
Men-at-Arms • 330

The German Army 1939–45 (4)

Eastern Front 1943–45

[image: image]

Nigel Thomas • Illustrated by Stephen Andrew

Series editor Martin Windrow


CONTENTS

The Context Of The Eastern Front 1943-45

Campaign Summary 1943-45

Army Uniform

The Plates


GERMAN ARMY 1939–45 (4) EASTERN FRONT 1943–45

THE CONTEXT OF THE EASTERN FRONT 1943–45

The High Command of the Army and Wehrmacht

Adolf Hitler, German Head of State since 30 January 1933, had, as Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces (Oberster Befehlshaber der Wehrmacht), dominated GFM Wilhelm Keitel, the Chief of the Armed Forces High Command (Chef des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht – OKW), controlling the Army (Heer), Navy (Kriegsmarine) and Air Force (Luftwaffe). On 19 December 1941 Hitler took personal strategic command of the Wehrmacht’s most important branch by appointing himself Chief of the Army High Command (Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres). Thus the highest professional military post in the German Army was held by an arrogant amateur strategist, who constantly allowed political considerations to override military imperatives – with increasingly disastrous results on the Eastern Front.
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A sentry starts guard in front of the Headquarters of Army Group North, February 1943. His M1935 helmet – still bearing the Wehrmacht eagle left-side decal – is worn over the woollen toque or tubular balaclava. He wears the M1940 surcoat over his field uniform, and M1942 sentry’s overboots of felt, leather and wood. (ECPA)

The most senior German Army officer, the Chief of the Army General Staff (Chef des Generalstabes des Heeres) had since 24 September 1942 been General der Infanterie (later Gen.Obst.) Kurt Zeitzler. Although suspected of being a protegé of Hitler and the OKW against the Army High Command (OKH), Zeitzler instead asserted the OKH’s authority and successfully excluded OKW influence from the Eastern (though not from the Arctic and Balkan) Fronts. On 1 July 1944, exasperated at his lack of real authority, Zeitzler reported sick; he was ignominiously dismissed on 21 July during Hitler’s purge following the unsuccessful ‘Bomb Plot’ of 20 July.

The Bomb Plot marked the end of the Army’s remaining influence over Hitler. Henceforth the Nazi Party reigned supreme; Army personnel were forced to use the Nazi salute instead of the traditional salute, the Waffen-SS received preference, and Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler was appointed Commander of the Replacement Army – the Ersatzheer – controlling all Wehrmacht troops in Germany. On 21 July 1944 Gen.Obst.Heinz Guderian, the legendary Panzer general, was appointed Acting Chief of the Army General Staff; but he was unable to prevent Hitler’s ‘shackling order’ of 21 January 1945, which required all military decisions down to divisional level to be referred directly to him.

On 28 March 1945 Hitler, infuriated by Guderian’s undisguised contempt for his strategic decisions, dismissed him. His replacement as Acting Chief was the staff officer General der Infanterie Hans Krebs; but on 25 April Hitler ordered the OKW Operations Staff (Wehrmachtführungsamt), under Gen.Obst.Alfred Jodl, to take over the military conduct of the war, with operations in the north under Admiral of the Fleet Karl Dönitz, and in the south under Luftwaffe GFM Albert Kesselring, effectively excluding the OKH from control over Army units.
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April 1943: an Unteroffizier section leader in a trench on the Donets Front in eastern Ukraine enjoys a smoke as he watches from the section MG position for enemy movement. His rank is concealed by wearing the M1940 reed-green cotton herringbone twill tunic over his M1943 field tunic. Note the second pattern reversible helmet cover with distinctive foliage loops, showing the Zeltbahn 31 camouflage scheme; and standard 6x30 combat leaders’ binoculars. (ECPA)

On 30 April 1945, at 15.30 hours, Hitler committed suicide by poisoning and shooting himself. On 1 May Josef Goebbels succeeded him as Prime Minister (Reichskanzler); appointed Dönitz to the revived post of German President; and immediately committed suicide himself, as did Krebs. Dönitz immediately opened negotiations with the Allies; and on 7 May, at Rheims in eastern France, Keitel signed the unconditional surrender of all German forces to the Western Allies, repeating the surrender on 9 May in Berlin for the benefit of the Soviet Red Army. Fighting was supposed to end at 23.01 hours on 8 May, but German and Croatian troops in Slovenia and Austria in fact fought on until 15 May.

Resources

On 2 February 1943 the Stalingrad garrison surrendered. From June 1941 to December 1941, and then from June to November 1942 in the Caucasus, the German Army Groups had advanced into the Soviet Union, employing the Panzer divisions and Luftwaffe bombers to penetrate Soviet lines and attack enemy command centres with Blitzkrieg tactics, and Panzer and infantry divisions to destroy the resultant pockets of by-passed Soviet troops in the ‘Decisive Manoeuvre’ tactic. This twin-track strategy required well-equipped, well-armed and well-supplied mobile forces enjoying tactical independence and room for manoeuvre; but by February 1943 all these advantages had been lost. Thereafter German divisions were defending fixed positions from which they were gradually dislodged by overwhelming Soviet superiority in weapons and manpower.

German advances in 1941-42 had been paid for by huge casualties, and by February 1943 the 3 million-strong army had already been reduced to 2,300,000. Hitler insisted on re-raising destroyed units, developing new types of divisions, and raising Waffen-SS and Luftwaffe formations which competed for resources. The result was that the number of field divisions actually increased, but potential front-line troops were diverted into support units to complete divisional tables of organization, leaving existing divisions seriously understrength but still expected to accomplish their original missions. Regiments, nominally 3,000 strong, often fought at less than 30% strength; and huge losses of junior officers meant that the company, a Hauptmann’s command, was routinely led by an inexperienced Oberleutnant or Leutnant, and sometimes by an Oberfeldwebel or Feldwebel – who often lasted only a few days before being wounded or killed.
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Panzergrenadiers manning a Sd.Kfz.251 armoured personnel carrier, April 1943. They are still wearing M1935 field tunics with dark bluish green collars and shoulder straps with grass-green piping. Foliage attachment bands are worn on the helmets. (Author’s collection)

Losses in tanks had been huge, and tank and self-propelled artillery production was easily outstripped by the now-vast Soviet production capability. German armour was now often deployed in infantry support, mimicking the earlier disastrous tactics of Polish, French and British forces, and allowing the Red Army the initiative to adopt Blitzkrieg tactics. Increased issue of automatic weapons gave individual units greater firepower, but this was not enough to compensate for the shortage of manpower and heavy weapons.

A German division had traditionally recruited from a specific Military District (Wehrkreis), fostering a close regional identity which gave it great cohesion and high morale. By 1943 this system had broken down under the mounting losses, and soldiers were drafted into units in most need, destroying critical unit cohesion. Increasingly strident Nazi propaganda on the paramount need to ‘defend German civilisation from the Bolshevik hordes’, and a growing fear of eventual revenge by the Red Army for widely tolerated German atrocities against the Russian civilian population, went some way to stiffening fighting spirit. However, this desperation could not replace the high morale of the 1939-41 period, and incidents of desertion and indiscipline increased.

As the Eastern front line retreated inexorably towards the German heartland the understrength divisions fought ferociously and with great individual heroism; but by spring 1945, with the war clearly lost, increasing numbers of troops attempted to retreat to the Western front line in order to surrender to the Western Allies, from whom they could expect reasonable treatment in captivity.

The development of Army units

The army on the Eastern Front in 1943-45 was organized into four, later five army groups, with a sixth covering the Balkans; these comprised nine infantry and four Panzer armies, and an independent mountain army on the Arctic Front. Each Army controlled two to five infantry, Panzer, mountain, cavalry, reserve corps or army sections, each with a varying number of German and allied divisions. In autumn 1944 three armoured corps – 24th, Großdeutschland and Feldherrnhalle – were organized as powerful integrated attack formations on the Waffen-SS model, each with two divisions and supporting arms, fighting in eastern Germany in 1945.
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Infantrymen carry out a house-to-house search for partisans in a Russian village, April 1943. The soldier at left wears a M1942 field tunic, and M1940 reed-green fatigue trousers loose over his muddy marching boots. Note the full infantry equipment on his back – the mess tin and shelter-quarter strapped to his leather M1939 support Y-straps, the gas mask canister suspended from a sling, and the bayonet, bread bag and canteen fixed to his belt. Their dark green collars seem to identify the other two tunics as M1935. (Brian Davis)

The infantry division remained the backbone of the German army, accounting for about 82% of the divisions. From 2 October 1943 the M1939 Infantry Division (11,246-17,734 strong) was reorganized as a 12,772-strong M1944 Division, with 11,317 German personnel and 1,455 Hilfswillige auxiliaries from the Soviet Union, representing a 28% reduction in manpower but a slight increase in firepower. The M1944 division had three M1944 infantry regiments, each 1,987 strong with an anti-tank company, an infantry gun company and two infantry battalions. The six divisional support units were an artillery regiment (2,013 men), a bicycle reconaissance battalion with four Füsilier companies (708 men); a field replacement (Feldersatz) battalion, an anti-tank battalion (484 men), an engineer (620 men) and a signals (379 men) battalion. The 2,380-strong divisional services consisting of horsedrawn and motorized transport columns, a medical company, field hospital, veterinary company, military police troop and field post office.
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May 1943: an NCO from a Panzer regiment takes a break, May 1943. His cotton one-piece coveralls may be feldgrau, mouse-grey, reed-green, or even light brown. He has fixed to them (unofficially) the M1934 black, pink-piped skull collar patches, shoulder straps with aluminium NCO braid, and M1935 aluminium breast eagle on black backing from his M1934 special black vehicle uniform. He wears standard goggles on his M1940 other ranks’ field-cap. (ECPA)

From 30 May 1944 existing independent reinforced infantry regiments were redesignated Grenadier Brigades, on 13 July 1944 expanded into Grenadier Divisions; and on 9 October renamed People’s Grenadier Divisions, joining other such units first ordered on 26 August 1944. The 10,072 strong People’s Grenadier Division (Volksgrenadierdivision) was created in the aftermath of the 20 July Bomb Plot, theoretically to provide politically reliable infantry under Himmler’s direct command. Usually organized from combat-weary units, it was a M1944 division with a Füsilier company instead of a battalion, but with 18% less manpower and 16% less firepower; fighting quality varied from good to wholly inadequate.

On 10 December 1944 all infantry divisions were ordered formed as M1945 Divisions, each with 11,211 German troops and 698 Hilfswillige, with divisional services reorganized as a supply regiment (Versorgungsregiment) with a motor transport company, two horsedrawn transport companies, an ordnance company, a mechanical repair platoon, an administration company, medical company, veterinary company and field post office. In March 1945 manpower was further reduced to 10,728 Germans and 642 Hilfswillige.

The M1939 Mountain Division with 13,056 men was organized as a M1939 Infantry Division but with two mountain infantry regiments and mountain-equipped support units and services. The 13,000 strong M1942 Rifle (Jäger) Division had lightly armed mobile infantry. The 1st Ski (Skijäger) Brigade was raised in September 1943 from six independent rifle battalions (2, 4, 5, 7, 9 and 11) in two ski regiments; and on 2 June 1944 it became a division, fighting in the Pripyat marshes of Belarus and later in Slovakia. Security Divisions, organized for anti-partisan duties in Army Group rear areas, usually comprised two security or infantry regiments, Eastern (locally recruited) battalions, diverse support units and minimal services. By November 1944, with no Soviet and minimal Polish occupied territory remaining, security divisions were reorganized as infantry divisions.
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Under their M1940 reed green fatigue trousers these troops are wearing the white collarless shirt, introduced 1 April 1933 and reissued in summer 1943 to Eastern Front units sweltering in Ukraine. The foreground soldier is removing the bolt from his Mauser Karabiner 98k for cleaning. (ECPA)

The motorized divisions were effectively the élite of the German infantry. In 1942-43 the 14,319-strong M1940 Motorized Divisions, with two motorized infantry regiments and motorized divisional support units and services, each received a Panzer and an anti-aircraft or assault gun battalion. On 23 June 1943 they were redesignated M1944 Armoured Infantry Divisions (singular: Panzergrenadierdivision), 14,738 strong with two motorized armoured infantry regiments (each 3,107 men) and one Panzer battalion (602 men and 52 tanks); seven divisional support units – one motorized artillery regiment (1,580 men), and field replacement (973 men), armoured reconnaissance (1,005 men), anti-tank (475 men), motorized anti-aircraft (635 men), motorized engineer (835 men) and motorized signals (427 men) battalions; plus 1,729-strong divisional services.

The Panzer divisions steadily lost effectiveness as their strength and weaponry declined. On 24 September 1943 all 15,600-strong M1941 Panzer Divisions were reorganized as M1944 Panzer Divisions. Each had an establishment of 14,013 German troops and 714 Hilfswillige, in a two-battalion Panzer regiment (2,006 men, 165 tanks), a 2,287-strong armoured infantry regiment (one battalion on half-tracks), and a 2,219 motorized armoured infantry regiment; divisional support units were an armoured artillery regiment (1,451 men), and armoured field replacement (973 men), anti-aircraft (635 men), armoured reconnaissance (945 men), armoured anti-tank (475 men), armoured engineer (874 men) and armoured signals (463 men) battalions; 1,979 personnel provided additional divisional services.

On 24 March 1945 all armoured divisions were ordered to be reorganized as 11,422-strong M1945 Panzer Divisions, with a mixed 1,361-strong Panzer regiment with one Panzer (767 men and 52 tanks) and one half-track-mounted armoured infantry (488 men) battalion, two motorized armoured infantry regiments (each 1,918 men), and support units and services as before.

Six élite Army divisions, which enjoyed priority in manpower and equipment but suffered disproportionately high casualties, all served on the Eastern Front. On 19 May 1943 the Großdeutschland motorized division was reorganized as a Panzergrenadier division. On 1 April 1943 the Brandenburg commando unit (Sonderverband) became a five-regiment division, and on 15 September 1944 was ordered reorganized as a Panzergrenadier division. On 28 September 1944 these two divisions formed the Panzerkorps Großdeutschland. Hitler’s Escort Battalion (Führer-Begleit-Bataillon), formed on 1 October 1939, became an armoured infantry regiment in November 1944, and on 26 January 1945 the Führer-Begleit-Division. Hitler’s Infantry Battalion (Führer-Grenadier-Bataillon), formed 16 September 1943, became a brigade in July 1944 and on 26 January 1945 a Panzergrenadier division, but the planned formation of a Führer-Panzerkorps never took place.

On 1 June 1943 the 44th Infantry Division was redesignated the Imperial Grenadier Division (Reichsgrenadier-Division) Hoch- und Deutschmeister, commemorating the medieval Teutonic Knights and
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