
[image: Img]




The Stackpole Military History Series

THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

Cavalry Raids of the Civil War

Ghost, Thunderbolt, and Wizard

Pickett’s Charge

Witness to Gettysburg

WORLD WAR I

Doughboy War

WORLD WAR II

After D-Day

Armor Battles of the Waffen-SS, 1943–45

Armoured Guardsmen

Army of the West

Australian Commandos

The B-24 in China

Backwater War

The Battle of Sicily

Battle of the Bulge, Vol. 1

Battle of the Bulge, Vol. 2

Beyond the Beachhead

Beyond Stalingrad

The Brandenburger Commandos

The Brigade

Bringing the Thunder

The Canadian Army and the Normandy Campaign

Coast Watching in World War II

Colossal Cracks

A Dangerous Assignment

D-Day Bombers

D-Day Deception

D-Day to Berlin

Destination Normandy

Dive Bomber!

A Drop Too Many

Eagles of the Third Reich

Eastern Front Combat

Exit Rommel

Fist from the Sky

Flying American Combat Aircraft of World War II

For Europe

Forging the Thunderbolt

For the Homeland

Fortress France

The German Defeat in the East, 1944–45

German Order of Battle, Vol. 1

German Order of Battle, Vol. 2

German Order of Battle, Vol. 3

The Germans in Normandy

Germany’s Panzer Arm in World War II

GI Ingenuity

Goodwood

The Great Ships

Grenadiers

Hitler’s Nemesis

Infantry Aces

In the Fire of the Eastern Front

Iron Arm

Iron Knights

Kampfgruppe Peiper at the Battle of the Bulge

The Key to the Bulge

Knight’s Cross Panzers

Kursk

Luftwaffe Aces

Luftwaffe Fighter Ace

Massacre at Tobruk

Mechanized Juggernaut or Military Anachronism?

Messerschmitts over Sicily

Michael Wittmann, Vol. 1

Michael Wittmann, Vol. 2

Mountain Warriors

The Nazi Rocketeers

No Holding Back

On the Canal

Operation Mercury

Packs On!

Panzer Aces

Panzer Aces II

Panzer Commanders of the Western Front

Panzer Gunner

The Panzer Legions

Panzers in Normandy

Panzers in Winter

The Path to Blitzkrieg

Penalty Strike

Red Road from Stalingrad

Red Star under the Baltic

Retreat to the Reich

Rommel’s Desert Commanders

Rommel’s Desert War

Rommel’s Lieutenants

The Savage Sky

Ship-Busters

The Siegfried Line

A Soldier in the Cockpit

Soviet Blitzkrieg

Stalin’s Keys to Victory

Surviving Bataan and Beyond

T-34 in Action

Tank Tactics

Tigers in the Mud

Triumphant Fox

The 12th SS, Vol. 1

The 12th SS, Vol. 2

Twilight of the Gods

Typhoon Attack

The War against Rommel’s Supply Lines

War in the Aegean

Wolfpack Warriors

Zhukov at the Oder

THE COLD WAR / VIETNAM

Cyclops in the Jungle

Expendable Warriors

Flying American Combat Aircraft: The Cold War

Here There Are Tigers

Land with No Sun

Phantom Reflections

Street without Joy

Through the Valley

WARS OF THE MIDDLE EAST

Never-Ending Conflict

GENERAL MILITARY HISTORY

Carriers in Combat

Cavalry from Hoof to Track

Desert Battles

Guerrilla Warfare

Ranger Dawn

Sieges


GRENADIERS

The Story of Waffen SS General
Kurt “Panzer” Meyer

Kurt Meyer

STACKPOLE
BOOKS


Copyright © 1957 by Schild-Verlag, Zweibrucken, Germany

English edition copyright © 2001 by J. J. Fedorowicz Publishing, Inc.

Published in 2005 by

STACKPOLE BOOKS

5067 Ritter Road

Mechanicsburg, PA 17055

www.stackpolebooks.com

Originally published as GRENADIERE by Schild-Verlag

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to J. J. Fedorowicz Publishing, Inc., 104 Browning Boulevard, Winnipeg, MB, R3K 0L7, Canada.

www.jjfpub.mb.ca

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3

FIRST EDITION

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Meyer, Kurt, 1910–1961.

    [Grenadiere. English]

    Grenadiers : the story of Waffen SS General Kurt “Panzer” Meyer / Kurt Meyer ; translated by Michael Mendé and Robert J. Edwards.

          p. cm.

    Includes index.

    ISBN 0-8117-3197-9

  1. Meyer, Kurt, 1910–1961. 2. World War, 1939–1945—Personal narratives, German. 3. World War, 1939–1945—Campaigns. 4. Waffen SS—Biography. 5. Generals—Germany—Biography. I. Mendé, Michael. II. Edwards, Robert J. III. Title.

D811.M48513 2005

940.54'1343'092—dc22

                                                                          2004027567

ISBN 978-0-8117-3197-3

 

eBook ISBN: 978-0-8117-4301-3


Table of Contents

Preface

Editors’ Notes

Poland

From Prague to the Western Front

Operations against Rotterdam

Into France

The Formation of the Reconnaissance Battalion at Metz

The Balkans

Into Greece

The Crossing to Peloponnesus

The Struggle against the Soviet Union

From Sasselje to Cherson

From the Dnepr to the Don

The Winter War: 1942–43

The Fighting for Kharkov

The Counterattack

The 12. SS-Panzer-Division “Hitlerjugend”

The Invasion

The Final Fighting around Caen

From the Evacuation of Caen to the Falaise Pocket

The Employment of the 12. SS-Panzer-Division “Hitlerjugend” from the End of the Invasion to the End of the War by Hubert Meyer

Imprisonment in England

Back to Germany

The Trial

On Death Row

From Dorchester to Werl

Afterword

In Memoriam by Hubert Meyer

Rank Comparisons

Index


Preface

I often fought alongside Waffen-SS formations as an armor commander; I found I could rely on them.

The 12. SS-Panzer Division “Hitlerjugend” mentioned in the second part of the book was under my operational control during five hard weeks on the Normandy invasion front. Its commander was the author of this book, Kurt Meyer, Generalmajor der Waffen-SS. At the end of the war we spent several months together in a camp at Enfield in England.

In December 1945 I was flown to Kurt Meyer’s Canadian court-martial at Aurich. I was the sole German soldier allowed to be a witness in his defense. Some of his comrades and I were also given the opportunity to be with him for a short period of time after he had been sentenced to death.

After his sentence had been commuted to life imprisonment, I got in touch with him and his wife as soon as possible. We remained friends until his far too premature death.

As a result, I knew Generalmajor der Waffen-SS Kurt Meyer and his 12. SS-Panzer-Division “Hitlerjugend” rather well. I knew them in good times and, even more, in the bad ones.

The book Grenadiers chronicles the fighting of the Waffen-SS units during the Second World War under the command of Panzermeyer—as the author was known to his troops—in Poland, France, the Balkans, Russia, and on the Normandy invasion front. The courage, comradeship, chivalry and patriotism of the troops described are also representative of the military discipline, the selfless devotion, and performance of all other Waffen-SS Divisions and, indeed, the entire German Army.

Kurt Meyer wrote this book after his release from nine years of prison. It was important to him to memorialize through this book those soldiers of his who were still living—and who looked up to him as a father figure— and to the dead of all of the divisions of the Waffen-SS and the army.

The 12. SS-Panzer Division “Hitlerjugend”, to which a portion of this book is dedicated, fought in Normandy for ten long weeks, mostly as the Schwerpunkt of the counterattack against Montgomery’s army groups’ continuous assaults and massive material advantage. The division was nearly destroyed. Its performance was always more than could be expected of it. Such exceptional accomplishments would have been impossible if the soldiers had been drilled to zombie-like obedience. The young soldiers were trained to act on their own initiative, thanks to the exemplary training that had grown out of the practical experience of war. Behind all this was a love for the Fatherland.

[image: image]

SS-Obersturmbannführer Kurt Meyer in the spring of 1943. An official portrait after his award of the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross. ROGER JAMES BENDER

The success of the 12. SS-Panzer-Division “Hitlerjugend” was frequently due to the personal intervention of its thirty-four-year-old commander. His analytical skills, coupled with a sixth sense for danger and his ability to make the correct decision, enabled him to intervene personally at the right place and time. His determination and personal example gave the soldiers—and not only of his division—the strength to persevere and to counterattack. He suffered the deaths of his soldiers as if they were his sons.

Kurt Meyer’s courageous bearing as he stood before the victors’ court-martial at Aurich at the end of 1945 far exceeded mere warrior mentality, as did his composure when he listened—unjustly condemned—to his death sentence. I take my hat off to the courage then required and the chivalry of the Canadian General who did not sign this sentence but commuted it to life imprisonment. I also take my hat off to our Kurt Meyer who remained the same German officer in the death cell and in prison amongst criminals that he had been on the battlefield.

An additional heavy burden was his anxiety over his wife and five children, who had to survive just on social security benefits during his nine years in prison.

Neither during this time, nor after his release, did Kurt Meyer feel any hatred. With the help of his old comrades he soon built a new life for himself. In spite of his wounds, illness and imprisonment, he also felt obliged to support the reputation of his fallen comrades and their widows and children as well as those who survived. That is how this book came into being. Consequently, he shouldered the burden of being the first spokesman for the HIAG [Editor’s Note: Hilfsgemeinschaft auf Gegenseitigkeit der Angehörigen der ehemaligen Waffen-SS = Waffen-SS Mutual Aid Society].

Nine hundred thousand soldiers served in the thirty-six Waffen-SS Divisions. About four hundred thousand were killed or are missing. Of the survivors, every second one had been wounded, often several times. These numbers speak for themselves. If one adds the families, the former members of the Waffen-SS total several million German citizens. In the long run, no democracy can do without the willing participation of so many people without severe problems. They had clearly proven their willingness to sacrifice themselves for Germany.

As the first spokesman for the HIAG, Kurt Meyer led his old comrades by his example and words in a deeply felt involvement in our democracy. His involvement stemmed from his former love of fatherland, coupled with the insights he had won during and after the war. He did this although the former members of the Waffen-SS and their families do not receive the same state benefits as other German combatants of World War II. Even today, Kurt Meyer’s widow receives no pension.

After 1945 a flood of hatred was poured on the Waffen-SS. The things that were said about this component of the German Armed Forces do not, in the main, stand up to detailed inspection. Not only foreigners, but also many of our own population, lump the soldiers of the Waffen-SS with the members of the SD and those of the Allgemeine SS. This book has also been written to set truth against libel. In this way the contribution of the Waffen-SS may be seen objectively. Furthermore, the book will show the children of the Waffen-SS soldiers their fathers’ deeds in an undistorted manner. They will be proud of their fathers’ courage, constancy, decency, and their love of the fatherland. They also will read about the terror of war.

In Panzermeyer our German soldiers lost an armor commander of exemplary courage, chivalry and responsibility. His human stature, proved before his judges, in prison, and after his release, is an example to our people, whom he loved all his life.

Heinrich Eberbach

General der Panzertruppe a.D.


Editors’ Notes

Readers who read the original English edition published in 1994 will note a number of changes to the text in this edition. In addition to reviewing the original translation alongside the the most recent German edition of the book, the entire style has been changed from British English to American English to benefit our North American customers, who make up the bulk of our readership.

Modern American Army terminology is generally used wherever an equivalent term is applicable. In cases where there may be nuances where we think the reader might enjoy learning the German term, we have included it with an explanation.

In cases where the German term is commonly understood or there is no good, direct English equivalent, we have tended to retain the original German term, e.g., Schwerpunkt (point of main effort), Auftragstaktik (mission-type orders), etc. Since most of the terms are repeated several times, we have not included a glossary.

There is a rank-comparison table at the back of the book listing German Army, Waffen-SS and US Army equivalents.

Unit designations follow standard German practice, i.e., an Arabic numeral before the slash (e.g., 1./SS-Aufklärungs-Abteilung 1) indicates a company or battery formation. A Roman numeral indicates the battalion within the regiment.


Poland

“Achtung! Panzer, Marsch!”

We had been standing, waiting for this moment, our eyes glued to the faces of our watches. Now it started to turn crazy.

The vehicle motors roared in the dawn. We increased speed, faster and faster, up to the border. I listened intently in the half-light. The first rounds would start their death-dealing flight any moment, opening up our way east. The hissing, wailing and shrieking was suddenly above us, enhancing the perception of our own speed that we were sensing with every nerve. During the approach we caught a brief glimpse of our assault groups as they dashed towards the frontier barriers and destroyed the obstacles with demolition charges. Machine-gun fire lashed down the street and short fiery flashes of exploding grenades illuminated our target. The armored cars entered the village of Gola at top speed. Infantry assault troops captured the bridge over the Prosna—it had already been prepared for demolition—and it fell into our hands undamaged. In a few minutes the village was occupied. The Polish soldiers crawled out of their positions, baffled and dazed, and approached us with their hands raised. They could not believe that, barely ten minutes after it had started, the war was already over for them.

I was suddenly standing in front of the corpse of a Polish officer. A round to the throat had killed him. The warm blood was spurting from the wound. Yes, this was war! This initial sight of death impressed grim reality onto my brain with great clarity.

But it was time to move on! Uprooted trees and smoldering houses made it difficult to advance. We could hardly see. Ground mist mingled with the smoke of destruction.

I could not stay with the regimental staff. I moved forward to the outskirts of Gola and followed the reconnaissance patrol. Of course, as the company commander of the SS-Panzerjäger-Kompanie, I had completely different duties. An enemy tank attack was not expected and my company had also been dispersed among the individual battalions. This kind of warfare didn’t suit me and so I secretly followed the tanks. Since 1934 I had been following the development of the tank as a weapon at Döberitz-Elsgrund and later at Wunstorf-Zossen. Now I suddenly saw myself in a dead-end occupation as a Panzerjäger.

Whirled up dust was still hanging in the air as I came across two of our heavy armored cars and a motorcycle platoon just beyond Chroscin. The armored cars moved slowly into the fog. Visibility was less than 300 meters. Suddenly, the eerie silence was broken by the whiplash round of a Polish antitank gun. The first armored car rolled to a smoking halt. Its wheels had hardly stopped when the second one was also destroyed. Both armored cars were about 150 meters in front of the antitank gun. The position was well camouflaged and difficult to find.

Round after round penetrated the vehicles; machine-gun bursts swept down the street, forcing us to take cover. We heard cries from the Panzeraufklärer trapped in the armored cars and were forced to watch without being able to go to their aid. Each time a round penetrated the armored car’s interior the shrieks of our mortally wounded comrades grew louder. We tried to reach the armored cars to help our comrades who had scrambled out to escape the antitank gun’s field of fire, but it was impossible. Hostile machine guns hammered down the street. The machine-gun fire mowed down the Panzeraufklärer who managed to get out of the armored cars. The moans in the vehicle grew weaker. I was lying behind a pile of gravel. Spellbound, I watched blood dripping from the fissures in the first vehicle. I was paralyzed. I had not yet seen a live Polish soldier, but my comrades were already lying dead, right in front of me.

Polish cavalry came galloping out of the smokescreen. They were charging directly towards us, and wouldn’t be stopped by the fire from my machine pistol. It was only when the motorcycle platoon opened fire and brought down some horses that the fierce cavalry troop galloped back into the fog. Artillery was engaging the hill in front of us, while a battalion of Panzergrenadiere assaulted the enemy positions. The young grenadiers were moving like they were in a training area. They could not be stopped either by machine gun or artillery fire. The battlefield looked deserted, however, innumerable soldiers were advancing towards the enemy.

I watched astonished as the attack was carried out almost noiselessly in front of me. Panzergrenadiere dashed forward with mechanical precision. As their attack gathered momentum, the Poles were swept from their positions. The attack rolled on irresistibly; it could not be stopped either by the enemy or the difficult terrain. Each of these fabulous soldiers was convinced about the justice of this war and had no scruples about giving his life for the rights of his people. Still, no cheers rang out over the battlefield. The faithful young soldiers carried out their duty and made unequalled sacrifices with earnest expressions. For these men the war against Poland was no war of aggression but the elimination of a scandalous injustice. They wanted to expunge the rape of the German people at Versailles. Their strength came from the purity of their aspirations. These were no ordinary soldiers, nor were they political mercenaries, risking their lives for their people’s future.

These young people belonged to the elite of the nation. They had been selected from thousands of volunteers and had been intensively trained for four years. The Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) consisted of men who had just reached their nineteenth year at the outbreak of war; the noncommissioned officers were about twenty-five years old. These young men obviously had had no influence on the political events of 1933. In 1933 they had been mere schoolboys who had sought ideals and wished to serve those ideals with devotion. How have they been repaid, with what infamy were they tortured, and how are they being treated even now? But on 1 September 1939 the Panzergrenadiere could not have known that they were to become scapegoats for spiteful politicians. They were soldiers, fulfilling their duty according to the traditions of the Prussian soldier.

At about 1000 hours the town of Boleslawez surrendered to the tempestuous assault after fierce street fighting. Enemy artillery fire rained down on the town, causing casualties among the population. By nightfall we were near Wieruszow and were planning the following morning’s attack. The Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) was attached to the 17. Infanterie-Division and had to defend the right flank against a Polish cavalry brigade’s attack.

The approaching darkness hid the day’s destruction. The battlefield’s misery was only visible in the illumination of nearby fires. The horizon was marked by burning hamlets and the thick smoke wallowed over the violated earth. We sat silently behind the remains of a wall trying to make sense of the first day’s battle. We gazed earnestly into the glow of a former farmhouse and listened to parts of Hitler’s historic speech. “I have decided to solve the question of Danzig and the Polish Corridor, and to find a way to make sure that a change in the relations between Germany and Poland will make peaceful coexistence between us possible.” His words echoed in our ears for a long time.

The regiment was employed at the Warthe River as part of the 17. Infanterie-Division, and advanced towards Pabianice. On 7 September, at around 1000 hours, we reached the outskirts of Pabianice and received orders to establish a blocking position to the south along the ridge running through Rzgow-Wola, Rakowa and Lodz. Stronger enemy forces with antitank weapons had occupied Pabianice. The attack of the I./Panzer-Regiment 23 had just been repulsed by the Polish defenders. Damaged and destroyed tanks were on the battlefield. They had been rendered combat ineffective by Polish antitank rifles.

The regiment took over the mission of the tanks and immediately carried out an assault. The 1. and 2./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) broke into the town and the battalions followed up. This violent attack forced the Poles to withdrew to the town center. Strong Polish counterattacks were then made against the regiment’s exposed flank.

The firing positions of the II./Artillerie-Regiment 46 were desperately defended against persistent attack by Polish infantry. The frontline was everywhere. The Polish units came flooding back from the west attack without thought for casualties. The regimental command post suddenly became the focal point of the attack. All of the clerks and drivers fought for their lives. The Poles approached the command post through a potato field and, as the foliage offered excellent cover and camouflage, we could not see them until they came within grenade range. We could not stop the enemy infantry from winning more and more ground.

I leapt to my feet and fired, standing, into the field. This was the only way to hit the Poles. On my right a grenadier from the 13. Kompanie was firing at them as if he were on a firing range, round after round. Our “target shooting” did not last long. Suddenly, I found myself back at the bottom of the trench, thrown there by a bullet grazing my shoulder. My neighbor had been killed with a bullet wound in the neck. Never again would I try to stop an attack standing up for all to see. The attacks continued with determination on both sides and only in the late afternoon was the momentum of the Poles broken. Hundreds surrendered and started the long march into captivity. Meantime, the XVI. Armee-Korps had advanced to the gates of Warsaw and was grappling with the Polish units defending the city, as well as those fleeing eastwards from the west. The Commanding General, General Hoepner, greeted the spearhead of the regiment at Nadarzyn. We would be attached to the 4. Panzer-Division.

The Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) received orders to secure the Kaputy-Oltarzew-Domaniew line and block the enemy retreat from the west towards Warsaw.

While on the march, the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) was ordered to change direction northwards towards Oltarzew. Motorized infantry followed the motorcycle troops and armored cars. They vanished into the night.

General Hoepner felt confident of the outcome of the war in Poland, but he predicted heavy fighting for the XVI. Armee-Korps. He thought the Polish forces still west of Warsaw would make every attempt to break through our blocking positions. After a few kilometers, it became obvious to us that the oncoming night would bring us some hard fighting. We had to work our way through the suburbs of Warsaw to reach the main street. Loud sounds of fighting could be heard from Oltarzew. The I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) had reached the main line of retreat and was fighting strong enemy forces. On the road the columns had driven into each other and it was completely jammed. They were totally destroyed overnight. Hundreds of dead were lying in the rubble. Artillery, weapons and ammunition covered the road. The merciless fighting lasted until the morning, and both sides waited, exhausted, for daylight to reveal the true situation.

First light showed a grim situation. Not only had Polish soldiers been killed on this straight road but boxed-in refugee columns had also been shot to pieces. Dead and wounded horses hung in their tack awaiting the coup de grace. Women and children had been blown apart in the fury of war. Whimpering children clung to their dead mothers or mothers to their children. The wounded crawled out from under the rubble and cried for help. The field dressing station was soon overflowing. Poles and Germans worked together to relieve the suffering. Not a shot was heard. The war had been suspended. The refugees were bitter; they were from Posen and had been incorporated into the column to provide protection for the Polish troops.

This night had revealed the naked face of war to us for the first time. There was no longer any difference between soldier and civilian. Modern weapons destroyed them all. I did not see a single German soldier laughing on the “death road” at Oltarzew. The horror had marked them all. The September sun shone brightly on the blood-covered road and changed the destruction into a flytrap. More than 1,000 prisoners were ordered to remove the rubble. Six hundred were sent over to the enemy lines with the message “Warsaw has fallen.”

A single antitank gun destroyed an enemy armored train; the exploding ammunition cars flew into the air with a loud crash and destroyed the train completely. In the next two days, strong enemy attacks ran into positions held by the II./Infanterie-Regiment 33, the II./Panzer-Regiment 35 and the regiment. Their attacks were in vain.

In vain, I asked the commander for different duties so I could take a more active part in the fighting. I was fed up with commanding a company that was scattered around the regiment, platoon by platoon. I reminded the commander at every opportunity that I was a tank and motorcycle man, and felt totally superfluous in my present position. But it was no use; I remained a Panzerjäger for the present.

During the night of 12–13 September a strong enemy unit penetrated the positions of the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.); a total breakthrough seemed imminent. Early in the morning we received a message that the 6./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) had been overrun and the company commander killed. I had always felt very close to him; we had belonged to the same regiment since 1929. We found the message of an impending breakthrough incredible. We simply did not believe that the enemy could break through our defensive positions.

I received orders to go and find out if there was any truth to the report. I leapt into the driver’s seat of a motorcycle/sidecar combination accompanied by SS-Obersturmführer Pfeifer, and we vanished in the direction of Blonie. Pfeifer died a soldier’s death some years later commanding a company of Panther tanks. We moved out at speed along the “death road” to get past the insects as quickly as possible. The horse carcasses stank dreadfully.

A few hundred meters outside of Swiecice I saw two Polish soldiers and a member of the 6./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) crouching behind a small bridge. The behavior of the three soldiers seemed so peculiar to me that I braked sharply, jumped off the machine, and walked towards the group kneeling in the ditch. It was only when I was standing on the edge of the ditch that I understood the reason for the German soldier’s strange behavior. He was a prisoner of the Polish soldiers and was looking at me flabbergasted, as I had walked alone towards the group. Damnation, was I ever lucky again! Only Pfeifer’s machine pistol had prevented the Poles from advancing me into the great beyond. It was true, the company had been overrun; the company commander was lying dead in a trench a few hundred meters away. Pfeifer and I worked our way further towards Swiecice and soon found our fallen comrade. He had been shot through the chest. Seppel Lange died an exemplary soldier; we would never forget him.

The enemy units that overran us were destroyed during the day; the front line was reestablished to its former position.

The Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) and the 4. Panzer-Division were employed in the Bzura sector to stop retreating portions of the Polish Army from crossing the river. The Poles attacked with great stubbornness and proved repeatedly that they knew how to die. It would be unjust to deny the courage of these Polish units. The fighting on the Bzura was desperate and intense. The best Polish blood was mixed with the river water. The Poles’ losses were terrifying. All their attempts to break through were broken by our defensive gunfire.

Polish strength was broken on 18 September, and we were ordered to attack the fortress at Modlin. Heavy fighting developed in the forest area south of Modlin. The I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) was attacked and surrounded by superior forces.

At 0700 hours on 19 September Generalleutnant Reinhardt ordered an attack to relieve I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) and break through to the Weichsel River. The attack was supported by the II./Panzer-Regiment 35.

The deep sandy roads made movement very difficult and wheeled transport could only advance very slowly. Again the fighting was bitter and, although the Polish situation was hopeless, they did not consider surrender. They fought to the last round.

During the attack we discovered the remains of SS-Obersturmführer Bruchmann and an SS-Unterführer of the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.). Both had been captured after being wounded during the encirclement and had been badly mutilated. Bruchmann had been a platoon leader in my company and married only two weeks before the outbreak of war.

The battle for the old fortress at Modlin started with a heavy artillery barrage and Stuka attacks. We experienced the destructive impact of our dive-bombers for the first time and could not understand how the Polish garrison could withstand such a storm of fire. Contrary to our expectations, the Polish units in Modlin resisted stubbornly and defied every attack. In fact the fortress only fell during the final phase of the campaign.

On 25 September Adolf Hitler visited the front, to include the 15./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) at Guzow.

Infantry divisions relieved the armor and motorized formations around Modlin. The mobile forces were readied for the attack on Warsaw that started with a bombing attack and concentrated fire on the fortifications and military strong points. The main bombardment of the city only started on the evening of 26 September. The Poles did not consider surrendering. It would be a fight to the finish; there were still 120,000 Polish soldiers fighting in the city.

The Poles only offered to surrender the city on the afternoon of 27 September. In the afternoon all fighting along the front ceased. The campaign for Poland was over. On 28 September the capitulation was signed by the Commander-in-Chief of the Eighth Polish Army and Generaloberst Blaskowitz. We listened to the generous conditions in astonishment. The officers were to keep their swords, and the noncommissioned officers and soldiers would only be held as POWs for a short time.

Very soon, on 1 October, the Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) received orders to move west. We were all convinced that we would be marching to the banks of the Rhine. We were wrong. We reached Prague on 4 October and were allowed to stay in the golden city for a few weeks. The regiment received a tremendous reception from the German populace in Prague; thousands cheered us as we arrived in Wenceslas Square. Freiherr von Neurath, the venerable Reichs Protector, said words of praise.

I reported once more to the regimental commander in Prague and pleaded earnestly for another duty appointment. My experiences in Poland had left me dissatisfied, and I was afraid that I would remain commander of the SS-Panzerjäger-Kompanie of the regiment for the rest of the war. I must have gotten through to him because, at the end of October, I took over command of the SS-Kradschützen-Kompanie (motorcycle company). That meant I would be at the spearhead of the regiment. Although I had long wished for that appointment, I was sorry to leave the SS-Panzerjäger-Kompanie. I had formed it in 1936 and felt attached to my SS-Panzerjäger. Still I was very pleased to know that I was allowed to take a platoon leader and several SS-Unterführer with me. In addition, my dependable driver was also allowed to accompany me to the 15./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.).

At last I was in my element. We trained hard daily. The motorcyclists participated enthusiastically and gave me all their support. My slogan— “The engine is our best weapon”—was fully accepted and obeyed by the lads. In the space of a few weeks I had won the trust of my new company and I knew I could rely on every single Kradschütze. We awaited further developments on the Western Front with interest.


From Prague to the Western Front

The Blitzkrieg in Poland had made the soldiers hope the politicians could end this ill-fated war and a campaign against the Western Allies might be avoided. Our “pipedream” was rapidly shattered when we heard that the Allies had rudely rejected Adolf Hitler’s peace offer at the beginning of October. From then on, it was obvious to the soldiers that a decision could only be achieved by the sword.

The question of how the military defeat of the Western Allies could be brought about occupied the thoughts of the youngest grenadier as well as the most experienced troop commanders. All agreed that to remain on the defensive would not result in a military decision. Seen from the soldier’s point of view, only a major offensive would force a military decision, if a political understanding were impossible.

In November we moved into the Koblenz area and came under the command of General Guderian. We used the experiences gained from the Polish campaign and trained the soldiers in their new tasks. Planning and exercises and maneuvers followed in quick succession. The enthusiasm of the soldiers under my command encouraged me anew. Neither the hard training nor the icy weather of the winter could dampen their zeal. Training continued under the slogan—“Sweat saves blood. Rather dig a tenmeter trench than a one-meter grave.”

My company was billeted in empty buildings in Bad Ems. The rough terrain there was very suitable for our training, as we knew that our advance would be through the Ardennes forests with Guderian’s corps, and we would find terrain problems similar to those in the Westerwald region.

Guderian inspected each and every company. His planning exercises were of special interest to us. All his opinions served as great guidance for us. He said, “The tank engine is your weapon, just as much as its main gun”. Under this very experienced armor commander we prepared ourselves for the inevitable attack in the West.

On 24 December 1939, Adolf Hitler visited us in Bad Ems. He talked to the regiment and told us of the trust he put in us. He hinted we would soon be marching across the battlefields that were drenched with our fathers’ blood, fighting for a lasting peace and a strong Europe.

In February 1940 we were placed under Heeresgruppe von Bock and moved to the Rheine area. This sudden move came as a surprise; we would rather have stayed with Guderian.

The move to Rheine started a new phase in our training. We were attached to the 227. Infanterie-Division. Our orders, as a motorized unit, were to cross the Dutch frontier, breaking through the frontier defenses, and advance to the Ijssel line. These orders would require the troops to move at top speed so they secured the many road bridges over the canals, and especially over the Ijssel, undamaged. We practiced river and canal crossings continuously. Soon we had explored every possible combat situation and felt confident in mastering our task.

My unit was quartered at Salzbergen and I was staying at the vicarage. It was there on 1 May that I got to know the well-known Bishop Graf von Galen, who would plead for my life a few years later and would draw my judges’ attention to the principles of Christian-based justice. Graf von Galen insisted upon giving my company his blessing.

With the approach of the favorable season, the day we were to be employed drew irresistibly close. For days we had been waiting for the codeword, “Study Anton”. On 9 May 1940 the code was given and operational readiness established. At 0205 hours, the next code—“Danzig”—was given. It was the final order to attack the Dutch frontier fortifications. We left Salzbergen in the dead of night and moved silently into the darkness. The people were standing on both sides of the road and waving. They wished us luck and a speedy and healthy return.

The final attack preparations were complete at 0400 hours. Once again I collected my young Kradschütze around me to remind them of the combat fundamentals. At the dawning of the day—that fateful 10 May—I promised my soldiers that an officer of our Kampfgruppe would always be in the front, thus affirming the leadership principles that we had been preaching. In the presence of my soldiers I shook hands with all my officers to lend emphasis to my promise.

The attack started at 0530 hours sharp. An assault party ambushed the outpost near De Poppe and took the surprised Dutchmen captive. The bridge fell into our hands undamaged, the assault party had cut the demolition cables.

Over our heads a countless stream of Ju 52s was flying westwards. Comrades of the 22. Luftlande-Division and Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 1 flew towards their objective. Fighters whirled through the air like hawks and plunged on their designated targets.

It was as if we were in the grip of a fever. Hardly had the frontier barrier been lifted and the bridge immediately behind it secured, then we were sweeping down the smooth asphalt road like race-car drivers. Max Wünsche, the platoon leader of the 1st platoon, raced ahead of his men and pulled them forward with his enthusiasm. I moved after Wünsche’s platoon, and was surprised that we had met no resistance. Our advance towards Oldenzaal and Hengelo continued with utmost speed. The concrete tank traps and bridge barricades were undefended. Some bridges were only slightly damaged by explosives; we could bypass them.

Bornerbroek was reached without a shot being fired. The Dutch population stood by the road and watched the rapid advance of our troops. Enemy combat engineers had blown up the bridge leading over the canal just beyond Bornerbroek. We had hit the first enemy resistance. The canal was crossed in minutes. Barn doors and other materials were used for bridging. Speed was of the essence. All motorcycles were sent in pursuit of the enemy’s demolition party to prevent it from destroying the next bridge. SS-Obersturmführer Kraas, platoon leader of the second platoon, took up the pursuit of the enemy combat engineers. Meanwhile the temporary bridge was solid enough to allow the crossing of the motorcyclesidecar combinations as well. Antitank guns were towed by the motorcycles. The wild chase continued. Unfortunately, the armored cars had to stay behind. They were providing security for the pioneers who were working in exemplary fashion and were busy throwing an assault bridge over the canal.

Unfortunately we could not prevent the enemy demolition party from causing damage. The bridges already prepared for demolition were blown up. But these demolitions could not seriously hamper our progress. We advanced on Zwolle without great delay.

At about 1130 hours the advance guard was waiting on the outskirts of Zwolle, which meant it was eighty kilometers deep into enemy territory. The lead platoon (led by Reuss) moved towards the railway embankment directly south of the town and then decided to dismount behind a road embankment and proceed on foot. What a surprise the next minute brought! The wonderful chestnut trees along both sides of the road had been cut down to block entry into the town. But what use was the best obstacle if combat-ready soldiers did not guard it?

North of the barricade, only a few hundred meters away, we saw machine gun and antitank pillboxes and—wonder of wonders—the defenders were calmly sitting in their shirt-sleeves on top of the pillboxes and having lunch. They were enjoying the May sunshine that had clearly seduced them into leaving their somber bunkers.

The tree barricade stopped us from breaking straight through to the line of bunkers and taking the Dutch by surprise. Surprise fire on the crews sitting on top of the bunkers took care of the fortifications and allowed the grenadiers to cross an area free of cover.

Before the Dutch even knew what was happening our Kradschützen have reached the bunkers and disarmed the defenders. The trees could only be removed with difficulty. Armored cars were dragging the gigantic trunks off. The removal of the barricade was taking too long for my liking. The enemy could not be allowed to come to his senses. We had to take advantage of the element of surprise. Without a moment’s hesitation I jumped into a Dutch vehicle and moved out quickly into Zwolle with SS-Obersturmführer Wünsche and SS-Grenadier Seelenwinter. SS-Oberscharführer Erich accompanied us on a Dutch motorcycle. I intended to take the town commander unawares and make him agree to a ceasefire.

Dutch soldiers were standing transfixed on the street as we shouted at them and pointed towards the tree barricade. They threw down their weapons and went towards the barrier. The further we went into the city, the more uncomfortable I felt about this “excursion”. I would have liked to turn back, but it was too late, we had to play this game out to its end.

The sound of firing at the bunkers had not reached the center of town. Hubby and wife, out enjoying the beautiful May day, were scattering like frightened hens threatened by a hawk’s shadow. Despite the extremely uncomfortable situation, we had to laugh at the Dutch reaction. An imposing civic building in the city center and the sight of a number of uniformed people coming and going made us try fate there. We moved right into the middle of the crowd. Amidst the squealing of brakes the car seemed about to overturn. In a split second we pointed our weapons at bewildered men in uniform. The Dutch stood transfixed. A respectable elderly gentleman in civilian clothes introduced himself as “the Queen’s representative” and told us that he would order the Dutch troops in Zwolle to cease resistance. He kept his promise. Not another shot was fired in Zwolle.

With several captive officers we hurried back to the tree barricade. Zwolle was ours but, unfortunately, we could not prevent the destruction of the large bridges over the Ijssel. Both bridges had already been blown up in the early hours of the morning.

I nearly had a stroke when I reached the dismantled barrier—my men and some Dutch youths were amusing themselves on a carousel with hardly anyone on guard.

Meanwhile, the III./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) had forced a crossing over the Ijssel 800 meters to the south of the destroyed railway bridge at Zutphen. It was attacking Hooen. Under the command of SS-Sturmbannführer Trabandt, the village was taken at about 1400 hours. Four officers and 200 men of the “Gendarmes” Regiment had been taken captive. Our own losses were negligible. The missions of the regimental Kampfgruppen had been fulfilled. The Ijssel had been reached and partially crossed. My Kampfgruppe had only a single wounded man to show for it. Kradschütze Fleischer had been shot through the leg at the tree barricade.

During the night our regiment was detached from the 227. Infanterie-Division and placed under the operational control of the 18. Armee. The commander of the 227. Infanterie-Division, Generalmajor Zickwolf, recognized the regiment’s fast and successful advance. As the first officer so honored in this campaign, SS-Obersturmführer Kraas received the Iron Cross, 1st Class from the hands of the general. Kraas advanced about sixty kilometers beyond the Ijssel with his reinforced platoon and took seven officers and 120 men prisoner.


Operations against Rotterdam

After the fighting on the Ijssel line, the regiment received orders to advance to Geertrnidenborg via ‘s-Hertogenbosch and establish contact with the 9. Panzer-Division. After skirmishes with Dutch infantry we reached Geertruidenborg late in the afternoon of 13 May. Contact with the 9. Panzer-Division was established.

Next morning at 0400 hours we started our advance on the bridge across the Meuse near Moerdijk. As a result of the paratroops’ efforts, the bridge had fallen into German hands intact.

Parachutes were dispersed in the broad meadows on both sides of the bridge embankment. Many a brave paratrooper had been killed in front of the numerous pillboxes, but the element of surprise had also won here. The enemy did not have a chance to destroy this all-important bridge. The way into Fortress Holland was open.

The 9. Panzer-Division had advanced to the port of Rotterdam and made contact with the 11./Luftlande-Regiment 16. A company had been set down near those bridges by gliders and had defended them against continuous Dutch attack.

The regiment’s mission was as follows: “The reinforced Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) in conjunction with the 9. Panzer-Division and following behind it will push through or bypass Rotterdam to relieve the surrounded airborne troops in the area Delft/Rotterdam and then continue towards Gravenhage (den Haag).”

The regiment prepared to attack south of Katendrecht. Preparations were complete by 1300 hours.

Rotterdam was to be attacked at 1440 hours after softening up by artillery and Stukas.

My advance guard had been deployed ahead to the port of Rotterdam and was positioned near a big Dutch passenger liner. The ship had been burning since 10 May. Its cargo consisted of American cars.

At 1400 hours word got around that the Dutch were negotiating a capitulation. The negotiators were General Student, Oberstleutnant von Choltitz of the 22. Luftlandedivision and the Dutch Colonel Scharro. During the parley General Student was shot in the head and taken away seriously wounded.

It had yet to be confirmed whether the surrender demand would be accepted by the Dutch high command.

At 1525 hours the corps issued orders not to attack Rotterdam. General Winkelman was expected as representative of the Dutch high command. I watched from the bridge with a group of officers as several waves of He 111 bombers approached Rotterdam. Dutch antiaircraft guns fired at the planes. The ceasefire was broken. We tried vainly to attract the pilots’ attention by firing red flares in order to stop the attack. We were standing in the middle of their target area. We believed we could prevent the attack up to the last moment but, as we heard later, the pilots could not see our flares through the haze. The dense clouds from the burning ship threw a pall over the city. As we heard the whistle of falling bombs we vacated the bridge and hurried into nearby cellars. That was it. The attack could no longer be stopped. Rotterdam was a sea of flame. The last bomb fell at 1545 hours.

We looked at the raging fire in horror and experienced the enormous violence of a bombing attack for the first time. The fire in front of us was building up into an impenetrable wall. The streets were almost impassable. Our doubts about negotiating the streets of the burning city were dispelled by an order to move out immediately. My advance guard was supposed to make contact with troops of the 22. Luftlandedivision at Overschie.

We approached the maze of blocked streets and searched for a route to Overschie, pushing deeper and deeper into burning Rotterdam with our faces covered. People were fleeing towards the port area to escape the inferno.

My motorcyclists were moving through the narrow streets as if possessed by the devil. Shop windows exploded about our ears. Burning decorations and clothed mannequins presented an unearthly picture. The further we moved into the city the emptier the streets. There were soon no Dutch to be seen; the blazing incandescence had driven them all away.

Two heavy armored cars were moving through dense smoke clouds and their taillights showed the way. There was no room for mistakes; it was impossible to stop. The heat was unbearable. After we had passed through the shopping quarter and reached a tree-lined avenue, I ordered a short break to let the motorcyclists catch up with us. Soot-caked, with singed hair, but laughing faces, the last section came out of the burning city. Behind us things were closed off tighter than a drum. The fire had formed a convincing barrier for us. We could not turn back, so—onward!

We moved cautiously towards Overschie in the protection of a canal embankment and were met by infantry fire. The drawbridge over the canal had been raised and proved an effective barrier. We quickly blew up the bridge-operating mechanism. A heavy vehicle pushed on the bridge and it descended slowly. The road to the north lay before us. But how did this straight stretch of road look? Plane after plane sat there on the broad concrete road, destroyed, shot up, or burnt out. They were the transport aircraft of the 22. Luftlandedivision which had used the road as a runway when they could not use their designated landing zones. They had fallen victim to the Dutch artillery. The air-landed troops had held out against all enemy attacks for three days. The fighting was especially fierce in Overschie. We worked our way forward down both sides of the road. Dutch machine gun and rifle fire failed to stop us. We searched Overschie in vain for survivors of the 22. Luftlandedivision. Apart from traces of battle and dead comrades we could not find any German soldiers.

Only after advancing further towards Delft did about ten soldiers and a Leutnant come running towards us. The young officer threw his arms around my neck in exhaustion. At about 2100 hours we reached Delft and made contact with elements of the surrounded 22. Luftlandedivision. The regiment took 3,536 Dutch prisoners on 14 May.

The disarmament of Dutch troops in Gravenhage and Scheveningen was completed on 15 May without enemy resistance. The regiment took 163 officers and 7,080 soldiers captive. With the occupation of the Ministry of War, the war in Holland was over for us.


Into France

The regiment moved into northern France by way of Arnhem and Namur and, near Valenciennes, it tackled French troops for the first time.

The regiment’s mission was to prevent a French breakthrough to the south. All enemy attempts at a breakthrough were frustrated by our soldiers’ defensive fire. The width of our regiment’s allocated front was about thirty kilometers.

Near the old fortress of Les Quesnoy a freshly harvested field gave me a supernatural feeling. A few hours before, thousands of French must have been camped here. Now not a single French soldier was to be seen. But innumerable French helmets were lying in the great field as if arrayed for a parade. The neatly arranged helmets, so it seemed to me, expressed the helplessness and weariness of the French Army. It was an army without spirit and drive. It no longer consisted of “Verdun Soldiers”. It was fighting without faith in its cause and goals.

The battles of World War I were still firmly embedded in the French soldiers’ minds. They believed in their Maginot Line and therefore in the invincible force of the greatest defensive line on earth. France not only had the Maginot Line but also a superior tank force. The Allied armed forces had more than 4,800 tanks at their disposal. This quantity of armor was faced at the beginning of the attack by 2,200 German tanks and armored cars. The reason for the rapid breakdown of the French was surely due to their old-fashioned leadership principles.

On 24 May the Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) came under the operational control of Panzergruppe von Kleist and was apportioned to the 1. Panzer-Division. A few days before the rapidly advancing Panzergruppe von Kleist had reached the scarred battlefields of the Somme from World War I. The division, having advanced to the Channel coast by way of Cambrai, Peronne, Amiens, and Abbeville, was ready to take Boulogne, together with the 2. Panzer-Division. On 24 May the 1. Panzer-Division was positioned on the Aa canal at Holque and had orders to attack Dunkirk. Within the framework of this operation our regiment was attacking Watten to lend more weight to the attack of the 1. Panzer-Division.

I brought the advance guard up to the canal and on to Watten Hill in a night march. Watten Hill is seventy-two-meters high, which was enough in this flat marshland to command the surrounding area. The hill was east of the canal; the bridges over the canal were destroyed and its bank was defended by English and French troops. Under these circumstances a surprise attack on the hill was impossible. It could only be taken by a deliberate attack. That night, the III./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) made ready for the attack on the hill.

Shortly before the start of the attack, the crossing of the canal was forbidden by an order from Hitler. Dunkirk was to be left to the Luftwaffe. All offensive operations by Panzergruppe von Kleist were immediately brought to a halt. We were left speechless by this order, because we were now out in the open on the west bank of the canal. We sighed with relief when we heard of Sepp Dietrich’s decision to go through with the attack despite Hitler’s order. After effective preparatory fire, the 10./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) succeeded in crossing the canal and entering the outskirts of Watten east of the canal. Stubborn resistance by the English and French hindered the progress of the units that had made the crossing. Only the attack of the III./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) finally brought the high ground into our hands.

The hill was crowned by castle ruins that afforded us excellent observation to the east. We were standing on the ruins when suddenly the Commanding General of the XIV. Armee-Korps appeared and demanded an explanation from Sepp Dietrich for advancing on his own. Sepp Dietrich answered: “The area west of the canal is in full view from Watten Hill. Those bastards were able to look right down our throats. That is why I decided to take the hill.” General Guderian approved Sepp Dietrich’s decision. A few seconds after this conversation we were all lying in the dirt and having to crawl for our lives. Enemy machine gun fire forced us to take cover. The dexterity with which the tank veterans Dietrich and Guderian disappeared behind the ruins was amazing.

In the face of this “ambush”, Guderian ordered a continuation of the attack in the direction of Wormhoudt-Berques. For the duration of this attack our regiment would be attached to the 20. Infanterie-Division (mot.). On our right Infanterie-Regiment 76 was attacking; on our left it was the reinforced Infanterie-Regiment “Großdeutschland”.

The start of the attack on 27 May was delayed because the bridging of the canal was not completed in time. At 0745 hours there was an enemy attack from a small patch of woods two kilometers east of Watten Hill that was repulsed by our artillery. At 0828 hours the regiment went on the attack and rapidly gained ground. At 1000 hours the regimental command post came under heavy enemy artillery fire that continued into the early afternoon.

In Bollezelle the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) met with strong resistance and, in addition, came under heavy fire from the sector belonging to Infanterie-Regiment “Großdeutschland”. Infanterie-Regiment “Großdeutsch-land” was lagging behind and it could only deal with this threat to our battalion’s flank after some time had passed.

The Kradschützen waited in readiness for the result of the attack. Once Bollezelle had been taken, it was planned to shoot my advance guard like an arrow from a tightly drawn bow and seize Wormhoudt from the English by surprise.

I could not bide my time and tried to get a hand’s-on view of the situation in the area of the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.). A solo motorcycle seemed to me the “right horse” for this purpose. Shelling on the crossroads forced me into racing along the road at top speed. Knocked down telephone wires laying on the road turned my racecourse into an obstacle course. Suddenly I felt a jerk and could only just begin to perceive that I was flying past a tree like a rocket. From that point on I couldn’t remember a thing.

Someone must have picked me up and brought me to the regimental command post. The not-so-friendly voice of Sepp Dietrich called me back to reality. In accordance with his orders I was promptly packed onto a litter and received doctor’s orders not to get up on any account. The crash had given me a concussion. Some time later I heard in my dazed condition that my unit was beginning to move and saw the Kradschützen moving off in the direction of Bollezelle. The deep growl of the BMW machines was music to my ears. My crash was a thing of the past—I had to lead my troops.

Without anyone noticing me, I jumped up from the stretcher onto the road and scrambled onto a dispatch rider’s machine. I quickly reached the lead elements of the company. Questioning glances from Wünsche, the leader of the spearhead, greeted me but he did not have the opportunity to ask questions. I thundered up to the lead platoon and raced towards Bollezelle. My troops followed me; they had no idea that I had just gotten up from a stretcher.

We were met with rifle and machine-gun fire from the outskirts of Bollezelle. Mortar fire landed on either side of the road. A halt was not recommended under these circumstances! So—we moved out at top speed towards the town’s entrance. The machine seemed to be flying over the cobblestones; I knew that only a few seconds were necessary to cross the danger zone and that my men were following me without hesitation. To the left of the road I saw a machine-gun emplacement. It could no longer fire at our lead elements. A small hut denoted the limit of its field of fire. At full throttle we flew past the first houses. A small barrier consisting of farm machinery was being constructed beyond a slight bend in the road. Without firing a single round, Erich’s group succeeded in disarming the French at the barrier.

Behind us the Kradschützen fired into the gardens to their left and forced the surprised defenders to give up the fight and gather in the street. Fifteen officers and 250 enlisted personnel set off down the road to captivity. We had two casualties to report. SS-Unterscharführer Peters was killed and SS-Oberscharführer Erich was shot through the thigh during the approach. Our bold stroke was a success, but I had to delegate my advance guard to the second-in-command for a couple of days and obey doctor’s orders.

On 28 May the regiment, the 2. Panzer-Brigade and the 11. Schützen-Brigade went into the attack on Wormhoudt. At 0745 hours the tanks started to move taking the grenadiers with them. Heavy enemy artillery fire attempted to stop our tanks. The enemy was superior to us in artillery. He was also strong in infantry. Just in the sector of the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) two enemy regiments were identified.

I was at the regimental command post and was not allowed to leave without permission. My Kradschützen were waiting for things to develop in Wormhoudt. They would be employed after the town was taken. The ring around Dunkirk was becoming tighter and tighter.

Sepp Dietrich and Max Wünsche moved to the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) to get a clear picture of the situation. At 1150 hours a dispatch rider returned with the disastrous message that Sepp Dietrich and Max Wünsche had been cut off on the eastern outskirts of Esquelberg on their way from the I. to the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.).

The 2./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) tried to free its commander from this critical situation but was prevented by heavy machine gun and artillery fire. The attack of the 15./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) was also repulsed by English defensive fire. A reinforced platoon of the 6. Kompanie of the 2. Panzer-Brigade under the command of Leutnant Corder lost four tanks and was unable to cross the open ground. Leutnant Corder and Feldwebel Cramel were killed a couple of hundred meters outside of Esquelberg.

Sepp Dietrich’s encircled position was clearly visible. It was fifty meters in front of the enemy’s position. His car was positioned at a road barrier. The staff car was burning and, from the ditch, thick smoke clouds were rising. The fuel had leaked into the ditch and the dry grass had started to burn. While all this was going on, Dietrich and Wünsche were lying in a narrow culvert, covered with mud from head to toe to protect themselves from the fire.

Five Panzer IVs and a platoon of Panzer IIs advanced to the outskirts of Esquelberg. Those tanks to the left of the road advanced through a park that was stubbornly defended by the English. When they pulled back, the English ignited the fuel they had poured on the park paths so that further forward movement of the tanks became impossible. The regiment’s entire sector was under heavy enemy artillery fire. The III./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) succeeded in breaking through to the southeastern part of Wormhoudt at about 1500 hours.

The commander was finally freed from his predicament at 1600 by an assault team from the I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) commanded by SS-Hauptsturmführer Ernst Meyer. Unfortunately, the leader of the assault troops, the courageous SS-Oberscharführer Oberschelp, was killed. Oberschelp was the first noncommissioned officer of the regiment to receive the Iron Cross, First Class during the Polish campaign.

The II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) pushed irresistibly on against the toughest of enemy resistance. They were defending tenaciously. Our grenadiers dashed from house to house and, at about 1700 hours, they succeeded in reaching Wormhoudt’s market place. The enemy’s counterattacks were repulsed. During a surprise advance by enemy tanks, the commander of the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.), SS-Sturmbannführer Schützek, was wounded. Two tanks were shot up in flames; the regiment captured eleven officers and 320 enlisted personnel. A great many guns and vehicles and ammunition were seized in Wormhoudt. At 2310 hours the regiment recommenced its attack with tank support and forced the English to retreat. During the night six English officers and 430 enlisted personnel were taken captive.

By dawn the regiment had advanced to the Ost Cappel-Rexpoide road without meeting serious resistance. The enemy forces facing the regiment’s sector were completely scattered and tried to escape to the north, leaving all equipment behind.

The roads to the north were completely blocked. Endless columns of English trucks, tanks and guns left them useless for any other traffic. The amount of equipment left behind was enormous. The English retreat had taken on the aspect of uncurbed flight. At 1545 hours, the XIV. Armee-Korps ordered the attack broken off and immediate preparedness to move. The Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) came under the operational control of the 9. Panzer-Division and was to pursue the enemy fleeing to Dunkirk. At 1800 hours this order was cancelled for reasons unknown. Once again we watched the English and remained inactive. We were not allowed to continue the attack. We had to watch the English evacuating Dunkirk and see them vanish across the Channel. How the war would have turned out, had Panzergruppe von Kleist been allowed to continue the planned operation against Dunkirk and had taken the British Expeditionary Force captive, can scarcely be imagined.

The fighting against the English had ended; we did not participate in the final phase of Dunkirk. The regiment came under the command of Armeeoberkommando 6 and found itself in the Cambrai sector on 4 June.

The battle of the Somme had started and the Somme position had undergone heavy attacks that led to various breakthroughs. The regiment stood by to be directed towards Amiens or Peronne via Bapaume. The enemy had brought up fresh forces. Their orders were possibly to stop the deep breakthrough designed to hinder the retreat of those French forces fighting in the northern part of the front line and to buy time to construct a new line behind the Oise. But it was also possible the enemy would try to escape to the south during the night.

It was therefore intended to attack with four divisions and break through in a southwesterly direction on 8 June. The regiment was placed under the operational control of the 3. Panzer-Division. The attack started out on schedule. The breakthrough was forced. On 9 June we were suddenly transferred to the XXXXIV. Armee-Korps sector and received orders to advance towards Soissons, Villers Cotterets, and then in a southeasterly direction. By the time my Kradschützen crossed the Aisne to the west of Soissons they were dead tired. But there was no time for sleep. We were supposed to move through the forest of Villers Cotterets during the night and then advance to La Ferte Milon.

Deepest night surrounded us as we entered the dark forest and moved slowly along the road that had been severely damaged by mines and bombs. Infanterie-Regiment 124 was bivouacked along both sides of the main road in the forest of Doxauiale. Soon we passed the last outposts and moved into no-man’s-land. French stragglers willingly gave themselves up. They mostly belonged to the French 11th Division. The rustling of the tall beeches disturbed us. We expected to encounter the enemy at any moment and each sound seemed to proclaim his presence.

This movement through the woods must have been a special experience for Sepp Dietrich. It was there, during the First World War, he took part in his first tank action and destroyed his first enemy tank.

About 0400 hours we reached Villers Cotterets and took a number of surprised Frenchmen captive. The whole situation already bore the stamp of impending collapse. Scattered units of the French 11th Division offered only token resistance.

At 0500 hours we advanced in the direction of La Ferte Milon and, in the forest 4 kilometers south of Villers Cotterets, we took prisoner some more members of the 11th Division. A short distance from La Ferte Milon the leading elements came under hostile infantry fire. The village was then quickly taken.

The I./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) succeeded in entering Chateau-Thierry with its first attack and advanced as far as the destroyed railway bridge. Chateau-Thierry, a fateful town for the Germans, had been evacuated by the French, but heavy artillery fire was falling on the deserted streets, turning the sleepy town into a rather uncomfortable place.

On 11 June my advance guard moved through Brumets and Coulombe towards Montrenil and broke through several of the enemy’s lines of resistance. I could not restrain my grenadiers. The dash for the Marne started. At 0530 hours on the next day we raced through Montrenil and surprised the French during their wake-up call. They eagerly threw away their weapons and congregated on the main street. At 0904 hours we reached the Marne at St. Aulge. Our heavy weapon fire destroyed enemy columns on the south bank before we handed our position over to the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) and set out to pursue still further the already beaten enemy.

Although we had fulfilled our objectives by reaching the northern bank of the Marne, the II./Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” (mot.) forced a crossing at St. Aulge to create a bridgehead and so enabled an attack against the railway embankment in the bend of the Marne. At 1850 hours Moey was taken, the embankment was reached and the attack pressed. By creating this bridgehead, further operations over the next few days were made easier and the enemy was prevented from deploying defensively in the bend of the Marne.

During the night the regiment was relieved and, once again
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