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GEBIRGSJÄGER: GERMAN MOUNTAIN TROOPER 1939–45

INTRODUCTION

The history of Germany’s mountain troops is a fairly short one, such troops being a comparatively recent addition to her armed forces. Mountain warfare in general terms up until the outbreak of World War I had been predominantly related to the suppressing of bandit activity in the high, inaccessible peaks that provided an excellent hiding place for renegades of all kinds. On the outbreak of war in 1914 three countries, Austria, France and Italy, all of whom had troops trained in mountain warfare to protect their Alpine borders (Austria with its mountain ‘Schützen’, Italy with its ‘Alpini’ troops and France with its Chasseurs Alpins), were drawn into the conflict. Invariably, such units made heavy use of men who were recruited from the localities in which they were to operate and had an intimate knowledge of the terrain.
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Mountain troopers from the Imperial German Army in 1915. These soldiers, from 2 Kompanie, 1. Bayerische Schneeschuhbataillon, were the direct forerunners of the Wehrmacht Gebirgsjäger. The Bergmütze, trademark of the mountain troops, was closely modelled in the version worn in the Imperial German Army.

Germany at this time had no dedicated alpine troops of its own, but southern Germany had no shortage of men with expert mountaineering abilities and these were soon put to good use in training soldiers in the requisite skills. In 1915, after Austria and Italy had broken off diplomatic relations, the German Army’s first mountain unit was formed to assist Austria in the defence of her southern frontier.

This unit, initially only of approximately divisional size, despite the title it was to be given, was known as the Alpenkorps (Alpine Corps) and on 19 May 1915, Generalleutnant Konrad Krafft von Delmensingen, a mountain warfare expert, was appointed as its first commander. Formed at Lech in Bavaria, the Korps units were dispatched to the Austrian South Tyrol on 25 May. The commander in the Tyrol, General der Kavallerie Viktor Dankl had intended to deploy the Korps in the area of Bruneck–Brixen–Bozen–Auer where it was to be used as a mobile strike force. In the event, however, orders from the German high command on 4 June stipulated that the Alpenkorps must remain on Austrian territory as Germany and Italy were not in a state of war. After some familiarisation and ski training, the Alpenkorps would spend the next five months deployed in Rayon V in support of Feldmarschalleutnant Ludwig Goigingers ‘Pustertal’ Division.

The new Alpenkorps fought extremely well, one of its most successful commanders being none other than the future Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, who won the coveted Pour le Merite (‘Blue Max’) leading a Wurtemburg Gebirgstruppe unit against the Italians. The skills learned during World War I were not forgotten and Germany maintained and developed its mountain units until they were among the world’s best. The Gebirgsjäger quickly attained an elite status that they still hold today. The current German Army retains a small but expertly trained and highly motivated force of Gebirgsjäger who still proudly wear the Edelweiss badge of the mountain rifles.


CHRONOLOGY



	May 1915
	Alpenkorps created.



	June 1935
	Gebirgs Brigade created.



	April 1938
	Gebirgs Division created.



	August 1939
	2 Gebirgs Division created around former Austrian soldiers.



	September 1939
	1 and 2 Gebirgs Divisions involved in battle of Lemberg.



	June 1940
	2 Gebirgs Division victorious at Narvik.



	March 1941
	5 Gebirgs Division takes part in the capture of Crete.



	August 1941
	1 and 4 Gebirgs Divisions participate in the encirclement of huge Soviet forces at the battle of Uman.



	June 1942
	The first Waffen-SS mountain troop unit, 6 SS-Gebirgs Division Nord, is formed.



	July 1942
	1 and 4 Gebirgs Divisions strike through the Caucasus mountains and by 21 August have planted the German flag on Mount Elbrus, the highest peak.



	November 1942
	Gebirgsjäger Regiment 756 becomes the only mountain troop unit committed to battle in North Africa.



	November 1943
	5 Gebirgs Division relieved after 20 months fighting in the swamps of the Volkhov front.



	June 1944
	Generaloberst Dietl killed in air crash.



	March 1945
	1 Gebirgs Division captures Csomend during the final offensive of the war on the Eastern Front, Operation Frühlingserwachsen.





RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING

Enlistment

Following the end of World War I, the Army of the new German Weimar Republic, known as the Reichswehr, was limited by the terms of the Treaty of Versailles to a mere 100,000 men, to be formed into seven infantry and three cavalry divisions.

Almost immediately on taking power, the National Socialists initiated a rapid build-up of the armed forces. Coupled with this there was an explosion in the number of non-military organisations that were used to give covert military training.

Each year some 200–300,000 Germans underwent a compulsory period of State Labour Service in the Reichs Arbeits Dienst (RAD). Although much of the service carried out by those serving with the RAD was of a constructional or agricultural nature, it was a uniformed organisation, run on overtly military lines and carried out military-style drill training. Such training may well have involved the carrying of shovels rather than rifles, but the drill movements themselves were clearly intended to impart skills in the handling of weaponry.

Political organisations were also used to teach skills useful to the military. The Party’s Flying Corps, the National Sozialistische Flieger Korps (NSFK), was used to give basic flying training and the Motor Corps, or National Sozialistische Kraftfahrkorps (NSKK), gave driver training and instruction on vehicle maintenance.

The Gebirgsjäger were represented within the 100,000-man Reichswehr, the mountain units being included in the general expansion of the military when, in 1935, the need for subterfuge to conceal military training ended and universal military conscription was reintroduced.

The state of Bavaria had maintained a core of state police officers trained in mountaineering skills and this group was placed under the command of General Ludwig Kübler. Within two years, the unit had grown in strength to such numbers as merited expansion to Brigade status, and the new Gebirgs Brigade was placed under the command of General Hubert Lanz. This Brigade in turn would form the nucleus of 1 Gebirgs Division.
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A fresh batch of enlisted trainees are addressed, with their senior NCO instructors. Note that they do not yet wear the Bergmütze, but the standard Feldmütze worn by all other branches of the armed forces.

In 1938 the annexation of Austria brought a whole new source of skilled mountain soldiers from the former Austrian Army, and these would constitute the core of 2 and 3 Gebirgs Divisions.

All German males between the ages of 17 and 25 were required to register for military service. At least up to the start of World War II, it was possible for a young man to obtain a deferment of military service if he was undergoing some technical training such as an apprenticeship. It was felt that the skills learned, for instance in engineering or electrical work, would almost certainly be useful to the armed forces.
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‘Ich schwere bei Gott ... ’ New recruits to the Gebirgstruppen swear the oath of allegiance. They have their right hand raised and their left hand touching the regimental colours. Note the Gorget and aluminium braid bandoleer worn by the standard bearer who is flanked by officers with draw sabres.

Ultimately, however, the day would come for every German male when he would be required to report to his local Wehrkreis (Military District) offices for registration. Here his details would be taken, a medical examination undergone, and any skills that might make him suitable for service in a particular branch of the armed forces were recorded. He would be allocated to the Ersatz und Ausbildungs Abtleilung (Replacement and Training Detachment) of his assigned unit, and issued a Wehrpass or Military ID Book. This book would list all his personal details, education, next of kin, etc, any special skills and languages, service in the RAD, and his intended unit. As well as being his personal identification, it could be used to prove that he had fulfilled his duty to register for military service.

Thereafter, the future soldier would return to his everyday civilian life and await his call-up papers. These would eventually be sent to him by registered mail and would instruct him when and where to report for duty.

As with most armies, there was an element of choice available to the prospective soldier as to which branch of the military he wished to serve with, at least up until the time he was called to register. After that point, the Wehrmacht was as likely as any other army to make illogical and perverse decisions; assigning soldiers to units that seemed totally inappropriate. Consequently, many young men volunteered before they were drafted, in order to have the chance of joining the military arm of their choice.

Prior to the introduction of conscription in 1935 it would have been normal for prospective soldiers to volunteer for their own choice of Waffengattung (Branch of Service) in the normal way. German soldiers on active service during World War II fell into two basic categories, the Berufsoldat or Career Soldier who had made a conscious decision to make military service his chosen future career, and those considered Auf Kriegsdauer, ‘in for the duration’ only, who would eventually return to civilian life. The Gebirgsjäger would have been no different to any other branch and featured a mixture of both categories of soldier.
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Gebirgsjäger training up in the high peaks. They are wearing the mountain troop Anorak – note the range of colours, and snow goggles worn to protect against glare. The trooper in the foreground appears to be wearing the Heeres Bergführer badge on his left breast pocket.

After the outbreak of war, the Gebirgsjäger saw its fair share of coverage in both newspaper and newsreel reports of Germany’s initial stunning successes during the Blitzkrieg period. The National Socialists made extremely effective use of propaganda, and were well aware of the impact dramatic photographs could have. They ensured that the German newspapers and magazines being published had a high photographic content. Magazines like the famed Signal, which was translated into many languages, including English, were years ahead of their time in the use of colour photography. Even by today’s standards, Signal was a well designed and laid out magazine. Several feature articles showed romantic pictures of Gebirgsjäger in the high mountain peaks, and of course the successful invasion of Norway (Operation Weserübung) and the subsequent battle for Narvik thrust the Gebirgsjäger in to the public eye. To commemorate this success (which unbeknown to most of the German public teetered on the brink of failure before the enemy finally withdrew), a much-publicised new decoration, the Narvik Shield, was instituted. Featured as one of the central motifs of this new award was the Edelweiss insignia of the mountain troops. Such priceless publicity ensured that there was to be no shortage of recruits for this elite branch of the Wehrmacht.

At this juncture, it is also worth mentioning recruitment into the SS-Verfügungstruppe (SSVT), the forerunner of the Waffen-SS, which would eventually field several of its own Gebirgs Divisions. Although by the time most of these were formed, the extremely selective recruitment measures listed below would of necessity have been considerably watered down – in fact many members of the Waffen-SS Gebirgs Divisions were simply conscripted – a significant number of members of the first SS mountain unit, SS-Gebirgs Division Nord, would have been initially recruited under such terms. Enlistment into the SSVT was entirely voluntary. The Wehrmacht jealously guarded its status as the sole bearer of arms (Waffenträger) in the service of the nation and did all it could to ensure that the expansionist
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