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    Introduction

    

    This book of combat narratives contains accounts from German soldiers who fought on the Eastern Front against Russia between 1941 and 1945 in World War II. The stories have been put together to give you, the reader, a sense of what it was like to live, fight, and die in the war’s greatest battles.

    I’ve been interviewing German veterans for years and compiling their accounts covering nearly all the battles of World War II. These veterans, some aged close to ninety now, are still willing to talk about the past. The soldiers telling their stories here are just a few of the lucky ones that survived the war when millions of their countrymen did not.

    From the Battle of Stalingrad to the bitter end in Berlin in 1945, these men tell their story as they experienced it. What they have to say is not about glory and heroism, but of life and death, and how they survived. I knew each of these veterans personally, and knowing that their accounts will live on in this book is important. The war on the Eastern Front was a different battle from the one fought in the West, and the harshness of the last battles became more than simply stopping the enemy, but defending their homeland, the soil they were born on, the house they lived in, their parents, and their families.

    One of these veterans is Joachim Stempel, a survivor of Stalingrad and many long years in Russian captivity. There is also the story of Ernst Panse, another Stalingrad veteran, providing his perspective on the desperate fighting from inside the Stalingrad pocket. The account of Alfred Regeniter of the 276th Assault Gun Brigade gives more details about how fierce the fighting on the Eastern Front could be, even when protected in an armored assault gun firing high explosives. Gerd Döhler describes the futile defense on the Oder River in 1945 in the face of a massive Russian attack, holding out with a handful of sixteen-year-olds—Luftwaffen Helfer—knowing that any victory would be only a temporary one. There are also accounts from the final days in Berlin, the German capital, where some soldiers still believed that the Wunderwaffen—Wonder Weapons—promised by Hitler would help them turn the tide. It was a vain hope.

    This book is about the Eastern Front. When you read these stories, you’ll learn again that war is humanity’s most terrible affliction. For those that were there, the memories remain, even to this day.

    


    Hans J. Wijers

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1

    

    The 24th Panzer Division

    at Stalingrad

    Ernst Panse

    In this report, I’d like to explain how my unit—the 9th Company, 3rd Battalion, 24th Panzer Division (field post number 11468)—was ordered to intervene in the encirclement battle of Stalingrad in the area of Kalach on the Don and how we experienced the bitter end on February 2, 1943, with the surrender of Stalingrad.

    With my memoir of the Stalingrad cauldron, whose end had major repercussions for the remainder of the Second World War, I wanted to make clear how horrible war becomes when the orders are to hold on and hold out to the last breath. As a simple soldier, a private first class and radioman in the tank of the commander of 9th Company, I experienced what men can survive in 20 to 30 degrees of frost and an icy steppe wind—for two and a half months with daily rations of only 100 grams of bread, 60 grams of meat or fat, six cigarettes, half a liter of tea or coffee, and, if it was available, half a liter of horse meat soup. I want to explain the horrors of war, in which thousands of men are killed, frozen to death, starved, or devoured by lice.

    My personal experiences in the war made me very philosophical in life because I asked myself, “What is the purpose of this horrible shedding of blood? What is the purpose of these horrors the survivors had to experience before they found peace at home after the war?” I did not see one soldier who gave his life out of enthusiasm for Führer and country, but all of them fought for their lives until the last. Death kept hundreds of thousands from going home. Their bones fill mass graves in and around Stalingrad. Even today, thousands of people are still listed as missing. Even today, family members mourn their dead.


    [image: ]

    Ernst Panse.

    LOOKING BACK ON THE STALINGRAD “CAULDRON”

    On November 22, 1942, the “cauldron” began. Our unit, the 9th Company of the 24th Panzer Division, was pulled out of the battles in Stalingrad to be refreshed ninety kilometers to the west in the rear areas. The big losses of men and materiel made this necessary. We were billeted at the State Sovchoze Krepp on a small hill in the Don Steppe. Certainly, there wasn’t much produced here except oats, barley, and grain. But there was water in the shape of a small lake and several sources in the village, which consisted of about thirty houses that had been scattered about the area. Furthermore, there was a first-aid post and a big, beautiful school in which the 3rd Platoon was billeted. For the first time in a long time, we had the chance to make ourselves a bit comfortable. Apart from a daily company roll call and guard duties, we had no jobs to do. We used this opportunity to get a thorough clean-up and to catch up on our letter writing.

    The local population consisted of Kolchoz farmers, but even more of refugees, which had come from the area of the Ukraine. The houses were billeted to capacity, even more as some houses had to be evacuated for our soldiers. The civilians capable of work were compelled to help with the digging in of our vehicles by our unit. In the hard steppe soil, this was no easy task. For this they got a warm midday meal and cold ration everyday. Why dig in the vehicles? For starters it was a protection against bombing, and second, we wanted to spend the winter here. At that time we did not know things would turn out differently. We made a lively use of the sauna and the shower, and our dirty laundry was washed, ironed, and repaired by women and girls from the village. In exchange for that, from time to time we would give them a tin of conserved goods, bread, or chocolate, whatever we still had at this time. In political discussions all Russians, however, clung to their views that Stalin would win the war instead of Hitler. The presence of our Servicing Company on the Kolchoz was very valuable. Day by day we worked diligently to prepare the tanks for battle. Here we received some new reinforcements in combat techniques and men.

    Days and weeks passed by. We felt good and would have preferred to wait here for the end of the war. The tanks were combat-ready again. In this time, there were some transfers within the tank crew. As radioman of the platoon commander, I bade farewell to Lieutenant Höfel and had to mount up with company commander Capt. Cuno von Meyer. I was not pleased with this higher assignment, but it was an order. But until the end, we got along well together.

    At a roll call on November 15, all technical equipment was checked for readiness. I had the job of checking all the radios, aligning the frequencies, and subsequently reporting about their readiness. Four days passed.

    On November 21, seventeen operational tanks were allotted to their crews. They were given full loads of ammunition and gas. A radio check was carried out, and everything was aligned. We now started to grow tense because we suspected a new battle. Everyone had to take care of their private effects, like laundry or mail. Extra rations were received; the iron rations were renewed. So something was definitely in the wind.

    We were informed at a company briefing that we were to leave Krepp the next day at 8:00 A.M. In the afternoon, the company commander returned from the regimental staff. In a subsequent briefing—which I attended as main radioman—we were sworn to silence and informed that the Russians had assembled heavy forces, including armor, in the Kalmuck steppe and were about to threaten our left flank. Our objective for the next day’s march would be Kalach on the Don, about eighty kilometers away. From there, other orders came. Everyone split up in silence. In the evening, I collected my laundry from the laundry maid, who was saddened by our sudden departure. I had brought her a few tins of bread and chocolate. I slept very badly during this last night; the days to come would be similarly insecure.

    At 6:00 A.M. on the dot the next morning, we were awakened, drank our coffee, and quickly ate a few slices of bread. At 7:00, we were ordered to dismiss, and we mounted the vehicles, which had already been warmed up. All the tank commanders were called to see the company commander one last time. I ordered radio tests; everything worked. Then the call came to mount up. “Company march!” At 8:00, we left our beautiful quarters. The dawn was foggy and murky; it was five degrees, and there was a little snow. The majority of our workshop company remained as several tanks and trucks were in need of repairs. These men were placed under Lieutenant Höfel with orders to follow as soon as possible.

    In our column, there were seventeen tanks: ten Panzer IIs with 5cm short-barreled and long-barreled guns; five Panzer IVs, of which four had 75mm short-barreled guns and one had a 75mm long-barreled gun (our most penetrating one); and two 5cm short-barreled guns, which were company commander’s vehicles with additional radio equipment. I was in one of these with the company commander. In addition to this operational combat unit, there were also the necessary supply vehicles.

    We made good progress in the beginning, but the snow-drifts became more and more dense. In the Rachels or Balkas, which are ravines that are often found in the Don steppe, dangerous skidding occurred. Some of these ravines were so big that we could not drive around them but had to cross these seemingly insurmountable obstacles in one way or another. With a delay of two hours, we reached our objective, Kalach. In a briefing, we learned that the first Russian armored units had reached the outskirts of Kalach but had withdrawn after a short firefight.

    Our unit received its orders for the next day. We radiomen got new encrypted radio documents with specific orders not to let them fall into enemy hands. After a short evening meal of bread in our warm hut, we stretched out and slept without taking our clothes off. By morning, it was quite cold. Disorder set in when some artillery shells were heard detonating outside; tanks guns also intervened. Without food or drink, we rushed out to the vehicles, whose engines warmed up quickly. Off we went to the action.

    Our task was to secure the southern edge of the town with our tanks. As the company commander’s tank, we looked for a point from which we could keep an eye on all three platoons. But we soon found out that our location was very insufficient for radio communications; a big power line strongly influenced the operations of the radio, and we had to change position. Although the radio communications improved dramatically, we lost visual contact with our 1st Platoon and could keep in touch only via the wireless. Every thirty minutes, the platoon commanders had to report in on their position and situation. Oberfeldwebel Frenzel of 1st Platoon had to secure a wooden bridge that crossed a stream like the Unstrut, though it was devoid of water. This bridge was to be secured only from the eastern side and not crossed in a westerly direction. The reports that came in brought nothing new for the first two hours. Then all of a sudden, there was a message from 1st Platoon: “On the western side, large Russian cavalry units are approaching. I’m crossing.” That was his last report. For us, he was no longer useable. Both of the other platoons could withdraw by evening without any bigger fighting.

    A report from Oberfeldwebel Frenzel, which reached us before Christmas in the cauldron, contained the following description:

    
      According to my estimation of the position on the eastern bank of the bridge, I could not undertake any viable action against the cavalry. I gave the order to cross and in this way I got into the flank of the cavalry, which had not seen us properly yet. We opened fire from all barrels and forced the cavalry to turn away with heavy losses. Suddenly eight T-34s appeared in front of us and opened fire immediately. This uneven battle ended very quickly despite our defense. In about five minutes, all five of our tanks were killed and burned. Of the twenty-five men in the crews, only five managed to save themselves; all the rest were dead. The five of us each searched out a wandering horse from the cavalrymen and made ourselves scarce. At dusk, in ever increasing snowdrifts, we reached the first German infantry units. There we were debriefed and sent to the rear.


    

    He also gave us the names of the men who had survived the ride. At the end, he added that Lieutenant Höfel also had managed to get away and reach German lines with two German tanks and several trucks after having spent the night in a Russian column. Furthermore, two days after our departure from Krepp, Russian units were reported to have entered it. That was the beginning of the Stalingrad cauldron.


    BITTER TIMES

    The battle of encirclement hardly had begun when we felt the mighty pressure of the Red Army. We soon found out that the Russians had planned to turn the tide and stop us once and for all. We did not like the reinforced appearances of the T-34s since we knew that these were far superior to our tanks in fighting technology. A direct hit on our Panzer IIs or Panzer IVs would enter at the front and exit at the rear. The only one that could defend against the T-34s was our Panzer IV with the 75mm long-barreled gun. But this applied only to the strength of the gun; with regard to the strength of our armor, it was still far inferior. This unequal battle now had to be waged day after day. Our only relief was that not all bullets and shells hit their mark.

    We had to leave Kalach, a small steppe city on the Don, to the enemy after a few days. The Russians pressured us with far more powerful units, especially tanks with mounted infantry. From this time on, only the bald steppe was our home. Sharp icy winds blew day after day in our faces. The snow was still bearable in its amounts, but with storms and sharp winds, it became a hell. At this time, I often thought of our infantrymen, who had to endure this hell in holes dug in the snow or in the ground; because of the continuous movement of the front, there were no prepared positions. In our tanks, we still had a roof over our head. But none of us had any winter clothing. When we were moving about in the daytime, it was somewhat warm in the fighting compartment, but during the night, it was unbearably cold, although we wrapped up in any blanket available. At that time, we did not have any heating in our tanks. Our driver, Alfons Bartsch, had organized a heating lamp, which did excellent service for us five men everyday.

    Our daily fighting took place as if we were the fire department. Wherever there was action at the front, we were sent into it. This inevitably cost us men and materiel. Of the seventeen tanks we carried into action, only eight were left, and these looked mightily run down. The so-called rubbage bin at the turret looked like a sieve. It contained our personal effects like blankets, overcoats, cooking utensils, and materials with which to wash and clean up. The track covers all had been damaged to some extent and hung there like rags. The water-collection tube had been shot off my bow MG, and the daily-thaw water ran into my ball mounting. Every morning, I had to thaw it out from the inside with our heat lamp in order to be able to fight. That always was very pleasing because of the heat generated, even when our nasal orifices turned black.

    After only a week, the Red Army had closed the ring around Stalingrad so tightly that there was no way out. The supply of the encircled 6th Army under Colonel General von Paulus from now on was carried out by Ju52 and Ju90 airplanes. From this moment onward, the supplies of the troops changed radically. After two weeks, the entire army was put on half rations and after that on one-quarter rations. This meant that every soldier daily received only 100 grams of bread, 60 grams of meat or fat, and, if available, a soup of dehydrated vegetables or horse meat. These rations contributed to the rapid weakening of the fighting power of the troops. Icy winds, snowdrifts, no roof overhead, and an empty stomach—all of that affected strength for combat. Only the fear of the Russians and captivity sustained our fighting morale to some extent.

    In the meantime, December had come. The cauldron grew smaller and smaller as the Russians pressed in from all sides. The slogan “Hold on, Manstein is coming!” became the only hope for the encircled men. But nothing came of this. There were heaps of wounded, frozen men, and dead. There were 350,000 men in the cauldron: how many will be left of them today? Then all of a sudden, there was a new variation, a new glimmer of hope. There was talk that on the road over the Don heights, heavy units, tanks, artillery, and motorized infantrymen had been assembled in order to try a breakout from within. Something moved in these directions. At the time our small group was assembled, we were in the area of Pitomnik and Karpowka. When we passed a stream with a wooden bridge in our advance toward the road over the Don heights, we noticed a sign on which was written, “Berlin 3600 km?”

    When we arrived at our objective on a large plain, there were hundreds of vehicles standing around. This first day in the assembly area brought nothing. On the second day, a mighty tank battle developed in the afternoon. In the meantime, Russian tank units had reached our assembly area. At this point, we were so strong, however, that we could decide the battle in our favor. We stood about three kilometers to the west and had little influence on the outcome of the battle. Suddenly to our left, there was a series of detonations, and twenty-five pillars of smoke rose straight into the sky. A short while later, six trucks (Opel Blitz) with aircrews mounted showed up in front of our positions. The aircrews had blown up their aircraft on the German front airfield, as the Russians were overrunning it with their tank columns as well. There was no more time to take off.

    The third day was quiet again, and everyone was waiting for the order to break out. This breakout hit a snag; all motorized units could and should take part in the breakout with the condition that the infantry units were to remain in the cauldron. In this large assembly area from which the breakout was to be launched, aircraft were constantly landing and taking out wounded soldiers; at the same time, they were bringing in war materiel like shells, ammunition, fuel, and food. By noon, all commanders had to report to the staff, and we believed that we would get orders for the operation. After an hour and a half, we were told that Paulus had returned from OKW with the order to hold the cauldron at all costs, as the Caucasus army would be cut off otherwise. We all made long faces because now all we had were our hopes for Manstein to keep us going.

    Everybody on the road on the Don heights now scattered, and we also were pulled off for new fire service operations. For this purpose, the next morning we were ordered to get briefed at the staff. With our tank, the only runner, we drove to the general. His bunker (there were several) also was located in the steppe. A double sentry asked for our assignment. The company commander identified himself and went into the command post. We also climbed out of our tank and had a look at the area. In the rising sun between two bunkers, we noticed a giant pile of complete winter suits. Unnoticed by the sentries who were making their rounds, we carried out a brief fitting. Apart from the boots, everything went quickly. When we tried to return to the tank with our valuable booty, the sentries noticed us. But we did not follow the order to bring everything back, and when an officer arrived and repeated this order, we did not obey it right away. The guard was immediately alerted and threatened with a loaded and locked machine pistol. A short discussion with the officer did not bring any success, so we all were very bitter about it. Later, we learned that two days later a Russian tank force found this area, and the Germans burned these precious goods before fleeing. Since even our company commander could do nothing about it, we returned to our unit with our operations order.

    In the meantime, we had only six operational tanks left. Units of the Romanian Army, which were operating in the southern part of the Kalmuck steppe, had been overrun and beaten back by the Red Army. This entire army was reeling back in blind panic. The German Army command tried to plug this gap by shoving in German troops. This included our unit with six tanks, which was to be ready to march in ninety minutes. We don’t know what awaits us there. The distance we had to travel would be about forty kilometers. The weather was cold, 22 degrees below zero, with icy winds and snowdrifts from time to time. For the first twenty-five kilometers, everything went well, but then the snowdrifts increased, and the road markers could barely be made out. Now and then, there was a tactical sign that indicated which units were in this area.

    Suddenly, horse-powered Romanian units showed up in front of us. Here one truly could say, “Man and horse and wagon—the Russian has beaten them.” The first ones still tried to clear the road for us, but as we advanced, nobody did that anymore. Judging by their equipment, this unit was incapable of stopping the heavily armored units of the Red Army. The time passed, and it became progressively darker; our company commander ordered a halt. There were two reasons for this: first, we could not wage a battle by night, and second, there was the danger in the chaos of the cauldron of suddenly finding ourselves in a Russian sector of the front. Over the radio, we formed a hedgehog position, and guards were posted for the night. Our “911” took the first watch from 8:00 to 10:00. The night was relatively quiet, apart from the flares, which generally marked the course of the front line. There was no contact with the enemy. We found out that we still were several kilometers from the main line of resistance. There was nothing to eat anymore, as we had already consumed our daily ration of one slice of bread and sixty grams of conserved meat in the afternoon. But we made do with one bottle of diluted rum that we still had. This was not very much for five men. We quickly rolled ourselves in our blankets and slept until dawn.

    By morning, there was mighty artillery and machine-gun fire, and everyone was ready for battle immediately. By radio, we were all ordered to load our special shells in case we bumped into T-34s. There was no food or drink, and we moved out straightaway. After a short drive, we found out that the T-34s had made a mess of it all. We not only ran into Romanians but also scattered groups of German infantry who were exhorted to turn around by our company commander. Seeing our six tanks, they followed us; some rode on top of the tanks. We still had half an hour’s drive before we made contact with the enemy. The Russians here didn’t have T-34s, but they had antitank guns. The infantry had to dismount, and it started. We fired some rounds from our guns and our machine guns. As we fired, we discovered that the gun of our Panzer III ejected the shell only halfway. Therefore, we had to pull out the rest by hand; it was very hot. This was a powerful obstacle to our fighting power.

    By midday, we reached the actual main line of resistance without major contacts with the enemy. About 500 meters in front of us was a thick hedgerow in which the Russian infantry had dug in. We were in a small ravine so that our tank had cover but a bad field of fire. Our company commander contacted the staff of our resident infantry in order to prepare a common attack. Suddenly, there was a mighty roar of engines, and out of the hedgerow, a T-34 burst forth. Now we were shocked and expected more. But nothing happened. With his barrel threateningly pointed in our direction, the T-34 drove down his sector of the front line. After about a kilometer, it turned around and drove back provocatively, without firing a round. After an hour, it showed up to do the same maneuver again. It certainly was his objective to lure our firepower, but we did not do him the favor. In the meantime, it had become 3:00 P.M., and this provocative ride had been repeated several times without any success.

    Then it was decided that this position had to fall before the onset of darkness. Two men of each tank crew had to dis-embark with a machine gun to reinforce the infantry in their positions. Three men remained in each tank with the guns, and I was ordered by our company commander to drive back to the repair shop with our driver to have the gun fixed. My boss, Wilhelm Hermes, and Herbert Schwertner remained with the infantry. I was really pleased with this decision, since it meant I would have a roof over my head.


    AN OBSTACLE RIDE

    The drive was far from simple. According to the advice of our boss, we only needed to concentrate on the tactical sign of our unit to arrive. (These signs showed a fence with a horse jumping over it.) So we moved off. I stood in the turret, and we communicated over the internal radio. But already the first decision was difficult, as our tactical sign pointed away from the main road, but we followed the direction. After a drive of several kilometers, we saw a small village in front of us in a valley. It was about 4:00 P.M., and it already was getting dark. In front of the village and to the right, a single house stood, and as we approached, we saw flames rising up from the rear of the house. Two “chained dogs” (military police) were standing guard there. Our first thought was that we can get something here. So we made for the house and dismounted.

    The chained dogs told us to move on, but we had become curious as we could see cases and boxes in the burning part of the house. We tried to enter the house, but the chained dogs did not allow it. But should we leave all to the flames? So we mounted our tanks, went into reverse, and collapsed the old block house. The flames got air, and we got the schnapps, cigarettes, chocolate, and English biscuits—a rich booty. The chained dogs meanwhile had concluded that we were not to be trifled with since our driver, Alfons, had threatened to use his weapon. Now we loaded up whatever our tank could carry—four boxes with twenty-five bottles of schnapps each, five boxes of 500 tablets of chocolate each, several thousand cigarettes, and three boxes of biscuits. We had become fully unfit for battle, and we were conscious of having done a punishable deed. But we had taken the booty not only for ourselves, but also for the entire unit, as far as it still existed.

    We now turned toward the village that was on our line of march, which was located on the western bank of a totally dehydrated stream. Here our pioneers had laid a bridge that could carry only eight tons; with our eighteen tons, we could not cross. Next to it to the right, there was a second ford, but the steep embankments of the stream—which would pose no obstacle in dry and non-frosty weather—nearly became a death trap for us. But we had to go forward if we were to reach our unit. On the valley floor stood a twelve-ton Panzer II, which had tried to take the slope umpteen times but had slipped back again and again. Now we stood behind it. The mutual shoving did not help. In the meantime, it seemed like the Russians had noticed the position and were firing artillery and mortars in our direction. I tried to convince some truck drivers who were high on the bridge to pull us out, but most were not up to the challenge; others made themselves scarce when shells burst. Would this be our end? Suddenly, a three-axle Krupp with a tow rope showed up. It hooked up in front of us. First, the Panzer II in front of us went up, and then it was our turn. Gratefully, we donated ten bottles of schnapps, fifty chocolate tablets, and a carton of cigarettes to the three-man crew. They were very pleased with this, and we were happy to be out of this sticky situation.

    Meanwhile, it had become dark, and as we were forbidden to use our lights, we drove on using our night-lights. It was very difficult for me to watch out for tactical signs, as none could be overlooked. We communicated over our internal radio. At places we could not oversee or junctions in the road, we dismounted and decided together what to do. Apart from flares in the distance, there was no sign of life. We were alone in the icy cold steppe, with the main line of resistance then near, then far away. By midnight, the area became more animated; now and then, we passed a few parked vehicles with guards. But they were not Russians. As we saw our tactical sign again, we stopped and noticed some trucks. We dismounted and asked a guard about our whereabouts. The information was positive since there were units of the 24th Panzer Division here. The repair company was farther back, and we decided to spend the night here. Quickly, one more bottle was opened, and everyone took a hefty draught, and then we rolled into our blankets and slept.

    At the crack of dawn, we got exact directions, and after driving for an hour, we arrived at the repair shop. There the first breakfast was going on, and we received a hot cup of coffee. In addition, we got our daily ration of one slice of bread and sixty grams of tinned meat. When duty began, we reported to the repair shop commander and told him our problem. He generously put a one-ton prime mover at our disposal for our great baggage; we gave some to the repair crews and made our way to the trains. Here we were greeted as if we were Santa, but it was not divided up until the combat units returned. By afternoon, we got our Panzer III back from the repair shop in a well-repaired state, and our five tanks eventually returned. There were no losses in men, but two of our tanks had suffered mightily. Our joy was great; everyone was still alive, and there was a great deal to tell about the last twenty-four hours.

    The combat group had not had an easy time of it. The T-34 had continued to provoke and ventured out more and more. This was too much for the three Panzer IIIs, and the first shells left the barrels. The T-34 was hit but not wounded. As the Russian subsequently fired, it was in the right position for the Panzer IV with the long barrel. The first shell was a direct hit, and before the T-34 could turn around and make himself scarce, the second hit him and put an end to him. This colossus now stood burning and didn’t move anymore. From the terrain in front of us came a mighty fire of infantry weapons with mortars and ratschbumms (small artillery pieces with short range but high penetration). For our task group, this was the beginning of the counterattack in conjunction with the infantry.

    Four Panzer IIIs launched the counterattack, with the big Panzer IV remaining in reserve. With powerful bursts of fire and tank support, the whole matter was cleared up in one hour. The enemy had not counted on our strength and left his positions head over heels. These were expanded upon overnight by our people and handed over to the infantry the next day. We withdrew. On the other hand, two of the Panzer IIIs had suffered serious damage that could be fixed only by the repair shop. Now we had a look at our booty and divided it. Everyone in the fighting unit—thirty men in all—received a bottle of schnapps, five packets of cigarettes, and five bars of chocolate. Subsequently, a tin of biscuits was divided. The rest was handed over to the kitchen for storage.

    In the evening, we got our daily rations, which were swallowed down with a swig from the bottle, and then we slept. Our tank was our place of rest; sometimes, it was somewhat uncomfortable, but at least we had a roof overhead. The morning was spent rather quietly; everyone tried to wash, brush his teeth, and shave since this was not possible everyday. Then we were ordered to do technical work on all our weapons and instruments. On that day, the sun was shining for several hours, which was a relief for us. For the first time in a long time, we had a hot midday meal. We got dried vegetables with plenty of horse meat—a special treat for our hungry stomachs. When we asked where the meat came from, the answer was that we took a half-starved horse from the passing Romanian units. The day was spent in quiet, and even mail was distributed. I got two letters from home. In the icy cold tank, the mail was read and answered straightaway. I had only two field post stamps left to send my dear ones at home a message and let them know I was alive. I could not tell them that we were in the Stalingrad cauldron, but I drew a circle, and my family understood.

    By this time, we were in the vicinity of the village of Karpowka, a small town in the Don steppe. On the second day of our stay, our commander was called to the commanding general’s command post, and we already suspected new orders. After his arrival at 3:00 P.M., we were given our new orders: “The new task! Comrades, tomorrow we have the task to reconnoiter the sector of terrain on Hill 218, the so-called White House, where we have had contact with the enemy before, but where everything is still unclear. This will be done by the ‘911,’ the ‘912,’ and the long-barreled Panzer IV. The rest will remain here. There will be no infantry support; we are left to our own devices.”

    This was another suicide mission. That’s what I thought. Everyone could now adjust physically and morally. After an unquiet night, the engines warmed up in the morning. A quick swig from the bottle and the daily rations as breakfast, and then we were handed four daily rations which I got at the administration. At exactly eight o’clock, we said good-bye and drove off into the unknown. We depended on our company commander to find the place of our operations since he had a good general staff map. After about two hours, we reached Hill 218, and shortly afterward, we found the White House. It was no more than a steel-like building with a locked door. Apart from some tufts of steppe grass and some wood, there was nothing to be found. So we mounted up and continued.

    In front of us, there was nothing but steppe with some snow and foggy weather. Visibility was about 500 meters. On our radio, I picked up incomprehensible conversations, which disappeared once again. We eventually reached the peak of the hill. Suddenly, to our left and right, large terrain covered with small bushes appeared, which grew into groups of trees fifteen meters high. Those to our right were lower than those to our left. In single file, we drove through the middle of the forest. The wall of fog in front of us broke up a little, and at about two kilometers distance, we could make out the silhouettes of three T-34s, which were standing at right angles to our course to our left. Over the radio, I informed everyone, but they had seen them already. So we had to be careful here. We drove forward a few hundred meters, until we were fifty meters from the edge of the wooded area. Here my commander posted the “912” to the left in the woodland, with the direction of fire to the left. He positioned the Panzer IV to the right in the terrain, with the direction of fire to the right. We remained standing in the middle of the road with our aim at six o’clock (toward the rear).

    To conserve fuel, we all had to switch off the engines. Now we had to wait. All tank commanders had opened the upper turret hatch and were observing the area with their binoculars. All of a sudden, there is a rifle shot; our commander half-falls into the turret and shouts, “These swine!” What had happened? Close to our tank, a Russian sniper must have lain in wait, and he had given our Cuno (that was the Christian name of our commander) a grazing shot to the head. The field cap and the skullcap had been penetrated and the hair had been singed a little. This was the first shock. The aimer and loader then got out to the left of the turret; Cuno also joined them. They searched the entire area but found nothing—no sniper, no rifle; it was as if the earth had swallowed him up. All three boarded again in order to regain some composure.

    After about thirty minutes, we heard an increase in engine noises. So we increased our vigilance. Then the noise got stronger and stronger, and to our left came a T-34 at full speed. In all the tension, we had forgotten that we could not drive at all since our electrical starter was broken, and we could get our Panzer III moving by cranking the handle. But in order to achieve that, two of our men had to get out. At the time, this was impossible because the second T-34 had arrived and nearly rammed us as it curved away between us and our Panzer IV into the woodland. Fortunately, the T-34 had turned its gun toward the rear and was not immediately ready to open fire. On the other hand, our Panzer IV had switched quickly and put an end to it with a direct hit. The first T-34 had suffered the same fate as the second one, but we had not seen that. Over the radio, we communicated that we had seen three T-34s, so one more was in the offing. In the meantime, we had turned our gun in the direction of twelve o’clock in order to be able to help firing in case of a trap. But our engine still was not turning. So Schwertner and I went out to crank the engine. We succeeded, and our Panzer III could move again. Now we stood and waited.

    Over the radio, we discussed the situation and praised the Panzer IV crew. We decided to wait thirty more minutes and then leave the theater of fighting. The fog had closed in again, and the view had gotten worse. The black smoke of the two burning T-34s could hardly be seen. When after thirty minutes we wanted to begin moving and checked out the situation, we heard engine noise in the distance. So we got into the vehicles and paid attention. We had heard well; up came our number three—slower and more wary, though. He turned his gun to the right, then to the left, feeling out the vicinity; all was not well here. Our Panzer IV had moved his position to the front a little, and our Panzer III moved a little to the rear in order to increase the field of fire for the Panzer IV. Suddenly, the T-34 fired into the wood blindly. That was the moment that our Panzer IV made its deadly hit. Three T-34s were knocked out quickly behind one another; that was unique for our unit since we would have fared badly without the Panzer IV. All three left this scene of battle and discussed the remainder of our mission outside the small woodland. We concluded that apart from these events, there had been no contact with the enemy. So we decided to return to our base, which we reached by evening. Another day had passed without any losses, even though it had plenty of excitement. Our boss said good-bye and drove to the staff to make his report.


    OUR LAST ACTION AS “FIRE DEPARTMENT”

    Our operation as “fire department” led us from Kalach on the Don via Marinowka, Karpowka toward Pitomnik, Gumrak, across the railway line toward Gorodiche, the northernmost salient in the cauldron. For several weeks, fierce battles had been raging here. The positions changed hands daily. By day, our troops sat in the prepared positions there. At night, in a snow storm, which was blowing impenetrably from the east most of the time, all of a sudden the Russians were standing in front of the trench. There was little resistance from our side. Whoever managed to save himself had to make his way out in a flight to the rally positions, which were better garrisoned and armed. It simply was a tactical innovation of our infantry units to garrison the first line of defense weakly in order to keep the losses to a minimum.

    It was, however, of vital importance for us to hold the area in order to prevent the Russians from entering Stalingrad. And the Russians attached great value to seizing this sector of the front line since it was the shortest way into Stalingrad. In this area of the northern blocking position, we now were mixing it up for days. At dawn, with the infantry, we had to retake the positions that had been lost overnight. We succeeded in doing that by day, though two of our tanks were left on the battlefield and both had suffered direct hits from a ratschbumm. Only a few crewmembers got out in one piece. The worst in these actions was the miserable weather and not being able to make out the enemy, who was hiding well-camouflaged behind snow walls. The white snowsuits of the Red Army men completed the camouflage.

    One morning we were almost caught. We drove up to the invisible position when all of a sudden three Russians and a ratschbumm appeared in front of us. With great presence of mind, our driver pulled our Panzer III in a sharp turn to the left and was able to catch the small gun and the three Russians with the right track. For us, it was a great shock—and for the Russians, too, because they stood in front of our tank as if turned to stone. They were moved off as prisoners by the infantry that accompanied us. The shock was all the greater for me, and I was still busy with warming up the machine-gun mounting with our heating lamp inside the tank. And it was even worse because I had taken off my shoes and was sitting in the tank in socks. For me, it was a warning for later actions.


    DECEMBER 14, 1942

    Exactly a year ago today, I had arrived home for a three-week leave; my parents and sisters were very excited. This December 14 was to be the last operation for me and the entire crew. By afternoon, our company commander came back from the O group. In a briefing with the tank commanders, he announced the following: in the northern blocking position, the Russians have penetrated our main line of resistance over a depth of 600 meters and a width of 400 meters. Reconnaissance has shown that the Russians have some infantry, some antitank rifles, some heavy machine guns, and some mortars there. Our mission was to use our Panzer III and short-barreled Panzer IV there. The remaining long-barreled Panzer IV cannot be used because it has no shells.

    We were to be accompanied by three SPWs (Schützenpanzerwagen, or armored personnel carriers) with full crews (about thirty men) and equipment. The commander was of the opinion that this would not last long, and we were clear about everything. We’ll move out for the attack at 3:30 P.M. Everyone now was thoughtful; war was not a game. An hour later, we drew cold rations for five days once more. I was charged with the administration and the distribution. By afternoon, we had some warm food, and everyone got half a liter of horse meat soup with dried vegetables. It was better than nothing, and overall, it was warm. By 3:00, the three SPWs rolled up for the attack. At exactly 2:30, our two crews were ordered to mount up and move out. The road to the scene of the action was not long, about four kilometers.

    It was already getting a little dark; the weather was clear with a temperature of 25 degrees below zero. About half way there, we were contacted over radio by the staff with the order to delay the attack by thirty minutes. We stopped and checked everything again. Then we noticed a Russian reconnaissance aircraft at low height. It was circling around for a while and then disappeared. It was obvious to us that it was reporting our movements. The thirty minutes did not last long for us, and we got the idea of eating our daily rations. We all were hungry, but the boss ordered that everyone was to consume only half a slice of buttered bread, which I was to prepare. Hermes, the gun aimer, still had three bottles of diluted rum and took out a bottle. Before we had drunk the first round, I buttered the slices and handed them out. We would have liked to eat more, but no longer could stomach it.

    There still were six more minutes to go. The commander ordered, “Panse, give us a few musical notes.” With my mouth organ over the microphone, it sounded as if it came over the radio. What does one play in such a situation? At exactly 4:15 P.M., the call came over the radio: “Men, here we go!” In the meantime, it had gotten dark, and the moon arose over the heavens; it grew cold. Along the way, we passed a knocked-out T-34, with burned-out containers lying all around. We continued up a hill, at whose summit we could make out a trench system. On the other hand, there were many dead soldiers lying around there. The snow lightly covered most of them, and we could not be sure which nationality they were. The three APCs drove about fifty meters to our right.

    When we crossed the summit, all of a sudden antitank fire opened up from our left flank. Now we knew we had reached the Russian main line of resistance. Halfway to our right and in front of us, the Panzer IV took position. Still we did not return fire. We kept going forward and looked out to make out the exact positions. Suddenly, there were the first hits on our gun mounting. We noticed at impact that these were not ordinary shells; each impact rained sparks. The fire increased constantly, and we also returned fire several times as well. Again and again, there was this serial red glow in front of us. Now we were certain that these were not the simple antitank rifles, but that some antitank guns were firing at us as well. The skies were continuously brightened by star shells fired by the Russians. We could clearly make out what was going on. By driving to and fro, we changed positions in order to force the Russians to change their aim at us again and again. While doing this, we had to take care not to present our flanks to the enemy because we had weak armor there. About thirty meters in front of us, the Panzer IV was doing the same maneuvers. Via the radio, we inquired about the situation with the Panzer IV, which already had reported some hits.

    This tank was of a new type, which we had gotten in Krepp. At some locations on its outer hull, it had three-centimeter-thick reinforcing plates; behind it, there was a hollow space of five centimeters. This had the advantage that a shell would mostly penetrate the outermost layer but would have its angle changed and therefore could not easily penetrate the main armor. The entire exchange of fire already had lasted ten minutes, and the hits on our frontal armor became more virulent—a sign that we were closing in on the enemy guns. All of a sudden, there was a new hit, and only the right track was still turning—according to our driver, Alfons Bartsch, who reported this over the intercom. There were some attempts to continue, but we did not advance anymore; neither did we retreat. We found out that we had been hit in the left-side transmission and were not capable of maneuvering anymore. All that was left to us was to bail out. The boss gave the order for it in succession: aimer, loader, and then it was to be my turn, but the boss had orders to inform the Panzer IV about our situation and counsel them to fight their way back to the T-34, which we had passed in our advance toward the main line of resistance. There we were to report our situation in the infantry command post. In bailing out, we used the turret hatch away from the enemy, since we did not want to run the risk of being shot by Russian infantry. In order to do this, everyone had to pull himself up in the turret and drop himself backwards into the snow. It all went well; our driver was the last to bail out.

    What could we do now, without a roof over our head? No one could take anything with him. In our black tankers’ uniforms, we clearly stood out against the snow. There was no time for debate because some shells had again burst on our badly hit Panzer III, and the splinters flew all around us. Everyone wanted to save himself. Our orders were clear: just avoid falling into Russian hands. In between volleys of fire, we again and again heard the Russian battle cry—“Urraah!”—that went through marrow and bone. The Panzer IV maneuvered away from us. The boss and I both looked for tank tracks in the snow and tried to get to the road by crawling and sliding. The other three had disappeared. Now and then, we tried to get forward with bigger leaps. At each leap, we had to rise up in our black uniforms, providing a good target for the enemy. They were firing at individual men with antitank guns, and we felt each shell hiss overhead. Our repeated attempts were without success.

    We crawled about 400 meters on our bellies to our own main line of resistance. For us, it was a battle for survival; no one wanted to die or fall into Russian hands. While we were having a short breather, we saw three pillars of smoke. When we looked closer, it became clear that these were our three armored personnel carriers burning there. They had not managed to penetrate the enemy’s main line of resistance very deeply, and all three probably had been knocked out by a direct hit. We were down another thirty men. We had covered only 400 meters, and the Russians were still behind us. We had to keep moving. Where could the other three be? It was bitterly cold; my hands were stiff, and I hardly felt my feet as snow had come into my shoes while I was crawling. I had left my gloves in my tank. But in exchange for that, I had my plate with radio documents (secret material) hanging from my arms, and I pulled them through the snow. In the meantime, we managed to reach our MLR through diligent crawling. But nothing moved; there was no trace of German soldiers, just dead soldiers everywhere. Here we tried to make a second pause; our strengths were at an end. Only fear drove us forward.

    All of a sudden, we heard the howling of the Stalin organs. I thought that this would mean our end. We both quickly pulled in some corpses in order to take cover behind them. The first salvoes passed overhead; the second ones came a lot closer. Suddenly, there was a muffled impact and a detonation in our direct proximity. We both lay on our backs, and I felt a sharp burning sensation at my lower belly. When I groped there, I noted a hole in my trousers. The pain wasn’t that bad, but my neighbor Meyer had taken some shrapnel in the left lower arm. Now we waited for the next salvoes, and we quickly pulled in some more corpses for cover. But nothing came, and instead, we heard the terrifying cries of the Russian infantry. So we had to get to our feet quickly and move off again. After the Russians had had fired some flares, we saw the knocked-out T-34 about 150 meters in front of us. Now we tried to get closer to our objective in some leaps. The Russians still were firing with their antitank guns. But these rounds probably were not aimed at us. They tore up the containers and barrels near the T-34. But we had to go there. Ten minutes later, we made it. Right under the T-34 was the entrance to the infantry command post. When we got there, Lt. Herbert Schwertner of the infantry and Alfons Bartsch welcomed us. Now only Wilhelm Hermes, our aimer, was missing.

    In the bunker, it was cozily warm, and we remembered that we had gotten something from a shell. My fingers had swollen up in the meantime, making it difficult for me to open my trousers. The medic in the command post concluded that a piece of shrapnel as big as the nail of my little finger had gotten lodged in the skin of my belly. It did not sit deeply and could easily be removed by the medic. Afterward, I got a tetanus injection against gangrene. On inspection, the chief’s wounds looked more serious. He had deep holes at two places in his lower arm. The medic was able to remove one splinter, but the second was lodged more deeply and was so big that only a doctor could help. The first aid here consisted of only a bandage and an injection. Now he had to await transport to the rear. A sudden noise at the entrance to the bunker made us sit up, and in the entrance stood Wilhelm Hermes. Now the joy was great; all five of us were alive and together again. A vivid discussion ensued, and everyone described his dramatic escape. At the same time, we also started making plans. Wilhelm had seen that our tank was still standing where we abandoned it. In it were our very private possessions and our five-day rations. We decided that we had to go there as long as it wasn’t burning. The chief, however, warned not to begin such an undertaking; he would take care of replacement rations himself.

    Alfons Bartsch, our driver, could not sit still, and he, Hermes, and Schwertner had already slipped out of the hole. The chief and I were incapacitated, he with his wounds and I with my frozen parts. The infantry lieutenant contacted the staff via the field telephone and told them that five men awaited transport here. A few minutes later, our regiment called us, and we quickly reported the situation. They promised to come and pick us up. According to their report, our three adventurers had closed with the tank up to 300 meters. The constant firing of star shells from the Russian side lit up the battlefield as if it were day, and Red Army men were seen moving toward our tank. At the same moment, there was a mighty detonation with a burst of flame, and our Panzer III was on fire. Now everything was over; our home was aflame; our possessions were lost. We were homeless under the icy cold steppe skies.

    The three returned disappointed and downcast. Then a small one-ton tractor rolled up in front. The five of us bade farewell to the platoon commander of the infantry unit and his comrades, and we rolled back in our vehicle. After about fifteen minutes, we were directed to a bunker near the regimental staff, in which four men already were living. But it was so spacious that eight men could fit in there without difficulty. The chief was driven to the field hospital for treatment there. After a successful operation, which mainly consisted of dressing flesh wounds, he was brought to the regimental staff in order to report on our failed attack there.

    In the bunker it was warm—which wasn’t exactly the best thing for my frozen hands and feet. At about 9:00 P.M., the bunker door opened, and we found four men whose tank had been knocked out. At the orders of the regimental commander, a big plate of still-warm pancakes and a big can of real coffee were placed on a table for us, and we were wished a hearty appetite. We were blown away that something like that still was available in the cauldron. Without hesitation, we piled in and wolfed down the food. Our hosts in the bunker also got something. Fortune and misfortune are that close together.

    We nattered on throughout the night, and everyone related his escape. On leaving the tank, Herbert Schwertner had noticed a rail embankment about 200 meters to our left and managed to reach it and cross it under the fire of the anti-tank gun. So he got out of the field of fire. Alfons Bartsch, who had been with us at the start, had walked toward the Panzer IV, which had still been maneuvering and firing, and wanted to take cover there. He had stumbled and fallen and had been overrun by the tank—luckily not by the tracks—and the hull had pushed him deeply into the soft snow. When the tank had gone, he took a look around; all his limbs were still safe and sound. Then he made off toward the railway embankment. (This is the railroad that runs via Alexandrowka, Stalingradski, and Orlowka back toward Stalingrad. Our actions in the northern blocking position took place within this curve.) Under cover of the embankment, Alfons made his way to the infantry positions, where Herbert Schwertner already was waiting for him.

    Wilhelm Hermes, our aimer, had struck out to our right. In the many ups and downs that the Russian fire forced on him, he reached a shell scrape and jumped in. He hardly gave any thought to a short break when a shell burst in the immediate vicinity and covered his hole with big frozen clumps of earth. In the first moments, he thought, “It’s over.” But his limbs still were in one piece, and with his penknife, he began to hack away bit by bit. As he saw some light again, he heard again the cries of the Russians outside and dared not get out of his hole. Only after it had gotten quieter did he continue his tiring work and try to lift the hard clump of earth with his last strength. “First of all, I took stock of the situation,” he reported. “When I noticed nothing, I crept out, oriented myself quickly, and saw our former main line of resistance 100 meters behind me. I gingerly made for it and suddenly was challenged: ‘Password!’ which I did not know. Now I found out that I was right in front of the very weakly held MLR. I had a short conversation with the infantryman, and when he recognized my black tankers’ uniform, he said, ‘So you were those which were running around out in front?’ When he inquired about our tank, I confirmed that it was standing there knocked out in front. The infantryman showed me the way to the main command post, and that was the bunker under the T-34.”

    I already had described our suffering. So ended our last action with the Panzer III. We sat with our heads down. We had no more than our lives, which are valuable enough, but for a soldier, that’s only half of it. Totally exhausted, we lay down on the cots with two blankets and slept until the morning. During the night, we were tortured by hunger, even though we had been fed well. My frozen hands and feet had swollen mightily and hurt a great deal. The night was quiet, and once more, we could undress down to our underclothes and stretch out on a hard but comfortable cot. What would happen to us tomorrow?

    The next day, our quartermasters brought us a pot of hot coffee—though we had no mugs, which had been burned in the tank, along with my eight boxes of Attika cigarettes and four big packs of Krim tobacco, which I had been saving for my next home leave to please my father. All had become prey to flames. So that morning we drank the coffee from the mugs of our comrades in the bunker. There was nothing to eat since we could not demand anything from the little that was left to our comrades. Overnight, blisters had formed on my hands and feet, and I had to find my way to the first-aid post. Once I arrived in this bunker, the doctor diagnosed me with second-degree frostbite. He put an ointment on my hands and feet, renewed the bandages, and told me to come back tomorrow. Once we got to the bunker, my comrades were sitting down and dividing things. What had happened? The boss had thought of us and had sent a cooking kit, a drinking mug, fork and knife, a greatcoat, a blanket, and one complete set of underclothes and socks, a bread bag, and a bag. He had thought of our necessities. We still had nothing to eat. I lay down on my cot and resigned myself to my fate.

    Alfons Bartsch had always taken care of our extra rations ever since he had opened the backpacks of some dead Russians and took their iron rations. Mostly they consisted of three loaves of bread and two blocks of compressed oats, which yielded a tasty soup when immersed in hot water. By the afternoon, Alfons had returned with 850-gram tins of veal and pork, in addition to a complete loaf of bread. So we had something to eat once more. And where had he found all this? He found our own field kitchen, and after a march of eight kilometers, he explained our situation, and he was pitied. He also brought a towel, a bit of soap, and a razor for everyone.

    In the afternoon, our boss returned. He had his left arm in a sling. He inquired after our well being; apart from me, everyone was well. His driver handed out cold rations for five days. These were 500 grams of bread per man, a box of pork of 850 grams for two men, and three bottles of diluted rum. Now we had reason to have a party. We didn’t tell him about what Alfons had “found.” One bottle of rum was opened straightaway and made the rounds. Then we came to discuss the future. We no longer had a tank, and of the seventeen tanks in Krepp with which we had started, only four still existed. Two of those could no longer be repaired. On the other hand, the crews were still complete.

    The long-barreled Panzer IV was out of ammunition, but the short-barreled Panzer IV, which had carried out the attack with us, was still operational. We still had twenty men—one of which was wounded, one half frozen, and eighteen fit. What will now become of us? The chief said, “Tomorrow, I’ll have you all transported to the rear. In the rear with the trains, there are plenty of empty bunkers that you can live in. What will happen after that is still unclear.” He then turned to me and said, “I very much regret that you caught the worst of it, but we have a good doctor in the rear, and he’ll quickly have you fit again. You’ll live in bunkers in the closest vicinity. Do you have any other worries?” I told him we had only one razor, one toothbrush, and no toothpaste for the four of us. “I’ll make a note of that,” he said. He made his good-byes and disappeared.

    Day and night were really quiet. We had food and drink but had to divide it. In the morning, we got ourselves two mess tins of hot coffee and had breakfast. Subsequently, I was brought to the first-aid post by Hermes and Schwertner. My wounds were brushed up again, and I was given new bandages and had to return the next day. My comrades brought me home again; walking was very difficult for me, especially on the left foot. Once we arrived there, Alfons gave me a pair of cut-down Russian felt boots. He had found them when he learned that I had problems getting into my shoes. I thanked him; they were truly valuable for me. The five of us were good comrades. We took care of each other, including our boss, who, before I started serving in his tank, I had thought of only as a very punctual and strict person. I later learned that he could be a good comrade as well.

    Shortly before lunch, our vehicle, an armored half-track, appeared to pick us up. Hermes and Schwertner quickly ran off one last time in order to fetch us a hot lunch. They were lucky and brought us each half a liter of warm ogre soup with meat—something we had not eaten for a long time. After lunch, we grabbed our belongings, bade farewell to our hosts, and disappeared with the half-track. The drive across the steppe to our trains lasted less than half an hour, and we arrived in the Pitomnik area. There we looked around for a suitable bunker near the first-aid post. We arranged everything quickly. Our division had established itself well in order to spend the winter here. At the time, no one knew that the cauldron was coming and the front was approaching us. In our bunker, eight men could make themselves at home comfortably. We had six two-tiered bunks, as well as a proper gun oven, a table, a home-built field stool, and cases with shelves made out of planks. The bunker was located about 1.5 meters below the earth. The roof consisted of railroad crossties, a layer of iron plates on it, on top of that yet another layer of crossties, and on top of that another fifty centimeters of earth. We concluded that only a direct hit by a bomb could have any effect on us. We quickly gathered wood since there was plenty lying around from the bunker building, and we got the stove going.

    It was a bright, lovely winter’s day, about 20 degrees below zero. We did not need too much time to furnish our new home. It was more important to inspect the vicinity. Bartsch and Hermes went out to make a detailed report on everything. Schwertner stayed with me, and we made ourselves comfortable in the bunks and soon fell asleep. When both comrades returned, it had already gotten dark outside. Alfons, like always, was a great success in “organizing” things, and he brought an entire loaf of bread, a box of veal, and a bottle of diluted rum. They also had located the field kitchen and reported our presence for the days ahead. Furthermore, there were five wax candles as booty. The box of veal was warmed up on the stove, and we each had two slices of bread. The bottle of schnapps made the rounds, and for us, it was a robber’s banquet. Both our scouts had reported that the kitchen was about 300 meters away and the bunker of our battalion doctor was located about 50 meters away. Our boss had his quarters with the staff, and our arrival also had been reported there. The office of our former company was in our direct vicinity. So far everything was clear. Soon everyone was asleep in the warm bunker. The night was spent in relative quiet; only faint engine noises could be heard.

    The next morning, we learned that the field aerodrome of Pitomnik was nearby. From there, Ju52s and He111s resupplied the encircled 6th Army by night. After breakfast, Schwertner accompanied me to the doctor. A medic unwound the bandages, and Dr. Rocholl had a look at the wounds. He said, “That looks bitter, but we’ll try our best.” The wounds were cleaned, the remaining blisters were cut open, and the scraps of skin removed. Everything was cleaned once more, an ointment was rubbed into it, and I was bandaged up once again. This time, I only needed to return in four days. For me, these frozen parts were a horrible sight: everything looked like raw meat.

    I spent four days in the bunker, and my comrades took good care of me. They obviously meant the best, but I felt ill. Not only did the wounds hurt, but I was also incapable of helping myself. I could not even go to the toilet without help. On the fourth day, I was brought up to see the doctor once again, and after the opening up of the bandages, he was of the opinion that my wounds were improving. Again, everything was washed off with a yellow medication, rubbed with ointment, and bandaged. I returned to the bunker until the next time.

    The days grew increasingly boring for me. My comrades went out to reconnoiter everyday, but one of them always stayed with me. One evening, they returned and said they had run into Waldemar Fockin. Waldemar was a hiwi, a Russian in German uniform who served as translator for our company. From a Russian POW camp in Germany, he had been assigned to us, and he spoke German well. He was from Moscow and was a radio mechanic—an engineer by profession. Waldemar was in great demand in our company, especially when we were still moving forward. He was the sixth man in the tank of our company commander, and as soon as prisoners were taken, Waldemar had to translate the interrogations. At this time, he now accompanied a German truck driver to Pitomnik every other day in order to fetch supplies. Even before the cauldron, we had become close friends since I had to replace our killed master radioman, and Waldemar, being a tradesman, helped me out really well. And so it happened that one evening, Waldemar came to our bunker and paid me a visit. Joyously, he embraced me and said, “My best friend, so sick. What can I do for him?” I made it clear to him that this would take time. I proposed to him that he move into our bunker. He agreed, and two days later, Waldemar moved in with us. He retained his job with the truck to Pitomnik.

    On the second day, he told me that a quarter loaf of bread was hidden away under my blanket. I was to tell no one about it, however, share it with nobody, and eat it only furtively. If he had been caught taking the loaf, it would have meant death for him. As long as Waldemar was with us—until January 15, 1943—he gave me this ration of bread. He also told us that on the airfield, there were giant tents stacked with supplies, all good stuff. But we still got only 100 grams of bread and 60 grams of meat or lard per day.

    On Christmas Eve, our field kitchen handed out tea with rum, a slice of bread for each, a block of horse meat, a bar of chocolate, and a pack of cigarettes. Alfons, like always, had scrounged a bottle of diluted rum, and we spent the evening in our warm bunker, lit by candles. Shortly after Christmas, the Russians stormed the airfield and took or burned the army’s total fourteen-day supply. About this time, we had to move, withdrawing to the field aerodrome at Gumrak.

    OPERATIONS WITH COMBAT GROUP EICHHORN

    One morning, a dispatch rider arrived, and our boss told us that we were to see him. With the support of my comrades, I also humped along. We reported according to regulations and had to take our places. He gave a short speech, honored us collectively, and regretted the sad end of our common operations. He had a short story to tell about everyone. He then turned to me and said, “You, my dear Panse, have suffered most of it, and instead of the frequency tables, you should’ve gotten yourself a pair of gloves. But you always were a conscientious radioman. That’s why I got you into my vehicle and kicked out the ‘loose contact’ [the former radioman]. By the way, are you still mad at me that I made you train so well in crawling across the ground? With you in the right and me in the left track, we got forward real well. That was a ticklish situation for us. But we were lucky, and all five of us are still alive. What now is to become of us, I do not know. To judge from the current situation, the rest of our unit will be formed into a combat group without tanks under the orders of Captain Eichhorn. Neither Panse nor I will be able to take part in this operation.”

    He ordered the batman to bring five glasses and a bottle of cognac. We toasted, and he wished us all the best in the battle of encirclement. Subsequently, an entire loaf was cut into five parts, and each man was given his part with a block of horse meat. The boss said, “So my friends, what I am dividing with you is my Christmas gift from the staff. I did not want to eat it alone but instead share it with you since we went through thick and thin together.” Finally, we drained the bottle of schnapps. With a thank-you, we bade good-bye to our company commander, Cuno von Meyer. “Boys, keep your ears to the ground and best of luck!” Those were his last words. We had never seen our “old man” in such a fatherly mood.

    Thanks to the special care of the battalion doctor, Dr. Horst Rocholl, my frozen parts had improved markedly. A thin skin covered the afflicted parts on my hands. According to the doctor, the healing process was progressing well. I wasn’t surprised, since I had been eating a double ration of bread everyday.

    Between Christmas and the New Year, we had to evacuate our bunker and move to the vicinity of the small field aerodrome at Gumrak. Here there were hundreds of completed personnel bunkers. We found one, and together with Waldemar, we made ourselves comfortable.

    Hunger, cold, and lice were our continuous companions. How long would this last? Was there any hope of salvation anyway? We all were of the opinion that Russians would kill us all. Silently, I had reconciled myself to my fate. I could not flee, I could not fight, and all I had left was my pistol. Could I do this to my parents and my sisters? No one would learn how my life had ended. These thoughts kept me busy when my comrades were out with the aforementioned combat groups and shock groups. I decided that it was not yet time. The leaflets that were dropped by the Russians over the cauldron exhorted the encircled troops to surrender. Everyone was guaranteed food, drink, and life. What was one to believe? Our propaganda or their leaflets? Then there was the exhortation by German officers and soldiers who were already in captivity to lay down our weapons and switch sides. We were guaranteed a healthy return after the war. Again, who to believe?

    When the bunker door opened in the evening, I counted my comrades; all were present. Of course, I had taken care to heat the bunker properly. Most of the time, there was nothing to eat because they ate before they went off to the battle. I could offer them only a small slug of tea, and if they were willing to talk, I could learn whether the mission had been easy or difficult. Only now and then did our field kitchen have warm soup for our fighters. At the beginning, the battle groups had thirty men, but no action passed without loss.

    By New Year’s Eve, I was very content with how my wounds were healing, which my doctor confirmed. I could move around a little. The right foot was almost completely healed, but I still could not wear a shoe on my left. In the afternoon, rations for five days were to be drawn. Bartsch and Hermes collected them. Once again, we got dried vegetables and horse meat. For now, there were no operations. So we spent the day in the bunker. The mail also had to be collected. I had three letters—from mother, Hilde, and Erika. The joy was great, and I was content. Lying on the bunk, I read each letter three times. In my thoughts, I was home with my loved ones.

    On the same day, there was no contact with the enemy, but we were well aware that hardly two kilometers away, the Russians were lying on the other slope. Apart from some reconnaissance parties, the Russians kept quiet throughout the day. It became dark; the night was cold and frosty. We sat down to the communal evening bread at out table with 100 grams of bread and 60 grams of tinned meat, as well as a mug of tea. After dinner, everybody went to his bunk.

    Every bunker had to furnish a guard for a certain period of time; guards had to walk around a certain section of the bunkers for a certain amount of time. Schwertner of our bunker had guard duty from 10:00 P.M. to midnight. Most of us had fallen asleep by the time Schwertner was summoned to his post. He clothed himself warmly and disappeared into the cold starry night. He was on his post for only about fifteen minutes when mighty infantry fire was heard. They were rifle shots, mainly with tracers and many colorful rockets. The fire increased, and the shells rained down on our height in great number. We all jumped down from the bunks and got dressed. Then Herbert entered the doorway and shouted, “The Russians are coming!” Now we waited for orders, but none came. Everyone quickly looked outside to see the fireworks. Infantry fire without artillery support really wasn’t a sign of a serious attack. Even so, the situation was not good.

    The most valuable thing to us was supplies, and we still had enough for four days. In short order, we decided that we should eat everything quickly so that the Russians could not get their hands on it. Besides, what are 400 grams of bread and 240 grams of tinned meat for a starved soldier anyway? Less than half an hour later, the supply box was empty, and our stomachs were full. But still no Russians were coming. Alfons Bartsch had a look to see what was going on. He got dressed, got his machine pistol, and went out. After about twenty minutes, he returned and explained the situation. There had been no thought of an attack; the Russians simply had been celebrating the new year—according to his time, two hours earlier than us. We had full stomachs now but would have to go hungry for four days. How were we to survive that?
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