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KNIGHT’S CROSS AND OAK-LEAVES RECIPIENTS 1941–45

INTRODUCTION

The re-institution on the outbreak of World War II in September 1939 of the series of awards constituting the Order of the Iron Cross included as the senior award the Knight’s Cross (Ritterkreuz). The Knight’s Cross might be awarded to any rank in the armed forces, either for individual or cumulative acts of gallantry or for distinguished leadership in command.1

After the first nine months of World War II it was decided that additional grades of the Order should be instituted, to further distinguish those who had already won the Knight’s Cross and who continued to demonstrate exemplary courage on the battlefield or success in command. On 3 June 1940, Hitler signed a new foundation decree introducing the Oak-Leaves to the Knight’s Cross (Eichenlaub zum Ritterkreuz). The concept itself was not new; the addition of an oak-leaf clasp to indicate a higher grade of an award had been relatively common with Imperial German decorations, most significantly with the old Pour le Mérite or ‘Blue Max’ for which the Knight’s Cross was the direct equivalent during World War II.

Description

The decoration consisted of a cluster of three oak-leaves with the centre leaf superimposed on two lower leaves. The clasp – at least in its official award version – was die-struck from genuine silver of 900 grade (i.e. 900/1000 parts pure silver). The clasp had an attractive pebbled matt finish, with the edges and central ribs of the leaves burnished.

The reverse was solid, early pieces having a distinct concave effect and later pieces being flatter. In the centre reverse was soldered a replacement ribbon suspension loop, allowing the clasp to be clipped directly to the eyelet on the top arm of the Knight’s Cross. The silver content of the official award, ‘900’, was stamped on the reverse at the nine o’clock position. Official award pieces were manufactured only by the firm of J.Godet und Sohn in Berlin. Early pieces carried at the three o’clock position the official mark allocated to that firm by the Leistungsgemanschaft Deutscher Ordenshersteller (LDO) or Association of German Orders Manufacturers, this Herstellermarke being ‘L/50’. Above this was stamped the word ‘SiLBER’ in this upper/lower case format. These early awards, which measure 21.5mm x 20mm, can be identified by the central raised rib of the right lower leaf being extremely close to the right-hand edge of the top central leaf.
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The Oak-Leaves clasp. These images are of a standard second pattern award piece, by Godet u.Sohn of Berlin, marked with the ‘900’ silver content mark and the manufacturer’s contract code number or Lieferantnummer, ‘21’. (Detlev Niemann)



At some time in 1941 a second version was introduced, almost identical to the first but with the central rib of the right lower leaf more regularly curved and set a greater distance from the edge of the central leaf. This type lacks the concave effect to the reverse which is found on the early pattern, and is fractionally smaller at 20.3mm × 19.4mm. This second type is most often found with the manufacturer’s official contract code number or Lieferantnummer, ‘21’.

To confuse matters further, although only Godet u.Sohn were officially contracted to supply the government with the formal award pieces, other firms did manufacture them for the private retail market; it was permissible for soldiers entitled to awards to purchase additional examples at their own expense from authorized outlets. In mid-1941, however, the retail sale of such pieces was prohibited and stocks held by manufacturers and retailers for private sale were handed over to the authorities and added to official stocks. Thus the retail sale of Oak-Leaf clasps only occurred for a relatively short period. Among the firms known to have manufactured these are Steinhauer und Lück of Lüdenscheid (usually marked only with the ‘800’ silver content code at the nine o’clock position); C.E.Juncker of Berlin (usually bearing the Herstellermarke ‘L/12’ over ‘800’ at the seven o’clock position); and Paul Meybauer of Berlin, marked ‘900’ at the nine o’clock position and ‘L/13’ at the three o’clock position.


[image: ]


This shows the first (top left) and second pattern (top right) official award pieces; note the difference in the shape and placing of the central rib of the right-hand leaf. (Below) are commercially produced pieces, made by the still extant firm of Steinhauer u. Lück of Lüdenscheid, and available from their 1940 sales catalogue for the sum of RM 13.80. Minor differences in die characteristics can be seen.



Steinhauer und Lück also manufactured Oak-Leaf clasps post-war, to be worn with the ‘de-Nazified’ version of the Knight’s Cross authorized under the Ordens Gesetz of 1957. As the original clasp did not feature a swastika or other prohibited symbol, these new clasps were manufactured from the original tooling. Initial production was of high quality, making it difficult now to determine whether such pieces are of wartime or post-war origin. Indeed, it has been suggested that all such Steinhauer-made clasps were post-war and that the firm did not manufacture them during wartime; but this has been disproven by the appearance of the clasp in original wartime illustrated retail catalogues for this firm.

There are other examples which appear to be of wartime manufacture but for which no maker has yet been identified. Not all of the pieces made for retail sale (or for supply as display pieces to museums, military outfitters, etc.) were in real silver, some being in silver-plated finish. In addition to these, field-made examples exist, manufactured from beaten-down silver coins, or cast from moulds made using an original as a master.
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The Oak-Leaves as worn, clipped to the eyelet on the top of the Knight’s Cross frame in place of the regular ribbon suspension loop. The Oak-Leaves were only ever presented on their own, not with an additional Knight’s Cross. Given that there might often be a lengthy period between the award of the Cross and the Oak-Leaves, it would be normal to find the Cross showing more wear than the Oak-Leaves.



Award case and documents

When awarded, the Oak-Leaves came in a small case measuring some 105mm × 80mm × 27mm deep, covered in black leather-effect paper. The lid interior was lined in white satin, and the base covered in black velvet with a slot to accept the ribbon loop on the reverse of the clasp, below a recessed section to take a folded length of neck ribbon.

When the award was first approved, the recipient would be presented with a small printed document of approximately A5 size, with his personal details typewritten into blank spaces in the text. At the top was printed Vorläufiges Besitzzeugnis (‘Preliminary Certificate’) over a small Iron Cross. Then followed the text Der Führer/und Oberste Befehlshaber/der Wehrmacht/hat dem [recipient’s name typed in]/Das Eichenlaub/zum Ritterkreuz des/Eisernen Kreuzes/am [date of the award] verliehen. (‘The Führer and Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces has awarded [name] the Oak-leaves to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross on [date].’) The place and date of signature of the certificate followed, the latter often being some time after the actual award date; and the certificate was signed and stamped by the relevant Wehrmacht authority.

This certificate was intended to be followed at some later date by the presentation to the recipient – often by Hitler in person at a special ceremony – of a large formal award document or Urkunde. This second document was made from a single sheet of hand-made vellum-effect parchment, folded in half to give four ‘sides’ each measuring 43–44cm × 35.5–36cm. On what would be ‘page 3’ a large gold-tooled eagle and swastika was applied, above the text Im Namen/des Deutschen Volkes/verleihe ich/dem [rank]/[name]/Das Eichenlaub/zum Ritterkreuz/des Eisernen Kreuzes/Führerhauptquartier/den [date]/Der Führer/und Oberste Befehlshaber/der Wehrmacht/[Hitler’s signature]. (‘In the name of the German People, I award to [name] the Oak-Leaves to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. Führer Headquarters [date]; The Führer and Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces’ [signed, Adolf Hitler].)

The text was meticulously executed by hand in dark red-brown ink, the recipient’s name, like the eagle, being gold-tooled. The penmanship of the lettering was so perfect as to give the impression of being printed. This magnificent document was contained in a large white leather-covered folder with a large gilt metal eagle and swastika mounted on the outer face. These documents are of extreme rarity, and surviving examples actually command far higher prices than the decoration itself. These award documents, for all grades of the Order, were painstakingly produced by a highly skilled team led by Professor Gerdy Troost and Frieda Thiersch. It was an extremely time-consuming process, and the team were unable to keep up with demand; many recipients, particularly of late-war awards of the Oak-Leaves, received only the preliminary certificate, the war ending before the formal Urkunde could be produced. While the preliminary certificate was generally forwarded to the soldier at his unit, often accompanied by numerous congratulatory telegrams, the extremely valuable formal document was sent direct to the individual’s home, wrapped in protective tissue and contained in a stout cardboard box.
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An example of the preliminary certificate of award for the Oak-Leaves to the Knight’s Cross. This simple printed document of roughly A5 size had the recipient’s name and rank, and the date of award, typewritten into blank spaces provided. The awarding authority then signed the document and the ink stamp was applied to the lower left corner. The signature on this particular certificate, documenting the award of the Oak-Leaves to Kapitänleutnant Erich Topp of U-552, is that of Kapitän zur See Ehrhardt on the staff of the Naval Personnel Department in Berlin.



Awards

Like the Knight’s Cross to which it was added, the Oak-Leaf clasp could be awarded for leadership, distinguished service or personal gallantry. In some cases, such as those awards to Luftwaffe fighter pilots, the Oak-Leaves would be awarded on a ‘points’ basis for a certain number of confirmed aerial victories, the exact number of ‘kills’ required varying at various dates during the war. Likewise, awards to U-boat captains might be made on the basis of accumulated tonnage sunk.
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The Oak-Leaves as permitted to be worn after World War II, basically unchanged since there was no illegal Nazi symbolism in their design. They are attached here to a ‘new form’ Knight’s Cross
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Author’s note

While the introductory text and Plate A are devoted to the Oak-Leaves clasp, the biographical accounts in this book are chosen from among recipients of either the Knight’s Cross, or the Oak-Leaves, in the period from 1941 to early 1945. The rank under which each recipient is listed is that held at the time of the award.

Linear measurements

Measurements in this volume are provided in metric units; conversions to imperial measurements are as follows:


	1 millimetre (mm)
	= 0.0394 inches (in)


	1 centimetre (cm)
	= 0.3937in


	1 metre (m)
	= 3.2808 feet/1.0936 yards


	1 kilogram (kg)
	= 2.2046lb


	1 tonne
	= 0.9842 long ton (UK)/1.12 short ton (US)




Photographic credits

Unless otherwise indicated, all images are from the author’s collection.

Artist’s note

Readers may care to note that the original paintings from which the colour plates in this book were prepared are available for private sale. All reproduction copyright whatsoever is retained by the Publishers. All enquiries should be addressed to

Ramiro Bujeiro, C.C.28, 1602 Florida, Argentina

The Publishers regret that they can enter into no correspondence upon this matter.
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