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A firsthand account of a German soldier’s horrific experiences fighting in France and Belgium,
culminating in his escape from military service. In 1913 Julius Koettgen, a pacifist and a
socialist, was drafted into the ranks of sapper battalion No. 30. He dutifully fought in the ranks of
the Kaiser’s armies during 1914 and 1915 and saw action in France and Belgium where he
describes the terrible events which were to become known as “the rape of Belgium” and also
details the extent of the fighting including being forced to form part of a firing squad, crossing the
Meuse under heavy fire, using corpses as road building materials, annihilating a cavalry charge,
hand-to-hand bayonet fighting, and the awful events of the disastrous German retreat from the
Marne. Koettgen also experienced the horrors of trench warfare and the famous Christmas truce
of 1914. In 1915 he decided that enough was enough and escaped military life by deserting the
colors and slipping through the lines to neutral Holland. His was memoirs were published by a
gleeful allied press under the title A German Deserter’s War Experience. This English translation
—edited and introduced by Emmy Award™-winning historian Bob Carruthers—provides a rare
primary source of insight into the German side during the crucial opening battles of the war and
is essential reading for anyone with an interest in the Great War from the German perspective.
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SAFETYINTRODUCTION‘OUR ADVANCE TROOPS had suffered great losses; now our turn
came.’In 1913 Julius Koettgen, a pacifist and a socialist, was drafted into the ranks of sapper
battalion No. 30. He dutifully fought in the ranks of the Kaiser’s armies during 1914 and 1915 and
saw action in France and Belgium where he describes the terrible events which were to become
known as ‘the rape of Belgium’.Koettgen faced the allied forces of the Belgians and the French
army which was then supported by The British Expeditionary Force or BEF. This was the name
given to the small force sent to the Western Front during World War I. Planning for a British
Expeditionary Force began with the Haldane reforms of the British Army carried out by the
Secretary of State for War Richard Haldane following the Second Boer War (1899–1902). Under
the terms of the Entente Cordiale, the British Army’s role in a European war was to embark
soldiers of the British Expeditionary Force, which consisted of six infantry divisions and five
cavalry brigades which formed the I Corps and the II Corps. In October 1914, the 7th Division
arrived in France, forming the basis of the III Corps and the cavalry had grown to form the
Cavalry Corps of three divisions. By December 1914, the BEF had expanded to such an extent



that the First Army and the Second Army were formed.German Emperor Kaiser Wilhelm, who
was famously dismissive of the BEF, reportedly issued an order on the 19th of August 1914 to
“exterminate… the treacherous English and walk over General French’s contemptible little
army”. Hence, in later years, the survivors of the regular army dubbed themselves “The Old
Contemptibles”. However it should be noted that no evidence of any such order being issued by
the Kaiser has ever been found. It is highly likely that the ‘order’ was in fact a British propaganda
invention, albeit one often repeated as fact.British troops from 4th Royal Fusiliers resting in the
square at Mons 22nd August 1914, the day before the Battle of Mons.Nonetheless by the end of
1914 - after the battles of Mons, the Le Cateau, the Aisne and Ypres - the old regular British
army which Watson knew had indeed been wiped out, although it managed to do its duty and
stop the German advance.Koettgen details the extent of the fighting including being forced to
form part of a firing squad, crossing the Meuse under heavy fire, using corpses as road building
materials annihilating a cavalry charge hand to hand bayonet fighting, and the awful events of
the disastrous German retreat from the Marne.With the onset of trench warfare Koettgen also
experienced the horrors of trench warfare and the famous Christmas truce of 1914 which he
witnessed in the French sector. In 1915 he decided that enough was enough and escaped
military life by deserting the colours and slipping through the lines to neutral Holland. His was
memoirs were published by a gleeful allied press under the title ‘A German Deserter’s War
Experience’.This English translation provides a rare primary source insight into the German side
during the crucial opening battles of the war and is essential reading for anyone with an interest
in the Great War from the German perspective.BOB CARRUTHERSTRANSLATOR’S
PREFACETHE FOLLOWING NARRATIVE first appeared in German in the columns of the New
Yorker Volkszeitung, the principal organ of the German speaking Socialists in the United States.
Its author, who escaped from Germany and military service after eleven months of fighting in
France, is an intelligent young miner. He does not wish to have his name made public, fearing
that those who will be offended by his frankness might vent their wrath on his relatives. Since his
arrival in this country his friends and acquaintances have come to know him as an upright and
truthful man whose word can be relied upon.The vivid description of the life of a common
German soldier in the present war aroused great interest when the story presented in these
pages to the English speaking reader was published in serial form. For here was an historian of
the war who had been through the horrors of the carnage as one of the “Huns,” one of the
“Boches”; a soldier who had not abdicated his reason; a warrior against his will, who
nevertheless had to conform to the etiquette of war; a hater of militarism for whom there was no
romance in war, but only butchery and brutality, grime and vermin, inhuman toil and degradation.
Moreover, he was found to be no mean observer of men and things. His technical training at a
school of mining enabled him to obtain a much clearer understanding of the war of position than
the average soldier possesses.Most soldiers who have been in the war and have written down
their experiences have done so in the customary way, never questioning for a moment the moral
justification of war. Not so our author. He could not persuade his conscience to make a



distinction between private and public morality, and the angle from which he views the events he
describes is therefore entirely different from that of other actual observers of and participators in
war. His story also contains the first German description of the retreat of the Teutonic armies
after the battle of the Marne. The chief value of this soldier’s narrative lies, however, in his
destructive, annihilating criticism of the romance and fabled virtues of war. If some of the
incidents related in this book appear to be treated too curtly it is solely due to this author’s
limited literary powers. If, for instance, he does not dwell upon his inner experiences during his
terrible voyage to America in the coal bunker of a Dutch ship it is because he is not a literary
artist, but a simple workman.The translator hopes that he has succeeded in reproducing
faithfully the substance and the spirit of the story, and that this little book will contribute in
combating one of the forces that make for war - popular ignorance of war’s realities. Let each
individual fully grasp and understand the misery, degradation, and destruction that await him in
war, and the barbarous ordeal by carnage will quickly become the most unpopular institution on
earth.J. KOETTGENCHAPTER IMARCHING INTO BELGIUMAT THE END of July our garrison
at Koblenz was feverishly agitated. Part of our men were seized by an indescribable enthusiasm,
others became subject to a feeling of great depression. The declaration of war was in the air. I
belonged to those who were depressed. For I was doing my second year of military service and
was to leave the barracks in six weeks’ time. Instead of the long wished-for return home, war was
facing me.Also during my military service I had remained the anti-militarist I had been before. I
could not imagine what interest I could have in the mass murder, and I also pointed out to my
comrades that under all circumstances war was the greatest misfortune that could happen to
humanity.Our sapper battalion, No. 30, had been in feverish activity five days before the
mobilization; work was being pushed on day and night so that we were fully prepared for war
already on the 23rd of July, and on the 30th of July there was no person in our barracks who
doubted that war would break out. Moreover, there was the suspicious amiability of the officers
and sergeants, which excluded any doubt that any one might still have had. Officers who had
never before replied to the salute of a private soldier now did so with the utmost attention. Cigars
and beer were distributed in those days by the officers with great, uncommon liberality, so that it
was not surprising that many soldiers were scarcely ever sober and did not realize the
seriousness of the situation. But there were also others. There were soldiers who also in those
times of good-humour and the grinning comradeship of officer and soldier could not forget that
in military service they had often been degraded to the level of brutes, and who now thought with
bitter feelings that an opportunity might perhaps be offered in order to settle accounts.German
troops at rest in Belgium 1914.The order of mobilization became known on the 1st of August,
and the following day was decided upon as the real day of mobilization. But without awaiting the
arrival of the reserves we left our garrison town on August 1st. Who was to be our “enemy” we
did not know; Russia was for the present the only country against which war had been
declared.We marched through the streets of the town to the station between crowds of people
numbering many thousands. Flowers were thrown at us from every window; everybody wanted



to shake hands with the departing soldiers. All the people, even soldiers, were weeping. Many
marched arm in arm with their wife or sweetheart. The music played songs of leave-taking.
People cried and sang at the same time. Entire strangers, men and women, embraced and
kissed each other; men embraced men and kissed each other. It was a real witches’ sabbath of
emotion; like a wild torrent, that emotion carried away the whole assembled humanity. Nobody,
not even the strongest and most determined spirit, could resist that ebullition of feeling.But all
that was surpassed by the taking leave at the station, which we reached after a short march.
Here final adieus had to be said, here the separation had to take place. I shall never forget that
leave-taking, however old I may grow to be. Desperately many women clung to their men, some
had to be removed by force. Just as if they had suddenly had a vision of the fate of their beloved
ones, as if they were beholding the silent graves in foreign lands in which those poor nameless
ones were to be buried, they sought to cling fast to their possession, to retain what already no
longer belonged to them.Finally that, too, was over. We had entered a train that had been kept
ready, and had made ourselves comfortable in our cattle-trucks. Darkness had come, and we
had no light in our comfortable sixth-class carriages.The train moved slowly down the Rhine, it
went along without any great shaking, and some of us were seized by a worn-out feeling after
those days of great excitement. Most of the soldiers lay with their heads on their knapsacks and
slept. Others again tried to pierce the darkness as if attempting to look into the future; still others
drew stealthily a photo out of their breast-pocket, and only a very small number of us spent the
time by debating our point of destination. Where are we going to? Well, where? Nobody knew it.
At last, after long, infinitely long hours the train came to a stop. After a night of quiet, slow riding
we were at - Aix-la-Chapelle! At Aix-la-Chapelle! What were we doing at Aix-la-Chapelle? We
did not know, and the officers only shrugged their shoulders when we asked them.After a short
interval the journey proceeded, and on the evening of the 2nd of August we reached a farm in
the neighbourhood of the German and Belgian frontier, near Herbesthal. Here our company was
quartered in a barn. Nobody knew what our business was at the Belgian frontier. In the afternoon
of the 3rd of August reservists arrived, and our company was brought to its war strength. We had
still no idea concerning the purpose of our being sent to the Belgian frontier, and that evening we
lay down on our bed of straw with a forced tranquillity of mind. Something was sure to happen
soon, to deliver us from that oppressive uncertainty. How few of us thought that for many it would
be the last night to spend on German soil!A subdued signal of alarm fetched us out of our “beds”
at three o’clock in the morning. The company assembled, and the captain explained to us the
war situation. He informed us that we had to keep ready to march, that he himself was not yet
informed about the direction. Scarcely half an hour later fifty large traction motors arrived and
stopped in the road before our quarters. But the drivers of these wagons, too, knew no
particulars and had to wait for orders. The debate about our nearest goal was resumed. The
orderlies, who had snapped up many remarks of the officers, ventured the opinion that we would
march into Belgium the very same day; others contradicted them. None of us could know
anything for certain. But the order to march did not arrive, and in the evening all of us could lie



down again on our straw. But it was a short rest. At one o’clock in the morning an alarm aroused
us again, and the captain honoured us with an address. He told us we were at war with Belgium,
that we should acquit ourselves as brave soldiers, earn iron crosses, and do honour to our
German name. Then he continued somewhat as follows: “We are making war only against the
armed forces, that is the Belgium army. The lives and property of civilians are under the
protection of international treaties, international law, but you soldiers must not forget that it is
your duty to defend your lives as long as possible for the protection of your Fatherland, and to
sell them as dearly as possible. We want to prevent useless shedding of blood as far as the
civilians are concerned, but I want to remind you that a too great considerateness borders on
cowardice, and cowardice in face of the enemy is punished very severely.”After that “humane”
speech by our captain we were “laden” into the automobiles, and crossed the Belgian frontier on
the morning of August 5th. In order to give special solemnity to that “historical” moment we had
to give three cheers.At no other moments the fruits of military education have presented
themselves more clearly before my mind. The soldier is told, “The Belgian is your enemy,” and he
has to believe it. The soldier, the workman in uniform, had not known till then who was his
enemy. If they had told us, “The Hollander is your enemy,” we would have believed that, too; we
would have been compelled to believe it, and would have shot him by order. We, the “German
citizens in uniform,” must not have an opinion of our own, must have no thoughts of our own, for
they give us our enemy and our friend according to requirements, according to the requirements
of their own interests. The Frenchman, the Belgian, the Italian, is your enemy. Never mind, shoot
as we order, and do not bother your head about it. You have duties to perform, perform them,
and for the rest, cut it out!Those were the thoughts that tormented my brain when crossing the
Belgian frontier. And to console myself, and so as to justify before my own conscience the
murderous trade that had been thrust upon me, I tried to persuade myself that though I had no
Fatherland to defend, I had to defend a home and protect it from devastation. But it was a weak
consolation, and did not even outlast the first few days.Travelling in the fairly quick motor-cars
we reached, towards eight o’clock in the morning, our preliminary destination, a small but pretty
village. The inhabitants of the villages which we had passed stared at us in speechless
astonishment, so that we all had the impression that those peasants for the most part did not
know why we had come to Belgium. They had been roused from their sleep and, half-dressed,
they gazed from their windows after our automobiles. After we had stopped and alighted, the
peasants of that village came up to us without any reluctance, offered us food, and brought us
coffee, bread, meat, etc. As the field-kitchen had not arrived we were glad to receive those
kindly gifts of the “enemy,” the more so because those fine fellows absolutely refused any
payment. They told us the Belgian soldiers had left, for where they did not know.After a short rest
we continued our march and the motor-cars went back. We had scarcely marched for an hour
when cavalry, dragoons and huzzars, overtook us and informed us that the Germans were
marching forward in the whole neighbourhood, and that cyclist companies were close on our
heels. That was comforting news, for we no longer felt lonely and isolated in this strange country.



Soon after the troop of cyclists really came along. It passed us quickly and left us by ourselves
again. Words of anger were to be heard now; all the others were able to ride, but we had to walk.
What we always had considered as a matter of course was now suddenly felt by us to be a great
injustice. And though our scolding and anger did not help us in the least, it turned our thoughts
from the heaviness of the “monkey” (knapsack) which rested like a leaden weight on our
backs.The heat was oppressive, the perspiration issued from every pore; the new and hard
leather straps, the new stiff uniforms rubbed against many parts of the body and made them
sore, especially round the waist. With great joy we therefore hailed the order that came at two
o’clock in the afternoon, to halt before an isolated farm and rest in the grass.CHAPTER
IIFIGHTING IN BELGIUMABOUT TEN MINUTES we might have lain in the grass when we
suddenly heard rifle shots in front of us. Electrified, all of us jumped up and hastened to our
rifles. Then the firing of rifles that was going on at a distance of about a mile or a mile and a half
began steadily to increase in volume. We set in motion immediately.The expression and the
behaviour of the soldiers betrayed that something was agitating their mind, that an emotion had
taken possession of them which they could not master and had never experienced before. On
myself I could observe a great restlessness. Fear and curiosity threw my thoughts into a wild
jumble; my head was swimming, and everything seemed to press upon my heart. But I wished to
conceal my fears from my comrades. I know I tried to with a will, but whether I succeeded better
than my comrades, whose uneasiness I could read in their faces, I doubt very much.Though I
was aware that we should be in the firing line within half an hour, I endeavoured to convince
myself that our participation in the fight would no longer be necessary. I clung obstinately, nay,
almost convulsively to every idea that could strengthen that hope or give me consolation. That
not every bullet finds its billet; that, as we had been told, most wounds in modern wars were
afflicted by grazing shots which caused slight flesh-wounds; those were some of the reiterated
self-deceptions indulged in against my better knowledge. And they proved effective. It was not
only that they made me in fact feel more easy; deeply engaged in those thoughts I had scarcely
observed that we were already quite near the firing line.The bicycles at the side of the road
revealed to us that the cyclist corps were engaged by the enemy. We did not know, of course,
the strength of our opponents as we approached the firing line in leaps. In leaping forward every
one bent down instinctively, whilst to our right and left and behind us the enemy’s bullets could
be heard striking; yet we reached the firing line without any casualties and were heartily
welcomed by our hard pressed friends. The cyclists, too, had not yet suffered any losses; some,
it is true, had already been slightly wounded, but they could continue to participate in the
fight.We were lying flat on the ground, and fired in the direction indicated to us as fast as our
rifles would allow. So far we had not seen our opponents. That, it seemed, was too little
interesting to some of our soldiers; so they rose partly, and fired in a kneeling position. Two men
of my company had to pay their curiosity with their lives. Almost at one and the same time they
were shot through the head. The first victim of our group fell down forward without uttering a
sound; the second threw up his arms and fell on his back. Both of them were dead instantly.Who



could describe the feelings that overcome a man in the first real hail of bullets he is in? When we
were leaping forward to reach the firing line I felt no longer any fear and seemed only to try to
reach the line as quickly as possible. But when looking at the first dead man I was seized by a
terrible horror. For minutes I was perfectly stupefied, had completely lost command over myself
and was absolutely incapable to think or act. I pressed my face and hands firmly against the
ground, and then suddenly I was seized by an irrepressible excitement, took hold of my gun, and
began to fire away blindly. Little after little I quieted down again somewhat, nay, I became almost
quite confident as if everything was normal. Suddenly I found myself content with myself and my
surroundings, and when a little later the whole line was commanded, “Leap forward! March,
march!” I ran forward demented like the others, as if things could not be other than what they
were. The order, “Position!” followed, and we flopped down like wet bags. Firing had begun
again.Our firing became more lively from minute to minute, and grew into a rolling deafening
noise. If in such an infernal noise you want to make yourself understood by your neighbour, you
have to shout at him so that it hurts your throat. The effect of our firing caused our opponent to
grow unsteady; his fire became weaker; the line of the enemy began to waver. Being separated
from the enemy by only about five hundred yards, we could observe exactly what was
happening there. We saw how about half of the men opposing us were drawn back. The
movement is executed by taking back every second man whilst number one stays on until the
retiring party has halted. We took advantage of that movement to inflict the severest losses
possible on our retreating opponent. As far as we could survey the country to our right and left
we observed that the Germans were pressing forward at several points. Our company, too,
received the order to advance when the enemy took back all his forces.Our task was to cling
obstinately to the heels of the retreating enemy so as to leave him no time to collect his forces
and occupy new positions. We therefore followed him in leaps with short breathing pauses so as
to prevent him in the first place from establishing himself in the village before him. We knew that
otherwise we should have to engage in costly street fighting. But the Belgians did not attempt to
establish themselves, but disengaged themselves from us with astonishing skill.Meanwhile we
had been reinforced. Our company had been somewhat dispersed, and everybody marched
with the troop be chanced to find himself with. My troop had to stay in the village to search every
house systematically for soldiers that had been dispersed or hidden. During that work we
noticed that the Germans were marching forward from all directions. Field artillery, machine-gun
sections, etc., arrived, and all of us wondered whence all of this came so quickly.There was
however no time for long reflections. With fixed bayonets we went from house to house, from
door to door, and though the harvest was very meagre, we were not turned away quite empty-
handed, as the inhabitants had to deliver up all privately owned fire-arms, ammunition, etc. The
chief functionary of the village who accompanied us, had to explain to every citizen that the
finding of arms after the search would lead to punishment by court-martial. And court-martial
means - death.After another hour had passed we were alarmed again by rifle and gun firing; a
new battle had begun. Whether the artillery was in action on both sides could not be determined



from the village, but the noise was loud enough, for the air was almost trembling with the
rumbling, rolling, and growling of the guns which steadily increased in strength. The ambulance
columns were bringing in the first wounded; orderly officers whizzed past us. War had begun
with full intensity.Darkness was falling before we had finished searching all the houses. We
dragged mattresses, sacks of straw, feather beds, whatever we could get hold of, to the public
school and the church where the wounded were to be accommodated. They were put to bed as
well as it could be done. Those first victims of the horrible massacre of nations were treated with
touching care. Later on, when we had grown more accustomed to those horrible sights, less
attention was paid to the wounded.The first fugitives now arrived from the neighbouring villages.
They had probably walked for many an hour, for they looked tired, absolutely exhausted. There
were women, old, white-haired men, and children, all mixed together, who had not been able to
save anything but their poor lives. In a perambulator or a push-cart those unfortunate beings
carried away all that the brutal force of war had left them. In marked contrast to the fugitives that
we had hitherto met, these people were filled with the utmost fear, shivering with fright, terror-
stricken in face of the hostile world. As soon as they beheld one of us soldiers they were seized
with such a fear that they seemed to crumple up. How different they were from the inhabitants of
the village in which we were, who showed themselves kind, friendly, and even obliging towards
us. We tried to find out the cause of that fear, and heard that those fugitives had witnessed bitter
street fighting in their village. They had experienced war, had seen their houses burnt, their
simple belongings perish, and had not yet been able to forget their streets filled with dead and
wounded soldiers. It became clear to us that it was not fear alone that made these people look
like the hunted quarry; it was hatred, hatred against us, the invaders who, as they had to
suppose, had fallen upon them unawares, had driven them from their home. But their hatred was
not only directed against us, the German soldiers, nay, their own, the Belgian soldiers, too, were
not spared by it.We marched away that very evening and tried to reach our section. When
darkness fell the Belgians had concentrated still farther to the rear; they were already quite near
the fortress of Liège. Many of the villages we passed were in flames; the inhabitants who had
been driven away passed us in crowds, there were women whose husbands were perhaps also
defending their “Fatherland,” children, old men who were pushed hither and thither and seemed
to be always in the way. Without any aim, any plan, any place in which they could rest, those
processions of misery and unhappiness crept past us - the best illustration of man-murdering,
nation-destroying war! Again we reached a village which to all appearances had once been
inhabited by a well-to-do people, by a contented little humanity. There were nothing but ruins
now, burnt, destroyed houses and farm buildings, dead soldiers, German and Belgian, and
among them several civilians who had been shot by sentence of the court-martial.Belgian forces
in Liège, August 1914.Towards midnight we reached the German line which was trying to get
possession of a village which was already within the fortifications of Liège, and was obstinately
defended by the Belgians. Here we had to employ all our forces to wrench from our opponent
house after house, street after street. It was not yet completely dark so that we had to go through



that terrible struggle which developed with all our senses awake and receptive. It was a hand to
hand fight; every kind of weapon had to be employed; the opponent was attacked with the butt-
end of the rifle, the knife, the fist, and the teeth. One of my best friends fought with a gigantic
Belgian; both had lost their rifle. They were pummelling each other with their fists. I had just
finished with a Belgian who was about twenty-two years of age, and was going to assist my
friend, as the Herculean Belgian was so much stronger than he. Suddenly my friend succeeded
with a lightning motion in biting the Belgian in the chin. He bit so deeply that he tore away a
piece of flesh with his teeth. The pain the Belgian felt must have been immense, for he let go his
hold and ran off screaming with terrible pain.All that happened in seconds. The blood of the
Belgian ran out of my friend’s mouth; he was seized by a horrible nausea, an indescribable
terror, the taste of the warm blood nearly drove him insane. That young, gay, lively fellow of
twenty-four had been cheated out of his youth in that night. He used to be the jolliest among us;
after that we could never induce him even to smile.Whilst fighting during the night I came for the
first time in touch with the butt-end of a Belgian rifle. I had a hand to hand fight with a Belgian
when another one from behind hit me with his rifle on the head with such force that it drove my
head into the helmet up to my ears. I experienced a terrific pain all over my head, doubled up,
and lost consciousness. When I revived I found myself with a bandaged head in a barn among
other wounded.I had not been severely wounded, but I felt as if my head was double its normal
size, and there was a noise in my ears as of the wheels of an express engine.The other
wounded and the soldiers of the ambulance corps said that the Belgians had been pushed back
to the fortress; we heard, however, that severe fighting was still going on. Wounded soldiers were
being brought in continuously, and they told us that the Germans had already taken in the first
assault several fortifications like outer-forts, but that they had not been able to maintain
themselves because they had not been sufficiently provided with artillery. The defended places
and works inside the forts were still practically completely intact, and so were their garrisons.
The forts were not yet ripe for assault, so that the Germans had to retreat with downright
enormous losses. The various reports were contradictory, and it was impossible to get a clear
idea of what was happening.Meanwhile the artillery had begun to bombard the fortress, and
even the German soldiers were terror-stricken at that bombardment. The heaviest artillery was
brought into action against the modern forts of concrete. Up to that time no soldier had been
aware of the existence of the 42-centimetre mortars. Even when Liège had fallen into German
hands we soldiers could not explain to ourselves how it was possible that those enormous
fortifications, constructed partly of reinforced concrete of a thickness of one to six meters, could
be turned into a heap of rubbish after only a few hours’ bombardment. Having been wounded, I
could of course not take part in those operations, but my comrades told me later on how the
various forts were taken. Guns of all sizes were turned on the forts, but it was the 21- and 42-
centimetre mortars that really did the work. From afar one could hear already the approach of
the 42-centimetre shell. The shell bored its way through the air with an uncanny, rushing and
hissing sound that was like a long shrill whistling filling the whole atmosphere for seconds.



Where it struck everything was destroyed within a radius of several hundred yards. Later I have
often gazed in wonderment at those hecatombs which the 42-centimetre mortar erected for itself
on all its journeys. The enormous air pressure caused by the bursting of its shells made it even
difficult for us Germans in the most advanced positions to breathe for several seconds. To
complete the infernal row the Zeppelins appeared at night in order to take part in the work of
destruction. Suddenly the soldiers would hear above their heads the whirring of the propellers
and the noise of the motors, well-known to most Germans. The Zeppelins came nearer and
nearer, but not until they were in the immediate neighbourhood of the forts were they discovered
by our opponents, who immediately brought all available searchlights into play in order to search
the sky for the dreaded flying enemies. The whirring of the propellers of the airships which had
been distributed for work on the various forts suddenly ceased. Then, right up in the air, a
blinding light appeared, the searchlight of the Zeppelin, which lit up the country beneath it for a
short time. Just as suddenly it became dark and quiet until a few minutes later, powerful
detonations brought the news that the Zeppelin had dropped its “ballast.” That continued for
quite a while, explosion followed explosion, interrupted only by small fiery clouds, shrapnel
which the Belgian artillery sent up to the airships, exploding in the air. Then the whirring of the
propellers began again, first loud and coming from near, from right above our heads, then softer
and softer until the immense ship of the air had entirely disappeared from our view and hearing.
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Chilling and revealing. This is an important read for the modern generation
to get a look into the senseless horror and disturbing violence of the first days of the First World
War. The author can wear on you a bit with his occasional socialist ideology, but for me that
hardly detracts from the impact or the value of the book. The passage from the very first days as
the troops depart for the war to the author's eventual flight from the German Army is a harrowing
look into madness and violence that defies imagination. I cannot recommend this book highly
enough. It exposes large scale human nature at its worst and begs the reader to ponder every
aspect of civilized existence.”

Reginald N. Buchanan, “A German soldier's view. As we approach the 100 th anniversary of the
beginning of World War 1 its interesting to look back as see what that war looked like from the
perspective of an infantryman. This is an excellent book from a German soldier's viewpoint. This
man was not a militarist, didn't want to fight, and was more socialist than soldier. But his battle
experiences are real and dramatic. Good read.”

Westerly Gales author., “Good book marred by poor formatting. This first-hand account of a
German soldier's experience of WW I vividly depicts the horrors of war from the perspective of a
pacifist, Socialist draftee. I cannot vouch for the accuracy of his description of the German Army
of WW I, but it was certainly a harrowing read.The reading experience for me was marred by
editing and formatting errors -- there were numerous typos, entire lines of gibberish, and the
page headings invariably appeared in the middle of the page. However, if you can tolerate this, I
recommend it.”

Billy P. Kimberlin, “A Lowly Private's View of Warfare. A German Deserter's War Experience is a
striking eyewitness account of the First World War which marches through many of the "Western
Front's" crucial battles during the first year of the war. When published in 1917 this memoir
differed from other contemporary accounts in that it was written from the unique perspective of
an ordinary German soldier who did not entirely accept the moral justifications given for the war,
but desired to pull back the veil of romanticism and expose the false virtues which surrounded
the conflict. While British authors were also exposing these fallacies, the majority of them were
not of the proletarian caste and therefore did not have his particular point of view. This author,
who chose to remain anonymous for fear of retribution against his relatives, utilizes a
straightforward chronological prose and employs a conspicuous lack of literary devices. By
adopting this approach, the narrative takes on a more tangible and believable texture and
subsequently becomes more comprehendible. Because one does not have to possess
extraordinary literary abilities to grasp this work, the book is able to influence a much more
diverse audience. This is evident in that in order to satisfy the enormous demand for the English
translation of this book, five printings were required within just four months. The book begins on



23 July 1917 with the mobilization of the author's sapper brigade. Many of the soldiers were
delightfully enthusiastic at the prospect of war envisioning the cause as a noble one worthy of
extraordinary heroic efforts. Others, on the other hand, were notably pessimistic and depressed
at the implications of the impending hostilities. As a socialist, who had doggedly held onto his
anti-militarist beliefs throughout his entire enlistment and was scheduled to be discharged from
the army he despised in six weeks, this author obviously fits into the latter category. As his
brigade marched through town, on their way to the transports, it received overwhelming
adulation from their fellow citizens. Each soldier, regardless of their previous feelings, was
overcome with sentiment and their very soul could not help but be permeated with inspirations of
patriotism. Even the author later writes that he "shall never forget that leave taking, however old I
may grow to be" (p. 3). Imbued with this crushing nationalistic ardor and confronted with the
prospect of crossing into the Belgian frontier the author begins to grapple with his morality. How
can he justify the murderous trade which has been thrust upon him? He finally consoles himself
by thinking he must defend his own home against any possible devastation (p. 6). He reconciles
his decision to participate in the fighting, by qualifying his actions as simply protecting his home
and not defending the "Fatherland." However, in safeguarding his home he is by default
defending Germany and thereby acquiescing to the collective justification for the war. By taking
these actions he has denied his own personal morals and values which he had hereto
tenaciously maintained. He was only able to regain his prewar morality after he deserted and
was able to emancipate himself from his native country. As his sapper unit crossed into Belgium
and began to experience serious casualties, his initial rationale for war began to winnow. He
eventually came to understand the circumstances of this conflict were greater than the men
participating in it. Any humanity, which may have existed, had disappeared into a daily routine of
butchery and murder with only the bestial instincts of self-preservation remaining (p. 50). The
war itself had come to define who the enemy was, not the politicians. A foe was now determined
to be anybody with the potential to harm the individual soldier. This could include the supposed
"enemy" (Belgians and French) or even a soldier's own officers. Having identified self protection
as his ultimate objective, he now understood war itself brutalizes and brutal force does not
distinguish right from wrong. He also concludes, soldiers cannot be held responsible for their
actions because war is inhumane and inherently immoral. Human beings actively engaged in
the activity of war are no longer civilized humans, but bloodthirsty animals following orders.
Therefore, the previous ethos to which one adhered no longer applied. Combat soldiers, having
witnessed thousands of individuals mowed down by machine gun fire and even more blown to
bits by artillery, had long ago acknowledged that the machinery of war was greater than the
courage of any man. Sitting in their positions awaiting the possibility of defending another attack
or the eventually of another useless assault, these men continuously faced the ubiquitous
evidence of their previous futile efforts. The lifeless eyes of their dead comrades staring back at
them from "no man's land" were constant reminders of the senselessness of this war. As the
conflict became protracted, it was hardly surprising that many soldiers, including those with



grandeur in their eyes, began to question the justification and humanity of continuing the
conflict. That the average soldier was becoming disillusioned is no wonder. The very fact many
of them tried to malinger as much as possible is logical. If one were put in the same situation, a
majority would attempt to extricate themselves as quickly as feasible. It is a mystery the
leadership did not experience many mutinous acts. Despite the obvious socialist leaning of this
book, its veracity should not be diminished. The author produced a thoroughly provocative
account of the war, which although carrying a socialist message still has extraordinary value in
showing the inhumanity, barbarity, and brutality which are indicative of modern-day warfare. This
work is comparable to the more literary works of British authors of the time and also touches on
many of the issues which Remarque later illuminates in his novel All Quiet on the Western Front.
If the reader accepts that this memoir was intended to promote the socialist agenda of the time,
it is much easier to get a concept of what a socialist's life was like in the German military during
the first world war, while gaining a glimpse of the war seen from a private soldier's perspective.”

GKC, “Horrific details of early WW1 events from ground level. One can see why the governments
on all sides imposed strict censorship on what the citizens at home could be allowed to know
about actual combat on the Western Front in WW1. If they had known, they wouldn't have let the
Kaiser and Haig the Butcher keep the insanity up.”

A Ryder, “Raw and grim. Difficult to verify, without research, the provenance of this narrative,
since all references that might identify the author are understandably removed. However, there
are no obvious signs of fakery and the description is dispassionate, cynical and sticks closely to
the experiences he claims to have had without tangential observations, political polemic or
unnecessary background.The writer is a sapper, whose period as a conscript is about to expire
when the Great War breaks out and he is kept in the army and sent to advance through Belgium
and into France. He doesn't want to fight and doesn't share the patriotism and romantic notions
of war of the majority of his fellows, but grows increasingly embittered about his officers and the
grandees who have sent him and thousands like him to be at best brutalised and at worst
slaughtered on the Western Front. By far the majority of the text is concerned with his
experiences of fighting, whether in the trenches, dugouts, rotated to the rear for respite or
moving blindly forward 'over the top' to try to gain or regain ground against the mainly Belgian
and French troops. A short section at the end describes how he determines never to return after
his long-awaited furlough and follows him through Holland and finally to America, where he
wrote of his experiences.It's a stripped-bare view of the business of warfare and its
consequences, and holds further interest for readers in English by expressing a German
perspective.”

The book by Julius Koettgen has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 12 people have provided feedback.
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