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INTRODUCTION



THE SS HAS come to personify the evil at the heart of Nazi Germany, its sinister influence seemingly undiminished by the passage of time. Originally intended as Adolf Hitler’s bodyguard, the Schutzstaffel (protection squad) grew into a Hydra-like monster under the leadership of Heinrich Himmler, administering the concentration-camp system; controlling the Reich’s police, security, and intelligence agencies; as well as overseeing a sprawl of economic interests throughout Germany and its occupied territories. But, most significantly, it developed its own military force—the Waffen-SS—with more than 900,000 men passing through its ranks. The Waffen-SS fought in all the major European campaigns of World War II, earning a deserved reputation for aggression in attack and steadfastness in defense. It also became infamous for its cooperation with other perpetrators of the Holocaust and for the battlefield atrocities it committed against civilians and prisoners.


The Waffen-SS was always an organization in flux. Before the advent of war in 1939, the armed units of the SS were drawn from German volunteers, selected for their physical aptitude and appropriate Aryan background. As the war developed, so the Waffen-SS grew massively in size, an expansion that compromised its overall military quality and, through the recruitment of non-Germans, its racial integrity. By the end of the war it had been transformed into a partially conscripted multinational army.


The scale and nature of these changes seemed to fly in the face of Nazi racial doctrine, as well as running counter to Hitler’s original demand for an elite, ultraloyal German bodyguard. Himmler, however, saw things differently. Obsessed by racial matters, he looked beyond nationality to the concept of a Pan-Germanic Europe, where the countries of northern and western Europe, with their Germanic peoples, would eventually be incorporated into a Greater Germany, which in turn would rule over a new empire in central and eastern Europe.1


Once the war was won, Himmler reasoned, he would use his Germanic formations as a template for a new army,2 while the other units of lesser racial quality would prove useful in controlling the slave populations of the empire in the East and protecting it from external threat. Himmler also saw the advantage of possessing a powerful military force during the inevitable postwar struggles with other Nazi leaders. For these reasons Himmler accepted the myriad difficulties and contradictions that came with raising this multinational army, substantial parts of which were of poor quality and doubtful motivation. Hitler, while not sharing these Pan-Germanic racial enthusiasms, allowed Himmler a relatively free rein, thanks mainly to the exceptional battlefield performance of the German-recruited Waffen-SS panzer divisions.


Germany, of course, did not win the war, and post-1945 the Allies insisted on finding and punishing those they believed responsible for the destruction and killings carried out by Hitler’s regime. The Wehrmacht (army, navy, air force) was swift to transfer blame onto other Nazi organizations, insisting it had played no part in the Nazis’ genocidal policies. As a consequence of the friendly cooperation between senior German commanders and the Western Allies, the concept of the “clean” Wehrmacht began to emerge. This idea was supported in memoirs and other accounts from German officers, among them the influential voices of Heinz Guderian, Erwin Rommel, and Erich von Manstein. Their publications were critically and commercially successful and set the parameters for the understanding of the war among Western readers.3 The Wehrmacht had in fact perpetrated numerous atrocities, especially on the Eastern Front, and was fully aware of Nazi intentions toward its subject peoples. This knowledge was successfully hidden for several decades, until more recent investigations revealed the true extent of Wehrmacht complicity.4


The success of the “clean” Wehrmacht story left the Waffen-SS in a difficult position, especially when critics condemned the SS as a single monolithic entity. Waffen-SS veterans fought back, insisting that their force was an apolitical military elite—the “fourth branch of the Wehrmacht”—quite separate from other parts of the SS, who, with other Nazi agencies, were the ones responsible for the killings. They maintained that the Waffen-SS knew nothing of these events and, instead, was a corps of soldiers motivated by comradeship, patriotism, and a desire to protect Western civilization from the threat of communism. That this defense—or apologia—was fundamentally flawed did not stop the veterans from hammering home their argument. They were sufficiently successful to enlist a new generation of writers from North America and Europe, who adopted and further promoted the idea of the “honorable” Waffen-SS.5


In reality, thousands of Waffen-SS soldiers took part in the systematic killing of Jews, Slavs, and other civilians on the Eastern Front and in the Balkans, while smaller numbers of troops moved between the concentration camps and Waffen-SS field units and vice versa. Likewise, Waffen-SS troops engaged in the battlefield massacres of civilians and captured soldiers throughout Europe, on a scale sufficiently large that entire books have been written describing these atrocities.6 A few of the better-known incidents have been included in this work, if only to counter the fraudulently disingenuous nature of so many Waffen-SS apologias.


In defense of the Waffen-SS, they were far from alone in committing battlefield atrocities. All armies throughout history have behaved badly on campaign: raping and looting, murdering civilians and prisoners. While the Western Allies were swift to take the moral high ground during the war, crimes of this nature were committed by British, American, and French troops in Italy and northwest Europe. In one, albeit exceptional, instance, seventy-three Axis prisoners were shot by U.S. troops at Biscari in Sicily in July 1943, and although the American commanding officers (COs) were subsequently court-martialed, their punishment was minimal. To the Waffen-SS veteran, this was a typical example of the hypocrisy of “victor’s justice.”


There were, however, important distinctions between the battlefield crimes of the Waffen-SS and the Western Allies. The Waffen-SS certainly committed more atrocities and on a larger scale than their Western opponents. And in contrast to the Allied political leadership, Hitler and Himmler repeatedly demanded that their troops ill-treat and kill civilians and prisoners on the Eastern Front. These attitudes were passed down the chain of command, providing a sense of legitimacy to the men carrying out the actions.


A history of the Waffen-SS needs to go beyond just a listing of atrocities. It was one of the more intriguing organizations to come out of the Nazi system. For some of its officers it was a unique experiment in how to wage a new type of war, while to its political masters it was a means to ensure the ascendancy of the National Socialist revolution over the German establishment. And, of course, there was Himmler’s intention to use the Waffen-SS as military backing for his SS-controlled Europe.


Germany’s defeat in 1945 prevented the Nazis from achieving their goal of European domination, but the association of the Waffen-SS with some of the most terrible deeds of the war has inspired revulsion and fascination ever since. It has gained cult status, a popular subject for modelers, war gamers, and historical reenactment societies, as well as the general military reader. Much of this interest derives from its aura of toughness as an elite fighting force, the charismatic nature of its officers, and from more technical aspects, such as the early adoption of camouflage uniforms and, from 1942 onward, the use of some of the best weapons produced in the war. It was also fortunate in being able to call upon first-rate war photographers to provide a detailed visual record of its activities, which has subsequently filled many illustrated volumes of its soldiers at war.


The Waffen-SS has also become a subject of interest to academic historians, considering such factors as its ideology, structural development, social background, criminality, and transnational character. This book charts a middle course. Set within a narrative framework of the campaigns and battles fought by the Waffen-SS, it also examines its transformation as a military organization, from Hitler’s palace guard to Himmler’s mass army.
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WHILE AWARE OF the dual military-political character of the Waffen-SS, the emphasis in this book has been placed on its military nature. Greater attention had been devoted to the units and formations that did the most fighting over the longest periods. As a consequence, divisions such as Leibstandarte and Das Reich are considered in some depth, while the ragbag of formations created toward the end of the war—of no military and little political significance—plays only a very minor role. Some basic information on all the divisions can be found in Appendix A.


Anyone writing on this or other German military subjects faces the dilemma of how much “German” to use in the narrative text. Some authors—presumably keen to identify with their subject—copiously use German words and terms. For the sake of clarity, I have tended to rely on English expressions, even though I have arguably broken this rule by using the distinctive SS rank system (see the Table of Comparative Ranks). Many place-names, especially in Eastern Europe, have changed in the years since 1945; I have used the versions most familiar to English-speaking readers, but with local names included where necessary. The (fairly) standard system of describing military units and formations is employed here: armies written out, corps in roman numerals, and the rest in arabic numerals (an exception is made for the German tradition of using roman numerals to describe battalions within a regiment).















Part One



HIMMLER’S ARMY




I know there are many people who fall ill when they see black uniforms; we understand that and don’t expect that we will be loved by many people.


—HEINRICH HIMMLER

















Chapter 1



FOUNDATION STONES


ON 16 JANUARY 1929, Adolf Hitler appointed Heinrich Himmler as his Reichsführer-SS. Although few at the time could have realized its significance, the promotion of the twenty-eight-year-old Nazi functionary to head the Schutzstaffel would transform a disparate group of bodyguards into the most powerful and malevolent organization within the entire Nazi empire.


The origins of the SS dated back to March 1923, when Hitler formed a small headquarters guard to protect himself from attack by rival political factions. In 1925, after his release from prison following the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch, he called upon his chauffeur Julius Schreck to organize another bodyguard, which on this occasion adopted the title Schutzstaffel.


When Himmler took command of the SS, it comprised no more than 300 men. The SS had been conceived as a small elite force whose allegiance was not to the Nazi Party but exclusively to Adolf Hitler. Himmler was determined to maintain this special status while at the same time expanding the scope and size of the SS. When Hitler became German chancellor in January 1933, its membership had grown to 52,000.


Born on 7 October 1900, Heinrich Himmler was a product of a solid Bavarian middle-class family. He experienced a normal upbringing by the standards of his day and maintained close ties with his parents after he had left home. Himmler’s various biographers have been unable to find anything seriously untoward in his childhood to suggest the nature and course of his subsequent career.1 He enthusiastically volunteered for the army in 1917, but before he could complete officer training the armistice of November 1918 had come into effect. That he had never experienced frontline action would weigh heavily upon him throughout his life.


Himmler drifted in the postwar world, studying agriculture at a university in Munich at the behest of his parents while still hoping to develop a military career. Unable to find a place in the Reichswehr—a force limited to 100,000 men by the Versailles Treaty—Himmler signed up with various paramilitary groups. In January 1922 he met Ernst Röhm, a decorated soldier from the trenches and an early convert to the Nazi cause. Influenced by Röhm, Himmler joined the Nazi Party in 1923 and was accepted into the SS two years later. As a Nazi official, Himmler developed a fixation on the idea of German racial superiority and the notion that the SS should act as a standard-bearer in matters of race. By 1927 he had worked himself up to the position of SS deputy leader.


Himmler’s physical characteristics—slight frame, sloping chin, poor vision—alongside a fussy, often pedantic manner, made him an unlikely candidate for control of the SS. Yet at the time, the position of Reichsführer-SS was not considered to be of much importance, the SS being very much a subordinate part of the Sturmabteilung (Storm Section), or SA.


Founded in 1921, the brown-shirted SA was the Nazi Party’s paramilitary force, its prime function to intimidate political opponents and provide vocal and physical support for National Socialism. Under Röhm’s leadership, the SA expanded into a vast, unruly organization of more than 300,000 followers by early 1933. With Hitler in power it would grow larger still and become a semi-independent body within the Nazi system.


During most of the 1920s Himmler was a minor figure in the Nazi world, easy to underestimate. In 1930 he briefly came under the direction of Joseph Goebbels, the future head of German propaganda. In a suitably patronizing tone, Goebbels described Himmler in his diary: “He’s not particularly clever, but hard-working and well meaning.” Goebbels concluded that he got “too bogged down in details.”2 But Goebbels had misread the man. Himmler was a shrewd and intelligent political operator, and it was his mastery of detail that would prove so useful in his ascent to power.


Himmler has been considered as the archetypal bureaucrat, and while he was undoubtedly a highly capable administrator he was also far more than that. He possessed a capacity for hard work and a focused vision rare among other leading Nazis, transforming the SS from almost nothing to make it the vehicle to realize his ambitions for a Germanic Europe. His command of Hitler’s bodyguard was only a first step on this road to power, and through his determination and political skills he extended the role of the SS to encompass control of the police, security, and intelligence services as well as the creation of the military force that would become the Waffen-SS.


In retrospect, it might seem that the SS—given its ubiquity and success—was an inevitable consequence of Nazism itself, but without Himmler it would have remained a minor organization at best. Himmler’s importance in the creation of the Waffen-SS also needs to be underlined in light of postwar attempts by former Waffen-SS generals to downplay his role. A recent biographer, Peter Longerich, has written, “Himmler was the complete opposite of a faceless functionary interchangeable with any other. The position he built up over the years can instead be described as an extreme example of the almost total personalization of political power.”3
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THE TONE AND style of the SS owed much to the Freikorps movement that flourished at the end of World War I. In the immediate aftermath of the conflict, Germany seemed poised on the brink of civil war, with the newly established republican government threatened by communists and other Far Left political groups. The response of the political Right in Germany was to form ad hoc military units, or Freikorps, to suppress these leftist uprisings by force, its members recruited from the many disgruntled former soldiers who seemed unable to return to civilian life. By early 1919 the putative communist revolution in Germany had been snuffed out, the Freikorps earning a reputation for enthusiastic brutality. Apart from its battles with the German Left, the Freikorps fought in various border disputes, notably against Polish insurgents for control of Upper Silesia in 1921.


Varying in size and capability, Freikorps units were typically based around a charismatic individual with frontline experience in the trenches, embodying a ferocious fighting attitude with a casual approach to formal discipline. They took as their model the freebooting Landsknecht mercenaries of sixteenth-century Germany.


Manfred von Killinger, a Freikorps leader and subsequent Nazi politician, wrote that his soldiers “didn’t care why or for whom they fought. The main thing for them was that they were fighting. War had become their career. They had no desire to look for another. War made them happy—what more can you ask?”4 Another Freikorps member, Ernst von Salomon, praised his comrades for their “ruthless action against armed or unarmed enemy masses, their limitless contempt for the so-called sanctity of life and their marked disinclination to take prisoners under any circumstances.”5 Although the Freikorps withered away in the early 1920s, their nihilistic attitude influenced the conduct of the SS from the outset. Many senior Waffen-SS officers served in Freikorps units.


The Freikorps also made their mark on the cumbersome unit and rank designations adopted by the SA and then SS. The old system of the regular army was rejected in favor of more Germanic styles derived from the trenches, so that, for example, a battalion was retitled a “storm unit” (Sturmbann), commanded not by a major but by a Sturmbannführer.


Senior and far larger than the SS, the SA dominated the Nazi movement during the 1920s. Himmler, however, chafed under his subordination to the SA, and at the end of 1930 he persuaded Hitler to grant the SS a substantial degree of autonomy. The SS swiftly repaid Hitler’s favor during the Stennes revolts of 1930–1931, when the SS supported the party against attacks on its offices led by Berlin’s maverick SA leader, Walther Stennes. After the revolt’s suppression, Hitler publicly praised the SS: “SS Mann, deine Ehre heisst Treue” (SS man, your honor is loyalty). This was amended to the SS motto—“My honor is loyalty”—subsequently inscribed on the belt buckles of all SS men. Encouraged by this new degree of independence, Himmler issued instructions for the production of a new uniform and insignia to underline the separateness of the SS from its parent organization.


The SA had adopted the brown uniforms that provided its nickname as a result of a chance acquisition of large stocks of khaki-brown military shirts originally destined for Germany’s tropical colonies. During the 1920s the SS also wore the brown SA uniform, but with black breeches and a black kepi that included the Totenkopf (Death’s Head) insignia. On Himmler’s orders a new SS uniform was introduced in 1932.


Designed by two SS officers, Professor Karl Diebitsch and Walter Heck, the black uniform issued to all ranks was modeled on that of a German Army officer, far superior to the clumsy attempts at a paramilitary outfit made by the SA. The choice of black reflected its popularity among fascist movements and was also a nod to the black uniforms worn by the Prussian lifeguard hussars. And the sinister nature of the uniform was not lost on Himmler, who took a keen interest in all aspects of SS regalia. The uniforms were manufactured in the factories of Hugo Boss, a dedicated Nazi supporter whose tailoring business had been rescued from bankruptcy by SS contracts.


For use in the field, from 1935 onward, the militarized or armed SS dispensed with black uniforms for a more practical version made from earth-gray or earth-brown material. This experiment did not last long, however, when in 1937 both uniform types were replaced by a field-gray version similar to that worn by the army. From then onward, field units of the armed SS could be distinguished from their army counterparts only by their special insignia.


Since the late nineteenth century, German interest in Nordic runes had been encouraged by various right-wing Volkish (nationalist folk) groups. The most famous of these rune symbols was, of course, the Hakenkreuz (hooked cross), or swastika, which came to visually define the Nazi regime. Among other related signs was the lightning flash of the Siegrune, the symbol of victory. Walter Heck—a graphic designer by training—placed two Siegrunes side by side to create the iconic insignia worn by SS men.6 Karl Diebitsch, one of Himmler’s favorite artists, helped design the ceremonial sword and the talismanic dagger. He was also a director of the Bavarian Allach porcelain works, which produced objets d’art using slave labor from the nearby Dachau concentration camp.


The Totenkopf and crossbones had a long history in the German armed forces, dating back to the time of Prussia’s Frederick the Great. During World War I it had become a popular symbol among storm troopers and fighter pilots, and its use continued among the many Freikorps bands. Thus, it was hardly surprising that the Totenkopf was adopted by the SS from its inception, worn as a cap badge by all members. It was through the use of such iconic uniforms and insignia that Himmler was able to present the SS as an organization glamorous and sinister at the same time.
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THERE WOULD BE little difficulty in attracting men for service in the SS. Indeed, such was the rush of volunteers after Hitler had come to power that Himmler temporarily halted recruitment to prevent its elite status from being fatally dissipated. Yet the expansion of the SS to more than 50,000 members had already caused its own problem: it was just too big and unwieldy to give Hitler the close protection he required as German chancellor.


Prior to January 1933 Hitler had been able to rely on a circle of a dozen or so chauffeurs and bodyguards, tough street fighters armed with blackjacks and concealed pistols. Now that he was Germany’s political leader, Hitler faced wider and larger threats, not least from sections of the army who despised and feared the Nazis and even from some of his old but now disgruntled supporters.


On 17 March 1933, Hitler personally resolved the problem by ordering Sepp Dietrich, one of his old bodyguards, to form an SS-Stabswache (staff or headquarters guard) to protect the Reich Chancellery in Berlin. Just 117 men strong, this unit was the first manifestation of what became the armed SS. Dietrich, a Bavarian of humble background, was the sort of man invaluable to Hitler and the Nazi cause. Loyal to his master, he reveled in the cut and thrust of street politics; his cool head under fire and rough and easy manner made him a natural leader. Having served in Bavarian storm-troop units during World War I, he fought as a Freikorps soldier in Upper Silesia before gravitating toward the fledgling Nazi Party. Although his fighting credentials were established in the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, he dropped out of the movement until 1928, when he formally joined the party and the SS.


Under the patronage of both Himmler and Hitler, Dietrich rose swiftly through the ranks and by 1930 was an Oberführer. A postwar Allied interrogation described him as having “a flair for the dramatic in gesture and speech, and a crude sense of humor, coupled with a forceful energy that could be hard and ruthless” and noted that this “undoubtedly enabled him to achieve his meteoric success in the SS.”7


Dietrich’s guard was soon redesignated Sonderkommando (Special Command) Berlin, reinforced by two other similar units in June 1933. Shortly afterward the Sonderkommando was housed in the famous Lichterfelde barracks in Berlin. Recruited mainly from the SS and SA, the new guard grew to around 800 men, receiving three months of basic training from the army. Hitler conceived the Sonderkommando as his own special unit, separate from the army and police and semi-independent from the rest of the SS. Dietrich zealously maintained this latter distinction, much to Himmler’s irritation.


Hitler confirmed the Sonderkommando’s special position by upgrading it as the Adolf Hitler Standarte (Regiment) in September 1933. On November 9—the tenth anniversary of the Beer Hall Putsch—the regiment was assembled in front of Hitler at the Feldherrnhalle in Munich, where the failed coup had been brought to its bloody conclusion. At midnight, under flaming torches, the Führer’s guard was formally redesignated Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler,” a name that referred back to the imperial lifeguards of Prussia and Imperial Germany. More significantly, the assembled soldiers swore an oath of allegiance, not to the German state but directly to their leader: “We swear to you, Adolf Hitler, loyalty and bravery. We pledge to you, and to the superiors appointed by you, obedience unto death—so help us God.”
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LEIBSTANDARTE WAS JUST the first of three militarized elements that were separate from other sections of the SS and that eventually came together to create the Waffen-SS (although the term was not used until 1940). Those SS men not part of the armed SS (or any other specific SS organization) were lumped together as the Allgemeine (General) SS. Many of these were part-timers, and with the outbreak of war in 1939 the influence and numerical size of the black-uniformed Allgemeine-SS would rapidly decline.


In Germany’s major towns and cities, specially selected SS members were assembled into the full-time SS Verfügungstruppe, or SS-VT (roughly translated as “Troops at the Führer’s Disposal”). Their duties took on an increasingly paramilitary nature, and they would become the second strand of the armed SS. Originally consisting of small groups scattered across Germany, they coalesced into two Standarten (regiments): “Deutschland” in Munich and “Germania” in Hamburg. They took the organizational form of a German Army infantry regiment, each Standarten comprising three battalions of infantry. For administrative purposes, Leibstandarte was considered a constituent part of the SS-VT, even though Dietrich and his fellow Leibstandarte soldiers considered themselves a separate entity.


The third armed element comprised the SS Totenkopfverbände (SS-TV), units of prison guards recruited to contain the internal enemies of Nazi Germany, now housed in SS-run prisons and concentration camps. The first of these camps was situated at Dachau, a rail stop away from Munich. Its inmates were predominantly communists, socialists, trade unionists, and the more vociferous liberal democrats, soon to be joined by increasing numbers of Jews.


The Dachau camp was badly run, and after a series of scandals it attracted strong criticism from the police, at this time not under full Nazi control. Himmler was sufficiently alarmed by the criticism that in June 1933 he replaced the camp commandant, Hilmar Wäckerle, with one of his protégés, Theodor Eicke. Wäckerle’s career was not harmed, however: the bullwhip-wielding sadist8 transferred to the SS-VT, where he was commissioned as an officer.


Eicke was born in Alsace in 1892, the son of railroad stationmaster, and after an indifferent schooling he enlisted in the German Army at the age of seventeen. Although winning an Iron Cross (2nd Class) on the outbreak of war, he spent most of the conflict behind the lines as a regimental paymaster. In the uncertain post-1918 world he sought a variety of jobs, variously as a policeman, salesman, and security officer. But his restless nature and violently expressed opposition to the Weimar government made any time holding an official position necessarily short.


In 1928 he joined the Nazi Party, an organization that closely accorded with his virulent right-wing views, and two years later entered the SS. Eicke was a rough-hewn thug who possessed the ability to get things done and had no scruples in how this might be achieved. In many ways his background and approach mirrored that of Sepp Dietrich, but Eicke differed from Dietrich in his unbounded hatred for those he saw as enemies of the Nazi cause. His violent and quarrelsome nature caused problems for Himmler. At one point he was briefly incarcerated in a mental hospital during 1933 for attacking a fellow Nazi dignitary. But after entreaties from his psychiatrist pleading that Eicke was, in fact, sane, Himmler allowed him to leave the hospital to take command of the concentration camp at Dachau.


Once out of the asylum, Eicke went from strength to strength. He put the camp on a sound footing, replacing corrupt and incompetent guards with more capable men dedicated to the Nazi cause. There was no letup in the camp’s brutal discipline, but with Eicke at the helm the application of violence was orderly rather than arbitrary. The poor unfortunates in Dachau may have seen little or no amelioration in their suffering, but Himmler was impressed with Eicke’s skills in prison management.


Rudolf Hoess, who subsequently achieved infamy as the commandant of Auschwitz, worked alongside Eicke at the time. He described Eicke’s methods: “The prisoners were sworn enemies of the state, who were treated with great severity and destroyed if they showed resistance. He installed this attitude of mind into his officers and men.” Eicke issued this stark warning to his guards: “Behind the wire lurks the enemy, watching everything you do, so he can he use your weaknesses for his own advantage. Anyone who displays the slightest sympathy with these enemies of the state must vanish from our ranks. My SS men must be tough and ready for all eventualities, and there is no room among us for weaklings.”9


Himmler encouraged Eicke to develop the methods achieved in Dachau as a template for other concentration camps now under construction. Himmler agreed with Eicke that the camp guards should be more than simple turnkeys; they were to receive military training and take their place on the front line against the state’s enemies outside the confines of the camps. According to camp regulations, they were to adopt a military bearing at all times: “A guard who shelters from the rain becomes a figure of fun and does not behave like a soldier. The SS man must show pride and dignity.”10 During 1934 the first Totenkopf units were raised to become a constituent part of the armed SS.
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AS HITLER CONSOLIDATED his position during 1934, he faced a growing problem with the SA and its leader, Ernst Röhm. The storm troopers of the SA had acted as the vanguard in Hitler’s rise to power, but now that Hitler had achieved this goal their role was largely redundant. With around 3 million members, many in the SA believed that the National Socialist revolution they had fought for had failed them. As they saw it, Hitler was making deals with industrialists, the army, and other sections of the German establishment at the expense of the SA foot soldiers, many still unemployed or in the most menial of occupations.


In attempting to find a new role for his followers, Röhm loudly and persistently argued that the German Army should be integrated into the SA as a “People’s Army”—under his command. The army was unsurprisingly horrified at the prospect of losing its vaunted position to an ill-disciplined rabble and repeatedly petitioned Hitler to restrain Röhm’s demands. Although suspicious of the army, Hitler needed it to back his future foreign-policy ambitions, and, encouraged by Himmler and Hermann Göring, he decided to eliminate Röhm and the SA leadership. The SS was chosen for the operation, to be conducted with the utmost secrecy.11


During the last week of June 1934, the SS made preparations to destroy its rival. Reinhard Heydrich—head of the SS Security Service—drew up bogus legal charges against Röhm, while Dietrich’s Leibstandarte was entrusted to take the lead in apprehending and killing the chosen SA victims. Röhm and several senior SA officers were known to be vacationing in the Alpine resort of Bad Wiessee, to the south of Munich. On 29 June Hitler ordered Dietrich to send two companies of Leibstandarte to arrest the SA men. While the Leibstandarte contingent traveled by train from Berlin to Munich, Dietrich rendezvoused with Hitler to await his direct orders.


On the evening of the twenty-ninth, a visibly strained Hitler took matters into his own hands. He flew to Munich in a Ju-52 and then with a few personal bodyguards drove to Bad Wiessee. It was a potentially rash move, as the Leibstandarte soldiers had yet to arrive. Hitler’s entourage could easily have been overcome by Röhm’s own guards, but Hitler was determined to deal with the matter without delay.


Hitler and his bodyguards arrived at Röhm’s hotel at 6:30 A.M. and took the SA men completely by surprise. Offering no resistance, they were arrested and taken to Munich’s Stadelheim prison. Röhm was kept in custody, while Hitler instructed Dietrich to have six of the SA leaders shot without delay. As Hitler returned to Berlin, Dietrich reluctantly assembled a firing squad from the waiting Leibstandarte. It was a difficult assignment, especially as he knew some of the condemned men as old comrades in the struggle for power. By the evening, however, the order had been carried out.


Hitler’s own bonds of friendship with Röhm caused him qualms, and it was only on the following day, after promptings from Göring and Himmler, that he gave the order for the execution. Theodor Eicke was personally chosen to carry out the killing, although Hitler insisted that Röhm should be given a prior opportunity to commit suicide. Eicke, along with SS aides Michael Lippert and Heinrich Schmauser, drove the short distance from Dachau to Stadelheim. On entering Röhm’s cell, Eicke exclaimed, “You have forfeited your life! The Führer gives you a last chance to avoid the consequences.”12 Eicke then placed a revolver on the prison-cell table and before leaving the cell told Röhm that he had ten minutes to make good on Hitler’s offer. After waiting for a quarter of an hour without hearing any sound from the cell, Eicke and Lippert marched in and shot Röhm at point-blank range.


While the operation in Bavaria was underway, the order for action in Berlin was issued. As well as the arrest of SA leaders, old scores were settled, with both armed SS and Gestapo prominent in a series of gangster-style killings. These included Hitler’s old enemy Gregor Strasser (leader of the left-wing faction of the Nazi Party), conservative anti-Nazi politicians such as former chancellor Kurt von Schleicher, and Gustav von Kahr, the man who had suppressed the Munich Beer Hall Putsch.


In Dietrich’s absence, Sturmbannführer Martin Kohlroser was responsible for assembling the execution squads in the regiment’s Lichterfelde barracks. How many were killed in the purge was never revealed. A minimum number of eighty-three murders was recorded, but the figure was possibly several times higher.


Concerned by potential criticism from home and abroad, Nazi leaders covered their tracks: official records were destroyed, and those involved were sworn to secrecy. The Nazi-dominated German cabinet gave a spurious legal cover to the killings: to “suppress treasonable activities . . . taken in emergency defense of the state.” At a speech delivered to senior SS officers in 1943, Himmler declared: “We did not hesitate on June 30, 1934, to do the duty we were bidden and stand comrades who had lapsed up against the wall and shoot them. We have never discussed it among ourselves. It appalled everyone, and yet everyone was certain that if it is necessary and such orders are issued, we will do it again.”13


What would be called the “Night of the Long Knives” marked the end of the SA’s involvement in German political life. Röhm was replaced by Victor Lutz, who owed his position to Hitler and was persuaded to accept the new settlement. The army congratulated Hitler for removing the SA threat and extended thanks to the SS for carrying out the dirty work in the purge. The SS was the clear winner in this affair, and with the SA in the background it was now the prime arbiter of violence in Nazi Germany. The SS had demonstrated both unquestioning obedience and efficiency in carrying out the Führer’s orders. A grateful Hitler declared it to be a completely independent organization within the Nazi Party and agreed to its immediate expansion.


Hitler rewarded Dietrich by promoting him to Obergruppenführer, with Himmler awarding him one of his most coveted ceremonial daggers. That Eicke had been chosen by Hitler to carry out the difficult task of killing Röhm reflected his faith in the man, who was promoted to the rank of Gruppenführer. He was also appointed as inspector of concentration camps and leader of SS guard formations. The SS was now the coming force in Nazi Germany.















Chapter 2



CREATING AN ELITE


THE DESTRUCTION OF the SA leadership on the Night of the Long Knives cleared the way for the expansion of the SS-Verfügungstruppe (SS-VT). Yet Himmler faced a quandary: Who would train these men to the standards necessary for a genuine elite? Dietrich and Eicke were hardened street fighters, but if the armed SS was to become an effective force, Himmler would need men with greater military knowledge. Inevitably, if somewhat reluctantly, he turned to former officers from the German Army.


In November 1934 Himmler persuaded Paul Hausser, a recently retired army lieutenant general, to take command of the SS-VT. The lean, long-faced Hausser was a career officer, far removed from the likes of Dietrich and Eicke. Born into a Prussian military family, Hausser had entered the German General Staff in 1912, taking up various staff appointments on both Western and Eastern Fronts during World War I. After the war he had continued to serve in the new Reichswehr until retirement in 1932, when he joined the right-wing nationalist ex-soldiers association Stahlhelm. Hausser’s career had been solid if unspectacular, but his steady hand and detailed military knowledge were exactly what Himmler required.


At the start of 1935 Hausser founded the SS Junkerschule (officer cadet school) at Braunschweig. He also developed the curriculum for the other cadet school at Bad Tölz in Bavaria. Hausser was no military radical, however, stating that “the SS force must be formed on the well-tried training regulations of the Reichswehr.”1


Himmler accepted the necessity of his soldiers receiving sound military training, but he also had more ambitious aims, as he explained in an address to SS officers in January 1935: “Never forget that we have far greater tasks to perform than just to be troops. We are a volk, a tribe, clan, community, a knighthood from which one cannot resign, into which one has been accepted on the basis of blood, and within which we remain with body and soul as long as we walk the earth.”2


Himmler’s musing on the SS and race would have meant relatively little to Hausser, who primarily saw himself as a military technician, a trainer and leader of frontline soldiers. He looked around for a suitable staff, attracting a small group of gifted officers who included such future luminaries as Felix Steiner, Matthias Kleinheisterkamp, and Wilhelm Bittrich. They would establish a training regime that would become the foundation for the wartime Waffen-SS.


These officers, brought up in the Kaiser’s Imperial Army and forged as soldiers in the trenches of World War I, were military professionals to the core. They were also keen supporters of the Nazi regime, even if they possessed limited understanding of the finer points of its ideology. They certainly found it difficult to embrace Himmler’s own vision for the SS as a modern-day order of Teutonic Knights. From the outset they demonstrated surprisingly casual attitudes to SS rules and regulations, which included their use of army ranks instead of the prescribed SS system, their refusal to formally renounce religious affiliations, as well as an often barely concealed disregard for the Reichsführer himself. Himmler, however, was sufficiently in their debt to overlook such shortcomings.


As for the lower ranks of the armed SS, Himmler had no difficulty in attracting recruits. Very much in the vanguard of the Nazi movement, the armed SS acquired a glamorous aura, priding itself on its separateness from the other armed forces in Germany. The smart black uniforms of Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler,” complete with polished white leather accouterments, caught the eye of many a German schoolboy.3 On a practical level, following the introduction of conscription in 1935, enlistment in the SS-VT (including Leibstandarte) counted as the fulfillment of universal military service.


Unlike the Wehrmacht—the combined armed forces of army, navy, and air force—the armed SS was a volunteer organization that set its own criteria for selection. Himmler decreed that he only wanted men with a confirmed Aryan pedigree and a high level of physical fitness. In Leibstandarte, with its ceremonial guard duties under constant public scrutiny, a minimum height was set at 180cm (5′11″)—later raised to 184cm (6′½″)—with well-chiseled Aryan features considered an asset. Racial purity for all volunteers was essential, proved by appropriate marriage and birth certificates dating back to at least the year 1800 (1750 for officers). This was followed by a visual assessment of the potential recruit. The tester—apparently an expert in divining racial characteristics—employed a five-point scale that ranged from the very acceptable “purely Nordic” down to the ominous “suspicion of extra-European blood mixtures.”4


If the recruit had the appropriate racial ancestry, Himmler argued, then he would also display the correct political outlook. Membership in the Nazi Party was by no means essential but nonetheless demonstrated dedication to the cause. More important was to bar those who had erred through membership in communist or left-wing organizations, as well as former Freemasons or members of the clergy. In the main, however, recruits came naturally from such suitable organizations as the Allgemeine-SS, the Hitler Youth, the Reich Labor Service, and the SA. This helped make the ideological transition from civilian to SS soldier a relatively seamless process.


Himmler placed little store in educational qualifications, once again believing in race as the ultimate determinant of ability, military or otherwise. This belief extended to SS officer recruitment, so that in contrast to the army the right social or educational background counted for little. Until 1938 some 40 percent of officer candidates possessed only a basic education without any formal academic qualifications.5 This had the advantage of opening up the officer corps to a wider social group, allowing such rough diamonds as Kurt Meyer to flourish in a way impossible in the more socially stratified army. Yet this otherwise enlightened approach was subsequently to fail in the rigorous test of combat, with far too many cadets unable to master the technical aspects of military command. From 1940 onward, more stringent educational qualifications were introduced.


Whatever the selection criteria chosen for entry into the officer cadet schools at Bad Tölz and Braunschweig, the recruit was immediately made aware that he was part of an elite institution whose aim was to produce a vanguard of political soldiers for the Nazi cause. The move of the Bad Tölz cadet school to Bavaria in October 1937 underlined Himmler’s commitment to the armed SS. The finely proportioned, castle-like main building was set at the foot of the Bavarian Alps, a suitably Wagnerian setting with peaks rising to 6,000 feet in the background.


No expense was spared in providing the finest facilities for the officer cadets, with an Olympic-size indoor swimming pool, a large athletics field that included an electric scoreboard, and a 400-seat theater with a descending film screen. Servants were supplied by inmates from the nearby Dachau concentration camp, quartered in cells underneath the barracks.6 New arrivals would typically have served for two years as an enlisted soldier within the SS. They would then spend the next ten months undergoing an intense ideological and military education.


Postwar apologists for the Waffen-SS—notably Hausser and Steiner—made a point of downplaying the ideological aspects of the cadet training programs. Initially, political indoctrination was carried out by specialists from the SS Schulungsamt (education office). They instructed their charges in the fundamental tenets of National Socialism, concentrating on what they saw as the multiple evils of Judaism, Bolshevism, Christianity, and Western liberalism, and the violent struggle to be waged by the German people to overcome these evils, before establishing their rightful supremacy over Europe. But the instruction was heavy-handed, boring the students and irritating the military trainers.


From 1936 onward, instruction in ideological matters began to be reassigned to the unit commanders. They displayed a lighter touch that was welcomed by the students, helping develop their already authoritarian beliefs toward a more structured Nazi worldview. Indeed, formal lectures played a relatively small part in the ideological conditioning of the SS officer cadet; more important was the largely unnoticed socialization of the recruit through shared experience, adroitly shaped by Nazism from childhood onward.


Military training was based squarely on the model established by the Army War College in Munich. Much has been made of the uniqueness of the Waffen-SS approach to war, but the differences between army and SS were confined to specific areas and were largely matters of degree. It could hardly have been otherwise, as most SS instructors were former army officers. And it would have been perverse to have rejected the existing system out of hand, given that it produced Europe’s best-trained armed forces.


SS officer training emphasized an aggressive “can-do” approach, with the more academic or theoretical subjects that might be studied at West Point or Sandhurst discounted in favor of straightforward problem-solving exercises. Sports and physical exercise played a larger part in the officer’s development than was customary in the Wehrmacht. As well as the traditional track and field sports, the cadet was encouraged to engage in horse riding, sailing, skiing, fencing, boxing, and swimming. This was not only to improve physical fitness but also to encourage teamwork among the cadets.


During the war, new cadet schools were established to meet increased demand, so that by 1945 more than 15,000 men had graduated as Waffen-SS officers. While the higher ranks were staffed by older officers originally commissioned into the army, the graduates from the cadet schools would provide the vital core of field-officer leadership throughout war.
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THE BASIC TRAINING of the ordinary soldier followed the pattern set in the officer cadet schools, physical fitness being central to the program. The distinctions that existed between officers, noncommissioned officers (NCOs), and enlisted men in the German Army had little place in the armed SS. All ranks played sports together to encourage both competition and comradeship, and, most significantly, they ate at the same communal tables. Differences in rank were deemed as meritocratic rather than class based, with the lowliest recruit made aware of the SS as a career open to talent. Indicative of this approach was the way an SS man addressed a superior: instead of the traditional “sir,” he called him by his rank and name.


As the recruits were all volunteers, trainers could work them harder than the potentially less committed army conscripts, although it would seem that even if the training was tough it was not unduly harsh by the standards of the day. Hans-Gerhard Stack, subsequently an Oberscharführer in Leibstandarte, wrote of his early experiences:




The days spent in training were long and hard. The training was always intense and repetitive, and very realistic. It was repeated until everything was done almost automatically, but I think that helped save many lives when we were in combat. We were all good at sports, but the instructors always pushed us to the limits of our endurance and gave us tasks to prove our steadfastness. One day, for example, we were taken on a march carrying full kit. We reached a large pool with water around 180cm deep. We were ordered to march on, straight into the water, singing all the while. Nobody faltered. Then when the water reached our necks we were, at last, ordered to turn back. We returned to barracks soaking wet, at the double.7





Central to SS training—as in all military elites—was the ability to cover long distances over rough terrain and then be fit enough to fight at the end of the march. The two other essentials of traditional elite training were a comprehensive knowledge of the weapons they would use in combat and an ultra-attentive detail to cleanliness and tidiness, which extended to the recruits, their uniforms, and their barrack rooms.


Dutch volunteer Jan Munck described the latter process: “On a Saturday morning we usually had our major cleaning exercise. It started with all the lads on hands and knees scrubbing the long stone corridors and stairs. That done (and to get it to their satisfaction could mean doing it two three times over) we started on our own rooms, moving beds and wardrobes, scrubbing the floor and dusting every ledge or shelf. After that—the inspection.”8


Munck described the consequences of one failed inspection, when a single matchstick was discovered behind a wardrobe:




Nothing was said at the time, but that night at about 2300 hours, when we were all fast asleep, there was a call-out with full pack. We were ordered to bring one blanket as well. When we were assembled and ready, four men were ordered to carry the blanket, one at each corner with the match in the center. We then marched for about an hour, and then we had to dig a hole exactly one meter by one meter and bury the match. Next morning it was back to normal as if nothing had happened.9





Sleep deprivation was also factored into the training, reflecting real battlefield conditions where sleep is a luxury. Werner Volkner, a future Flak gunner in the Totenkopf Division, recalled one form of torture known to the training staff as the “masked ball”:




This would always happen in the middle of the night, the squad, platoon or even the whole company would be called out and then told we had three minutes to report in full sports kit. The first three were allowed to return to their beds. The remainder, however, were told they had six minutes to get changed into full battle dress and report back again, the first three back would also be allowed to return to their beds. As we had about six different uniforms it could go on all night. Of course it did create the spirit of competition and harden us, making us determined not to let the instructors break our spirits, and so in the end it was a useful exercise.10





Having completed his basic training the SS soldier would be sent to one of the three SS-VT regiments: the 1st Regiment “Deutschland” (based in Munich), the 2nd Regiment “Germania” (Hamburg), or Leibstandarte “Adolf Hitler” (Berlin).
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ON 1 OCTOBER 1936, Himmler promoted Hausser to Brigadeführer and appointed him as inspector of the SS-VT. Hausser and his small staff were to oversee the training and equipment of the armed SS and ensure appropriate military standards were maintained throughout—a task that would prove more difficult than anticipated.


While Hausser was responsible for overall direction of the armed SS, much of its tactical development came under the charge of Felix Steiner, a battalion commander within “Deutschland” who took overall regimental command in July 1936. The Prussian-born Steiner had joined the German Army as an officer cadet on the outbreak of war in 1914. He was severely wounded in 1915 but returned to active service as leader of a machine-gun detachment in a storm-troop battalion. These elite soldiers were organized in combat groups whose responsibility was to break through the enemy front line, employing speed, aggression, and initiative. The battlefield success of the storm-troop units in the final battles of World War I convinced Steiner that in this lay the future of land warfare.


Post-1918, Steiner remained in the army but was frustrated by the lack of interest in his ideas from what he considered a hidebound military establishment. Leaving the army, Steiner was attracted to the SA as an avenue to develop his storm-troop concepts but prudently transferred over to the SS, where Hausser gave him his chance with “Deutschland.” Steiner adopted the armed SS’s more relaxed attitudes toward discipline, which fostered unity of purpose and good fellowship within all ranks.


In his own words, Steiner wished to create a “supple adaptable type of soldier, athletic of bearing, capable of more than average endurance on the march and in combat.”11 In this he succeeded, his troops able to march three kilometers in just twenty minutes. Once his men had completed their basic training, he introduced them to live-firing range exercises, which attempted to replicate combat conditions with preplanned explosions and machine guns firing from fixed positions over the heads of the advancing infantry. Steiner insisted that his infantrymen must be aggressively proactive in the hostile conditions encountered on the battlefield.


Steiner also played his part in the introduction of camouflage uniforms. Although the army had made some tentative experiments with camouflage patterns, it was Steiner who in 1935 took up a suggestion for camouflaged uniforms made by an SS officer with an engineering background, Dr. Wilhelm Brandt. Working with Professor Otto Schick, Brandt developed a series of tree-based patterns that led to the introduction of a camouflage smock and helmet cover. In 1937 the camouflage items were used by the “Germania” Regiment, the first stage in a general issue to all armed SS units. Having proved its worth in combat, the Wehrmacht subsequently took up the idea.


By 1938 “Deutschland” was the showpiece unit of the armed SS. Himmler—despite misgivings over Steiner’s lack of Nazi zeal—was certainly impressed. A little sourly, Hausser noted that Steiner was “definitely his favorite baby.”12 Yet Steiner’s work with “Deutschland” and other SS units was not as revolutionary as has often been supposed, nor was the German Army as conservative as some SS officers claimed. In the new panzer and mechanized light divisions, for example, ideas similar to those of Steiner had already been introduced. Steiner was just one of many able and thoughtful German officers looking to transcend the tactical restraints of the attritional warfare of 1914–1918.


Understandably, SS staff took every opportunity to proclaim the uniqueness of the armed SS and its superiority to the Wehrmacht. The first step in creating an elite force is constantly to drum into its members that it is indeed an elite force. SS recruits were encouraged to develop an aggressive sense of ascendancy over the army, which at times boiled over into garrison-town street fights.


The head of the army, General von Fritsch, was sufficiently annoyed to complain that the attitude of the SS-VT was “frigid, if not hostile. One cannot avoid the impression that this hostile attitude is deliberately cultivated.”13 Friedrich-Karl Wacker, later of the 16th SS Panzergrenadier Division, would have probably agreed: “Our confidence was overwhelming. We had an arrogant pride in ourselves, and immense esprit de corps. I always felt better than any Wehrmacht soldier. I wasn’t, of course, but I felt that I was.”14


What made the armed SS unique was its intense level of comradeship, even in peacetime. Accounts from former SS troops repeatedly speak of this sense of togetherness. Heinz Köhne, subsequently a Leibstandarte staff sergeant, recalled how “the comradeship of the Waffen-SS was based on the test of ‘all for one and one for all.’ Throughout training great emphasis was put on this to ensure the principle would be adhered to.”15 Herbert Walther, also from Leibstandarte, explained further: “In the Waffen-SS we left our lockers open all the time. Stealing from your comrades was an offense that would be very heavily punished. You had to learn to trust, to depend on your comrades, and to share. This all helped in the formation of the sense of comradeship that went right through the Waffen-SS.”16 Even before a shot had been fired in anger, the training staff had created an elite ethos within their students.


By the end of 1936 Hausser was pleased with the progress made by “Deutschland.” The “Germania” Regiment had also performed to a generally high standard, with capable officers, such as Walter Krüger and Herbert Gille, advancing through its ranks. Based around Hamburg, it did, however, experience some disciplinary problems when its III Battalion was separated from the rest of the regiment and stationed on Lake Constance near the Swiss border.


The commander of “Germania,” Karl-Maria Demelhuber, followed a path taken by several successful SS commanders: after frontline service in World War I, he transferred to the police before joining the SS. Demelhuber—a Bavarian who cultivated a thickly bristled toothbrush mustache—was an early convert to the Nazism and had a close relationship with Himmler. He had little of Steiner’s obsession with military improvement, however. Like many German men of the period, Demelhuber was a regular user of cologne as an aftershave, sufficiently so for him to be nicknamed “Tosca,” after his favorite brand. Himmler even quipped to him: “You may not be my best general, but you are certainly my sweetest!”17


Hausser, meanwhile, was exasperated in his dealings with the other regiment of the SS-VT, Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler.” Leibstandarte commander Sepp Dietrich considered his regiment a special unit within the armed SS, its prime responsibility being the protection of the Führer. As one of Hitler’s old comrades, Dietrich was given remarkable latitude in his dealings with both Hausser and Himmler. Confident in Hitler’s support, Dietrich paid little heed to orders from his superiors, determined to carve out his own sphere of influence within the SS.


In 1934 Leibstandarte had taken over the Lichterfelde barracks in Berlin, which Dietrich helped develop into a first-rate military complex, the equal of the cadet schools at Bad Tölz and Braunschweig. In an expansive moment, Dietrich took a journalist on a tour of the barracks.18 After passing through the main gate, guarded by two massive, heroically carved stone statues of German soldiers, the newspaperman was guided through the parade ground into the main instructional area, bounded by four huge dormitory blocks.


Once inside the barracks, Dietrich proudly displayed the enormous mess hall, capable of feeding 1,700 men at one sitting and adorned with paintings depicting the Nazi rise to power. Beyond that was the officers’ quarters, complete with a dining hall dominated by a painting of Hitler and an oak-paneled reception area with one of its walls inscribed with silver Nordic runes. There was no shortage of space outside. Alongside the barracks were several playing fields, a riding stables, an indoor swimming pool, a 200-meter underground shooting range, and a vast garage capable of holding the vehicles of a motorized regiment.


The journalist noted the enthusiasm of the recruits when Dietrich was present. The five-foot-seven balding, barrel-chested Dietrich was not much of a physical specimen when compared to the soldiers under his command, but he possessed that most vital of military attributes: men wanted to follow him into action. He also displayed a genuine concern for their welfare that was reciprocated.


Military instruction for Leibstandarte had been provided by the army’s Berlin-based 9th Infantry Regiment. The training was rudimentary but involved parade-ground drill, an essential requirement for the conduct of Leibstandarte’s ceremonial duties, which included escorting the Führer and providing guards at the Reich Chancellery. Looking back to the traditions of the Prussian Guard, the Leibstandarte soldiers achieved an enviable reputation for the smartness of their appearance and the crispness of their drill, well recorded in Nazi propaganda photographs and newsreels. But this concentration on the parade ground took time and resources away from field training, so much so that other SS units gave Leibstandarte the derisory nickname of the “Asphalt Soldiers.”


Leibstandarte typically waved away criticisms of this nature, although one NCO provided this unusually candid assessment of his regiment in 1936: “The men can handle a rifle all right, but little else. If you told them to assault a strong point they would probably bunch together and run at it hoping that the combination of noise and numbers would suffice. Some have never practiced fire and movement. We are smart enough and tough enough, but there’s a long way to go.”19


Hausser’s attempts to bring Dietrich and Leibstandarte into line were simply ignored. Himmler, too, seemed unable to contain his unruly subordinate. In a plaintive letter to Dietrich in March 1938, he complained, “Your officers are good enough to recognize me personally; otherwise, however, Leibstandarte is a complete law unto itself; it does and allows anything it likes without taking the slightest notice of orders from above.”20


Events came to head later in 1938, when an exasperated Hausser threatened to resign as inspector of the SS-VT, sarcastically informing Himmler that maybe Dietrich should take full command of the armed SS. At this point, under renewed pressure, Dietrich finally gave way, grudgingly accepting Hausser’s authority and agreeing to an exchange of officers between his regiment and the rest of the SS-VT.


Among the officers sent to educate Leibstandarte in the latest tactical methods was Wilhelm Bittrich, then a company commander in “Deutschland.” Bittrich, the son of a commercial traveler, had joined the Imperial Army just before the outbreak of war in 1914. While recovering from wounds suffered in the fighting along the Carpathians in 1915, he transferred to the flying corps and qualified as a pilot in the air force, where he remained for the rest of the war. As an air force was banned by the Versailles Treaty, he worked as a civilian flight instructor in the 1920s, all the while covertly supervising the training of German military pilots in the Soviet Union. On joining the SS in 1932 he returned to the infantry. A capable and well-educated officer, Bittrich held a poor opinion of his new commander. He later wrote, “I once spent an hour and a half trying to explain a situation to Sepp Dietrich with the aid of a map. It was quite useless. He understood nothing at all.”21


Dietrich, for his part, resented the interference of outsiders in his regiment, which he believed a cut above the other units in the armed SS. Despite his lowly, provincial origins, his time in Berlin at Hitler’s side had given him a rather superior outlook, so that at one occasion he dismissed a unit from the Bavarian-recruited “Deutschland” with a resigned wave of his hand: “Oh well—the peasant battalion.”22 Yet whatever the differences between Hausser and Dietrich, Leibstandarte was the beneficiary, acquiring a new and vital military edge. Leibstandarte would ultimately break away from the SS-VT as a separate formation, but the system of cross-posting capable officers to reinvigorate command positions continued into the war years.


The SS-VT would evolve into the fearsome Das Reich Panzer Division, and experienced officers were regularly dispatched from the division to take command of new formations. Bittrich’s career provided a good example of the system in operation. Following his time with Leibstandarte, he returned to command “Deutschland” and briefly Das Reich Division itself. After recovering from wounds on the Eastern Front, he was sent to lead the new SS Cavalry Division in May 1942 and then, in February 1943, to raise and command the Hohenstaufen Panzer Division, before taking charge of II SS Panzer Corps in 1944.


The SS-VT was also required to donate complete units to strengthen other formations. In October 1939 it provided an artillery battalion to the Totenkopf Division, while at the end of 1940 the entire “Germania” Regiment became the core around which the new Wiking Division was built. Thus, the SS-VT acted as a prime mover for the wartime expansion of the Waffen-SS, all the while maintaining a benchmark of excellence for others to follow.















Chapter 3



THE MARCH TO WAR


IN 1935 HITLER publicly repudiated the military restrictions of the Versailles Treaty by introducing conscription, expanding the army to a force of thirty-six divisions and instigating a policy of comprehensive rearmament. The old Reichswehr was replaced by the Wehrmacht (armed forces) that included the German Army (Heer), Navy (Kriegsmarine), and the newly formed Air Force (Luftwaffe). The armed forces high command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht [OKW]) was delighted to free itself from the shackles of Versailles. There was, however, some disquiet about the increase in size of the armed SS, which seemed to fly in the face of Hitler’s promise that the Wehrmacht would be Germany’s “sole bearer of arms.”


Toward the end of 1934 Himmler urged Hitler to allow the armed SS to develop into a divisional formation, complete with artillery and supporting units. The army, which had previously looked favorably on the SS, vehemently opposed this suggestion. At this time, Hitler did not share’s Himmler’s empire-building enthusiasm for the SS and, not wishing to unduly alarm the army, held the Reichsführer-SS’s ambitions in check.


In a secret decree of 2 February 1935, Hitler partially changed his mind and accepted in principle that the armed SS might expand to divisional size, but only at some point in the future. The decree also integrated the armed SS units within the army’s mobilization plans. While the army would exercise control over the armed SS in time of war, the decree was also an official acknowledgment of the armed SS’s legitimacy as a military force, with the army responsible for its training and equipment.


The army was justified in seeing the armed SS as a threat. It was appropriating precious resources—in terms of weapons and equipment as well as manpower—while lurking in the minds of the General Staff was a fear that the SS might ultimately prove as dangerous a foe as the SA, which had once openly boasted of its intention of replacing the army. Throughout the 1930s the army would fight a rearguard action against any further growth of the SS.


As Himmler was promoting the SS case for expansion, Hitler was experiencing more fundamental problems with his generals. Once safely in power, Hitler insisted that Germany must regain its pre-1914 territories and dominate central Europe. Field Marshal von Blomberg, the war minister, and his staff were in agreement with such a program but were concerned at the speed with which Hitler wanted to achieve his objectives, believing the army still unready to undertake what might become a full-scale European war. Hitler was profoundly frustrated by the army’s attitude.


In 1938 events were to play into Hitler’s hands as a result of the Blomberg-Fritsch affair. The widowed Blomberg had recently married a young woman, and Göring and Himmler discovered evidence that she had featured in a pornographic film and may have been involved in prostitution. The German high command—with an inflated sense of its own “honor”—considered the army to be tarnished by this revelation. Blomberg was forced to resign. His natural successor would have been the army commander in chief, General von Fritsch, but Himmler’s secret intelligence chief, Reinhard Heydrich, concocted evidence that Fritsch had been involved in a homosexual relationship. This proved to be false, but the damage to Fritsch’s reputation had been done. He too was removed from office.


Hitler then seized the moment, directly taking over as commander in chief of the Wehrmacht, sacking sixteen generals and transferring a further forty-four to other posts. They were replaced by senior officers more amenable to the Nazi worldview. Himmler exploited the affair as an opportunity to argue his case for a larger armed SS.


On 17 August 1938 Hitler issued a further secret decree to define the position of the SS within the wider armed forces and to minimize friction between the two organizations. Hitler made a formal distinction between the General (Allgemeine) SS and the armed SS. The General SS was defined as a political organization of the Nazi Party and was not to be armed or receive military training. He confirmed the already existing definition of the armed SS as the units of the SS-VT (including Leibstandarte), the SS Junkerschulen (officer training schools), and Eicke’s SS Totenkopfverbände and their reserves. They were to receive military training and weapons from the army.


Hitler attempted to encourage better relations between the SS and army by suggesting mutual officer exchanges. He also accepted—for the time being—the army’s refusal to allow membership of Totenkopf units to count against compulsory military service in the Wehrmacht. While the army was prepared to tolerate a modestly sized SS-VT as a military formation, it drew the line at accepting former concentration-camp guards as fellow soldiers. The Totenkopfverbände—ignored by the army and protected from its scrutiny—was allowed to develop largely unnoticed.


The small guard Eicke had assembled at Dachau in 1934 had grown to six battalions by March 1935, one for each of the major concentration camps then in Germany. Eicke was tireless in his transformation of the guards into a capable paramilitary force. Given that he was unable to impose the strict selection criteria of the SS-VT, this success was all the more remarkable. As part of a four-week cycle, one week was spent guarding the prisoners, the other three in training. The training duties were basic when compared to those of the SS-VT, comprising drill, marching, and weapon handling, but they were sufficient to fulfill Eicke’s demand that his men be forged into a cohesive, obedient whole.


The training was deliberately tough, extolling the Nazi version of social Darwinism, that only the fittest should be allowed to survive, that pity and mercy were contemptible, while ruthlessness and hardness counted for all. Men who failed to adopt this philosophy were kicked out of the Totenkopfverbände. Set against this nihilistic doctrine, Eicke preached the virtues of comradeship. Rudolf Hoess described his boss’s methods: “He punished any lapse on the part of the guard with great severity. Yet his men loved ‘Papa Eicke,’ as they called him. In the evenings he sat with them in the canteen or in their barracks. He spoke with them in their own language, and he went into all their troubles and worries, and taught them how to become what he wanted, hard, tough fellows who would shrink at nothing he ordered them to do.” According to Hoess, Eicke made a point of speaking to the enlisted ranks without NCOs or officers present so that he could more accurately gauge their mood. He subsequently developed a system where letter boxes were set up in the camps to which he alone had the key. This gave all individuals a “means of communicating reports, complaints and denunciations direct to him. He also had his confidants among the prisoners in every camp, who, unknown to the others, informed him of everything that was worth knowing.”1


Eicke ensured that his men received a comprehensive and well-structured ideological indoctrination, in contrast to the more halfhearted efforts of Hausser and Dietrich. The recruits were expected to know about the Nazi Party and its history, understand the central importance of race and Germanic racial superiority, and be aware of Germany’s enemies. These, according to Eicke, were primarily Jews, Freemasons, communists, and Christians.2


Whereas most other senior officers in the armed SS took a fairly relaxed attitude toward the religious beliefs of their men, Eicke zealously followed official Nazi practice. His hatred of Christianity was enduring, and he persecuted those of his men who refused to renounce their beliefs. “Prayer books are things for women and for those who wear panties,” he ranted. “We hate the stink of incense; it destroys the German soul as the Jews do the race.”3


Whereas the minimum term of service for the SS-VT was four years, for the Totenkopfverbände (SS-TV) it was a daunting twelve years. But in the desperate economic conditions of the 1930s, Eicke managed to find sufficient men. One such early volunteer was Gustav Doren, subsequently a soldier in the Totenkopf Division:




The job was quite arduous but the pay reasonable. Our uniform, food and quarters were provided free, we had warm huts with cots and good stoves. We were at Oranienburg, one of the camps formerly run by the SA. I was taken on as a guard but we had no arms at that time except for a short rubber cudgel. Although we lived on camp we were allowed out in free time at the weekends, with one week’s leave every six months. I signed a contract for twelve years; this I later saw as foolish, but at the time when I was out of work and with no particular trade it seemed a very good opportunity.4





According to Charles W. Sydnor, a historian of the Totenkopf Division, Eicke’s achievement lay in “removing, in the minds of his men, the stigma of the SS-TV as jailers or prison guards.” Eicke constantly bombarded his men with the belief that the camps held “the most dangerous political enemies of the State, and since the Führer had given the SS-TV—a racially select band of men—sole responsibility for guarding and running the camps, then the SS-TV constituted an elite within the elite structure.”5 Himmler congratulated Eicke on his work.


In 1937 the growing numbers of Totenkopf units were reorganized to reflect changes in concentration-camp organization, with the construction of much larger, if fewer, camps. The separate battalions were combined into three regiments (Standarten), each three battalions strong. Totenkopfstandarte I “Oberbayern” was stationed at Dachau (Munich), Totenkopfstandarte II “Brandenburg” at Sachsenhausen (Oranienburg), and Totenkopfstandarte III “Thuringen” at Buchenwald (Weimar).


In the lead-up to war in September 1939, other new Totenkopfstandarten were in the process of being raised. One of their functions was to provide a large reservoir of manpower for the armed SS as a whole, so that in time of war men from Totenkopf units could be used to replace losses in the SS-VT.


By the end of 1938 Totenkopf units had grown to a force of more than 10,000 men, while those of the SS-VT (including Leibstandarte and Junker schools) totaled 14,234.6 These numbers clearly exceeded the requirement of the original mission of the armed SS, namely, to protect the Führer and other leading Nazis across Germany. Hitler and Himmler were deliberately vague about the future role of the armed SS.


The decree of 17 August 1938—intended to define the functions of the SS relative to the army—was, in fact, far from precise, with Hitler maintaining that the SS-VT was “a standing armed unit exclusively at my disposal.”7 Although Hitler did not elaborate on how he would “dispose” of the SS-VT, he and Himmler were agreed that a well-armed force (SS-VT and Totenkopfstandarten) was required to maintain internal order in time of war, both within Germany and in any occupied territories.


In light of the social unrest that swept through Germany during 1918–1919, Hitler placed little trust in his own people. His covert reason for the existence of the armed SS was that it would be sufficiently obedient to turn against its fellow countrymen if so ordered. In light of this, Hitler and Himmler insisted that the armed SS must take its part on the front line when war broke out. Himmler argued that through its own “blood sacrifice,” the armed SS would earn the respect of the German people and, in his words, maintain “the moral right to shoot at malingerers and cowards on the home front.”8


Hitler’s ambivalent attitude toward the army encouraged him to develop the armed SS as a parallel military force. He never saw it as taking over from the army but wanted it to be a military vanguard for Nazi Germany, acting as an inspiration and guide for the Wehrmacht. At the same time, he was also reassured by the presence of a powerful and loyal counterweight to the army should the latter prove politically unreliable.


Himmler always had greater ambitions for the armed SS, although he kept his thoughts largely to his immediate circle. Even before the outbreak of war in 1939, he was showing a quiet interest in expanding the SS from a solely German institution to one that would transcend state boundaries and forge a Pan-European Aryan racial community.9






[image: ]








AT DAWN ON 7 March 1936 a company of Leibstandarte marched into the Rhineland, leading a German force that assumed authority over the formerly demilitarized area to the west of the River Rhine. While this action was a breach of the Versailles and Locarno Treaties, the Western powers did nothing to oppose Hitler’s move. Although of seemingly little consequence at the time, the remilitarization of the Rhineland represented the first step in Germany’s increasingly aggressive foreign policy that would lead to war in 1939.


Hitler’s next target was the country of his birth. Austria was a sovereign state created at the end of World War I, yet on coming to power Hitler had tried to impose a union (Anschluss) on Germany and Austria. The takeover attempt in 1934 had been thwarted, but by 1938 Hitler felt sufficiently confident to force the issue. Pro-Nazi Austrians campaigned vociferously for union, supported by a significant minority of the population. The Austrian government rejected the idea—despite Hitler’s bullying—although in 1938 it proposed a plebiscite to settle the issue either way. Fearing that a majority of Austrian voters would reject Anschluss, Hitler decided to invade Austria before the plebiscite could be held.


On 12 March 1938 mobile forces of General Guderian’s XVI Army Corps crossed the border without resistance. Among them was Sepp Dietrich’s motorized regiment, Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler.” To the relief of the Germans, not only was the advance unopposed, but Nazi supporters lined the route, cheering the advancing troops. The trucks of Leibstandarte entered Linz—the city of Hitler’s youth—on the twelfth, and two days later they followed the remainder of XVI Corps in a triumphal entry into Vienna.


The SS-VT “Deutschland” Regiment crossed into Austria just behind the German Army motorized units, arriving at the town of Kufstein on the twelfth. For the regiment’s II Battalion—formed from Austrian Nazis who had fled to Germany in 1934—it was an emotional reunion. The divisional history records how the regiment “marched into Kufstein among the roaring jubilation of enormous crowds” and how a “number of former Imperial Austrian officers reported to the regimental commander in their old, traditional uniforms and offered to be sworn into the German Reich.”10 Those who opposed Anschluss kept away.


The incorporation of Austria into the Nazi Reich as Ostmark supplied a new pool of manpower. An SS-VT regiment was raised without delay, receiving the title “Der Führer” in September. Commanded by Oberführer Georg Keppler, it was based around “Deutschland’s” old Austrian battalion. The cadres for the other two battalions were supplied from the “Germania” Regiment and Leibstandarte, although Dietrich begrudged surrendering experienced officers and NCOs to the new unit. Inundated with local volunteers, “Der Führer” was soon up to strength.


Keppler, a former senior police officer from Hanover, made a point of emphasizing to his recruits the regiment’s Imperial Austrian background, which included the adoption of the “Prinz Eugen” regimental march. Along with the other SS-VT units, “Der Führer” was upgraded as a motorized unit. In the words of the divisional history, “The horses were given up and the stables were rebuilt into garages.”11


Theodor Eicke also made good use of the Reich’s extra territory, establishing a concentration camp at Mauthausen, outside Linz, and raising a new regiment, Totenkopfstandarte IV “Ostmark,” in September 1938.


While these new SS units were being formed, Hitler was already preparing the destruction of Czechoslovakia. Exploiting the grievances (real and imagined) of German-speaking Czechs in the Sudetenland region, Hitler demanded the incorporation of these border regions into Germany. In the ensuing Munich Agreement of October 1938, the Czech government was forced to accept the German ultimatum. The vehicles of the SS-VT successfully negotiated the mountain passes into the Sudetenland, the Czech Army withdrawing without a fight. In March 1939 the remainder of Czechoslovakia would fall to Hitler.


As Hitler became increasingly belligerent in his territorial demands over central Europe, so the armed SS moved toward an active military role in support of the army. But participation in the suppression of the Reich’s internal enemies was not forgotten. During the attacks on German Jews and Jewish properties on 9 November 1938—“Kristallnacht”—at least one unit of the SS-VT was involved in the pogrom, as witnessed in this teleprinter report to Heydrich from SS headquarters in Vienna: “Mobile detachments of the Verfügungstruppe drove up to the synagogues and placed stocks of hand grenades in position preparatory to setting fire to the buildings.”12


When Hitler turned his attention toward Poland in 1939—demanding the return of former German territory lost at Versailles—he was met by a stonewall refusal from the Polish government. War seemed inevitable, and the German armed forces prepared for action. Since 1938 relations between the army and armed SS had been improving, and with the prospect of serious fighting now an actuality, cooperation increased further, with the army freely supplying equipment and expertise. The SS-VT was developing into a fully motorized infantry division. As well as the three infantry regiments—“Deutschland,” “Germania,” and “Der Führer”—and the signals and pioneer battalion, new units were added. The old motorcycle battalion was transformed into a powerful reconnaissance battalion, joined by antitank and antiaircraft units.


The army’s former opposition to an artillery regiment faded, so that in May 1939 Major Peter Hansen and other army staff were transferred to the SS to begin the formation of the regiment. Three battalions of light artillery were established, with a heavy battalion to follow. Some 2,000 soldiers from the infantry-gun and machine-gun companies of Leibstandarte, “Deutschland,” and “Germania” provided the regiment’s manpower. Progress was rapid, sufficiently so for batteries to be committed to action in September.


Leibstandarte—increasingly separate from the SS-VT—was augmented by a fourth battalion, ready to fulfill ceremonial duties at the Reich Chancellery and at Hitler’s Alpine retreat, the Berghof. This left the other three battalions and their support companies free for a purely operational role.


On the eve of war, Leibstandarte and SS-VT had a strength of 18,000 soldiers, with a further 22,000 in the Totenkopfstandarte and other reserve units.13 Although an impressive figure, it would grow further once war was declared. Himmler drew upon his resources within the General SS and the police to provide a reserve for the frontline units.


The post-1918 loss of German territory to Poland—notably the “Polish Corridor” that separated East Prussia from the rest of Germany—rankled most Germans. The German high command considered it a personal affront and was determined to exact revenge. But this war would not be a simple military operation to restore the 1914 boundaries—as Hitler publicly proclaimed in justification of his demands—but was, instead, a racial war against the Slavic population of Poland. The Polish state would be eliminated, its elites destroyed, its people enslaved. General Franz Halder, the army chief of staff, echoed the Führer’s views when he told fellow officers that “Poland must not only be struck down, but liquidated as quickly as possible.”14


The attack on Poland provided new opportunities for all elements of the SS, which Himmler was determined to exploit. Leibstandarte and SS-VT were to operate alongside the army at the head of the invasion force, while Totenkopf units would follow and be responsible for behind-the-lines security. They would be assisted by Heydrich’s secret security service and Gestapo, along with other police units deployed in Einsatzgruppen (deployment groups).


During the summer of 1939 Heydrich and his officers dutifully assembled a wanted-persons list (Sonderfahndungsliste) that totaled 61,000 Polish individuals. These consisted of known or presumed enemies of Germany and included military officers, Catholic clergy, intelligentsia, nobility, and other leading members of the establishment. Poland’s large Jewish population was also a target. When discovered, those on the list were to be arrested or killed.


In order to justify the invasion of Poland, a series of “provocations” along the border were set in motion on 31 August, immediately before Hitler’s order to attack Poland was given. Agents donned Polish uniforms and “seized” a German radio station at Gleiwitz to broadcast—in heavy Polish accents—that Germany was being invaded. Elsewhere, six corpses in Polish uniforms were dumped at a customs post, the victims helpfully supplied by Eicke from the Sachsenhausen concentration camp. Another sham attack was made on a border forestry station, complete with pools of ox blood. Hitler then broadcast to the world that Germany was in danger and that military action against Poland was his only option.















Chapter 4



THE DESTRUCTION OF POLAND


ON 24 AUGUST 1939 Sepp Dietrich received orders to take Leibstandarte SS “Adolf Hitler” from Berlin to its assembly area just north of Bromberg on the Polish border. Any movement of Leibstandarte attracted attention, so deployment orders had been left to the last minute, with the invasion planned for 26 August. Standartenführer Felix Steiner’s “Deutschland” Regiment experienced a more leisurely transit to the invasion zone, when in late July its troops and vehicles sailed from Stettin to the port of Königsberg in East Prussia, separated from the rest of Germany by the Polish Corridor.


Although on the verge of achieving divisional status, the units of the SS-VT were divided between the two army groups facing Poland. Army Group South, deployed along Germany’s eastern border and in former Czechoslovakia, included Leibstandarte and “Germania” regiments, the latter very much in a support role. Army Group North, stationed in Pomerania and East Prussia, included the remaining SS-VT units (with the exception of the newly raised “Der Führer,” held back in reserve in the West).


To improve its mobility, Third Army, based in East Prussia, formed an improvised armored division, named after its commander, Major-General Werner Kempf. The army’s 7th Panzer Regiment was combined with the motorized infantry of “Deutschland,” as well as the new SS artillery regiment, the SS reconnaissance battalion, and an SS antiaircraft unit. The remaining support units came from the army. For a formation assembled in such haste, it was perhaps inevitable that Panzer Division Kempf would undergo teething problems once in action.


The German plan of attack exploited the strategic advantage of surrounding Poland on three sides. It comprised a series of concentric thrusts by the two army groups that would both surround the main Polish forces in western Poland and encircle the capital, Warsaw, cutting it off from the rest of the country. The German armed forces were far superior to those of Poland, in terms of both quality and quantity. The Poles’ already desperate position was made hopeless by the terms of the secret nonaggression pact signed between Germany and the Soviet Union on 23 August 1939, which, in the event of war, agreed to divide the Polish state between the two powers.


In late August Panzer Division Kempf secretly moved up to the border, its troops hidden in nearby forests. The divisional staff covertly reconnoitered the Polish defenses on the far side of the line, General Kempf and his senior staff officer even dressing up as hunters on a day’s shoot to disguise their presence from Polish border guards. The attack on 26 August was canceled as a consequence of last-minute diplomatic wrangling, causing much confusion to the advancing troops who suddenly had to retreat back to their start lines in the hope that they hadn’t been noticed by the Poles. By the thirty-first Hitler felt sufficiently confident to send the irrevocable order to attack. At 4:45 A.M. on 1 September 1939, German forces crossed the Polish border.


Covered by the fire of 10.5cm howitzers, I and III Battalions of “Deutschland” spearheaded the advance of Panzer Division Kempf. Opposition was light, and it was only when the advancing SS infantry were several miles inside Polish territory that they came under sustained fire. “Deutschland” had spent nearly six years training for such a moment, but actual combat on the battlefield was far removed from practice on training grounds, no matter how realistic. Peter Zahnfeld, a junior officer in “Deutschland,” recalled his first engagement: “Several men went down as we rushed forward in a great dash to capture some ruined homes where a number of Poles had a set up a strong point. When we reached the ruins we discovered several corpses. These were the first dead we had seen and we were quite sickened by them, but soon pulled ourselves together.”1


The men of “Deutschland” had successfully passed their first test of combat, and supported by artillery and Stuka dive-bombers they pressed forward through the Polish frontline defenses toward their objective for the day, the town of Mlawa. Although the Germans were aware that Mlawa was a Polish stronghold, they were caught out by the effectiveness of its defenses and the determination of the Poles to hold the position. A series of linked bunkers allowed the defenders to pour down well-directed fire against the Germans. By midday “Deutschland’s” attack was losing momentum, the SS troops forced to dig for cover.


Bringing up reinforcements, the German corps commander ordered a renewed frontal attack for 3:00 P.M. To provide close fire support 7th Panzer Regiment moved up alongside the SS infantrymen, but the proposed tank advance had been poorly reconnoitered, and once the assault got under way the tanks blundered into a series of antitank obstacles. Unable to advance, they milled around hopelessly, allowing themselves to become targets for the Polish guns. Approximately forty tanks were either knocked out or severely damaged before the regiment was forced to retreat. The men of “Deutschland” pushed forward but were repulsed by withering fire from the seemingly unassailable Polish bunkers. At 10:00 P.M. the exposed infantry were ordered to retire under cover of darkness to take up a new security line, where they would remain throughout the following day.2


The failure to take Mlawa was no reflection on the capability of Steiner’s troops but instead represented the weakness of corps and divisional commands to properly coordinate their various units. A frontal attack against a fortified position was always a hazardous operation, made worse by the inclusion of armored vehicles in a highly constricted environment. Elsewhere, German forces had broken through the Polish defenses, and on 3 September Panzer Division Kempf had to accept the ignominy of being withdrawn and redeployed to follow the units leading the breakthrough.
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AS THE GERMAN armies pushed into Poland, Adolf Hitler boarded his special train and steamed eastward from Berlin, regularly stopping off to inspect his forces and pose for propaganda newsreels. He kept a special interest in Leibstandarte; a marker on the war maps had “SEPP” written on it, charting the progress of the regiment.


Leibstandarte had been assigned to General Blaskowitz’s Eighth Army, whose role was to act as a flank guard to the more powerful Tenth Army leading the drive toward Warsaw. As the only motorized unit in Eighth Army, Leibstandarte was expected to push ahead while maintaining a link with Tenth Army on its right flank. To give the regiment more firepower, it was loaned an artillery battalion from the army.


As the men of Leibstandarte approached the border they were greeted by Dietrich, a familiar and steadying presence for young troops without battlefield experience. Hidden by a light early-morning mist, the advance was unopposed until the armored cars of the reconnaissance company were hit by antitank shells from a concealed Polish defensive position by the village of Boleslawecz. Hauptsturmführer Kurt Meyer, commander of the antitank company, had gone forward to witness the reconnaissance troops in action. His dramatic account demonstrates the shock of combat for the first time:




Round after round penetrated the vehicles; machine-gun bursts swept down the street, forcing us to take cover, we heard the cries from the Panzeraufklärer [armored recon crew] trapped in the armored cars and were forced to watch without being able to go to their aid. Each time a round penetrated the armored car’s interior the shrieks of our mortally wounded comrades grew louder. The machine-gun fire mowed down the Panzeraufklärer who managed to get out of the armored cars. The moans in the vehicle grew weaker. Spellbound, I watched blood dripping from the fissures in the first vehicle. I was paralyzed. I had not seen a live Polish soldier, but my comrades were already lying dead, right in front of me.3





The Polish defense revealed serious shortcomings in Leibstandarte’s tactical skills and leadership, from the divisional commander downward. A damning report from XIII Army Corps described the regiment’s failings at Boleslawecz:




There the unit suffered its first casualties and let itself get embroiled in frontal house-to-house combat with weak enemy forces but to which the Leibstandarte was not equal in regard to infantry combat training. The bulk of the Leibstandarte was not put into action. The possibility of going around the enemy to the east of Boleslawecz was not exploited: the heavy artillery was used for shelling from house to house, and the unit only moved forward when all life appeared to have been destroyed. In this manner, the battle was only conducted with the foremost companies; the rest of the Standarte stayed right behind them. Actual leadership did not exist.4





The following day, to Leibstandarte’s relief, the Poles fell back from Boleslawecz in the face of an assault by the German 17th Infantry Division. Linking up with the division, Leibstandarte marched toward the River Warta, which was to be bridged before the Poles could establish a defensive line.
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AFTER ITS WITHDRAWAL from the Mlawa position, Panzer Division Kempf was transferred to General Wodrig’s Special Purpose Corps and ordered to exploit the rupture in the Polish border defenses. To promote operational flexibility, the “teeth” elements of the panzer division were divided into three Kampfgruppen, or combat groups: Kampfgruppe Steiner, Kampfgruppe Kleinheisterkamp (commanding officer of III Battalion “Deutschland”), and Kampfgruppe Schmidt (CO of 7th Panzer Regiment). The combat groups comprised individual units of infantry, artillery, and tanks, plus supporting troops. Steiner’s was the lead group, reinforced by the SS reconnaissance battalion. That a fundamental structural change could have been made at such short notice was a reflection of the inherent organizational flexibility of the German armed forces.


By nightfall on 3 September the German advance had completely outflanked the Mlawa position, and the SS men had the satisfaction of hearing that the Polish defenders were now fleeing from the town to avoid complete encirclement. Over the next few days Steiner led his forces deeper into Poland, engaging in skirmishes with retreating Polish troops. Yet progress was not as swift as he had hoped.


As well as the natural congestion of too many troops struggling along too few roads, the condition of the roads themselves was a problem. The divisional history noted that they “were in incredibly bad condition in comparison to our concept of a road. They were made up almost exclusively of pot holes.”5 At times the trucks were often forced to stay in first gear, less mobile than the Polish cavalry squadrons acting as a rearguard for their retreating infantry.


The unsurfaced roads and the unusual heat of an extended summer saw great clouds of dust rising into the air, making it hard to distinguish friend from foe, especially as the German Army was unfamiliar with the camouflage helmet covers and smocks worn by the SS. On at least one occasion German cavalry patrols fired on “Deutschland” troops in the belief they were Polish.6


By 5 September the Poles had fallen back across the River Narew. The mixed army-SS combat groups of Panzer Division Kempf were ordered to capture Rozan, a fortified town on the near bank of the Narew. The Germans had underestimated the strength of the Polish defenses. A mixed infantry-armor assault soon found itself in difficulty, unable to make any progress. A Polish counterattack then drove the infantry and remaining tanks back toward their start line. For the attacking forces the action seemed like a depressing repeat of Mlawa. The divisional history concluded, “This was one of the most difficult days of combat during the entire campaign for the tankers and the soldiers of II/Deutschland.”7


The assault on Rozan had at least drawn in Polish reserves to help the German forces to cross the Narew on either side of the town, with the SS pioneers and reconnaissance battalion in the forefront of the crossing. To avoid encirclement, the defenders of Rozan then withdrew, allowing the bulk of Panzer Division Kempf an easy passage through the town. Once on the far side of the river, Steiner was ordered to swing northward to attack the rear of the Polish troops defending Lomza, already under threat from other German units.


Steiner’s Combat Group, reinforced with SS and army artillery batteries and a battalion of tanks, advanced northward, fought a confused action against Polish forces that were falling back from Lomza on 10 September. As Steiner began reorganizing his troops after the battle, news arrived of another, very different, problem.
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