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PUBLISHER’S NOTES & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Jason D. Mark


Sydney, Australia


June 2007
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FROM KHARKOV TO THE DON

CHAPTER 1








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

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


[image: Wüster Wüster reports: “Dzerhezinsky Square was hemmed in by huge multi-storey administrative buildings, a mixture of Bauhaus and skyscraper styles.” Kharkov’s distinctive skyline was undoubtedly its main symbol and any German soldier with a camera could not resist taking a few snaps. On the right is the Gosprom (House of State Industry) complex, on the left the technical institute.]
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[image: Wüster Wüster: “The massive Shevchenko monument was made of bronze and fringed by soldiers of the Revolution in heroic poses. Finally, here was something different from the endless statues of Lenin and Stalin, even though Kharkov of course had its fair share of those.” This monument and its surrounding park area, named after T.G. Shevchenko (1814 - 1861), a revolutionary democrat and ardent fighter against tsarism and serfdom, still exists today.]
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[image: Wüster Shevchenko Gardens is the oldest green area in the city centre, being planted as far back as 1804. The garden’s central path is a beautiful chestnut-tree alley leading from the Shevchenko monument to the University building. The garden area covers 25 hectares and has over 15,000 trees, including gigantic oaks which are over 200 years old. Here, Kharkov’s citizens go about their business in spite of the German occupation of their city.]
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[image: Wüster Early May 1942. Oberleutnant Wüster reports: “I was detailed to a Panzernahkampflehrgang (tank close-combat course) for a few days, which was useful to some extent because it helped diminish the fear of tanks, at least relatively. We crouched in foxholes and let them roll over us, and learned to throw explosive charges, anti-tank mines and hand grenade bundles from cover onto the tank’s engine deck. The rear armour could also be melted through with a thermite poultice and the engine destroyed. Realistic explosions on captured tanks were exciting. Despite all the useful insights, I still felt helpless and unprotected when exposed to the weapons and observation slits of a tank. That all changed when we course participants were put into the tanks, to ride along]
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[image: Wüster during an “attack”. Now the feeling of inferiority was with the tank crew. Nothing could be seen or heard. If a foxhole was even noticed, it could already be too late. Perhaps a figure would be seen scampering past, then the dull impact of an anti-tank mine on the rear deck, behind the turret, would be heard. Too late! The effect of smoke pots and smoke grenades when combating tanks was surprising. Visibility was not only taken from the tank crew, but the incendiary combustion also deprived them of oxygen. The crew had to bail out immediately if they did not want to suffocate. There was almost an accident during the exercise. Only with one final effort could a tank driver be pulled from his seat.”]
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[image: Wüster Wüster: “Traces of battle were evident at the main railway station and the nearby modern central post office.” Half-tracks of 23. Panzer-Division roll post Kharkov’s main post office. The division had arrived from France in late March/early April, and elements were used to support various infantry divisions arrayed to the east of the city.]
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[image: Wüster Oberleutnant Wüster at his “bleak billets” on a collective farm north of Kharkov, early May 1942. He was promoted to Oberleutnant on 16 March 1942, with effect from 1 April 1942. He was awarded the General Assault Badge in August 1940 and the Iron Cross First Class in July 1941. Despite having fought in the Polish, French and Russian 1941 campaigns, Wüster had not been seriously wounded. A few minor injuries that he suffered made him eligible for the Wound Badge but he thought accepting it for his trifling wounds would be to tempt fate.]
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[image: Wüster On 12 May, 1942, the Soviets launched their massive Kharkov offensive and achieved several deep penetrations. One of these was on the sector held by 294. Infanterie-Division. Several units of the freshly-arrived 71. Infanterie-Division, including Wüster’s battery, were hastily dispatched. Here, horse-drawn limbers of 10. Batterie follow the railway line north out of Kharkov.]
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[image: Wüster Above and below: While moving north to help fend off the Soviet breakthrough in the sector of 294. Infanterie-Division, Wüster’s battery was caught in the open, as he reports: “The battery already suffered casualties while moving into its first firing position when Russian bombs fell amongst the column.” It was a brutal re-introduction to the Eastern Front. Several horses, such as the one on the left, were reduced to unrecognisable masses.]
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[image: Wüster Above and below: Emplaced in a rear-slope position and thinly camouflaged against aerial observation, the gunners of 10. Batterie sit around and wait for firing instructions. Some of the men already have their heads shaved, while another is undergoing the process. Batterie-Offizier Wüster (below) also had his hair shorn off. This was sometimes done to prevent lice but it was definitely not the case with Wüster and his men: a bet made during a drinking session resulted in the losers surrendering their hair!]
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Incidentally, the Kharkov theatre performances were not bad at all. The Ukrainian ensemble (or those still living in the place) performed Swan Lake and the Gypsy Baron. The orchestra appeared in woollen jackets or coats with fur trimming, their workers caps pulled down on the neck or over the nose. Only the conductor, who was eventually seen from the auditorium, wore a tatty tailcoat. The ravages of time had already gnawed a lot at the costumes and decorations. With many improvisations, however, the performances were quite successfully carried out. The people went to some trouble and were talented. One had a sense and meaning of culture in the Soviet Union.


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

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


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


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

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

The main battle line was on a flat ridge. To its rear, on the other side of valley floor, the battery had to move into a forward-slope position between some small loam huts. This unusual deployment of the guns was unavoidable because no other suitable cover could be found in this precarious situation from which there was a sufficient firing arc against the Russians. We weren’t even able to fire deep enough into the enemy’s hinterland. If the Russians should successfully attack, however, and push our infantry back from the ridgeline, the forward-slope position would become dangerous. It would be almost impossible for the ammunition vehicles to reach it and a change of position to the rear would also stand little chance of succeeding.


[image: Wüster The open nature of the landscape is apparent in this photo. All the battery’s guns, vehicles and tents were set up in the shelter of a few huts.]
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To begin with, I was the forward observer for a few days in the main line which lay under constant heavy bombardment. Our infantry had entrenched themselves well but their morale was severely affected by the sustained fire because no-one was able to move during daylight and could not emerge from their holes. Me and my radio operators actually seemed to suffer less from the bombardment: we sat quite safely in our deep foxhole and knew that even near misses could not touch us. A direct hit, which would have been an extremely misfortunate event, was not reckoned on. The experience once again showed that artillerymen dreaded hostile infantry fire far more than artillery bombardment. For the infantry, the exact opposite was true. Weapons which men handled themselves were feared far less than the unknown. Infantry messengers, who sometimes searched for cover in our foxhole, were unsettled that we were calmly playing cards. Nevertheless, I was glad when my relief arrived and I was made battery officer again. This time, the main observation post lay far behind the gun emplacements. This was unusual, but it was forced by the terrain. The Russians then attacked on 17 and 18 May with massive superiority. Spring would soon arrive with its summery temperatures. It would have been pleasant, had the hostile attack not just broken loose. Assemblies of enemy tanks were detected. We had to lay down barrage fire more and more frequently. The forward observer, who had replaced me, demanded increasingly urgent fire support missions. The entire forward line on the ridge occasionally disappeared in the impact clouds from Russian artillery. It was clear that the enemy would attack.


[image: Wüster The crews camouflaged the howitzers as best they could: dirt berms planted with sticks and tree branches were erected in front and the guns were covered by tarpaulins. Straw from the hut’s roof was used as fodder for the horses.]
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The short distance to the rear simplified the supply of ammunition. Once, a motorised column even drove up directly to the guns. Our own horse-drawn columns would not have coped with the high consumption. Barrels and breechblocks became hot. All available men had to help load the guns and haul ammunition. For the first time, barrels and breechblocks had to be cooled with wet sacks or a splash of water because they became too hot for the crews. Some of the barrels, which had already fired thousand of shells since the outbreak of war, had suffered heavy erosion of the bore at the forward end of the shell chamber – still in the smooth part of the barrel – into which the leading edge of the cartridge bulged. A lot of strength was then needed to open the breech with its simultaneous ejection of the empty cartridge case. Every now and then the wooden rammer was used to help force the edge of the cartridge out of the eroded bore. Because of barrel erosion, there were also “afterburners”. If, during rapid firing, the breech was torn open immediately after recoil, jets of flame spurted out. It was actually harmless. You had to get used to it, however. One day, when infantrymen were in the position, they were asked by the gunners if they wanted to fire the guns. Usually, however, considerable timidity existed. The lanyard had to be very forcefully pulled. The barrel ran past close by the body, the crack of discharge was unfamiliar. This was an opportunity for the gunners to big note themselves. Yarns about barrel-bursts would always come due. In terms of heroism, artillerymen naturally had a chip on their shoulders towards the poor devils from the infantry, which they therefore sought to cover up. It was dramatic on the morning of 18 May. Russian tanks


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

I was glad not to be up front in that mess but had concerns about our precarious front-slope position, which the tanks could take under direct bombardment at any time. The gunners became uneasy. The tanks came driving down the opposite slope, firing about the area, but not at our battery, which they had probably not spotted. I ran from gun to gun and assigned certain tanks to the gun leaders to take under direct fire. They would only open fire, however, when the Russian tanks had moved far enough away from our forward line, in order not to imperil any of our own people.


[image: Wüster The kill rings on one of the battery’s guns. The kill for 25.6.41 took place near Niemerov just a few days after the beginning of Barbarossa. The battle for Niemerov was a severe trial for 71. Infanterie-Division. At midday on 24 June, 1941, a large pack of Soviet tanks rampaged through the town, crushing several German anti-tank guns under their tracks, smashing through barns and houses, and rolling over horses and wagons. A surge of panic swept through the German ranks. Some daredevils knocked out a few tanks with concentrated charges and mines but the attack was not stopped. The twelve 15cm howitzers of IV. /Art.Rgt.171 concentrated their fire on an approach road and forced some of the tanks to veer into swampy ground beside the road, where they sank up to their tracks. Only when two tanks collided and formed an effective barrier on the road was the situation saved. The next day, when Wüster’s battery moved through the village, everyone was still jittery, particularly because they had to drive past the horse-drawn columns pulped the previous day. Because the two Soviet tanks still blocked the road, the village was packed with vehicles of every sort. Then a call rippled through the traffic jam: “Tanks from the front!” Unholy chaos broke out but Wüster remained calm and readied one of the howitzers. The street had cleared in front of the gun. This street made a sharp turn after 60 or 70 metres, so a man was sent up to the bend to keep an eye out. He soon returned and reported that only one tank was approaching. Wüster kept two men by the gun and sent the others into cover. When the tank poked its nose out from behind the corner, Wüster ordered the crew to fire. Because of the low trajectory, the howitzer jumped 30cm off the ground. The muzzle blast and detonation of the shell were simultaneous. The tank was ripped apart by the 40kg shell and the wreckage went up in flames.]
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Our direct-fire barrage began at approximately 1500 metres distance. The 15cm howitzers were not really suited for it. Several shots and corrections were required until a tank was hit, or it was finished off by a near-miss from a 15cm shell. When one of the first bulls-eyes tore the entire turret off a feared T-34, the spell was broken. Although the danger still remained for us, a kind of passion for hunting broke out amongst the gunners. They faithfully toiled away at their guns and were seemingly cheerful. I ran from gun to gun, in order to be in the best position to assign targets. Fortunately, we were not fired on by the tanks, which would certainly not have agreed with us. In this way, the gunners’ jobs were made easier, and they could calmly aim and fire.


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

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

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

When the fighting abated completely in the late afternoon, the gunners, with white oil paint – who knows where they got it from – began painting kill rings for the tanks on the gun barrels. I ensured that there was no more than 5, but with the kill from Niemerov the previous year, that made six. Fortunately, no gun went without, otherwise it would have led to a mighty stink. The gunlayers and gun leaders with 2 kills each were naturally the “heroes” of the day. It was thanks to the forward-slope position that we could fire directly at the tanks, but the main thing remained the fact that the tanks had not recognised us in our “imbecilic” forward-slope position. Not a single enemy shot was harmful to us and even the Russian artillery had not troubled us. Soldier’s luck!


[image: Wüster A British Valentine tank, supplied through Lend-Lease, was one of 10. Batterie’s victims (it was knocked out on the ridge seen in the photo on page 16, top right corner). Despite its low top speed (24 km/h) and weak main armament (a 2-pounder), it was generally well liked by its Soviet crews because of its small size, reliability and comparatively good armour protection.]
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Because of all the fuss surrounding the alleged short round, I had nevertheless become contemplative. As a precaution, I protected myself against any conceivable accusation. I collected all notations from the gun leaders and even from the telephonists and radio operators about firing instructions from our main observation post and the forward observer. I organised and examined the documents to determine whether there were any inaccuracies or errors. The more I looked into it, the clearer it became that an extraordinary change in azimuth was required for the contentious miss. It was wrong. We had indeed fired with different elevations but with only the most negligible traverse. Even though it was superfluous, I checked into ammunition consumption and endorsed the gun books, work that was otherwise only attended to summarily. Incidentally, the range of traverse for the firmly anchored howitzers would not have been sufficient. The direction of the gun trails would have had to be changed – a substantial effort, which would not have escaped my notice. I calmed down: my case was rock solid.

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



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

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

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

“Reporting as ordered.”

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

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

“You dare to lecture me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

How did the commander know about the kill rings? He had not seen the battery since it happened, so he must have been told about them. Before I went back to the battery, I spoke for a while with the adjutant, a friend of mine, to whom I returned the helmet. He tried to mollify me, saying that I shouldn’t take everything so seriously, the storm would blow over just as quickly as it had arisen, and at the end of the day, it was only a








[image: Wüster The Kharkov battlefield was littered with hundreds of destroyed Soviet tanks. Fresh victims, like the British Matilda on the left, sat next to rusting hulks from the 1941 battles, such as the BT-7 on the right.]





[image: Wüster A close-up of the Matilda from the previous photo. Over 1,000 Matildas were sent to the Soviet Union through Lend-Lease. The Soviet crews found the tank to be too slow and unreliable. A common complaint was that snow and dirt accumulated behind the “skirt” panels protecting the tracks. The tank’s heavy armour was no compensation for its slow speed and almost useless 2-pounder gun.]







[image: Familie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant Karl-Leberecht von Stumpff, commander III./Art.Rgt.171, awards the Iron Cross Second Class to men of his battalion, 21 June, 1942. On the left is his adjutant, Oberleutnant Gerd Hoffmann.]





[image: Wüster Above and below: The men of 10. Batterie assemble for the presentation of medals after their successful battle with a Soviet tank pack. The battalion commander, Oberstleutnant Balthasar, pins the Iron Cross Second Class on the chests of a Feldwebel, a Gefreiter and a Funker (signalman). Most of the battery’s NCOs were combat veterans and had months of Ostfront experience under their belts. Oberstleutnant Balthasar received the long coveted Iron Cross First Class on 22 May, 1942, for the excellent performance of his battalion.]
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[image: Wüster The battery – as well as the rest of 71. Infanterie-Division – was relieved by elements of 294. Infanterie-Division on 4 June, 1942. One of the howitzers, thickly camouflaged, waits to be hitched to its limber.]





[image: Wüster The 5,500kg howitzers are hauled by horse-teams into reserve positions. The division was slated to play a role in Operation “Wilhelm”, due to begin a few days later, but it was postponed until 10 June because of torrential rain.]






[image: The route of 71. Infanterie-Division during the 1942 summer campaign was marked by a series of gruelling marches across barren steppe and numerous river crossings. The division was re-introduced to the Eastern Front just prior to a crisis: the near-disaster of the Soviet Kharkov offensive in May 1942. The strength of Artillerie-Regiment 171’s batteries, so recently replenished during a refit in France, was frittered away in piecemeal employments. Some fought near Izyum, others near Kharkov, but all were assigned difficult tasks, such as being tank hunters or escort batteries attached to fast-moving reconnaissance detachments. Nevertheless, potential disaster was turned into victory. Then the actual summer campaign began. The advance towards Stalingrad over the Oskol and the Don meant that the artillery was employed in a traditional way but extravagant demands were placed on both men and horses. These battles, which at times developed into hasty pursuits, also caused trouble for the supply trains following up at night because they were forced to fight for their lives against Russian formations that had been outpaced during the day. When the Don was eventually reached opposite Kalach, the strength of the sector – with its elevated west bank – plus the exhausted state of the troops, made it an ideal site to spend the winter. It was not to be. There was one more river to reach.]




[image: Wüster One of 10. Batterie’s first casualties of the summer offensive was its forward observer, Leutnant Paul Harry Alexis Peter von Medem, born 15 June, 1915 in Riga. He was killed on 12 June, 1942, 1.3 km south of Tatianovka, when he refused to lie down in fire and was fatally struck. Today, his remains are interred in Alekseyevka, northeast of Izyum in the Ukraine.]





[image: Wüster The men of 10. Batterie have set up their guns and most of their accoutrements alongside a creek behind a small rise. Total German air superiority meant it was not necessary for the howitzers to be camouflaged or dug in.]








[image: Wüster The battery’s twin-barrelled machine-gun is dug into the rich dark Ukrainian soil and set up for air defence. Such earthworks were clearly visible from the air, so the spoil was camouflaged with steppe grass.]





[image: Wüster Wüster’s tent was also carefully dug in. The most serious threat was from shrapnel (direct hits were exceedingly rare), so the excavated spoil has been piled up around the position.]





[image: WüsterWüster To relieve the burden on the weakening draught-horses, agricultural tractors were “liberated” from collective farms along the way and impressed into service as prime movers. Retreating Red Army units had taken away almost all operable machines, so the artillerymen were forced to make ad hoc repairs on those tractors left behind.]





[image: Wüster A column drawn by a Stalinets-60 tractor pauses on the endless steppe softened by recent rain. Apart from the howitzer mount and limber, around which the men are grouped, this tractor is also hauling a gun-barrel wagon (on the left). To distribute the weight of a heavy gun when being towed, the barrel was carried on a separate wagon. Naturally, this was only done when the enemy threat was low and the guns were not required for quick deployment.]








[image: Wüster A “gypsy caravan” of 10. Batterie. A conga-line of guns and limbers is towed by one of the Soviet tractors. In this photo, the howitzer has its barrel while the gun-barrel wagon is empty.]





[image: Wüster Oberleutnant Wüster takes his lunch in a field alongside the road. The continual persecution by battalion commander Oberstleutnant Balthasar was an additional burden he did not need during the arduous summer campaign.]





[image: Wüster Above and below: The four howitzers and their crews have nestled down in a small valley. A creek runs through their camp. After the guns were camouflaged and tents pitched over shallow foxholes, the men attended to their personal hygiene and laundry. Such breaks were a rare blessing during the relentless advance, so any opportunity to attend to such matters was utilised to the fullest.]
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[image: Wüster While the guns were emplaced in the valley, the observation post was installed on an elevation that offered a good view of the surrounding area.]





[image: Wüster One of 10. Batterie’s Stalinets-60 (S-60) caterpillar tractors. They produced 60hp and ran on naphtha fuel. It has been clearly labelled with its new owner’s markings: an organisational symbol representing a heavy battery, and “01636 B/1” (“01636” being the field-post number for IV./Art.Rgt.171, “B” for 10. Batterie, “1” for Gun 1).]





[image: Wüster The “Rechenzelt” (computing tent) and sleeping quarters of Batterie-Offizier Wüster. Firing data and computations were worked out here. One of the men is definitely in casual attire: swimming trunks and slippers!]





[image: Wüster The communications post of 10. Batterie. Inside the tent on the telephone is Wachtmeister Blau.]





[image: Mark The crew of a 3.7cm anti-tank gun doze in the shade of their Krupp Protze (Kfz. 69) 6x4 truck. Although ineffective against most tanks, the 3.7cm gun still provided effective firepower against soft targets.]





[image: Mark Infantrymen of 71. Infanterie-Division have set up camp on the edge of an idyllic Russian village. Long breaks were a rarity during the advance: marching normally commenced before sun-up and continued long after night had fallen.]





[image: Mark The infantry break camp and move out as the mid-morning sun beats down from a cloudless sky. The infantry performed superhuman feats during the advance, often marching 40 or 50km per day.]





[image: Mark While the horse-drawn columns plod along, the bicycle-mounted men of Aufklärungs-Abteilung 171 roll past. The lead cyclist has his MG-34 stowed on the side of his bike, while the other men have their rifles slung across their backs.]








[image: Wüster Wüster in an observation post. His battalion commander, Oberstleutnant Balthasar, ensured he spent plenty of time up front carrying out this dangerous task.]





[image: Wüster The same observation post from the previous photo. The well-camouflaged scissors telescope can be discerned on the skyline. Lives depended on concealing it properly: if detected, it would draw heavy Soviet fire.]





[image: Wüster Once the guns were set up in the firing emplacement, any subsequent minor changes of location within it had to be carried out by the men themselves: it was considered easier than fetching the horse-teams from the limber position.]





[image: WüsterWüster Manhandling a 5.5 tonne howitzer cross-country was no easy matter. Ten men are attached to each rope that was run over the top of a wheel to increase their pulling power. The strain of the task is evident.]





[image: WüsterWüster Finally, the gun is in position. Considerable effort was required to properly emplace a battery of howitzers. The four guns needed to be close together so that the Batterie-Offizier could provide up-to-date instructions and control their fire.]





[image: Wüster Wüster’s “computing tent” is pitched in a tranquil copse filled with oaks and wildflowers.]





[image: Wüster The 15cm s.F.H.18 fired high-explosive, anti-concrete, armour-piercing and smoke projectiles, each weighing approx. 43kg. The propellant charge consisted of eight increments, charge 8 producing a maximum velocity of 500 metres per second. Maximum range was just over 13km. As evidenced by the three empty bottles, this crew seems to have had a small “housewarming” to celebrate their arrival in the new position.]





[image: Wüster The artillery columns continue on their march between the Oskol and Aidar rivers, 10 July, 1942. After moving off before sun-up, a short halt was called mid-morning. Here, a crew rests on a gun-barrel wagon.]









[image: Familie von Stumpff A team of 8 horses was needed to pull each gun-barrel wagon. The horses could barely keep up with the tempo: on this day, 10 July, it was almost 40º in the shade and there was not a cloud in the sky.]





[image: Wüster Following close behind the artillery pieces was the battery’s supply column. The monotony of the endless terrain stretching to all horizons caused acute homesickness amongst the German troops.]





[image: Wüster On 10 July, 1942, one of 10. Batterie’s gun-barrel wagons broke through the road’s surface into a large sinkhole and became bogged up to its axle. Balthasar gave Wüster only 8 horses and 8 men to recover the wagon.]










[image: WüsterWüster After advancing almost 30km, the long columns arrive in Novo-Pskov late in the afternoon of 10 July, 1942. Balthasar’s IV. Abteilung occupied billets on the village’s outskirts. Wüster and the gun-barrel wagon arrived later.]






[image: WüsterWüster Early the next morning, 11 July, 1942, the battery leaves its overnight billets at the collective farm near Novo-Pskov. Once again, the opportunity was taken to utilise Soviet tractors as prime movers. Unbeknownst to the Germans, Soviet stragglers still held positions on the hills in the background.]





[image: Wüster The horse-drawn columns plod through powdery roads and clouds of dust into the rising sun, Novo-Pskov, 11 July, 1942. Wüster’s men were fortunate not to be ambushed a few hours later, as other units were.]





[image: Mark On the brief stretch of road between Novo-Pskov and the Aidar river were seemingly endless lines of abandoned agricultural machines. Different reports state that between 200 and 500 tractors and threshers choked the road.]





[image: Wüster An Unteroffizier from 10. Batterie takes on the dusty role as driver on one of the newly acquired STZ-1 tractors. A Hiwi (right) assists him. The wheels of these tractors damaged road surfaces and wooden bridges, so they were driven alongside the roads wherever possible.]





[image: Familie von Stumpff The bridge over the Aidar, east of Novo-Pskov, was taken on 10 July, 1942. The artillery units crossed the bridge the next morning. It was from the hills behind that isolated Soviet units ambushed the marching columns.]





[image: Wüster A Soviet T-34 (produced at Stalingrad’s tractor factory) has been unceremoniously shoved off the approach ramp to the Aidar bridge. The gun-barrel wagon just behind the tank is not carrying a barrel, indicating that it has been mounted in the gun because of the proximity of the enemy and an expectation of imminent action.]













[image: Mark Generalmajor Alexander von Hartmann, commander of 71. Infanterie-Division, shortly before the commencement of Operation Barbarossa. In the steel helmet is Major Gerhard Friedrich, commander of Pionier-Bataillon 171. Both men would meet their fate at Stalingrad.]





[image: Familie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant von Stumpff watches a morning attack go in from his observation post. Artillerymen were keen to find any height, not matter how slight, on which to locate their observation posts… a difficult task on the flat steppe.]





[image: Familie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant von Stumpff moves forward in his battalion staff car (a confiscated Wanderer W 50 Cabriolet). Note the triangular pennant of a battalion commander bearing the divisional symbol of 71. Infanterie-Division.]












[image: Wüster The battery’s machine-gun wagon was lightly damaged by a near-miss from a bomb. Amazingly, nobody was wounded. The twin-barrelled machine-gun is still safely under a tarpaulin on the rear wagon.]





[image: Wüster The 30hp STZ-1 agricultural tractors each possessed a towing pintle power of 15hp, capable of towing up to 1200kg in low gear. Two were coupled together to provide the necessary strength to haul a gun-barrel wagon.]





[image: WüsterWüster The skyline of Millerovo, a small town taken in mid-July. The division suffered painful losses during the previous few days, mainly from surprise engagements with Soviet stragglers and units that had been cut off.]





[image: WüsterWüster The battery’s supply column halts in a small village. A downpour on 18 July turned the “highways” to mud. Russians roads possessed the remarkable quality of turning into a quagmire with only a few hours of rain but could be firm and dusty again after barely one or two days of sunny skies and fresh winds.]





[image: A Soviet Il-2 Shturmovik that was forced to land alongside the road attracts the attention of curious German soldiers. It is still armed with RS-82 rocket projectiles. Each fixed 23mm VYa-23 cannon (one in each wing) had 150 rounds, a link of which can be seen hanging under the wing.]




[image: Wüster A souvenir hunter has already cut out half of the Red Star from the tail fin. The 12.7mm Berezin UBT machine-gun in the rear gunner’s cockpit is also missing. Most Germans had not seen an intact example of the plane they respectfully called “Fleischer” (Butcher), so needless to say this one was an object of great curiosity.]





[image: Wüster Four prime movers of 10. Batterie. On the left is a diesel-powered Stalinets S-65, in the middle is a fully-tracked HTZ-NATI (STZ-3) and on the right are two STZ-HTZ (STZ-1) agricultural tractors. The two latter types were both kerosene-powered and were built at either the Stalingrad (STZ) or Kharkov (HTZ) tractor factories.]





[image: Wüster Wüster’s battery possessed a variety of prime movers. Apart from their faithful horses, extensive use was made of Soviet tractors, which greatly eased the animals’ suffering. Also, the tractors were much more powerful: the S-65 produced 75hp, the STZ-3 52hp and the smaller STZ-1 30hp. All three varieties were built in enormous quantities.]





[image: Wüster After endless days of advancing across endless plains in baking temperatures, the men and horses find refuge under the shady saplings of a collective farm in the Millerovo area, 16 July, 1942.]





[image: Wüster The field-kitchen is not far behind. Within a short space of time, the “Gulaschkanone” (goulash gun) has whipped up a warm meal for the weary artillerymen.]





[image: Wüster A short break meant exertions of a different kind for the officers and clerical staff: fighting the “Papierkrieg” (paper war). The burden of paperwork could overwhelm some officers, so an efficient company clerk was a God-send. Here, the “Schreibstubenwagen” containing all of 10. Batterie’s files – war diary, orders, reports, personnel files – has been parked under a tree so that Unteroffizier Burbat can attend to vital matters.]





[image: Wüster By August, the tractors being used to tow the battery’s howitzers had run out of fuel or broken down. During that same period, the division moved through the vast graveyard of Soviet tanks that littered the battlefield west of Kalach. Always keen to upgrade their towing vehicles, the men of 10. Batterie inspected the numerous wrecks and found a KV-1 that had broken down due to technical problems. Even though most of the artillerymen, including Wüster, were far more familiar with equine matters, there were technically-minded experts among them who thought they could get the beast moving again. The plan was to repair the KV-1 and turn it into a prime mover by removing its turret. Such conversions were popular and highly sought after by the men of IV./Art. Rgt.171 because their 150mm howitzers – much heavier than the 105mm guns of the other three battalions – required a far greater effort to move them around. Left: After “popping the hood”, the mechanics get down to work in the tank’s confined engine bay. The KV-1 was equipped with the same engine as the much lighter T-34. In any case, it had enough horsepower to satisfy the demands of Wüster’s 10. Batterie.]






[image: Familie von Stumpff Oberstleutnant von Stumpff poses beside another KV-1 knocked out during the fierce battle of encirclement in the Don bend west of Kalach. After being disabled, the crew attached towing cables in a final effort to save their tank.]





[image: Wüster The tank was a Model 1941 (KV-1B). It weighed 45 tons and was uparmoured with additional 25 to 35mm plates on the turret, hull front and sides. Its 600 litre fuel tank gave it a range of 250km.]





[image: Wüster A view of the turret’s rear bustle. Racks of 76.2mm ammunition for the F-34 main gun line the walls either side of the rear machine-gun, a 7.62mm DT, seen on the left. The tank carried a total of 114 76.2mm shells and 3024 rounds in drums for the three machine-guns. A serious flaw in the tank’s design was the lack of a turret basket.]





[image: Wüster The huge 12 cylinder V-2K engine produced 600hp and a top speed of 35kph. The 65cm wide tracks provided good traction on soft ground but overall the tank was slow, difficult to steer and its transmission was unreliable.]





[image: Wüster The mechanics climb into the driver’s compartment to start the engine. Despite their best efforts, the repair and conversion of this KV-1 ultimately failed. Note that the tank’s bow machine-gun (upper left) is missing.]
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