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Atmospheric images from Poland.
A letter from Max Marcus NCO in the … Reserve Infantry Regiment  
(See “The Sabbath in Poland.”)
Kraszuszinm, 18th January 1915.

Beloved mamma, dear brothers and sisters!
This afternoon, most of the men in my room have gone on guard duty, so I want to use the 
truly beneficial calm to tell you about my experiences and impressions in Koniecpol.
On Saturday evening, the second day of Christmas, I was summoned by the sergeant who 
showed me the battalion’s orders: “The 1st company will prepare four horses, a wagon, 
and commander of transport NCO M., who is to report to the battalion office at 7.45 in the 
morning, to pick up the post in Koniecpol.” I was glad to take over this commission. Even  
if our brigade in Chastkow was miles away, we were still lying squashed in beside one  
another like herrings in the peasants’ impoverished, filthy houses. The daily drill could be 
enjoyed for a week, but it had also lost the attraction of novelty. So I was very happy to 
have the opportunity for once to go on an excursion and see what it was like behind the 
front lines. In the morning, I arrived punctually: my wagon drawn by four horses, with  
two seats and with a heavy sheepskin on them for me, together with one wagon with  
two horses from each of the other battalions, were already standing ready. The battalion 
adjutant gave me the route and various errands to run, the battalion commander ordered 
me to come back as quickly as possible. Both of them wished me bon voyage and off I 
went. The 1st and 2nd company were standing all along the village street, occupied with 
repairing the terrible road. Many officers gave me a hearty sendoff; each one of them  
wanted something. Cognac, rum, candles, tobacco, cigars, matches, petroleum; it felt 
as though I were going off to a different world. We had not long left the village when we 
noticed that something was wrong with the four in hand, the horses were not used to one 
another. So we stopped by the next farmhouse and requisitioned a wagon. I continued 
with four wagons. I firmly intended to give the wagon back to the farmer on the return 
journey, of course. The way home, however, didn’t take me back that way, because the 
regiment had advanced, and so, unfortunately, the farmer didn’t get his wagon back. It  
will not be the last in this year to be taken from his house without payment.
At about 2 o’clock, I arrived at the first small town, Szeczemin, having travelled over roads 
that were in fairly good condition. I was given the location of a Jewish house in which I 
could eat; as a Jew, I was taken in warmly and given excellent food, a good midday meal 
at a Jewish table. I continued my journey after an hour; this last part was the worst, and it 
took four hours to cover just 10 km until we arrived in Koniecpol in pitch blackness. The 
road was appalling; the horses sank up to their knees in mud and had to strain terribly to 
pull the empty wagons forwards. But it’s hardly a surprise that these terrible roads become 
bottomless in bad weather, because they are used so much. Two powerful armies have 
marched along it many times, and now, one column after another moves along this road to 
Koniecpol, with 4, 6, 10, 20 wagons, to fetch ammunition, provisions, food, post and so on 
for the troops stationed behind it; these then drive back the same way heavily loaded.

Koniecpol is a little town the size of Pinne (formerly in Prussia, now Pniewy, Poland – ed. 

note) with quite a large marketplace. In the middle of that is the quartermaster’s store 

where the food is stocked. Close to the marketplace there are row upon row of German 

and Austrian troop columns standing beside and behind one another. The commissariat 

was in the Koniecpol theatre, so I was told by the superintendent, which was where I was 

given oats for my horses; the ammunition depot is outside the town, of course. The town 

has about 1,500 Jews and 1,000 Poles. As I already told you, I found shelter for the wagon, 

the horses and the driver immediately, then went to the area command office. The  

sergeant there fed me well with cognac, eggs and bread rolls, and then gave me a  

quartermaster’s note for the field post. I was quartered there with the postillions, who 

proved to be very comradely. They had plenty of blankets and furs and gladly gave me 

some of them so that I was able to pack myself up well and was able to sleep well on  

plenty of straw in a comfortable room. I can’t remember what it’s like to sleep in a bed,  

and during the last 5½ months, I have only had that pleasure in Wreschen and Pabianice. 

The straw bed on the earth suits me well, thank God. I only need to be underneath a warm 

roof and I am very happy.

Next morning, I got up in time and had myself taken to the shul; it was in darkness, 

however, they were praying in the Beth HaMidrash. I was observed curiously, almost  

fearfully, at first; only when I took out my tefillin did everyone calm down and was happy. 

One thing agitated me greatly; apart from a few people, everyone walked around the 

almemor, (the place in a synagogue from where the Torah is read), which I felt caused a lot 

of disturbance during the service. When I asked if this and also smoking cigarettes, which 

people did now and again, was usual in the shul, as well, it was explained to me that it was 

only allowed here. But apart from this, I felt so happy and so at home to be able to pray 

once more in a house of prayer in a large community. How close I felt to these poor Jews, 

who have to cope with distress and danger because of their faith in these difficult times. 

Then I was allowed to go up to the Torah – it was Monday – and moved and grateful, I  

was able to praise the All Bountiful One, who had until now, guided me so mercifully,  

and through his Torah had anchored trust and hope in me so strongly. After the service, 

several people came up to me to greet me. Here, as in all larger communities, the prayers 

continue until midday, with those who arrive later always waiting until the end and then 

uniting to form a new minyan. As I was crossing the market square after the service, a 

whole company had lined up; not soldiers, however, but mostly Jews, young and old, and 

Poles, armed with spades, pickaxes and similar tools. I immediately made enquiries about 

the reason for this gathering and was told that every house had to provide one man to 

repair the roads each morning.

On Wednesday morning I went to the shul. A murmur went through the rows. I heard 

something about an order from the area commander. After the service ended, the  

venerable rabbi went to the almemor and announced: “Because many of you have  

avoided working on the streets by going to the Beth HaMidrash until midday and have 

stated this as the reason for not being able to work, the area commander has ordered  
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The Great War Letters
of German & Austrian Jews

HARDBACK BOOK COLLECTORS EDITION
In the mud and bloody filth of the trenches, and in the bullet-saturated 
air above the Eastern and Western fronts, Jewish soldiers and airmen 
went to fight for their country. They did so pushing against a wave of 

discrimination from the country they were born into, and whose cause 
they were absolutely convinced was just. Neither did they doubt that 

Germany would triumph and lead Europe and the Jews into a better world. 

120,000 of them would die on the front lines for their country. 

Available in English for the first time, we read the heart-warming, moving 
and intensely personal letters that the young soldiers wrote home from the 
battlefield. The uniquely Jewish viewpoint they express, and the strong tra-
ditional elements in their religion, bring the conflict between the inhumane 
war, and religious belief into sharp contrast. The young mens’ attempts to 
adhere to their faith and rituals during the violent horror of trench warfare 

are touching, and often tinged with self-deprecating humour. The  
immense pain, the keenly-felt loss of comrades and a yearning for home 

and loved ones shine through the soldiers’ words

One great leitmotiv runs through the letters: the hope for equality.  The war 
letters are a unique insight into life, battle and death on the enemy front 

lines, and the extraordinary Jewish experience in particular.

KEY SELLING POINTS:

•	Translated	from	the	original	German	letters	
for	the	first	time	in	100	yrs

•	A	unique	set	of	stories	from	the	Jewish	people	
who	fought	for	Germany	and	Austria

•	Published	to	coincide	with	the	Centenary	of	the	end	of	the	
Great	War

•	An	insight	into	the	history	of	the	Jews	in	those	
countries	during	the	Great	War


