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GERMAN COMBAT EQUIPMENTS

INTRODUCTION

The goal of this book is not to provide a definitive study (if there is such a thing on any subject) of German military combat equipments in all their many variants and styles. Rather, it will focus on the principal standard items of equipment utilised by the Heer (Army) during the war years. However, for the most part this same or very similar equipment was used by the other branches of the Wehrmacht (Defence Forces): ground troops of the Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine, and the Waffen–SS. Equipments peculiar to these branches are not the subject of this book1.I hope that modellers, collectors, re–enactors, and those interested in general German military topics will find this a useful guide for the identification, wear, and manner in which German field equipment was used. When describing the position in which an equipment item was worn on an individual, it will be from the wearer’s viewpoint. When describing the location of a component on an item of equipment, it will be from the viewer’s reference.

In order to conduct a conversation, or discuss a military topic, the participants must possess a common vocabulary. I will use somewhat literal translations of German equipment nomenclatures rather than attempt to identify items by parallel British or US terms, and to provide a degree of standardisation. The common collectors’ terms will be included where appropriate. German model designations were composed of the equipment item’s descriptive name followed by the last two digits of the year of adoption, for example ‘Tornister 39’ (many items did not include the year). I will use this system when providing the German designation, but in English I will use e.g. the easily understandable ‘M1939 pack’.

German combat equipment was of relatively light weight, ruggedly constructed, well designed, functional, and of generally high quality, though deteriorating in the later war years. A high degree of design standardisation was maintained in most categories of equipment, though materials and their colours often varied widely. Its quality did not drastically deteriorate after 1942, as did that of many other types of equipment, though increased use was made of substitute and lower grade materials. In late 1944 an attempt was made to standardise field equipment between all armed services in design, materials and colours as a means of conservation. This universal equipment (Einheits Ausrüstungsstrüke) was based on the Army’s standard items.

One of the principal materials used in combat equipment was leather (Leder). It was widely used as the main component of belts, support straps, ammunition pouches, holsters, horse equipment, and the many special purpose pouches, carriers, cases, and packs. Leather was also extensively used as edge binding, securing straps, and reinforcement. Both smooth and pebble finishes were used. Though fairly durable and long lasting if properly maintained, leather does have a number of disadvantages. It is expensive, heavy, stiff, easily cracked when dry and torn when wet, and suffers from shrinkage when drying. In wartime Germany it also became a very scarce commodity.

Cotton canvas (Baumwolle Segeltuch) was used extensively in packs, rucksacks, bags, pouches, and special carriers and cases in a wide variety of weights and weaves. Lighter weight canvas of rougher weaves came into use as the war progressed. Other fabrics, used to a lesser degree in some items, included: felt (Filz), wool (Wolle), rayon (Kunstseide, literally artificial silk), and linen (Leinen). The tent quarter was made of water–repellent gabardine (Gabardine).

Various types of cotton webbing (Gurtband) were used for carrying, securing and reinforcing straps in many items, even prior to the war, though its use increased from 1943. (Some slings and shoulder straps were fabricated using folded and sewn canvas rather than webbing.) Canvas and webbing was also used in the equipment specially designed for use in North Africa, as well as in later items to conserve leather. Cotton, wool, and rayon thread (Faden), whether used with canvas, webbing or leather, was normally white, though this soon became stained with use; it was felt, rightly, that dyed thread would be weakened by the process.

Substitute or replacement (Ersatz) materials came into wide use from about 1943, though these were in limited use prior to and early in the war. The principal of these was a leather-like treated pressed cardboard (Press-Stoff, literally pressed material), used in lieu of leather in items not requiring high durability or load sustainment. Limited use was also made of artificial leather (Kunstleder).
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Early German packs (Tornistern), left to right: M1809, M1867, M1887 (back view with belt), and M1895. (Visier,)

Hardware or metal fittings (Beschlag) were made of steel (Stahl), aluminium (Aluminium), and light metal alloy (Leichtmetall). Common hardware components, available in many sizes, included: buckle – with tongue (Schnalle); slide buckle friction (Schiebeschnalle); slide- oval (Schieber); ‘O’ ring (Ringe); ‘D’ ring (Halbrunde Ringe), ‘D’ ring with hook (Halbrunde Ringe mit Haken); carbine hook spring-loaded snap-hook (Karbiner-haken); wire side-hook (Drahtseitenhaken); button (Knöpfe); and stud (Dobbelknöpfe).

Though some hardware was unpainted, generally it was painted field grey or various other shades of grey. In late 1944, as part of the universal standardisation effort, an attempt was made to standardise hardware paint as dark grey within all armed services, though this was only achieved to a limited extent.

Some use was made of synthetic materials. Bakelite (Bakelit), a hard heat-treated plastic of various colours, usually cream to brown and black (and non-conductive to electricity), was used as a component in some items. Another synthetic material was a phenolic resin composition, ranging from reddish to dark brown in colour.

There was little standardisation in the colours of field equipment materials, especially among canvas/webbing items, and different colours are even encountered in the same item due to material shortages or repairs. When specific colours are listed for a given item, these do not necessarily exhaust the possible colours it may be found in. Field grey was the more common colour (though others were used) prior to and early in the war, but from 1941/42 olive green and other green shades tended to predominate. Later, items were fabricated from whatever colour material stocks were available.

Typical fabric colours included: field grey (feldgrau— grey green with the green much more pronounced); olive green (olivegrün— deep brownish green); reed green (schilfgrün—light dusty green, though it varied greatly from light green to light olive brown); dark and light grey (dunkel- und hellgrau); dark and light brown (dunkel- und hellbraun); dark and light tan (beige) colour (dunkel- und hell-lohfarbe); and sand colour (sandfarbe). Even these shades varied widely; and a few other ‘odd’ colours, described in the text and unique to specific items, will be encountered. Surviving fabric equipment items may have faded considerably or changed in tone due to exposure to the elements, washing, wear, dye deterioration, or a combination of these.

Metal equipment items, such as cook pots, entrenching tools and gas mask cases, were usually painted matt (flat) black (schwarz), dull or matt grey (stumpf-order mattgrau), field grey, or olive green, the latter being more common from 1941. Some tropical equipment used in North Africa was painted in reed green, sand, and tan shades. Prior to 1943 most large metal items, to include unit equipment, vehicles, ammunition boxes, etc., were painted dark grey (dunkelgrau P24 called ‘panzer grey’ bv modellers), though some were painted field grey. Due to green pigment shortages and the need to provide a light base colour so that darker camouflaging colours could be applied, dark yellow (dunkelgelb- called ‘ordnance tan’ by collectors) was adopted in 1943 and applied to most equipment in the factory; dark yellow items were thus not necessarily intended for use in North Africa as is sometimes assumed. The Luftwaffe used metal equipment items painted blue grey (blaugrau- sometimes incorrectly called ‘Ordnance blue’ by collectors). However, this colour was also used by the Army, particularly for machine gun-related items, late in the war.

Leather items were black, darker shades of brown, or, in remote cases, natural (light) brown or tan. It was not uncommon for both black and brown leather components to be used in the construction of a single item. Stock leather was dyed prior to cutting for fabrication and the raw cut edges and rough inside were left undyed, though this soon became darkly stained with use. Leather equipment made for officers tended to be orange-farbe, a light reddish brown, but darker browns were also used. It was ordered in July 1943 that brown items be dyed black, but this was not always accomplished. Brown and natural leather are found in some tropical equipment, though little used in such items due to its tendency to crack in dry climates. Standard black and dark brown leather items used in North Africa were sometimes painted sand or tan, while on the Continent they were occasionally painted field grey or other green shades. In the winter leather items were sometimes painted white (weiss) or whitewashed (weisstünche) for snow camouflage.
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An early infantryman’s basic equipment; ‘belt supports with auxiliary straps’ (redesignated ‘belt supports for infantry’ in April 1940), belt, MI911 cartridge pouches, small entrenching tool and carrier, S.84/98 bayonet, M1931 bread bag, and M1931 field flask. (Troy Haley collection)
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Troops, wearing standard infantry equipment, enter a Polish city after the capitulation. The ΝCO platoon leader (unit strength authorisation tables prescribed that one platoon leader in each company be an NCO), in the centre and to the left of his platoon, is outfitted with an M1935 report/map case and pistol holster. (Author’s collection)

The markings found on German field equipment are of particular interest to collectors. Almost all were stamped in black ink. In 1936 a system of codes was adopted to identify the Army Clothing Office (Heeresbekleidungsamt) from which the equipment originated. A single letter was followed by a two-digit year number, for example ‘B 38’. The letters were: B– Berlin, E–Erfurt, Κ Kömngsberg, M–München. With the pre-war expansion of the Army Clothing Offices this system was dropped and only the year was applied. Unit designation abbreviations were also stamped or inked on some items, but this practice was discontinued within the field army after the outbreak of war for security reasons. From 1934 Armament Office (Waffenamt) acceptance symbol (a spread-winged eagle clutching a swastika) was impact stamped on most items, as was often ‘R.B.’ (Reichs Bekleidung National Clothing). Private contractors were usually identified by their trade name and location or a manufacturer’s mark (Herstellungszeichen) in the form of a lower case three-letter code, though trademark symbols (Schutzmarke) with year of manufacture were also common.
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An Armament Office (Waffenamt) acceptance symbol stamped on a tent accessories pouch’s leather retaining loop. Many equipment items were ‘denazified’, after the war by obliterating this symbol causing those with the symbol to be of more value to collectors. Beneath the symbol is the manufacturer’s mark (Herstellungszeichen,)-‘WSA535’.

1 For information on these branches’ equipment, see MAA 139, German Airborne Troops 1939 45, MAA 34, The Waffen-SS (Revised), MAA 229, Luflwaffe Field Divisions 1939–45. The reader is also referred to MAA 213, German Military Police units 1939 45.


DEVELOPMENT

Pre–Wehrmacht equipment

German field equipment used in World War II differed little outwardly from that used in World War I and even earlier, though improved materials and refinements were incorporated alongside the introduction of new items. Between the late 1880s and the late 1900s an infantryman was outfitted with a leather field belt, two large single–compartment cartridge pouches (M1885, M1887, M1989), M1893 bread bag, M1893 field flask (waterbottle), M1893 cook pot (mess tin), small spade and carrier, M1892 shelter quarter, and M1895 pack. The belt, cartridge pouches, and other leather items were normally black, though some were brown. The bread bag (a small haversack) and square tent section/ground cloth were of reddish brown canvas; the latter could be worn as a weather cape, but did not possess a head slit as did the M1931. The M1895 pack was made of the same canvas and its back flap was covered with calfskin (its hair retained for water repellency). This pack had replaced the similar all-canvas M1887. Both packs’ shoulder straps had to be attached to the belt in order to carry it.

In the late 1900s much of the equipment was improved. The ΜI909 three–compartment leather cartridge pouch was adopted to better accommodate the Gew.98 rifle’s loading clips. Mounted troops later received the smaller M1911 pouch. An improved M1910 field flask and M1910 cook pot were introduced. The bread bag and tent section began to be made of field grey canvas in 1911, though reddish brown ones continued to be
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