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    Introduction




    This book is largely, though not entirely, based on the papers of Friedrich von Stauffenberg, a man who became a close friend of mine, and focuses on the lives of five panzer generals who fought on the Western Front in 1944. The book is unique in that the stories of the five men covered here are not the standard-issue biographies of famous men, such as Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox,” or Field Marshal Walter Model, “the Fuehrer’s Fireman,” or Heinz Guderian, the “Father of the Blitzkrieg”; rather, they are about individuals who are most obscure. Without men like them, however, Hitler could not have won his victories, because the blitzkrieg would not have worked. Today, more than sixty years after the war, it is becoming more and more rare to find important firsthand information and sources. I believe that this book will be considered an important firsthand work because it is based on the papers of an astute firsthand observer, and even the most knowledgeable World War II expert likely will learn things from it.




    Werner Theodor Friedrich Hubert Maria Schenk, Graf von Stauffenberg, was born in Stuttgart in 1905, the son of a general staff officer. His father, Dr. Franz Wilhelm von Stauffenberg (1878–1950) served in various general staff positions during World War II and became a battalion commander. He was wounded and captured by the Americans in the battle of the Argonne Forest in 1918. He retired as a lieutenant colonel and later became chairman of the Oberschwaebischen Elektrizitaetswerke, the Upper Swabian Power Company. Friedrich’s cousin was Col. Claus von Stauffenberg, who lost an arm and an eye while serving as chief of operations (Ia) of the 10th Panzer Division in Tunisia. Later, on July 20, 1944, Claus placed a bomb under Hitler’s table and led the plot to overthrow the Nazi regime. Friedrich was severely injured in a bicycle accident when he was fourteen years old and thus was unable to go into the family profession, although he knew a great many members of the Panzertruppen.




    Friedrich studied agriculture in Hungary and Southwest Africa (formerly German Southwest Africa and now Namibia) and received an advanced degree in Hungary. During the Nazi era, he worked for the Reichskuratorium fuer Landwirtschaft as an agricultural official. He married Christa Bauer during this period, but their marriage ended in divorce. In 1954, he married Erica Lassen of Hamburg. He had a daughter, apparently from the first marriage. He was reluctant to discuss this part of his life, so I never pressed the subject.




    After World War II, Friedrich went into the banking business and worked for the deutsche Rentenbank. He lived in South America, where he came to know other German emigrants and helped them when he could. Later, he became an American citizen and a businessman in the Silver Springs, Maryland, near Washington, D.C. He wrote to me after one of my earlier books was published, and we developed a close personal friendship, had a lively correspondence, and talked often on the telephone. I was a professor at Henderson State University in Arkadelphia, Arkansas, at that time, and I visited him during my research trips to Washington. When I got a job offer from a large university, he advised me to stay at Henderson State. I certainly wish that I had listened to him.




    In the mid-1980s, Friedrich attempted to write a book about the panzer officers. I tried to help him get it published, but without success. He knew so much, however, that it was incredible. During one of our conversations, I mentioned a theory I had about the battle of Sicily and expressed my decision to write a book about that campaign. Friedrich told me that he was a close friend of Gen. Hans Hube’s former aide and even had part of the general’s personnel file. I then invited him to coauthor the book with me. It was one of the best decisions I ever made. The Battle of Sicily was very successful. Unfortunately, Friedrich died in 1989, before the book was published.




    Seeing that his illness would soon be fatal, Friedrich sent me his papers, two unpublished manuscripts, as well as the “201 Files,” personal extracts of about fifty panzer officers. I used this material as a source for years. In 2006, Chris Evans, the history editor at Stackpole Books, noticed that I had cited the Stauffenberg Papers in one of my earlier books, which Stackpole was in the process of republishing as a paperback. Chris wanted to know whether I could write a book using the Stauffenberg Papers. I replied that a lot of information has come to light since Friedrich died, but yes, the papers could form the basis for a book, and I felt that I had become a good enough historian to fill in some of the blanks. (Friedrich, for example, lost contact with Gen. Erwin Jollasse and his family in 1945.) I went to work, and the result is what you now hold in your hand. It is up to the reader to determine how well I succeeded.




    Incidentally, Stauffenberg’s American friends called him Von.




    In addition to Friedrich von Stauffenberg, I thank my wife, Donna, and my children, Lacy and Gavin, for their love and support. Thanks also to Melinda Matthews of the Interlibrary Loan Department at the University of Louisiana at Monroe for all of her help.


  




  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    Baron Hans von Funck




    The family von Funck originated in East Prussia, probably as descendants of the Teutonic Knights who conquered the region in the twelfth century. Their earliest known ancestor flourished around the year 1355. The first Freiherr (Baron) von Funck was an official of the Prussian monarchy who died in 1643. One of Hans von Funck’s later ancestors, Baron Carl von Funck, fought against Napoleon, rose to the rank of major general, and was killed in action during the battle of Leipzig in 1813.




    Hans’s father, Carl (1851–1913), was a Royal Prussian administrative official who ran a large rural district contiguous to his state near Aachen. He married Marie von Luetzow in 1887 and had two sons. Baron Albrecht von Funck, the older brother of the future panzer general, was born at Aachen on October 25, 1889. He entered the army in 1908, fought in the First World War, won the coveted Erinritter of the Order of St. John in 1917, and continued service under the Reichswehr through 1939, by which time he was a lieutenant colonel on the staff of the German ambassador to Belgrade. He later served as part of the occupation government in Yugoslavia, was captured by Tito’s partisans at the end of the war, and died a colonel in a prison compound on October 17, 1945. He and his wife, Freifrau (Baroness) Lonnie von Gultlingen, had no children.




    Baron Hans Emil Richard von Funck was born at the family estate on December 23, 1891, and grew to be a large, well-built youth. He was educated at the usual schools in nearby Elbing. His mother died in 1902, and his father subsequently remarried prior to his death in 1913.




    Being orphaned at the age of twenty-three prompted Hans to volunteer for the army—he was urged on by his brother, already a Leutnant (second lieutenant), at the outbreak of World War I in August 1914 (see Appendix A for a Table of Comparative Ranks). On October 11, the younger Funck took the field with the 2nd Dragoon Regiment, serving in one of the hard-pressed divisions facing the Russian onslaught in the east.




    Tangentially involved in the victory of Tannenberg, Hans’s regiment engaged in the pursuit of the retreating enemy, and he was awarded the Iron Cross, 2nd Class, in late 1914. On June 15, 1915, he was patented as a second lieutenant, retroactive to December 19, 1913, and continued as a platoon commander with the dragoons.




    On April 12, 1916, he was appointed the ordnance (orderly) officer of his cavalry regiment, but his ability as an active commander led to his being transferred, as of May 10, to the acting command of the Machine Gun Section—a post he held until July 27, 1917, when he reluctantly accepted an appointment to equipment officer. Once again, however, his skill in active command resulted in his regimental commander returning him to field duty as a squadron leader on September 16, 1917.




    The end of the war in November 1918 had little real effect on the status of units serving in the east, despite the Brest-Litovsk Treaty of earlier that year. White Russians, Poles, renegade Soviet bandits, and Ukrainian dissidents all squabbled along the German border, and the 2nd Dragoons was one of the few highly mobile forces available to oppose encroachments.




    On February 15, 1919, Lieutenant Funck was again given command of the Machine Gun Squadron, which now included machine guns mounted on flatbed trucks and a few primitive armored cars. Thus, this early, Funck became a pioneer in mechanized forces. On April 1, 1923, he was promoted to Oberleutnant (first lieutenant) retroactive to April 1, 1914—thus guaranteeing his position in the 100,000-man Reichswehr, which was all Germany was allowed under the Treaty of Versailles.1 Funck’s promotion also confirmed his rank as machine-gun commander in the new 2nd Infantry Division, based at Stettin, Pomerania, on the mouth of the Oder.




    On March 21, 1924, he took the standard requirement Wehrkreis examination for leadership ability, passing it with a better-than-average score. Funck’s ability so impressed Lt. Gen. Erich von Tschischewitz, the commander at Stettin, that he secured for the lieutenant a slot in a course in senior leadership and tactics at the local war school from October 1, 1924, to September 30, 1925.2




    Emerging with very high scores in his work, Funck was attached as an adjutant to General von Tschischewitz’s 2nd Division staff, remaining in this capacity until the close of the general’s period of command in September 1926. Interestingly enough, during this period, Capt. Heinz Guderian, who later became famous as the “Father of the Blitzkrieg,” was acting as tactics instructor at the Stettin War School, having served under Tschischewitz when he was inspector of motor transport (1921–23). The general, if not a farseeing advocate of mechanization, certainly appreciated the use of vehicles in a modern army and did his best to promote the interests of both of these early proponents of armor.




    In the fall of 1926, Tschischewitz left Stettin to assume command of Gruppenkommando (Army Group) 2 at Kassel; Captain Guderian and Oberleutnant von Funck returned to Berlin, where Funck was assigned a desk in the Motor Transport Branch of the Reichswehrministerium (Defense Ministry), a stint of duty that at least familiarized him with the ideas of the new motor branch. He became better acquainted with Guderian and one or two other young officers who later became important.




    When the periodic rotation came up, on October 1, 1927, Funck was assigned to the 6th Cavalry Regiment, which was commanded by a Lieutenant Colonel Halm, a former inspector of motor transport. The lieutenant was given command of the motorized elements: the 1st Motorcycle Section, the 1st Signal Detachment, and the 1st Pioneer Company. On April 1, 1928, he was promoted to Rittmeister (captain of cavalry).




    A month later, on May 1, the newly promoted captain was summoned to Berlin again, but this time by Maj. Gen. Edmund Wachenfeld,3 the new chief of staff of Army Group 1, to supervise the organization of the motorized elements in the Berlin area—a task he performed assiduously until ordered to report again to the Defense Ministry on April 1, 1930.




    Col. Oswald Lutz, the chief of staff to the inspector of motor transport, asked Major Guderian to take over a new mechanized battalion being formed in the Berlin area but needed a suitable replacement at the motorized arms carrier desk at the Inspectorate.4 Guderian recommended Funck, who now reported to work with Guderian until Guderian left for his active assignment in February 1931. The Rittmeister labored at the arms desk duties until the fall of 1932, though in 1931 Lutz had become inspector of motor troops and Guderian became his chief of staff.




    Meanwhile, Funck also had a personal life. It is not clear exactly what family relationships or outside circumstances played a part in the November 1915 marriage of the newly promoted Lt. Hans von Funck to Irmgard, daughter of Maj. Adolf von Kritter. The wedding was held in the Lutheran Church in Goettingen while the lieutenant was on leave in the Hessian city—none of which makes an explanation of subsequent events any easier.




    The new Baroness von Funck remained in Goettingen, possibly because her stepmother-in-law was still in residence at the family estate at Aachen, or because she wanted to remain close to her own family. In any case, Hans tolerated the arrangement and apparently spent much of his leave with her in Hesse. On September 25, 1916, their first child, Hans Joachim Albrecht Wilhelm, was born at Goettingen, followed on July 17, 1918, by Ingeborg Ilse Emy Gerda Margarethe, and finally, on March 3, 1920, by Burkhard Karl Eberhard Joachim. But with Hans totally involved in his career, the marriage appears to have gone stale; by October 1932, the captain had acquired a small house at Neisse outside Berlin and had his elder son, age sixteen, with him and at school in the capital. Back on garrison duty at this time, Funck took command of the I Battalion of the 11th Cavalry Regiment (I/11th Cavalry), which was stationed near Berlin.




    Again it fell to his duty to head up experimental mechanized units attached to the regiment—a task he had virtually accomplished by the summer of 1933. Meanwhile, the Weimar Republic had been replaced by the Third Reich under Chancellor Adolf Hitler. On July 1, 1933, a dazed Captain Funck was ordered to report again to the Reich Defense Ministry to take up the post of first adjutant to Gen. of Artillery Baron Werner von Fritsch, the newly appointed Chef der Heeresleitung (commander in chief of the army).5




    Fritsch was not an innovative officer; an artilleryman but an enthusiastic horseman, he was cold, austere, and overly cautious. His adjutants nevertheless grew to admire and respect him, and Funck in particular enjoyed his daily walks with Fritsch through the Tiergarten, when the Prussian general was unusually urbane and cordial.




    On August 1, 1934, shortly after Fritsch had officially became Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres (OB d H) and the first peacetime expansion of the new Wehrmacht (armed forces) was authorized, Funck was promoted to major (twenty-first in the day’s seniority) and officially removed his cavalry yellow Waffenfahrbe (uniform markings) to replace it with the new Panzertruppe pink. Thus—a bit belatedly—he became only about the twenty-fifth officer to be gazetted to the mechanized troop command staff of the defense ministry.




    In the spring of 1936, young Hans Joachim von Funck, now age nineteen and a half, had finished a standard curriculum and was posted to a military training academy at Dahlem. The second son, Burkhard, age sixteen, joined his father at Neisse to complete his schooling. Major Funck, meanwhile, accompanied Fritsch to the summer maneuvers of the 1st Panzer Division at Muenster and both were impressed.




    On September 1, 1936, Funck was “nominated” (ernennung) to the rank of lieutenant colonel—a sort of brevet commission to cover him for a future rather important assignment. Fritsch, prompted by the war minister, Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg, was considering sending a team of experts into Spain, where Franco’s troops were attacking the leftist government.6




    Though Blomberg had already appointed Lt. Col. Hans Karl von Scheele as mission chief, Fritsch and Oswald Lutz of the Panzer Command realized this was the ideal training ground for the fledgling armored units.7 They settled on Funck, Fritsch’s representative, and Ritter Wilhelm von Thoma, Lutz’s choice as a field commander, to go to Spain as separate but equal observers.8 Hence, on September 16, after a ten-day intensive conference with Fritsch and Lutz, Lt. Col. (ernennung) Baron Hans von Funck was detached from regular duties and assigned on temporary basis to the war ministry and the Supreme Command of the Luftwaffe (OKL). On September 20, under the pseudonym of Capt. Wilhelm Strunk, he duly left Berlin by plane for the headquarters of the White Army of Seville. On September 28, the Army High Command listed Lieutenant Colonel Funck as being attached to the staff of Wehrkreis IV at Dresden—although he was nowhere near Dresden. In fact, on September 25, a Capt. W. Strunk checked in with Colonel Scheele at his headquarters at Seville; Thoma, meanwhile, began to assemble a tank force to aid the Republicans in their attack on Madrid.




    On November 18, the German government determined to recognize the Republican government, which had now established itself at Burgos. With the hearty support of Fritsch and other prominent members of the German High Command, Funck was officially transferred once more to the aegis of the High Command of the Army (Oberkommando des Heeres, or OKH) dated November 30, 1936, and was appointed military attaché to the Burgos government.




    In December, the new soldier-diplomat was informed by his government that he was senior officer for all military personnel working in Spain and was not actually subordinate to the recently appointed Maj. Gen. Wilhelm Faupel, chargé d’affaires for Germany. This was quite fortunate, as Faupel was intensely unpopular with the Spanish authorities.9




    Funck worked closely with both army colonels and the Luftwaffe brass who had set up the famous Condor Legion to train their pilots in warfare. He was somewhat critical of Franco in his reports to Fritsch, believing that the “Crusade” idea of the Republican leader was too idealistic to serve the purpose of a final defeat of the Loyalists and Nationalists and their Russian advisers.




    On March 1, 1937, he was promoted to full colonel, but the simultaneous promotion of von Scheele prompted Fritsch to instruct Viktor von Schwedler, the chief of the Army Personnel Office (Heerespersonnelamt, or HPA) to make Funck’s promotion retroactive to February 1. The new colonel continued to conduct his observations throughout the year, causing Ambassador Faupel and Foreign Office Secretary of State Baron Ernst von Weiszaecker considerable annoyance. Fritsch, however, was fully satisfied with the status quo and, being firmly entrenched as the third most powerful non-Nazi in the defense hierarchy (Blomberg and Adm. Erich Raeder, commander in chief of the navy, were more secure, supposedly, successfully protected his capable protégé. In December 1937, young Lt. Hans Joachim von Funck was posted to Burgos as his father’s adjutant—the twenty-one-year-old’s first active-duty assignment.




    The Blomberg-Fritsch crisis took place in late January 1938, when Blomberg was dismissed as war minister for marrying an alleged former prostitute, and Fritsch was relieved of his command on trumped-up charges of homosexuality.10 Colonel Funck’s position was destroyed as effectively as if he had been in Berlin and associated with them. Heads from all ranks rolled, as Hitler, Goering, and Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop—and their new military protégés, the Keitel brothers and Gen. Walther von Brauchitsch, the new commander in chief of the army—disposed of anyone who had the misfortune of offending them.11




    Although Faupel had been recalled for his incapable conduct toward the Spanish leaders in August 1937, his successor, Eberhard von Stohrer—a career diplomat who was accustomed to the niceties of protocol—did not appreciate Funck’s independent appointment. Col. Walther Warlimont, who had preceded Hans in Spain during the summer of 1936, had resented being supplanted and now, as a close associate of Alfred Jodl, the chief of operations of the Armed Forces High Command (Oberkommando des Wehrmacht, or OKW), was able to inveigh against him.12




    First of all, in February, Colonel Funck was told emphatically that he was now under the orders of Ambassador Stohrer who consequently would restrict his activities—and his reports—to the Burgos area. The obedient colonel adapted at once, but he continued to voice his honest opinions about the Spanish Republican officials—which disturbed Stohrer, who had established a congenial relationship with Franco and his foreign minister, Ramón Serrano Súñer.




    Stohrer wrote bitterly to Weiszaecker, who presented the problem to Maj. Gen. Bodewin Keitel. The major general had insinuated himself into the HPA when the efficient Schwedler had been switched to a field command. Keitel was aided in his efforts by the combination of circumstances surrounding Funck personally.13




    Irmgard von Funck, back in Goettingen, had decided that her life was too restricted by an unloving husband, constantly away from her home, and had entered a plea for divorce with the local judiciary. Since a German military officer and aristocrat was involved, the Hessian court requested information from the HPA.




    Divorce was very ill regarded by Hitler—although his tool, Brauchitsch, was in the process of obtaining one. Keitel, aware of Hitler’s feelings, forwarded the information to von Brauchitsch, with a copy to Maj. Rudolf Schmundt, Hitler’s adjutant.




    Meanwhile, Funck, during his service in Berlin, had struck up an acquaintance with a lovely young woman of noble birth, the daughter of a retired cavalry captain whom he had known during the war. Baroness Maria von Mirbach was nearing thirty and was unmarried. Bright and intelligent, she had worked on a part-time basis with the War Ministry steno pool. Hence when, in June 1939, the colonel was recalled from Spain at the conclusion of the Civil War, he was taken to task about the divorce action and agreed not to stir up trouble—or publicity—by contesting it. He also quickly resumed his friendship with Maria von Mirbach. It is most probable that in July they agreed to marry—once the divorce became effective.




    On August 1, 1939, Colonel Funck—now assigned to the Attaché Branch—was sent to take up a full-time military attaché post at Lisbon, Portugal. Previously Lt. Col. Hans-Joachim von Horn, from Paris, had doubled in brass as the military observer in Portugal; now, with the intense possibility of a war in the near future, it was felt that an experienced observer in the notoriously pro-British country was necessary.14




    Funck reported to the German ambassador, the experienced Baron Oswald von Hoyningen-Huehne, in record time. The baron had known Funck during the early thirties and, being an ex-military man himself, was pleased to have a full-time experienced officer on his staff. Hence it was from Lisbon that Colonel Funck watched the outbreak of World War II and the monthlong Wehrmacht blitzkrieg over Poland. Being a fighting soldier first and foremost, Hans at once wrote to the HPA for a field assignment. Luckily, at that time, Guderian was begging for officers to staff the four light divisions that had proven so ineffective in Poland and were being converted into the 6th, 7th, 8th, and 9th Panzer Divisions.




    On September 30, almost by return diplomatic pouch, came orders for Colonel Funck to report forthwith to the Wunsdorf Maneuver Area outside Berlin to take command, not of a new unit, but of the veteran 5th Panzer Regiment (Wunsdorf) of the 3rd Panzer Division. The colonel wasted no time in flying via Barcelona and Milan, over the Alps to Vienna, and then to the Berlin’s Tempelhof Airfield—a trip that required three days because of the distance involved.




    On October 5, Funck reported to divisional headquarters, where the operations officer, Major von dem Borne, informed him that the former divisional and regimental commanders, Lt. Gen. Baron Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg and Col. Karl Freiherr von Thungen, were absent, and the new divisional commander, Maj. Gen. Horst Stumpff, had not yet arrived. (See Appendix B for a list of German staff positions in World War II.) The colonel therefore left Berlin by car and arrived at the garrison of Wunsdorf, where he took up residence.




    The following day, October 6, Hans conferred with his two battalion and six company commanders and made a leisurely tour of the installation, machine shops, motor pool, and barracks. Then he drove into Berlin again to visit his youngest son, Burkhard, at the military hospital. The boy had been severely injured during the Polish campaign, though Heinz Guderian erronously reported that he had been killed.15




    Major General Stumpff arrived early on the morning of the seventh, from his interim command of the 10th Panzer Division. A veteran panzer officer who had served in the 3rd Panzer since its inception in late 1935, Stumpff had a reputation for bravery coupled with audacity.16 He and Funck took to each other at once.




    While the officers worked at integrating new equipment and training new personnel for the division, Colonel Funck was notified—sometime in late November, ostensibly—that his wife’s divorce had been granted by the Hessian court and he was a free man once again. During the Christmas season, he proposed marriage to Maria von Mirbach, and she accepted.




    On February 2, 1940, at the garrison church at Berlin-Wunsdorf, Hans and Maria were married, with Major General Stumpff as his officer’s best man. None of the Funck children attended the ceremony, but this was because Hans Joachim was still stationed in Lisbon, on the staff of Colonel Esebeck, the new military attaché, and Burkhard remained hospitalized. Ingeborg was with her mother in Goettingen.




    On March 1, 1940, the 3rd (Berlin) Panzer Division stood to and began its move to the eastern banks of the Rhine, preparatory for its employment in the forthcoming attack on the Western Allies. It was deployed opposite the Dutch-Belgian frontier and attached to Gen. of Cavalry Erich Hoepner’s XVI Motorized Korps.17 During the last week of March and all of April, the regiments of the 3rd were exercised in the open ground on the west bank of the Rhine north of Aachen and readied for their assault aimed at Hannut in Belgium.




    Map 1.1 shows the German plan for the conquest of France and the Low Countries. It was called the Manstein Plan because it was originated by Lt. Gen. Erich von Manstein.) In Phase 1, Army Group B under Fedor von Bock would attack into the Netherlands and Belgium. In Phase 2, the Allies would react by rushing their best forces—including almost all of their armor—into Belgium, especially along the Dyle River. Then in Phase 3, Army Group B, with seven of Germany’s ten panzer divisions, would cut them off by driving through the Ardennes to the sea. The plan worked exactly as Manstein had envisioned it. Funck and the 3rd Panzer Division were part of Rundstedt’s Army Group A, shown as (3) on Map 1.1.




    [image: ]




    May 11, 1940, dawned clear. After a sharp artillery bombardment, the two panzer regiments of the 3rd lunged into enemy territory against minor and disorganized Belgian resistance. It was not until the late morning of the twelfth that the 3rd Panzer, having crossed the Meuse north of Maastricht, ran into elements of the French Cavalry Corps of Gen. Rene Prioux and a sharp skirmish began, in which the defenders were largely successful.




    Overnight, Colonel Funck and his officers brought up their heavier tanks, and Stumpff and his artillery regiment commander, Colonel Foerster, worked on deploying the guns. When the morning of the twelfth dawned, the German panzers renewed the attack against the formidable but ineptly handled French forces. One historian quoted a German officer as observing “their lack of maneuverability and the fact that they fight singly and in loose formation, not all together under one command. They cannot take advantage of strength and numbers.”18




    This battle, called either Merdorp or Hannut according to the historian consulted, was the first tank battle of the Second World War, and only the second in history (the first was at Cambrai in 1918). The French lost about fifty tanks and fell back unceremoniously to the rear of their infantry along the Dyle River.




    Hoepner ordered his two divisions to advance in pursuit as soon as they were able to reorganize. German losses probably almost equaled those of the French, chiefly in the PzKw I tanks, which were already obsolete as early as the Polish campaign. (See Appendix C for characteristics of selected World War II tanks.) Funck’s regiment had suffered only minor losses, some of which were salvageable, and he pushed ahead through the night, accompanied by Maj. Baron Irn-fried von Wechmar’s reconnaissance battalion.




    In the early hours of May 13, the colonel, riding with Wechmar’s van, secured an unopposed crossing of the Dyle and set up a strong bridgehead, into which, during the course of the day, poured the motorcycle battalion, a mobile artillery battery, and the 3rd Motorized Infantry Regiment of Col. Ulrich Kleemann. This timely move went a long way toward convincing the Allied commanders that they should pull back from the Dyle to the Escaut—as they did beginning late on the fourteenth.




    Hoepner cautiously followed up the Anglo-French retirement on the fifteenth, advancing his mechanized infantry southwestward and allowing his panzer regiments considerable freedom of movement. Funck’s compact units, with Wechmar’s battalion in support, broke out of the bridgehead and barreled toward Gembloux. A dispatch rider from army group headquarters caught up with the colonel toward evening and presented him with his clasp to the Iron Cross, Second Class, for the battle of the twelfth.




    When they reached the Gembloux Gap on the sixteenth, and it was evident that the Anglo-French were in general retreat toward more favorable defensive positions, Hoepner ordered his various battle groups to rendezvous to the east of Mons. He correctly expected that orders would soon be forthcoming to aim south, rather than west—and leave to the infantry corps the hard slogging with the entrenched enemy armies.




    On May 18, indeed, the XVI Corps received just such an order, and Colonel Funck was awarded the Panzer Battle Badge in Silver—the award given for armored engagements on three separate days, in this case, May 11, 12, and 13. The Oberst, however, determined to secure Mons before altering his line of advance; the 5th Panzer Regiment, with the recon battalion, took the Belgian city on the nineteenth.




    This was the last real action of this phase of the campaign. The division now advanced from May 19 to 23, raced almost unopposed via Charleroi and Maubeuge, passed by the XV Corps, and reached the town of Doullens, where it was halted by the famous Fuehrer Order of May 24, which allowed the British and much of the French Army to escape during the “Miracle of Dunkirk.” Renewed action after a two-day delay saw Colonel Funck’s battle group again in a sharp series of actions around Lille, where the French Seventh Army was destroyed. Funck’s men took the fortified town of Nourrent-Fontes on May 28. That evening he received the clasp to his Iron Cross, First Class.




    On May 29, the XVI Panzer Corps was ordered out of the line and sent to a regrouping area on the Somme to receive replacement equipment and personnel. At the same time, the corps found it had been put under control of General Kleist’s Panzergruppenkommandostab for operations against France. On June 3, the 3rd Panzer moved up to the Somme opposite Peronne in preparation for the storm crossing, which was ordered for the fifth.




    Although Ewald von Kleist had been in control of the crossing of the Meuse around Sedan back in May, he seemed not to have learned the proper way of launching a river assault.19 Then, too, the French—dug in here in defense of their home country—were resolved to stand and die if need be.




    Kleist pushed the infantry regiments across on June 5 and established a pair of small bridgeheads, one at Amiens, the other at Peronne. Despite the protests of Hoepner and his division commanders, Kleist ordered the tanks into the confined area to overwhelm the stubborn infantry defenders. What Kleist did not take into consideration, however, was that behind the infantry, the French had massed hundreds of their 75-millimeter guns. The result was that the panzers were fish in a barrel in the confined space of the bridgehead. By the evening of June 7, one of Kleist’s two corps (it does not seem to have been Hoepner’s) was missing 65 percent of its tank strength.




    Angry recriminations echoed back up the command ladder all the way to Col. Gen. Fedor von Bock, the army group commander, who now intervened to save the frustrated armor.20 Sending regular infantry into the embattled bridgeheads, Bock ordered the panzers back to the north bank of the Somme and directed them to proceed upriver to the area commanded by Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, where Guderian’s new panzer group was to try a crossing at Rethel and Chateau-Porcien.




    Again the infantry went in to seize a bridgehead, but it was held up near Chateau-Porcien by the fanatical French resistance. This time, however, Guderian was on the scene. During the night of June 9/10, he got his armor across the river and attacked at dawn, completely disrupting the French defenders. The artillery here was overrun before it could zero in on the massed panzers.




    Colonel Funck’s 5th Panzer Regiment debouched beyond Rethel late on June 9, on the heels of Guderian’s armor, which wheeled to the east. There then began an almost unimpeded race to the south, as the four panzer divisions of Kleist’s group dashed toward the Mediterranean. The 3rd Panzer took Dijon on June 16, while Funck, with Wechmar’s reconnaissance battalion, pressed on ahead to seize Lyons on June 20, thus bringing his division’s part of the campaign to an end. The French government in Bordeaux sued for peace a day or two later.




    General Stumpff’s division spent the end of June and most of July as the occupying force in and around Lyons, guarding against the possibility of a renewed effort by the French to continue the war. The units received new equipment and new personnel, to be incorporated into the division, which enjoyed the quiet of a peacetime garrison.




    Satisfied that peace was secure, OKH ordered the 3rd Panzer Division back to Berlin, where it was to be reorganized in accordance with Hitler’s ideas about expanding the number of panzer divisions by halving the number of tanks in each division. The 3rd did not complete the journey by train until mid-August, and at once Stumpff, Fritz Kuehn (the 3rd Panzer Brigade commander), and Colonels Funck and Gabler of the panzer regiments joined in protests with the other panzer commanders to prevent the proposed halving of their divisions’ strengths, but to no avail.




    In September, General Stumpff took an extended leave to settle some affairs at home. Maj. Gen. Friedrich “Fritz” Kuehn acted as temporary division commander,21 and Col. Adolf Gabler, the senior regimental commander, acted as brigade commander, though Funck’s commission was senior to Gabler’s (1937 versus 1939), because Gabler had been with the division two weeks longer.




    With Stumpff’s return in early October, a whole series of changes took place: Kuehn was given command of the newly operational 15th Panzer Division at Kaiserslautern, while Colonel Gabler was detailed to the Panzer Troops Training Center at Linz, Austria. Funck was tentatively designated to assume command of the 3rd Panzer Brigade, although it was already very likely that this headquarters would be disbanded under the new “watering-down” process the Fuehrer was insisting upon.




    Meanwhile, the baron requested a brief leave, commencing on October 15. With his wife, he proceeded to Halberstadt, where his father-in-law had found him a pleasant estate just outside the town of Blankenburg. Funck was delighted with this lovely house in the Harz and purchased it, establishing Maria there until he could arrange for a house near Berlin. On November 1, he returned to duty at Wunsdorf. The reorganization of the 3rd Panzer Division had been going apace during his absence; the 5th Panzer Regiment and the 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion under Col. Johannes Streich and Lt. Col. Baron von Wechmar, had already been detached and sent to Krampnitz for assignment to another unit. One battalion of the artillery regiment and the antitank gun battalion had also been unceremoniously snatched away.




    Funck’s brigade headquarters was a skeleton: besides the colonel, only Maj. Wolf Hausser, his staff officer, and Lt. Georg von Zydow, his adjutant, were attached. No longer a part of the 3rd Panzer, but not assigned elsewhere, the three officers passed a fortnight in games of chess and poker.




    The letter Funck wrote to the Panzertruppen Inspectorate on November 2, however, had a belated effect. Guderian was in Berlin and at loose ends, intent upon trying to avert the further diminution of his panzers. He used his considerable influence to have the former 3rd Brigade Headquarters sent to Krampnitz, to take over the training of what was being called the 5th Light Division—mostly the units of the old 3rd Panzer. To Funck, who had served with Wechmar, Maj. Wilhelm Lorenz and Lt. Col. Julius von Bernuth in France, this was an ideal assignment.22 Though as yet without sufficient infantry or artillery, the hybrid unit was used to serving together, and it was put through training exercises throughout December.




    Meanwhile, events were taking place in distant North Africa that were going to profoundly affect not only Funck, but many of his associates and friends as well. Following their deliberately fortuitous attack on France in June 1940, the Italians were anxious to show off their military muscle in an overwhelming attack on the small but elite British forces based in Egypt. Following an unopposed march to Sidi Barrani inside that frontier, however, the huge Italian Tenth Army was counterattacked and completely routed during November and December 1940 by the gallant British.




    Mussolini now decided to ask for German help, although he had previously turned down an offer of troops by Hitler. In November, Ritter Wilhelm von Thoma, the erstwhile German panzer commander in Spain and an outspoken critic of Italian delusions of grandeur, had visited the shattered Italian forces in Libya and returned to Berlin with proposals of a massive armored reinforcement: four panzer divisions to replace the incapable Fascist divisions.




    But the Fuehrer was already planning his Russian campaign and refused to consider such an allocation of force, and the Italian High Command was insulted and infuriated by the very idea of letting the Germans get such a massive aggregation of troops into their African “empire.” The officers of Hitler’s staff admonished Thoma most severely for such a proposal and posted him unceremoniously to a field command in Poland.23




    A second opinion was needed, Hitler felt; Thoma’s caustic comment that “one British soldier is as good as twelve Italians” could not be true! He inquired among his flunkies for another officer to send to Libya, one acquainted with the Italians and their methods of warfare, and also one with enough diplomacy to avoid offending the Commando Supremo or its representatives in Tripoli. Meanwhile, however, the Italians were suffering disaster after disaster: the British terrier was routing the Italian ox and was snapping at its heels as it fled toward Tripoli.




    At the Army Personnel Office (Heerespersonnelamt, or HPA) on the Bendlerstrasse, the inept Bodewin Keitel desperately consulted with panzer officers on his staff or awaiting postings; Funck’s name came up almost at once. Besides his familiarity with the Italian Army, gained in Spain, he also had a trained force of tankers and motorized infantry that could be utilized promptly.




    Bodewin Keitel relayed this news to his brother, OKW commander in chief Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, and also reminded him of Funck’s earlier run-ins with the High Command and his unfortunate divorce.24 They decided to overlook these problems for the time being; otherwise, Colonel Funck filled their needs more than adequately.




    On January 1, 1941, Funck received his promotion to major general and simultaneously was ordered to fly forthwith via Rome and Sicily to Tripoli. Meanwhile, elements of the 5th Light were loaded aboard Junker and Heinkel transports and sent off behind him.




    The new general arrived at Tripoli on January 5, conferred with the distraught Italian civil and military officials there, and then made a quick tour of the uncertain Italian positions. He was engaged in this when Bardia fell to British and Australian forces that were simultaneously besieging Tobruk (see Map 1.2). On the ninth, Funck was recalled to Berlin to make his report—one he had already decided upon, given what he knew of the condition of his “brigade” and what he had seen of the Italians’ demoralization.




    Despite the urgency of his recall, Funck had a Fiesler Storch observation aircraft fly and Lieutenant Zydow into the besieged port of Tobruk on January 17 so that he could see the situation of that fortress firsthand. The next day, he flew back to Tripoli, where he warned the Italians that their garrison would probably surrender within a couple of days. (Tobruk capitulated on January 22.) He then took off for Sicily and from thence flew to Rome, where, on the twenty-second, he conferred with the German military attaché, Lt. Gen. Enno von Rintelen, and the Italian commanders.




    Funck was officially named commander of the 5th Light Division on January 29. Meanwhile, the division’s equipment was already being transferred south to Naples and Taranto for expedited shipment to Libya, while the personnel were being flown over the Alps to the various aerodomes in southern Italy. Funck checked in with Major Hausser and Lieutenant Colonel Wechmar and gave them his impressions of the Libyan debacle before again taking off to make his report to Berlin.
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    The North African Theater of Operations




    In his best uniform and with his decorations, Funck reported to the Fuehrer’s officers in the Reich chancellory on January 25. After delivering his preliminary observations to General Jodl, he was instructed to wait until Hitler was free, so that he could make whatever recommendations he felt the situation called for.




    Shortly after 2 P.M., von Funck, an erect six-foot-two example of a Prussian soldier, followed by Zydow with a map and note case, was ushered into the Fuehrer’s presence. At full attention, he delivered his report, to this effect: The Italians were totally demoralized and could not be expected to pull their own chestnuts out of the North African fire. The officers were not emotionally or intellectually capable of a strong defense, much less any concerted offense, and the soldiers were untrained and lacked enthusiasm, discipline, and motivation.




    As to German assistance, Funck went on imperturbably, the 5th Light was totally inadequate to stem the current tide, even if it was augmented by more infantry and artillery—which it must have in any case. Only a full corps—at least three divisions—could possibly put a brake on the Italian debacle. If this was not immediately available, perhaps the Italians could support the 5th Light with at least three of their “showpiece” divisions, currently cooling their heels in Rome. With these committed, under an overall German field commander, and with air and augmented artillery support, the British could be stopped somewhere near Sirte, thus saving Tripoli at least.




    Hitler listened with growing annoyance: this was Thoma all over again. He now broke in to observe—quite correctly—that “the madness of the whole affair is that while the Italians bleat about lack of material, they are too proud to ask for either German arms or soldiers! Il Duce might go along if our boys were in Italian uniforms and ate linguine!”




    He then asked Funck his opinion of the British, which the baron gave succinctly: “The British can take all of Libya if their supplies hold out. The Italians alone will be unable to stop them.”




    “But is not that the case exactly?” Hitler asked. “By now the English must have outrun their supplies and surely be ready for a defeat?”




    “Not by the Italians,” the general replied. “Nor will the 5th Light be sufficient to do more than delay them. At least one more German division must be sent across, if there is enough time. Meanwhile, I would insist upon the Italians themselves rushing those three divisions to Libya.”




    “But you say the Italians cannot stop the British!”




    “With the disorganized and untrained rabble now in Libya, no! The three Italian divisions in Rome are better quality—in training and in equipment. Under a German commander, and laced with German units, the British should be held short of Tripoli. Later, when more German forces arrive, they can be forced back.”




    “We will consider your recommendations,” Hitler said, closing the interview.




    Funck returned to Wunsdorf to await developments, but he was resolved on one thing: if given command of the German forces in Cyrenaica, he would have to have unlimited authority over both German and Italian forces. This proviso was communicated to General Jodl on January 29 and then relayed to Hitler—who immediately lost his temper.




    According to an aide present at the time, who communicated this to Zydow, Hitler is supposed to have shouted: “Independent command?! Nonsense! He is an arrogant one, that Funck. The other day—all the time he was giving his report—he was looking down his long aristocratic nose at me—me, his commander in chief!!”




    Heartened by this reaction, Keitel took the opportunity to bring up all the old skeletons: Funck’s close association with the late General von Fritsch, his high-handed management of the Spanish assignment, and finally, his divorce. This was enough for Hitler; learning that Col. Johannes Streich was already in Tripoli, he ordered him promoted to major general and given command of the 5th Light Division, replacing Funck.25




    Jodl demurred here—not out of any fondness for the baron, but because of the purely military aspects that Funck had pointed out. Streich was too junior and inexperienced to command an Allied army; the Italians would hardly obey him. Hence a corps command would have to be set up with an officer of suitable rank and experience in charge.




    Hitler agreed at once and chose the man for the job: Lt. Gen. Erwin Rommel of the 7th Panzer Division.26 On February 6, Rommel left Gera in Thuringia for Berlin to confer with Hitler, and, thanks to the efforts of some of his friends at the HPA, Funck received orders to go to Gera to take over command of the 7th Panzer—a fortuitous exchange for the baron, who had not been particularly sanguine about the African expedition.




    On February 7, Funck and his aide reached Gera and were introduced to the crack panzer division that had made so much history in France during May and June 1940. Only recently returned from the French Channel coast, where it had been slated for participation in the proposed invasion of England, the 7th had been reinforced up to full strength and its tanks were almost all the powerful Mark III and IV panzers—the best Germany then possessed.




    From his new operations officer (Ia), Maj. Lothar Berger, Funck received the divisional order of battle, and met his officers, all future stars of the panzer service:




    

      Schuetzen Brigade 7 (7th Rifle Brigade), commanded by Col. Baron Hans von Boineburg-Lengsfeld




      Schuetzen Regiment 6 (of two battalions), commanded by Lt. Col. Hans Junck




      Schuetzen Regiment 7 (of two battalions), commanded by Lt. Col. Rudolf von Paris




      Kradschutz Battalion 7 (7th Motorcycle Battalion), commanded by




      Major Friedrich von Steinkeller




      25th Panzer Regiment, commanded by veteran Col. Karl Rothenburg




      1st Panzer Battalion, commanded by Maj. Adalbert Schulz




      2nd Panzer Battalion, commanded by Maj. Franz von Lindenau




      Aufklaerung Abteilung 7 (7th Reconnaissance Battalion), commanded by Rittmeister Hans von Luck




      Artillerie Regiment 78 (78th Panzer Artillery Regiment), three artillery battalions under Lt. Col. Gottfried Froelich




      Panzer Jaeger Abteilung 42 (42nd Anti-Tank Battalion), commanded by Lt. Col. Johannes Mickl and later Maj. Gerhard von Eskefort.27


    




    The reconnaissance and motorcycle battalions were merged on May 1, 1941; Steinkeller became the commander, and Luck was named Funck’s adjutant. Rommel requested that Mickl and Luck be transferred to Africa. Funck did not care for Mickl, so he sent the colonel to Africa right away, but he fought to retain Luck. Rommel, however, had considerably more influence at Fuehrer Headquarters than Funck. As a result, Hans von Luck was sent to Africa in January 1942.28 In the meantime, the 37th Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion was added to the table of organization of the 7th Panzer Division in the fall of 1941, and Luck was named its commander. Maj. Gerhard von Enkefort succeeded Mickl as commander of the 42nd Anti-Tank Battalion in the spring of 1941.




    The peaceful job of training ended in mid-April, with orders for the division to move eastward into Poland, where it was to come under the command of Gen. Rudolf Schmidt’s XXXIX Panzer Corps, of the 3rd Panzer Group, led by Col. Gen. Hermann Hoth. Their task would be a drive into central Russia, to the north of Brest-Litovsk.29




    Major General Freiherr von Funck had by now thoroughly familiarized himself with his command—and his men. Though Rommel had been respected by the soldiers, he had not been all that likable; Funck, on the other hand, was popular, and his appearance at bivouac or sentry post was viewed with considerable pleasure, although he expected—and got—efficient and disciplined obedience.




    During the ensuing campaign, one young Feldwebel (sergeant) from Mainz received word of his mother’s serious illness. Though he was engaged in heavy fighting and had intense responsibility for the division, Funck heard of the problem via the usual grapevine. He had pulled the sergeant out of the battle and put aboard a supply truck bound for a rail junction, with a leave pass signed by the general himself.




    Another incident involved a new lieutenant, recently graduated from a leadership school and a devout National Socialist, who was assigned a platoon in the motorized infantry. The youngster proved to be a martinet, who strove to terrorize his men and force them into feats of sheer stupidity—apparently to acquire for himself a reputation for bravery. His company commander attempted, with as much tact as possible, to restrain the Nazi but to no avail. The platoon sergeant, also trying to save lives and mellow the foolhardy young officer, was soon up for court-martial, brought by the arrogant youth for failure to “obey a superior officer.”




    When the case arrived at divisional headquarters, Funck read the charges and then visited the sergeant in his detention cell. According to the sources, the general drove to the sector of the front where the lieutenant’s command was located and visited with the soldiers of the platoon—unbeknownst to the sleeping commander.




    The lieutenant had ordered a full-scale assault on a Soviet position on a hill overlooking German lines. There was no real reason for any such assault, as the spring thaw was still immobilizing both armies and the hill was no great threat to the German forces. Furthermore, a frontal assault against plunging fire would be costly, even if successful.




    Funck was carrying a rifle when dawn broke and the lieutenant came out of his bunker to give orders for the platoon to attack. The youngster was stunned to see his general standing with the soldiers. Funck smiled at him cheerfully and said: “If you feel this attack is of such great importance for the future of the Wehrmacht, lieutenant, it would be amiss of me to let you do it alone. I value the chance to accomplish so worthwhile a mission. Surely you will not deny me the opportunity.”




    Needless to say, the attack was abruptly canceled. The lieutenant was later killed in action after having maintained a very low profile. The sergeant was exonerated of charges and transferred to another unit. His story became general knowledge throughout the division, and veterans were telling the incident as late as 1944, when Hasso von Manteuffel was commanding the 7th.




    On June 22, 1941, the whole might of the previously invincible Wehrmacht, including Funck’s 7th Panzer, struck a surprised Russian nation, and the Germans rapidly made penetrations in many sectors. Funck’s forces crossed the Soviet frontier in tandem with the 20th Panzer, led by his old commander and friend Gen. Horst Stumpff. Behind, to clean up, was the 20th Motorized Infantry Division under Maj. Gen. Hans Zorn.30 On the very first day, the panzers bypassed Grodno and rushed eastward toward the Niemen. On the twenty-fourth, the baron, leading with Steinkeller’s recon battalion, entered Vilna on the Vileiku River, having secured the Niemen crossings in a blaze of speed.




    Hoth now aimed northeast, across the Dnieper-Dvina land bridge toward the main Soviet depots of Vitebsk and Polotsk on the Dvina River. Orders from OKH prevented this sensible if daring maneuver, however, and instead shunted XXXIX Panzer Corps southeast to establish contact with Guderian behind Soviet forces in the Minsk-Bialystok encirclement. But like Guderian, Hoth was clever about “misunderstanding” orders, so the 7th and 20th Panzers more or less continued their eastern advance. Funck reached the Beresina River at Borissov on July 3–4.




    During the next few days, all the armor and infantry were involved in repelling desperate attempts by the Soviet forces to break out of their trap, but of the enemy was contained, despite the Russians’ best efforts. The 7th pushed forward toward the headwaters of the Dvina, and on July 9, Steinkeller’s motorcyclists captured a Soviet antiaircraft officer who was carrying orders for Soviet reinforcements being detrained around Vitebsk.




    While sending these on to Schmidt and Hoth, Funck and Stumpff rushed straight to the railroad and decimated the surprised and disorganized Soviet rifle divisions. On July 10, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer took Vitebsk (see Map 1.3). Rudolf Schmidt’s XXXIX Corps was now directed southward, along the east bank of the Dvina, to outflank Smolensk, which Guderian’s troops captured on July 16; however, Russian assaults on the 20th Motorized and 7th Panzer Divisions at Lesko and along the Demidovo Highway effectively stalled the drive for one or two days.




    A brisk tank battle erupted along the Moscow Highway west of occupied Yartsevo as Soviet general Eremenko attempted to blunt the German advance. Funck was up with his panzers throughout the engagement of July 17–18, and the 7th was responsible for the destruction of forty-two Russian tanks and numerous other vehicles, though with some losses to the Germans. Colonel Paris of the 7th Infantry was killed on July 18; the veteran Col. Karl Rothenberg of the 25th Panzer Regiment was seriously wounded on June 27 and later died in the hospital at Brest-Litovsk on June 29; Hans Junck of the 6th Regiment was wounded on July 21 during a sharp breakout attempt. Thus Funck was forced to restaff his three major units. Meanwhile, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross for the battle of July 17.




    While the major focus of the campaign began to swing toward the south, with Guderian at the Yelnia Salient during late July and early August, the weary troops of Hoth’s group hung grimly to their precarious positions east of Smolensk, with part of their forces containing a major Soviet encirclement just to the north of that burned-out city. These fifteen Soviet divisions did not finally surrender until August 5, when it was reported that 309,000 prisoners, more than 3,000 tanks, and a similar number of guns had fallen into German hands. (Map 1.4 shows this battle of encirclement and the other major battles of encirclement on the Eastern Front in 1941.) So generally satisfied was the High Command that it suggested that Hoth’s group should be moved northward to support the assault on Leningrad. In fact, however, the LVII Panzer Corps and part of XXXIX Corps were moved to attack Russian forces around Velikye Luki. Funck’s division—which had suffered so badly—was put into reserve at Opochka, where it received some badly needed rest and reinforcement. But this was short-lived. The Soviet attacks around Velikye Luki soon grew so serious that the 7th Panzer had to be committed on the southernmost German flank.
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    On August 20, the division crossed the Loiana to Frol and smashed a Russian division at Makovia, thus throwing the Soviet offensive off center. Hoth, with his main group and large masses of infantry, now launched a counterattack, which captured Velikye Luki on August 22–26, along with 34,000 prisoners.




    A further drive eastward captured Toropetz on August 29, whereupon the weak hinge between Army Groups North and Center was satisfactorily shored up, and the hard-pressed panzer units were again allowed a breather, pending the great push on Moscow—now too long delayed. Funck’s 7th Panzer was now subordinated to the LVI Panzer Corps of Gen. of Panzer Troops Erich von Manstein, who was soon succeeded by Gen. of Panzer Troops Ferdinand Schaal, along with the 6th Panzer Division of Lt. Gen. Franz Landgraf and the 14th Motorized Infantry Division of Maj. Gen. Friedrich Fuerst.31 Only the last was south of Velikye Luki; Schaal was at Bobruisk and the 6th Panzer was still operating near Leningrad.




    September was relatively quiet for the most part. The Soviets were working feverishly to fortify their positions, and the Germans worked equally hard to bring up ammunition and supplies to make their proposed offensive invincible. General Schaal visited the headquarters of the 7th on September 25 with the news that Landgraf’s division had sustained serious injuries in a Soviet attack on September 12, south of Leningrad, but was now being refitted at Dangavpils and should join the corps in a few days. Funck, meanwhile, again had new officers: Col. Eduard Hauser now commanded the 25th Panzer.32 The new chiefs of Infantry Regiments 6 and 7 were Col. Hasso von Manteuffel and Col. Gunther Lungershausen. Gottfried Froehlich still commanded the 78th Panzer Artillery, and Major Steinkeller headed up the reconnaissance battalion. All in all, it was a stellar cast of commanders—a fact the rank and file of the division fully appreciated, with morale being sky high.
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    The Battles of Encirclement on the Eastern Front, 1941




    The final drive commenced on September 30, as three full panzer armies surged from their assembly areas along the Velikye Luki-Yartsevo-Roslavl-Glukhov line. General Funck was in the north-ernmost assault, aimed at Byeli and Kholm, to the north and east of Vyazma.




    On the first day of October, Steinkeller’s recon battalion foiled an attempt by the Soviets to run “mine dogs” beneath his armored cars. These animals, with armed antitank mines mounted upon their backs, had been trained to run under moving armored vehicles, looking for food. They later did do some damage to another panzer division farther south. Meanwhile, the broken ground and marshy region around Byeli, bordering the sluggish Vop River, seriously hampered the movement of the tanks; Hoth therefore combined the 25th and 11th Panzer Regiments as Brigade Koll and pushed it rapidly behind the engineers, who laid a solid roadbed up to the Vop itself.




    In a sharp engagement supported by dismounted infantry, the division routed the Russians from their offensive positions and then reunited for a drive to the Dnieper at Kholm. Funck’s mixed-arms battle groups closely pursued the Russians until they crossed the Dnieper on October 6. On the seventh, Manteuffel’s battle group seized a crossing of the Vyazma-Moscow Highway, well behind the former city, and the following day, Steinkeller’s armored cars joined with the advance units of 10th Panzer Division of Hoepner’s panzer group, sealing off fifty-five Russian divisions in the Vyazma Pocket. Meanwhile, another large pocket was formed at Bryansk by Weichs’s 2nd Army and Guderian’s 2nd Panzer Army (Map 1.5).




    On October 10, the 7th Panzer received its first unit commendation from OKH and the commander in chief of the army, Field Marshal Brauchitsch, as quoted by Paul Carell: “I express my special commendation to the splendid 7th Panzer Division, which by its swift advance to Vyazma, has, for the third time in this campaign, made a major contribution to the encirclement of the enemy.”
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    Pushing quickly behind the panzer units, infantry began to forge a solid wall around the desperately struggling Russians; some did in fact manage to break out and escape eastward, but for the most part, the German lines held. On October 17–18, the Soviet remnants surrendered in burning Vyazma. The numbers of prisoners vary in different sources, but it seems that close to 650,000 men (four armies) were captured around Vyazma, and about 50,000 more (one army) surrendered in Bryansk.




    The panzer troops who had begun the battle, though, were by now already engaged in a second potentially greater one. Hoepner’s group had not paused even to secure the encirclement. It had sped northeast toward Mtsensk and Kaluga but was soon slowed to a snail’s pace by the beginning of the rasputitsa, the fall rain. Colonel General Hoth had been sent south to the Ukraine for an army command in early October; Georg-Hans Reinhardt of the XXXXI Panzer Corps had succeeded him in command of 3rd Panzer Group.33




    Funck’s division dragged its laborious way northeastward, in tandem with the 6th Panzer Division (now under Maj. Gen. Erhard Raus), hampered by the gelatinous mud, steady rain, and stiffening Soviet resistance. Nevertheless, the panzer troops captured Klin on November 24 and secured Rogachevo later in the day.




    Without proper winter clothing or equipment, the divisions pushed on through waist-deep snow, over treacherously icy roads, in unbearable cold. The seam between the two defending Soviet armies was burst open, and Funck assigned all his best and most mobile units to the command of the dashing young Col. Baron Hasso von Manteuffel for a lightning assault into the rear of the stunned Russians.34 The battle group commander more than justified his appointment: he took the Moskva-Volga Canal Bridge by a coup de main, seized the pivotal town of Yakhroma along with its vital power station, and consolidated the bridgehead.




    Funck directed the pressure of new units to the important lodgment north of Moscow, pushing Steinkeller and a battalion of Lungershausen’s infantry through Solnechegorsk and bringing the township of Iskra, about four miles south along the canal, under attack on November 26. But two powerful fresh Soviet units, backed by T-34 tanks and batteries of Katyusha rocket launchers, began a furious counterattack on November 27, and the ill-supplied German forces were soon reduced to desperate straits.




    The temperature dropped to eight below zero during the afternoon and twenty below at night. Oil and grease froze in automatic weapons, vehicles, and artillery, but the men—with no warm clothing or boots—suffered the worst. Funck radioed the distant supply base at Smolensk, which told him that as soon as conditions permitted, some gear would be sent up to Solnechegorsk for distribution—probably a matter of a week.




    As it was, on November 29, Manteuffel was forced to evacuate his Vakhroma bridgehead and rejoin the main body on the western bank of the canal. A stint of better weather on November 30 and December 1 did allow a convoy from Smolensk to reach Solnechegorsk—carrying one coat per platoon for the division. The German infantrymen, however, had not waited. They had taken the fine fleece-lined greatcoats, insulated caps and gloves, and soft felt and lamb boots from dead Russians.




    Men of the 5th Company, 7th Panzer Grenadier Regiment arrived at General Funck’s headquarters late on the thirtieth with a gift—a beautiful sealskin coat with fur collar and hood taken from a captured Soviet colonel. The general thanked them profusely.




    On December 5, the Russians counterattacked. Corps headquarters at Klin came under serious attack almost at once; farther south, two infantry divisions were heavily engaged and driven back in some disorder. Northward, Soviet tank forces cut off the main supply route for the corps and captured two of its fortified posts, Spas Zaulok and Yamolga. Funck responded immediately to the problem when advised of it: every rolling tank of the panzer regiment, led by Lt. Col. Horst Ohrloff, one of the division’s finest tankmen, rushed to smash a Soviet force at Bolshoy Schapovo. The battle of Klin had begun.




    Throughout the next week, the 7th and all the other units under Schaal’s corps headquarters and Reinhardt’s army exceeded their capabilities in a series of combats, retreats, enflankments and counterattacks. Col. Eduard Hauser became the hero of the German resistance; he was one of the last defenders to evacuate burning Klin late on December 16.




    Despite every effort the Russians had expended, the components of 3rd Panzer Group were able to extricate themselves from their deadly positions and fall back to the semiprepared Lana (River) Line, between Starytsa and Volokolamsk. The positions held through the turn of the year, despite renewed Soviet assaults.




    Funck’s severely mauled division continued to hold a purely defensive position during the freezing months of January and Feb ruary 1942. Meanwhile, Russian counterpressure built up drastically, and in the last week of February, it forced a further German retirement—this time all the way back to the Dvina before Vitebsk, trying to hold positions from Velizh through Demidov to Dukhovs china. Funck’s forces fought fiercely in and around Demidov in mid-March but were driven out of the city by overwhelming Soviet pressure.




    The forces of the 3rd Panzer Army, as the 3rd Panzer Group was redesignated on January 1, 1942, were almost spent by now, so heavily had they been engaged since the previous November, and it was amazing that they were able to hold the new line at all. Luckily for them, when the spring thaw set in in mid-April, it halted almost all hostilities in the area.




    Orders now arrived for the remnants of the 7th Panzer Division to pull out of the line and entrain from Smolensk for a journey to France, leaving the surviving equipment of the division behind, to be divided among the units still on the battle line. Funck, with Lt. Col. Lothar Berger, Lieutenant Zydow, and the senior officers of the division—Colonel Hauser, Colonel Manteuffel, Colonel Steinkeller (now commanding the 7th Rifle Regiment), and Colonel Froehlich, the veteran artillery commander—supervised the 8,500 weary officers and men aboard the fleet of trains.




    On May 11, 1942, Hans von Funck established his divisional headquarters at Chalons-sur-Marne in France to begin the laborious task of rebuilding. He had, however, stopped off briefly in Berlin to visit a former subordinate, Col. Wolfgang Thomale, now awaiting reassignment. Thomale had served on the staff of the Panzer Inspectorate and had been able to put in a few words with that organization.35 As a result, during the last week in May, 35 of the sturdy Panzerkampfwagen III Ausf. J (medium tanks) and 30 new Panzerkampfwagen IV Ausf. G (equipped with 75-millimeter guns) were given to the 25th Panzer Regiment—65 of a hoped-for 160 total. During the same period, 40 new junior officers and 800 men were assimilated into the understrength companies.




    Throughout the pleasant days of summer, the division grew stronger and better trained, as its veteran officers worked diligently to restore it to its previous crack status. General Funck, however, was careful about morale, sending all the veterans of the deadly winter battles on rotating home leaves.




    On August 15, 1942, Funck was awarded the Ostmedaille for service in Russia; on the twentieth, his three colonels—Hauser, Froehlich, and Manteuffel—received theirs. Funck was promoted to lieutenant general on September 1.




    Powerful Anglo-American forces invaded the French African possessions on Sunday, November 8, whereupon Vichy France broke off all relations with the United States. The next day, the 7th Panzer was ordered to take part in the German contingency plan Anton: the occupation of the rest of France. On the eleventh, Funck led his division in an unopposed race southward to secure Marseilles, which the troops accomplished with smooth efficiency by late in the evening.




    The division remained in the vicinity of Marseilles for the rest of the year, continuing its buildup and training. Then in January 1943, it was ordered back into Germany, to its garrison headquarters at Gera, where it was to pick up some brand new equipment, chiefly a powerful battalion of 88-millimeter antiaircraft guns, which were extremely useful in antitank warfare as well.




    By now, Funck was dealing with new subordinate officers—new in their commands, but veterans of the division. Col. Wolfgang Glaesemer now commanded the 6th Rifle Regiment, Lt. Col. Max Lemcke headed up 7th Rifle Regiment, and the dashing Lt. Col. Adalbert Schulz, called “Panzer” for his élan as a tankman, led the 25th Panzer Regiment. Glaesemer and Lemcke wore the Knight’s Cross, and Panzer Schulz also had the Oak Leaves.36 The veteran Colonel Froehlich—by now a close friend of Funck’s—had been awarded the Knight’s Cross as well. Of all the divisions in the panzer arm of the Wehrmacht, the 7th had—and kept—a reputation for retaining its officers. Captains of 1940 were colonels and generals by 1945.




    During February 1943, the division was moved eastward, via Krakow and Kiev, to the southern sector of the Eastern Front, where, since the debacle of Stalingrad and the evacuation of the Caucasus, the German armies were being harried by huge Soviet concentrations of infantry and tanks. The 7th, together with the 11th Panzer and the 333rd Infantry, all rushed to Russia at this time, were placed under Gen. Siegfried Henrici’s XXXX Panzer Corps headquarters and pushed from Zaphorozhe east to intercept a major Russian drive through Stalino. On February 14–15 the corps reached Slaveyansk—and was bypassed by a Russian armored corps.
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