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STEPHAN KURT WESTMANN, Surgeon with the Kaiser’s Army, ed.
Michael Westman (Barnsley: Pen & Sword Military, 2014), vii + 159
pp. ISBN 978 1 47382 170 5. £19.99 $US39.9

The year 2014 brought us a bumper harvest, some would even say a
glut, of publications on the cataclysmic conflict that engulfed Europe
a century ago. While the sheer volume of scholarship came close to
what Germans call a Materialschlacht, relatively few newly unearthed
con temporary voices have rung out. Amid the din of the historians’
disagreements, the BBC’s decision to re-issue as podcasts a dozen re -
stored in-depth interviews with eye witnesses first recorded in the
early 1960s thus offered a refreshing change of tone. One of the faces
and voices brought back to life from the material archived for the land -
mark ‘Great War’ series (1964) belongs to Stephan Kurt West mann.

When the war broke out in 1914, this 21-year-old German medical
student was about complete his first stint as an Einjährig-Freiwilliger
conscript with the 5th Badenese Infantry Regiment (Nr 113). Instead
of returning to his studies Westmann now served, first as a medical
NCO and then as an officer, for the whole duration of the conflict, on
both Western and Eastern fronts, at Verdun and on the Somme, bay-
onetting enemies in hand-to-hand combat and patching up the
wounded in filthy dressing stations. He not only appears to have been
good at soldiering, winning a brace of Iron Crosses and surviving
years of slaughter with only minor injuries, but seems also to have
developed a liking for the military which outlasted the war itself.
Within days of being demobbed in 1918, he volunteered to join the 8th
Hussars to help provide a ‘security police force’ that would prevent
‘civil disorder’ (p. 151). Westmann would remain involved with the
newly formed Reichswehr until at least 1920 (as a member of no less
notorious a unit than the Reichswehrbrigade 15, formerly known as the
Freikorps Reinhard).

Watching the 1963 interview,1 viewers may not find it easy,
though, to recognize in the dapper and slightly fragile gentleman
carefully detailing the events of these frantic years the tough young
warrior who lived through them. The man describing these harrow-
ing experiences in fluent, but heavily accented English, is a septua-

1 Online at <http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/p01tczvt/the-great-
war-interviews-5-stefan-westmann>, accessed 27 Jan. 2015.
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genarian, a naturalized Englishman, and a Harley Street consultant
with a house in leafy Chorleywood. And it was also this man who
authored the wartime memoirs Surgeon with the Kaiser’s Army,
penned at the same time, which have just been published in an
updated version edited by his grandson. This lively, opinionated,
and often wry narrative provides a wealth of graphic detail about the
rough end of warfare and especially about the medical care (or lack
thereof) received by the wounded. The book brims with memorable
stories about bordellos and pet dogs, outings in biplanes and horse-
drawn panje carts, hospital trains and boils on the behinds of senior
officers—all of it sustained by endless servings of the bland noodle
soup that was the German army’s standard fare. Westmann’s mem-
oirs were first written in German, but the translation is smooth
enough to make the text readable while retaining a flavour of the
German original.

Westmann’s book is thus of obvious interest to those keen to learn
more about the combat experience of front-line soldiers during the
Great War, even though his retrospective account has, naturally,
been filtered and re-shaped by the intervening decades. It could be
argued, though, that the real originality and poignancy of these rec-
ollections lie in the testimony they give of a German–British–Jewish
life in the twentieth century—that the voice truly worth listening to
here is that of the elderly man speaking in the 1960s and not that of
the youthful soldier whose war he recalls. Although one would hard-
ly know it from his narrative, which mentions his ‘descent’ only once
and then to describe it as irrelevant (p. 4), Westmann was a Jew. After
the war he completed his medical training, married Marianna
Goldschmidt, another Jewish physician, and embarked upon a suc-
cessful career which involved not only a lucrative private practice
and an appointment at the Charité, Berlin’s University Hospital, but
also, as the editor informs us in a colourful ‘epilogue’, a large home
on the Kurfürstendamm and an expensive car. As a prominent
Jewish doctor and outspoken critic of the Nazi Party Westmann was
about to receive a visit from the Gestapo in April 1933. Tipped off in
the nick of time he hastily made it across the border to France, appar-
ently behind the wheel of his flashy car. He would eventually settle
in the UK, where he and his family were naturalized in 1940 and
where Westmann eventually turned into the bow-tie-wearing gentle-
man interviewed in 1963.
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Read against this background, Surgeon with the Kaiser’s Army
offers a number of intriguing insights into the memory, world view,
and identities of its author at the time of writing. It is fascinating to
speculate to what extent some of the more salient features in the
landscape of Westmann’s memory are specific to him or form part of
a wider pattern amongst Jewish refugees from Germany. For one,
Westmann’s attitude to the Kaiserreich, to its politics and culture, to
its role during the run-up to the Great War, even to its last monarch,
appears to have remained remarkably unchanged from what one
would expect from a patriotic German soldier in 1914: the Wil -
helmine Reich was ‘a hive of activity’, prosperity ‘pervaded all class-
es’, and the ‘workers seemed content, protected against exploitation
by powerful trades unions, a raft of social reforms and legislation
passed by the Reichstag’ (p. 3). Even humble dwellings were ‘spot-
lessly clean and well-furnished’, unemployment and illiteracy did
not exist, arts and sciences flourished, and ‘anti-Semitism was not an
issue’ (pp. 3–4). Known as the ‘Prince of Peace’, Kaiser Wilhelm II
was ‘no fool and neither was he suffering from paranoia’ (pp. 5, 7).
Rather, he led a country surrounded by strong and revengeful neigh-
bours and, like a farmer with rich grazing lands, took sensible steps
to secure his property. Similar paeans of praise for Imperial
Germany, its army, culture, and institutions are liberally sprinkled
across the text, and there is a clear determination to isolate and pro-
tect this idyllic recollection of German history from what was to fol-
low: ‘What a difference to the demonic machinations of Hitler twen-
ty-five years later!’ (p. 19).

Just as Westmann’s Kaiserreich appears to have lost none of its
pre-1914 lustre, his verdict on the French has not changed much
either. For a start, the author is at pains to confirm where the nation-
al allegiance of the Alsatian population lay. His men, Westmann
recalls, who were almost all from Alsace, ‘were highly indignant at
the slightest suggestion that they were anything other than fully
German’ (p. 84). Given what the reader learns about the French
throughout these memoirs, this is hardly surprising: they are consis-
tently described as slovenly, cowardly, untrustworthy, and uncivi-
lized. The peasants Westmann encountered on the Eastern Front,
were ‘completely devoid of any sense of hygiene’ (p. 89). This imme-
diately reminded him ‘of rural France, where the response to the
question as to where one could answer a call of nature was, “Tout le
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jardin, monsieur, tout le jardin” ’ (p. 89). Moreover, the French would
treat German soldiers who had fallen into their hands appallingly:
‘they beat them up and French women spat in their faces or scratched
them. When they tried to defend themselves they were punished
severely and brutally’ (p. 115).

The deeply unflattering portrayal of the French contrasts, perhaps
rather unsurprisingly, with Westmann’s recollection of the noble
British, whose stretcher-bearers ventured out into no-man’s land to
deliver wounded German soldiers to the German trenches (p. 46).
Generally, when a Red Cross flag appeared to allow for wounded
soldiers to be retrieved, the Germans would cease their fire and the
‘British would do the same for us’ (p. 73). But at Verdun this human-
itarian practice could not be used since ‘there seemed to be a differ-
ence between British gentlemen and French Cavaliers’ (p. 73). The
problem appears to have boiled down to an issue of national charac-
ter, the man from Chorleywood explains: ‘The British kept their
promises as gentlemen, but the French did not’ (p. 115).

Westmann’s memoirs contain few direct references to the con-
cerns that are contemporary to the time of writing, but both the Cold
War and race relations are interestingly interwoven with his recol-
lections of the First World War. The author refers only very briefly to
his post-1918 service with military units such as the Reichswehrbrigade
15, whose founder, Colonel Wilhelm Reinhard, eventually rose to the
rank of SS-Obergruppenführer, but he still regards their actions as ulti-
mately successful. After all, ‘without them, the red flag with its ham-
mer and sickle would now be flying on the shores of the Atlantic and
Pacific Oceans’ (p. 151). It was only many years later, Westmann
observes in a different place, that he understood why white British
prisoners of war had been so desperate not to be kept together with
‘Indian or black troops’. Having lived in England for some time it
dawned on him that this ‘might have had something to do with what
we now call the colour bar’ (p. 63). There are similarly intriguing
asides about the ‘vice’ of homosexuality amongst the soldiers (pp.
86–7) and the unrestrained sexual behaviour of the ‘Congolese
French troops whom Poincaré sent into the Ruhr five years after the
war to squeeze millions of marks for reparation from an already
exsanguinated Germany’ (p. 122).

Surgeon with the Kaiser’s Army can thus be read with profit, and
occasionally with raised eyebrows, on a number of different levels. It



is a multi-layered ego-document composed by a man whose eventful
life must have left him with multiple, partially imbricated identi-
ties—German patriot, soldier, medic, bourgeois, Jew, refugee, immi-
grant, acculturated Englishman. That Stephen Westman, as he had
then become, decided to write this text half a century after 1914
reminds us how, for some, the war continued in one form or another
for a very long time indeed. ‘Nearly all my pals lay buried in foreign
soil, together with nine million soldiers who had lost their lives in the
Great War’, he ends his recollections—‘and for what?’ (p. 151).
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