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KNIGHT’S CROSS AND OAK-LEAVES RECIPIENTS 1939–40

INTRODUCTION

THE IRON CROSS was instituted in 1813, and is what is known as a ‘temporary’ award – one that is only presented when the nation is in a state of war. To be able to bestow this prestigious award, a formal renewal order was required. For this reason, different dates appear on the lower obverse arm of the Iron Cross, relating to the year of re-institution: the year 1813 on the reverse lower arm relates to the original institution date of the Order.

During the period from its institution to the end of World War I, a large ‘gap’ existed in the Iron Cross series of awards. There was no official interim decoration between the First Class, which could be awarded to soldiers of all ranks, and the Grand Cross, which was awarded only to senior commanders for winning a major battle or campaign. The gap was partly filled by awards given from Germany’s constituent states: among the best known of these is the Pour le Merité or ‘Blue Max’ of Prussia. However, with the abdication of the Kaiser at the end of World War I, the awards granted by the various Royal households fell into abeyance.

In the autumn of 1939, when the Iron Cross was once again about to be re-instituted, it was clear that something would be required to fill this huge gap between the grades. Rather than using an unrelated award to bridge this gap, as had previously been the case, a new grade in the Iron Cross series was introduced, the Knight’s Cross or Ritterkreuz. This was not an entirely new concept, as many of the decorations of the individual German states incorporated a Knight’s Cross grade.
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A very rare example of the first type of Knight’s Cross to be produced, immediately recognisable by the eyelet for the suspension loops. In other Knight’s Cross examples this forms a complete circle, but in these early pieces it is only a half-circle. (Detlev Niemann)

The Knight’s Cross

The Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross (Ritterkreuz des Eisernen Kreuzes) was awarded for a very wide range of reasons. To illustrate by comparison, the range of gallantry and service awards to which a British soldier might aspire was quite large – the Victoria Cross, Military Cross, Distinguished Service Cross, Distinguished Service Order, Distinguished Flying Cross and Military Medal, to name but a few. The Knight’s Cross, in contrast, rolled such wideranging awards into one, and with one particularly important distinction – it was bestowed across all ranks and grades, unlike many British medals, which had different and more attractive decorations for officers compared to those for the lower ranks. The Knight’s Cross might be awarded to a senior commander for skilled leadership of his troops in battle, or to a humble private soldier for a single act of extreme gallantry. It could be awarded to an ace pilot for shooting down a high number of enemy aircraft, to a tank ace for destroying enemy armour, or to a submarine ace for sinking a high tonnage of enemy shipping. Between 1939 and 1945, some 7,282 awards of the Knight’s Cross were made (the exact number is unknown, as records for the last hectic months of the war are incomplete). Although this might seem high, compared to the 182 awards of the Victoria Cross, the fact that the Knight’s Cross was a wide-ranging award should be borne in mind. In addition, when considering the millions of soldiers who served in the course of the war, the Knight’s Cross was clearly an extremely rare decoration.

The Knight’s Cross holders were held in high regard, and the efficient German propaganda machine ensured a large amount of publicity was given to awardees. Young Germans could buy studio portrait photos of the latest winner to add to their collection. The winner might also be expected to make patriotic speeches to factory workers employed in the war effort, expressing thanks for the hard work of those on the home front, or alternatively might be asked to undertake a lecture tour.

Interestingly, the official term for one so decorated was Ritterkreuzträger or ‘Knight’s Cross Bearer’, which almost suggests that the award was a burden. Many indeed saw this as the case, the burden being one of great responsibility to set an example to others. Suggestions had been made that the correct title for one decorated with this high award should be Ritter des Eisernen Kreuz or ‘Knight of the Iron Cross’. Hitler refused to countenance this, believing that such a designation owed too much to titles granted by the Prussian aristocracy he despised so much.

A description of the Knight’s Cross

The Knight’s Cross was very similar in appearance to the Iron Cross Second Class. It was a pattée cross (one with flared, roughly triangular limbs) worn at the neck (Am Halse). It had a black, painted iron core: on its obverse was a central swastika with the year 1939 displayed in the lower arm. The black core was held within a two-part silver frame: the frame had a ribbed inner portion (with a matt silver finish) and a flat outer flange (with a highly burnished finish). The frame was usually struck from real silver, though plated examples do exist. On the top edge of the cross was a circular ‘eye’, struck as part of the frame rather than separately attached; a silver wire suspension loop was passed through this to accept the neck ribbon from which it was suspended. The original ribbon was 50mm wide with a wide red central stripe (exact dimensions vary) flanked in white and with a black edge stripe – red, white and black being the national colours during this period. At some early point during the war, 45mm-wide ribbon became the norm and surviving original examples of the Knight’s Cross with 50mm ribbon are now rare.

When presented, the Knight’s Cross came in a small case 123mm long, 80mm wide and 25mm deep, covered in black, leather-effect paper. The lid interior was lined in padded white satin and the base, recessed to the shape of the Cross and with a section for the neck ribbon, was covered in fine black velvet. The cased Cross was supplied by the manufacturer in a protective outer carton made of card, but these were usually discarded just before the award ceremony. Generally only those sent directly to the next of kin of posthumous awardees would retain the carton. The manufacture of the Knight’s Cross was subject to very strict control, and consequently original examples are always of the highest quality.

Until mid-1941 Knight’s Cross holders were able to purchase additional examples of the award through retail outlets such as uniform outfitters. It was then decided that any additional examples of such high decorations should only be available for purchase through official channels. Knight’s Crosses lost or damaged in the course of duty would be replaced free of charge. It should also be noted that a number of recipients chose to keep the original award piece at home, and instead wore a converted example of the Iron Cross Second Class, which was cheap and easily obtained. Some wartime photos also show a pinback Iron Cross First Class attached at the neck. The vast majority of Knight’s Cross recipients, however, proudly wore the original award pieces on all occasions and never had a substitute.
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The standard wartime production Knight’s Cross: this example was manufactured by C E Junker of Berlin and is shown in its original presentation case complete with the neck ribbon. The outer frame is burnished whilst the inner frame has a frosted matt finish. The iron centre is painted matt black, providing a very attractive contrast.

The award process and documents

A recommendation (Vorschlag) for the award of the Knight’s Cross had to pass through many levels of scrutiny, for instance, the Divisional commander, the Korps commander, the Army Group, and so on, all the way to the Armed Forces High Command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht). At each stage, the reviewing officer would add his comments supporting the Vorschlag, usually with ever more brief comments as it progressed up the chain of command. Ultimately, the recommendation would reach Hitler who would normally add a single comment: ‘Approved!’ (Befurwortet!) Many original examples of such recommendation papers, complete with the added comments of various senior commanders, still exist in the German Federal Archives and provide a fascinating insight into the award process.

As a first step, the recipient would be sent a brief telegram informing him of the award of the Knight’s Cross, with a few words of congratulation. Sometime thereafter a preliminary certificate of possession (Vorläufiges Besitzzeugnis) would be sent. This award document came in a standardised, pre-printed format, on A5, buff-coloured stiff paper, with blank spaces left for the recipient’s details to be filled in by typewriter. An example of the initial form can be found in Colour Plate A. The wording was as follows: ‘The Fuhrer and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces has awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross to [recipients name]’. Then followed details of the date of the award, and the signature and ink stamp of the awarding authority. Award documents were printed in both Gothic (Fraktur) and Latin (Latein) script. Later award documents, in keeping with changes made to most military award documents simultaneously, saw the wording altered to simply: ‘The Fuhrer has awarded…’ with reference to Hitler’s status as supreme commander of the Armed Forces dropped.
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Occasionally, the Iron Cross Second Class was field-converted into the Knight’s Cross by modifying the ribbon suspension, as shown here. This process provided a cheap and readily available ersatz Knight’s Cross, for use until the formal award piece became available or to avoid damage to the proper item.

In the early part of the war, the preliminary certificate of possession was followed by a most elaborate formal award document, the Ritterkreuzurkunde. This was executed on a large sheet of parchment vellum, folded in half so as to effectively produce four sides, with the lettering on the ‘third’ side. The resultant ‘pages’ were approximately 43cm x 36cm. Also on the third page was a hand-drawn large eagle and swastika in rich brown ink. This was followed by the text: ‘In the name of the German people…’ followed by the recipient’s name in gold lettering, with a representation of the Iron Cross and below that the name of the issuing authority and date. At the foot of the page was the signature of Adolf Hitler. These signatures were often facsimiles, but on occasion are pen signatures executed by Hitler himself. These Urkunden were sent directly to the soldier’s home address, not to his unit. A note of the award was also entered in the soldier’s ID book (Soldbuch), his military pass (Wehrpass) and personnel records. Examples of the document can be found in Colour Plate A and on page 6.
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The formal award document for the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross (right), hand-executed on parchment vellum and contained within a hand-tooled leather folder (left). Original examples of these documents are now extremely rare. (Detlev Niemann)

The document was contained in a large folder, covered in handtooled red Moroccan leather with a large embossed gold-leaf eagle on the front. The documents were produced by a team of the Reich’s finest artisans and are works of great artistry. Unfortunately demand far outstripped the team’s ability to supply these, and although many of those who earned the Knight’s Cross in the first half of the war received one, later recipients were given only the preliminary certificate.

Oak-Leaves, Swords and Diamonds distinctions

As the war progressed, a range of further distinctions was created for bestowal on existing Knight’s Cross winners, namely Oak-Leaves (Eichenlaub); Oak-Leaves with Swords (Eichenlaub und Schwertern); and Oak-Leaves with Swords and Diamonds (Eichenlaub, Schwerter und Brillanten), the latter being the most prestigious. Winners of the Oak-Leaves distinction in the period 1939–40 are covered in this volume. Future Elite-series

The Oak-Leaves distinction




Distribution of the awards


















	German awards
	British awards



	Oak-Leaves with Swords and Diamonds
	27
	
	Victoria Cross
	182



	Oak-Leaves with Swords
	159
	
	Military Cross
	c.10,000



	Oak-Leaves
	882
	
	Distinguished Flying Cross
	c.20,000



	Knight’s Cross
	6,214
	
	Distinguished Service Cross
	c.4,500



	German Cross
	c.40,000
	
	Military Medal
	c.15,000



	
	
	
	Distinguished Flying Medal
	c.6,000



	
	
	
	Distinguished Service Medal
	c.7,100



	
	
	
	Distinguished Conduct Medal
	c.1,900












	Year
	No. of awards



	1939
	21



	1940
	440



	1941
	876



	1942
	952



	1943
	1,398



	1944
	2,448



	1945
	1,147



	 
	Total: 7,282












	Wehrmacht branch
	No. of awards



	Army
	4,524



	Luftwaffe
	1,716



	Waffen-SS
	438



	Kriegsmarine
	318



	
	



	 
	Total: 6,996












	Rank
	No. of awards



	Schütze – Oberschütze
	254



	Unteroffizier – Stabsfeldwebel
	1,422



	Leutnant – Oberleutnant
	1,908



	Hauptmann
	1,505



	Major – Oberst
	1,672



	Generalmajor – Generalfeldmarschall
	521



	 
	Total: 7,282
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