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Editor’s Preface
We passed by the Princes’ Islands and arrived in Istanbul in the late afternoon. It was an emotio- 
nal moment when we went ashore, and I stood almost exactly where I had stood earlier as a young 
soldier. That was 45 years ago!

This quote comes from a letter that Georg Steinbach wrote on May 11, 1963 to his 
friend and former employer Karl (Levi) Lennart. In it, he tells of a Mediterranean cruise 
he took with his wife on the occasion of his 50th anniversary at the Moses Levi clothing 
retailer, which brought him to Istanbul for the second and last time. My great-grand-
father George Steinbach was born on March 8, 1899 in Alzey, a small town in Rhenish 
Hesse. He had five siblings and his father worked as a shoemaker and museum atten-
dant. Georg Steinbach went to the local elementary school and then completed a com-
mercial apprenticeship at Moses Levi. There, he met his future wife Wilhelmine.

In November 1914, the Ottoman Empire had entered the war on the side of the Ger-
many-led Central Powers. It was supported in the region by the German Asia Corps, 
the so-called Pasha Army. The diary presented here commences four years later. In 
the spring of 1918, at the age of 19, Georg Steinbach was drafted and volunteered for 
a military operation in Turkey. He left the province of Rhenish Hesse for the first time 
and, after short stops in Darmstadt and Berlin, he immersed himself in the Constan-
tinople (Istanbul) of the Young Turks. For five months, from June to early November 
1918, Georg Steinbach remained in Istanbul as a German soldier. As the course of the 
war meant that the Ottoman capital remained at a distance from the war’s hostilities, 
he was spared from direct combat. In the months from June to October, he instead had 

Letter head of the company »Moses Levi,« Alzey, 1916 
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the unexpected opportunity to explore the city and the surrounding area by taking pro-
longed walks and to record his impressions in his diary.1 As a consequence, we have a 
unique personal testimony about Istanbul in the last year of the war. It is written from 
the unusual perspective of a young man of a foreign army, who, with an urge to explore 
and a prolific pen, documents his perceptions of the everyday life in the alien metro- 
polis amidst the calamity of the world war.

My great-grandfather’s imagination was no doubt influenced by the clichés of the Ori-
ent that prevailed at the time in Germany and Europe. It was as an exotic place of 
longing characterized by sensuality and decadence. In Karl May’s Orient cycle, one 
read about the adventures of Kara Ben Nemsi and Hajji Halef Omar. In the prewar era, 
buildings appeared like the mosque-inspired Yenidze cigarette factory in Dresden. Fi-
nally, there were numerous »Orientalist painters« such as Gustav Bauernfeind and 
Ferdinand Max Bredt.

For all of them, the Orient was a strange and yet, at the same time, a fairy-tale world. It was a 
world of exotic spices, smells, colors, and sounds. It is already dim – a beautiful evening. People 
are returning home from work. Water sellers drive their cask-laden donkeys. It is all so new to me, 
so strange, and yet so charming. Memories from my boyhood are awakened at the point where the 
imagination vividly seizes the mythical Orient.	 Istanbul diary of Georg Steinbach

My great-grandfather discovered the dream world of the Orient for himself. He was re-
minded of the tales of »One Thousand and One Nights«: the Grand Bazaar and its mer-
chants, the Hagia Sophia, the palaces, the howling dervishes and, of course, time and 
again, the shimmering blue Bosporus. Thrilled about the foreignness, size, and variety 
of the city, he jotted down countless impressions in his letters. It was these notes and 
his subsequent memories that later gave rise to the diary, which contained sensations 
that would stay with him as long as he lived. 

Georg Steinbach learned of the war’s impending conclusion in Istanbul and disem-
barked with the German hospital ship Jerusalem.

Upon his return to Alzey, he took up his earlier job again with Moses Levi. Besides the 
department store in Alzey’s Antoniter Strasse, the company was also a nationwide tex-
tile wholesaler. After the Nazis’ seized power, the conditions for the Levi department 
store became increasingly precarious. The business could be maintained until 1936. 
However, because of the Nazis’ boycott of Jewish shops, Levi was forced to abandon 
his property. He finally emigrated to the United States in 1939. My great-grandfather 
nonetheless remained with the company, where he worked as a procurator.

1	 Comment by the series editor: Even though Steinbach consistently referred to his war recollections as a his 
»diary,« a certain fluidity of genre definitions not withstanding, the lapse of time in between the described 
events and the penning down makes this text bear more resemblance to a war memoir than to a diary in the 
classical sense being characterized by the dailiness and immediacy of the recorded observations (Sidonie 
Smith and Julia Watson: Reading Autobiography. A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives. Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2010. 266).
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In our family, an exchange of letters has been preserved between Georg Steinbach and 
Karl Levi that was initiated after the end of the Second World War. In many defer-
ential, but also warm letters, the correspondence continued up until the death of my 
great-grandfather in 1975.2 

Along with the diary of his time in Constantinople and the communication with Karl 
Levi, Georg Steinbach passed on to us other diaries that provide insights into everyday 
life. None of these, however, is as detailed, interesting, or as well-written as this one.

2	 During both of Levi’s two visits to the old country in 1951 and 1956, he met with Georg Steinbach. The close-
ness of the former employees to the Levi family was further expressed by the fact that the »old Levianer,« as 
they called themselves, regularly met. They also kept the former owner and boss up to date on both personal 
and business-related matters. Among Alzey’s citizens, Karl Levi was well known for his charity work. It is re-
called, for instance, that he distributed wagons full of coal in especially cold winters to the city’s poor. 

Excerpt from a smaller diary kept by Georg Steinbach prior to his Istanbul war memoirs. The entry in the left corner 
dated 1 March 1918 is in Steinbach’s own hand and describes his physical examination preceding his recruitment 
into the Landsturm militia.
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The diary describes Georg Steinbach’s period of military service. It starts with his con-
scription on April 23, 1918 and ends with his return to his civilian job on May 15, 1919. 
The original diary, written on the basis of letters and earlier notes, is dated March 1920. 
Though it has unfortunately not been preserved, there are several bound copies which 
my grandfather Albert Gallé prepared and which form the basis of this publication. A 
collector and archivist in every respect, he considered it his duty to document and pre-
serve our family history.

My father, Volker Gallé, still remembers receiving two colorful slippers which were 
brought home from the Mediterranean cruise in 1963 referenced in the letter. Later, he 
used the diary as a basis for a radio program, which examined the encounter between 
the Orient and the Occident in the writings and memories of Georg Steinbach.3 

For my part, the diary and the correspondence were a discovery that brought my fam-
ily history to life. They also helped me to understand, more than ever before, that life 
is history – history that first needs to be experienced and then wants to be told. I per-
sonally visited Istanbul in April 2014. Of course, the diary of my great grandfather was 
packed in my suitcase. I also had a great desire to get to know the Constantinople that 
he knew. 

I would like to thank Dr. Richard Wittmann, who kindly agreed to include the diary in 
the Orient-Institut Istanbul series Memoria. Fontes minores ad Historiam Imperii Otto-
manici pertinentes. Additional thanks go to Mr. Erald Pauw, whose generous support 
made this illustrated edition possible.

Ruben Gallé, Görlitz, December 2017

3	 The radio feature from Südwestrundfunk (Rhineland-Palatinate) aired on October 30, 2010 under the title 
»Tausendundeine Nacht schwarzweiß – Istanbul 1918 im Tagebuch eines deutschen Soldaten und in der türki-
schen Literatur« in the program »SWR2 aus dem Lande.«
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Alzey, March 1920

While my soldier and war-time experiences still remain fresh and alive in my mind, I 
shall try to put down this epoch of my young life in writing so that it should stay just 
as fresh in the years to come! 

On a daily basis, as if a prayer, whenever I recall a particular day of my life as a soldier, 
I turn it over and over in my mind, seeing the event in ways that I hadn’t before. How 
each day was an experience! We took each day as it came, and enjoyed the adventure. 

My conscription into military service occurred at the young and fresh age of nineteen 
years. Finally the day that we all had been waiting for came. I was called up to serve the 
Fatherland! It was with this noble feeling that I embarked upon my journey.

23 April 1918! It started with a beautiful, somewhat cold spring day. Goodbye father, 
goodbye mother! Off to the Worms district command! Decisions are made briskly here 
and I soon find myself in an escorting column in transit to the train in Darmstadt. Anna 
and Aunt Bettchen accompany us to the station.

Aha – the barracks (an old train station). There is a good atmosphere among the hun-
dreds of newcomers. In a not very appetizing food bowl, I receive my first military ra-
tions – oatmeal and dried fruit. Then we were immediately divided up on the parade 
grounds into companies, platoons, and took our barrack quarters.

And now it’s evening! I find myself in a cold room, amid a circle of unknown men – my 
comrades. Everyone grabs »his« bed and it is two men to a locker.  \ facsimile p. 2 /  There’s 
a lot of confusion and restlessness in the process. But after the first order of business is 
done, everyone is still able to eat some »Mutters Mitgabe«1 as his usual supper. Then I 
climb into the »mantrap,« feel like a soldier, think of home, and fall asleep.

The first wake-up call! I feel absolutely worn out. All my appendages hurt, but soon the 
discomfort goes away and there are more important things to do. At noon, everyone is 
already wearing field gray as well as they can and has a gun etc., – there’s also a long 
homily on soldierly duties. I’m wearing a sad-looking uniform jacket, a pair of gray and 
green patched trousers, and a dreadful pair of extra-long boots. I already feel the harsh 
reality as a soldier!

The next morning, the drills start, which is followed by five weeks of strenuous ser-
vice. We now have, in the month of May, the best weather on earth. I acclimated myself 
tolerably well in the operation and am supposedly a halfway »awe-inspiring« infan-

1	 Mutters Mitgabe refers to the food the conscripts brought from home. 
	 The information in the footnotes is provided by the series editor with the kind assistance of Sibel Koç. Our thanks 

go to Christopher Reid and Sara Nur Yıldız for the English translation and review of the text and footnotes.
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tryman. I already have behind me the first soldierly pleasures of sharpshooting. It has 
taken its toll on my weight: I have become oddly skinny.

It’s a sunny day in May. The lilacs are blossoming and the sky is blue. We’re in the midst 
of a training session in the second troop when the sergeant comes. Something new to 
report? He then reads out: »The compagnie will voluntarily put forth ten men for the 
Pasha Army.«2 Faltering and hesitation! In everyone’s face one can read: So soon al-
ready? No one says anything for a minute and a half. Five step forward, then myself, 
and others. An hour later I am together with six comrades – we are made »fit for duty in 
the tropics« – the »elixirs« well tolerated.3

And tomorrow – Pentecost – I’ll be home. Oh, the glorious hours of the first and last op-
portunities to be together amongst my loved ones. How one now learns to appreciate the 
intimacy of family life and longs for chit-chat in ones own home. Extraordinary feelings 
are awakened – I realize  \ facsimile p. 3 /  that the loveliest hours are those at home.

May 27, 1918

It is starting! Once again, father, mother, Lisabeth and Aunt Bettchen salute from 
the platform; then the train is out of the station. This is how I see the world for the 
first time. How big and far away and unexpectedly new everything is to me. Frank-
furt – Hanau – Bebra – Eisenach – Halle – Berlin! I can hardly believe that this is how 
everything is. A feeling of pride makes me feel grand and free – off to Berlin, off to 
Constantinople! In the morning at eleven o’clock, we arrive at »Anhalter station.«4 At 
first I didn’t realize that I am now in Berlin – a city of a million. Here hustle and bustle 
prevail! I see the Brandenburg Gate; the Adlon Hotel catches my eye. Freedom is now 
a thing of the past. I am a soldier and headed for the barracks, the Second Foot-guard 
Regiment, Berlin N[orth] 24, 107 Friedrichstrasse.

Life at the Berlin barracks is exactly like that of Darmstadt. I’m very aware of the fact, 
however, that the food is worse. I encountered turnip sauerkraut and dried vegetables 
in a similar form in Darmstadt. I’m having burnt so-called semolina (Griesbrei) for the 
first time. The first »Berlin horse sausage« satiates my excessive hunger quite well. As a 
popular auxiliary food, I grab a black, sweet beer in the canteen. The old saying – »Hun-
ger is the best cook« – rings true in my case.

With few duties to keep us busy, we, the young recruits, amongst all the other older 
ones, are falling apart a bit. Yet, we are experiencing too much of a good thing, and 

2	 The Pasha Army refers to the Asia Corps (Asien-Korps), a detachment of German soldiers sent as military sup-
port to the Ottomans during World War I.

3	 Although it is difficult to know exactly what is meant here by »elixirs,« it possibly may be a reference to in-
gesting some kind of preventative medicine against disease in preparation for joining the Pasha forces.

4	 The Anhalter station is the railway terminus in Berlin.



14 Strolling Through Istanbul in 1918. The War Memoirs of the German Private Georg Steinbach

are glad to take things as they come. On Sunday I also venture out, with much caution. 
Friedrichstrasse, the Reichstag, the Victory Column, Iron Hindenburg, Siegesallee, Un-
ter den Linden – they are all sights that I can easily get to. With every step I take, I try 
to remember where I came from and how I got there. One was inculcated at home with 
caution, caution, and more caution; it was hard not to also think that Berlin was full 
of temptation and danger.  \ facsimile p. 4 /  I also visited the Zoo, Charlottenburg, etc. On 
this stroll, I get lost. But I manage with a bit of quick thinking and a reliable subway to 
find my way again and back to Friedrichstrasse. For someone from a small town, Berlin 
is not agreeable for an extended period of time. I very much miss the freedom, open 
fields, and meadows. Every night a number of soldiers are recruited from our division to 
participate as background actors in the theater. This is how I became acquainted with 
the great theater Volksbühne (»People’s Theater«).5 The theater had a large revolving 
stage. At the time »General York« and »King Lear« were being performed.

From the stage, I saw only red heads in the theater down below, lined up one after an-
other, which seemed very peculiar to me.

5	 The Volksbühne, or »People’s Theater,« located in the Mitte district, was founded as a theater for the work-
ing classes. 

Summer 1918 playbill for »General Yorck« at Volksbühne theater in Berlin. Courtesy of Landesmuseum für Kul-
tur und Geschichte Berlins.
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I recalled the Saalbau theater in Alzey and was somewhat disoriented.

Time passes by quickly, very quickly, and we move out on June 5th. We march for a full 
hour (I am the last one) to the embarkment point. Along the way, I run into a school-
mate, Karl Heher. At that moment I did not know it would be for the last time!

Finally, at midnight, we are all given a berth and our train starts to lug along. As a 
group of eight, we share a third-class compartment. I hang very uncomfortably in a 
tarpaulin, which I attached to the luggage rack. It is tremendously difficult to climb 
down again from this contraption at night and yet I have such a desperate need to 
do so. One gets used to everything, and, a few days later, I turn my tarpaulin into the 
finest cradle.

The next morning, we wash in a brisk, clear stream near a train stop. Then the jour-
ney continues through peaceful Saxony, which confronts the spectator’s eye with pure 
unadulterated charm. Small villages pass by and beautiful meadows array themselves 
in rows. Here and there, people are harvesting hay. At eleven in the morning  \ facsimi-

le   p. 5 /  our train halts in between stations. We have a wonderful adventure here: Over 
behind the hedges, ripe fruit are shining in a cluster of cherry trees. How many hungry, 
longing eyes must have looked over there? The people call us to come over and one 
soldier after another climbs over and up the trees. Three-quarters of our transport are 
ultimately spread out, sitting among the trees and eating to their heart’s content. You 
never know when you’ll have cherries again. The activity became increasingly colorful 
and louder, until the locomotive whistled for departure and the last managed to just 
catch the train.

At one in the afternoon we passed Dresden and at four we were in Pirna, our first col-
lection site. There, after 18 hours, we receive our first meal, which tastes surprisingly 
good. Pirna!6 We remain here a day, as another department of radio operators and ar-
tillery are set to arrive. We are in the »White Horse.« In a large hall [of the inn], straw 
is scattered about and serves as a night camp. In the evening, I drink a bottle of Uncle 
George’s good wine. At night I freeze miserably on the sawdust without a blanket. Oh, 
how everything is so different from what you imagine from your decent, middle-class 
upbringing. Early in the morning, at five o’clock, I’m already up and rub my stiff limbs. 
After drinking coffee with the others, I go into town and down along the Elbe. For a full 
three hours, I lay in the glorious morning sun, and enjoy my existence and the lovely 
world. The lower valley pulls charming Dresden down with it, and in the upper valley, 
there’s the oh-so-beautiful Elbe Sandstone Mountains (Elbsandsteingebirge). In the af-
ternoon, I go again down to swim in order to continue the journey, feeling fresh with 
renewed strength: »If we return home victoriously, a German rose should blossom for 

6	 Pirna, a small Saxony town near Dresden in the Elbe River valley near the Czech border, served as a garrison 
during the First World War.
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me. – Roses, roses bloom beautifully indeed – beautifully indeed«!7  \ facsimile p. 6 /  We 
thus move on from the town singing. Everywhere windows opened and people wave 
goodbye. It is a beautiful evening as we go along the Elbe, through the Elbe Sandstone 
Mountains, and across the border into Bohemia. The »Saxon Switzerland,« with its pe-
culiar, beautiful rock formations, passes us by in a long chain. Our train travels very 
slowly and it is as if we are being offered time to absorb all the beauty of the landscape 
and as if we were being told, »Look at your beautiful German homeland – protect it!«

And, slowly, we cross the border. Bodenbach!8 Here we are supplied with coffee, bread, 
and sausage. I will never forget a sight that I had never seen before. During our stay, 
many people arrived and begged. Give us bread, just a piece of bread. They were in a 
miserable state.

Scenes of hunger to an extent which one had never seen before in Germany. All the sol-
diers gladly give what they can and we are taken aback by this misery.

The journey continues through Bohemia – a gentle land of rolling hills with mostly 
wooded summits. During the night, we pass by Prague. The next day, at noon, we are in 
Brno.9 We stay here for three hours, during which we are fed and otherwise manage to 
pass the time. There is porridge with meat. Except for the train station, one cannot see 
anything of the city itself.

Our train rolls on to Hungary. Some interesting outings provide a pleasant change of 
pace from the eternal monotony of the long journey. The Hungarians variously greet 
us with joyful calls of Éljen (»Hurrah«). At a brief station stop, a young girl hands out 
beautiful red roses. We were absolutely delighted by this.

Another scene! We are driving straight through a narrow wooded valley. People stare 
at our train, for  \ facsimile p. 7 /  the sight of a military transport is not a peaceful image. 
Our Sergeant Bröver then says: »In the future, the people will one day also talk about us 
Germans and how we drove through the territories like the Huns!« By all appearances, 
he’s right. The hanging guns, bayonets, shovels, pith helmets and other equipment may 
very well have appeared threatening although it was not the case. We are in pretty good 
humor and at the moment thinking of anything but war.

On a lovely Sunday evening, we are in Budapest. It dawns and we can see in the distance, 
indeed, above the Danube, the city enveloped in a bluish haze. The last city that we came 
into contact with in friendly territory is Semlin.10 Here, I eat cornbread for the first time.
7	 Quotes from German marching songs of World War I. The second line (Rosen, Rosen blühen schon fürwahr) is 

probably quoted from the song »Krieger, Krieger ruht im offnen Feld wie im Zelt« (anonymous).
8	 Bodenbach, or Podmokly in Czech, is located in northwestern Bohemia at the confluence of the Elbe and 

Ploučnice Rivers. It is about an hour and a half by railway travel from Prague.
9	 Brno is a large Czech city lying in historical Moravia, which in 1918 had a large German-speaking population.
10	 Semlin, or in Serbian Zemun, lies just north of the city limits of Belgrade.
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Awaiting us in the morning sunshine are celebrations in Belgrade. We therefore arrive 
in Belgrade, Serbia’s capital. The war began here, so to speak. Enemy territory!

It presents to the eye an extraordinarily graceful picture. The first city with a southern 
character. I stand for some time on the banks of the Danube lost in thought. Peaceful 
musings pass through my mind, in contemplation of nature, the beautiful blue Danube, 
and Belgrade in the sun. I am stirred by a world of emotions – why must there be war? 
I sense nothing of it, and yet it is there. To my right, I see shot up rows of houses, bar-
ricades, wire entanglement. Protruding out of the Danube are several sunk steamers. 
And again, in the meadows along the shore, cattle graze peacefully.

And, now, we head into Serbia. One sees hut villages, grazing cattle, and pigs. The land 
itself is a peaceful hill country. The villagers come to the train stations to barter and 
beg. They offer  \ facsimile p. 8 /  us eggs and thin, wide, meter-long sausage. One tricked a 
comrade of ours. He came just as the train was about to leave and, standing on the foot 
board, offered us eggs. The trade happened very quickly, but the eggs were empty. The 
swindler had finished them off, and nicely glued them together, which naturally was 
discovered with much fuss.

Serbia’s second capital – Nish11! We have been here for more than a day at the station. 
Part of our transport moved on from here to Macedonia. What we were able to see of 
the »city« disappointed us greatly. Pigs were running around in one street.

It is very hot here during the day and, at night, while on guard, I can feel an Octo-
ber-like cold. Early in the morning, we make our way to the immediate surroundings. 
The countryside makes a very odd impression. We do not see any well-ordered agricul-
ture, for which the soil is probably too meager. Here, a ragged shepherd boy is sitting 
with his goats. There, two Bulgarian soldiers head off wandering somewhere. They re-
semble craftsman apprentices. And over there, 

German medics have opened a field hospital. At some distance, a high rocky ridge 
rises up abruptly, which has a substantial Alpine appearance. In the afternoon, we 
go for a swim under the leadership of our lieutenants. The river – (the Nishava or 
Morava)12 – makes a bend right there and plunges over a craggy rock. A lively bustle 
of activity unfolds here within minutes. In the water, we play tag, which is especially 
fun, for you can swim here in amusing ways – slipping on a sandbank with your belly 
or pretending to run only to then immediately fall back into the deep water. It is splen-
did here! Nothing clouds our mood – everyone – and we are all soldiers – surrenders 

11	 Known as a Bulgarian town in the Ottoman period, Nish, or Niš in Serbian, became part of independent Serbia 
in 1878, and served as the Serbian capital during the First World War. When the Central Powers conquered 
Serbia in October 1915, Niş was occupied by Bulgaria during the war years from November 1915 until Octo-
ber 1918, when the city reverted back to Serbia.

12	 Although the author equates the river Nishava with that of the Morava, it is actually a tributary of the South 
Morava River which runs through eastern Kosovo and southern Serbia.
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to the moment. The blissful day is smiling upon us! Before we return »home,« several 
old Western front fighters produce a musical instrument – rod bridge wire  \ facsimile p. 9 / 
and an empty meat canister serve as a violin – and accompanied by a squeaky harmon-
ica, they make for an excellent welcoming march. 

At around four o’clock, the journey continues. A Turk from Munich, present during 
the transport, explains the difference between Muslim and Christian grave stones. The 
former have round or oval columns with a ball or hemisphere as a decoration. We now 
drive along the Nishava through a barren limestone mountain range; dwelling on its 
walls are screeching jackdaws. The valley is very narrow. It only allows enough room for 
the train tracks, which often take us through shorter and longer tunnels.

At wake-up call the next morning, we are in the station of Sofia.13 It is still very early 
and the clouds hang low under the mountains. On this day, I see this natural spectacle 
for the first time. Here, we finally receive warm food again, a bean soup nicely cooked 
by Bulgarians with meat that tastes delicious. The »capitulation« that follows, however, 
does not bring about the desired result – there is only one serving for each man.

There lay the city of which I have heard and read so much. The station is – like in Ger-
many. Over there, you can see a large church, nice clean houses, roads with trees. All this 
makes a good impression. I don’t know exactly if it is Sunday. The locals cut a pleasant 
appearance and are neatly dressed. I especially liked some of the costumes worn by the 
women in bright colors, with white and red dominating. The men’s costumes are notice-
ably sober. They wear black knitted boleros, black breeches and a similar kind of fez made 
of cloth. Underneath the bolero flashes a white blouse. A man then comes, apparently a 
priest. He wears  \ facsimile p.  10 /  a black cassock and high black fez made of cloth. His long 
beard gives him a patriarchal appearance. Several passers-by kissed his beard. We just 
stand there and are amazed and ponder. Everything is so new and so grand and unknown.

In the afternoon, our train rolls out onto the lowlands. Meadows extend everywhere – 
steppeland. In the distance, you can see the outline of a mountain range. The evening 
sun appears above the open countryside and spreads a sense of peace. A herd of cows 
and horses can be seen returning home. During a short stay, our soldiers (Landser)14 
sing cheerful songs into the evening. I feel my heart strings being tugged. I think of 
»home« and feel a great yearning to be there. It is a solemn hour: The train tracks as-
cend sharply and the train has to go slowly. The area is somewhat brisker and more 
romantic than the plain lying behind us. On this trip, I can see the first mountain with 
permanent snow and ice15 – Philippopel.16 The hot, outrageously hot sun blazes down 

13	 Sofia is the capital of Bulgaria.
14	 A German colloquial term for a German army soldier. In the text it is misspelled as »Lanzer«.
15	 Probably the 2,915 m tall Mount Musalla in southwestern Bulgaria, which is the highest peak in the Balkan 

Peninsula.
16	 Plovdiv; Greek: Philippopolis.
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on upon us. This is real tropical weather – persistently dry and sunny. I sweat a fair 
amount in my sturdy field gray. It is nine in the morning and we are allowed to go into 
the city. So we head out. There, we meet a woman with a girl who talks to us – in Ger-
man – in a welcoming and friendly manner. We tell her about our home and she is ex-
ceedingly pleased to speak with people fresh from the home country. We continue on 
our way. The city clearly has an Oriental character; it is very different from all the other 
cities I have seen so far. There is a deafening noise on the »Grande Rue.« Wagons are 
driving up and down in a furious gallop. People shove past each other; horses, donkeys, 
sheep, dogs and screaming merchants all push and rush by in such a tumult that I  \ fac-

simile p. 11 /  can hardly describe it. This was the tempestuous image – the Orient. We now 
come to a bridge that leads across a fairly wide river. I think it must be the Maritsa17 – 
from my geography lessons at school. The water does not seem very deep. We see many 
birds of prey and many storks and herons. We go back to where we came from and make 
our way through the crowd for a second time. I still recall a lovely sight: Atop a not es-
pecially high minaret, a stork stands on his nest. Down from the tower, the muezzin 
cries out his sustained al-il-alla-ilalla!18 

We stop off at a cafe and eat excellent ice cream. We feel like civilians. Now, it is time 
to go back to the station. There are three deviled eggs per man and noodle soup with 
meat. We remain in the station over lunchtime and observe the figures of a slovenly 
cadre of Bulgarian soldiers.

The onward journey leads us across Adrianople19 through barren land. The Balkan 
Wars came to mind; they must have been somewhere around there. I also soon see 
the individual sites that were indelibly etched in memories from my boyhood. The 
newspapers at the time reported of horrible things on the Balkan front, especially 
between the Bulgarians and the Turks. I read Kirk-i-lisse20, Lüle Burgas21 and later, 
Tschad-Taltscha.22

Soon, however, the scene changes. The railway line is now running along the sea. What 
a beautiful sight is offered to us now! Here is the wondrous blue sea, a blue sky, and a 
cheerful sun-filled landscape. Herons dive rapidly and birds of prey circle in the air. The 
landscape has put on its most beautiful dress and utterly takes hold of my heart, which 
has never seen such a miraculous sight.  \ facsimile p.  12 /  For a while, we stop in St. Steph-
ano,23 a lovely seaside town on the Sea of Marmara. Our journey then nears its end. We 
were on the train for a fortnight and fairly well settled in the compartments. Now, we 

17	 The Marica, or Марица in Bulgarian (also known as the Meriç in Turkish) is the longest river in the Balkans. 
Originating in western Bulgaria, it flows to Edirne.

18	 This is a garbled version of lā ’ilāha ’illā llāh or la ilaha illallah, the correct form of the Muslim call to prayer.
19	 Edirne.
20	 Kırkkilise; today´s Kırklareli.
21	 Lüleburgaz.
22	 Çatalca.
23	 Yeşilköy.
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pack our things and, approaching the final destination, there’s great excitement about 
the things to come.

The panorama of the landscape passes by like a colorful, intense strip of images. Rapt 
with attention, I look out the window; I cannot get enough. But one sight exceeds all 
others of the beautiful landscape. Constantinople in sight! 

The blue water of the Bosphorus Strait, the tremendous force of the unruly cluster 
of colorful houses, the mighty palaces in shiny white – the lively boat traffic: it all 
creates a scene of colorfulness, magnitude, and beauty, the sight of which entrances 
the eye. I’ll never forget this moment, because it was the most intense and the most 
beautiful.

We finally disembark and encamp in the troops’ kitchen. We eat and are deloused.

Two hours later: Attention! – Right Turn! – March! In miserable heat, our path takes us 
through a dusty harbor street. My load is too heavy and I fall behind the troops. A short 
porter offers to carry my things and so I hang my carbine around my neck and march 
off to catch up to the boys. We then arrive at the Taksim barracks.

German Embassy, Taksim. Postcard postmarked on 20 November 1915. Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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»Being a soldier certainly means being of good cheer!« (»Soldat zu sein, ja das heißt lus-
tig sein!«) How right the author of this song was. We stow away our »clothes« and put 
on our yellow khaki suits. We then clatter off feeling the utmost pride. Enno, my friend 
since Nish, and I head out. The Taksim barracks are situated at a high elevation, so we 
go down the hill. To our right stands the German  \ facsimile p. 13 /  embassy.

It is already dim – a beautiful evening. Working people were returning home. Water 
sellers drive their cask-laden donkeys. It is all so new to me, so strange, and yet so 
charming. Memories from my boyhood are awakened at the point where the imagina-
tion vividly seizes the mythical Orient.

We have now reached the bottom [of the hill]. Before us stands a large white palace, 
which we had already seen from the train at our arrival. It is the Sultan’s palace – »Dol-
mabagtsche«.24 At the entrance, stand two suntanned Turks as honorary posts. What a 
glorious building. For me, the whole magic of the Orient is concealed within it. We are 
excited about all the new and magnificent things that we have seen. And right up front! 
There again is the Bosphorus, the beautiful, blue Bosphorus. In the evening, it has now 
very dark blue hue. A boat with Turks wearing fezes and veiled women has just docked. 

24	 Dolmabahçe.

Taksim (artillery) barracks, Taksim Square. Postcard postmarked on 10 March 1904. Private collection of Erald Pauw. 
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This, too, is so new to me; the women wear a veil in front of their faces. Some wear it 
from above, so that the whole face is hidden. Others wear it from below, so that the eyes 
and the forehead are free.

From the square, we have a beautiful view of the Asiatic shore, where graceful villa 
towns extend. A canon right beside us just fired off three shots. We direct our steps back 
to the camp. We are overhead. It has now become dark and down there in the lower- 
lying parts of the city hundreds of lights are already shining. Not far from us, a band 
plays German operettas and marches. 

We sit together on the walls of a Muslim cemetery. The cypresses portrude upward like 
ghosts and the clear starry sky arches upward. I find myself  \ facsimile p. 14 /  succumbing 
more and more to the magic and even Enno is silent. Again, after a while, we leave the 
square. I think effusively about Die Rose von Stambul (The Rose of Stamboul).25 We are 
tentatively in march readiness. How often do I hear during these days an old soldier’s 
dictum: »The soldier always misses out on the greatest time of life!« At that time, I ob-
serve our immediate surroundings.

The Taksim barracks! It’s a big, square building, high up in Pera.26 Large arched win-
dows, long gatehouses, and colonnades give the building a foreign, Mediterranean ap-
pearance. Inside, there is a large courtyard for drilling. The interior furnishings are very 
primitive. There are large white-washed rooms without beds and lockers. Simple wood-
en bunks serve as our night camp. I’ve experienced so many new things over these last 
few days. A comrade told us that Turkish deserters were hung at Taksim Square. In fact, 
I see a lot of recruited men in the barracks courtyard who are handcuffed together in 
pairs. They are supposedly soldiers. I see Turkish officers maltreat their men with slaps 
to the face. In the Turkish military, groups of nine men eat from a large, flat copper 
bowl. And how paltry is their meal. A Croat told me in broken German how hard he had 
it in the K. u. K troops, almost all of whom spoke German.

I had once believed that law and order prevailed throughout the world, but here I see so 
much injustice. Oh, how beautiful Germany is. And it is evening once again.

There is a concert over in the Taksim Gardens. Sweet music drifts over to my ears. So I 
go there. Then I see a magnificent sight. A well-maintained park, people in fine civilian 
clothes – a cheerful company – on the podium a lively band. I sit down at a small table 
with a white table cloth and communicate to the waiter that I would like  \ facsimile  p. 15 /  a 
cup of tea. A good hot tea is served to me in fine »Chinese« porcelain, which I sip with 
great pleasure. The orchestra now plays Die Csárdásfürstin27 (The Gypsy Princess) in a 

25	 Die Rose von Stambul (The Rose of Stamboul) is an operetta in three acts composed by Leo Fall in Vienna in 1916.
26	 Beyoğlu.
27	 Die Csárdásfürstin (The Gypsy Princess) is an operetta in three acts by Hungarian composer Emmerich Kálmán. 

Composed in Vienna in 1915, the work was a war-time hit. 
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way that is unfamiliar; but I now begin to feel at ease. Then the garden movie theater 
starts and on the white canvas a funny gypsy film is shown in French and Turkish.

I have seen enough and – paid enough, and I head home. The sound of sweet music re-
mains in my ears and I then nod off to a heavenly sleep.

We have no idea what is in store for us. We are commanded to the harbor today. The 
first big steamer! It is on the wharf and sticks out of the water like a house. Strenu-
ous work awaits us – we need to load this steamer for our comrades in the Caucasus, 
who have been liberated from captivity. Now, the trucks rush up, bringing a plethora of 
clothing and food in boxes and sacks. The cranes busily whiz up and down and slowly 
fill up the ship. The captain gives a poignant address, describing the plight of our freed 
comrades. We now toil and haul with redoubled zeal. A kind of activity prevails that 
causes one’s eyesight and hearing to fade. And so it went into the dark of the night and 
finally the ship’s interior was filled.

Two trucks bring us to our quarters. Loud soldiers’ voices intone wistful songs into 
the quiet of the night. – And the sandman comes creeping again within ten minutes. 
One rests quite well after hard work. At 16 men, we form a transport division and ar-

Open-air concert, Taksim. Postcard postmarked on 9 October 1917. Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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rive at the station  \ facsimile p. 16 /  Sirkedji.28 Our barrack, where we will move into our 
quarters, is situated on the shores of the »Golden Horn.« This is the beginning of a ca-
pacious life.29 Guard duty, unloading wagons, transporting prisoners, etc. are our main 
activities. As hard as military life often seems to me, I’m also able to relish its most 
enjoyable aspects. Often the night posts on ships present marvelous and unforget-
table moments. An impression of the atmosphere! It’s midnight. I have just climbed 
the gangway to take over the watch. On deck, I stumble several times over the Turks 
sleeping there. Then, I’m at my post. – How nice the night is; the night watch is quiet 
and mysterious. Supported by my carbine, I lean on the railing. Humming, I stare into 
the night; it has me under its spell. The waves slap incessantly on the hull. A tug boat 
passes nearby with its red light. Otherwise, nothing stirs. Beams of light flit through 
the darkness, and over there – splendidly – they conjure up the sleeping city, dazzling 
clusters of white houses – a beautiful picture, but only for a few seconds! The spot-
light beams!

Today, we’re in Jedikuli30 to fetch Serbian prisoners of war. It’s a hot day in July and the 
sun is blazing mercilessly against the dry ground. We have the prisoners together and 
are now resting on the slope of the mountain. How wonderful it is here! The sea is blue 
as far as the eye can see. The infinite blue sea is always an invigorating and graceful 
sight. The Mahon and Leichter31 barges move peacefully along the horizon. In front of us 
is the famous »Dog Island«,32 but duty calls again and we march on through a misera-
ble, sandy stretch. Our prisoners are totally exhausted and neglected in a pitiable state. 
Only a few individuals carry themselves with a proud gait. We rested a lot and at  \ fac-

simile p. 17 /  last we arrived in Constantinople. Here, we encamped again in the Taksim 
barracks. »Opitz and Steinbach drew the first number for guard duty.« Indeed, as the 
youngest, one has this good fortune, but it is also fitting. There are four days of guard 
duty until we are replaced. After two more days, we return to our posts, and are to set 
about transporting the whole clan to Asia Minor, to the city of Konia.33

From this day on, I am detailed to the commissariat of the military mission. I finally 
made it! Now, I at least have a job that suits me better than life in the transport divi-
sion. The company certainly no longer satisfies me. One day, the entire command is 
drunk and behaving like madmen; the next, there is an ethical crisis; and the next we’re 
stealing! It is shameful how the war has affected many soldiers!

28	 Sirkeci.
29	 This recalls Goethe’s famous poem, Weite Welt, breites Leben, translated into English by Edwin Zeydel (1955) 

as »Spacious world, capacious life,« and which advocates living life to the fullest.
30	 Yedikule, a seven-towered fortress, was used as an Ottoman prison until the early nineteenth century. During 

the First World War it was used to imprison war captives, as is clear from this memoir.
31	 Mahons and Leichter are barges which load and unload ships at port (Josepf Grunzel, Bericht über die 

wirtschaflichen Verhältnisse des Osmanischen Reiches (Vienna: Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1903), 124, 126, 249.
32	 Sivri Ada, one of the Princes’ Islands in the Sea of Marmara.
33	 Konya, a city in central Anatolia.
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So! »Landsturm Militia Recruit« (Landsturmrekrut)34 Steinbach reports to the commis-
sariat of the Militärmission! I learn the ropes quickly and soon take care of the entire 
correspondence of Division 21a. I enjoy it. The whole »bread needy crowd« comes up to 
my table in order to get a hold of the prized Eckmeck. That means vigilance is necessary 
so that no one pulls a fast one as the Landser has no better business than to sell bread. 
That’s because the vast majority of the civilian population only has cornbread to eat. 
There is also white bread to buy, which is very expensive. The dealers pay four times the 
price for army bread than the soldiers at the field bakeries.

»I feel like an important person«! When I walk through the »Grand Rue [de] Pera,«35 
many comrades greet me smiling and many porters cheekily greet – first – the Land-
sturm  \ facsimile p. 18 /  recruits. Despite the hard work, my duty here continues to suit 
me. The military mission is housed in one of the most beautiful and tallest buildings 
of Constantinople. The house has a flat roof, where I often linger during the midday 
hours. At our feet, there lies the big, big city – a beautiful sight to the eyes. The color-
fulness of the Orient repeatedly fascinates me. When evening comes, one is presented a 
stunning scene. To the west, rising up from the »Golden Horn« is Istanbul. This district 
contains primarily the government and is embellished mainly with numerous mosques. 
The sun is now going down slowly! Oh, how wonderfully alluring these impressions 
are. The city still lies in bright light; the day has reached its peak. Now, shadows sink 
into the valley. The sun is bright yellow and becomes orange and dark red. Oh, the city 
of Istanbul is completely in the shade now and on her back ride wonderful silhouettes.

Hassan, Mehmed, Ali, Mahir, Hussein and Mustapha are the names of our Turkish or-
derlies. Ali is a cunning Arab, about whom Mahir often says »Araba tschok vena – Ing-
lish para war – Araba Inglish Inglish para jork – Araba war.«36 By this, he means that 
Arabs have no character and can be bought for money. Mahir is the best of all of them, 
a cheerful, dark Anatolian. Sometimes you can talk to him in a primitive Turkish for 
several hours and can actually get to know some of his thoughts. Once, we were down 
at the sea to pick up provisions. He hauled the load and so I let him have a short break. 
I then explained to him various German words and he was thrilled that he could repeat 
one word or another. Then he came to life and told about himself.  \ facsimile p. 19 /  He is 
married. His wife stays at home – a »housewife.« One son is a soldier – »Askja« (asker). 
He raved a great deal about his hometown. We then got on the underground rail,37 but 
it was jam packed due to the crowd of civilians. He started to complain about those who 
got out of doing military service: »They all buy their freedom from the military with 
money, and he, because he is poor, has to serve.« He then clenched his fist at the [in-

34	 The Landsturm comprised militia military units which were drafted as a reserve force in times of war. They 
generally lacked the training and combat experience of the regular army and navy. manned by troops gener-
ally of inferior quality.

35	 İstiklal Caddesi.
36	 Erroneous rendering of a misheard phrase.
37	 The Tünel funicular is a short underground railway line connecting Pera (Beyoğlu) with Galata (Karaköy) that 

was built in 1875.
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justices of] society he hated as much as we do. I am amazed! Rather than »holy war,« 
he thinks of this injustice, the difference between rich and poor. Where did he get such 
ideas, as someone who did not go to school, and who only knows the religious beliefs 
of the Muslims? Often he comes to me and tells me what he thinks and he has become 
quite dear to me, this simple upright Mahir.

The road to Pera to the soldiers’ mess hall, the off-duty – soldiers’ mess hall! It goes 
through the harbor district. The dust flies up and an unpleasant smell reaches my nose. 
The sun blazes downright tropically. One trader crouches alongside another along the 
road and praises his wares. Hundreds of melons are spread out on a large cloth. Over 
there, there are cherries, apples, apricots, etc. In the smallest niche, there is also a shop; 
one little business lines up next to the other. At the corner, my »friend« nods to me. He 
is so nice to me because, now and then, I buy eggs and rancid butter from him. He sits 
there from morning till evening, waiting for his clientele. His shop is probably four or 
five square meters in size and still offers everything imaginable for cooking and bak-
ing. I go to him and the storytelling begins. He is Russian! I wonder how he deals with 
customers. As a soldier, you’re a universal genius and even understand people in their 
own language.  \ facsimile p. 20 /  Beside him was a Greek who had a profitable restaurant 
with his partner. There, they baked and fried all day on a stone oven that didn’t look 
very appetizing. The two men had a booming business from morning to night. There 
is one business next to the other. There’s the »Eckmecktschi,« (bread seller; ekmek- 
çi), the »Joghurttschi,« (yoghurt seller; yoğurtçu); the »Kaffeetschi,« (coffeeshop owner; 
kahveci), the »Melonentschi« (!) (melon seller; karpuzcu) and all the other »-tschis,« and 
they all trade – trade and eke out their living.

Now, I arrive at the big Galata Bridge. What dynamic life prevails here, where all the 
traffic takes place between this side and the other of the »Golden Horn.« Electric trams, 
automobiles, carriages, lorries and carts whiz back and forth. A flock of sheep then 
wanders over and scurries on both sides of the bridge and thousands of people push 
each other to and fro. Here beats the hot pulse of the metropolis.

And now I’m over in Galata. Imposing houses alter the scenery once again. Over there, 
there are the large »million-Mark houses« (»Millionenbauten«) of the Wiener Bank, Ori-
entbank, Deutsche Bank, etc.

Here, the stock market holds sway. The shipments are unloaded in the vicinity and it is 
the cheapest conceivable trading venue. I turn right around the corner and climb up the 
famous stairway street.38 A colorful sight is once again before my eyes. The smallest cor-
ner alleys ascend upwards. It would serve well as a typical romantic scene for a painter. 
Imagine hundreds of paved stairs ascending the hill. Right and left we see old houses built 
in every style, their roofs almost touching one another. There is an extraordinary amount 

38	 Yüksek Kaldırım.
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of commerce going on here, with loud screaming merchants. You can buy and sell any-
thing, from revolvers to machine guns, and from the most ordinary to the finest jewels – 
\ facsimile p. 21 /  simply anything you could possibly want and for which people have some 
kind of use. Even here thousands of people carry their loads, day in and day out – uphill 
and downhill. Truly a colorful picture – a unique example of the southern character.

I’m now up in Pera! You would think you were in a big city in Germany, for there is a 
European district here. The banks, shops, manners – everything is in tune with modern 
Europe. 

Here is also the soldiers’ mess hall, where I settle down after my journey. At least there 
is a little bit of the German homeland. One runs into compatriots and comrades from 
the neighborhood. Since I started at the commissariat, I eat here as well. The admini- 
stration offers lectures; you can even occasionally enjoy movies and concerts. The 
»Goeben« orchestra39 delights us from time to time with its good German flair.

39	 This refers to the orchestra of the Goeben, a German World War I battleship which, in 1914, while trying to 
escape the British navy in the Mediterranean, changed flags for that of the Ottoman Empire, which at the 
time was still neutral, and and was renamed Yavuz Sultan Selim. The German orchestra, a fixture of every big 
warship at the time, however, continued to play under the new Turkish command.

German sailors’ club house, Galata, 1917 or 1918. Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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It is half past nine in the evening and I make my way home. There is considerable ac-
tivity on the »Grand[e] Rue [de] Pera«40 and in the »Petit Champs.«41 I ride the under-
ground rail42 down to Galata. The night air brings a pleasant coolness from the sea. I 
walk across the Galata Bridge – Stambul lies asleep before me. The Turks are current-
ly celebrating their biggest religious festival – »Ramazan.« They have decorated their 
mosques and now in the dark of night minarets radiate glorious wreaths of light. The 
eye is confronted with a strange, unusual scene. At first, one thinks there are stars that 
shine in the darkness of the night. At home as well we hold a celebration in which the 
lights radiate a cheerful confidence and joy in our hearts. And here! These Muslims also 
rejoice heartily during their »Ramazan« and decorate their tall, slender minarets with 
wreaths of light. How this tugs at the bonds that unify man. We are all God’s children 
and hope and trust in Him! Now, a call to prayer of the muezzin reverberates through 
the night. From the mosque  \ facsimile p. 22 /  »Djemir Kapu«43 the loud and long-drawn-
out Alla-il-Alla-a! can be heard. I’m at home in Sirkedji44 among my circle of comrades. 
A game is put together and a marathon skat game is played under the light of a defec-
tive lamp. Part of the group sits there and chats away the time. I sit down among them. 
So the day passed by well enough and we did not go to sleep until midnight.

Today is Sunday! The eternal blue sky shimmers and the sun cheerfully casts its rays 
into our barracks. The feeling of Sunday is within every one of us. One feels it deep 
down that today is going to be a special day – this is apparent even in the nature around 
as, as the day is especially revitalizing. Everyone makes an effort on Sunday to repair 
his uniform, shoes, etc. There is a lot of talk and a lot of laughs. The coffee has already 
been drunk. Fügner and Weber return from their night post and brusquely get changed. 
On Sunday, we all have our own special tasks and so today I do the laundry. I don’t care 
for this job, but when I’m done, I am overcome by a feeling of pride, like that of a proud 
housewife.

I have proficiently brushed and rubbed and now, I have to rinse out the clothes. I then 
walk over to the sea and pour my bucket out. Next, I hang my shirts, underwear, etc. 
over several olive branches and leave them out to dry in the sun. Last but not least, I 
also remove my little friends and get rid of the bedbugs and fleas. Although I know for 
certain that they’ll pay me back twofold in the evening.

It is now noon and I’m hurrying to reach the ship. The steamer embarks at one-thirty  
in the afternoon. First, the panorama of Galata – Pera – Tophane pass by. On the 

40	 Today’s İstiklal Caddesi, the main pedestrian artery of Taksim.
41	 The Petits Champs Gardens was home to a theater, which staged open air opera performances on summer 

evenings, as well as western-style restaurants and cafés. Luxury hotels offering »European comfort« for tra- 
vellers were located along the Boulevard of the Petits Champs (Meşrutiyet Caddesi), parallel to the Grande 
Rue de Pera.

42	 The Tünel (see note 36).
43	 Demirkapı.
44	 Sirkeci.
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wharf, there are barges  \ facsimile p. 23 /  and several ocean steamers, which sailed in a 
few days ago with cargo from the Black Sea. Innumerable small barques, spanned with 
white cloth, rock their passengers during the ride. In Galata, you see large stretches 
of burned ruins – indeed, it burns often in Constantinople. Over there, the stump of 
a minaret protrudes into the air as the vestige of a mosque. The Muslims believe »Al-
la[h] willed it« and no longer rebuild at the site of the ruins. The steamer continues on 
its way: Now, the palace of His Majesty »Dolmabagtsche« passes by. It is a magnificent 
and monumental structure, located right on the shore of the Bosporus. Now, we are at 
the first pier of a suburb of Constantinople. All the houses here are wooden. They have 
been gracefully built up the hill, one higher than the next. At the wharf, there is a small 
beach promenade for those who were tempted by the holiday. A little bit further on, 
village youth are running around. They splash into the water head first, diving from the 
Mahon and Leichter barges. It is lovely to behold how the little brown chaps strain to 
get into the wake of the steamer. I want to linger on here forever, amid carefree youth 
and the graceful landscape.

We carry on, and new and beautiful landscapes follow one after another. The course 
of the Bosphorus bends once again. You can see a ruined castle on the banks; signs 
of an earlier fortification.45 The sun burns hot, the blue water glistens. The Bosphorus 
gets wider, the hills along the shore are bare and only covered with low undergrowth. 
The Turks do not undertake any forestry management; they plunder their forest, cut 
everything down, and do not cultivate any new trees. Do they think perhaps that »Al-
la[h]« will permit new trees to grow?

Gradually Stenia46 comes into view, where the Goeben47 is located. Now, I see the brave 
ship before me, of  \ facsimile p. 24 /  which I had previously heard so much. Everyone re-
spects it; the Turks, the British, and the Germans speak with pride and great esteem of 
the Goeben. A broad, stocky structure, it rests like this in the safe harbor. In front, I see 
two powerful guns that have probably already had occasion to exchange some serious 
words. The Breslau48 unfortunately no longer exists. We now pass by Jeniköj.49 There 
are three heavily equipped »black devil« torpedo boats here. Atop the mast waves the 
war flag of the Turks, a red flag with a white crescent. Jeniköj itself is very appealing: 
One sees modern stone houses, and, not least, the beautiful German navy mess hall, on 
whose terrace several proud sailors revive themselves.

45	 The castle Rumeli Hisarı on the European shore.
46	 İstinye, a village on the Bosphorus.
47	 The SMS Goeben was a German battlecruiser named after August Karl von Goeben. It was launched in 1911 

and used during the Balkan Wars and at the beginning of the First World War, together with the Breslau as 
part of the German Mediterranean Division. In 1914, while trying to escape the British navy in the Mediterra-
nean, it changed flags for that of the Ottoman Empire, which at the time was still neutral, and was renamed 
Yavuz Sultan Selim. 

48	 The SMS Breslau was a cruiser of the Imperial German Navy. Together with the SMS Goeben, it formed the 
Mediterranean Division during the Balkan Wars. After beeing transferred to the Ottoman Empire in August 
1914, it was renamed Midilli.

49	 Yeniköy, a village on the Bosphorus.



30 Strolling Through Istanbul in 1918. The War Memoirs of the German Private Georg Steinbach

The steamer now moves from one bank to the other, first over to the Asian side, then 
back to the European bank. Some passengers stand because the steamer is quite full. 
Before me sits a group of Greeks, one of whom has a mandolin. They sing a beautiful, 
melodious song, much, much nicer than the monotonous tootling of the Turks. The 
beautiful scenery and all the new experiences do not fail to leave their imprint on one’s 
mind. One becomes reverential. I’m alone, as always, because on such occasions I do 
not need anyone. I recall an apt aphorism that I once read on a villa in Eberstadt. »I nei-
ther begrudge the world of its joys, nor any of the newly colored haze; to live a quiet life 
and bask in solitude is also a gallant art«!

Before us rises a wooded hill, a very rare sight given the local conditions. Located in 
the green shade there are several beautiful houses. Before our sight proudly flies our 
black-white-red flag on the mast! Here is Therapia50, the summer residence of the  \ fac-

simile  p. 25 /  German embassy. And there’s another thing that draws us Germans here – it 
is the German military cemetery. Here lies »von der Goltz Pasha« and many others like 
him. My comrade Clemens from Darmstadt was also recently buried here.

50	 Tarabya.

SMS Goeben after the Battle of Imbroz (20 January 1918). No postmark. Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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Club House of the German Navy, Yeniköy. World War I. No postmark.  
Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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One station further and I’ll have reached my destination. The bay of Bujuk Dere51 
and [the village of] Bujuk Dere itself stretches wide. The clock shows four-thirty and 
I have a good hour and a half stay. I resolve to go up the mountain, from which one 
apparently has a wonderful view. I am the only German here and feel very strange. 
But I jauntily walk through the village and up the mountain. It is barren like all the 
mountains here. Here and there stands a fig tree or a walnut tree. Other than this, 
only low scrub flourishes, such as blackberries, broom, and the well-known Levante 
herb. There is no path, so I go cross-country. I’m up on the top in little more than 
a half hour. There, the wondrous sea extends far and wide. Gray, mysterious mas-
ses of water of the »Black Sea«: here the Bosphorus ceases. The waves create white 
froth on the shore, and lap upward on the rocks. And, again and again, they roll in, 
giving a mighty performance. To the right, the coach house stands alone. I sense 
within me that I’m witnessing something great, the impression of powerful, divine 
omnipotence.

51	 Büyükdere.

Club House of the German Navy, Yeniköy; seen from the Bosphorus. World War I.  
No postmark. Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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And behind me! There is the lovely blue Bosphorus, the image of the harbor, and the si-
lent landscape in the evening sunshine. Some trawlers roam the bay. Two ocean giants 
enter slowly and drop anchor.

Once again, I look out to the sea, and then climb downwards. I pick another little bou-
quet of blackberries and Levante herb for my parents, as a keepsake of the reveren-
tial hour.  \ facsimile p. 26 /  On the ship, there is plenty of activity; all are elated, proba-
bly about the beautiful day. The Greeks sing melancholy, Mediterranean songs. It has 
become dark. The lights shine over to us from the shore. I sit sideways at the ship and 
indulge in my thoughts. The day was lovely – I experienced something to remember. At 
around nine o’clock, our steamer docked at Gospolis52; I’m back at home.

Good evening, George! Enno, my friend since Nish, was expecting me. I was very 
pleased and tell him all my impressions from the most colorful to the most serious 
moments. He then protests reproachfully: »Why didn’t you take me with you?« Well, 
where were you? He takes pains to vividly and appealingly describe his experience 
to me, but he does not succeed. He enjoyed the pleasures of the city and now feels 
empty inside.

52	 Istanbul.

Summer Palace of the German embassy, Tarabya. Postcard postmarked on 1 April 1900.  
Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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At home! Enno watches over me like a father. My sandwich with substitute lard and 
sweet tea tastes splendid. We then settle down in our camp and continue to talk in a 
whisper for a long, long time!

Actually, there is no such thing as a special experience, for instance, because of a spe-
cial day. No, every day that a person experiences is special, unless people decide to re-
gard it as nothing else other than ordinary.

Tonight, Fichtner proposed that we go to the dervish monastery. Every Thursday 
evening, the dervish community meets there. There is a full moon. A starry sky ar- 
ches overhead. We go down to the »Golden Horn« and to an abandoned neighborhood. 
The dervish monastery, an old wooden building, is located in the middle of tall cy-
press trees. Unfortunately, we cannot all go in for a lack of space. So, we climb a fence 
and from there we notice a poorly  \ facsimile p. 27 /  illuminated hill crest. After a while, 
we hear a signal, whereupon several male voices begin to sing or pray in a particular 
rhythm. We hear the same in slow and fast repetition: Allilaillalalla – allilalillallalla – 
allilaillallalla –53

For a long time, we listen and let our comrades talk about the most frightening things. 
This is apparently what always happens: the faithful sitting down with their legs fol-
ded. The dervish, a man wearing a high fez, gives a sign, in response to which those pre-
sent start to twist their upper body from left to right. And with simultaneous singing, 
which we can hear outside through this ministration, one after another falls into ecsta-
sy, a state in which the person is no longer aware of what he was doing. They run with 
their heads into the wall. A German teacher shows us a 40-cm-long skewer, which the 
dervish would thrust through a person’s cheek and then put the tip into the wall. This 
sect is called the »howling dervishes.«54

»Thou shall labor for six days, but the seventh is the day of the Lord and thou shall do 
no work!« As in civilian life, this divine command has also been transferred to the mili-
tary. For six days, I walk in the morning across the big Galata Bridge to the underground 
rail, which leads to my place of work. Only on Sunday is my duty limited to the hours 
from nine to one in the afternoon and sometimes it is even canceled. Sundays are my 
holidays, which take me out into the surroundings. In this country, there are three holi- 
days during the week. The Muslims celebrate Friday as Sunday. The Jews on Saturday 
and Christians on Sunday. Since there are very many Greeks and Christians in Constan-
tinople, you could say that our Sunday is celebrated by the majority. I even insert leisure 
time into my daily routine. A day hardly passes when I do not  \ facsimile   p. 28 /  let my gaze 

53	 I. e., lā ’ilāha ’illā-llāh, »there is no God but God.«
54	 The Howling Dervishes are a (Rifa’i) Sufi brotherhood founded by the Iraqi shaykh Ahmad al-Rifa’i in the 

twelfth century but spread through Anatolia in the thirteenth. During their rituals, they recite the 99 names 
of God mentioned in the Quran while hypnotically swaying until they fall in ecstasy (zikr), which is why they 
are referred to as howling.
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wander for a short time out toward the city and the sea. All the sublime natural beauties 
and the fantastically beautiful cityscapes act as a balm for the soul – leisure time!

We took the steamer to Haidar Pasha.55 In about half an hour I’m over there, in Asia 
Minor. I now go across the bay, pass Kadiköj56 and Moda, to Feneraki Bay.57 It is nice 
and quiet here. I find it difficult to describe how I feel here. My mind is overwhelmed by 
impressions of beauty, of strangeness, of mystery. I, a soldier in a yellow uniform and 
strapped with a bayonet – I am here. I only feel delight about everything that is here. 
Now, I am standing at the precipice. Below, there is the sea; in the distance, the Prin-
ces’ Islands. I climb down to swim. You do not need a bathing suit – other than a few 
boys, nobody is there. What a pleasure it is to jump into the clear, cool water. You can 
see right to the bottom. The sea water, though, is extremely salty. We now are given a 
few gestures. We are a jolly group. We stand on the pier and tell each other cheerful and 
merry little stories. My goodness! A barge is approaching with veiled Turkish women –  
we don’t actually have any swimwear on. With one leap, we’re in the water. That was 
fun. Now, we swim out to make our way into the wake of the steamer. Oh it’s lovely – 

55	 Haydar Paşa on the Asian side of the Bosphorus was also the location of a major railway station serving as 
the departing point into Anatolia.

56	 Kadıköy.
57	 Fenerbahçe.

Haydar Paşa train station. Wikimedia Commons, viewed 7th December 2017. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Haydarpa%C5%9Fa_Terminal,_%C4%B0stanbul_(12967656905).jpg#file. 
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the sea, the sky, the sun. I stay here the whole afternoon. Then it’s back the way directly 
right along the shore, past Moda to Kadiköj and Haidar Pasha. I look freely and full of 
confidence; my heart is joyful. To the left is the sea, in the distance is Seraglio Point58, 
and behind Constantinople lies the evening sun. Many soldiers wait  \ facsimile p. 29 /  for 
the steamer. They stand on deck in groups in conversation – the ship is fully occupied. 
Now, the sun shines red like a large fireball. It then sinks downward and gray blue fog 
hangs over the city. It is slowly getting dark and the ship puts on its lights. Turks and 
Greeks have a singing competition. It starts modestly, but hauntingly: »Once a boy a 
Rosebud spied«!59 Everyone falls silent and throughout the ship the soldiers’ intense 
singing roars – »Heathrose fair and tender!« This charming song of the homeland re-
sonates eerily beautiful in a foreign country.

My path often leads me to Kadiköj – Moda – Feneraki. The old attractions, the blue sea 
and the beautiful coastal scenery always stir me. Many an hour I sit by the sea and sense 
the beauty of the world. It’s truly wonderful to be alive and to be a soldier.

Schuberitz, our beloved »Papa,«60 has received the »Iron Cross«. How proud the forty- 
two year old is – when he goes out, everything must run like clockwork. He is married 
and has four children. He was in captivity in Russia, from where he escaped and re-
turned to Germany. He likes to show a photograph in which he is attired in a Cossack 
uniform with a soldier. In this guise, they managed to flee. Now he is here with us. His 
camp is next to mine. We talk to each other like peers about serious and humorous 
things in life and thus form a good friendship. We spend our leisure time in the evening 
mostly together and debate about politics, religion, war experiences, and more.

Sunday evening! This evening, thoughts concern home. How different one’s home feels 
once you’re no longer there. With longing, one thinks of the intimate hours spent with 
parents and siblings.  \ facsimile p. 30 /  How often have I not acknowledged these moments 
and have dismissed them with a wave of the hand. To me, it was not good enough and 
too ordinary. And today! A deep sorrow pervades my heart. All the precious little mo-
ments now appear in the loveliest tableau – delicate, gentle, loving. Only now do I re-
alize the value of the words of my parents and their deeds and learn to esteem family 
life – for myself!

If you still have a home – a calming influence in the largely stormy, throbbing world – 
thank God and be content. New courage swells from these hours of contemplating to-
getherness and then you hear: »Spring must certainly be on its way«!61

58	 Sarayburnu, in English the Seraglio Point, refers to the historical promontary of intramural Istanbul where the 
Topkapı Palace and Gülhane Park are located.

59	 This is a line from the love poem »Heidenröslein« or »Little Rose of the Field« composed in 1771 by Goethe.
60	 Or Sergeant Major (Kompaniefeldwebel).
61	 This is a reference to the line »Es muss doch Frühling werden« of the poem »Hope« (Hoffnung) by the 19th- 

century German poet and playwright, Emanuel Geibel (d. 1884).
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Who’s coming? Schulwitz, Bachmeyer and a third are ready to join the walk. Back there, 
in »real Stambul,« there is surely also something to see. Off we go. First to Achmed 
Square. It is a large, open space planted with trees. The square is adorned with two, 
three high obelisks made of gray stone. There is the »Hagia Sophia,« the famous 
mosque that our teacher had already taught about in school. Now, we have come close 
and marvel at the old building’s formidable scale. A broad and massive high dome of 
gray rock rises in the middle. Several buildings are still connected with this main struc-
ture. Five (!) slender minarets tower upward on the sides. We pass through the vestibule 
and reach the main entrance. There, a few dark figures are sitting who grant us entry 
in exchange for baksheesh. We are given large slippers and then tiptoe through the 
dim side aisles. The columns and walls have been wrought with fine mosaics. Now, we 
are under the dome! We are surrounded by a profound silence. Above us, the massive 
dome bulges  \ facsimile p. 31/  that is painted with two large frescoes. Cooing and shriek-
ing, jackdaws and pigeons fly in and out. In front, to the right, a large stone altar rests 
on pillars, upon which several priests are sitting. Huge chandeliers hang from the ceil-
ing. The floor is covered with Persian rugs. One lies closely next to the other, and is al-
ways aligned for a supplicant. Here and there Muslims perform their prayers. Here an 
officer, there, an ordinary soldier, and there a poorly dressed civilian. For some corner 
of the room, the hollow and elongated moans of the preacher resound. Once again, the 
supplicants bow down eastwards.

I feel strange, as we sneak across the room as curious gawkers. And yet, I sense the con-
secrated place. We are now over in the right-hand colonnade. As we had learned from 
our teacher at school – here is the hand print of the Turkish conqueror62 of the »Hagia 
Sophia.« We turn here to the exit and are glad to see the sun and the trees again.

There, now, is the »Grand Bazaar«! The tales from the Arabian Nights are very much 
alive in each one of us. With these preconceptions, we enter into the large halls with 
curiosity. The scene vividly recalls something of caravan camps and an abundance of 
gold. And yet it looks so different! We wander through long, crisscrossing passages 
that look rather intimidating. Everything is shrouded in semi-darkness, and yet there 
is lively commerce here. A »jeweler« has a store that is very weakly lit with electricity. A 
grocer has a petrol lamp whose transmission of heat causes a small metal wheel (Schäl-
lenrädchen) to move in circles. Oh, it is great fun. At one dealer, there is »real Oriental 
gold embroidery« for a large sum of money. At another, one buys »authentic« diamond 
rings and »gold« items. The trader with »Apolda woolen goods«63 is silent; oh, there is 
one dealer next to the other. I  \ facsimile p. 32 /  will not even spend a para;64 they all look 
like rogues. I like to think that one can experience many things here, that especially 

62	 I. e., Sultan Mehmed II known as Fatih, or the Conqueror, who seized Constantinople from the Byzantines in 
1453 and converted the Hagia Sophia into a mosque.

63	 The Thuringian town of Apolda in east-central Germany was known for the production of knitted and woven 
fabrics which constituted an important factor in the town’s industry since the early 18th century.

64	 Para means money or coins in Turkish.
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the famous pickpockets are stalking around. Finally, we make our way again into day-
light. We’re at the very top, at the War Office. Together, we go a little further through 
the remarkably quiet Muslim quarter. I buy fresh, blue-green figs for my supper. Then 
it’s back to Sirkedji in the barracks. In the evening, we are at the Seraglio Point and en-
joy the evening atmosphere by the sea. How nice and quiet it is here. On the water lies 
the haze of the evening. The last rays of the setting sun gently illuminate Skutarie65 and 
Haidar Pasha. Then the night comes.

The Turks again celebrate another major religious festival, the »Kurban Beiram.«66 
Everywhere you can see people gearing up for the holiday. There are a lot of chickens, 
mainly Welsh chickens, turkeys and roosters being transported about. The transport of 
a sheep for slaughter presents an especially memorable scene: The Turks do it in such 
a way that they take the sheep by »piggyback,« i. e., put it on their backs. It looks like 
this: The hind legs of the sheep are tied in the front; the Turk takes the front legs across 
both of his shoulders. The sight makes you burst out with laughter: a man heavily laden 
with a bleating sheep. As I’ve been told, the slaughtered sheep is distributed among the 
poor during the celebration. The doorposts are then coated with blood. It seems like a 
kind of atonement festival.

Somewhere, during this time, I see a particularly well-dressed Muslim in the old na-
tional costume. He is wearing a traditional bolero in blue with black ornaments and 
braids  \ facsimile p. 33 /  and a dark green bodice. He has adorned his neck with chains. The 
trousers, typical Turkish pants, are tight-fitting and buttoned at the legs. The back-
side extends down to the knees. Slippers and bright yellow stockings serve as footwear. 
About the body flashes the inescapable red waist belt. Smiling giddily, he walks along 
with his »blue-ribboned« fez placed somewhat nonchalantly upon his ear. 

16 – 17 September 1918. 

The whole street bears a festive character. The houses are richly adorned with numer-
ous flags, the blood-red flag with a white crescent. The »Golden Horn« is strewn with 
Mahon boats and sailors who want to make good on their holiday. All the ships and 
small steamers are likewise decorated with abundant flag pennants. Oh, what a colorful 
sight! The brisk wind causes the waves to crash into each other, exhibiting white froth. 
Everywhere it is a holiday, which is fitting for the gorgeous autumn day. Otto must be 
coming home tonight from his furlough. Oh, how I look forward to hearing all the news 
from Alzey. What a pleasure it was already, when I bumped into him, coming from the 
»Jildirim«67 division in Pera Street. One face among thousands of people – an »Alzeyer.« 
Now, I’m sitting by the light of a flickering candle and waiting. The train is not coming. 
I’m heading over to sleep. Everyone is already in a deep slumber. I adjust my knapsack, 

65	 Üsküdar, on the Asian side of the Bosphorus.
66	 The Feast of the Sacrifice, known in Arabic as the  ̒Īd al-aḍḥā.
67	 Yıldırım.
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and put the cartridge box and the bread properly in place. Then I get into »bed.« The 
knapsack is stuffed with bread and cartridges and serves as my pillow. How many times 
have I slept well on it, and even today I soon extend my weary limbs into a sweet sleep. 
Otto is here! What a miracle – a few days ago he was with my parents in Alzey and now 
he is here. I then learn about all the many little bits of news and for a short time I feel 
closer to my dear home.

Today, I’m heading over to Stambul again. There is the »Sublime Porte,« which I’ve al-
ready  \ facsimile p. 34 /  seen once in the cinema in Alzey. Then, I go upwards to the mint68 
and to the Seraglio Gardens. The flora is autumnal. Golden sunshine floods over the 
blue sea and the countryside. I stand at the top of the mint and my gaze wanders into 
the countryside; in my heart, I feel a deep sense of tranquility and a deep desire for 
home – a desire for peace.

There are so many little episodes and anecdotes from this time! Constantinople has a 
lot to offer, especially now in late summer of 1918. High-level statesmen are coming 
from Germany. The much-talked-about sheikh of the Senussis69 is visiting the Sultan. 
Delegations from Georgia, Grusinia and other Caucasian states also visit the Sultan. 
More often than usual, the »Royal Fire Division« (Leibfeuerwehr) and the »Royal House-
hold Navy« (Leibmarine) move through Pera – Galata – Arnautköj70 – with music. The 
train station Sirkedji is always decorated for prominent arriving and departing figures. 

The Sultan has died! He will be buried with great pomp and transferred to Eyub.71 One 
feels, indeed, that the death of this man means something. The first rumors of peace 
buzz through the cadre of troops.

The king is dead! – Long live the king!

Overnight, a new sultan began his reign.72 Yesterday, the flags were hanging solemnly at 
half mast. Today, they are now set again at full mast and fluttering gaily in the wind. The 
barometer of public opinion has also gone up and one is generally more confident again.

I’m going today to Kurutschesme73 in order to visit Otto, who is there in the military 
hospital. The hospital is located in a suburb of Constantinople in quiet seclusion. It is 

68	 The mint, or darphane, is located on a hill going up to the Topkapı Palace.
69	 Ahmad Sharif, the Shaykh of Senussi, was the spiritual and political head of the Senussi Sufi order which 

was founded in 1837 by the Algerian shaykh, Sayyid Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Senussi (1787 – 1859). The Senussi 
held sway in the Sudan and Libya. They fought against the British and the Italians during the Senussi cam-
paign in North Africa from November 1915 to Febrary 1917, which resulted in an Allied victory.

70	 Arnavutköy.
71	 Traditional burial ground of the sultans.
72	 Sultan Mehmet VI (r. 1918 – 1922), the thirty-sixth Ottoman ruler, ascended the Ottoman throne on July 4, 

1918. He was the son of Abdülmecid I and brother of Mehmed V, the previous sultan.
73	 Kuruçeşme.
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in the vicinity of Rumeli Hissar. It is a pleasant Sunday  \ facsimile p. 35 /  and I stay there 
the whole afternoon. The Bosphorus steamers drive past, packed with people who 
take advantage of the Sunday to visit the silent, dreamy towns and villages along the 
Bosphorus. In the evening, Schulwitz, Enno and myself get together in the division 
of Major Huber. We sit there for a long time in conversation about our current situa-
tion – war and peace. Did it look like we would be going home soon? The summer is 
coming to an end. Early in the morning, dense fog hangs over the sea. The lovely sun 
then radiates in its old glory until noon – and yet – as good as its intentions might 
be, there is something wistful, like a farewell, in the air. The foliage turns brown and 
the last fruits are harvested. The merchants have filled their booths with figs, chest-
nuts and nuts.

Autumn is coming – scenes from home pass by in the mind. Outside, it is the dead of 
night! Peace prevails in our circle of storytellers. Everyone is in a reverential mood, 
wistfully thinking about the distant, dear, German homeland. We then quietly disperse. 
It should and must come to an end. In the Balkans, there is an oppressive humidity; one 
senses that something must happen.

German rear-echelon military hospital in Constantinople, Kuruçeşme. Postcard postmarked on 18 July 1918.  
Private collection of Erald Pauw.
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What is it? What is the news?

The English were victorious at Nazareth, the front is teetering. Aleppo is lost – Damas-
cus is under threat. The English land at our backs near Medina. The news follows in a 
rush. Hey, what a blow, the calamity begins.

The troops move off to Gallipoli. The Eleventh Infantry goes to Macedonia. The warning 
signals resonate piercingly. The scene also changes  \ facsimile p. 36 /  at the harbor. A num-
ber of torpedo boats constantly cross up and down and the submarines proudly and busi- 
ly drive in and out. We have a huge roll call and it seems as if the war is starting again.

Another blow! »Revolution in Bulgaria.« We are cut off from the mainland. On a foggy 
morning the Sixteenth Landwehr Division lands as our reinforcement and settles in 
camps near Makriköj.74 Constantinople is to be defended. But nothing stirs from Gal[l]
ipoli; one only senses and feels an oppressive mugginess. We’re trapped; there is no 
way out for us. The front in Syria has completely crumbled. What will become of us?

The Sixteenth Landwehr Division has been unlucky and immediately incapacitated by 
dysentery and typhoid. Day after day, the pilots come and bombard us. These are days 
of long expectation that test our nerves to the utmost.

There is no attack and we generally settle down again.

On October 10, 1918, I become sick and get terrible diarrhea. On October 16, I enter the 
military hospital with a high fever. I feel miserable and can no longer stand on my feet. 
My »diet foods« include unsweetened cocoa water, unsweetened tea and oatmeal soup. 
After three weeks, I’m steadier on my feet again and every day risk going out into the 
fresh air. We indeed have an exceptionally lovely outing in Kurutschesme.75 I lie in the 
quarantine barracks together with five other comrades. At ten o’clock in the morning, 
we place our recliners before the barracks and bask in the still very warm October sun. 
Unconcerned about our future, we chat away the time  \ facsimile p. 37 /  and delight in our 
wonderful surroundings and the beautiful nature. We are only one step away from the 
Bosphorus. The entire traffic moves in front of us on the water. Ships drive in and out, 
and torpedo boats shoot past. To our left, a luxury yacht has been moored for several 
days. The panorama extends all the way to Stambul and Scutari and up to Bebek and 
Rumeli Hissar.

My interest in the day’s news is slowly returning. I get hold again of the newspaper. The 
Ottoman Lloyd76 has a few articles on the Turkish truce, which has now become a fact. 

74	 Bakırköy.
75	 Kuruçeşme.
76	 The Osmanischer Lloyd was a German- and French-language newspaper based in Istanbul that ran daily from 

1908 to 1918.
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Short, confused reports about the poor state of our situation very much depresses our 
mood. General Townshend77 is in Constantinople. Former British prisoners of war fill 
the streets of Gospolis!

Our doctor said: »Properly enjoy the lovely scene while you can – soon, we’ll be going 
home«! And yet again I can enjoy the beautiful blue water and the landscape in autum-
nal garb.

During this time, I even get mail. A dear letter from Lisbeth with roses from Willi. How 
this pleases me. A steamer brought mail from Romania. I recover quite rapidly and am 
soon wearing again my dear field gray instead of the hospital gown. I’m feeling so at 
ease and am outdoors the whole day. On November 8, the temperature still measures at 
42 degrees Celsius in the sun. Today, we received official word that we are going to Ger-
many. On November 9, we will travel to Gospolis in trucks. I have my gun and knapsack 
again and feel strong, so that the sickly environment about me feels peculiar.

77	 General Charles Vere Ferrers Townshend (1861 – 1924) was the British army officer who led the disastrous 
siege of Kut in Mesopotamia in 1915 – 1916, resulting in a humiliating Allied defeat to the Ottomans. Towns-
hend spent the rest of the war in captivity, detained at Prinkipo (Büyük Ada), the largest of the Princes’ Islands 
in the Sea of Marmara.

Text side of a wartime correspondence postcard (Feldpostkarte) sent to Georg Steinbach by Emil Schulwitz. 
Postmarked on 29 October 1918.
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We drive through the city on heavily loaded trucks.  \ facsimile p. 38 /  The comrades sing 
humorous songs and the locals stare at us. The mood is pro-English; the Greeks espe-
cially are now suddenly wearing all British cockades. On the streets, mighty divisions of 
the Turkish navy encamp to secure order. Now we are down below in Stambul.

Before us at Seraglio Point is our ship, the hospital ship Jerusalem. It is tranquil there 
and provides a peaceful impression. The hull is painted white with two large green 
stripes. On the side, a mighty red cross radiates.

How strange – one should be happy to go to Germany and now, with a melancholy feel-
ing, I bid farewell to this foreign land. We soon embark and at twelve o’clock the anchor 
is lifted. Our ship moves slowly away from the pier. With vigorous cheers and goodbyes, 
we take leave of the comrades staying behind. I lie at an open window and continue to 
look back for some time. I strongly impress Stambul, with its many mosques and mina-
rets, into my memory. Now, the image is shrouded in blue haze. Then it’s off to the next 
bend (in the river). Stambul, I will never forget you! I have experienced you so deeply; 
I have seen and learned so much.

Gentle, colorful images pass by. At four in the afternoon, we head out into the open 
sea. It’s raining a bit and the sea is rough. I watch from my window the powerful swel-

Address side of a wartime correspondence postcard (Feldpostkarte) sent to Georg Steinbach by Emil Schulwitz. 
Postmarked on 29 October 1918.
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ling of the waves. The head-high waves crash along the steep banks and plunge again 
backwards foamy white. Our ship cuts across the oncoming waves and the massive 
volume of water causes the ship to rock from front to back and vice versa. I can some-
times catch hold of the waves for a moment, but then the  \ facsimile p. 39 /  trough of the 
sea yawns once again. It is truly an imposing spectacle of the mighty water element.

I have to close the window, as I’m also starting to feel wobbly myself. So I lie down, 
stretched out, on my bed my thoughts wander to the days of my childhood, to home, 
Alzey, war and peace. Oh, what good fortune. I’ve been able to experience everything 
and now a childhood dream to head out to sea is also being fulfilled.

Approximately 200 comrades are together in the one room. Next to me on my left is 
an emaciated young corporal with a serious heart condition. Like so many of my other 
comrades, he was plundered by the Arabs in the retreat from the English. Scantily at-
tired without shoes and coat, he had to wander through inhospitable areas of Asia Mi-
nor until he ran again into a squad of soldiers. He thus arrived with the remnants of the 
Pasha Army at Haidar Pasha. Sick and miserable like most in our room, he was now on 
his way home. Thus echoing through all the tales of comrades is the woeful withdrawal 
of the troops. I reflexively think of Napoleon’s retreat from Russia.

Embarkation card for the hospital ship Jerusalem, issued by the German rear-echelon military hospital in Con-
stantinople (Kuruçeşme) on 8 November 1918.
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At night, we are on the high seas. We have a lot seasick men and a disgusting odor 
prevails due to the frequent vomiting. I am awake very early and at daybreak I can’t 
hold out any longer and go up on deck. Fresh seawater banishes the fatigue from my 
eyes.

On a troop transport steamer, things are starting to get quite animated. We see all 
kinds of different scenes. Here, some sailors sweep the deck clean of all debris with a 
powerful water cannon. There, a cow is slaughtered. The kitchen is in the stern. Here, it 
simmers and steams for the many hungry mouths. On the long ship corridor, the com-
rades  \ facsimile p. 40 /  squat down and sing. Others smoke and play skat. There are also 
are those who can’t bear the ship’s rocking. I once climbed down into the boiler room. 
But I didn’t last even a minute in the heat and climbed back up.

So, I walk from back to front and vice versa, for everything is so new and strange to me.

In the afternoon, there is something unusual to see: Several comrades have discovered 
a cloud of smoke on the distant horizon. I also climb up to the bow of the ship. The 
storm roars over the vessel and I only manage with difficulty, holding onto the anchor 
chains, to make it to the very front. I also now see the plume of smoke. Now you can see 
a dot. That’s a steamer, we venture. The dot gets larger and comes closer. We closely 
watch as things unfold. The ship – the boat comes closer. Now it’s nearby and a Turkish 
gunboat, swaying precariously, speeds past. It was a joyous moment for us, to again see 
a ship in the endless water wasteland.

The sea is infinite. The eye is not able to discover a fixed point anywhere. The gray 
black sky hangs above us, around us is water – water – water. Here, nature insists on its 
omnipotence and humans feel awestruck.

In the late afternoon, an islet comes into view. It is so small and yet so defiant that the 
waves impotently smash against the hard rocks over and over again. At the front cor-
ner of the islet, there is a rigid and erect lighthouse. The small island does not seem to 
be inhabited. But the water has life. Not far from us a school of dolphins continuously 
turns cartwheels. The creatures know the shipping lines well, as there are always  \ fac-

simile p. 41 /  good-sized morsels of fish to be caught.

It’s night again and, again, the morning dawns. Land is in sight – after a determined 
search, I can see a long solid strip through my window. The strip becomes clearer and 
clearer. It must be the coast of southern Russia.

There is elation everywhere about the fact that we will have soon survived the ocean 
journey. The sea, contaminated with mines, could easily become dangerous. I now 
march on deck. Hey, the water is really cold. Most of the soldiers no longer wash them-
selves. I soon disappear again and observe the coastal scenery from my window. A city 
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now comes into view. The coast and the city approach ever closer. In the afternoon, we 
steer into the harbor of Odessa. Our ship is moored at the wharf. It is already winter 
here and snowing and miserably cold. At the same time, we still had summer-like tem-
peratures in Gospolis three days ago. The Russians wear fur hats and heavy coats. Bread 
sellers and food merchants soon develop a brisk business with us. Individual traders 
even speak Turkish and in response to our question »katsh g[o]rousch« (kaç kuruş)? we 
receive the prompt reply »besh« or »on g[o]rousch,« depending on the price. Of course, 
we do not know the Russian language yet. You pay in any currency, in piasters, rubles, 
crowns or mark. The mark is the preferred form of payment; then follow, according to 
value, rubles, piastres, and crowns. In the distance, slovenly looking Ukrainian bands 
of soldiers (soldateska) head to their guard posts. For our concepts of discipline, it is an 
inconceivable sight.

It is seven in the evening on November 11, 1918. The door is opened. A soldier rushes 
in and reads excitedly aloud: »The ceasefire has been  \ facsimile p. 42 /  signed! In Germa-
ny, revolution has broken out – the dynasty has been overthrown! Wilhelm II has fled 
to Holland.« In Berlin, there is street fighting. Fighting is taking place at the Maikäfer 
barracks (Maikäferkaserne), etc. The news hits us like a thunderbolt. Many shout »Hur-
rah.« I and a small part of the comrades are silent. Oh, what a big blow, we can’t believe 
it. I’ll never forget this moment.

The next morning we’re offloaded, but must return to the ship as no rail cars have been 
provided. One doesn’t notice that Germany is in a state of revolution. German soldiers 
leave for their guard posts, just like before. But in the afternoon, there’s a revolution-
ary incident: German sailors sink a nearby auxiliary cruiser. The German war flag hangs 
forlornly on the mast of the ship, which was initially burning.

Nowhere is there a German newspaper to be found from which one could learn anything. 
Everyone is on edge. We live in anxious and uncertain state about the fate of our home-
land and our loved ones at home. The word revolution did not fail to have an effect.

Traces of the Russian Revolution and the Bolsheviks are easy to perceive. Former sol-
diers do brisk business on the street with every conceivable sort of item. Tattered wom-
en and children beg for anything they can get. Abject poverty and colossal inflation 
prevails in the city. Along with all this, it is bitterly cold.

Railroad cars are finally provided. The hours turn into days and the impatience grows. 
After another day, we also get  \ facsimile p. 43 /  a locomotive. So we camp again for a long 
time in the car. In one of these Russian cars, we have nine men to a compartment. 
Three men lie on the right and three on the left on the benches and wall shelves. Two 
lie on the floor and one in the hallway. The air is thick, but because the cars are unheat-
ed, the whole lot of us cries out when the door opens to the deck. 
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We depart on November 15 in the evening. At first we can hardly believe that we’re 
leaving. But it pulls and pulls and our train really begins to roll. After ten minutes, it 
comes to a halt again. What’s going on now? It was just a dramatic pause due to the ma-
jor’s schnapps. Now, our train is moving »like the devil.« Outside, the snow is thick. Like 
the others, our car is unlit. The mind secretly stitches thoughts together about home – 
oh, it really can’t be so bad. Then we sleep peacefully on our hard beds.

Our train stops again. We have to fill the coal car ourselves with wood, otherwise, the 
Russians would let us stay standed here. The major often climbs atop the locomotive 
with our good schnapps. The train then starts moving again. We tell each other about 
all sorts of things and get ourselves all worked up. The soldier opposite me, a »bold 
mischievous farmer from Fulda,« secretly holds on to his half-hidden rosary. He doesn’t 
tip the scales in one direction or the other. Another soldier, a city dweller from Low-
er Franconia, blue-eyed and fair-haired, has no other concern than to make sure that 
his mustache remains properly standing. He wears it with a protective cover around. 
Beyond this, he is a phlegmatic person, little bothered by the events. Kurt Galass, a 
civil servant from Berlin, lies up top the whole day, without moving or washing. I only 
know that his father is paymaster in the Navy. When the food comes, he reaches for his 
bowl  \ facsimile p. 44 /  and eats with satisfaction. Above me lies a man from Haifa in Sy-
ria. He is a stolid Württemberger who emigrated with his father at an early age. Now he 
lives with his wife and four children in Haifa and operates a large wheel-making busi-
ness. He’s a good Protestant, whose tongue I managed to loosen when I intervened in 
a dispute on the separation of church and state. I said that, however things turned out, 
a Christian would remain faithful to the Church. In the silence he then sought me out 
for conversation. Outside on the platform and in the aisle at the window he tells me 
about the inwardness of the Protestant faith as opposed to Catholicism. He tells me of 
the German colony in Haifa and Jerusalem. He talks about the tragedy of a desperate 
individual on the Carmel mountain and much more. Otherwise, he is silent and careful 
not to speak.

Birzula!78 It is a town in the Ukraine, where we make our first big stopover to supple-
ment our provisions. We then just wander into town. It is market day today. The whole 
market seems to consist only of meat and sausage. There, one pig is hanging alongside 
the next. Ham, sides of bacon and sausage are piled up in abundance. Given this wealth, 
it is hard to comprehend that the country is in distress. But it is, which is why these 
lovely things cost a fortune. Everyone thinks – if only we had some of these delicious 
things at home. Isn’t food the only thing on our minds these days?

The major climbs atop the engine again, so that the journey can continue. We find 
it amusing that the staff only drives when schnapps has been given out. So we drive 
through long stretches, partly in snow,  \ facsimile p. 45 /  partly through open fields where 

78	 Known as Podilsk in Ukrainian, and Barzula in Romanian, the city is part of the greater Odessa district and is 
a major railway stop on the Odessa line going north through the Ukraine.
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winter crops are cultivated. We reach our destination on November 25. We are in Holo-
by,79 a massive freight station. It is the point to which the standard gauge railway of 
the German military railway runs. We remain here one day. The thermometer shows a 
bitter minus twelve degrees. The area is completely snowed in. But the winter has its 
appealing side as well. It is a very atmospheric sight, the widespread snowscape – the 
snow-covered Holoby. The trees are magnificently decorated with thick frost. More-
over, there is a deep silence throughout the surroundings. German soldiers are walking 
here and there who have some kind of employment. The snow crunches and the lovely 
sun shines from the blue winter sky.

The next station is Kovel.80 Here, we are disarmed and for the night move into quarters 
in a cold and large Russian estate. The comrades chop the paneling and the floor with 
axe and spade in order to make a fire. However, the large room does not get warm, so 
the destruction was quite pointless. Now, one actually increasingly notices signs of the 
revolution. Somewhere I read »Council of workers and soldiers.« Our officers, doctors, 
and chaplains have quietly left us. A sergeant has therefore taken over command. But 
the whole military unit has also been virtually dissolved. Since we have no more meals, 
we go to the Kovel Rations Office to see what we can get. The first to go there received 
something. But the last of us came away empty handed. We go to the station to spend 
the night there. A young man with a blue cap and white eagle, however, points beyond 
us and says: »Here is the Polish station commandant.« How, what? There are also Poles! 
But they were our allies, made autonomous by the emperor.

One disappointment follows fast upon the other. We feel within us a sense of impotent 
rage. After a restless  \ facsimile p. 46 /  night, we take the first, best train to Brest Litovsk. 
We want to continue on to Germany. But we are told that the train standing by was 
overcrowded and we would have to wait. Our patience was at an end. We storm the bar-
rier and everyone frantically searches for a place on the footboard of the platform or in 
the corridor. For everyone, the only thought was of getting home.

We now learn about everything that had happened. Poland has become independent. 
Germany is ruled by councils of workers and soldiers. The Rhineland is occupied. Your 
head is sent reeling, you hear everything as if in a dream.

At one o’clock, we are in Bialystock. A Polish mob will not let the train pass. They have 
been routed by a squadron of Hussars. Cheers, the German border! It sounds like our 
salvation. It has now been reached – we are on German soil. We see German civilians, 
women, girls, men. German is spoken! The train rolls through Masuria81. I’m utter-

79	 Holoby, or Goloby, is a Ukrainian town in the south-east vicinity of the center of Kovel.
80	 Kovel is a city in northwestern Ukraine and the site of a major battle between the Central Powers and the 

Russians in 1916 during the First World War.
81	 Known as Mazury in Polish and Masuren in German, Masuria is a region in northern Poland famous for its 

many lakes.



Memoria. Fontes minores ad Historiam Imperii Ottomanici pertinentes 49

ly surprised by what I see here. It is not at all the wide, marshy, barren land that we 
think it is. No, here, too, a friendly nature cheerfully greets us. A river wends it way 
through the grasslands. There, a beautiful, blue lake appears and then another small 
town shows itself in the background. The few civilians who get on speak openly and 
sincerely with us and give off a confident, decidedly German impression.

We pass by Thorn82 and Posen83. Early the next day, we arrive in Berlin’s »Silesian Sta-
tion« (Schlesischer Bahnhof). All the platforms and stairs are crowded with soldiers. 
Red armbands and red flowers adorn the »Extra-Revolutionaries.«  \ facsimile p. 47 /  The 
epaulettes and cockades are pulled off of the soldiers. I continue to wear them calmly. 
I push forward and hurry past the Reichstag and the Brandenburg Gate to the »Anhal-
ter« railway station.

Now, I’m sitting on the train and take a deep breath. The last step has been taken. 
Bitterfeld – Halle – Erfurt – Bebra! Everywhere, you see the same scenes of returning 
troops, material transport trains, red flags and armbands. At the train stations, enor-
mous welcome signs greet us. Everything touches me in such a peculiar way that I do 
not know what to think. The scenes do fit at all with how I imagined my »homecoming.«

Bebra at two in the morning! The station is crammed with the military. The majority 
are adorned with red flowers, bouquets, and armbands. Where did all the red flowers 
come from? With great difficulty, we scramble our way through and, without showing 
much deference, we make it to the train to Frankfurt.

I’m trying to recall! Is it really true? Does everything lie so far behind me and I’m going 
home? Oh, I would have imagined it all so differently. 

At two-thirty in the afternoon, I actually arrive in Alzey. Georg Schwinn takes away my 
only remaining weapon, the bayonet. Right by the tracks, there are some comrades my 
age who have already been home awhile. But I push ahead and look forward to the uni-
formed greeters. Katy (Kätchen) comes rushing out from the office of Böhmer. I hear – 
»Georg;« before I know exactly how I feel, I’m being hugged and kissed.

Where are you coming from? From Constantinople! Soldiers are marching past! Flags 
are waving! At the Rossmarkt, Lisbeth and mother come running and then I’m in the 
kitchen! – I’m overwhelmed by thousands of emotions, yet  \ facsimile p. 48/  I have no 
words to describe them. The happiness is full. I’m home!

I sit in front of the sink. Everything around me is as usual. There is the washing ma-
chine, and there are the chairs and table, all as before.

82	 Toruń is a city in northern Poland on the Vistula River. It was historically part of Prussia and the German Em-
pire until 1918 with the foundation of the modern Polish state.

83	 Poznan is a city in west-central Poland, which was part of the German Empire until 1918.
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In half an hour, we openly said everything we needed to say. I then breathe a sigh of 
relief, eat and drink and sleep once again in a bed.

I can stay in Alzey for two days, then I must go. The French are coming! On December 3, 
I’m departing again to the 115th Infantry Regiment. I stay on another day in Darmstadt 
and visit Heinrich in Eberstadt. Then I go to the new garrison of our regiment – Erbach 
im Odenwald.

We are now soldiers of the republic!

The mental adjustment went quite smoothly. Externally, life as a soldier in the new 
state has no form. The officers have no power and the squads do not want to serve. 
One no longer sees any reason to be a soldier at all. The use of soldiers in any mili-
tary service at present is out of the question. And so everything will go as however it 
goes. Every day you get a day older and wait impatiently for the day of discharge. I try 
to make my life as comfortably as possible. I move in with S. Baum in Am Brühl in Er-
bach. Next, I’m transferred to Kirchbrombach. I’m quartered together with Kurt Grübel 
at Mayor Friedrich’s for eight days. I then go to the Rais family, where I have a room in 
Michelstadt. Here, I have the most wonderful time. Together with the daughter Laura 
and the whole family, I discuss openly all aspects of life. All in all,  \ facsimile p. 49 /  I rec-
ognize that the Odenwald has grown on me in the four months I’m there. When I think 
of Erbach and Michelstadt, or the beautiful walks in the snow over Bromich, Böllstein-
er Peak, to Wersau, it will be a precious memory to me. What a glorious sight, the view 
from the Böllsteiner Peak into the Gersprenz Valley and over to the mountains and the 
Neunkircher Peak. Even Weiten-Gesäß has its stories to tell.

After new military formations have been constituted, the discharging of our cohort 
from 1899 begins. In early April, I am among the first to be discharged. At Georg Karg in 
Michelstadt, I buy the necessary civilian clothes. With a little box and a bundle under 
my arm, I head home. First, I stop off again at Heinrich’s in Wersau. Then, I camp out 
for one night on a bench in Frankfurt’s main train station. We’re not allowed to enter 
into the occupied territory without further ado. The French first take us to Griesheim 
in quarantine for three weeks. Now about 700 people inhabit the former barracks in 
Griesheim to the enjoyment of the French. We are deloused and vaccinated and receive 
bad food. We are patient, which we learned of course as soldiers. For three weeks, we 
walked around behind barbed wire and wooden walls like prisoners. It was fortunate 
that many comrades from Alzey shared the same fate.

Everything passes by, even the quarantine. We are allowed to return back home on 
April 28, 1919. 

Due to the life of a soldier, one is in fact a bit savaged. During the first few days, I don’t 
know what to do with myself. I do not want to go the store and otherwise the prospects 
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are not very good. I’ve almost forgotten my profession. All my comrades feel like me; 
no one is able to really connect with life. 

\ facsimile p. 50 /  On May 15, 1919, at the request of my young boss Mr. Karl Levi, I return 
again to the store. I am happy to acknowledge now that I’ve gained a lot from the past 
year. I have seen and heard great things and bad. My understanding of the world has 
changed. With the thought »Now life begins in earnest,« I return again to my profes-
sion. A new life has begun!

Georg Steinbach





Facsimile
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Georg Steinbach’s War Memoirs recounts the experiences of a German 
soldier deployed to Constantinople during the First World War. In the 
spring of 1918, as a 19-year old conscript, Steinbach volunteered for the 
German Asia Forces, unofficially known as the »Pasha Army,« thus begin-
ning his adventure in the East. Rather than fighting in the trenches on the 
eastern front, however, Steinbach was to spend the final months of the 
war exploring the Ottoman capital. At the end of the war, in November 
1918, Steinbach was evacuated on a ship to Odessa. He returned home to 
Germany after a long and arduous train journey, witnessing the devasta-
tion left behind by the war and the political uproar in his own land.

During his travels and residence in Constantinople, Steinbach notes his 
impressions of unfamiliar people and exotic landscapes, written with an 
endearing boyish excitement of being in the »mysterious« Orient and dis-
covering the endless treasures of Constantinople. Alongside descriptions 
of the strange and outlandish (such as the howling dervishes), Muslim 
festivals, and visits to the city’s sites, are the more personal observances 
and experiences of a young German soldier. The account takes us from the 
Taksim barracks to swimming in the Bosphorus and a visit to the German 
cemetary at Tarabya, where Steinbach pays his respects to Von der Goltz 
Pasha and other German commanders and soldiers buried there. Stein-
bach’s memoirs provide a unique glimpse of life in Istanbul during the 
First World War, and is all the more important for the dearth of other such 
personal accounts.
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