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“History is always written by the victor, and the histories of the losing parties belong to the shrinking circle of those who
were there...”

SS-Standartenfiihrer Jochen Peiper — 1. SS-Panzer-Division “Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler”
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Foreword

I am absolutely honored to introduce you to Gerry Villani and his latest work of art.
Gerry’s focus has always been on telling the stories that no one else will tell, giving a
voice to those that no one has listened to, and doing it in a way that others have not. With
his last book “Soldiers of Germania, the European Volunteers of the Waffen SS”, he gave
us insight into the experiences of men from all across Europe who volunteered to serve as
foreign SS soldiers. The story he brought to us is one that many do not know. It is
commonly implied that the German Army, and German soldiers, were all of undiluted
German heritage, when in fact men from over 30 countries served in the SS. Gerry has
granted us access to the lives and perspectives which are unique and widely unknown to
the world.

The route that many stories throughout history take is a path that from far away looks
smooth and truly has been worn into a comfortable retelling of events. Once again Gerry
stepped off the beaten path and into the weeds. He has compiled through personal research
the up close and personal stories that many are too afraid to tell or be associated with. We
find him in the trenches with the soldiers. We find him sitting in the shadows of conflict.
He diligently transcribed the stories of these veterans, stories which have long gone untold
- buried in the depths of memory, or whispered through the din of battle, nearly lost in the
fog of war. I picture him, but a silhouette, following closely behind these soldiers as they
say goodbye to their families and march towards their destiny. What Gerry has done for
history is invaluable and what he has done for these men is unparalleled. But a glaring
question still remains...why? Why would someone go through the troubles of searching
the world for the tales of a few men whose lives have been eagerly forgotten by the people
they once fought to protect? What makes a man voluntarily suffer the loss of sleep, time
with loved ones, and his peace of mind - only to spend months chasing ghosts?

For Gerry the fascination with mankind’s penchant for conflict started at a young age.
Whenever he visited his grandparents, he was regaled with stories of the war. First-hand
accounts of battle and the impact that war had on the world enchanted Gerry. Peering
through the eyes of his grandparents, he learned that the actions of individual men created
and shaped the world we live in today. Seeing that the individual - when helped by fate,
luck, and chance - could affect not only his surroundings, but the globe, would start Gerry
down a path in life from which he would never divert. With his latest book “Germania’s
Assault Generation”, we will be brought back into a world at war, where men of many
nations believed in a united Europe, and joined the Waffen SS with enthusiasm in hopes of
accomplishing that goal they believed in. We read the stories of Legionnaires, people of
so-called “Germanic descent”, who originated from occupied territories. With an insight
into the motivations and internal conflicts that these volunteering soldiers went through,
how their cultural backgrounds affected their positions in the military, and the way they
viewed conflict and battle, this book is another unique take on the soldiers who fought in
World War Two. I know that you will enjoy this book as much as I did, and it is my
absolute privilege to present to you “Voices of the Waffen SS — The Assault generation™.



Jennifer Georg, Ohio, August 2017



A Word from the Author

When the final battle was fought and the dead are gathered on the battlefields, a lonely
soldier was found on the side of a hill. This soldier took up position behind a tree, with on
the ground right next to him, several clips of ammunition for his rifle as a silent witness to
his decision: to hold his position or to die. He died. The soldier lost his life on the side of
the hill as a bullet had penetrated his head right under his steel helmet. When silence had
taken over again on the hill and on the battlefield, the soldier was still sitting there in
position with his rifle at the ready...ready to fire. He was still waiting patiently for the
enemy to arrive, an enemy he’d ultimately never see. A lonely soldier was sitting on the
side of the hill whose courage became him fatal. A soldier like any other soldier in the
world. Most people like to call them SS monsters, although SS Mann would be more
appropriate for Waffen SS soldiers. To call them all SS monsters is just an ignorant way to
look at the history of the Waffen SS. Lots of Waffen SS soldiers only heard after the war
that they were called fanatics, but that word was unknown to them during the war. Instead
they were good soldiers, hard soldiers, and hard-fighting soldiers. The will of fighting was
necessary to the last. Every man was willing to sacrifice himself, but whether this was
fanatic or not I’ll leave that up to you. Some people may call it that way but it still remains
a strange word. It was certainly not a word that was used by the Waffen SS soldiers. They
called it the love for the fatherland and for their people! These men were called the assault
generation of Germania, or greater Germany, and they had largely been born in the years
during and after World War I. Coming from every nation of Europe, they had risen up
against communism and banded together under one flag for a common cause. They joined
the German Army in World War II, a volunteer army that was better known as the Waffen
SS. And it was in the Waffen SS, the elite fighting force of Germany, where the first
modern European army was born. A new society of front fighters emerged from many
different European nations; it was a society that had been forged in the sacrifice, sweat,
and blood on the battlefield. Maybe their heritage and culture was different, but their
uniforms and motto were one and the same: Meine Ehre Heiflit Treue! SS soldiers were
held to higher standards than regular Wehrmacht soldiers in the German Army, and the SS
was subjected to the strictest discipline. For example, sentences handed down by SS courts
were more severe than sentences passed by other courts for the same offense. A separate
wing on the east side of the bunker (camp prison) at Dachau was reserved for SS soldiers
who had committed a criminal act. This section has been torn down and can no longer be
seen at the Dachau Memorial Site. When Dachau was liberated on April 29, 1945, there
were still 128 SS men incarcerated in the Dachau bunker. They were released and given
the job of guarding the prisoners until the American liberators arrived. Most of the regular
guards at Dachau had fled the night before the camp was liberated. In 1943, a Waffen SS
officer named Dr. Georg Konrad Morgen, who was also an attorney, was authorized by
Himmler to conduct investigations into corruption and brutality in the concentration
camps. Around 800 investigations of the SS were conducted, which resulted in around 200
indictments. At the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal, SS Lt. General Ernst
Kaltenbrunner testified that there were 13 Stammlager (main concentration camps) in the
Nazi camp system. One of these camps was Matzgau, located near Danzig; it was a camp



where SS guards were imprisoned for offenses such as physical mistreatment of
concentration camp prisoners, embezzlement, or theft. Yet tour guides at Dachau
routinely tell visitors that the guards could do anything they wanted to with regard to
abusing or killing the prisoners.

When looking at the Waffen SS volunteer, it can be said that there is no such thing as a
pattern that can be extrapolated as being the main reason for enlistment in the Waffen SS.
There’s that image, often romanticized by the post war literature, of the Catholic crusader
who wanted to fight Bolshevism. However there were many factors, often personal, that
played a major role in the decision to join this new army: political division in one’s
country of origin, escapism, the sense of adventure, the need for a job, etc., but above all,
the look and appeal of the Waffen SS was very attractive. The terms Waffen SS and Nazis
have been used interchangeably, and the actual history is often confused. Certainly, being
a veteran of the Waffen SS does not equate to being a Nazi. Many people that study the
Waffen SS usually emphasize that most of their members were conscripted, i.e., its
members had no choice. For how many of its members this is correct, we do not know.

This is my third book about the soldiers of the Waffen SS, and I realize that I’m riding
that razor edge again. In fact, you ride it all the time when you write about the German
armed forces of WWII, especially the Waffen SS. However, one has to be able to look at
both sides of the stories, and that is what I’'m doing. It’s not a justification about the crimes
that some of the units or brigades had committed nor is it to support the ideologies of a
regime that was responsible for the Kkillings of millions of people. The social-
psychological side of Nazism and the persecution of Jews and other religious or ethnic
groups is complex and thoroughly studied for many years, but it remains difficult in this
modern day and age to draw a nuanced picture of the Waffen SS volunteer. The
fascination with “the greatest crime of all times” - the holocaust - and the attraction that
Nazism had at that time on the people still remains in the generations after the war. Mostly
because phenomena such as discrimination, abuse of power, and violence are still the
order of the day. You just have to turn on your TV or read a newspaper. With this new
book, I hope that historians and students alike will be able to understand the motivation of
the European volunteers of the Waffen SS, and that one can see beyond the stigma of
monsters or murderers which has been bestowed upon them for the past 7 decades.

To conclude I can say that all wars end up being reduced to statistics, strategies,
debates about their origins and results. These debates about war are important, but not
more important than the human story of those who fought in them. Ordinary men
conscripted into the Heer, Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine or enlisted men of the Waffen SS
did not fight for the NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei). Neither did
the hundreds of thousands of European volunteers. There were certainly other values and
beliefs involved. Perspectives that may be easily forgotten.

Gerry Villani, Okotoks, August 2017
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Introduction

The Waffen SS, literally “armed SS”, (until 1940, the SS-Verfiigungstruppe) is to be
distinguished, nominally, from the Allgemeine or General SS. It was a relatively small
section of the SS as a whole, created to participate in battles alongside the German Army.
Arguments that there was no overlap do not hold: historians have shown a fairly regular
exchange of personnel between the two SS organizations. Over the years, 900,000 men
served in the Waffen SS. The majority were either citizens of Germany or so-called
Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans), and most of the officers were German. Nonetheless,
there was important recruitment from occupied countries. This was a deliberate strategy.
According to Heinrich Himmler, a trans-European Waffen SS would form the basis of a
“pan-Germanic” and “Nordic” blood community; as such, it was to serve as the birthplace
of a future pan-Germanic Europe. Nordic blood, Himmler believed, was not limited to
those of German ethnicity. On the contrary, he actively recruited Waffen SS soldiers from
all nations thought to share Nordic blood and Germanic heritage. The common experience
of service in the Waffen SS would, he hoped, promote the integration of Europe’s different
“Germanic tribes” into the Greater Germanic Reich. Himmler promoted his Greater
Germanic Reich on numerous public occasions, in attempts to concentrate all forces
conducive to “Germanic work” within the SS. Indeed, “pan-Germanic idealism” informed
official Waffen SS rhetoric throughout the war. The war itself was defined as a trans-
European Germanic self-defence against an onslaught by Communists. Or, as Felix
Steiner, Commander of the Waffen SS Division Wiking, told his Scandinavian, Flemish,
and Dutch volunteers in 1943: “The reason for the war lies in the scorching, culture-
destroying, Bolshevist-Asian flood from the East, and the materialistic power of money,
which destroys all ‘volkischen’ and race-specific values, against which are assembled the
Germanic elements of order ... It will take the union of all healthy forces to counter this
danger. Thus, the assembly of the Germanic race is an act of self-preservation and
necessary self-defence. This could have no better basis than the foundation of the warrior
spirit of all Germanic peoples.” Within the SS, the “assembly of Nordic blood” and the
systematic extermination of Jews, Sinti, Roma, and other “alien peoples” were two sides
of the same coin. How, indeed, would it be possible to defend Europe by, for example,
conquering and colonizing the “provinces in the East” without increasing the relative
numbers of race-conscious Herrenvolk? Himmler quickly arranged for suitable Waffen SS
recruitment. In 1940, Waffen SS leaders began to round up volunteers from the “racially
related Germanic countries:” Denmark, Norway, Holland, and Flanders. These were then
enrolled in two regiments: Westland (for the Flemish and Dutch) and Nordland (Danes
and Norwegians). In 1940 — 1941, the two regiments were combined into the 5" Waffen
SS Division Wiking. The Division Wiking differed from later foreign-based Waffen SS
units (such as, for example, Legion Norge, Legion Niederlande, Freikorps Danmark) in
both its mixed national base and its early use in battle. In both senses, it was seen as
especially suited to realize Himmler’s dream of a pan-Germanic division, the strong
foundation stone for a pan-Germanic Europe. The foreign component of “Wiking”
volunteers — eventually comprising ten nations — was never larger than 10 per cent of
the whole. By the summer of 1941, the division was deep in Soviet territory. It



participated in the battle for Rostov-on-Don and the Caucasian oilfields, and was one of
the units trapped in the fatal Tsherkassy Pocket (1943 — 1944). Division Wiking’s last
major engagement, undertaken in the retreat to Austria, was in the Battle for Budapest.
Waffen SS veterans are proud of these and similar military campaigns. Their publications
and memorial services concentrate on such battles; they were, they maintain, a purely
military corps, whose honor precluded any role in war crimes. Wiking’s trans-European
profile had been useful in promoting Germanic propaganda during the war. After 1945, its
supposed European quality proved useful again when trying to argue that the Waffen SS
had been unique in not fighting for Germany only, but in defense of all Europe. The
Division Wiking’s European profile was cited as emblematic of the Waffen SS as a whole:
additional proof that Waffen SS veterans were not to be confused with either the
Allgemeine SS, or questionable Waffen SS hybrids such as the SS-Totenkopfverbdnde of
the concentration and death camps. In the decades following 1945, veteran groups - so-
called Truppenkameradschaften, that is, associations based on former Waffen SS units -
and the HIAG, with its monthly journal, “Der Freiwillige” (“The Volunteer”), continued to
emphasize this trans-European feature. Der Freiwillige, in particular, rehearsed the history
of the Waffen SS, and printed news from veterans throughout Europe, drawing in
“European freedom fighters” from Scandinavia, Belgium, Holland, France, and beyond.
These efforts did not get it very far. Outside of Germany, Waffen SS veterans were
steadfastly ostracized (if not, in the aftermath of defeat, jailed or executed). Eastern
European Waffen SS veterans could only organize abroad. German veterans quickly lost
ground too when the German media started publicizing SS war crimes. One would think it
would be emotionally taxing - if not socially suicidal - to belong to a Waffen SS veterans’
association. But veterans’ associations meet important needs. These do not necessarily
include discussions of the cause of any particular war. Most veterans’ associations gloss
over their war’s justification: veterans fought for freedom, for the Fatherland, and against
Communism. The politics that started the war are less important than the subsequent need,
felt by many, to remember and maintain connections with war-time comrades, and to
reiterate the significance of the sacrifices made by those who fought. It is in this context
that veterans hope to coordinate and conduct the ritualized and public commemoration of
fallen comrades, for their deaths are meaningful only if they are not forgotten. As one
soldier stated: “...In seeing death before our eyes, we often realize more clearly the
meaning of our existence. Nature is a parable for us. In the middle of winter, everything
seems to die and to have bloomed in vain. Yet the falling of the old leaves is necessary for
the coming of the new ones, and the falling of the last stalk makes room for the new seeds.
Our sacrifice should and will be the source of new strength for our people, whatever
sorrow and pain may be involved!” Judging from veterans’ association publications, the
veterans invest a great deal of time in maintaining relationships with and remembering
comrades. Their publications constantly rehearse the most meaningful of their shared
experiences - combat - with extensive photographs and texts retelling the history and
experience of battalions, battles, victories, and retreats. Veterans’ association journals also
give much space to present-time camaraderie: anniversaries and celebrations, battlefield
tours, and commemorative dinners. Finally, there is the significance of closely related
memory work: the honoring of the fallen. This is conducted, for example, by organizing



highly ritualized commemorations of the war dead, preferably at some nationally
acknowledged public site and, at best, with important speakers, and not least, the
enthusiastic support of local populations. But after the war they were considered to be the
ultimate traitors/criminals, and their position still remains a difficult element in history.
The primary reason for the Waffen SS being condemned as part of a criminal organization
was the issue of the Nuremberg court being unable to distinguish between those Waffen
SS units that could be called combat units, and those others that had links to the death
camps and extermination squads. It would appear that at the time it was easier to issue a
blanket ban on all than to attempt to tease out those members/units that had not committed
any war crimes or might be deemed to be “only” a combat unit. As the victorious party,
the Allies could ultimately decide what they liked, but it did make it very difficult for
Waffen SS veterans to support their families after the war. In the logs of the International
Military Tribunal, 1946: Vol. 20:370 Paul Hausser answered the question from Herr
Pelckmann asking him if he considered that the Waffen SS, in its majority, participated in
the crimes which indubitably were committed? Hausser replied: “No. The Prosecution
chains the Waffen SS to the fate of Heinrich Himmler and a small circle of criminals
around him. The Waffen SS is taking this quite bitterly for it believes that in its majority it
fought decently and fairly. It is far removed from these crimes and from the man who is
responsible for them. I should like to ask the High Tribunal to please listen to the accounts
and the judgments of the front soldiers on your side. I believe that they will not fail to
show us respect. Wherever specific incidents occurred they were exceptions. The Waffen
SS considers it quite unjust that it is being treated differently from the mass of the German
Armed Forces and it does not deserve to be outlawed as a criminal organization.” The
incidents known in history as massacres and/or other criminal acts are not the result of
training, but rather the failure of individuals, perhaps the giving way of nerves when in
difficult situations deep in enemy territory. But these accusations for these crimes should
not be generalized. Even if there had been 10 instead of only two cases, the ratio as
applied to the entire membership of the Waffen SS of one million men would mean there
would be one case to every 100,000 men. Such incidents are the results of the
intensification of combat on the ground and in a long war; incidents which have occurred
on both sides, and will always continue to occur. You cannot hold the bulk of the Waffen
SS responsible. Just imagine being at the front. The soldiers settled their helmets more
comfortably on their heads and gripped their weapons tighter. This was it. God there were
a lot of them out there in the front. But the soldiers knew they had to hold. To hold was to
live, to break down was to be torn into bloody shreds in a panic-stricken mob, to be cut to
pieces in the dust. Only discipline held them now, that and the proximity of their
comrades. After all, running is easy when you’re faceless, but when you’re surrounded by
your neighbors from the street back home, running suddenly becomes the hardest thing to
do. If someone ran, everyone would know it and the shame would be tremendous. So, held
by fear of failing as much as from discipline, these young men stood their ground and
waited with dry throats and bladders suddenly full. The enemy was close now...



The Legionnaires

They called themselves Legionnaires of the Waffen SS, the new European Army. They
came from all nations of Europe, and they were wearing the same uniform to fight for the
same cause: fighting the strong Russian Armed Forces. Almost one million of these young
men fought next to the Wehrmacht during WWILI. It was during this era that the ideal of a
united Europe was born. There is no other period in history that has been documented like
the 6 years that ranged from the invasion of Poland in 1939 to the capitulation in Berlin in
1945. They left their homes, families, and friends with their heart full of joy and pride.
They had to endure extreme weather from +40 to -50 while fighting on several fronts.
They were battle hardened because of this. They became good soldiers because they knew
how to survive in any situation. It’s actually mind boggling but at the same time also
amazing to think how many young men were prepared to give their lives for Germany and
for a better Europe. Even men in their 30s and 40s joined the ranks of the Waffen SS
because they wanted to make a change...because they wanted to BE the change. The sad
reality is that many of these soldiers never returned back home.

Over the years, more than 900,000 men served in the Waffen SS. One major part of the
Waffen SS were either citizens of Germany or so-called Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans),
and most of the officers were German. The other part were foreign volunteers as there was
an important recruitment campaign from the occupied countries. This was a deliberate
strategy. According to Heinrich Himmler, a trans-European Waffen SS would form the
basis of a pan-Germanic and “Nordic” blood community; as such, it was to serve as the
birthplace of a future pan-Germanic Europe. Nordic blood, Himmler believed, was not
limited to those of German ethnicity. On the contrary, he actively recruited Waffen SS
soldiers from all nations thought to share Nordic blood and Germanic heritage. The
common experience of service in the Waffen SS would, he hoped, promote the integration
of Europe’s different Germanic tribes into the Greater Germanic Reich. SS ideology was
framed around the notion of this transnational Nordic race and racial community. SS
recruitment would not halt at “artificially drawn borders,” as the director of the SS-
Hauptamt (SS Main Office), Gottlob Berger, put it in a 1944 lecture. Himmler promoted
his Greater Germanic Reich on numerous public occasions, in attempts to concentrate all
forces conducive to Germanic work within the SS. Indeed, pan-Germanic idealism
informed official Waffen SS rhetoric throughout the war. The war itself was defined as a
trans-European Germanic self-defense against an onslaught by Communists. Or, as Felix
Steiner, Commander of the Waffen SS Division Wiking, told his Scandinavian, Flemish
and Dutch volunteers in 1943:

“The reason for the war lies in the scorching, culture-destroying, Bolshevist-Asian
flood from the East, and the materialistic power of money, which destroys all “v6lkischen”
and race-specific values, against which are assembled the Germanic elements of order. It
will take the union of all healthy forces to counter this danger. Thus, the assembly of the
Germanic race is an act of self-preservation and necessary self-defense. This could have
no better basis than the foundation of the warrior spirit of all Germanic peoples.”



Himmler quickly arranged for suitable Waffen SS recruitment. In 1940, Waffen SS
leaders began to round up volunteers from the racially related Germanic countries:
Denmark, Norway, Holland, and Flanders (northern Belgium). These were then enrolled in
two regiments: Westland (for the Flemish and Dutch) and Nordland (Danes and
Norwegians). In 1940 - 1941, the two regiments were combined into the 5% Waffen SS
Division Wiking. The Division Wiking differed from later foreign-based Waffen SS units
(such as, for example, Legion Norge, Legion Niederlande, Freikorps Danmark) in both its
mixed national base and its early use in battle. In both senses, it was seen as especially
suited to realize Himmler’s dream of a pan-Germanic division, the strong cornerstone of a
pan-Germanic Europe.

Every man of this almost one million strong fighting force, whether he’d be missing in
action, killed in action, or still alive, has a personal story to tell; this war still has a lot of
stories to tell. Most of these stories of Waffen SS soldiers were kept secret and were only
told to a few people while speaking with a silent voice. What you’re about to read are
stories of Waffen SS soldiers that left their families and friends behind to go to war.
Fortunately some of them made it back, and their stories are an exploration of their
determination, their morality, their courage, and their identity. At a certain point in one’s
existence, one comes to get aligned with that part to be able to understand what happened.
There are certain mysteries from the past that we’d like to explore. Sometimes these were
human dramas, dramas who were the consequences of war, of a conflict - sometimes
personal conflicts. It is then that we start doing research with what’s available at that
moment.

When Germany occupied the majority of Europe, there was a certain group of young
men that decided to sign up for this new army called the Waffen SS. June 1941: Hitler
launches Operation Barbarossa and invades the Soviet Union. Hitler’s crusade against
Communism had started. Everywhere in Europe, collaborating states/regimes started
providing men, most of them devoted Christians, for the Fiihrer’s crusade. Their departure
to the front to an unknown future was a moving event for their family and friends. There
was such an enthusiasm, courage, and strength when they departed on the trains to the
front. It was their beliefs and their pride that motivated them, and with this motivation
they were able to move mountains. History has condemned these young men as crusaders.
They see them as the old crusaders that left for Jerusalem to fight for the Catholic faith.
However how can one condemn a young man of 17 years of age who left school to risk his
life? Can you imagine how it could be possible that at this age one was prepared to
sacrifice everything he had?

When these European volunteers enlisted, they were all shipped to Germany where
they would receive the same uniform and training as their German brothers-in-arms. The
first taste of life as a soldier came in the barracks far away from home. It was during
special ceremonies in those training camps that these young men would swear allegiance
to the German Army and the Fiihrer. However their loyalty was first and foremost towards
the legion they belonged to and their leaders. Real life as a soldier started right there and
military discipline and weapons training was of great importance. Then came the front: the
“Vormarsch” or pre-marsh of hundreds of kilometers towards the front lines to confront



the enemy armies on their own soil. While marching to the front something interesting
occurred when these divisions were passing through cities and towns. The welcome they
received from the local population was heartwarming. Multiple Walloon Legionnaires had
interactions with the locals in Russia, and of course the Belgian flag on their uniform drew
the attention of the people. In Russia the people had never heard of Belgium before, and
when these Legionnaires were asked what they were going to do they replied, “We come
to fight Bolshevism!” The answer from the local population was stunning and came like a
shock: “We’ve been waiting for you for a long time!” The welcome these Legionnaires
received was almost surreal. They were given food, shelter, and they were treated as
liberators. They liberated the people from a long ongoing nightmare they were living in
for years prior to their arrival. The people were free now thanks to these foreign soldiers.
For these soldiers there were no politics involved, but they were all condemned as
criminals after the war.

The long marches to the front were not always easy as the equipment they had to carry
felt like lead under the burning sun. Once in a while, time was taken to write a letter home
which was thousands of kilometers away. But also receiving mail and packages from
home was a joyful moment in a soldier’s life. Once they arrived at the front, life wasn’t as
easy as one would think it would be. On the contrary, it was a daily struggle to survive in
the hope to gain some terrain on the enemy forces. Life and death were so close to each
other, and many men lost their lives during the campaign. Stalingrad was the first major
defeat of the Wehrmacht during WWII, but certain people, like Leon Degrelle for
example, took advantage of that defeat to show that foreign legions would be very useful
for the German Army. The ultimate goal was to become indispensable to the German high
command. The reputation of his legion reassured his success and it was then that his
legion was incorporated into the Waffen SS. For many people these two letters “SS” bring
back memories of camps and maltreatment of prisoners...memories about genocide, but
the main difference between the Waffen SS and camp guards is often ignored.

Between December 1943 and February 1944 during the Russian advance to the West,
about 60,000 German soldiers found themselves surrounded in the Korsun-Cherkasy
pocket in the Ukraine. The risk here was that the troops could get completely isolated
from the rest of the world. The Germans had to face tens of thousands of Russian troops,
and it became a bitter fight which knew no mercy at all. The Waffen SS in Korsun,
Degrelle in particular (after SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Lucien Lippert was killed), was tasked to
hold the lines to keep a path open for the rest of the German troops to safely retreat from
this hellhole. The Waffen SS troops stood their ground even if they were outnumbered 6 to
1 and suffering heavy losses. But they succeeded, and they kept the way open which saved
a significant number of lives by sacrificing their own. That day, the Waffen SS, and the
Walloons in particular, were the heroes of the day and it was after that battle that Degrelle
was summoned to Berlin to receive the Knight’s Cross from Hitler himself. It was back
then that Leon Degrelle reached his objective.

On June 6, 1944, the inevitable happened and the Allies landed on the beaches in
Normandy. The armies of the free world were now en route to liberate France, Belgium,
and many other countries on their way to Germany. It was also then that the Communist



resistance started a campaign of terror in the occupied territories. The German authorities
in these occupied territories reacted by performing executions and many times this
involved innocent civilians. Many of the Waffen SS troops - most of them were foreign
volunteers - who were still in the occupied territories were sent back to Germany to
regroup and get reinforcements. The following months were very hard for these Waffen
SS soldiers, knowing that the situation they were in wasn’t favorable at all: the Allies and
the Russians were advancing on all fronts, and the soldiers already knew that the end was
near.

In January 1945, a major Russian offensive started on the Vistula River, attacking the
German positions in the Warsaw area. The Russian armored units penetrated Poland, and
came to a stop at the Oder River. The German Armies were in full retreat and multiple
divisions were now surrounded by enemy forces. Thousands of refugees from the war torn
areas were fleeing the advancing Russian hordes, and were at the same time blocking the
roads for the German forces. By the end of January 1945, the Walloon and Langemarck
Divisions were given the order to make their way to the front in the East. They were put
on trains with all their equipment, but the final destination was unknown. The German
forces were fighting on so many fronts that it was sometimes unclear where a soldier had
to go and fight! The divisions arrived in the area of Stettin and Stargard in early February.
The weather was not in their favor at all: it was cold and raining. Besides the bad weather,
the military situation wasn’t favorable either as it gained catastrophic proportions. Leon
Degrelle’s men of the 69™ Regiment of the 28.SS-Freiwilligen-Panzergrenadier-Division
“Wallonien” fiercely defended their positions nearly until the last man. In Degrelle’s after
action report of February 18, 1945, he wrote in the French language:

“Report of SS-Obersturmbannfiihrer Leon Degrelle, commander of the 28.SS-Freiw. Gren. Div. ‘Wallonien’”

This is the report about 51 Walloon volunteers who sacrificed themselves during a man-to-man close combat battle
which lasted 27 hours to protect and secure the South-East flank of the SS-Polizei-Division during the offensive in
southern Pomerania. During the night of February 14 - 15, the SS-Division “Wallonien” received the orders to secure
the route Stargard-Repplin onto which on February 16 the SS-Polizei-Division had to make its advance to launch the
attack direction south.

The 69" Walloon Regiment’s mission was:

1)  To annex the village of Leopoldsruh and hold ground cost what cost. In the morning on February 15 the
1* Battalion of the 69" Walloon Regiment annexed Leopoldsruh after repressing the Soviet Infantry who
was defending their positions with a strength of 200 men.

2) To annex the crests of Lindenberg to the South-East of Krussow dfter crossing the River Ina.

Lindenberg (Lipnik)

The annexation and occupation of Lindenberg was from great importance because it allowed to maintain the fortified
Russian positions and communications under constant fire, against whom, for two days and two nights the powerful
counter-attacks of tanks and infantry of the Reich had fought a major battle. This strategic position of Lindenberg was
formed by a long clay cliff which was somewhat elevated and isolated in the midst of a vast marshy flat plain without
any trees. Only two small fir trees extended the cliff to the marshes which stretched to the south-east in the direction of
the locality of Kolin. It was from Kolin that an attack was launched by the 7" Company and one platoon of heavy
weapons of the 8" Company of the 2" Battalion of the 69" Walloon Regiment. They succeeded by reaching the two fir
trees thanks to the promptness of the Walloon combat system. They threw down the enemy and after a quick man-to-man
fight they conquered the cliffs of Lindenberg. It was 1150h. A second operation took place dafter a violent engagement in
Gut Karlsburg which was situated at the edge of Lindenberg, between Lindenberg and the locality of Strebelow
(Strzeblewo), where until then the HKL or Hauptkampflinie was situated. Thus in two stages the protection of the



Vormarsch planned for the following day was assured and the communications of the enemy towards the Bolshevik base
in Krussow was blocked by our artillery.

Enemy Counter-Attack

The enemy quickly realized in what danger its base in Krussow was from where it had established its offensive system in
direction of Stargard. The Walloons’ mission was to maintain their positions for 24 hours. The objective was to be
clinched to the ground in the early morning on February 16 when the great German armored attack would be initiated
from Repplin direction south. When the battle began the Russians quickly figured out the “Lindenberg” maneuver and
promptly they brought five tanks and one infantry battalion in position. The Walloons hadn’t any support left from the
German artillery who was already following the tanks nor did they have support from any PAK units. It was only with
their Panzerfaust and personal weapons that they were supporting this terrible battle. A Russian tank was hit hard by a
Panzerfaust and completely destroyed. All the Russians inside the tank were killed one after the other when they tried to
escape the tank. The other Russian tanks, obviously more careful this time, kept out of range of our Panzerfaust. Their
turrets were just coming over the crest of the cliff firing on our positions one at the time. It was then that a young
Walloon officer, Lt Poels, already hit by 4 bullets in the abdomen and shoulder, instead of having him evacuated from the
terrain, decided to cross the terrain armed with a Panzerfaust. He wanted to close the distance so he could incinerate
one of the tanks. He was killed during his heroic attempt. The quick defense of the Walloons was so fierce that the
Russian infantry had, despite it unleashed 3 attacks, to give up some terrain. Also their tanks were retreating for a
couple of 100 meters. Unfortunately the Walloon losses were extremely high and ammunition was running low.

Reinforcements

The 69" Regiment did the impossible to rescue the defenders of Lindenberg but a Russian tank had itself positioned on
the South-East of Lindenberg. It swept the terrain every time we tried to approach it. From an entire platoon which was
progressing under the tank’s heavy fire only 8 men under the command of Lt Jourdain succeeded to enter the cliff. The
Lieutenant himself was hit by a bullet in his leg.

A New Soviet Attack

At 1430h the four remaining - and intact - tanks, reinforced by 2 new tanks joined the attack again with the help of
hundreds of assailants of a Soviet Battalion. Again the tanks stayed out of reach of our Panzerfausts and every attempt
to get closer to them on the uncovered terrain was swept away the enemy infantry’s Maxim machine guns. However
thanks to the fanaticism of several volunteers a second tank was hit in the turret. But the volleys of the other tanks
crushed the teams of the defenders. This would allow the Soviet Battalions to take our positions one by one. The
Walloons defended their positions with such an energy and passion that more than 80 Russians were killed during this
man-to-man battle. Our men allowed themselves to be butchered there. We could hear the crying and screaming from
our wounded who were killed by the bayonets of the assailants. The command post of first Lieutenant Cappelle, a
splendid young officer, who was surrounded with the last survivors, were desperately defending their positions meter by
meter. During this period 19 severely wounded covered by this last nest of resistance were dragging themselves towards
Kolin while the bullets were flying over them. At 1630h it was the end. The few survivors only had a few dozen
cartridges left. They would throw themselves back onto the enemy. When he saw clearly that in spite of his wounds he
was going to fall into the hands of the Soviet troops, first Lieutenant Cappelle got back on his feet in between the
millions of dead soldiers; he ran straight ahead and at a couple of meters away from the enemy, with his last cartridge in
his pistol, he shot his brains out. From the 81 Walloons who during a hallucinating 27 hours of man-to-man combat, and
who defended that cliff, only 8 were able to reach Kolin during the night. From the other 73 men 19 were severely
wounded and were able to be evacuated just in time; 3 were captured by the enemy. The other 51, officers included, were
all dead heroes who had fiercely defended their positions. The information of the last resistance was provided by
Lieutenant Lovinfosse who was wounded four times (one bullet in the neck, one in the chest, one in his head, and one in
his hand). By playing dead and by going through 1.25m of water and marshland he was able to join our lines during the
night. He still had the strength to state the orders to maintain the positions for 24 hours. We maintained our positions for
27 hours; mission accomplished!

This is how 51 Walloons sacrificed themselves protecting the flanks the entire time of the tanks that were traveling on the
road of liberation through southern Pomerania.”

The last bridgeheads in Pomerania were abandoned by the end of March. General
Heinrici who was considered one of the best tacticians of WWII knew that a Russian
breakthrough at the Oder River was inevitable. He therefore left a handful of troops at the
Oder Front. Heinrici preferred to organize a mobile resistance in the background with the
armored vehicles that were still at his disposal.



The Russian attack was of such magnitude that both sides suffered an enormous
amount of casualties. The Oder River was the last natural border before entering Germany.
General Batov of the 65" Army said that the Oder River was the equivalent of two times
the Dnieper River, and one time the Vistula River. They knew that the Oder River was
very hard to cross because in this area the river split in two parts: the eastern arm which
was called the “GroSe Ringes”, and the western arm which was called the Western Oder.
Instead of only crossing one river, the Russians had to cross two! Another factor that had
to be calculated into the Russian battle plan was that the area around and in between the
Oder River arms was a swampy area which couldn’t be crossed by heavy equipment. Only
the infantry could make their advance; they had to cross the river with boats and take the
land on the other side before they could start building bridges. Not an easy task, but on
April 16 the Russians started their offensive on the Oder River. The Russian infantry had
already crossed the Oder in small groups. This location in Pomerania was one of the
crucial points towards the final battle in Berlin. The Russians tried to cross the Oder on the
north and the south side of the freeway bridge, and in the area of Schillersdorf. It took
them a couple of hours however, because they were able to hold their positions, the
Germans were unable to push them back and recover some of the lost territory. More and
more Russian troops started to come into the area...

On April 20, 1945, on Hitler’s birthday, a destructive artillery barrage had started on
the German defense lines. The magnitude of this destructive artillery bombing had such a
magnitude that it looked almost inhuman! The Russians had placed more than 238 pieces
of artillery in an area of only 1 km of length. This means that there was a piece of artillery
placed at every 4 meters along that 1 km stretch! Multiple Russian bridgeheads were
established on a 5 km front between Kurow and Schillersdorf. The German counterattacks
were futile, and the Russians were able to fortify their positions on the left bank of the
Oder River. SS Obersturmbannfiihrer Konrad Schellong who was in command of the
German troops at the Oder Front only had three battalions at his disposition: a Flemish
Battalion on the left flank, the Pomeranian Battalion Kohlberg on the right flank, and in
the middle, the Walloon Battalion of Derriks. The Germans ordered the counterattack, and
between April 21-22 the attacks continued on the Russian positions in the Schillersdorf
area. The Russians became stronger every day, however, but they didn’t advance as much
as they initially had hoped. Maybe 100 to 200 meters. The Walloons were given the order
to keep on pushing forward as they were deemed to be the strongest and most battle
hardened battalion. But the mission for the Walloons was of a tragic simplicity. They had
to establish their positions in the dunes near the Oder River and attack the advancing
Russian infantry near Schillersdorf. The Russian offensives were of such violence, and the
fighting for Schillersdorf, the man-to-man assaults, took many lives from both sides. It
was when the German armored vehicles almost ran out of ammunition that Major
Hellebaut, commander of the Flemish and Walloon forces, ordered a retreat. The Russians
wanted to reach Berlin no matter what. It was a race against the Allies who were getting
closer to Germany on the Western Front. With the Russians getting closer to Berlin, the
Germans knew that this would mean the end. Troops were gathered to fight the final
battles, and units that were familiar with the local areas were put on the front lines as they
knew all the positions of bunker, trenches, etc. However it was a very difficult task for the



German Army as they ran out of resources: it was near the end of the war and most
equipment, ammo, and most importantly, the manpower was almost gone.

At the Oder River, the defense lines were built and the men prepared to hold back the
Russians to reassure a safe retreat for the rest of German troops. But there was always the
danger of a surprise attack from the enemy forces, so one needed to be vigilant all the
time. Both sides knew the end was near: the Russians wanted to attack for the last time
and spearhead to Berlin, while the Germans, knowing that it was too late, wanted to hold
their positions at all costs. The majority of the German soldiers knew it was useless to
keep on fighting, but for the Waffen SS it was one more day of freedom. Most of the
Waffen SS volunteers, especially the foreign volunteers, knew that they were going to be
killed or sentenced to death in their homelands or imprisoned for a long time. Hence the
reason they kept on fighting.

On April 23, 1945, the Russian infantry advanced towards the German positions,
however there was something that wasn’t right. It was too calm. Was this an ambush?
Suddenly the first shots were fired and the first casualties fell. In the meantime, one could
hear the rumbling of the engines in the far distance from the approaching tanks while the
artillery started firing at will. All hell broke loose and the Russians opened fire from all
directions. The T-34 tank was a fierce enemy tank, some even call it the best tank on the
Eastern Front, and it was feared by many German soldiers. During this firestorm, the men
of the Waffen SS were able to hold their positions for a while. Equipped with Panzerfaust,
Panzerschrecks, and MG42s, they fought the advancing Russian Army. But the fighting
would be over soon as the German command post surrendered, making it possible for the
Russians to take all strategic points to enter northern Germany and to end the fighting
there. The Russians were everywhere now, and they contmued thelr advance to Berlin
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which ould soon

become a front city or “Frontstadt”

Walloon volunteers in Pomerania - 1945.



Rottenfiithrer Martti Lehtonen — FFB/4.kp —
Finnisches Freiwilligen Bataillon der Waffen SS/4.
Kp.

SS-Rottenfuhrer Martti Lehtonen — a Finnish volunteer

This is the story told by Martti Lehtonen’s granddaughter Jaana Lehtonen. This is also
a chronicle of one Finnish soldier and his comrades serving in the ranks of the Waffen SS.
Jaana never met her grandfather Martti Lehtonen because he died in 1961, ten years before
Jaana Lehtonen was born. It was in 1999 when Jaana became interested in her
grandfather’s past and especially about his service in the Waffen SS. Over the years, Jaana
researched information about her grandfather, interviewed relatives, and the other Finnish
men that served in the same battalion as Martti during his time in with the 5. SS-Division
Wiking. Martti also kept a diary for a short period of time during the war, and his relatives
also had kept some letters that he had sent from the front lines. Jaana also managed to get
some copies of Martti’s comrades’ unpublished memoirs. It’s because of her passion for
the history of her grandfather and her nation that the memory of Martti will stay alive
forever.

Martti’s Childhood and Youth - Rough Beginnings

Europe was in chaos as the waves of WWI swept across the continent. The Russian
Empire was collapsing, and in the East, the Grand Duchy of Finland was leaning towards
separation from the empire. In 1918, Finland was taking its first steps as a nation when
Martti “Napsu” Lehtonen was born. The government of Finland had declared its
independence on December 6, 1917, and in January 1918 a short but bloody civil war
broke out between senate led forces (Whites) and the rebel forces led by Socialists (Reds).
The civil war ended in a victory for the Whites on May 15, 1918. Martti Kalervo Lehtonen
was born just one month later on June 15, 1918 in Hausjarvi. Hausjdrvi is a small town
about 100 km north of the capital Helsinki. During that spring, the local Red troops tried
to recruit Martti’s father to join the fight, but he refused. Martti was the youngest of three
children: the oldest was his brother Urho who was 6 years older, and his sister Aino who
was 4 years older.

Times were rough for the newly formed nation and for Martti’s family. His father died
when Martti was still a baby and just to make the situation even worse, his mother was
unemployed. They moved to the western coast of Finland to a city called Pori. Martti’s
aunts were living in Pori and that provided some support for the difficult situation they
were in. The move didn’t solve all the problems at once, and the family’s situation was so
bad that Martti and his brother Urho were sent to a foster home for a period of time
because their mother couldn’t afford to provide for a living for her children. The time in
the foster home was harsh for Martti and Urho. There wasn’t enough food or clothes and
the rules in the foster home were very strict. But it wasn’t all bad for Martti. He found joy
in many hobbies like swimming and shooting for example. Martti was a good shooter and
he won quite many trophies. Many of these trophies were used in yard games and some of



them got lost over the years.

As the years went by, things got better for his family. After his school years, Martti got
a job in a machinery workshop. At the age of 19 it was his turn for military service in the
Finnish Army. From its beginnings, the Finnish Army has been a conscript army. Every
man had to enlist the year he turned 18. During that time, one had to go through several
medical examinations after which it was decided into which particular unit a conscript
would be placed. Martti’s call-up was on September 6, 1938. He was accepted for and he
was placed into a field artillery regiment. On January 4, 1938 Martti joined the Field
Artillery Regiment 1 (Finnish: Kenttatykistorykmentti 1, KTR 1) which was the beginning
of his almost continuous five years of military service. Little did he know what kind of
struggles he and the whole country were about to face...

Winter War — First Call to Arms

The situation in Europe was going from one diplomatic crisis into another in the
1930s. The whole western world was shocked when Stalin and Hitler found ways of co-
operation between their nations by establishing the so called “Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact”
which was signed on August 23, 1939 (also known as the “German-Russian Non-
Aggression Pact”). This pact also included a secret protocol in which Stalin and Hitler had
divided territories of Poland, the Baltic States, Romania, and Finland. These secret
protocols sealed the faith of Finland immediately, and it was in the spring of 1938 that
Russian diplomats and NKVD agents already had informed Finland’s foreign minister
about the lack of trust that Russia had for the Finnish government. After the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact was signed, the pressure from the Russian side began to grow. A Finnish
delegation was invited to Moscow in October, 1939 for negotiations. The Finnish
delegations and their Russian counterparts had three meetings between October 12 and
November 9, but both sides were unable to find an agreement of any kind. The Russian
Army had already started its preparations for the invasion in September, 1939, so these
negotiations were just political masquerade. The mobilization of the Finnish forces started
in October, 1939 which also resulted in Martti’s artillery regiment receiving its orders and
starting the march towards the eastern border with Russia.

On November 30, 1939, Russian forces began the invasion of Finland. The Russian
Army attacked with 21 divisions (almost 500,000 men) against a poorly equipped Finnish
Army which was just over 250,000 men strong. The Finnish Army didn’t even have
enough material for the troops. There was a terrible lack of clothes, weapons, and
ammunitions. This first war, which was called the “Winter War”, lasted 105 days. Martti
fought during the entire duration of the war. He fought in the battles of Leipdsuo, Kédmaré,
and Karisalmi. The cease-fire took effect on March 13, 1939. The peace treaty was signed
the day before in Moscow. Finland lost the Karelia region (this included the second largest
city at the time: Vyborg (Finnish: Viipuri). The Finnish Army marched to the newly drawn
border and the disbanding of the field army had begun. Martti remained in the army to
complete his military service, and he was discharged on July 6, 1940. After the peace
treaty was signed, things started to turn in Europe. The war ended but the relations
between Russia and Finland never returned to normal. Finland was still settling things
with Russia when the rumor began that this peace wasn’t going to last for long.



Between a Rock and a Hard Place - Finland in 1940-1941:
The Political Background That Led to the Continuation War

As earlier said, there wasn’t much help for Finland during the Winter War. Finland
received lots of sympathy from the other European nations but it was left all alone to fight
the war against the Russian aggressor. Germany had to honor the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact, and all material and weapons transports that were shipped via Germany to Finland
were halted. Germany’s foreign policy towards Finland was that Finland should accept the
terms that the Soviet Union had presented. In the 1930s, Fascists and nationalist
movements were gaining support in various countries across Europe, but this wasn’t the
case in Finland. It was after the Civil War that various nationalist movements and far right
parties had their peak in Finnish politics in the 1920s. The success of those movements
rapidly declined, and in 1930 the social democratic party won the elections (but the
government stayed in the hands of the centrist parties). So viewing this background,
Finland’s efforts to steer their foreign policy towards Scandinavian countries and Great
Britain seemed logical. At the time, Germany wasn’t seen as an ally that supported
Finland’s efforts of being a neutral country in northern Europe. Germany offered Finland a
non-aggression treaty in 1939, but the Finnish government declined the offer. After the

Winter War and after the
events that had happened in Europe at the same time, something changed in the German-
Finnish relationship.

Parade in Finland.

Russian forces had occupied the Baltic States in 1940, and there was a growing
pressure towards Finland. Finnish communists got their orders from Moscow, and they
organized under the name of the Finnish-Soviet Friendship Association. This group
managed to cause several riots and protests in Finland. Also, a Finnish passenger plane
named Kaleva (Junker Ju 52) was shot down in June 1940. The plane was flying from
Tallinn (Estonia) to Helsinki when a Red Army fighter, without warning, opened fire. The
Finnish government and newspapers tried to hide this event from the public, and no
government complaint was sent to the Russian diplomats or officials. The fear of a
Russian reaction was so strong that it seemed better to remain silent. There was also
another crisis in Finland known as the “nickel crisis”. Finland had a nickel mine in



Petsamo (located in the north, on the shores of the Arctic Ocean). Russia tried to take
control of that mine which led to another diplomatic crisis.

In this situation, Germany’s attitude towards Finland started to change. Trade
relationships were established in the summer of 1940 and in August, after the negotiations,
Finland granted transit rights to German troops. Germany needed a safe path to supply
their troops in Norway. Because of this arrangement, Finland agreed on reasonable terms
to buy weapons from Germany. In November 1940, the Russian foreign minister Molotov
visited Hitler and one of topics of the talks was Finland. Molotov wanted to finish what
they had started during the Winter War. In Finland the government didn’t know anything
about Molotov’s demands, and there were only some rumors. Finland was completely
isolated as Germany ruled the Baltic area and all possible western allies were cut off. It
was a hard reality for Finland and because it needed protection against a possible
aggressor, all of this led to a closer relationship with Germany.

It was in the beginning of 1941 when the first rumors started spreading about an
upcoming German invasion of Russia. In January, Generaloberst Halder (Chief of the
General Staff of the Army, OKH) mentioned to the Finnish General Heinrichs that
Germany had plans of an offensive against Russia and that they might be starting actions
in June. General Heinrichs kept this matter only in small circles of trusted people which
also included President Risto Ryti, Minister of Trade Vdind Tanner, and the Commander-
in-chief of the Finnish Army Field Marshal Mannerheim. This was the “unofficial war
cabinet” of the Finnish government. The events started to escalate quite rapidly after this
and with the information about a possible German invasion of Russia, it was decided that
now might be the time to get compensation for the losses during the Winter War. It was in
March when the initiative of enlisting Finnish men into the Waffen SS was presented to
the Finnish officials. In May it was tentatively decided that Finland would take part in the
German campaign against Russia, and the final decision was made in early June.

Recruitment of the Finnish Battalion

The request for the recruitment of Finnish men was accepted in March, and after that
SS-Standartenfiihrer Dahm came to Finland to organize the recruitment. Dahm already
had similar experience as he had been in charge of the recruiting in Holland and in
Norway. The Finnish Foreign Ministry was opposed to the fact that Dahm was responsible
for the recruiting, as in his perspective it was Finland’s own matter to carry out the
recruitment. At the same time, it was also decided that recruitment would be done secretly
and this is how it was done. In other countries, the Waffen SS was recruiting men publicly.
There were also other conditions and terms asked by the Finnish government. One was
that the recruited men would serve in the Wehrmacht and not in Waffen SS. The Germans
obviously didn’t accept this. It was also made clear that all the Finnish men should be in
one unit together, and that they weren’t going to serve with other men from the other
German occupied countries. This term wasn’t followed at all once the war started. The
contract period for the new recruits was settled for two years.

The former head of the Finnish secret police, Esko Riekki, was put in charge of
recruitment. As mentioned earlier, this whole recruitment was kept secret and only



trustworthy people were engaged to assist in this process. The Finnish Home Guard,
which was a voluntary militia, was also used in the recruitment process, although on an
unofficial basis. The aim was to recruit healthy young men out of every social class. To
the annoyance of Waffen SS officials, Riekki willfully made the decision that members of
right-wing movements were not to be accepted. Of course it was impossible to rule them
all out and it has been estimated that only fewer than 20% (approx. 173 men out of 1400)
of the battalion’s strength were members of right-wing parties or had some kind of
connection to these movements. Over 1900 applications were received from all over the
country and 1200 of those were accepted. The second phase in the recruitment process
was carried out in autumn 1942 to form a Reserve Company (200 men in total). In 1941,
all recruits traveled to Helsinki where they were interviewed and medically examined. The
recruits had put up a cover story to hide the real purpose of the recruitment: they said that
they were going to be workers and that they were going to be seconded to Germany for
work. The newly recruited men were shipped to Germany in five batches between May 6
and June 5, 1941.

Martti’s Recruitment

As Martti was discharged from the Finnish Army in July 1940, he went back to Pori to
continue his life there. Martti was a member of the Home Guard and most likely that is the
source of Martti’s information about the recruitment for the Waffen SS. In Pori, the
recruiters were mainly members of the Home Guard. Martti was also one of the best
marksmen in the Guard, and he was well known for his patriotism. These might be the
reasons why the recruiters approached him immediately.

Martti was very enthusiastic about this new opportunity. Obviously like in many
similar stories through history, the mothers didn’t always share their son’s decisions. This
was also the case when Martti told his mother about his intentions to join the ranks of
German Army. His mother was strongly against it, and his brother Urho also criticized and
questioned the whole thing. Martti tried to explain that he was only going to Germany to
get decent military training since the German Army was thought to be one of the best
armies in the world. Despite his family’s protests, Martti sent in his application for the
Waffen SS.

In May 1941, recruiters in Pori had collected 70 applications. It was May 20 when
Martti and 24 other men took a night train from Pori to Helsinki. In Helsinki, the medical
examinations were held in the Ostrobothnia Student Nation’s house. After the physical, all
men were sent back home where they had to wait for further orders. Soon the orders came,
and Martti was in the fourth contingent of men that was shipped on June 2, 1941 to
Germany.

Shipment to Germany: Becoming a Soldier in the 5. SS-Division Wiking

Just like the first three contingents, the men of the fourth contingent also gathered in
Helsinki. Like all the others from this contingent, Martti had received orders to arrive in
Helsinki on May 29. There the men were divided in platoons. Small festivities were
arranged in the Ostrobothnia Student Nation’s house for the men that were leaving for
Germany. On the evening of June 1, the men gathered in small groups and walked to the



Helsinki railway station where they took the night train to Vaasa. It was a normal
passenger train, not a military train, with the exception that there were three cars added to
the back which were reserved for the recruits only. The next morning the train arrived at
the harbor of Vaasa.

Moored at the quay was the steam ship Bahia Laura. It was a 12,000 dwt cargo ship
that Germans had seized from the English during WWI. Two months, later the Bahia
Laura was torpedoed and sunk off the coast of Norway by the Royal Navy submarine
HMS Trident on August 30, 1941. Men embarked, and the voyage to Germany began in
the afternoon around 1415h when the Bahia Laura sailed into the open sea. Luckily they
didn’t face any storms but strong winds and a bit of waves caused some seasickness on
board, especially among the men who were not use to traveling by ship. After three days
at sea, the Bahia Laura arrived at the coast of Poland and sailed past Swinemiinde
(Swinoujscie, in Polish) on the morning of June 5. All the men were admiring the
Kriegmarine’s battleships that were moored in the harbor of Swinemiinde. From
Swinemiinde, they continued to sail to the harbor of Stettin (Szczecin, in Polish) were they
arrived around noon.

All the men were loaded off the ship, and lunch was served in the harbor. The soup
that was served for lunch became famous among these men and it was given the nickname
“Stettin Soup.” After lunch they had to march to the nearby train station where a train was
waiting. From Stettin the train travelled to Stralsund. The train arrived in Stralsund in the
evening, and from the train station men marched to the SS barracks located about 2 km
from the station. The barracks didn’t look like army barracks; they looked rather like old
mansions. Even though the buildings were looking good, the accommodations had a lack
of decent beds and other conveniences. There were only straw filled mattresses and
wooden bunks, but at that time they were good enough for these tired men. But Martti
wasn’t as tired, and together with a couple of other volunteers went they went AWOL
(absence without official leave). They managed to get some drinks and came back to the
barracks pretty drunk. This was something that Martti and his comrades would never
forget!

The next three days (June 6-8) were used for medical examinations and fitting of the
uniforms and other equipment. Some sold their civilian clothes to the local people after
they received their uniforms. Identifications tags and service books were also distributed.
On June 8 the last equipment check-ups were done, and the next morning they had to
board a train with a destination of Vienna, Austria. It took three days to get there. The
train traveled through Berlin (staying overnight there), Dresden, and Prague. In every train
station, there were numerous trains packed with soldiers and the Finnish recruits were all
wondering why all these trains were there. The traffic on the railways was very busy, but
at that time they didn’t know that these were the actual preparations for Operation
Barbarossa and that the deployment of German forces to the eastern borders had started.

It was a hot summer day when they arrived in Vienna and the men had to wait for
almost two hours dressed in full gear at the station before they began the 10 km march to
the barracks. The men were hungry and some men passed out during the march because of



dehydration and exhaustion. The barracks were located in Schénbrunn, and after the men
were settled in, a meal was served. They were also informed that from now on their ranks
would be SS-Anwadrter, regardless of one’s previous military rank prior to joining the
Waffen SS!

Training and Formation of the Finnish Battalion

On June 15, 1941, “SS-Freiwilligen Bataillon Nord-Ost” was officially established.
The fifth batch of new recruits arrived on June 17, and the battalion had its full four
companies completed on June 18. All the battalions’ officers and NCOs were German.
Hauptsturmfiihrer Hans Collani was appointed the battalion’s commander.
Hauptsturmfiihrer Hans Collani (February 13, 1908, Szczecin - July 29, 1944, Narva) was
the son of a Pomeranian officer: his father having been an infantry Colonel. Before Hans
Collani joined the army, he was a sailor in Germany’s merchant fleet. In 1932, he joined
the NSDAP and the Sturmabteilung (SA), after which he joined the Leibstandarte Adolf
Hitler. Collani became one of the company commanders in that new SS unit. He also
served as an adjutant of SS-Gruppenfiihrer (rank in 1933) Josef “Sepp” Dietrich. Hans
Collani also served in this unit during the invasion of Poland and France. Following these
battles, he served in the staff of the SS-Regiment Nordland and the SS-Division Wiking
until he was appointed as the new commander of the newly established battalion of
Finnish volunteers.

Martti was ordered to serve in the battalion’s 4" Company (heavy company). The
commander of this company was SS-Obersturmfiihrer Franz Pleiner. Their training started
with very basic military skills: how to stand at attention, handling of a rifle, marching, and
other basic infantry skills. The training also consisted of a lot of classroom courses. Men
were studying the German language (during the recruitment there was no requirements of
language skills), military terms, and weapon techniques, ranks, and even singing lessons.
The day started very early in the morning and lasted to late in the evening. Everything was
done with strict Prussian discipline which was very hard. Martti wasn’t quite pleased
about how things went in basic training. Keep in mind that he was a battle hardened
veteran who had completed military training in the Finnish Army who had fought during
the Winter War. Maybe the German military practice wasn’t the way that Martti was used
to doing things in the Finnish Army. Obviously he had his fair share of problems with the
drill instructors. One day the company was training in the barracks yard. The men were
ordered to crawl over the terrain and the exercise was repeated over and over again. The
drill instructor came and kicked Martti’s feet because his boots weren’t close enough to
the ground. Martti gave a bad stare to the drill instructor, took his rifle, and then started to
chase the drill instructor. The German NCO got away, but Martti got his punishment for
his actions. One of Martti’s comrades said after the war that during basic training, he and
Martti had been punished once again for some misdemeanor and they had to do running
exercises with their rifle and full gear for two hours. At some point Martti got fed up with
it and punched the NCO, which meant more difficulties for Martti. Most of the Finnish
men adjusted slowly to the German discipline, but things started to work, especially when
the combat training began.



SS-Schiitze Martti Lehtonen (in the center) with
his comrades in Graz, Austria.

The facilities in Schénbrunn were good enough for the basic training but they weren’t
good for shooting and realistic combat training. For this the combat training, the battalion
was transferred back to Stralsund. The battalion stayed and trained in Stralsund from July
9 to August 25 (1941). The terrain in Stralsund was much more suitable for combat
training and there were proper shooting ranges. As mentioned before, the Finnish men
weren’t exactly enthusiastic about the German drill exercises, but at the shooting range
they got excellent results. Those results were so good that it had a positive effect on the
relationship between Finnish volunteers and German NCOs. Of course the best shooters
got rewards such as extra leave. On August 3 the battalion got new rifles which were the
ones for combat use and these new rifles proved to be very effective in the hands of
Finnish soldiers. The average score at the shooting range for a German Battalion was 23.0
points. The Finnish Battalion shot an average of 28.2 points! At the same time the men
were given their combat assignments (who was going to operate as machine gun crew,
sharpshooter, etc.). In Stralsund the battalion also received its trucks as the Wiking
Division was a motorized unit. A selection of men was sent to driving courses to operate
these trucks.

There were some quite significant circumstances that made the men complain: the lack
of food during the long training days, the lack of washing facilities and healthcare, etc.
Another problem was that the battalion had too many German NCOs and officers in the
Finnish ranks and there weren’t any vacancies for Finns in these ranks. The Finnish
Foreign Ministry had sent Lieutenant Colonel K.E. Levélahti to Germany for supervising
duties, and he managed to get some improvements through to make the situation more
tolerable for the men.

The final phases of the combat training were carried out in the large training center of
Gross-Born (Truppeniibungsplatz Gross-Born) in Pomerania. It was located at about 300
km east of Stralsund. The battalion was transferred to Gross-Born by train on August 25,
1941. This training center was so large that only one panzer division could operate in the
training area! The Finns were informed that the area itself was 30 km in length and 15 km
wide. There were also 6 movie theaters and 24 canteens. The Finnish Battalion stayed in
Gross-Born for two and a half months. The training was divided into four phases: the first



phase (began on August 25) contained basic infantry combat skills; the second phase was
squad and platoon combat training that lasted from September 1 to September 21; during
the third phase training was extended to company formations (September 22 to October
2); the fourth and final phase was an exercise for the whole battalion (October 3-5).

It was a rainy Sunday on October 15, 1941 when the Finnish Battalion had their
swearing-in ceremony in Gross-Born. The Germans had planned that this ceremony would
be grand, and the event had to symbolize the German-Finnish comradeship. The Finnish
Foreign Ministry didn’t share these thoughts with the Germans though. The Finnish
Ambassador in Berlin had orders from the Finnish Foreign Ministry not to take part in the
ceremony. Because of the Finnish reluctant attitude, the Germans were not able to send
any high level officials to the ceremony. The Finnish military attaché, Colonel Walter
Horn, presented the flag of the battalion. The flag was designed and made in Finland. A
parade was held after the ceremony, and there was a big feast for the battalion and their
guests which lasted until the early morning hours.

The men assumed that the battalion would get its orders and begin their deployment to
the Eastern Front straight after the swearing-in ceremonies. But the news came that they
wouldn’t be deployed for at least another two weeks. At the end of October the battalion
packed their gear, prepared the trucks, and got ready for their deployment to the front.
However just before the set date their orders were cancelled and the battalion had to stand
down. The men’s excitement changed suddenly into a great disappointment. It took almost
two months until new marching orders were given, and the battalion began its journey to
the front. During that two month period, the men became frustrated and there where at
least two times when the battalion packed and got ready, but then the orders were
cancelled at the last moment. Of course the battalion commander tried to keep the morale
up, and during that time the battalion had additional exercises. Frustration of constant
waiting sometimes boiled over, and disciplinary actions had to be taken. This stand still
situation was also suitable for spreading all kinds of rumors. There were rumors that the
battalion would be changed into a ski-equipped troop and sent to the Alps for training, or
that the battalion would be heading to France or back to Finland. Finally on the night of
November 30, a phone call from SS-Fiihrungshauptamt was made to battalion commander
Collani. The orders were that the battalion would be immediately transported to Berdichev
by train. Preparations began at once, and on December 3 the first elements of the battalion
boarded the train and left Gross-Born.

The Long March to the Front

On December 2, Martti and the other men of the 4" Company loaded their trucks and
drove to the train station. The whole 4™ Company needed two long trains for their vehicles
and other equipment. Transports started the very next morning. During December 3-4, one
company at a time left Gross-Born: one in the morning and one in the evening. The trains
passed Graudenz and from there to Modlin and to Warsaw. From Warsaw the trains
continued to Lublin — Chelm — Lubomilin — Kovel. The trains passed Berdichev on
December 7, and the entire battalion arrived at Vinnytsia (Vinnitsa) on December 8.
Vinnytsia, a city in west-central Ukraine, was also the location of Hitler’s headquarters for
the eastern front operations. This headquarter was better known as Fiihrerhauptquartier



Werwolf. At Vinnytsia men also heard the news that England had declared war on Finland
and that Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor. The battalion was ordered to continue to Stalino
(current: Donetsk) by trucks. That meant approximately 835 km, and it was estimated to
take 10 days to complete the trip.

Every company was ready on the morning of December 10 and their motorized march
began. The first objective was Gaisin (Gaysinskiy district) which was 95 km from
Vinnytsia. There were no major difficulties on the road, and the battalion arrived in Gaisin
in the afternoon. Roads were muddy and icy, but the battalion still managed to get to its
destination with only some minor damage on trucks and sidecars. After spending the night
in some old Russian barracks, the battalion left Gaisin in the early hours of December 11.

As it has been repeated many times before on the eastern front the Germans had two
enemies: Russians and Mother Nature itself. The winter in the Ukrainian steppe also
slowly became a harsh reality for the Finns. From Gaisin to Uman, the road conditions
worsened, and the signs of battles were seen everywhere as there were destroyed tanks and
vehicles along the road. The mud was getting thicker and trucks were getting stuck in it
and oncoming units started to cause traffic jams. Battalion commander Collani decided
that the battalion would take a rest at Uman. The battalion managed get to Uman, and the
next day the weather conditions worsened. The battalion traveled almost 90 km to a
village called Dobrovlitskov. Martti’s 4" Company managed to find a good place to stay
overnight in two old schools in the village.

The 4™ Company had to leave five light trucks behind when the march continued the
next morning. Other companies also had similar vehicle problems. The repair units hadn’t
reached the battalion yet, so there was nothing that could be done with the vehicles that
had broken down due to the weather conditions. At this point there were practically no
roads left as they were all transformed into mud, but that didn’t stop them at all and a huge
effort was made and the battalion moved 50 km forward to Rovnoje. These severe weather
conditions also meant that fuel consumption was increasing rapidly. There wasn’t enough
fuel for every truck, and the 2" Company had to stay in Rovnoje when the rest of the
battalion left on December 14 to continue to its next destination of Kropyvnytskyi
(Kirovograd).

There was no change in the weather, and the roads weren’t getting any better. Mud,
mud, and only mud! A lot of trucks got stuck on the side of the “road”, but somehow the
battalion’s three companies managed to reach Kropyvnytskyi without the loss of any
trucks. It took five hours to travel that 50 km! The battalion was ordered to fuel up in
Kropyvnytskyi, but once they arrived the fuel wasn’t there. The battalion commander had
some huge problems getting the fuel supply up there, and the battalion had to halt its
march for six days. These six days at Kropyvnytskyi actually gave the mechanics a chance
to make truck repairs, and gave the men some much needed rest. The 2" Company which
was left behind also had to get their fuel supplied and were able to get some rest. In
Kropyvnytskyi it was clear that the war started to come closer as during the night there
was the constant firing which could be heard from a distance. Unfortunately, six Germans
were Kkilled just before the battalion arrived in Kropyvnytskyi. A reconnaissance patrol



was sent out on December 19 to see what the conditions were like in the immediate area of
the village. Obviously they weren’t good at all, but on December 20 the temperature
dropped and all the roads turned into ice. The 1 and 3" Company got their orders to move
out and drove 75 km to Oleksandriia. Martti’s 4" Company and the 2" Company drove
that same route the next day. The weather was good so the next objective was to get 90 km
forward to Alferovo. Not all the units made it to Alferovo as the freezing temperatures
started to cause troubles when the wheels of parked trucks froze solid into mud. Due to the
lack of glycol, it meant that the radiator of every vehicle had to be emptied, and the lack of
water supplies caused delays in the troops’ advance. From Alferovo the battalion headed
to Dnepropetrovsk.

Dnepropetrovsk was and still is one of the Ukraine’s largest cities and on December 22
the main body of the battalion arrived there. Road conditions improved, and the last
kilometers were paved road. The 4" Company arrived in Dnepropetrovsk on December
23. There wasn’t any room for the battalion to settle because the whole city was crowded
by German troops. After a while, a former museum of the Russian revolution was made
available for the battalion’s use. It was Christmastime and the men had some free time to
see the city. On Christmas Eve the battalion gathered for dinner and Christmas trees were
decorated in their quarters. The Christmas dinner itself was plentiful: among many other
things, a whole grilled chicken was served to every man! Men had bought vodka in
Kropyvnytskyi and after those bottles were opened, the atmosphere started to get quite
chaotic. During the evening some group of Finns pushed a large statue of Stalin down
some stairs. The statue was made out of plaster, and it broke in a thousand pieces. The
battalion stayed four days in Dnepropetrovsk and then continued their march towards
Stalino (Donetsk) on December 28. At this point the battalion had been on route for 26
days. When the orders were given in the beginning of December, the estimated duration
was 10 days. This gives some kind of perspective about the obstacles and distances the
battalion had to face to get to the front.

The 2™ Company had received orders from the staff of the 1. Panzer Army (1.
Panzerarmee) that the company had to get to Stalino as soon as possible. The 2" Company
was put on a train and left Dnepropetrovsk on December 29. The rest of the battalion
continued their advance by trucks the same day. Everything went smoothly for the first
day as the conditions were better because the snow paved the roads. The 1* Company
drove almost 145 km, 3 Company 100 km, and 4™ Company traveled 115 km on that day.
The endless and terrible muddy and swampy roads had slowed down the battalion’s
advance from the beginning but now the struggle against winter had started. The next
morning on December 30 the temperature had dropped so low that there were great
difficulties to get the trucks’ engines running. It had also snowed so much that because of
the high snow banks it was extremely difficult to start towing the trucks. But somehow
they were able to get the trucks on the road again and continued their advance. The wind
was blowing very hard on the Ukrainian steppe and combined with the continuous snow, it
made visibility zero. Because of the strong winds, big snow banks had formed all over the
terrain. During the day, the troops’ advance was somehow still possible but at night, in
complete darkness, there wasn’t any chance to move forward. Trucks and other vehicles



were getting stuck in snow and needed towing, and some trucks were left on the road
overnight. During the next three days problems started to pile up even more. Snow storms
continued and blocked all the roads. There weren’t enough snow plows to clean the roads
and many trucks had broken down. The amount of driveable trucks dwindled, and at a
certain point there wasn’t enough transport capacity for the troops. At this point it became
clear that there weren’t any other possibilities to continue forward by truck, so the main
elements of the battalion had been stuck in a town called Mezevaya. From there battalion
commander, Collani managed to organize a train transport to Stalino. The 1* Company left
Mezevaya by train on January 4. The 3 Company was loaded on a train at Grisino three
days later.

Martti’s 4" Company had been stuck for a couple days at Slavjanka because the roads
were busy with oncoming traffic. Slavjanka was a village near Mezevaya. After roads
were cleared of traffic, the entire 4" Company was gathered at Mezevaya. There the
company found empty barns which were used as a shelter for the trucks. Empty oil barrels
were used for fires to warm up the barns. The barns were big enough to shelter two trucks.
Two trucks at a time were towed inside a warm barn were engines were able to start after
warm-up and checked for possible damages or failures. The weather cleared, and during
the early hours the company headed to Stalino. From there they moved to Rutshenkovo
which was the battalion’s ordered destination.

On January 8, the first units of the battalion arrived at Rutshenkovo which was just
behind the Mius River front. In Rutshenkovo there was a reinforcement center for the
troops. The main elements of the battalion arrived at this destination, and after a journey
that took almost a month, the battalion commander sent a notification to the SS-
Fiithrungshauptamt that the marching orders were fulfilled. Commander Collani was
promoted to SS-Sturmbannfiihrer a couple of days prior to his arrival in Rutshenkovo. It
seemed like a reward for him for having completed the training and executing the
marching orders in a timely manner. Although the whole battalion hadn’t yet reached
Rutshenkovo, there were still some units that were on their way. It actually took almost to
the end of January when everyone finally arrived. These kinds of desperate marches were
common during the winter of 1941-1942 on the Eastern Front, and some may question
how reasonable and useful these kind of forced movements were. Of the battalion’s 221
vehicles, only 114 managed to get to Rutshenkovo. From the 114 vehicles, only 80 were
still running and drivable! The rest of the trucks and cars needed repairs and some needed
to be replaced. The cost of just getting one battalion to the front seemed terribly high.

In Rutshenkovo the battalion was attached to the Wiking Division and it was given a
new name: IV/Nordland (IV Battalion of the Nordland Regiment). The decision of
discharging the excess of Finnish officers and NCOs was made and about 140 men were
sent back to Germany, and from there back to Finland. So called “division men” who had
fought in the Wiking Division since the beginning of the war, were ordered to join the
battalion. It meant that 100 men were added to the battalion’s strength. The Finns were
now all in the same unit. On January 12, the commander of the Wiking Division, SS-
Gruppenfiihrer Felix Steiner, ordered the battalion to stay in the city of Amvrosiivka as a
motorized reserve for the division. The battalion moved to Amvrosiivka on January 18.



Spilling Blood on Foreign Soil: the Mius River Front Line

Division commander Steiner inspected the Finnish Battalion at Amvrosiivka on
January 18, 1942. The next day the battalion was gathered in the local theater were
commander Steiner gave a speech to the new men of the Wiking Division. Those Finnish
volunteers who were there always remembered how commander Steiner shook hands with
every soldier and talked personally to the men. This gesture formed trust and confidence
in their commander among the Finns, and was one of the things that created the bond
between men and their commander, and it lasted to the very end. Steiner visited Finland
after the war in 1956 and met his former brothers-in-arms. Some Finnish volunteers also
traveled to Germany to meet their commander.

Commander Steiner had a meeting with battalion commander Collani and the
company commanders on January 20. It was decided that the Finnish Battalion would
relieve one Slovakian Battalion on the front line and take their positions. At that time, the
war was in a stage where neither side was active and it had become a trench war. Front
lines had been stabilized for the winter months, and the Germans thought that it was a
good time to put the battalion in action. Preparations started right away, and the Finnish
Battalion was moved to the front line during the night of January 21-22.

The battalion’s sector length was 2-2.5 km. Bunkers and trenches were placed on the
high ridge that followed the river Mius. The length of the front line was a normal sector
for a German Battalion on the front. When the Finnish Battalion took these positions at the
front, their number was a bit larger than the standard German Battalion. The order of
battle was as follows: the 3 Company on the right side; 1 Company on the left; 2
Company was the reserve; the 4" Company, which was the battalion’s heavy artillery
company, was spread around the front line. The normal rotation for companies was 20
days at the front followed by 10 in reserve. When the Finns got settled in they noticed
right away how poorly the Slovakians had made their fortifications. Trenches weren’t deep
enough, and bunkers had been constructed very lightly. The work for improvements began
right away. It was possible to do some repair work because it was a very calm time at the
front lines. Everything was done by the field manual: all the shooting sectors were
carefully chosen for every weapon, and all the proper documents about the bases were
composed with great accuracy.

The newly-trained Finnish soldiers were eager and energetic when they finally had a
chance to show their skills. It didn’t take long when the long days in trenches got to them.
Even though the Finns almost rebuilt everything, the living conditions in the trenches were
still sometimes intolerable. Temperature dropped sometimes to -30 degrees Celsius and
with strong winds it felt even colder. Trenches were filled with snow all the time, and
frostbite sent many men to field hospitals. The dirty uniforms and lice were a constant
headache too, but there was one bigger problem that they had to deal with: hunger. Hunger
was omnipresent as the food was mainly millet porridge and dry food. It wasn’t very
nutritious which resulted in many of the men’s health became weaker and weaker. It was
at that time that Martti and one other man came from a sauna which was good for getting
rid of the lice. After the sauna, they were supposed to get a meal, but when Martti and his
comrade came to the kitchen, the cook had already served all the food and there was



nothing left. First there was some shouting but soon the fists started flying. The cook got
beaten up and the men decided to take all the food they could find and bring it to the
others at the front. It didn’t take long before they were caught and taken to rear to hear and
face their punishment. This time justice was merciful and everything was settled. It was
clear that the men reacted this way because of hunger.

Although the overall situation was fairly quiet at the front it was still a warzone.
Snipers were active all the time and artillery/mortar barrages caused a lot of casualties and
damage. Both sides were active in patrolling and tried to capture prisoners. Minefields
also took their toll when some unfortunate patrols walked into them. As mid-March
approached, the battalion had lost 12 men (KIA) and 33 had been wounded. When adding
the men who were in field hospitals for other reasons, the number goes up to almost 100!
The warming weather of the spring didn’t help the situation because then some other
diseases, such as hepatitis A and influenza, started to spread. Finally on April 24, the order
came to switch to new positions close to the village of Oleksandrivka (Aleksandrovka).

Martti wrote in his diary that he arrived in Oleksandrivka on April 25, 1942. He
described the trenches and bunkers as in better shape compared to the ones they occupied
back in January. Martti’s squad almost got hit by friendly fire - which happened every now
and then at the front - when their own artillery almost hit their bunker. Otherwise there
weren’t any other incidents when the battalion settled to their new positions. The time in
Oleksandrivka turned out to be peaceful, and it was a quiet time at the front. The warm
spring days made life in the trenches much more bearable. The days went on as usual on
the front lines: patrolling, guard duty, and digging new trenches and bunkers. The Finns
proved themselves to the Germans that they were extremely skilled in building duties.
Commander Collani and other officers noticed this and gave his men credit. This was
mentioned in the official reports which was greatly appreciated by the troops. A good
example of such recognition was that commander Collani gave a bottle of vodka and
chocolate to the men who had built a bunker exceptionally well. Martti also wrote in his
diary that on May 2 he and four other men got a bottle of wine.

The German forces were now preparing for the upcoming summer offensive. The
Wiking Division was also reorganized, and the Finnish Battalion was renamed on May 25,
1942: 1T (Finn.)/SS-Regiment Nordland. The battalion’s companies’ orders were also
changed: the 1% Company became the 9" Company; the 2" became the 10"; the 3™ the
11%"; and Martti’s 4™ Company became the 12". The Finns weren’t quite pleased with the
new name. They had used the unofficial name “Finnische Jagerbataillon” so far, but there
was already a unit named after Jagers in the Wehrmacht so they had to relinquish the
name. Summer came, and on the front lines the battle operations diminished to a minimum
in the battalion’s sector. The Russians weren’t active either. In Martti’s diary, the days in
May and June were almost identical. The days mainly consisted of patrolling and building
and fortifying positions. The men swam in the river and bathed in the sun during their free
time. Sometimes they managed to get some wine or other alcoholic drinks. Martti
mentioned that on a couple occasions he got way too drunk and lost all his money on a
card game. Of course training was still carried out, but not in large scale. Because there
wasn’t much fighting during those days, the minefields became the worst enemies of the



soldiers, and the landmines caused a lot of casualties. In the morning of June 19, Martti’s
squad left on a patrol. During that patrol in the town of Demikovka, he stepped on mine
and sustained injuries on his right hand. He was carried to the rear and transported further
to Uspenskaja. From there Martti was evacuated by train to the SS-Lazarett in
Dnepropetrowsk. Martti spent only a week and a half there, suggesting that his wounds
weren’t that bad, as his recovery time was pretty short. Luck was certainly on his side the
day he stepped on that landmine!

: : ®'Finnish volunteers during training in the
village of Demidovka ( Ukrame) summer 1942 From left to rlght unknown, Yrj6é Rouhiainen, Olof Jakobsson,
Matti Niemi, Mauno Rytilahti, Sakari Sarpola, Hugo Berglund and Martti Lehtonen.

The Finnish Battalion was pulled from the front line on July 9, and was ordered to
march to the village of Mokry Jelantsky (Mokri Jelantsik). There the goal was to get the
battalion combat ready for the upcoming offensive. For this particular reason, they were
sent to rear for another training phase. The battalion also received new weapons at this
time, and the men needed training to get acquainted with them. Martti was still at the
hospital during this period. Training started in Mokry Jelantsky on July 14 and lasted until
August 8. Martti arrived in Mokry Jelantsky on July 16, although he hadn’t completely
recovered and was unable to carry anything heavy. Martti’s health improved after a couple
days, and he participated in the complete training. As it reads in Martti’s diary, the days in
Mokry Jelantsky were like the days in basic training: the days started early (0300-0400)
and lasted to late in the evening. In his diary was an entry that on August 1 they were
training and shooting with their new 5 cm PAK 38 anti-tank guns. One round fell short
and it wounded the commander of the 12" Company, named Bruckner, in the chest. The
Finnish Battalion was armed with 3.7 cm PAK 36 anti-tank guns when they went to the
front. During the time in Mokry Jelantsky the battalion’s heavy weaponry was
significantly reinforced. At the beginning of August the battalion’s heavy weaponry
consisted of 61 light machine guns, 12 heavy machine guns, three light mortars (5 cm
Leichte Granatwerfer 36), and 12 medium mortars (8 cm GrW 34), four heavy anti-tank
guns (5 cm PAK), and four cannons. At the same time, the 5. SS-Panzer-Abteilung (main
armor of this unit were then Panzer III and Panzer IV) was attached to the Wiking
Division. This Panzer-Abteilung was commanded by SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Johannes
Miihlenkamp. Miihlenkamp rose to the ranks of division commander later in the war, and



was the recipient of the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves.

Fall Blau was launched on June 28, 1942. It was Hitler’s major offensive to seize the
rich oil fields of the Caucasus. The Germans’ oil supplies got a major blow with the
defeats suffered in the African theatre. At the beginning of 1942, Hitler had already stated
that the next objective of this war would be oil, and that the oil fields of South Caucasus
were the solution to this problem. All reorganizations, reinforcements, and arrangements
that had been undertaken during the spring and summer time - also within the Finnish
Battalion - were all executed to prepare for this main offensive in the Caucasus. The plan
for Army Group South was to advance east towards Stalingrad and then encircle the
Russian troops between the rivers Don and Volga. The German forces would the sweep to
the south towards the Caucasus and seize the oil fields.

The Spearhead of the Caucasus Offensive — from the Don to Maykop

The Finnish Battalion’s participation in the battle of Caucasus, Fall Blau, was the
hardest and bloodiest part in their war. The 5. SS-Panzer-Division Wiking and its Finnish
soldiers formed, several times, the spearhead of the attacks. While the Finnish Battalion
was still in Mokry Jelantsky getting to know their new weapons and getting trained, the
rest of the Wiking Division units were fighting and pushing towards their objectives. The
Wiking Division had taken part in the battle of Rostov in July, and was heading to the
Maykop oil fields in the southern Caucasus as a spearhead division of the 1* Panzer Army.
The division distinguished itself in these battles so well that it was mentioned four times in
the Wehrmachtbericht. All of Army Group South’s armies had been gaining great victories
right from the beginning of the operation. The offensive slammed through the Russian
lines, and the Red Army was under heavy attack. These victories gave Hitler a false image
of the capabilities and force of Army Group South, and he decided to divide Army Group
South into two army groups: Army Group A would head south to seize the oil fields, and
Army Group B would keep going towards Stalingrad. Rather than first reaching the river
Volga and then turn south, his forces would now do this simultaneously. Hitler’s generals
warned him about the risks and how this would weaken the force of the attack. As we now
know, the mistake that Hitler made with this decision turned the tide of the Eastern Front.

The scorching heat and flying dust were new conditions the Finnish men had to deal
with. The battalion left Mokry Jelantsky on August 10 at sunrise. Martti’s company drove
almost 220 km in one day. They stayed overnight in tents, and continued their advance the
next morning. The Finnish Battalion was on its way to catch up with the rest of the Wiking
Division’s units. The next stretch for Martti’s company was also over 220 km. The men
were exhausted because of the hot weather, and the dust was flying everywhere. There
were large numbers of other units driving fast through the Russian steppes, and it was
truly an atmosphere of a blitzkrieg. Tanks, trucks, airplanes, and columns of men, all
going in the same direction. The Finnish Battalion traveled more than 700 km in only
three days! German Engineer Battalions had repaired the blown up bridges along the way,
and roads were back in good shape. This was a completely different experience than the
one the battalion had when it first arrived at the front lines.

The battalion arrived at its destination on August 13: a place called Komsomolakya.



There at the division’s headquarters, the battalion was put on guard duty. The Wiking
Division was the spearhead of Army Group A and the front lines were close. There wasn’t
much rest after the march, and the battalion received the orders to advance. The village of
Lineinaya was fortified by a Russian cavalry unit. The battalion’s orders were to take the
village and its surroundings at all costs. The population of Lineinaya was maybe just over
2000 people, and all the houses in the village were made out of clay. It was mainly a
Russian collective farm (kolkhoz) located on a hillside. The Russian cavalry had fortified
their positions on the surrounding hills, and the village itself was their stronghold. On
August 16, 1942 at 0330h, the Finnish Battalion started moving towards the village. There
were 52 tanks taking part in this attack. Most of the men were sitting on top of the tanks
when they moved forward. As soon as the Russians opened fire, the men jumped off the
tanks to take cover. At first the Russian were quite intense in their offensive but as the
German tanks move forward the Russians started to pull back. Martti wrote in his diary
that after “two hours of fighting” they were able to seize the village. Some officers (such
as the battalion SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Erwin H. Reichel) of the Westland Regiment’s staff
were observing this attack. Reichel commended the Finnish Battalion, and said that it
looked as if the Germans had been the ones doing the fighting. The battalion lost four men
in total (incl. two officers), and seven were wounded. The Finnish Battalion afterwards
gathered their war booty: two cannons, two anti-tank cannons, five mortars, handguns,
horses, and maybe most important of all, they took 34 Russian prisoners. This was the first
major operation for the Finnish Battalion and also their first experience with the German
“blitzkrieg” tactics. The battalion showed that it was up to the task!

After seizing the village, the battalion stayed there for over a week. The Westland
Regiment continued to chase the retreating Russian units. The people of the village were
friendly towards the occupiers during the day, but at night their attitude changed
significantly. During the day there weren’t any confrontations and usually men traded soap
and gasoline with the villagers for bread and eggs. Everything seemed to be alright, but
after sunset things got hostile. One night someone tried to burn the battalion’s trucks and
the Finns got shot at. Martti wrote in his diary that for him the days he spent in Lineiyana
he was only on guard duty but nothing more. Possibly Martti’s squad didn’t have any
problems with the locals. He doesn’t mention anything about confrontations with the
locals.

By the end August of 1942, the Russian Army’s resistance grew and their defenses
started to hold as German forces were closing in towards the mountain passes. Hitler’s
objective in this sector was to get to the shores of Black Sea. The city of Tuapse was one
of targets. Division commander Steiner was very skeptical about the change of plan to get
through the mountain passes and break the Russian defense lines. The Westland Regiment
functioned as the spearhead, once again, but they hadn’t enough force to push through.
The Wiking Division had already suffered significant losses which brought the manpower
down to a low number. Also, the effects of Hitler’s decision of dividing the army group’s
forces started to show as the Russians were slowly gaining control of the situation.

The Finnish Battalion marched from Lineinaya to Kabardinskaya on August 25-26.
However the assault was halted, and the battalion had to dig itself in and a new trench war



started again. Their stay in Kabardinskaya lasted almost three weeks. During that time
there were only a few small skirmishes between patrols, but nothing major happened. The
Russian Air Force was also very active and bombed the German positions without mercy.
Russian artillery barrages also caused many casualties. Now the fall was knocking on the
door, which meant dropping temperatures at night time and lots of rain. After a while, the
men were getting sick again with flu and other diseases. Martti wrote in his diary that their
squad had only a few peaceful days during their time in Kabardinskaya. There were small
patrol fights or the Russians bombed the place. He also mentioned several Russian
defectors, and that on August 28-29, a total of eight Russians approached Martti’s squad’s
positions and surrendered themselves. They took the prisoners and escorted them to
company headquarters for interrogation. These Russian soldiers had automatic rifles
which Martti and his comrade took for their own use. During the interrogations the
prisoners told the Germans that 10 km to west of Kabardinskaya the 32" Division of the
Russian Army was posted. It had arrived on the front lines five days before. Upon hearing
this, regiment commander von Scholz immediately made new arrangements for the
regiment’s defensive positions.

Even though the German offensive was slowing down, they still had managed to gain
one of their objectives: the Maykop oilfields. The Finnish Battalion’s stay in
Kabardinskaya was part of the task to secure these oil fields. Martti wrote an entry in his
diary that when his unit moved to their new positions on September 1, he had seen many
oil wells but all of them had been deliberately damaged. Retreating Russians had
destroyed all of the oil fields and oil refineries. The destruction was done so thoroughly
that the Germans estimated that it would take them at least one year to get the wells
operational again. The fuel supply of the German forces where still depending on
Romanian oil, and the long supply route caused stoppages on the German advance. So
even this small German victory didn’t make any changes to the overall situation.

The Battles of the Terek River

At the same time the Wiking Division was advancing towards the Caucasus
Mountains, there were other Army Group A units that were fighting their way towards the
oil fields of Baku. By the end of August, the German forces had reached the Terek River
in the Eastern Caucasus. The Wehrmacht’s 3" Panzer Division seized Mozdok on August
24-25 while suffering heavy casualties. This became the German bridgehead in Terek. The
town of Mozdok was the farthest point in Russia that Germans reached during the war.
The plan was to continue the assault from Mozdok to Grozny, the capital of Chechnya,
and at the same time to cut off the old Georgian military road which functioned as a
supply line and retreat route for the Russians. The oil fields of Grozny were almost within
their reach - only 100 km from the Mozdok bridgehead. But the Germans were struggling,
and they suffered many casualties and fuel shortages. In the meantime, the Russians were
sending reinforcements to the front lines and began to push the Germans back. To keep the
offensive progress going the German commanders sent units from the Western Caucasus
to the Terek front. The Wiking Division was also one those units which was ordered to
move to Terek. Martti already heard rumors a few days before the orders came in that the
battalion would leave Kabardinskaya for the Terek front. On September 16, the battalion



started preparations for the upcoming move to the Terek front. The next day the battalion
was on the road and they drove their trucks and panzers almost 600 km to the east towards
the banks of the Terek River in the area of Malgobek. This journey took them five days
before they reached their destination. Malgobek was a town 50 km south of Mozdok. At
its destination the battalion was attached to the LII Army Corps commanded by General
Eugen Ott. The exhausted German forces in this sector were in desperate need of
reinforcements, and the Wiking Division was immediately thrown into battle when it
arrived. On September 21, the battalion reported that their fighting strength consisted of
29 officers, 178 NCOs, and 509 soldiers. The troops headed to Mozdok the following day,
but they were called back. Martti wrote that they didn’t know the reason why the orders
were cancelled, but the next day around noon they moved across the Terek River and took
up their positions near Malgobek. The Finnish Battalion was ordered to take the 666™
Infantry Regiment’s positions. This particular regiment had been in bloody battles before,
and it was completely beaten up when the Finns came and replaced them on the front. The
Finnish Battalion had more men at their disposal than the 666" which gives some
perspective of the losses suffered on the Terek Front and how fierce the fighting had been
in that area. The Finnish men knew right away that they were thrown into the meat
grinder, and the consequences would become visible after a couple of days at the front.

Malgobek lies in mountainous terrain: high hills, no trees, and only knee-high grass
provided some form of cover for the infantry soldiers. One of those many hills received a
new name from the Finnish soldiers: the “Kill-Hill”. The date for a new attack was set,
and the commander of the 1* Panzer Army, von Kleist, ordered the Wiking Division to
form the spearhead. The attack was set to begin on September 26, and the objective was a
village called Sagopshin, located approximately 20 km to the east from their current
location. Sagopshin was just beside the Georgian military road, and the railroad to Grozny
ran straight through the village. To take control of these routes would mean serious trouble
for the Russian 9" Army troops.

On Thursday, September 24, Martti wrote: “We took new positions on the hills. We were shooting.
I’'m feeling ill and I’m in terrible condition. Ate some dry food. Also ate some raw meat in the evening.” The next
day Martti had a terrible case of diarrhea, and his condition got even worse. He didn’t eat
anything the whole day. Even in his condition, Martti and the whole battalion prepared for
the next day’s attack. The H-hour was set: Saturday, September 26 at 0500h.

Initially only the 11" Company of the Finnish Battalion was sent to battle. Martti’s unit
was attached to the 11" Company, so he was there right from the beginning. The 11
Company managed to conquer the first hill after 30 minutes of fighting. The Russians
didn’t give an inch back, and they just fell where they stood. However that first half hour
of combat caused several casualties for the 11" Company: four dead and eight wounded.
During the next four hours of fighting, the company lost another 10 men (KIA) and 30
were wounded. In the afternoon, the company continued towards the next ridge which was
their next objective. This time the Russians proved too tough to beat, and the 11"
Company had to halt their attack. At sunrise they pulled back to the hill which they took
earlier that morning. The company had lost 25 men (KIA) and 54 were wounded. Among
the Finnish volunteers, these events would later be known as the battles of Kill-Hill. Later,



as the veterans wrote memoirs or told about this battle, many told that the training which
they received in Gross-Born prepared them well for these hard fought battles. As they
were advancing on open terrain against fortified positions under heavy fire they tried to do
like they were taught: crawl, heels down, shoulders down, fast stride, and back down
again. Of course nothing can prepare you for seeing your comrade blown to pieces or take
a bullet to the head, but for surviving in those harsh conditions their training seemed to be
very useful.

The next day the 11" Company stayed in reserve. The men dug foxholes and stayed in
them as it was the 9" and 10" Companies’ turn to attack. The Russian Air Force had
gained air superiority over this part of the front lines, and several air assaults were made to
support their ground troops. The Russian Army had also brought Katyusha rocket
launchers to the front, and this rocket barrage was something which the Finns hadn’t faced
before. By the end of September 28, the 9" and 10" Companies had gained control of
three hills and had advanced almost 6 km. The companies started to dig themselves in and
took defensive positions on the conquered hills. On the third day of the battle, the battalion
didn’t manage to advance at all. The 11" Company was ordered to the front, and the whole
battalion was together again. The men were exhausted because the days were hot and they
didn’t have any water left. The water and food supply didn’t work at all and they had to
stay in their foxholes for long periods of time without food or water. After three days of
constant fighting, the Wiking Division was at the outskirts of Sagopshin, but Malgobek
was still in the hands of the Russian forces. In the big picture, this progress wasn’t enough
for Army Group commanders. The Wiking Division’s commander Steiner and LII Army
Group commander, General Ott, had different opinions how to continue the assault and
how the Wiking Division’s units should be used at the front. This quarrel got so tense that
the matter got all the way up to Himmler, and the 1% Panzer Army’s commander von
Kleist. This caused reproaches from von Kleist, and a notice was sent to the high
command of Waffen SS in Berlin.

“Thursday October 1, 42: We got moving at night. Our aim was to take the village. Every company in our battalion was
taking part in this (1* Platoon, 1 mortar, 1 MG) but we still didn’t succeed. Ruskies held their ground! We have been
fighting the entire day and we’re surrounded. Now the Ruskies are attacking our right flank, time is 1530h.”

Between October 1-6, the German forces (Wehrmacht 111" Division, 370" Division,
13" Panzer Division, and the 5. SS-Panzer Division Wiking) tried to find a weak spot in
the Russian lines to break through. The assault advanced so that the 111" Division,
reinforced with Wiking’s Germania Regiment, took the town of Malgobek and its
surrounding hills on October 6. The Finnish Battalion was with the Nordland Regiment
but the sector they were in wasn’t the focal point at the time. In the Nordland Regiment’s
sector the attacks had petered out. The attack on October 1 was their last one in their
sector, then the battalion was transported to their new position on October 7.

The battalion took up new positions just south of Malgobek on October 7, and right
away they were charging the hills once again. All companies started to advance just after
noon. Both sides’ artillery were firing heavy barrages. Right after the start, the battalion
was pinned down in a crossfire. They took fire from three directions: from the front, from
their right, and from the southern flank. Slowly but steadily, the battalion managed to



conquer yet another hill and received the orders to dig in to fortify their position. The next
morning the men were on the move again. This time 11" Company rushed forward and
managed to take the ridge ahead of them. Other companies tried to follow but they had to
cross a cornfield which was full of hiding Russians. Four Russian tanks also made a
counter-attack to the flank. By nightfall, the 9™ and 10" Companies had cleared the entire
cornfield, and had pushed through to the same point as the 11" Company. The price of
these victories was 3 killed and 24 wounded. One of the wounded was 10" Company’s
commander Porsch. But there was no time to breathe as the battalion was again switching
positions. This time the battalion was ordered to move north to Hill 698 (meaning the
height of the hill) which was little over 2 km north of a point called Malgobek II. When
the battalion arrived at its new destination, the 10" and 11" Companies had to be merged
into one company. Both companies had suffered such severe losses that it was reasonable
to join the remaining men into a new unit.

The Finnish Battalion was detached from the Nordland Regiment and attached to the
Germania Regiment which at that time was under the command of the 111" Infantry
Division. So General Steiner wasn’t in charge, and the battalion would get its order from
General Hermann Recknagel who was the commander of 111" Infantry Division. The first
orders were to take Hill 701.

SS-Obersturmfiihrer Tauno Pohjanlehto gathered a patrol for a reconnaissance mission
to Hill 701. Pohjanlehto reported to battalion commander Collani after they returned from
their patrol. The terrain on Hill 701 was suitable for the defender: there was a downward
slope of about 300 meters in length where the attackers would be under fire from three
directions; front and both flanks. Pohjanlehto’s patrol lost four men who sustained injuries
during the reconnaissance. It was a suicide mission to attack that hill, and Collani
contacted Germania Regiment’s staff and tried to change the plan, but they refused. There
was nothing he could do and the attack was set to begin on Friday, October 9 around noon.

The German artillery fired smoke shells on the hill, and the 11" Company started
moving under a smoke screen. It didn’t take long before things turned the way as they had
expected: the Russians opened fire from all three directions and their artillery and mortars
joined the “festivities” while shooting heavy and accurate barrages. The Russians also had
tanks in their defensive lines which had a straight line of fire towards the attacker. There
was no possibility whatsoever to advance on Hill 701. Men had to dig in and find cover.
The Germania Regiment’s commander had to accept the fact that the defender had the
upper hand, and he was forced to order the battalion to take defensive positions. It was
planned that the battalion would continue their attack the next morning, but the Russians
were determined and launched a counter-attack against the Germania Regiment’s lines.
“Saturday October 10 — 42: This day was hard. The Ruskies had been hitting us constantly with heavy force. We’ve been
running back and forth the lines. Now their tanks are coming. The time is 1700h.”

In the morning of October 10, the Russian artillery started pounding the German
positions. The artillery and mortar barrages shook the ground, and as if that were not
enough, the tanks located on the surrounding hills joined the fire. After the barrage, the
Russian infantry (troops of 9" Infantry Brigade) launched their attack. It was supported by
12 tanks. As Martti had written in his diary, the Finnish companies were scattered all over



the lines as support was needed in various points. After a whole day of fighting, the
German troops held their ground and the Russians had to pull back. During these battles,
the battalion lost four men (KIA) and 24 were wounded.

The sound of incoming rounds were the prelude to another day of heavy fighting. At
dawn the Russian forces resumed their attack, but this time they managed to tear up some
holes in the German lines and for a while the Finnish 9" Company was fighting while
surrounded by Russians who had managed to break through their flanks. After a fierce
fight, the Russians were pushed back, but again it was paid for with lots of blood. On this
day the battalion’s ranks were further reduced: five killed and 13 wounded. Martti’s
company commander SS-Untersturmfiihrer Heinz Walgenbach was killed in action and
Martti had witnessed his death. Their positions were under mortar fire and Walgenbach
was hit by shrapnel. Walgenbach was respected by his men, and he was one of those
company commanders that Finns looked up to. Another Finnish volunteer stated after the
war that SS-Ustuf Walgenbach was just starting to eat his ration when the barrage hit.
Martti was appointed as a squad leader he same day. The Russians had also suffered
enough losses that their assault started to lose its strength. During the next days, between
October 12 and 13, the Russians tried to break the lines again but their weak efforts were
futile.

Hill 701 was still one of the Germania Regiment’s main objectives. On October 15,
Battalion Diekmann (I/Germania) and Battalion Nickel (of the Wehrmacht’s 70.
Regiment) with support of four Sturmgeschiitz assault guns, attacked Hills 694 and 701.
Even with this amount of force the assault was halted. During the afternoon, the Finnish
Battalion received orders to engage in the fight and help the troops that were already there.
But it didn’t make any difference. Only more men got killed (13 killed and 16 wounded).
The Russians managed to maintain their lines and the assault was stopped before nightfall.
Reinforcements were organized the next morning, and the Germans were again ready to
make another push. The next day the Germans brought three battalions to the front lines
(not in full fighting force because of the heavy losses), accompanied by tanks. It meant
that it was now or never for Hill 701! With the support of armored vehicles and the
soldiers showing ultimate courage under heavy fire, the Germans managed to conquer the
Hill 701. On top of the hill, the exhausted Finnish soldiers were lying in the trenches
surrounded by corpses of Russian soldiers. This was the most eastern and highest ground
that the Finnish men reached in the whole war.

“Saturday October 17 — 1942: Another tough day. Maula and Ora arrived today but both got wounded. Berglund got
killed. Ruskies are coming again. It is 1500h.”

The Russians were not planning to give this hill up just like that. In the morning of
October 17, thick mist provided cover for the Russian forces to move right up to the
German lines. What followed was a close combat battle. Both sides were throwing hand
grenades at each other, and company commanders Miihlinghaus and Pallesche were both
badly wounded. Obersturmfiihrer August Miihlinghaus later succumbed to his wounds.
SS-Ostuf Pohjanlehto took command, and a little while later, SS-Obersturmfiihrer Ertel
took command of the 9" Company. The battalion had lost all of their artillery observers
and there was only one signaler left who could operate a radio. The Germans had only a



couple of tanks there, but those couldn’t operate properly because the mist caused limited
visibility. The battalion managed to halt the attack, and the remaining Russian troops
retreated into the mist.

The Russians returned in the afternoon, and this time they brought four tanks to the
front, and there was an entire battalion (almost 300 men) attacking the hill. However the
Germans had already sent reinforcements to Hill 701 early in the morning. Five German
tanks came to help, and managed to knock out two of the four Russian tanks. The Russian
infantry advanced while under their artillery support. Their artillery was heavily shelling
the positions on the hilltop. However the Finns and the Germans didn’t take one step back,
and the Russians didn’t manage to throw them off the hill. Result: the Russians had to
retreat again, and this time Hill 701 was conquered for good. Still the Russian forces tried
again to attack the German positions on the hill, however they were stopped by heavy
artillery fire before they could start their advance towards the hill. After the battle, it was
easier to count those who were still alive, and the Finnish Battalion’s combined strength of
the 10™ and 11" Companies was only one officer and 12 men! On October 19 they were
pulled away from Hill 701, and it was left in the hands of Group Diekmann (I/Germania).

The Finnish Battalion occupied a new sector which wasn’t near Malgobek at all. This
sector was far from the focal point of the previous battles, and the men were tired and
needed some well deserved rest. Martti had been seriously ill during the battles of Hill
701. Since October 18 the entries in his diary mentioned that he had been vomiting and
that couldn’t eat anything. But every man was needed for combat, so there was no time to
rest. When the battalion took their new position it also had to report its fighting strength;
on October 22 it consisted of nine officers, 56 NCOs and 164 men. The battalion remained
in this sector until the end of October. They mainly fought trench wars during this time,
and they didn’t take part in any operation.

The operations in Malgobek were the Germans’ last attempts to take the advantage in
the Caucasus, and the Finnish Battalion was thrown into it without remorse. In 1942, the
German war machine had already lost a lot of its power while the Russians were getting
stronger every day with the help of their allies, of course. The German commanders tried
to obey and fulfill Hitler’s orders which meant a tremendous amount of losses. There
weren’t any reserves to replace those losses, and the shortage of fuel made the situation
even worse. It was unfortunate for the Finnish volunteers to be there at that time.

In these battles of Malgobek, the Finnish Volunteer Battalion had lost 40% of its
theoretical strength. The loss of the actual strength was 60%: in total six officers and 82
NCOs and regular troops were killed; 11 officers and 355 NCOs and troops were
wounded. There were also 78 men that had been reported ill. All together the total
casualties were 434 men. General Paavo Talvela from the Finnish Army visited the
battalion on October 21 just after the Battle of Hill 701. Finnish Army commander Field
Marshal Mannerheim gave general Talvela decorations to award some of the men. General
Talvela took 20 Crosses of Liberty and 100 Medals of Liberty with him. When he arrived
at the Malgobek front lines and saw the remnants of the battalion, he decided to give every
medal he had. It was now a battalion only in name, not by its manpower!



Retreat from the Caucasus — Back to the Don

The Finnish Battalion switched their positions and moved to a village called Verhnij
Kurp. The Germans anticipated a Russian attack on the northern sector of the River Terek,
and they organized and prepared defensive positions. The transfer of the Finnish Battalion
was part of these preparations. Verhnij Kurp was a quiet place, and the Finns mainly
fortified their positions there and patrolled the area. The Finnish Battalion III/Nordland
was pulled from the Malgobek front lines for the last time during the night of November
11-12. In Verhnij Kurp, Martti’s condition worsened, and he had to be taken to a field
hospital. He was vomiting again, couldn’t eat anything, and there was blood in his feces.
His hands and feet were swollen terribly. There weren’t any doctors left that could
diagnose his condition, but it is highly possible that he had dysentery. On November 10,
Martti was transferred to Pavlovskaya, and from there all the way to Rostov by train.
Martti arrived in Rostov on November 17. In Rostov, Martti’s situation wasn’t getting any
better, and the doctors were constantly assessing his situation. It was decided that he must
be transferred to Germany to get better treatment. On November 22 he left Rostov with a
train that transported the sick and heavily wounded back to Germany. They travelled via
Lublin to Doébeln where the train arrived on December 2, 1942. The hospital was in
Dobeln where Martti’s illness was treated for 17 days. Martti didn’t write in his diary
anymore after December 19, 1942. After that day, it is a bit uncertain where he was. Most
likely, and what can be seen in few of his personal documents, is that Martti was sent back
to Finland for convalescence. Martti had been in Graz at the beginning of 1943. Then in
February 1943 Martti traveled to Finland, and came back to Germany in April. He wasn’t
sent to the front line anymore. He was in Ruhpolding in May when the Finnish Battalion
was there as well. Martti came back to Finland with the other volunteers on June 1, 1943.

The German forces had seized Alagir in the beginning of November 1942. Alagir lies
approximately 100 km south of Malgobek. The LII Army Group needed reinforcements in
Alagir, and they ordered the Wiking Division to move from Malgobek to Alagir. The
Finnish Battalion was transported to a village called Digora, and from there they
continued to Dzuaryqaeu, east of Alagir. The battalion arrived at its position on November
14, and its objective was to defend the road that led to Alagir. The battalion stayed there
for approximately 10 days. The enemy wasn’t causing too much harm: some Russian
patrols caused skirmishes, but the Finns didn’t suffer any significant losses. The poor
weather conditions actually caused more trouble than the Russians. These positions didn’t
have any reasonable shelter for the inclement weather, and the men had to sit in wet
clothes with temperatures dropping below 0 degrees Celsius. The Finnish Battalion moved
to the village of Karman-Sindzikau on November 24 where they met the men of the
Finnish replacement company. The Finnish and German government had agreed on
recruiting reinforcements, however Finnish officials limited the recruitment to 200 men,
and they made a contract that would end at the same time as the battalion’s contract. Two
days earlier, General Steiner was ordered to take command of the III Panzer Army. This
arrangement was temporary, and Steiner later returned to his post. The Wiking Division
received a new commander since SS-Brigadefiihrer Herbert Otto Gille had taken
command. Later Gille became the full time commander of the Wiking Division in May



1943.

After a short stay in Karman-Sindzikau, the battalion moved to Chikola. There they set
up a defensive perimeter around the village, and one of the famous battles of the Finnish
Battalion was fought there in Chikola. It was on the morning of December 4 when Russian
forces attacked the village. Near the village was a river bank, and there the battalion had
set up its defense. Six men armed with a machine gun manned that fortified position. They
fought eight straight hours, and two of the men were killed and two were wounded. Only
SS-Rottenfiihrer Kalevi Kononen and SS-Schiitze Yrjo Pyyhtia were still standing and
continued to fight. Their machine gun was out of ammo, and they had to shoot aimed
single shots to spare ammunition. The Finnish counter-attack came at 1400h, and relieved
these two poor men. By the time of the counter-attack there were over 200 dead Russians
in front of their positions and another 200 Russians were taken prisoners. For this, both
men received the Iron Cross First and Second Class (with the award document personally
signed by Hitler), and their names were included in the Honor Roll of the German Army
(the Ehrenblatt des deutschen Heeres). They later also received an Ehrenspange (Honor
Roll Clasp) of the Iron Cross.

In November 1942, the Russian forces had already completed Operation Uranus, the
encirclement of German forces in Stalingrad. The Russian success in Stalingrad caused
pressure on Army Group A’s forces in the Caucasus. The Russian Army was already
making preparations for Operation Saturn which aimed to cut off Army Group A in the
Caucasus. The German forces were still bravely fighting in Stalingrad which gave Army
Group A the time to reorganize their forces and to start the withdrawal from the Caucasus.
By the end of December 1942, Hitler had given orders to the 1% Panzer Army to withdraw
its forces from the Caucasus. At that time the Finnish Battalion was in the Middle
Caucasus, positioned in the villages of Toldsgun and Hasnidon. The battalion received its
marching orders and they started packing on New Year’s Eve. They left the villages during
the night. This didn’t go unnoticed by the Russians, and they started to chase the battalion.
After quite intense firefight, the battalion managed to get rid of their pursuers. The
battalion drove six days in snow storms and freezing temperatures.

On January 6, 1943, they arrived in Stavropol. The fuel supply was cut off, and they
were forced to stay three days in Stavropol. On January 9, they continued north while
driving over the Kalmykian plains. During the first two days they managed to drive more
than 240 km. The Army Group commanders sent the Wiking Division to support General
Hoth’s 4™ Panzer Army in its fight on the River Kuberle front. The Finnish Battalion
arrived there on January 12 and stayed as a reserve.

On January 14, Russian forces entered the village of Krasnoye Znamya. With 8 tanks
and 400 men they managed to push the Germans back. The 11" Company of the Finnish
Battalion was ordered to join I/Nordland and to take part in a counter-attack. After two
days of fighting the Russian troops were thrown out of the village for good. During the
first day of the battle, the Russians had lost 200 men (KIA) and the Finns had only two
killed and 13 wounded. The village of Krasnoye Znamya was approximately 300 km
south of Stalingrad, and it was the closest place that the Finns ever got to Stalingrad.



The Finnish Battalion was now in Shabliyevka, just south of Krasnoye Znamya. From
there they were ordered on January 19 to move to the village of Yekaterinovka
(Ekaterinovka). The men were loaded onto trucks, and they were driven to their new
location at the break of dawn. On the way there, the men saw a couple of new Tiger
panzers for the first time. This new Tiger tank and its capabilities had already acquired
some reputation among the troops, and the Finns had also heard stories about this new
panzer. After the arrival in Yekaterinovka, the battalion was attached to SR 40 (Schiitzen-
Regiment 40). The Germans had spotted a strong enemy force in the nearby village and
reconnaissance had estimated that there were almost 1000 men with heavy weapons and
mortars in the village. The attack on the village began at 0900h. At first the German troops
literally overran the first Russian positions. SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Porsch, commander of
10" Company, was sitting on top of a moving tank and leading the attack when he was
killed. He was shot straight through the head. After Porsch was killed, SS-Ostuf
Pohjanlehto took command. The German assault wasn’t moving forwards anymore
because the defenders managed to reset their defensive lines. Just as it seemed that the
battalion would get pinned down they got help from above. Nine Stukas with their sirens
screaming dropped their bombs on the Russian positions. The rage of the heavens! After
all of the Stukas had dropped their bombs, they continued to strafe some targets in the
village. The Germans tried to take advantage of the chaos created by the Stukas. After
withdrawing, the Russian forces redeployed and counter-attacked: a Soviet unit of 600
men attacked SS-Ostuf Pohjanlehto’s company’s positions. Wave after wave of Russian
soldiers charged the German lines. The Finns stayed in their positions and fired their
machine guns so hard that the barrels almost melted! After a while, another large Soviet
attack wave came. The defenders quickly estimated that it was most likely a unit
comprised of 400 men. With a stubborn defense, these attacks were repelled time after
time, and in the afternoon all Russian counter-attacks had been successfully defended. The
aftermath of that day’s battle for the battalion was one officer, three NCOs, and five men
killed; five NCOs and 19 men had been wounded.

The main perimeter of the village was occupied by the Germans, and the Russian
forces were pushed to the northern end of the village. The next morning on January 20, the
Sturmgeschiitz assault guns came to support the attack. The Russians were completely
caught by surprise, and with the support of the artillery and Sturmgeschiitze, the Germans
managed to throw out the rest of the enemy forces from the village. The Russian forces
tried again to counter-attack, and charged in open terrain. Two Soviet units, one about 100
men, and another of about 300 men, were charging from the east and southeast. It was a
desperate attempt, but they finally had to retreat when they faced heavy resistance from
the village. The battalion lost five NCOs and 13 men wounded on the last two days of the
battle. This victory was obviously a huge morale boost for the Finns. They had beaten an
enemy which was almost seven times stronger in manpower. The battalion had been
reduced to only a handful of men, but those men proved that they had become skilled,
battle tested, hard fighting soldiers. In Yekaterinovka, the battalion took many prisoners.
Those prisoners reported that they were soldiers of the 9" Infantry Brigade, and that their
objective was to take control of the road to Proletarsk. The German forces in Proletarsk
would have been cut off had the Russians succeeded. The Finnish Battalion had won



precious time for the other units to continue their withdrawal.

On January 24, Hitler had given orders that the 1** Panzer Army would withdraw to
Rostov-on-Don. It was the only way out. This literally meant that the entire 1% Panzer
Army would go through Rostov. The Finnish Battalion was retreating towards Rostov.
During the withdrawal, both sides needed shelter as neither of them wanted to stay
overnight in snow and freezing temperatures. This is one of the reasons why both sides
fought hard to control local villages. The battalion was nearly surrounded in Zelina on
January 23, but after heavy fighting they managed to push through the enemy lines.
Finally on February 4, the Finnish Battalion arrived in Rostov. It’s hard to imagine the
sight in Rostov when all units of the army group were making their way forward by using
just one lane. But there was only one way across the River Don, and it was the power
plant dam near the city. The Finnish Battalion waited for two days before it could cross the
river. Some units of the battalion already had crossed the river on February 4, but the rest
of the battalion only managed to cross the river on February 7. This was called “the
greatest traffic jam in the world”. Some Finns witnessed an episode where a truck broke
down right in the middle of the dam and the whole line stopped. A German officer came
swiftly to the site and after a quick negotiation, the truck was pushed off the dam and the
line was moving again. The river was frozen in some parts, so the infantry could walk
across it. After crossing the river there were different signs posted for each particular unit,
and the direction they had to follow. That way the flow of traffic wasn’t stopped on the
other side. Somehow the Germans succeeded, and managed to move their 1% and 4%
Panzer Armies into safety on time. After the Finnish Battalion was on the other side of the
Don, it headed north. Their next destination was the city of Gorlovka (Horlivka). En route
to Gorlovka, they drove through some familiar places from the previous winter:
Uspenskaya and Amvrosievka. In Uspenskaya there was a military cemetery where many
of their fallen comrades had been buried, and it was in Amvrosievka where the battalion
was welcomed to the front lines by General Steiner. The city of Gorlovka was 50 km north
of Stalino, and the battalion arrived there on February 11.

One More Push to the East - the Finnish Battalion’s Last Battles

The Russian Army’s high command had launched Operation Gallop at end of January.
This operation was conducted by the Russian Army’s Southwestern Front (an army front
was the equivalent force of a German Army Group), commanded by General Nikolai
Vatutin. The goal of the operation was to push towards the Sea of Azov and cut off all the
German forces east of Donetsk. General Popov’s large tank formations stormed through
the weakened German lines. In this situation the German high command formed the Army
Group South which consisted of the remnants of Army Groups A, B, and Army Group
Don, and it was put under the command of Field Marshal Erich von Manstein.

The Wiking Division was now part of the XXXX Panzer Corps commanded by
General Heinrici. Popov’s tanks had reached the city of Krasnoarmeiskoye by February
10, and General Heinrici ordered the Wiking Division to move quickly to
Krasnoarmeiskoye and strengthen the city defenses. During the early hours of the next
morning, the Finnish Battalion was on the move again. The Nordland Regiment,
accompanied by the Finnish Battalion, was in position when they hit the Russian lines just



south of Krasnoarmeiskoye near the village of Novo Pavlovka. The men jumped off the
trucks and rushed into battle. The battalion received orders to take the village, which it did
after almost three days of heavy fighting. During that time, the village changed hands
three times. Russian forces managed to take the village twice before the Nordland
Regiment managed to push them back out.

On February 21, the XXXX Panzer Army was now attacking the city from almost
every direction, and managed to encircle it. The Wiking Division was attacking from the
south when Popov requested permission to retreat which was refused by the upper
command. The Finnish Battalion didn’t take part in the fighting in the city center, and they
were spared from the bloodiest part of this urban warfare as the Germans entered the city.
However, the battalion fought their way to the city through the suburbs. The Finns reached
the south side train station first, which was just on the outskirts of the city. Some of the
Russian troops managed to retreat, but there were enough Russians left behind so that the
hostilities in the city continued until February 24. The Wiking Division was pulled out of
the city between February 21-22. The Finnish Battalion subsequently moved to the city of
Slavyanka for couple days of well deserved rest.

The Russian Army’s Southwestern Front had stubbornly denied any retreat, and
pushed their attack even when it impossible. The Russians had already miscalculated the
German readiness and capabilities to perform offensive maneuvers, and Popov’s mobile
units were cut off, and supply lines were struggling to get fuel to the tanks. Manstein had
launched several offensives to capture Kharkov, and the German forces were advancing
again. This was the last time that the Finnish Battalion took part in a large motorized
offensive. The battalion advanced almost 200 km between February 24 and March 4. The
battles in between were mainly village skirmishes. They arrived at the southern banks of
the River Donets just west of Izjum, located 120 km southeast of Kharkov. These
positions were the last ones for the Finnish Battalion. On March 1, 1943, the battalion
reported that its fighting strength was reduced to only eight officers, 37 NCOs, and 192
men. The whole situation stabilized into a trench war, but both sides started to prepare for
rasputitsa season, and there weren’t any more major battles in the Finnish sector. The
battalion stayed in this sector from March 4 to April 10.

A group of well-armed Finnish volunteers in a
Ukrainian village - spring 1943.



Back Home - Honorably Discharged

Discussions about the situation of the Finnish Battalion had already started in February
1943. Finnish and German officials had been negotiating the battalion’s future. There were
also plans to expand the battalion to a full-sized regiment, but it was never pushed
through. The Germans decided to start the preparations for the demobilization of the
Finnish Battalion. The whole Wiking Division would be reorganized in April anyway, and
the Finnish Battalion was replaced at the front by the 457. Grenadier Regiment on April
10, and the battalion was sent far behind the lines. Before that, on April 14, the Finns
handed their weapons over to the Estonian SS-Battalion in Narva. The Estonians had
arrived at the front immediately after their training, and they were attached to the Wiking
Division.

The Finnish Battalion was discharged from the Wiking Division on April 24. General
Steiner thanked the men and also Heinrich Himmler personally came to say his farewells
to the Finnish volunteers. After two weeks of rest, the battalion was transported to
Germany by train where it arrived in Grafenwohr on May 7. GrafenwOhr was near
Niirnberg, and there was also an army training center. The rest of the Finns that were in
replacement and convalescent companies in Graz were also transported to Grafenwohr. It
was a joyful reunion as many men saw their comrades again after a long time. The
recovering wounded men were also present. It is quite possible that it was in Grafenwohr
when Martti rejoined the battalion. From Grafenwohr, they were all sent to Bavaria. The
train arrived in the idyllic town of Rupohlding which was a vacation center in the
Bavarian Alps. There the battalion got two more weeks of rest and relaxation. On May 23,
they held a parade (the men got rifles for the parade) and then there was a big celebration
in the evening at the local festhall Kurhaus. SS-Gruppenfiihrer Steiner was present, and he
gave a speech, followed by singing, dancing, and drinking. After that, the men prepared
for their trip back to their homeland. There was one particular phrase that they wrote on
the trains: “Rdder miissen rollen, das wir nach Hause kommen!” The Battalion left
Ruhpolding between May 23 and 28. From Ruhpolding, the troops were transported by
train to Tallinn in Estonia. On the night of May 31, the battalion was at the harbor of
Tallinn, and early in the morning all the men were aboard the S/S Warthe. The docks of
the harbor of Hanko were empty, and only three officers were standing on the quay. “We
left in silence and we returned in silence” one volunteer wrote in his diary. Their
commander SS-Gruppenfiihrer Steiner had also arrived in Finland, and Steiner presided
over the battalion’s parade in Hanko. Notable members of the Finnish Army and state
officials were missing. The commander of home front troops, General Malmberg, was the
highest ranking Finnish officer present at the parade. The Finnish government and the high
command of Finnish Army had started to differentiate themselves from Nazi-Germany.
That’s why they kept a low profile upon the battalion’s return. Even the original plan was
that the battalion would arrive in Finland’s capital Helsinki, but officials changed the port
of arrival to Hanko. The battalion had a homecoming ceremony in Tampere on June 3.
Newspapers wrote about it, and radio broadcasters interviewed some of the battalion’s
men. The arrival wasn’t kept completely secret. Censorship assured that news about the
battalion’s return was kept very formal. After the ceremony, the battalion was granted a



one month leave. After that, the men were ordered to return to Hanko were they would get
new orders about the next phase.

Disbandment of the Battalion and Transfer to the Finnish Army

Finland’s government had been in a difficult situation since early 1943. After the
Germans had suffered a major defeat in Stalingrad, it seemed clear that Finland had to
steer its way out of the war. The Finnish government had contacted the Soviet foreign
ministry in February to seek the possibility of peace talks. These actions were not kept
secret from the Germans, and it caused a diplomatic break-up, and the Germans halted
much needed material and food help to Finland. So it was a very fragile situation as to
how to answer in a correct and polite way to the Germans that the battalion’s contract
wasn’t going to be extended. Field Marshal Mannerheim made his move and took
responsibility of the battalion’s future. Field Marshal Mannerheim wrote a memo to Hitler.
In this memo, Mannerheim explained that Finnish Army would need these men. It wasn’t
the answer Waffen SS organization wanted, and it caused some dismay. At this point,
Hitler had his focus solely on the events on the Eastern Front. Hitler accepted
Mannerheim’s proposal on July 4.

While diplomatic games were played in the background, the men had been waiting in
Hanko for something to happen. Rumors spread, and men became very frustrated. Finally
on July 7, the order came that battalion would be disbanded. This news upset the men, but
the situation was handled with great diplomacy. On July 11, the battalion had a ceremony
where the battalion’s commander Collani gave a speech. Collani awarded 45 Iron Crosses,
and shook every man’s hand as a goodbye. Straight after the ceremony, the men went to
the barracks and were dressed in Finnish uniforms. Then they were gathered again and the
senior officer saluted General Malmberg and reported the battalion on duty. Germans
weren’t allowed to join in this part of the ceremony. Many of the battalion’s men were sent
to officer courses. A total of 303 men became officers in the Finnish Army. The Finnish
Armored Division (Finnish: Panssaridivisioona, Ps.D) was one of those units where many
of the former volunteers served at the Finnish Front. During the hostilities on the Finnish
Front, 113 former volunteers had lost their lives. Finland reached an armistice with Russia
on September 19, 1944. One of the conditions of the armistice was that Finland had to
expel all German troops from its territory. The Germans weren’t leaving, and the Russians
pushed Finland to take action. The so called Lapland War broke out as the Finns fought
their co-belligerents in Lapland. The former volunteers weren’t ordered to take part in this,
but some went and fought. Three of the battalion’s men were killed in those battles.

Martti was ordered to the 12" Field Artillery Regiment, where he attained the rank of
corporal. This field artillery regiment was attached to the 15" Infantry Division. The 15
Division was at the Karelian Isthmus front. There in the front lines, Martti met his future
wife. She was there doing volunteer work as a Lotta. In Finland there was an auxiliary
paramilitary organization for women called, “Lotta Svdard”. These “Lottas” volunteered
and worked in various assignments. They got married in March 1944.

Martti took part in the bloody battles at the Karelian Front. Russians started one of
their strategic offensives in June. The Leningrad Front had gathered significant force



against Finland. Martti fought in the Battle of Ayripdi-Vuosalmi, where the outnumbered
Finnish forces managed to repel the Russian assault causing heavy losses to the Russian
Army units. Almost 60,000 Russians with 150 tanks tried cross the River Vuoksi. The
Finns had 30,000 men and 35 assault guns at their disposal. After almost two weeks of
fighting, the Russians had lost over 3000 men killed in action, and the number of wounded
ranged somewhere between 9,000 - 11,000 men. The Russian Army couldn’t break
through the Finnish lines, and the defenders held their positions until the end of the war.

After the war, Martti settled in Pori. There he opened a small shop where he sold bags
and suitcases. He and his wife had five kids. Martti kept in contact with his comrades after
the war. The Finnish Secret Police was watching over the Finnish volunteers after the war.
They had to keep low profile after the war. As time went by and things started to change,
the local Waffen SS veterans in Pori started meeting regularly once every month. These
meetings were held in the same restaurant for years. Martti regularly took part in these
meetings. Martti Lehtonen died on September 25, 1961 in Pori.

Closing Words

The Finnish Waffen SS Volunteer Battalions, comprised of 1400 men, were just a tiny
piece of a great German Army of millions of men during WWII. In Finnish history
however, the volunteer battalion is one of those major factors that still defines the
connection to Nazi-Germany. Finland’s role alongside Nazi-Germany is still a highly
debated topic: were they allies by terms, or was their faith bonded to Germany because
they had the same enemy? The battalion was recruited by the Finns and not by the
Germans! The Finnish government gave acceptance for it, and it was a government project
that was controlled by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the army’s high command. The
Battalion was also a sign of trust and co-operation towards Germany. It was also a special
kind of battalion within the Waffen SS. Finnish volunteers came from a country that
wasn’t occupied by Germans. It was also apolitical, and there weren’t any political figures
in the background. The Finnish Volunteer Battalion even got its own Finnish military
chaplain which was a rare feature in the non-religious Waffen SS. After the war, the
Finnish government changed their attitude towards the former Waffen SS volunteers even
though most of them served in the Finnish Army after their return from Germany. As
communist parties won the elections, the Finnish volunteers were under surveillance.
Many of them were arrested by the newly organized secret police and interrogated, but no
one pressed charges against these men. In some workplaces, the background of Waffen SS
service was taken so heavily that some men quit their job and looked for other career
opportunities. None of the Finns were put on trial or accused of war crimes. It is clear that
the SS was a stigma, and after the war when all the atrocities were revealed, it grew even
bigger. Many of the Finnish volunteers still managed to work their way up despite their SS
background. One of those was the battalion’s Ustuf Sulo Suorttanen, who served as
Minister of Defense from 1966 to 1970. It will stay forever unclear what Martti really
thought about the choice he had made. His relatives had said that he wasn’t very pleased
how things went in Germany, but he had signed the contract, like everyone else, and he
was living up to his promise and oath. After the war he never talked about the war or what
he had seen or done. Sometimes after a few beers he would say something or maybe sing a



German marching song. He had told his brother that it was a terrible journey, but at least
he was lucky to have survived the ordeal. Whatever the situation was or how bad it was,
they had to get things done. They were loyal to the man next to them, and followed their

orders as best they possibly could.

SS-Rottenfithrer Martti Lehtonen with his

girlfriend during home coming leave in Finland - June 1943.



From the Frw. Standarte Nordwest to the
Germanic SS in Flanders

The media always portrayed us as SS monsters. When you say “SS man” that’s
something I can live, with but calling us, calling me, an SS monster that’s completely
absurd. Actually it’s a straight lie! In May 1940, the Blitzkrieg ran through Belgium; I was
only 18 years old at that time. I didn’t know too much about Hitler at that time or the
Third Reich. I had absolutely no interest in politics. My interest in Germany came when
the Belgian government tried to send every young man between the age of 16 and 35 to
the south of France. However, we didn’t get any further than Boulogne-sur-Mere because
the spearhead of the German panzer troops under Guderian were a lot faster than us. In
Boulogne-sur-Mere there was still some resistance from the Belgian and French troops,
but they were no match against this new German Army, the elite SS units who were
forming the lead of the spearhead during the attacks. In the north of France I witnessed the
mass capitulation of the Allies. A large group of French soldiers surrendered to a German
INCO who had a particular sign on one of his collar tabs of his uniform: the double sieg
rune or SS. The NCO and a couple of his men all had these lightning bolts on their
uniform, and I had never seen that before. I had seen Heer soldiers before, and Luftwaffe,
and Kriegsmarine, but I’ve never had seen these soldiers before. When I saw these
lightning bolts, the SS runes on their uniform, something in me changed that I can’t really
explain. I was drawn to it, and I thought at that moment that there was something more
behind the SS runes on the uniforms. The meeting with those SS soldiers changed the
course of my life significantly. Back then lots of us were almost like hypnotized by the
appearance of those German soldiers.

When we had to make a choice between the poorly equipped Belgian Army on their
camel boots, and the German Army with these Feldgrau uniforms, we immediately knew
which to choose. I was so mesmerized by these uniforms, by their appearance they had.
When I got back home in Belgium, I told my mother immediately about what I’d seen and
how I felt about it. It was then that I told her that I had made the decision to follow the
National-Socialists. I was the oldest of five children, and my parents were working in the
diamond sector. My parents knew they had to leave me be in the decisions that I made.
Yes I showed sympathies for the Germans, and I certainly didn’t hide it from my family
and friends. My parents never thought of me as being a collaborator. Why did I have to
stay loyal to Flanders? For me it meant nothing anymore. My parents understood my point
of view on the political situation at that time there is a reason why they allowed all their
other children to join the Hitlerjugend. Even my father went to work for the Germans!

Joining the Waffen SS

When I decided to join the Waffen SS, I went to see my boss, the general manager of
the Grand Bazar, Mr. Gyselinck, and I told him that I was joining the Waffen SS. I had to
say this in French to him because he couldn’t speak or understand Dutch! Mr. Gyselinck
jumped out of his chair and yelled: “Get out of my office!” In September 1940, I reported
to the Waffen SS — the SS-Freiwilligen Standarte Westland - but for the elitarian SS, the



conditions to get recruited were very strict. I reported at the recruiting office on the
Mechelsesteenweg in Antwerp — “zaal Gruter” — where 1 was confronted with a doctor, a
Hauptsturmfiihrer, who ordered me to do twenty genuflections. But I wasn’t able to do
that without pain because of an old injury I had on one of my knees. The
Hauptsturmfiihrer said to come back another time, and I was devastated because of that! I
took a deep breath and told myself to be patient until my next appointment with the SS
doctor. In the meantime, I joined the “Algemeene SS Vlaanderen” which was a perfect
copy of the German SS. The Algemeene SS Vlaanderen was there for those who didn’t
want to join the Vlaams Nationalistisch Verbond or Flemish National League under Staf
De Clercq, the Verbond van Dietsche Nationaal-Solidaristen (Verdinaso or Dinaso), or a
similar nationalist group. Actually the Algemeene SS Vlaanderen was there for the ones
that didn’t trust these nationalist organizations. The VNV became the largest nationalist
party in Flanders, but the SS didn’t trust them at all. The Flemish SS formations had to
provide men who would form the future leaders of a new Flemish Nazi Party.

The first thing we had to do was to swear an oath to the Fiihrer. The VNV refused to
swear an oath to the Fiihrer because they swore loyalty to Staf De Clercq. The VNV was a
bit too relaxed for us in how they managed things; their approach to things in life were
more, let’s say, romantic and more in the spirit of the old Flemish values. These old
Flemish values were based on protests, but never on actions/reactions. For us it was
different as we actually wanted to change something. We wanted to change society. In
1941, I finally received my call to the Waffen SS - the SS-Freiwilligen Standarte Nordwest
- and together with a couple of comrades, I left for Germany. I was so proud! We were the
first formation who made their way to the train station. A group of Dutch comrades joined
us on the same day; they came from The Hague in The Netherlands. In Germany, we were
all united in Hamburg in the Regiment “Nordwest” of the Waffen SS. We were stationed
in the training camp of Langenhorn where all Western Europeans received their basic
training for the Waffen SS. We went through a Spartan regime and training was very hard.
But we were the elite! Next to the training camp there was a police station and every
morning the police officers were watching us practicing the “Gewehrgriff’. This rifle drill
was so perfect that we could’ve easily be compared to the Leibstandarte

[ g # o : Adolf Hitler and we were all very
proud of this!



Recruits of the Nordwest in Hamburg in 1941.
Going to the Front...

We knew that we had to go to the Eastern Front sooner or later, but we didn’t know
where we would end up at the front, in which sector, city, or town. We had absolutely no
idea to which Abschnitt we were supposed to go. We were moved to the east, to Debica in
Poland, to prepare us for the move to the front. More Flemings arrived in Debica, but none
of these soldiers were involved in politics in the homeland. Except for the three Flemish
officers: Jef Francois (Dinaso), Paul Suys (Rex), and Raymond Tollenaere (VNV — Zwarte
Brigade or Black Brigade). Those three officers marched in front of us and while we were
marching we looked at each other and said: “Look, those are our guys!” While we were in
Debica, the group of Flemings got split up into two groups: there were the ones who
refused to take the oath to Hitler but instead they swore allegiance to Staf De Clercq; and
then you had the ones that swore allegiance to the Fiihrer. I didn’t want anything to do
with those Staf De Clercq followers, and yes I looked down on these VNV members. I had
absolutely no respect for them, and lots of the non-VNV members were always singing
songs about the VNV portraying them as traitors and cowards. Simply said: they were
people that you couldn’t trust at all!

I went to the front in September 1941. I was only 19 years old and the first thing I did
when I arrived at the front was to shoot a Russian soldier through his skinny body. I shot
him not because I was a cold blooded Kkiller, but because he was charging at me pointing
his rifle in my direction. I shot him from a very close distance, but that day it was him or
me that wouldn’t go home. I was faster that day and I killed him. Yes one could have pity
on that Russian soldier...you could even cry about what happened to him. But I didn’t do
that at all. Actually none of us did. At that moment we weren’t human anymore, we had
no feelings anymore. We were just like ghosts...

Close to Leningrad there was a wall in the middle of the terrain where we were
fighting. But this was not a regular brick wall as we all know it. This wall was mostly built
out of bodies, especially Russians. Inside the wall you could see skulls, bones, uniforms,
boots...all what you could imagine about dead bodies...dead soldiers. I experienced
myself that you couldn’t lean against this wall as you would fall into it and come face to
face with a skull. It was there at the Leningrad Front that my good friend Marcel died in
my arms. While we, the infantry, were positioned in craters who were created earlier that
day or during the previous days by an artillery barrage, our artillery began shelling the
Russian positions. At least we thought they did. But because they miscalculated the
Russian positions they shelled our positions instead. Because of this friendly fire my good
friend Marcel had a very short life. An artillery shell hit him right in the head. After the
war I told his parents that their son had died in combat which made it a lot easier for them
to process the loss of their son. But for me it was a nightmare that continued my entire
life! If they only had known that their son died because of the miscalculations of a
Knight’s Cross recipient to be...

In the church of Poperesky, the cigarette butts were laying on the altar while red
colored helmets were laying all spread out on the church floor. Immediately we realized



we weren’t the first visitors to this church. We stayed overnight in the church, and while
we were sleeping on hay sacks, the alarm went off and I heard someone yell my name. I
jumped up and literally flew over all the sleeping soldiers on the ground. I went outside as
I could hear an ambulance with a running engine, ready to depart to the field hospital. I
recognized the voice. It was my brother who had also joined the Waffen SS and who was
laying inside that ambulance. I was confused and scared; first they told me he was killed
in action, and then I was told he was still alive. I honestly didn’t know what or who to
believe anymore. That moment I heard my brother calling my name, I broke down and
started crying. I felt lost. A couple of days ago I was told that my brother was dead and
now he was laying inside the ambulance still alive. He was in serious conditions as part of
his leg was blown off. This moment at the front had a huge impact on my future existence
and that’s all I want to say about it.

In May 1942, I was sent to the officer school in Bad T6lz. I already won the Iron Cross
First Class, and my superiors had noticed that I had leadership qualities. I have to say that
I was happy and proud to become a leader, but it had to be earned. For me this was one of
the most precious possessions. One day the Reichsfiihrer-SS Himmler visited the school in
Bad Tolz, and I thought now it’s the time to talk to him. I was going to ask him what he
thought about the situation in the east. “Reichsfiihrer, werden wir der Krieg jetzt
gewinnen?” - losing the war was something impossible! “Once we win this war what will
happen to all of us?” And Himmler replied: “It’s very simple. We would work with
Stiitzpunkten which are Waffen SS formations surrounded by the Wehrmacht and Russians
who are with us. Between these Stiitzpunkten there would be 200-300 km in between.”

Becoming the Leader of the SS in Flanders

When I was 22 years old, I was made a leader of the SS in Flanders (Belgium). First I
thought that I would have to go back to the Russian Front after graduation, but things
turned out differently for me. Instead I was made leader of the Algemeene SS Vlaanderen
(later known as the Germaansche SS Viaanderen) by the top of the SS. I was appointed by
Himmler, Obergruppenfiihrer Berger, and by Dr. van de Wiele. Berger and Dr. van de
Wiele were in a meeting with Himmler when he asked them in his Bavarian dialect: “Fiir
die Germanische-SS, was machen wir damit?” Berger and van de Wiele looked at each
other and replied to Himmler: “We have the right candidate, Reichsfiihrer.” — “Who is it?”
asked Himmler. Berger and van de Wiele mentioned my name but the only issue they had
was my age. Obviously I was very young for a leader’s position but Himmler said: “That’s
OK. Is he able to do that job or not?” to which both men replied “Yes he is the perfect
candidate!” — “Then the job is his!” replied Himmler.

When I was on my post in Belgium as the new leader of the Germaansche SS
(Germanic SS), I was asked to be very severe towards the resistance. The resistance
started to take more actions against the German Army, and they had to be stopped at all
costs. While at a funeral of a collaborator at the cemetery of Langemarck, where all my
men were lined up, I swore that whoever would kill one of us or sympathizers of the
regime would be waiting the same destiny!



Germaansche SS Vlaanderen — Meir, Antwerp.

The first action of the Germaansche SS took place in February 1944 with the objective
a raid on the police station in the suburb of Vorst by Brussels. The police station was
located in the Wielemans-Ceuppenslaan, and I demanded that all my staff members would
be present during the raid. Three people were killed that day at the police station: two
police officers and one civilian who was suspected to be a resistance fighter. I don’t call it
murder, but an execution and I have absolutely no regrets about what happened there. Yes
it was a shame of those two innocent police officers who had nothing to do with the
resistance, but during the commotion at the police station they were caught in the line of
fire. Many other raids would follow. My task was as the leader to the Germaansche SS
was to put my men at the disposition of the safety corps which was created by van de
Wiele. Our actions had to be hard and effective. The Germans didn’t respond to the
violence committed against them because they were lazy! We had to maintain the safety of
all!

We had to organize raids especially in those towns where it was suspected that there
would be lots of resistance fighters. Meensel-Kiezegem is an example of those raids.
Several civilians were killed, and more than sixty people were arrested and deported to the
concentration camps - only six came back. That the others wouldn’t come back from the
camps, that I didn’t know. I witnessed how these people were loaded onto trucks and then
I realized that most likely the majority of them had nothing to do with the resistance. I
wasn’t having second thoughts, but it kind of hit me in a certain way. I walked towards the
trucks, and I apologized to the first man that was sitting there.

When the Allies landed in Normandy in 1944, I gave the order to evacuate. The
resistance became more and more active after the landings. When we left our headquarters
in Brussels, all of a sudden you’d see only Belgian tri-color armbands outside on the
street. Before that I had never seen them, but now there were thousands of them and they
were eagerly distributed in the streets. The Germans evacuated first, but I had one task to



complete in my headquarters. We had to burn numerous documents: files, papers, maps,
etc. I burned them all, or most of them, with the help of three police officers. The
courthouse in Brussels had to go, we wanted to burn it down to the ground with everything
that was inside. Most likely there were thousands of files inside the courthouse which had
to be destroyed before we left. After the evacuation, I became the military advisor of van
de Wiele. The reason why is because he didn’t know where to go or what to do between
all these German soldiers. So he asked me to take care of business. We established a
headquarters in the castle of Termont, and it was there where I met Cyriel Verschaeve, a
priest. Not that I was that religious, but I wanted to talk to him about what I felt inside.
Not that I had any remorse, but I wanted to let the priest know that in some situations I
was forced to do things that were morally not acceptable. We walked through the park of
the castle and I asked him: “What is my fault in all of this?” He simply replied that I had
nothing to fear and that I shouldn’t feel bad. “Only God will judge you sooner or later.”

The End

We always believed in the final victory, and the reason why is because we always
heard people talk about the “special” or “super” weapons the Germans had. These were,
obviously, the V-weapons. We didn’t only have the duty to obey, but we also believed
what we were told. We always believed the Fiihrer when he told us in the earlier stages of
the war that he would engage the V-weapons which would kill every single Allied soldier!
When we figured out that the end of the Reich was near, we made up our minds on how
we would handle the situation. I reported myself for a suicide mission: these missions
were manned torpedoes that were fired towards enemy ships. The pilot of the torpedo
would make sure to direct the torpedo into the ship, and then blow himself up during
impact. But when I reported for the mission, I got a firm “Nein!” because non-Germans
were not allowed to take part in these missions. After the capitulation, I was captured
almost immediately and I was tried as a SS monster. I spent three years on death row, but I
was one of the last prisoners to be set free after spending 16 years in prison. I think they
kept me that long in prison because they thought I would get killed by the “Witte
Brigade” or White Brigade which were one of the resistance groups in Belgium. They
killed numerous people after the war, so maybe it was a good thing that I spent a fair
amount of years in prison. Of course the world changed a lot after 16 years. At the last
moment, before I was granted my freedom back, the prime minister in Belgium said to me
before he left his office: “The elite of this country stood on your side during the war, not
on ours!”

I know that a lot of my comrades, that a lot of Waffen SS soldiers, tried to hide their
SS past because they were ashamed to have belonged to this organization. I can only say,
several decades after the war, that if it ever comes to a farewell I can only say these words:
“Trotz allem bleibt meine Ehre Treue!” (“Despite everything, my honor remains faithful.”)



Schwerer Granatwerfer Zug — 4.Kp/I. Btl/67.
Rgt/II1. SS-Panzer-Korps

Before I start with my personal story, I want to give you some information about the
formation of the “Legion Flandern” and the “27.SS-Freiwilligen-Grenadier-Division
Langemarck.” After the occupation of the Netherlands and Belgium by the Germans in
May 1940, the Reichsfiihrer SS Heinrich Himmler started to recruit foreign volunteers to
reinforce his newly established SS Regiment “Westland”. First they wanted to use the
Westland for policing activities and operations in the occupied areas, but soon, when the
regiment was complete, it was integrated into the “Wiking” Division. On April 3, 1941,
encouraged by this recruiting success, a new SS Regiment was created named “Nordwest”
which consisted also of Danish volunteers. The Nordwest was going to be used for the
same purpose as the Westland. Shortly after the invasion of Russia in June 1941, a new
legion was created, the Flemish Legion or “Vlaams Legioen” which also had to fight
against the Bolsheviks. Lots of members of the Nordwest were prepared to join this fight
on the Eastern Front, and every young man between 17 and 40 years of age was more than
welcome to enlist. Former officers of the Belgian Army were especially welcomed with
open arms. On August 8, 1941, approximately 405 Flemish volunteers marched in front of
the Palais des Beaux Arts to receive their banner. For their training, they were sent to the
“Militdarlager” in Debica in Poland which was very close to Krakow. There they met up
with former volunteers of the Regiment Nordwest and by the end of September, 875
Flemings were sent to the Eastern Front. The officers were unfortunately all Germans.

In 1941, the Legion was engaged at the Leningrad Front for the first time as part of the
2.SS-Infanterie-Brigade. During violent fighting in temperatures sinking as low as -40
degrees Celsius, the Legion sustained many casualties, especially because the winter
started very early that year — somewhere in October. Until May 31, 1943, the Legion saw
action on the FEastern Front until they were reorganized into the 6.Freiwilligen-
Sturmbrigade Langemarck (under Konrad Schellong). By October 18, 1944, they became
the 27.SS-Freiwiligen Grenadier Division (attached to the III. SS-Panzer Korps under the
command of SS-Oberf. Thomas Miiller). During the retreat from the Eastern Front, the
division lost approximately 75% of its men! The last battles were fought near Prenzlau.
From there the division was dissolved, and the members were given civilian clothing and
started marching westwards to stay out of Russian captivity. The majority of the members
were taken prisoner on May 10, 1945 near Schwerin by the English forces.

The majority of the Flemish volunteers were returned to Belgium where they were
handed over to the Belgian authorities. They were seen as collaborators and lots of them
were tried during mock/show trials, they were mistreated, and they were sentenced to the
death penalty. The death penalty was usually never executed, but they kept these young
men in captivity for a very long time. They were released after they served their time in
prison, but society made it quite difficult for them. They had no rights, and it was not easy
to find a job because they were seen as traitors. Many of them decided to return to
Germany where they were able to lead a normal life. The psychological humiliation by



their own state haunted them for many decades after the war, however they never lost their
love for their Fatherland, and until today this love is still passionate and strong in their
hearts.

I was born on January 24, 1923, and I was the youngest of three boys. My brothers
were respectively 16 and 18 years older than me. My father (born in 1880) was an
architect and contractor who mostly built bridges. He was also politically engaged, and he
was a member of the Parliament of Flanders. He was a member because he wanted to
represent the people and to defend the rights of the people! My father wasn’t drafted into
the army, and after WWI he was sentenced to the death penalty because he was a member
of the Parliament of Flanders. However in 1919, he received a pardon for his sentence.
From 1921 to 1927 he was a member of the Daensist Party or movement, then he became
a member of the Frontbeweging or Front Movement, and finally the Flemish Nationalist
Party. Sadly my father passed away due to organ failure in 1933; he was only 53 years old.
Because there were no successors to take over his company, the family was forced to sell.
These were difficult times for our mother (born 1882). My two brothers were both
students in architecture, and both became professors at the University of Ghent. I went to
school in Ghent, and I finished high school there in 1939. At the University of Ghent, I
followed my interest in veterinary medicine as I wanted become a veterinarian. My time
as a student was cut short because the university was forced to close in May 1940 because
of the war in the West. I found a job as an accountant at the German airbase in Ghent, and
still today I’m getting a little pension for that!

Becoming a Volunteer

In 1941, the Flemish Labor Service or Arbeitsdienst fiir Flandern was founded to
which I reported as a volunteer. I received my basic training in Antwerp, and immediately
after, I was placed in an office with the staff. I had to take care of the recruiting
department. Just after the outbreak of Barbarossa in July 1941, the “Flemish Legion” was
established to recruit more soldiers for the Wehrmacht. A lot of young men — just like me
— saw an opportunity to go and fight against Bolshevism. Now you have to understand that
even before Barbarossa, the priests in the church were already preaching and asking the
members of the church if they wanted to be under the rule of Rome or Moscow. That was
an easy question of course, and with the first opportunity that arose, I volunteered for the
Legion. On August 6, 1941, I arrived in the training camp or Truppeniibungsplatz in
Debica near Krakow. A lot of my comrades became very sick after a few days in the
training camp because of the dark German bread that they had to eat. One has to
understand that in Flanders we only ate white bread. Soon the medical staff found out
about this problem and for the rest of our stay in Debica, we were only given white bread!
Training wasn’t that pleasant because the Germans treated us like dirt. At the end of
August, we went to the grenade launcher training camp in Arys in Eastern Prussia. We
stayed there until October 31, 1941, and I can assure you that training was very hard there.
Our company was the “4.Kompanie”, and we had two MG and one platoon of grenade
launchers. Altogether we were 250 men strong. It was during our training in Arys that we
received the famous blood type tattoo on our arm. During our stay in Arys, we sang a lot
of marching songs, especially the song of the Flemish Legion: “Het Vlaams Legioen



Kameraad, Rukt op ten bevrijdende daad...” (The Flemish Legion comrade, thrusts
towards a liberating act...)

The Leningrad Front

On November 1, 1941, we were transferred to the front just south of Leningrad. Since
winter had started early that year in Russia — mid-October to be more precise — we found a
thick layer of snow upon our arrival with temperatures of -20 and even colder. At first we
were accommodated in the homes of some local families. They were simple but very
friendly people who took really good care of us. Sadly enough, most of their homes were
destroyed by the Russian artillery barrages, so we had to relocate. This forced us to stay
outside in the cold. We used our empty grenade and ammunition boxes to build some sort
of shelter, but it wasn’t that easy as the ground was frozen solid. Our uniforms were not
the typical winter uniforms many people think we had; we didn’t even had a
“Wintermantel” (“winter jacket”). It was so cold, and we were freezing day in day out.
Because of that, every day we were looking forward to get a warm meal and some hot
coffee, just to warm up a little bit. Another thing we did to stay warm is to take the warm
winter boots from dead Russian soldiers. Lots of us had frozen hands and feet which
incapacitated us for a while. There was nothing you could do, as half of your body was
frozen. My hands and feet were frozen during the winter of 1942 and 1943, which resulted
in all the nerves in those body parts damaged.

Waffen-SS in action on the Russian front with a heavy mortar.

We were equipped with the heavy grenade launcher 34, or Granatwerfer 34, which is
an 80 mm. It was a small and lightweight grenade launcher or mortar. It was easy to carry,
and it was usually operated by a crew of three: the Geschiitzfiihrer, the Richtschiitzen, and
the Ladeschiitzen. Each and every one of them carried a piece of the grenade launcher: the
bottom plate and frame were carried on the back with a special harness, and the barrel was
carried over the shoulder. Then there were about six men that carried the ammunition
boxes. The barrel was about 1 meter long, and a well-trained crew could fire off thirteen
grenades per minute! Obviously there had to be enough ammunition. Three “Gruppen” or
section of nine men for each section formed a Zug or platoon.



Because of the extremely fast advance of the German Army and the extreme
temperatures during my first winter at the front, we had to deal with a lot of problems.
Because of the heavy snowfall, we had to put snowshoes on which came in handy as we
were able to advance faster through thick snow. On January 27, 1942, I was wounded for
the first time. Thank God I was wearing my helmet, otherwise I would’ve been killed for
sure! A piece of shrapnel from an exploding grenade hit my helmet and got embedded into
my skull. A couple of my comrades carried me to the rear of the front line, and from there
I was transported to the field hospital in Krasnowadeisk. I was transported from there to
the hospital in Riga where the doctors had to remove my helmet. After my recovery, I
traveled over Konigsberg to Gottingen for rehabilitation. Because of the cold, my hands
and feet had been frozen and I developed a bladder problem (my bladder became very
weak), which was uncomfortable and painful at the same time.

In May 1942, I ended up in Graz in the new “Adolf Hitler Kaserne”, where I joined the
Genesungs-Kompanie. There was a female RAD camp nearby which we visited frequently
during our stay in Graz. The ladies there were very open and friendly, and we often went
dancing with them (which was actually forbidden during the war), or we took them out for
coffee. For some reason, the Flemings always had a lot of success with the ladies, but
don’t ask me why. I was having a good time there in Graz, and I fondly think back on my
time there. In Graz, one was able to get his operator license, ranging from a simple
motorbike to a big Panzer! We were completely surprised by that and we had a fantastic
time there when obtaining our license. We were so proud of ourselves after we passed the
course. I was very happy with my motorcycle license. On a motorbike one could cruise
through the country and leave all his problems behind. Little did I know that my
motorcycle license would come in handy later during the war. Sadly enough the time in
Graz went by too quickly, and in July 1942, just like many others of my group, I had to
return to the Eastern Front. This time I ended up in the swamps at the Wolchow Front.

The Wolchow

The Wolchow swamps were a horrible place. Across the swamp there were many
wooden pathways, but if one would divert from one of them, usually he ended up dead.
One could easily drown in the swamps. But the swamps were not the only danger. The
partisans were also very active in this area! Many times we were shot at from behind as
these guys were hiding in the trees. It was here in the Wolchow that General Andrey
Vlassov was captured. He was the one that later fought on our side against the Russians.
Another problem in the swamps were the billions of mosquitoes! They made our life a real
hell. Many of us started smoking because it would keep these damn beasts away! Every
day we were given three cigarettes which was not very generous. Luckily I had an uncle
who had a cigarette factory. Every month he would send me a full carton of cigarettes
which I obviously shared with my comrades. This made me very popular at that time.

I was wounded for the second time on August 9, 1942. A bullet went straight through
my elbow but luckily it was only a flesh wound. However because of my wound, I had to
go to the field hospital in Elbing which was located at the Ostsee or Baltic Sea. I spent
several weeks in Elbing, followed by one week of vacation to my hometown Ghent. It was
a fantastic feeling to see all my family and friends back after spending more than a year at



the front. In October 1942, I was sent back to the front, this time to Alexandrowka. There
we spent the night in local homes and in a military camp. Around Alexandrowka, the
battles were very brutal. From the trenches, we had to fight the Russians, and every day
we had to send out recon patrols. Obviously these men were all volunteers for the job, but
many of them didn’t come back. Sarcastically we called it the Himmelfahrtskommando, or
suicide squad. But the camaraderie was so good that one would just take the risk to go on
a recon patrol. Sometimes twenty to fifty men volunteered at the same time, sometimes an
entire platoon! Most of the time however, none of them came back. Another squad was
then sent to the rescue and to observe the situation, however we never knew what
happened to our comrades that had disappeared. Just the fact of not knowing what had
happened to them was very hard for us. We knew that the Russian were very brutal
towards German soldiers, we’ve seen lots of evidence of that at the front, so we were
genuinely afraid that our comrades would’ve fallen into enemy hands. In the meantime,
we were constantly under attack by Russian tanks to which our 80 mm grenades were no
match at all. Every now and then a Stuka would bravely attack these Russian tanks.

The Crazy Russians

In the trenches, we also had to fight the crazy Russian infantry. Man to man fighting
was a common thing at the Eastern Front, and our bayonets were used almost on a daily
basis. We were surprised at how the Russians would storm towards our positions...
running into their deaths. At that point in time, I realized that for the Russians, a human
life was worth nothing. The first line had rifles while the second through fourth line only
had ammunition. When a man in the front row would fall, another man from the second
row would pick up the rifle and continue fighting until he would fall, and then the man in
the third row would pick up the rifle, etc. The Russians suffered an enormous amount of
casualties because of this tactic. We were always told to take care of the wounded and the
dead. We would never leave them on the battlefield, but the Russians were different. They
would leave all the bodies in the field. This went on until March 1943. Here I also suffered
my first case of snow blindness; the second time was in 1944. This took me out of combat
for two weeks. With bandages over my eyes, I was sent to the rear where I just had to sit
and wait. Not being able to see was terrible! In the meantime, we were equipped with the
new Granatwerfer 42 which was a 120 mm instead of 80 mm. This weapon increased our
firepower significantly. The downside was that this grenade launcher was a lot larger and
heavier. The barrel was almost 2 meters long, and a crew was only able to launch 8
grenades per minute instead of 13. The crew for a Granatwerfer was four instead of three,
and it had to be transported on a carriage.

In June 1943, I contracted jaundice and ended up in Bad T6lz. Just before that, I was
awarded the Nahkampfspange or close combat clasp in bronze. I subsequently went to
Beneschau to the Truppeniibungsplatz Milowitsch where our battalion received extra
manpower due to the heavy losses suffered on the Eastern Front. In Milowitsch, we
trained the new recruits, but the locals were not friendly towards us. They avoided us at all
costs. On January 1, 1944, we were sent back to the Eastern Front, this time to Shitomir in
the Ukraine. Once we arrived in Shitomir, we had to start our retreat immediately: forty
kilometers per day with full equipment! Retreat was something that we never experienced



before, so it was a bitter pill for us to swallow. We experienced ammunition shortages, and
now and then there was not enough food. The situation became worse every day. In the
meantime, a Panzer IV from the Das Reich Division was accidentally shot and destroyed
by friendly fire. During the day, we were always fighting, and by night we were on the
road again to our next position.

In March 1944, 1T was wounded for the third time during a dramatic trench fight.
During a man to man fight, I was hit by a rifle butt on the right side of my face. You can
still see the mark on my face to this day! After he hit me in the face, he turned his rifle and
wanted to stab me with the bayonet. Thank God I was able to grab his rifle, turn it, and
ram it into his body. If I hadn’t done this, I wouldn’t have survived the war. Russian
bayonets were sharpened on both sides of the blade which made them very dangerous.
After I killed this Russian, there was no time to sit and reflect about what happened. There
was no time to grieve, as the fight had to continue. During the war we had no choice; it
was either him or me. Lots of my comrades had difficulties when they just killed an
enemy soldier. Most of them had to throw up or they had to take a break for a few days.
Some of us just kept on fighting. I was brought to the rear by a couple of comrades, and
once again ended up in a field hospital. I went through a couple more field hospital visits,
but every time they were moved more and more to the rear.

At the end of the retreat, I ended up in Jampol in the Ukraine. There we were
surrounded, but we had to find a way to break through, otherwise we would be captured
by the Russians, and of course that was not an option! All of a sudden we got the order to
break out, and we did. We lost a lot of men during this desperate action, and I saw them
falling like mosquitoes. It was horrible, but we were able to escape to “freedom” again. By
the end of March 1944, 1 ended up in Dnjepopetrowsk, where the Russians kept on
pushing us back with a tremendous force. We had no option but to retreat. In front of us
there was the Dnjepr River which we had to cross. However, the river was full of ice and
the water was bitterly cold. We searched for some tree trunks to help us to cross the river.
We put the tree trunks in the water, and while holding on to them, we crossed the river.
Many comrades were too weak and slipped off. They disappeared forever in the ice cold
water of the Dnjepr River. When we reached the other side of the river, we had to march
for several hours in our soaked uniforms until we reached our lines. There we were put
into trucks and we drove through Romania, through the Carpathians, towards Hungary.
There we were accommodated in local farms where we found lots of wine in their wine
cellars. We sure did like their wine! The next day we were able to clean up and wash
ourselves. Apparently the smell that emanated from us was so horrible that the farmers
offered to wash our uniforms. The locals were very friendly to us, and we were very
grateful for what they did for us.

The Narva Front

The restructuring of our unit happened in Beneschau in the Czech Republic. Here the
67.Rgt. was refreshed with new troops. In June, we reached a strength of 1200 men, and
immediately we were put onto a transport to Narva. It was in Narva that we fought a major
battle until the end of September 1944. When we arrived just west of Narva on July 15, I
could tell that our troops there were already anxiously waiting for us. They were happy



with the reinforcements as the Russians aggressively attacked our positions with infantry,
artillery, and tanks. Their objective was to cut off a part of the German troops in order to
isolate them. There at the “Blue Mountains”, one of the small mountains received a
special name from us, we met with our comrades from Denmark, Finland, and Estonia. We
were ordered to occupy the “Kinderheimhéhe” from which we would have a good view of
the Russian positions. Since July 26, after only one week of heavy fighting, we had lost
most of our officers. They were all killed by a grenade impact while they were inside a
bunker. The new “Tannenberg” defense line ran from Narva over the Kinderheimhohe, the
Grenadierhohe, and the Liebeshohe to the Gulf of Finland. Every hill was occupied by
German troops. On our left we had our Dutch comrades with “De Ruyter.” The Russian
artillery shelled our positions continuously that day, so we were not able to move our
positions. A Russian infantry attack on our positions was imminent. But from the Gulf of
Finland we received support from our battleships that were present there. They opened fire
on the Russian positions, hitting them with such precision that it was almost surreal.
However our ships didn’t have enough ammunition, so the bombing wasn’t enough stop
the Russians. All of a sudden we heard the Russian infantry scream “Hurrah!”, and we
knew they were coming. Because there were too many of them, we had to retreat together
with our Danish comrades. During our retreat, we got our courage back, and we decided to
counter-attack with our (machine) pistols, bayonets, and spades. It was a hard man to man
battle, and all around us we could hear injured soldiers scream from pain. But there was
no time to take care of the wounded and the dead, which hurt us a lot. Who knows what
the Russians did with the injured and dead? That day the Kinderheimhohe changed owners
three times! And this went on for eleven days, back and forth, back and forth. Because
there was no time to dig trenches, we had to dig foxholes to have a little bit of protection
against the Russians projectiles. Sometimes the Russian tanks would drive over the
foxhole when the soldier was still in there. The tank would stop with its tracks on top of
the foxhole and then started turning, killing the soldier who was in there. It was horrible to
witness such cruelty, but there was nothing we could do as we didn’t have any anti-tank
weapons. During this battle, one of our men became a real hero. He was an SS-
Sturmmann and Richtschiitze of a 7.5 PAK 40 of our 3 Company, and his name was
Remi Schrijnen (born in 1921, and wounded 8 times during the war). His courage and
determination wouldn’t be surpassed by many others. Even during an enormous tank
attack, he maintained his calm and shot one tank after the other; sometimes 7 in one day!
For his heroic actions, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross on September
21, 1944. He was even mentioned in the Wehrmachtsbericht. He was true hero and
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passed away in 2006. I will never forget this courageous “small fella” with his friendly
sparkly eyes.

Waffen-SS troops at the Narva front in 1944.

On August 6, we couldn’t hold our positions against the Russians, and we had to
retreat. We had only one officer left in the entire battalion! At the Grenadierh6he, we had
our last meeting place from where we fired all our grenades at the attacking Russians.
Later they called our hill the fire-spitting hill. With the next Russian tank attack, we
received some unexpected help from 12 Panther tanks which reduced the Russian tanks to
a pile of rubble. These Panther tanks were phenomenal. At that moment, Schrijnen’s PAK
got hit, but he managed to survive. Since the last PAK had no more ammunition left, their
crews had to retreat as well. In this sector only 2 km, wide there were 113 Russian tanks
against 12 Panther tanks, two PAK, and a few grenade launchers with a total of 50 men.
And because all the German officers were killed in action, it was the first time that our
company was under the command of a Flemish officer! After the Battle of Narva, Leon
Degrelle came to congratulate his men of the Walloon Division. This is the point where a
physical fight ensued between us and the Walloons. They called us, as usual, “les salles
Flamands”, or the dirty Flemings. We were so fed up with them that we physically
attacked them. Degrelle tried to break up the fight but he received a good beating as well.
We won the fight against the Walloons that day! And this is something that people don’t
know, but we never got along with the Walloons!

The fighting in Narva was most likely one of the bloodiest fights ever fought during
WWII, and I can attest to that! It was in Narva that I was awarded the Wound Badge in
Silver, and the Iron Cross First Class. It was during the morning parade that some fellow
soldiers and I received our awards. I received my Iron Cross First Class for my actions as
a Granatwerferfiihrer. Remi received his Knight’s Cross, and several others were awarded
the German Cross in Gold. We were given these awards personally by SS-
Obergruppenfiihrer und Kdr. des III. Gemanischen SS-Panzerkorps Felix Steiner! Since
there weren’t enough awards, he took his own from his uniform and handed them out to
us. That was a gesture we would never forget. From Narva we went to Tallinn/Reval.



There we were put on the “Gotland”, which was a ship that had to bring us to
Swinemiinde. The ship was overcrowded because all the troops had to leave as soon as
possible. The moment we left the harbor, we were afraid of being hit by a Russian
submarine. There was still potential danger while being at sea. From the once 1200 men,
only 37 soldiers and 1 officer survived the Battle of Narva! All others were killed in action
or wounded which was complete madness. We arrived three weeks later in the
Truppeniibungsplatz Hammerstein in Pomerania. We were completely burnt out! We
stayed with the local farmers and we helped them with some work here and there in the
field. This was our vacation since we were unable to go back to our Fatherland, as the
Americans were already there.

After the restructuring of our unit, we ended up in the Liineburger Heide where we
stayed with the locals. It was there that on October 28, 1944 the 27.Freiwilligen-SS-
Grenadier-Division Langemarck was born whilst we were only at the strength of a
brigade. Mid-December we were moved to the area around Koéln or Cologne where we
were kept as a reserve for the upcoming offensive in the Ardennes. If we were actually
deployed for this offensive, then we most likely had to invade Flanders. But they didn’t
use us, and we were moved back to the Liineburger Heide. We were moved to Arnswalde
at the beginning of January 1945. Here we had to defend a bridgehead, but we were not
able to hold it as the Russian forces were just too superior to ours. In the recaptured areas,
I witnessed what the Russians had done to the locals: they nailed kids and women to barn
doors, the men’s eyes had been poked out and their genitals cut off, and some of them
were drowned in the sceptic tanks. We were perplexed and shocked from the brutality
these Russians soldiers had shown the locals, and for this we hated them even more now!
But these brutalities, these crimes, were never brought up at the end of the war. None of
them were prosecuted for war crimes after the war, which is a total disgrace.

The Last Months of the War

In March 1945, T was awarded the Panzervernichtungsabzeichen or the tank
destruction badge. One day we were marching along a way when all of a sudden T-34
tanks loomed up on the horizon. The tanks were coming our way, so we had to take cover
as soon as possible. The tanks came closer and we were genuinely scared; we had no
ammunition or weapons to fight them. The tanks stopped right next to where we were
hiding and funny enough, I asked one of my comrades if one of them still had a Haftmine
or a limpet mine (magnetic mine). And guess what? One of them still had one! I took it
from him and ran to the first T-34. I got on the tank, and I attached the Haftmine onto the
turret. Thank God that thing stayed in placed and didn’t come off. I jumped off the tank
and took cover. Then a big explosion happened, you’d feel the shockwave, and the turret
was blown off the hull of the tank. You could also hear the dreadful crying of the soldiers
who were still inside the hull of the tank. Poor guys. Even today I can still hear them
crying. It was horrible but I had no choice. Unfortunately this is how it goes in battle...this
is war, and war is brutal and pointless. Because I blew up this Russian tank, and because
of fear for revenge from the Russians, we made sure to clear the area and run away as fast
as we could.

At Zachan, Stargard, Stettin, and Briisow we fought our way back to Prenzlau, just



east of Berlin. There we had no more contact with the enemy, and we were given civilian
clothes. From there we were free to go: or go home or try to get to the British in the
Liineburger Heide. We didn’t want to get captured by the Russians because we heard that
they would just shoot their POWSs. I always kept one bullet in my pistol which I was
planning to use on myself if I were captured by the Russians. However I was able to
travel to Liege in Belgium. From there I wanted to take the train to Brussels and travel to
Spain because it was still under the rule of Franco. I also knew a lot of members of the
Blue Division, so I could easily stay with one of them. But on my way to Spain, I was
arrested in the train station in Brussels. This was the end of my flight. I was beaten with
sticks because I was a former member of the SS. I was beaten unconscious, and I was
dropped off at the prison in Brussels. Most of the members of the SS had their blood type
tattoo on their arm. It was a typical mark which was known by enemy troops, so many of
us tried to remove it before being capture by burning it, or cutting it out of the skin. I tried
to bite it out of my skin but I was unsuccessful. Today I’'m still proud of my blood type
tattoo which is the letter “O”.

After spending a couple of weeks in Brussels, we were all transported to Ghent. There
we were put in a factory with all the other German POWs and collaborators. There we
were awaiting trial, and almost all of us were sentenced to death! And so was I...twice!
Once in June and once in September 1945. After sentencing, we were brought back to
prison where they treated us very badly and where the food was horrible. Frequently we
were beaten up by the guards, even if we were compatriots. In September 1945, I was
brought to KZ Beverloo near Leopoldsburg in Belgian Limburg. There I stayed until the
summer of 1946, waiting to be hanged. Then I was transported to the labor camp of
Ruyslege where I had to work on the local farms under the supervision of the camp
guards. I was set free on January 19, 1950, but that was because my mother had paid a
bribe to get me out. How she managed to pay the bribe I don’t know because all our
family assets were taken by the government in 1944...even all of our bank accounts were
seized! I went to my mother in Ghent where she was living in a small house. It was
strange to get into a small house, as we used to live in a big villa before the war. The
“aftershock” of the war still continued for me in the form that I had to report myself
weekly at the local police station. I was also forbidden to work, so I didn’t really have a
future in Belgium. The only thing that kept my morale up was that I was able to marry my
sweetheart in my hometown of Ghent on January 24, 1951 (which is also my birthday!).
Because I had no future in Belgium, I finally made the decision in May 1954 to flee to
Germany with my wife and kids. I arrived in Lévenich in the Cologne area where my
brother-in-law was a branch manager with SAG (an electricity company with 7000
employees at that time).

Before I end, I want to tell you something about the weapons that we had at the front
besides our Granatwerfer. As a Granatwerfer Zug we were equipped with Italian MPs, and
we were using Italian ammunition. We had no K98 because they were too long and we
couldn’t carry a long rifle when we were carrying the grenade launcher on our back. After
the Leningrad Front, I received the MP38 and a sidearm, but I was never issued the StG
44. The StG 44 was too long as well to carry with the grenade launcher. About my medals:



I kept them all! The souvenir hunters were not able to take them from me, so all the
medals that are in my home are the ones that I received during the war. When I was
captured I hid all my medals in one of my socks and they never found them!

I’ve never forgotten my old comrades and my homeland. For many years I was a guest
of HIAG Reutlingen and I attended many of the meetings. These were unforgettable
moments in my life. Many people see us as traitors, but my question to them is simple:
“What did I betray?” I never betrayed Belgium because I’m not a Belgian, I’'m a Fleming!
I was a soldier and I’m proud of what I have done. If I could do it again knowing what had
happened back then, I’d say no. I have absolutely no regrets. My hope is that the
generations of today and tomorrow won’t see us as the monsters like so many history
books like to portray the Waffen SS soldiers. I can attest that my comrades and I were
honorable soldiers. To end my story, I'd like to say that war is not an option, and I
sincerely hope it won’t happen again. The only thing is that back then, we had no choice...

Waffen-SS soldier placing a Haftmine on a T-34.



A War Volunteer with the Hitlerjugend Division

At the beginning of 1944, 1 got my Wehrpass with several other “Syltters” after the
military tests in Schleswig. At the beginning of December 1944, a convocation came to
the RAL (Reichsausbildungslager). We were three Westerlander: Harald Koopmann,
Harald Voigt and me. We should report on December 8, 1944 at 0900h in Hamburg-
Altona. There was no one to help us there, however. After hours of searching, we found
other future comrades who knew about it.

On December 9, 1944, we were on the way to Dresden, and from there on to
Bernsdorf/Oberlausitz. Toward midnight we arrived there. We were also picked up by no
one. We were very tired, however we went on our way through the empty streets as we
had to find this camp. We spoke to an officer whom we met and asked for the RAL. He
was not aware of the RAL in this area, but outside of town in the forest would be a
Hitlerjugend Lager, and we would be expected to report there at the camp. We arrived at
this camp around 0230h.

When we arrived at the camp, there was no reception at all. We had to draw attention
to the windows by knocking on them. The guard came out and took us to the barracks. We
were shown to our rooms, but the rooms had neither beds nor blankets. And it was super
cold in there! Fortunately I had a stove in my room so I could warm up. Then an NCO
who had those typical NCO braids on the shoulder showed up. He gave us a handful of
wood. We tried to talk to him but he didn’t listen at all. He came into the room and made a
fire in the stove. Not that long later we learned that we had landed in an OT camp; OT
stands for Organization Todt. The OT also built fortifications, etc. Here a workshop for
tanks had to be built. In the morning when we came in, we were told that they were glad
that we were finally there because they had been waiting for a long time for the
Hitlerjugend to arrive. We were supposed to build the workshop as soon as possible, and
we were given trowels to start with the work. We were absolutely not up for this, and we
weren’t even trained for this, so there must have been an error. Clearly they were
expecting other people to arrive, but they had mistaken us for them. After a few phone
calls, everything was sorted out, and we were allowed to leave. We were put on a train to
Breslau. Around midnight, we arrived in Breslau; we were a group of youngster of 15 to
16 years old.

To Moravia

From Breslau we had to travel to Weisskirchen in Moravia first thing in the morning,
meaning 0400h. Before we left Breslau, we were put in a local apartment so we could get
some rest. However we got strict orders not to go into the abandoned houses in the city.
Breslau was probably already quite abandoned by the population. Everything was dark
and weird. I was still with some comrades in an abandoned apartment. Obviously we were
all very curious and we looked around in the apartment. The apartment had been
abandoned as if the residents had just gone shopping. The beds were freshly made and
everything was very clean, and I remember that on the kitchen cabinet there was a big
alarm clock.



The next day, it may have been around noon, we arrived in Weisskirchen, but no one
was there to pick us up and bring us to the camp. It would certainly have been a good idea
if we all had gone home. After a while, a car with a civilian came by, and he informed us
that the camp had not yet been set up. We therefore were brought to Ollmiitz for a little
while. Once we got there we were accommodated in a school. At the school there were no
beds or any other accommodations, and we had to wait a long time before we got
something to eat. Since we had no beds we had no choice but to camp on the ground.
Because our camp was not yet organized, we received some great news: for the Christmas
holidays - for the first time ever — we were sent home. However I do not recall much of
that Christmas in 1944. On December 28, 1944 we had to go back to Weisskirchen.

After we reported for duty, we were instructed in the house “Puschner”. In our room
were Harald Koopmann, W. Barg, HH, Koberg, Jung, a Pinneberger, and me. Harald
Voigt, who was previously with us, was given permission to stay at home, as he was
ordered to go to work with the RAD. I guess he was the only lucky one from our group
because we were still expecting something to happen soon. Our platoon leader was Uffz
Stossel. Our room captain was Harald Koopmann. Cleaning the rooms was our first
official duty. Weisskirchen is a pretty place with several nice buildings. Bad Teplitz with
its pretty hotels belonged to it. At last a certain regularity came into our existence. It began
with powerful military training. But we already had some experience, so it was not really
new to us. We focused a lot on terrain training, the use of the Panzerfaust, the MG42, etc.
We were also trained in reconnaissance patrol. As they stated, we were made perfect and
ready for combat!

On January 18, 1945, we were moved to camp 7 in Luhacowitz. The training was even
more thorough there. Exercising in the snow with our winter clothes was no pleasure at
all. Also the front was already coming closer and at times it sounded like an approaching
thunderstorm. On the streets there were many Panzersperren and trenches built by the OT
for our defense. We were asked to stay on alert for the entire time, and if necessary, we
were to be equipped with weapons. Just think that at that point in time we were still the
regular Hitlerjugend and not professional soldiers.

The enthusiasm was still very great among us. Each one of us would have walked
blindly into battle; that’s how ready we were to defend our Fatherland. The propaganda
school, the training camp, etc had done a good job of indoctrinating us. We only obeyed
orders; we had to obey orders, as we had no other choice. Obviously we thought it was all
right. It actually went so far that we even thought when the Russians would show up that
we would push them back to the Volga!

The young Czechs were absolutely distant from us, as they didn’t want to fraternize
with us at all. We would have liked to flirt with the pretty girls, there but they were ice
cold to us. Not even the ten or twelve-year-old daughter of our housekeeper granted us a
look.

The Waffen SS

On March 8, 1945, our training was finally over and we were told to return home. That
was, obviously, a great feeling knowing that we were going back home. Bannfiihrer



Moritzen received the message of the completion of our training, however. 1400
Hitlerjugend members were ready and fully trained! Then Moritzen said: “The Fiihrer has
already summoned you to arms!” Next thing we knew is that we would be handed over to
the Waffen SS. During his speech, Moritzen spoke of Germany being in the greatest
danger. We were then divided into different groups: 200 men to Vienna, 50 men to the
Panzer Brigade in Berlin, and the rest to the military training place in Beneschau near
Prague. After this news, of course, there were long faces, and probably some tears. As far
as I can remember, all had already a military passport for the army, the navy, or the
Luftwaffe, but the Waffen SS had literally absorbed us into their ranks. We were then
loaded onto wagons in the direction of Kienstlag. When we got off in Kienstlag, we saw
nothing but Waffen SS uniforms. Already at the station we were divided into companies.
Harald Koopmann and I stayed in a company. Then we went to our quarters at the local
town, but most of the place looked cruelly desolate. All people were gone. And as cream
on the cake, we were caught in a snowstorm as well. We were in the village of
Networschitz in a small valley. In the former leather factory, a kitchen was installed for the
residing troops. There was also a theater there which was constantly overcrowded with
soldiers. My platoon was put in the former school. There were double beds arranged in all
the classes for us. Harald Koopmann was in another platoon, so he was not posted in the
school. In my platoon there were people from all parts of Germany. The next morning we
were given our rifles and we received our blood type tattoo under the arm. The tattoo
didn’t take that long and it wasn’t painful at all. Every time we had to exercise, we were
still dressed in our Hitlerjugend uniforms, and not in Waffen SS uniforms. The training
there was hard and ruthless.

On March 12, 1945, the entire regiment had to take the oath of loyalty to the Fiihrer.
The commander gave a speech and informed us that soon we would be deployed at the
front. Our regiment called itself “Kampfgruppe Konopacki” or “Bohemia - SS Division
Hitlerjugend.” They also took away our current Wehrpasses in which they put the stamp of
the Waffen SS inside together with a new page which had our name and unit on it. Our
training went on even further. I can remember exactly the Panzerjdger training. We were to
jump with a Haftmine on a moving tank and fix the mine on the turret of the tank. This
was not as easy as it sounds because you did not want to get caught under the tracks!

On March 30, 1945, there was an exercise for which we were on the road for two days.
We shot solid cartridges this time. It all happened in a beautiful area. But for such an
exercise, there wasn’t too much time, as ammunition was getting scarce and the front was
coming closer. We r