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Foreword




  On 8 June 1944, some 15,000 men and 209 tanks and self-propelled guns of the Das Reich 2nd SS Panzer Division rolled out of Montauban in southern France, and began a march that

  ended 450 miles northwards in Normandy more than two weeks later. In the interval the division became one of the most dreadful legends in the history of France and World War II. This book is an

  attempt to tell its full story for the first time.




  I have always been fascinated by the controversy surrounding guerillas, special forces, and their influence upon the main battlefield. I had initially considered writing a general study of the

  campaigns behind the lines in France, Yugoslavia, Italy and Russia, but the story of the Das Reich continued to nag me. I concluded that I could make a more original contribution to the subject of

  Resistance by examining this specific episode in some detail than by attempting yet another tour d’horizon. In his official history of the French Section of Special Operations

  Executive, Professor M. R. D. Foot wrote of the Das Reich story:




  

    

      

        The extra fortnight’s delay imposed on what should have been a three-day journey may well have been of decisive importance for the successful securing of the

        Normandy bridgehead . . . Between them these [SOE] circuits left the Germans so thoroughly mauled that when they did eventually crawl into their lagers close to the fighting line . . . their

        fighting quality was much below what it had been when they started . . . The division might be compared to a cobra which had struck with its fangs at the head of a stick held out to tempt it:

        the amount of poison left in its bite was far less than it had been.


      


    


  




  Here, then, was my starting point: a legend of guerilla action in World War II, the boldest of claims for an achievement by special forces. Pursuing the

  outline of the story further, it became even more fascinating, as I studied the involvement of the British and American Jedburgh teams in the attack on communications in the Das Reich’s area;

  the division’s capture of the British agent Violette Szabo; and the extraordinary history of some of the British and French agents most closely connected in building the Resistance groups

  that fought the SS.




  During the months that followed, I interviewed men and women in England and America, France and Germany. It became evident that almost everything hitherto published was unreliable, and in many

  cases simply wrong. Accounts have been confused by the deliberate untruths of post-war German testimony in the shadow of war crimes trials, and by the fact that almost every Frenchman who fired

  upon a German in south-west France in June 1944 reported that he had been in action against the notorious Das Reich. Casualty figures were wildly mis-stated, and so were contemporary assessments of

  German plans and intentions.




  I must now emphasize that the story I have written is neither full nor definitive – it could never be completely satisfactory in the absence of any but the sketchiest written records. So

  much has been lost with dead men, and so much forgotten with failing memories, that I have been unable to discover, for instance, which maquis group carried out every minor ambush, and which

  unit of the Das Reich returned its fire on every occasion. But I think that I have come as close to the reality as it is now possible to get.




  My first source was the German war diaries and records of signal traffic in the Freiburg archives, which are an invaluable guide to what the Germans themselves believed that they were doing at

  the time. In the Public Record Office in London, I found the SAS files for 1944, and scores of fascinating papers on the debate in the Allied High Command before D-Day about what Resistance might

  and might not achieve. It is exasperating that so many relevant files – especially on war crimes investigations – are still marked ‘Closed’ when there

  can no longer be any valid security pretext. The Paris library of the Comité de l’histoire de la deuxième guerre mondiale was especially useful for long-forgotten books

  published in the wake of the Liberation, and I received much help from the Comité’s local correspondents in southern and central France.




  I leave readers to make their own moral judgments on the actions of the SS officers and men concerned in the story. I can only record my gratitude as an author that they met and corresponded

  with me at such length, above all Otto Weidinger and Heinrich Wulf. Albert Stuckler, former senior staff officer of the Das Reich, has compiled a vast file on its movements in 1944 for internal

  circulation among its veterans, which, like Colonel Weidinger’s regimental history of the Der Führer, entitled Comrades to the End, has been of immense value. As far as possible,

  I have tried to reflect the human emotions of the officers of the division in June 1944, divorcing my mind from the knowledge of the deeds with which they were associated. If I have been able to

  catch their mood with less fluency than that of the French and British, this may be because in my interviews with them, when certain questions had to be asked and answered, our conversations became

  stilted and distant.




  The Veterans of the OSS in New York helped me to trace relevant survivors. I am deeply indebted to Captain John Tonkin and the other survivors of the ill-fated Bulbasket SAS mission who gave so

  much time and assistance.




  Of the distinguished survivors of Special Operations Executive, a full list follows in the Acknowledgements, but I must especially mention Maurice Buckmaster, Vera Atkins, Selwyn Jepson, the

  later George Starr, Annette Cormeau, Jacques Poirier, Baron Philippe de Gunzbourg, and Mrs Judith Hiller, who lent me the fascinating and moving tapes and notes compiled by her husband, the late

  George Hiller, for a memoir he did not live to complete.




  For this book, as for my earlier Bomber Command, Andrea Whittaker proved a brilliant German translator and interpreter. Juliette Ellison gave me invaluable help

  interviewing former résistants – among whom I must single out M. René Jugie – in the hills of the Corrèze, the Dordogne and Haute Vienne through the long,

  wet June of 1980.




  Above all, I must express my gratitude to Professor M. R. D. Foot, doyen of British and American historians of Resistance, former Intelligence Officer of the SAS Brigade in 1944, and one of the

  regiment’s few survivors of German captivity. He not only gave me hours of help and guidance as I researched this book, but later read the manuscript and provided scores of invaluable

  comments and corrections. None of this, of course, burdens him with responsibility for my errors or judgments.




  In the text, I have taken for granted a little knowledge of Vichy, the Nazi Empire and the SS, and I have not retraced ground that seems to me well-travelled concerning special operations, the

  training of agents for SOE and so on. There are a host of admirable personal memoirs by former agents, some of which I have listed in the Bibliography. In this book I have sought to tell some of

  the unknown stories of the secret war.




  This is not a history of Resistance or special operations. It is intended to be a portrait, at a critical moment of the war, of one of their great dramas. It is an attempt to establish the

  context of events. What manner of men and women on both sides did these things? How and why did they do them? There is much stupidity, cruelty and tragedy below, but there are also great heroism

  and achievement. Some people protest today that too many books continue to appear about World War II. I believe that those of us who write them have no cause to be ashamed as long as such

  extraordinary stories as this one are still untold.




  

    Max Hastings


  




  Guilsborough Lodge,




  Northamptonshire




  May 1981




  
 





  Prologue


  London and France, 5/6 June 1944




  At 9.15 p.m. on 5 June 1944, as the first ships of the Allied invasion fleet came within sight of the Normandy shore, the French Service of the BBC began

  to broadcast its customary messages personnels. Through more than three years of tragedy, pessimism, defeat and occupation, through the long struggle to create an armed opposition movement

  within France, the messages personnels had been among the most vital, emotion-charged weapons of Resistance. In flats and farmhouses in the cities and countryside of France, little knots of

  men and women clustered to listen, at risk of their lives, amidst the static and crackle of distance and German jamming, to the voice of London: ‘Charles est très malade . . .

  Marcel aime Marceline . . . Il n’y a pas de bananes . . . La guerre de Troie n’aura pas lieu . . . Yvette a dix doigts . . .’ Some of these phrases were as meaningless as they

  seemed. But many others each night gave résistants from Brittany to the Pyrenees, from the Vercors to the Ardennes, their private, prearranged signal to expect a rendezvous with a

  Lysander on a field outside Paris, a parachute arms drop on a hillside in the Corrèze, or a new wireless operator’s arrival in the Gers.




  On 1 May 1944 a most unusual set of messages personnels were broadcast. They covered the whole of France, and indicated that the Second Front could be expected within weeks. On 1 June, a

  second series was transmitted, giving a warning of days. On the afternoon of 5 June, the chief of Special Operations Executive, General Gubbins, and the London chief of the American Office of

  Strategic Services, Colonel David Bruce, called together on General Koenig, the Free French officer designated chief of all Resistance operations in France after the invasion.

  They went through the formality of asking his assent to the transmission of the ‘Action Messages’ that night.




  For the rest of their lives, former Allied agents and résistants would forget much about World War II, but none would ever forget his or her ‘action message’ on the

  night of 5 June 1944. George Starr’s message was ‘Il a un voix fausset.’ It was his wireless operator, a little English WAAF named Annette Cormeau, who came down from the

  bedroom where she kept her set to report the news to the little group in the kitchen of a farmhouse at Castelnausur-l’Avignon, in the heart of Gascony. Starr – SOE’s Hilaire

  – was sitting among the Laribeau family, with whom he lived. He was a laconic, iron-tough mining engineer from Staffordshire who in the past twenty months had built one of the largest SOE

  networks in France. He was not given to extravagant displays of emotion. He simply grinned and said: ‘That’s it, then’, and began to summon men from other houses in the lonely

  little hamlet to drive and ride into the night, passing word. Within a few hours, the first explosions on the railways indicated the opening of the attack on communications. As the night advanced,

  men began to arrive on foot, by bicycle, and charcoal-driven gazogène. Exhilarated chatter and laughter echoed among the houses as they broke out the arms hidden in the church and

  began to pass them out, filling magazines and stripping Brens and Stens of their protective greasing.




  Jacques Poirier’s message was ‘La girafe a un long cou’. He received it among the maquis with whom he was quartered in the lonely dignity of the Château Le

  Poujade, high above the Dordogne valley. The Germans had relinquished control of much of the Dordogne many months before, confining themselves to occasional punitive sorties. Under his codename

  Nestor, Poirier was SOE’s agent for eastern Dordogne and Corrèze, in which he had arranged arms drops for several thousand maquisards, most of whom were now bursting to make use

  of their weapons. Poirier immediately took to his car. That night of 5 June, and through the days that followed, he raced from maquis to maquis in the woods and

  hills, pressing on them the request he had been making for weeks. ‘Make as much mess as you can.’




  Most of the résistants to whom he spoke had never in their lives heard of the Das Reich, the 2nd SS Panzer Division some eighty miles southwards around Montauban in the

  Tarn-et-Garonne. It was only on the rarest occasions that SOE’s agents, far less maquisards, had access to military intelligence from London. They had no means of communicating with

  other groups except with chronic delay, by courier or personal visit. On the morning of 6 June, the thousands of résistants gathering with their arms in the Lot, the Dordogne, the

  Corrèze and the south-west knew little except that ‘Le Jour–J’ had come. They expected to fight but few guessed against whom.




  Captain Marius Guedin, lately of the French 60th Infantry Regiment, was one of the few Resistance leaders who had been convinced for months what his men should do. He was a native of

  Brive-la-Gaillarde, the beautifully named town at the foot of the hills of the Corrèze to which he had returned in 1942 from captivity in Germany. Guedin had been one of the first to begin

  working towards creating a local Resistance movement, and although he had the bespectacled appearance of a diffident university don, he pursued his plans with fierce single-mindedness. He developed

  a close relationship with a succession of British agents who came to his area, of whom Jacques Poirier was the latest. He rejected the overtures of De Gaulle’s agents who came to see him, and

  who sought to exert a measure of direction over the local Armée Secrète. By June 1944, his chief in the departmental AS, Colonel René Vaujour, claimed to have some 5,000

  maquisards and secret résistants under his control. Guedin was effectively their field commander. He was convinced that, when the invasion came, the Das Reich would move north

  through his sector to reinforce the German counter-offensive. In March 1944 he gave orders to his men: on D-Day, they would deploy company by company to cover the bridges of

  the river Dordogne in south Corrèze and northern Lot. In the early hours of 6 June, throughout the region men who had been secret rèsistants for months or years left their

  homes and their families and began to walk or bicycle to the various rendezvous. Guedin’s maquisards, already living openly without the law, broke their camps and moved to join them as

  his couriers brought the news.




  But many others who were to meet the Das Reich Division had no foreknowledge. All through the afternoon of 5 June, at a splendid Georgian mansion in Bedfordshire named

  Hasell’s Hall, a pretty, dark-haired girl and a cheerful young man in battledress chattered, laughed and pieced jigsaws together without knowing each other’s names. The man was a

  twenty-two-year-old officer of the Special Air Service named John Tonkin, who had already fought in North Africa and Italy, and made a remarkable escape from German hands to rejoin his regiment.

  Now he was to be parachuted into France to prepare a landing ground for forty of his men to follow, and attack German communications from a base far behind the lines, south of Poitiers. The house,

  he wrote later in a letter to his mother,




  

    

      

        . . . was the ‘last resting place’ for all agents to enemy countries. We were very well looked after by ATS. The only operational people there were Richard and

        I and the Jedburgh team for Operation Bulbasket, two of our officers for Houndsworth, two for Titanic, and four agents, of whom two were surprisingly beautiful girls. We had checked and

        rechecked everything and packed our enormous rucksacks about fifty times. Finally, there was nothing more to do, so we spent the time very profitably with the girls, doing jigsaw puzzles.


      


    


  




  It was an odd little fluke of war that Tonkin’s men should within the week have directed an air attack on petrol trains intended to move the Das Reich, while the girl,

  twenty-four years old and with one mission to France already behind her, should have been captured and sent on the road to execution by the division. Her name was Violette

  Szabo.




  Vera Atkins, one of the most celebrated of SOE’s Baker Street staff, also spent the long day at Hasell’s Hall, after the postponement of the invasion, and thus of their drop, for

  twenty-four hours. That night, she drove with the girls to the secret aerodrome at Tempsford. Violette Szabo, she said, ‘. . . looked incredibly beautiful, in white marguerite earrings and a

  marguerite clip that she had bought in Paris on her last mission . . .’ One of the SAS officers approached Vera as they waited, and asked her to take his cufflinks and send them to his

  mother. Then the Halifaxes taking the British officers and agents to their several destinations disappeared into the darkness at the end of the runway; Vera returned to her car, and at last to

  Baker Street. There was no celebration of D-Day. They were all much too tired.




  At the headquarters of the Der Führer Panzergrenadier Regiment, one of the two armoured infantry brigades of the 2nd SS Panzer Division, on the morning of 6 June a brief

  signal was received from divisional headquarters at Moissac: ‘Since the early hours of the morning, the invasion has been taking place on the Channel coast. Preparations are to be made for a

  march.’




  
 





  
1 » 2ND SS PANZER DIVISION: MONTAUBAN, TARN-ET-GARONNE, MAY 1944





  In the early afternoon of 6 April 1944, in the conference room of his headquarters in East Prussia, Adolf Hitler and his staff discussed what further units they dared strip

  from the Eastern Front to reinforce France against Allied invasion. The transcript of their conversation is mangled, but when they begin to discuss the future of the 2nd SS Panzer Division, the Das

  Reich, the import is clear.




  

    

      

        Warlimont: This movement of the 12 SS Div in this area is also under way, though for the moment they can’t be replaced. On the other hand, Student’s

        paratroop replacement and training division, which has about 12,000 men, is going into southern Holland . . . being built up there . . . Reich has . . . Now the . . . please, that he should

        be able to do with tanks . . . because here . . . can be moved here . . . as well as . . . and the front on the south coast . . .




        Fegelein: When contact to 1st Panzer Army has been established, the Reich Battle Group can presumably be withdrawn?




        The Führer: Of course it should be pulled out – it should move over here.




        Fegelein: It could be put together quickly.




        The Führer: How strong is this battle group?




        Keitel: Fifteen or sixteen hundred men.




        Fegelein: No, it’s a bit bigger: 2,500 men. They weren’t too badly mauled. That’s the hard core.




        The Führer: For over there, it’s nothing. But if they’re put here, you’ve immediately got 15,000 men. Then in no time . .

        .




        Fegelein: The Das Reich Division has 15,385 men altogether.




        Buhle: The battle group and that?




        Fegelein: No, that alone.




        The Führer: Then it’s ready! Then it’s a division again – in fact an old division!


      


    


  




  Thus it was that some 2,500 survivors of Battle Group Lammerding, rump of one of the finest armoured divisions Nazi Germany had created, found themselves ordered to abandon the

  mud and floods of Russia in the spring thaw, and entrain for a move across Europe that would finally lead them to Tulle, Oradour-sur-Glane and Normandy. They left behind their few remaining tanks,

  vehicles and guns, together with the memory of countless thousands of their dead in frozen graves from the Pripet marshes to the Cherkassy pocket. With infinite gratitude for their deliverance,

  they began to roll away through East Prussia, on the long journey from the eastern to the western extremity of Hitler’s empire.




  It was the high point of German fortunes in the East in 1944. The weather had forced a temporary halt in campaigning. The Russians decided to defer their next offensive until the Allies landed

  in France. Hitler had a priceless opportunity to shorten his line, to withdraw to defences in depth while he moved men to meet the threat in the West. Instead, as always, he held his ground. His

  shrinking armies straggled along a front of 1,650 miles. In the centre, divisions averaging only 2,000 men were holding sixteen-mile sectors of the line. Between July 1943 and May 1944, Germany

  lost forty-one divisions in Russia – almost a million casualties between July and October 1943 alone, 341,950 men between March and May 1944. Even in the months following the Allied invasion

  in Normandy, German casualties in Russia continued to average four times the number in the West.




  Hitler’s Führerdirectiv No.51 of November 1943 gave first priority to strengthening the western defences against the Allied invasion. Yet in reality the

  East continued to consume the overwhelming proportion of men and resources. Divisions sent to France had either been ruined in Russia, were untrained or medically inferior. Special battalions were

  formed from the deaf and diseased. The ranks were filled with Russian, Hungarian and Romanian subjects of Hitler’s empire – even some defectors from POWs of the Indian Army. Von

  Rundstedt had demanded seventy full-strength divisions to defend the West. By 6 June 1944, he had only fifty-nine woefully under-strength ones – 850,000 men and 1,552 tanks. By contrast,

  there were 156 German divisions in Russia and twenty-seven in Italy. ‘Often I would be informed that a new division was to arrive in France direct from Russia, or Norway, or central

  Germany,’ Rundstedt wrote acidly. ‘When it finally made its appearance in the West, it would consist, in all, of a divisional commander, a medical officer, and five bakers.’




  The 2nd SS Das Reich Armoured Division was not quite such a shadow when it arrived in Bordeaux from the East, but it was nothing like the superb all-volunteer force that had swept into Russia

  with the Wehrmacht in June 1941. The High Command in the East had ruthlessly stripped its surviving ‘teeth’ formations to strengthen the sagging line on the Dnieper. Only a few thousand

  support personnel had been sent to France, to wait re-equipment with every kind of weapon and vehicle. To fill the ranks, 9,000 replacements flooded into the division’s barracks and lagers:

  untrained boys, almost all seventeen or eighteen, many of them Volksdeutsche – Hungarians, Romanians and a large contingent of Alsatians, twelve nationalities in all. Three months

  before they were plunged into one of the great battles of history, in the woods and fields of south-western France, the raw recruits were firing their Mauser K98s for the first time, practising the

  naming of parts on the MG42, and receiving their introduction to the Pak 75 anti-tank gun.




  In April, they moved south-eastwards to a rendezvous with the survivors of the division’s battle group, at last released to join them from the East. They formed one of

  the three armoured, one motorized and thirteen infantry divisions of General Von Blaskowitz’s Army Group G, responsible for the defence of southern France. The point on the map that

  Hitler’s forefinger had stabbed on 6 April was the town of Montauban, just north of Toulouse. There, his staff suggested, the Das Reich could not only prepare for battle in a quiet area, but

  stand poised to intervene on the north or south coasts of France, when the Allies landed. If the disturbing terrorist situation in central France which was already irritating Von Rundstedt

  continued to worsen, the Das Reich could guarantee communication between Army Groups G and B.




  Throughout the last two years of the war, the deployment of the SS divisions consumed countless hours at Hitler’s Führer conferences. His faith and pride in their power were

  unshakable. Again and again throughout the war in the East, SS units had defied his generals’ predictions of the possible, broken through the unbreakable, or held the untenable. The Das Reich

  had fought with distinction through the great summer battles of 1943, above all in the slow fight back to the Dnieper in August. In November, the SS Leibstandarte Division spearheaded the

  counter-attack that smashed the Russian armoured corps after its breakthrough near Kiev. In April 1944, it was the SS Panzer Corps under Hausser that launched a brilliant flank attack to save the

  1st Panzer Army from certain destruction in the Cherkassy pocket.




  The SS had become the fire brigade of Hitler’s empire, rushed to every crisis. In the last two years of the war, the Leibstandarte Division moved seven times between the Eastern and

  Western Fronts. Himmler exaggerated only a little when he said in January 1944: ‘So far, the Waffen SS has never under any circumstances caused disappointment, and it will not – even

  under the most severe hardships yet to come – disappoint in the future.’ Since October 1943, seven crack Panzergrenadier units, including the Das Reich, had been redesignated as Panzer

  divisions. With an establishment of over 20,000 men and 200 tanks, each was almost twice the strength of a Wehrmacht Panzer division. These seven units, together with another

  five or six SS divisions of slightly lesser quality, were at the forefront of Hitler’s operational plans until the end of the war. It is a measure of his strategic priorities that, until June

  1944, only one SS division was engaged with the Western Allies, in Italy. The remainder of this vast personal army – thirty-eight divisions and 600,000 men at its zenith – was committed

  in Russia or refitting.




  Of the ten Panzer divisions in France on D-Day, three were SS. The only unit in a position to provide immediate support for the weak static infantry divisions defending the Normandy beaches was

  21 Pz. Rommel had already protested repeatedly to Hitler against the policy of holding the bulk of the armour at least fifty, in some cases 150 miles behind the coast. When the Allies landed, it

  was evident to every senior German commander that their air power would create immense difficulties for German reinforcements seeking to move forward. The Das Reich Division at Montauban, like 9 Pz

  further east on the Rhône, was some 450 miles from the north coast.




  But whatever the difficulties in the forward areas, it seemed reasonable to expect that it would be possible to move an armoured division from southern France at least as far north as the Loire

  before encountering serious enemy interference. Even the British, with their huge programme of transport bombing, assumed that the Das Reich would be available for a German counter-thrust against

  the beachhead within a few days of 5 June: ‘2nd SS Panzer Division will . . . be concentrating in a forward area by D+3,’ argued a British Intelligence assessment of German armoured

  capability, drawn up three weeks before Overlord. The Allies expected, and indeed greatly feared, that the 2nd SS and its 209 tanks and assault guns – one-tenth of the entire German armoured

  strength in the West – would be playing a prominent role in the Normandy battle by 9 or 10 June. Most of the officers of the Das Reich Division were of the same opinion.




  In this fifth year of the war, Hitler deceived himself when he spoke of the Das Reich as ‘an old division’. The ranks of the units training

  around Montauban were overwhelmingly filled by conscripts of a kind the ‘old’ SS of 1939 would never have glanced at. A veteran NCO laughed scornfully when Sadi Schneid, a young

  Alsatian recruit who joined them at Bordeaux in February, complained of toothache and appeared on his first parade with his front tooth missing, after a visit to the dentist. The old Waffen SS, the

  legion of pre-war National Socialist supermen, rejected every recruit with the slightest physical imperfection, even a single dental filling.




  Schneid himself was a boy of seventeen whose mother, a fervent Nazi, had caused his father to be sent to an internment camp by denouncing him as a former Alsatian autonomist. His elder brother

  had already joined the SS as an alternative to ten years’ forced labour for black marketeering. It is a measure of the confusion of Alsatian loyalties that one of his younger brothers later

  joined the French Resistance, and one of his sisters broke off her engagement to a German tank officer because of his ardent Nazi sympathies. An officer of the Das Reich wrote later: ‘It was

  a terrible mistake to send men from Alsace to fight in the West when they had such strong links with France . . . The effects were not only military. There was a rapid increase in crime requiring

  severe punishment.’ From the moment that they arrived in Bordeaux, the young Alsatians were incited by local French people to desert. On his second day in camp Schneid was offered an escape

  route to the maquis by a French girl dental assistant. He did not take it, but, to the fierce bewilderment of SS officers who had never encountered such a problem before, others did.




  Even the German soldiers lacked the passionate fervour of four years earlier. A Panzergrenadier officer named Major1 Otto Weidinger wrote:




  

    

      

        With the increasing bombing attacks on German towns, and the heavy civilian losses, the morale of troops is badly affected. Every day, soldiers receive

        news of the destruction of their homes, the tragic death of wives and children. They return from leave depressed. The pressure is increased by the treacherous campaign waged by the

        maquis, which is not fought according to the Hague Convention, and which makes every man a target at any time. Every soldier lost through these mean and unsoldierly methods increases

        the unit’s bitterness. The years of fighting bolshevism in Russia have also affected the men’s nerves.


      


    


  




  Yet despite the diminished quality of recruits and major shortages of fuel, transport and equipment that hampered training through the spring of 1944, the Das Reich was still a

  formidable fighting force. Whatever the ghastly record of the SS and of Hitler’s Germany, nothing can diminish their military achievements. Unit for unit – above all in the last years,

  1943–5 – the German army proved itself the greatest fighting force of World War II. Neither the British nor the American nor even the Russian Army could have matched its performance

  outnumbered, starved of fuel and supplies, faced by overwhelming air power. Even in 1944–5, diluted by the Volksdeutsche recruits, the SS divisions performed miracles. ‘The

  military significance of the Waffen SS is to be found not so much in its accomplishments during the years of German victory, as in its victories during the years of German defeat,’ the most

  objective post-war historian of the SS has written. Germany’s methods of manning her armies in 1944–5 were little worse than those by which the Roman Empire filled its legions.

  According to veterans, among the officers and NCOs of the Das Reich at Montauban in May 1944 10 or even 20 per cent were obviously inadequate to their task. But so were an equal or greater

  proportion of junior leaders in most Allied units. The overwhelming majority of the Das Reich’s regimental officers and NCOs were experienced, battle-hardened veterans who

  would fight to the end.




  To understand the officers of the SS, and some of the things that were done by the Das Reich Division in June 1944, it is essential to realize what Hitler’s Germany had given them. Almost

  all were of lower middle-class or working-class origins, men whom the old German Army would never have considered commissioning. Fritz Langangke, a tank lieutenant, was a miner’s son. Major

  Gunther-Eberhardt Wisliceny, commanding the Deutschland Panzergrenadier regiment, looked the image of a tall, stiff Prussian Junker. Yet in reality he had served for three years as a miner

  in Upper Silesia before joining the army. His family had lost everything in 1918, when his grandfather’s estates near Posen (Poznan) became part of Poland. Major Weidinger’s father was

  a post office worker. He himself was rejected by both the army and the police before being accepted by the SS. This tough, impressionable young man embraced his new life passionately, above all the

  emphasis on athletics. When he was commissioned, he and his fellow-officers loved the gentlemanly rituals of the mess, to which men of their class could never have aspired in the Wehrmacht.

  Weidinger met his wife Annelise, a pharmacist’s daughter, at a regimental drag hunt ball in November 1938. He would end the war with a brigade command at the age of thirty – scarcely an

  officer in the Das Reich Division was over thirty-two years old in 1944. Major Heinrich Wulf, commanding the reconnaissance battalion, was the thirty-year-old son of a North German worker who died

  as a conscript in Flanders in 1917. His mother became a waitress in a cavalry mess at Lüneburg, He himself left school at sixteen, was rejected by the army, and became a clerk. In 1934 he

  joined the SS – as a ranker, like every recruit – and was commissioned four years later.




  Those pre-war years had been a glorious time for all of them: the comradeship, the discipline and supreme shared physical fitness of the training camps; officer school and the affectations

  of the mess with full-dress uniform and the adulation of so many girls. Then came the triumphal sweep into Poland, the exhilaration of discovering that they could crush the best

  that the enemy could send against them. Wulf was on his honeymoon when he heard that the attack on France was to begin: he raced to his unit still in full-dress uniform with his ceremonial dagger

  at his hip, terrified that he might miss the battle. After France, Wulf remained an instructor at the famous SS officer school at Bad Tolz in Bavaria until July 1943, because of his wife’s

  persistence in producing daughters. As the only male in his family, SS rules decreed that he could not return to the front until he had a son. In October 1943, this duty accomplished, he took

  command of the Das Reich reconnaissance battalion in Russia.




  It remains a common delusion among the people of Britain and America that World War II was fought in conditions far less terrible than those of World War I, and indeed from their own point of

  view this is perfectly true. But the huge, primeval struggle waged for four years between the German and Russian armies exceeded in scale and horror the worst of the 1914–18 battles for

  France. New standards of brutality in warfare were achieved by both sides. To understand how the officers of the Das Reich Division behaved in June 1944, it is essential to remember what they had

  spent three years learning in Russia. Each man who emerged from that campaign to fight again in the West counted his survival a miracle of odds.




  The conditions of war in the East defied description. In winter weapons, vehicle bearings, engines, horses and men were relentlessly destroyed by the cold. Soldiers trudged through the snow with

  their boots wrapped in straw, their bodies lined with straw and newspapers beneath their greencoats, their faces almost invisible lest some chink in their armour allow frostbite to attack. The

  cold, the lice, malaria, frostbite, fever, hunger and partisan attack all took their toll of health and morale. Fritz Langangke once stood shivering beside a railway siding as a Panzer unit’s

  train drew up and a contingent of young tankers jumped down, fresh from France: ‘They laughed at our rags. We shouted to them to cover their noses, their ears. They just

  joked and laughed and chattered. Then the tips of their noses and ears began to turn white before our eyes . . .’




  They abandoned shaving for weeks on end to protect their skin, forgot mail from home, for it never came, grew accustomed to seeing their own ranks shattered in battle, rebuilt and shattered once

  again until their old units were unrecognizable. Casualties provoked meteoric promotions to fill the gaps. Heinrich Wulf found himself commanding a battalion reduced to a tenth of its

  establishment, yet when he himself left Russia, only one in ten of those men was left. ‘Our only concern was not to be captured,’ he said. The two armies rivalled each other in

  ruthlessness. One night Wulf’s young ordnance officer, Hubseh, was captured by a Russian patrol. At dawn, as the light revealed the Russian lines two hundred yards away, they saw the German

  lashed to a haystack. A few moments later, a Russian loudhailer broadcast simple terms: surrender within ten minutes, or watch the haystack fired. The haystack was fired. Karl Kreutz – by

  June 1944 the Das Reich’s artillery commander – remembered the discovery of an ambulance column, with forty German wounded systematically butchered by the Russians with their doctor.

  The order came down from division to take no prisoners for eight days. Was the order obeyed? ‘Of course.’




  There was no peace in darkness, for the Russians were masters of night-fighting. After the first months of the 1941 campaign, when herds of bewildered, untrained Russian soldiers were driven by

  their leaders on to the German guns, Stalin’s commanders learned quickly. Every German who fought in the East returned with a profound respect for his enemy. There was no German tank to match

  the Russian T-34. By 1943, the Germans were awed by the huge artillery barrages laid down before the Russian attacks. Red infantry, sometimes stupefied with alcohol and driven on by their

  commissars at gunpoint, pressed home their assaults with the fury of despair.




  Nor were the Russians always ignorant slaves. Fritz Langangke remembered a night in a hut, huddled over a little ‘Hindenburg light’ stove, when two Russian girls

  who spoke German talked to them for hours about the war: ‘They were so intelligent, they said with such certainty that we lacked the fervour to match theirs . . . That night I almost became a

  bolshevik,’ said Langangke wryly. He was a man of unusual imagination and sensitivity for an SS officer. But another Das Reich tank man, Otto Pohl, was also deeply impressed by a badly

  wounded Russian sergeant whom they blew out of his bunker with grenades: ‘We asked him his unit number. He replied simply: “An NCO of the Russian Army does not give information.”

  ’




  It was the iron toughness of the Russians that they admired, and later compared so favourably with the qualities of the Americans. Some Russians were fighting just as doggedly beside the

  Germans, against their fellow-countrymen. Every German unit had its contingent of ‘Hi-Wis’ – Russian prisoners or renegades who served as batmen, stretcher bearers, ammunition

  carriers and scouts. Hi-Wi patrols would slip out of the German lines every night, returning at dawn with often vital intelligence, until the inevitable morning when they failed to come back. They

  were utterly expendable, easily and casually replaced.




  Through those years in Russia, few German fighting soldiers expected to come home. There was a catchphrase among them about ‘Living like God in France’. The West came to seem almost

  a dream world. To the men of the Das Reich who emerged from the East in 1944, the rich fields and vineyards of south-west France brought them back to the glorious, happy memories of 1940. Yet they

  found that much had changed. Those who served there in 1940–1 had found most of the French people astonishingly relaxed and friendly. They now discovered that in public civilians addressed

  them coldly, or not at all. There was less to eat. The terrorist threat meant that it was impossible for vehicles or men to travel alone outside city centres. Even in Toulouse, the officers’

  messes and the Soldatenheim were faced with wire mesh against grenade attack.




  Almost all of them took it for granted that within a matter of months they would be committed to battle against an Allied invasion, probably in the north. Over wine in the

  cafes, the officers reminisced endlessly about Russia, and speculated about the British and Americans whom they had never seen. ‘We thought of the Americans as children,’ said one of

  them. An officer who had been in North Africa with the Wehrmacht described how the British would sometimes surrender simply because they had run out of petrol. ‘But we knew that their air

  forces would be a terrible problem. We were not frightened of their men, but of their material . . .’




  Ever since the first winter in Russia, 1941, when the German Army suffered privations of Crimean proportions because of supply failures and military misjudgments in Berlin, many even among the

  SS had been puzzled by the High Command’s omissions and failures. By 1944 some, like Wisliceny, had long since abandoned hope of winning the war militarily, but still hoped for some political

  settlement at tolerable cost. Others, like the twenty-four-year-old veteran Otto Pohl, not only loved their tanks and their division, but cherished ambitions to reach high command, and never

  thought of defeat. ‘Until the very end in 1945, I was sure that it would be all right for us,’ he said. Pohl was a son of one of the old German elite who had transferred his allegiance

  very early to the new aristocracy. His father had been an officer in the Kaiser’s navy who joined Hitler in the 1920s, and was now an SS general. Young Pohl was educated at one of the special

  Young Socialist cadet schools, volunteered for Russia in 1941, and somehow survived there for three years. Some officers, like Otto Weidinger, had been troubled about the logic of invading Russia,

  but not Pohl: ‘A soldier never asks himself whether an operation is a good idea. Fighting is his business.’ When they asked themselves why they were sent the wrong type of ammunition,

  why there were desperate fuel shortages, why they were sometimes compelled to suffer terrible losses to no purpose, scarcely a man in the division considered fixing the blame on Adolf Hitler. Some said that the Führer simply did not know of these things. Others, that he was badly advised by those around him, above all by Bormann and Ribbentrop.




  But it is essential to perceive that, in many respects, these young soldiers of the SS – and the divisional commander was their only officer older than thirty-two – had much in

  common with the men of other armies. The SS newspaper prided itself on the freedom with which it criticized the failings of the organization. Officers and men shared a far closer relationship than

  those of the British Army. They inflicted their arrogance upon the outside world, not upon each other. Among junior officers, there was a hoary joke whenever some supreme organizational disaster

  was inflicted upon them: ‘. . . Wenn der Führer wüsste!’ – ‘. . . If only the Führer knew!’ When they sang, it was seldom the Horst Wessel

  song, more often a number like Waldeslust:




  

    

      

        

          

            I don’t know my father,




            I’m not loved by my mother,




            But I don’t want to die so young . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  In the privacy of their billets, most of them enjoyed a reasonably civil relationship with the French civilians who were obliged to house them. A Frenchwoman who provided

  quarters for six men of the Das Reich in Montauban in 1944 described how one of them with punctilious correctness brought her a 1,000 franc note that he had found in his room. It was a matter of

  pride within the SS that no man was permitted to lock up his possessions in barracks, although some of them stole petrol from the unit stocks to get to the brothels in Toulouse. The SS officers

  were elaborately, Germanically courteous to the wives and daughters of their enforced hosts. They considered themselves, indeed, to be the very pattern of chivalry. An officer of the Das Reich

  cited to the author an example of his division’s gentlemanly code: in Russia, a colleague was found to have committed some aberration with a Russian woman, and was at once ordered to go to

  his quarters and shoot himself. He did so.




  Yet these young men, so careful in their private courtesies and honesty, were also profoundly flawed. It is unnecessary to review in detail the principles of National

  Socialism, the anti-semitism, the uncritical devotion to Hitler – it can be taken for granted that almost every officer of the Das Reich shared all these, not least from practical gratitude

  for what Hitler’s Germany had done for his career. The only acceptable salute in an SS unit was ‘Heil Hitler’. Otto Pohl readily forgave his father-in-law and two

  brothers-in-law dead in Russia, Karl Kreutz his home in Berlin destroyed by bombing and his family refugees in Silesia, Ernst Krag his six wounds, and the half of his class comrades at officer

  school already dead.




  The aspect of their conditioning that is most relevant to this story is the extraordinary respect with which they had been imbued for the virtues of strength, of ruthless dedication to the task

  in hand, and the equally extraordinary indifference to the claims of the weak and the innocent. All their virtues were reserved for others within their closed society. They possessed neither

  charity nor mercy for any who were not deemed to have deserved it by their own code. It is striking that when the survivors of the British First Airborne Division at Arnhem found themselves in the

  hands of the SS, they expected to be shot. Instead, they were treated with the respect due to heroes. According to the SS code of chivalry, these were fellow-knights worthy of their highest honour.

  Yet as we shall see below, those whom the SS did not deem worthy of its respect – above all, enemy civilians – were treated with unflinching ruthlessness. The young leaders of the SS

  had been educated and trained to believe that only one principle mattered – the interests of Germany as they themselves and their commanders saw fit to interpret them. They did not spurn

  morality or justice or process of law – these were simply forgotten or unknown concepts to them. If the Einsatzgruppen – the SS extermination squads – or the concentration

  camps ever passed through their consciousness, they never allowed these mildly distasteful matters to linger. They were part of the natural machinery of the state, and no

  concern of theirs.




  The greatest fear of an SS officer was that he might be considered guilty of weakness or cowardice. He could never be wrong if he adopted or accepted the most drastic solution to a problem. From

  the first appearance of the Waffen SS in the war, it had been made apparent that superior officers would always pardon an excess of zeal in the right direction. In September 1939, a member of an SS

  artillery regiment in Poland herded fifty Jews into a synagogue and shot them. The prosecuting officer at his court martial appealed for the death sentence, and the man was indeed sentenced to a

  term of imprisonment. But then Berlin intervened. An appeal hearing was held, at which the presiding judge said that the accused ‘. . . was in a state of irritation as a result of the many

  atrocities committed by Poles against ethnic Germans. As an SS man, he was also particularly sensitive to the sight of Jews and the hostile attitude of Jewry to Germans; and thus acted quite

  unpremeditatedly in a spirit of youthful enthusiasm.’ The sentence was quashed. The SS never looked back. Throughout the next four years of conquest and struggle, above all on the Eastern

  Front, the Waffen SS shot whomsoever they wished, whenever they wished. Within two weeks of the invasion of Russia, the SS Wiking Division had killed 600 Galician Jews ‘as a reprisal for

  Soviet cruelties’. The Leibstandarte Division found six of its men brutally killed by Russian troops, and shot every prisoner for three days, a total of about 4,000 men. In September 1941, a

  support unit of the Das Reich assisted an SS extermination squad to kill 920 Jews near Minsk. Mass killing in pursuit of state policy never became the professional business of the Waffen SS –

  the Einsatzgruppen looked after all that sort of thing. But there can have been few experienced officers and men in the Waffen SS by June 1944 who did not regard it as a perfectly legitimate

  exercise to carry out mass reprisals and wholesale killings if the situation seemed to justify them.




  The qualities that the SS most signally failed to foster were intelligence and imagination, probably because these characteristics would have rendered their possessors unfit

  for service in its ranks. Throughout its history, the Waffen SS produced an extraordinary corps of soldiers and regimental officers, but failed to throw up a single outstanding higher commander. At

  divisional level and above, the Waffen SS was lamentably directed. Only Paul Hausser, the venerated Panzer commander who once led the Verfügungstruppen from whom the Das Reich derived,

  has any claim to military brilliance, and he was a product of the old German Army. The SS fought and died bravely, often fanatically. They can expect no higher epitaph.




  General Heinz Bernard Lammerding, commanding officer of the Das Reich Division in June 1944, was a typical product of the new Nazi aristocracy. He was born in Dortmund, qualified as an engineer,

  and became an early convert to National Socialism. He took a job as director of an SA engineering school, and worked in various capacities for the organization until 1935. He then became SS member

  no. 247062. He was a Waffen SS engineer captain at the outbreak of war, served on the staff of the Verfügungstruppen division from November 1940 to August 1942, then took command of an

  infantry regiment. After a brief period on an armoured corps staff, in July 1943 he became chief of staff to General von der Bach-Zelewski. This officer was directing with legendary ruthlessness

  anti-partisan operations in the rear of the German armies in Russia. Lammerding’s signature appeared on several appalling documents, ordering the wholesale destruction of entire villages and

  towns which were judged guilty of assisting partisans. At the end of 1943, Lammerding took command of troops of the Das Reich Division operating against partisans in its rear areas, and on 25

  January 1944, of the division itself. On 22 May 1944, while the division was at Montauban, it was announced with suitable celebration that Lammerding had been awarded the Knight’s Cross for

  his work in Russia. He was still only thirty-eight.




  Few of the surviving officers of the Das Reich Division have much to say in favour of Lammerding as a commander. He lacked personal presence, and possessed none of the

  obvious gifts of a leader of men. He was a curiously colourless, forceless figure, whose greatest merits were administrative competence and friendship with Heinrich Himmler. It was rumoured in some

  Das Reich officers’ messes that it was this personal alliance which had secured him command of the division. Himmler paid them a personal visit in the spring of 1944: ‘It was obvious

  that Lammerding and Himmler got on well, although I couldn’t say whether this affected Lammerding’s career,’ said his senior staff officer, Major Albert Stuckler. ‘After

  all, Lammerding had been a good engineer.’ But the impression emerges of Lammerding from all the accounts of June 1944 of a man overpromoted and quite unsuited to a fighting command, who

  would have been much more at ease on Himmler’s staff.




  In May 1944 Fritz Langangke was suddenly ordered to carry out a major rail reconnaissance for his tank regiment: ‘I had always wanted to have a railway since I was a

  little boy, and suddenly I was given one. I was provided with a special train with a saloon car and a carriage full of Russian soldiers as escort, and ordered to check every possible rail route for

  the division to the front.’ For two idyllic weeks, he coasted comfortably around southern France, measuring tunnel heights, checking bridge capacities and road connections. The train was

  commanded by a major who had been a pre-war wine merchant, and used the trip to shuttle hundreds of cases of black market wine hither and thither about his domains: ‘These fellows, they had

  already forgotten about the war. For me, coming from Russia, it was a revelation. For the first time I thought – “Oh yes, this is going to go . . . We can lose . . .” ’




  Langangke found most of the French railway officials almost unctuously friendly and hospitable, complaining bitterly about the damage being done to the nation’s transport system by Allied

  bombing, which was indeed provoking passionate hostility to the Allies in many great cities of France. But in the house where he was billeted with an elderly aristocratic lady,

  her nephew sometimes called to talk. One evening this man said to Langangke: ‘You poor devils made a big mistake when you joined the Waffen SS, you’re going to be the first to catch it

  when the time comes.’ The man offered to smuggle him to Algeria. Langangke said: ‘What would you do in my place?’ The Frenchman remained silent. Langangke never saw him again.




  The Das Reich’s training programme was lamentably behind schedule, yet all that spring it was continually interrupted in order that units could take part in sweeps and punitive operations

  against the French Resistance. Week by week, around the huge area in which the division was encamped in its fifty barracks and lagers, the campaign of sniping, roadblocking and sabotage

  intensified. For a vast fighting machine such as an armoured division, the terrorists represented no substantial threat. But they obliged every unit to put its quarters under guard, every man to

  carry a weapon at all times, every ration truck to travel with an escort. Otto Pohl became so exasperated by the need to keep a four-man picket on the house in which he was billeted that he moved

  into quarters in the centre of Caussade with his men, Sadi Schneid’s anti-tank platoon found themselves the subject of a furious unit investigation one morning when it was learned that a

  stock of mines had been stolen from their store. Even Karl Kreutz’s gunners were periodically diverted from training to sweep stretches of the countryside where there were reports of arms

  being parachuted to maquisards. Sometimes they found odd containers in the woods or fields, but more often than not the operation was in vain.




  In the month of May 1944, according to Albert Stuckler, the division lost some twenty men and a hundred vehicles to terrorists. A soldier was shot with his wife who was visiting him in their

  hotel room in a village near Caussade. An NCO coming out of a cafe in Figeac was killed by a burst of Sten gun fire. Any vehicle travelling alone was liable to ambush.




  In those last weeks before D-Day, the 2nd SS Panzer Division made the price of Resistance very clear to the surrounding countryside. Reprisals were on a scale modest enough

  compared with Russia, but thus seemed savage enough at the time. On 2 May, one of the tank battalions was training near the small town of Montpezat-de-Quercy when an SS patrol was fired upon a mile

  to the south-west. The SS swept through Montpezat, setting fire to several houses, looting extensively and assaulting several civilians who seemed slow to acquiesce. On 11 May men of the Der

  Führer Panzergrenadiers conducted a series of sweeps in the Lot. Twenty-four people, including four women, were seized for deportation in St Céré, forty from Bagnac. In

  Cardaillac, two women were shot, of whom one died. In Lauze, fifty-year-old Mme Moncoutre and her twenty-year-old daughter Berthe were shot among their sheep. Orniac was comprehensively looted. On

  1 June, a tank unit moving north of Caylus machine-gunned six civilians in Limonge, one at Cadrieu and two at Frontenac. On 2 June, after a maquis attack in the countryside, twenty-nine

  farms were burned, along with the entire village of Terrou, whose 290 inhabitants became refugees. On 3 June, after an SS truck was attacked near Figeac, two men of twenty-two and seventy-four were

  shot on the spot, and six men and a woman from nearby Viazac were taken out and shot. The most massive action by the Das Reich before D-Day was a raid on Figeac, in which the Germans discovered a

  Resistance arms dump including sixty-four rifles, three Bren guns, thirty-one Stens and a bazooka. The town paid a terrible price: more than a thousand people were arrested and deported to Germany.

  Forty-one were killed.




  Yet for all the thoroughness with which the Das Reich approached these operations when ordered to carry them out, they were a matter of exasperation to the divisional staff, anxious about its

  training programme. Several protests were made to 58 Corps and Army Group G about this use of Frontsoldaten against communist bandits. ‘We were completely unsuited in character and

  mentality to this sort of warfare,’ said Major Stuckler. ‘There were specially trained units for this type of work.’ Training was also being hampered by the

  chronic shortage of fuel. Although they exercised intensively at company and battalion level, they lacked opportunity to manoeuvre as a division. Communication and liaison between units was poor.

  Many of the raw recruits who had joined them in February and March were scarcely past basic training. They were still acutely short of transport – above all trucks for the infantry units and

  tractors for the towed artillery. Deliveries of tanks were proceeding slowly. On 16 May, they had received thirty-seven Panzer Vs and fifty-five Panzer IVs towards their new reduced establishment

  of sixty-two of each. But they possessed a full complement of thirty of the superb Sturmgeschützen – assault guns that were in effect turretless tanks, with a low silhouette that

  made them very difficult targets for enemy fire. The two Panzergrenadier regiments – each in British parlance a brigade – were at full strength, but under-trained. Major

  Weidinger, casting a critical eye upon his men, believed that they were capable of fighting a limited battle. His fear was that in a prolonged action, under continuous strain for a period of weeks,

  their inexperience and lack of training would tell against them.




  Then Heinz Guderian, the godfather of all German armoured forces, arrived on an inspection tour. For three days he watched their exercises, above all the night movements which they knew would be

  critical against Allied air power, the ‘walking forest’ – heavily camouflaged advances of the tank units who had been warned that there would be none of the great sweeps across

  open plains that had been possible in Russia. Guderian pronounced himself reasonably satisfied. On his last evening, the officers arranged a dinner for him in their mess at a nearby château.

  Silver candles and linen tablecloths were found, the black market was swept for food, and that night a circle of dress-uniformed young tankmen and gunners sat down to dinner with the general at the

  head of the table. He was at his most affable and talkative. He told one of his favourite stories:




  

    

      

        How long have infantry existed? Four thousand years! And in all that time, no one has been able to invent a useful pair of infantry boots. They are

        always too long or too short. How long have cavalry existed? More than four thousand years! And in all that time, they have never been able to invent a useful lance – they are always

        too long or too short! How long has artillery existed? Five hundred years. I suggested to our designers a revolutionary measure. They answered: ‘My dear Oberst Guderian, you may be a

        very good tankman, but you know nothing about artillery. Artillery has been pointing backwards for five hundred years! Now you say you want a gun that will go into action pointing

        forward!’


      


    


  




  The officers of the Sturmgeschützabteilung laughed with the rest at his version of the development of their self-propelled guns.




  With the benefit of hindsight, the success of the Allied landings in Normandy, against indifferent and poorly directed German resistance, seems inevitable. It did not seem so to either side at

  the time. Even a sceptic such as Fritz Langangke said: ‘It did not seem impossible that we could defeat the invasion. We did not then realize that not all Germany was fighting as we

  were.’ It has sometimes been suggested that the Das Reich in June 1944 was so weakened by its large intake of recruits of doubtful enthusiasm that it could have played no important role in

  Normandy, even had it arrived much earlier on the battlefield. In reality, its deficiencies of training and equipment were no worse than those of most other Panzer divisions in France at that

  period. It was better equipped with tanks and assault guns than most of its counterparts. Lammerding reported to Army Group G that 2nd SS Panzer was ‘conditionally ready for

  battle’.




  Sadi Schneid, the young Alsatian recruit who wrote a fascinating personal memoir after the war for SS veterans’ consumption, testifies that many of the Alsatians were indeed lukewarm in

  their enthusiasm for the war, but intensive training and the fierce spirit of the SS had imbued an astonishingly high proportion with a determination to do whatever was

  expected of them. He described an evening in their barracks, when his company of the reconnaissance battalion returned from an anti-terrorist sweep. Their senior NCO, Hauptscharführer

  ‘Hascha’ Kurz, a formidable veteran of the Eastern Front, was relieved and delighted that not one of his motley crew of Volksdeutsche, former prisoners of war and green

  Alsatians, had attempted to desert while they had the chance to do so, in open country. He made a speech to them:




  

    

      

        ‘Boys, if the Americans land one day, they won’t be throwing potatoes, and I’m going to need all of you. That’s why I keep emphasizing to you that

        I don’t need dead heroes but live ones. Remember everything I’ve taught you in training. A fraction of a second’s carelessness at the front, and it’ll do for you. Once

        again, I urge you – trust me. If you do what I do, you’ve got a chance of coming out of it. Always obey my finger and my eye, and you’ll thank yourselves later. I’ll

        guarantee to do everything I can to keep your skins in one piece. Can I count on you?’




        ‘JAWOHL, HAUPTSCHARFÜHRER!’, we shouted in chorus, from the bottom of our hearts. ‘SIEG HEIL! SIEG HEIL! SIEG HEIL!’




        One might have imagined us at Munich, after an oration from Hitler himself.


      


    


  




  
 





  2 » SOE: BAKER STREET




  For the men and women of the French Resistance, D-Day was the decisive moment of the war. After years in which their potential power and enthusiasm had been doubted and

  disputed in London and Washington, now they were to be put to the test. Resistance did not wage a continuous four-year guerilla struggle against the Germans. Only late in 1941 and early in 1942 did

  a small number of French people begin to stir from the terrible lethargy and trauma of defeat. Clandestine opposition newspapers were printed. There were cautious meetings of handfuls of

  like-minded enemies of Vichy. Very many of these courageous pioneers were caught and shot, but others followed. The early handfuls began to grow into a hundred, a thousand independent Resistance

  groups and escape lines. Each began to develop its own links with one of many interested organizations in London – the British-run French Section of SOE, MI6, MI9, De Gaulle’s BCRA and

  later the American OSS. These links, often forged by the chance of a brief encounter or an exchange of names, determined whether a circuit spent the remainder of the war gathering information,

  assisting escaping prisoners or preparing for open battle against the Germans. Despite the brief effective existence of a National Council for Resistance under the brilliant Jean Moulin in 1943,

  after his capture the quest for unity flagged, and in the interests of security this was probably fortunate. Until the end, Resistance remained a patchwork of overlapping and often mutually hostile

  independent networks. The British and French officers parachuted to provide arms and liaison with London could seldom do more than paper over the cracks of local rivalries, and try to steer the

  movement towards a broad common policy.




  This policy was, quite simply, to direct every effort towards creating a clandestine army to rise on D-Day and cause the maximum difficulty for the Germans behind their

  lines. In 1942 and early 1943 the Armée Secrète – the AS as it was referred to – was composed of Frenchmen continuing their ordinary lives – les

  légaux who had agreed that when the signal was given they would drop their cover and take up arms. The seizure of Unoccupied France by the Germans in November 1942 gave the AS an

  important boost. Many officers and men who had served with Pétain’s Armistice Army, now disbanded, became résistants. Some, chiefly in the south, were able to bring arms

  with them. Then the German introduction of deportation for forced labour – the detested Service de Travail Obligatoire – gave Resistance a vast pool of recruits to which it could

  never otherwise have aspired. Hundreds of thousands of young men who would never have contemplated taking up arms against the Germans now found themselves compelled to do so. The only alternative

  to the STO was escape into the countryside, either to become a refugee in a remote community or to join a maquis. By the end of the war, the Germans had successfully carried away 17 per cent

  of the youth of France to the factories of the Reich. But they paid for this by inflating Resistance in a matter of months from a slight faction into a mass movement of young men, with millions of

  their worker and peasant parents bitterly alienated from Vichy and the Occupiers.




  The general instruction to all the men of the AS and those maquis under the influence of De Gaulle or of British officers – around two-thirds of all résistants –

  was that they should fight the Germans only when they were compelled to do so. There was a limited programme of sabotage of vital industrial targets. But between 1942 and June 1944 most Resistance

  groups fought gun battles only when themselves attacked, or when a minor action seemed essential to maintain morale and stave off boredom.
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