

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




The Regiments of the German Imperial Army during the Great War


Based on the unit war diaries


The Prussian Army, Volume 302, The 3rd Magdeburg Infantry Regiment Nr. 66


Oldenbourg i. O./ Berlin 1930


Gerhard Stalling. Founded 1798


The 3rd Magdeburg Infantry Regiment in the Great War


Written by veterans of the regiment using official records and reports from officers and men of the regiment


Dr Otto Korfes, editor, Captain (inactive) and Archivist in the Reichsarchiv


With 1 map, 23 Sketches and 88 pencil drawings by E.R. Döbrich-Steglitz


Translated by Terence Zuber


1930, Tradition Publishing Wilhelm Kolk/Berlin SW 48


For this series of unit histories the Reichsarchiv has made available the unit war diaries, including the annexes, according to an express regulation and a contract between the editor and the archive. The editor is solely responsible for the contents.


Reichsarchiv Section G


Responsible for the series ‘The Regiments of the Imperial German Army’


 


 


First published by The History Press in 2016


This paperback edition first published 2023


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, GL50 3QB


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


Original text © Otto Korfes, 1930


Translation © Terence Zuber, 2016, 2023


Cover illustration © Helmut Menzel/Fachgruppe Militär- und Garnisonsgeschichte Magdeburg


The right of Otto Korfes, Terence Zuber to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 75096 686 3


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books Limited, Padstow, Cornwall.


[image: illustration]




CONTENTS


The German Infantry Regiment


Translator/Editor Notes


Glossary


Foreword


1   Pre-War History


2   War


3   Approach March


4   Battle on the Geete


5   Mons, 23–24 August 1914


6   Le Cateau, 26 August 1914


7   Clary


8   The Battle of Péronne


9   Battle on the Marne and Ourcq, 6–9 September 1914


10 Retreat from the Marne, 10–12 September 1914


11 Combat on the Aisne, 13–27 September 1914


12 The Battle of Arras


13 In the Trenches at Arras, 12–28 October 1914


14 The Fights at Arras, 29 October–5 November 1914


15 Trench Warfare at Arras, 4 November 1914–8 March 1915


16 Leaving iv AK


17 The Year of Digging Trenches


18 Life in the Trenches, March–May 1915


19 The Fight at Serre, June 1915


20 The Last Weeks in the Position at Bucquoy, Mid-June–August 1915


21 In the Trenches at Puisieux, August–October 1915


22 October 1915


23 The War Against the Mud, November 1915–March 1916


24 Before the Somme


25 The Battle of the Somme


26 Drumfire


27 The First Assault, July–August 1916


28 The Second Assault, Between St Pierre-Divion and Thiepval, September 1916


29 The Third Assault, October–November 1916 at Hébuterne


30 After the Battle


31 The Upper Alsace


32 Movement to the Upper Alsace, 1–11 January 1917


33 In the Shadow of the Chemin des Dames


34 The Great Battle in France


35 The Attack, 21–25 March 1918


36 Between the Battles, 26 March–24 May 1918


37 The Chemin des Dames Offensive


38 The Marne Offensive


39 The Final Defensive Battles


40 Armistice and the March Home, 7 November–24 December 1918


41 Dissolution of the Regiment


About the Author




THE GERMAN INFANTRY REGIMENT


The basic tactical unit was the infantry company. The wartime strength of a German infantry company in 1914 was five officers and 260 NCOs and enlisted men. The company commander was usually a captain who was responsible for individual, NCO, and squad and platoon training, particularly individual marksmanship and small-unit fire tactics. The company was broken down into a small company command group and three platoons of about eighty men (in practice, sixty-four to seventy-two men), each platoon consisting of eight squads, each squad led by a sergeant or corporal.


The German non-commissioned officer corps was a particular strength of the German Army. Each peacetime German infantry battalion had between seventy-two and seventy-eight career NCOs, while a war-strength battalion had eighty-five NCOs (including four medical NCOs). These were men who had re-enlisted expressly to become non-commissioned officers. They were carefully selected and provided with excellent training by the company commander and army schools. Training of the individual soldier was in their hands. The company first sergeant, the ‘mother of the company’, held his position for a considerable period and enjoyed immense prestige and responsibility.


The company also included the combat trains, which consisted of the ammunition wagon and the mobile field kitchen, and the field trains, which included a company supply wagon and a rations wagon.


The German infantry battalion consisted of four infantry companies and the battalion headquarters: twenty-six officers and 1,054 NCOs and enlisted men. The battalion commander was usually a major, perhaps a lieutenant-colonel. He was assisted by the battalion adjutant, the most capable lieutenant in the battalion, who was the operations officer, and by a rations officer, in combat usually a reserve lieutenant, as well as a surgeon and a paymaster, who was also the NCO in charge of property. Each battalion had eight bicycle messengers, armed with carbines. The company trains were united under battalion control to form the battalion combat trains (four ammunition wagons, four mobile field kitchens, plus the battalion medical wagon) and the battalion field trains (battalion staff wagon, four company supply wagons, four rations wagons, one sundries – tobacco and similar personal use items – wagon, one battalion supply wagon), altogether nineteen vehicles, thirty-eight horses and forty-seven men. On the march and in combat, the battalion combat trains stayed close to the battalion, but the field trains could be as far as a day’s march behind.


The German infantry regiment was composed of three battalions and a machine-gun company: eighty-six officers, 3,304 NCOs and enlisted men, seventy-two vehicles and 233 horses. The regiment was the most important unit in the German army. The regimental commander was responsible for selecting and training the officer corps. The annual recruit, company and battalion inspections and range-firing exercises took place in his presence and largely under his control. Unit pride was directed principally towards the regiment and its history. The regimental commander was a lieutenant-colonel or colonel. The regimental staff consisted of three lieutenants: the adjutant (operations officer), an assistant operations officer and the leader of the field trains (which united all the battalion field trains), as well as the regimental surgeon. The regiment also had a large four-horse wagon with engineering tools: 1,200 small shovels, 275 large shovels, 288 pickaxes, 107 picks, sixty-six axes, thirty saws and ninety-six wire cutters. The regimental trains included seventy-two wagons, 165 EM and 210 horses. In theory, the field trains would catch up with the regiment when it billeted or bivouacked, but that rarely happened in mobile operations.


German regiments (with the exception of the Prussian Guard and the Bavarian Army) had two designations. The first was often geographical, in this case, 3rd Magdeburg. The second was its number in the Prussian Army, in this case 66th Infantry. Battalions were numbered with Roman numerals I, II, III, and referred to as I/ IR 66 (1st Battalion, Infantry Regiment 66). Companies were numbered consecutively within the battalions: the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th companies always belonged to the I Battalion, 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th the II Battalion, 9th, 10th, 11th and 12th the III battalion. The 3rd Company, 1st Battalion, Infantry Regiment 66 was abbreviated 3/ I/ IR 66 or just 3/ 66. The same system applied to cavalry, artillery and engineers.


It was not possible to go beyond translating the regimental history and annotate or explain the background in German history, or the developments in German army doctrine, organisation or weaponry, which would have constituted a major work in itself.


Terence Zuber




TRANSLATOR/EDITOR NOTES


After the Great War, practically every combat-arms regiment in the German army, including reserve, and sometimes even combat replacement (Ersatz) units, produced a regimental history. Since the Reichsarchiv in Potsdam was destroyed, and the operational records of the Saxon archive lost (not in the bombing of Dresden, but apparently destroyed by the East German Communists), these regimental histories are the only records we have for the Prussian and Saxon armies, though the complete Bavarian archive exists, as do the Baden and Württemberg archives up to division level.


As a group, these are the best regimental histories ever written; indeed they are military histories of the first rank. They should be considered primary documents. They were generally based on the extensive unit records available: war diaries, after-action reports and the mass of administrative documents generated by trench warfare. I was able to see the storage area of the Bavarian army archive, and the quantity of Great War documents is astounding. The regimental histories were written by unit commanders up to the regimental level, adjutants (operations officers) and other leaders of the unit, sometimes working in conjunction. Some were professional soldiers, some reserve officers, which meant that in civilian life they belonged to the educated upper-middle class: university professors, lawyers, businessmen. We therefore get direct insight into what the leaders were doing and thinking. Moreover, these men had trained in evaluating military operations in peacetime: an after-action report would be written for each tactical training exercise and then reviewed and commented on in detail by the next two higher echelons of command. These books were written principally for the members of the unit and their families, so they were generally accurate. They also demonstrate the high level of tactical doctrinal sophistication in the German Army.


Quite a few regimental histories are among the best descriptions of tactical combat anywhere at any time, for example Das 1. Badische Leib-Grenadier Regiement Nr. 109 im Weltkrieg 1914–1918 (The Baden 1st Household Grenadier Regiment Number 109 in the Great War 1914–1918, Karlsruhe 1927). It is 1,225 pages long, 705 pages describing the regiment’s tactical operations, all on the Western Front. There are multiple authors. The maps are outstanding and there are lots of them. The rest of the book considers individual aspects in the development of tactical combat: doctrine, weapons, defensive positions, communications, gas, troop quarters, rations, combat and field trains, administration, medicine, chaplains, troop welfare and the replacement battalion. The breadth and attention to detail are unparalleled. If there is a shortcoming, it is that there are no first-person accounts. There is also little possibility of an English translation of such a huge work ever being published.


The history of Infantry Regiment 66 is, by the standards of German regimental histories, in the upper-middle range. It is 458 pages long, of which 382 describe operations; the remainder are tables with the positions occupied by officers and lists of the officers and men killed.


It would be hard to imagine anyone more qualified to edit this history than Otto Korfes. Korfes was a lieutenant in 5th Company 2nd Battalion Infantry Regiment 66 (which we will abbreviate 5/ II/ IR 66, or 5/ 66) at the beginning of the war. By October he was the regimental adjutant (operations officer). He was promoted to captain and for a relatively short time near the end of the war was commander of II/ 66, until he was wounded. After the war, Korfes joined the Reichsarchiv, which was charged with preserving the records of the German Army and writing the official history of the war, earning his PhD in History.


A particular strength of the book is the number of first-person accounts, which give invaluable individual insights. A weakness was that it was not properly edited: the English translation is better organised and much tighter than the German original. As the war goes on, the maps become less adequate; on the other hand, the war was by then being fought on a featureless moonscape.


Since the German 1914–18, modern American and British NCO rank structures are so dissimilar, I have decided to translate them as follows:






	Unteroffizier


	Sergeant







	Vicefeldwebel


	Senior Sergeant







	Feldwebel


	First Sergeant/Master Sergeant








IR 66 was a good unit, but so were most of the infantry regiments in the German Army. For the meantime, IR 66 will stand for all German infantry regiments.


The purpose of this book is twofold. First, it is to acquaint anglophone readers with the war as the German soldier saw it, and as a German regiment fought it. The second is to interest German-speaking historians with the German regimental history, a heretofore badly underused and most valuable source material.


Key for the map sketches
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German terms


German dates are day/month/year: 3/6/14 is 3 June 1914
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	Time
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Abbreviations
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	Armeekorps


	Army Corps







	ID


	Infanteriedivision


	Infantry Division







	RD


	Reservedivision


	Reserve Division







	IR


	Infanterieregiment


	Infantry Regiment







	RIR


	Reserve Infanterieregiment


	Reserve Infantry Regiment







	FAR


	Feldartillerieregiment


	Field Artillery Regiment








Unit Designations
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	3rd Battalion, 66th Infantry Regiment
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	3rd Company, 66th Infantry Regiment
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	2nd Battery, 4th Field Artillery Regiment










GLOSSARY
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FOREWORD


After Captain Lademann published a short regimental history, in 1922, the desire arose for a more detailed work. With the assistance of numerous members of the regiment, Captains Hermens, Korfes, Siegener, Winckler (Joachim) and Reserve First Lieutenants Borchert and Heine, and Reserve Lieutenant Wadepuhl have succeeded in describing the combat operations in detail. They have prevented exceptional deeds from being forgotten and preserved the names of worthy members of the regiment for posterity. Unfortunately, it was not possible to name all the brave men; they would fill an entire book. The names of the dead are included in a roll of honour.


This book can have no finer introduction than that written by Captain Lademann:




Having already proven itself in two wars during the 54 years of its existence, in the summer of 1914 the 3rd Magdeburg Infantry Regiment deployed to the combat zone. For 51 months it fought continually on the Western Front, preserving its reputation and adding new laurels of victory to its standard. This small book will tell of the regiment’s deeds. Men who wore the number 66 in the Great War will remember from this simple account the difficult days that the old regiment experienced and, in spite of everything, the good days too. He will relive the advance in the hot summer sun in 1914 and the difficult combat in villages, then the long periods of trench warfare and the bloody fight that has gone down in history as the Battle of the Somme. Once again the quiet positions in Alsace will appear before him. Once more he will remember the bitter days in May 1917 on the Chemin des Dames and the swampy Ailette valley. He will recall the great offensives of 1918 and the dark weeks that preceded the Armistice, and the End. He will march again on dusty country roads, sit by the light of a candle in the bomb-proof dugout, hear the rustle of the wind in the forested rest area and wade in the bottomless mud of the trenches.


That is the purpose of this book, to reawaken our memories of the greatest days of our lives, and the memory of those who gave their lives.


A new bond will be tied between all those who fought shoulder to shoulder, and although the regiment no longer exists, may this contribute to the preservation of the spirit which inspired it until, with God’s will, better times return.


Stoeklern zu Grünholzek, Colonel (Inactive)
Commander of Inf. Regt 66 1915–18


Schleusener, Lieutanant-Colonel (Inactive)
Chairman of the Association of Former Officers Inf. Regt 66
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PRE-WAR HISTORY


Infantry-Regiment 66 (IR 66) was established by the Army Reorganisation which is associated with the name Kaiser Wilhelm, who laid the foundation of the greatness of both Prussia and Germany. The Prussian mobilisation in 1859, to support Austria–Hungary in its war against France and Piedmont, showed serious deficiencies in the Prussian Army; the then Prince Regent Wilhelm began a farsighted reorganisation. The youngest year groups of the Landwehr (National Guard) were retained on active duty. With men from the older year groups of the Ersatz (Replacement) Battalions and the Line regiments, they formed new units, called Landwehr Cadre Regiments. So, the Landwehr Regiment and elements of IR 26, who drew their recruits from the Bezirke (Counties) of Stendal, Burg and Neuhaldensleben, were formed by Allerhöcheste Kabinetts-Ordre (Royal Order in Council) of 5 May 1860 into a ‘combined infantry regiment’, with its first commander, Colonel von Kirchbach, who would later win considerable fame. It was designated 3. Magdeburgisches Infanterie-Regiment Nr. 66 (3rd Magdeburg Infantry Regiment No. 66) in the Allerhöcheste Kabinetts-Ordre of 4 July 1860.


The campaign against Austria in 1866 gave the young regiment its first opportunity to show its mettle in combat. When cannon fire announced the advance of the Elbe Army at the Battle of Münchengrätz, 13 Brigade was given the mission of driving the enemy from Musky Hill. While the first enemy shells landed (which fortunately caused no casualties), II/ 66 and Fusilier Battalion (III/ 66) advanced with a loud ‘Hurrah!’ and Regimental Bandmaster Schulz ordered the Prussian Anthem played. The regiment won undying fame in heavy fighting as an element of the 7th Infantry Division (7 ID) at the Battle of Kõniggrätz. The success was dearly bought, with fifteen officers and 476 enlisted men becoming casualties, after the 26th Infantry Regiment (IR 26) the heaviest casualties in the division. The reward for this quick and glorious campaign was the creation of an energetic and militarily powerful league of north German states under the leadership of the King of Prussia. The fruits of this victory, which promised a brilliant future, were due for the greatest part to the discipline and training of the Prussian army. In these, IR 66 showed that it was the equal of the older regiments, and added the laurels of victory to its young colours. This was reflected in the decorations that the king awarded the regiment: for the battalion standards, the combat ribbon to the 1866 Campaign Cross with silver tassels, surmounted by two upright swords. The standard of II/ 66, whose peak had been damaged by a shell, was given a silver ring with an inscription below the peak. In the following years of peace, the regiment trained energetically to maintain the edge it had gained in combat.


In the campaign of 1870–71 against France, it contributed significantly to the victory at Beaumont on 30 August 1870. Its mission was to allow the division to deploy out of the woods, which it accomplished with exceptional bravery. The losses, in only 90 minutes of combat, were terrible: ten officers, fourteen NCOs and 111 enlisted men dead, thirteen officers, forty NCOs and 439 men wounded – almost half the casualties suffered by the entire division. The regimental commander, Count Finkenstein, was wounded in the shoulder but remained in command, and during the pursuit was hit in the mouth and killed. The regiment won additional fame during the siege of Paris.


The heroic deeds of wartime were followed by quiet, unceasing work in peacetime. In 1872, the officers laid a granite tablet with the names of their fallen comrades at the cemetery at Beaumont. On 6 August 1875, a monument with the names of the fallen of both wars was unveiled in the courtyard of the Ravensburg Kaserne.


The regiment frequently had the opportunity to demonstrate its combat readiness to the Kaiser: in 1873 at Eisleben, 1876 at Merseburg and again in 1883 at the Kaisermanöver (Imperial Manoeuvres), for the last time in front of the venerable hero Kaiser of the great wars.


In 1885, the regiment held an unforgettable celebration of the 25th anniversary of its founding. Old comrades returned from all directions: the first commander, General Count von Kirchbach, was among the guests of honour.


The year 1888 brought deep mourning. On 9 March, shortly before his 91st birthday, death took the venerated hero Kaiser from Germany. After a few weeks, his son, Kaiser Friedrich, followed him. His lasting fame will be secured as much by the manner in which he unflinchingly bore his pain as by his generalship in battle. For the second time in the same year, the regiment formed ranks to swear its oath to its new warlord, Kaiser Wilhelm ii.


In 1889, the Fusilier Battalion was designated III/ 66 and was issued black leather web gear (replacing white). The other two battalions had been re-equipped in 1887. In 1890, the regiment was issued the Model 1888 rifle, which led to the recall of many reservists for training with the new weapon. In 1891, the regiment participated in the Kaisermanöver as part of iv Corps, for the first time under Kaiser Wilhelm ii.


In 1895, the regiment celebrated the 25th anniversary of its heroic battle at Beaumont. The regiment was at the Major Training Area at Loburg on 30 August. The brigade formed a square, the standards that were at Beaumont were decorated with oak-leaf garlands and the brigade commander gave a speech to commemorate the dead. The actual celebration was held on 26 September. By dint of hard work, the caserne courtyard was transformed into a richly decorated festival grounds. After the regiment had formed up, almost 1,100 veterans assembled on the Local Training Area, the Schroteplatz, and marched forward, organised in their old companies. After an address by Chaplain Dr Hermens, the regimental commander gave an impassioned speech, recalling the heroic deeds and the fallen, who were true to the soldier’s oath they had taken, and laid a wreath at the war memorial. This was followed by the regiment and the veterans, many led by their old commanders, passing in review, then a banquet for the officers and veterans and celebrations by the individual battalions. The camaraderie and happy reunion with the old officers was clearly apparent at this festival. In November, the Grenadier March of the old von Bonin and von Kalckstein Regiments (1806) was given to the regiment as its march.


The commemorative festival gave reason to restore the weathered memorial at the Beaumont cemetery. The inscription was smoothed off and the only remaining ornamentation was an iron cross. The chain around the monument was replaced by a wrought-iron fence. An iron tablet with the names of the fallen officers and numbers of casualties was affixed to the middle.


In 1897, iv/ 66 was transferred to the newly formed Infantry Regiment 152. At the unveiling of the Kaiser Wilhelm Monument in Magdeburg on 25 August, the regiment passed in review in front of the Kaiser; 1/ 1/ 66 brought the garrison’s standards out of the Headquarters to 11/ 66, the Honour Company at the monument, and then replaced them there again. The barracks of III/ 66 were rebuilt with a second and sometimes third storeys, a welcome improvement.


In 1898, the regiment participated in the Kaisermanöver in Westphalia. The call for volunteers for the China expedition was warmly received and answered by an officer, a medical officer, seven NCOs and sixty-eight enlisted men.


The Allerhöcheste Kabinetts-Ordre of 1 January 1900 directed that the tattered standards that had been carried in glorious battles be refurbished, so that in the summer of 1903 the three battalion standards received new bunting. They were ceremonially affixed to the standards and consecrated on 30 August, the anniversary of Beaumont, in the presence of the Kaiser and royal family in the Hall of Honour at Berlin. Present were the regimental commander, First Lieutenant Bonsac, the son of Captain Bonsac who had fallen at Beaumont, two lieutenants and three standard bearers. The new standards were given to the regiment by the Kaiser personally on the occasion of the Kaiserparade (parade at the Kaisermanöver) at the historic site of the Battle of Rossbach.


Since the death of General von Alvensleben in 1881, the regiment had no chief. In 1902, the regiment had the high honour that the King of Spain, Alfonso xiii, be named chief on the occasion of his coronation. The Kaiser named as head of the German delegation to the coronation at Madrid, Prince Albrecht of Prussia, accompanied by Colonel von Dehn-Rotfelser, who brought the king the uniform of the regiment. On the first anniversary of this day, 17 May 1903, the king sent as a present his life-size portrait wearing the regimental uniform. A special delegation first presented the portrait to the Kaiser, then it was brought to the regiment and hung in the Officer’s Club.


On 9 November 1905, the regiment had the high honour to receive its chief personally. He first inspected the regiment and a delegation of former regimental commanders and then they passed in review. He watched combat training on the Schroteplatz LTA, followed by a tour of the barracks and breakfast in the Officer’s Club.


The marriage of King Alfonso to Princess Ena of Battenberg, on 31 May 1906 in Madrid, was attended by a German delegation representing the Kaiser, led by Prince Albrecht, with Colonel Baron Digeon von Monteton in attendance. In a special audience, he extended to the king the best wishes of the regimental officer corps and gave as a wedding present a bronze statue of Sergeant Bieler, who was killed at Beaumont while carrying the standard of 11/ III/ 66.


In 1908, a solemn ceremony took place. The units that fought on the bloody fields of Beaumont erected a number of monuments to honour the fallen. Perhaps the most beautiful was that of our 13 Brigade and Field Artillery Regiment (FAR) 4. Significantly, it was placed where once IR 66 courageously attacked out of the woods. The not insignificant expense, 13,000 marks, was met by the Gera Association for the Maintenance of German War Graves in France and The Veteran’s Associations of IR 26, IR 66 and 13 Brigade. It was dedicated on 12 October 1908 and put under the protection of the French government. Some seventy comrades from the participating regiments assembled to revisit the scene of that memorable day, including deputations from the veterans of IR 26 and IR 66 under the leadership of First Lieutenant of Landwehr (inactive) Engel. The journey continued to Sedan and a walk over the battlefield. In the autumn of 1908, the graves of the officers who had fallen at Beaumont were decorated with a new monument.


The regiment continually strove to maintain its old reputation for combat effectiveness, which it demonstrated by winning the Kaiserpreis (for the company with the best combat gunnery score in the corps). In 1898, it was won by 11/ 66, 1901 by 9/ 66, 1907, 1908 and 1909 by 1/ 66 and 1912 by 5/ 66.


An important addition to the combat power of the regiment took place on 1 October 1909: a Machine Gun Detachment was formed from personnel of the regiment and billeted in specially constructed buildings in the Schroteplatz Local Training Area. In 1911, it formed the Machine Gun Company under Captain Siegfried and was attached to III/ 66.


In the fall of 1912, the Reichstag authorised the creation of two new army corps, xx and xxi, which were established by the War Ministry on 1 October 1912. Shortly before the autumn manoeuvres, it was announced that the IV Corps was to give up four companies to xxi Corps. IR 66 was to give up one company, and the decision was taken to send 10/ 66. The entire company, down to the youngest recruit, was to be sent to the 10 Lothringischen (Lorraine) Infanterie-Regiment 174. The company commander, Captain Dallmer, had just been transferred to Magdeburg from there, so back he went. On 1 October 1912, after the Kaisermanöver, the oldest year-group of conscripts was released and the cadre and youngest year-group were sent to IR 174.


IR 66 could not look back on a long history, but its existence coincided with a period of incomparable progress for the German people. In this time, Germany, under the leadership of Prussia, took its rightful place in the world, the expression of which was the Emperor’s Crown for the House of Hohenzollern.


The regiment had taken a significant role in the battles and sacrifices that led to this great success. Pride in this great past united the old comrades. It was the serious obligation of the younger generation to ensure that in the future the laurels of victory would continue to be attached to the regiment’s standards.
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WAR


July 1914 found the regiment in its garrison at Magdeburg, busy with its normal peacetime routine. It was scheduled to leave the city in September for the autumn manoeuvres.


There were dark clouds on the political horizon. The murder of the Austro-Hungarian Crown Prince by a Serbian fanatic forced Austria to take serious measures against Serbia. For years, the Entente had worked to encircle Germany and Austria–Hungary, which threatened to make war unavoidable. All German attempts to avoid war collapsed due to the Russian mobilisation. The Central Powers were also forced to mobilise, though they did so at the last possible moment.


At 1400 on 31 July the ‘Period Preparatory to War’ was announced by Imperial Order, and the seriousness of the situation became evident to every German. From long-slumbering national pride broke forth like a volcano the intense blaze of patriotism and self-sacrifice, in the most peace-loving and industrious people in the entire world. Instantly, German quarrels and discord vanished, and in the face of the foreign enemy all Germans recognised each other as true brothers and helpers. Those days of the end of July and the beginning of August 1914 made, for all those who experienced them, the deepest impression of their lives. The city of Magdeburg, normally sober and withdrawn in speech, took on an entirely different character. The seriousness of the situation made the citizens loquacious and active, ready to aid their neighbours and the Fatherland. In the evening, when the places of work were closed, fervent patriotic songs broke forth. Immeasurable masses of people, of all occupations and classes, moved together through the streets and became, out of love for the Fatherland, one people.


For the active-army soldiers, the normal duties continued. At 1630, armed guards, with live ammunition, were posted to watch the most important rail installations, particularly bridges. The feverish tension was broken at 1845 on 1 August by the order for general mobilisation. The following days were strenuous. The arriving reservists were assigned to companies and issued their combat uniforms, weapons and equipment, down to first aid dressings and identity disks. Ammunition was brought out of the bunkers, vehicles out of the sheds and horses requisitioned for wagon teams and mounted men. The war-strength companies (250 men) conducted road marches and combat training. In these days, one task followed the next, until every man was strained to breaking point. The regimental adjutant, the three battalion adjutants, the purser (property clerk), the regimental clerk, the battalion clerks, the company first sergeants and their clerks, the armourers and the orderlies did not get a moment’s rest. The mobilisation calendar, carefully prepared with exactitude, did not need to be altered. Everything worked the way it was supposed to. On 6 August, IR 66 had completed its mobilisation. On the afternoon of 6 August, the regiment assembled on the Schroteplatz LTA for an unforgettable, sombre Holy Communion.


Unfortunately, the regiment had to detach a number of officers, NCOs and men to create new units. Some went to Reserve Infantry Regiment (RIR) 26, RIR 27, Brigade Ersatz (Replacement) Battalion 13 and other formations. The last peacetime regimental commander, Colonel von Dresler und Scharfenstein, assumed command of Reserve Infantry Brigade 13, and was replaced as regimental commander by the former commander of IR 153, Colonel Freiherr von Quadt-Wykradt und Hüchtenbruck. Lieutenant-colonel Ezettriz became the Ia (operations officer) General Staff officer on the iv Reserve Corps staff. Captain Evler became the 1st Adjutant on the same staff. Major Schmidt took over I/ 66 and Majors Jenke and Häusler became reserve battalion commanders. A lieutenant-colonel, five captains and seven lieutenants were also transferred. All active-duty First Sergeants and the clerks in the staff went in their assigned peacetime duty positions to the field.


On 8 August, the regiment loaded onto rail cars at the Magdeburg station. The battalion’s march through the city was like a triumphal procession, past the citizens who thickly lined both sides of the street. Mothers, women and brides waved to the warriors going to the field with tears in their eyes, and accompanied them to the gates of the station. Fifes and drums played over the noise of the crowd and flowers decorated the uniforms. The long row of rail cars waited at the station.


The trains rolled to the west, a last farewell to the towers of Magdeburg, then came new countryside and new impressions. Everywhere young and old waved at the passing train, which passed through Braunschweig, then Hildesheim, over the Weser, through Westphalia, Düsseldorf and over the Rhine. In the early dark morning of 10 August, the train stopped in Jülich. After a short rest, the regiment foot-marched through Geilenkirchen, Waurichen, Puffendorf and the surrounding villages. Due to the proximity of the Dutch border, strong exterior security was posted. The border at Herzogenrath was guarded by NCO outposts from the regiment. 11 August was a rest day.
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APPROACH MARCH


Our iv AK (Armeekorps – army corps) was assigned to the 1st Army under General von Kluck. The army assembled in the northern Rhineland and was to form the right flank of the German Army, crossing the Meuse north of Liège, marching through Louvain, Brussels and north France to envelop the left flank of the French Army, which would be held fast in an iron grip, as far as the Swiss border, by the other German armies. The route to Belgium led through Aachen. The 1st Army was able to begin movement a day earlier than planned. The route to be followed was immensely long. There were many enemies to defeat, and great fortresses blocked the way. Such a mission could only have been given to the magnificent German Army of 1914. IR 66 could be proud to be among the troops given such a glorious task.


At 0630 on 12 August, the regiment marched as part of 7 ID (Infanteriedivision – infantry division) towards Aachen. In Broich and the surrounding villages the battalions bivouacked closely packed together. The countryside was thick with troops. North and east of Aachen assembled II, iv and III AK. Behind them, iii and iv RK (Reservekorps – reserve corps) were unloading. By this time we knew that the march passed through Belgium. The free afternoon was used to once again check equipment, write letters home and to say goodbye to the cheerful German population. Everyone, soldiers and civilians alike, was in a serious, solemn mood. It was evident in the faces of all that they were completely prepared to give everything for the Fatherland, as the victors of Mülhausen (Mulhouse, Alsace, 9 August 1914), Lagarde (Gerden, Lorraine, 2 August 1914) and Badonviller (Lorraine, 12 August 1914) had done, of which we had just learned. All day long we heard the sound, like far-away thunder, of the guns at Liège.


Early on the morning of 13 August, just as the sun had come up, the division assembled and marched in burning heat to Aachen, arriving in the city just before noon, dusty and sweaty, but in perfect formation. Our reception by the population was indescribable: general jubilation, extravagant masses of flowers, refreshments and bread, sweets and fruit, given to the soldiers by pretty girls and women. No one expected this, the most wonderful reception that iv AK ever experienced, though we could not have known that yet. In the city we passed in review in front of the corps commander, Lieutenant-General Sixt von Armin. His quiet and serious face looked with satisfaction on the elite of the province of Saxony.


On the far side of the city was a valley that led to the border. The sun beat down without pity and dust filled the air. Another world appeared: lorries drove past from Liège, loaded with wounded, also Belgian prisoners. Our first view of the seriousness of war. Late in the afternoon the regiment reached Neutral-Moresnet and bivouacked in the village and the surrounding fields, tired but content. The village was quiet and peaceful, much as though we were still in Germany.


Early in the morning on 14 August, the regiment crossed the border into Belgium and suddenly everything changed. The villages were deserted: their inhabitants had fled or were in hiding in the houses. The roadblocks made from trees fallen across the road had been removed. There were signs on the houses, ‘We took fire from this house’. The mayors and clergy had set the population in a panic, while failing to inform them correctly of the laws of war, and this was the reception they gave our border security force, troops fighting at Liège, and reconnaissance cavalry! As retribution, several houses had been burned down in the centre of the villages. Other signs said, ‘This house must be protected!’, evidence of the German sense of responsibility, which unfortunately only helped to preserve from punishment the few that had not participated in the combat.


The regiment marched in oppressive heat until, at 1600, it reached Dahlem and quartered there and in the surrounding area. The population was unquiet, and a search of the houses revealed weapons.


In the morning of 15 August, the regiment crossed the Meuse at Argentau on a pontoon bridge built by Engineer Battalion 4, with cannon fire echoing over to us from the isolated forts that still held out. Close nearby, the iron bridge destroyed by the Belgians stuck up out of the water. The crossing proceeded smoothly. That evening, the regiment reached Millen and Genoels-Eldern and quartered. The troops were fed from the mobile field kitchens: meat, vegetables and potatoes requisitioned from the surrounding area. There was seldom any bread.


The Flemish inhabitants were very accommodating, in contrast to the inhabitants of the cloister, who made a furtive impression. The ensuing nervousness led to fear of a night attack and in fact II/ 66, which was nearest to the cloister, was alerted.


Sunday 16 August brought an unexpected rest day which, after the exertions of the last week, was greeted with great joy. It was taken to allow the following two reserve corps to close up on the four (ix, iii, iv and ii) first-line corps. At 1600, the first field church services were held in enemy territory. The regimental band then played patriotic tunes, and we all sang along. The 100 or so limited-duty men from IR 26 and 66 were each formed into a company to perform rail security under Captain Knaths (8/ 66). Lt Reich (Martin) took over command of 8/ 66.


At 0500 on 17 August, the regiment marched through Tongres, reaching Alken at 1600, where it quartered. Once again the inhabitants made an open and willing impression. We did not speak to each other in French, but were able to use Plattdeutsch (the north German dialect, similar to Dutch). Late in the afternoon, we unsuccessfully shot at an enemy aircraft.


Aerial reconnaissance reported strong Belgian forces behind the Gette River, so we had to assume we would soon engage the enemy. Everyone was eager to come to grips with him. The war had begun, but we had not yet seen combat.
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BATTLE ON THE GEETE


The Belgian Army had recovered from its initial shock and waited for French support in a dug-in position behind the Geete. General von Kluck decided that on 18 August he would attack the Belgians in front with the forward three corps, while II AK attacked their northern flank to cut them off from Fortress Antwerp.


The iv AK objective was Haelen. Early in the morning, all the troops were ready to march. Initially the division marched in column, with IR 66 as advance guard. East of Rummen, the brigade gave the order to deploy; II/ 66 was to march oriented on the Rummen-Hulsbeck road, III/ 66 south of the road, I/ 66 was corps reserve. Two battalions of IR 26 would advance on the left.


Movement began at 0800. Hussars rode in front of II/ 66; 6/ 66 under First Lieutenant Holscher was the advance guard, the point element was led by Lt Hermens. It advanced towards the Gette on a wonderful, arrow-straight road with deep roadside ditches, marching magnificently in the bright early morning sun which rose behind it. Left and right the road was lined with high poplars, whose crowns provided a shady roof. To both sides of the road were meadows, lined with wire to form individual enclosures. It looked like home, the Altmark north of Salzwedel.


Suddenly it cracked and whistled and popped in the trees. Rifle fire from forward! The hussars raced back. The column halted and moved to the ditches. Major Knauff stood quietly and easily on the road and gave his orders: we will attack! Initially, 6/ 66 would continue towards the Geete; 5/ 66 would deploy on the left of 6/ 66, cover the flank and attack; 7/ 66 and 8/ 66 would follow on both sides of the road. Lt Hermens’ point was reinforced to platoon strength and advanced by bounds against an invisible enemy. The other two platoons of 6/ 66, under Reserve Lieutenant Roebbling and Acting Officer Westphal, followed in support. Heavy rifle fire struck from the forest and bushes that lined the far side of the Geete. A broad water-filled ditch blocked the way, and could only be crossed by a road bridge. Lt Hermens was the first to spring forward, his men following after. The platoon closed to within 200m of the enemy and opened fire. While attempting to advance again, Lt Hermens was severely wounded by a bullet to the head and fell into a water-filled ditch. He was pulled out by Landwehr Sergeant Feldmann, who carried him out of the enemy fire. Trumpeter Wieblitz was killed by a bullet through the heart, the first fatal casualty in the regiment. Sergeant Ullmer assumed command, was hit by four bullets and put out of action.


[image: illustration]


The riflemen of 5/ 66 under Lt Korfes (the editor) had come level with 6/ 66 and fired diagonally into the enemy. 7 and 8/ 66 moved up, taking very little enemy fire. Lt Korfes crossed the water-filled ditch, taking the men of 6/ 66 with him. Suddenly they saw movement in the enemy position. As the enemy retreated to the west, under German pursuit fire, 5 and 6/ 66 crossed the Geete on tree trunks, then 7 and 8/ 66 followed on a bridge. III/ 66 crossed to the south, at Geet-Beetz, hardly under fire.


Weapons and pieces of uniforms of various Belgian units were found in the abandoned Belgian position. The first battle was over. On the horizon, a Belgian cavalry regiment could be seen disappearing over a ridge. Since the limit of advance in the division order was the Diest–Tirlemont rail line, the regiment linked up with I/ 27 on the right and IR 28 on the left. II and III/ 66 occupied an assembly area at the foot of the high ground on the west side of the Geete to cover the construction of a bridge. Men sent out to find water returned with red wine and champagne. The inhabitants said that the position had been held by 200 Guides (cavalry), which had relieved the Belgian 4th Infantry Regiment the previous day. Therefore, the main enemy force had abandoned the Geete position, so that Iv AK was opposed only by rearguards without artillery, which were easily dealt with. It was unknown if the high ground to the front was occupied. Farther left and right, cannon fire could be heard, so there were German troops working to establish bridgeheads over the Geete. As the regiment waited for the bridge to be completed, a strange situation developed. Slowly and carefully, men, women and children moved down the high ground to the front, vigorously waving handkerchiefs, until they were within shouting distance. Encouraged by us, they approached more closely. They told us that the high ground was not occupied. We found it hard to believe that such a tactically strong position would not be held, but the fact that they went back to their homes argued for their honesty, as they did not fear being shelled by their countrymen. And in fact, reconnaissance found the terrain up to Cappellen free of the enemy. After I/ 66 returned to the regiment at Geet-Beetz, it took over the advance guard and at 1430 the advance was renewed: it was fired on by cavalry and civilians. As darkness fell, the regiment quartered at Kersbeek-Miscom.


At 0800 on 19 August, the regiment assembled at Cappellen and moved out with I/ 66 as advance guard. At Kieseghem, numerous skillfully sited defensive positions were found, reinforced by abbatis and wire and apparently abandoned in haste. In Lubeek, I/ 66 was given forty prisoners by Hussar R 10, who were sent to the rear. The hussar patrols had been frequently fired on, once from a church with a Red Cross flag. The hostile attitude of the inhabitants, which frequently led to march columns or patrols being fired on, was cause enough for serious countermeasures. Therefore several burning villages were to be seen in all directions. Numerous footsore or straggling Belgians were brought in. The Belgian troops left uniforms, weapons and equipment on the side of the road, which gave proof that the Belgian Army was fleeing in panic. The misfortune that the irresponsible actions of the Belgian government had brought to pass was evident in seeing the large groups of refugees stopped in the fields to the side of the road: women, children and the old, clutching their few possessions. In several villages the inhabitants would come out in long processions with hands held high and waving white flags, in order to ask for mercy from the supposed German barbarians.


While resting 2km east of Louvain, the regiment was suddenly fired upon from houses and bushes by a Belgian lancer patrol. Captain Bonsac, 7/ 66, ordered a platoon to take up arms and charged forward at their head in the direction of the shooting: the enemy patrol was driven off. A number of prisoners were taken, as well as many completely exhausted horses. Aside from this patrol, the enemy was nowhere to be seen: apparently he had succeeded in withdrawing to Antwerp. Nevertheless, it was necessary to try to fix the Belgian Army in place or cut it off from Antwerp, so the entire 1st Army continued to advance rapidly.


During the afternoon, Iv AK reached the gates of Louvain. After a long rest, at 1830 the order was given to march into the beautiful old city. The artillery was in position, aimed at the roofs. IR 66 was the lead regiment, II/ 66 the advance guard, and entered the city with the flags unfurled and band playing. The population thickly lined the streets and watched, sullen and silent. Singing the ‘Watch on the Rhine’ with a thundering voice, the troops marched in perfect order down the streets. That evening, the regiment quartered at Boverberg on the Louvain–Brussels road. I/ 66 established outpost security.


According to reports, the Belgian Army had left Brussels and was retreating to Antwerp. The division began the march at 0800 on 20 August with IR 66 the lead element. En route there was a rest for several hours while negotiations for the capitulation of Brussels and the march into the city were conducted. At about 1500, Iv AK entered the Belgian capital. In front was Hussar R 10, followed by the regiment, the band leading, then III, II and I/ 66. A barricade had been erected at the entrance to the city, which the inhabitants were made to clear away. A few hundred metres beyond that, the corps passed in review before its commander, General Sixt von Arnim. The troops marched through beautiful Brussels in squad column, with fixed bayonets, singing, and to the sound of Prussian march music, the streets thickly lined with people. The populace was calm, and the Belgian national colours were frequently seen. Marching in step for 16km through the city in the burning August heat was fatiguing, but exhilarating. A great British newspaper wrote that the German troops had made a good impression, above all Infantry Regiments 66, 40 and 26. Only at the west side of the city was a normal march column formed and a stop to rest taken. III/ 66 remained as the garrison of Brussels and was attached to the 16 Infantry Brigade. I/ 66 quartered in Waasbroek and II/ 66 put outposts south-west of Brussels on the road to Hal. Rumours of a mass Belgian uprising made the rounds, and the highest degree of readiness was ordered. Danger seemed to lurk in the darkness. But all was quiet.


It was now certain that the Belgian Army was at Antwerp and III RK remained behind to provide security against the strong fortress. First Army left Brussels behind it and swung towards the French border and the 2nd Army near Maubeuge, where strong French resistance was expected. We now knew the British had landed, but not where and when we would find them. At 0730 on 21 August, 7 ID began the march, IR 26 advance guard, with IR 66 at the head of the main body, I/ 66 leading, followed by II/ 66 (with the MG Company) on the road Meilemerch–Vlesenbeeck–Elinghen, reaching Schamelbeek at 1630, where it quartered. The population was generally calmer.


On 22 August, the march continued in the same order through Enghein and Bassilly to La Cavée, where we quartered. During the march a British aircraft was brought down at Grandicq Farm by rifle and MG fire. This first contact made it likely that we would soon meet the British Army. The difficult marches made great demands on man and horse, but few dropped out and morale was excellent. The lack of bread was a disadvantage, and the field trains could not keep up with the combat troops.
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MONS, 23–24 AUGUST 1914


On Sunday 23 August, we were supposed to make contact with the British. First Army ordered the continuation of the deeply echeloned march to the area north-west of Maubeuge. The regiment marched at 0700 as the lead element of the main body, order of march being II/ 66, I/ 66, MG Company, direction of march Chievres–Pommeroeul (15km west of the centre of Mons), when at 1500 the report arrived that the British held the Conde Canal north of Thulin. The division continued the march so as to engage the British that day. The advance guard, IR 26, was at the south side of Blois de Ville late in the afternoon when it was surprised by artillery fire from a position south of the canal. IR 26 attacked west of the main road to Thulin against the canal south of Ville-Pommeroeul. At 1930, II/ 66 was committed east of the road. There was heavy firing forward: IR 26 must have made serious contact. The desire to help our sister regiment and get to grips with the enemy motivated every man in the battalion. Just like in peacetime training, the battalion advanced in the growing darkness on a broad front from the rail line south of Ville-Pommeroul, accompanied by the MG platoon of Reserve Lieutenant Seldte. The battalion had to wade through several broad and deep water-filled ditches. For the smaller men, loaded with equipment, this wasn’t easy, as the water came to their necks. The heavy MG and rifle fire from the front fortunately all went too high, and there were no casualties.


In spite of the difficult terrain, by 2000 the canal had been reached and contact with IR 26 established at the sugar factory (Zuckerfabrik). Res. Lt Seldte brought his MG into position on the roof of a farm building near the canal. I/ 66 was in division reserve on the rail level crossing east of Ville-Pommeroul, occasionally under enemy MG grazing fire, and at 2200 was moved forward to the north side of the sugar factory. In spite of their exhaustion, the troops were burning to get at the British. Since the bridge had been blown down by the British, the division bridge train and Engineer Battalion 4 were brought forward. At about midnight, Musketeer Hermann Voigtländer swam the canal and discovered that the British had withdrawn. At about 0130, II/ 66 crossed on pontoons. Because it was still dark and the situation uncertain, the battalion advanced only 400m and dug in, together with IR 26. The British had withdrawn to Thulin and to the south. As soon as dawn began to break, at 0500, II/ 66 crossed the Haine River and attacked towards Thulin. Lt Winckler and Res. Lt Borchert from 8/ 66 and Lt Fricke from 7/ 66 led the troops, who soon took heavy fire from the scattered farms. Thulin was vigorously defended by a small force. The advancing battalion took fire from almost all the houses, especially from a church on which hung a Red Cross flag. The troops attacked with determination and after a short fight, in which Res. Lt Borchert and elements of 8/ 66 distinguished themselves, the town was taken. The battalion had taken casualties: Reserve Sergeant Kunzmann was killed on his birthday. The attack continued under heavy fire to the rail embankment. According to the brigade order, this was the limit of advance. The fire soon died down. Withdrawing enemy cavalry was engaged with lively pursuit fire. IR 26 had also reached the rail embankment, and I/ 66 Thulin, which, because of the house-to-house fighting, was now partially in flames. After a good rest, which was for the most part undisturbed by the enemy, at 1320 the attack was resumed, with Elouges the objective for II/ 66, with I/ 66 to the right. The attack was supported by the entire division artillery, which took the heights west of Elouges, which were held by the enemy, under concentric fire. The riflemen went continually forward, just like in the training area, in spite of heavy long-range enemy artillery and small-arms fire. Soon the well-aimed shrapnel fire of Field Artillery Regiments (FAR) 4 and 40 smoked the enemy infantry out of his trenches and silenced the enemy artillery. At 1,000m range, the British infantry left their trenches in groups, effectively engaged by our pursuit fire. II/ 66 occupied Elouges. Once again we encountered civilians who took part in the fighting. IR 26 had come up on our right and crossed Quivrain–Elouges rail line. Numerous prisoners, MG, weapons and horses were captured. The two days had cost us three killed (from 8/ 66) and twenty-three wounded, including Res. Lt Borchert. The victorious troops rested from their exertions.


[image: illustration]


The battle was a complete success for 1st Army: all of the other corps had defeated the British, but sometimes only after difficult fighting. Air reconnaissance determined that they were retreating to the south-west. Captured enemy orders showed that we had been engaged with four infantry and a cavalry division: the mass of the British Army. For 25 August, the Army intended to pursue the British and cut off their retreat. Iv and iii AK would attack frontally over the line Qunaing–Angre–Athis, while II AK was to move south of Valenciennes to take the enemy in the flank.


The regiment assembled at the south-west side of Elouges at 0500 on 25 August, and at 0900 marched in the direction of Audregnies. The battlefield and the route of march showed the effect of our artillery and the extent of British losses: dead horses lying next to shot-up artillery caissons, abandoned vehicles, dead and wounded British troops being attended to by British medical personnel. These pictures, as well as the reports from the neighbouring corps, confirmed the fact that we had won a victory. Morale was raised even further when the news arrived that Namur had fallen. After a good rest at Angre, we crossed the Belgian–French border at Marchipont shouting ‘Hurrah!’


During the march we passed by the old, demilitarised Fort Le Quesnoy and around 2300 reached Poix du Nord and Englefontaine, where we quartered. During the day, III/ 66 marched from Brussels and rejoined the regiment.


The advance guard of the 7 ID, 14 Brigade, fought that night against a British brigade in Landrecies. After elements of the main body engaged, the fight ended early on 26 August with a British withdrawal.


Air reconnaissance revealed that the enemy was in full retreat on three main roads, from Bavai to Le Cateau, Landrecies and Avesnes. On 26 August, the Army ordered a continuation of the pursuit by forced march to the south-west.


HKK 2 (Heereskavalleriekorps 2 – 2nd Cavalry Corps) moved south from the area of Avesnes-les-Aubert (west of Solesmes) at 0430 with its three divisions on line, and after a short march made contact with strong British forces of all arms in the villages north of the Warnelle stream. This resulted in an hours-long fight for these villages, which were taken by the Cavalry Corps’ Jäger Battalions. Iv AK joined this battle at 0910.


8 ID had marched early in the day with its main body through Solesmes towards Viesly, without making contact, while IR 72 went ahead into Le Cateau, where shortly after 0600 it attacked a British battalion while it was forming up and took numerous prisoners. As it pushed on to the south side of Le Cateau, it engaged a strong enemy force on a hill 800m south of the rail line.
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LE CATEAU, 26 AUGUST 1914


When it was reported, early in the morning, that the British were nearby, 7 ID alerted the troops. This time the advance guard mission fell to IR 66. At 0530, it marched through Croix to Forest, II/ 66 the point element, followed at a distance by III, then I/ 66. Everything went so quickly that there was hardly time to pass out the coffee. Everyone knew something serious was going to happen. At the south side of Forest, hussar patrols reported that the high ground west and south of Le Cateau was held by strong British forces. Division ordered 13 Brigade to attack Le Cateau and, to the west, 14 Brigade would envelop the enemy’s right flank.


It was between 0800 and 0900 when the regimental commander, Colonel Freiherr von Quadt, ordered the regiment to deploy behind the Solesmes–Le Cateau rail line, with III/ 66 right of the Forest–Montay road, II left, I/ 66 with the attached MG Company in reserve behind the left flank. IR 26, following IR 66, would attack on the left through Le Cateau.


Events proceeded so fast that a careful execution of the order was impossible. The 6/ 66, under First Lieutenant Holscher, was far ahead of II/ 66 and had already crossed over the rail line and entered the village of Montay. Major Knauff quickly deployed II/ 66 and followed 6/ 66, whose Corporal Thormann had established that the enemy had left the high ground south of Montay. First Lt Holscher and Res. Lt Roebbling led the riflemen of 6/ 66 up the slope. The company had just reached the crest of the hill when it took heavy rifle fire and was pinned to the ground. Then the company took well-aimed shrapnel fire. It was the devil’s own situation: the enemy was invisible, but his fire landed mercilessly amongst the riflemen. It took a considerable time until the binoculars of the company commander and Lieutenants Hesse and Roebbling succeeded in identifying the barely recognisable line of the British trenches on the high ground 400–600m south of the Le Cateau road. The enemy position was strongly held and well-concealed in the terrain, had a good field of fire and observation, supported by numerous artillery, and was capable of extended resistance.


[image: illustration]


In the meantime, Major Knauff and the other companies had run through Montay under artillery fire and saw 6/ 66 move over the crest of Hill 150, which was too far from the British position to conduct an effective firefight; the companies had to close the range. The terrain to the front offered essentially no cover, and was still completely exposed to the enemy artillery fire. The motto in peacetime training was ‘Close with the enemy, cost what it may!’, which the battalion now put into practise. The 5/ 66, under First Lieutenant Moeller, and 7/ 66, under Captain Bonsac, followed by 8/ 66, under Lt Redlich (Martin), crested the hill at a dead run, with bullets whizzing past and shrapnel bursting over their heads.


At the same time, Major Pagenstecher had thrown III/ 66 into the fight. While leaving Forest it had taken artillery fire, which 10/ 66, under Captain Ulfert, and 9/ 66, under Captain Niemeyer, had avoided by swinging to the west. They quickly moved through the western end of Montay. At the far end of the town they again took artillery fire, which caused the first casualties. The troops stopped for a short time, until the artillery shifted its fire, then 10/ 66 moved forward in long bounds. On the south-west-facing hillside, enemy fire forced it to ground. But they recognised the enemy line and returned fire. The 6/ 66, on the high ground to the left, felt the advance of 10/ 66 reduce the enemy fire. The 9/ 66 advanced using the terrain for cover. The then Lieutenant Siegener wrote:




We were able to advance using the terrain as cover, first the reverse slope of a hill, then through low ground, where we deployed and went forward in skirmisher line. Infantry fire went harmlessly over our heads as we were completely under cover. We went along a hedge, then through more low ground; we had found the right place. To our left front was 10/66 in a firefight. We needed to make only a bound of 100m to come level with them. Then we crawled to the crest, but we could not see the enemy, though bullets were going past our ears. So we had to advance further. With one more bound we reached our firing position and saw the British on the other side of a row of poplars [the Le Cateau–Cambrai road] in trenches. We opened fire at 900m range; it was 1100. We lay in our position for hours and could have stayed hours more; an advance was out of the question. There was hot fire on both sides and it was interesting for the first time to see a firefight develop. There was a continual cracking, rattling, hissing and whistling; an indescribable noise that left nevertheless an unforgettable impression. Our people quickly took off their packs to use as rifle rests or began to dig skirmisher holes. There were few casualties.





The 12/ 66 followed: it had a tough time. The by now completely alert enemy concentrated its fire on the company right flank. Thanks to the leadership of Lt Goslich and Res. Lt Weck, the men stayed together and continued to advance in spite of the heavy enemy fire. The 12/ 66 extended the right flank and pulled 9/ 66 forward with it. Then it halted and opened fire. The 11/ 66 was the last company, and after crossing the open ground took cover behind 12/ 66. Soon elements of 11/ 66, under Res. Lt Mende, were moved forward into the firing line. Colonel Freiherr von Quadt moved forward onto Hill 150, behind which was 1/ 66 and the MG Company. They had moved through Montay under artillery fire, which they experienced for the first time. Under the firm control of their leaders, they passed through it in perfect order. There was uncertainty concerning the situation forward, so the orderly officer, Lt Korfes, went over the crest of Hill 150 to establish the friendly and enemy situation. Based on his report, 1/ 66 under Capt. Speichert and 3/ 66 under Capt. Paulus [not the future Field Marshal who surrendered the 6th Army at Stalingrad] were inserted between III and II/ 66. The battle was at its peak. Both companies took heavy artillery fire crossing the crest of the hill, which caused casualties. Capt. Speichert was killed. But the companies continually moved forward. The MGs were committed; they were able to use the terrain more effectively than the infantry and came forward more easily. Res. Lt Seldte and Lt Redlich (Richard) moved their sections to the II/ 66 sector, Lt Blume to III/ 66.


The three companies on the left of II/ 66 had moved in long bounds over the crest, taking considerable casualties, then south down the slope to the deep cut in the Cambrai road, to within 400m of the well dug-in enemy. A terrible hours-long firefight began. Losses increased. The brave and lively First Lt von Moeller was killed, hit in the head, his platoon leader, Res. Lt Hoff, badly wounded. The MG of Lts Redlich and Seldte, who were soon joined by Capt. Siegfried, brought relief. Well-protected by their gun shields, they poured fire into the British line. The British fire would slacken for a time, then resume with the previous intensity. The MG of Lt Blume opened fire from the III/ 66 sector. The entire regiment was attempting to suppress the British fire so that it could assault: would it succeed? Worst off was 6/ 66, which was still pinned down on the bare slope of Hill 150. Res. Lt Roebbling wrote:




We were lying on a field of clover, on which there were still large stooks of cut grass. According to the tactics regulation, we should have gotten fire commands, but none came. Instead, I lay there and searched and searched with my binoculars, but saw nothing. In the meantime the bullets were whistling past us and slapping into the ground. The second man on my right cried out ‘Adieu, Süssenbach (my corporal and range estimator) I’ve had it!’ The answer came, ‘Get over it, Busse, it can’t be that bad!’ – ‘Be brave.’ After a while he groaned, ‘Ach, it’s just my shoulder and ear. Take my rucksack off me, would you? It’s pressing down on me.’ Under a rain of bullets the good fellow crawled over and helped him, bedded him down in the hay. ‘Süssenbach,’ I said, ‘bring me his rifle and a couple rounds!’ [Roebbling addressed his corporal with the formal pronoun ‘Sie’, which was being quite polite], which he did. I was still unable to see anything to shoot at. On the right somebody said that they were in the road cutting and the right half of the platoon opened fire. I couldn’t see anything in the road cut. Then all hell cut loose: exploding shrapnel! For the first time we heard the shells howling as they came toward us, then the explosion and shortly thereafter a rattling around us. It made a real impression on us, and dutifully we greeted every shrapnel by pressing our noses into the dirt until they couldn’t go any further. Soon we would count four salvos of four shells, then a pause. Finally I saw something in my binoculars: ‘Halfway up from the line of poplars, on a stubblefield, a trench! Range 800!’


In this hellish noise, a completely audible fire command is impossible. I was just happy to see that the men beside me heard me. My responsibilities were temporarily just about over, so I continued to observe and fired every so often, to calm my nerves. When the shrapnel permitted, I looked around. To the left and right there still aren’t reinforcements: we have the entire concentric fire on us. To the left I see the company commander on a high pile of bricks. He has a wonderful, but very dangerous, location there. The pile of rocks positively attracts shrapnel shells. A hay rick in front is already burning. Now we get a new kind of shrapnel: previously they made white smoke, now it’s red-brown, and smells distinctly of sealing wax. The explosion is louder and the rain of shrapnel balls is much thicker. ‘Can’t we go forward yet?’ asks the impatient Busse. ‘No, not yet! But reinforcements are coming up on the right!’


Sometimes, the enemy rifle fire isn’t so intense, and neither is the shrapnel fire, and the pauses between salvoes are longer; we can stick our heads up. Finally we can think about advancing. I give the order to the left and receive the reply ‘We’re out of ammunition!’ Wonderful! A rifle round hits the front sight of my rifle and the ricochet howls away vertically; it is as though my hand has been struck by a whip. The back of my hand is cut open, along with the vein behind my middle finger and the skin behind my three middle fingers. I’m bleeding nicely! For a second my nerves threaten to crack and I think about crawling back to the aid station. But what would happen here if they see the only officer pulling back? Under no circumstances! ‘Süssenbach, patch me up!’ The good man quickly had his wound dressing torn out and did a good job wrapping the wound. A crack goes by my ear and tears into my rucksack (later I count eighteen holes in my coat). Then more shrapnel: they shower down especially thickly, a pod of them falls five steps in front of us, bounces over our heads and lands noisily ten steps behind us. We collect shrapnel balls. We continually get reports of casualties, ‘Sergeant Winnig has had his heel shot away.’ ‘Senior Sergeant Eule has been wounded in the chest and leg!’ I say to myself, ‘Hang on.’ And really, it immediately began to get better. We can feel that the shrapnels are directed at us less and less, the enemy artillery has a longer line to shoot at. Then we see our own artillery landing in the enemy trenches. Now I can lift up my head and see a long skirmisher line on the rail embankment at Forest. Our artillery must be shooting brilliantly: we can see it clearly and feel it even more so. The enemy artillery fire is weaker and less accurate. If we had any ammunition, this would be the time to advance. Then we once again take incoming rifle fire and the reason becomes apparent. Elements of 10/ 66 enter our line, the long-awaited ammunition resupply is here, and the wonderful packets of ammunition are soon flying down the line. I wait until everyone has had time to hang the ammo belts around their necks. Now forwards. Just in time, as an artillery piece has set up right behind us and is drawing the enemy’s attention: I’m envious of their beautiful gun shield, which completely protects them from small-arms fire. The battery commander is behind the shield on the tower of his command wagon, the stereoscopic periscope just above the top edge. He is exposed at most for 5cm below the bottom edge of the shield. They have only fired two salvoes when shells begin landing: Hill 150 is just too good a target, too easily located on the map.





The long-awaited help comes at 1100. FAR 40, which had been firing from Forest, moved at a gallop through Montay and up the hill. It is a magnificent sight to see how the guns sweep forward. The batteries fan out behind the crest and open fire, causing the IR 66 men in front to hunker down. Then they see with satisfaction the effect on the British. The shells howl and then shrapnel bursts over the necks of the Tommies. All thirty-six guns of the division artillery are firing. How they roar and crack! The air above the British begins to smoke, their infantry and many artillery batteries both get their share. The IR 66 men no longer feel alone. Now the IR 26 men come out of Le Cateau and attack the British right flank. The faces of the battalion commanders relax: the worst is over. Major Knauff goes from company to company in the road cut. Major Schmidt is with 2 and 4/ 66. Major Pagenstecher was badly wounded as he went to the firing line with 11/ 66 and Capt. Schleusener had taken over command of the battalion.


But the assault can’t begin yet. Lt Fricke attempted to do so in 7/ 66, swinging his sword in the air, and led his men forward. All who rose up with him were hit, Lt Fricke was killed, and with him Officer Cadet Roeggeln. Lt Seldte’s MG hammer the enemy. In spite of the heavy fire, Capt. Bonsac tried to bring his company forward, in vain. Capt. Bonsac was killed, letting the same sabre fall that his father carried when he was killed leading 7/ 77 at Beaumont. The situation was similar in 5/ 66. Res. Lt Thierkopf wrote:




Twice the major ordered the assault. One squad that moved resolutely from the corner was shot down after ten paces. Only one sergeant crawled back. Then our artillery began flanking fire. From the left, our infantry advanced against the British. ‘Lieutenant,’ a musketeer called suddenly, ‘they’re waving white handkerchiefs over there. They want to surrender!’ He was right, they had tied white handkerchiefs on the end of their rifles and continually waved them at us. ‘Let’s go, boys! Advance by bounds! Move out!’ Everyone near me jumps up and storms forwards. Then we hear bullets humming past us, flanking fire from close range. One of my range estimators falls groaning, shot in the stomach. We press ourselves to the ground on the flat stubble. Behind a stook of grain I look through my binoculars, in vain. Nothing to see. We are completely in the open, served up on a platter, and around us is the continual humming of the bullets. Then suddenly I’m struck on the back, and thrown about. What was that? Was I hit? I quickly reorient myself on my stomach and begin to check my limbs, bringing my arms and legs to my body and stretching them out again, one after the other, like a spider in the web. Thank God, they all work, everything’s OK. I start looking again through the binoculars. A shrapnel ball hits my sword-knot and smacks against my knee. Then I receive another blow on the back. Something warm is running down my arm: blood. That has to be checked out. I carefully pull myself up and walk upright and undisturbed through the British bullets to the road cut where a medic bandages my upper arm, which has been shot through.





The situation has improved on Hill 150, where 6/ 66 and elements of 10 and 3, under Res. Lt Moll, are still pinned down. The German artillery fire, now reinforced by the 15cm heavy howitzers of Foot Artillery R 4, finally allows them to advance. First Lt Holscher and Lt Hesse lead the riflemen forward. Res. Lt Roebbling followed. He wrote:




OK now: advance by bounds! Go! With two stops to catch our breath we move forward 75 metres to the edge of a field of sugar beets. We can’t see a thing! The enemy has noticed us and concentrates his fire on us. He probably feels that we are the greatest danger to him. For our part, we try not to show ourselves. Our heads are no longer silhouetted against the sky, as they had been, and our field grey uniforms disappear in the green vegetation. This position is clearly better than the previous one: only occasionally does a bullet come to our line, the vast majority go far over us. The beet field must be 150 metres deep and goes gradually upwards. I give the command ‘Crawl forwards!’ It’s an experiment, and it works! Everybody likes the fact that we can advance without drawing a lot of enemy fire. Of course, my left hand is terribly painful, and I can’t carry a rifle with it, but I can use it to crawl, but nevertheless I’m in front of everybody else. I now have the impression that we’re not drawing effective fire at all, and that the enemy fire is much too high. I lift my head and can’t see the enemy trench: we’re in dead ground. I am happy to yell this out to the troops, and at first carefully, then boldly they stand up. Now we go quickly forward in the low ground and can take our time cutting the wire fence around the meadows. Then we cross the road and the rail line. Artillery shells howl over our heads.
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