
Elite • 133

Knight’s Cross, Oak-Leaves and Swords Recipients 1941–45

[image: images]

Gordon Williamson • Illustrated by Ramiro Bujeiro

Consultant editor Martin Windrow


CONTENT

INTRODUCTION

KNIGHT’S CROSS WITH OAK-LEAVES AND SWORDS RECIPIENTS

THE PLATES


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

INTRODUCTION

The re-institution, at 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). This could be awarded to any rank in the armed forces, either for individual or cumulative acts of gallantry or for distinguished leadership in command. After the first nine months of the war it was decided that additional grades were required, to further distinguish those who were already ‘bearers’ of the Knight’s Cross (Ritterkreuzträger) and who continued to demonstrate exemplary courage on the battlefield or success in command. On 3 June 1940, Hitler signed a decree introducing the Oak-Leaves clasp (Eichenlaub); and on 21 June 1941, the Oak-Leaves with Swords (Eichenlaub mit Schwerten), for award to those who merited further distinction after previously being decorated with the Oak-Leaves. Like an oak-leaf spray, the swords were a traditional German device in use since Imperial times to indicate a higher grade of an order.1

Description

The Oak-Leaves with Swords clasp consisted of a set of die-struck oak-leaves to the base of which were soldered a pair of crossed swords, the latter usually being finely cast rather than die-struck. On the reverse was the typical ‘paperclip’-style ribbon suspension loop, but – at least in the case of the official awards made by J.Godet und Sohn of Berlin – this loop was significantly longer than that used on the Oak-Leaves alone, to prevent the sword hilts from snagging on the top edge of the Knight’s Cross.

Godet were the only firm contracted to manufacture this award for the Präsidialkanzlei, and the Oak-Leaves used were absolutely standard pieces, of both first and second types (as described and illustrated in Elite 123). As with the Oak-Leaves, the retail sale of this award was prohibited in mid 1941, but some examples made for the retail market before this prohibition do exist – e.g. those by Steinhauer und Lück of Lüdenscheid. On official award pieces the Swords featured detailing on both sides, though not on the examples made by Steinhauer und Lück.

The award was made from 900 grade silver (i.e. 900/1,000 parts pure silver), and was marked on the reverse exactly as were the Oak-Leaves: with the designation ‘900’ on the left; and on the right either Godet’s Herstellermarke ‘L/50’ – the retailer code allotted by the Association of German Orders Manufacturers (LDO) – together with the word ‘SiLBER’ in upper/lower case format, or the Präsidialkanzlei contract code ‘21’. Typically the overall dimensions of the clasp will be 27.1mm × 24.6mm.
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The award case for the Oakleaves with Swords clasp, the black velvet base recessed for its suspension loop and for a length of suspension ribbon. The case itself is a rare and valuable item and, like the clasp, has been widely faked.

The piece was presented in a small black leatherette-covered case typically measuring 104mm × 78mm × 23mm. A slot for the suspension loop allowed the clasp to sit flush against the black velvet covering the base; and a recess was provided above for a folded length of 45mm-wide neck ribbon. The lid was lined in white satin.

The clasp made by Steinhauer u.Lück featured much larger swords and has overall dimensions of 28mm × 30.5mm; it bore no contract code. Though somewhat unusual in appearance compared to the official award piece, Steinhauer u.Lück’s wartime product has been positively identified from its distinctive Swords in an Imperial War Museum photograph of British servicemen posing with captured German awards in 1945. Other commercial pieces were manufactured by C.E.Juncker and Paul Meybauer, both of Berlin, these carrying the LDO codes ‘L/12’ and ‘L/13’ respectively.

These latter manufacturers’ production runs were short, as the retail sale of this and other high grade awards was prohibited very shortly after the introduction of the Swords. Commercial stocks were ordered to be surrendered to the Präsidialkanzlei for addition to official stocks. Due to the extremely short period during which they were made, commercial examples by these three firms are not often encountered.

Although wartime jeweller-made copies and ‘field-made’ examples are both known, those not conforming to pieces made by the manufacturers noted above will generally not have anywhere near the value of a true award piece or legitimate commercial piece. It is difficult to overstate the extreme rarity of original examples of this award, which at the time of writing are attracting sterling prices well into five figures. It should also be noted that this award has been heavily faked for many years, in qualities ranging from crude to nearly perfect.
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Oak-Leaves with Swords clasp by the renowned Berlin firm of C.E.Juncker. Close comparison with the formal award piece made by Godet (Plate A2) reveals a number of subtle differences in the characteristics of the Oak-Leaves. As Juncker were never given an official contract to supply the decoration, this piece simply bears their retailer code ‘L/12’. The silver is of 800 grade rather than the 900 used by Godet. (Detlev Niemann)
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The award of the Oak-Leaves with Swords generally took place at a special ceremony at the Führerhauptquartier; photographers were usually on hand to record the event for posterity, as here for the award to the Crimea hero Maj Erich Bärenfänger. On many occasions groups received their decorations at the same time; more ‘important’ recipients would be granted a personal audience with Hitler. (US National Archives)

When a whole range of wartime decorations were authorized for wear once again in new ‘de-Nazified’ forms following the Ordens Gesetz of 1957, Steinhauer u.Lück began producing Oak-Leaves with Swords once again. Early pieces were very well made, but as time went on quality deteriorated drastically, and most later pieces were made in brass with a poor quality silver plating. Even the solid silver pieces (more recent examples being in 925 grade) have poor definition and are not as well finished as originals. Although still considered as an officially approved decoration, these later pieces are generally treated as being made for the collector market and are of low value.
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The cover of the folder for the Oak-Leaves with Swords document. The workmanship and detail of the gilt national emblem and the intricate geometric border are of the highest quality. (Detlev Niemann)

Documents

When the Swords were awarded, the recipient was given a small A5-size pre-printed document, the Vorläufiges Besitzzeugnis or ‘Preliminary Certificate’ of possession. This had his personal details typewritten into the appropriate spaces, was signed by the awarding authority at bottom right, and bore an ink-stamped seal in the lower left corner.

At some later date, a magnificent formal award document or Urkunde was presented. This was made from parchment, consisting of a large sheet folded in half to give the effect of four A3-size sheets. On what would be page 3 the details of the award were hand-lettered in exquisite calligraphy and tooled in gold leaf. At the top was the national eagle-and-swastika emblem with outstretched wings, in gold. This was followed by the text Im Namen/ des Deutschen Volkes/ verleihe ich dem [rank, name hand-tooled in gold leaf] das Echenlaub/ mit Schwertern/ zum Ritterkreuz/ des Eisernen Kreuzes. Then followed Berlin, dem [date of award]. Just below this was added the signature of Adolf Hitler, usually in genuine manuscript rather than facsimile.

This document was contained in a superb folder or Mappe, made from board covered with white leather and with inside covers lined in parchment. A large gilt folded-wing national emblem adorned the face of the folder, which was bordered with a geometric design in gilt metal. In the centre a narrow ribbon held the folded Urkunde in place. The lower edge of the rear inner face of the folder bore the name of the craftswoman Frieda Thiersch.

Unlike the award itself, which was made up in small batches by the manufacturer, with an over-capacity resulting in numbers of unawarded examples still being in storage at the end of the war, the Urkunden were made strictly to order – a time-consuming process for skilled hands. Being unique, and named to an individual whose career is well documented, they are therefore far rarer than original examples of the award itself and command commensurately high prices.

Distribution

The distribution of awards of the Swords clasp, by date and service, shows some interesting trends.

The bulk of the initial awards were to Luftwaffe fighter aces, with a handful to the most successful U-boat commanders – in other words, all were to men whose achievements could be quantified, in number or tonnage of ‘kills’. No Army or Waffen-SS soldiers received the award in 1941 despite the massive extension of the ground war by the invasion of the USSR that June; the Oak-Leaves were apparently sufficient to recognize distinguished gallantry or command success. Even in 1942 the Luftwaffe again predominated, its pilots achieving unprecedented numbers of aerial victories over the large but poorly equipped and trained Red Air Force. But as the equipment and skill of their opponents improved, and the victories required to obtain the Swords became harder to achieve, so Luftwaffe awards declined. Similarly, as Army troops became involved in bitter defensive actions as well as offensives, so awards to the Army increased, and defeat in North Africa soon led to another front opening up in Italy. Navy awards remained constant at one or two per year; despite the larger numbers of U-boats on patrol, May 1943 saw the Allies definitively seizing the advantage in the Battle of the Atlantic, and submarine losses increased sharply.




	 
	  Army
	  Luftwaffe
	  Navy
	  SS
	 



	  1941
	    0
	    4
	    1
	    0
	 



	  1942
	    3
	  13
	    2
	    0
	 



	  1943
	  10
	    6
	    1
	    2
	 



	  1944
	  40
	  22
	    1
	  13
	 



	  1945
	  25
	    7
	    0
	    9
	 



	  Totals:
	  78
	  52
	    5
	  24
	(159)   
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Hitler admires the craftsmanship of the folder or Mappe containing the formal Urkunde for the Oak-Leaves with Swords. This gives a good impression of the size and bulk of this item. (US National Archives)

By 1944 the Luftwaffe was outnumbered on all fronts, and suffering serious losses among irreplaceable experienced aircrew; while some of the leading aces continued to build extraordinary scores, proportionately Luftwaffe awards declined as compared to those of the ground forces. The Army and Waffen-SS were now on the retreat on the Eastern Front and, with the Allied landings in Normandy, were forced to fight a war on three fronts simultaneously. In 1945 the Luftwaffe was a spent force, and Army and Waffen-SS awards numbered almost five times as many as those to aircrew. By 1944 the Battle of the Atlantic was lost, and the U-boat captains faced a constant struggle simply to survive, let alone to achieve any major successes against enemy shipping.

By far the greatest number of awards of the Swords related to the monumental struggle between the Wehrmacht and the Red Army on the Russian Front; and this title is therefore devoted predominantly to a selection of those who fought in the East.
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SS-Ostubaf Günther Eberhard Wisliceny wearing the Knight’s Cross with Oak-Leaves and Swords, as commander of the ‘Deutschland’ Regt of 2.SS-Pz Div ‘Das Reich’ during the final battles in Hungary and Austria. He was officially awarded the Swords only on 6 May 1945, two days before the end of the war, and was decorated at the front by the C-in-C 6.SS-Panzerarmee, SS-Obstgruf ‘Sepp’ Dietrich. In some cases of these very late awards, photographs of them being worn are evidently retouched, since there was no opportunity for the recipient to pose for a portrait.



1 See the first two titles in this sequence: Elite 114, Knight’s Cross and Oak-Leaves Recipients 1939–40; and Elite 123, Knight’s Cross and Oak-Leaves Recipients 1941–45
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