
[image: Cover-Image]





Massacre at Oradour-sur-Glane




Also by Vincent dePaul Lupiano and Available from Lyons Press

Operation Tidal Wave: The Bloodiest Air Battle in the History of War

Operation Ginny: The Most Significant Commando Raid of WWII



Massacre at Oradour-sur-Glane

Nazi Gold and the Murder of an Entire French Town by SS Division Das Reich

Vincent dePaul Lupiano

[image: ]

Essex, Connecticut



[image: ]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2023 by Vincent dePaul Lupiano

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

ISBN 978-1-4930-7374-0 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-4930-7375-7 (e-book)

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.













For


Eugene Brissie
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Quid non mortalia pectora cogis, auri sacra fumes!

“To what cannot you compel the hearts of men, O cursed lust for gold!”

—Virgil’s Aeneid

No one forgets the truth; they just get better at lying.

—Richard Yates

Nothing gets in the way of the truth like a good lie.

—Unknown
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Part I










1


Das Reich (The Realm)

Rob Peter, Pay Paul

In stories of war, there is what we see and what is hidden. There is a contest between truth and lies. And inside this war, truth and lies commingle, shrouded by the gatekeeper of mystery and never revealed.

Until good faith intervenes and shines the gold light of truth.

***

The trek of 2.SS Panzer Division Das Reich from the Eastern Front to Southern France began on 6 April 1944 at a large map spread on a wooden conference table in Adolf Hitler’s Führerhauptquartier (Führer Headquarters) in the Gorlitz Forest in East Prussia.

The buildings consisted of concrete and brick hutments with steel shutters to protect the windows and accommodations for Hitler, his staff, and security personnel, a mess hall, a communications center, a garage, and a heating plant. In addition, there were solid, timbered buildings, including a Teehaus, which Hitler favored as a place of relaxation. The sky was cerulean and crisp, the air fragrant mire and pine.

The complex straddled the hardtop road from Rastenburg to Angerburg and shiny rails and newly hewed timbers that ran broadly parallel. Work on the soggy site was almost continuous from when first sod was cut in 1940 to Hitler’s final departure in November 1944. As vast and rustic as it was, personnel had little to do; boredom was rampant. The most serious menace was squadrons of pervasive mosquitoes that seemed to have wingspans more deadly than the day’s menacing bombers. Most of the staff—especially Hitler’s secretaries—remained indoors to avoid hostilities with the stinging hordes. Military personnel, the guards, and support staff who had to work outside wore mosquito netting around their heads.

On 6 April, in the main conference room of the Führerhauptquartier, four men stood around a massive map of southern France discussing a desperate situation—the Allies’ looming invasion of Europe and how to shore up the battle lines along the Normandy coast. A discussion of “how to rob Peter to pay Paul.” What further German units would Hitler dare detach from the Eastern Front and weaken that flank to reinforce the tenuous Normandy coast against the coming Allied invasion? This was the essential item on today’s agenda among these men.

The future of the once formidable and lauded, 2.SS Panzer Division Das Reich was at the heart of the discussion. Formidable indeed: Das Reich produced the most Knight’s Cross recipients during the war.

A transcript of this conference exists today, and although it is mangled, enough fragments have survived to present a compelling picture of the task at hand.

The four men around the map table—some more sordid than others—included Adolf Hitler, the dictator or Führer of Nazi Germany from 1933 until his suicide in 1945.

Leaning over the map next to Hitler, the smarmy Hans Otto Georg Hermann Fegelein, thirty-nine, at this moment an SS-Gruppenführer und Generalleutnant der Waffen-SS (Major General and Lieutenant General of the Waffen-SS), a man with no formal training in military tactics, a former equestrian and once Olympic hopeful.

The politically motivated marriage of the suave Fegelein—ruthless, ambitious, cynical, and opportunistic—to Gretl Braun, sister of Hitler’s future wife Eva Braun, took place on 3 June 1944 at Schloss Mirabell (Mirabel Palace) in Salzburg, Austria, placing Fegelein decisively in Hitler’s most esteemed firmament. The Fegeleins’ reception after their wedding occurred at the Eagle’s Nest in Obersalzburg—it endured for two days, going from the Eagle’s Nest to Martin Bormann’s residence a few hundred feet from Hitler’s home.

Traudl Junge, one of Hitler’s favored, comely secretaries, said of Hermann Fegelein:

He had a very large nose and wore the Knight’s Cross with Oakleaves and Swords. No wonder he was used to women flocking around him. In addition, he had a refreshing, sometimes very dry wit, and never minced words, you felt he was a naturally frank and honest person. That helped him forge a remarkable career quickly and unexpectedly. No sooner had he appeared than he was sitting with us at a table in the Berghof. He went to Bormann’s nocturnal parties, drank to the health of all the important people there, and all the women were at his feet. Those who were not his friends were his enemies until he was firmly in the saddle. He was clever but ruthless and had some very attractive qualities such as honesty with which he admitted that at heart he was a terrible coward and had won his decorations doing heroic deeds out of fear.


Journalist William L. Shirer wrote that Fegelein was “cynical and disreputable”; Albert Speer didn’t think much of him either; he said Fegelein was “one of the most disgusting people in Hitler’s circle.” And historian Michael D. Miller said that Hermann Fegelein was “an opportunist who ingratiated himself with Himmler,” and “who granted him the best assignments—mostly related to cavalry—and rapid promotion through the ranks.” Henning Pieper, studied the period extensively, noting that “Fegelein’s lack of formal training as an officer led to deficiencies in the way the SS Cavalry Brigade was prepared for active service.”

In his masterful book, The Bunker, concerning Hitler’s final days below the Reich Chancellery, James P. O’Donnell wrote that those close to Fegelein had nicknamed him “Flegelein,” a Flegel in German is a euphemism meaning “lout” or “brat,” someone who lacks manners and behaves improperly. Almost to the man, Hitler’s inner circle thought Fegelein to be unctuous, a man who never met a woman he did not like—including Hitler’s future bride, Gretl’s sister, Eva.

Despite this, Fegelein had numerous awards bestowed up him: On 30 July 1944, he received the eighty-third award of the Swords to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Oakleaves; the General Assault Badge; the Infantry Assault Badge; the Close Combat Clasp; the Verwundetenabzeichen (Wound Badge) in Silver (for at least two wounds, or one serious); the German Cross in Gold; and the extremely rare—Wound Badge of 20 July 1944 presented to him by Hitler because he was present in Hitler’s conference room at the Wolf’s Lair when a bomb exploded next to Hitler’s legs in a failed assassination attempt. Twenty-four were awarded. Hitler excluded himself.

Hermann Fegelein grew up in Ansbach, Austria, where he was born on 30 October 1906. At the time, his father, Hans, owned a reputable equestrian riding school in Munich, where Hermann became a proficient rider. Because of this and his participation in and enthusiasm for equestrian events, Hermann aspired to be an Olympian and strove for a Gold Olympic Medal—a quest never fulfilled. However, he won many prestigious riding school awards: top-most among them was the Braunes Band von Deutschland (Brown Ribbon of Germany) and the Deutsches Spring un Dressurderby in an international tournament in 1937, among others. At the same time, he studied at Munich University for two terms and then joined the Reiter Regiment Cavalry. In 1927 he became an officer cadet at the Bavarian State Police school in Munich; it did not last long. Two years after enrollment, Hermann Fegelein was caught stealing exams and was, according to the Munich police, expelled. Hermann’s story was that he “resigned” for “family reasons” and to “better serve the Nazi party and the burgeoning SS.”

At this time, Hans Fegelein formed the Reitinstitut Fegelein. The year was 1926, and Hermann had been pulled from destitution by working for his father as an instructor. In 1935 his charm, expertise, and good looks led him to become the leader of the SS-Reitersturm for all German events at the Berlin Olympic games. This fortuitous appointment brought attention to the alluring Hermann: He was immediately promoted to SS-Sturmbannführer (Major) in January 1936, a leap in rank few others in the SS had achieved or would even aspire to; Hermann knew the right people.

But then Hermann’s rising star started to dull.

He wanted to be on Germany’s Olympic equestrian team. But the competition was intense, and he could not overcome the formidable Cavalry School from Hanover.

Nevertheless, he came to the attention of Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, from this point forward, a most perilous person in the Third Reich. It would be because of this relationship with the nefarious Himmler that Fegelein was saved from punishment for past and future transgressions.

In April 1941, Fegelein’s Waffen-SS unit was caught robbing money and sending it home to Germany. For this, he was court-martialed. However, once again the court-martial was annulled by Himmler.

Soon, because of his boyish face, obsequious attitude, and connection to Himmler, he earned a nickname: Golden Boy.

Under Fegelein’s command, during an operation in the Byelorussian SSR in 1941, over seventeen thousand civilians were killed during the Pripyat swamps action.

Fegelein’s unit killed dozens of partisans in March–April 1940, all unarmed. Toward the end of April the unit slaughtered 250 Polish men in nearby villages, an action that Fegelein described as “clean and decent.” Why this action was “clean and decent” has never been adequately explained (Himmler again?). In this and other wrong-headed wanderings, he was spared punishment again by the powerful Himmler, who took a liking to him. And it would not be long before he was appointed Himmler’s liaison to Adolf Hitler.

Good connections came to Hermann’s rescue again—this time in a more serious charge than the others: Fegelein was accused of an improper sexual relationship with a Polish woman. The woman became pregnant by him, and he ordered her to have an abortion. Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Reich Security Main office, tried several times to investigate the matter and bring charges against Fegelein. Again, Himmler quashed the attempt. Heydrich, an appalling figure, thought ill of Fegelein—the pot calling the kettle black.

On 27 April 1945, days before WWII ended, the Reich Chancellery radio announced “that Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler”—loyal and true Heinrich—“had allegedly met Swedish Red Cross diplomat, Count Folke Bernadotte four times to negotiate a surrender in the west.”

Hitler assumed that, as Himmler’s liaison officer, Hermann Fegelein had taken part in Himmler’s cloak-and-dagger negotiations or at least had intimate knowledge of them. The two were in cahoots!

This was not the end of the melodrama:

Another crushing blow descended with ferocity on Hitler’s head on 28 April when Hitler’s Deputy Press Secretary, Hauptschriftführer (chief clerk) Heinz Lorenze, handed the Führer a press release from Reuters news confirming that Himmler, indeed, had been negotiating with the Allies through Count Bernadotte. Adding insult to injury, Himmler was also jockeying for the top spot in the Third Reich—Führer and Reich Chancellor.

According to the Fuhrer, this was beyond treasonous—a kick in the groin he took personally. Witnesses said he was apoplectic.

Hitler wanted Fegelein standing before him immediately—a quick search did not produce Hermann in or around the decimated Chancellery Garden nor the plush Reich Chancellery.

Then, on 26 April, Hermann telephoned Eva Braun from his private apartment in Berlin, saying: “Eva, if you can’t persuade the Führer, you must leave Berlin immediately without him. Don’t be stupid—it’s a matter of life and death now!”

“Where are you, Hermann? Come here at once; the Führer is asking for you; he wants to speak to you.” Then the connection was cut off.

Hitler, his rage ascending with the velocity of a misguided rocket, immediately ordered Reichssicherheitsdienst (RSD) deputy commander SS-Obersturmbannführer (Lieutenant Colonel) Peter Högl, an experienced take-no-prisoners police detective to scour the Reich Chancellery building, the battle-pocked garden, and the entire city of Berlin if he had to, for the elusive Hermann. It was immediately apparent that Fegelein had abandoned Adolf Hitler abruptly at this most crucial moment at the Führerbunker to save his neck after deciding that this was not an auspicious time to “join the suicide bunch where the inmates are running the asylum.”

Later, it would be revealed that Fegelein tried to entice Eva to leave Berlin with him. Surrounded by Russian forces, Berlin was a battlefield under a relentless cannonade of Russian rockets and rifle fire. Eva decided to go down with the ship, rats or no rats on board, instead of leaving the city with the oily Herman and his suitcase of plunder.

Högl and three of his troopers, at considerable risk to their lives because the ongoing battle was becoming more severe by the minute, took on the task of finding Hermann Fegelein, albeit hesitantly because they were sure some of them would not be coming back intact from the evening’s loathsome hunt.

The first place they went to was Fegelein’s lux apartment at Bleibtreustrasse 10–11 in Berlin, Charlottenburg, off the fashionable Kurfürstendamm—a combination of New York City’s Madison and Fifth Avenues.

And, no surprise, there was Fegelein, flat on his unmade bed, inebriated, incoherent, sans his decorated bespoke uniform, instead wearing a natty civilian business suit and a hand-painted Italian tie, preparing for a sprint to Sweden or Switzerland. Next to him was a careworn leather suitcase throbbing with cash—German, French, Swiss, et al.—and jewelry, some of which belonged unequivocally to Eva Braun and were gifted to her by Hitler. Högl also found conclusive evidence of Himmler’s treasonous peace negotiations with the Allies.

Fegelein, weaving and bobbing was so intoxicated that he could barely pull his shoulders back. Högl ordered him off the bed and into his uniform; he needed the powerful shoulders of Högl’s SS men.

While Hermann was exchanging his disguise, Högl and his troopers heard a clatter in the kitchen: A tall, gorgeous, freckle-faced redhead in a glittering red evening gown was escaping through the kitchen window without her pumps. The woman and her pretty feet vanished forever; several bunker survivors knew who she was but never gave up her name—she would later be known as the “Lady in Red,” a principal player in a vignette that only adds to the tale of this hard-to-comprehend evening.

Högl did not have to be the salt and pepper detective that he was to put two and two together: The former equestrian with Olympic aspirations, the horse lover, was seriously AWOL and was trying to fly the coup with money, jewels, false passports, foreign currency, and a wonderfully handsome redhead wearing a sparkling red evening gown but without her glittery pumps on.

What could go wrong?

Högl, an SS-Obersturmbannführer (Lieutenant Colonel) and subordinate by several ranks to Hermann, an SS-Gruppenführer (Major General), at Hitler’s explicit direction, arrested Hermann there in his bedroom and shanghaied him and his inestimable suitcase stuffed with pillage to the Führerbunker, where things were escalating into a Charlie Chaplin movie.

Anger among Hitler’s circle was now scorching the bunker’s cream-colored walls. All were indignant, affronted that Fegelein would do this to their Führer. Högl and his men manhandled Hermann like a sack of yesterday’s laundry down to the street, heave-hoed him into their jeep, and shot straightaway to the most famous address in Germany, Wilhelmstraße 77, and then down and down to the Führerbunker.

Between Fegelein’s eloquent apartment and the insane asylum that the bunker was devolving into, one of Högl’s men was seriously slammed by a wayward Russian bullet and almost bled out in the pursuit and capture of a scoundrel.

Fegelein was locked in a makeshift cell, where he sat sniffling, groaning, and vomiting.

Then, Hitler caught a BBC broadcast from Reuters detailing Himmler’s “backdoor surrender” with the western Allies through contact with Count Bernadotte. Hitler was now in a frenzy over this evident perfidious behavior, and Fegelein faced excellent prospects of being put against a wall and shot.

Because Hitler perceived a connection between Fegelein’s disappearance and Himmler’s betrayal, Hitler ordered SS-Gruppenführer (Major General) Heinrich Müller, chief of the GeheimeStatsPolizei, a.k.a. the Gestapo, to interrogate Fegelein and find out what he knew of Himmler’s plans to give up Germany to the Allies and take over as Führer. Not that it mattered that much. Because, at this point, everyone knew the war was lost, and it didn’t matter what Himmler was doing. But Hitler was taking it personally.

The notorious Müller was just the ticket for the job: extremely solemn. He had attended the January 1942 Wannsee Conference ordered by Reichmarshall Hermann Göring and was pivotal in instigating the genocide of all Jews in German-occupied Europe—a.k.a. the “Final Solution” to the Jewish Question. He was commonly called “Gestapo Müller” to distinguish him from an SS general named Heinrich Müller. Gestapo Muller was in and out of the Führerbunker in Berlin and was seen there on 1 May 1945. Never captured, Müller is the most senior officer of the Nazi regime to have not been confirmed dead. A mysterious cloud lingers above his name.

Müller quickly arranged a drumhead court-martial but quickly realized he was going nowhere fast. (Drumhead courts-martial started in 1876 and were conducted in the field, sometimes during a battle, to process urgent charges of offenses committed in action. The term drumhead came from using a drumhead as an improvised writing table. It often connotes summary justice.)

Fegelein, still blitzed, insisted he reported only to Heinrich Himmler, not Adolf Hitler—a most tendentious excuse—and that he was not obliged as a general in the SS to take orders from anyone except Himmler, to whom he reported directly.

He then unbuttoned his fly and urinated at the boots of the commission members preparing the court-martial.

This was not a good move on Hermann’s part.

It did not endear him.

Müller had had enough.

Figuring he did not need Hitler’s permission, Müller ripped off Fegelein’s epaulets and the melton rank gorgets on his lapels and all of his decorations and threw them at the shiny yellow pool of Fegelein’s earlier untimely indignation—Fegelein was now a soldat, a private, in the span of four seconds.

Now, Hitler had decided what to do with the wayward SS general, Hermann.

In the words of Otto Günsche (Hitler’s main SS adjutant), “Hitler ordered Fegelein to be spared and transferred to Kampfgruppe Mohnke, a battle group fighting the Russians around the bunker to prove his loyalty in combat and that would end the matter.” Hitler now had stumbled upon a soft spot in his heart for the Braun sisters, Eva and Gretl.

Enter Eva Braun to defend her brother-in-law, Hermann (with whom some said she had a brief romantic tour). With abundant tears and sobbing, Eva pleaded profusely with Hitler to pardon dear Hermann, reminding Hitler that Gretl was pregnant with Fegelein’s child (to be named Barbara, who would commit suicide in 1976 using E606, a toxic substance used in weedkillers and insecticides).

Hitler would not listen and changed his mind; he ordered Fegelein to be court-martialed and let the results fall wherever.

But Mohnke presented a fact that stopped the court-martial cold.

With Fegelein sitting on a stool and vomiting, Mohnke told his fellow officers that in German legal proceedings, a law stated that “no soldier can be court-martialed when he is drunk.”

And Fegelein was certainly soused.

Traudl Junge—an eyewitness to the bunker operatic landscape—stated that “Eva Braun pleaded with Hitler to spare her brother-in-law’s life and tried to justify Fegelein’s actions”—but nein! said the Führer.

Fegelein was dragged up two flights of stairs to the battle-scarred garden of the Reich Chancellery on 28 April, and, with Russian shells creasing the air around them, Hermann Fegelein was “shot like a dog” in the back of the head.

Rochus Misch, an Oberscharführer (Sergeant) in the 1.SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler (LSSAH), witnessed the whole subterranean drama. After recovering from an earlier wound he received in Poland, he joined the Führerbegleitkommando (Führer Escort Command, or FBK) as a batman, courier, telephone operator, and all-around aide; Misch was the last survivor of the Führerbunker. He disputed aspects of the above account. According to Misch, “Hitler did not order Fegelein’s execution, only his demotion,” which Mohnke had already affected. Misch also claimed to know the identity of Fegelein’s killer(s) but never revealed the name(s). He died in September 2013 and had appeared many times in documentaries.

Journalist and author of The Bunker, Harvard-educated writer for Newsweek magazine, James P. O’Donnell, interviewed dozens of bunker survivors in the 1970s and provided a compelling account of Fegelein’s court-martial.

SS-Brigadeführer Wilhelm Mohnke resided over the drumhead court-martial ordered by Hitler and formed a tribunal consisting of three general officers: Wilhelm Burgdorf—who would subsequently commit suicide in the Führerbunker on 2 May—General der Infantrie Hans Krebs, SS-Gruppenführer Johann “Jonny” Rattenhuber, and himself.

Fegelein, still lit up like a blowtorch, repeatedly refused to accept the court’s authority; he did not have to answer to Hitler. He shouted, “I am an SS general and only report to my good friend Reichsführer-SS, my friend,” and yelling, “Fickt euch Selbst”—“Go fuck yourselves!” Fegelein was so drunk that he was crying and vomiting, according to Misch; he could not stand and urinated copiously again on the floor.

Mohnke was undecided at this crucial moment. On the one hand, he had orders from Hitler, and on the other, there were questions of legality.

Both civilian and military law stated that a “defendant had to be of sound mind and understand the charges against them.”

In Mohnke’s mind, he was “certain Fegelein was ‘guilty of flagrant desertion.’ It was the opinion of the judges that ‘he was in no condition to stand trial.’” So, it seems, Mohnke threw up his hands, shut down the proceedings, and turned the defendant over to General Rattenhuber’s security squad.

Neither Mohnke nor Misch ever laid eyes on Fegelein again. Last they knew, he was marched out into the courtyard and shot in the back of the head by one of the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers-SS boys. Ironic, too, because the Sicherheitsdienst was under the command of Fegelein’s former benefactor, Heinrich Himmler.

To this day, no one knows what happened to Hans Otto Georg Hermann Fegelein’s remains, his stuffed suitcase, his bespoke suit, and that attractive barefoot redhead bailing out the kitchen window like a rabbit.

Günsche and Bormann argued that Fegelein would desert again, especially as a soldat.

Hitler then ordered Fegelein to be demoted and court-martialed by a court led by Mohnke.

At this point, the accounts differ again. Confusion adds to the battle smoke. The years that have passed since then obfuscate what occurred.

After the war, Stalin ordered the Russian NKVD to compose a dossier for his eyes only regarding Hitler’s death. The Hitler Book: The Secret Dossier Prepared for Stalin from the Interrogations of Otto Guensche and Heinze Linge, Hitler’s Closest Personal Aides stated that “Fegelein was court-martialed on the evening of 28 April by a court headed by Mohnke, SS-Obersturmbannführer Alfred Krause, and SS-Sturmbannführer Herbert Kaschula. The tribunal sentenced Fegelein to death.” Some accounts state that one man shot Fegelein; others say he was put up against a wall and shot by a formal execution squad according to German regulations. The names in the dossier differ from those of O’Donnell. We believe accuracy comes down on O’Donnell only because of his extensive interviews of bunker eyewitnesses almost immediately after the war concluded.

So, on 6 April, in a conference room at the Führerhauptquartier, Hermann Fegelein, many months away from being shot for treason, future brother-in-law of Adolf Hitler, stood bent over a map table beside his benefactor, the Führer, adding his opinion on what would be one of the most important tactical decisions of the Germans in World War II—sending Das Reich down to southern France where, along the way, the once-lauded division, now a rump, would perform a few atrocities, including the massacres at Tulle on 9 June 1944 and be forever known as the division involved in the Oradour-sur-Glane massacre on 10 June of the same year.

Next to Fegelein at the map table was General der Artillerie (Lieutenant General) Walter Warlimont, senior operations staff officer to General Wilhelm Keitel. In 1940, he was promoted to major general and assisted in developing the invasion plans of France. During the Battle of France, on 14 June 1940, Warlimont was promoted to General der Artillerie, and continued to give almost daily briefings to Hitler.

To Warlimont’s right at the table was Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel, a “major war criminal,” and Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) chief, the high command of Nazi Germany’s Armed Forces. Keitel had signed criminal orders and directives that led to numerous war crimes. At the Nuremberg Trials, he was found guilty and executed by hanging in 1946. Because the hangman’s noose was incorrectly tied, Keitel hung suspended for twenty minutes, twitching and turning before he died.

Next, General (General) Walther Buhle, chief of armaments. He was imprisoned after the war until June 1947, living in Stuttgart and dying at age sixty-five. He was also briefly accused of being part of the July 20, 1944, conspiracy to assassinate Hitler but was acquitted shortly after.

This is the transcript of their conference regarding Das Reich:

WARLIMONT: This movement of the 12 SS Div in this area is also underway, though for the moment, they can be replaced. On the other hand, Student’s paratroop replacement and training division which has about 12,000 men, is going into southern Holland . . . being built up here . . . as well as . . . and the front on the south coast. . . .


FEGELEIN: When on contact to 1st Panzer Army has been established, the Reich Battle Group can presumably be withdrawn?


THE FÜHRER: Of course, it should be pulled out—it should move over here.


FEGELEIN: It could be put together quickly.


THE FÜHRER: How strong is this battle group?


KEITEL: Fifteen or sixteen hundred men.


FEGELEIN: No, it’s a bit bigger: 2,500 men. They weren’t too badly mauled. That’s the hardcore.


THE FÜHRER: For over there, it’s nothing. But if they’re put here, you’ve immediately got 15,000 men. Then in no time. . . .


FEGELEIN: The Das Reich Division has 15,385 men altogether.


BUHLE: The battle group and that?


FEGELEIN: No, that alone.


THE FÜHRER: Then it’s ready! Then it’s a division again—in fact, an old division!


***

During Easter—9/10 April—four days after the Hitler conference, Das Reich prepared to move out to the Toulouse-Montauban area. They knew training and retrofitting could not energetically begin until they reached the Bordeaux area from the East. This training and retrofitting were necessary because they had been badly beaten in the East. From their departure to the war’s end, Das Reich would be led by SS-Brigadeführer (US Army equivalent—Brigadier General) Heinz Bernard Lammerding, his rank at the time, a German SS general officer who would be convicted of war crimes after the war but would not serve his sentence.

On 21 April 1944, the division was loaded on a single, extended transport train. At 0900 hours, the train slowly rolled out to the muscular tones of the overture to Tannhäuser—today was also the Führer’s birthday; it would be an eight-hour journey. They moved through the bucolic countryside with joy and relief, but the further they traveled through Germany, the more the destruction of their country spread before them, and depression again set in. Few among the men could believe they would ever go home again. Now, moving toward the delights of southern France “Living like God in France” was their new catchphrase. They had survived the suffering and death in Russia and its unprecedented winter weather and moved on to southwest France’s beautiful fields and vineyards. This alone boosted their memories back to the glorious days of 1940 when they found most people were relaxed and friendly. No longer was this true. The terrorists’ threats made it almost impossible to travel the streets alone. Officers’ messes in Toulouse were surrounded by wire mesh to prevent grenade attacks.

Thus, by luck, chance, or good fortune—the troops did not care—Battle Group Lammerding (Kampfgruppe Lammerding), one of the most tarnished divisions in Nazi Germany, was now a rump of the finest armored divisions the Germans had. Ordered to abandon the mud, floods, and cold of Russia, they hastened across Europe along a southerly route to the land of wine, fine cheese, and beautiful women. Once there, they would establish an encampment at Montauban in the Tarn-et-Garonne and not far from Tulle and Oradour-sur-Glane, not knowing that they would soon be at the center of one of the worst massacres in the history of France.

On 27 April, the train halted in Montauban.

When Das Reich left the Eastern front, they took with them the strong words, ambition, and “hopes” of their Führer, who wanted to show them that the priority now was shoring up the defenses in the West and defeating the Allies. His thoughts were typed down on paper.

Dated 3 November 1943, Hitler’s Führerdirective No. 51 stated his resolve to win in the West. In part, it stated:

For the last two and one-half years, the bitter and costly struggle against Bolshevism has made the utmost demands upon the bulk of our military resources and energies. This commitment was in keeping with the seriousness of the danger, and the overall situation. The situation has since changed. The threat from the East remains, but an even greater danger looms in the West: the Anglo-American landing! In the East, the vastness of the space will, as a last resort, permit a loss of territory even on a major scale, without suffering a mortal blow to Germany’s chance for survival.


Not so in the West! If the enemy here succeeds in penetrating our defenses on a wide front, consequences of staggering proportions will follow within a short time. All signs point to an offensive against the Western Front of Europe no later than spring, and perhaps earlier.


For that reason, I can no longer justify the further weakening of the West in favor of other theaters of war. I have therefore decided to strengthen the defenses in the West, particularly at places from which we shall launch our long-range war against England. For those are the very points at which the enemy must and will attack; there—unless all indications are misleading—will be fought the decisive invasion battle.


Holding attacks and diversions on other fronts are to be expected. Not even the possibility of a large-scale offensive against Denmark may be excluded. It would pose greater nautical problems and could be less effectively supported from the air but would nevertheless produce the greatest political and strategic impact if it were to succeed.


During the opening phase of the battle, the entire striking power of the enemy will of necessity, be directed against our forces manning the coast. Only an all-out effort in the construction of fortifications, an unsurpassed effort that will enlist all available manpower and physical resources of Germany and the occupied areas, will be able to strengthen our defenses along the coasts within the short time that still appears to be left to us.


For Das Reich, the situation before departure for France showed substantial losses from whence they were leaving, which had to be replaced with approximately nine thousand men—primarily recruits from February until May 1944. Of course, German troops in the division looked down their noses at them. There was an impurity about these new troops.

Among them were citizens of twelve European nations—a bouillabaisse of soldiers. The largest contingent consisted of men from Alsace-Lorraine and the Volksdeutsche—“people whose language and culture had German origins but who did not hold German citizenship.” Only a minimal number were volunteers; the rest were draftees. Many said that these men had been “shanghaied.” Throughout Das Reich and elsewhere, their ranks, equipment, men, and resources had been drastically diluted, and with this, so went the old pride.

Inevitably men from Alsace and Lorraine were allied by upbringing and ties with France and would be used in the coming battle in the West. Each company in Das Reich had at least forty men from Alsace and Lorraine in their ranks. They had not one day of training in the German language, not a day in a German barrack. Instead, they had been billeted in local billets in France among French civilians and under the eyes of the Résistance movement. Overall, this signaled the beginning of the end for Germany. The dilution was taking effect. The “purity among the SS ranks since Hitler’s early days would now begin to dissolve out of desperation.”

As they marched from the East through France and down to Montauban, French Résistance became pervasive in mid-May 1944. And at the same time, animosity began to burgeon toward each other among both the French citizenry and the Germans participating in the march. What had been a non-confrontational relationship had grown into armed conflict.

According to SS-Obersturmbannführer Otto Weidinger’s account in his book, one of five volumes, Das Reich V, 1943–1945, “Excesses against the German soldiers would provoke, indeed force, the German command to extremely harsh measures against the French civilian population, thereby upsetting the good relations between the German occupation forces and the French and turning them to hatred. This may have well been the intention in the subsequent battles against the German troops in France [emphasis added]. In all [Das Reich] lost approximately 100 men through murder and abduction alone from March until it arrived at the Normandy front.”

The Germans found the methods of the French Résistance immensely objectionable. The Germans wore uniforms. The Résistance did not and was not easily recognizable. They could pop out of the weeds, forests, and homes and ambush the Germans, who thought they were “not fighting fair.” As the hatred increased, the Germans regarded the Résistance as “bandits” and “terrorists.” The game was changing, and the Germans would become more ruthless and unforgiving. Essentially, French tactics were working, slowing down German efficiency.

Divisions that had been moved to France had either been decimated in Russia or were medically and physically inferior. From these, special battalions were formed of the deaf and diseased. Now, Russian, Hungarian, and Romanian subjects, as well as defectors and POWS of the Indian Army, joined in.

But mostly, the officers and noncommissioned officers were battle proven. No regimental commanders were older than thirty-four; the division commander, SS-Gruppenführer Heinze Bernard Lammerding, was thirty-eight. Replacement officers and noncoms had risen from the ranks.

Older personnel had been severely thinned out by death and wounding during the brutal fighting in Russia. By the start of the Allied invasion, every element in Das Reich had a backbone provided by men who held the division together. At this point, trust in National Socialism, the military leadership, and Adolf Hitler was still unbroken—it would not survive whole.

Back home throughout Germany, the resultant losses among the civilian population in the towns and villages where the troops were from caused increasing psychological burdens on the soldiers fighting the war. Almost daily, bad news arrived in the letters they received from home informing them of the destruction of their homes and the deaths of friends and relatives, wives, and children. Many were granted home leave because of “Bomb Damage” and would return to the field heartbroken, shaken, and depressed.

This emotional stress was raised by the new and ever-increasing attacks of the maquisards—a French paramilitary organization set up by the Vichy government and then spreading throughout France. It recruited Frenchmen to combat the French Résistance and act as informers. Some volunteered to avoid forced labor, but most were opportunistic bullies who enjoyed their treachery. And because of their knowledge of the localities, they were a menace. On the other hand, the résistants—a generic word like maquisards—opposed the German occupation. The German forces called these groups “bandits” and “terrorists” and went back at them with vengeance, hatred, and extraordinary brutality.

For Das Reich, the résistants and casualties became more evident in mid-May 1944, approximately one month away from the massacre at Tulle and the heinous military action of Das Reich at Oradour-sur-Glane. This sharply contrasts with the easy-going days when the Germans first arrived. Now, the terrorist threats meant the Germans could no longer travel alone or unarmed. In Toulouse, wire meshing had to be used around the officers’ messes and the Soldatenheim to thwart grenade attacks. No longer did civilians greet Germans with a smile and “hello.” A chill developed between them.

The activities of the résistants were, for the most part, amateurish and insignificant, but nettlesome and deadly enough for the German command to initiate extreme measures against these groups as well as innocent French civilians. And so, here is the point where the Germans took a turn toward aggression:

Generalfeldmarschall Hugo Sperrle, a morbidly obese officer with a forever scowl on his face who had been appointed commander of Luftwaffengruppenkommando 3 (Air Force Group Command 3), issued the infamous “Sperrle Orders.” The Sperrle Orders would be the impetus to attack and counterattack both civilians and terrorists. After the war, many German defendants in war crime trials would use it to excuse their criminal activities. It never worked.

On 3 February, the first of Sperrle’s Orders spelled out the treatment of the French résistants; it was unequivocal. The German troops were now emboldened to allow their hellish, pent-up anger and vengeance to flow like the world had not seen since Genghis Kahn.

Sperrle’s first order stated:

	 	We (the German armed forces) are not in the occupied western territories to allow our troops to be shot at and abducted by saboteurs who go unpunished. The countermeasures taken up to now, despite undenied successes, will not alter the situation substantially if immediate self-protection is not undertaken in instances where we are attacked or presented with insubordination.

	 	If troops are attacked in any manner, their commander is obliged to take his own countermeasures immediately, these include: There is to be an immediate return of fire. If innocent persons are hit this is regrettable but entirely the fault of the terrorists. The surroundings of any such incident are to be sealed off immediately and all the civilians in the locality, regardless of rank and person are to be taken into custody.

	 	Houses from which shots have been fired are to be burnt down on the spot. A report will not be made until these, or similar immediate steps have been taken.

	 	In the judgment of the actions of troop commanders, the decisiveness and speed with which they act are to be regarded as the primary aspects. A slack and indecisive troop commander deserves to be severely punished because he endangers the lives of the troops under his command and produces a lack of respect for the German armed forces. Measures that are regarded subsequently as too severe cannot, in view of the present situation, provide a reason for punishment.




Then, on 8 June 1944, two days before Das Reich hit Tulle and Oradour-sur-Glane, Sperrle issued his second order to the German troops. Whether the order was issued before the massacre at Tulle or the day of to act as a coverup is unknown.

The following order took effect on the issue date and was passed on to the German troops as the Order of the Day. Here it is in its entirety:

The operations staff of the Wehrmacht expect undertakings against the guerrilla [the German word used here is banden, which usually translates as “gangs” and implies criminality] units in southern France to proceed with extreme severity and without any leniency. This constant trouble spot must be finally eradicated. The outcome of these undertakings is of great significance for further developments in the west [the Allied invasion of Normandy began 2 days earlier, 6 June 1944]. Partial successes are of no use. The forces of Résistance are to be crushed by fast and all-out effort. For the restoration of law and order, the most rigorous measures are to be taken to deter the inhabitants of these infested regions who must be discouraged from harboring the Résistance groups and being ruled by them and as a warning to the entire population. Ruthlessness and rigor at this critical time are indispensable if we are to eliminate the danger that lurks behind the backs of the fighting troops and prevent even greater bloodshed amongst the troops and the civilian population in the future.


On the same day, 8 June, Sperrle added:

The Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht has decided that members of the French Résistance movement are to be treated as guerrillas. [This was the day that the Allies broadcast the demand that members of the French Résistance were to be regarded as being regular combatants and treated according to the terms of the Geneva Convention on land warfare. This was an odd request—the Germans quite rightly objected to this one-sided declaration, especially as the Résistance did not wear any distinguishing uniforms, or themselves abide by the Convention.]


The above quotes come from Weidinger’s book Das Reich V, 1943–1945. At this point, more about Otto Weidinger is necessary because he plays an essential and significant role in this story.

We see him pictured as a handsome and elegant SS man in his bespoke, bemedaled black SS uniform. Weidinger’s good looks could










When it was learned that SS-Obersturmbannführer Helmut Kämpfe had fallen into the hands of the Résistance on June 9, 1944, and had presumably been murdered shortly thereafter, a young battalion commander [SS-Sturmbannführer Otto Diekmann] in sheer frustration attacked the town of Oradour-sur-Glane. . . . Ammunition and explosives were found in all of the houses in Oradour. . . . Since it was clear the town was in the hands of the Résistance [not true] and that the population was definitely on their side, Oradour was put to the torch. . . . The fire spread (unintentionally) [not true] to the church and, since ammunition had been stored in the attic [not true], the church exploded and burned to the ground in a matter of minutes. The women and children perished. No responsible command of the Second World War could have remained indifferent to these attacks and ambushes.
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