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    Franz Bäke.

  CHAPTER 1

  

  Franz Bäke


  WITH THE 6TH PANZER DIVISION IN THE EAST AND WEST


  The French Campaign (Part I)


  On 30 January 1940, the 6th Panzer Division, which had been formed from the 1st Light Division, left its garrisons in Germany. The division was commanded by Brigadier General Kempf, one of the pioneers of Germany’s panzer arm. By 2 February the division had assembled in the Euskirchen area. The division headquarters was established in Münstereifel. In the west, German and French forces still faced each other across the frontier. The French promise of help to the Poles, which was to see French forces attack Germany no later than the beginning of the second week after a German attack on Poland, had proved to be a pipe dream. France missed its opportunity to simply overrun Germany’s weakly defended western frontier and end the war in 1939. When Britain and France declared war, Germany did not have a single panzer division in the west. With the return of Germany’s six armored divisions from Poland, any chance of a quick Allied victory disappeared for good.


  The core of the new 6th Panzer Division was provided by the 65th Panzer Battalion, commanded by Major Thomas. This battalion, which had been part of the 1st Light Division, was joined by the two battalions of the 11th Panzer Regiment, which was commanded by Col. Wilhelm Phillips. The two battalions were commanded by Major Stephan and Major Koll. The period of quiet on the Western Front allowed the newly formed division to carry out regimental exercises starting on 18 October 1939.


  On 1 March 1940 the 6th Panzer Division was moved into the Wester Woods, where one week later it was incorporated into the XXXXI Army Corps under General of Armored Troops Hans-Georg Reinhardt. Also included in the corps were the 8th Panzer Division and the 29th Motorized Infantry Division. The corps was one of three assigned to Operation Sickle Cut, the German armored thrust through the Ardennes.


  The XXXXI Army Corps, together with the XIX Army Corps under General Guderian and the XIV Army Corps under General Gustav von Wietersheim, made up Panzer Group Kleist. Under the command of General of Cavalry Ewald von Kleist, it was to drive through to the Meuse River. The vehicles of the panzer group all bore a large “K,” in honor of their commanding general. The panzer group faced the difficult task of moving 41,140 vehicles of all types through the Ardennes over only four axes of advance, which were also being used by infantry formations.


  On 9 May the 11th Panzer Regiment was moved forward into the Mayen area; the main body of the division was still in the Wester Woods, east of the Rhine. The French Campaign began on the morning of 10 May. The 6th Panzer Division moved westwards in four march groups. These were led by Colonel Freiherr von Esebeck, the commander of the 6th Rifle Brigade, Colonel von Ravenstein, the commander of the 4th Rifle Regiment and Lieutenant Colonel von Seckendorff, the commander of the 6th Motorcycle Battalion. The light columns and the combat trains were under the command of Major Dr. Topf.


  A general halt was ordered when the division ran into the rear of the 2nd Panzer Division, which was still waiting in its readiness positions. The division was held up for one day and crossed the Luxembourg frontier on 12 May, reaching the Belgian border at 1600. The division’s objective was the Meuse; it was to cross at Montherme. The battle group commanded by Colonel von Esebeck led the way. The Division Operations Officer, Major Helmut Staedtke, requested “strong air support.” The requested air support arrived, but a unit of He-111s dropped some of its bombs on the 4th and 8th Companies of the 76th Artillery Regiment, commanded by Major Aschoff and Major Graf respectively. This error resulted in twenty dead and twenty-six wounded, the division’s first casualties of the French Campaign.


  The briefings for the Meuse crossing were conducted by General Kempf himself. Standing on a hill from which he and his staff could view the approaches to the Meuse, he issued the attack orders to his unit leaders and battle group commanders. The assembled officers had a good view of the barbed wire entanglements and rifle pits, as well as French artillery positions and bunker installations. Also visible were four armored cupolas on an island in the river.


  The first attack went forward that afternoon. The crossing attempt failed, even though the infantry of the 4th Rifle Regiment’s 3rd Battalion received support from the tanks of the 1st Company of the 11th Panzer Regiment, which had been directed to eliminate the enemy bunkers with direct fire. Nevertheless, part of the battalion did succeed in crossing the river, thanks to the efforts of its commander, Lieutenant Colonel Häfer.


  After darkness fell on 12 May, General Kempf personally committed the 1st Battalion of the 4th Rifle Regiment and part of the 65th Panzer Battalion to force a crossing for the remaining units. “Have the 1st Company, 65th Panzer Battalion, report to me!” ordered Kempf. First Lt. Dr. Franz Bäke, a still-youthful reserve officer who had seen combat in the First World War and was a dentist by trade, rolled forward in his Czech-built (Skoda) tank and reported to the division commander. Kempf told him: “We’re going to the Meuse! And, as quickly as possible. One of your platoons will lead the way; the rest will follow close behind the infantry. We’ll be moving with normal headlights!”


  Dr. Bäke saluted and ordered his 1st Platoon into the lead position. Then the division’s second attack force rolled towards the Meuse. On the far side of the river at Montherme, the French defenders suddenly saw a long column of lights moving at high speed toward the position where the Semois River emptied into the Meuse. General Potzert, who was commanding the French 102nd Fortress Division, called out in surprise: “It’s a regular torchlight parade. If we had some bombers, we could wipe them out completely!”


  The same thought had occurred to Dr. Franz Bäke, who was enjoying his first opportunity to lead a tank company into action. During the Polish Campaign he had seen the war from the sidelines as battalion adjutant and executive officer. Now he was commanding the 65th Panzer Battalion’s 1st Company. He was determined to put all he had learned into practice and justify the confidence placed in him by his superiors.


  After the war General Kempf wrote that he, too, had been concerned about the possibility of French bomber attacks on his division. As he related to the author: “Despite that, I saw the possibility of achieving a crossing with the minimum possible casualties in this rapid forward movement.”


  Fortunately, the general’s concerns were unfounded. As dawn was breaking on 13 May the lieutenant leading the forward platoon of Bäke’s company reported: “The Meuse is in front of us, sir!” Dr. Bäke passed on the report to the general. General Kempf: “Forward, Bäke! Tanks move to the front. Likewise, the combat-engineer battalion moves forward through the gaps and readies the assault boats.”


  The mass of the Czech-built Panzer 35(t) tanks, which were impressed into German service, rolled forward. Close behind the 1st Platoon was the general’s command vehicle. Behind it was the radio vehicle that kept the general in contact with the individual battle groups. As the sun came up, Dr. Bäke could see before him the silvery, shimmering ribbon of the Meuse. The first French guns opened fire from the far side. “Tanks and assault guns move forward to take out the artillery positions, bunkers, and machine-gun positions!”


  Close behind the tanks were the truck-mounted combat engineers, who were to take the infantry across the river under the tanks’ covering fire and help capture the village of Montherme. The tanks, armed with 3.7-cm guns, rolled up the riverbank with the assault guns, which carried a short-barreled 7.5-cm gun. The first burst of machine gun fire smacked into the riverbank below the tanks. “Open fire on the machine gun nest at twelve o’clock!” ordered Dr. Bäke. Bäke’s gunner had already spotted the target. He made a slight correction and fired. The first round flitted across the stream and struck just below the machine-gun position. The second round was a direct hit, which silenced the enemy gun. Lined up along the bank, the tanks of Bäke’s company opened fire. The assault guns concentrated their fire on the French bunkers, aiming for the embrasures.


  While this was going on, the combat engineers and infantry were moving down to the edge of the river, carrying their inflatable boats above their heads. The boats splashed into the water and their outboard motors roared to life, driving them towards the center of the stream. The French shifted their fire onto the boats. One of them took a burst of fire and capsized. The men inside jumped into the water and swam for the other side.


  “Engage the machine-gun nests!” Dr. Bäke instructed his tank commanders.


  The eighteen tanks the company had on hand—four had been left behind with mechanical problems—directed their fire at the French machine guns. Their high-explosive rounds blasted away the French camouflage. The assault guns moved to one side and opened fire on the French bunkers. The crash of gunfire merged with the sound of shells exploding on the far bank.


  The assault by the German infantry struck the 42nd Demi-Brigade of the 102nd Colonial Division. Isolated French machine guns were still firing from Montherme. Now that the crossing had succeeded, the tanks and assault guns shifted their fire onto these. Montherme was on fire. A short time later signal flares rose into the sky from the edge of the city, indicating to the German tank crews: “We are here!” The tanks turned their fire once again to the far bank of the Meuse, while the infantry moved into Montherme and occupied the city.


  “Everyone across the river through the ford!” General Kempf ordered. The tanks rolled to the shallow crossing point that had been discovered earlier. One strayed from the prescribed route and sunk up to its turret. It was later recovered by a heavy prime mover.


  General Kempf, who had crossed the river with his troops, placed himself at the head of his division, just behind the advance guard, and ordered the advance to begin at once. The armored elements quickly won ground towards the west. The objective was the Mon Idee. Patrols and aerial reconnaissance had determined that the French were preparing to make a stand there. They hoped to employ their artillery and tanks to stop this raid by the 6th Panzer Division, one of the first German armored divisions to enter France. General Kempf used his armor to break through the French defenses. The Mon Idee line of defense was broken on the evening of 13 May. The 6th Panzer Division was now sixty-five kilometers west of the Meuse, deep in the enemy rear. For this daring advance, Werner Kempf was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 3 June 1940. With his division he had successfully translated the concept of the armored advance, which he had been advocating for more than fifteen years, into reality.


  The rest of the division’s tanks—those that had been unable to ford the Meuse—had to wait for the bridging of the river to be completed. Once across, they quickly caught up with the advance guard and engaged French forces that opposed the division. The 1st Company under 1st Lieutenant Bäke was heavily involved in the battles of pursuit over the next three days, overcoming pockets of resistance which held up the advance. The company accounted for seven French tanks, two of which were credited to Dr. Bäke.


  On the evening of 15 May, the XXXXI Army Corps issued orders for the continued pursuit of the shattered enemy on the sixteenth. The 6th Panzer Division was to set out at 0600, its objective Hirson. The troops were hoping for another quick breakthrough. However, this was not to be the case. During the night Panzer Group Kleist received orders to halt and advance no farther. The order was partially withdrawn following a heated exchange between General Guderian and General Kleist. Nevertheless, the panzer group remained inactive for at least twenty-four hours.


  On 16 May General Reinhardt ordered the “further pursuit of the beaten enemy.” The 6th Panzer Division was to advance as quickly as possible to the Oise River and reach the crossings at Etreaupont and Marly. General Kempf summoned Colonel von Esebeck and 1st Lieutenant Bäke. His instructions to von Esebeck’s battle group: “Fastest possible advance towards Guise! Bäke, you are the breakthrough force for the battle group, in case the enemy should offer resistance.”


  The attack was scheduled to begin at 1530 hours. When his watch showed it was time, Bäke raised his right arm and gave the order: “Move out!” The idling engines roared to life, and the eighteen tanks rolled forward. After moving for an hour, during which Bäke scanned the terrain ahead from his open turret hatch, the leading armored group suddenly came under machine-gun fire from a patch of woods to the right. Dr. Bäke ducked inside his tank and closed the hatch cover.


  “Prepare to engage!” he ordered. 


  “Weapons loaded and ready!” reported his gunner. The other tank commanders also reported ready.


  “Lieutenant Möbbs: Take two tanks, move to the right and circle behind the woods. Signal when you are in position.” Möbbs repeated the order and Bäke watched as the two tanks moved off to the right and disappeared around the end of the woods.


  “Open fire!” the commanders ordered when they were in range.


  Bäke’s gunner targeted a machine gun. Two rounds were sufficient to silence it. The remaining tanks deployed into a wedge and advanced by platoons, alternately halting and firing. A few moments later a flare rose from the far side of the woods. Bäke ordered his tanks to advance as rapidly as possible. While the two tanks positioned in the enemy’s rear engaged the remaining machine guns, the rest of the company charged forward and broke all resistance. Battle Group von Esebeck followed quickly. As darkness fell, von Esebeck gave orders for the tanks to close up and use only those lights absolutely necessary. Dr. Bäke moved at the head of his company. The tanks rolled past fleeing French troops, who cleared the road as soon as they heard the rattle of tracks and the roaring tank engines. They were beaten and offered no resistance. Von Esebeck’s battle group had no time to take prisoners and left the French for the following infantry units.


  The night march became dangerous, however, when the battle group approached Falvigny, a suburb of Guise. The motorcycles of the advance guard suddenly came under machine-gun and cannon fire from the village. “Antitank guns to the front!” ordered von Esebeck. The 3.7-cm anti-tank guns of the 41st Antitank Battalion were brought forward. As soon as the antitank guns opened up, French heavy tanks began to fire from well-camouflaged positions. The first antitank gun was hit and knocked out of action. The 3.7-cm guns soon demonstrated their ineffectiveness against the heavily armored thirty-two-ton French tanks.


  “Move out!” Bäke gave the order to attack. The tanks moved into favorable positions from which they could charge past the enemy’s heavy artillery and into Guise once the other forces were in place. Dr. Bäke, a First World War officer experienced in battles against an enemy in fortified positions, sent patrols ahead to scout the objective. He himself moved forward to select the best route for his tanks. Leaving his tank and continuing on foot with his adjutant, he walked right into a French outpost. The French were so surprised that they surrendered to the two German officers. They were sent to the rear with two slightly wounded antitank gunners.
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    Franz Bäke (center) with his adjutants, Captains Lappe (left) and Herbert (right).


  Following a final meeting with Colonel von Esebeck, the attack on Guise began at first light on 17 May. As the tanks rumbled forward, the French heavy tanks opened fire from positions at the edge of the town.


  “Tanks 114 and 115, go to the right, around the house on the corner. Try to take the enemy from the flank” ordered Bäke. He was quite sure that the 3.7-cm guns of the Skoda tanks would not be able to penetrate the frontal armor of the French tanks.


  The dismounted motorcycle troops worked their way forward from cover to cover. The few antitank guns still operational fired on the enemy tanks, whose muzzle flashes betrayed their positions. Bäke spotted an enemy tank next to a wall ahead and to the left. It was firing at the two tanks Bäke had sent ahead. He instructed his driver to move forward into a flanking position. The gunner already had the French tank in his sights when Bäke ordered a firing halt. The first round struck the enemy tank’s frontal armor and bounced off.


  “Step on it!” ordered Bäke. “Veer off to the left!”


  No sooner had the driver done as instructed when the French tank opened fire. The round whizzed two meters past the rear of the company commander’s tank. Bäke’s tank moved forward seventy meters before halting and turned on one track to face the enemy. The loader had already rammed the next round into the chamber. Bäke’s gunner took a new sight picture and fired. The round struck between the turret and hull and jammed the turret. The empty shell casing clattered off the breech guard and tumbled into the canvas bag below. Two more rounds were required to finish off the enemy tank. Two members of the crew tried to scramble to safety, but the tank blew up before they could escape.


  The two tanks Bäke had sent ahead then opened fire, drawing the enemy towards them. “Move out!” called Bäke. The tanks rumbled forward until they came upon an antitank gun position. In the engagement against the stationary antitank guns, the tanks took advantage of their maneuverability to emerge victorious. In the meantime the motorcycle troops had fought their way past the enemy positions at the edge of town and were now engaged in house-to-house fighting in Guise. It required several hours of fighting, with Bäke’s tanks providing supporting fire, before the enemy troops in Guise surrendered.


  Dr. Bäke’s company had achieved its first major success of the French campaign, destroying or putting out of action three heavy tanks, four anti-tank guns, and a large number of trucks. The advance was resumed immediately. Von Esebeck’s forces moved quickly and captured the bridges at Hauteville and Marquigny intact.


  Von Ravenstein’s battle group, which was accompanied by the division commander, was also successful, advancing as far as Grigny. On the evening of that eventful 17 May, the forces of the 6th Panzer Division in the Hauteville-Neuvillette bridgehead had to face an attack by French tanks. The division’s tanks took part in the defense, and Dr. Bäke was able to add another enemy tank to his total. He also damaged one French tank, which turned away smoking.


  The German antitank guns—Panzerabwehrkanone, or “Pak”—however, had a hard time of it trying to cope with the attacking French tanks. One 3.7-cm Pak of the 41st Antitank Battalion’s 3rd Company under 1st Lieutenant Neckenauer fired no less than twenty-six (!) rounds at an attacking French tank before hitting both its tracks and immobilizing it. General Kempf immediately demanded 8.8-cm antiaircraft guns, which had been used with success as antitank weapons in the first days of the campaign.


  Battle Group von Ravenstein achieved a major success on 18 May, when it stormed into La Catelet and captured the entire staff of the French Ninth Army in a hotel in the center of the town. Had it arrived in La Catelet a half-hour earlier, it might have scored an even greater coup by nabbing Marshall Petain and the Commander-in-Chief of the Ninth Army, General Corap. Both had been at the headquarters of the Ninth Army and left just thirty minutes before the Germans arrived. General Corap’s successor, General Giraud, also escaped capture, as he was still en route to La Catelet. Many valuable documents were captured, among them the war diary of the Ninth Army.


  The 65th Panzer Battalion moved on towards the bridge at Scheide. Dr. Bäke had discussed the advance with the battalion commander earlier, and they agreed that the battalion should push through to the objective, ignoring whatever was taking place to the sides of the avenue of advance. The tanks moved at high speed. They overtook retreating columns of beaten French soldiers, but met no resistance. The French Ninth Army was in a state of disintegration following the loss of its command apparatus.


  Later, the enemy made an attempt to interdict the 6th Panzer Division’s advance. Dr. Bäke engaged the French force, prompting Major Schenk, commander of the 65th Panzer Battalion, to come forward to the lead company to see what was going on. The enemy was put to flight following a brief exchange of fire, and the advance was resumed behind the withdrawing French Army. Several motorcycles had already reached and secured the bridge, removing the demolition charges in place. By the time Bäke’s tanks reached the bridge, the issue had been decided. The 5th Company, 11th Panzer Regiment, had also arrived, and the bridgehead was firmly in German hands. There was little cause for concern, however, as the French had no thoughts of launching a counterattack, or indeed of mounting any resistance at all. They had been completely demoralized by the loss of their headquarters staff and the rapid German advance.


  Continuing the advance at the head of Battle Group von Esebeck, the 1st Company reached the important fork in the road ten kilometers from Cambrai and established another bridgehead at Banteux. The rapid advance had bypassed many French units, and as night fell, enemy forces appeared in the rear of the 6th Panzer Division. The 6th Motorcycle Battalion ran into a group of French armored cars withdrawing from La Catelet and suffered some casualties. Lieutenant Colonel Polzer, commander of the 76th Artillery Regiment’s 2nd Battalion, was killed in that fighting. During this day’s fighting, the small number of Panzer IVs that had reached the division by 10 May suffered a large number of mechanical breakdowns.


  The 6th Panzer Division received further orders from corps on the evening of 19 May: “Advance to Canal du Nord and take possession of the crossings.”


  The rapid advance of the 6th Panzer Division and its outflanking of the French Ninth Army enabled it to capture another senior French commander, General Giraud. Giraud was cut off while en route to his army and sought cover in a barn that, unfortunately for him, had been selected as the site of a field kitchen from the 11th Panzer Regiment’s 7th Company. The latter found him and delivered Giraud and his entourage to the division.


  The twentieth of May saw the first exchange of blows with British troops, with the enemy forces being pushed back by both battle groups. Dr. Bäke and his company engaged British tanks for the first time; they destroyed five. One of the enemy tanks was accounted for by Dr. Bäke. By evening of that day the advancing forces had passed Cambrai, site of the first major tank battle of the First World War. The 6th Panzer Division under General Kempf was now only thirty kilometers from the sea. However, the division was inexplicably turned northward. The new objective was to encircle the British Expeditionary Corps as well as the French First Army and the remaining Belgian troops. The 6th Motorized Reconnaissance Battalion became the first of the division’s units to reach the sea at Montrieul.


  The attack on Calais began on 22 May. The Aa was reached in the face of negligible opposition and the St. Omer-Calais rail line was cut at Setques. The establishment of bridgeheads across the d’Aire Canal just east of Arques and St. Omer was ordered for 23 May. The orders did not reach the 6th Panzer Division until 0620 hours on the morning of 23 May, however, when Battle Group von Esebeck was already advancing on Calais. Dr. Bäke and Colonel von Esebeck talked over the senseless order, which meant recalling the 6th Motorized Reconnaissance Battalion and turning away from the most important objective:


  “We could still reach Calais this afternoon, Bäke. What do you think of this order?”


  “We might well reach the objective, sir, but that would mean disobeying an order, and you would be placed in a most difficult situation. Especially since all of the other units might possibly, even certainly, follow the new orders and we would be left on our own. I fear you will have to order our spearhead to turn in the new direction, even though we’re convinced that Calais is the most important objective. It’s the only place where we can prevent the Tommies from getting back to their island.”


  “You’re right, Bäke. I’ll have to issue the appropriate orders.”


  At 1000 hours the 6th Motorized Reconnaissance Battalion changed direction. Battle Group von Esebeck reached its new objective without incident. The other units of the 65th Panzer Battalion also played a decisive role in the advance by Battle Group Ravenstein. For example, the platoon under Lt. Horst Scheibert advanced into the village of Eggingheim and captured two trains loaded with military equipment. The trains had been under steam. Lieutenant Ritgen’s platoon, which had been placed under the command of the 4th Rifle Regiment’s 3rd Company (under 1st Lieutenant Sültmann), was able to put a battery of French 15-cm artillery out of action at Fort Rouge and capture the gun crews.


  Leading Battle Group von Esebeck, the 1st Company under Bäke reached and captured the day’s objective of St. Omer. Several French armored cars and light tanks were engaged. Three were destroyed by the company and one of them was credited to Bäke. Thanks to the tank company’s energetic assault, all enemy resistance was quickly broken. The 6th Panzer Division had advanced ten kilometers and eliminated the last armored obstacle on the flank of Lord Gort’s British Expeditionary Corps. The German forces were now only ten kilometers from Dunkirk, the second major port from which the British could escape. Reconnaissance revealed that only weak security forces that could have been easily overcome guarded the way to Dunkirk.


  “We could take Dunkirk in a coup de main, sir!” suggested Bäke during a briefing by the battle group commander on the next day’s orders. “If we have the English in the bag, no one will ask about other orders.”


  Hans Karl von Esebeck agreed. He sent a message to division: “Request approval for a breakthrough to Dunkirk. Enemy in front of the battle group very weak. Quick and decisive success is certain!”


  In the meantime, however, the 6th Panzer Division had received orders that ran contrary to the suggestion by the commander of Battle Group von Esebeck: “The division can anticipate resuming its attack on the morning of 25 May, with its left wing advancing through Cassel, and its spearhead on the right. The 8th Panzer Division has been deployed on the division’s right.”


  A further corps order for 24 May arrived after midnight. It intended for the division to hold the existing bridgeheads against an expected strong enemy attack. The division saw this order as misguided and completely out of touch with the situation at the front. Nevertheless, the division command was forced to comply “even though the enemy had not been able to establish a defensive front on the canal in the face of the division’s surprise attack.”


  A message arrived from the Headquarters of the Führer on 24 May. It read: “The Führer has ordered that the canal is not to be crossed. The XXXXI Army Corps is to commit sufficient forces to the bridgeheads to ensure that the crossings can be held against enemy counterattacks. The movement of further Flak batteries to the east bank of the canal is to be halted.”


  The resulting confusion was complete. Orders had been issued and countermanded. Subsequently, completely impossible orders were issued, which “could have originated directly from the enemy.” The answer to this puzzle is contained in the war diary of the Chief of the Army General Staff, General Halder: “The fast left wing [including the 6th Panzer Division], which had no enemy forces in front of it, was halted at the express wish of the Führer. The Luftwaffe was to decide the fate of the surrounded enemy armies.”


  This move by Hitler gave the final impetus to the escape of the 350,000-man British Expeditionary Force. These were the troops that would have defended England if the island had come under attack. They later returned to France in the Allied invasion of 1944. Without these 350,000 men, it is quite likely that Great Britain would have accepted Hitler’s peace offer in July 1940, following the fall of France.


  Finally, on 27 May, the 6th Panzer Division received orders to leave the bridgeheads and advance eastward to the Belgian frontier and destroy the enemy forces there. Thus the next objective was in the area of Cassel! This was the same objective that the division could have reached on 24 June without fighting. In the meantime, the British had selected Cassel as the cornerstone of the defenses that were to cover their withdrawal to Dunkirk.


  The initial attack by Battle Group von Esebeck failed to break through. Battle Group von Ravenstein, which was advancing on the right, was now committed. It had elements of the 4th Rifle Regiment and the 65th Panzer Battalion, as well as the 2nd Battalion of the 76th Artillery Regiment, the army-level 605th Artillery Battalion, and a company each of antitank guns and armored combat engineers.


  The attack force bypassed the village of Hondeghm, detaching a rifle company to deal with it. In spite of strong armored support, the detached company suffered heavy casualties. First Lieutenant Sültmann, the company commander, and Lieutenant Winkelsträter were killed. The British forces defending Hondeghm held out until nightfall.


  The next morning Bäke’s company moved toward the French fortifications on the Belgian border as part of Battle Group von Ravenstein. The rear-guard positions, which were virtually unmanned, were passed with little fighting. Then the tanks of the 1st Company reached the line of bunkers. Bäke had his tanks engage the bunkers with direct fire. Eleven bunkers were destroyed. Twenty-five others fell victim to the remaining tanks of the division or to the combat engineers. Just as Bäke gave the order to resume the advance, an enemy tank rolled out from behind one of the bunkers and opened fire.


  “Target to the right by the bunker!” Bäke shouted to his gunner. “Fire and adjust!”


  “Identified!”


  The tank’s gun swung toward the enemy tank. The first round was a direct hit. When the enemy tank tried to turn away it was hit again, this time in the flank. Smoke poured from the stricken vehicle. After a third hit, it began to burn. Three more enemy tanks were knocked out by the Skoda tanks of the 65th Panzer Battalion. The engagement once again demonstrated that none of the German tanks possessed a gun that could knock out an enemy tank with one round. The frontier fortifications fell. A divisional order of the day praised the division’s accomplishments: “This great success is a new page in the victorious record of the 6th Panzer Division. It was achieved through a masterful joint effort between infantry, tanks, artillery, antitank guns, and combat engineers. The organization of the attack was a masterpiece by Colonel von Ravenstein.”


  On 29 May Battle Group von Ravenstein cut the road from Popheringhe to Proven. It was there that the first contact was made with the infantry of Army Group B, a motorized patrol from the 1st Company, 17th Infantry Regiment. On 30 May, under cover of dense fog, the defenders of Cassel broke out in an attempt to reach Dunkirk. Battle Groups Koll and von Esebeck attempted to stop the breakout. The British had strong tank support and there was heavy fighting. First Lieutenant Bäke led his tanks through the thickening fog in the direction of the British tanks, which were moving from Cassel in the direction of the village of Waten.


  “Net call: Be prepared to engage!” “Main gun up!” reported the gunners to their commanders. Rounds had been loaded, and the machine guns were ready to fire.


  Dr. Bäke could hear the enemy tanks firing. He wanted to approach from the south and take them from the flank, relieving Battle Group Koll, which was heavily engaged.


  “Hedgehog to Commander: Enemy identified! Ten o’clock, range 2,000!” reported the tank on the far-left flank.


  “Open fire on identified targets!” ordered Bäke.


  As Bäke issued the order, the first enemy tank rolled past in front of the company. Sixteen guns fired almost as one. The enemy tank was hit at least eight times and went up in flames. Bäke’s loader and gunner worked swiftly and surely. Their second round struck the right side of an enemy tank; seconds later it was ablaze. An internal explosion blew open the turret hatch. A jet of flame shot upwards, followed almost immediately by a terrific explosion which blew the tank to pieces.


  Bäke’s tanks maintained a high rate of fire. Soon eight enemy tanks lay blazing or smoldering on the battlefield. A round struck close to the company commander’s tank, throwing up a fountain of earth. The tank that had fired the round moved towards Bäke’s tank. Bäke’s gunner tracked the tank until it halted to fire once more, barely 300 meters away. He then pressed the firing button. Almost at once the round struck the enemy tank and dislodged its turret, preventing it from firing again. The second round finished it for good.


  “Advance by platoons!” Dr. Bäke ordered, when he saw the enemy forces veer off toward the northeast. The tanks moved forward and soon caught up to a smoking enemy tank that was trying to escape. The tank’s gun swung around, and the enemy tank grew larger in the gunner’s sight. There was a crash as he fired, and the round struck the flank of the enemy tank. It ground to a halt. Figures emerged and dashed for cover.


  “Continue the pursuit!” Dr. Bäke radioed to his commanders.


  The tank engagement raged along the entire front. Everywhere one looked there were flashes of gunfire, exploding rounds and blazing tanks. The rattle of tank tracks drowned out all other sounds. The tanks approached the birch grove that Dr. Bäke had given them as their objective. When they were about 150 meters away, a British tank emerged from the trees. Flames spat from the muzzle of its gun. The round hissed past the turret of Bäke’s tank. His gunner took aim and fired. The first round struck near the enemy tank’s right track. The loader rammed the next round into the breechblock. Bäke’s gunner pressed the firing button. This time it was a direct hit. The enemy tank began to burn. The British crew scrambled from their blazing steel coffin.


  Bäke assembled his company and led it forward. He received instructions from Colonel Koll to catch and halt the lead enemy elements. The 1st Company, now reduced to fourteen tanks, rolled onwards at top speed. Bäke led his tanks to a position in front of the enemy. The tank-versus-tank duel resumed. One of Bäke’s tanks took a direct hit and began to burn. The crew bailed out. Bäke sent two vehicles to the location of the knocked-out tank to provide covering fire for the crew. Constantly moving, halting and firing, and frequently changing position to evade enemy fire, Bäke and his tanks halted the enemy and allowed the following German tanks to engage.


  When the fight against the British armored brigade was over, fifty enemy tanks lay smashed and burning on the battlefield. The brigade commander and forty of his officers—all of them wounded—went into German captivity. In addition to several hundred dead, a total of about 2,000 of the brigade’s soldiers were captured. The division’s medical battalion, under Lieutenant Colonel Dr. Spiegelberg, worked with British medical personnel to care for the wounded enemy soldiers. The 6th Panzer Division had scored a great success while suffering only light casualties—and that against an enemy who had fought with bravery and determination.


  Following this operation, the division received a corps order to go over to the defensive and hold the territory already won, as the enemy facing the XXXXI Army Corps was in retreat towards the north. On the afternoon of that eventful day the division was pulled out of the line. The day’s booty consisted of 60 tanks and 5 armored cars, 10 artillery pieces, 11 anti-tank guns, 34 motor cars, and 233 trucks. The first part of the French Campaign had come to an end.


  The French Campaign (Part II)


  The 6th Panzer Division, together with the rest of the XXXXI Army Corps, was now placed under the direct command of General Guderian. The white “K” on the division’s vehicles was replaced by a “G.” Panzer Group Guderian assembled in the Charleville area in preparation for the second part of the French Campaign. The 6th Panzer Division was staged in the Montherme-Rozoy area, which had been a battlefield before the move across the Meuse. In addition to the XXXXI Army Corps, General Guderian also had the XIX Army Corps under his command, placing a total of four armor and two motorized infantry divisions at his disposal. The chief of staff for the panzer group was General Staff Col. Walther K. Nehring; General Staff Maj. Fritz Bayerlein was the operations officer. Many of the commanders in the ranks of the 6th Panzer Division and Panzer Group Guderian would later distinguish themselves on the battlefields of North Africa.


  As a part of the 12th Army under General List, which was a component of Army Group von Rundstedt, Guderian’s tanks were given the task of advancing southward from the Chateau Porcien and Attigny areas across the Aisne River and Canal.


  On 3 June Major General Werner Kempf and Colonel Johannes von Ravenstein received the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. The war diary of the 6th Panzer Division noted: “Seldom before has the award of such a decoration produced such unqualified, sincere and enthusiastic joy and approval among officers and men.”


  Army Group von Rundstedt was scheduled to attack on 9 June; however, the 6th Panzer Division only remained at a state of heightened readiness on that day. The division in front, the 86th Infantry Division, had failed in its attempt to cross the Aisne and was therefore unable to establish a crossing site for the 6th Panzer Division. As a result, Guderian was forced to move the XXXXI Army Corps behind his XIX Army Corps west of Rethel where the Aisne had been successfully crossed. On the first day of the attack the 3rd Panzer Division had established a bridgehead on the far side of the Aisne, from which the 1st and 2nd Panzer Divisions of the XIX Army Corps were attacking towards the south. Now the 6th and 8th Panzer Divisions were to follow.


  Battle Group von Ravenstein crossed the Aisne over a bridge built by combat engineers. At Machault it ran into a strong enemy defensive position that contained a strong force of artillery. Battle Group von Esebeck encountered an equally strong enemy force at Sernide and was forced to go over to the defensive. Colonel von Ravenstein summoned the commanders of both of the division’s tank battalions for a briefing. He ordered Lieutenant Colonel Koll to lead a tank attack against the enemy positions. The armored personnel carrier company of the 2nd Battalion of the 4th Rifle Regiment was to follow the tanks in its half-tracks, dismount near the point of penetration, and continue the attack on foot. All of the operational elements of the 65th Panzer Battalion were involved, as well as the 11th Panzer Regiment’s 2nd Battalion. General Kempf accompanied the attack, riding in his command car in the midst of the mechanized infantry behind the first group of tanks. The general wanted to be on hand to intervene personally if the situation required.


  The company under Bäke was positioned roughly in the middle of the wave of tanks. Standing in his open turret hatch, Bäke saw the commander of the 11th Panzer Regiment to his right. All of the tank engines were idling. Lieutenant Colonel Koll gave the order to advance and the tanks moved out. The tanks rolled toward the enemy positions. Artillery rounds burst all over the landscape in front of the advancing armor without, however, inflicting any damage. When the tanks were about 100 meters from the impacting rounds, Dr. Bäke ordered: “Button up! Watch your front!”


  Bäke dropped down into the turret. He slammed the hatch shut and secured it.


  “Weapons up!” reported the gunner.


  The tanks moved onwards. Incoming rounds burst to the right and left. The mounted infantry ducked lower in their vehicles. Then the armored battle group disappeared into a long, shallow valley and were out of sight of the enemy. When the tanks reemerged on the far side of the valley, the French artillery fire intensified. However, the rounds then passed over the tanks and struck the ground behind them.


  The attack force had passed through the previously scouted valley in good order. On the right and left of the attack wedge the first tanks were engaging the forward enemy positions. Machine guns rattled as the infantry dismounted. The tank gunners zeroed in on the enemy machine guns. There was a crash of gunfire and the French machine guns were silenced abruptly by the bursting rounds. However, the enemy artillery had now found the range. The tanks weaved and turned to escape the enemy fire, all the while drawing nearer to the French artillery position.


  All of a sudden Bäke spotted an antitank gun and alerted his gunner. The 1st Platoon halted and seconds later the antitank gun was in the gunner’s sight. The other two platoons had moved on and, by the time the 3rd Platoon had stopped to fire, the 1st Platoon was already moving again. Bäke issued the fire command to his gunner as he led the platoon forward: “Ahead, one o’clock, 500 meters, enemy battery!”


  “Identified!”


  Three seconds later there was a crash as the Skoda tank’s 3.7-cm gun fired. The high-explosive round was on target. Steel and pieces of equipment whirled through the air. Then the enemy guns’ ammunition went up in several thunderous explosions.


  “Move out! Step on it!” ordered Bäke.


  Once again the tank engines roared. A round whizzed past above the turret. The next round was already in the chamber. The tank halted abruptly and fired. Another antitank gun was silenced. Two antitank guns and an artillery piece that had been firing salvoes at the command vehicle now shifted their fire onto Bäke’s company. Bäke’s driver steered the tank out of the line of fire, then halted. Gunner and loader fired off five rounds in quick succession.


  The noise within the tank was becoming unbearable. However, the barrage from Bäke’s tank brought some relief to the 11th Panzer Regiment which, at that point, moved forward quickly on the left flank. A round from an antitank gun hammered against the turret and bounced off. Then they were upon the French field position and overran the first gun. Men fled for cover. Bäke’s tank tilted dangerously, before falling back onto both tracks with a crash. The surviving French personnel fled towards the rear.


  St. Etienne came in sight. There the enemy had built an even stronger defensive position. A round fired from this second line threw up a fountain of dirt close to the right track of Bäke’s tank. Then another burst in almost the same spot. There was a terrible crash and the tank spun around in a semi-circle. Bäke’s driver swung the tank back to face the enemy fire.


  “Lost a track!” reported the driver.


  “Bail out and fix the track! Driver, remain in the tank!” Bäke ordered.


  While the other tanks roared past to the left and right, halting only to fire on the French position, Bäke’s crew set about repairing the damaged track. Bäke stopped one of the trailing tanks. Sergeant First Class Knoll got out and Bäke took over the platoon leader’s vehicle. He moved forward at top speed, while his crew completed the repair in record time. Bäke soon caught up with his company and assumed command from Lieutenant Möbbs, who had taken over in Bäke’s absence.


  The last enemy resistance was broken, or at least so it seemed. Then heavy guns opened fire on the tanks. General Kempf ordered the attack halted and instructed his forces to go over to the defensive in their present favorable locations. The tanks rolled behind a patch of woods and disappeared from the enemy’s sight. First Lieutenant Bäke reported back to the battalion commander by radio and was given new orders for his company.


  The adjutant of the 11th Panzer Regiment, 1st Lieutenant Schoeller, had been killed by the French artillery fire. Several tanks were so badly damaged that they had to be written off. The artillery fire that had halted the attack of the 6th Panzer Division finally ceased an hour after midnight.


  That evening General Guderian appeared at the command post of the 6th Panzer Division. General Kempf made his report, and Guderian announced he was in complete agreement with the decisions taken by his friend.


  “I would have done the same thing, Kempf. To continue in this situation would have meant unnecessary losses.” General Guderian noted in his war diary: “The XXXXI Army Corps, which was moving up on the left of the XIX Army Corps, had to repel attacks against its left wing from the Argonne by the French 3rd Mechanized and 3rd Armored Divisions before resuming its move towards the south.”


  The enemy forces withdrew undetected during the night. As a result, when the attack was resumed on the morning of 12 June, there was initially no opposition. Two hours later the day’s objective of Somme-Pys was reached. The town itself was free of enemy forces.


  At noon, Kempf reorganized his division. Spearheading the attack was Battle Group von Esebeck. The 2nd Battalion of the 11th Panzer Regiment formed the steel tip of the attack force. The battle group set out at 1800 hours. After advancing 3,000 meters it came upon a strong defensive position at the outer edge of the Châlons-sur-Marne Training Area. The advance ground to a halt.


  The next attack, launched on the morning of 13 June, succeeded in breaking through. The German forces moved quickly through the wooded terrain of the Châlons-sur-Marne Training Area. On 14 June, while German troops moved into Paris, the 6th Panzer Division was fighting in a densely wooded area near St. Mard, which General Kempf described to the author as “completely unsuited to the operation of tanks.” He went on to say: “Fortunately for us, the 17th Infantry Division arrived quickly and was able to relieve us and free us for the next offensive operations”.


  In a several-hour night march on 16 June, the 6th Panzer Division advanced through Langres to Jussey, where the 6th Reconnaissance Battalion had established a bridgehead. Rainecourt was captured by the 6th Motorcycle Battalion and the 65th Panzer Battalion’s 1st Company. Two thousand French soldiers were taken prisoner. Sergeant First Class Seewald, a member of Dr. Bäke’s company, described the operation:



   As the lead element, our company was to move up to the edge of Rainecourt, lay down effective fire on the enemy force suspected there, and open a way into the city for the motorcycle troops.


  When Dr. Bäke saw the first muzzle flash from an antitank gun concealed behind a low wall, he ordered us to spread out and open fire on the enemy position.


  We advanced about 100 meters and watched as Dr. Bäke and the commander of the 1st Platoon destroyed the two antitank guns and opened fire on a machine gun, which was firing on the two tanks. The first round silenced the machine gun. Other machine guns concentrated their fire on the motorcycle troops. All of the company’s tanks now joined the fight. Gunfire was heard from every direction. Thunderous explosions and the roaring engines of the advancing platoons turned the world into a madhouse.


  First Lieutenant Kreis’s men stormed past us towards the outskirts of the city. Suddenly half a dozen machine guns opened up on the motorcycle troops. We were taking aim at the machine guns when the voice of our company commander rang out: “2nd Platoon: Silence the machine guns! 1st Platoon: Close up and advance. Position yourselves in front of the motorcycle troops!”


  The 2nd Platoon opened fire. The eight tanks fired three brief salvoes and silenced the enemy guns. The tanks of the 1st Platoon rolled at high speed diagonally across the terrain. They screened the infantry and led them forward, sparing them further heavy losses.


  The French fire became weaker. The tanks of the 1st Platoon now blocked our field of fire directly ahead.


  “Commander to the 1st Platoon: Move past us on the left, move ahead as far as the stand of trees, and lay down flanking fire on the enemy from there!”


  We roared off. One of our vehicles suddenly halted. We heard the voice of its commander: “Transmission failure!”


  “Commander to all: Blanket the enemy with fire. To disabled tank: I’ll send a recovery vehicle!”


  These actions by our commander saved the 1st Company of the 6th Motorcycle Battalion, whose ranks had already been thinned considerably by the heavy enemy fire.


  We later learned that 1st Lieutenant Kreis, commander of the motorcycle company, had been wounded and Lieutenant Hans-Joachim Wissemann had taken over command of the company. He had led the last attack, supported by us.




  Quickly assessing the situation, Dr. Bäke had drawn the enemy fire on himself and given cover to the motorcycle troops. It was then that Lieutenant Wissemann came to the fore: “I’m taking command of the company!” he shouted through the din. He then ran through the hail of fire to Bäke’s tank and discussed the final assault into the heart of the enemy position. The conversation was a brief one.


  “If you support us and advance on both flanks, sir, we can do it!”


  “All right, Wissemann! We’ll roll up to the city in two attack columns. Stay close behind and cover the area behind us until you’re close enough for your assault.”


  “Commander to all: Advance in a V formation. Objective is the outskirts of the city. Stay together and clear a path for our motorcycle troops!” Bäke ordered by radio.


  The tanks moved out. Anything that appeared in their path was fired on. The V made good progress. While one side halted, the other advanced and the platoon following in the middle supported the flank, which had halted to fire. The tanks fired in the direction of the muzzle flashes and rolled into the gardens, smashing down a low wall and crushing fences. Three small garden sheds were knocked down to provide a better field of fire.


  The heavy machine-gun fire being directed at the motorcycle troops slackened. Lieutenant Wissemann followed the tanks on the right side of the V. After the machine guns firing from the windows had been silenced, he led his men forward and cleared the first two houses. Dr. Bäke rolled into the city with the 1st Platoon. An antitank gun firing down a city street struck the tank with a grazing round, then was blown up by a direct hit. Dr. Bäke summoned all of the tanks forward. They rolled into the city, turned down the side streets and flushed out the desperately defending enemy.


  Rainecourt was in German hands. The history of the 6th Panzer Division described the action:



   Lieutenant Wissemann, who had taken over command of the company from the wounded 1st Lieutenant Kreis at the beginning of the operation, distinguished himself in the fighting. The fighting in and around Rainecourt received particularly effective support from 1st Lieutenant Bäke’s company of the 65th Panzer Battalion. Once again Bäke distinguished himself in action.




  Lieutenant Wissemann and 1st Lieutenant Bäke were awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, for their exploits. (On 8 February 1943, Hans-Joachim Wissemann, by then holding the rank of captain and commander of the 6th Motorcycle Battalion’s 2nd Company, was awarded the Knight’s Cross for his actions in the Stalingrad battle zone. He did not live to receive the decoration, as he was killed in action in the pocket on 30 December 1942.)


  At 2330 hours on that eventful day, Major General Kempf issued the division’s orders for the coming day: “The 6th Panzer Division will take the fortress of Epinal. Also taking part in this operation is the 20th Motorized Infantry Division, which will advance to the right of 6th Panzer Division. The division staff and command echelon will accompany Battle Group von Esebeck.”


  General Guderian had deployed the XXXXI Army Corps in the direction of Epinal on his own initiative, even though General von Leeb’s 1st Army had also set out towards the same objective. The first attempt to take Epinal in a coup de main had failed. This time the tanks of the 11th Panzer Regiment’s 2nd Battalion led Battle Group von Esebeck towards the fortress. The 660th Assault Gun Battery assisted by providing supporting fire. The battery, which had been formed in Jüterbog in April, had demonstrated its effectiveness in the early stages of the campaign. While attached to the 3rd Infantry Division during the Meuse crossing, and later in operations with the 8th Panzer Division, the battery had been an outstanding success, helping to prove Erich von Manstein’s idea of an assault-gun force a stroke of genius. Now, during the assault across the Aisne in the second phase of the campaign against France, it was attached to the 6th Panzer Division. The battery was again to prove a success while taking part in the operations at Epinal.


  The 1st Battalion of the 4th Rifle Regiment under Major Zollenkopf received orders to push through Epinal and take possession of the fortress. The assault guns were assigned to provide support. They advanced ahead of the infantry, shooting up nests of resistance. Epinal fell to Battle Group von Esebeck, but the citadel held out. Once again, the 65th Panzer Battalion was sent into action. The task fell to the 1st Company to silence the citadel’s armored cupolas. Bäke directed his company into position and gave the order to open fire. Two of the cupolas were put out of action, but the defenders held on with the courage of desperation.


  When the call for a perfect French-speaking parlementaire reached Dr. Bäke, he sent “his Alsatian, a hard-drinking genius, but otherwise very useful,” with Captain Schemmel and 1st Lieutenant Hauschildt to act as interpreter. Following several negotiations it was agreed that the fort would be surrendered at noon the next day with full military honors. The garrison of Fort Longchamps marched out past an honor guard of the 6th Panzer Division. The French flag was hauled down and the German war flag was raised over the fortress. That same evening, 22 June 1940, a cease-fire was signed in the forest of Compiegne. At 0135 hours on 25 June the following signal was sent to all German armed forces from the Channel coast to Switzerland: “Stand down!”


  On 26 June the 6th Panzer Division held a large field parade. That evening, as the bugler sounded taps, 1st Lieutenant Erich Oeckel, commander of the 4th Rifle Regiment’s 5th Company, received the Knight’s Cross that had been awarded him on 24 June. (Oeckel was killed on 13 July 1943, at which time he was a battalion commander holding the rank of captain.) Casualties suffered by the 6th Panzer Division during the French Campaign totaled 2,140 soldiers killed, wounded, or lost for medical reasons. Included in this total were 108 officers. Considering these heavy losses, the fighting in France could scarcely be considered an “easy campaign.” On 3 July the division moved into its peacetime garrison. Colonel von Ravenstein received an enthusiastic reception in Iserlohn.


  THE RUSSIAN CAMPAIGN


  Reorganization and Refitting


  The reorganization of the 6th Panzer Division began on 1 August 1940. Associated with this was the release of a substantial number of troops to the 16th Motorized Infantry Division, which was to later become the 16th Panzer Grenadiers Division and then end the war as the 116th Panzer Division Windhund. The 11th Panzer Regiment and the 65th Panzer Battalion remained with the 6th Panzer Division, however. In September 1940, the 6th Panzer Division was transferred to West Prussia, where it became part of the XVI Army Corps of the 18th Army. Brigadier General Landgraf became the division’s new commanding officer. Landgraf had commanded the 4th Panzer Division in the French Campaign and had been awarded the Knight’s Cross on 16 June for his exploits.


  The 6th Panzer Division carried out its first large-scale exercises at the training area with its newly delivered tanks. In the place of Colonel von Ravenstein, Colonel Edward Raus now commanded the 4th Rifle Regiment. The armor commanders within the division had also changed significantly. Colonel Koll continued to lead the 11th Panzer Regiment; however, Major Löwe had assumed command of the regiment’s 1st Battalion. Lieutenant Colonel Sieber became the commander of the 2nd Battalion. The 65th Panzer Battalion also received a new commander, Major Schenk.


  The division was still equipped with the obsolescent Czech-built Panzer 38(t), whose 2.5-cm frontal armor was incapable of withstanding the fire of a heavy tank, particularly the very heavy Soviet KV tanks and the T-34, which appeared later. It was planned to reequip the division with the heavier Panzer IV. The lighter Skoda tank did possess one advantage over the next generation of German tanks. It would be light enough to cross the few available bridges in the northern sector of the Russian front without collapsing them.


  One of the officers leading the training of the division’s new soldiers was Dr. Bäke. After the French Campaign, he was promoted to reserve captain.


  The Attack Begins!


  On the morning of 22 June 1941, the 6th Panzer Division set out in the general direction of Leningrad in two battle groups. The division overcame several well-defended trench positions to reach the day’s objective. On the afternoon of the following day, the leading elements of the division reached Rossienie. Major Schliemann, commander of the 6th Motorcycle Battalion, was killed in the attack on the city.


  On the evening of 23 June, the Dubyssa bridgehead, which was being held by Battle Group von Seckendorff, was attacked by powerful Soviet tank forces. The bridgehead was lost and the battle group suffered heavy casualties. It was there that the first of the new Soviet heavy tanks appeared, whose frontal armor was impervious to the rounds of the German 3.7-cm antitank gun. The Kliment Voroshilov (KV) tanks weighed between fifty and sixty-two tons. Their frontal armor was 85 millimeters thick. Seven of these monsters rolled through the antitank positions of the 6th Panzer Division into the division’s rear, where the tanks of the 11th Panzer Regiment were positioned. The rounds fired by the division’s tanks were unable to penetrate the armor of the Soviet tanks. Lieutenant Eckhardt, commander of the 6th Company of the 114th Panzer Grenadier Regiment, succeeded in destroying one with a demolition charge fashioned from several Teller mines. The division commander called for 8.8-cm Paks and these arrived on the battlefield in time to destroy another of the Soviet giants, averting a very dangerous situation.


  Captain Bäke took little part in the first phase of the Russian Campaign. No longer in command of his tank company, he was now in charge of the tank recovery section of the regiment. The few times Bäke saw action during this period were when his recovery teams were forced to defend themselves against Soviet troops. His job was to recover damaged tanks, tow them back to the maintenance facilities and see to it that the necessary repairs were carried out. Bäke carried out this assignment with great success. Colonel Koll, commander of the 11th Panzer Regiment, soon took this knowledgeable and circumspect officer onto his staff as an executive officer. In this capacity Captain Bäke experienced armored warfare from the command level. Bäke’s chance to return to action came on 1 December 1941 when Major Löwe, who was commanding the 11th Panzer Regiment’s 1st Company, left temporarily to take command of the regiment.


  Captain Bäke led the last operational company of the 11th Panzer Regiment into action in the bitter cold of December, when temperatures fell to twenty degrees Celsius below zero. On 2 December the last of the company’s Skoda tanks and Panzer IVs were disabled. The division was halted only sixty kilometers from Moscow.


  With the few tanks that could be put back into service, Captain Bäke managed to reach the area of Kolowo. The 6th Panzer Division—or better, what was left of it—was serving as rearguard for the 3rd Panzer Army. The rifle companies were down to about thirty men each. On 9 December Dr. Bäke lost his last tank. The tank was unserviceable and had to be destroyed when Elisorowo was abandoned. The division was scheduled to return to Germany to refit.


  Transport to Germany and Reconstitution


  On 15 January 1942 the 6th Panzer Division was forced to report the following to the LVI Panzer Corps: “The division is no longer capable of operations. Reconstitution, not refitting, is required. However, this is not possible in the present area.” On 12 February 1942 the Army High Command ordered the disbanding of the 65th Panzer Battalion. Its remaining elements joined the 11th Panzer Regiment, ensuring adequate personnel for two battalions. As a result, this famous battalion, in which Franz Bäke had played a decisive role, disappeared forever. It was to be several more weeks before the rest of the 6th “Foot Division” received travel orders to move west. With a touch of bitter gallows humor, the men had dubbed their once proud panzer division this demeaning term on account of its total lack of tanks.


  In the meantime Bäke had returned to the division and assumed command of a small force consisting of a repaired Panzer IV, three Panzer 38(t)s, and several armored personnel carriers. With this small “fire brigade” Dr. Bäke was able to destroy five attacking T-34s in the fighting for Cholminka. Two of these were accounted for by Bäke, who led the force in the sole Panzer IV. That same evening Battle Groups Bäke and Römhild were released by Army Group Center for transport to Germany.


  By 23 April 1942 all of the first eight transport trains carrying the 6th Panzer Division had arrived in France. The ninth and last train did not leave Nowo Dugino until 2 May 1942, however. The 6th Panzer Division, now commanded by Brigadier General Raus, was to be reformed by 31 July.


  In France Bäke initially took over a cadre company comprised of personnel from each of the regiment’s battalions and the remaining regimental units. Major Löwe, now recovered from his wounds, temporarily took command of the 11th Panzer Regiment in place of Colonel Koll, who had gone on leave. At first the only tanks available to the regiment were captured French models; its total complement was two Somua tanks and three platoons with six Hotchkiss tanks each.


  On 22 June the two battalions of 11th Panzer Regiment received the first of their new tanks: fifteen Panzer IIs and twenty-six Panzer IIIs armed with the long 5-cm gun. On 2 July Col. Walther von Hünersdorff took command of the regiment. Colonel Koll was transferred to the officer reserves where he held staff positions. (In January 1945 he was promoted to major general in the Inspectorate of Artillery.)


  The regiment’s 2nd Battalion conducted large-scale maneuvers on 10 September. Its new commanding officer was Major Franz Bäke. While leading this battalion he was to become one of the greatest armor commanders and tacticians. Part of the field training consisted of giving a demonstration to senior officers. Dr. Bäke carried out the subject of the demonstration—actions on encountering an in-depth antitank obstacle while acting as advance guard—with great skill and elan.


  With the arrival of the last of its tanks on 14 September, the division was once again fully equipped. It now possessed more than 150 Panzer IIIs, each armed with either the long 5-cm main gun or the short 7.5-cm infantry-support weapon. In addition, it also had a number of the more powerful Panzer IVs with the long 7.5-cm gun, which made them a match for any of the Soviet tanks.


  On 3 November 1942 Hitler ordered the 6th Panzer Division and two infantry divisions transferred to the East, where they were to assemble to


  [image: Panzers in action.]

    Panzers in action.


  the rear of Army Group B behind the Rumanian Third and Italian Eighth Armies. There the three divisions were to be held in reserve. The first trains carrying the 6th Panzer Division left France on 14 November 1942. They were bound for the southern sector of the Eastern Front. It was planned to detrain the division in Belgorod on 25 November. There, however, the division was sent onwards to the south. A battle was raging in the area of operations of the 6th Army at Stalingrad. That was the division’s destination.


  Operation “Winter Storm”


  The 6th Panzer Division was then called upon to take part in a decisive action which would demand its utmost. It was to be part of a force whose objective was to free the 6th Army under General Paulus, which was surrounded in the Stalingrad area. A total of twelve divisions was to be committed to the relief effort. Considering the situation, it is quite likely that such a force could have fought its way into the pocket; however, the reality was to be quite different. On arriving in the assembly area, the 6th Panzer Division found itself quite alone. Operation “Winter Storm,” which was to be commanded by General Hoth—a raid across 100 kilometers of enemy-held territory to the edge of the Stalingrad pocket—became a battle in which all three divisions which eventually took part were bloodied.


  Within the LVII Panzer Corps, the 6th, 17th, and 23rd Panzer Divisions were supposed to take part in the operation. Elements of the 23rd Panzer Division were the first to arrive. The 17th Panzer Division was farther away and, in any case, was halted on orders of the Führer. On the morning of 24 November the first of the formations of the 6th Panzer Division—the 4th Panzer Grenadier Regiment—arrived in Kotelnikowo. The regiment came under fire from Soviet tanks while it was still detraining. Its 8th Company was unloaded under fire and immediately engaged the enemy. As a result, all of the following trains had to be unloaded at a station farther down the line.


  On the morning of 29 November Brigadier General Raus took command of the division. On 1 December the 6th Panzer Division was placed under the command of the LVII Panzer Corps under General of Armored Troops Kirchner. That same day saw the arrival of the 1st and 5th Companies of the 11th Panzer Regiment. By then, Field Marshal von Manstein was supposed to have had twelve divisions at his disposal to carry out the relief attack. In reality, the numbers were far less.


  Two days later, the 6th Panzer Division saw its first major action with Army Group Don under Field Marshal von Manstein. A force of enemy tanks had set out towards Kudinoff. Under cover of heavy, blowing snow, they reached Pochlebin. A platoon of antitank guns positioned there destroyed seven of them, but the 3rd Company, 114th Panzer Grenadier Regiment, was forced to pull back towards Safranoff.


  Major Bäke then received instructions to send the 5th Company, 11th Panzer Regiment, a company from his battalion, to the location of the 1st Company of the 11th Panzer Regiment. Both companies were then to move to Kotelnikowo with the 114th Panzer Grenadier Regiment’s 2nd Battalion (Battle Group Küper) and assemble there for an attack.


  When about twenty enemy tanks were spotted advancing towards Kotelnikowo along both sides of the road from Pochlebin, Brigadier General Raus dispatched the 1st Company of the 6th Antitank Battalion to deal with the threat. The antitank guns shot up the Soviet armored spear-head, but were then forced to pull back.


  “All tank companies to the front!” Brigadier General Raus gave the order to the 11th Panzer Regiment. “Battle Group Küper has been stopped by the enemy. The enemy forces at Pochlebin must be destroyed.”


  Colonel von Hünersdorff then suggested sending Bäke’s battalion to Maiorski. There it would be placed under the command of Colonel Zollenkopf, the commander of the 114th Panzer Grenadier Regiment, for the attack on Pochlebin. During the night patrols reported that the enemy was reinforcing his formations at Pochlebin in preparation for an attack against Kotelnikowo. General Raus assembled all his tanks for the attack. Colonel von Hünersdorff had more than ninety tanks at his disposal. He summoned the battalion commanders and briefed them on the plan of attack.


  When the attack began, the 11th Panzer Regiment’s 2nd Battalion under Major Bäke rolled directly towards the high ground at Pochlebin. When the tanks were in range, well-camouflaged Soviet tanks and antitank guns opened fire. One after another, three of tanks of the 8th Company were hit and disabled. One took several more hits and blew up. Several tanks of both battalions that had mounted fuel tanks on their rear decks to increase their range were hit and went up in flames. The crews managed to scramble to safety, but the tanks were total losses. One tank lost in this way was that of Captain Hagemeister, the company commander of the regiment’s 2nd Company. He and his crew were forced to abandon their tank and the Captain was seriously wounded. The 1st Company, which had been ordered to set out towards Pochlebin from the northwest, became involved in an engagement with enemy forces, during the course of which it was forced farther and farther to the north.


  Colonel von Hünersdorff issued orders by radio for the tanks to immediately turn and proceed straight towards Pochlebin. This was the only way to provide relief for Bäke’s battalion, which was heavily engaged. The tanks of the 1st Company then rolled towards Pochlebin from the north. This sudden change in direction confused the enemy. He was forced to divide his forces, which noticeably reduced the pressure on Dr. Bäke’s battalion.


  Dr. Bäke acted at once. He instructed his heavy company and the entire battalion: “Attack! We have to break through now.” The tanks rumbled toward Pochlebin at high speed. The heavy company led the way, with the remaining companies widely dispersed behind it. The Panzer IVs took the center, striking devastating blows at the enemy with their 7.5-cm guns. Four Soviet tanks came out to face the tanks; all were destroyed. Soviet cavalry units appeared on the flank. High-explosive rounds halted them. Dr. Bäke’s tank accounted for two Soviet tanks.


  Franz Bäke breathed a sigh of relief as the tanks rolled into Pochlebin. Unfortunately, there was still a wide gap between his battalion and the other tank battalion, through which the enemy, some on horseback, escaped. Nevertheless, victory had been achieved and that evening ten enemy tanks were counted that had been destroyed by the 2nd Battalion. In addition, fourteen guns had been captured and 2,000 prisoners taken. Among the booty taken the next day were 800 horses and camels. The war diary of the 6th Panzer Division: “The 2nd Battalion under Major Bäke played a major role in the success. Especially deserving of recognition is 1st Lieutenant Ranzinger, the commander of the 8th Company.”


  Statements by prisoners revealed that the Soviet units involved had been the 81st Cavalry Division and the 85th Tank Brigade of the Red Army. The Soviet build-up for an attack on the important jumping-off point of Kotelnikowo had been smashed. General Hoth voiced his appreciation in a radio message
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  [image: Near Prokhorovka, July 1943: XXXXVIII Panzer Corps is ready to attack.]
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  Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke in Action
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  Appendix




  GERMAN TANK CONSTRUCTION: 1939–1945


  The actual production of tanks never equaled the requested totals and production targets set by the OKW. Although the requested production figure was 600 tanks per month (including assault guns), actual production remained less than 200 per month. The Speer Report broke down tank production year by year as follows:


  1940: 2,154 tanks and assault guns.


  1942: 9,287 tanks and assault guns.


  1944: 27,340 tanks and assault guns.


  These figures included all armored vehicles: Self-propelled artillery, self-propelled antitank guns, armored cars and heavy infantry guns on tank chassis.


  Losses of armored vehicles of all types were:


  1 December 1943–30 June 1944: 3,631 vehicles


  30 June 1944–31 July 1944: 4,674 vehicles


  31 July 1944–30 September 1944: 5,569 vehicles


  30 September 1944–31 October 1944: 5,463 vehicles


  Total: 24,963 vehicles


  US PRODUCTION OF ARMORED VEHICLES:


  1939–1945: 88,000 tanks of all types.


  Of these: 57,027 were medium tanks.


  Of these: 49,234 were M4 Shermans.


  Total production of armored vehicles in 1944: 90,000.


  ARMORED UNITS OF THE RED ARMY (ON 1 APRIL 1945)


  25 tank corps with 5,000 tanks.


  13 mechanized corps with 2,600 tanks.


  60 tank brigades with 4,140 tanks.


  as many as 160 independent tank regiments with 6,400 tanks.


  The official figures for annual Soviet tank production is 30,000 tanks of all types. German tank experts believe those figures are low.


  

	RANK COMPARISIONS



	ENLISTED



	US Army
	German Army
	Waffen-SS



	Private
	Schülze
	SS-Schütze



	Private First Class
	Oberschütze
	SS-Oberschütze



	Corporal
	Gefreiler
	SS-Sturmmann



	(Senior Corporal)
	Obergefreiter
	SS-Rottenführer



	(Staff Corporal)


	Stabsgefreiter


	(None)





	NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICERS



	US Army
	German Army
	Waffen-SS



	Sergeant
	Unteroffizier
	SS-Unterscharführer



	Staff Sergeant
	Feldwebel
	SS-Oberscharführer



	Sergeant First Class
	Oberfeldwebel
	SS-Hauptscharführer



	Master Sergeant
	Hauptfeldwebel
	SS-Sturmscharführer



	Sergeant Major


	Stabsfeldwebel


	(None)





	OFFICERS



	US Army
	German Army
	Waffen-SS



	Lieutenant
	Leutnant
	SS-Untersturmführer



	First Lieutenant
	Oberleutnant
	SS-Obersturmführer



	Captain
	Hauptmann
	SS-Hauptsturmführer



	Major
	Major
	SS-Sturmbannführer



	Lieutenant Colonel
	Oberstleutnant
	SS-Obersturmbannführer



	Colonel
	Oberst
	SS-Oberführer or SS-Standartenführer



	Brigadier General
	Generalmajor
	SS-Brigadeführer



	Major General
	Generalleutnant
	SS-Gruppenführer



	Lieutenant General
	General der Panzertruppen etc.
	SS-Obergruppenführer



	General
	Generaloberst
	SS-Oberstgruppenführer



	General of the Army
	Feldmarschall
	Reichsführer-SS
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