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THE CONTEXT OF THE WESTERN FRONT 1943–45

The High Command of the Army and Wehrmacht

The German Armed Forces (Wehrmacht) consisted of the Army (Heer), Navy (Kriegsmarine) and Air Force (Luftwaffe) under Chief of the Armed Forces High Command (Chef des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht – OKW) GFM Wilhelm Keitel. The Waffen-SS, officially established in November 1939 under Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, was an independent arm, but its field units operated under Army command. There were also paramilitary units in the Police (Polizei), Border Guards (Zollgrenzschutz), Stormtroopers (SA), National Socialist Motor Corps (NSKK), State Labour Service (RAD), Todt Labour Organization (OT), and from 25 September 1944 the German Home Guard (Deutscher Volkssturm); and these all provided the Army with scratch units to defend western Germany from October 19441.
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An overladen but determined infantryman trudges through woodland in Belgium, September 1944. He has attached foliage to his helmet, and over his field uniform and equipment he wears his Zeltbahn 31 triangular camouflaged shelter-quarter. He carries a M1943 ‘Panzerfaust Klein’ anti-tank grenade-launcher and a box of warheads as well as his Karabiner 98k rifle and a M1924 stick grenade. (Author’s collection)

Adolf Hitler, as Führer and head of the German government since 30 January 1933, had appointed himself Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces (Oberster Befehlshaber der Wehrmacht) on 4 February 1938 and Chief of the Army High Command (Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres – OKH) on 19 December 1941. Hitler was essentially an armchair strategist who believed that his military experience in the ranks of the infantry during the Great War, combined with his political vision, qualified him as a gifted field commander. Accordingly he increasingly ignored the ineffective Keitel, and bypassed three successive Army Chiefs of Staff – Gen der Inf.(later GenObst) Kurt Zeitzler (24 September 1942 to 21 July 1944); GenObst Heinz Guderian (until 28 March 1945), and Gen der Inf. Hans Krebs – with predictably disastrous results. On 30 April 1945 Hitler committed suicide, and on 1 May Josef Goebbels became prime minister (Reichskanzler), appointing Admiral of the Fleet Karl Dönitz as president before himself committing suicide. On 7 May Dönitz ordered Keitel to sign the unconditional surrender of all German forces to the Western Allies at Rheims, eastern France.

Hitler encouraged rivalry and demarcation disputes in duplicated political and military institutions in order to forestall challenges to his authority. He appointed the OKW to administer France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway and Italy, leaving eastern Europe and the Balkans to the OKH. This gave Army generals in the West even less power than in the East, a situation compounded by Hitler’s determination to marginalise the OKH, especially after the failed Army-inspired ‘Bomb Plot’ of 20 July 1944.

From 25 April 1945 the OKW Operations Staff under GenObst Alfred Jodl nominally took over the military conduct of the war, with Dönitz controlling troops in northern Germany and Luftwaffe GFM Albert Kesselring those in southern Germany, Austria and Northern Italy, thus effectively excluding the OKH from control over its own troops – though given the chaotic conditions of the last couple of weeks of hostilities, this had little practical effect.
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A carefully-posed propaganda photograph intended to reassure the German public that the strong, confident German soldier would successfully resist any Allied invasion. This infantryman wears the M1942 helmet with a foliage net, and the M1935 field tunic with dark green collar bearing standard M1938 patches; he carries late-war green varnished steel 7.92mm link for his section’s MG34 or MG42 light machine gun. (Author’s collection)

The Army was composed of the Field Army (Feldheer) on active service outside Germany; and the Replacement Army (Ersatzheer), from July 1944 under Himmler’s SS command, increasingly training replacements for field units in occupied territories. The Army decreased from a peak of 6,550,000 to 5,300,000 by May 1945, with a further 800,000 in the Waffen-SS.

Since 26 October 1940 German Army troops in occupied France – from 27 November 1942 including the former Vichy zone – Belgium and the Netherlands came under Western High Command (Oberbefehlshaber West) in Paris, also called Army Group D (Heeresgruppe D). This command was initially held by GFM Erwin von Witzleben; from 15 March 1942 by GFM Gerd von Rundstedt; from 2 July 1944 until his arrest as a conspirator in the Bomb Plot by GFM Günther von Kluge; from 15 August 1944 by GFM Walter Model; and from 5 September 1944 by Von Rundstedt again. Western High Command controlled Army Groups B and G.

Italy came under the 2nd Air Fleet (Luftflotte 2), later redesignated Southern High Command (Oberbefehlshaber Süd) and from 26 November 1943 Army South-Western High Command, under Luftwaffe GFM Albert Kesselring, controlling Army Group C and, briefly, Army Group B. As the Western and Italian Fronts merged, Western and South-Western High Command were combined on 22 April 1945 as Southern High Command, under Kesselring. The OKW administered the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway directly through the Armed Forces Commands (Wehrmachtbefehlshaber). On 11 November 1944 Netherlands Armed Forces Command became Army Group H; and on 7 April 1945 North-Western High Command, under GenObst Johannes Blaskowitz, and from 15 April 1945 GFM Ernst Busch.

The strategy

Germany’s victories from September 1939 to February 1943 had been achieved by experienced generals free to apply ‘Blitzkrieg tactics’, with concentrations of tanks, motorised infantry and Luftwaffe ground-attack aircraft breaking through weak points in the enemy lines and destroying the enemy’s command centres, while ‘Decisive Manoeuvre’ used infantry to trap the enemy and destroy them in isolated pockets.

Following the fall of France, the decision to postpone the invasion of Great Britain indefinitely, and his self-appointment as supreme field commander, Hitler had these tactics discontinued in favour of static defence of fortified lines – essentially the tactics he had observed as a runner at the command post of Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment No.16 on the Western Front during the Great War.

On 23 March 1942 Hitler ordered the OT to build the ‘Atlantic Rampart’ (Atlantikwall), a series of fortified seaport ‘fortresses’ intended to form a continuous line along the Dutch, Belgian and French Atlantic coasts as far as the Spanish border (and on the Channel Islands). These were connected by concrete coastal artillery positions and pillboxes, tank obstacles, minefields and barbed wire, to prevent the expected Anglo-American seaborne landings and allow German forces to concentrate on the Eastern and North African campaigns. The Atlantikwall was guarded by static infantry divisions with some Panzer divisions in mobile reserve; but by June 1944 the fortifications were still incomplete, and the garrisons had been stripped of manpower and tanks to provide replacements for the Eastern Front.

Hitler had reluctantly assigned the ‘old warhorse’ GFM Gerd von Rundstedt to defend France, Belgium and the Netherlands; but then frustrated this experienced field commander by ignoring his pleas that the Allies would land in Normandy, insisting that they would land at Calais or on the Dutch coast and consequently misdirecting vital reinforcements. Hitler also insisted until May 1945 on maintaining a large garrison in Norway, where he erroneously expected a landing.

In June 1944 the minimal infantry screen fought doggedly to defend the Normandy beaches, but valuable hours and days were lost while his generals attempted to convince a dithering Hitler, remote from the battlefield, to commit armoured reserves against the bridgehead. Thereafter GFM Walter Model, perhaps the most gifted German field commander after Rommel (but prevented by Hitler, and Allied armoured and air superiority, from deploying Blitzkrieg or Decisive Manoeuvre tactics), conducted a masterful fighting retreat under constant daytime maulings from Allied ground-attack aircraft. Hitler, wasted reinforcements by insisting on defending every inch of ground and refusing tactical withdrawals to secure defensive lines; and increasingly relied on the Waffen-SS to stiffen Army units.

Hitler’s insistence, on the grounds of sustaining morale, on the reconstitution of all destroyed and depleted units actually created a deceptively large order of battle on paper, containing nominal divisions of only brigade or even regimental strength. His foolhardy gamble in counterattacking westwards in the Ardennes offensive in December 1944 squandered Rundstedt’s best troops; but the depleted forces defended the western German border energetically, only collapsing in late March 1945 when defeat was clearly inevitable.
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Although never promoted to Generalfeldmarschall, GenObst Alfred Jodl, Chief of the OKW Operations Staff and the conduit of communication between all field commanders and the Führer, was effectively the most powerful officer in the Wehrmacht. Here he wears the standard M1935 officer’s service dress. His service cap has general officer’s gold crown and band pipings, buttons and chin cords, and the gilded aluminium eagle and wreath insignia introduced from 16 November 1942. His feldgrau tunic, with the collar in dark bluish-green facing cloth, has gold buttons, a gold thread breast eagle, general officer’s shoulder boards in gold and silver cord on bright red underlay, and gold on bright red Alt-Larisch collar patches. In his button hole he displays the ribbon of the 1914 Iron Cross 2nd Class with the 1939 clasp marking a subsequent World War II award; a similar clasp, with the same significance, is worn on his left breast pocket above the 1914 Iron Cross 1st Class. (ECPA)

Hitler’s fear of losing Italy was so great that the Italian Front commander Luftwaffe GFM Albert Kesselring was allocated good quality Army and Luftwaffe ground units. He conducted a dogged fighting withdrawal northwards across Italy’s easily defensible rivers and mountains until a general collapse in April 1945. This ensured that the Italian campaign, which Winston Churchill had believed would hasten Germany’s defeat, remained a comparative ‘sideshow’, diverting valuable Allied reinforcements from the Western Front.

1 See inside back cover for listing of other relevant Osprey titles on German uniformed organisations of the Third Reich period.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF ARMY UNITS

The German army on the Western Front in 1943-45 was organised into two, later three Army Groups, with a fourth in Italy; these comprised one Panzer and eight infantry Armies, the Ligurian Italo-German Reinforced Army, and a Reinforced Corps (Armeeabteilung – actually an Army without Army HQ troops). These were supported by 1st Luftwaffe Airborne Army and 6th SS Armoured Army, with Replacement Army units briefly organised into the Upper Rhine Army Group (Heeresgruppe Oberrhein) and Blumentritt Army. Each Army controlled two to five infantry Corps; no cavalry, mountain or reserve corps served on these fronts.
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A Panzergrenadier sniper in France, carrying a Karabiner 98k fitted with a turret-mounted ‘scope sight; he has pulled a helmet foliage net over his face. He wears the M1940 field tunic with feldgrau collar and collar patches – much less visible than the M1935 collar and M1938 patches – and feldgrau M1940 shoulder straps piped in the grass-green Waffenfarbe of his branch of service. (Friedrich Herrmann)

Infantry Divisions

The infantry division remained the backbone of the German army and, from September 1939 to March 1945 divisions were organised according to 35 particular establishments, each designated a ‘wave’ (Welle). The divisional and establishment number gives a general indication of the size and quality of manpower and firepower, the higher the wave and ‘house-number’ the smaller the division, and the lower the quality of the troops, weapons and equipment.

Waves 1-20, in the 1934-July 1942 period (1-399, 702-719 divisional series) were organised as M1939 Divisions, with steady reductions in the number of troops (from 17,734 to
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