Waldemar Zettel and the rebuilding of Prakla

GERHARD KEPPNER, Seebruck, Germany

O n 16 May 1945, exactly eight days after Germany sur-
rendered in World War II, Waldemar Zettel, residing in
Falkensee near Berlin, was named acting director of the
Gesellschaft fiir Praktische Lagerstatt-
enforschung (company for the prac-
tical exploration of geological
deposits) by the newly appointed
communist mayor of the small com-
munity of Brieselang in what was
then East Germany. This brought con-
siderable status. The final sentence in
the appointment read: “He is autho-
rized to use his bicycle to travel
between his home and place of
work.” Even today Zettel wistfully
recalls his then so important means
of transport. Just a few days after his
appointment, a Red Army soldier,
waving a submachine gun, proposed
a deal—to exchange his battered bike
with two flats for Zettel's well looked-
after, fully functioning model. Who
could say “no” under such circum-
stances? That was simply the way
things happened.

German cities were in ruins, espe-
cially Berlin where the Gesellschaft
fiir Praktische Lagerstattenforschung
(Prakla from now on in this article, although it was not until
1951 that this became the company’s official title) had its
headquarters ... if that name still applied to the bombed-out
offices or to a company which the Soviet government, con-
trolling the portion of Berlin where Prakla was located, had
seemingly eliminated. A Zettel memorandum from July
1945 describes the situation:

The company has been dissolved in accordance with
a command from Moscow because it has a capitalistic
structure and follows capitalistic aims. A capitalistic struc-
ture is (Ferceived in the company operating under civil
law and carrying out scientific surveys for money, as well
as in the fact that the director is also a leading civil ser-
vant in the Reichsamt fiir Bodenforschung (German
Bureau for Mineral Exploration), i.e., the c%ient is the
same person as the contractor. ...

The company property found in Brieselang has been
confiscated and whatever could be moved has been taken
away. All that remains in Brieselang are the house at
Forstweg 1 with the outbuildings, the plot of land, some
furnishings and fittings, the business papers and some
of the survey results worked out by the survey crews.

In other words, Zettel had been appointed head of a com-
pany that had been dissolved by the government of one of
the two superpowers. In retrospect, it seems incredible, but
he managed to rebuild this devastated and officially dis-
solved company into one of the most important geophysi-
cal service companies of the past half century.

To be fair, he did not start exactly from zero. He did have
authorization to move around relatively freely, the right to
take care of what was left in Brieselang, the assumption that
some skilled employees were dispersed throughout the four
occupied zones, along with, it was hoped, some seismic
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equipment, gravity meters, torsion balances, and maybe
even vehicles hidden away in barns or wherever.

This was what Zettel had to consider when pondering
whether to accept the mayor’s offer.
The decision was not easy. On the
plus side, the job brought some eco-
nomic benefits rare in war-ravaged
Germany. However, the negative
side was grim. The three managing
directors of the dissolved Prakla had
either been taken prisoner, were
missing, or were dead. Thus, accept-
ing the challenge was a daring step.
It would mean engaging in a scien-
tific and business battle—fought in
Russian, German, and English—that
would continue for years. Another
complication was that a new war
was in the making that was soon to
be dubbed “cold” and whose front
line ran right through the middle of
a crushed and destroyed Germany.

Obviously, Zettel accepted the
challenge and won his battle. This is
the story.

Rise and fall. Prakla was founded
on 23 March 1937 with a nominal
capital of one million Reichsmark (RM) that was funded
from the German Reich. The sole shareholder was the
Deutsche Revisions und Treuhand AG (German Auditing
and Trust Company). The company’s founding was very
much influenced by the German policy of national self-suf-
ficiency. The Geophysikalische Reichsaufnahme
(Geophysical Survey of the German Reich) had been estab-
lished, and its ambitious goal was to investigate the coun-
try with geophysical means in search of mineral deposits.
Competition with the privately owned Seismos, which had
been in existence (with considerable success) since 1921, was
viewed as a positive circumstance because the new com-
pany’s founders felt that competition would stimulate per-
formance. The new company had its headquarters in Berlin.
Bernhard Brockamp was appointed director, and simulta-
neously served as vice president of the Reichsamt fiir
Bodenforschung. In June 1938, Friedrich Trappe was won
over from Seismos and appointed a managing director and
head of the Seismic Department. The third managing direc-
tor was Josef Gutter, who was in charge of administration.

Trappe had joined Seismos in 1925 after gaining his doc-
torate at Gottingen in applied electrical sciences. He then
had five very successful years in the United States search-
ing for and finding salt domes and oil. This earned him
recognition as Ludger Mintrop’s most capable scientist.

Brockamp, like Mintrop, came from the same Géttingen
school of thought shaped by Emil Wiechert, who was con-
vinced that a seismograph had to have a heavy mass and
had to function mechanic-optically.

Trappe, on the other hand, felt the only chance of devel-
oping the geophones and seismic systems that could make
reflection seismic the premier method of geophysical explo-
ration was by application of electronics. At this point he
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(a) Am Kleinen Felde 12—entrance to the first postwar Prakla headquarters in Hannover, 1947; (b) “shooting” truck in
the Balkans—a wartime improvisation; (c) Phinomen Granit 25—first recording truck for reflection seismics; (d) old
Dodge trucks of the U.S. Army were furnished with new cabins and equipped as seismic recording trucks.

thought of a former Seismos employee whom he consid-
ered congenial and a scientific equal.

Waldemar Zettel, born on 25 July 1903 in Hannover, was
the eldest of six children of a furrier. He graduated from
high school at Clevertor and started studying physics in 1922
at the university in his hometown. After obtaining his degree
(1928), he remained at the university as an assistant and sub-
sequently gained his doctorate (1934). The experimental
work at the university had borne fruit, for it had resulted
in innovative vibration systems, in robust, portable, and
highly sensitive geophones which made it possible to carry
out seismic measurements of astounding accuracy.

Up to then, Zettel's life had progressed according to plan,
now fate needed to play its part and bring everyone and
everything together ... and that is exactly what happened.
Friedrich Trappe met the new Ph.D. in the university library.
They started talking and Trappe quickly realized that here
was the scientist Seismos needed for the immense task asso-
ciated with the Geophysikalische Reichsaufnahme. Zettel
joined Seismos on 1 March 1935. He stayed until 15 August
1936. It was a short yet fruitful period: He and Trappe devel-
oped, as part of a complete reflection seismic instrument,
the legendary moving coil geophone—the only geophone
used in German reflection surveys for more than a decade.
He was also active as a party chief and thus had the oppor-
tunity to field test the systems (and of ensuring that work
continued when the instrument failed).

About 32 months later Zettel was at Prakla. During that
time he had never lost contact with Trappe or Seismos. The
German Navy Research Establishment in Kiel had kept him
busy working on the problems of underwater acoustic prop-
agation and echo sounding. But he remained in Kiel only
until Trappe—now working for Prakla—offered him a posi-
tion worthy of his specialist knowledge: head of the devel-
opment laboratories in Brieselang near Berlin. His job was
to develop and improve seismic and other geophysical
instruments, and in particular geophones and amplifiers.

The central offices in Berlin were near, yet not too near.
In fact, just 10 km separated his work in Brieselang from
his home in Falkensee, where he had a house and garden,
a wife and two boys (and later two girls). So, as of 1 May

1939 he was on the payroll of the company with which his
name was to remain associated. This was exactly four
months before the outbreak of World War II in Europe.

German geophysicists were not sent to the front lines.
Their job was to look for strategic materials, develop new
and better systems, and improve existing ones. Zettel had
to supply instruments to survey crews in Germany, and also
those in the occupied territories. A general geophysical
working schedule for the Ukraine in 1943 compiled by the
Reichsamt fiir Bodenforschung allocated survey areas
between Kiev, Kharkov, and Poltava to three reflection and
two refraction crews, along with eight gravimeter and 10
torsion balance crews of Prakla and Seismos. The control
point was at Romny. Place names are mentioned, such as
Glinsko and Priluki, that later gave their names to oil fields.
The exploration targets were structures discovered the pre-
vious year with the gravimeter and torsion balance.

On 10 and 15 June 1943, trains carrying the crews left
for Kiev, into a region that had been conquered at a terrible
price at the end of October 1941 and lost in September 1943
at an even greater toll. On 5 July, perhaps before the crews
had even reached their destinations, the greatest tank bat-
tle of all time broke out near Kursk. This battle, known in
history under the code name Citadel, raged within hearing
distance of the crews until 15 July. Kharkov was lost for the
second and final time on 22 August. Caught in the whirlpool
of retreat, it was a fight for survival—a fight that even
todaythe survivors regard as a miracle.

Those on the German home front also needed miracles.
A devastating air raid on Berlin in November 1943 destroyed
the Prakla headquarters in the Prinzenpalais. Brieselang
took over the administration, or at least what was left of it.

There was nothing heroic in the correspondence handed
down from this period; no mention of great times. The
longer the war went on, the more shattering the notes and
internal memos: Whoever did not look after the tires of his
company vehicle, for example by exceeding the extremely
low speed limits and thereby promoting increased tire wear,
faced a prison sentence of up to two years. Detonators and
boxes of explosives were to be returned to the manufacturers.
Even pay packets were in short supply. Meanwhile the
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