many a German 
soldier on his patrol or standing guard in his cold and icy trench, said a quiet 
adieu to his loved-ones, in his tar-ott distant homeland. Burning wanderlust 
had turned to homesickness, which was no wonder, tor that land, tor us, 
was the end ot the world, as civilised people. 

Nearly every day, the trosty countryside was covered in a mist until 
about 9am. Daylight appeared only at around II am, and at 4pm it was dark 
once more. So, late in the atternoon, we no longer tought to advance, but to 
find a warm place tor the night. That would be in a blockhouse ot a tarm. 
Only then could we survive the 30 to 50 degrees below zero temperature. In 
those days the intantryman overcame problems that he had not practised 
before. In his hour ot need, in order to survive the night, he had to over
come his dislike ot entering a village atter dark. His needs were tor cover and 
warmth. However primitive the blockhouse was, with its clay-soil floor, it 
was cover, and it otfered warmth from a wood-burning fireplace or oven, a 
Pyetschku. Those primitive houses , no more than large wooden huts with 
one large room, more otten than not where the whole tamily slept, no lon
ger disgusted us, as they had betore the trost appeared. To us they were life
savers, fleas or not, and in barrie we tried to protect them, like our eyes! 
Atter a cold patrol or guard-duty, we no longer minded if a mouse ran over 
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the floor. We were warm in one of those houses belonging to a 'collective' 
farming system. With the sour aroma of a pumpkin soup when being 
cooked, we knew that our blood flowed as usual and that there was still life 
In our )Olnts. 

The whole family slept over the oven, covered in tattered blankets. The 
oven being four and a halffeet high was made of clay, had an alcove over the 
fire itself, and dominated the room. Straw was spread over the floor for our 
benefit which was where we slept. ) fa small child belonged to the family, its 
cradle was slung from the cei ling and so it swung over our heads. Despite 
conditions from the Middle Ages, and the war, one could say that it illus
trated an idyllic scene, binding two peoples together. 

In our thatched house, the eldest daughter, perhaps not twenty years 
old, suffered under our presence. Her national pride, bitterness and priva
tion had made the fine Asian features of this lovely girl hard. Her name 
was Annuschka, she was a teacher and was the only one who spoke a little 
German. She didn ' t try to hide her Communist convict ions but didn ' t 
shout about it either. Only when we began to speak about the misery in 
that Soviet paradise, did she abruptly cut short our conversation, saying 
that she didn ' t understand what we had said. She was, at one and the same 
time, mistrusting and curious of us, the Germanskis, who were of the same 
age. We asked ourselves if she was actually the daughter of the family or a 
partisan who had been planted into the family. As in experienced as we 
were, we would not have noticed had it been the case. What we did notice 
was, that under her patched and wadded jacket, she had a lovely figure and 
our difficult Annuschka let us know. She had beautiful dark hair, which 
we saw when she didn't have her white headscarf on her head, and she 
stole soulful, longing glances at us, with a brief smile. At least that is what 
we imagined. 

Our hosts always profited when our daily rations reached us, if they 
reached us. It was all too seldom however. In such weather conditions the 
supplies always came to a standstill, for various reasons. Columns of lorries 
could only be pulled behind tracked vehicles over roads that were like 
ice-rinks. Our warm meals came from the battalion 's field kitchen. Usually 
a stew, it was carried on the back, in a double-sided canister, or by sledge 
pulled by Panje ponies to the front-line. In some cases, it was a long way, 
isolated and dangerous and many a Russian soldier was provided with our 
meal, the carriers having been shot up on the way. Our daily ration was 
much better than when we were in training. It consisted of 650 grams of 
bread, 45 grams bu tter, or other fat , 120 grams of cheese, 120 grams of fresh 
meat, 200 grams jam or artificial honey, 10 grams chicory coffee and six 
Juno cigarettes, which we could so seldom enjoy. 

There are three very descriptive words connected to war, which need no 
supporting vocabulary when being used, such as expulsion, evacuation and 
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refugees. All are con nected to the apocalypse of the Twentieth Century, for 
the poorest of huts is a home. To have that taken away, belongs to the hard
est of fates that anyone has to endure. For soldiers like us who had become 
nomads of the Steppe, separated from the outside world and with seldom a 
chance to make a telephone call, our quarters had become no less than 
provisional shelters. 

I n the next village, but some way off, all the inhabitants had fled. It had 
become a small garrison for us, as a line of defence, 24 hours a day. In order 
to reach it, we had an hour-long march, hindered by an icy snowstorm from 
the north and metre high wind-blown drifts. Underway we rendered 
first-aid to one another by rubbing the left side of each other's face with 
snow. Only so could we avoid the threatening frostbite when yellow patches 
appeared as the first symptoms on the skin. 

We did our best to make our new quarters into a home. In the one allo
cated to us, an optimist had written, "H umour is when one laughs in the 
face of all odds", in the soot on the ceiling. In the warmth of the hut and as I 
lay on my bed of straw, I used to gaze at it and tried to take heart from this 
indirect advice, although none of us had forgotten how to laugh. There was 
always a clown to make a loose joke or two. We had two of those happy 
souls with us, in the form of two Danish brothers, twins, from Copenhagen , 
the same age as myself, 18 years old. With their white-blond hair and pink 
baby cheeks, they represented the typical prototype of the Germanic volun
teer. The type appeared as the young and typical, dynamic soldier of the 
new Europe in the magazine SignaL and were good, sporty soldiers, whom 
we could not understand when speaking at their normal speed. When 
speaking German, we puzzled at their lisping, swinging, vocabulary min
gled with a Danish accent and we nicknamed them siir-su. We only had to 

open the door of the hut for a second or two and with their aversion to a 
cold draught they chorused Tiir-zu but which rang in the air as siir-su, i.e. 
'shut the door!' 

We were therefore concerned and upset, when hearing that their trench 
at the end of the village was deserted one morning, when the relieving 
guards approached it, and there was no sign of the blonde brothers. We 
never saw them again. We had to assume that during their night of guard 
duty, they had fallen foul of Soviet soldiers using a snow storm to silently 
approach their trench, overpower them and take them away, which vety 
often happened. 

On dark nights the guards of the front-line sent flares over the front ter
rain, flares on small parachutes. I n order to let the Russians know that we 
were in readiness, we also shot a volley or two from our machine-guns. In 
doing that we, at the same time, sent away many a hungry wolf as it ap
proached our trenches. Whole packs would come too close for comfort. On 
nights with a full moon, we were able to see enemy positions. That same 
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moon which shone on Friend and Foe alike, From Leningrad to the Black 
Sea, also shone we knew, on our loved ones at home. 

On one of those sunny days in December, we were suddenly surprised 
by a cheeky Russian 'double-decker' or biplane aircraft circling above our 
heads. We ran outside, only halF-dressed, to take a look at it. The cheekiness 
of the pilot Rying so low over the rooFs meant that he must have known that 
we did not possess anti-aircraFt guns . We shot at him with our pistols and ri
Res like crazy, which did nothing to scare the pilot, clear to see in his leather 
cap and goggles. He calmly made a bow over the village beFore disappearing 
to the east. It did not end there however, For he returned during the night. 
That time he stretched his arm overboard and dropped two bombs on us , 
without doing any harm. But we were to be pestered continually by those 
Russian 'double-deckers ', or 'sewing machines ', as we called them, For the 
' Ivans' loved to disturb our peace. 

The fighting zone of our battalion included several villages. With a 
srrength of 800 men, we should have had a deFence-line of around only 
1,000 metres, based on the theory that the deFence-line of an inFantly divi
sion of 8,000, was 10,000 metres. We had to guard much more , three or 
Four times as much. Armed parrols kept the communication system open 
between the units, which was only possible aFter dark. In that Rat no-man 's 
land, there were only small woods of birches dotted around For cover and 
the enemy had a good view of the countryside. There was a telephone con
nection From village to village and the field-lines, open to extreme e1emen ts 
and enemy fire, were vety oFten in need of repair. The men carrying out the 
work had to be protected. Communications had to be kept open at all times 
whether dangerous to liFe and limb or not. It was a very necessary and con
tinual commitment For the men and their protection had to be reliable as 
well. Recce patrols were always in demand in connection with such work 
and of all the men to be used, our group was chosen. That aFter-dark task 
became routine, a dangerous commodiry, For it gave our enemy a weapon to 
use against us. We used the same well-worn paths through two small woods, 
in order not to lose one another. 

The routine enabled the Russians to lay mines in our path, which be
came a suicide mission for us, in every sense of the word. Some of the mines 
were laid with rrip-wires and were nearly invisible in the dark. We starred to 
lose men in that way. Two of our comrades were severely wounded. The sit
uation became one that meant those protecting the men doing their work, 
also had to be protected. Combat engineers were sent ahead of us with 
mine-detectors. They did not have the expected success however for the 
mines were not detectable with our rype of detectors. BeFore burying them 
the Russians encased them in wood . it then became clear to us that with 
rricks like that, we had to outwit the 'Ivans' also with tricks, but ones that 
were far better. Our regular route had been our undoing and so we had to 
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use another. Or else we let our enemy think that we were using another, and 
that could only be achieved by using ski-troops. Our ski-comrades helped 
us pull the wool over their eyes by torming another route tor us, but that was 
not al l. The Russians were quick to tollow the new route and our ski-com
rades were waiting tor them. They had used the new route, and at a spot 
where they cou ld not be seen, had turned round, and using the tracks that 
they had made, returned to a spot tor an ambush, which turned out to be a 
deadly trap tor our cunning triends. 

That winter in Russia provided many a possibiliry tor sly ruses, but to 
our disadvantage. The Russians were on home ground and one step ahead 
ot us. We were to experience how they turned everything to their advantage, 
including our worst enemy, the snow. One ot the 'harmless ' ruses ot war 
was their underground work, a tunnel system that they used to reach our 
trenches. They were underground fighters in every sense ot the word. Like 
moles they burrowed through the snow, to reach us. The Siberian troops 
were the experts, who else? 

One ot the meanest however, that on ly the Russians cou ld think ot, was 
the use ot' living mines' tor tanks and other vehicl es. They used dogs , Alsa
tians mostly, or the Doberman, with mines strapped to their bodies. Not 
only humans had to sutter in the war, bur God's creatures too. More than 
enough ot them were to be seen in the eastern campaign, tor instance in 
Mussino, 70 kilometres north-west trom Moscow, with Russian Cavalry. It 
was, at least, spectacular. 

It happened in the early hours ot the 19 November 1941, when a whole 
Russian regiment ot cavalry with 1,000 horses, ga lloped in closed tormation 
towards the modern German machine guns with shining sabres. The 
snow-covered low land was turned into a bloodstained battlefield between 
volleys trom the machine-guns and the mortars, splintering, catapulting ev
erything in its path eight metres into the air. It was suicide by slaughter. It 
had been the same with the Polish Uh lans two years betore. The attacking 
Mongolian riders were also slaughtered, without one German soldier 
receiving a scratch. 

On the tourth day ot Advent in the same year, soldiers trom our 3rd 
Panzer Regiment came across a monument ot ice, which can only be de
scribed as such. Perhaps in a snowstorm, with no alternative shelter, soldiers 
trom a Russian Cavalry unit, came to a halt, some dismounting to take shel
ter and warmth amongst their horses. One, a wounded so ldier with his leg 
in a splint, was sti ll mounted and with his eyes wide open, had trozen to 
death in the saddle. Men and horses, with their heads stretched high, had 
trozen where they had stood and had become a monument ot ice. 

We also had first-hand experiences ot the plight ot helpless animals, 
sLlch as the thin, taithtul, Cossack horse, still to be tound by the side ot his 
dead master, snowed-in, up to his stomach unable to move. How long he 
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had patiently waited we do not know, but only his faint neighs could be 
heard among the sounds of war, which humans had created . We cared for 
those creatures when humanly possible, as best we could. Decades later, 1 
still cannot understand how we accepted the fate of those animals as we did. 
Were we too busy with ourselves? Had we become unconscious and carefree 
so much, in the toughening-up process of our youth, or did the fate ofhu
mans overshadow the plight of the animals? Death in war was always pres
ent, that is true, but nevertheless despite becoming accustomed to its 
presence, it always moved us anew. 

With the first wounded or the first deaths , the young volunteer was al
ways filled with respect, for the hero 's death was seldom gentle and free of 
pain. We could always tell from the wide-open eyes staring from a yel
low-tinged face. The thought of sharing the same fate filled our minds as we 
saw the first dead, the first lifeless comrade. He who had been so full of life, 
had joked, had moaned, had told us about his home and his family so that 
we already knew his parents and sister, and his brothers. For him there were 
no mornings or evenings any more, just death. As si lent witnesses, we knew 
that his mother would weep bitter tears, but at that moment she didn ' t 
know. We knew also that a medic in his icy shelter somewhere, or a com
pany clerk, would remove his name from the company lists, upon receipt of 
his 'dog-tag' and his bloodstained pay-book. He would write the standard 
letter of condolence to her, which included of course, how brave he had 
been in the face of death and been such an upstanding example of a good 
comrade. 

When an order to dig a grave was received , with experience, we began 
the procedure with hand-grenades. I n that earth of concrete how do you 
bury your dead? We began by making three holes, the size of a hand-gre
nade, with an iron pole. Then we made a ring of water around it, which 
froze, holding the grenade in place and then ran for our lives, after pulling 
the pin, as the frozen clods of earth exploded into the air with a mighty 
force. The procedure was repeated until with the help of an ice-pick, we 
could enlarge the hole to a man-sized grave. We buried our comrade in it, 
usually at one end of a village or on the roadside. There was no other way. 

For the practised soldier, the war was now hard reality and we had to 
master the days as they came, without acts of heroism, individual or en 
masse. When being honest, it was not how any of us had imagined it to be. It 
cou ld not be compared to the romantic storybook laced with heroes, brave 
deeds, and their courageousness. How many of us were brave sold iers? 

Before every batrle we all had butterflies in our stomachs. I, apart from 
the fear of being taken prisoner, had a terrible fear ofbeing shot in the head, 
as ifbeing shot in the stomach or anywhere else come to that, was not just as 
bad? We all unconsciously, or consciously, avoided danger when we could. 
Does that not lie in the self-preservation within every human being? In the 
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time of war however, it is very unfairly charged as cowardice and blanketing 
of guilt, which we didn ' t understand. Any who were foolhardy enough 
found a very quick grave. To be able to use a rifle is no proof courage. Unity 
within company and battalion resulted in a high standard of warfare. It 
needed less ammunition. The level-headed and disciplined soldier counted 
far, far more as a courageous one, for me personally. A comrade on whom I 
could count, who took no unnecessary risks and knew what he was doing, 
was worth his weight in gold , in my eyes. 

We were described as an 'elite' organisation and understandably we 
had to behave like one. The continuous standard of conduct expected of 
us however, was not always very easy and cost lots of discipline. That disci
pline meant split-second reflexes by drilling, and split-second obedience 
upon receiving orders without hesitation. Instinct was not wished for and 
had to be eradicated. Because of our military education and ideals we 
could not afford to weaken, when confronted with an extreme situat ion in 
combat. We were not threatened with a court martial. The combustion, 
which drove us to self-sacrifice, was psychological. We tOld ourselves "I 
must do it or we are all lost". That motivation stood foremost with us in 
the Waffen SS. 

Under Stalin, deserters from the Red Army, or cowards, were shot on 
the spot, without a court martial. Absence of steadfastness within the troop 
was a bloody punishment for all. To become a prisoner of the enemy was a 
disgrace, which when landing back on one's home front was punished with 
the death-sentence. That was not all, for fami ly members of the said 's inner' 
were then arrested and imprisoned (Stalin's secret law No. 270 16 August 
1941). 

"The world is a constant conspirator against the courageous", was the 
opinion of the American General Douglas MacArthur. He was right. In de
feated Germany at that time, opportunists were using the chance to ridicule 
the virtue and achievement of the German soldier. His awards of honour, 
and decorations of distinction , were described as a Christmas-tree decora
tion, as tinsel. Little did the German soldier know, during the war years, 
and it was right to be so, that his efforts, sacrifices and his duty-bound con
duct would be continually slandered, a few years after. Our slogan "My 
honour is my loyalty" was, for the slanderers, one of seven pledges in a book, 
but it was not for us. 

We depended, time and time again, on the reliability of our comrades 
in a tough and bitter fight. That was to be the case at the end of December 
1941. Perhaps it was just before Christmas. I nstinctively we knew that this 
time could perhaps be our last, as we began to march to a larger town, to the 
east of us. It was of great strategic importance. The Wehrmacht, in face of 
overwhelming odds, had not been able to hold it on their own. Now we, the 
Waffen SS were the trouble-shooters. 
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An im pressive number of strongly armed sold iers in white 'cammos ', as
sembled together at around mid-day and then advanced through a bleak 
and empty Steppe. As the evening began to fall, we saw the first woods, like 
strokes from a pencil on the horizon. Then we approached the rear-guard of 
the Wehrmacht. It was a very sorry picture and perhaps the same tragic scene 
as when Napoleon 's beaten Army had retreated from Moscow. 

The dead had been brought from the Front, wrapped in blankets, 
stacked on a cart and now were frozen. Their boots and articles of warm 
clothing had been removed and distributed to those sti ll fighting. Naked 
and yellow unwashed feet, feet in socks with gaping holes, and feet wrapped 
in filthy wrappings poked from the blankets, or the pieces of tenting used to 
wrap them in. They at least, no longer felt the cold. Then there were the 
wounded on sledges having been pulled by exhausted ponies, lying on 
blood-stained straw, enveloped in tattered blankets or paper sacks, anything 
that cou ld give a modicum of warmth . Hardly to be seen, we heard their 
moans of pain, as the frost bit into their wounds and which, when left unat
tended, brought them an eventual death. The scene did nothing to motivate 
us, on the contra ry. Soldiers passed us by, soldiers who had been through 
hell. They gave us blank, lifeless glances. They stared at us pityingly. "Can
non-fodder like us! " was probably what they thought. Their misery did 
nothing to enhance our hopes of a forthcoming victory. We pulled our
selves together with hangman 's humour. "The Guard may die, bur will 
never surrender", is how we encouraged one another. Now, more than ever, 
we had to pull ourselves and each other together. 

In his book Soldiers of Death, the American author and historian 
Charles W. Sydnor said, "When and wherever a situation was at its most 
dangerous, and hopes of success at zero, it was the Waffen SS who saved the 
day with counter-attacks which weakened their opponents". "No one needs 
to try and tell me that when fighting in Russia, they were not damned 
scared", announced our patrol leader, who wore the Iron Cross 1st C lass 
and then shouted, "Let's go". 

However, high banks of iced snow hindered our path and an icy wind 
blew, turning our noses and ears wh ite in seconds. The adva nce was there
fore very slow. We had support after a whi le from tanks, which we mounted 
until shortly before our objective. By now darkness had fallen. The tanks, 
PzKpfw IVs, had been painted white , but nothing cou ld camouflage the red 
glow from their exhausts . It was this red glow that each tank followed. 
Firstly, it was always a target for the enemy. Secondly, it was the end of 
many. C louds of snow were churned into the air behind us and time and 
time again, we had to jump down to free the track from clumps of ice and 
snow. 

Upon nearing a village on the edge of a wood, which it was clear to see 
had been attacked, we jumped down from the tanks. As always the terrain in 
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front of us was flat and without cover. Now and again weak attempts to fire 
at us came from remnants of troops left in the village and also a flare or two 
lit the sky, but that was all, it was seemingly quiet. 

The golden rule after dark, of noiseless movement from your own body 
and equipment that you carried, was now superfluous, for with the roar of 
the engines and squeak of the tracks , we could hardly hear the commands of 
our superiors. Suddenly shots whipped the air from the wood and our ma
chine-guns systematically strewed the wood from one end to the other and 
was the start for an explosion of fire, the like of which I had never seen. Un
disturbed, machine-gun fire clattered from the dark wood from several 
spots, which could be seen by the red tracers from the gun-barrels. Luckily, 
their tracer ammunition flew high over our heads. 

The Russians possessed a weapon which put the fear of God into us, 
which we had nicknamed the Ratschburnrn with a 7 .62cm barrel, somewhat 
larger than that on a tank. It was not the size which worried us, but that one 
did not hear the launch of the shell. You didn ' t hear where it was coming 
from, just the explosion of it upon landing. The decibels from the salvos 
were now deafening. The earth raised itself up at the shock of every detona
tion. Biting clouds of gunpowder mixed with the yellow-brown pil lar of 
smoke caused by the explosions rose up. We sought the shelter of the tanks 
time and time again, and time and time again our commanders sought to 

prise us away from them. We clung to them however, like frightened chil
dren clinging to mother's skirt for cover, bur there was none. 

It was on the contours of those huge steel objects that the Soviets 
concentrated their fire and it was hell. A hell of fire in a storm of steel 
scared us to death. We no longer felt the bitter cold, on the contrary, we 
sweated so much that we wanted to strip off our 'cammo ' jackets. After 
every fire pause, we automatically moved forwards a few yards, as we had 
learned a hundred times before, in our drilling. The grips of the 
hand-grenades , stuck into our boots and belts, hindered us when running 
and hitting the ground. No sooner had that ground been gained than 
volleys of fire forced us down again, so that we were only able to crawl 
where deep snow was to be found. 

We already had wounded, some not so badly that they could not cry for 
help and their cries could be heard above the noise of battle. The dead in 
comparison lay still and cramped in the snow. Then a small hole, a bullet 
hole was added to the now not so snow-white 'cammo' that covered them 
like a shroud. Without the protection offered by the tanks, our frontal at
tack had definitely floundered. The tank crews had their hands full. They 
turned their 7.5cm gun-barrels to the left and then to the right, their shells 
hitting the birch-wood in dazzling flashes. Black smoke mixed with clouds 
of snow, like storm clouds in the darkness. The glow from the burning 
houses , added to the ghostly light of that inferno. 
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It appeared that the Soviets did not possess any anti-tank weapons. 
From what we could see, only one Panzer IV had been hit , for it 
sudden ly started ro ci rcle on its axle havi ng been hit in the track. I ts crew 
of fIve climbed out of the turret, springing into the snow, to crawl to the 
rear. 

The enemy fIre did not stop. The Soviets added their secret weapon, 
about which we had heard but we had never experienced. The Russians 
overestimated its worth . Alexander Werth mentioned this devastating piece 
of artillery in one of his books, with a quote from Marshal Yeremenko. "We 
tested this new weapon for the fIrst time in Rudnya, on 1 July 1941 , in the 
afternoon . An unusual roar shook the air with the launch of the missiles, as 
they shot into the heavens with red tails like comets. The deafening racket 
of the successive detonations and the blinding flashes impressed both ears 
and eyes, with the launching of 320 missiles in 26 seconds. It really 
surpassed all our expectations and the Germans fled in panic. Our own 
soldiers in the foremost front- lines also retreated with speed when in the 
close proximity of the striking shells". 

DefInitely, the 'Stalin Organ ' of the Red Army, or Katyusha as it was 
also called, strongly demoralised us at fIrst. But then we realised that the 
psychological effect on us was greater than the accuracy of the weapon. 
There was little chance of it hitting its target and strewing its shell-splinters. 
The enormous racket of the detonations , and its flames, although consider
able, were out of proportion to the damage caused by one 132mm calibre 
shell. It made a hole to a depth of no more than 30-40 centimetres. The 
performance was 'short and sweet', which was probably due to either a 
shortage of ammunition, or that the Reds wanted to spare their own men. 
In the meantime, we had surrounded the village. A bitter house-to-house 
fIght then began. With bayonets and weapons in our frost-encased fIngers, 
we sprang and tripped over burnt wooden beams in the ruins of nearly every 
house. 

They were not always empty. We coaxed the Red Army men hiding 
here and there, with cries of To va risch, idi syuda! i.e. "Come out comrade!" 
When they didn't, we threw a grenade through the small windows. In its 
thin metal casing it caused more dust with its detonation and air-pressure, 
than damage. Iflucky, the 'Ivan' came out, deathly pale, with raised hands 
and only a splinter or two in his wadded jacket, or some slight wound . 

We left the houses, to the noise of MG fIre and of mortars. The 
wounded, the numbers of whom were extensive, were transported away to 
the fIrst-aid stations. The dead lay on the road , melting into the landscape 
just as the empty ammunit ion boxes, destroyed weapons and the black crat
ers left by bursting shell s. It was a picture of macabre madness, the reality of 
which we no longer assessed because we had seen such death and doom so 
often. 
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Despite everything we had reached our objective. The village was now 
in our hands, but the enemy did not fully retreat. We were still under fire 
from the furthest corners of the wood and from outlying houses. Then it 
was my turn. I was only slightly wounded and did not notice at first. I only 
noticed when my left glove, green in colour, turned red with blood. Very 
quickly my 'cammo' jacket was fully smeared as well. A bullet or a splinter, I 
do not know which, had grazed my thumb, cutting it open. The pity of it 
was that it was not grave enough for me to have 'home rehabilitation '! It was 
none the less very painful, and pained me for years after, especially when be
ing pressed, probably because a nerve had been severed. 

The first-aid station I found to be a small wooden church. It had 
however not been used as such in a velY long time. From the outside one 
could see it had been spared any battle damage. The damage was to be seen 
inside, for without respect for religion, the Communists had used it as a 
warehouse for their local Co-operative. I t gave a very neglected appearance 
and once again deepened our opinions of the blunt and soulless Stalin 
regime. There was no longer a belfry, wooden slats hung on a nail, and the 
windows had been knocked out. Where any colou r could be seen, it was 
now faded, or dly and peeling. In that ignominious house of faith, the 
wounded had been brought to the lap of God and they now prayed for help. 
One could almost believe that, for some, God was a delusion, a figment of 
the imagination, produced out of the very human fear of dying. 

In taking the vi ll age, we now had to make ourselves comfortable in 
keeping it defended. We used any remaining houses with a roof and four 
walls that might offer protection from the bitter cold . With our losses we 
could not and did not think oHollowing the enemy. We were happy to have 
fulfilled our mission and hoped to hold our positions for as long as possible. 
But sleep we could not. The enemy was not so considerate and had obvi
ously sent for reserves, as the infantry fire had increased. Only at night did it 
subside a little. 

Reserves we had none, either to give us support or to relieve us. Our 
base was too far away and they needed every 'man-jack ' that they had. 
When we were out on our own the expectations were no less than the 
opposite extreme. As a close-kn it unit we still gave our all. We were 
happy for the roof over our head, and the four walls to keep out the 
biting cold. 

We were very happy therefore, when after a few days , we received orders 
from the regiment to withdraw. From information from interrogated pris
oners and from our scouting patrols, they knew that the enemy was drawing 
nearer to us, with reserve troops followed by tanks. Not even we, with our 
battalion in its present condition, could hold out against those numbers. 
They were too overwhelming. Our decimated units would have inevitably 
been destroyed. It was at daybreak that we secretly prepared for our retreat. 
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Silently we left the village that had been so important to capture. We hoped 
that we would not be followed by the ' Ivans'. Our fears were unfounded. 
The Red Army suffered with the bitter cold just as we did. They would be 
happy to exchange their wooded positions in the open, for our warm 
quarters that we had left behind. 

Instead of them, large flocks of black crows accompanied our retreat, in 
an entourage of worrying and rowdy numbers. Their cries mocked and 
laughed at us, as they flew and dived over our heads. When a birch wood ap
peared along the way then they would sit in the snow-laden trees, their cries 
ringing in the air. We, in this section of the centre of the Eastern Front, 
could not stop the marching Red Army now with a counter-attack. Back at 
our base, we let ourselves be snowed in and waited. 

Christmas was nearly over and only now did we wish one another, with 
a lot of irony, "Merry Christmas!" Christmas Eve had come and gone and 
we had not noticed. In the heat of the moment, or rather the heat of the bat
tle, it was simply forgotten. That night of Christmas Eve, that night of 
'peace on earth and goodwill to all men', was spent in positions, under siege 
from the enemy, in night hours that seemed unending. The night was full, 
with nothing else but death for some, pain for others and for all, hunger and 
barbaric cold. At home, we could imagine with certainty that all sat under 
the Christmas tree. We did not. As the end of the year came, we sank deeper 
into that inhuman war. The fight however must go on. Was there any other 
choice? Could we leave Stalin to march into the heart of Europe as he 
intended? Not at any price! 

Our quarters were right at the front of the main front-line. It was a large 
man-sized bunker to house twelve men. It had an exit to the trenches and 
was safe enough when not receiving a direct hit. Two layers of thick birch 
trunks lay crossways to form the roof, and thin stems held the walls to
gether. We had an iron stove and that, together with a thick wall of snow, 
held a comfortable, containing warmth. The stove was not lit during the 
day, its smoke giving our positions away to the enemy, but straw gave 
enough body warmth for those not having guard duty. We heated this stove 
at nights and used our coats as blankets, sometimes having two, the second 
being from a fallen comrade. 

The German soldier was subjected to a ' plague' in Russia. It was an in
visible and secret weapon of the 'Ivans'! Our bunker could protect us from 
enemy fire, and a house from the cold, but there was nothing that could 
protect us from the overpowering effects of this ' plague'. Lice! This revolt
ing little beast had attacked every soldier on the Eastern Front and didn ' t 
like the cold any more than we did. It took ground cover during the day, for 
we hardly felt it, but in the warmth of the bunker at night, they went on 
scouting patrol. The itching was literally unbearable, but it was not only 
that which plagued us. It was the pus oozing from bite wounds that we had 
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scratched, and which froze skin to parts of our uniform. Sleep was impossi
ble and so we became hunters at night. We went on a lice-hunt, for they 
marched cross-country over breast, spine and legs. We bagged as many as 
eighty of the little beasts on each man , squashing them with our thumb 
nails. We were always covered in minute and bloody puncture marks, evi
dence that they had reached their target in their battle for blood , our blood , 
from which they fed. Their favourite targets were body parts rich with 
blood and covered in hair. 

It had been very noticeable, upon first sight of the Russian soldier, that 
his hair was not only cut short, but it was shorn. Now we knew why. For the 
German soldier this ' lousy' chapter of the East Front overshadowed any 
other experiences. They were far worse than the bugs and cockroaches. 
Those little beasts were rife not only in Russian houses but in the open air 
too. Nor did they differentiate when it came to rank, they were not fussy. 
No one was spared, neither a grenadier nor the General himself! 

Our only treatment for this on the front line, was the 'delousing sta
tion ', which was an old Russian Banja, i.e. a sauna. When pauses in battle 
allowed, we used it as often as we could. For us it was a civilised ' island ' of 
only a few square yards, but in another world. We felt that we were in para
dise. We used the opportunity to free our uniforms of our sub-tenants. Be
fore the Russian revolution, such saunas belonged in every farmhouse and 
were now the remnants of an old-fashioned method of hygiene. Afterwards 
there was only a co-operative Banja, a public sauna. 

Apart from physical exhaustion and deprivation, and of course not be
ing hit by a bullet, one could be surprised at the condition of the German 
soldier, with our reduced rations. All could be described as ' thin ', or as ' lean ' 
when being diplomatic, even our commanders. This also applied to the ci
vilians. Despite the war and the minimum of calories, the population were 
then much healthier. Much healthier than they are today. We also learned 
to live far more sparingly. We were thankful for the basics, even the smallest 
of comforts. The simplest of wishes for something to eat, to drink, and a 
roof over our heads, once fulfilled , we were 'whole' after every battle. It all 
activated our determination to live once more. A simple sauna, and the ar
rival of a special ration, brought about high spirits such as one cannot 
imagine, especially in the younger men. 

When the soldiers were asked in letters from home, "Are you in good 
spirits?" we did not know how to answer. We would just love to have said 
"no"! However, so as not to cause misunderstanding and worry, we consid
erately used a minimum of words in answer, withholding the reality of the 
situation, and always said "yes"! It was not simply the fact that 'only' 2,000 
kilometres lay between us, but also many months of horrendous experi
ences. Those were engraved on our souls, and had and did change us, the 
longer we survived. 
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JJ. ~nr nnATE>KOM KPACEH 

Soviet propaganda for the partisan war against Germany 

Our appearance, which was mirrored in each other, did nothing to im
press any longer. Our uniforms were patched, were no longer the strong 
dark 'field-grey', but from the dust, rain, mud and snow, a sorrowful pale 
tone. It no longer mattered how we looked, we didn't mind how we looked, 
for a campaign was not a parade. 

When the post-courier managed to get through, the post from home al
ways raised our spirits very quickly. We were so thankful for post from our 
parents, girlfriends and friends, all having been written many weeks before. 
A single letter, or a small parcel, bound your home together with the Front 
and was a bond that could not be severed. There was so much love and hu
man feeling in the sack full of post that was then distributed over the 
war-torn countryside. When one of our comrades from the country re
ceived a food parcel from home, it was shared, in a brotherly fashion, with 
the comrades from the city. Their families were restricted to food supplies 
provided by ration books. Those in the counttyside were not so confined 
and the food parcels provided many a tasty morsel that was not to be had 
with coupons. In between times, anything coming from home was covered 
in printed bureaucratic stamps, giving information and warnings, including 
"Caution! flammable, especially in heath and forest areas"! This tickled our 
sense of humour and produced many a grin, for were we not in the middle 
of an inflammable area? Thereafter, in a sticky situation, one of us always 
warned the others, "Caution! flammable, especially in heath and forest 
areas", when mortars exploded around us and the bombs fell! 

My post did not seem to come as regularly, for want of a better word, as 
the others. In fact, mine was very sporadic, although the German field-post 
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functioned quite well. It was well after the war that it became known that 
Dutch postmen deliberately destroyed post that was destined for the East
ern Front, out of opposition. Perhaps they were thinking that their 'acts of 
heroism' helped Stalin to victory? 

The extreme temperatures lamed us into being almost unfit for battle, 
and things did not improve with the New Year. So our two-hour sentry 
duty was shortened. We were relieved after every half an hour. Although the 
sentry point was covered in thick straw, one could suffer very easily from 
frostbite by standing for any length of time. It often happened . I f I remem
ber correctly, one poor chap was found dead, leaning in sleep, at the edge of 
the trenches. It was not allowed for you to leave your post. 'S pirits ', as an al
coholic immunisation were strongly forbidden. However, the Reds froze 
just like we did. But they thought that their vodka made them fit to fight, 
not only in winter. Modest in this habit they were not. Their craving was no 
'happy hour' any more , but an uninhibited drunkenness . There was no 
wondering about it. A whole tumbler of vodka was drunk each time, i.e. 
100% pure alcohol. In the wide open spaces of Russia and Siberia, 40 kilo
metres is no distance, 40° is no temperature, and 40% unmentionable as a 
SpIrIt. 

When there was a shortage of vodka, the ' Ivans' knew how to compen
sate. They suctioned alcohol from the exhausts of planes, and filtered it 
through the filter of their gas-masks, which cleansed the liquid to a good de
gree. Then they mixed the rest with a syrup, thus making it a more than ac
ceptable liqueur, which they didn ' t sip, but just tipped down their throats. 

Over a very scratchy ' tannoy' we were subjected to Russian propaganda, 
as well as with leaflets, which we used as toilet-paper and to roll our ciga
rettes. It was a weapon used by the Soviets and part of their psychological 
warfare designed by their Military Directive. We heard top of the chart 
'hits' of that time, I've seen you dancing, Oh Donna Clara. They were 
changed to propaganda slogans, aimed at our souls, and to coax us over to 
their side, such as "surrender to the victorious Red Army, and you'll return 
home, straight after the war." Another message was "here are girls waiting 
for you, and lots to eat", at which we aimed a short volley in the direction of 
the loudspeaker, or until it was silenced. The next day however, the scratchy 
tones were to be heard on another section of the front. 

The reaction to such rather attractive promises was somewhat varied, 
especially from the hot-blooded and gullible Spanish volunteers from the 
' Blue Division'. They believed what they heard. It was not to be wondered 
at, when remembering that they came to the Russian front and its merciless 
ice, from a land under the hot Iberian sun. 

Not only the Russians, but the German Wehrmacht knew the power of 
printed words and promises, as a tactical and strategic means of war. The 
Waffen SS had three war-correspondent platoons, whose members were 
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trained firstl y as infantry. Then, upon reaching the strength of a battalion , 
they were posted to the Eastern Front. Later, as the Waffen 55 Standarte 
'Kurt Eggers', messages of the PK, i.e. Propaganda Company, were sent 
over the tannoys in perfect Russian. They produced very good results at 
first. The Russian soldiers deserted in hoards, and when their situation 
seemed hopeless, and success meant an expected high loss of men, the PK 
provided a bloodless alternative. 

The mercilessness of this war, which attacked both sides, was some
thing that we took as a matter of course, for we had not learned anything 
else. We learned that the fear that we all had at the beginning could be con
quered. At some time it was, in all of us, unconsciously moulded into cour
age. Then we accepted a basic rule. When you were too slow to shoot and 
you didn ' t hit your target, you died. You survived when you didn't hesitate, 
and shot to kill. It was that simple. Gruesome, bur simple. This bravery dis
appeared sometimes, especia ll y when you were surprised. Unexpected sur
prises robbed you of assessment, particularly when masses of Russians, with 
screams of"Urra!" jumped out of their hiding places and surrounded you. 
Worse still, a pack of T34s cou ld suddenly roll steadfastly at you from a 
birch wood with whirring SOOPS motors, along with their indestructible 
confidence. Often those deadly surprises dampened even the strongest of 
the unshakeable. 

Stalin's strong arm , the T34, surprised and fascinated the legendary 
Panzer General, Genera l Guderian. With its low si lhouette, it melted into 
the battle area very well. The track, wh ich was half a metre wide, ' tramped ' 
through the toughest bog, while the German Panzer IV with its 3Gcm, pro
tested and stopped. The Russian tank was strong and robust but manoeuv
rable. However, above all else, it moved over snow and soft ground without 
any problem. r t was the best construction of its time. Not even the 'Panther' 
or the 'Tiger', which came off the production line a year later, could com
pete. The T34 , with its 4S-GOcm-thick plating, and its high performance 
was unmatched. 

Like David with his sling, we, as infantrymen, had to deal with Goliath 
using other methods. When in the trenches we were surprised by such op
ponents, we simply let them rollover us. When we emerged whole from 
that exercise, we then had to deal with their accompanying grenadiers. We 
had to try to destroy the 'g iant' from behind, and in close combat. With 
nerves of steel, combined with mortal fear, it often worked. But often it was 
under very heavy losses. 

All of the divisions, corps and armies of the Waffen 55 were com
manded by the Armed Forces. Although they were not one iota better 
equipped than the Wehrmacht units, a top performance was expected from 
them. They were used as trouble-shooters mostly, or as 'firemen', who ex
tinguished the 'fire' and saved whole sectors of the Eastern Front. Enor-
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mous losses were the price. "Half-way through this war, a third of these 
classical Waffen SS divisions lay under Russian soil, and this organisation 
was burnt to cinders", to quote Heinz Hahne in his book, Der Orden unter 
der TotenkopJ 

It wasn't any different for us. Some very hard weeks lay behind us, as 
gradually the winter began to lose its grip. The countryside was still white, 
but the temperature became bearable. At rhe end of January and beginning 
of February, rhe long-promised winter clothing arrived from home. lr in
cluded fabulous fur hars, padded jackers, rhermal boors and warm woollen 
pullovers, as well as balaclavas knirred in hasre and fairh, by rhe girls and 
women ar home. Bur all of it arrived far too lare. 

In his diary for 23 February, General Halder, Chief-of-Sraff wrore, 
"today was especially quiet". Perhaps ir was in rhe HQ in Easr Prussia, bur 
certainly nor in our neck of rhe woods. Ir turned our to be an especially 
bloody day, wirh rhe Red Army arracking our lines wirh everything rhey 
had. Ir was also rhe day rhar my friend Robby Reilingh was very badly 
wounded. He had been messenger on rhar day. In rhe very same moment 
as our Sergeant fell, quietly, from a shor rhrough rhe heart, a mortar 
exploded somewhere near me and I heard him call my name. He managed 
ro smile weakly ar me as I reached him, but quickly ignored my arremprs 
ro console him wirh rhe assurance rhar he would now have home-leave. Ir 
was very important to him rhat I promised to see his parents and family. 
He was in severe pain and I could do norhing for him. The whole rime, 
mortars were exploding and machine-guns clattered around us. Ir was 
awful. He was raken our of the line of fire and laid on a straw-covered 
sledge. As he lay wairing behind a bank of snow, to be transported away 
with other wounded, I covered him wirh a rhick blanker to keep our rhe 
cold, pulling ir to his face which, in between rimes, had rurned to yellow. I 
firmly believed ar rhis poinr rhat I would see Robby again. He was raken 
away bur nor before I recognised an expression rhar I had seen many rimes 
before on rhe faces of rhe dying. Ir was rhe expression of disbelief, of 
non-acceprance of whar was ro come. All had worn rhis 'as tounded ' 
expression. 

Ir had pained me ro see him go, bur all hell was being ler loose and ir was 
a quesrion of survival. All I could do was to pray, from rhe bottom of my 
heart, that he pulled rhrough and rhar we meer again. Larer, we had ro 
change our posirions. We were made ro resr ar a firsr-aid srarion, run by rhe 
Wehrmacht, in some outlying hurs on rhe roadside. There rhe wounded and 
ill waired for further transport. Ir was warm inside, which did us all good. 
"We had a chap here wirh rhe same accent as you. Are you Durch?" I was 
asked by a Medical Sergeant. I was happily surprised. Was ir Robby? I asked 
for rhe name, for perhaps ir was him. "He's lying over rhere" I was rold. 
When 1 looked ro where he was pointing, ir was rhrough rhe window, and 
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outside. "No one could have lived with the load of shrapnel that he had in
side him ", he told me, not unsympathetically, "and he was very brave". 

I stood for a long time at Robby's freshly-dug grave, not that there was 
much to see of his last resting place. It was no more than a snow-covered 
mound by the roadside, in rhat unending Russia. 1 do not know how long 1 
stood at his inconspicuous grave, fighting with the realiry thar I would not 
see him again. The grave was simple. The cross, which was made of 
birch-wood was also simple, and so was the inscription. Ir was basic. Only 
the minimum of words had been used. It said norhing but that "SS 5chutze 
Robert Reilingh fell on I March 1942". 

The German Red Cross informed his family in June, with the sober in
formation, German Red Cross Area 15 File num. I Advisor (VK) Reference 
number 8245/42 Subject: 55 5chutze Robert Reilingh. Reference our letrer 
of 9 June, Professor Dr. Parade, Sun Str, InnsbrLick. "The German Red 
Cross regrets to inform you from information received, that on 1 March 
1942, at 4 o'clock, 55 5chutze Robert Reilingh, died from wounds received, 
in the main First Aid Station, in Sossna. His burial place is to be found, 
some 200 metres east of the school in Sossna, on the 
Moloarchangelsk-Droskovo road. We assure you and your family of our 
heartfelt sympathy. Heif Hitler!" German Red Cross Area 15 
Executive/Advisory Dept. 

To this day I still have a duplicate of that letter sent to the family. Only 
after months, was it possible for me to fu lfil Robby's last wish. On my first 
leave home, it was to his parents in the north of Holland that I went imme
diately. It was not an easy duty, to deliver Robby's last greeting to his par
ents and his brothers. [ could not have been given a warmer welcome by his 
family, in their magnificent villa , not far from Groningen. Everything that 
they had hoarded for him, including precious things which were seldom to 
be found at that time, were shared with me. 

I was their guest for several days. 1 had to repeat over and over again our 
experiences together. In those few days the first great love of my life was to 
develop with Robby's sister. It was a mutual attraction ftom rhe beginning, 
and continued in the form of letters, and a short leave, now and again, that 
one had as a soldier. 

Robby's death seemed to be the start of tragedy and suffering for his 
family, which had been a happy one rill then. Less than a year later, his fa
ther was murdered, actually assassinated, cycling home on his bicycle. He 
was shot in the back, in what cou ld have been described as ' peaceful' Hoi
land. As the former General Consul in Liberia, this father-of-four was 
known for his German sympathies, and as a member of the NSB. It cost 
him his life. Towards the end of the war, such acts of treachery increased. 
Then, in turn, they resulted in reprisals againsr the said 'sinners' by rhe 
occupying forces. 
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The activities of the underground, even in the Soviet Union, was an in
credible phenomenon of the war. Thousands of Russians , Ukrainians, Esto
nians , Latvians, Crimean-Tartars and Georgians worked voluntarily as 
Hi/fiwillige or Hiwis, for the German Military in rear-area positions. They 
did so to free themselves of the yoke of Commu nism . But there were just as 
many partisans working for the Sov iet Union. Those bands of ' fighters ', 
Bandenkampfir as they were called, fought without mercy, on both sides. 
They were illegal fighters, accord ing to the Hague's State War Commission 
decree in 1907, fighting without uniform, without visible sign of rank and 
therefore not ' recognisable'. 

They stood outside every form of ' justice' or 'rights'. The farmer 
ploughing his fields, a female working in the kitchens of Germ an units, the 
smithy, or the adm inistrator of our quarters, could belong to that horde. A 
gruesome fate awaited those who fell into their hands . Torture, using meth
ods from the Middle Ages , was on every day's agenda. It was even used for a 
fragment of information about future attacks, troop movements, and weap
onry. Prisoners had their eyes poked out, their tongues and ears cut off. 
Those were not single cases, it was the system with which those lynch-mobs 
worked. No one escaped those barbarians alive, and those who were shot in 
the back of the neck were the lucky ones. 

It is believed by some, it has to be said, that without such illegal activi
ties, whether on the Eastern Front, in the Balkans or in western Europe, the 
reprisals of the Wehrmacht wou ld never have taken place. 

Today the picture is different, and not based on the reality of those 
times. The illegality of partisan activity is ignored and a very one-s ided pre
sentation is the norm, to the disadvantage of Germany. fn court cases of 
later years one cannot speak of objectivity, offairness in assessing both sides 
of the coin. It was deliberate and was none other than a reappraisal of the 
past. No one took the time or trouble to present the unadulterated truth. 

The ten pledges in the pay-book of every German soldier, gave very 
strict guidelines over our treatment of prisoners. For instance number 3. 'It 
is an offence to kill prisoners who have surrendered, including partisans or 
spies'. 4. ' Prisoners are not to be abused or mishandled '. 6. 'Wounded pris
oners are to be humanely treated '. 

Until December 1941, the Wehrmacht in Russia occupied a territory of 
65 million inhabitants and amongst them were 10,000 partisans. Those 
numbers grew very quickly. By the middle of 1942, 100,000 men and 
women were involved in underground activities against the German forces. 
There was not much success at first, with on ly half a dozen 'Security' divi
sions, mostly of older men who were badly equipped, but who had military 
control of the hinterland. Much more success was had from bands of 
Jremdvolkische members from the surrounding ' lands ', such as 
Ukraine/Wh ite Russia. The former were deserters from the Red Army, but 
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they were supported by the ' locals' sympathising with the Germans. They 
possessed the same knowledge and determination as the ' partisans' and not 
even they could avert the problem. 

To quote , " J n the years from 1941 to 1943, Russian soldiers killed 
500,000 enemy soldiers, including 47 German Genera ls, and many 
anti-communist Ukrainians". These figures are taken from the Russian au
thor B.S. Telpukovski 's book, A History of the Partisan Movement. Their 
weapons included knives and machine-pistols. On films there can be seen 
the 70-shot revolving barrel-type guns, and rifles and shotguns. Molotov 
cocktails, i.e. petrol-filled glass bottles with a wick, were first used in the 
Russian/Finnish war of 1939/40, were used by them for close combat with 
tanks. There was, as it happened, an excess of empty vodka bottles in Russia! 
Later those simple but effective bottle-bombs were filled with a mixture of 
phosphorus and sulphur, which produced a heat of 1300° when in flames. 

Stalin knew what he was doing when he ordered partisan activities. 
Twelve days after Hitler's invasion, Stalin gave his orders for ' Partisan activ
ity'. He also started his 'sco rched earth' policy, whereby everything of use 
that could not be taken when retreating, was to be destroyed. Alexander 
Werth wrote , "Blow for blow was now the order of the day." The German 
troops never had time to make a thorough search of harmless looking vil
lages for the leader of those bandits. They could only try to find the source 
and then extinguish the fires. It all drove the inhabitants into the lap of the 
partisans. The German Army, in their advance, had been looked upon as 
liberators from the yoke of Communism. They had been greeted with the 
traditional bread and salt, from girls wearing flowers. 

Onlya year later, how cou ld it come to the situation where the partisans 
had such a hold over the inhabitants in the same areas? The answer was a 
simple one and the good relationship held only as long as the Military Di
rective ruled with goodwi ll. Russian so-called Commissars or Inspectors 
were used, in order to undermine and destroy any sympathy shown for the 
occupying forces , and to prepare the ground for partisan activity. Those 
'Red ' commissars replaced the 'brown', and Stalin made fun of the 'dumb' 
in Berlin. 

The same lack of understanding stood between the Waffen SS and the 
Armed Forces, when it came to the interference from party officials in the 
redirection of the inhabitants. We soldiers saw the policy as an expression of 
extreme arrogance, which was to our disadvantage, and the advantage of the 
partisans. There were exceptions of course. Conscientious officials not only 
with ideals but also local understanding, tried to even out the inadequacies 
of the Ministry for Eastern Policy. 

One of those was a genuine NS Head Administrator, who had been a 
genera l commissioner in the Crimea. This educated and upright national 
socialist, Alfred Frauenfeld, administered with so much level-headed ness 
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and expertise, that he could afford to travel hundreds of miles through the 
Steppe without any armed protection. He treated those working for him 
with decency and propriety. He understood the mentality, interests and 
needs of the inhabitants in the areas. Because of that, he himself was also 
treated with decency and propriety. He produced a highly efficient econ
omy in the Crimea that was second to none. In complete contrast, one of 
the 'gravediggers ' of the Third Reich was a man ca lled Erich Koch, District 
Commissioner in Ukraine and former district commissioner in East Prus
sia. He directed with brutality, not the consideration and ' fingertip ' feeling 
of his counterpart. 

r t is clear that Germany did not use the one-off chance that they had in 
the East. There were experts who with far-s ightedness tried to save the situa
tion. But their suggestions of altering the policy of the occupying forces, 
were o nly put into action as the Red Army took Budapest. 

Despite the order to "hold at any price", the German Wehrmacht was 
threatened with the same fate in the winter of 1941/42, as Napoleon 's 
army. In between times, the front was no longer intact and the Red Army 
held the initiative in the south. Only with extreme exertion, and against the 
wi ll of Stalin's favourite general, General Zhukov, could the offensive on 
Moscow be averted at the end of January. The situation on the Eastern 
Front stabi li sed gradually. However, Operation 'Barba rossa ' with its aims 
and plan of operation, from Archangelesk in the north in a straight line 
down to AstrakJ1an in the south, faded into the background. The hard win
ter in which the German Army found itself and which destroyed their plan, 
lasted four lo ng, unending months. I n March there was another terrible 
snowstorm, which was followed by 'the thaw'. It was then a 'bog-down ' 
period. 

"A t the end of the winter, the faces of our men were old, from stress that 
was present every day. They had an unhealthy hue from the frost, that they 
would never lose. It was to be seen on both sides. The only visible difference 
could be seen from the uniform that they wore, or the language that was to 
be heard, i.e. German or Russian ". This is quoted from the diary of 
Leutnant Wolfgang Paul , in his book Erfi'orener Sieg. 

We volunteers were still of the opinion that the battle of and for the 
whole of Europe was justified. The battle was not against the people of the 
Soviet Union , but for the people of the Soviet Union. It was proved when 
the USA decided to join the war in 1941 and showered Russia with vast 
amounts of American war material. Pope Pius XII described the action of 
the Waffen SS, who consisted of a very mixed bag of Danes, Finns, Norwe
gians, Dutch, Belgians, Swiss and French, as " the defence of the basis of 
Christian cu lture" . 

We had covered vast distances in comfortable trains and goods-wagons, 
in transport planes and lorries, tanks and troikas, and then marched on foot 
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to the Front. As Germany's war-generation, we all shared the same fate, 
which welded us together and which only the fire of battle could separate. 
We had not found 'adventure', nor the ' laurel-leaves of victOlY', but lice, 
mud, polar-conditions and death. [n indescribable hurs, as many as twenty 
men were provisionally housed, waiting for the next order. We crouched in 
holes in God's earth, in ' ready' positions, before attacking the enemy. The 
minutes seemed like hours , before we could ambush those who felt at home 
in the darkness. We had restless , interrupted nights, 's leeping' , forwantofa 
better word, a light and fitful sleep. We kept a finger on the trigger and had 
the smell of burning villages in our nostrils. We lit a fire when the opportu
nity arose and warmed ourselves around the flames . Flames which could not 
only kill, but save as well. 

We had warmed ourselves with the warmth from exhausts, or lingered 
if only for minutes, in the warmth of the burning houses on our marches, 
not wanting to move away. Living under open skies with temperatures 30° 
below freezing, reduced us to the fundamentals. Later it dropped to 52° be
low freezing point. Napoleon, in 1812, suffered only at 25°. At every possi
bility, we German soldiers slipped into any coverage we could find in that 
God-forsaken land , be it a hole in the ground or the poorest of huts, away 
from nature's hostility. The Russian Steppe, with its unending horizon and 
vast heavens, was a 'lord' over the victorious, in the moment that we, its en
emy, won a battle. It was natural that we had tension in us, as we first trod 
the earth of the Soviet Union, but the wretchedness of the Bolshevik world 
exceeded even our imagination. 

Stalin's Empire was at this time, an actual 'state of dead souls'. There 
was a land, no, a continent at Europe's door which in the day and age of ra
dio and films , was completely cut off from the rest of the world. This 'saga' 
in the history of humanity, this 'paradise', was nothing new and nothing 
but ice-cold propaganda. We assessed this 'state of workers and farmers', 
not with the eyes of scholars, but the bare facts as soldiers do, with eyes that 
were wide open and therefore all the more 'fundamentally'. 

For example, one could search the whole of the Soviet Union for a re
placement shaving-mirror when you smashed your own. Bur you could not 
find one for love nor money. To lose your pocket knife or your fountain pen 
was a real tragedy. This annoyance, this lack of, for us the simplest of com
modities , was not appeased for months on end. We did find civilised arti
cles, but then in senseless quantities . One of our comrades, who had been in 
Russia far longer than we, told us about a state-owned shop (what else?) that 
had not only enormous reserves of ladies ' face-powder, and toothpaste in 
tons, but not a single toothbrush! One saw Russian girls on the streets, 
thickly powdered because it was th e cheapest of goods. One could buy it by 
the pound. The shelves were bending under the weight of the toothpaste 
which tasted of nothing bur chalk. But a toothbrush was never found. In 
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another town, its shop had records, hundreds of the same record, with an 
excerpt from one of Stalin's speeches on one side and an operatic aria on the 
other, but a choice? There was none. 

We were nearly swallowed up by this land , this Russia. Despite the 
changing seasons, be it with the cha nging leaves of autumn or the white of 
winter, to us the monotony of this land appeared as a deathly shade of grey. 
It was a land embedded in a vegetative condition. In the villages, the inhab
itants appeared as children who had to be woken, their existence being 
colourless, uniform, simply nondescript. The men appeared to be ex
hausted, the women full of the worries oflife. When one had a new apron or 
a new cap, then there were reasons for suspicion. Dictatorship ruled here in 
all of its Proletarian instinct, breeding jealousy, resentment and slander. It 
was better that one did not own something that no one else had. 

One must ask what happened to the army of slave-workers, who 
worked for a pittance and saw nothing of the promises of Stalin's "five-year 
plan", which was nothing else but an Armament Plan and having no re
form. They received nothing. The energy and the riches of the nation were 
used by power-crazed fanatics and turned into armaments for a war that was 
described by the Russians themselves as the biggest war of aggression 111 

world revolution. 



CHAPTER 12 

In Hospital 

T he Wehrmacht slowly regained its strength after the winter. The sum
mer of 1942 saw the start of new areas of attack that ran to plan and 

were successful. Sebastopol, in the Crimea, the HQ of the Black Sea Fleet 
was the strongest fortress in the world. It fell into our hands after a bitter 
fight, in which rwo enemy armies could have crushed one another. 

Within the next month, we also pushed back the Russian Front by three 
hundred kilometres, taking Voronezh and Rostov. Nonetheless, Hitler's 
plan to destroy the Red Army collapsed. Even outside Russia's borders, 
Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in North Africa had taken Tobruk that sum
mer. German submarines had risen out of the water at Long Island and their 
crews viewed the traffic in New York. The "Grey Wolf" had engaged in its 
first attack in Canadian territorial waters, in the flow of the St. Laurence 
river. However, the war leaned dramatically to the side of the Allies with the 
defeat of the 6th Army, in February 1943, at Stalingrad. The Allies however 
still needed another rwo years to force Germany to its knees. 

The hospital train which I found myself that summer did not need as 
long as that to bring me from Orel on the Oka, to Warsaw on the river 
Vistula. The Russian soldier had not managed in months of bloody fight
ing, but that little beast, the louse, managed to put me out of action in much 
less. A high fever, which came and went over a period of five days, was even
tually diagnosed by the troops' doctor, as Volhynian Fever. It is one of the 
typhus category and transmitted from bites from Rickettsia, a parasite that is 
neither bacteria nor virus, and which is found in the Ukraine. 

The train painted with red crosses, travelled from the central sector of the 
Eastern Front, over Briansk, Smolensk, Minsk and Brest, into the territoty of 
the General Government. When one could shut out the moans of the 
wounded and try to ignore the stench of pus and fresh wounds, then one 
could ask for nothing more. The comfortable sleeping compartment for us 
was like travelling tourists ' first class. The converted hospital train was fitted 
with bunk-beds for the wounded. They were tended continually by the 
doctors, medical orderlies and Red Cross nurses. At nearly all of the stations 
and halts, the volunteer nurses of the German Red Cross appeared with large 
steaming coffee pots. This service covered the whole of central Europe, practi
cally to the front. Among the nurses were women and girls from all over 
Europe, not only Germans, but all working just like the male volunteers. 

Our military hospital lay very near the river Vistula, opposite the town 
ofPraga. Before we could enter the hospital we had to be disinfected , body 
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Two photographs of SS-Sturmmann Hendrik Verton, 1942 

and uniform. We entered a long barrack, as naked as the day we were born, 
forming long queues. We were a living conveyor-belt for the 'carbolic an
gels', the nurses who were ready to smear every hair-covered part of us with 
a disinfectant oil. It caused problems for those who had not seen a member 
of the female species in months. They were then the centre of teasing, grins, 
laughter and comments from their comrades, which the nurses diplomati
cally ignored, carrying out their duty with a faint smile on their lips. 
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After the stress of the front, the hospital was a real island of peace, and a 
piece of home. The BDM girls who visited us from time to time saw to that, 
either by the bedside of the wounded where they sang the happy songs of 
home, or in the shady garden of the hospital and also by giving useful little 
presents. I can remember an amusing incident, which at the time rather em
barrassed me. I was holding up my hand to be given a razor as they were be
ing distributed. One of the girls placed a bar of chocolate in my hand 
declaring that my 'baby-face' did not need a razor. 

Despite the short and measured free time of the nurses, they showed the 
soldiers the town when they could, once they were on the mend or could 
walk. Not that there was anything of worth to see. The siege of the town in 
September 1939 had left its mark. There were many ruins and damaged 
houses to be seen, witnesses of the bitter fighting for the designated ' fortress ' 
of Warsaw. The fate of the Polish capital certainly made an impression on 
us. A worse time for the people of Warsaw was to come, for in the last phase 
of the war, it would be destroyed by up to 85%. 

After my stay in hospital, I was posted to a rehabilitation unit, richly 
laden with provisions for my journey to Tobelbad near Graz. I went first to 
Berlin for a few days' special leave, and where I got to know Germany's capi
tal. Despite being wartime, there was more than enough entertainment to 
choose from, theatre, variety and the cinema, all at half-price for the mili
tary. Comrades already in Berlin who knew their way around the city, 
guided me in all directions. In the hope of seeing 'the FLihrer', we marched 
to the new Chancellery in Wilhelms street. But instead of seeing him, we 
were given a brisk salute from a double SS guard, standing to attention 
outside the gigantic bronze doors. 

Ir was a world full of contrasts for us fighters returning from the Front, 
returning to a peaceful homeland which we had to digest. We were feted 
and richly spoiled, not only by private persons but by organisations too, 
with the maxim "our brave soldiers richly deserve our thanks". Gifts rained 
upon us and invitations too. Later that changed radically, the longer the war 
lasted. 

Everyone had their problems and worries. The population had their 
contribution to make to the war-effort, in working longer hours. 46 hours a 
week in offices, and 52 hours in the factories. It was also at this time that the 
restaurants served 'front-line menus ' on Mondays and Thursdays. That 
gave the population a taste of front-line cuisine, which was usually a stew, 
made exactly as the military cooks made it. 

Tobelbad, in the green countryside of the Steiermark, reminded me of 
Carinthia with its forest covered mountains, and slopes covered with fruit 
trees , only these slopes were gentler and more varied. This idyllic country
side proved to be not only of a healing climate, but for the rehabilitating sol
dier an impetus for their appetites. In order to offset the hunger that we had 



In Hospital 105 

from the sparse catering in Tobelbad, we had to find a solution . The solu
tion was always one and the same for any of the military, and was called the 
'fried potato relationship'. As it suggests, the aim of the relationship was al
ways the same, extra food in any form. I t had really nothing to do with fried 
potatoes! 

It revolved around a sympathetic, young lady who could lay her hands 
on this extra food and amongst other things, could cook! My choice was a 
dark blonde from Strassgang and I happily marched the few kilometres to 
where she lodged. She was one of those enlisted for 'wo rk-service ' and who I 
found very sympathetic. Unfortunately, also in the same lodgings was a 
man who was head of the kitchen staff, but even so she brought me fruit and 
sometimes sausage, which she had secretly organised. On Sundays we went 
from Tobelbad for long wa lks in the mountains or id led our way through 
the town of Graz, until I had to return for roll-call. Most of the younger 
comrades had a girlfriend, not on ly to flirt with , but more importantly, to 
provide an extra 'dessert' for our hunger. 

Sometimes an ensemble or two came from Vienna to entertain the 
troops. There were colourful improvised cabarets, and piano concerts with 
music from Mozart and Haydn, which were boring for us you ng soldiers. 
But the officers and non-commissioned officers took it in their stride, in or
der to flirt with the female artists, late into the night, for which they had to 
pay. 

To believe that our time in Tobelbad was a sanatorium cure for body 
and soul would be wrong. It was a 'cure', in so far as our surroundings were 
in complete contras t to that of the front. Our quarters were in the large, im
pressive, detached villas, which the 'cure-guests' rented in peace time. Bur 
we had to work. We were kept in trim with gentle exercises, body-bui lding, 
movement and sport . Then we had to go to schoo l, where combat training 
would have been superfluous for us, and which we were spared. But we were 
given theory in terrain practice, map reading and also world politics. [ must 
not forget the thorough cleaning of our quarters! I also remember Tobelbad 
for a velY big and unexpected surprise. My brother Evert suddenly ap
peared , he too having been wounded in Russia. He had also been posted to 
this rehabi litation unit, and for the very first time we both belonged to the 
same company. 

He was wounded again a year later, in north-west Kharkov, in very hard 
defensive action with the Wiking Division. His company commander sent 
the news to our parents, ending the letter with "in close affinity" . Field Ad
ministration Post Code 33576. Dated 08.09.1943 (in the field). 

Dear Mr and Mrs Verron, 
The Company wish to inform yo u, that your son Evert has been 

slightly wounded. On 6 September 1943, in an enemy attack, he was 
wounded from shell splinters in his neck and thigh. After treatment from 
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Two Dutch brothers in the uniform of the Waffen 55: Evert and Hendrik Verton 

the unit's doctor, he will be transferred into a field hospital from where he 
can write to you himself. 

Greetings in close affinity, 
Yours faithfully ............. (Signature Unreadable) pp, SS Leutnant 

Only today did I notice that the usual Heil Hitler is missing in this let
ter. Even the German Red Cross, in their letter of condolence to Robby's 
parents informing them of his death, do not forget this formal address. 
With this comment I wish to point out that those of the Waffen 55 soldiers 
fighting on the front were not the "Upstanding stalwarts of the Party" as 
they are deliberately depicted today. 

It was also in T obelbad that I had to presen t myself before the whole 
company. There my company commander presented me with a medal for 
the 'offensive in the East' in the winter of 1941142. All of those from the 
Eastern Front received one, those who fought in the period from 15 No
vember 1941 to 15 April 1942. The medal had a striped band in red, white 
and black, red for blood, white for snow and black for death, the death of 
many of our fallen comrades. Perhaps it can be described as 'grim humour', 
but thereafter we from the Eastern Front, referred to this medal as the 
'frozen meat medal'. 



CHAPTER 13 

ANew Apprenticeship 

T he longer the war continued, the more resolute and brutal it became. It 
was clear that success or defeat depended not on how good the soldiers 

were, bur how well their commanders guided them. What was even more 
important, was the worth of their weapons with which they worked. The 
modern war therefore demanded perfection from one another and with one 
another. Not only that, but a variety of highly developed weapons had to be 
mastered. Although every man was needed on the front, every unit was or
dered to send chosen men for special courses, to bring them up-to-date with 
new military techniques. 

I was one of those posted to Czechoslovakia on one of those courses in 
the autumn of 1942. In Kienschlag near Prague, I came to grips with a 
weapon which for its time was a small wonder and which the expertS had 
been working on since 1935. Until then, close-combat with tanks had de
pended on an explos ive charge, which upon detonation had produced only 
splinters in the plating. Th is new weapon was a magnetised hollow-charge. 
It had deposits of explosive material and a copper funne l which, in the mo
ment that it had magnetic contact with the surface, released a high-speed 
detonation, producing holes through the armoured plating, and putting the 
tank out of action. 

The course took place in the SS Panzer grenadier School and for this 
course we had to practise the usual tactics of tank close-combat used by the 
infantry, with Molotov/smoke cocktails and explosive charges. The charges 
were made from five hand-grenades, four without grips and bound around 
the fifth. To use such weapons one had to be fit , for instance by springing 
on to fast-moving captured Russian tanks which were used for these exer
cises. The ' roll-over' exercise was also one that we had to master. There was 
nothing to surpass the superhuman effort one had to make, when cowering 
in a hole in the ground, knowing that this giant, weighing tons, which was 
moving towards you with the deafening noise of its screeching track, wou ld 
roll over your head. There were other exercises that needed not only a lot of 
pluck, even from the most daring of us, but needed almost acrobatic exper
tise. For instance, one had to place a T-mine, i.e. a Tel ler-mine or 'plate 
mine', also an 'S- mine' or 'disc mine' , between turret and hull of a 
zig-zagging practice-tank. Or we had to push a hand-grenade down the 
muzzle of an oncoming tank. 

Only later did we have a close-combat weapon at our disposal, which 
meant that we did not have to break our cover. Only with this could we 
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curb the destruction caused by Soviet tanks. I mean the Panzerfaust, a 
highly developed anti-tank rocket launcher, a metre long, weighing only six 
pounds, and lovingly called 'Gretchen ' by us. This was a sensation for the 
troops and the Wehrmacht made good propaganda from it. 

Not only the parachute troops but also we of the Waffen SS were ex
pected to operate in single-combat now. We were schooled to assess and to 
act, and those taking part had not only to be physically fit but mentally too. 
From tactical experience, soldiers from the Eastern Front were ideal, with 
their front-line experience of the Russian campaign. For instance they as
sessed with practised eyes, as soldiers should, an advance into enemy-held 
woods. They were not only familiar with refined tricks but used them them
selves, taught by the reality of war. 

Although prepared for everything to be thrown at us , nonetheless we 
were tense as we advanced through the training grounds, jumping with 
fright as a 'comrade', made from cardboard, suddenly jumped out from the 
door of a replica blockhouse, followed in quick succession by a volley of 
blanks. Our hearts raced for a few seconds when a life-size, stuffed puppet 
sprang unexpectedly from behind a tree and then a practice hand-grenade 
was aimed at us , by one of the instructors hidden in the bushes. This train
ing programme in Prague's peaceful surroundings was well designed. It was 
designed to improve our chances of survival and to beat the enemy, for after 
all the war was not lost. 

At that time there was no anti-German hostility aimed at us, as we wan
dered through the 'golden capital' of Czechoslovakia in our free hours. De
spite the war, it held the status of a neutral land. Where war held practically 
eve,y other land in Europe tightly in its grip, these people lived and worked 
in an oasis offreedom. Despite having ' protectorates', the land enjoyed the 
freedom of self-government and internal development. The men were not 
enlisted to fight. With the exception of the Ministry of Defence and For
eign Affairs, administration was fully in the hands of the Czechs. 

I can remember that we could shop without the usual ration books and 
that we could eat normally in restaurants, with normal portions which else
where was no longer possible. Even the luxury industry bloomed here, in 
the region of the Moldau, as always. The Czechs were given lucrative con
tracts from Germany, from Reinhard Heydrich as the representative of the 
"Reichs protector", with the Bishops ' kiss, Pax Domini Sit Semper Vobiscum 
from the T eutons. 

En masse they were the most faithful of Hitler's collaborators, which 
even the House of Commons in Britain ascertained. "The Czechs have lost 
faith in themselves and have not even protested against the occupation of 
their land". Heydrich held a great deal of sympathy from the working-class , 
in particular for his social security plans. The relative peacefulness in the 
land did not please the western powers. Flying them out in British planes, 
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exiled Czechs were flown into Czechoslovakia 
with a mission. Heydrich was murdered and 
in protest 30,000 Czechs assembled on the 
Wenzels square in Prague in 1942. This pro
voked 'disturbance of the peace' produced un
expected results for the Allies and because of 
it, the Germans made reprisals in the village of 
Lidice. 

Blood flowed later in Prague, on 5 May 
1945, as the Wehrmachtcapitulated. Nowhere 
else in Europe was the revenge so great or so 
gruesome against helpless prisoners, the 
women, nursing sisters and children, as in the 
land of Czechoslovakia. In 1982, in the Ger
man magazine Horzu (edition No.45) the 
Czech Chess Champion Ludeck Pachmann 
wrote, "When there was hell on earth then it 
was let loose in Prague on 5 May 1945. I saw it 
with my own eyes" 

Time went by and I found myself on yet 
another course, this time in Lauenburg for 
subordinate training. It was there that I 
learned of the assassination attempt on Hider, 

in his HQ in East Prussia on 20 July 1944. For us in Pomerania, it was a 
quiet day and just like any other. It was hours later that we found ourselves 
under emergency conditions, and it was forbidden for us to leave the bar
racks. Details over this attempt were sparse, and even in the next few days 
the information was vague and inexact. 

We soldiers were relaxed, but none the less, at a time when the Russians 
were gaining ground every day, we were outraged, at the thought that in the 
middle of total war, our Commander-in-Chief should be eradicated. The 
civilian population thought so too. As one who was there at the time, I did 
not meet anyone who regretted this unsuccessful attempt on Hider's life. 
We were all the more astounded, when weeks later we learnt who the guilty 
parties were and that they were our own, their names belonging to the most 
influential and highest ranks of the Army. 

It placed a new light upon unexplained 'incidents' that had been hap
pening on both the Front line and on the home front. The extent of them 
ranged from acts of sabotage in the armament industry, to the delayed deliv
ery of the winter clothing which had caused the deaths of so many of our 
soldiers. There was deliberate misinterpretation of orders, which also cost 
innumerable soldiers their lives. There was the betrayal of highly secret in
formation from headquarters to the enemy. It was certainly no coincidence 
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that German weapon production reached its highest productivity quotas, in 
the last years of the war. At about that same time the conspirators were erad
icated. There was continual bombardment by the Allies. "It is not good to 
change horses in mid-stream", is what the famous American President 
Abraham Lincoln said. 

Eugen Gerstenmaier, one of Germany's post-war presidents, put the er
rors of those conspirators into very clear, explanatory words. "What we in 
Germany's resistance did not understand, or did not want to, was that this 
war was not against Hitler, but against Germany. Only afterwards did we 
understand that all the efforts of those in the resistance were unsuccessful 
and that was also no coincidence". 

"The opposition did not offer even the smallest chance of better condi
tions of freedom, than the National Socialists themselves, not even in the 
event of a successful putsch and a proclaimed cease-fire". Quoted from 
Hellmut Diwald. The opposition against Hitler himself, a third of it stem
ming from the aristocracy, did not come from the people themselves , but 
from the old conservative leadership. Their failures had caused the very 
emergence of a dictatorship in Germany. 

When the Heads of the military were united in the opinion that Hitler 
should be deposed, even before the Stauffen berg assassi nation attempt, then 
the question must be raised, why this was not carried out by those in uni
form, in close proximiry to Hitler. They had all been allowed to have a regu
lation pistol on their person. It was all too late. Those same officers gave 
daily orders themselves to their soldiers in deployment and under risk of 
their lives. True, this act of opposition would have demanded the willing
ness to take a very big risk and needed the courage of conviction. But it 
would have been characteristic of resistance activiry. Many, if not all, had 
profited under this ' Bohemian Private ' . They had been promoted in rank 
and highly decorated, resulting from the efforts of those soldiers at the 
Front who had paid a very high 'price in blood '. 

Only with the turn of the tide, i.e. the invasion by the Allies on French 
shores, in June 1944, which could no longer be halted, did those very oppo
nents of Hitler turn to the use of bombs as a more effective means of dispos
ing of him. Nazi propaganda denounced them and the people too, seeing 
them as traitors and renouncers of their oaths. It was Hitler himself who in
terpreted this attack as "a ratification of my commission in the name of 
providence." It gave him the will to carryon as before, to attain his life's 
work. It has certainly not been easy for post-war generations to sort the 
chaff from the wheat of this scenario. Who were the 'opportunists', and 
who were the 'idealists ' prepared to make sacrifices for their ethical de
mands? Only the last of those requires any respect. 

We wanted however to win the war. So we used the opportuniry given 
to us to improve our education in the SS School for Non-commissioned Of-
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flcers. We also got to grips with the course, and the use of the light 7 .5cm 
infantry gun and 15cm howitzers. The drill for the heavy 15cm howitzer 
was hard, especially for those who had to manhandle the heavy car
tridge-cases and shells with speed. I was however spared the work. I was 
spared this muscle exercise, as team leader. But for that I had to be perfec
tion itself on the optical sights, with speed and perfection even at a distance 
of3,500 to 4,000 metres. No mistakes were allowed, which meant no 'dud' 
shots. No Fahrkarten! i.e. a ticket back home in soldiers' slang. If even one 
shot missed the target, then there was an almighty dressing-down from our 
instructor! 



CHAPTER 14 

East Prussia 

T he victory fanfares were now seldom to be heard. The orders over the 
radio to 'hold your positions', and 'at all costs', became more frequent. 

Even in June 1944, the collapse began in the East. The central sector of the 
Front line that had been held by Army Group Centre collapsed. Without 
doubt, there then began the most forcefu l and horrific chapter of the war for 
Germany. The coming months brought the hardest months offighting and 
the highest losses for the Eastern Front soldiers. For old people, women and 
children, it also brought unimaginable suffering and senseless death. 

With the coming of autumn 1944, the Polish and Lithuanian country
side sank into mud. The batrle for East Prussia had begun when six Russian 
armies broke through the lines of the 3 rd German Army. They severed the 
lines of the central and northern sectors. Four days later, at Krottingen, the 
Russians trod German soil, for the first time. Once more our time had 
come. The heavy losses of non-commissioned officers, the backbone of the 
army, had produced many gaps in the front line and these had to be filled. 
Our course therefore came to an abrupt end. W ith our packs on our backs 
we were on the march again, not knowing where we were going. 

As the long train, laden with pieces of heavy equipment, passed Danzig, 
it was clear that we were returning to the Eastern Front. We had so much 
wanted to finish the course and receive our certificates and promotion as 
non-commissioned officers. However I was promoted, and at a later date 
decorated for 'bravery on the Front'. I belonged to the 8th Company, 
Kampfgruppe 'Romer' . The train took us 300 kilometres eastwards, to our 
final destination of Lotzen in East Prussia. The journey then continued by 
road, to a village ca lled Kruglanken in the middle of the Masurian Lakes dis
trict. There we were based in readiness for 'Operation Scharnhorst'. 

Provisionally, [ was used as a motorcycle messenger and was given a 
250-BMW motorcycle, to accompany motorised convoys. I enjoyed that, 
racing up and down the columns, like a shepherd dog with a flock of sheep. 
Later on, in the depth of winter, it was no longer so pleasant when, despite 
balaclava and goggles, the ice-cold wind froze your face to a stiff mask. 

Reconnaissance and security runs were now the order of the day, to
gether with one other comrade and with machine-pistols slung around our 
necks. We were our own masters. We could plan our own routes in this fan
tastic countryside. It was near the front that we found two young women 
about to leave their empty property, an estate. We had to do our best to per
suade their vely o ld grandmother to leave with them. We did our best to ex-
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plain the danger that she was in , amidst the war and the Russian soldiers. 1 t 
was all to no avail. If she had to die it would be where she was. She would 
rather do that, than leave her home. There was nothing more to say or do. 
She was adamant. The two granddaughters left with us, crying bitter tears. 
They sa id 'goodbye' to their grandmother, leaving her with her cat on her 
lap, having provided enough food for them both. It was a heart-rending 
scene. 

Not on ly there, but in other places as well, where we made our quarters, 
we were witness to indescribable human tragedies, particularly when in the 
villages, estates and farms, the inhabitants had to leave at a moment's no
tice, on ly taking what they cou ld ca rry. The evacuation of the areas was the 
responsibility of the area administrators. They often gave the order of evac
uation at the very last minute, not giving the inhabitants time to think 
about what they should take, and what had to be left behind. Where we 
cou ld , we so ldiers helped them with packing their meagre belongings on to 
horse-drawn carts, hand-carts, or their tractors pulling trailers. But they had 
other help as well. Prisoners of war, who had been sent to work on the Ger
man farms in the area, where they had been well treated , also helped the lo
cal inhabitants to pack up their possessions. The majority were Poles, and 
there were also some French who joined the trek of refugees, fleeing from 
the Red Army. 

'Operation Scharnhorst' was designed to ensure amongst other things , 
the security of Hitler's headquarters the WolJsschanze, or Wolf's Lair, and 
the wide circumference around it. The HQ in the GCiriitz forest was made 
up of eight, one-storey, above-ground bunkers and some other wooden and 
brick-built buildings. All of the roads on the complex, the paths and the 
bunkers were covered in enormous 'cammo' nets as protection from aerial 
view by the enemy. Lying behind several barriers of barbed wire and other 
security barriers, the WolJsschanze was the most secure of Hitler's quarters. 
As the Russians forced their way further west, his HQ was once more trans
ferred to Berlin on 20 November. So that it did not fall into the hands of the 
Russians, the WolJsschanzewas blown up at the beginning of January 1945. 

We, in our sector in Kruglanken , really did not have much to do and so 
we found time to explore the fascinating countryside of East Prussia. [ have 
memories of black forests, the green clear water of lakes and rivers, and of 
the spicy, dry, cold air. There were small towns with cobbled market places 
and memorials of great German princes. Other memorials were to 'Old 
Fritz' (Frederick the Great), whi le quaint villages, avenues of birch es, or 
birch-lined roads, lead to farmsteads. All were within distance of a lake, or a 
whole chain shimmering to the horizon. Today the recollection is still 
bright and clear. That land , as large as Holland, and with 2.5 million inhab
itants normally, was practically empty of people at the end of 1944. The 
ivy-covered country seats, with their wrought-iron park gates, long drives 
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and pillared porticoes, standing in the shadows of age-old trees, lush green 
meadows and pastures, or dark forest, were deserted then. Those memories 
will stay with me and will never fade. 

The Postmaster also lived in our quarters and although there was no 
work for him, he stayed dutifully at his post with his daughter. That was a 
piece of luck for me. From the first moment we met there was a rapport be
tween us , we understood one another. She was young, an attractive brunette 
and a real 'Masurian ' maiden . Thanks to a very understanding company 
commander living in our quarters, she was allowed to accompany me on my 
runs, to show me the sights. Perhaps it would be better to say, 'to allow me 
to get to know the area'. But we were alone and could forget that there was a 
war, even when it was only for moments. We wandered through 
spruce-woods and aisles of trees bending towards one another up above, al
most forming the arches of a stately cathedral. It was still and peaceful, with 
only very faint sounds of the front disturbing this paradise, this unspoiled 
countryside. 

Our romance however was brief. The Postmaster and his lovely daugh
ter had to flee like all of the others and were in the last trek of refugees to go 
west. There obviously was not one soldier, anywhere in the whole of the 
army, who did not enjoy a rendezvous with the opposite sex, whether a 
spontaneous flirt or a real heart-felt romance. Far be it from me to give the 
impression that we soldiers behaved like farmhands, were promiscuous or 
philanderers. We were not. We were normal, healthy, young soldiers forced 
together in one another's company. We longed for the company and love of 
a woman, exactly as the young men of our own age in peacetime. It was the 
situation that caused us problems, for a romance of permanency was impos
sible. The soldier was always on the move. 

It was between December 1944 and January 1945 that the Russians 
started to collect around the Vistula. That river, stretching over hundreds of 
kilometres, was the German demarcation line. More than three million 
Russian soldiers, with nearly ten thousand tanks , 40,000 artillery guns, as 
well as 7,000 planes made up the largest army of aggression in world his
tory. Their opponents, the defenders of the German Reich, sought to stem 
the steamroller effect of the Russians, with the courage of the desperate. 
They fought to win evelY available inch of ground. The will to hold ground 
was reinforced when information seeped through the lines of inhuman 
atrocities, committed against civilians by the Russians, in particular the 
11 th Division of Guards. 

In winning back the village ofGoldap, German soldiers found a picture 
of sheer barbarism against the human being, an apocalypse. They found 
women and young girls had been raped. Old people, infants and babies had 
been murdered. French and Polish prisoners who had not fled from the vil
lage, had been beaten to death. There are no words to describe the barbarity 
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ot the atrocities in the many cases committed by the Red Army, one being 
the case otNemmersdort. 

A column ot exhausted retugees made a stop in Nemmersdort in the 
early morning hours. It was to be their death sentence. Their hand- and 
horse-drawn cans filled the width ot the main road. Amongst the noise ot 
stamping hooves, one could suddenly hear the screech ot tank tracks. A col
umn ot Russian tanks emerged trom the veil ot morning mist and the steel 
giants rolled over the retugees, the screaming women, children and old 
men. The Russians could not hold Nemmersdort, and the German 4th 
Army under General Friedrich Hossbach took the village. They were eye
witnesses to the untorgettable evidence otbarbarity to its inhabitants. Along 
with Goldap, Nemmersdort is one ot the names trom the Second World 
War that will never be torgotten. The men tound 72 corpses, including in
tants and babies in nappies. The bodies ot women and children were tound 
hanging trom hay-carts and barn doors. 

The hate against Germans was brought to boiling point by extensive 
propaganda, until it was pathological. The disease became an epidemic. 
"Kill the Germans!" With that, all ot the Ten Commandments tused into 
one, tor the Soviets. The Russian author lIya Ehrenburg was first and tore
most ot the propagandists when it came to hate campaigns. "When you kill 
one German, then make it two. There is nothing so pleasurable as German 
corpses!" 

The Russian newspaper Krasnaya Sveda was more reserved and com
mented, 

One has to admit that the German resistance in East Prussia is so strong and 
steadfast, that it exceeds any previous performance. The barrles are 
extremely bloody and they offer resistance that is fanatical. They are 
untiring in counter-arrack and in defending every inch of ground. 

Radio London, which at first had no idea, were also astounded and said 
that " the fight tor East Prussia is extraordinarily tough and is obviously a 
contest ot wills. The Germans fight bitterly tor Prussia's holy ground". The 
German soldier knew, tar better than Radio London, why and tor what they 
risked their lives. In villages that they had retaken, they had first-hand expe
rience ot the monster against which they were fighting. They needed no 
propaganda, no historical example in order to give, to the last, all that they 
could and did otter. Nevertheless , Prussia tell to the Russians. That lost par
adise had always been top ot the list as booty tor toreign imperialists. It is 
only the stork that returns home to East Prussia trom its migration, or the 
wild geese, in their wedge-like flight, giving a talse but lenient illusion that 
all is right with the world. But that land will never be the same again. 



CHAPTER 15 

Silesia 

There was a natural hurdle between Stalin 's mighty advance to the east
ern borders of the German Reich and Berlin . It was the river Oder. The 

giant Russian offensive was one that threatened Silesia and the target was 
Breslau , Silesia 's metropolis in the southern sector and a key position for the 
Red Army. It was stated at that time "Europe's fate will be decided at the 
Oder". Therefore strongly concentrated defensive measures were decided 
upon for that theatre of war, and we too were sent there. 

Suddenly, the Kampfgruppe was sent on a long train journey, from East 
Prussia to Pomerania. It lasted a few days. We were newly equipped, had 
packed, and were sorted into new units. Then express trains took us from 
our old barracks, in the School for Subordinate Commanders, in 
Lauenburg, direct to the Oder. Without knowledge of strategic plans, we all 
wondered why the Kampjgruppe's destinations were so very often changed. 
Even as we were underway, we would find ourselves relocated to places 
where originally we were not meant to go, but then became urgently 
needed. "The wheels had to roll to victory!" 

As the convoy of trains finally reached the rolling Silesian countryside, 
snowflakes had fallen, framing the carriage windows, for winter had arrived 
in Silesia, in the middle of December. We arrived in the evening and won
dered at the peaceful, undisturbed atmosphere and obvious daily routine in 
this, for us, unknown city of Breslau, for it held no signs of war. Cars and 
trams still fully lit, drove through glittering snow. A queue of people stood 
patiently outside a cinema, with its coloured posters. Ch ildren were skating 
on the town 's frozen moat. The trains still ran to their scheduled times from 
the main railway station in the town, and from Freiburg to the west. 

Next to Dresden, Breslau was the only large city, until the end of 1944, 
that had not been bombed by the Allies. This important east German city 
grew during the war, from a population of 630,000 to nearly a million, with 
the storing of its industry's war materia l, which had been transferred from 
the west. Both the government departments and the officials of the Minis
tries of Finance and for Foreign Affairs, were moved after heavy bombing 
raids on Berlin, to this eastern province. Breslau, as well as surrounding 
small towns and villages, was also the home of evacuees from heavily raided 
areas such as the Rhine and the Ruhr. It was the air-raid shelter of the na
tion, for thousands who had been bombed out of their homes. 

It was time for us to find our barracks. They turned out to be in the 
'School of Infantry Replacement Training Battalions' , in Deutsch-Lissa, 8 
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As Wachhabender (commandant) at the NCO School in Lauenburg, Pomerania in 1944 
(front row, far left) 

kilometres west of Breslau. The three-storey, stone complex had been ex
tended, with wooden-built houses for the regular army. It was of all places 
in one of those that I was quartered. It was no use wishing for our lovely 
warm quarters that we had left behind. We were, after all, outside during 
the day and were only in this ice-encrusted barrack to sleep. After we had 
given it a thorough clean, it was heated in the evenings after duty, by using a 
large, ugly, iron stove, until it glowed. It only left enough space in the mid
dle of the room, so that the straw-sacks for our bunk-beds never caught fire. 

Every day we exercised outdoors, with the infantry howitzers and mor
tars. Our numbers had grown and totalled a full battalion, with men from 
Pomerania and East Prussia, plus many from other units. Most had Front 
experience, but there were others who had just finished their training and 
were waiting for their baptism of fire. Some couldn' t wait for 'a piece of ac
tion', and others only said so to hide their fear. From our own 11th Com
pany, we were now 120 men and grew into a close and faithful clique. 

Unexpectedly, as we were exercising at the daily terrain training, a mes
senger reported that we must all return to camp straight away. There we had 
to assemble on the parade ground, in the snow. The assembled battalion 
was then informed, in few words but of military tone, the reason for our 
hasty return. We were then given our marching orders, but not before we 
were reminded that "every man must fulfil his oath to his flag and do his 
duty to protect his fatherland from the storm of the Bolsheviks". Iron ra
tions, live ammunition and extra daily rations were issued to us. Personal 
items, considered to be superfluous, were stored in the attic of the barracks. 
The post office suddenly filled with telegrams and hurriedly written letters 
to family and friends back home. For some, they would be their last letters. 
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Others would eventually return home. We were sent ott to the Breslau gar
rison , on the same day, as an independent regiment, SS Regiment Besslein, 
to 'combat ready' positions. 

It was trom southern Poland that the Russian Marshall Zhukov ap
proached Breslau, with a strong and superior torce. Despite terocious Ger
man detensive actions, his advance cou ld not be stopped . Marshall Koniev 
was also advancing, just as strong and supported by uncountable tanks, hav
ing crossed the Oder at Baranov. Both used bridgeheads to cross the river, 
which had been no hindrance, neither hoped tor nor expected. 

Stalin, tully aware ot the problems on the Western Front, with the 
Ardennes ottensive, asked the Allies it he could anticipate his own plans by 
eight days. He had dropped reconnaissance troops by parachute, in small 
groups, behind our lines. They were equ ipped with powertul radio sets, 
with the receiving range ot two to three hundred kilometres. He knew pre
cisely every move that we made. Our coded intormation, on tortiflcation, 
strength ot units, troop movement and, in particular, the combat areas ot 
the Watten SS who were teared by the Russians, was used against us tor their 
plan ot arrack, by their military chiet ot staff. Intormation was also received 
trom his undercover network otRussian workers in Breslau. They, amongst 
other things, betriended the retugees tor the slightest intormation which 
would be ot help, and that cou ld also be passed on to our enem ies. 

With Breslau having been declared a 'tortress city' in the summer ot 
1944, it was theretore not surprising that the whole ot the population was 
still there at the beginning ot January 1945. As a junction tor traffic, 
Breslau, which was in the heart otSi lesia, was an open city and on ly wishtul 
thinking cou ld make it the classical tortress that it had once been. It was 
now protected by on ly a tew lightly-built bunkers on the lett bank ot the 
Oder. Untortunately, its military worth was vastly exaggerated. 

The ' tortiflcation order' trom Berlin, had not been taken seriously 
enough by the region 's Gauleiter, who did very little tor the detence ot the 
town. The Gauleiter, Karl Hanke, did order anti-tank ditches to be made. 
But those were put ncar the tormer German/Polish border, along with other 
detensive installations, as part ot'Operation Barthold '. All otit was toO tar 
away, and as it proved later, ot abso lutely no use in hindering the advance ot 
the Russians. 

Despite directives of evacuation tor the city having been long si nce re
ceived, the plans to evacuate its citizens to satety, over a period ot days, using 
hundreds ot trains, were not put into operation until the town was already 
encircl ed. On 20 and 2 1 January, the echo of loudspeakers was to be heard 
on the streets, not o nly in the centre ot the town , bur on the outskirts too, 
advising the women and chi ldren to make their way to Oppenau and 
Kanth , but on foor. 



Silesia 

MAHREN 

• SawiHlscM $Iourlcl'tu"I 

OttIM. 25.t.'11. Kom"d..fr~,~ihfw 

24.1 JrtJ#sitzr,oitrM rJJrchtktl F.irtd 
KJ - 13.2 FflttdflChHMrlJO,u wtl*d. Ot!.r 

o 10 20 30 40 50 Km 

The Sovier offensive inro Silesia 

Il<opf 
I 
1111!>.J'<n.. 

119 

Kanth for instance, lay twenry-five kilometres away from Breslau to the 
west. It was difficult enough to reach under normal circumstances, but by 
then it was plain murder, especially for women with small children. Tem
peratures of minus 20-30 degrees were nothing out of the ordinary in 
Silesia, or to have the Oder frozen over until March. In the previous two 
weeks over two feet of snow had fallen, always accompanied by bitter 
hoar-frost, and it lay on the roads. Many women did not even try to leave 
Breslau under those conditions, but many thousands did. They packed food 
and drink, wrapped themselves and their children in wool blankets over 
thick coats, and tied scarves over their heads. They packed their children in 
prams, small carts or sledges, and taking the older ones by the hand, they left 
the town. For them it was a fearful Odyssey, an inferno of ice and snow. 

The women managed only the first few miles. Although the country
side was bathed in weak but cold winter sunshine, at mid-day the thermom
eter read no more than between 16-20 degrees below freezing. A wind 
began to howl, a cutting icy wind coming from the east. With incredible de
termination they tempted fate under unimaginable odds. They were to fail, 
despite their motherly instinct driving them further and further, to the 
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The author's drawing, made in 1946, showing close combat between the Red Army and 
members of the 11th Company, 55 Regiment Besslein at Peiskerwitz, January 1945. 

point of exhaustion. They could no longer push the prams against the wind 
and even the sledges could not be pulled through knee-deep snow. So the 
mothers carried the children in their arms. The milk froze in the botdes, 
and some mothers faced the storm to breast-feed. The bitter wind knew no 
compaSSIOn. 

The babies and infants were the first sacrifices. No blankets, no cush
ions could have given them the body-warmth oflife. So they died, 'sleeping' 
in their mothers' arms. They were carried miles in this belief, many mothers 
not wanting to accept that their baby had died. The iron will of some of the 
mothers broke with that bitter realisation. They were to be seen shovelling 
away the snow with their hands, to make a grave for the little one. Some of 
those too busy battling against the wind, did not see mothers lying beside 
their babies delivering them both into the hands of 'mother nature'. Only 
later did others see those dark mounds covered in glittering snow, but did 
not possess the strength to clear their path of the dead or dying. No one 
counted those from Breslau. The statistics on those who died on that trek 
have never been recorded. Many were refugees who had sought shelter in 
the countryside, not knowing that they would meet their death much earlier 
than those they had left behind in the city. 
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The Russians had advanced to the Oder and very near to our new loca
tion of Kirschberg. The Wehrmacht and Waffen SS units , under the leader
ship of Rittmeister Speckmann, could not deter their forging of a two 
kilometre-wide bridgehead on the western side of the river. Despite bitter 
fighting the Russians widened the bridgehead, until they had reached the 
forest area south of Peisketwitz. As the Regiment's reserve, we had been 
waiting for orders, just three kilometres from the front line. We had seen 
how quickJy the Russians had increased this bridgehead, with all of the mili
tary srrength that they possessed. The heavens over Peiskerwitz glowed. 
From fire and Aames, and from the continuous tumult of exploding shells, 
one could assess the enormous firepower used by both sides. During the 
moments of a pause in the duel of artillery, red Aares provocatively lit the 
sky heralding the next barrage. 

The wounded were brought to us to wait for ambulance transport to 
field hospitals, and there were those separated from their units who also 
found their way to us. All told us of the desperate battle on the banks of the 
river, and that part of our battalion was trapped. They were engaged in close 
combat in the rubble of the houses. A messenger arrived reporting the hope
less situation in Peiskerwitz, resulting in our combat order. As a company of 
120 men, we were be used as shock troops. We were expected to go in, clean 
up and not only rescue our comrades from the main sector of the front, but 
push the 'Ivans' back over to the other side of the Oder. 

It was on the afternoon of28 January that we left Kirschberg, equipped 
with the usual firearms, light machine-guns, and very many hand-grenades 
and Panzerjfiuste. We marched cross-country through Wilxen, in the direc
tion of the Trautensee estate. We joked with one another, to relieve a little 
of the tension that had built up with waiting. Now the waiting was over and 
we made progress. 

The clang of riAe-burts hitting our bayonet-sheaths and the crunch of 
our boots in the snow, mixed more and more with the noise of bar tie from 
the front. Very soon we met the first of the wounded on foot. There was a 
look of shock on their grey faces. They had staring eyes, blood-smeared uni
forms and signs of provisional first aid. Some moaned in pain with every 
step thar they took as they passed us. We, the 11 th Company, had nothing 
more to say or to joke about. 

After a short rest in the grounds of the estate, rhe company hurriedly 
crossed over open ground, in a line of skirmishers, to the edge of the 
Peiskerwitz woods. By keeping our heads down, and wirh long intervals be
tween each man, we raced over the open ground. Miraculously we all 
reached the protection of the woods. However, our relief was soon shat
tered, as the Russians discovered us. All hell was then let loose. In seconds, 
we seemed to be in the middle of a fireball. Artillery spewed at us from all di
rections , from light and heavy emplacements in the area of rhe banks of the 
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Oder, who were firing without consideration of their own men in the 
woods. Many Russian infantry were hidden behind trees and bushes, and all 
joined in the assault on our detachment. 

Apparenrly unafraid, our company leader Obersturmfiihrer, later 
Standartenfohrer Zizmann, mged his men on with a hand-grenade in his left hand 
and a sub-machine-gun in his right. My group had the order to stay right behind 
this calm and experienced officer, who somehow gave us the self-confidence that 
we needed. We strode fOlward with fixed bayonets. The enemy too was grim and 
determined, they were ready for hand-to-hand combat. Lively rifle-fire flew around 
us from snipers who had waited, hidden in the trees, to fire on us as soon as we were 
in range. Some were hanging in the trees, apparently dead, but we could not know 
if they were or not. We had to be damned carehu! 

Forest fighting was always dangerous, particularly for those entering, 
not knowing where the enemy lay. The racket from the firing was intense 
mortars, uninterrupted firing from the infantry, to say nothing of whistling 
bullets, as they 'pranged' against the trees like messengers of death , and re
bounded through the air. 

As if they had done nothing else all their lives, our grenadiers crept 
through the snow-covered wood, to every leaf that gave cover, winning 
ground, yard by yard. It was now important to keep together and not let the 
Reds strengthen their defensive line. With a doggedness that surprised the 
Russians, the 11 th Company gradually began to push them back, shooting 
from behind trees, from kneeling positions or, as they moved forwards , 
from the hip. We advanced deeper and deeper into the wood. We saw the 
Reds running in panic, leaving ammunition and equipment behind them , 
including a very antiquated water-cooled machine gun on wooden wheels. 
There were the odd one or two ready for close-combat with fixed bayonet, 
but their retreat continued, until they reached the edge of the wood on the 
far side. Then they stopped. 

Very soon the proportions of the Red Army were visible and we knew 
that we were at a numerical disadvantage. The Reds had called up fresh re
serves, reformed, and were defending their positions in houses and barns, 
most of which had been set alight. Despite their numbers, this made them 
very easy targets and we picked them off, as they hopped from house to 
house in the flickering light of the flames. It also applied to us, as we moved 
away from the flames and choking smoke. We ourselves then became a sac
rifice of the ' Ivans', and the losses of the 11th Company, in dead, missing 
and wounded were very heavy. With the dawn however, we had driven the 
Russians back to the banks of the Oder. The remnants of Kampfiruppe 
Speckmann, who had been fighting for days in Peiskerwitz and were now 
totally scattered, could be relieved. 

The Reds still had to be pushed back to the other side of the river. That 
could only be done after we had stormed the river 's near-side banks, and 
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held them until reinforcements arrived. Part of our detachments had to lie 
in readiness, in the terrain between the edge of the woods and the bank, 
waiting for a new order. Scattered shelling kept us pinned down, lying in 
deep snow, until we no longer felt that biting cold. But, in between the 
bombardment, cries and moans were to be heard from those who had been 
hit and wounded. There were also shouts of Vpirod! Bysstro, bysstro! i.e. "for
wards, quicker, quicker!" Presumably some of the political commissioners 
in the Red Army were a little nervous. Between orders, those with the tempo 
of a snail were encouraged to quicken their pace, with a shot or two from a 
pistol. 

As our company commander at last gave us our order to attack, he 
moved forwards a couple of steps, then turned and came back as no one was 
following him. Few had heard the order and others had hesitated. We knew 
what was waiting for us over the rise and somehow our limbs had been 
frozen . We felt our hearts pulsating in our throats and a cold sweat creeping 
over the back of our necks, but it was not for the first time, and the order 
came again. Obersturmfiihrer Zizmann shouted at the top of his voice, and 
the order was followed with a scream of "Hurra!" We rose as one man, to 
advance as best we could in fresh knee-deep snow. We fired like wild men, 
without aim, and with only yards separating us from the enemy. 

Close-combat lasted only a short time. Some of our men, without or
ders, returned to their former positions. Both sides sank in the snow as they 
climbed over their dead comrades in order to escape. Obersturmfiihrer 
Zizmann knew that this action was plain slaughter and so he gave us the or
der to dig-in. In frozen ground, with our short-handled spades and under 
artillery fire, the fallen had to lie where they were. The wounded who could 
crawl to our positions did so. Others were dragged back under extreme dif
ficulty by our medics, to be given first-aid. We had obviously surprised the 
Reds who did not risk a counter-attack. I t would have meant disaster for us, 
but they could not know that, thank God! 

With the information that shock troops were attacking the left flank, 
we retreated into the foremost houses of a village. From my squad of twelve 
men, only six remained. I chose a small farmhouse which had a cellar, and a 
barn which had been badly burnt. The cellar provided a place to sleep for 
two men at a time, while the remaining four kept guard at the windows, the 
glass of which was non-existent. Not that sleep was possible in the next cou
ple of days and nights, for the Soviets tried, time and time again, to storm 
our positions. They gave us no peace. It was in such conditions that we 
could only send messengers to neighbouring groups at night, to receive in
formation as to our situation and because our ammo and rations were very 
low. 

It was during the third night in this farmhouse that an unexpected de
livery, of ammo and rations, came in the form of my faithful friend Georg 
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Haas, who was the company's accountant. He had not forgotten us. He 
reached us with his provisions on a sledge drawn by a sweating Panje pony. 
He had found us, guided by the flames from the houses and the noise of the 
front. He was not to be deterred. Having himselfbeen wounded in 1942, he 
was accompanied by a comrade who had also been wounded. They had 
come cross-country over snow-covered fields to find us. 

We also had a very long wait for support from our own artillery. How
ever, heavy shells were being sent over our heads, in the direction of the en
emy, by an 8.8cm gun battery from the Reich Labour Service 
(Reichsarbeitsdienst, or RAD) who were positioned very close to us. The 
gunn ers and al l the very young privates did a great job. Enormous fountains 
of earth erupted skywards. Trees too were tossed upward , having been torn 
out of the earth by their roots. Every shot had hit its target. The boys had 
very little ammunition. They used what they had sparingly and only in 
small amou nts, making every shot hit home. Not so far away from us was a 
high, narrow transformer house in which an enemy artillery spotter had 
made himself at home. But it did not last long before those lads found him. 
They blasted him and the house in the direction of Heaven. 

In order to bring some excitement of another nature into our daily rou
tine, fate decided that I was a good candidate. Unwillingly, but it really was
n't my fault! We were forced to make permanent lavatory conditions in the 
back yard of our temporary 'fortress' because ours had been shot to pieces. 
In the form of a cesspit, it was a ditch with 'thunder' beams placed over it 
and well our of view of the enemy. As a soldier with front-line experience, 
one's ears attune to the whistling tones of an oncoming shell and can esti
mate when you are in the line of fire or if the projectile will land in another 
direction. This saved my life, one day, as I was in the yard . It ' perfumed ' my 
life for the next few days however, for I had to dive into the cesspit and I did 
not come out smelling of violets. I unfortunately did not possess an extra 
uniform at that time, much to the annoya nce of my chums, who avoided 
me like the plague. It was only some time later, with the melting of the 
snow, that I could discard my white snow 'cammo' so that this unwilling air 
pollutant was once more an acceptable member within his circle. 

The features of the landscape had altered overnight. The untouched 
white snow of the battlefield was now a dirty grey carpet, a morass of soft 
earth. The wet snow made crawling and hitting the ground a wet and messy 
business, bur a wet stomach was far better than one with a bullet-hole in it. 
We had to crawl around the farmhouse yard in it too, during the day, for the 
Reds were not giving us any peace. A grey light, blocking out the weak win
ter sun, hung over the smoking ruins ofPeiskerwitz, where our fallen com
rades still lay in their half-frozen field-grey uniforms. We, with red-rimmed 
eyes and totally exhausted, kept watch from the glassless windows in our 
small farmhouse. Frozen from the cold moist air we dozed unwillingly, not 
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having the will to stop ourselves. The young unshaven faces of my chums 
were thin now and angular, and our uniforms gave us no warmth. Outside 
was grey, only grey, and in the grey of the evening, one could not determine 
where the earth ended, and where the heavens began. I t matched our 
flgh ti ng-spi ri t. 

Our comrade, Szibulla, who came from Upper Silesia, understood a lit
de of both Polish and Russian, and he kept us up-to-date with the move
ments of the Reds, for they were to be heard, loud and clear. When he heard 
something that meant they were on the move, or we had a combat order, 
then we were suddenly very wide awake. Mostly it was the bad language 
from our counterparts which he translated and which we did not want to 
hear such as "F ... your mother", or tantalising attempts to win us over to 
their side, "Come to us comrades". 

Then we had real cause for alarm as we heard the faint squeak of a 
tank-track coming from the riverbanks, which became suddenly louder and 
louder as well as the loud 'brumm' of its motor. A recce detachment con
firmed that it was a heavy Stalin tank that could worsen our situation badly, 
for apart from Panzerfouste, we had no other anti-tank weapons. It was 
Scharfiihrer Harry Kahler, a very experienced ' front-man ', who solved the 
problem for us, taking the responsibility on to his own shoulders. Under 
cover of fire from my squad, he emerged from cover only thirty metres away 
sending two shots broadside into the giant from his Panzerfouste. The roar 
of the detonation produced a crescendo in which our own weapons could 
not be heard . Thick black smoke soared through the turret as it opened, fol
lowed by tongues of flame. Then a succession of earsplitting explosions 
emerged from the 46-tonner, as its ammunition exploded. It was a daredevil 
mission that could have ended in the death of our chum from the south-east 
of Germany. But like David and his sling, his pluck paid off. Scharfiihrer 
Kahler was presented with the Iron Cross 1st Class for his bravery, on that 
same day, and our fighting spirit was sent soaring. Yes, I must admit that we 
were proud to have stopped the westwards advance of the Reds on the Oder, 
whose numbers and material were superior to that of our own forces. 

At the same time as we, the 11 th were holding srrongpoints, another 
part of our Regiment narrowed and eliminated another bridgehead near 
Peiskerwitz. The Wehrmacht General Hans von Ahlfen and General 
Hermann Niehoff, commanders of Festung or ' Fortress ' Breslau wrote 
about those incidents. "The elimination of bridgeheads around Peisketwitz 
was successfully conducted by the best organised Regiment of the garrison, 
Waffen SS Regiment Besslein, on 8 February. Many attempts before this 
had failed. The bravery shown by the troops and the necessary support they 
gave, stems from a tried and tested pattern of combined skill and tactics in 
the line of fire. The Peiskerwitz success had and still has a symbolic mean
ing. The whole garrison, not only Regiment Besslein, found faith in them-
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One of the many propaganda posters put up in Breslau 

selves, one another and their subordinate officers, and we could not have 
survived without them." 

Two days before we were to be relieved, we had found ourselves in a 
critical situation stemming from a bitter attack on us from the Reds. My 
squad found itself separated from the rest of the Company as they moved 
out. Before we knew where we were, the trap closed in around us and we 
knew that we were left to our own devices, having missed the withdrawal. 
We had no other choice but to fight to the last bullet. In order to give the 
impression to the enemy that we numbered more than we actually did, we 
hopped from house to house, window to window and other positions, firing 
as we went, in the hope that we could hold out until we were relieved. We 
didn't even think about being taken prisoner, of receiving a bullet in the 
back of the neck, or, even worse, submitting without a fight. We knew that 
the revenge of those outwitted Russians, having been cheated of success, 
would have been terrible. 

The Company did not forget us however. This time it was another 
known daredevil, of the same calibre as Kahler. It was our platoon leader 
Erwin Domke from East Prussia, who came to our aid. He was not going to 
leave us in the lurch. With a handful of men, this highly-decorated subordi
nate officer, managed to free us at dawn on the second day. He surprised the 
sleeping Red Army men with PanzerJiiuste, hand-grenades and small arms. 
Under protection of their fire we could retreat. We lost one of our younger 
men, a machine-gunner whom we had to leave. But we were able to take 
Szibulla with us. He had been wounded in the thigh at the last minute. We 
willingly handed over the position to our relieving troop, without further 
losses to the 11 th Company. 
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Numbering over a hundred men, we had stormed and held this posi
tion for eleven days. We left it without many words, exhausted and sad at 
the thought of having to leave our fallen comrades behind us. Peiskerwitz 
had been their fate. Only a few had been spared the hell of it all. We slowly 
made our way along the country roads, and met many of the company's 
wounded at the first-aid station in Trautensee. They included one soldier 
who, since seeing him last, had turned grey overnight. Separated from his 
unit and totally alone, he had hidden in the loft of a barn as a band of Rus
sian soldiers made it their quarters. He lay there for the next three days. He 
had to lie almost motionless for those three days, in the fear of being discov
ered by them, and in fear of what they would do to him. He watched their 
totally intoxicated antics through the slits of the loft's wooden flooring. He 
had to listen to their singing. The Red soldiers enjoyed themselves for those 
three days, ignorant in their stupor, of his existence. Finally, they moved on. 
He was so thankful that they had not set the barn alight, thankful and grey. 

We stood once more on the parade ground in Kirschberg, the Regimen
tal headquarters , where twelve days before, we had started our march to 
Peiskerwitz. Apathetic and freezing with the cold, we let the following pro
ceedings wash over us. We stood with deathly-grey faces, forced to accept 
how many had not returned with us. The names had no ring to them as they 
were read out on that occasion . Many, very many, did not answer "here" to 
their names on being called out, for here they were not. The voice answering 
with "wounded", " missing", or "fallen in combat", was exactly as lifeless as 
we felt, for from a proud company of 120 men, only 26 were "here"! 

It was on 15 February 1945 that an announcement was to be heard on 
the radio , with information that the Red Army had been beaten in Lower 
Silesia. As in Breslau, there had been bitter fighting from our attacking 
troops. Many were decorated for this feat, with the 1 ron Cross, or the Infan
try Assault Badge. Our company commander shook our hands, without ut
tering a single word. We were then released to go to our beds, where totally 
exhausted, we slept solidly for the next 48 hours. 

Sometime later we were to be found once more in our o ld barracks of 
Deutsch-Lissa, having been brought back to full strength, with new men 
from all arms of the services. We were kitted out with only the best of equip
ment and arms, as well as a new platoon commander, Leo Habr. This 
SS-Scharfiihrer was well-known, an experienced front-line fighter, and one 
with whom I formed a good relationship, as his second-in-command. This 
amicable native of the Ostmark left the day-to-day duties to me, but in 
combat he was an example to us all. Our old company leader Zizmann had 
been promoted to and had been given the command of the 11 tho Together 
with the new men, we were all posted to Johannisberg, to defensive posi
tions on the western banks of the Oder and only a few kilometres from 
Peiskerwitz. 
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From our recent experience, and in our na·ivety, we were convinced that 
we cou ld hold the Red Army here too . Having done it once, then we could 
do it again. What did not occur to us was that then, and now, we had no 
knowledge of the strategic plans of the campaign as a whole. Because of 
that, our convictions were to prove to be very, very wrong. 

The pattern was the same as before, and we were given quarters in the 
deserted houses to be found near our defences. There we found to our joy 
that the larders were full of food. We helped ourselves and for once we al
tered the tone of our cuisine, which was such a change to the meals from the 
military 'gulash-cannon ', or mobile field kitchen. 

My platoon-leader and I took a shorr walk to acquaint ourselves with 
the surrounding area and found that a biplane had taken a nose-dive into 
one of the fields. We inspected this 'sewing-machine' which had caused us 
so many pestering moments in the past, and then we found the pilot. 
Whether he had been flung from the plane or had crawled out of it we 
couldn't tell, but we found this red-haired Russian a few metres away from 
his biplane, dead in the snow. We buried him the next day. As German sol
diers, so to speak, we gave the pilot a soldier's grave, complete with a 
wooden cross which we made from branches of trees. In doing so, we gave 
him more than we could for our own soldiers at times , but at that moment 
we had the time. When the roles were reversed , would this have happened 
with one of ours? We hoped so! 

We cou ld sti ll hear the noise of combat coming from around 
Peiskerwitz, but in our own sector the enemy was surprisingly quiet. In fact 
it was a little too quiet on the other side of the riverbank. Red flares gave 
their nightly performance and lit the heavens. Now and aga in we heard the 
faint sound of motors, bur the war did not seem to want to have anything to 
do with us. The longer that situation lasted, the more suspicious we became. 
Was something brewing that we didn ' t know about? Was it to be a nasty 
surprise? An order came from our company command-post, to send a recce 
detachment from our right-hand side of the sector, to the other side of the 
river. Strength of troops, weapons and posi tions, and perhaps a prisoner for 
interrogation were needed. I volunteered, together with our platoon-leader, 
Leo Habr who came from Bavaria. We were both curious. Apart from that, 
a boat-trip at night was a welcome change to guard-duty in the trenches. 

There was a VoLkssturm battalion some kilometres away from us, posi
tioned in the lowlands of the Oder. They were to provide us with a boat. It 
was also to be our starting point. The battalion's commanding officer was 
an older man, a major, who was not enamoured with our task when we re
ported to him. "One should not challenge the enemy unnecessarily," was 
his critical comment. But we needed his suppOrt and we argued that the in
formation would also be of use to his sector too. He had no cho ice bur to 
give us his support and as it was not quite dark enough, we enjoyed a drink 



I~O IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRONT 

in the command post. We left some time later, leaving behind our 
pay-books, 'dog-tags' and private belongings, for obvious reasons. Among 
the grey-haired Volkssturmmdnner who manhandled the rowing-boat to the 
shore, was a young HJ lad of perhaps no more than fifteen years who 
wanted to come with us. The planks of the rowing-boat, which was old, 
seemed to be somewhat porous, but it would certainly bring us three over to 
the other side of the stream and back. We were rather sceptical as we left the 
Volkssturm and so were they, as they wished us "good luck with the return ". 
They themselves returned very quickly to the cover of the command post, 
perhaps thinking that someone might make the suggestion of sending some 
of them too! 

Although there was thin ice on the shores of the riverbank, the river 
flowed to our benefit rather sluggishly, so that we did not have to strain on 
the oars. 50 we rowed as si lently as possible in the quiet of the night, until 
the boat hit sand . It was the shore on the easterly side of the river. Armed 
with hand-grenades and pistols, we slowly and tensely made our way 
through overgrown shrubs and trees, making signs to one another as we 
went. Flares lit the night sky now and again. Then we froze to statues until it 
was dark once more. We had advanced quite a way and there was no sign of 
the enemy. Not knowing how far we had moved away from the riverbank, 
we became a little uneasy. The darkness seemed to envelop us, as if it would 
swallow us up and we would not escape. 

"We cannot walk to Warsaw, in the hope of seeing the ' Ivans'," whis
pered Habr, breaking the spell. Our mission seemed to be at an end, bur al
most at the same time, he saw a glimmer and it was back to sign language. J t 
turned out to be the red , flickering glow of a camp-fire. We watched, havi ng 
crawled on our stomachs for a closer look. F rom the look of thi ngs, a small 
band of very unconcerned Russian soldiers were enjoying themselves, 
laughing loudly and enjoying themselves as only Russian soldiers could. But 
we could not understand what they were saying. I lay there and thought "if 
only we had 5zibulla with us". His knowledge of the Russian language 
would have helped us so much in that situation, but we didn ' t. Jt was clear 
to us that the sector was very thinly manned indeed and now having what 
we came for , we could depart. Could we take a prisoner? We decided against 
this order under the circumstances, and left those very happy men of war. 
Besides that, there were more of them! 

We had fulfilled our mission, and happy that Habr had said that we 
could return to the boat, our march back was much quicker. Very soon, we 
saw a band of shimmering water and so that the Volkssturm men were 
warned of our return, Habr lit a cigarette in mid-stream. Alighting from the 
boat, they all slapped us on the back when we told them how far away the 
enemy were and how peaceful too. The major seemed to have been relieved 
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from a nightmare and then invited us for a 'moist' night-cap, in his 
command post. 

Incidentally, the VoLkssturm was officially initiated into active service 
with the Wehrmachton 25 September 1944. All men between the ages of 16 
and 60 years of age, competent in the use of firearms, would be active in the 
defence of German territories. The enthusiasm of the young was huge. 
Sometimes that enthusiasm had to be curbed so that it did not develop into 
careless, boisterous, high spirits . Many of the ' infant' soldiers proved them
selves with heroic acts, but on the whole the military performance of the 
VoLkssturm was minimal. 

I must point out that a continuous front-line did not exist along the 
Oder. Very many soldiers were left to their own devices, became lost, and 
fought in the bleak and wretched winter countryside without adequate sup
plies. They had to fight against an enemy that was superior in numbers and 
material. Very often a single tank, or a group of them , would suddenly ap
pear from the north-west sector, and in the rear of troops holdi ng defensive 
positions. The attacked units never had a chance. They were destroyed like 
seeds between two millstones. 

Just as in East Prussia, the raging, merciless fury of the Russians was also 
felt in the areas that they conquered in Silesia. Even the dead were not 
spared their fury. The 19th Panzer Division in Bllichersruh, south-west of 
Breslau, found a skull juSt 'lying around' in the street. It had been removed 
from the tomb of Marshall BILicher also known as Marshall Vorwiirts, the 
freedom-flgh ter from 1813-15. Not even he could rest in peace. 

The fight on the Oder was one of continuous movement of troops. 
With the threat that Russian tanks could break through our front-line, the 
11 th was moved to Frobelwitz and the winter returned, in all its spiteful
ness . The Leuthen-Frobelwitz road leading to the north is a very straight 
country road. We had sentry dury along this road, in a snowstorm. Placed at 
an interval of 50 metres, we stood alone and deserted as the wind whipped 
the snow around us. It created a white screen that obstructed our view. We 
could not see one another. I f a tank had appeared then it would have been 
too late. We tried with half-closed eyes against the biting wind, to find our 
next comrade, either to the right or the left of us. But we couldn't. So we 
tried oral contact, calling to one another. But the cry of the wind swallowed 
our calls. Our hands froze around our rifles and the storm really raged. 

We held our positions that afternoon, through into the evening and the 
night, without being relieved. Some of us stood there and asked ourselves if 
we were the only ones, perhaps the last 'Sentries for Europe' who were left. I 
was remi nded of the winter of 1941 142 whilst standing there. I remembered 
the snowstorm raging unhindered over the flat and endless Russian Steppe. 
There was however a very big difference. The enemy was still the same, but 
now his advance was on German soil. We held our posts, all of us. Only 
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with dawn the next morning, did a messenger arrive with our marching 
orders. 

The village of Leur hen, which lies south ofFrobelwitz was our next po
sition. It was practically deserted. Those who had remained in the village 
were women and chi ldren, who looked at us through cellar windows as we 
arrived. We were not expected and were not welcome. They had all hoped 
that the war would spare their tiny village, which was of really no impor
tance. We took up our positions behind stonewalls, and pyramids of har
vested turnips and parsnips. Although we understood the fear in their eyes, 
for them, our presence also meant the presence of Russian soldiers. We tried 
our best to warn them of the danger that they were in, as women, if the vil
lage were seized by the Russians. But our reasons were ignored by those few 
who even talked to us , and many didn ' r. We were to leave and then they 
would be left in peace, was the way that they interpreted the situation. Such 
ignorance caused some of the men to wish them to the devil. One couldn't 
really blame them, for this was the first time that we were not welcomed by 
our own, in our own land. 

A little time later a Russian lorry drove leisurely past the village and 
came under fire from us. The driver and his companion were killed after a 
short fight and the lorry burst into flames having been hit in the motor. Be
fore being fully enveloped, we were ab le to see that it was laden with feather 
beds, furniture and other household articles, ready to be sent back 'home' to 
Russia. It had been stolen from German farmhouses in the area, the ' libera
tion' had begun, with German goods and chattels, which were certainly 
luxury articles for them. 

At midday, the low-lying sun cast a faint red glow over the snow. 
Through our field-glasses we saw Russian tanks advancing towards the vil
lage with their infantty on board. Thei r progress was indeed slow, perhaps 
because they mistrusted the peaceful impression the village gave. Suddenly, 
fire spewed from a gun-barrel and the first shell exploded in the vi ll age. 
Then the tanks stopped in their tracks , staying at a respectful distance. The 
infantry alighted in order to seek protection behind the white-painted 
tanks. 

Once more we were in a position which offered very littl e protection, 
for Leurhen lay like an island, in the middle of flat terrain, in a farming area. 
There was also little or no protection for reserves on their approach to the 
village, if we called for them. I t was so small it really was not worth defend
ing for any length of time. A direct hit on one of those pyramids of turnips 
wou ld flatten you too, if you were hiding behind one of them. It was then 
that we saw white bed-linen on the west side of the village being waved by 
the women surrendering. The situation altered dramatically. We received 
the order, with some bitterness, to retrear. We reformed, just a couple of 
kilometres away and dug-in separately on the road to Saara, which was not 
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an ideal place to dig-in either. We would have preferred to have sought pro
tection on the edge of the wood but the infantry were there. So we found 
ourselves in no-man's land but between the line of fire from the infantry 
and that of the enemy. To say that we were uneasy would be an 
understatement. 

All was quiet until the next morning because the Russians were busy 
looting the houses in Leuthen. That was confirmed by one of our recce de
tachments who had made their way under cover of darkness to the village. 
Upon their return they told of the cries for help from the women and chil
dren , who were easy prey for the Russian soldiers. They were now paying for 
their obstinacy, unfortunately. We were rudely awakened at dawn, with an 
ice-cold greeting from the Russians, as was to be expected, as a shell ex
ploded somewhere behind us in the woods. We were now wide awake. 
More followed, hitting the road and the fields in front of us ar the same 
rime. The higher the sun rose on rhat day in late February, the more intense 
the barrage became. Heavy artillery began to plough the terrain, and we had 
no orher choice but to cower in our dug-ours and let ir roar over our heads. 
We were helpless. 

We closed our eyes tightly against the flashes of detonaring shells, bur 
had no remedy for the decibels bursring our ear-drums or the clouds of 
choking gun-powder causing us to cough and splurrer. Our dug-ours rose 
and fell and shook with every explosion. The timpani began as steel splin
rers, sods of earth, sand and stones hit our steel helmers , wirh rhe barrage 
coming from rhe Russians. In the pauses between rhe impacting rounds our 
infantry returned their fire and we had to duck once more against rhe blast 
of whistling shells wh ippi ng around our ears, although rhey did rheir best to 
fire over our heads. I dared to take a quick peep from my dug-our to find 
rhar the rerrain had now another face. Ir was almost ghostly, as banks of 
smoke hung over a landscape of craters. My neighbouring comrade to my 
left lay lifeless in his dug-out, which was no longer a dug-our but a crarer. 
He had received a direcr hir. On thar occasion there were no wounded, only 
rhe dead. To my right lay a legless comrade, who had perhaps uied to leave 
his dug-out, unable to hold out in such hell. The price was losing his legs 
and his life. He no longer moved. In doubr, I called out to orhers who may 
be living. Almost in slow motion, one after another steel helmet rose out of 
the ground. The faces of m)' young comrades had eyes wide open in fright. 
They were hardly able to speak. 

We then had a pause in rhe firing. It was still, it was sinister, and not a 
good sign. We knew from experience that our infantry would attack imme
diately. Already they were to be seen, about a battalion in strength. We saw 
the soldiers in SturmangrifJ, in assault formarion and widely spaced from 
one another. The dark figures in contrast to the white landscape, came 
nearer and nearer, and beca me larger and larger. For once, the Russians con-
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sidered their own men and did not fire. We showed ourselves too and left 
our holes in the earth. We had swallowed the first 'potion ' the Reds had 
served, but we were not going to sell ourselves so cheaply. We were ready, 
come what may. 

With targeted firing from our machine-guns and machine-pistols, we 
fired directly into the screaming masses of oncoming Red infantry, 
including ponies pulling the carriages of anti-tank guns. They halted now 
and again to allow the 'U rra '-screaming gunners to fire a salvo or two in our 
direction. Our officers in the foremost lines fired tracers, aiding us to 
concentrate our fire in the right direction. Although our own bitter attack 
may have delayed the impetus of the enemy's attack, in the end there were 
too many of them. We were outnumbered and the situation was hopeless. A 
few of our comrades still lay in their dug-outs and used their last ammuni
tion. In front of us we had the attacking enemy, behind us Hat terrain giving 
no protection, and all of two hundred metres before we hit the woods. We 
had no choice. The prospects were grim. We had to fight to the end, and it 
appeared on this occasion that that would be the case. 

Death was so near that I do not believe we fought as perfectly trained 
soldiers in that situation. A careless instinct took command, guiding us al
most in a trance. 1 certainly was no longer aware of what I was doing, but I 
remember that my life replayed before my eyes with great speed. Because of 
that, it took some time before I heard the calling from the edge of the wood. 
Company and platoon leaders were signalling towards a stream, running in 
a straight line through the fields to the wood. Together with others, I used 
the last of my strength to spring into the ice-cold water, with machine-gun 
fire whipping around our ears. Although splinters and fragments landed in 
the water and only light wounds were received, under such freezing condi
tions it meant the end for many of us. 

We reached the wood and the protection that it gave. We were soaked, 
and with chattering teeth. We saw the 'Ivans' spring into our dug-outs. In 
looking back at our dead comrades lying on the road who we had to leave 
behind , the scene blended into the battlefields of Leu then in December of 
1757. Troops of Fredrick the Great, numbering 34,000, had reached 
Silesia to fight the invading Austrians. They were outnumbered by 2 to 1 
with 70,000, and won. 188 years later German nationals, together with 
volunteers from westerly lands, in a futile attempt, tried to do the same 
against an Asiatic power threatening not only Silesia, but the whole of 
Europe. 

We received orders to move to Saara and make new positions there. We 
found it to be deserted, except for two very old ladies, sisters, wrapped in 
woollen blankets in one of the farmhouses. We found them when looking 
for something to ear. Like many others, they did not want to leave their 
home. Equipped with more than enough food, they were going to acquiesce 
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to their fate, whatever it was to be. An odd cow roamed around the village, 
giving a bellow now and again and the cats greeted us with a purr and cud
dled around our boots, hungry, just like us. 

Our next stop was once more the garrison town of Deutsch-Lissa. The 
companies of the battalions collected together on the parade ground of the 
barrack complex to receive new orders. We had very little time, for the Rus
sians were at the door. They had advanced very quickly. We had just 
enough time to change our still clammy uniforms, as Russian tanks roared 
over the parade ground. Together with the infantry we managed to delay 
their advance with well-aimed firing, but only for a while. Continuous de
fensive tactics could not stop them. So we retreated once more, through the 
back door, to the outskirts of the town and the river. There was a stone 
bridge over the river Weistritz. 

It was the only river crossing in the direction ofBreslau and was of stra
tegic importance. Situated on the eastern riverbank it led to the main road, 
which the Russians must use. I was given the order to occupy with my group 
a two-storey house to the right of the bridge in the southern terrain. They 
were terraced houses parallel to the river, the gardens of which were now 
overgrown and which stretched down an incline, to the riverbank. We took 
up positions at the back of the houses, digging in just a few feet away from 
the cellar door. I put six men to digging trenches, others attended to the ma
chine-guns and others made themselves comfortable and familiar with the 
contents of the cellar pantry. It was full of conserves for the winter, and we 
helped ourselves. We had profited over the last few weeks from such house
wifely customs, adding to our meagre provisions with fruits, pickled meats 
including chicken meat and many other commodities including eggs, a 
feast for us. 

Our combat engineers prepared to blow the bridge as soon as the last of 
the German troops crossed it. Because we were in close proximity, we 
promptly took cover in the cellar. Suddenly the explosion was deafening. 
The dark cellar suddenly became a hall of light and the floor shook. The 
candles flickered so violently that they were almost extinguished. We held 
our breath as it rained chunks of brick and roof tiles. We heard it all hitting 
the house, as well as the sound of splintering glass. The cellar then filled 
with clouds of dust particles and the biting stench of gunpowder. It was so 
intense that it robbed you of your breath. We nearly choked. Our lungs full , 
we all started to cough and splutter as we rubbed the dust from our eyes. 

We left the cellar and went outside. It looked as if a hurricane had hit 
the houses. None had roof tiles anymore. They lay on the cobbles, strewn 
together with glass splinters and other rubble. A large part of the bridge had 
disappeared, the large blocks sinking into the river. But other parts re
mained. They would all be used in a rebuild. The Russians were experts. 
They began to rebuild the bridge the same night. 
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The whole time, of course, they worked under fire from our infantry, 
and paid a very high price for their bridge. They worked away with 
death-defying stubbornness. Many Russian engineers fell screaming into 
the dark waters of the Weistritz, having been hit as they worked to repair the 
bridge. The loss in men for the Russians must have been enormous. But 
they only had themselves to blame, for they had begun the work without 
prior safeguards. Naturally we had everything under fire that was in close 
proximity to the approach of the bridge. However, I have to admit that an 
efficient defence was not possible. We then had a surprise 'cease-fire' order 
from a Leutnant of the combat engineers. He was giving continual progress 
reports to the Festung commander. "Let the ' rvans' alone to build their 
bridge", he told us. That was bewildering to say the least. He was going to 
have the pleasure of destroying the bridge, when finished , with his Goliath 
tank. That was news to us, and yes, it was a tank, of a sort, but not in the 
usual sense of the word. 

This tank was no more than 67cm high and had a length of 160cm. It 
could carry however 75 kilos of high explosives and was remote-controlled. 
It was a mini-tank and not sensitive to infantry fire. I t was a piece of equip
ment developed to save lives in situations where large obstructions, be it 
bridges or other obstacles, needed a solut ion, other than manpower. 
Radio-controlled by radio waves or a wire connection, it could strike from 
a distance of 600 to 1,000 metres and was controlled by specially trained 
soldiers. We cou ldn 't wait to see what this wonder-weapon could pullout 
of the hat! They were indeed 'wonder-weapons', for there were three. 
With the eyes of a engineer and the instinct of a hunter, the Leutnant 
observed the progress of the rebuilding. As soon as the bridge flooring was 
laid with planks, the Go liath s, at a ll of20 kilometres an hour, drove into 
position. 

It was six o'clock in the morning on 18 February. With one almighty 
thunderous crash, the Goliaths spewed their 225 kilos of explosives at the 
bridge. The thick black cloud over the bridge slowly disappeared to reveal 
the devastation our little 'giants ' had caused. Two spans of the bridge and a 
pillar lay in pieces in the Weistritz. It was all over in the blink of a Russian 
eye. We had only one wounded engineer. 

That act ion however, only gave us a short pause. A little further along 
the riverbank from the bridge or what remained of it, 24 Russian soldiers 
had crossed the river in a rubber boat. They had landed on our side, unno
ticed by our neighbours on the left flank. Our friend Domke, who had freed 
us from Peiskerwitz, then formed an assault detachment. In engaging in 
close combat with those Russians , he lost his life. In a dawn mist and in 
clouds of dust from hand-grenades, plus a little nervousness from one of his 
own men, he received a bullet through the heart, from the sa id soldier. 
Domke was posthumously awarded the German Cross in Gold. 
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In order to ward off surprise attacks of this nature in future, we organ
ised ' listening posts '. Near the river in no-man's land, one man kept guard 
in a dug-out. Armed with pistol and hand-grenade, his duty was to report, 
without a fight, and give the alarm the moment that he recognised enemy 
movement. The guards were relieved at hourly intervals and were accompa
nied by the commander, so that he could inspect the situation at the same 
time. On a nightly inspection I lost my way through thick shrubs. The 
well-camouflaged guard cou ld not be found. I ordered the relieving guard 
to lie low and wait. In abso lute darkness , I made my way through the gar
dens ro find myself at the water's edge. I turned round to go back. 

Suddenly a blinding flash hit me, a detonation threw me ro the ground 
and my pisrol flew out of my hand. Dazed, I felt myself from top ro roe in 
order ro see that I was sti ll in one piece. On hands and knees I felt around 
for my pisrol and called the passwords several times, before I received an an
swer. The guard who had thought that I was a Russian so ldier, then an
swered . He was dismayed when finding that I was not Russian. I had 
splinters from his hand-grenade in my thigh. With blood staining my trou
sers, I limped back ro our positions, hanging on ro my two companions. I 
was given a tetanus injection. Then I slept for some hours in the cellar, with 
a provisional dressing on my wounds. Despite this I had ro stay put, the cri
teria being that I had not broken a bone and could walk, albeit in a lot of 
pain, for every man was needed. 

The guard, a Hungarian-German, would not admit that he had slept on 
duty. He had thrown the grenade in panic on being woken, w ithout asking 
for the passwords. He had certain ly slept at his post. r did not accuse him of 
doing it on purpose, for he was shaken to the core at what had happened. 
After all , I had escaped without serious consequences, but I sti ll had parts of 
his hand-grenade in my thigh. He felt very guilty over the whole affair. 
Thereafter he 'spoiled ' me with bottled eggs and pickled pork that he organ
ised from the pantries of the other houses. We then received our marching 
orders . 

We left the river. As we marched , we reviewed the situation of being 
constantly in combat for the previous few weeks, without a break. Our 
combat in flat terrain was bound together with high losses in men. The con
stant changing of positions had delayed the advance of the Russians ro the 
Silesian capita l, Breslau. While we were busy with such delaying tactics , 
other units were able ro organise defensive measures. But on ly just in time, 
at least, so we were to ld. 

The march for me became unbearable with the splinters boring inro my 
flesh. I had a stick and the support of two comrades who never left my side. 
They supported me in every way they could . We reached Schmiedefeld in 
the early morning hours. It lay to the west ofGandau aerodrome. It could 
not then be very far to Breslau. 
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We secured our positions between the greenhouses of nurseries, dug 
our trenches and set up machine-gun positions. My squad settled into a 
newly-built house on a new housing estate. The pantry was velY well 
stocked. BlIt no sooner had we cooked a warm meal for ourselves on a 
coal-heated cooker, and were looking forward to a couple of hours' sleep, 
than the guards gave the alarm. Thick dark smoke was to be seen over 
Neukirch and we were bitter that the 'lvans' were so close on our heels and 
could not give us a moment's peace. It was only a couple of hours later that 
their shells started to hit us. The shattered greenhouses and their broken 
glass lay all around. Some of my men cut themselves very badly when hit
ting the ground amongst the shards of glass. Around the same evening the 
Russian advanced units reached our positions, trying to break through our 
lines in various places. Each and evelY time we drove them back. I lost one 
of my men, my best machine-gunner, in the bitter fighting. He had that day 
prophesied his own death. H is prophesy became reality when he died from 
a bullet in the stomach. We also lost Leo Habr in the dawn hours. It pained 
us that we could not recover his body, for the Russians were too far 
advanced into the grounds of the nursery. 

A sudden depression enveloped us, for Leo Habr was very popular with 
the men and was a good officer and comrade. He had possessed a typical V i
ennese charm, was a successful soldier and we had thought that he was in
vulnerable. His dry humour had turned the last experience with him, that 
dangerous boat-trip, to one almost of pleasure. I then was to replace him 
and take over his platoon. We could only hold Schmiedefeld for another 
few hours. Then we saw dark smoke from fires hanging over the 
Maria-Hofchen estate to the south, in the direction of Mochbern. The en
emy was standing at the doors of the city. From the lowland around the 
town, their next target was the aerodrome in Gandau, to the west ofBreslau. 
That aerodrome was very important as the supply link to the city's garrison. 
BlIt it was some weeks before they could take it. We were under pressure 
from the continual attacks and so we retreated to the outskirts of Breslau 
and into the grounds of the aircraft and motor manufacturer FAMO. That 
manufacturer was the successor of the famous Linke-Hofmann factory. It 
had a worldwide reputation and took over the armament programme dur
ing the war. Between the highly qualified staff, of whom there were 8,000, 
and the fighting troops, a very trusted and almost dedicated association 
formed. The extremely large factory premises provided more than enough 
protection from enemy shrapnel and infantry. 

The houses around were already evacuated, apart from a few people 
who, in hope, had left it to the very last minute before leaving. Now the last 
of them packed the most precious of their belongings. They locked their 
doors, as if that last action was going to save their valued home from further 
damage. 



CHAPTER 16 

Festung Breslau 

A fter weeks of varied fighting to the north-west of Breslau, our SS Regi
..L\ment Besslein was moved back to the outskirts of the city. There we 
were to learn that the 6th Soviet Army had completed their encirclement on 
15 February 1945, and with that my private fears became reality. 

Seven well-equipped divisions then stood on a front that surrounded 
Breslau, with another six as reserves. In total 150,000 Russian soldiers 
waited to besiege the Silesian capital. They were experienced 'Red ' fighters 
who had not been defeated in many a battle on their way to the west. On 
top of that, they had support from numerous aircraft. 

Altogether the Armed Forces, i.e. the Waffen SS, Volkssturm and Hitler 
Youth, had a third of their expected strength . There were 50,000 men and 
an odd assortment of members of the Navy and Air Force, mostly with no 
fighting experience. With that lack of experience, plus the disproportion
ately older age of the Volkssturm, an assignment for them, on the front-line, 
was out of the question. A death-defYing battle began with only 200 artil
lery pieces, 7 tanks and 8 assault guns, in an unequal fight against an appall
i ng opponen t. I n that situation we had to fight for five extra men, get dug-in 
without sleep, and always keep changing our positions from one place to an
other. Meanwhile nearly 240,000 citizens, mostly the elderly, and mothers 
with children, waited expectantly for better or worse. 

Instead of attacking from the east, the Red Army attacked from the 
south. Supported by Stalin tanks , they managed to advance 2-3 kilometres 
into the southern villa district of the city. The Hitferjuge!ld fought by our 
side on that tough assignment. For some it was their first fight, and many of 
those very brave young men lost their lives. After three weeks of street fight
ing, that lovely district, with its villas, parks, gardens and lakes, was reduced 
to dust and rubble. 

The mercilessness of the fighting was recorded by Russian war corre
spondent W.J. Malinin. On 24 February 1945 he described it as follows: 
"Every house bears the mark of the bitter fighting. The streets, in which one 
or two of the larger houses have been deliberately demolished by the 
' Hitlerites' , are barricaded with stones and gun emplacements to obstruct 
our path. Every barricade is defended with machine-guns and with mortars. 
Our Soviet soldiers must find new routes for our infantry. Our engineers 
have to blow holes into the walls of other houses through which our artillery 
can push their guns in order to advance. Our soldiers have to fight from 
Aoor to Aoor in the remaining houses. Yesterday, Sergeant Ivannikov with 
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The author (right) with comrades in Festung Breslau 

his men fought in one house for an hour and a half. In it the 'Hiderites' had 
destroyed the stairs. His men attacked with anti-tank rifles, through a hole 
in the first floor. They killed five of the sixteen men above, who were drop
ping grenades on them. The remainder surrendered. 1st Lieutenant 
Odinkov managed to clear four blocks of houses inside two days, killing 
300 Hitlerites. The 27th birthday of the founding of the Red Army was very 
well honoured indeed". 

The expectation was that the Russians would attack from the north and 
east. In the last few days of January, the order had been given to evacuate 
thousands of the inhabitants who had wandered into empty houses in the 
southern part of the city. As the danger from the south was recognised, 
two-thirds of the evacuees were then evacuated once again. For that pur
pose, trams that were still running were commandeered to go within a few 
miles of the front. It was a psychological therapy which calmed the popula
tion. The theory was that when the trams were still running, then the situa
tion couldn't be too bad. It was a sign of normal life, even when the enemy 
lurked on the edge of the city. We were dependent on the radio and official 
announcements from the NSDAP in the form of the Silesian daily newspa
per, the Schlesischen Tageszeitung. It was known as the 'megaphone' of the 
Armed Forces. This front-line newspaper appeared daily with advice, infor
mation, colourful propaganda, commentary and appeals for stamina, right 
up to the last days before the capitulation. After the bombing on the 1st of 
April, the last tram ground to a halt with the collapse of the overhead cables. 
Having lost their use in carrying passengers, they were then used as 
anti-tank obstacles. They were parked in double rows, to block the whole 
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width of the road, in order to stop enemy vehicles. During the fighting, 
many enemy tanks were destroyed at such barricades by Panzerfouste and 
anti-tank guns. Very early on, paving stones had been torn up by willing 
men, women and youths. They barricaded empty windows, leaving just an 
embrasure for the weapons of our infantry. The sturdily-built homes 
housed many a machine-gun nest, and the bitter fight for Breslau became 
tougher with each day.The population gave us 100% support. The slogan 
painted on nearly every door, "Every house a fortress ", was no propaganda 
in Breslau, but a meaningful military measure. From those provisional em
brasures we were able to keep the Russians at bay, very successfully, and for 
long periods of time. A great compensation for the German soldier in 
Breslau, was the fu lly furnished quarters in which he found himself, that 
were left behind by the fleeing inhabitants. Even when the pauses in the 
firing were short, the luxury of falling into a made-up bed was thankfully 
appreciated. 

I was also able to enjoy the luxury of a 'white' bed when our military 
doctor ordered bed-rest for me. I had a couple of days in the Military Hospi
tal , which had been erected in the evacuated Institute for the Blind. Pus 
oozed from the wound after the metal splinters had been removed from my 
leg, and I wallowed in the care of the friendly Red Cross nurses. 

From where the Institute for the Blind was situated on West Park it 
was not far away to where the company supply unit was to be found. Upon 
being released from hospital after the third day, I limped my way to the 
Pbpelwitz housing estate to report for duty once more. The 11 th 
Company military clerks were housed in Malapanese Street in a very large 
house with many floors. Also there was my friend Georg Haas, the 
company accountant, who was overjoyed at my appearance. There were 
no doubts as to where my bed was going to be! That was in ' his' flat , in 
' his ' house. 

When he was going about his duties during the day , I helped him by 
preparing the Notification of Death letters that were waiting for signature 
by the company leader. The letters of communication, to the families of the 
dead , did not tell the truth of the conditions of death. Of course, that was 
out of consideration for the bereaved. Our unspoken law was always to re
trieve the bodies of our comrades for burial. It caused us great sorrow when 
circumstances did not allow this to be done. Very often, as I have described, 
it would have meant suicide for us to have attempted this, in situations that 
we could not alter. We could, however, with these notifications of death 
sent to parents and family, imply that it did. Everyone of my fallen com
rades, and I knew them all, were respectfully given 'a hero's death ' . The par
ents, mother, or wife, should and would never know of the long hours in 
no-man 's land that he had spent in pain, and dying alone. Our message of 
death had to be as painless as we could make it, and so we deceived and 
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Artillery rounds strike a building in Breslau 

veiled the truth, in doing this duty. It was the worst of any that one had to 
perform in one's life. 

Fate can often be followed from a photo-album. I had this chance while 
in quarters with Georg. I was much moved, as I looked through a thick raf
fia-covered album that I had found. Each photo had been neatly and accu
rately inscribed, so that I could imagine the scenes behind the photos. I 
followed the fate of that young family and, although unknown to me, I 
knew all about them. 

There were photos from a happy childhood. There were wedding pho
tos. 'He' standing proudly in his Air Force uniform as a Technical Sergeant, 
in his No. Is naturally. 'She' as the pretty bride dressed in white, wore her 
hair in a large roll on the back of her neck, in the fashion of that time. Of 
course, those pictures were followed by those of their children, two sons 
who had been photographed on the Holtei Hill, perhaps on a day's outing. 
There were many, including some of their last holiday, where they were 
seen in a tree-lined avenue on their bicycles. Fredrick the Great had those 
trees planted. But the growing conditions, plus the raw east winds ofSilesia, 
were not ideal and all had bent trunks. The very last which had been glued 
into the album, was a cutting from a newspaper, edged in black. The article 
was decorated with a black cross, which announced 'Fallen for Germany'. 

Where was this lady of the house, this war-widow and her children, 
who had left her house as if she had gone shopping and would be returning 
soon? Had she, had they survived? It was spick and span and everything was 
in its place. It was clean and tidy, so we as guests in her home, tried to keep it 
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that way, knowing full well that it would soon be a sacrifice of the war, as 
would the album, the record of their lives, that she had had to leave behind. 

Among her possessions in the lounge was a gramophone, which we hap
pily used, listening to modern hits and martial music. To put this machine 
into gear after a glass of dry red wine, which Georg had procured from 
somewhere in the city, was sometimes a problem though. We did not al
ways have the opportunity. The occasions were rare and of short duration, 
for even in the supply unit the alarm had to be audible. There was also a ra
dio, an extremely good set with a long-range receiving capacity. It was made 
in elegant black Bakelite, at which we sat to hear the news which was always 
richly descriptive. We could pick up foreign radio stations too, and did, 
although that was forbidden. 

Sometimes our very human curiosity got the better of us, and among 
other radio stations we would listen to Radio Moscow. It was transmitted in 
the German language and prophesied doom and gloom with phrases such 
as, "Fright eats away the soul!" and other well-known Russian sayings. On 
every hour, and punctually at midnight, a monotone feminine voice would 
begin to dramatically proclaim the death of a German soldier. The mixture 
of , hot-air' and poisonous 'black propaganda' made no impression at all on 
us soldiers. But how was it received by the not-so-robust members of the 
public who also listened in? 

Continual movement of the besieging forces demanded constant move
ment ftom us within. We had to change our positions time and time again. 
On our marches to new positions, we were stopped by many of the residents 
from the quieter areas, who asked about the current situation on the 
front-line. Everyone was frightened, in particular the women. The two 
main questions from everyone, were "how long can we hold out?" and "Will 
you be receiving help from outside?" We did not know, and could only an
swer with some vague knowledge based upon rumours. The rumours were 
that the Commander-in-Chief of Army Group Centre, General Ferdinand 
Schorner, with several divisions from the Strehlen and Zobten areas, 
wanted to try to reach Breslau. That was true, but throughout the period of 
the siege, there was no sign of them. 

Alongside this hope of outside help, the military leadership within the 
fortress looked at possibilities of escape. A Breslau-born professor was very 
useful in that way. He produced parchment scrolls from 1767, showing a 
system of underground tunnels beneath the city. The entrance was to be 
found below the City Hall , and ran parallel to Schweidnitzer Street, deep 
under the Church ofSt. Dorothy, to the city walls. The engineers then went 
to work and found the tunnel which , as could only be expected after all 
those years, was in poor condition. To restore even a couple of kilometres 
would take months. That does not mean that they did not try, they did! The 
short distance they restored was very useful. They were able to erect an artil-
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lery observation post going under the Russian lines, for the direction of 
firing and observation of enemy movements. 

The inhabitants had much to suffer, which they did with patience. 
Their stoicism wou ld have pleased the old Greek teachers. Their philosophy 
taught that it is wise to remain indifferent to the vicissi tudes offonune, or as 
in this case, the vicissitudes of fate. The troops faced that every day. 

Helplessness, worry, the loss of homes, together with the ultimate fear 
of being conquered by the Russians, and fear among women especially, 
brought about many hundreds of suicides. This we knew, and we tried to 
calm people, telling them that they could count on us. After the war, Paul 
Pieken, priest of St Mauritius, reported that the extent of the despair of the 
Breslau inhabitants had resulted in 100 to 120 suicides every day. This was 
confirmed by Ernest Hornig, the priest of Si lesia's best known church, in 
his book Bresiau 1945. He wrote that in total, a known 3,000 took their 
own lives in the 84 days that Breslau was besieged, and that many more have 
never been recorded. 

Breslau's only remaining line of communication was the Gandau aero
drome. Food was in plenty and no soldier or civilian went hungry in all the 
months of the siege. It was the ammunition that was very low and our 'hun
gry weapons' that had to be fed! Deliveries were made by our reliable and 
proven Tante Ju-52 transport machines. They took the lightly wounded 
out on the return journeys. Those men were to be treated outside the encir
clement, so that they were fit for combat once more. The badly wounded 
who could not be healed so quickly, had to stay in the hospital in the city. r t 
was not only ammunition, many tons of it being flown in up to 19 Febru
ary, but also supplies of medication, first aid supp lies, bandages etc, and also 
our post which came by air. The loss of the trusted planes was very heavy. 
The fleet of planes under the command of General Ritter von Greim lost 
160 of their machines. At night, the soldiers as well as the civilians would 
follow the flight paths of the providers in the search lights of the night skies. 
The droning of their engines and the timpani of Russian anti-aircraft guns 
added to the awful and, at the same time, breathtaking spectacle taking 
place in the heavens. Frequently we saw our planes in flames, falling from 
the skies, with their helpless passengers on board. 

General Hermann N iehoff was rather critical of his flight to Breslau on 
2 March. He was replacing the Festung commander General Hans von 
Ahlfen. He found himself in an unusual situation, flying into a city where 
the on ly wish of nearly 250,000 men and women was to be flown out. He 
described his flight, which to say the least was spectacular, in an article for 
the magazine Der WeLt am Samstag. In the edition of 15 January 1956 he 
wrote as follows: 

We were Aying on a northerly course to Breslau, which was only 46 ki lo
metres away. I knew it could be a fateful one for me and perhaps one which 
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A pause from the fighting, Festung Breslau, 1945. A drawing by the author. 

could lead to my grave. The dark night skies gave protection for the mo
ment. Then a sea of flames was to be seen which grew bigger as we ap
proached Breslau! The protection of the darkness was suddenly rudely 
shattered with the burst of anti-aircraft fire. Then the searching fingers of 
searchlights lit the sky, just one or two at first. They increased in numbers, 
bumping into one another, in their haste to find us. They were blinding but 
not enough that I did not see the fright in the white faces of my chauffeur 
and my batman who grimly and silendy viewed the scene below. There was 
a hurricane of shells bursting all around us, their noise adding to that of our 
engines. Like white mice, the flight of the tracers appeared to be directed at 
me, as I looked out of the window. They were concentrating at penetrating 
my heart, and this vivid impression accompanied me thereafter. It was an 
impression that I could not lose, even years after, as a prisoner of war. 

Suddenly a very agitated pilot told us that we would have to turn 
around and return to base. Our engines had been hit and slowly the view 
disappeared behind and to the right of us. Gradually we left it all behind. 
The sea of flames disappeared. We landed not long after where we had be
gun our journey. The pilot wordlessly showed us where we had been hit at 
the rear of the plane and in the engines. Then he relaxed and his humour re
turned, for his mission had come to an end. Mine however had not. 

A second attempt to fly General Niehoff into Breslau also failed. The 
second time it was because the controls of the Junkers were completely 
frozen. The third was successful, and it was through the efforts of a Techni
cal Sergeant and Feldwebel. He had a trick up his sleeve, according to Gen-
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eral Niehoff, and "simply oozed self-confidence!" The Feldwebel delivered 
the General with a daredevil flight, but safe and sound, into the inferno of 
Breslau. His technique was to spiral the Junkers high into the atmosphere, 
as high as "the old crate" would allow, and then turn the engine off! The 
Junkers would then noiselessly spiral to earth unnoticed, to just above the 
roofs of the houses. Daredevil indeed! However, after that experience, and 
landing safely at the aerodrome, the General then came under fire. He had 
to crawl on all fours, guided to safety by an ordnance officer with a torch. 

It did not take long for this General to win the trust of troops and in
habitants. He was never to be found in his command post, an old ice-stor
age cellar that had damp walls, because he was always inspecting the current 
situation. He firstly made a reconnoitre ofBreslau, maki ng an underground 
house-to-house inspection. He squeezed through holes made in the cellar 
walls of the houses, providing access from one to the other. Up top, on the 
street, he had to run under fire in order to inspect the troops. Every unit in 
his command came under his critical eye. As the position of the front-line 
altered, his command post was changed to the building that housed the 
State and University Library on Sand Island, very close to Sand Church. He 
could then be found in the deepest cellars, thought to be the safest in 
Breslau. 

In contrast, the rather young Gauleiter Karl Hanke, resided in a bunker 
of another quality, with many comforts. It was also assessed to be extremely 
secure. It had a number of offices, including a telephone centre, a commu
nications room , a kitchen , canteen, shower rooms, and other rooms that 
were sectioned off with dividing curtains. He would sit in his ' presidium ', a 
very large office or committee-room, surrounded by oil paintings, carpets 
and antique furniture, and using an oversized desk. In those surroundings 
he must have felt very comfortable indeed, and into which I stumbled quite 
unintentionally one day. 

It was, if I remember correctly, in the middle or end of March that we 
had to change our positions because of very heavy artillery fire. We were 
seeking a safer place. Underground we could not know where we were, or 
where the long flight of stone steps which we took, would lead us. While in
vestigating we suddenly found ourselves in a smoke-filled room. It was a 
fully furnished cellar. There were many people, both civilians and members 
of the military, and others wearing the brown Party uniforms. They were 
enjoying a feast at a very large table laden with food and drink, all of the fin
est quality. We, with our sudden appearance, had caught them unawares 
and put them in a very embarrassing position that could be clearly seen. 
Their guilty consciences demanded that we were invited to join them. We 
were duly showered with compliments on our performance, and helped 
with exaggerated gestures to the dishes. It was as if we were guests of hon-
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our, and not unshaven, unwashed and tattered 'front-swine' fresh from the 
main line of resistance, with 'potato-mashers' stuck into our boots! 

We, as small fry, really could not complain about our Front-menu but 
this was another category. It was another world about which we could only 
d ream, and somewhat grotesque at that. Up above there was all hell let 
loose. Deep under the centre of the burning ciry there was this almost 
Mephistophelian feast. We were sitting at this table! We were also overjoyed 
some time later, when bottles of ' good cognac and wine' were placed in our 
haversacks, with a hefry slap on the shoulder, to celebrate the 'final victory' 
and a victorious end of the war! 

Today perhaps it is not so understandable that we were not disgusted at 
the Nazi 'Golden Pheasants ' morals. That was a term very often used after 
the war and not understood by us at the time. But it did not 'disgust ' us 
then. Perhaps we were too phlegmatic? 1 am no longer sure if in fact 
Gauleiter Hanke was present. I f so, then he would have made himself very 
noticeable with his continual slogans. Throughout the siege, he was not 
very well liked by the inhabitants because of his over-exaggerated self-righ
teousness, when confronted with what he assessed as defeatist attitudes. 

There was another encounter with a high-ranking Nazi official that was 
not so sociable. It happened because of complete carelessness with a 
weapon. There was thoughtlessness, because of impatience, and it all ended 
in tragedy. We were about to take over new quarters in the Zimpel district. 
The responsible district officer accompanied us to garages that had corru
gated iron doors. In attempting to open one that had stuck, he attacked the 
door with the butt of a fully loaded machine-pistol, without its safery catch 
on. It exploded, as expected. Our sergeant-major received the full load in his 
intestines and within seconds was dead on the spot. We pounced on the 
man , taking his weapon away from him, shouting and cursing at him. That 
should not have happened, not to our sergeant-major. He was a man loved 
by his men, who fulfilled his duty as ' mother of the company' and who, 
above all else, had come through the whole of the Russian campaign with
out a scratch. His death was a very bitter affair for us, very birter indeed. 

It was only a matter of time we knew, before Gandau was taken over by 
the advancing Russians. Hitler also knew. He kept his eye on the situation 
in Breslau and personally gave directions. One was that another provisional 
landing-strip be made in the centre of the ciry. For this plan, all of the 
houses between the Kaiser and Fi.irsten bridges in the proximiry of the 
Schneitzniger Park, had to be demolished. T ramlines , telephone poles, iron 
girders, as well as the mountains of rubble from the houses on the 
Schneitzniger Stern had to be transported away. It also included everything 
from the mighry Luther and Canisius churches. That meant that all of it 
had to be removed by hand. Part of it could be Llsed for barricades, but the 
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rest had to be removed. Thousands of women and youths were conscripted 
For the work. They toiled by day and by night to Fulfil that project. 

And the Russians? They were very quick to find out what was going on 
in the middle of Breslau, in the Kaiserstrasse. The project was thereFore the 
target of attack From ground-attack aircraFt, which spat machine-gun fire 
and dropped Fragmentation bombs on to the civilian labour-Force, leaving a 
bloody trail behind them. The death toll was enormous, increasing daily 
during the month oFMarch . That project was to be the main cause of death 
For the Breslau inhabitants, being estimated by the priest Ernst Hornig at 
10,000! 

The Russian advance on Gandau, and the continual bombardment 
during March , meant that it could only be days beFore they took the aero
drome. We knew that, but it did not take place until early in April. Until 
then, the FaithFul Junkers had carried out their duty in the supply of every
thing that the Fortress had needed. It was on 4 April that the supply-line was 
finally severed . It was a day of heavy bombardment From the air, and heavy 
arti ll ery fire From the g round, until finally Soviet tanks rolled into the aero
drome and took possession. The deFence of the air traFfic, incoming with 
supplies, and outgoing w ith the wounded , had been protected For as long as 
was humanly possible. It had been the largest and most worrying task of the 
Fortress Commander-in -ChieF, who wrote in his diary on 24 March 1945: 

The supply-line for Breslau has become exrremely difflculr ro prorecr 
because of increas ingly heavy anri-aircrafr guns and searchlighrs. On 15 
March, from a roral of 55 machines rhar had tried ro land. only half of rhe 
machines managed ro do so. Despire rhis. 150 of our wounded were Rown 
our. mosr of rhe machines being ab le ro rake 20 of rhe wounded per Righr. 
Inside rhree days, 150 planes were able ro drop ammunirion overboard, 
small arms and mail For rhe rroops using Versorgungsbomben. 

Versorgungsbomben were not bombs at all , but supply-canisters attached 
to parachutes. They Fell to a large extent behind enemy lines, into marsh
land and on to the rooFs of the houses. Then it really was not worth breaking 
your neck in order to recover them. We did however recover some, com
plete with parachute, For the red, soFt si lk was readi ly worn by the lads as a 
scarF tucked into their shirts. The anger, the disappointment, and the Frus
tration were great when we opened them one after the other. There were 50 
altogether, each holding two Panznjfiuste. Firstly we Found that the detona
tors had Failed. Secondly, the Panznfouste held no explos ive substances! We 
could not imagine why. We just could not understand. The disbelieF turned 
to ange r at such shoddy work. We cou ld not believe that it was simply hu
man error. Was it then deliberate? Was it then sabotage? Were secret sabo
teurs at work in the homeland? As a result, pilots doing their best to bring us 
much-needed weapons were losing their lives, in waves, in the line of duty, 
on extremely dangerous sorties. 
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When we found ourselves in that emergency situation our frustrated 
minds brought invention to the fore. After all, why did we have the 
FAMO engineers at hand. From the original employees totalling 8,000, 
there were then only 680 left in Breslau. They consisted of workers, tech
nicians and engineers and they were there for our problems. They gave us 
their technical know-how and their time. Working both by day and by 
night, they replaced what was missing. I must stress that they worked 
miracles. All made a supreme effort to give us what we needed. For 
instance we had more than enough new machine-guns, but all without 
their locking units. The FAMO men constructed this complicated 
lever-arm from just an illustrated spare-parts catalogue, just as a locksmith 
would do. Despite bombardments and coming under artillery fire, the 
men worked 'like the devil' in the partly-destroyed factory. They not only 
restored small arms, but even tanks as well. The finest achievement of all 
was the armoured train that they produced in fourteen days and nights of 
hard work. 

From an old chassis, they reconstructed a ' rolling fortress within the 
fortress' which was strengthened with steel plating and armed with 2cm and 
8.8cm anti-aircraft guns. It chugged its way right into the middle of the 
Russian lines. From pure fright this iron Trojan recouped many a lost posi
tion for us. Soviet magazine-fed rifles were re-designed to use German 
ammunition. Because we needed tracer pistols, the FAMO men produced 
them newly made, from an old existing model that we had given them. The 
Russians had no equivalent of the FAMO men and were left with the useless 
newly delivered weapons dropped by our parachutes. 

For the defence of a particular railway embankment, a pyramid-shaped 
shelter was produced from steel tank plating, as a machine-gun nest for a 
rifle squad. It proved to be very efficient indeed. Their work was interrupted 
more than once because of damage to workshops. Provisional ones had to 
be erected elsewhere. The epilogue to the super-human efforts of those 
men, for whom nothing was impossible, was sadly, that 13% of the 
remaining employees died as a result of enemy attacks. 

Another example of stamina from the inhabitants, was shown by a 
group of skilled workers at an old factory in the Wilhelmsruh parr of the 
city. They produced grenades with the most primitive of materials. Explo
sive material from Russian 'duds', plus steel splinters, were used to fill 
8.8cm anti-aircraft cartridges. The men were then producing as many as 
200 to 300 per day. Due to their efforts, we caused heavy losses for the 
Russians , even when 15% of the hastily produced grenades were also 'duds '! 
The soldiers on the front also had ideas, stemming from the new experience 
of house-to-house fighting. They needed new fighting tactics in an over
whelming experience for which they had had no training. One of those 
ideas came from the hazards of collecting fresh supplies of ammunition and 
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rations. We had to cross a large and dangerous junction which caused us to 
lose many men to snipers. 

The Russians just waited for us to make a move. We scratched our 
heads for ways to fool them and came up with the idea of hanging washing 
lines, with carpets, runners and curtains etc, to obstruct their view. The 
camouflage washing-line worked so well that we made more of such screens, 
in every imaginable direction, to draw attention away from our runs. We 
felt safe enough to hang banners with the message, "The SS Regiment 
Besslein fights here to greet the 'Ivans '!" That pledge was adhered to by the 
Regiment. 

During streetfighting we didn ' t need to worry about the enemy artil
lery, for the distances between the two sides was such that neither wanted to 
endanger their own. Small arms and grenades decided the style of fighting. 
We had to get used to house-to-house fighting. One could not mention the 
theoretical training at the Close-combat School in Prague or Klagenfurt. 
That bore no relationship to the practical experience in Breslau. In the 
Steppes of Russia, large armies fought over large distances and there were 
clear physical lines and fronts. Apart from partisans and a few enemy air 
raids, everyone knew where the front was, and from there only, came the 
danger. 

However, in Fortress Breslau it was very different. Here our enemy hid 
in unexpected places, perhaps next door, on the other side of the street, or in 
the house behind you. Sometimes we could feel that he was there, very close 
to us, but did not know where. With time we developed a sixth sense about 
him, and even his weapons, just as we had done in the Steppes. We could 
determine not only the range but even the calibre of his bullets that whizzed 
around our heads. Then, I could have written a booklet on the seismo
graphic sense that I, that all of us, developed with the day-to-day routine, 
despite the turmoil in the city. In the maze of uncountable streets and 
squares, alleys and corners, we had to change our tactics. We were forced to, 
for the Russians had many a trick up their sleeves that were not so honour
able , that were in fact downright cowardly. With time, our tactics were ex
changed for sniping, and ambush was the order of the day. However, for us, 
creeping up on our enemy was made easier, for the cover in the ruins and 
cellars was better than the Russian Steppes had ever given us. None the less 
this street warfare was calculated, malicious and brutal. A glaring example of 
misconduct from the Reds, was the striking misuse of Red CtoSS armbands, 
breaking the laws of both the Hague and the Geneva Conventions. 

One day three ' unarmed' Russians wearing those armbands, carried a 
stretcher to within yards of us. We honoured the code of stopping firing 
whilst they recovered their dead and wounded. That to us was sacred! As 
they came nearer to the house-frontage, they th rew hand-grenades that had 
been hidden under the blankets on the stretcher. As we could not react as 
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quickly, they were able to disappear to the other side of the street, 
unharmed. 

] t was the worst form of soldiering that we had experienced, an unfair 
and unscrupulous method of war and one which we had never used, how
ever hard or bitter the conditions became. But after that, we changed our 
tactics too, returning to ancient but ethical ones, in which we became spe
cialists. To be fair, I must add that this incident was the only one of its kind 
that I heard about in Breslau. 

In the desperate situation in which we found ourselves, we could not 
carry on a war without also improvising. If we wanted to come through it in 
one piece and beat the enemy, we had to use their underhand methods. 
Sometimes, no-man's land was no wider than a street that could give us 
some sort of protection. Our engineers scratched their heads, for the laying 
of mines in the normal manner could not be considered, as every move that 
they made was observed by the Reds. It was the soldiers who suggested that 
the mines be laid as booby-traps in 'bricks ' . There was more than enough 
material from bricks lying around in powder form which was then used to 
paint the reconstructed wooden boxes as 'bricks' in which the mines had 
been packed. After the reconsuuction the 'bricks ' could not be distin
guished from the real ones. Under cover of darkness , they were pushed into 
position with long rods, from cellar windows or ground floor balconies. The 
Russians never noticed and our engineers had ensured that their combat 
area was as safe as they could make it. 

After information was received from the main line of resistance, of the 
retreat of our soldiers from certain areas, the engineers were velY quick to lay 
explosive material in the houses in the foremost lines. We worked closely 
with the engineers, relying on the damage caused to the houses and those 
who had managed to reach them. After a short time, many Russian soldiers 
had done so. As soon as the engineers, whose positions lay 200 metres be
hind, detonated explosives, then we sprang into the still-smoking or burn
ing house, to hunt down the Russians still dizzy from shock and surprise. 
Sometimes a five-storey house had been demolished, flames reaching its 
roof-beams. Sometimes we had to wait and sleep in a house in which an un
exploded bomb lay. In that situation nerves of jelly were of no use to us. De
spite our ingenious ideas, the Russians were far superior in their 
'underhand ' strategy of war. Their ingenuity had already been obvious to us 
in the winter campaign in Russia, where we had had to learn ro adapt. We 
were still learning in Breslau. 

Naturally enough, weak links formed in our front-line , even in the ' take 
from Peter to give to Paul' action within the troops. There were occasions 
where units could not be given any help and were left to their own devices, 
ingenuity and superhuman effort saving the day. One of those weak links 
was in Augustasuasse. The Russians knew this and were determined ro 
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break through at that point. We were also in Augustastrasse. Budka in the 
next house to us had a very hard time of it when, in the very large building of 
the Regional Institution for Insurance, coke stored there was set alight. A 
fight for their lives started for Budka and his men. Fighting bare-chested, a 
team of helpers showered cold water over them , so that they could continue 
to fight in an increasing heat of between fifty and sixty degrees. They were 
forced to change shifts at half-hourly intervals. The men upon being re
lieved , went immediately to the entrances of the building. There they were 
handed supplies of mineral water from the Selters Mineral Water factory 
nearby, and gasped for 'fresh air'. This superhuman effort paid off. The 
Russians did not break through, for Budka had known that relief from re
serves was not possible and to retreat would have given the Reds exactly 
what they wanted. 

Another unforgettable encounter took place in an old and very large 
school. Another lesson had to be learnt from the Reds, in the use of small 
arms. The scene was a changing one. It took place in the corridors and then 
on the staircase of this large building. We were to be found on the top-most 
floors and the enemy in the cellar, where we eventually penetrated to in total 
darkness. It was so dark, that we could not see a hand in front of our faces, 
so communication from one to another was verbal. Only so cou ld we deter
mine how close we were to the Reds. We were in fact actually as close as the 
length of the unexpected use of a flamethrower , i.e. 30 metres. Such indoor 
use offlamethrowers was very rare. We could not anticipate it, and some of 
the men suffered terrible burns at such a close range. It was pure hell. But we 
eradicated the fire-fiend with a PanzerJaust. 

As mentioned before, it was not only the military who made sacrifices, 
or who became sacrifices, as General Niehoff came to exper ience. He was 
approached by a young Breslau-born woman who made a very dangerous 
suggestion. It could not be hidden within the fortress that we had a 'prob
lem-child '. It was a smal l one, but nonetheless one that was our own fault. It 
need not have arisen if we had done our work properly. A wooden bridge 
over a small river had been left intact on our retreat, much to the delight of 
the Russians as bridges are always of strategic importance. This ' little bridge' 
enabled Russian supplies to be brought, as and when needed, and as ex
pected, was strongly defended. After asking for help from the 17 th Army 
outside the fortress , it was still intact, two air-raids having both been unsuc
cessful because of very strong anti-aircraft fire. 

Ursula, nineteen years old, a telephone operator in the Breslau tele
phone exchange and a BOM Gruppenfuhrer, knew all of this. She appeared 
in the Command Post of General Niehoff, offering her services in destroy
ing this bridge with explosives. The offer moved General Niehoff, for what 
more cou ld prove the desire of this 'S ilesian ' to defend her home city? It 
wou ld however have been totally irresponsible of him in allowing it. So he 
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told her that her work in the telephone exchange was also vital and that was 
where she should return. It was just Four days later that General NiehoFF 
learned that the bridge had been destroyed, only charred wooden remnants 
For posts being all that could be seen emerging From the water. Ursula? Had 
she not taken "no" For an answer? It was to prove so. Research revealed that 
she had Found an explosives expert and with Feminine wi les had convinced 
him that she could learn everything that cou ld be learned about this mate
rial and its uses. She learnt quickly, in days, what usually took engineers 
weeks, iF not months. She was not alone in her work, For two other BDM 
girls accompanied Ursula on her mission to the western Front-line. They 
swam under a driFting paddleboat using the flow of the river to bring them 
to the bridge. It lay immediately behind enemy lines, and there they 
completed their mission. 

Whether she, whether they, lived to see the success of their mission is 
not known. Nothing more is known about Ursula and her Friends. Did they 
die in the explosion? Were they killed by guards when trying to return to the 
city? Even today nothing more is known and their Fate that cannot be pur
sued. Their sacrifice must however, never be Forgotten. 

Other women and teenage girls with in the Fortress, also gave 'over and 
above their call of duty', especia ll y in the now-overfilled First Aid posts, and 
military and civi li an hospitals. Nurses and auxiliaries worked day and night 
under the worst of conditions, showing civil courage and garnering achieve
ments beyond human expectation. It was an incredible talent and invention 
when literall y hundreds of people, including patients From sanatoriums, 
mental institutions etc, had to be evacuated From these sometimes burning 
buildings and under fire From the artillery. 

In bunkers, three above ground and Four underground, and the ten hos
pitals in Breslau, an eighteen-hour operation programme was the order of 
the day. The flow of casualties was unending. 1 had cause to visit one of the 
above ground-bunkers, in the search For a Friend of mine, who had been 
wounded when we were fighting in Augustastrasse and whom 1 Found aFter 
a long search. I Found him eventually in the round, concrete and steel 
six-storey bunker at Striegauer Platz, which 1 could only describe as a cata
comb of death. Originally it was to be used as an air-raid shelter For the in
habitants, but the building, which was without windows, had been used For 
the wounded since the siege began and housed as many as 1,500 patients. It 
was always Full and the doctors and nurses always gave dedicated care in that 
mausoleum. 

Entry into this bastion was through two steel, fireprooF doors, designed 
of course For the protection From fire. Because of that, one was conFronted 
with firstly a wall of darkness, upon passing through the doors. Secondly, 
one was immediately met with Foul air, the stench of pus, blood and ether, 
mixed with a pungent sweetness, reminding one of the battlefields. A nar-
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row staircase wound its way upstairs around the round building. The elec
tric light was sparse, very sparse. Leading from the passages were concrete 
cells, for want of a better word, housing three patients lying on collapsible 
beds, almost in darkness, for the only light came from the passages. The de
lirium of dying men emerged from the ghostly darkness, together with the 
cries of pain or the faint murmur of "Comrade, comrade". The suffering of 
mankind rang in their voices. It came from the remnants of men, who had 
' run the gauntlet'. They had received the military ' punishment' of that 
destructive war. 

I wanted to escape from that horrifYing place, but I found my friend in 
his wretchedness, lying on bare boards, bandaging protruding from under
neath his open jacket. There was a light in his eyes as he saw me and silently 
he gave me his hand. I did my best to console him, telling him that he would 
pull through. But three days later he died from his wounds. If that was not 
enough, I saw with my own eyes the facilities available for the dead, in that 
situation and place of death, which were far, far less than offered in a cata
comb. The corpses were piled one on top of the other, on the ground floor 
near the stairs that I had to pass. My friend, with his broken 'dog-tag', was 
finally to be put on top of that pile of corpses. 

There were many rumours about that bunker at Striegauer Platz, some 
becoming a legend. They stemmed from German soldiers not wanting to 
surrender it, but abandoning the burning bunker in the end. My friend and 
assistant field-doctor from those ti mes, Markwart Michler, who was an eye
witness and with whom I have been friends since we were both prisoners of 
war of the Russians, told me however, that a planned evacuation of the 
bunker took place at the end of April and the bunker was left to the 
Russians. 

I visited Breslau in 197 2 and apart from obvious shell holes in the struc
ture, I could not determine any other form of damage and certainly no burn 
marks. That still mighty concrete bastion was naturally sealed against in
quisitive eyes and stretched itself to heaven as usual twenty-seven years later. 
Twenty-seven years after, the Polish authorities had not thought it neces
sary to clear the rubble of war away from its portal where it still lay. 

Life in the besieged city was full of contrast. Here one fought and died, 
there one lived and loved. The front was not recognisable as anything but a 
communications zone, and there was practically nothing to determine sol
dier from civilian, for we had become a conspiratorial community. The war 
was everywhere, but even that slept, if only for a short while, like a beast of 
prey, bloated from the blood of its sacrifice. It was then somewhat peaceful 
and the soldier-lad dreamed for a couple of hours of the love of a lovely girl, 
for it helped him to forget the nightmare of war. 

Everyone in the fortress, be it soldier or civilian, now greeted one an
other with an ironic "Stay healthy!" this irony interpreting the ever present 
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mind-set which did not hold much optimism of surviving. When however, 
the few opportunities presented themselves, then they used them to the full, 
with wine, song and girls, with the motto "Enjoy the war, as freedom will be 
hell on earth"! 

We were frustrated young men. We had seen nothing of the world. We 
had not sown our wild oats. We had not lived or loved. What had we had 
from life? Was our final chapter to be death, or to freeze in the wilds ofSibe
ria? To ignore a ' tantalising si tuation' is a question of moral determination, 
is it not? To enjoy this 'tantalising situation' while in the midst of it, one 
needed to adapt, to make the best of life under the slogan, "Live today, for 
tomorrow you die! " And we did! People must understand, that with the 
enormous exertions that we had to make in that besieged city, in war-time, 
inhibitions that we would have had to overcome in normal times, were at a 
minimum and quickly thrown aside. 

A new order was received and executed, in the middle of March. All 
women and girls, from the ages of 16 to 35 years of age, were conscripted 
into the Labour Service, to help the military, some in uniform helping the 
Wehrmacht. Naturally enough this brought us into closer contact with the 
feminine species. Many of the girls were employed in the ordnance units 
and were mostly very young assistants of supplies. Some were engaged as 
helpers in the kitchens, others as auxiliary nurses, who were lovingly called 
'carbolic-mice' by the men. Despite their age, these girls became mothers 
for confessions, comforters of the soul, and bracketed as 'soldier-brides'. It 
was very easily understood, by everyone, when such young girls, alone and 
away from their familiar surroundings, sought the company of the soldiers. 
In sharing the same fate as we did in that inferno, the ' fortress Lolitas' were 
dancing on the top of this volcano with us. It is therefore no wonder that 
they sought, and found, more than willing guardians and protectors, in 
order to survive the ' fate of Breslau'. 

As a man of the cloth, the priest Ernst Hornig saw the situation differ
ently. He criticised it as "depraved, a definite lowering of moral standards 
and inhibitions" and described "Orgies, whereby women and alcohol were 
the main priorities , and the overflowing cup of lust led to intoxication". 

Of course it was a contradiction and a paradox. Soldiers were engaged 
in bloody house-to-house fighting and people were enduring unbearable 
pain and suffering in Breslau 's hospitals. At the same time, perhaps JUSt a 
couple of buildings away, comrades danced a ' ring 0' roses ' . It was however 
a very big exception to the rule and not to be over exaggerated, for after that 
'honeymoon in hell' the said soldiers found themselves in the middle of a 
merciless battle, just a few minutes later. They could, and many often did, 
lose their lives. Willingness and discipline suffered the least of all under 
those conditions, for such virtues were too deeply rooted. Although strongly 
forbidden by the rules within the fortress, a short visit by lady-friends was 
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allowed, even in the foremost lines of the front. The 'hard-necked' and 
love-hungry among the girls, donned long military coats as camouflage, 
daring to visit the chosen warrior at his post. It was dangerous not only be
cause of the iron-polluted air, but also the danger of attack, and of course of 
being discovered on the spot. The comrades did not care and looked in the 
other direction. It must be said in looking back, that the soldier lost his life 
before h is in nocence. The reality of fighting within Breslau's fortress was far 
from 'love and lust' as described by the priest Hornig, bur of fighting and 
dying. 

An affair, and my feelings for a female worker from the East, developed 
into a spectacular story, and one that could have had a fatal end. In the same 
manner that foreign volunteers fought in Germany's army, foreign volun
teers worked in civilian positions as nurses. For example, some came from 
the north and west European countries, as well as forced female labour from 
eastern Europe. it was a pure coincidence that [learned that both Flemish 
and Dutch nurses were working in the Spital, on the west side of the city. 
Overjoyed at being able to use my mother tongue, I found not only them, 
but also the beautiful Tanya, a Russian girl working in the kitchen. She 
came from somewhere around Smolensk and was very sympathetic. She had 
been a student and spoke very good German. In our 'fire-pauses' I visited 
her, drawn very much by her beauty, and the strange aura that she radiated. 
She had high cheek-bones denoting her Slavic origin. [ can remember very 
well how her dark curly hair peeped from the white headscarf that she wore. 
Despite her simple clothes, for me she was the absolute Venus. I warmed in 
particular to her sympathetic interest in the fate of my comrades at the 
front. When I told her of the fate of some of my friends in that merciless 
war, the resonance was of utter pity and sorrow. 

I could not, and did not want to believe that her absence one day was 
because she had been arrested as an enemy spy. Tanya a Russian agent? My 
friends advised me very strongly not to intervene on her behalf and luckily I 
followed their advice. Unwillingly I realised, and later it was to be very clear 
to me, how dangerous such a tete-n-tetecould be, for she was in truth a Rus
sian agem. My behaviour was based on the presence of soldiers from 
Ukraine fighting alongside us. 1 wrongly assumed that she was of the same 
opinion as they. Before she had begun to work in the Spital, her mission had 
been to inform her Red Army comrades of the supply routes and move
ments of German troops. It was done from her hiding place under the eaves 
of a deserted house in Striegauer Platz, for the Russian artillery. She was not 
to be compared with Mata Hari from the First World War, but was more 
the perfect actress. I own up to being a romantic and clearly naive admirer, 
and became one of many of her 'sacrificial candidates '. 

We had been warned so many times! Many times in our training period 
we were warned about sabotage and spies, as in Reibert 's "Service Laws of 
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the Armed Forces". We were particularly warned about the wiles of the fem
inine species. I had fallen, 'hook, line and sinker' , into that trap. Only now 
is the enormity of the potential results of that situation quite clear. Cleary 
Tanya was very interested in the situation in our fighting zone, and had 
shown false sympathy for the fate of my friends. I found some consolation 
in the fact that I, as a subordinate, could not and did not give her any im
pOl·tant strategic information, thank God! Despite an enormous disap
pointment in Tanya 's character, I had to admire her courage and her 
dedication to her Bolshevik convictions. It could have led to her execution, 
as the International Rights of Law permitted. But it pained me too. It did 
not turn out that way, however. Fate decided to show Tanya some mercy, at 
least provisionally. 

Long after the war, I was informed by one of the women who had also 
worked in the Spital, that she had seen Tanya, in the uniform of a Lieuten
ant of the Red Army, driving in an open horse-drawn coach through the 
city, decorated with medals. 1 would have loved to have had the chance to 
ask her how she had escaped, or was freed, for that was a real wonder. The 
throw of the dice from 'lady luck' had given her the 'six ' that she needed. 
Never had a German soldier such a peaceful, happy and also naive relation
ship, with a member of the enemy, and a Russian agent at that. 

There are times when the truth is not as believable as fantasy or fiction, 
but is none the less the truth, such as the following. Our soldiers bumped 
into their well-armed Russian counterparts on a wander through the cellars, 
looking for wine. It was to be found in well-stocked but deserted cellars. 
They bumped into a group of Russian soldiers with the same idea. The 
'Ivans' and the 'Fritzes ' it would appear, had the same fine nose for the bot
tle, and both had the same needs. 

Although armed , there was a stand-off. Perhaps the Russians , already in 
a light state of stupor, decided that reasonableness under the motto, 'well, 
you find what you want, and we' ll do the same! ' was the best course of ac
tion. For that is exactly what they did. Is there anything more curious than 
that? It is said that Roman warriors fought with a short, sharp sword in their 
right hand and a bottle of ' juice from the grape' in the other. 

The 'good stuff was not the only necessity sought after in the cellars of 
Breslau, shelter was sought, too. I t was in those cellars that both the civilians 
and the military found protection , when not on duty. The ceilings had been 
strongly supported with wooden or steel posts, to prevent collapse. The ad
vantage of the man-made passages through the cellars, connecting whole 
streets with one another, was that one could escape when trapped in a 
house. It was carried out at the beginning of the siege and was the escape 
route for both the inhabitants and the soldiers, during the air raids. There 
was, at the same time, an orienteering problem down below. You had to 
know where YOLl were and how to get to your destination. Otherwise you 
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very quickly found yourself behind enemy lines, bumping into the ' Ivans '. 
The problem was quickly recognised and the routes provisionally 
walled-up, or under armed guard. 

Along the front-line, the cellars of the houses were emptied of their con
tents. Everything landed in the garden or the back yard, but the big, fat rats, 
in whose territory we were encroaching, stayed. The doors of their quarters 
were the drains into the underworld and their numbers were not small. 
There were literally hundreds, which is why one had to sleep, when sleep 
was possible, with one's blanket over one's head. Chairs had been comman
deered for the cellars from the deserted or damaged Rats and houses. So we 
were hunched together in the pantries or coke-rooms, or where space al
lowed, pale faces giving a ghostly appearance in the flickering candlelight. 
There was seldom conversation, as it disturbed those who dozed while sit
ting in a chair. We were in a continual state of listening, with at least one ear 
cocked as an antenna. Our weapons had been cleaned in the lull and were at 
the ready, for the 'enemy' must not surprise us. 

When peaceful in our zone, then we always heard the spasmodic 
rat-tat-tat of Russian machine-guns and mortar fire somewhere else. When 
we were the target, we knew that we had to go into action immediately after 
the firing ceased, into close combat. With that habit one could have slept for 
a couple of hours, in theory, but we never relied on this, it being the unspo
ken advice of our inner guardian. When exhaustion overcame us, which was 
often, and we slept, then it was always only enough for a short dream or two. 
Our dreams were never about the gruesome war, for our unconscious saw to 
it that we had a recovery period from it. We dreamed about the exciting and 
the peaceful. With death breathing down the back of my neck, r dreamed 
about my trouble-free childhood playing in green meadows, in the polder. 
My brothers, sisters and parents, and all of Zierikzee, came to life when I 
was dreaming. It was only after the war and my time as a prisoner of war was 
over, that my dreams then plagued me. They became nightmares about the 
war and followed me in my sleep for many, many years after. 

In comparison with our brothers-in-arms on the front line, who were 
never in danger of aerial bombardment or very heavy artillery fire, we were 
regularly under shell fire from the Russians. "When the 'Ivan' spits", began 
the verbal apprenticeship of newcomers from the 'old hands' of the Eastern 
Front, or "when it bangs over there, then count to twenty, for it's a 
twenty-gun salute!" Then we had to 'watch out'. if you were surprised by a 
sudden swish in the air, then hit the ground ' pronto', for that could be your 
end. "If that hits you, it is not only you but everything and everyone 
around!" The conversation was about the Russian ' Big Bertha' whose shells 
had a very sensitive detonator. The shells detonated on a hair's-width con
tact with the earth, without making a crater but reducing everything to 
splinters as they raced, flat over the ground. Everything and everyone with-
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Ollt adequate protection, was grated into splinters, within a radius of 50 
metres. A weapon with a steep trajectory, it was ideal in reaching much 
wider targets behind the defensive lines and field positions. Although we 
had this weapon too , it was of course the German version. 

When the alarm went, we sprang up instantly, using the already rub
ble-covered steps, to join the combat above. In the pauses, the positions 
were only protected by a one-man guard and a machine-gunner. When well 
and truly lost in rubble-reduced Breslau, and one heard that whistling pro
jectile, then one had to duck to avoid it. Your luck had run out when you 
were a part of a direct hit. In the mountain of rubble within the fortress, we 
felt that we had returned to that of the Middle Ages with battlements and 
embrasures. We were surrounded by an overpowering enemy outside its 
walls. 

The reliabiliry of our comrades within our battalion was still very 
strong, despite heavy losses. That was something at which Tanya had won
dered, on meeting my comrades, into whose eyes she looked, to find them 
still full of optimism. I t must have been clear to her, why all of the assaults of 
her Red Army friends had failed till then. The crown of laurel leaves was for 
them as 'victors' , but it remained out of reach. The field-grey uniforms were 
perhaps tattered and patched, but the spirit of their owners inside was not. 
Their faces had not shown her any fear of this merciless siege. She could not 
ignore the fact that these Germanskis had been able to withstand the stran
glehold on Breslau for so long. The spy from the east had perhaps felt some 
apprehension, that despite the dull silver runes on their collars, such men 
could still survive a storm or two. 

The fortress had now been under siege for some weeks and not fallen to 
the enemy. It was not only the German newspapers that reported the high 
losses of the Russians and " the fanatic fighting of the brave defenders of 
Breslau", but also neutral foreign newspapers regularly reported on 'the 
tough defence of Silesia'. In the Stockholm News of 22 March 1945, they 
said the following, "One cannot really imagine how the defenders can sup
ply themselves with food, water, and ammunition. During the whole of the 
war, there has been no other example to compare with this dramatic and 
fantastic battle of wills , where the bitter defiance of death is second to none. 
Pravda echoed the report of "stiff resistance in Breslau". They had paid "a 
high and bitter price for a success that could only be called at that stage, 
minimal. The toll in men was unimaginable." 

We made the assaults of the Russians harder with every day that went 
by and they began to make tactical mistakes that were to our advantage. 
Even General Niehoffbegan to scratch his head, wondering at his Russian 
counterpart. In his account, printed in on 5 February 1956, he stated that 
he had never understood why Major General Vladimir Gluzdovski had al
ways attacked from the south. When it had been seen that a supposed com-
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bined arrack from both the west and the north was planned , he had so easily 
broken the belt of defence around Breslau. The Russian radio messages were 
never disguised. They were heard , translated and therefore delivered a mass 
of information for the military leadership in the city, which was also to our 
advantage. 

We could also ascertain many a mistake from enemy behaviour, an at
tack from them never being a surprise. For instance, we always knew of an 
assault when they were seen to co llect together on the front-line, were loud 
in their actions, and hasty in their chaotic organisation in the combat zone. 
The moment that we heard the 'neighs ' of their shaggy steppe ponies, al
ways to be found in front of their anti-tank guns, we knew what was about 
to happen. From our experience on the Oder, 'forewarned is forearmed'. 
That one advantage evened up the many disadvantages in which we found 
ourselves. 



CHAPTER 17 

The Last Battle 

w:e were approaching Easter and the cold winter weather had disap
peared. The layer of white powdery snow, which had covered the 

rubble of the city, was now a horrible sooty black. The besieged city had 
been unusually quiet for the last couple of days. It was as if newly wakened 
'Mother Nature' had called 'Halt!' to the madness of the war. It was 
welcome, but portents hung in the air. Was it the lull before the storm? The 
Red Army had been forced to alter their opinion that they could take 
Breslau in 'passing through' on their way to Berlin . It had taken far too long 
and had engaged the whole of their army for weeks. The situation simply 
had to change. The atmosphere in the palace of the Crown Prince of Oels, 
the headquarters of the Russian Commander-in-Chief, could be cut with a 
knife. Stalin was calling for 'Attrition' and ordered an immediate 'end' to 

Breslau. That name had become 'a red rag to a bull' and Marshall Koniev 
was made responsible for a 'decisive battle'. 

Once more we were to hear those scratchy loudspeakers spewing verbal 
poison over the population, promising heavy air raids over the Easter pe
riod. Rumours circulated that Breslau was to be the Easter present for the 
Russian high command. The inhabitants were very uneasy. Our intelli-

The author (far right) with two comrades in Breslau, April 1945 
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gellCe and reconnaissance reported heavy massing at troops to the west, giv
ing the German General Statt a very clear picture at what was about to 

happen and tulfilling General Niehoff's worst tears. 
The tront to the west was under the command at Lieutenant-Colonel 

Mohr and his battalion. They had watched the massing at Russian troops 
tor days. Two parachute battalions were hastily called up, as reserves behind 
the threatened tront-line. They were to be a reception committee in case at 
an eventual breakthrough at that point. They had to stop the enemy ad
vance to the centre at the city. 

It was deathly quiet on Easter Saturday. It was still and filled with 
tension, until 6 o'clock in the evening when rhe bombardment came. On 
the stroke at six, the Russians heralded their intentions with a bombard
men t, the I ike at wh ich General N iehott had on Iy experienced at Verd un 
in the First World War, and then during the Second World War at the 
Baranov bridgehead. I think that I can speak tor everyone, when I say that 
none at us, but none, trom the commanders down to the privates, will 
ever target that Easter in Breslau, where we were kept on our toes and in 
battledress tor torty-eight hours. The Soviet artillery regiments pulverised 
buildings one after the other, with their 28cm shells. At the same time, 
squadrons at planes showered their bombs over the already-burning city. 
A glimmer at hope came, but lasted only seconds . We saw German 
bombers, clearly, with the swastika on their rails. But they too threw a 
carpet at bombs on us. They were captured war-booty, along with 
tully-loaded goods trains packed with our bombs. Ash and soot rained 
down on everything that lived, and at course we were not alone in that 
experience. 

The inhabitants at other large German cities had seen who le residen
tial areas disappear in fire, night after night. But tor the people otBreslau 
it was a 'hurricane' . There were heavy bombardments tram the air, and on 
the ground, heavy artillery, mortars and 'Stalin organs ' , all firing at once. 
Our one sense at torewarning had been taken away trom us. With so 
much deatening noise, our ears could not be attuned to the movements at 
the enemy's close combat detachments. It was impossible. We could not 
assess how tar they had advanced into the city. Any minute a 
trigger-happy 'Ivan' cou ld jump out at us trom the ce ll ars. They came in 
numbers at ' ten to one'. We had 'compan ies' consisting at only 25 men. 
Our Regiment had been reduced by 70%. At West Park and the In stitute 
tor the Blind, close combat detachments were at their strongest and were 
supported by snipers. Our machine-guns showered the attackers without 
mercy and some who had been hit tell only metres away tram us. We 
threw our last hand-grenades at them, to receive a hail at Soviet grenades 
as payment in kind. At the harbour a strong group at Red Guards drove a 
dozen or more German soldiers into the harbour basin. With the courage 
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A drawing by the author, made shortly after the end of the war, showing a scene from the 
fighting in Breslau, during April 1945 

of the desperate, we gradually moved to where the paratroopers were 
grouped around the Institute for the Blind, fighting off the approaching 
Soviet infantry. The pounding of machine-guns was without pause, 
drowning out the raw cries of "Urrah!" We received the order to 
counter-attack. I was convinced that the inferno was one that I would not 
survive. Our platoon leader was the first to fall. We had no other choice 
but to slowly retreat under enemy superiority. We stumbled over moun
tains of stone as, metre by metre, we retreated in clouds of biting smoke. 
Surprisingly, the Soviets did not attempt to follow, the single bullets 
whipping around our helmets being scattered, did no harm. 

Once more we survived. I was whole. I had escaped a final trip to hell 
once more. Only then did I see that there was no longer a stone standing 
anywhere amongst the surrounding houses, which in that part of the city, 
had been spared until now. I looked at skeletons of houses with blazing 
roofs and beams. I could hear the crackle of flames. From somewhere I 
heard the ghostly banging of a shop door swinging to and fro in a plateau of 
soot and ash. Standing with amazing grace, in the middle of that desolation, 
was a beautiful tree, covered in spring blossom. It was a sight that one rarely 
saw so early in the year. 

A black mushroom-shaped pall of smoke hung over Breslau. It could be 
seen as far away as Zobten, the mountain to the south-west of the city. Any-
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one who saw it, and the burning torch of the city, from the darkness to the 
borders of the Sudeten mountains , could be forgiven for thinking that the 
city had met its end. It hadn ' t, not quite. 

It seemed as if the night into Easter Sunday did not want to end . Dawn 
shou ld have broken, but it cou ldn 't, for black smoke blanketed the earth, 
obstructing its path. Early that morning, again on the stroke of six, another 
flrestorm of shellflre was to be heard and lasted for six hours. I t was a repeat 
performance of the day before. Another spring day, when it rained death 
out of the sky from Soviet bombers that systematically bombed what was 
left of the residential areas, square metre by square metre. In between , one 
heard the explod ing rounds of the artillery also in that area, combined with 
the rapid whining of the 'Stalin Organ', erasing Breslau from the face of the 
earth . 

One tram, still able to run to the very last minute, from the ring-road to 
Richthofen Platz, was blown to sm ith ereens . Of all days, it was on Holy 
Easter Sunday that the Church of Marie on Sand island received a direct hit, 
the first of the Breslau churches. That was followed by a hit on the Cathe
dral. It dominated the city with its twin towers that burned like giant 
candles. 

I t was around midday that the Soviets ploughed the earth around our 
positions, and Russian tanks stood in front of the command post of that sec
tor 's commander. Bya miracle we kept them at bay, for the time being, in 
the worst of the fighting. They had warned us via their 'Aying leaAets' and 
scratchy tannoy that they wou ld try to force a capitu lation of Si les ia 's 
cap ital. 

Easter Monday was also to be a black Monday in the history ofBreslau. 
Air raids started at eight o'clock in the morning and carried on throughout 
the day, without a pause. Like a forest-fire, Aames spread, enveloping the 
cultural buildings of historical and architectural importance. All of them 
were destroyed. In Neumarkt there was not one house left standing. The 
Museum of Art was reduced to a pile of stones. I n the Botanical Garden in 
Lichterloh, not on ly the conifers gave fuel to the fire, but an ammunition 
bunker too. Everywhere one looked it burned, making it imposs ible to stay 
outside in that inferno for any length of time. Like the blossoming tree, and 
in spite of the wrath of those Russian invaders, Breslau's symbol and crest, 
the City Hall, sti ll stood unmarked. Built in the late Gothic period with 
resplendent oriel bay windows, it seemed to say "s tand fast"! For Breslau 
was always a German centre. It w ill always remain German, even when 
foreign races live within its walls. 

This Breslau, late on Easter Monday, was a tragic sight. It was nothing 
but a ruin. The beautiful river promenade on the banks of the Oder was a 
maze of trenches. Everywhere one looked, from Gneisenplatz to Lehmann, 
was a ruin, a ghost of its former self, including the completely burnt-out 
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Hendrik Venon (right) and Rechmmgsfohrer Georg Haas, 11. Kompanie, Regt Besslein, 
pose with a Bugatti racing car in Breslau, 1945 

Grammar School. The lovely facade of the Oberland Courthouse had 
wounds from heavy artillery shells, the Seminar of the Universiry too. The 
Church of Elizabeth had grazes from shrapnel in the stonework of its 
Baroque facade, but still stood tall. A bomb had gutted the inside of the 
Bartholomew Church, whose graveyard housed the many graves of female 
members of various institutions. The Exhibitions Halls were also devas
tated. The "Hundred-Years Hall", with its giant dome, still stood almost 
undamaged. It was the largest in the whole of Germany. Within its walls, 
10,000 people could be accommodated. 

There was an intense and unbearable odour in the air. It came from 
damaged sewers and drains, and mixed with the stench of decomposing 
bodies. There was no one who could help, neither workmen to repair the 
sewers, nor undertakers to bury the thousands of dead. -So the dead re
mained on the streets. The hospitals, full to overflowing, had wounded ly
ing on stretchers, anywhere there was space, even in the cellars and bunkers. 
On Dome Island, uncountable wounded lay on stretchers in the open, 
under fire. 

When we were relieved from our positions at the Institute for the Blind, 
I made my way from the line of battle and wandered into a cellar. It was 
filled with civilians, the old, and mothers with their children tightly pressed 
against them, as if in the thunder and lightning of a storm. All were 
hunched together, fear engraved into their faces as they sat on ledges around 
the cellar walls. The cellar was in a large block of rented flats, and as usual 
supported with wooden posts. There was an older man, who was the 
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air-raid warden. He was in the uniform of the German Railways. I was in 
the uniform of one of the 'front-swine' which awoke a sense of trust and 
protection in them. I was therefore bombarded with questions. My uniform 
was not at its best! It was dirty, crumpled and covered in soot and ash, and I 
was not able to hide the fact that I had just come from the combat-zone. It 
was natural that I was asked, "how near are the Russians?" 

The house swayed and the cellar floor rose and fell under the blast of 
each explosion. The noise was deafening. After a while we all looked like 
ghosts, dusted in white distemper from walls and ceiling, like an unwanted 
shroud. There was no electricity. The only candle giving us light was extin
guished time and time again from the air pressure from exploding bombs, as 
they fell nearer and nearer. 

r was the only soldier in the cellar and I had to hide my feelings. Endur
ing an air raid in such a confined space was not something that I was used 
to. Such a bombardment as this, even in the main line of resistance was 
something that I had never experienced. At least when outside, one was 
armed, and active. Here in this cellar I was not, and so I tried to hide my 
fear. I made myself useful, as a waiter, handing each one a piece of the tradi
tional crumble and poppy-seed cakes that the women had baked , ready for 
the Easter celebrations. This action produced weak smiles from starched 
and stony faces, but d idn ' t reach the frightened and staring eyes of thei r dis
traught owners. ] wanted to leave that suffocating place but couldn't for the 
crescendo of the falling, whistling bombs was continuous. There was hardly 
a pause in which I could escape. Spontaneously, loud praying began. "Holy 
Mary, Mother of God." Then someone lost his nerve and shouted " Hold 
your tongues! " The cellar was full of chalk and loosened mortar dust. Mixed 
with the biting stench of explosives wafting through the cellar ventilators, it 
was suffocating. 

] realised that there seemed to be a lessening in the raid. But still there 
were a number of low-flying Soviet planes with trigger-happy ma
chine-gunners. I wanted to leave and return to my unit. At last 1 dared to 
take a look and saw a dying city, in unending agony, waiting for the next 
bombardment. It must have been pure unadulterated lust on the part of the 
Soviet pilots, to fly over the defenceless city as if they owned the sky above 
Breslau. There was no fighter-bomber resistance, nor any anti-aircraft fire. 
How long it had all lasted, no one really knew. But it was twilight enhanced 
with the light from flames. 

] made my way back to my unit, with the very strong impression that 
Breslau was one giant glowing smithy. It was only possible for me to walk in 
the middle of the road. The houses were licked with flames on both sides of 
the road. It became a zig-zig obstacle course for me. Then a house suddenly 
collapsed. The road and I were enveloped in a giant cloud of dust and flying 
stones wh ich reached to the other side of the street. 
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Some hours later, a church bell , high in its belfry, was heard to ring out 
the Easter message over Breslau. But it was not rung by bell-ringers. The 
sheer waves of heat, from the burning city below, gently nudged the bell 
into movement. I t was no 'happy Easter' message, but a death-toll. 

The storm of fire would not die, for it was fanned through every 
glassless window like a giant bellows. The waves of heat blew sparks and 
glowing particles of wood high into the air, where they nested on the roofs, 
to create a new fire. There seemed to be no end to Marshall Koniev's 'deci
sive battle', for during the night, we heard that familiar and unmistakable 
sound of engines belonging to 'sewing-machines'. Who could forget those 
Russian biplanes? They too had the treat of flying over the broken city of 
Breslau and making sure that it didn ' t rise from its knees. They fired tracer 
ammunition into the already burning buildings. 

There was an eerie peacefulness over the city next day , 3 April. The pol
luted air stank of burning buildings. Gentle rain began to fall. After experi
encing the demon in modern explosive techniques, one realised what a 
God-sent peacefulness was, and how determined nature could be. Here and 
there, undamaged tulips and hyacinths poked their heads through the 
rain-washed earth, heralding the spring. They bloomed alongside yellow 
forsythia, now black, having been burnt to charcoal. At dawn, so ldiers and 
civilians alike, armed with shovels and an assortment of rakes etc, went to 
work, feverishly looking for the dead and the living under the rubble. The 
corpses were wrapped in sheets, curtains, even brown packing-paper, with
out ceremo ny or consideration of male or female, officer or private. But 
some were wrapped in flags, for tenting was too costly. What of the usual 
gun salute? The explos ions of time-bombs had to suffice for that. 

Crowds of inhabitants who had survived the Easter inferno, went about 
looking for a new shelter over their heads. Some were overjoyed when, 
standing in front of a pile of rubble which had been the former home of 
friends or fami ly, they found a scribbled message in cha lk on the stones to 
say they were alive, and where they could be found. 

We were asking ourselves why the Russian high command had used this 
tactic of attack on Breslau? The answer was easy. It was an example to the 
Western Allies. The desired result being that when Russian infantry and 
tanks cou ld not succeed, 'carpet' or 'blanket' bombing could! Breslau had to 
be razed from the surface of the earth. It had to be another Stalingrad! The 
Red Army had sealed Breslau 's escape routes . There was no escape for man 
nor mouse, and that was the way they wanted it. Attrition, to the last man. 

The Russians had reached parts of the centre of the city. But not even 
with Siberian guards and the enormous numbers of Mongolian 
sub-machinegun squads could they break the last German defenders. The 
decisive battle was still not over. General Niehoff reported later that two 
battalions of the Waffen SS Regiment Besslein had caused the enemy heavy 
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losses, with their excellent performance, and above all their endurance, dur
ing that Easter attack. Their commanders were named, being Captains 
Roge and Zizmann, the same Zizmann for whom I was messenger at the be
ginning of the fighting. He was wounded during that Easter attack. 

The threatened and unavoidable end of the capital was not destined to 
take place just yet, for through a stroke of , luck', a rather daring Russian of
ficer pushed his ' luck' a little too far. He and his tank were captured. One 
could suppose that the Russian was under orders, just as we were, never to 
have his combat orders or his map of operations on his person, which could 
be of help to the enemy or show the secret co-ordination grid-map . This 
one did, however. As was to be expected the Russians based all their opera
tions on this grid, consisting of numbers and letters of the alphaber. The 
garrison 's staff could never previously have deciphered messages such as 
"the attack is to be directed in the direction ofFG", or the operations com
mander report that " the spearhead has reached lines H3 to B5 ". Confirma
tion came in seconds by quick reference to this map of the Russian 
commanders themselves - but for our radio-operators who were listening 
in, without a copy it was a puzzle. 

Now our radio-operators and commanders listened in too. They now 
knew at the same time as their counterparts, of the moves being made. 
They could take countermeasures and with more than enough time. It was 
the biggest piece of 'luck' that fate could have given us , in our time of 
need. 

Naturally enough, we too used code names for our military operations. 
They were constantly changed, for we also knew that our radio messages 
were overheard. We used botanical names, or career, job or profession tides. 
The sergeant-major was the ' painter' and our Regimental commander 'Mr 
22'. The noble residential areas of Breslau equipped us with more than 
enough exotic and tropical names, or fantasy-based material, not to men
tion the familiarity of the city's buildings. The city hall was now the 
gas-works, the kindergarten the crematorium, or vice-versa. The wounded 
were called rnuLatten and the dead, Indianer. The growing numbers of both, 
mentioned in reports from the front, became more difficult for those work
ing in official departments who wanted to veil the official fighting strength. 
I was told by one of them, that they adopted the motto, "Even when we lose 
the war itself, we will have won it on paper!" 

The prophesy that "when the Oder flows with blood then the end of 
Breslau is near" was one well known to every 'Breslauer, ' having learned it in 
their schooldays. The river already tainted, flowed with the blood of many. 
Marshall Koniev still had to wait before he could withdraw his troops from 
Breslau . He waited for the rest of April and into May. 

In his headquarters, General Gluzdovski had not reckoned on the en
durance of the soldiers or the civilians in the besieged city, not even after the 
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mercilessness of the Easter bombing raids. As if the Soviets wanted to give us 
time to consider our plight, for the next few days all was unusually quiet. 
Unbeknown to us there was also another very grave reason on the Russian 
side. After the Easter attack, the forces of both the 6th Soviet Army and the 
I st Ukrainian Front were so depleted, and the remnants so exhausted, that 
they were unable to recover from their enormous losses. 

In sp ite of this, our command could not even afford a well-earned rest, 
for there was a great deal sti ll to do, ro think about and to organise. As well 
as our own losses in soldiers and civi lians, there was an extreme shortage of 
ammun ition , so extreme that our artillery were ordered to use their ammu
nition only in emergency situations. Our legendary FAMO armoured train 
cou ld on ly occasionally be used for the same reason. 

Not everyone possessed the same threshold for pain or stress, and many 
of our own changed sides. They deserted. Those deserters exposed the 
whereabouts of Genera l NiehofPs HQ, at Liebichshohe. It was instantly 
under continuous bombardment from artillery and bombs. It was engulfed 
in smoke as if from a slumbering but puffing volcano, which could be seen 
from a couple of miles away. Even the move of his HQ to the cellars of the 
State University Library, on 14 April, was known to the Russians 
twenty-four hours later. There were with certainty other 'Tanyas ' at work, 
who were to be found within the walls of the fortress. They infiltrated resis
tance groups as well , to form small cells of opposition, and kindle the flame 
of mutiny among the soldiers, or even to plan the assassination of Niehoff. 
Therefore, when the suspects were found and arrested, their fate was an 
instant court martial. 

We had the bitter exper ience of Germans fighting against Germans in 
Breslau. That former comrades could fight against their own, and with Rus
sian weapons, was in sharp contrast to the sacrifices made by those not in 
uniform. As late as 2 May, 80 men of the 'National Committee for Free 
Germany', in German uniform, crept into western Breslau. Their task 
ended before it had begun, although they did overwhelm the guards of a 
battalion command post. Their undoing was coming face to face with 
Waffen SS who recognised their ruse. A former Leutnant, Leutnant Veith, 
and his deserter accomplices were arrested and shot. Even a group of former 
Ukrainian Waffen SS tried their luck, bur fled. 

After the war, those gullible German hiwis for the Red Army were to re
ceive a short sharp lesson about the Communist character. Radio Moscow 
reported in a broadcast firstly that the Free Germany Committee had been 
dissolved, and secondly that the desertion of both Paulus and Seydlitz had 
been nothing else but 'war propaganda' to discredit them. For those who 
had deserted in following the example of the two 'gentlemen ,' who had 
been the epitome of the German soldier for so many men , it brought about 
the realisation that their sacrifice had been totally worth less. 
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Who were Paulus and Seydlitz and what was the Committee for a Free 
Germany? Friedrich Paulus began his career in an infantry regiment. He 
was an officer of the General Staff in 1918, and captain within various staff 
and other units until 1931. In 1935 he was Chief of Staff of the 16th Army 
Corps, Chief of General Staff in 1939 and General and Com
mander-in-Chief of the 6th Army in the winter crisis of 1941/42. He was 
captured by the Russians in January 1943. His army career was brilliant un
til the siege of Stalin grad, which appeared to be his undoing, for various rea
sons, one being that this situation was one with which he could not cope. 
He as Field Marshal joined the already existing Committee for a Free Ger
many whilst in captiviry in the camp for officers, in Lunjewo. One must ask 
why? 

Only after his death were the memoirs of Walther von 
Seydlitz-Kurzbach, known as the 'Stalingrad General' published. To this 
day there is a divided school of thought about this man. Was he a traitor, or 
a patriot who had 'changed horses in mid-stream' to become a resis
tance-fighter in order to save his own skin? He, like Friedrich Paulus, also 
had a brilliant military career and was the 54th soldier to receive the 
Knight's Cross with Oak-leaves from Hitler. He had fought in France. In 
February 1942, on orders from Hitler, he released 100,000 German soldiers 
with four divisions and a mountain infantry brigade from the besieged city 
of Demyansk. He was captured by the Russians in late February 1943. He 
spent the next four months in a special camp in Krasnagorsk on the out
skirts of Moscow, for reasons only known to the Russians. The Generals 
were separated and given quarters of their own. At the end of June they were 
transferred to Voikovo. 

On the initiative of the Russian government and German emigrants, 
the 'Committee for a Free Germany' was formed as a propaganda machine 
on 12 and 13 July 1943. Seydlitz learned of those events from fellow prison
ers who could read the Russian newspaper lsvestiya. Reports were read daily 
about the latest military disasters on the front . Meetings were organised for 
the Generals to attend. A delegation of officers and men had, at the end of 
the day, persuaded 12 officers, 13 subordinates and 13 emigrants to be 
members. The Committee was at first ignored by the German Generals. So 
on 19 August Seydlitz, together with Generals Korfes and Wulz, was trans
ferred to the same camp as Paulus, which was now overflowing with prison
ers, mainly those who had fought in Stalingrad. There were around 70 
prisoners in all, officers from General down to Lieutenant. 

Was it co-incidence? Was Stalingrad the basis of their association? Per
haps it was in combination with the realisation, at almost the same time as 
the 'Committee for a Free Germany' was founded, that without the promi
nent names of the highest ranks of German prisoners, there would be very 
little success for the Russian government in their propaganda campaign. 
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The seeds of that action had not fallen on totally barren ground. Those 
accustomed to commanding, and who came from aristocratic houses, had 
military forebears and backgrounds, were also accustomed to being part of 
the ruling forces. Seydlitz was one such. Perhaps there were noble inrentions 
from those who knew that the end of the war was near, and that Germany 
would lose. Perhaps others wanted to end the miselY of thousands. it was 
suggested that they form their own Association of Officers, the Bundes 
Deutscher Ojfiziere, the BOO. But that was not without some protest from 
the original delegation. 

It was founded on I 1/12 September. Seyd litz declared that he was pre
pared to take over the Presidency. The aim of the Association would be to 
win as many as possible still-loyal soldiers away from Hitler. In other words 
they would incite desertion. On that day a committee was voted in. 95 offi
cers signed a petition demanding the resignation of Hitler and the German 
government. During his inrernmenr, Paulus was prepared to send a birth
day card to Stalin, on his 70th birthday, to thank him, on behalf of the Ger
man prisoners , for the good treatment they received. I t annoyed Seydlitz 
who ignored both of those suggestions, saying that Paulus could not know 
of individual fates and could not therefore speak for the POWs that he did 
not know. Perhaps with that affronr, he prepared his own death senrence. 
On 23 May Paulus left the camp and Seydlitz never saw him again. For his 
sins, Seydlitz was accused and tried for war crimes by the Russians and con
demned to death. He was already 62 years of age. This was then changed to 
25 years' imprisonmenr, upon which Seydlitz demanded to be shot, on the 
spot. To this the Russians replied, "only the SS do that. " 

In September 1955 and after the visit of Adenauer to Moscow, Seydlitz 
was released on 4 October. He found himself in the camp for released Rus
sian prisoners of war in Friedland, where his wife was wa iting. They had 
four daughters. Under pressure from former Nazis, she divorced him some 
time later. He was ostracised by his former friends and comrades. He stayed 
si lenr over his behaviour until his death in the 1970s. Then his memoirs, 
which he had long since written, were released for publication. 

The ancestor of Walther von Seydlitz was none other than Frederick 
the Great, whose name was a symbol for Prussian soldiery. Seydlitz declared 
that in his oath he had wasted his faithfu lness and his obedience on a 'crimi
nal ', i.e. Hitler. He became firmly convinced of that after the battle ofSta
lingrad . Sta lingrad was, and still is a name full of meaning, not on ly to the 
German and Russian veterans who fought there, but also for evelY studenr 
and would-be studenr of the Second World War. 

In contrast to those German traitors, there were also the stoic and the 
patriotic, who even as Russian prisoners of war, found ways to support their 
brothers-in-arms. in our need and shortage of ammunit ion, we feverishl y 
co llected together Russian 'duds' for adaptation . We found a puzzle. Many 
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were not filled with the necessary explosive material, but with sand. It re
mained a puzzle for some time, until one day a scrap of paper was to be 
found in the sand with a scribbled message, "more than this, comrade, we 
could not achieve". It was then clear that German prisoners of war must be 
working in a munitions factory and it was their way of deactivating th e 
bombs and shells that they made! Somewhere in those unending 'steppes of 
Russia ', were heroes, practically powerless, but who quietly worked away for 
Germany's cause and were prepared to lay down their lives , in such 
dangerous acts, for their still-fighting comrades. 

The psychological terror and persuasion from the Reds now began in 
strength, urging desertion with rewards. The usual was offered. Feasts for 
the stomach and girls for one's pleasure. Both however were still in plenty 
within the fortress in Breslau , even then. The Reds even went to the expense 
of printing extra leaflets for the Waffen SS in which they guaranteed the 
lives of those members of the Besslein Regiment, after being taken prisoner! 

Once more , rumours circulated around Breslau about 'wo nder weap
ons' such as the V2 and V3, new planes flying faster than the speed of 
sound, turbo-jets which rendered Allied bomber flights into scrap metal. It 
was said that only a few weeks were needed until their usage was possible. 
Could we hold on until then? It was simply a case that we had to hold on 
until then, i.e. until the enemy would receive a very nasty surprise. 

The small flame of hope that we had, grew with the death of Franklin 
D. Roosevelt on 12 April. The news spread that there were disagreements in 
the Allies' camp. That ill-fated 'a lliance' it seemed was about to crumble af
ter all, for we had even hea rd that the British and Americans were about to 
march together against the Bolsheviks. Added to that, we were elated to 
know that moves to free us were about to take place. There was a tangible 
possibility of relief from outside, in the form of Field Marshal Ferdinand 
Schomer, who knew about the saga within the fortress walls . 

However, his plan to release a large portion from his army group to 
come to our relief did not materialise, despite permissions, plans and radio 
messages bouncing to and fro. All too often, 'General Chaos' had taken 
command, but the successes from him were few and far between. So our re
lease from Breslau remained a rumour. We still held on to our hope of a 
' miracle'. 

We had survived the worst attack on the city, which had not ended in 
capitulation. We may have taken a beating, but were still in the ring and on 
our feet. What more would the Reds do? They could still lose many a tooth 
by biting on the bone called Breslau , the ultimate target being the defence of 
Silesia's city until it had earned the name of'unconquerable'. In the last few 
weeks, every soldier had interpreted for himself the term, ' fighting to the 
last man '. That expression had its roots in Stalingrad, but Stalingrad was 
not the only example in the previous few months. General Otto Lasch , had 
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also fought almost to his ' last man ' in East Prussia, in Konigsberg, capitulat
ing only on 9 April. Despite defeat, those actions had deterred the strongest 
of Russian troops on their advance to the west. Perhaps, unbeknown to us , 
it had saved the lives of thousands of refugees on the move. We would do 
the same, come what may. 

We lay like a lonely island in the middle of the Russian flood . Each new 
day ran its course in the fortress , as it had done yesterday and th e day before. 
Daily, thousands suffered phys ically in military and civilian hospitals . End
less sacrifices were made by the civilians in that bloody warfare. By day and 
by night, hour upon hour was spent in the cellars , by the old, the women, 
the children and the sick. 

Ie was 20 April, Hitler's birthday. As was usual, we received a birthday 
present from the Fuhrer in the form of a bottle of wine which was presented 
to us by a NSFO i.e. NationaLsoziafistischer Fiihrungs Ofjizier, responsible 
for Party propaganda. Even under those circumstances tradition was not 
forgotten, although the duty of that officer could not have been comfort
able for him , or the speech that he gave. One could really not wish to have to 
perform his duties on that day. The position that he held had been a part of 
the Nazi structure since 1944. It gave him the duty of administering a psy
chological dose of patriotism, stoicism and illusion, to keep 'everyone's fin
ger on the trigger of his gun'. His speech was a mixture of hollow pathos and 
words of victory. We listened politely, but with scepticism, because he wore 
the Gold Close-combat Clasp for 'over fifty ' recognised actions. 

It could not have been easy to uphold the illusion of a still-dew'mined 
and steadfast Hitler, on the 56th birthday of the man. He was surrounded 
on all sides, in his bunker deep in the bowels of the Reichskanz fei , in what 
not only seemed to be a hopeless situation, but would prove to be so. But he 
did his best. We heard that our commander-in-chief was holding fast in a 
heroic fight against Bolshevism. Whether or not he won a victory, or if he 
suffered a defeat, his name would be added to the annals of history. The 
Russians were not to be left our of the birthday celebrations. They chose 
their 112th Division to deliver the fireworks against the Wehrmacht Regi
ment Mohr that was to be found on a small sector of the front. 

It was no coincidence that this very small sector was chosen for a vic
tory. It was confirmed by the Polish military historians , Rysya rd Majewski 
and Teresa Sozanska, in the book, The Battle for Bresfau. They reported that 
the ' Hitlerites' of this unit, the battalion commander, rwo company leaders 
and 70% of the men , paid their penalties inside an hour's battle. This book 
written, of course, from the Russian point of view, quoted that Colonel 
Schavoshkin had taken care that Hitler's birthday had been a very noisy cel
ebration. Not for the first time, we were sent to relieve the now-depleted 
Regiment Mohr, for they were transferred to the southern sector, which 
appeared to be quiet, for the moment. 
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The weather on 20 April, was 'royal' weather which helped the growth 
of the plants, shrubs and tree blossom in the desecrated gardens of the ciry. 
It was 25° in the shade and spring was not going to be deterred from pre
senting her blooms and blossom , albeit somewhat early in the year. The lilac 
was in bloom, spreading its perfume into air polluted with smoke and gun
powder. The flowers forced their way through the raped earth together with 
the weeds. The shrubs in the gardens were now a blaze of colour, red, white 
and apricot, forcing their faces through the rubble to the sun. It did the soul 
good to stick one's nose into the lushness of blossom and perfume, freely of
fered , forgetting if only for a minute, the odour of war. 

5ince the middle of April, our battalion had been engaged in the sector 
of the Andersen, 5teinover and West End streets, in very tough fighting. 
From the Kipke brewery in the south-west, we were ordered to 5triegauer 
Platz. There is a report about the defence of this section of the ciry, also 
from a Polish author, from whom we were to learn many years later that our 
opponent was the 50viet Lieutenant-Colonel Malinin and his unit. The au
thor quoted from Malinin 's own vastly exaggerated description of his en
gagement with "a very strong company of tough Waffen 55", who were 
"equipped with the very best of weapons, i.e. hand-grenades and bazookas". 
That version of events appeared in their 6th Army ' front ' newspaper. Either 
the exaggeration was deliberate, or his memory a little foggy. I remember 
very well who the better equipped were. The mass of new equipment, left 
behind after their withdrawal, showed that for every new and shining brass 
shell-case, still warm to the touch, there were just as many em pry vodka bot
tles , the backbone of every good Russian soldier. Perhaps one was his. But 
the well-equipped were most certainly not us. This made the success of our 
counter-attack even more surprising for us. 

Only minutes later, our opponents had reformed once more, just a 
street further on. They were hiding behind broken walls and in bombed cel
lars, waiting to ward off a further advance from us. We, the 11 th Company 
were the spearhead for the battalion and we dug in waiting for further or
ders. Darkness fell, and suddenly the 'fortress-brides' appeared with canis
ters of hot soup and a brew of coffee. They appeared, smiling proudly, their 
unkempt hair tucked under steel helmets and, far from elegant, dressed in 
military trousers which were much too wide for most of them. But they 
were happy that they had found us. At the risk of losing their lives, those 
Amazons had followed us at a distance and impressed us by their show of 
guts, loyalry and comradeship. They showed that they were made of much 
stronger stuff, than being there for a flirt or two. It gave us courage and it 
pained us at the same time when thinking of their personal fates if or when 
we suffered defeat. 

Composure and endurance had been shown by all the troops in Breslau. 
Those two human constituents are not innate, they have to be learned. We 
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were spurred on nearly every day with first-hand experiences of personal 
fates, which brought anger when someone we knew was involved. The per
sonal fate of such as a young comrade from the Rhine, brought us to the 
edge offrustration, thick-skinned as we had become. Our long-awaited post 
had been delayed for a long time, not surprising under the circumstances. 
The joy of receiving a letter from his girlfriend, his bride-ro-be, was great in
deed. He had proudly shown me a photograph of her. She was fresh, she was 
pretty and photographed in her labour-service uniform , astride her bicycle. 
His happiness overflowed at the thought of seeing her again, but three days 
later he was dead. We had had a night visit from the Bolshevik infantry. The 
next morning, we found him with his distorted face in the rubble, but he 
had not died from his splinter-wounds. He had been shot, in the back of the 
neck. The long-awaited letter, now stained with his blood, was taken by one 
of his comrades. Whether he outlived the war, to take it to his comrade's girl 
friend, and inform her of the last few days of his life, is also unknown. 

We had now been under siege for three months. One day, one of the 
messengers from the supply unit brought us news that our troops were 
fighting "for Berlin". No one, but no one in our besieged city, so far away 
from our capital, had reckoned on this. We simply had not envisaged an 
end to the war, and most certainly not at the end of the month of April. Our 
own situation had not given us time for thought of anything outside of the 
city, except for fleeting moments and then without up-to-date military in
formation. Why should we? We were stunned with this information and 
alarmed. The Red Army had still not achieved the success ofBreslau's capit
ulation, after three months of aggressive defence measures from our side. 
Therefore to hear that in between times they had reached Berlin , after we 
had engaged , in part, the best of the Red Army troops, was devas tating for 
us. And when Berlin fell? 

From the military point of view, we had no cause at the moment to give 
up the fight. But the situation back home gave us our first serious doubts as 
the first cracks appeared in our ability to hold on. However, what should we 
do? Firstly, we had given an oath, one which was ' holy' for us. Secondly, we 
would rather die than be taken prisoners, at least not by the Reds. Added to 
that, we dare not think of the terrible fate of civilians, such as that they had 
already faced in East Prussia and Silesia. We dare not give up. However, for 
most of us this latest news could not be ignored. It was clear to us that the fi
nal battle for the fortress was very, very near. 

I n the military reports of this time, in what was now stereotyped repeti-
tion, it was stated that our, 

troops in Breslau had bravely fought off renewed attacks from the Soviets in 
the southern and western secto rs of the front. I t was an example to us all, in 
view of the fact that they moved fast in face of overwhelming superior 
masses of material. 
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Since Easter we had had cooler weather which, on 27 April, returned to 
the former beautiful Easter weather of 25° in the shade. We had a balmy, 
cloudless night with full moonshine. The moonlight and single flashes of 
muzzle-fire lit the sky. We cou ld see through paneless windows the tower
ing ruins making a bizarre and ghostly scene on that relatively peaceful 
night. But it was suddenly and repeatedly shattered, by exploding bombs of 
a heavy calibre. The enemy artillery took no consideration of their own 
troops, who were lying on the opposite side of the road to us. 

We could not seal off the front-line, broken at Posenerstrasse, the en
emy having barricaded themselves into unusual corners . For this particular 
night, I decided against using double guards here and there, and posted half 
of our squad with machine-guns and a good srock of hand-grenades, on the 
main line of resistance. We could determine if Soviet shock-troops were 
sneaking up on us by using the rays of the searchlights. 

We could hear machine-gun fire from somewhere, as well as single 
shots from a rifle. Both were designed to keep us awake, and to keep us from 
our well-deserved sleep, meaning that we should not be fit for the next day's 
batrle. In the diary of the Wehrmacht, the report for 28 April read, "In 
Breslau, the Soviets were successful in breaking through our front in several 
sectors" . 

It was at dawn that Soviet infantry, supported by a mass of tanks, at
tacked our front lines. Because of the lack of ammun ition , we had no sup
port from our own infantry. We did have local support from a handful of 
infantry gunners in open positions, who were guarding one of the ciry's 
gates. Their very last shell killed one of the enemy's forward arti ll ery observ
ers, who obviously wanted to defY death. Our losses on that day were simply 
horrendous. Our battalion had to retreat to Leuthenstrasse and it was there 
that I was wounded. It was the third time and only eight days before the end 
of the war. I cannot say that I saw the end of the war in those seconds, but I 
remember in my unconscious that I was terrified at the thought that I had 
not lived to see its end. Our group had been in the ground floor of a block of 
flats badly damaged by tank-fire bur which gave us protection. We had a 
very good view of the enemy. In fact we had the upper hand , except for a 
sniper who gave us a bad time. We could not replenish the ammunition 
badly needed by our grenad iers. So I decided to handle this problem myself, 
without any thrill of victory or the courage of a hero, but because I was just 
frustrated and angry. 

In a series of jumps and leaps I reached the third floor of the half-de
stroyed staircase and fired a whole machine-gun magazine into the dark 
windows opposite, in the direction 1 thought he was to be found. If this ac
tion of mine were to be exam ined under a military microscope, the first crit
icism would be that it should have only been carried out by one of our 
snipers, who had marksman experience. The result was obvious. As if I had 
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received a blow From an iron bar, my riAe fell suddenly From my hand. In re
Aex, 1 grasped at thin air For support. I Felt absolurely no pain. Perplexed , I 
watched blood pour From the arm of my jacket and I looked at my liFeless 
arm, hanging towards the ground, w ithout any strength to move it. I had 
received a shot through my lower arm. 

The phenomenon of not Feeling pain For some hours aFter being 
wounded, is 'not unusual ' , to quote Dr. Peter Bamm, military doctor and 
surgeon From the Second World War. "We were to experience this phe
nomenon time and time again. It is causation . The brain is ab le to block oFF 
the eFFects From the cause. It blocks the entrance in the middle part of the 
brain responsible For pain , even during the physical eFForts of battle. The 
pain begins on ly hours aFter" . T hat is exactly what happened with me, but 
aFter this had happened I was overcome with a dread of dying, almost 
knotting my throat together. 

I Found a first aid station in the Andersen School, in the ce ll ar, visible to 
the outside world with a small white rag with a red cross. It showed us the 
entrance to which I had been accompanied by a comrade. On the school
master 's desk a towel had been spread, upon which an array of instruments 
had been laid , scalpel, tweezers etc, but I was only to receive two injections 
here , one in my upper-arm and one in my buttocks. A Red Cross sister un
did my trousers which had been newly issued to me. Without any ado, she 
administered the injections, hung a card around my neck and sent me pack
ing to the nearest surgeon . The impression I received was one of robots 
working on an assembly line. The wounded were in the school, where the 
desks had been piled one on top of the other, along the wall, to give space For 
them. AFter being attended to they had to wait For transport. The doctor, 
the nurses and the medics were ob li vious of the shuddering walls and Aoor, 
when a shell landed nearby. There then Followed an epi logue, the moans of 
the wounded, echoing the suFFering of mankind. I was happy to leave that 
place. We, For I was accompanied by two other walking wounded, made our 
way in the direction oFSchweidnitzerstrasse, to where we all had to go . On 
the way, near the main line of resistance, we heard gramophone music 
which became louder and louder, coming From the ground Aoor of a 
bomb-damaged house. 

One could not ca ll it a pub, bur at first sight we saw soldiers and civil
ians indulging in a release of Feelings, emotion or worry, call it what you 
will. They were drinking and enjoying themselves and Forgetting the war. 
One can really say that they were dancing on top of the volcano, and not 
very Far away From hell! We could on ly stand, sta re and wonder at the para
dox of lustiness that we saw. Perhaps my injections had dulled my senses, 
For I, together with the other two, indulged in a beer. I had just missed death 
by a hair's breadth. I believe that one can understand that I wanted, just For 
a moment, to switch oFF From the gruesome daily routine and enjoy the Fri-



178 IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRONT 

........ $tQhf .... :..' , ~.tt; 

~!!~: ... !!~~!;t ..... !!r~l!~ ....... . '_..I ............ ?~:ld~ ...... . 
'.f ... go •• _I ..... ~~~d:1? ..... . 
[r ... , •• b .. o!l lfr •••••••••• ~!~ ....... . 

The author's medical record from Sanitdtsstiitzpunkt 5 

volity that we had found in what was a very strange place. It was a 'dive', 
perhaps that would describe it correctly and it might have housed deserters. 
I did not care about the past, with its examples of composure, or stiff up
per-lips. I just did not want to know. The wounded soldier is also a member 
of mankind, and in the split second that he is wounded, he is thrown from 
the warrior's tracks and becomes a helpless creature. A creature who had 
given his innermost, making his contribution to world history, giving his 
energy in the direction of the enemy without thinking about himself, until 
he sees the flow of his own blood. He is then not able to help himself. 

We found Medical Centre No.5, between the Church of St Dorothy 
and the City Theatre, in the ante-room of the wine cellar of the restaurant, 
"The Hansa Cellar". A military doctor, two Red Cross sisters, a medic and 
other auxiliaries attended to about fifty wounded soldiers. My arm by now 
was really painful and extremely swollen. My dressing was changed and my 
arm put into a splint. I was then given a bed in the damp cellar, where the 
wounded slept in bunk beds, three on top of one another and I was allocated 
one on the top. The cellar ceilings were low and I had to fold myself up in 
order to climb into it. Those badly wounded slept on the lowest bunks. My 
neighbour, who had a blood-drenched bandage around his head, offered 
me as a welcome relief a flask which was against all of our regulations, but 
which contained brandy. 

After a while I could ascertain that we were a very mixed bunch, from 
the air force, army, and Volkssturm. Two sailors were there, who at the time 
of the siege had been on holiday in Breslau, and afterwards were conscripted 
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into the inFantry. I was the only member of the WaFFen SS, despite the Fact 
that we had had very many wounded. 

On the whole, [ could build a very good picture From the reports of the 
men From diFFerent sectors oFthe Front. It did not look very rosy. I gleaned 
something else From their reports about mankind. The actions of those 
men, in their reports of the situation at the Front, were tinged with smoul
dering anger. What could not be ignored was the Furious rage of the attack
ing enemy, always without consideration of their own men, which was 
confirmation of my own experience. We exchanged experiences in cold 
Facts, almost without emotion and I heard incredible stories, almost unbe
lievable. That they themselves had been in batrle, under primitive condi
tions For months on end, was spoken in a whisper. It appeared that they had 
Forgotten that they were Former labourers , Farmers, clerks or students. That 
was a ll a long time ago, it seemed. Now they were highly qualified specialists 
in close-combat. For stratagem, spirit of comradeship and quiet acts of 
heroism , when mentioned, were withour a hint of pathos. 

The doctor and his assistants, despite primitive conditions, attended to 
our needs in the damp rooms of the cellars, twenty-Four hours a day. They 
used their medical know-how and technical guile to save li ves, which in an
other part of the city were being destroyed. Every day the newspaper of the 
Festung, the Schlesischen Tageszeitung, was still being printed. On the first 
page of the edition For 28 April 1945, the conditions at the Front had been 
reported in detail. In the edition of the Following day, the 29th and the day 
that I was wounded, one could read, "There was once again bitter fighting, 
during Friday night, From the Bolsheviks. AFter strong artillery fire aimed at 
the northern flank of the west Front, penetration by them was achieved on a 
small sca le. They were quickly Forced back, almost closing the Front once 
more. Our troops had a success in another sector, winning back in a coun
ter-attack a block of flats which the Bolsheviks had taken the day beFore, 
and Forcing the enemy back to their original positions". 

On the same page, in large print, were the headlines , "S tronger support 
measures For Berlin". Under this heading was the report that our troops had 
turned their backs on the Americans at the river E lbe to start the batrle For 
the centre oFBerlin. "Whilst we in Breslau are busy with the continuation of 
a successFu l deFence of the Fortress , we look, together with the German peo
ple and the rest of the world , at the fierce batrle in and around Berlin ". 

Like an ebb tide, the battle area at the end of April in the rest of Silesia 
moved backwards and Forwards, to and Fro. [n the region of 
Bautzen-Meissen, the German counter-attacks were surprisingly successFul. 
We won back our territory of Kamenz and Konigsbruck. We won and we 
lost, and so did the Russians. The Russians lost on 30 April, in BrLinn , so 
heavily that they retreated. The day beFore, they took Austerlitz, where Na
poleon in 1805 had won a victory over Austria and Russia. Despite giving 
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all that we had left to give, rumours of the forthcoming capitulation of 
Breslau became heated. An ecclesiastical delegation from both persuasions 
visited the fortress commander on 4 May, for earnest discussion on capitu
lation. The delegation was headed by the Diocesan assistant bishop, Bishop 
Ferche, dressed in his bishop 's regalia. 

The delegation had made their way through the burning city and were 
clearly dismayed at the sigh t of Breslau. They though t that now, as servants 
of God, and "before God and mankind" that it was their duty to approach 
the General. They wanted to appeal to him that he search his conscience 
and assess if he could be responsible for the further defence of the city. In 
view of the measures that these men of the clergy deemed necessary, and 
who had supported the defence of the city with their 'Samaritan' service, 
General Niehoff promised them that he would come to a decision, and 
soon. 

It was thought at the time that the bishopric visit was decisive for Gen
eral Niehoff. When the truth was known that he could have, for his sins, 
made a confession that he had already made his decision before their ap
pearance, he did not. One does not capitulate with chaos, without thought 
or a structure for bargaining, in seeking the best from a deal and above all 
wanting to avoid despotic rule. Only with a front-line still intact, and obe
dience from both soldiers and the civilian population , was the successful 
bartering for an honourable capitulation of the city forthcoming. So it had 
to be kept secret for as long as possible. 

The Russians were waiting by the hour. Their bombers still flew their 
routine sorties. Their artillery still sent their shells precisely according to 
their grid-map. We were left waiting for the final blow which did not come. 

At that time our radio-bugging service overheard a broadcast sent by 
BBC London, that the British leadership recognised the performance of the 
defending troops in Breslau. They were very much impressed and had 
therefore refused the request from Moscow, that British bombers deliver 
the final blow to bring Breslau to its knees. 

Raw unadulterated reality informed General Niehoffs plans for the ca
pitulation of Breslau. His experience and his intuition told him that he 
faced a foit accompli. 



CHAPTER 18 

Capitulation and Captivity 

O n 30 April, we were to hear about the unbelievable death of Adolf Hit
ler, in a radio broadcast. "The Fuhrer Adolf Hitler, who fought 

against Bolshevism with his last breath, died today at midday". At the time 
of the broadcast, I was to be found in the remains of the Hotel Monopol , 
which lay opposite our medical centre. I had become good friends with the 
cook of the hotel, a Frenchman with whom I often heard the German 
broadcasts, martial music, and the forbidden enemy broadcasts from the 
BBC in London, sent in the German language. 

I was simply stunned by this news, the Frenchman too. In the moments 
after the initial shock, came the realisation that it was the fall of'The Third 
Reich'. For the French who were to be found in the city, it meant their re
turn home. But for me it meant that after all I had given, all that I had sacri
ficed , it was now null and void. There was no saving Germany any more. 
We had lost. Would Germany, would Europe, would the world suffer re
percussions? The three questions why, what for, and how come, circled 
around in my mind like a carousel. 

We in Breslau had not capitulated. 1 was still a soldier and here nothing 
had changed. We could not imagine anything else but fighting, defending, 
for as long as there was a German government to issue orders, and above all, 
as long as there was a corner of Germany that was still unoccupied. Even the 
Commander-in-Chief and Admiral of the Fleet, Admira l Donitz consid
ered his mission, as deputy head of state, to be one that was to be executed 
until the concl usion of the war. 

Hitler had with his suicide, accepted the hopelessness offurther defen
sive measures, not on ly for Berlin, but for Germany as a whole, and had 
made the way free for capitulation. That was a step that he personally was 
not willing to take, under any circumstances. 

After every sh ipwreck, everyone has to swim for as long as they are ab le, 
in doubt and in hope of swimming to land . We were never prepared to go 
under, in the current of Russia 's flood. At the end of April , and the begin
ning of May, the propaganda over loudspeakers increased , broadcasting 
" the catastrophe to be found on the front-line", as well as their already 
well-worn arguments, repeatedly, throughout the day. 

Until the third week of Apri l, Breslau 's front- line was sti ll intact. Every
where that the Russians appeared, they had been forced back and there was 
not a place in the belt of defences around the centre of the city that had been 
broken. Berlin had now fallen, and in embarrassment and frustration, Rus-
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sian forces were drawn away from Berlin and posted to Breslau. The Silesian 
capital came under increased attack, being the only large city left that had 
not been conquered. We were honoured with an arrogant victoty 'parade in 
the sky'. It was a warning before the final dagger-thrust. Massed Soviet 
bomber squadrons flew majestically over the city, without dropping a 
bomb. 

The relatively 'peaceful' hours of 1 May were not to last. Each day until 
5 May, the raids on Breslau increased. Massed enemy squadrons killed and 
wounded as many as 1,000 civilians with each raid, according to the priest 
Ernst Hornig. There were two raids every day. Russian tanks tried their luck 
to break through to the centre of the city once more, but failed. Our coun
ter-attacks were just as strong as before. Their conclusions that we believed 
their empty promises of safe passages home, or that prisoners would be re
leased as soon as the end of the war was announced, and that these would in
fluence us to throw in the towel, must have been disappointing. 

The headlines of the Schfesischen Tageszeitung, whose 6 May issue was to 
be the last, read, "The resistance against the Soviets carries on!" It was fol
lowed by a report from the Wehrmacht regarding the armistice agreement in 
Holland, Denmark and northern Germany. The article ended, "Festung 
Breslau is still defended with unbroken endurance and courage against con
tinual attack, causing the Soviets high losses in material and men. In 
Moravia and Slovakia the resistance also continues". The following article 
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appeared on the same page. " German radio announced yesterday that 
Breslau is a brilliant exam pie to the whole of the German nation. We re
ceived a recent report from our soldiers in Breslau, who were proud that 
they once more refused yet another demand of capitulation from the Soviet 
Commander-in-Chief. Breslau is standing fast! The heroic defenders of the 
city are a brilliant example for the German people and have been for some 
time. For endurance and bravery, in face of overwhelming masses of mate
rial, they are an everlasting example for all of us fighting on the Silesian 
fron t. " 

This was followed with the information that Hamburg had been taken 
by the British who had then ordered a curfew for the civilian population. 
Radio Hamburg ended their broadcast with the words "Long live Ham
burg! Long live Germany! From now on 'Radio Hamburg' is to be assessed 
by the Germans as an enemy channel". 

On 6 May, an interview took place with the well -known Swedish re
searcher Sven Hedin Stockholm who said, "I will hold deep and unforgetta
ble memories of Adolf Hider as one of the greatest men in world history and 
whose life's work will live on. He made Germany into a world power. Now 
Germany stands on the edge of a chasm, because his antagonism could not 
carty the weight of his strength and power. A land , larger except for Japan, 
with a population of 80 million and who opposed the whole world for six 
years and against a power 25 times larger, can never be erased. The legacy of 
this great leader of people will live on in the German people". 

The walking wounded were allowed outside the medical centre 
throughout the day and I used the daytime hours to walk, to inspect the city 
and to be by myself. Not that I went very far away. There were hardly any 
civi lians on the streets. Military vehicles cruised around the man-made 
mountains of rubble and the craters left by exploding shell s. When I met a 
civi lian on the street I was always surprised by their appearance. Despite the 
catastrophic conditions, all were clean, all were neat and tidily dressed and it 
was most noticeable. Resigned to their fate, nonetheless they were still 
proud folk. This also applied to any of the military when I saw them, they 
were disciplined and greeted each other according to his rank. 

Astounded and perplexed at this time, I could only stare in disbelief one 
day, as a car with both German and Russian officers sitting in it, cruised 
around the walls of the city moat. I thought they were probably negotiators. 
Now there were no doubts left for me - the end of the fighting was very 
near, and I hurried back to the centre. There I was to learn that on 6 May, at 
2 o 'clock Moscow time (1 o'clock German time) the 'honourable surrender 
of the city ofBreslau, would take place'. I don ' t think that I have to describe 
the depressed atmosphere among the wounded in the cellar. Some would 
just not believe it and many wept, brought to tears after months of tension, 
and felt no shame. Had it all been for nothing? The years of giving life and 
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limb on the front, of deprivation, privation and of sacrifice, the suffering, 
the air raids back home? We were face ro face with the hopeless prospect of 
POW camp and for how long? It depressed us all and I, I felt bitter, rejected 
and defian t. 

Gauleiter Hanke, in his national pride and arrogance, declared that he 
would have General Niehoff arrested for his defeatist decision, and then 
changed his mind. He very quickly accepted the situation, making the 
equally quick decision of ordering a Fiesler Storch. The plane was only for 
the personal use of the city's garrison commander, General Niehoff, but be
hind his back Hanke used it to fly himself out ofBreslau . Genera l Niehoff 
wanted to share the fate of the city with his men, and was glad, upon finding 
out, that he and the negotiations for the capitulation were not to be dis
rupted by Hanke's presence. Perhaps at the end of the day that could have 
severely influenced events to the extent of disadvantages for the defeated. 
On 6 May, at around six in the morning, many of the Breslau inhabitants 
saw the Storch in the air. During the course of the morning, a radio message 
was received by Genera l Niehoff from Kirschberg. " Gauleiter Hanke has 
landed here, slightly wounded in a defective machine. " Nothing more has 
ever been heard of that man. Rumours circulated, whether based on fact or 
not, that he escaped to South America. There are others who believe that he 
escaped to Czechoslovakia, but was shot as he tried to escape from a 
prIsoner transport. 

Red posters on house wa ll s announced the surrender of the city of 
Breslau. General Niehoff announced that negotiations were already in hand 
for the Soviets to take over the city. The great 'Finale' took place on 7 May 
1945, in Rheims. General Jodi, under orders from a new Government 
signed an unconditional surrender, at 2.41, on the 2075th day of the war. 
There was a final ceasefire on 9 May at 00.01 hours in Europe. This ' Un
conditio nal Surrender' has never been followed with a peace-treaty, to this 
day! 

The Germans lost more than 4.3 million people in the great wrestling 
match that was taking place on the fronts. Approximately 600,000 Ger
mans became casualties during Allied air raids. Over 3,000,000 German 
soldiers died in POW camps under the Western Allies, or in Communist 
gulags, as well as refugees, from forced expu lsion from their land. (Informa
tion from the Berlin Wehrmachts-Auskunftsstelle Berlin) 

Estimates of the losses from both sides suffered during the defence of 
Breslau vary. According to the Regiment's commander, Hanf, the battle for 
the Silesian capital Breslau took second place to Stalingrad, for the longest 
and worst siege ofWWIl . City doctors assessed that 1,000 patients died ev
ery day and that the numbers of civi li ans who lost their li ves totalled 
80,000. From those 80,000, 13,000 lost their lives working on the provi
sional airstrip in the city, says Paul Piekert in his book Festung Breslau. The 
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previously-mentioned Polish authors Majewski and Sozanska assess that ev
ery second civi li an in Breslau lost their life. At least 90,000 Silesians died in 
the hasty evacuation from Breslau in January 1945, through starvation, 
exhaustion or from freezing to death. 

Genera l NiehofPs own assessment from the troops within the fortress 
was 6,000 killed and 23,000 wounded. Taking into account that we only 
had 50,000 men in the fortress, then we had a loss of 58%. Having said 
that, this does not take into account the wounded who lost their lives whilst 
being flown OLlt of the city, or the wounded prisoners, or the prisoners of 
the Soviets who died. 

The losses o n the other side were very much higher. The number of So
viet troops around Breslau was 150,000 men, from which the siege cost 
them the lives of 5,000 officers and 60,000 of their men. Today one may 
visit a cemetery in the southern part of the city, where alone 5,000 Russian 
soldiers found their last place of rest. 

General Niehoff received a telegram before the capitulation, which 
read, "Germany's flags sink slowly, in proud sorrow and homage to the en
durance of the brave defenders, and the civilian inhabitants of Breslau". 
Signed Genera l Wilhelm Hasse 17 th Army. 

One really cannot speak about 'pride' or 'sorrow' at this time. Other 
words from our vocabulary have to be used when referring to the mood of 
the brave defenders within the fortress. They were angry, they were deeply 
disappointed and full of doubt, especially the men on the front-line. When 
envisaging the prospects ofbecomi ng a prisoner of the Russians, some of the 
officers committed suicide, men smashed their weapons on the nearest 
stones, whilst others threw their weapons in sheer frustration into the Oder. 
For three whole months they had been encircled by an enemy who had not 
broken their sp irit. They had had a constant companion, by day and by 
night, for the previous five years, namely 'death'. The surrender was a 
sacrilege in their eyes. 

Catastrophe reigned in the city. The female personnel of the 
Wehrmacht changed out of their uniforms and thereafter wore civilian 
clothes. In the staff offices, mountains of paperwork were being burned, 
files and important documents being thrown into the flames. The ware
houses were opened and supplies issued to the civilian population. 

In the medical centre we were forced, under the watchfu l eye of the sur
geon, to throw our pistols and side-arms into a wooden box. A condition of 
surrender was that no weaponry or equipment was to be destroyed. I , in my 
frustration demolished the inside of my 7 .65mm Walther pistol so that it 
could never ever be used again. After all those years we all suddenly felt na
ked and utterly defenceless. 

From one day to the next, everything had changed. Now we stood un
der the laws of the enemy. Now we were the subjects of tyrannical Commu-
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General de, Int. Niehoff 
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~. Allen Vetwundelen und Kronken wlrd solortige medizinlsche Hille durch unsere 
Mltlel lutell . 

5. Oer gesomlen Zivllbevcllkerung werden 51cherheit und normale Lebensbedin. 
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Ge"eral 6. 5. 1945 

The surrender [erms for Breslau as primed by [he Red Army 

nist rule, exposed to their arbitrary justice and revenge, and it was to be so. It 
began with the delivery of our weapons. The Russians would not believe 
that we had fought with so little. "You could not have held out for so long 
with only this. Where is the rest?" Very suspicious, they accused us of hiding 
weapons. 

It was now very quiet in Breslau, deathly quiet. Everyone waited for the 
Soviets to march into the city. The silence was disturbed however. There 
were sounds of tank motors, and when one cocked one's ear in the direction 
from where it came, it must have been sweet music for some, for those who 
cottoned on, as to what was going on, perhaps those who had been part of a 
tank crew? Some impudent tank drivers were to be seen driving their tanks 
round and round, and round and round in small senseless circles, to the ob
servers when there were any, some around the same block of houses, which, 
when not in the know, made one scratch one's head. The drivers held their 
tank in first gear, overheating piston and piston rings, to the extent that the 
tank was then no longer usable. 

Despite the conditions of surrender in the whole of Germany, General 
Niehoffs negotiations for the surrender of the Silesian capital were to be 
viewed as agreeable, correct and just. They held promises. Promises for the 
safety of civilians, medical help, guarantees of life and care of the military 
and above all the return to the homeland upon the ending of the war. The 
officers were allowed to hold their status symbols, i.e. military decorations 
and their revolver, without ammunition and, what was more important, all 
of these guarantees included those from the Waffen 55. 

The following was suggested as the basis of the agreement: 
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The Honourable Surrender of Festung Breslau 
Corresponding ro yo ur assurance of an honourable surrender of rhe be

sieged Fortress of Breslau, rogerher wirh yo ur milirary unirs, I suggesr rhe 
following condirions: -

All of rhe rroops under your command, srop milirary acriviries ar 2 
o'clock Moscow rime, on 6 May 1945 (I o 'clock German rime). 

You surrender rhe roral number of rroops, weapons and war marerial, 
rransport vehicles and rechnical equipmenr undamaged. 

We guarantee on our parr rhar all officers and men who have sropped 
milirary acriviries, rhe safery of life, nouri shment, righr ro hold privare pos
sessions and decorarions, and passages home after the official end of rhe war. 
The corps of officers have permission ro wear rheir revolvers, unloaded bur 
befitting rheir starus. 

All wounded and sick will be given immediare medical help. 
The inhabiranrs are guaranteed the safery of rheir person and normal 

living condirions. 
You personally, and orhers of the rank of General, will be allowed your 

own personnel , and condirions allowing, in POW camp roo. 
Signed by Commander-in-Chief 6rh Russ ian Army C hief-of-Sraff 

General Panov, and Isr Ukrainian Front General Gluzdovski. 

The Soviet Commander-ill-Chief of the Soviet 6th Army was 
General Gluzdovski. He gave his consent to this agreement in the pres
ence of the Russian Chief of Staff, General Panov, in the Russian H Q, a 
villa, 'Villa Colonia' in the Breslau suburb of Krieton. General Niehoff 
gave his signature to these terms of surrender in the belief that it was an 
agreement between high-ranking officers which would be honoured. He 
was at this time a German Officer who was in full belief that it would be 
so. Perhaps it would, ifleft between officers and gentlemen. However, it 
was not to be. 

The Soviets just could not resist the temptation. I t was just too much to 
be denied and so General Niehoff and his Staff were invited to a celebration 
dinner. The 'victors ' and the vanquished sat at the same table, which was 
bedecked only with the best. It was ostentatious plenitude. Candles flick
ered over the mountain of cold specialities including caviar, complimented 
with meat, voL-au-vents, and vodka flowed. Bottles of it stood by the dozen 
in between the dishes and General NiehoWs water glass was continually 
filled to the rim with it, although no one could expect him to enjoy the cele
bration. His military correctness dictated that he suffer this gala dinner and 
not spoi l the fun of the Soviets, but outside, he knew that long columns of 
his men were being driven in the direction of the East. He had however, as a 
prisoner of war, nothing to say. So the loud celebrations carried on with 
long speeches and toasts. Many toasts, with the ever-full glass of vodka, were 
to Stalin , but also perhaps out of respect from one soldier to another, to 
General Niehoff and his brave defence of Breslau. 
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The friendly atmosphere and correctness that the German officers 
found on that evening, was definitely an honest gesture from the side of the 
Soviet military. But at the end of the day, the ruling politicians had the last 
word. From the high-grade political commissioners present, there was an . . 
ICY reception. 

They made it quite clear to the 'guests' that they stood at the door of a 
future without any rights. The Soviets had no intention of respecting the 
conditions of surrender that had been agreed to. The soldiers were given no 
rations, the civilian inhabitants were fair game for the whim and fancy of 
the Russian soldiers, and the Waffen SS were systematically sorted out from 
the rest. General Niehoff was to spend in total, ten and a half years as a pris
oner of the Soviets. Five were spent in solitary confinement in the notorious 
Moscow NKYD prison, Lubyanka. The rest were spent in labour camps. 
The document that was designed to protect him from harassment, bodily 
search, and abuse, was respected by prison guards at first. It worked like a 
magical formula, until a German Communist in the form of a new camp 
commander arrived, and tore the said document into pieces. NiehofPs pro
tests , when bumping into a political commissioner, were answered with a 
sarcastic comment. "These so-called 'co nditions' were nothing bur a 
successful trick of war". He was righ t. 

It was during the night of7 May that the Russians marched into the in
ner ring of the city. The first of the Soviet units, with assault troops , 
marched in at I o'clock in the morning and took their positions at the Oder 
bridge, and other strategic positions. Of the inhabitants, there were none to 
be seen. They were waiting, waiting in fear in the cellars of the ruins, for the 
first Russian faces to appear. Outside there was a thunder of motors, tanks 
and every other imaginable vehicle from motorised units. That thunder in
creased as more and more vehicles stormed through the city in a disorderly 
column. In our medical centre, the wounded waited. Sitting or lying, they 
waited together for what was to come, without words, each one within 
himself. 

The noise invaded the cellars, and amongst the roar of motors , we heard 
the hooves of uncountable horses on the cobblestones and the victory cry of 
the drunken Reds. I wanted to imprint a picture into my memory and so I 
ventured up stairs, to the ground Aoor empty rooms of the Hotel Monopo!. 
I was enveloped straight away with an uncomfortable bitter feeling. I saw 
the enemy that I had fought for so many years, so close by, and for the first 
time I was unarmed. 

The scene was similar to a colourful wailing caravan, moving over the 
rubble-covered streets. Lorries were damaged and filthy and in between 
were tanks, with large red Aags hung from their turrets, and dangerously 
near the vehicles were the typical Russian Panje pony-drawn carts. I really 
had to wonder at the mass of tanks that we had held at arm's length for three 
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Two photos showing rhe aurhor on rhe roof of rhe Hore! 'Mono po!' in Bres!au, 
1 May 1945 
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months. I was not there long, for I heard the cries of the women and girls 
nearby, and single revolver shots from Soviets searching for solitary soldiers, 
cut off from their units. I had seen enough and hurriedly returned to my 
comrades in the cellar. 

Not long after, a gigantic fireworks show lit the skies over the dying 
city from tracers, flares and shells. The trigger-happy drunken Reds were 
firing salvo after salvo from machine-pistols, and even from light and 
heavy anti-aircraft guns, into that balmy May night. Some of the shells hit 
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unexploded mines, for we heard them too. The walking wounded had 
watched the spectacle from the cellar entrance. Even in our totally 
depressed state one could imagine a New Year's celebration in Breslau in 
peacetime being something similar, the people having flocked to the inner 
ring of the city, to wish their neighbour "Cheers and Happy New Year, 
good health and peaceful times", on the stroke of midnighr. On that May 
night however, in 1945, the show was a prelude to brute force and lack of 
rights. 

Stalin 's 'Attrition ' applied not only to the people ofBreslau, but to ev
ery building of importance left standing that through a wonder, had re
mained whole in the three-month siege. Everything had to be destroyed , 
and so a wave of destruction rolled through the city. Bands of drunken Reds 
tottered through the city burning everything that took their fancy and that 
was still standing. 

On 11 May, it began with the Barbara Church and six days later the 
Church of Magdalena. They burned them to the ground. Frederick the 
Great's palace in the city had already been destroyed by fire. This type of 
war had replaced the one that we knew, and as feared it was followed with 
plundering and rape. Many in the city asked themselves whether the former 
was not the more bearable of the two, although they had thought that it was 
the most terrible that they had lived through, thinking that it could not be 
worse. They were wrong! 

For both the military and civilian populations, 8 May was not a day of 
freedom, nor one of being freed. On the contrary, it was the beginning of 
hell, and the realisation of their half-joking phrase, "Enjoy the war, for free
dom will be hell ". 

On the fate of the female staff, we dare not think, for they were fair 
game. All women and girls were 'fair game' for the Russians, like game run
ning wild in the woods. Even when now and then a decent Russian officer 
was to be found, who could and did deter single acts of rape, there were 
hundreds to follow. The women of Breslau fell victim to the same fate as 
hundreds of others in East Prussia and other German provinces. 

Accord i ng to the reports received in the Ministerium fiir die Vetriebenen 
it was stated in 1974 " that sadly there are not enough words in the German 
language to reconstruct for others the experiences written down and sent to 

us from the people ofBreslau. Words are inadequate". 
Prelate Lange, the curator of the 'House of Good Shepherds' reported 

that on 7 May, a group of Russians climbed over the damaged wall of the 
convent in Kaiserstrasse, where two elderly nuns were to be found. One of 
them escaped, but the other did not even try, thinking that her great age 
would save her from any physical abuse. Sister Felizita was overpowered by 
the group, was shot and then raped. "We buried her in the garden of the 
convenr. She was 81 years of age." 
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Mrs Hedwig Goering reports that, "At first the Russians gave us a good 
impression, but we were fooled. My niece was raped by Russian soldiers on 
the third day of occupation. She was only eleven." Other women fled to 
their allotment gardens, thinking that they were safer there than in the city. 
Mrs. A. Hartmann was one of them. "We made a mistake, for we women 
were raped time and time again, just like the women in the city. I lost my 
nerve, with the continual cries of the women and ran into the city. I must 
have been in a state of shock for it was only afterwards that I realised that I 
was witness to seeing women jumping from the windows of the houses, dy
ing, rather than being the subject of rape from one soldier after the other". 

This report contained uncountable pages describing experiences, not only 
from the suffering of the women, but of children and old men. Every Russian at 
this time was a Tsar and he could do what he liked with 'the Germans', without 
repercussions. It was allowed, and from General Niehoff's 'conditions of 
surrender', the guarantee of the 'victors' was nowhere to be seen. 

8 May was also no happy day for the anti-fascists. Even his loudly an
nounced membership of the KPD, did not hinder the execution of Herr 
Langwitz, in Neukirchen a suburb of Breslau, or that of Mrs. Sacher in the 
same city. The membership books of both were torn into pieces by grinning 
Red Army men in front of these 'old Communists ' before they were both 
murdered. The former Jewish mayor Heinzelmann, who luckily escaped 
deportation, angrily asked, "and we Anti-fascists? We feel betrayed and 
cheated, and we always promised that Communism would free the popula
tion from the yoke of Fascism!" 

The author (far right) at SanitatsstUtzpunkt 5, the Hotel 'Monopol ', Breslau, early May 
1945. At this time the Soviets had not ye t taken them prisoner. 
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Music from the Russian loudspeakers was con ti n ually i nterru pted 
with announcements in the German language, ordering prisoners to 
gather at certain points in the city and then to wa it for further orders. 
Officers who demanded the freeing of their men were laughed at. 
"Dawai dawai , i.e. faster, faster!" was the order and the long field-grey 
columns marched into POW camps. For some it was to lead to their 
deaths . 

The docror in our medical centre decided ro wait, for there were no 
special orders for the wounded. We used the last hours oHreedom ro sit or 
lie in the sun, in the back yard of the Hotel Monopol. With the three other 
walking wounded, I climbed on to the flat roof, ro take a last look at the city. 
We were discovered finally, on 9 May. 

It was in the morning, as we were sudden ly ordered 'ro show ourselves' 
ro Russian soldiers not (rusting themselves to come inro the dark cellar. 
They were waiting at the entrance, with cocked machine-pisrols. "Come 
out with your hands up! " (fdi sjuda! Rucki verch.0 The walking wounded 
walked up the cellar steps blinking at the sun light. Before climbing those 
stairs I was a regular soldier. But it occurred ro me that in the moment my 
feet left the last tread, 1 would become from one second ro the next, one of 
those nameless prisoners of war. It was not ro be, at least not on that day, for 
seeing that we were wounded, we were not taken away, nor was there an 
examination of our pay-books. We were uninteresting in seemed, at least for 
the time being. 

Once more, for all of us in the cellar, it was not long before a husky cry 
echoed through the cellar. A single Russian soldier rottered down the cellar 
steps, like a Russian bear looking for ho ney. He thoroughly searched in all 
the corners of the cellar rooms and suddenly h is eyes fixed on me, or perhaps 
it was my bed. We were 'freed' of our personal possessions on that day by 
this one sold ier. My bed was obvious for it was the on ly one with a blue and 
white gingham cover plus a white curtain as extra warmth. The pale colour 
made the presence oflice more visible for me to destroy. For him however, it 
meant that I was someone special. "Uri, uri!" he screamed, and I answered 
"nix uri/". It didn't do me any good for he found my 'Uri' anyway, for he 
was on the lookout for plunder. He rore my bedding off my bed finding my 
knapsack and my si lver pocket-watch. Taking it by the cha in , he swung it 
under my nose , waving his pisrol at me at the same time. My watch had 
been a go ing-away present from my father upon entering the army. It had 
accompanied me throughout the duration of the war, till now. From the six 
sons in the fam ily, I was the on ly one named after my father and this watch 
had my name engraved in the lid . This 'bear' of a man, because of his 
ungainly movements, 'freed' all of my comrades from their watches roo, 
adding them to those already decorating his arms, up ro the elbows, one on 
rop of the other. 
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This however was not triumph enough and with his gun in my back, he 
forced me upstairs. I really thought that my time had come and that 1 was to 
be 'honoured' with a quick death, a bullet in the back of the neck under a 
waving Red Cross flag. In daylight we took stock of one another. He looked 
at me, and I looked at him. He was a little man, shorr and stocky. His bow 
legs ended in leather boots. A grey fur cap, with its red star, was sloppily 
slanted on his head and sat atop a pockmarked face, which was not shaved 
and a stubble of red hair which didn't hide the deep pits of his skin. Not a 
pretty sight! An array of colourful medals adorned his brown shirt, and be
cause there was no gold to be seen on his shoulder epaulette, I guessed that 
he must have been a sergeant. Upon seeing my own medals he suddenly 
grasped me to his breast in a bear-hug saying "good soldier". Then, releasing 
me, he laughingly pointed firsdy to his own medals and then to mine. Then 
this bear of a man kissed me on both cheeks, declaring " Vaijna kaputt", i.e. 
war has ended, and "Hitler kaplttt", i.e. Hider is dead. 

In contrast to his own dark suntan, I must have appeared rather pale. [ 
swallowed the frog in my throat and tried in m y depressed state, to grin at 
him. He must have seen the runes on my collar, but they did not seem to 
bother him. As one of the 'victors', when only of a lower rank, even he must 
have known that my runes distinguished me from the others as 'one of 
those' . If! am honest it did not, ar that moment, occur to me either that this 
would mosr definitely disringuish me in future. 

I rhen had ro go wirh him once more into rhe cellars, like a fox in a 
chicken-run, frighrening some women who screamed in panic and fled. Ir 
amused him and he let loose a shot or two into ceilings, walls and the tiles in 
the Monopol kitchen. 1 was happy rhar he had nor shor ar me. Taking a bot
de of vodka, he rook a long swig, he turned to me and said "Cheers! war has 
ended, now you can go home". I didn ' t need ro be told a second rime and 
returned ro my comrades. 

They looked at me in urter surprise thinking that I had risen from rhe 
dead, certain rhar in hearing rhe shors, rhar I had 'knocked on heaven 's 
door. ' Who can explain this experience? Who undersrood rhe Russian char
acter, rhis almosr infantile mentaliry, spiced wirh brute-force, na·ivety, 
good-heartedness and unpredicrable arbitrariness? Larer I was ro have 
plenty of time ro learn abour the unreasonable and contradicrory character
istics of the Russians. 

We were mosr certainly never in doubr as ro rhe influence that alcohol 
played in rhe day-to-day rourine of rhe Russians. Bur we were about ro be 
given undoubted proofit and ar first-hand. For our sins, we were much roo 
close to rhe wine cellar of the Monopol, rhis treasure-chest being found 
soon enough by the roaming Reds. We were witnesses ro the utter depreda
tion of men , in a uniform , who called themselves soldiers, who drank them
selves inro unconsciousness, or srarted punch-ups and then, in their stupor, 
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were uncontrolled in the use of their revolvers. They behaved like animals. 
We were often collected and forced to drink with them. We used to be 
landed in 'batt', i.e. close arrest, for misuse of alcohol when we were caught 
legless. After that excess, we were nearly all self-confessed teetotallers. 

One evening we were forced to witness the raping of one of our nurses. 
Three drunken Reds tottered down the cellar steps, with their caps sitting 
crookedly on top of their shorn heads, in search, so we thought, of more al
cohol. That was not what they were looking for. With "woman, come here! " 
they caught hold of Angel, the pretty nurse, with the lovely sm ile and who 
laughed so easily. With her cries of ptotest, her fiance, a sergeant medic, 
sprang at the three, regardless that they were armed with machine-pistols, 
and who beat him to the ground. He was lucky, for they did not shoot him. 

We had all been standing in the ante-room immediately behind the 
outer cellar door and now the machine-guns were trained on us , as they 
threw 'Engelchen ' on to the table. She tried desperately to defend herself, to 
no avail. We had to witness the shamefu l scene of rape, from the three , with 
our hands in the air. Just a few days before, we had been armed and had 
shown no mercy to such beasts. Now we had no choice but to witness those 
so-called human beings in face and form. They did not earn the title and we 
were not able to help. The agitator lIya Ehrenburg would have been proud 
of the studen ts of his propaganda. After that sexual gratification, the three 
then disappeared. 'Engelchen' disappeared during the night too, for the 
shame and degradation, in front of witnesses, was just too much for her. We 
never saw her again . 

We were sold and delivered, we were 'wares' for the 'victors' and we, our 
lives, were of no worth . We could live today, but die tomorrow, today or in 
the next few minutes. We lived with that realisation, day after day. One 
roaming Red suddenly appeared, and just as sudden ly shot at us so that we 
had to hit the ground or dive for cover under the bunks. Fortunately, no 
one was hit on that occasion, it was a 'game', a game with only a hair's 
breadth chance. 

We also had visitors who, in comparison, were relatively harmless, such 
as the up-and-coming 'speaker' . He wanted to practise and needed an audi
ence. So he appeared, waving his revolver nonchalantly in the air and po
litely asked us walking wounded, to go with him into the ante-room. There 
he stood on a chair and started to deliver his speech, in Japanese, for all that 
we knew. He must have noticed that his words were falling on barren 
ground, for we only understood the words, Communist, Lenin, Stalin and 
Russian culture, without showing any resonance. He asked for a translator 
and one of our chums from Upper Silesia was given the job of translating his 
preaching of political propaganda. He waited in the pauses, wiping the 
sweat of stress from his brow and taking strong swigs from his bottle of 
vodka. 
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Our Silesian friend gave us an evening that we could hardly forget, for 
he translated the vety opposite of what was being said. We listened, we ap
plauded at the achievements of the Communists in their Soviet paradise. 
We laughed, and our speaker thought that he had the audience of a lifetime 
and why not, for he had been very polite in asking us to attend. We were a 
very patient audience and we let him speak, until he fell offhis chair, full to 
the brim with two kinds of Russian spirit, the intellectual and the liquid 
sort. There he stayed until the next morning. He was then found by one of 
the officers, and with a leather whip forced into consciousness, on to his feet 
and then outside, being brutally beaten as he went. In comparison, we 
thought that a couple of days in German 'bau' was not so painful and we 
could feel sorry for him. 

For some time 1 ignored the well-meant advice of my chums, to discard 
my uniform, not wanting to march into POW camp in hospital clothes. As 
more and more of the Russian soldiers began to take a closer look at my 
runes however, I exchanged my SS-Untersturmfiihrer's uniform, for that of a 
Wehrmacht NCO. At the same time and with a very heavy heart, I burned 
my pay-book, with all of the entries of my army career in it, plus details of 
close-combat activity within the city. [ was not only thankful to have sur
vived those battles, but was also more than a little proud to have been a parr 
of them, to have made my contribution. Therefore, J kept my medals. 

According to my diary, the medical centre was closed down on 18 May 
and we were transported to Herrensrrasse, to provisional POW quarters. 
There we said a sorrowful farewell to everyone, with the now common 
Breslau expression of goodwill "stay healthy", and "stiff upper lip"! We had 
no idea if we would be kept together, or if we would meet again one day. It 
was noticeable that the shiny eyes of the successful defenders were now 
cloudy and sad, like tired wolves. 

My mind was plagued with thoughts of escape, but my splinted arm 
was a disadvantage. There were no chances of success. But, to end my days 
as a convict in the unending swampy Taiga forests of Siberia was not for me. 
I had no illusions about the type of POW conditions that were waiting un
der the Soviets. I knew that they had refused to sign the Geneva Convention 
of 1929 and also that many of the German prisoners taken by the Russians 
between 1941/42 had been executed. I had no other choice but, for the time 
being, to wait for an improvement in my bodily movements. However, I 
would be on the alert as soon as the possibility of escape arose. 

Other thoughts rushed through my mind. In my gratitude for my sur
vival, I asked myself if there really was a war-god who guided the bullers 
when he chose. Perhaps, although invisible, he was now looking after me 
and us? 

The sky was a deep blue, the clouds puffy and white that May day. We 
left the centre and started our march as POWs, joined by other units of the 
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garrison. The wounded who could not walk were transporred in German 
ambulances, under guard from the Russians. Those able to walk made up a 
column of silent, miserable souls, without the customary in-step march , 
without a happy song on their lips, and without conversation. They went 
where their feet led them, behind the man in front, exhaustion in many 
cases having taken connol. We were joined by those from the infantry, air 
force , Volkssturm and Hider Youth. The boy-soldiers ' uniforms were much 
too large for them. They quickly sought the nearness of the older men as 
comrades, which was where they belonged. 

We wore or carried only the necessary, or at least what we had left for 
possessions, a mug and plate, wallet for necessary papers, and a bundle of 
underwear. Others carried a blanket, despite the warm weather. It was very 
cold in Siberia! I did not even possess a coat. Our guards carried cocked ma
chine-pisto ls across their chests, typical for the Russians , with a circular 
magazine of the sort that we had collected by the dozen. The guards were 
nervous, some so much that they let loose a shot or two, just by fingering the 
nigger, although we had given them no reason. Those unable to keep up 
with the column and who attempted to fa ll out for a pause were attacked 
with rifle burrs and verbal abuse. They were forced to the extreme limits of 
physical reserves in order to put one foot in front of the other, and carry on. 
Sometimes the instincts of animals can be more human than the human be
ing, for I remember that one of the horses carefully picked up its hooves to 
avoid a fallen sold ier, although its rider had manoeuvred to trample over the 
unfortunate man. One of the guards tried, in broken German, to show us 
some compassion, to pump some optimism into us, declaring "war, not 
good, you go home, that good"! This naive sort was however few and far be
tween, but his intentions were well meant. Those in the column , who were 
still aware of their surroundings, noticed a torn poster advertising the new 
film , in colour, of the film-star Kristina Sbdermann. We noticed that the 
top half of her laughing f~lce was torn off, but also noticed the tide, and felt 
the pain of disgust in the pit of our stomachs. The newest film of the 
blonde, laughing lady was entided, Sacrifice. 

We had only reached Striegauer Platz as it became dark. Striegauer 
Platz was where my friend had died in a bunker and where there were al
ready long columns of men. The remainder of Regiment Besslein were to be 
the first to leave the city, perhaps because oHears that they cou ld still pull a 
trick or twO out of the hat. In the light of tank headlights they stood, like 
ghosts, their abnormally elongated shadows stretching over the rubble-filled 
square to high on the walls of the bunker. 

We were continually counted by the Russian soldiers, "Odill, i.e. one, 
DWfl, i.e. two, Tri, i.e. three". An officer asked me if"wounded?" to which 1 
replied " it's nothing much", for 1 did not want to be parted from my chums. 
"Ospital " was his curr reply. So with other wounded who had been sepa-
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rated from the rest, our next stop was the medical quarters for POWs in 
H errenstrasse. 

Standing at the entrance were gruff-looking 'Ivans', with fixed bayonets 
on their long rifles. They gave me the impression that they were troops from 
the communications zone, for front-soldiers would have been a little friend
lier. They ran their greedy eyes over us, shouting" Uri, Uri". They must 
have been disappointed, for how can you steal from a naked man, who has 
no pockets? We had been "freed" of everything that we possessed. 

The Russian soldier was given privileges, in that they were allowed every 
month to send home "bounry parcels" , or 'plunder packets ' , weighing up to 
eight kilos. The regulation for officers was even more generous, double the 
weight, to allow for their collection of " mil ita ria souvenirs" as the Russians 
called them. That regulation was clearly an encouragement to steal. And the 
little soldier when not so fortunate, not having so many opportunities, com
ing too late? What did he have to send? The bandages from his feet or the 
remainder of his ration? 

The bed allocated to me was still warm from the previous occupant and 
the blanket smeared with blood, but it was at least a real bed. During that 
first night in Herrenstrasse, the paratrooper in the next bed to me died and I 
witnessed his struggle with death. I lay and watched all the stages of tetanus 
leading to the terminal stage. The tragedy of it was that of all of us he was 
the slightest wounded. He had only had a graze from a passing bullet. All 
that he had needed to live was a tetanus injection, which he never received. 
He had to lie for nearly four hours, stiffin cramp, the only movement com
ing from his pale eyes which looked at me. He, just as r, had been one of the 
walking wounded and yet he had to die. During the night, the stillness was 
broken with screams, screams from those waking bathed in sweat, from 
nightmares of their most recent battles. 

In Herrenstrasse I had time to look over my new room-mates. They 
were young, very young, being in school just yesterday? But their schooling 
had not equipped them for what they were today, old men of war. They had 
certainly believed that their schooling had equipped them for the important 
things in life. I was sure that it had not taken long for them to ascertain that 
it had been useless for war. This education had had to be replaced with an
other, even more important, a desire for life itself. That lesson was simply to 
shoot quicker than the enemy, and be even quicker to hit the ground for 
cover in order to live, to survive. As I looked at them, it was clear that they 
had been robbed of their freedom before their lives had even begun. I be
lieved at that point, that there must be another purpose to life , other than 
that which my life had revolved around till then. Surely life consisted of 
something else other than schooling and shooting? These lads would cer
tainly have other experiences in life, after this, and hopefully ones which 
would produce laughter one day. 
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I went to war as a boy and I became a man, one with clean hands. That 
was an achievement in total war, and because of it I personally found im
prisonment unfair. I was not the only one who shared that opinion. Others 
had to and did accept their fate. Most of them , tired in mind and body, ac
quiesced to that ' truism '. They played cards, or tried to relax themselves and 
others by telling jokes, most of which we had all heard before, but laughed 
at nevertheless. Only now, the laughter had no echo. This artificial 'stiff up
per lip ' behaviour showed itself amongst the officers by the dissection of 
their tactical mistakes. "When we, or if we had ", who now knew how they 
could have won the war. Some were obsessed with food, and titillated their 
palates and that of others, with imaginalY meals, explain ing how they were 
cooked. "Take so many ounces of butter and two eggs"! Perhaps because we 
only had lentils as a good square meal, every day! 

There was another theme which wove itself into our daily conversa
tions, women. And why not? We were al l in the prime of our manhood. We 
all without exception, admired Sister Susi, the nurse from Hamburg. She 
was young, very petite, had red highlights in her dark blonde hair, was 
scrubbed and left a sweetness behind her of soap and face-cream, which we 
followed, one after the other with our noses. She was the epitome of wom
anhood for us, myself included, and was the nearest to our dreams that we 
had. We all held a secret love of her to our breast, no amour-fou, but more of 
a platonic nature. This sweetness in our lives did not last long, for we be
came unwilling members of a 'Wandering C lub ', as our cross-country wan
derings began. Instead of the usual coach-house stops, we went from one 
prison hospital to another. One of those I remember was the bombed Scala 
Cinema in the former Employment Exchange, a huge building on the edge 
of the Oder, in Saltstrasse. 

Up to that point, my blood-group tattoo, despite medical examina
tions, had not been a disadvantage for me. The knowledge of this significant 
and distinguishing ' mark of Cain' had obviously not filtered through on a 
large scale, but at some time it would. Mine had to be erased, at all costs. 
Th is was easier said than done. Some of the other WSS patients tried with 
burning cigarettes, or continual abrasion with a rough stone. It was even 
said that it could be done with milk. I did not believe the latter of those solu
tions. In any case, where on earth could I lay my hands on milk? 

The assistant doctor Markwart Michler wanted to help me and ar
ranged an operation. His equipment was rather primitive. The operation it
self was to be performed in strict secrecy, away from everyone. He procured 
a razor-blade as a scalpel and ice as an anaesthetic. At the agreed time, we 
met in one of the large rooms in the cellar and I prepared myself for the 
worst, with guards at the door. 1 bared my arm and it was duly iced. We 
then had an interruption, with the result that the area around the tattoo was 
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no longer anaesthetised, but "ten minutes pain, or 25 years in Siberia?" And 
so with the light from a candle, the operation began. 

It could not to be compared to the seconds that a foreign body sears into 
one, such as a bullet, shrapnel or glass, producing the numbness of shock 
through causation. This was deliberate, so my mind reacted accordingly! It 
was hell! I ground my teeth, for I had no other choice, or one that I did not 
contemplate. And it bled! I tried for some minutes to stem the flow by suck
ing it away. Then, after urinating on a shred of an army shirt, Michler 
wound it around the wound to sterilise it. At some time later, this was ex
changed for a plaster, after it had scabbed. Now my fears were allayed. I was 
no longer named 'Cain'. Thus I hoped to evade the hunt for members of my 
organisation. I escaped with only the faintest of scars, which can still be seen 
today. 

I held the highest rank of all of the wounded in the group. Therefore I 
had the responsibility of reporting to the doctors and non-resident doctors 
on numbers present, and other things that interested the Russians. The very 
first time that I performed this duty, it caused smiles from the German doc
tors and nurses who were standing behind the Russian team of doctors. I 
clapped my heels together, which was the custom when in the presence of 
higher ranks or personages, together with my arm salute in Deutscher Gruss. 
I very slowly rested on my cap, in doubt. Habit is habit! The Russian team 
did not bat an eyelid, ignoring the rebellion against the new regime. 

Poles in Breslau, 1946. A drawing by the author from that year. 
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In comparison with those conditions to be found in prisoner transports , 
in cattle-wagons, and under way to the East, we could not complain. We 
could move around on the banks of the Oder. All day long we lay in the sun
shine, watching it shimmer on the water's surface. We were thankful for 
small mercies. Others, fa ll en into deep depression , lay on their bunks the 
whole day. Others walked to and fro over the few metres of their room, like 
caged cats looking for a quiet corner where they could be alone in their 
despair. 

One day in the midd le of August 1945 , this was al l very rudely dis
turbed , as mighty underwater explosions from the Oder sent fountains of 
water high into the air. The hot summer sun had reduced the level of the 
river 's water, exposing unexploded shells and other ammunition, as well as 
weapons from the German soldiers who had thrown them into the river. All 
had reached exploding point with the increasing hear. The force of the 
blasts threw to the ground those wounded who were walking the prome
nade. It caused already weak walls to collapse, and resulted in damage to 
buildings, and to the furniture in the hospital. The Russians were in pure 
panic and believed that we were breaking out on a large scale, with the help 
of explosives. We were just as much in the dark as they. We had no idea 
what was happening. They ran wild over the hospital yard, screaming as 
they ran criss-cross in all directions, with cocked machine-pistols. To see 
their cool command broken to such an extent through a fa lse alarm gave us 
a lot of pleasure, for there was not much entertainment in our everyday 
lives. One could nose-dive into deep depression , when busy on ly with one's 
self. 

I tried to wile away the time by reading every book that I could lay my 
hands on, to put some distance between myself and reality, to forget what 
was going on around me. I had to sort out my feelings and my mind, for 
some objectiv ity. Ma inly I needed peace, peace after the din , the loud, 
unpleasant and prolonged noise ofbatrle, and the months of strain. The 
books in the Employment Exchange were plentiful, in the att ic and 
cellars, and I helped myself. To my joy I even found some in my 
mother-tongue, which must have found their way from the 
lending- library, perhaps for the foreign labourers. I read everything that I 
could find , gladly reading about journeys into foreign lands, plus every
thing that had been formerly uninteresting, including the poems and 
works of Schi ller. 

I perused the world once more, soaking up every minute detail of it, the 
warmth of the shining sun , bird-song, the fascinating flight of the butterfly. 
I followed the route of the beetle in the sand, like a small chi ld . [ did so de
spite the stifling worry in my breast about the fate of my family back home. 
I had to work up some optimism and clarity of mind, and not become a sac
rifice to the 'barbed wire syndrome'. 
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1 sought conversation in every corner of this band of brothers-in-arms, 
from different units, from older comrades, to help strengthen my courage to 
face life. They discussed their experi ences with me. I found their philosophy 
of life was all the more surprising, in the short time since the end of the war. 
Among those were engineer Karl-Heinz Corfield, who had grave leg inju
ries, and assistant surgeon Markwart Michler, with whom a very deep 
friendship developed over many years. 

The war had already been over for some months and the fanaticism and 
brutality of the ' Ivans' had relaxed. They were even lenient with the prison
ers, some showing sympathy for our situation . We even formed an orchestra 
at that time, with se lf-made instruments. The qualified musicians among us 
played from their personal repertoires. We had a magician among us too , 
who made one of the prisoners disappear from his wooden box. "Where is 
comrade? The box is empty!" What would happen to them when one of us 
had fai led to turn up at the count, the next day? We laughed our socks off. 
Afterwards, as they cottoned on to how it was done, they laughed too, at 
themselves! 

We had moved once more, to Hedwigstift, a church boarding-house, to 
be shorn like lambs. One could never have fai led to notice the varying de
grees of the hair-cut of the Russian soldier. The ' men' had their heads 
shaved, the sergeants were shorn to ear-level and the officers were not shorn 
at al l. Such were the medical measures against lice. Nonetheless we pro
tested. I t was of no avail for our protests fell on the deaf ears of the grinning 
Russians. "Shaved heads,no li ce, dawai, dawai! " Those who refused, were 
physically brought to the barber by force. 1 found it al l demoralising and so I 
refused to move too. In the palaver that ensued it was overheard that 1 was 
Dutch. This saved my hair, but 1 had to report to the Commander. 

Two Russian soldiers appeared, to escort me to the Commander. They 
wore blue caps. Blue caps meant that they were certainly from the NKYD 
and with granite-hard faces , they conducted me for interrogation. "What is 
your name? You are not German, but you are 55?" Now I knew what he was 
after and I played dumb. My repeated words in Russian "I don ' t under
stand, " brought the Captain who was sitting at the wooden table to a rage. 
Then he ordered me to remove my jacket and shirt, which 1 was not allowed 
to lay on his field-bed, for fear of lice. I explained freely that the scar on my 
arm was due to shrapnel, but he chose not to believe me. "You 55!" With 
that the two granite-faces had turned to grinning ones, and their owners 
took me to the barbers, where 1 was shorn just like the others. 

I had hoped that that was the end of the matter, but 1 was wrong. 1 was 
now branded. I was now 'one of those' , and treated accordingly, being sepa
rated from the rest. I t was however not long before I was joined by the oth
ers. For a witchhunt had begun for other 55 soldiers. All had to bare their 
left arm and show their tattoo. The Commander had been informed and 
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the information had filtered through. Now the guards wandered through 
the building, searching. Some were able to hide themselves, in the attics and 
the cellars, and the Commander made good use of the incident for another 
purpose. 

Up to that time, individuals had escaped. It was clear that as there were 
now 25 in my room, that the commander wanted to use us as pressure to 
stop those attempts. It was announced that for everyone who tried to es
cape, one of us would be shot. We hoped and prayed that we could rely on 
the solidarity and comradeship of the others. We were under special arrest 
for six weeks, six weeks when our comrades never let us down. No one tried 
to escape in that time. 

We, under special arrest, as well as all in the Hedwigstift, were moved 
once more. Following that move the witch-hunt for the SS was forgotten 
for a short time. The pressure on sorting ' us from them ' eased and we were 
moved to the Cloister of Compassionate Brothers. For me it was to be the 
last stop in Breslau as a prisoner. There was no com passion from the Soviets 
in possession of this house of God. The cloister was the sorting house for Si
beria. The fate of every man inside its walls was decided by a commission of 
Russian doctors, male and female. The cloister was very strongly guarded 
and the compassion came not from the guards but from the monks. Most 
spoke Polish and with this language tried to communicate with us. 

After a while, the word went round from the others already there, that 
when a certain doctor was on duty and sat in the president's chair, then few 
escaped the journey to Russia 's paradise. Fear struck every man whose name 
appeared on the list on the same day as that doctor, who was a female major. 
The accent being more on 'major', than on 'female'. When this was con
firmed, the word went around the prisoners like wildfire, and there was no 
escape. The said ' lady' could be described as a typical Russian. She wore a 
tight high-buttoned blouse stretching over her more than ample bosom. 
There were fist-thick epaulettes on shoulders and neck, and she looked as if 
she was growing out of it all. She was never, even in high summer, to be seen 
without her Schapkrz, with its red star on the front, covering the military cut 
of her short dark hair. 

She was as hard as granite. Not fever, nor a bad stomach, would qualify 
anyone for exemption from Siberia. For of course the weeks of the long, 
long journey would act as a 'cure' whilst underway! Those prisoners be
longed to Group One and would be shipped off to Russia. That woman had 
a rather doubtful method of delivering her diagnosis as to whether one was 
healthy or not. Disregarding the symptoms, she would give every man a 
good hard pinch on his backside! Many doubted if that method of testing 
the flesh on this area of the male torso had been medically founded. But she 
believed in it, or wanted to. Under her scrutiny even those on crutches, or 
with wounded feet , were classified as Group One. 
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I celebrated my twenty-second birthday on 4 September 1945, but 
there was no joy on that day. According to the entry in my diary it denoted 
utter depression. My thoughts were back home. I asked myself if anyone 
was thinking about me on that day. One thought led to another, as to 
whether they or any of my family were still living. My entry also tells me 
that because of malaria, or dysentery, many of my comrades were no longer 
with me. They had been sent in massed transport to H undsfeld , the transi
tion camp. From there they went in the direction of the East instead of, ac
cording to General Niehoff's conditions of surrender, returning home. 
Home? One upset oneselfby saying the word out loud and so it remained in 
one's thoughts. 

The day came when I had to go before the commission, when my name 
was on the list. There must have been all of a hundred men who had assem
bled. We queued like lambs for the slaughter on that day, in the dark, tiled, 
cloister corridor leading to the doctors' room. There were amputees among 
us. In circumstances such as those, one could almost be jealous of their very 
good chances of escaping this plight. But there was no escape when the 
scales tipped in your direction. Even those who had received a bullet in the 
lungs, which no one would ever wish to have, gazed with interest at the 
beautiful frescoes decorating the cloister ceilings. Their optimism could not 
be overlooked. However, that did not interest us, for we were too busy with 
ourselves. 

The queue moved slowly, too slowly. The hours ticked by. The tension 
built up inside everyone. Would it be Siberia or our homeland? German 
medics accompanied the Russians with their long lists. They controlled the 
queue, together with a very young Russian woman in uniform. Her appear
ance distracted our thoughts. She was the only thing that could have dis
tracted our thoughts, nothing else! It could have been very amusing under 
any other circumstances. Even so, this very feminine apparition replaced 
our thoughts with others. They lasted only for seconds. She was blonde, 
with obviously long hair that was twisted into a grandmother's knot at the 
back of her neck. When she undid this knot of angel hair she must have 
been beautiful! Every time she passed us, we all looked. Our mouths fell 
open, one after the other, and our eyes followed her very shapely legs en
cased in soft Moroccan leather boots, which caressed her legs like stockings. 
She wanted, with her shorr, brisk military steps, to give another impression. 
But conscious of her attractiveness, she pursed her red lips as she went, as if 
that could detract from her beauty. 

I began to feel really sick in the pit of my stomach, as the queue slowly 
nudged its way to that door where my fate would be decided. When I 
landed in Group One then I would tty my luck at escaping! Perhaps I could 
find a trusted comrade, one whom I could rely on, and we could use our 
chances of escape on German soil. One way or another, they were not going 



204 IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRONT 

to send me to Siberia and that was for sure! Suddenly, we were no longer 
needed. "Come back tomorrow". The commission had not managed to ex
amine the numbers on that day. A move from 'Lady Luck' or that 'God of 
War'? 

That night was long and one that brought no sleep for me. It was one of 
tense agony and apprehension for the second act. The next day, far quicker 
than 1 thought possible, 1 was standing before this committee. It was a room 
filled with blue cigarette-smoke, with German and Russian doctors, a trans
lator, and who was sitting in the middle at a table? This beautiful appari
tion! So, she was a doctor, which explained her rank, but from her 
appearance she could have been a medical student. 

To examine me, she carefully undid my sling and, just as carefully, felt 
the area around the bullet holes on my arm, which by now was almost para
lysed. Although I was tense, I felt the soft touch of her long slim fingers on 
my skin, like a caress, but let out a loud ye ll , "Ouch!" as was rehearsed with 
our assistant doctor during his 'simulation course' . My arm had not healed 
quickly without the use of a sling and so I saw to it that [ had not used mine 
very often. In that way I stretched the healing process for as long as possible, 
and the result was now, at that moment, to be seen . 1 could hardly be ca lled 
'whole' , although I was not in as bad a condition as others. A discussion be
gan between all of the doctors. In the months of contact with the '[vans', 
however distant, through repetition one is forced to recognise words, until 
you ask what it means, or you are informed, and so I recognised the word 
good. Did that mean good enough to work? Was I not going to be released? 
This angelic female could not release me on medical grounds? 1 watched her 
whispering for some minutes with an older colleague in a white coat, and 
then she turned to me and smiled, saying" Du domol', i.e. I was dismissed! 

Only upon leaving the room did I understand her words. I was going 
home! Had it been the tuition from my doctor friend? Had it been the sym
pathy of this woman, of the same age as 1, which had spared me from Siberia 
and saved my life? I will never know. Numbed but happy, I wanted to share 
my news with my chums and returned to my room. Most were Group One. 
Suddenly it was clear to me that to have shared my joy with them would 
have abused them emotionally. I could not console them, for I could not 
find any words. As 1 stood there, the melancholy sound of a harmonica 
filled the air, coming from the cloister garden. The melody hung in the air. 
It was one known to all of us who had worn a uniform. The musician inter
preted what we were all suffering, what we all needed, interpreting the de
spair in most, and the hope in others. The music of this soldier's philosophy 
was far better than any words of mine could ever be. Es geht alies voriiber, es 
geht alles vorbei. "Evely thing changes, changes to yesterday". 



CHAPTER 19 

lliegally in Poland 

N ow the war for me was definitely at an end. The last act of the Silesian 
drama was simply a matter of enforcing the resolutions of the Potsdam 

Treaty which took place on 2 August 1945. From then on, Breslau was no 
longer German territory, but Polish. Already in the middle of May, a Polish 
flag could be seen fluttering in the breeze over the City Hall. Breslau was no 
longer Breslau. Breslau was given the new Polish name ofWroclaw. A seven 
hundred year old culture sank in a flood of Poles and Polish government. 
The 'blooming' capital city of this part of Germany had been given away. 

The fate of the German eastern provinces had already been decided be
tween the Western Allies, by February 1945, in Yalta. This 'bounty' of war 
was divided. Although Poland lost territory to the Soviet Union, Poland's 
borders were enlarged by 250 kilometres, stretching into Germany like sol
diers 'falling-out' to the side. It had been a subject of discussion however, as 
early as 1943, at the Teheran Conference, when Winston Churchill's dry 
comment was that "No one can do anything about it, when this treads on 
German toes." 

This 'falling-out' action brought compulsory seizure of property, fol
lowing the forceful expulsion of 15 million German inhabitants. As a result, 
three million people lost their lives. "A land of death, from the Oder to the 
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Paper given to the author on his release from Soviet captivity. The later official German 
translation read: "It is certified that Verton Heinrich [Hendrik in the original Russian], 
22 years old, from 20 September 1945 is limited to the physical work deemed suitable, 
according to the resolution of the medical commission of the hospital of Unit 25472. 

Diagnosis: Damage of the left elbow nerve. 
The chairman of the commission, Captain [signature unreadable]. " 
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Neisse, for the outlawed", was the description from the journalist Robert 
Jungk, on 26 November 1945, in the Zurcher newspaper Die Weftwoche. 

[ was a free man on 20 September 1945. I was given my discharge pa
pers and a 'pound-loaf' of bread. As a stranger, I was allowed to stay in 
Breslau, just 24 hours. I was still there 12 months later. "Du domoi" The 
Russian doctor had said to go home, but where was that? I could not and 
did not want to return to my 'home' in Holland. I knew that the 'old' 
regime was allied to the Communists during the war, and allied now to the 
' new'. I could only expect reprisals against the 'volunteers' from my home
land. That was confirmed at a later date. No! I must find myself a new 
home. 

I cannot describe the utter joy that overwhelmed me with the first steps 
1 took into freedom. I was free at last. Free! There were no more Russian 
guards and no locked doors. The military discipline, and the ever-present 
fear of death over the last years, was no longer there. I was totally alone. 
There were neither accompanying guards of escort, nor any of my reliable 
comrades to give me their company. I felt the isolation. The realisation 
came that I must fight my way through a strange survival strategy that I 
knew existed, but that I had to discover for myself what it was. 

My uniform was tattered , making me feel like a vagabond . But because 
of it [ blended into the tattered city. [t was a city of debris and ruins. I made 
my way to the home of a young nurse from Breslau . She had been dis
charged some time before me, and now lived with her mother on the out
skirts of Carlowitz. Upon her discharge, it was possible for her to retrieve 
my personal effects, under difficult circumstances, and smuggle them out of 
the hospital. She buried them, like a dog butying a bone. They were waiting 
for me. My diary and old photos were all the possessions that I had. 

After dressing in a borrowed suit of her brother, who at that time was 
missing, [ could go out into the streets. It was dangerous, because the terror 
of the Poles raged. Everyone in my age-group immediately aroused suspi
cion as having been a soldier. If you gave them the opportunity, they would 
tear your discharge papers to pieces. 

At the end of the war, the Polish state police, or to give them their offi
cial title 'Organ for Public Safety', were installed as supervisory officials by 
the Communists. But they possessed a high percentage of criminal ele
ments. They made a business from plundering. They dressed in leather 
jackets, or had the gall to dress in German uniforms and carry German 
weapons. They elbowed their way through the population, stealing from 
them by day and by night. Under the protection of the Communists, they 
had never even had a whiff of gunpowder. But they were the 'v ictors' and 
now behaved just like the 'Ivans', although they had never been friends. It 
may be somewhat strange to understand, but the Communist leadership 
which now reigned, was very often the saving grace for many of the German 
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nationals to be found in Breslau, simply because of their relationship with 
the Poles. 

The Breslauers knew how to help themselves in this situation. A 
'jungle-drum' system, using saucepan-lids, became the communication 
system in ca lling for help when the Poles forced their way in to where the 
Breslauers lived. The signal warned the neighbours, everyone of whom 
joined in with a clash of cymbals, the din of which reached a crescendo, 
stretching from house to house. The commander then sent jeeps and 
soldiers. He simply enjoyed getting to grips with the Poles, between 
whom there was no love lost. The ' lvans' showed no mercy, and very often 
shots were to be heard. 

The Russian/Polish relationship had never been good, but at that time, 
when the Russians had 'freed' Poland from the yoke of Fascism it was, of 
course, worse than ever. Both sides were contemptuous of the other. Mur
der and manslaughter between the two occurred daily. This 'peace' after the 
war produced even more of a psychological crisis in many people. Suicides 
were at an even higher rate than during the siege of the city. The total result, 
including the high death-rate among both young and old, in appalling con
ditions including epidemics, was catastrophic. 

Normal hygienic conditions were non-existent causing the high 
death-rate. It was not to be wondered at. The civilian population died off 
like flies, from typhus , typhus fever , dysentery and diphtheria. Babies were 
the first 'sacrifices'. The deaths of very many infants caused by malnutrition 
was also not surprising. 

It did not take long for the Poles to fill the central prison in 
K1etschkauerstrasse with people who were arrested under false charges and 
delivered there. For most that meant a gruesome death. A German rail
way-worker was taken there, on trumped-up charges that he was the Chief 
of the Breslau Gestapo. I t appeared that his railway identification card, pic
turing him in his railway official's uniform, proved this! His protest pro
duced a forceful kick in the abdomen or genita ls, and blows from 
truncheons. That lasted until the unfortunate candidate signed a (false) 
statement confessing to the charges. 

The patrols from prison guards during the nights disturbed not only the 
sleep of the prisoners , bur they had to report, standing to attention, that 
'our cell is occupied with German swine'. The nights were not only used for 
control, they were used for the most brutal of interrogations, accompanied 
by very loud music from the radio, to try to cover the screams of the 
tortured. 

After the Poles took over the control of Silesia, they organised concen
tration camps where Germans were starved, beaten to death, or died from 
other methods. One of those camps was in Lamsdorf. The 'Attrition' called 
for by Stalin, was now replaced with that from the Poles. In this camp alone, 
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6,488 Germans were shot, hanged, burned, or died from the consequences 
of being forced into barrels and rolled 'for as long as it took for them to die'. 

In Breslau, as in the whole of Silesia, to be German was to be worthless. 
As such you could be driven from your home and used as forced labour. 
More and more soldiers, who were discharged by the Russians for any rea
son, were immediately re-arrested by the Poles and transported away. For 
me, that was a very big worry. 

One could not fail to notice that international flags flew from various 
houses. Those ensured the safety of their occupants, being respected by 
both the Russians and the Poles. There were French, Italian, and flags from 
other nations, which gave me an idea. Even as a foreign worker, this would 
not give me 100% safery. There was a danger that 1 was classified as a DP, 
i.e. a displaced person, admittedly coming under the auspices of UNRA to 
be repatriated . That was not what I wanted, but it was worth the risk. I sim
ply had to have false papers. Un till had them, I made myself an armband in 
the colours of the Dutch national flag and attached it to my lapel. My false 
papers, with a stamp, stated that during the war, I had been forced to work 
for public transport, the BVB. This vital piece of paper was procured for me 
by one of its former employees. For that life-saving gesture I was able, some 
years later, to return the favour. I testified at the 'denazification' of the said 
man, in the western zone. I confirmed that during the war he had always 
treated his foreign workers as human beings, and without any harassment. 

The unconditional willingness to help each other, apart from those 
termed as 'flexible shoe-cleaners' was among the Germans second to none. 
People could trust their past, and also their origin to anyone German, with
out repercussions. The terrible experiences springing from the siege sol
dered them together into a brotherhood of conspirators. They formed a 
piece of German homeland, a colony in the middle of a very hostile world. 

At all costs, those Germans wanting to return to their homes that they 
had left were not welcome and had to be outlawed. The Poles had set up 
control points and guards very early on. Even by the spring of 1945, a post 
was set up on the river-crossing at Garlitz, on the river Neisse. Some es
caped at that crossing, increasing the housing problem in the city, which by 
now was acute. The Poles were organising 'ghettos' for the Germans, in an 
ethnic-cleansing programme. The Germans could be controlled better in 
that way. Perhaps it would be better to say that it would be easier to steal 
what possessions they had left, to say nothing of an uncomfortable level of 
harassmen t. 

They started this ethnic-cleansing programme in the autumn of 1945, 
in Carlowitz, where I lived. I had been there since my discharge. The inhab
itants had been given 90 minutes to pack 20 kilos together, and had to leave 
their keys in the locks upon leaving. They had just one and a half hours to 
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decide what would make up the 20 kilos , what they wanted to take from 
among their possessions, and what had to be left behind. 

Before this happened, I made my way into the city, to my friend 
Markwart. He was the assistant doctor who had been discharged at the same 
time as l. The relationship was a good one, for we were of the same age. We 
had the same ambitions of surviving and always having a full stomach. He 
lived with a nursing-sister, in a bomb-damaged house, under the eaves in at
tic rooms. It was a house of flats inro which the Russians and the Poles did 
not like to enter. Most of the remaining bomb-damaged houses were close 
to falling down, but that did not worry us old warriors. That was the least of 
our worries . We were left alone to try to live, or simply to vegetate would be 
a better description. Our daily bread was bought on the 'black market' , paid 
for in Polish z3o ty. Meanwhile the German mark had disappeared. My doc
tor friend made some money from the treatment of ill Russians or Poles, 
and from army medical reserves. 

There were many Germans who made themselves voluntary prisoners 
in their homes, not daring to go out on the streets. I became a middle-man 
between (hem and the occupiers of Silesia, making good business and ex
changes, using articles for sale or exchange. My ' foreign status' made this 
possible. There were usually a few z30 ty left over for me, and therefore food 
could be bought. It was swings and roundabouts, for sometimes business 
was not so good. Then, of course, we went to bed hungry and could not 
sleep. There were other times when we lived like 'kings in France', and were 
full of Polish sausage and cream torte. 

There was a very strange incident during this time, but one that is repre
sentative of the political relationship between the Western Allies and the 
Communists. Markwart was approached and asked to act as a spy. He came 
home one day and told me that two strangers had approached him. They 
were two Americans who offered him a large sum of money to inform them 
of the political situation in Breslau, under the Poles. To spy? To spy, and for 
the Americans who were our enemy? To spy against the Communists who 
were also our enemy? The Americans were already spying on their Commu
nist brothers-in-arms? That was a double-edged sword, even a dou
ble-edged political sword, and Markwart said 'no'. There was no question 
of him getting involved, although the thought of the money was very 
attractive. 

Markwarr left Breslau, his place of birth. I left in the November of 
1945. He saw no prospects for his future medical career, in staying in a city 
reigned over by Slavs. Shortly before he departed, he wrote down his 
thoughts about his birthplace, in a poem. 
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My Home Town 

Dear, old and beautiful city, I loved you as a child. 
Within your walls each day, Spring's wind warmed my face, so mild. 
Walking your cobbled paths, my way I found. 
In mews and courtyards, the hidden nooks and crannies I found. 
Each new day the sun shone on your cobbled ways. 
Patrician house, house of hearth and hall, 
From each stone, I heard your heartftlt call. 
Dear, old and beautiful city, in ruins and rubble, what have they done? 
From your torn and painful, tear-stained face, I want to run. 
Your dress of fine old filigree lies torn in shreds around you, 
But, I promise, my Love wilL always be strong, aLways be true. 
In my prayers I wilL pray, that on another sunny day, 
That old heaven you once knew, 
WilL rise again to protect and comfort you. 

Markwart was never ever to see his old home-city again. We met some 
years later in West Germany and I met not on ly a Fami ly man with chi ldren, 
but also a ProFessor of Medicine. 

1 did not have to be alone For long, For there were many Breslauers who 
would have taken me in, a young man on his own, and useFul as a protector. 
So [ lived For a long time in Klosterstrasse, in the house of an old lady. J n or
der to prevent the plundering raids of the Poles at night, I barricaded the 
doors with stout wooden planks. They tried many times, but they were un
lucky. When this lady, married to a Belgian, finally received permission to 
join her husband, she made me heir to her house, which didn't please the 
Poles very much. 1 had it in writing that I now owned her house. They 
Found the loop-hole they needed and told me that this 'Will and Testament' 
was not legally signed and sealed by a so licitor, so it was not legal. It was 
thereFore not mine. 1 could however let it, or rent it to students, which I did. 

One could not be too Fussy at that time. HalF of the house at the back 
had been shot away by arti ll ery fire, and that included the toilet on the sec
ond Roor. Those using it had a lovely view of the mountains of debris and 
rubble. Such conditions were ideal For insects, not one or two, bur a whole 
plague of them, which robbed us of our sleep . 

A Family ca lled Laska lived not Far From my house, at number twelve in 
Lutzowstrasse. Their house had been spared any drastic bomb-damage. The 
daughter of the Family with her inFant, the daughter-in-law, and two aunts 
lived there, complete with their possessions. The daughter's husband re
turned From POW camp and together with him, we combi ned our talents 
for survival, for ourselves and the Fami ly. At that time it was not known if 
Mr Laska and the two sons were still li ving. So in close association with the 



UIegaJly in Poland 211 

family, I became a provisional son and brother, not only because I found 
and chopped firewood for them, but also because of my business talents on 
the 'black' marker. With a chosen arricle from their possessions, I could and 
did barrer for so mething necessary or useful. 

The centre of this 'black' market was the Scheirniger Star, berween the 
Kaiser and Fursten bridges. The area, having been utilised as a provisional 
airsnip for the airporr, was large, with lots of open space and surrounded on 
all side with ruined houses. It cou ld perhaps be compared ro an orienral 
marketplace for it buzzed with Polish handlers, and farmers ' wives in their 
white headscarves , offering their wares from stands or from the back of 
pony-drawn Panje cans. 

Everything precious ro the German national that had made up their 
former standard of living was ro be had there. But ro buy it, one either had ro 
be a millionaire, or be prepared ro give one's last shirr for ir. Butter, eggs, 
chocolate, bacon , and coffee-beans were offered, but one could not pay the 
required prices. One cou ld recognise the poor Germans amongst the throng, 
for amongst the handlers and the Polish civ ilians, they srood out as thin and 
anxious. In expecting their exile at any time, many German women sold or 
exchanged everyth ing from their household, even the suits from their fallen 
husbands or missing sons. Most accepted the most miserable of prices, not 
being brave enough ro barrer with those who had no scruples. 

I was more resolute in my dealings with the handlers , as a male, and a 
foreigner as we ll. I let them know that business was business and that their 
stated price was not for me. 1 barrered in Polish, for as long as it rook, unril 
the price was what I had inrended, i.e. reasonable for the wares offered. I 
soon became a ' king' of this marker. When 1 appeared, I usually offered arri
c1es from the Laska family from before the war. Such items had become 
costly, but were of good quality and cou ld no longer be obtained . 1 had 
leather shoes, wool coats, su its, bedding materials, inlets, women's bras
sieres. All were sought after goods and brought the highest of prices. 

When business for the day closed, 1 allowed myself a visit ro the Piwo 
and Wino stand, where 1 downed a vodka and ate a sausage in a roll. [ was 
usually not there long before being joined by one of the many prostitutes. It 
was the cusrom when meeting members of the opposite sex on the street, ro 
greet them with a kiss of their hand. This included them, even when they 
had black fingernails! 

After successful sales, we were able ro add pancakes and potato fritters 
ro our daily nourishment, but both had ro be fried without far. Sometimes 
we even had smoked meats. At C hristmas 1945 for instance, we managed ro 
have typica l Si lesian dumplings, with roast pork and pickled cabbage. 

Someone had the idea of visiting the now wild and overgrown nursery 
gardens in Gandau, ro harvest some apples. It was a long way on foot. So 
one day we decided ro take a shorr cut through the churchyard, which lay 
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between aerodrome and Pilsnitzersrrasse to. The first time that we took this 
route, we could only stand and stare in disbelief and utter disgust at the sac
rilege that we found. Graves had been plundered. Mausoleums had been 
broken into. Slabs of stone and marble had been smashed, in order to plun
der from the dead. Wedding rings, other jewellery and gold teeth had been 
stolen from the open graves, in greed that stemmed from non-capitalists? 
We could only stand on this 'acre of God's land ' in utter disgust at the sacri
lege, presumably from Russian soldiers. 

I did not hurry to register myself as a DP, for [was not so keen about be
ing repatriated back to Holland. My BVB papers satisfied me for the time 
being. So that with luck, nerve, and more than enough deceit, I hoped that I 
could survive that rather unstable time. There had been more than enough 
dangerous situations, any of which could have been my undoing. 

One of those was a surprise house-search from the Poles, particularly 
dangerous for us when I was found at the Laska 's house. Once, the Polish 
security officers , including an arrogant chap, in an ultra-chic uniform and 
typical square cap, searched the whole Rat in a show of self-importance. 
Luckily for me, they did not think to test for hollow walls, for I was hidden 
one time in a very well concealed wall cupboard, used for bed linen. The 
Laska family could think themselves lucky that they were not sacrificed by 
Polish businessmen. Such men were those behind the militia, who were sent 
by them on plundering missions. 

Despite it being a time when there were days when one did not how to 
survive, to live through the next day, I also had comfortable times. One such 
was a rendezvous on the river Oder, which developed into much more. The 
weather was lovely early in 1946 and it was bathing weather. The 
Breslauerw did not succumb to this, for fear of the Russians and the Poles 
hiding in solitary stretches of the Oder. I just could not ignore this pleasure 
and made use of the privilege that I had, as a non-German, to bathe in the 
river. That I did , alone, for several days, until one sunny morning, when 1 
was joined in this idyll, by a ' mermaid ', who could not possibly be German. 

She was 18 years of age, blonde, and spoke in broken German, and to 
my surprise, this was laced with Dutch words. A Dutch worker in Lemberg, 
the city of her birth, had taught her. The joy of bathing soon became a liai
son, which was balm for my loneliness and boredom. She was, according to 

the song we had always sung das allerschdnste Kind. Was a man in Poland to 

find the loveliest child one could find in Poland? Whether the weather was 
good or bad, we met regularly and we met now on the Ole, a lonely tribu
tary of the Oder. Not long after, Elzbieta invited me for a meal with her par
ents, who lived in Mollwitzerstrasse. My fears were quickly allayed over the 
meal of maize and piroggen, a form of ravioli. The friendly, 
open-hearted ness of this Polish family called Markowitz, who came from 
the Carpathians, was welcoming. It was only the grandmother who was not 
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enamoured of me, sitting there in her white headscarf and eyeing me with 
suspicion. She told her granddaughter that [ was a spy. 

Mr and Mrs Markowitz were Congress Poles, or national Poles, who 
were forcibly moved from Lemberg to Breslau. They did not like the life
style of the city, where they certai nly did not feel at home. They had noth
ing against the Germans and actua lly heavily criticised the shameful 
behaviour of their own people. T he militia in Wroclaw were not regulars, 
but were family members from crim inal backgrounds that had now jumped 
on the bandwagon. The Markowitz family had had no bad personal experi
ences with the Germans, in contrast to the Russians, with whom they 
wanted no contact. This attitude had angered the Russians, in particular 
so ldiers who had made certain advances towards Elzbieta and been given a 
rebuff. T hey had then tried to rape her. She had managed to escape them at 
the last min ute. 

The sight ofBreslau troubled one's sou l and it became nauseous for me. 
I wanted to leave, and visit the countrys ide, which was a dangerous under
taking. Elzbieta told me that she would accompany me, to protect me, 
which was a brave decision for her to take. Our visits took us to 
Deutsch-Lissa, to Leuthen and Saara. The new Polish names [ have now 
forgotten, but not the former fields of slaughter, where [ lost many of my 
comrades . I cou ld not talk about it then to Elzbieta, for [ was to her a foreign 
worker from Holland, and it had to stay that way. 

On our way we met the new Polish settlers, who on the whole were not 
happy with their new circumstances. Some from the town had been moved 
to the country, and those from the country had been moved to the town. 
Elzbieta spoke to the sin ister-looking Poles who moved around us in suspi
cious interest. They soon determined that we were Polish, whilst I remained 
dumb and smi ling, i.e. a Polish pair! We sti ll had to be very carefu l. There 
were crim in als who were roaming the streets having been released from pris
ons, but who were not political prisoners. When we heard Russian voices we 
disappeared as quickJy as we cou ld , finding roads over the fields to the 
woods. We bumped into Russian troops one day, with cars, mounted riders 
and Panje carts, all having flags flying from them in the wind. There were 
no nasty words, just grins as if they knew that we wanted just to be alone, as 
they saw us sitting on the edge of the woods. 

I felt really free there in the lap of'Mother Nature' and (lived the hours 
intensely. Those hours under blue skies, li stening to the bird-song, were 
cleansing. I realised that I saw the countIyside reverting to the way it had 
been. The fields were no longer tilled or ca red for. Nature's wild flowers 
were taking possession of the fields, not the wheat and corn, which strug
gled to ripen in that wi lderness. The lovely wild flowers, the weeds, how
ever, stood triumphant over man 's daily bread and hid a deathtrap. 
Whoever wanted to harvest the corn from those acres, would tread the fields 
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of death and mines. 1 knew that the roots of this corn nestled side by side 
with the remains of German and Russian soldiers. Their bones had been 
washed by the rain, dried by the sun and were now turning 'earth to earth 
and dust to dust ' . 

After those country visits, I had to ask, "does peace really reign here?" 
No, something was missing. The country idyll was not complete, for it was 
totally still. When one listened , did one hear the moo of a cow, or the crow
ing and clucking of chickens in the farmyard? The stillness was the stillness 
that one found in the churchyard. The war had taken the cows and the pigs 
from the villages. There were no strutting chickens, no warning bark of the 
farmhouse dog. There was no straw in the cow-stalls, which the farmhand 
had cut for the welfare of the animals, for there were none. 

Once, a German soldier approached us coming from the other direc
tion. Had he been discharged? Had he managed to escape? He walked with 
the aid of a walking-stick, which one could see had been a broom-handle. 
His bread-bag hung from his uniform, which was in tatters. He did not 
want to draw attention to himself. He passed by not giving us, the Poles, a 
glance. 'Oh comrade, if only you knew', was what I thought. He blended 
perfectly into the countryside, the changing countryside, which had once 
been as proud as he, a grenadier. We were both sacrifices of a changing 
world. 

We always returned to Breslau as the evening came, returning to the 
suffocation of the city, tired from the day's outing, leaving the wide open 
spaces of the country, to return to a city of ruined facades. Sleep often 
evaded me, after those trips, for I was always reminded of those former bat
tlefields of Deutsch-Lissa, Leuthen and Saara and my comrades who I had 
left behind. I had up to a point successfully veiled my military past from the 
Russians and the Poles. I knew that even when my German friends and ac
quaintances were told, that my past was safe with them. They would never 
give me away. Elzbieta also believed my version about my past, at least she 
behaved as if she did. 

There was however, someone who began to doubt my story, probably 
because he was a young member of the militia. He knew that I should have 
registered myself as a DP long before. Another reason that he had a 'pique' 
of me, was because of a woman, an acquaintance in whom I did not have the 
slightest interest, but he thought otherwise. He wanted me out of the way. 
He saw a rival in me, he was jealous, and that was a dangerous situation. He 
was convinced that she liked me more than him. But when the truth was 
known, she was not interested in his advances. He accused me of being one 
of the Waffen 55. I had no choice but to treat him to some aggression and 
tell him to accompany me to the local commander, to clear the matter. At 
that point the said German lady intervened, and threw out the lovesick gal
lant. I disappeared too, never to be seen again. 
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The hopes that a peace treaty would ensure that German nationals 
could stay in the now Polish-controlled eastern territories, gradually disap
peared. It did not materialise for those Germans still in Breslau. It never 
came. The ethnic-cleansing programme carried on as usual and even my 
friends in LLitzowstrasse, the Laskas, had to admit this reality, with a heavy 
heart even demanding their expatriation. Naturally enough I wanted to go 
with them when our district appeared on the list, for th ere was nothing to 
keep me now in Breslau, i.e. in Polish Wroclaw. 

I had of course to tell Elzbieta of my decision. I did this as carefully as I 
could one day as we bathed in the Ole. She had expected and dreaded it 
happening. She begged me to stay or at least delay my departure. My brief 
explanation was not enough to convince her of the danger I was in. So I de
cided that I had to tell her the whole truth. Perhaps then she would under
stand. She did not. I showed her the buckle on my lea ther belt, a part of my 
uniform. But she had already guessed that I was not just the foreign worker 
that I made Ollt to be. She made it difficult, she made me feel guilty. I be
lieved that her clinging affection was just a part of a temporary affair be
tween two young people. She could not accept the position that I was in. 
Not even when I showed her that the eagle insignia on my jacket was not on 
the left-hand breast but worn on the left arm, as worn by the 55. I t made no 
impression on her. She wanted me to stay. Having done this, I had to beg of 
her, as a Polish citizen, for my protection. I n tears, she swore she would give 
me protection. Her love and her bravery really touched me, but I thought it 
could not be real. The situation was decided for me, for us, when she and 
her family were moved once more. They were forced to return to Lemberg 
and that ended our liaison. 

My worst fears after being discharged as a prison er became reality on 
the morning of a warm and sunny day when my freedom ended. I was in 
Feldstrasse when three uniformed and armed members of the militia 
stopped me and asked me for my identity papers. One of them held a pass
port photo in his hands and looked at my face intently and then I was forced 
to go with them to their commander. The passers-by stopped and looked at 
us as we made our way through Klosterstrasse. One of the Poles had a rifle 
over his shoulder and another of them a cocked Russian machine-pistol. 
Other people just stole a cursory anxious glance at us. Upon being recog
nised by the Germans, the word soon went around that ' the Dutchman' has 
been arrested. 

We stopped at number 120 in Klosterstrasse, at a large house 
' Bethanian House', which was the Polish command post. I was thrown into 
a dark cellar room, without a word of explanation or questions. The con
crete floor was flooded with water, several inches deep. I tripped into it, 
soaking my shoes and socks. Perhaps it was the first softening-up process for 
the arrested. I t must have been about an hour later that I was collected and 
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taken to the second floor. There I stood in my wet socks and prorested, in 
front of a Pole, who had a cap of Russian origin sitting sloppily on the back 
of his head. He was sitting behind a large kitchen table, with files on top of 
it, a newspaper and what else? A bottle of vodka and water glass. H is jargon 
was for me 'double-Dutch' and 1 didn ' t understand a single word thar he ut
tered. I only saw that he glanced continually ar the passport photo and then 
at me. It was a man of about my age, but who wore glasses, which I didn 't 
need to wear. I was then sudden ly ordered into the next room. It was an 
ante-room, with people coming and going, all in uniform , a ll in a hurry, 
and who took not the slightest bit of notice of me. 

I was uptight with worry for days. On that day I had a double identity 
on me, which could have been my undoing. J had my Russian discharge pa
per on me, as well as my foreign worker's paper, which had not been discov
ered. The state security police from the UB had not searched me up to that 
point. It had to disappear! I decided that I must eat it. Before I cou ld how
ever, a German cleaning lady crossed my path , and J asked her if she would 
take this corpus deLicti to the Laskas for me. I t was a risk, but the dear lady 
did what I asked of her and delivered it to the Laskas some little time later. 

With that done, I now had to see to it that I left the house. After waiting 
a while I seized my chance, by walking out casually behind a militiaman, 
leaving the room as close on hi s heels as possible. No one noticed. He went 
downstairs, so did I. He left the house and so did I, with the guard on the 
door standing to attention, thinking just what 1 wanted him to think and 
that was thar we were together. For the next week I was in another 'cell' at 
the cloisters, and was given the best of se rvice from the Father Prior. T he 
Poles seldom enquired after refugees at the cloisters , and when a prisoner es
caped, then they arrested someone else. I t was as simple as that. 

That short spe ll of arbitrary justice, even o nly for a few hours, together 
w ith the very uncertain future in Breslau that I saw, strengthened my wi ll to 
leave. My existence there became more dangerous and risky by the day. Far 
too many people knew that I had been a so ldier. One false slip from some
one cou ld have given me away, and produced a catastrophe, which neither I 
nor they wanted. J had, after all, fought against a system which then 
reigned. I was delivered, but without any protection. I n between rimes not 
even Jews were exempt from Polish arbitrary justice, and were fair game for 
the Polish authorities. "U nder the Nazi regime in Poland during the war, 
anti-semitic comments about the liquidation of the Jews grew, with 
thoughtless approval, at a fast rate. I t was not the opinion ofi ndividuals, but 
of the majority of the Polish people". (Der Vertriebenen, 1957) 

It was about 11 o'clock on 12 June, on the corners of Uitzow and 
Klosterstrasse, that it happened. Everything in my life, at thar point, which 
was dull and cloudy, blew away. I actually thanked my lucky stars, on that 
warm and sunny day, that ' lady luck' had guided my footsteps to Breslau. J n 
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talking to a Polish 'handler', I noticed dark brown locks of hair bobbing on 
the shoulders of their owner. She was a young am'active girl, dressed in a 
light blue anorak, In that moment 1 was spellbound. I was fascinated in sec
onds, by this slim and lovely being who appeared to be from another world. 
So much so, that I simply had to get to know her. My bartering came to a 
very abrupt end and 1 followed her. 

To my immediate dismay, my introductory routine with girls was to 
prove useless this time. Well, perhaps 1 should not have been surprised. 
Convinced that she was Gennan, I should also have known that she could 
not possibly think that this foreign-speaking nobody was very pro-German . 
I could not hide my accent, nor the colourful cockade on my lapel. Nor 
could she know my problems in that precarious time of terror and harass
ment against the Germans. She had every right to be suspicious and more 
than a little irritated at my advances. When I had a chance, then I would 
have to prove to her that my intentions were pure. So why not with my 
identity? r bared my soul, my past, and my army career in fighting on the 
side of the Germans, to this lovely maiden. Her mistrust and irritation dis
appeared. She appeared regal to me, untouchable. I realised that relaxed 
flirting with her was out of place. I did not even think of it, for this was so 
different, so vely different. I had never been struck so heavily by 'cupid's 
dart' , as now. I was so happy that I could have stormed the heavens. 
Friedrich Schiller's words came to me, spoke to me, from his verse, " the first 
love, a golden time, when eyes look into open heavens". 

All my experiences in the past, both good and bad, were now null and 
void, since the starry hours that began since my meeting with Brigitte. That 
was the name of this twenty-year old. I was underway to fulfilling the inti
mations of the Laska family, that I should take a ' momento ' home with me. 
It was a 'momento' from Breslau, from the war, from Germany. It was a 
'bounty-packet' in the shape and form of a bride. 

We met every day thereafter, when Brigitte's work allowed. I:o r like all 
other Germans, she had to work for the Poles. Her employees were just like 
Elzbieta's parents. Mr and Mrs Markowitz, Congress Poles, were a very 
friendly pair, owners of a colonial-ware shop and waiting to go to America. 
They wanted to take Brigitte with them as an adopted daughter. 

I always picked her up from the shop in Feldstrasse, and with every day I 
knew that I had found my partner for life, beyond any doubt. We sauntered 
for hours on end, from one corner of her birthplace to another, and in all 
the surrounding areas. 

Those warm June days spent with Brigitte, were the most wonderful of 
my life, spiced only with a kiss or two, although we became so close that af
ter only a short time, we knew what the other was thinking. There was no 
need for our love for one another to be put into words. I t appeared to me 
that our souls were totally bound together. Soon, I started to talk about 
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marrying. Later, although under different circumstances, that was to be 
utopia. 

Brigitte's skin was as brown as her eyes, but this did not come from a 
beauty spa. It came from forced labour in the fields around Liegnitz, under 
the Russians. [t was some 50 kilometres west of Breslau, where she had been 
evacuated with her mother, in January 1945. She too had experienced the 
exodus in the snow, ice and 20° below freezing. She had seen uncountable 
people die, including her mother who died from dysentery shortly after 
their arrival. Now as a total orphan, Brigitte stood there totally alone and 
under the 'v ictors' wrath. The drunken Russian soldiers, frustrated at the 
long and tough defence of Breslau, often vented their spleen on those de
fenceless German citizens. Those whom they did not transport away, were 
put to work in the fields under the old Russian motto "no work, no food". 

Brigitte could not forget the plight of the horses when following the 
plough, for all had wounds, from bullets or shrapnel and their wounds had 
never been attended to. When horses failed then the Germans were saddled 
with their work and they had to pull the ploughs and farrows, like Volga 
boat-people, pulling their barges. She was one of the lucky ones, for she 
could in the first few weeks of the occupation avoid the raping that was cus
tomary, together with other young girls. They could hide themselves, quite 
successfully, in a hole in a mountain of coke that they made, in the grounds 
of a nursery. Not only at nights, but also by day they fled to this haven of 
safety, where they stayed, freezing and still as mice, and were fed at nights by 
the older women . Only those who had experienced Bolshevism, such as I, 
with the motivation ofleaving my home to fight against it, can understand 
I ts system. 

In July of 1945, Brigitte returned to Breslau to find her parents' home 
in ruins. In October she was ill with typhus, which she survived in spite of 
the fact that medical attention for Germans was a catastrophe. Many died of 
typhus. One could say that we were both orphaned, for I did not know if 
my family had survived or nor. My last communication from them was at 
the end of 1944. This ethnic-cleansing programme of the Poles was now to 
rob her of her homeland. 

Far quicker than we wanted, she and all the Germans had to leave their 
district on 22 June. I t broke our hearts and made us happy at the same time, 
that one of us could turn our backs on that Polish commercial and eco
nomic management. Our happiness was however tinged with worry, for the 
expelled could decide nothing for themselves, including where they wanted 
to go. They were forced to go where they were sent, be it to the West, or to 
the Communist Eastern zones of Germany. It had been a journey that de
cided life or death in many cases. Thousands had already died, in the middle 
of December, in conditions that could be compared to cattle transport. It 
was important that the Silesians were sent on their way. 1,600 had been 
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They found happiness in a city hostile to Germans (and their former soldiers): Brigitte 
and Hendrik. 

given a loaf of bread and a herring as provision for the journey, which had 
taken a week. In temperatures of20-25° below, they were herded into cat
tle-wagons, which were unheated and with no toilet facilities. They arrived 
in Potsdam, in Bruckenburg, in the Western zones with 35 dead. After be
ing delivered into hospital, a further 141 died from the results of 
pneumonia, heart attacks or the results of freezing. 

My hopes for her well-being were realised when receiving a letter from 
Brigitte from Detmold, which was in the British zone. The journey in goods 
and cattle-wagons had taken eight days, but she had survived the stress. In 
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Gorlitz and on German soil, but under Communist direction , the wagons 
were directed on to other tracks, so that the expelled could be plundered 
once more, of the last that they possessed. My medals, which Brigitte had 
hidden in balls of wool, had not been found. 

In Breslau, things were moving on for the Laskas and myself, for we had 
registered with the German charitable Organisation 'Caritas ' . At the same 
time, I presented my Russian discharge papers and was accepted as any 
other German soldier, although I was Dutch. My BYB paper was not 
shown because of the danger of a DP classification, and deportation to 

Holland. 
For some inexplicable reason, our deportation was delayed and I was al

ready thinking about deporting myself out of Breslau and undertaking a 
one-man journey to the Western zones. My friends talked me out of the 
idea, telling me that it was a very dangerous mission and could cost me my 
life. So [ waited. We waited throughout July, August and September, and it 
was on the 30th that we were ordered to leave. We could take 25 kilos of 
possessions with us. 

With stamps and cardboard stickers on our chests, we left to form a 
queue under Polish control, and marched to the Freiburger railway station. 
Before we left, Mrs Laska had run her soft hands over every piece of her fur
niture in her home. [n tears she caressed each piece that had given years of 
service to her and her family. [, in my happiness at leaving, did not at that 
time understand her deep feelings at the loss of her treasures. Only later, af
ter slowly collecting my own possessions laboriously together, did I under
stand. The keys were then taken from the inside of the locks, placed on the 
outside, and we left. 

The Poles did not have enough intelligence to realise that they were ex
pelling the best of their ' milk-cows ' and 'cutting their noses off to spite their 
faces!' They did not comprehend that the industrious hands of the Germans 
and their knowledge of the economy of their land was something that they 
did not possess , and perhaps never would. 

The militia , armed with German rifles, screamed their orders at the 
throngs of people, with gestures that drove the column through the streets 
to the station. They showed no sympathy. The pram of Mrs Laska's daugh
ter was snatched away from her, shortly before she climbed into the train. 
Most were in tears having sunk to the depths of depression, because of that 
act, the worst act of man against his fellow man. The Poles drove the people 
into the wagons laid with straw, but which were now overflowing, then into 
the goods and cattle wagons. Toilet arrangements were left for them to 
arrange from inside. 

One's wits were a valuable asset in those moments, for we were by now 
well acquainted with the greed of those non-capitalists. The Laska family 
and I had the joy of outwitting them, at the last minute, with my plan , 'Op-
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eration Janka'. My own baggage consisted of a rucksack and a cardboard 
box which 1 gave to rhe Laska Family juSt beFore reaching the station. Sur
reptitiously 1 removed myselF From the throng, unnoticed by the militia. 1 
made my way to one of the exit points at Li.itzowstrasse, to where another 
Fully laden cart was parked, which 1 took. I rejoined the last third of the col
umn and reached the first control point, which 1 passed through without 
any problem. I rejoined my waiting Friends with the additional Freight. 
They were overjoyed at rhe ' trick of war' against the Poles. It was a gro
tesque comedy. It was the joy of the ' little' man , that he could rob a kilo or 
two From the robbers themselves. 

Just beFore the wagons started to move, a young blonde girl ran along 
the platFonn , calling someone's name. To my great surprise it was Elzbieta 
Markowitz, who was looking For me. Being Polish , she had been allowed to 
enter the station briefly and she looked so happy at finding me. She had 
Found out somehow that I was among the deportees on that day. "Till we 
meet again, Hendrik", she said, giving me packets in which 1 Found 
pork-dripping sandwiches and cigarettes. It was all so hurried. Rather 
choked by her gesture, all I could say was "Farewell little Elzbieta", as the 
over-long train gave a jerk and starred to steam out of the station. 

The train puFFed its way through the suburbs, spraying sparks into the 
air as evening started to Fall. We chugged past masses of green-covered ru
ins , in the direction of the West. We had Fought so bitterly, not so long ago, 
in those streets. We passed churches in whose graveyards the past genera
tions of my Fellow passengers slept under centuries-old stone crosses. 

Our wagon was Full to overflowing. There was ve ry little room to sit. In 
rhe past I was accustomed to the usual military phrase ' the wagons must roll 
to victory' when we used them as our military transport. But we had it Far 
better then, For we could and did open the door, dangle our legs over the 
side, and move around Freely. We could not do it on that journey, which 
could take perhaps a week, because the Poles had sealed the wagons From 

the outside. 



CHAPTER 20 

In the Eastern Zone 

T he sound of the wheels was a monotone taking the exiles with every 
turn of those wheels, further and further away from their homeland. 
From a small ventilator in the roof our wagon, I could see the flat fields, 

green woods and the decorative farmhouses, now threatened with derelic
tion. I could understand only too well, the bitterness of my fellow passen
gers, for this land had found its way into my heart too. The fate of Silesia 
had been a turning point in my life, particularly in Breslau . There [ had 
fought my last batrle against Bolshevism, been wounded, taken prisoner 
and became a civilian once more. The 24 hours ' respite had grown into a 
year, one with falsified papers, and an adventurous one at that. Above all I 
had met a young woman whom I could not wait to see once more, and who, 
with luck, would become my wife. 

We made a stop in Sagan, another in Forst, where we were deloused, 
and then again Garlitz. After another two days, we reached Zittau, but we 
were not in the Western zone. Our rrain rolled over the railway bridge span
ning the river Neisse, into the farthest most easterly corner and the Soviet 
zone in Zirrau, in Saxony. Lorries, one after the other then drove us to a reg
imental barracks, a transit camp. Not even rested from the stress of the jour
ney, we had to assemble on the square the next morning. There we were 
forced to hear a welcoming speech from the representative of the Socialist 
Party of Germany, the SED. Worn out, cold and apathetic nearly 2,000 of 
us stood, huddled together and surrounded by Communist red flags. Deg
radation was on the agenda that day. After all that we had been through, we 
were forced ro hear that we should be grateful, grateful that we had been 
freed from the yoke of Fascism, and by the peace-loving Communist Josef 
'Uncle Joe' Stalin. This Saxon had perhaps more to say but his insulting 
comment had met questions of disbelieHrom the brave as they asked "Freed 
from WHAT? our house and home!" So he cur his speech short, but not be
fore he turned the knife and welcomed the future German/Soviet friend
ship, before he disappeared and we were put into quarantine. We were 
therefore not allowed to leave the camp for the next fourteen days. 

I t was on the second day that I found the hole in the fence and took my
self off on a one-man recce into the city. Once upon a time Zirrau had been 
a beautiful city, with its Renaissance and Baroque architecture and build
ings and their decorated portals. Now it could only be described as some
thing similar to 'a worker's paradise'. The shops were empty, and I mean of 
goods. They did have window decoration, made up of empty boxes, offer-
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ing the thick layers of dust for free. The Zittauer went on their way, when 
they were to be seen, in streets that had not seen a street cleaner in many a 
month. The women did not appear to be any different to the Russian 
women except that they were not so stout and round. I n fact, when you 
took a glance at their faces under the headscarf that they all wore, you could 
see sad and empty eyes, small mouths and hollow cheeks. They were quite 
haggard. I bought and wrote a postcard to Brigirta, and then made my way 
back to the camp, using the hole in the fence once more. 

All of the deportees wanted to leave this camp as quickly as possible, for 
here in Saxony it was situated far too near the Czechoslovakian and Polish 
borders, but they had no say in the matter. The occupying forces were re
sponsible for our distribution. Just as the ' little soldier' was never informed 
of military strategy, we for instance didn ' t even know the destinations of the 
transport, when leaving that transit point. 

In 1946, on 29 October, a National Census took place, and alone in the 
western zones, 1,622,907 Si lesians were to be found, mostly in Lower Sax
ony (626,087) and Bavaria (434,281) . In the Eastern zones there were 1.3 
million. 

The results of deportation, evacuation, and illegal transportation of east 
Germans, were even beyond the imagination of the occupying forces. So 
much so, that Sir Orme Sargent, State Secretary of the Foreign Office in 
London declared that " it is unbelievable that the Germany of today can 
solve the resettlement problem of 14 million of their starving people. For 
me, it is beyond my imagination". 

A Commission, the 'Papal Protectors for Refugees', declared that "the 
Germans have to master a problem, the like of which has never ever before 
existed in world history. Such an exodus robb ing such a mass of people of 
house, home and existence has never ever taken place, and at such shorr 

. " notice. 
When one assesses that 8,000 people can occupy a small town, then one 

can imagine that a small town arrived every single day, somewhere in Ba
varia. In Hesse alone, 67,000 were counted in one month as ' new citizens'. 
The transport brought the dead too. The Councillor of Control, attached to 
the German Evangelist Church, and the Allies, described the situation as of 
"half-starved, exhausted to the point of death , they arrive, having been 
robbed on the way of everything that they possessed". And it happened in 
peaceti me! 

Germany performed the impossible, however, due to the discipline and 
will to work of the war generation. Germany absorbed all of the refugees 
from the east, not in a day, but in a few years. Their industriousness also 
produced a boom. It was an economic and industrial wonder. 

This massive absorption was not without its problems. There were 
many who were irritated , overworked, and tearing their hair at the 
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organisarion belonging CO rhis enormous overwhelming problem. Ir was 
particularly serious in rhe Wesrern zones, where four million houses had 
disappeared. There were so many refugees who had co be given a home in 
amongsr rhose who already existed. This was nor very diplomatic , partic
ularly when you did nor have a 'say in the maner ' . In his book Die 
Vertriebenen, Siegfried Kogelfranz reports rhar particularly in Bavaria, a 
wave of 'religious pilgrimages' srarted. Thar meant rhar wirhout rhe 
owners ar home, rheir houses could nor be inspected for spare rooms, or 
space for refugees or house-mares. When the dear Lord did not ' help' 
rhose unfortunates , those sCOut believers in Jesus Chrisr, rhen they 
' helped rhemselves ' our of rheir plighr and bricked-up spare rooms or 
excess space, wa llpapered over, and were rherefore nor encumbered wirh 
'guesrs ' . 

The siruarion had to be resolved by force from rhe local mayor or rhe 
police, so Brigine reported to me. Such was the situarion in the village 
where she was evacuated, near Dermoid. The very sorry trurh of rhe matter 
was that upon arrival, and as fellow-Germans, in Germany, they found that 
rhey were nor wanted by rheir own people. "What is mine, is mine! " was the 
arti rude, and those who possessed noth i ng were ostracised by rhose others 
who had plenty. The Westphalian farmers were well nourished. They had 
survived rhe war wirhout drasric bombing raids in rhe region. They viewed 
the easrern deportees as ' lousy gypsies from rhe Easr', interlopers, who 
shou ld have srayed where rhey were. Such behaviour was however, nor rhe 
rule. When rhere was a hard case of resisrance, Allied Regularion No.I8 
came into force. It allowed rhe refugees to occupy a place to stay in rhe 
absence of rhe house-owner. 

Our quarantine period was coming to an end and immediarely the 
Laska family was transported to Taucha, near Leipzig. That was not where I 
wanted to go, in an area for rhe masses. I myselfhad no ries ar rhar moment, 
so I decided rhar perhaps I had to give my fate a helping hand. The farewell 
to rhe Laska family was very hard for me, for rhey had become my beloved 
family. 

The experiences of rhe lasr few years washed over me. I had met brave 
and frighrened people. Friendliness, faithfu lness and the dark side of hu
man nature, a ll had been mixed wirh suffe ring, destruction and death. In 
rhe middle of ir all, I had found love, founding rhe very strong wil l to sur
vive. This will, in rhe striving for a lirtle luck in life, could not be broken. 

Before I had left Breslau, Inge Rudolph, the wife of the company com
mander rhar I had had in Pomerania had offered me a home, in her birth
place Finsrerwald. Thar was in case we losr the War and I could nor rerum 
home to Holland. I had written to her as soon as I had arrived in Zirrau, and 
by 13 October, her husband, Hermann, brought me the necessary sertle
ment permir for the area of Finsrerwald. Ar rhar rime, rhis permit was the 
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most treasured and necessary that a man could possess, for without it you 
did not receive a ration-card. 

Hermann lived with Inge 'in sin ' , or a 'wild ' marriage which had noth
ing wild about it, for it was one without a marriage certificate, and he lived 
there under another name. He had escaped from a POW camp following 
some dangerous adventures. No one knew that he was not I nge's legal hus
band (in those times it would have been a scandal) or that he had been a for
mer Waffen SS officer. We had no inhibitions in deceiving the absurd and 
bureaucratic 'collective' regime that masses of others also sought to avoid. 

The excessive number of criminals now found within the Communist 
authorities was just as much ofa scandal. It did not need a very high intelli
gence on our part to hide our identity or our past from them. In my case, I 
had been a Dutchman under the Poles and now, I was a German with the 
Christian name of Heinz. 

I lived with I nge and Hermann in a room at the back of their house, 
which was warm and comfortable, the warmth coming from the traditional 
tiled stove. lnge was well-known since her childhood, which was not so sur
prising, for her family's textile business could be found on the market 
square. I t had been one of the lead i ng busi nesses for the last 100 years. I twas 
highly respected, the reason for the very quick settlement permit when one 
had contacts! 

I t did not take long for me to find a circle offriends who shared my own 
tastes. Tastes? With that I mean in beliefs and convictions, all having been 
parr of the young war generation, growing up in the Third Reich, and not 
being able to throw offits fascination. On top of this, the shock oflosing the 
war ran deep. They would tell you that they did not feel freed, or even 
agreed that they had been , but that they had been betrayed of their ideals. 
Added to this was the brutal regime of the Soviets, which did nothing to 
bridge the gap between them and their cOllvictions, and most certainly did 
not make them change sides! The continual defamation of the German sol
dier from the occupiers hardened their attitudes, beyond any doubts. We 
were soon to become just as much of a conspiratorial band, a corps bound 
together, as that which I had found in Breslau. 

This new chapter in my life did not bring a new routine into it, for we 
were all hungry. When you needed something as nourishment, then your 
empty stomach had to groan until you found something to eat, which usu
ally meant travelling for miles around. It was a catastrophe when the dis
tance to the local farms was just too far for a bicycle ride. 1 t sometimes 
resulted in going away empty-handed , because the farmers had nothing 
themselves. Then you had to take the train, which meant special permis
sion. I had no trouble in obtaining this special permit for a long train jour
ney in 1946 in those Eastern zones. I obtained a permit at the office of the 
'Antifa', because I was a representative of the firm of Inge's parents, and I 
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went on buying trips for them. This process was not however possible 
without a certain 'denazification ' procedure. 

r travelled with a rucksack and a cardboard case filled with textiles as ex
change wares, just as I had in Breslau at the junction of Scheitniger Star. I 
was once more 'king' of the road and the barter business. My expenses from 
the firm did not run to any thing like a good square meal on the way. It was 
nothing more than a potato cooked in its jacket and spiced with a little salt. 
This pomme de terre was cold, the carriage was cold and my fingers were blue 
with the cold . I ate it usually just after the train rolled out of the station, in 
the hope that I could replace it with something edible from the farmer, on 
arrival. There was no heating in the train, for many a window was broken, 
or did not have any glass in it at all. Many were provisionally repaired with 
cardboard or wood but the wind whistled through the carriages nonethe 
less. Others could not be moved, up or down, because the leather strap for 
this had been cut offby passengers and taken away, most probably to sole a 
pair of shoes. 

The whole population was now a caravan of merchants, all travelling 
hundreds of miles for corn, Rour, potatoes or apples, anything to fill those 
groaning stomachs. Perhaps if one was lucky, one took possession of a bun
dle of dried tobacco leaves, for a puff or two. In every carriage of the train, 
small textile or household businesses were represented with tools, saucepans 
or an iron, rugs, underwear or suits as exchange wares for the farmers. 

Such train journeys were not without danger and led to many accidents. 
A permit most certainly did not ensure you a seat. Every inch of the train 
was used as one, be it by climbing on to the roof, sitt ing on the buffers, or 
clinging for dear life on to door handles whilst standing and journeying on 
the running-board. All the ways were as dangerous as the other. For those 
on the roof, a tunnel meant lying Rat and holding on tight in order that you 
were not blown away. For this far from luxurious method of travel, I 
invested in a pair of motorbike goggles against the soot and black smoke 
from the steam-engine, not on ly to protect my eyes, but in order to see 
better. When I found that there was no seat for me, then I always favoured 
the buffers between the carriages, where there was a little protection against 
the wind. 

A situation that T experienced in Berlin is burned into my memory. For 
me it represented the basic instincts of man and took place in the almost de
stroyed transit stat ion . At 11 o'clock at night, the station looked like some
thing out of the Balkans, or a soldiers' camp. Everywhere were bodies, men 
and women snatching sleep, with their arms tightly holding the treasures of 
that day against thieves. All were waiting for the next train, which departed 
at three in the morning. 

As the train slowly rolled into the rooRess station, there was an eruption 
of movement and a Rood of people stormed the train. People shoved, peo-
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pie were pushed, elbowed and all fought for a place on the train. They 
screamed and fought one with another like animals. One man I saw paid the 
penalty of using his ingenuity, climbing in through a window, half in and 
half out, someone saw the opportunity of a lifetime and , from behind , 
helped him out of his shoes. Decent behaviour or consideration, ifbrought 
up with it, was in this situation worthless. One had to reduce yourself to 
that basic instinct just like everyone else. 

Another time I had to journey home on the running board of the 
train and experienced at first hand the depths that basic instincts sink to 
when hungry and in need, from people in despair. I hung on, with my 
precious bundle strongly held between my knees. The quality of coal was 
not the best and public transport suffered . Second-grade coke fired the 
furnaces of the steam-trains and this poor quality showed itself when 
pulling a heavy load uphill or around bends. The train puffed its way 
nearly to a standstill. Those standing with their treasures on the outside 
of the train, were subjects of attack, from people who had reconnoitred 
and were standing at those points, armed with long sticks with hooks. 
They tried their best to snatch whatever they could away from you. 
Manya bundle changed hands this way , in trying to ward off the attacks 
with hefty kicks. 

One of my journeys to Berlin forced me into the lions den, i.e. the 
Dutch Consulate. I had enough cheek to ask for one of those CARE pack
ets, even as a bogus 'displaced person.' It was dangerous being on 'Dutch 
soil ' , so to speak, I could have been arrested, but nothing ventured, nothing 
gained, and I was not asked for any proof identity. As a German soldier I 
had no right to this treasured parcel, a 'generous gesture' from America. But 
my cheek paid off and I walked out of the Consulate with one under my 
arm. So it should not be wondered at, when some time later I was ordered to 
register myselfin Berlin, for my name was on a wanted list. I was accused of 
entering foreign service without the permission of Her Majesty. That ' Her 
Majesty' had deserted her land and her people, whereas I had defended both 
from Communism, would not be a debatable point or argument, and so I 
ignored this. 

I was deeply moved by the sight of the city of Berlin, the old capital city 
of the Third Reich. No matter in which direction one looked its destruction 
stretched for miles and miles. I n the Zoo there was not one tree standing. It 
was nothing more than the bones now of the capital that it had once been. 
Bones that had been licked clean of its charm , culture, and its beautiful fa
cades. Stripped of its character it stood derelict from horizon to horizon. 
Berlin had died, been mercilessly killed. The former American Consul for 
Germany, Vernon Walters, on a visit in October 1945, declared that "Not 
even the war damage that I saw in Italy can compare with that which I have 
now seen in Berlin. It resembles a crushed skull". 
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German discipline and industriousness came to the fore, an example 
shown by the Trummer-Frauen. They were the women who for nearly six 
years, had hidden in cellars by night ro survive the bombing of the Allies. 
They had taken over the important work left behind by their so ldi er hus
bands. At the same time they brought up their children. They showed the 
world that it was time for a new start. They sorted half a brick here, a whole 
one there, and threw them into piles. From houses that had once been, they 
were now symbols of reconstruction. 

I on ly learned later about the battle for Berlin. I heard from French vol
unteers, who had like me, volunteered to fight against Commu nism and 
who, in Kolberg and especiall y in Berlin had given their last drop of sweat 
and blood for the cause. Their sacrifice is w ithout comparison. In the centre 
of Berlin, it was the 'Charlemagne' who fought to their last man and de
stroyed sixty enemy tanks. The American hisrorian Cornelius Ryan reports 
in his book, The Last Baufe, that nearly 100,000 women were raped in 
Berlin, by Russian soldiers. A further 6,000 committed suicide rather than 
live under the rule of the Bolshevik regime. At that time the ' missing per
sons' list increased Ollt of all proportion, as the people of Berlin were 
dragged from their homes by the Reds and transported away to the East. 

I was to experience the extreme contrast of misery and am usement at 
that time. Hundreds froze and starved in the extremely cold winter of 
1946/47. The old people were the sacrifices, not having the strength to 
trudge cross-country with a rucksack for their needs. That was one side of 
the picture and the other presented itself in the amusement of the newly 
presented American way of life. I ventured one evening to the area around 
the railway station, ' Berlin Zoo', to take a look for myself Already in the 
early evening I heard the 'swing and jazz' oozing from the murky under
ground bars and clubs. It was an offence to the ears of every normal Ger
man. They were newly formed in the cellars of the houses. In those bars, a 
bottle of whisky cost the princely sum of 800 marks. The well-nourished 
'kings of the black market' enjoyed the spoils of their unscrupulous business 
deals. Needless ro say, there were the highly made-up madams, who were 
willing to hop around, to 'jitter-bug' with the crew-cut styled and 
sweat-bathed G Is in an ecstasy of wild movement, which released all their 
inhibitions. 

The 'black' market in the Scheitniger-Stern was harmless in compari
son to Berlin, for it was strictly forbidden. Forbidden or not, it Aourished. 
The people were in dire need and already there were new selling spots for 
one's dealings, be it in house doorways, or an abandoned bus, or a cellar. 
Once more everything was there. Once more, the ' man in the street' cou ld 
not afford the prices. When one was caught scheming and dealing, then one 
could expect the hardest of sentences from the authorities . Everyone took 
the risk, for they had no other choice. I t was a code of honour to procure 
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what o ne co uld fo r the simpl es t o r the mos t urgent o f needs. Priso n was the 
result. M o re th an o nce r ca me close to this, altho ugh I never had any 'ho t 
wa res ' o n my perso n. 

T his happened in Berlin , Dresd en and in Leipzig, where po lice sirens 
were to be heard. Po lice in o ld Wehrrnacht unifo rms dyed black sto rmed out 
o f lo rries, toge ther with Russ ian soldiers in jeeps. The streets were ve ry 
quickly co rdo ned off enci rcling the innocent as well as the scheming deal
ers. O ne had to be like the w ind to escape. O ne had to be fit in order to be 
far quicker than they. 1 thanked my lucky stars fo r my sports training as a 
so ldier, that life-saving training fo r the battl efi eld . T his was also a battl e
fi eld , but of ano ther so rt and the ruins gave plen ty of cove r. 

O ne should no t be too criti ca l o f the 'black' market, however much o ne 
thinks it criminal and unjust. It was however the o nly poss ibili ty one had of 
surviving the drasti c conditio ns that re igned , and mo re dras ti c they could 
no t have been. This 'black' market forced the las t ten pounds o f po tatoes o r 
ca rro ts o ut of the fa rmers' cell ars. T he o nly commodi ty o ne could no t buy 
for o ne's welfa re was coal. 

It was a ve ry ha rd winter, w ith po lar conditio ns in 1946/47, with the 
same below freezing temperatures of 20-25° that we had ex peri enced in 
Siles ia and Russ ia. People no t o nly starved to dea th , but they froze toO, 
so me no t being abl e to fend for themselves. T hey died by the dozen . T he 
goods sectio n of the ra ilway statio n in Berlin was gua rded like Fort Knox, to 
avo id the theft of fu el brickettes which were now worth mo re than go ld . 
T he thieves, profess io nals and o r simply fathers of children, were now 
fo rced to thieve whilst th e goods tra in was in mo tio n . So metimes they 
found outlying stations where they could uncouple a whole wagon o n a 
dark night, and empty it o f its co ntents. T hose goods were mea nt fo r the 
Russ ian Army and the warmth of th eir so ldiers. T he joy of the ' little Ger
man man' was therefo re do ubled and trebled , fo r why should they be the 
o nly o nes who were wa rm ? So they jo in ed the bands of thieves, wheelers and 
dealers, who were to be found in the wh ole o f the land . "S tea l w ha t you ca n" 
was the wo rd in those days . 

T he normal citi zen yea rn ed fo r an o rderl y way o f life. The Soviets put 
the pressure o n, spraying the land with psychological terro r, in the fo rm of 
politica l propaganda, such as " lea rn fro m th e Soviet U nion to be victo ri 
ous" , o r "Lo ng live Stalin , the bes t fri end of the German people". T he me
dia were also in vo lved in thi s brainwashing, parti cularl y in film s, in which 
the German soldier, the Wehrrnachtwas always the cowardly rogue. Russ ian 
acto rs roared in mime, depicting simpl e and na ive T euto ns wi th helmets si t
ting crookedly on the backs o f th eir heads, in a stupor from alcoho l. Was it 
an interpretation based o n their own behav io ur? T he W affen SS were to be 
seen in the fi eld , in their black parade dress, naturall y with white-bl ond 
hair, their eyes in a bes tial gaze as th ey took part in eroti call y sadisti c to rture 
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of a lovely lady member of the Russian partisans. Naturally enough this lady 
held the Russian flag high in not giving anything away. It was distasteful 
and the worst sort of propaganda, but so apt coming from the Communists. 
They however were not the only ones. 

Already at the end of the thirties, incitement against the German race 
started in America. They too used their film industry for their propaganda, 
with one of ' those nasty Germans' replacing one of 'those nasty Red Indi
ans'. Uncountable numbers of those films flooded the screens in the western 
zones after 1945. Everyone could see spine-chi lling and gruesome stories on 
cellu loid, for the brainwashing had begun on the screen! 

The American high command possessed, of all things , a Psychological 
Department! The Ch ief of this department readily admitted having manip
ulated and falsified stories, including parts of Hitler's speeches. 

Upon her arrival in Detmold and before I had left Breslau, Brigitte had 
written to my parents on my behalf. Her letter was the first contact with my 
parents in which she could but did not mention my name, although she in 
formed them that I was alive and well, and that we were befriended. One 
must remember that letters were censored. It was in September 1946 that 
she received an answering letter, from my younger brother Cornel is. He had 
written that every member of my family had been interned. He wrote that 
under no circumstances was I either to return to Holland or even write to 
my family. Those few words confirmed my fears and my opinions of the po
litical situation back in my homeland. A second letter was to arrive in 
Detmold. This time it was from my eldest sister Louisa and contained very 
sad news for me. Brigitte had to inform me that I had lost two very dear 
members of my family, my father and one of my brothers , the eldest. 

My father had died just a few weeks before she had received the first let
ter ftom Corneli s. He had died in the Dutch Internment camp in 
Amersfoort on 27 August. There were only bare facts because of the censor
ship. Therefore there were no details on the death of my brother Jan, other 
than that he had died eighteen months before in Assen, on 3 March. I had 
seen both, for the last time, two and a half yea rs before, but had heard noth
ing from my family since the end of 1944. My brother Jan was just 27 years 
o ld when he died. The news was very bitter for me, very painful. My father 
had died in an internment camp at the age of 62. For days I could only read 
and re-read those few lines. I turned to stone trying to imagine the cause of 
his death , for those lines filled me with fear. For days this brought me to 
tears trying to assess the cause of death of both my father and my brother. 
And I could not go home? I cou ld not write? 1 could not give any support in 
what had to be a terrible time, for the ominous warning from Corneli s had 
been clear enough . It was only later that I was to learn of the dimensions of 
the tragedy, of the Odyssey that my parents, my five brothers and my two 
sisters had had to suffer in my absence. 
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My longing to go to my family was replaced with that of wanting to go 
to Brigitte and it gave me no peace. However, she warned me against a visit 
to her in the British zone. It was too dangerous. Thousands however had 
managed to escape from the Russian zone, and from the organisation of 
their distribution. They wanted to escape from Communist rule, and did so 
in such numbers, that on 5 July 1946 the borders were closed. One could 
only travel from one zone to another with a special permit and by train. This 
'inter-zone' permit was impossible to obtain. 

Despite being trapped 'behind the Iron Curtain ' , a term first used by 
Joseph Goebbels and which was thereafter used also by Winston Churchill, 
there were escape routes, but one had to find them . I had to find them, for I 
was not going to be deterred from my visit to Detmold. With a map, and 
advice on a possible route, [ started an illegal journey over the border, to an 
area that was called the 'Green Border' and checkpoint. It was still danger
ous, despite its description, but did not have a minefield, barbed wire, or the 
wide coverless strip called the Death Strip, in full view of the guards. There 
were however patrolling Russian guards. 

Such spots were well-known to the German Police on the other side, 
and by criminals too. Particularly in the winter of 1946/47, there was heavy 
criminal activ ity at the checkpoints, leading even to murder. Criminals, re
leased from German prisons and concentration camps, returned to their 
former professions that had put them there in the first place. They lurked in 
the darkness to rob the refugees of all that they had. They were all using the 
protection of the popular 'politically prosecuted ' status. 

I had not known any of this as I arrived in the British zone at the end of 
October. My route had taken me through Berlin, Magdeburg and 
Halberstadt. There, prior to reaching the station, the train stopped, having 
used up all of the coal allowed for the journey. The passengers had to alight 
from the train and walk the rest of the way along the railway tracks. So far, 
so good. [ was in the Harz region and the next stop was Dedeleben, which I 
reached through thickly wooded slopes, on foot. I n the railway station there 
I had a wait of ten hours, before the next train left at two in the morning. In 
order to hold on to the little that I had with me, I hooked my bags through 
my trouser belt as I slept. Dedeleben was the end of the line, with no other 
connections to the West, and so there were few using the train. Those that 
did, were like me, on their way to the 'green border'. 1 found out the way af
ter requesting directions from the railway porrer, on leaving the train at five 
in the morning. 

We were a group of around 30 people. All were heavily laden , like 
mules, with bulging rucksacks, baby-prams and little carts. I looked, with 
my coloured and checked coat from Breslau, like a pauper in contrast. It just 
seemed to happen that I became group-leader, possib ly because of my orien
teering talent. 1 warned the others of obstacles and Russian patrols, 
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although I did not know exactly where we were going. Our route away from 
this ' iron currain' was not easy, and more than once some stumbled into 
holes in the ground, and our shoes and socks were wet through, for it was 
still dark. That was all the better for one's target, when shooting at some
thing or someone, was harder ro hit. 

When on the road through the woods we could hear the sounds of 
morors, long before the Russian patrol lorries reached us , we had time ro 
hide. We hid from the strong searchlights mounted on the lorries and after 
the pause I gave the order Gepack aufnehmen, ohne tritt marsch. Not in 
parade-style of course, but it did not take them long before they behaved 
like a regular army recce patrol. Once a Russian soldier saw us, as we 
crossed a well-lit open space, and we heard Halt! come here! " which we 
ignored. The group followed my order not to srop, but to disappear as 
quickly as possible inro the woods on the other side. There were two shots 
and then silence. He did not attempt to follow us, possibly because he was 
on his own. 

We then, unbeknown to us , walked in a complete circle, not knowing 
that we were so close to the British zone, which we entered, and left to re
turn to the Russian side and where we were seen by two Russian guards. The 
unbelievable happened , for they looked, saw and indicated with a nod of 
their heads, that we should continue on our way! We did. 

One of the group, a woman, was much older than the others, and was 
exhausted. The journey and possibly the tension were so great that she 
wanted to give up. So I supporred her for the rest of the way, while others 
pushed her small wooden carr, with her possessions in it. At daybreak and 
with the rising of the sun behind us, I knew that we were nearly at our desti
nation. We saw a farmer on his bike, and as he approached us we asked if we 
were already in the British Zone and he answered in the affirmative! Not 
long after, at around seven in the morning, we reached the transit camp in 
Jerxheim , where we had a friendly reception, not from soldiers but German 
police, once again black-dyed Wehrmacht uniforms. They inspected our 
luggage for 'hot wares', i.e. cigarettes and alcohol. One man in our group 
was a handler, he was the man that had his hands already in the air as he had 
heard the two shots when in the woods. He had a good stock of vodka in his 
baggage, which was immediately confiscated. 

The rest of the journey needed a lot of patience with hour-long stops 
between stations, ten hours in Jerxheim, and another four, via Brunswick to 
Hannover. It had taken the whole day until after dark. And dark it was, for 
the trains had no lighting, or heating. The passengers standing or sitting 
were cold, frozen through, and silent. Those sitting could at least warm 
themselves on the stranger sitting alongside. Upon looking through the 
window, it was dark outside. There were no lights ro be seen in the country
side houses. As we chugged our way through the towns, there were no lights 
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there either, juSt the ruins rising into the night sky as ghosts out of the 
darkness. 

The main railway station in Hannover was very dimly lit, but the 
masses of travellers were the same, just as they had been in Berlin, with hol
low cheeks and in tattered clothes. They drifted over the platforms, perhaps 
with hope in their heart that things would normalise, that "everything 
changes". Perhaps it would be today. But on that day, they appeared to me 
to be the driftwood of war. 

I saw British soldiers, for the first time, in their khaki uniforms, walking 
comfortably through the grey throng, well nourished and chewing gum, as r 
went on my way to a bed. It had been offered to me by Jan Reilingh, the 
brother of my fallen friend Robert. As a student in Dresden, he had man
aged to land near the 'Brits' in Hannover. He now worked in a hospital, 
which was where he found me a place to sleep, in the boiler room in the cel
lar. I t was not very comfortable, but it was warm! The next morning found 
me under way once more. 

I sent a telegram from Hannover to Brigitte and it worked. Brigitte was 
waiting for me on my arrival. I t was now nearly six months since we had 
seen one another and it was a very happy wiedersehen. Despite the food 
problem, Brigitte looked just the same, and at least she had found some luck 
over the last few months. We were happy that we had both survived the 
evacuation. Her first quarters in Horn-Oldendorf, she told me, had been 
primitive. She was given work, like all the others, in order to be given a ra
tion-card. Her work was in a factory making wooden lamps, in Detmold. 
There she caught the eye of the factory owner who took her away from the 
factory and she now worked in his house. It was a villa where she had her 
own room. he was taught to cook and was well looked after. 

During my stay I had a guestroom in Heiligenkirchen and we spent a 
lot of time walking and talking and when 1 accompanied her home, it was 
always after dark. Our feelings for one another had not changed. They in
tensified and there were no doubts in either of us that we were meant for 
one another. At the same time we both knew that I could not stay. I had 
managed the dangerous journey into the British zone, but 1 did not feel safe 
with the close proximity of the Dutch border. I did not feel safe with the 
thought that I could, when caught, be classified once more as a DP and 
handed over to the Dutch authorities. I had neither that very precious set
tlement permit in this situation, or an lnge to procure one for me. No settle
ment permit and no roof over my head. No roof over my head, no work, 
and no work meant no ration card. Brigitte had all of these in Detmold, in 
the land of the river Lippe, and the British zone. 1 had all of these too, in 
Finsterwald , in the Russian zone. With heavy hearts that is where we knew 
that I had to return. We had no other choice. We had been patient for so 
long, and knew that we had to be just as patient for a little longer, to see 
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what the future held. It was co ld reality and we could not alter the situation. 
I returned after those wonderful days in the land of the Lippe, using the 
same route by which I had come. 

I was once more in the land of the ' Ivans ' on 13 November. My return 
trip , on my own, had not been a problem. I had had no companions. Who 
wanted to return willingly to this 'Red paradise ' on the other side of the 
Elbe? 

Once more in Finsterwald, I came to the conclusion that life in the 
Western zones was not all that the German refugees had hoped. They did 
not find the quality oflife that they were used to or expected, in comparison 
to the Stone-age 'Nirvana' to be found here in the Russian zone. Although 
there was no arbitrary deportation in the Western zones, 'power to the full' 
was well practised over the vanquished. 

The power was soon to be seen in all its force, beginning on 20 Novem
ber 1945 in the form of the Nuremberg Trials, wh ich lasted for nearly a 
year, until October 1946. The Germans looked , waited and hoped for the 
truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth , plus the resurrection of 
rights . They were treated to the wrath and revenge of the conquerors, deco
rated with a ' holier than thou ' attitude in a 'show trial, in which the laws 
were made by the 'v ictors'. The prosecution was made up of the 'v ictors', 
judge and jury were 'v ictors ' and the hangmen too. We returned to Medi
evallaws that were now wrapped in modern, new, and the fictitious, accom
panied by the guiding principle that " those who lost the war must forfeit 
their li ves". 

Orders and obedience were crimes. T he breaking of our oath was, per
haps, a mitigation. Denunciation was rewarded with the 'closing' of your 
case. All of the principles of law were not only ignored but were trampled 
into the ground by the feet of the 'victors ' in Nuremberg. For example, "No 
sentence without lawful rights, or carrying out of orders under force", 
meant non-conviction. One could not be sentenced for the actio ns of 
others. 

In many prisons under the Western Allies the use of torture was al
lowed. I t was on the daily agenda, be it physical or psychological. The 
means justified the end. T he use of manipulated gallows to ' hang' the said 
prisoner was one of those psychological methods. Spinal injuries and irrepa
rable damage to the vertebrae of the neck were the result. Torture continued 
until the said prisoner signed a confession that had been dictated and typed 
beforehand by the 'v ictors'. No one questioned the self-same format of the 
hundreds of prisoners presented as evidence. Illegal CourtS Martial were 
held within prison walls. T here was blatant disregard of C hurch Law, using 
soldiers disguised as priests to hear the intimate 'confessions' of the prison
ers. Nothing, but nothing was sacred and all entered the court as wrecks, 
with broken bones, broken spirits, abrasions or burns, to take their places in 
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court or in the wirness-box. Defence lawyers who protested at the lawless 
justice, were whisked away under arrest . Insight into the prosecution docu
menrs, bringing c1ariry, was refused. They were shipped off by the ron, ro 
disappear and in many cases ro be destroyed. 

Outside the courrhouse, people were starving ro death. Inside the 'v ic
rors' were judging Germany's crimes against humaniry. Outside, hundreds 
of thousands sat in prisons without any proof their crimes. Inside the 'vic
rors' sat and judged the arbitrariness of the Germans. The sweet odour of 
epidemics wafted over the victims of the bombing of the 'v icrors' outside. 
Inside an lnrernational Tribunal judged the behaviour of the Germans. 
Meanwhi le, thousands at that time were being dragged out of their homes 
and deported as slaves inro labour camps. There they worked unril they 
died. All of which happened in the Malmedy trial. 

A Transitional Agreemenr was drawn up in 1954 in Paris, on 23 Ocro
ber, after the Declaration of Sovereignry over the BundesrepubLik. It stated 
that German jurisdiction would not be allowed ro judge the crimes of the 
Allies. Rights? Revenge? "Don't do what I do, do what I say?" What cannot 
be denied is that it was not a case of "Rights for all". One has ro ask what did 
the Nuremberg Trials alter? The answer is nothing. Most certainly it did 
not affect the number of wars that have taken place since 1945, and with far 
more sacrifices than in the Second World War. Most certainly not for the 
'vicrors'. No one however has brought the warmongers inro court. 

It rook twenry years before the former American Minister of Defence 
could adm it ro the world that the American governmenr had made "a terri
ble mistake" with the Viernam war! Robert McNamara used the term 'mis
take' in that 58,000 American soldiers lost their lives in fighting for their 
fatherland. It was a 'mistake' that cost two million Viernamese their lives? 
Two million? 

The hisrorian Dr Golo Mann, declared that "To research the crimes of 
the Allies against the Germans in Germany, is abso lutely necessary for Ger
man hisrory". I will do that. 

The Americans held over three million German soldiers prisoner in the 
summer months of 1945 , in Europe. The American Genera l, and Com
mander-in-Chief of the Allies, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who later 
sat in the rop-most seat of the governmenr, that of the US Presidenr, said it 
all when declaring, "We did not come as liberarors, we came as conquerors". 
He never said a truer word . Liberarors have no need ro rorture, have no need 
ro rape and have no need ro harass. Liberarors possess the self-esteem ro 
keep ro the rules of human rights. They have no need ro plague, or deliber
ately let people starve, as he did. 

Dwight D. Eisenhower begrudged the prisoners a roof over their heads , 
begrudged the prisoners even the simplest and most meagre portion oHood, 
even though huge reserves were availab le. Prisoners were given less consid-
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eration than animals that had a burrow to keep them dry and warm. Out of 
the rain? Protected from the sun? The prisoners on the meadows of the 
Rhine had none of that. They lived in holes in the ground and were forced 
to go there. Holes that filled with rain produced a bog. They did not even 
have the most primitive of san itary conditions, which in turn produced epi
demics and death, adding to that of being left to rot. Many died in the 
Rhineland between Remagen and Sinzig. It was a deliberate programme of 
extermination. I t happened not only in the Rhineland, but in other places 
as well. Places of extermination! 

An article in the magazine Der SpiegeL, in their 40th edition from 1989, 
reported, "Foodstuffs, although in huge reserves, were deliberately with
held, so that the interned died. They also died from lack of hygiene and san
itary conditions, both leading to epidemics which killed ". "Ten times more 
than those Germans who lost their li ves on the battlefields of Normandy, 
and from then until the capitulation, died in POW camps". A quote from 
the former candidate for the US Presidency, Pat Buchanan said, "Nearly a 
million prisoners died, not only in American POW camps after 1945, but 
in French camps too". That quote is from the bestseller by James Bach ,. 

The figures are only the official ones and most certainly could be added 
to, but the official figures should not be used to judge or for revenge, con
querors or not. They shou ld be used to add weight on the other side of the 
scales to achieve a balance that was not done in Nuremberg. There, morals, 
conscience and most of all justice, were non-existent, and also deliberately 
ignored. Can we now interpret the words from Carl von Clausewitz as, 
"The prisoner of war status is another form of the progress of politics"? 

The war had now ended, but not in the POW camps. The German peo
ple have the key to unlocking the door of the past that is necessary for Ger
man history, necessary for the future. But those who stay 'mum' , together 
with those who will not take a look into the past, are lost. One-sided accusa
tion, one-sided " researched facts", and one-sided withholding of docu
ments of historical importance in their archives, plus those who keep si lent, 
all that has to end. 

For me, it was at that time important not only to have a fu ll stomach 
and a roof over my head, it was a daily battle to stay incognito and not to be
come one of those POWs. There were however always checkpoints and in
spections of papers. I t was all too easy to be noticed at these inspections and 
arrested. Between 1945 and as late as 1950, 122,67 1 Germans were to be
come prisoners of war. 43,000 of those died. 776 were sentenced to death, 
and that happened in peacetime. 

In Finsterwald the same situation slowly evolved as in Breslau. The lon
ger that I stayed, the more well-known I became, and that I had been a 
Dutch volunteer for the German Waffen 55. What if someone were careless 
with this information? This fear was always breathing down my neck and so 
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I moved away. 1 moved very near to the Laska family once more. But 1 was 
to spend the next few weeks and months in the northern part of the East 
zone and not in the suburbs of Leipzig. 

The eldest sister of my fallen friend, Robert Reilingh, had been married 
to a German soldier, an officer who fell in Russia. Now being widowed, Eva 
Gahrmann lived in Greifswald with her parents-in-law. A circle of very nice 
people, her friends and family members welcomed me with open arms. 
Greifswald lay on the coast and had surrendered to the Russians. It had re
mained undamaged, possessing the oldest U niversi ty in the whole of Ger
many, dating from 1465. r t lay ina romantic setting wi th o ld gabled houses. 
Extreme want or need was not to be seen here, for the Gahrmann family, 
just like that of r nge, were the owners of a large furniture and textile busi
ness. They were respected in the vicinity. They had contacts with the farm
ers in the countIy, the academics in the University, and with the chemists in 
the city, who possessed alcohol, for the 'b lack' market. Yes, I was also the ex
ecutive here, in Greifswald, in the wheeling and dealing business. r under
took the long and uncomfortable train journey from Saxony to 
Mecklenburg. 

I had, in both the pre-war and post-war years, experienced from many 
people evidence of unity, and of help and support. That included the medi
cal care of a doctor upon fa lling fou l of malaria. It was during my second 
visit to Brigitte in May 1947. I detoured on the way back, calling in on 
friends of the Laskas and from a very short visit, I had to stay for five weeks. 
I was cared for by those very dear Laska friends as a refugee, and also cared 
for free of charge, by their doctor, Dr Schuler. The summer months of 1946 
had wandered in to the summer months of 1947 in the East zone. I spent 
wonderful days on Germany's largest island ofRLigen, in the very large sum
merhouse belonging to the Gahrmanns. We arrived with more than enough 
'black' market provisions, with friends who had journeyed with us on the 
train, over Stralsund and the Sound ofRLigen, to Germany's largest island. 

I t was paradise! I t was a paradise of flat land, steep cliffs, ca lm and raw 
angry seas, woods of beeches hiding moorland and labyrinths of reed. The 
long, long sandy beaches I remember were empty of people, and were 
guarded, as we bathed, by towering chalk cliffs. We never saw any Russian 
military. Tourists? There were none. I thought of Rugen as sitting under a 
large glass dome, which resisted the disturbance of the occupying govern
ment. But even there in the north there were moments that sickened and 
saddened, such I was to see in Bad Kleinen in the railway station. 

There was a col umn of German prisoners standing on the platform and 
after counting, it was found that they were one man short. One had obvi
ously escaped. Without much ado, one of the Russian guards snatched one 
of the other travellers and forced him into line with the other prisoners. 
Now the numbers were correct! The shocked man made no protest and nei-
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ther did the passers-by who witnessed what had happened. They remained 
shocked and ' mum ' . I protested to a German railway policeman who did 
not want to know. He didn't want any trouble with the army and was an
noyed with me that I had the privilege of travelling the way I did, as a dis
abled person, i.e. war-wounded, so he took away my permit. 

I had lived for a whole year in Silesia under the yoke of Polish Commu
nism, and nearly a year under Russian Communism in the Eastern zone. 
But had I a future? There would never be one for me here. My in tuition was 
at work. More than ever, I feared for my safety with each day that went by. 
My intuition had never let me down. I was therefore more than overjoyed 
when receiving a telegram from the West that was to end my 'guest status' 
under that 'red flag' flying in the wind. 



CHAPTER 21 

In the Western Zone 

I received the news from Brigitte that my brother Evert had suddenly ap
peared in Detmold, having escaped from a forced- labour camp in a 

Dutch coal mine in Limberg. He had gone straight away to Brigitte. The 
case that was to be made aga inst him, as a Waffen 55 officer, was something 
that he was not goi ng to wait for. The 'special courts' of hate, revenge and 
reprisals was not for him. With help from the civilian coal-workers, he man
aged to escape, without wire-cutters or a ladder. He was shown the way over 
the darkened border by Dutch smugglers in return for some ' hot' wares, i.e. 
CIgarettes. 

Now my decision was to be made, and had to be final. Brigitte was in 
the West, Evert was in the West, and I? The friends I had on this side of the 
Elbe were dear to me, but Brigitte and Evert meanr far more. My decision 
was without any doubts. With a determination thar was srronger rhan ever, 
I knew that ir was rime and rhar I musr leave. My landlady in Taucha had 
only the minimum of rrouble wirh my cha nge of abode, for she did nor in
form rhe aurhoriries of my leaving or of my true identity. They now knew 
who I was. Her penalty was rhe refusal to give her a new coal oven. My in
srincrs had been 100% correct. Had 1 srayed I would had have been arresred 
in no rime ar all. 50 I escaped rhat forced-labour camp. J had had a piece of 
good luck, and left that wo rker/farmer's 'parad ise' . 

Without map or compass, r arrived in the Wesr, in Detmold. I cannot 
describe my joy ar seeing Evert and Brigitte. I had not seen Evert for several 
years. He had quarters with a Dutch couple, Mr and Mrs 5nuverink. Their 
two sons, both in the Waffen 55, were borh reported missing with our 
troops in Russia. 50 they were in the same situarion as we, for they feared re
prisals against themselves in the absence of their sons. They had lefr every
thing that they had owned and escaped to Detmold. Evert and I were now 
welcomed with open arms and became 'provisional sons' for them. We borh 
owed much to rhis couple. Mr 5nuverink had had a large and successful 
building firm, and it was to be assumed that he would aga in, one day. 

Mosr important for Evert, was for him to have a new identity, without 
it he would have no ration card. 50 as I had more experience in this, I pre
senred myself before the authorities as Evert. He was three years older but 
this was not noticed. I had explained rhat my papers were lost upon Aeeing 
from the Russians, but this was not acceptab le. "No, 5ir, you cou ld be H it
Ier's son for all we know!" They were friendly, but a solicitor was more help
ful. We found one who believed the story and for a fee gave me the needed 
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Untersturmfiihrer Evert Verton (front centre) marches with his company into Canadian 
captivity, Netherlands 1945. The soldiers belonged to 34th 55 Division 'Landstorm 

Nederland' . 

documents, attested and sealed. I presented them to an Eton school
boy-type British officer, who smelled of leather and whisky. "Documents, 
all correct, goodbye!" Evert and the Sniiverinks waited for me with impa
tience. He had never trusted himself to go out on the street before I returned 
with his identification. But now he could, with papers declaring that he had 
been born in Finsterwald and had fled to the West. And I? I did not know 
who I was anymore, for I was now my brother! 

In Holland, Evert's escape and my non-return would mean our deaths, 
if we were to go back, for there was now 'ethnic-cleansing' at home. Fami
lies of those who had kept Communism away from their door were penal
ised. 'Ethnic-cleansing of traitors' was also happening in Western Europe. 
The families were persecuted and mobbed. I find it difficult to write about 
the behaviour of my own people, about their crimes, that were similar to 
those of the Soviets in east Germany, and which I would never have believed 
of them. 

The German people were to feel vengeance. But they knew nothing of 
the crimes against the non-Germans, the friends of Germany who had 
fought for a federalised Europe, with autonomy and rights of self-determi
nation at their side. The younger generation had been the driving force be
hind that 'voluntary' sacrifice. The Germans were busy with themselves in 
the immediate years after the war. So it is not to be expected that they were 
interested in the personal fates of those beyond their borders. Revenge was 
now the order of the day. When the sons were not present, then the mob 
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vented their spleen on the family members, not only the male members, but 
female members and their children too . 

This applied not only to 'the man in the street', bur also to the Prince 
Consort, Prince Bernhard von Lippe of Biesterfeld. H e came under the 
scrutiny ofMI5 and the CIA, even during his asylum in England. His past 
record , i.e. his position with the IG Farben firm, plus beinga memberofthe 
55, gave Eisenhower's staff differences of opinion. An army in exile was 
formed by Dutch Government officials in London. Prince Bernhard von 
der Lippe of Biesterfeld was its commander. 

The principal offenders and agitators were those exiled members of the 
BS and 00, i.e. Ordnungsdienstadministrative authorities or public policy 
officials. Their orders were carried out by uniformed bands of men, with an 
orange band around their arm and carrying Sten-guns. There were decent 
but disapproving Dutch police, reserve-officers and former resistance fight
ers, Prince Bernhard too. Bur they did nothing to interfere with the shame
ful atrocities of those mobs on their own people, the political misfits and 
others. The conservative members of the exiled government in London , in 
1943, had enough forethought to form new laws and resurrect o ld laws, in 
case of public unrest. At all costs, they wanted to avoid the workings of 
Commun ist and Socialist infiltrators/agitators, in the chaos after a possible 
defeat of Germany, and the possibility of them taking control, although at 
that time, one could say that they actually supported Bolshevism. Some 
laws were backdated , and some were changed. For instance, the law on free
dom of action, some actions formerly not being punishable offences before 
1940 were now an offence, for instance. 

Unqualified judges cou ld now sentence Durch citizens to ten years in a 
concentration camp. Other judges were given special jurisdiction to give the 
death-sentence, which had not taken place for centuries in Holland . Sen
tences included having one's nationality taken away, having no right to 
vote, and one could have property/possessions taken away. 

The revenge was planned , and former volunteers and collaborators 
were the targets of unimaginable and inhuman behaviour. Wives of Ger
man soldiers, girls who were engaged to German soldiers, or even if they be
friended one, had their heads shaved, had swastikas smeared on their 
foreheads and were then hunted through the streets. The homes of former 
NSB members had their homes plundered, as were those of any linked 
assoCIations. 

In comparison with the unending flood of literature on the 'heroic acts' 
of the res istance against the Germans, their crimes against their own coun
trymen were never written about. Virtually nothing was published, for no 
one dared. One of those who attacked this theme was the Dutch theologist 
Dr. H.W. van der Vaart-Smit, who interested himself as early as 1949. He 
wrote a book Kampteostanden 1944-1947, on the atrocities taking place in 
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prisons on political prisoners, all of which were recorded. I t was a horror. 
The foreword to this book was written by Professor G.M. Russell, who 
states that "The truth of this black chapter in our post-war histOlY should 
not stay si lent, nor be denied". 

One cannot say that this behaviour was spontaneous . It was a merciless 
and bloody revenge, practised on defenceless people. The 'crime' of these 
people was having been a member of the NSB, or a German sympathiser. In 
a free thinking society they were now criminals. They were penalised with 
methods that surpassed the ecclesiastical torture methods of the I nquisi tion 
of 1232, in particular on women (page 22 of Dr. van del' Vaart Smit's 
book). On the next page one can read of other atrocities. The female jailers 
of those women were no better, maybe even worse than their male counter
parts, for all were jail-bait for them. They beat up the prisoners at will, re
verting to medieval methods, or locked them for days in cages in which they 
could only stand. When one of the jailers lit a cigarette, it was used as a 
method of torture, one of the ' harmless ' sort (page 33). 

On page 34, there is a report on the transport of amputees and the be
haviour of guards upon reaching an internment camp. The guards threw 
the amputees from the vehicle like a load of ballast. One was an eighteen 
year old who had lost both his legs , and was severely injured. An accompa
nying nurse lost her temper. She received a bullet in her thigh. Many of 
those prisoners were psychological wrecks after such experiences and were 
sent to the Institution for Psychiatry in Franaker. They were treated as de
mented, not "demented patients", but to quote one of the treating doctors, 
as "demented criminals". 

The jailers were members of the shooting clubs. It was "Schiitzenjest 
time" and lasted from July to November of 1945, until Canadian troops 
stopped the massacre of prisoners. Prisoners were murdered at will, or badly 
injured and then the necessalY medical help was withheld. Even 
stretcher-bearers when help was available were fired upon. Notorious for its 
system of torture, was the internment camp in Scheveningen. A total of 
45,000 Dutch citizens were accused of collaboration, 170,000 of them be
ing interned. Holland had a population of 8.2 million inhabitants at that 
time. 

One cou ld ask, "Are we talking about the same peace-loving Holland 
that fiercely clung to and defended its neutrality among the nations, but 
that was more than ready to wage war in this fashion on their own people?" 
Thousands of individual fates are not known, have never been recorded. 
Women and girls stayed silent, in fear of reprisals when the sexual crimes 
against them became known. 

When parents were 'classified ', their children were torn away from 
them to be put into homes, and they were interned. Visits to their chi ldren 
were forbidden and their contact completely severed. The chi ldren of politi-
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cal prisoners were very badly treated in those homes, where they vegetated. 
As many as 300,000 children were suddenly without parents, and were con
tinually brainwashed that they were the children of criminals. I t should be 
of no surprise that eventually many were ashamed of their own parents. Psy
chological pressure and ill-treatment of those children resulted in many of 
them becoming ill and sustaining psychological problems. 

For the last fifteen years, an association called the "Herkenning 
Work-group" has existed in Holland, to help children with this dark chap
ter of their lives. They were the persecuted political sacrifices of discrimina
tion. It remains in existence today. The association had to fight very strong 
resistance from the administrative authorities. It is only in the last few years 
that they have become known as a 'chari table association ' , and deemed 
worthy of support. 

When their own people were subjected to this wave of revenge, then 
how did the German citizen on Dutch soil fair? I n the preoccupation of 
hunting the 'fou' and the 'volunteers' , from the German citizens still to be 
found in Holland after 1945,203 were sentenced . Eighteen were sentenced 
to death, six were executed, six were sentenced to life imprisonment, others 
received sentences of between three months and twenty years, but none 
served more than 13 years of their sentences. The forthcoming economic 
boom, to be found in Germany, played a very large role in this, for Holland 
was very much dependent on their neighbour. There was an economic 
boom to be seen on the horizon, and the legendary business-sense of the 
Dutch soon came to the fore. 

It was in Detmold that I heard from Evert of the martyrdom of my fam
ily. It probably would have never happened, nor been so tragic, had they 
stayed in Germany, to where they had fled in the last few months of the war. 
They were evacuated, with the wives and chi ldren ofNSB men or German 
sympathisers, or as the families of'volunteers'. Those measures followed af
ter the French practised the same lynch-law on their own people, after the 
retreat of the German Wehrmacht in 1944, and as the Armed Forces from 
northern France neared the Dutch borders. As the Allies marched through 
France, an aftermath of executions, without a process of law, surged 
through the countryside. It happened in Belgium too. The Belgians, want
ing to see blood, killed around 1,000 of their pro-German people. 

The 5 September was a Tuesday in 1944 and three months after 
'D-Day'. "Radio Orange" broadcast from London, that Breda would be the 
first Dutch city to be liberated by the Allies. I t was to be a day of significance 
for the annals of history and known as 'Wild Tuesday', not from the un
countable arrests but from the very loose bullets from the guns of the 00. 

In the same month, 65,000 Dutch Nationals , including my parents, in 
danger of the waves of terror, left Holland for exile in chartered railway wag
ons. Not all arr ived in Germany in one piece. More than once the passen-
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gers had to alight from the trains and take cover under the wagons, or find 
any other sort of shelter. There were low flying aircraft attacks by the Allies, 
although it was not military rransporr. Most of the refugees settled in 
Luneburg. 

The Verron family however, in Hildesheim, in a former one monastery, 
joined my sister, who was married ro a Dutch 'volunteer', an educarion offI
cer in the SS division 'Wiking'. I had already visited my sister there, and on 
that occasion had met British 'volunteers ' of the Waffen SS. Yes, they were 
members of the 'British Freikorps'. They had been former members of the 
bomber-crews, had found themselves in German prison camps, but had de
clared themselves as 'volunteers' to fight against Communism . My family 
enjoyed the next seven months in Hildesheim, a city of80,000 inhabitants, 
until 22 March 1945, a lovely spring day. It was chosen for a bombing raid 
by 200 four-engined Lancaster Bombers. They destroyed this jewel of a city, 
with its half-timbered houses, which had been spared up to that time. A 
5,000 metre high mushroom of smoke, from fire and high-explosive 
bombs, cou ld be seen from 300 kilomerres away. T he city and the monas
tery were left in ruins. The need for a roof over their heads, and the longing 
to see their own home again, sent them once more back to Holland, ro ag
ony and suffering. There was no military or srrategic reason for the 
bombing of Hildesheim. 

Upon their arrival in Holland, all were promptly a rres ted by the 00. 
They were responsible for law and order, and wore orange arm-bands. My 
one year o ld nephew was rorn away from my sister and taken to a special 
home for NSB children. A notice was attached to the ch ildren's beds, 
"Child of the SS" or "Child of the NSB". They were 'orphans ' , but not or
phans. Much later, after my sister was released from internment camp she 
recorded a tape saying that she had managed to sneak secretly into the home 
and was devastated at her son's apathetic and neglected condition. 

After two years of internment, she was one of the lucky ones for she 
could claim her son once more. At three years old she found that he could 
not walk. Her son was also deaf in one ear. One can assume that he had 
had painful inflammation of the middle-ear which had not been treated. 
My sister was lucky that she cou ld collect her son from the home, for 
many had been adopted. Many of the children were presented for adop
tion. 

Through this sad and sicken ing time, a thin thread of decency showed 
itself, from one of the brave. He was one of those brave enough ro criticise, 
to rise above his own experiences of war and take up the sword of decent so
cia l behaviour. One such was the Dutch journalist W.L. Brugsma, who had 
been a resistance fighter and one who had served a spell in a German prison. 
He criticised the inhumane treatment of these chi ldren, and asked, "how 
clean are those responsible for the Ethnic-Cleansing?" The articles from this 
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man are still suppressed. They belong together with the very sparse litera
ture to be found on this chapter of Dutch history. 

On top of the suffering of my family in the internment camps, news 
reached them of the death of my brother Jan. There are to this day unan
swered questions concerning his death. He died on his way to work. He 
went to work on his motorbike every day, to the German aerodrome where 
he worked as an electrician. Assassination From the resistance was riFe at that 
time, practised especially on those working For the Germans. It wou ld not 
have been diFficult to acquaint oneself with Jan's daily routine. In our opin
ion, he was either the victim of an air raid, from low-flying planes, or the 
subject of an assassination, from a sniper, just like the Father of my friend 
Robert Reilingh. 

For my mother it was a sudden shock. To hear of his death in the cir
cumstances that she was in, was very hard. She was at that time 55 years old. 
She had fought tooth and nail for the liberation of her family, until she 
played on the nerves of the camp directors. They then put her into a psychi
atric institution in Assen . The Russians too did this with their dissidents. 
Locked in with the mentally ill, my mother soon became ill, both physically 
and mentally, as a result oFher surroundings, as well as from the separation 
From her husband and children. She suFFered From harassment and very bad 
nourishment, eating mostly mouldy bread and cooked potato peelings. She 
had just got to grips with the death oFher beloved eldest son, when she then 
received the news of the death of our Father. 

My father had had a hernia operation, which was not post-operatively 
treated during his internment. Instead he was put to work. He had by that 
time written many letters, optimistic letters, with plans for the future, for 
when they were released. Some weeks later an obituary circulated amongst 
the prisoners. It was of my bther, an obituary of 59 lines describing his 
heartFelt longing to be re-united with his dear wife and chi ld ren. His Funeral 
could not have been simpler. We were thankfu l that one member of the 
Family was present, Even. An exception was made and Even, under armed 
guard, attended the funeral of our father. 

Even had been captured in the area of Arnhem, by the Canadians. They 
then delivered him to the Dutch, who delivered him into the notorious 
Harskamp prison. Before he cou ld be sentenced he was put to work in the 
coal mine. With his escape he avoided the torture that was on the daily 
agenda. Allied war correspondents took many photos of the war. They took 
one of Even, marching at the Front of his men as company-leader, upright 
and marching into the POW camp. 

My family were finally released, one aFter the other in 1947, aFter two 
years of internment. Nothing but skin and bone, covered in li ce, and care
worn, my mother was also released from the Institution in the same year. 
She spoke unwillingly of her time there. She had a very strong, iron will and 
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'Homecoming', a drawing by the author made in 1946. 

this helped her recover, helped her on to her feet and back to her place as 
head of the family. The youngest of my brothers who was just twelve at this 
time had spent the two years in different homes, not knowing where any of 
his family were. He had no news and no visits, which were forbidden. One 
is duty-bound to mention those who kept to good social behaviour during 
this misery. One was a doctor who secretly helped my mother. Another was 
a Jewish jailer, who was sympathetic to one of my brothers and was humane 
in his behaviour towards him. 

Robbed of house, home and possessions, the family found a new abode 
in Woudenberg, in the province of Utrecht. In the countryside, they were 
surrounded by straightforward and helpful people. They had a very friendly 
farmer as a next-door neighbour, who even hid my letters to my family. 
Gradually the family almost returned to normal. Very soon the local police 
started to pay visits. They wanted to catch either Evert or me on our visits, 
particularly on public holidays, when they were sure that we would be fool
ish enough to return. One official would simply have loved to catch us. He 
accused the family of spying, having found a photo of our model aerodrome 
that we had built as children in the garden, complete with model planes. We 
were supposed to be spying on military establishments! 

The pressure on the civilian population gradually decreased which can
not be said for the 'volunteers'. A further 5,000 were arrested and interned, 
without 'due process', for all the difference that would have made. Five 
years later, in 1950, Dutch soldiers who returned to Holland, having been 
released from Russian POW camps were immediately arrested and sen
tenced! The final insult came for those men, when they were visited in their 
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cells by officers collecting information and experiences of the Russian-front 
soldiers, because of the 'Cold War' with the Communists . An anachronism 
of history? Upon being released from prison, those men lost their national
ity. Holland made displaced persons out of their own countrymen. 

It was no better in other countries. The Norwegians too sentenced 
7,000 of their 'volunteers ' with a sentence of up to four years' imprison
ment. In Denmark it was more, with 7,7 17 men sentenced. The Belgians 
sentenced 3,193 'collaborators ' to death. Even when the death sentences 
were not carried out, for the 'volunteers' it meant years of imprisonment. 
Switzerland was no better, with 1,300 men brought before courts martial. 
The sentences were harder than for the fighters in the Spanish Civil War in 
the 1930s. 

As late as 1952, 2,400 French 'volunteers' were interned for their part 
in fighting Bolshevism , which they could avoid by then fighting in 
Indochina, or serving in the French Foreign Legion. From the 'volunteers' 
from the Balkans and the Soviet Union 11,000 Sloven ian 'volunteers ' were 
liquidated by Tito's partisans in May of 1945. Then a further 90,000 Cro
atian soldiers of the Ustascha Army were sentenced. The British delivered 
35,000 Cossacks, without consideration of asylum, or of international laws, 
to the Russians. They were either shot on sight, sent to forced-labour 
camps, or into mines. The same applied to neutral Sweden that had profited 
so much from German trade. They gave their German prisoners, and those 
from the Baltic divisions , to the Russians. 

The hate-laden atmosphere of this European ethnic-cleansing did not 
allow for objective argument or explanation of motives. Only years later 
were approaches made to repair the association, without condemnation, be
tween the Russian front-fighters and their accusers. 

Hans Werner Neulen, in his book An Deutscher Sette, asked the ques
tion , "Were they the best that prevailed at that time, or captive slaves in 
Prussian straight-jackets? When, between the Communists with their uni
versal aims of remedial teaching, and the National Socialists with their ex
pectations of Germanic control, the ideals of liberation did not materialise, 
then the foreign 'volunteers ' chose the side of the German Reich ". 

Till today in the Netherlands, no one will accept that there were far 
more 'volunteers' wearing field-grey than those of the Allies wearing khaki. 



CHAPTER 22 

Constructing an Existence 

For a very long time after the war, Evert and I did not realise that we both 
belonged, due to our birth dates to an age-group that suffered the high

est casualties during the Second World War. 'Lady luck' however, had de
cided that we would both survive and now we had to build an existence for 
ourselves. 

We both now had an identity, even if threaded with untruths, tricks 
and deceit, nonetheless it enabled us to live in the British Zone. It was far 
better than the alternative, but still not easy. So as not to starve we both 
needed work and a permanent roof over our heads, and neither was at a pre
mium in Detmold. It meant looking elsewhere. 

We gleaned the information that miners were needed in the Ruhr area. 
I t would be the hardest of physical labour, but every miner was sure of 
2,864 calories per day, i.e. a full stomach! There were no other offers of 
work, so we used this as a springboard for our futures. Work in the mines 
was top of the list, as hard physical labour of course. Another perk was that 
accommodation was offered with the job as well. There was a little fly in the 
ointment inasmuch as, in this still conservative time, you had to be married 
before you received accommodation together. Brigitte and I could not bear 
the thought of another separation, and so there was no other choice, we had 
to marry. That meant waiting until the bans were hung in the local Registry 
Office which took three months. Due to his contacts with the local council, 
Mr Snuverink managed to have this three-month wait waived. The advan
tage was that no one had the time to snoop into my true identity or nation
ality. The only truth in the matter was my name ofVerton . 

The date was set for 12 December 1947. It was a cold winter. Inside, 
the cold demeanour of the Registrar was just as ice-cold as it was outside. 
However, he married us, with M r and Mrs Sni.iverink as our witnesses. Our 
romance had begun in war-torn Breslau eighteen months before, in the 
summer months. We sealed our fate together forever, giving our word to 
one another in the extreme of winter months, in Detmold. We are, after 55 
years together, still as much in love as on that first day in Breslau. 

We neither felt the cold nor saw the greyness of the mist as we left the 
Registry Office. Our wedding breakfast was a stew with runner beans. For 
those times it was cordon-Melt and relished as such. Our honeymoon, of one 
night, was spent in the Railway Hotel. It was rather meagre, for despite it 
being December, the room was not heated. The next morning in wanting to 
leave, a dog baring its teeth barred our way, warning the proprietor of our 
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departure. The dog was there to stop those crooks of society who had no in
tention of paying for their rooms. 

Our wedding was to prove to be the reason that the whole of my family 
left Holland and came to Germany. My brothers found their wives here, 
and in the words of Geothe, "we formed a chain" of Vertons, a new one, 
which now stretched from France to Holland, and from Holland to Ger
many. 

The three of us then made our way to the Ruhr, the epicentre of 
coal-mining. Both Evert and I were engaged straight away by the Essen 
Coal Company in Dortmund-Dortfeld , which owned two-thirds of the 
coal works in that area. Brigitte and I were given a warm furnished room in 
the Karl-Funke Strasse. Only a couple of streets away Evert was given a 
room by one of the medics of the company. Among Even's duties was first 
aid to the injured in the mine. The medic was a Marxist and although he 
had never seen the Russian Steppes, a bronze bust of Len i n had its place of 
honour beside the highly polished coal-fired stove. Even was to be found 
most evenings in our room, where we cooked and ate, and had to sleep. 
Brigitte knitted us pullovers from shredded parachute silk, and cut us trou
sers from tenting material. 

The whole nation heard about our record output in the tons of coal that 
we dug out of the earth. We were the heroes of the underground, but the 
population still froze. "Every ton is useful. For death lies in empty hands, for 
no coal, no food, no transport, therefore no production". That was the dec
laration of the British military command, who urged for more and more, 
because more than a quarter of our coal was for their usage. Dismantling 
and demolition was now the order of the day. There was a hive of industry, 
for what the Allies had not destroyed with their bombs, they destroyed with 
explosives, such as the tall chimneys on industrial sites. Everything that was 
of use was dismantled, brick by brick. It was a 'cold war' and the 
continuation of war, but by other means. 

The increased pressure on the coal-miners did not ensure the upkeep of 
safety precautions in the mines. On the contraty, the training of new work
ers was simply not what it should have been. Evert and I belonged in that 
category, being fully-fledged miners after just three days of training. That 
was how we started. Our production was still not enough, and so POWs 
were released from the prison camps on the condition that they worked in 
the mines. The accidents underground increased, and at a shocking rate. 
178,000 tons of coal daily was the record, 50% more than in 1936. 

We, together with a dozen other colleagues, entered the cage. It took us 
down below at a rate of 20 metres per second. But we were still not at our 
place of work when we reached the bottom of the shaft. We had two kilo
metres to walk, that meant being bent almost double, and having to step 
over rail-tracks and electric cables, and always knocking our heads as we 
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went. It was unexpectedly vast. In our pit alone, there were 200 kilometres 
of tunnelling. In total it was 5,000 kilometres in the west German mines, 
longer than the Aight-path from Hamburg to Cairo! 

I was plagued with a vision at the beginning of this work, of a worm be
ing crushed from an avalanche of earth and stone. We were after all, a thou
sand metres below the surface, under towns, under cemeteries and to say 
nothing of rivers! Claustrophobia at this time, was the last thing that I 
needed. So it was nose to the grindstone and get on with the job. 

The pressure of this work played on our nerves at times. Some miners 
were liable to this more than others. It made them argumentative to the 
point of disputes, as Evert found to his cost one day when he landed on the 
wrong side of one. It really had started from nothing. It resulted in a 
punch-up and Evert and his opponent waltzed in the coal-dust, with blood 
on their bare chests. I was held back forcibly by the others, when wanting to 
help him. It was the 'Inauguration to the Association of Moles', for like ani
mals, we had to learn who had the say, who was the boss and where our 
place was, which we had to keep. The supervisor of our seam separated the 
pair of them and the whole dispute was then forgotten. We came to be a 
close-knit band, for were we not all in the same boat? We all gritted our 
teeth, we gave sweat and blood. We soon learned to depend on the experi
ence of our colleagues who had been miners for far longer than any of us. 
They saved our lives, more than once, from avalanches of earth and stone, 
which was my nightmare. We did not recognise the 'stretching and groan
ing' of the mountain that warned them far earlier than we realised. 

Somehow the sounds of the underworld were just the same as those of 
the war. There were pneumatic drills, replacing the machine-guns, and dy
namite replacing the exploding bombs. There were injured and the dead, 
just as on the battlefield. The safety of the miners was not an important fac
tor. It was not on the investment plan and there was a lack of the most expe
rienced of the miners, for there were still vety many of them sitting in prison 
as Nazis. 

Two years before Evert and I enrolled for this new work, there had been 
a loss of 411 men from the neighbouring Grimmberg Colliery. At mid-day 
on 20 February 1946, a blue and red Aame shot out of the shaft, the earth 
shook like an earthquake as a mixture of methane gas and air caused an ex
plosion. That happened eighteen months after a previous explosion caused 
the deaths of 107 miners, as the result of an air raid. 

We had deaths in our colliery too, and were witness to terrible injuries. 
Evert and I only ever had a graze or rwo . We most certainly did not believe 
in the 'troll of the mountains' and his 'aggressive powers' over those daring 
to intrude into his world which could certainly be 'spooky'. Often there was 
nothing to be heard but a monotonous drip, drip of water whose echo 
mixed with the airwaves. When the old and porous support beams soaked 
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in phosphor glowed in the dark, then the gullible could believe in a'some
thing' which they could not define, and so were willing to believe in that 
' little beast'. 

At the end of the day, and as Brigitte picked me up from work, she had 
difficulty in recognising me as we left the cage to cross the yard to the 
shower-room, for we all looked alike, like Blackamoors. So she waited until 
one of those black beings winked at her and it was me. It was like a con
veyor-belt in the hot steamy shower-room. We stood in a long line and 
soaped the back of the man in front in readiness for a good scrub. We were 
always about an hour before we could be called clean, and then we all had 
black rims around our eyes, like women with eye make-up. 

One could not ignore the fact that many of the old miners were chroni
cally, even terminally ill. One could hear the hacking, raw coughs of those 
invalids on the streets. There was no shower that could wash the dust-caked 
lungs of those men, trying to take some fresh air into their clogged lungs 
that no longer functioned properly. 

One day passed into the next. But one day was not like any other for 
Evert, for he was suddenly seized with miners ' claustrophobia. He simply 
had to leave the seam in which we were working and reach daylight. He 
never went underground again. That was not unusual amongst miners. I 
was not affected in the same way, bur I too left some months after Evert. My 
next job was also underground, but not to the same extent, for it was a 
vaul ted wine-cellar and on Iy a couple of metres under the surface. I cI imbed 
inside the giant wine vats to wash and brush them , as I was the right size to 
climb into the small openings. I washed the wine-bottles and re-filled them 
too. 

We experienced a distinct improvement with the Currency Reform of 
1948. Overnight the shops filled with all of the pre-war goods that we had 
been denied, with a shake of the head, from shop-owners. Every man re
ceived a one-off payment of 40 marks, but the rationing was not yet at an 
end. 

After five years of separation, came the day in the summer of 1949, 
when 1 could take my mother in my arms at long last. She arrived by train in 
Dortmund. I t was extremely moving, for I had not seen her since 1944. 
Some of my letters had not reached her, so she did know that I had served 
some of my time in East Prussia, Silesia and Breslau. She had not known 
about my time as a prisoner under the Russians. Now we were all together 
and she met her daughter-in-law, although at first there were language 
problems. 

The presence of my fami ly rather complicated my life. It appeared for 
some to have contradictions. As a 'refugee' from the east my mother was no 
longer my mother but an 'aunt from Holland'. Brigitte and I had moved 
house since working in the mine. We now lived in a house owned by my 
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former colliery director, who was always very friendly and sympathetic to 
us.] decided to make a c1can breast of things to him. ] was glad that] did, al
though it had not been necessary, for he had guessed anY'vay. I t was how
ever a relief to no longer have to hide the truth. 

I was glad to have my work in the wine cellar. But it was not for life as it 
held no future, no advancement. With the land in ruins, the building trade 
offered work that did hold a future. The future Federal capital city, Bonn, 
seemed to be just the right place to look. 

We were very impressed with Konigswinter and its district. On a visit 
we made, the countryside of the Rhine and the Siebenburge area seemed so 
much nicer than the mountains of black coal and silhouettes of mine works 
visible in the Ruhr. Bad Godcsberg in particular, with its tree-lined avenues, 
plus the style of the old villas, which had been spared the bombing raids, re
minded me of the sleepy suburbs of Holland. A Cologne-based firm en
gaged Evert and I and sent us to Bonn. There we became Roor-Iayers, of 
every type. With the construction of this new federal capital, there was an 
excess of work to be found, in new buildings of government, universities 
etc. 

A year later, and with our move to Bad Godesberg, we changed our 
work once more, to a firm in Konigswinter, very near us. We had ended up 
with a former colonel who had been a commander in Hitler's HQ in Prus
sia. He was the son-in-law of the owner of the perfume emporium 
"Eau-de-Cologne and Toilet-water". He owned an estate, the 
Wintermuhlenhof near Petersberg and directed firms in different branches. 
Most of his cmployees were former officers. Most of his guests too, were 
from all branches of the former armed forces. They could be seen with him 
walking around the parle Although many impediments had been placed in 
the path of former German soldiers, many found their feet again quite 
quickly after the war. They were helped by having a positive mentality, and 
discipline from their soldiering days. Their behaviour towards their com
rades, their conscientiousness and organisation, all of these were important 
assets for the reconstruction of the German economy. 

The former soldier got to grips with every type of work that was offered . 
His willingness came from a close-knit comradeship that he had found 
during the war. The result was that former high-ranking, and some very 
senior Generals, became successful directors of many of the foremost firms. 
Later, as the economy improved, we also profited. Together with a former 
comrade, we formed our own firm in 1953, which had always been our 
dream. Shortly before the publishing of this book, our firm celebrated its 
Golden Jubilee. Our firm grew, based on a risk or two. Optimism and 
improvisation soon found us employing a couple of dozen men, giving 
them work and their daily bread. To do that we had to give our all, 
including many weekends, in the first years. The first vehicle in our car park 
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was a pre-war lorry, an Adler with front-wheel drive , and a trailer. 1 twas 
usually overloaded and gave us many a puncture, but that was how we 
visited our customers. I n winter, when the motorway was iced, or if on an 
incline, then two of us sat on the front bumpers as ballast and we could 
continue on our way. That would not be permitted today, but then, we had 
to know how we could help ourselves. Physical efforts were the foundation 
of economic rehabilitation. 



CHAPTER 23 

Comradeship for Life 

Evert and I were still living with false identities, which at some time or 
another had to be corrected. There was an Amnesty in 1954 which en

abled us to do just that. We had to appear before a Court that understood 
the veiling of our identities. There was no case made against us. However, 
we were stateless, for Holland refused our rehabilitation. It had to stay that 
way for some years. Even citizens without nationality or fatherland, can be 
industrious, for themselves and for others. But I was not allowed in Holland 
with my business. My German colleagues however had the privilege of tak
ing their business there. Seven years were to come and go, before we were re
instated as Dutch Nationals. 

I can remember with clarity my very first return visit into my Father
land after 17 years. I was deeply moved. My feelings were mixed as I drove 
over the border at Aachen, on the way to Maastricht, which was my first 
stop. My 'passenger' was my passport, sitting on the passenger seat, for with 
the safety of my family uppermost in my mind, I travelled alone on that 
occaSIOn. 

I must say that I was rather disappointed at being waved through with 
nonchalance by the border officials on the Dutch side of the border. Had I 

1961: the author (second from left) finally reunited with his brothers 
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not been on the wanted list for many years? Now, armed with a new pass
port, and a bundle of correspondence from the Ministry of Justice, and my 
' rehabilitation ' , they were not interested! All the better. 

In 17 years things had changed. Firstly, everything appeared to be 
smaller than I could remember. My fellow Dutch were friendly, but loud. 
'Very loud' was my assessment, as [ inquisitively watched the people on the 
street, like a child. They drifted here and there and were casual, and now 
had a far more leisurely manner. The Maastricht Agreement was not yet in 
force, but the coffee beans were very much cheaper than in Germany. In 
Holland 's oldest city I filled myself with Matjes herrings, that I had not had 
the pleasure of for many a year. 

On subsequent visits I was able to assess that my homeland was not as it 
had been. No, it had changed a lot since the war, especially in the large 
tOwns. There was nothing left of the Old School mentality, now it was ca
sual and dirty. My wife Brigitte was not impressed with the dirty tOwns that 
she saw. In Breslau I had tOld her with pride that even the exterior of the 
houses were washed in the annual spring-clean. I tOld her how orderly and 
clean my people were, and the streets spick and span. Sadly, not any more , 
except perhaps in the suburbs where Old School standards still prevailed, 
just as ] remembered them. 

Naturally enough there came a time when. [ wanted to see myoid com
rades. But in Holland there was still a problem. The neighbours could not 
be tOld. They were very quickJy suspicious and they were not to know about 
one's past. In West Germany that was now no problem. There it was al
ready very liberal. Groups of war-veterans were forming, who helped one 
another when in need. They were also assiduous in the service of searching 
for missing comrades. That was an urgent priority, for only in the second 
half of 1948 were former Waffen SS members included by the American 
Occupation authorities intO Social Benefit laws. I n other zones it stayed as it 
had been since 1950. There were no government social benefits or facilities 
whatsoever, to show gratitude for our sacrifice, or for our service to the 
Fatherland. 

Later generations were able to recognise the 'yoke' under which the 
front-troops had bent. They bore no grudge, no ill-feelings against the 
State. How did we find one another? From my own post-war actions of 
searching for those that I knew, it was very quickly evident that our troops 
were widely scattered in all corners of Germany, and in places that I had 
never heard of. That really didn ' t need any explanation. Millions had been 
evacuated from war-torn towns that remained empty for some time. A very 
happy reunion tOok place with Georg Haas, the former accountant of the 
11 th in Breslau. He put an enquiry intO the military magazine Der 
Freiwilfige, wanting to know the whereabouts of former comrades. This 
tOok place in 1956. The joy was great at seeing one another again after 11 
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H NIEHOFF 
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Following the war the author remained in contact with his comrades. Above is the 
beginning of a letter from the former commandant of Breslau during the siege, General 

(retired) Hermann Niehoff, thanking Hendrik for sending him his war memoirs. 

years. He had feared that I had not survived, having been a POW under the 
Russians. 

In two of the books that he wrote, Brande an der Oder, and Gaben die 
Hoffnung nicht auf, I contributed original photos and sketches. I played a 
large role in them under the pseudonym Hendrik Velthoven. Both books 
on the 'Stalingrad ofSilesia', in which he wrote truthfully and openly about 
the bitter battles, and the suffering of its citizens, were successful documents 
of the last months of the war. 

All of us comrades were industrious in the search for former broth
ers-in-arms. The Waffen S5 were first and foremost in the search, as was 
confirmed time and time again by the Red Cross and other War Welfare 
services. Eight years after the war there were 3.5 million missing persons. 
The fate of750,000 illegally deported civilians, and 300,000 children, still 
had to be researched. This action reached tremendous proportions that 
were exclusive to the Waffen SS. 

Regularly, the bands of searchers met together to exchange their find
ings, such as in Minden in 1956, on 5 and 6 September when 10,000 mem
bers were present! Two years later in Hamlin, 16,000 turned up. Between 
them all, they could solve 600 cases of missing comrades. The director of 
the German Red Cross at that time, Dr Pasewaldt, could report that the 
whereabouts of a quarter of the former units, 13,000, had been located, all 
from the work of the comrades, which was passed on at those reunions. 

The speakers at the reunions were none other than commanders from 
the Armed Forces, such as General Paul Hausser, and the Generals Felix 
Steiner and Kurt 'Panzermeyer' Meyer, as well as politicians and the mayor 
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of Minden, Dr Mosel. There were absolutely no problems with these meet
ings at that time. On the contrary, Dr Mosel began his speech of welcome 
with "My dear comrades of World War II". He told the many who were as
sembled, that it was an honour for the city to be able to welcome us 
war-veterans. 

The former chairman of the FDP party, a parliamentarian Dr Erich 
Mende, recipient of the Knight's Cross, and a former major, declared, "We 
were totally dependent on our brothers-in-arms for our lives. We did not 
ask, "are you Catholic?" or "are you Evangelist, Wehrmacht or the Waffen 
SS?" We were dependent, as a Wehrmacht division, for example, on the 
Waffen SS holding the Caen-Falaise road." Support and understanding for 
our troops , came from various directions. Dr Kurt Schumacher, the chair
man of the post-war SPD, the German Labour Party, and also Fed
eral-Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, who referred to the Waffen S at the 
CDU Conference, in Hannover in 1949, as "Soldiers like every other". 

In the following years, as World War II started to belong to the past, 
and the war generation wandered into old age, they became 'interested par
ties '. It is forgotten how closely-knit the German population were at one 
time. According to old tradition, one placed a burning candle on the 
windowsill, to guide the soldier-lad home, and to keep alive the memory of 
those, still far away, many in foreign POW camps. 

The Waffen SS slowly belonged to the past, and slowly, speeches of re
gret started to take place, from parties and from the politically prominent. 
But "out of sight, out of mind! " is not the code that we of the Waffen SS live 
by. Our code, "Our loyalty is our honour, " may be scoffed at by some, bur 
we still live by it today. It is a duty, the duty of unending work to locate our 
missing. Then we work to give him or them a worthy grave. There are still 
1.4 million Germans missing (1995 statistics). We try to give social help 
where needed. An example is the organisation Paul Hausser Social Work. 
Up to 1992 it could boast of collecting 4 million marks for social help. 

Every land honours their dead. Until recently, everywhere except Ger
many. The American soldiers returning home to the States had the red car
pet rolled out for them. We were de-nazifled, the Wehrmacht and foreign 
'volunteers' too. Old soldiers meet and shake hands over the graves, those 
from the East and those from the West, in Normandy and recently in Rus
sia. A front-line soldier shares the experiences of others, and each brings re
spect to the other. They are all eyewitnesses who did their duty. This only 
applies outside Germany. 

Until recently the state did not honour their dead. Only outside Ger
many did one find a wreath of remembrance on the grave of a German sol
dier, 'unknown' or nor. Until recently, our remembrance services were 
ringed with police and protestors. We are reminded "to remember not to 
forget", but can also find upon our arrival, that our memorial service has 
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been cancelled. A comment from a fonner French President of a veterans' 
organisation was, "A land which ignores its own history, which lies about its 
past, staggers thereafter, without orientation" . 

Post-war meetings with military personages were, for me, a highlight.lt 
was not possible during the war, as there was no time or possibility, since, 
for those of our rank, such men of high rank were out of reach. Now they 
were no longer military personages, but were free to vo ice an opinion and 
share their experiences with us, their men. 

One such was 'Papa Hausser', or to give him his correct title, Com
mander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces and highly decorated Genera l, Paul 
Hausser. His name will go down, not on ly in German history books, but 
also those of the Second World War. He really was a father to his soldiers, 
they were 'his boys ' . He was the one who sometimes contradicted Hitler 
when necessary. He visited us in Bonn one time, where he showed not only 
his humour but his humility as well. One of us in speaking to him addressed 
him with his full military title. He didn ' t want that. "But General] cannot 
call you Pau!' '' as was suggested. "Well, call me Pal/Lehen then! " which is an 
endearment, for someone of whom you are very fond. We met again 
Stuttgart in 1970, two yea rs before he died at the age of92. 

Dressed in a light coat, similar to the one that he had worn in Russia, 
the commander of the 'Wiking', Fe li x Steiner visited us in Bonn. Just like 

apoleon, he spoke to his men , one after the other. As a friendly gesture he 
spoke as if he knew exactly when and where in battle he had seen them 
before. 

Then there was Sepp Dietrich. This o ld war-horse, this bluff fire-eater 
belonged to a fraternity al l of his own . His strong but casual personality, his 
laid-back manner, ] found just the same in meeting him again. I met Ma
jor-General Kurt Meyer, and General Herbert Gi lles, who was a sensitive 
and intelligent man. Despite their former high ranks , both men were hum
ble and approachable. Arrogance was never to be seen. 

It was in 1963 that Brigitte and 1 were in Madrid, for a week, as guests 
of the legendary Otto Skorzeny. We journeyed together with a married cou
ple who were the book publishers who had published his book, "Live Dan
gerously". A most impressive man, Skorzeny possessed the typica l charm of 
the Viennese. ] n 1943, he was to become a worldwide legend for freeing the 
] talian Duce M ussolini, from under the noses of the I talians, without shed
ding a drop of blood. He had read both books from George Haas and 
wanted to meet me. Nearly every day, and everywhere we went in Madrid, 
we could see and feel the respect that the Spaniards had for Otto Skorzeny. 
He was always referred to as 'Senor Colonel', and our drinks were always 
'o n the house '. 

I n the 1970s, because our daugh ter Henrike worked for the German 
airline Lufthansa, we took advantage of her ' personal percentage' for flights. 
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Brigirre and Hendrik Venon (righr) in Madrid, 1963, as guesrs of me 
legendary 0((0 Skorzeny. 
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We made a trip to the Eastern-bloc, visiting Moscow, Leningrad, and my 
wife's birthplace, Breslau. 

Our present and furure lives lay in Bad Godesberg, where we felt and 
still feel 100% at home. It was where the decisions were made, and where 
the politicians argued over the atom bomb, over re-armament and over 
Eastern agreements. This 'dwarf seat of parliament, this post-war capital 
was to be treated to a good dose of sarcasm from an American reporter as, 
"Half as large and twice as dead as our Central Cemetery in Chicago". 

In those days Chancellor Adenauer used the small river ferry daily, to go 
to his office from his house in Rhondorf. He travelled without a govern
ment-paid limousine, and also without bodyguards. Both would be un
thinkable today. He would doff his hat in respect to his fellow citizens, and 
to those he knew and met on his way. That is all a thing of the past. 

There is an old Russian saying, "We come to treasure the things of the 
past". Perhaps if we live long enough, perhaps if we have the urgent need 
write about it, and if we find the time and leisure to relive our experiences, 
we may. Perhaps we will, when the shock and the hope, the suffering and 
the yearning for happiness, and when, in remembrance, all becomes 'a 
lighter shade of pale'. 

Research into the underlying reasons of our personal fates is also very 
necessary, in order to be able to correct what is falsely claimed today. It is the 
duty of those living to protect the honour of those comrades who gave their 
lives. 
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Sacrifice was the fate of the 'volunteers'. The harvest of sowing their 
anti-communist seeds was defamation, and persecution was the tragedy of 
their honour. There will always be 'volunteers', wherever a future of free
dom needs them. In the past they were called fantasists, sentimentalists, pre
tenders, party-followers and even country-bumpkins and of whom history 
has disapproved. Idealists should constantly protect themselves against the 
orthodox. 

We were born into an era which we could not determine, but which 
paved the way fo.r something enormous. It was an era in which Commu
nism was lifted out of its local setting and wanted to grow and spread 
throughout Europe. We banded together as its opponents, in wanting to 
ensure an honourable place for our nation, within the nations and new 
community of Europe. 

We believed that with our 'elite organisation' of not only upright Ger
man, but European 'volunteers' from the north-westerly lands, following 
the victory against communism, we could produce a reform, a Perestroika so 
to speak. With our participation in the Waffen SS we were treated on an 
equal basis, as every other. Some of us advanced to ranks above German sol
diers, such as the battalion commander who was a Dane, or like my brother 
Evert, a Dutchman, or I too, on a smaller scale, with 12 to 48 German 
soldiers under my command. 

In Bad Toiz at the Junkerschule, the party programme of the NSDAP 
was discussed amongst us, and dissected and criticised by the European offi-

Hendrik Verron and Paul Hausser, Stungarr, 1970 
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cers, withour any disciplinary action. What we practised, on a small-scale, 
gave us hope for the future, with not only Germany destined to lead. Was 
that to be Utopia, only an illusion? Perhaps, bur we thought then that it was 
possible. ' Lady luck' didn't see it like that. She saw to it that, after a lost war, 
we analysed and learned from this analysis. 

A life without a zenith, a yourh without reaching the heights or without 
ideals, was not for us . We lived in a time that needed the utmost effort. Per
haps it was the best that could have happened at that time in our manhood . 
It was a probation period for us that we came through with flying colours. 
Those of us who feel guilty must bow to that guilt. Today, what we fight 
against, whether as an individual or as a group, is the refusal of individual
ity, which is unjust and basically immoral! 

"Everything that is unjust nurtures the seed of destruction. " 
Alexander von Humbolt 



Epilogue 

A saga, that long epic of heroic achievement, in Medieval prose, was a 
larrative ofa long, involved account of a series of incidents. But it is not 

the same as a fairy-tale in prose. I guarantee that nothing of my account is a 
fairy story. My feelings and views from that period of my past are also hon
est. 

In my narration I have not tried to gloriFy, but to present a document 
that is as correct as an eyewitness from that era can describe. In this present 
day such a document is a bitter necessity. The past was not always ideal, for 
us or our opponents. I felt neither wistfulness nor nostalgic longings in writ
ing my book. The facts therein are pure unadulterated facts that are not to 
be twisted by others for their own false ends. My life was and is worth living. 

With this Epilogue I wish to give my heartfelt thanks to my comrade 
and former Second World War officer and Oberstfeutnantof the Wehrmacht 
Adolf Kruger, who read my book as a competent editor and corrected it. 
The same applies to Heid Ruhl, another former wartime officer and later se
nior teacher, who also assessed and gave a criticism on my book. Further 
thanks go to my brother-in-law, Dip.Eng. Jan Carl van dem Berge, and to 
Mrs Birgit Guden who typed my handwritten manuscript. 

Hendrik Verton, Spring 2003 

Federal Republic of Germany 
Federal Chancellor 
Bonn 17. 121952 
General (Retd) P. Hausser 
Ludwigsburg / Wittenburg 
48 Asperger 5n'cct 

My Dear General, 

1 n retrospect, 1 would like to send you encouraging information, that 

in my speech that 1 gave in Parliament on 3 Dccember 1952, one topic 

embraced the Declaration of Confidence for the former German 

Wehrnlflc/Jt, inclusive with thc members of the Waffen 55, inasmuch as 

they fought honourably for Germany, their Fatherland. 

I remain, in deep respect, 

Adenauer. 

262 



Bibliography 

Ahlfen, Hans von and Hermann iehoff, So kfimpfte Bres/all, Grafe und Unzer 
Verlag, MUnchen 1959 

Bamm, Peter, Die unsichtbare F/agge, Wissen Verlagsges., Herrsching 1989 
Bacque, James, Del' gep/ante Tod, Ullstein, Frankfurt/Main 1989 
Barraclough, Geoffrey, Die Einheit Europas ill Gedal/ken lind Tat, Gotringen 

1964 
Carell, Paul, Unternehmen Bflrbarossa, Ullstein, Frankfurt/Main 1963 
Delmer, Sefton, Die Delltsc/Jen lind ich, Nannen-Verlag, Hamburg 1962 
Bundesministerium fUr Vertriebene (Hrsg.), Dokllmentation der Vertreibung, 

Berlin 1957 
Groen, Koos, Landvermad, Unieboek, Weesp 1984 
Gleis, Horst G. W., Bres/aller Apokalypse 1945, 1988 
Haas, Georg, Brande an der OdeI', Ring-Verlag, Siegburg 1962 
Haas, Georg, Undgaben die Ho/fnltng nic/Jt fluf, Ring-Verlag, Siegburg 1962 
Hausser, Paul, Soldflten wieflndereallch, Munin Verlag, OsnabrLick 1966 
Helmdach , Erich, Uberfoll?, Kurt Vowinckel Verlag, eckargemUnd 1976 
Hohne, Heinz, Der Orden IInterdem Totenkopf Berteismann, GLitersloh 1967 
Hohne, Heinz, Gebt mil' llierJflhre Zeit, Ullstein, Berlin 1996 
Hornig, Ernst, Breslau 1945, Bergstadt-Verlag, M Unchen 1975 
Hoy, Werner, Festung Bres/tlll , Moewig Verlag, 1958 
Irving, David , Hitler lind seine Fe/dherren, Ullstein, Frankfurt 1975 
Kaps, Johannes, Die Tmgiidie Schiesiell5 1945/46, Verlag Christ Unterwegs, 

MLinchen 1952 
Kern, Erich, Dergroje Rfll/SC/;, Verlag K. W. SchLitz, Oldendorf 197 1 
Kleist, Peter, Auch' Dli Wflrst dflbei, Kurt Vowinckel Verlag, Heidelberg 1952 
Kogelfranz (Hrsg.), Siegfried, Die Vertriebenen, Rowohlt, Hamburg 1985 
Majewski , Ryszard and Teresa Sozanska, Die Schiac/Jt 11111 Bres/fllI, Union Verlag, 

Berlin, 1979 
Neulen, Hans Werner, An deutscher Seite, Universitas, MUnchen 1985 
Paul, Wolfgang, Erftorener Sieg, Bechtle Verlag, Esslingen 1975 
Peikert, Paul, restllng Bres/fllI, Union Verlag Berlin, 1966 
Ryan, Cornelius, Del' letzte Kflmpf Droelller-Knaur-Verlag, MLinchen 1966 
Steiner, Felix, Die Freiwilligen, Verlag K. W. SchUtz, Oldendorf 1973 
Strassner, Peter, Ellropfiische heiwillige, Nation Europa Verlag, Coburg 200 1 
Suworow, Viktor, Del' Eisbrecher, Klerr-Corra-Verlag, Stuttgart 1989 
Tayior, Alan John , English History 1914-1945, 1965 
Telpukowski, B. S., Gesc/;ic/;te del' Pflrtisflnenbewegltflg 
Treffner, Helmut, Geschic/Jte del' Waffill-SS 
Vaart Smit, H. W. van der, Kamptoestflnden 1944-1948, Verlag Keizerskroon, 

Haarlem 1949 
Vorst-Thijssen and De Boer, Daflr pmat je Iliet over - Killderen vm2 flute ollders, 

Utrecht 1995 
Zappel, Albrecht, Vortrage iiber die GesciJic/Jte Bres/filIS, 1993 



264 IN THE FIRE OF THE EASTERN FRO T 

Zayas, Alfred-Maurice de and Walter Rabus, VoLkerreehtsverletz ungen der 
Alliierten im Zweiten Weltkrieg, Langen MLillcr, MLinchen 1980 

Werth, Alexander, RlISsia at war, London 1964 
Zentner, Kurt, Allfitieg ails dem NieMs, Kicpenheuer & Witsch, Kaln 1954 





Stackpole Military History Series 



Real battles. Real soldiers. Real stories. 



Stackpole Military History Series 



Real battles. Real soldiers. Real stories. 



Stackpole Military History Series 



Stackpole Military History Series 

FOR EUROPE 
THE FRENCH VOLUNTEERS OF THE WAFFEN-SS 

Robert Forbes 

Impeccably researched, this book tells the story of the 
Frenchmen who, motivated by their hatred of 

Communism, chose to fight for the Third Reich in 
World War II, first in the regular army and then as part 
of the Waffen-SS. These unique soldiers participated in 

bitter combat, primarily against the Soviets, and 
returned home to an awkward peace. 

$21.95 • Paperback • 6 x 9 • 544 pages • 17 b/w photos, 6 maps 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 



Stackpole Military History Series 

FOR THE HOMELAND 
THE 31ST WAFFEN-SS VOLUNTEER GRENADIER 

DlVlSION IN WORLD WAR II 

Rudolf Pencz 

Formed in the fall ofl944, the 31st Waffen-SS 
Volunteer Grenadier Division was composed mainly of 
ethnic Germans living in Hungary. Mter a brief period 

of training, the division endured its baptism of fire 
against the Red Army in the Hungarian sector of the 

Eastern Front in late 1944. The 31st then participated 
in the battles southeast of Berlin, where the division 

fought until its battered remnants surrendered to the 
Soviets in May 1945. Rudolf Pencz's carefully 

researched account records the complete history of 
this rarely covered Waffen-SS formation. 

$21.95 • Paperback • 6 x 9· 304 pages • 27 b/w photos, 11 maps 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 



Stackpole Military History Series 

TWILIGHT OF THE GODS 
A SWEDISH VOLUNTEER IN THE 

11 TH SS PANZERGRENADIER DIVISION "NORDLAND" 
ON THE EASTERN FRONT 

Edited by Thorolf Hillblad 

This is the exciting true story of Erik Wallin, a Swedish soldier 
who volunteered for the Waffen-SS during World War II. 

Wallin served in the Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion of the 
11 th SS Panzergrenadier Division "Nordland," a unit 

composed largely of men from Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. 
Sent to the Eastern Front, the 11 th SS fought in the Courland 
Pocket in late 1944 and then battled the Red Army along the 

Oder River and in Berlin, where tlle Soviets destroyed the 
division. Few memoirs of non-Germans in the Waffen-SS exist, 

and Twilight of the Gods ranks among the very best. 

$18.95 • Paperback • 6 x 9 • 160 pages • 16 b/w photos, 1 map 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 



Stackpole Military History Series 

PANZER GUNNER 
A CANADIAN IN THE GERMAN 
7TH PANZER DIVISION, 1944-45 

Bruno Friesen 

Six months before World War II erupted in 1939, 
young Bruno Friesen was sent to Germany by his father, 

a German-speaking Mennonite who came to Canada 
from Ukraine and believed the Third Reich offered a 
better life than Canada. Friesen was drafted into the 

Wehrmacht three years later and ended up in the 7th 
Panzer Division. Serving as a gunner in a Panzer N tank 

and then aJagdpanzer N tank hunter, Friesen fought the 
Soviets in Romania in the spring of 1944, Lithuania that 

summer, and West Prussia in early 1945. 

$18.95 • Paperback • 6 x 9 • 240 pages • 56 blw photos, 4 maps 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 



Stackpole Military History Series 

TIGERS IN THE MUD 
THE COMBAT CAREER OF GERMAN PANZER 

COMMANDER OTTO CARIUS 

Otto Ganus, 

translated by Robert J Edwards 

World War II began with a metallic roar as the 
German Blitzkrieg raced across Europe, spearheaded 
by the most dreadful weapon of the twentieth century: 
the Panzer. Tank commander Otto Carius thrusts the 

reader into the thick of battle, replete with the 
blood, smoke, mud, and gunpowder so common 

to the elite German fighting units . 

$19.95 • Paperback • 6 x 9 • 368 pages 
5 1 photos • 48 illustrations • 3 maps 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 



Also available from Stackpole Books 

FIGHTING MEN OF WORLD WAR II 
VOLUME 1: AXIS FORCES 

VOLUME 2: ALLIED FORCES 

David Miller 

These comprehensive volumes present a full-color 
look at Axis and Allied soldiers in World War II, 
covering their weapons, equipment, clothing, 

rations, and more. The Axis volume includes Germany, 
Italy, and Japan while the Allied volume presents 

troops from the United States, Great Britain, and the 
Soviet Union. These books create a vivid picture of 
the daily life and battle conditions of the fighting 

men of the Second World War. 

$49.95 • Hardcover • 9 x 12 • 384 pages • 600 color illustrations 

WWW.STACKPOLEBOOKS.COM 
1-800-732-3669 




