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GERMAN COMMANDERS OF WORLD WAR II (1) THE ARMY

INTRODUCTION

THE NAMES SELECTED for inclusion in this book are purposely diverse. As well as the famous field marshals and army commanders, whose names it would seem perverse to omit, we have included a number of divisional commanders; and also officers of more modest rank whose accomplishments were nonetheless impressive, and who stand as representatives of the mass of combat unit commanders. Their order of arrangement in this book is more or less according to the level of command in which they became most renowned.

The subject of the professional quality – or lack of it – found among the senior German military leadership in World War II could be argued ad nauseam. The Wehrmacht’s rapid victories in 1939–41, and stubborn defensive fighting in 1944–45, created a conventional wisdom that perhaps tended to over-value the German officer corps without discrimination. Equally, some post-war studies have questioned the ‘star qualities’ of many of the most famous German commanders, suggesting that their abilities have been overrated (though it must be said that the same claims have been made, and disputed, in respect of many Allied commanders).

In reality, of course, none of the senior German commanders were superhuman, and all had failings of some sort and to some degree. Many of the most senior commanders were aristocrats, born into families with centuries-long histories of military service. Many of them despised Hitler and the Nazis as gutter demagogues; and yet they acquiesced with many of the Nazi policies when these seemed to be bringing national and military success. The moral code of their class involved a real sense of duty and obligation, particularly since they had sworn a personal oath of allegiance to the head of state by name; the repulsion they felt towards any sign of disloyalty overcame any moral repugnance they may have felt towards the Nazis’ behaviour in power.
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In 1938 Hitler ensured his grip over the officer corps by promoting the undistinguished but obedient General der Artillerie Wilhelm Keitel to Generaloberst and appointing him Chief-of-Staff of Combined Services at Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW). An unintelligent bureaucrat with no experience of senior command, he was a pliable ‘yes-man’ for his Führer, who described him as having the brains of a cinema doorman. As the professional head of the armed services he did little to support field commanders plagued by Hitler’s unrealistic orders. He also signed without question a wide range of documents, some of which took him to the gallows after the Nuremberg trials.

Some were strictly non-political professional soldiers, whose qualities earned them the loyalty, even the devotion of their officers and men. Erwin Rommel was the best known of these; and Julius Ringel was christened ‘Papa’ by his troops – a nickname that history proves is only ever given to the most genuinely popular commanders. Some, like Dietl, Model and Schörner, were convinced and dedicated Nazis; yet they were undoubtedly brave and skilful soldiers, who also attracted loyalty, even when – as in the case of Model – they did not flinch from accepting high casualties. Even some of these Nazi ‘believers’ were among the German generals who earned the grudging respect of their enemies.

Other senior commanders, such as Rundstedt, were generally regarded at the time, even by their enemies, as among the best that Germany possessed; yet in retrospect their achievements seem far less impressive. Despite Rundstedt’s personal contempt for Hitler, he was unbending in his adherence to the old Junker code, and was prepared to sit on the ‘court of honour’ which stripped many officers suspected of complicity in the July 1944 bomb plot of their military rank, in preparation for their torture and execution.

Among the commanders included here are attacking generals like Guderian – known to his men as ‘fast Heinz’ – who excelled in the energetic and audacious tactics of the Blitzkrieg; and others, like Model – the ‘Führer’s fireman’ – who were supremely able commanders in defensive situations.

It has often been suggested that the German generals were in the main first class commanders, and that their military failures were due to the constant interference by Hitler in decisions that were beyond his competence. While such interference is well documented, it must also be accepted that in some situations Hitler was proved right. There are also examples of senior commanders who had the courage to stand up to Hitler when they believed that his orders were totally wrong, or who simply ignored such orders and did what they felt best. None was ever executed for such rank disobedience; the worst that normally happened was that they were dismissed from their commands, and even then most were later recalled to duty.

It is hoped that the selection of officers in this book will provide the reader with a range of examples covering many of the most significant field commanders, ranging through a variety of character types from the most energetic and innovative to the cautious traditionalists, and from the convinced Nazis to those whom even their enemies considered models of Prussian chivalry.


ARMY GROUP COMMANDERS

Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel (Plate A2)

Probably Germany’s most famous soldier, who gained the devotion of his own troops and the respect of his enemies, Erwin Johannes Eugen Rommel was a Swabian, born at Heidenheim near Ulm in Württemberg on 15 November 1891. The son of a bourgeois schoolteacher, Rommel had no advantages of social rank or military forebears. In 1910 he joined Infanterie Regiment 124 (Württembergisches), and two years later he was commissioned Leutnant from the Danzig military school.

Rommel served throughout World War I with considerable distinction. After being wounded on the Western Front he transferred in October 1915 to the new Württemberg Mountain Battalion, with which he served in the Carpathians and, in 1917, on the Italian front. There he earned the coveted Pour le Mérite for spectacular success in the capture of Monte Matajur during the 12th Battle of the Isonzo (Caporetto) in December 1917. By the end of the war in November 1918 he had risen to the rank of Hauptmann in a staff appointment.

Captain Rommel was retained by the 100,000-man army of the Weimar Republic, the Reichswehr. In 1929 he was posted to the Kriegsschule at Dresden as an infantry instructor, being promoted Major in April 1932. That October he was posted to command Infanterie Regiment 17, remaining with this unit until 1 March 1935, when he was promoted Oberstleutnant and posted to the Kriegsschule at Potsdam. During his time there Rommel published an acclaimed book on infantry tactics, Infanterie Greift An (‘Infantry Attack’), and in August 1937 he was promoted to the rank of Oberst. Although he never joined the General Staff, Rommel did enjoy the patronage of the Bavarian General List.
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An informal shot of Erwin Rommel after his elevation to Generalfeldmarschall in June 1942. Here he wears his everyday lightweight tropical uniform, without most of the decorations worn on full dress uniform, but displaying his Knight’s Cross with Oakleaves and Swords, and his World War I ‘Blue Max’ won at Caporetto. Worn above the breast pocket is the blue ribbon of the Italian Bravery Medal in Silver. (Josef Charita)

Hitler was always on the lookout for talented ‘new men’ to counter the influence of the old Junker class among the officer corps; and in October 1938, following the annexation of the Sudetenland, he appointed Rommel as temporary commander of the Führerbegleitbataillon, his Army personal escort unit, during a visit to the newly seized territory. The following month Rommel was posted to command the Kriegsakademie at Wiener-Neustadt; but in March 1939 he was once again called to command the Führerbegleitbataillon, and on 1 June was promoted to Generalmajor. With his choice of commands, he asked for one of the new armoured divisions which were attracting the interest of many ambitious officers; and on 15 February 1940, GenMaj Rommel was given command of 7. Panzer Division for the campaign in the West.

The attack on France and the Low Countries opened on 10 May 1940. As part of XXXIX Panzerkorps, 7. Panzer Division crossed the Meuse and by 21 May had reached Arras. There a British counter-attack briefly unnerved Rommel; he thrust on, however, leading always from the front, often in personal danger and out of contact with his staff – a persistent habit of his. On 26 May Rommel was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross; and on 8 June his division reached the coast at Les Petites Dalles. Turning north, 7. Panzer surrounded St Valery, and on 18 June the division reached Cherbourg – on one single day Rommel covered 150 miles. During the campaign 7. Panzer took more than 100,000 prisoners and 300 guns, and captured or destroyed some 450 armoured vehicles.

In January 1941 Rommel was promoted Generalleutnant; and in February he was given command of a German force being sent to assist the Italians in North Africa, where they had been defeated with ease by a much weaker British force. Rommel landed in Tripoli on 14 February; within days he was in action with his advanced party, successfully engaging British units near El Agheila. A few weeks later he was ordered to return to Berlin, where on 19 March he was invested with the Oakleaves to his Knight’s Cross, in retrospective recognition of his achievements in 1940. Before his return to Africa a few days later his troops had captured El Agheila itself. Emboldened by this success, and in defiance of explicit orders not to launch any major attacks, Rommel made a successful surprise assault on positions at Mersa el Brega, and pressed on with a three-pronged advance eastwards, with the intention of seizing the whole of Cyrenaica.
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GenMaj Rommel, shown here after the capture by his 7. Pz Div of St Valery on the Channel coast of France in June 1940. At left is Gen Victor Fortune, commander of the British 51st (Highland) Div, which was forced to surrender to 7. Panzer. (US National Archives)

Benghazi and Derna fell to the advancing Afrikakorps, which was soon at the gates of Tobruk; but on 11 April a two-day battle to seize this strategic port ended in failure. A further attack from late April until 2 May also failed to dislodge the British garrison. Rather than delay his advance, Rommel by-passed Tobruk and continued his advance eastwards. On 15 June he fended off a British counter-attack (‘Battleaxe’) in a battle which saw over 200 outclassed British tanks destroyed for the loss of just 12 of his own. On 1 July 1941, Rommel was promoted to General der Panzertruppe. Running short of supplies, however, he was inevitably forced onto the defensive, and gradually fell back to Mersa el Brega.

This pattern of fast, daring advances and tactical victories, followed by bogging down at the end of long, unsustainable lines of supply across the desert, would become familiar. So too would Rommel’s frequent disregard of superior orders; his independence, energy, and talent for sensing and seizing an opportunity, which sometimes led him into failed gambles; and his inability to work smoothly with his Italian allies, of whom his World War I experience had left him with a poor opinion. Rommel was unsophisticated, hard-headed and practical; he made great demands on his staff and troops, but shared every hardship and risk, and inspired their confidence and devoted loyalty.

Another attractive quality was his old-fashioned military chivalry: Rommel would burn Hitler’s orders that captured British commandos should be shot, and later in his career would on two occasions demand (in vain) the punishment of SS personnel guilty of atrocities in Italy and France.

On 17 November 1941, the British launched Operation ‘Crusader’, to punch through the German lines and relieve Tobruk while forces from inside the garrison struck out to attack the Germans from the rear. In the battles that raged over the next few weeks Rommel’s forces succeeded in completely disrupting the British attack and inflicting very heavy losses, but by 12 December they were forced back to the Gazala line. Nevertheless, on 20 January 1942, Rommel was decorated with the Swords to his Knight’s Cross; and on the 22nd he was promoted Generaloberst. His command was raised to the status of an Armoured Army (though in practice his German units amounted to little more than a reinforced corps).

On 21 January 1942, Rommel made a surprise advance which recaptured the port of Benghazi; his major problems were logistic, as British strength in tanks and aircraft slowly increased, and the Axis failure to eliminate Malta’s air and submarine bases continued to expose his own sea supply lanes to interference.

Rommel’s renewed attack on the Gazala line on 26 May 1942 cost him heavily in tanks, but he succeeded in out-generalling and out-fighting British 8th Army early in June; on 21 June the South African garrison of Tobruk surrendered. This was the summit of Rommel’s achievements; on 22 June Hitler promoted him Generalfeldmarschall – at 50, the youngest in the German forces. His meteoric rise and the publicity given to him by Goebbels’ propaganda machine made him a national hero, but earned him jealous enemies. His contemporaries acknowledged his energy and flair, but several of them regarded him as an adventurer, promoted beyond his natural level as a corps commander.
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This 1944 photo shows Rommel (centre) at a conference with GFM von Rundstedt (right) shortly before the Allied invasion of Normandy. Of interest is the Pilot’s Badge with Diamonds worn by Rommel – an honorary award in the gift of Reichsmarschall Göring. (US National Archives)

Despite these laurels, Rommel received only a fraction of the reinforcements and supplies he needed to face the steadily growing 8th Army. He gambled once more on 23 June 1942, capturing Mersa Matruh; but at the end of August his advance into Egypt was solidly blocked at Alam el Halfa by 8th Army’s new commander, Gen Bernard Montgomery. The cautious Montgomery maintained his positions on the El Alamein line while systematically building up his forces until they outnumbered the German/Italian army nearly two to one. On 23 October 1942, when Montgomery attacked, Rommel was on sick leave in Germany, and his temporary replacement, Gen Georg Stumme, died of a heart attack the following day. Rommel rushed back to Africa, still not fully recovered; but Montgomery persisted in his assaults despite heavy losses, until the Italian divisions disintegrated and the






Generalfeldmarschall Erich von Manstein (Plate A1)



















Generalfeldmarschall Walter Model (Plate A3)


















Generalfeldmarschall Ferdinand Schörner (Plate B1)














Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt (Plate B2)
















Generalfeldmarschall Ewald von Kleist (Plate B3)
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