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GERMAN ARMY ELITE UNITS 1939–45

INTRODUCTION

THE GERMAN ARMY was no different from any other army in the world in having a number of units which were considered ‘élite’. Some of these were units or formations which, after unremarkable beginnings, established themselves as élite through their performance on the battlefield. Others were considered élite from the moment of their creation, having been formed around cadre elements from other units which had already earned that reputation. In some cases entire arms of service (e.g. the Luftwaffe’s paratroopers) were considered to belong to an élite due to the extremely high selection standards and procedures that they enforced.
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Hauptmann Bernhard Klemz, commander of 5 Kompanie, Panzer-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’, in the regulation field-grey service uniform worn by armoured personnel when on leave or service away from their armoured vehicles. Note that he is not wearing the ‘GD’ ciphers on his shoulder straps; photographs showing soldiers failing to wear the special unit insignia to which they were entitled are not uncommon.

The formations and units covered in this work represent a selection and should in no way be considered exhaustive. Those included have been chosen, in the main, because they were granted some form of visible distinction which indicated that there was something ‘special’ about them, whether it be a cuff-band, shoulder strap emblem, piping colour to their uniform, or unofficial unit insignia. However, such visible distinctions alone were not in themselves an indication of truly élite status: not every unit granted such insignia could be considered outstanding on the battlefield. On the other hand, as a general rule the majority of truly élite units were either granted, or unofficially adopted, some form of distinguishing insignia. In the final analysis the truly élite units – those whose record will live on in the annals of military history – were those that distinguished themselves by deeds of gallantry and sacrifice on the field of battle.


‘GROSSDEUTSCHLAND’

This, the premier formation of the German Army, had its origins in the Berlin Guard detachment. In 1936 Generaloberst von Fritsch, Commander-in-Chief of the Army, had decreed that every unit of the army should send its best-drilled soldiers on rotation for service on ceremonial duties with the Guard in the capital city. The unit soon gained a reputation for the smartness of its drill and its immaculate turn-out. Expanded to regimental size in June 1937, it was formally titled Wachregiment Berlin and given the right to wear a distinctive ‘W’ cipher on its shoulder straps.

In April 1939, in reflection of the fact that its soldiers were drawn not from a specific local region as with most army units but was made up of the best from throughout the entire Reich, the regiment was renamed Infanterie-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ (‘Great Germany’). From being a predominantly ceremonial unit the regiment, to which a draft from the Infanterie-Lehr-Regiment demonstration unit was added in October 1939, was to become a superbly trained combat-ready infantry unit.
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A young tank crewman from Panzer-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ poses proudly for a portrait photograph in his black vehicle uniform; normally a grey rather than a white shirt would be worn. Note the ‘GD’ ciphers on his shoulder straps, embroidered in rose-pink thread on the black wool strap.
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Leutnant ‘Diddo’ Diddens of Sturmgeschütz-Abteilung ‘Grossdeutschland’. He wears the standard third-pattern Sütterlin script cuffband on the right sleeve, and the officer’s gilt metal ‘GD’ ciphers on his shoulder straps.

Still working up on the outbreak of war, ‘Grossdeutschland’ did not take part in the Polish campaign, although an offshoot from the regiment which was formed into a personal escort unit for Adolf Hitler under the title Führer-Begleit-Bataillon did see non-combat service in Poland.

The first significant action for the new regiment came during the 1940 campaign in the West, where it took part in the march through Belgium and into France, seeing combat against both French and British troops. It was to be no easy baptism of fire and ‘Grossdeutschland’ was involved in severe fighting on several occasions. After the fall of France, ‘Grossdeutschland’ remained on occupation duty while being reorganised and expanded to the strength of a regimental combat group. In April 1941 it took part in the invasion of Yugoslavia and was involved in the capture of Belgrade where it seized the radio station, reopening it as a German military station. By June, ‘Grossdeutschland’ had moved into reserve near Warsaw as Germany prepared for her invasion of the Soviet Union.

When Operation ‘Barbarossa’ began, elements of ‘Grossdeutschland’ crossed the River Bug in support of 7. Panzer-Division, taking part in the encirclement and capture of Minsk before pushing on to the Dnieper. They continued north-east in the general direction of Moscow, reaching Yelnya before being abruptly shifted south, where the formation engaged the Red Army in fierce fighting around Konotop, Putivi and Romny to the east of Kiev. The regiment was then diverted northwards once again, eventually being allowed some rest and recuperation around Orel. By the end of 1941 the regiment was lying to the south of the River Oka in defensive positions confronting the Soviet counterattack before Moscow. Its first year in Russia had cost ‘Grossdeutschland’ over 4,000 killed or wounded, but had earned it a first-class reputation. The early part of 1942 was spent in defensive actions against Red Army units and offensive sweeps against heavily armed partisans.

‘Grossdeutschland”s performance had been impressive enough for the decision to be taken to expand it yet again, this time to divisional status, and reorganisation began in April 1942. The formation was officially redesignated as Infanterie-Division (mot) ‘Grossdeutschland’ on 17 April 1942, and was allocated its own Panzer battalion. From its form-up point at Ryetachiza the division attacked eastwards towards Kursk in late June 1942, getting as far as Voronezh on 6 July before turning south and fighting its way to the junction of the Rivers Don and Donetz north-east of Rostov by the end of that month.
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‘Grossdeutschland’ cuffbands – from top to bottom: First pattern, machine-woven in aluminium thread Gothic script on dark green rayon. Third pattern, hand-embroidered in aluminium wire Sütterlin script on black doeskin. Fourth pattern, machine-embroidered in silver-grey yarn on black wool. Fifth pattern, machine-embroidered in ‘copperplate’ script on black wool.

On 1 August the division moved into reserve, based at Smolensk. Within a week of reaching Smolensk it was on the move again, however, pushing northwards to engage the enemy at Rzhev from early September through to October. It was here that ‘Grossdeutschland’ saw some of its heaviest fighting of the entire war, and in dreadful conditions; the autumn rains had turned the landscape into something akin to the muddy battlefields of France in the Great War. The fighting in this area, and especially in the hellish Lutschessa Valley, cost the division over 12,000 men.

In early 1943 the division was involved in the unsuccessful attempts to defend Kharkov and held back the Red Army long enough for the predominantly Waffen-SS units in the city to evacuate. Whilst in a rest area near Poltava the division received its own integral detachment of PzKw VI Tiger heavy tanks – a clear mark of its élite status, since these tanks were almost invariably limited to independent units under Corps or Army control. The division then took part in the counter-attack towards Kharkov, capturing Tomarovka before being pulled out of the line for rest and refitting. On 23 June 1943 the division was redesignated once again, now being entitled Panzergrenadier-Division ‘Grossdeutschland’.

The division took part in the early stages of Operation ‘Citadel’, the armoured offensive at Kursk, and made good progress against stiff opposition before once again being pulled out of the line on 18 July. This was to be the beginning of a long period of employment as a ‘fire brigade’ for the Eastern Front, rushed from crisis point to crisis point; the arrival of this seasoned and very powerful formation would often be sufficient to prevent an enemy breakthrough, though once again at a terrible cost in casualties. By this point many of the veterans who had started the war with the GD had fallen, yet the ésprit de corps of the German Army’s premier combat formation never faltered.

The first half of 1944 was spent in furious defensive battles, though on a few rare occasions the division was able to go onto the attack. ‘Grossdeutschland’ distinguished itself yet again at the see-sawing battles around Targul Frumos, first defending then counter-attacking, then defending yet again. In the summer it was pulled out of the line again for a brief period of rest and refitting; and during this period the ‘Grossdeutschland’ elements serving with the Guard Battalion in Berlin were instrumental in putting down the attempted putsch following the abortive attempt to assassinate Hitler on 20 July. Thereafter the Guard Battalion was increased to regimental status as the Wachregiment. The summer of 1944 also saw elements of the divisional Panzer-Regiment, in France for refitting with the PzKw V Panther tank, sent into action against the Allies following the Normandy landings.
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‘Grossdeutschland’ shoulder straps: (Left) Mid-war type in field-grey wool for the rank of Unterfeldwebel. (2nd, 3rd & 4th left) Early dark green wool straps for Feldwebel, Oberfeldwebel and Stabsfeldwebel. (2nd right & right) Officers’ straps for Leutnant and Oberleutnant.

All the NCO examples have white metal ciphers and the officer examples gilt metal ciphers.

In November 1944 the Panzer-Korps ‘Grossdeutschland’ was created, comprising Panzergrenadier-Division ‘Grossdeutschland’ and Panzergrenadier-Division ‘Brandenburg’. By late 1944 the GD division was in action on the northern sector of the Eastern Front, defending the area around the Baltic port of Memel. ‘Grossdeutschland’ had been weakened not only by combat losses but by providing the cadres for new formations such as the Führer-Begleit-Division, the Führer-Grenadier-Division and Panzergrenadier-Division ‘Kurmark’. It spent the remaining few months of the war in desperate defensive actions in East Prussia, though some elements were successfully evacuated by sea to Schleswig Holstein and avoided capture by the Soviets. The Wachregiment was destroyed in the final battles for Berlin.
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A Gefreiter from Panzergrenadier-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland 2’ with his wife and young children. Note the shoulder straps with the small numeral ‘2’ just below the ‘GD’ cipher; this rare strap type was only worn for a short period in 1942–43.

Main elements

(at peak divisional strength, 1944)

Panzer-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Grenadier-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Fusilier-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Panzer-Artillerie-Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Panzeraufklärungs-Abteilung ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Heeres-Flak-Abteilung ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Sturmgeschützbrigade ‘Grossdeutschland’ 

Panzer-Pionier-Bataillon ‘Grossdeutschland’
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The Führerhauptquartier cuffband, hand-embroidered in aluminium thread Sütterlin script on a black doeskin base. It was worn on the lower left sleeve by all troops during their attachment to Hitler’s headquarters, e.g. the Führer-Begleit-Brigade drawn from ‘GD’ personnel.

Satellite units

Führer-Grenadier-Brigade

(expanded to divisional status early 1945)

Formed July 1944; first saw action in October 1944 around Gumbinnen and Goldap in East Prussia. Removed in November for rest and refit before being committed to the Ardennes offensive with 5. Panzerarmee. It provided rearguard cover for retreating units when the offensive collapsed, and was thereafter refitted as a Panzer-Division in February 1945. It was thrown into action at Stettin on the Oder in March 1945 and was involved in a failed attempt
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