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CHAPTER 1

The Great Wall of Hitler

The original Siegfried Line (Siegfriedstellung) was a series of forts, bunkers, and defensive positions built along the German border with France as part of the Hindenburg Line during World War I. After the war, the Siegfried Line fell into disrepair. During the 1930s, Germany constructed a new defensive zone opposite France's Maginot Line using many of the old Siegfried positions. It extended farther north than the original, to a point north of the German-Dutch border where the Rhine turns west into the Netherlands, roughly twenty miles northeast of Eindhoven. The Germans, incidentally, never called this second position the Siegfried Line; to them, it was the West Wall (Westwall). Only the Allies referred to it by its Great War–era name. The British, in fact, wrote a popular song in 1939 about how they were going to hang their laundry on it.
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World War I ended on November 11, 1918, and Germany's Second Reich was replaced by the Weimar Republic. The peace terms forced on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles were harsh. Among other things, the German armed forces (Reichswehr) were limited to 115,000 men—100,000 in the army (Reichsheer) and 15,000 in the navy (Reichsmarine). The German military remained at roughly these levels until January 30, 1933, when Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party (the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or NSDAP) took power in Germany and established the Third Reich.1

Hitler rapidly established his dictatorship in 1933 and set about Nazifying every aspect of German life. In foreign affairs, he pursued a policy of “making Germany great again,” to the approval of the vast majority of German citizens. On March 9, 1935, he officially established the German Luftwaffe (air force), which had been building up clandestinely since 1933. When the response of the former Allies was muted, Hitler renounced the Treaty of Versailles altogether on March 16 and announced that Germany was expanding its 100,000-man army (ten divisions) to 550,000 men (thirty-six divisions). Three of the new divisions were panzer units; under the terms of the treaty, Germany had not been allowed to have tanks.

On February 4, 1938, Hitler established his military organization for the next war. As Fuehrer, he was the supreme war lord. Under him was the High Command of the Armed Forces (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, or OKW), which was headed by Hitler's notorious yes-man Gen. of Artillery Wilhelm Keitel.2 Theoretically subordinate to OKW were the High Command of the Army (Oberkommando des Heeres, or OKH), the High Command of the Air Force (Oberkommando der Luftwaffe, or OKL), and the High Command of the Navy (Oberkommando der Marine, or OKM). However, the supreme commander of the Luftwaffe, Field Marshal (later Reichsmarschall) Hermann Goering pointedly refused to accept orders from Keitel, and OKM under Grand Adm. Erich Raeder (and later Karl Doenitz) also remained virtually independent of OKW. Even so, Germany was a traditional land power; whoever controlled the army controlled the German military, and whoever controlled the military controlled the Reich. Hitler sacked the last independent commander in chief of the army, Col. Gen. Baron Werner von Fritsch,3 on trumped-up charges of homosexuality and, on February 4, 1938, replaced him with Gen. of Artillery Walter von Brauchitsch, a man who was willing to compromise. By purging the army of its top anti-Nazi generals—as well as some who merely were not members of the Nazi Party4—and replacing them with officers who were more sympathetic to the NSDAP, Brauchitsch essentially handed the army over to Hitler. In exchange, the Nazis paid off Brauchitsch's wife, who wanted a cash settlement in lieu of alimony; in turn, she agreed to divorce him quietly, rather than expose his infidelities publicly and create a messy scandal. Brauchitsch was promoted to colonel general that same day and married his fanatically pro-Nazi mistress shortly thereafter.5 Meanwhile, the German military expansion continued.

Hitler had begun his Blumenkriegen (“Flower Wars”) at dawn on March 7, 1936, when he reoccupied the Rhineland, which had been demilitarized under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. The peaceful annexation of Austria (called the Anschluss) followed in March 1938. Hitler pushed the world to the brink of war, however, when he tried to force Czechoslovakia to hand over the predominately German Sudetenland in the summer and fall of 1938.

By the autumn of 1938, the Third Reich had forty-seven regular army divisions: thirty-four infantry, four motorized, three mountain, three light and only three panzer, with a fourth panzer and fourth light division in the process of being formed. Germany also had enough trained reservists to form eight new divisions very quickly. In addition, it had twenty-one Landwehr divisions, made up of men aged thirty-five to forty-five (many of them World War I veterans), but their usefulness was limited to holding static positions against less than all-out assaults.

To direct the campaign against Czechoslovakia, OKH mobilized ten army headquarters and one army group headquarters in August 1938. Seven armies were earmarked to overrun Czechoslovakia. Army Group 2 under Gen. of Infantry Wilhelm Adam was charged with the task of defending the Western Front against Prague's allies, France and Britain. Headquartered at Frankfurt am Main, this army group controlled three armies: the 7th, under Gen. of Infantry Baron Hans Seutter von Loetzen, in the south defending the eastern bank of the Rhine; the 1st, under Gen. of Artillery Ludwig Beck, defending the Rhineland between Karlsruhe and Trier; and the 5th, under Gen. of Infantry Curt Liebmann, in the north, opposite the Low Countries, screening Adam's right flank.6

Adam's force of three armies looked very impressive, but only on paper. An “army” is primarily a headquarters unit, not a self-contained combat formation; it is no stronger than the forces assigned to it.7 General Adam had only five active-duty divisions—all of them marching infantry, not motorized or mechanized infantry. He also had four fairly good reserve infantry divisions and five marginal Landwehr divisions. But he faced several French armies with more than 100 divisions. Naturally, he made strengthening the West Wall, which had been largely neglected between 1919 and 1938, a top priority. During the Rhineland crisis of 1936, German labor battalions had worked feverishly on the fortifications, but when the crisis passed, the West Wall lost its priority and was again neglected.


All of this would soon change. On May 28, 1938, Hitler called a meeting at his chancellery. Present were Keitel; Goering; Brauchitsch; Beck, then chief of the General Staff; Raeder; Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop; and Konstantin von Neurath, the recently deposed foreign minister and now a minister without portfolio.8 To the shock of most of those present, Hitler announced that it was his “unshakable will” to wipe Czechoslovakia off the map. He ordered that full military preparations—not just planning—for the invasion of Czechoslovakia be completed by October 1. He further ordered that the army plan for the mobilization of ninety-six divisions (a completely unrealistic idea) and that the construction of the West Wall be greatly accelerated. He placed Dr. Fritz Todt, the builder of Germany's highways, in charge of the construction. Soon dozens of Reich Labor Service battalions and tens of thousands of men were working on it, all under the general supervision of the army.9 They could not fully reverse nineteen years of neglect.

On August 4, 1938, at the urging of General Beck, Brauchitsch called a conference of army and corps commanders in Berlin. Here General Adam told the generals that the West Wall was totally inadequate for its mission and was only partially manned. It could not hold out for long. Knowing that some of the pro-Nazi generals would relay Adam's words to Hitler, Brauchitsch carried a memorandum from General Beck to the Fuehrer the next day. Hitler's reaction was unprecedented. He invited all officers designated to be a chief of staff of an army in the Czechoslovakian invasion to a luncheon at the Berghof on August 10. This was a flagrant violation of protocol because the army commanders and other senior generals were not invited. Privately, Hitler said that he would take Czechoslovakia with one set of generals and fight his next campaign with another set.

After lunch, the dictator spoke for three hours. He told the officers that the French could not penetrate the West Wall. He was interrupted and contradicted by Gen. of Infantry Gustav von Wietersheim, the chief of staff of Army Group 2 and the senior officer present, who repeated Adam's assessment of the situation and his conclusion that the West Wall could not be held for three weeks against a major French attack. Hitler immediately flew into a rage and called the generals defeatists and scoundrels. When he regained a measure of control over himself, he assured Wietersheim that the West Wall could be held for three years. The officers were shocked and intimidated by Hitler's tantrum, and no one dared to question his invasion plans further. According to Erich von Manstein, who was present at the meeting, this was the last time Hitler permitted any questions or discussions from his military officers.10

Brauchitsch, naturally, immediately fell in line behind the Fuehrer. In view of Hitler's attitude, and with no support from his commander in chief, General Beck resigned as chief of the General Staff on August 18. Hitler accepted his resignation on August 21 and replaced him with Gen. of Artillery Franz Halder.11 Adam then named Beck commander of his most important army (the 1st) in the center of his line.

The crisis continued to boil throughout August 1938. On August 26, Hitler began a personal inspection of the West Wall, accompanied by Dr. Todt; Konstantin Hierl, the head of the Reich Labor Service; Reichsfuehrer-SS Heinrich Himmler; Alfred Jodl, the chief of operations at OKW; and others. To Hitler's untrained eye, the progress was impressive, and the entire inspection was an exercise in unfounded optimism.

Wilhelm Adam did not join the party until August 27. By the twenty-ninth, he had had enough of Hitler's cronies, who heaped praise on the supposedly impenetrable fortifications. He abruptly told Hitler that he wished to speak to him in private. The entourage guffed and snickered, but Adam got his private audience with the Fuehrer. When he told the dictator that the West Wall could not be held against a major French offensive, Hitler flew into another rage. “The man who doesn't hold these fortifications is a scoundrel!” he screamed hysterically,12 adding that the general in charge would have to be “a despicable fellow not to hold these fortifications for as long as it should be required.”13 He ended the meeting by telling Adam that his only regret was that he was Fuehrer and therefore could not be Supreme Commander of the Western Front.

Hitler was saved from his own rashness by the Munich accords. On September 29, 1938, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, the champion of appeasement, and French premier Edouard Daladier signed an agreement with Hitler and Mussolini in which they sacrificed the Sudetenland in order to avoid war with the Third Reich. They did not realize it at the time, but they were also sacrificing all of Czechoslovakia, for Hitler gobbled it up without firing a shot in March 1939. Meanwhile, General Adam retired on November 9, 1938, with the honorary rank of colonel general. He was also named honorary colonel of the 98th Mountain Infantry Regiment—a high tribute in the German Army in 1938. Ludwig Beck was also promoted to colonel general on the retired list effective November 1, 1938, and was named honorary colonel of the 5th Artillery Regiment. Neither would be employed during World War II.14
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As we have seen, the construction of the West Wall began in earnest in 1936 and went through several phases. The initial construction phase was called the Border Watch (Grenzwacht) program, during which only the most advanced positions—right along the French border—were constructed along the most obvious routes of potential enemy advances. The bunkers built at this time were small and exposed, with three embrasures (firing portals) situated at the front and small, round, armored “lookout” sections on the roof. The walls were only 20 inches thick, so they offered protection from bullets, shrapnel, and grenades but were vulnerable to even medium-range artillery. These bunkers were also uncomfortable—the soldiers did not have beds, for example, only hammocks.

In 1938, during the Sudetenland crisis, the Limes Program began. Some 3,500 pillboxes and hundreds of tank traps were built all along the border of western Germany during this phase, and they were more solidly constructed. Construction of bunkers (commonly called pillboxes) and tank traps was standardized because of the lack of raw materials, transport, workers, and, above all, time. Each bunker required 10,000 cubic feet of concrete to construct. The ceilings and walls were 5 feet thick, and the bunker had a central room that provided shelter for about a dozen men, as well as a combat section, which was constructed 19 inches higher. It included front and side embrasures for machine guns and several smaller embrasures for rifles, a safety oven, and a chimney covered with a thick grating to protect it against hand grenades. Each man had a sleeping space and a stool; only the commanding officer or NCO had a chair. The men had only about three square feet of living area apiece.

The tank traps consisted mainly of reinforced concrete obstacles called Hoeckern or “humps,” which were also referred to as “dragon's teeth.” They were generally arranged in four or five rows and increased in height from the first row to the last. When the terrain allowed it, steep ditches filled with water were dug instead of building the more expensive dragon's teeth. The Americans would later run into this type of obstacle, most famously near Geilenkirchen.

In 1939, the Organization Todt initiated the Aachen-Saar Program, in which construction of the West Wall focused on those geographical areas, though not exclusively. The bunkers built during this program featured double machine-gun casemates with concrete walls up to 11.5 feet thick. Most of these bunkers had no embrasures at the front, only on the sides. Even so, Adolf Hitler was proud of his accomplishments in the west. “I am the greatest builder of all time!” he crowed to his entourage of yes-men, who naturally concurred wholeheartedly.

After Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, the Geldern Program began, with the main construction taking place between Brueggen near Düsseldorf and Cleve near the Dutch border. The main positions built during this time were concrete dugouts.

By the time Hitler's generals were ready to invade France the following spring, the West Wall extended more than 390 miles, from Cleve to Weil am Rhein on the Swiss frontier. Although not impressive when compared to the French Maginot Line, it included more than 18,000 bunkers and tank traps. Construction on the Siegfried Line continued until May 10, 1940, when German panzers roared into the Low Countries. Ten days later, they reached the English Channel west of Abbeville, cutting off the main French and British armies north of Paris. The Dunkirk Pocket was eliminated on June 4, Paris fell on June 14, and France surrendered on June 21. Hitler and his men promptly forgot all about the West Wall, which quickly fell into disrepair. All of its weapons were removed and sent elsewhere, and its bunkers were either abandoned or used by local residents, mainly for storing farm equipment. The German Army and Fuehrer Headquarters lost all interest in it for the next four years.






CHAPTER 2

The Retreat

While the West Wall deteriorated, Hitler turned his attention to all points of the compass. In 1940, his Luftwaffe assaulted England, only to be checked in the Battle of Britain. Then, after ordering the Afrika Korps to Libya in February 1941, German troops overran the Balkans that spring and—against the advice of most of his generals—invaded Russia on June 22, 1941. Although the Germans won some spectacular victories on the Eastern Front, the Soviets ultimately stopped them within six miles of the Kremlin in December 1941. The two-front war—a major contributing factor to the German defeat in World War I—again became a reality.

In March 1942, Hitler was able to battle the Soviet Union to a stalemate following Stalin's winter offensive of 1941–42. Then the Germans drove to the Volga and into the Caucasus before being decisively defeated at Stalingrad the following winter.

After the remnants of the German 6th Army surrendered at Stalingrad on February 2, 1943, the Wehrmacht fell back on all active fronts. The German Navy was decisively defeated in the Battle of the North Atlantic in May 1943, just as Army Group Afrika surrendered in Tunisia. Allied invasions of Sicily and Italy followed, along with the Battle of Kursk, Hitler's last major offensive in the east. Of perhaps greater significance, the Luftwaffe was also decisively defeated in 1943–44, and Germany was forced to endure a rain of Allied bombs—and occasionally firestorms caused by incendiary bombs.

With their control of the air and sea, the Allies were able to launch their long-awaited invasion of western Europe on June 6, 1944. Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the legendary “Desert Fox” and now commander in chief of Army Group B, was able to check—but not repulse—the great invasion. The Third Reich had lost its last, best chance to survive the war.


Hitler had entrusted the defense of the Western Front to OB West, the German abbreviation for Oberbefehlshaber West, a term that referred to the Supreme Commander of the Western Front or his headquarters. Since March 1942, the OB West had been Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, a sixty-eight-year-old Prussian who had commanded army groups in Poland (1939), the west (1940), and Russia (1941).1 Table 1 shows the order of battle of OB West on June 6, 1944, and the map on page 10 shows Normandy and the D-Day landings.

TABLE 1: ORDER OF BATTLE, OB WEST, JUNE 6, 1944

OB West: Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt

Army Group B: Field Marshal Erwin Rommel

Armed Force Netherlands: Gen. of Fliers Friedrich Christiansen

15th Army: Col. Gen. Hans von Salmuth

7th Army: Col. Gen. Friedrich Dollmann

Army Group G: Col. Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz

19th Army: Gen. of Infantry Georg Sodensterna

1st Army: Gen. of Infantry Kurt von der Chevallerie

Panzer Group Westb: Gen. of Panzer Troops Baron Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg

1st Parachute Armyc: Luftwaffe Col. Gen. Kurt Student

 

a. Succeeded by Gen. of Infantry Friedrich Wiese on June 29, 1944.

 

b. Upgraded to 5th Panzer Army, August 5, 1944.

c. On June 6, the 1st Parachute Army was employed as a training command only.

 

There were heavy casualties from the beginning. On D-Day, the Allies lost more than 10,000 men, but they landed more than 156,000 men and more than 1,200 tanks.2 Of the five Allied beachheads—Gold, Juno, Sword, Omaha, and Utah—only Omaha Beach was still in jeopardy when the sun set.

After June 6, some of the Allied bombers turned their attention back to the French rail and highway systems, which they had already devastated. Before the Allied antirail offensive began in April 1944, the German transportation staff had been running more than 100 supply trains a day in France; this figure had been reduced to 20 by the end of May. All of the important highway bridges were also bombed. After D-Day, the French National Railway was operating at 10 percent of its normal capacity, and Normandy was, for all practical purposes, a strategic island.3 Because of the Allied control of the air—augmented by the French Resistance, which cut railroads thousands of times in June 1944—Rommel was able to reinforce his front at only a fraction of the speed that Eisenhower did. By June 12, for example, the Allies had 326,000 soldiers in Normandy; Rommel may have had 120,000.4 As a result, Army Group B was gradually crushed.


[image: images]

The Allied Invasion of Normandy


The strategic objective of the Allied landings was the French port of Cherbourg, defended by Lt. Gen. Wilhelm von Schlieben's battle group (Kampfgruppe), which controlled the battered 709th Infantry, 243rd Infantry, and 91st Air Landing Divisions, as well as the fresh 77th Infantry Division, 1261st Army Coastal Artillery Regiment, 100th Mortar Regiment, 456th and 457th Motorized Artillery Battalions, and miscellaneous units. Schlieben placed a brilliant young officer, Maj. Friedrich Wilhelm Kueppers, in charge of the artillery, despite his lack of seniority.

Lt. Gen. J. Lawton “Lightning Joe” Collins's U.S. VII Corps began an offensive to take the port on June 11.5 Its objective was to cut across the Cotentin Peninsula from east to west, in order to isolate Cherbourg. It would then strike north to capture the former home base of the French Atlantic Fleet and destroy Schlieben's defenders.

Schlieben and his men fought well, but Collins finally broke the Germans' thin line on June 15 and drove west across the Cotentin. At 5:05 A.M. on June 18, the Americans severed the peninsula and isolated the bulk of the German 91st, 243rd, 709th, and 77th Divisions and part of the 265th Infantry Division in the Cherbourg Landfront north of the main German lines. Twenty-two hours later, Collins began his drive toward Cherbourg. Schlieben and Rear Adm. Walter Hennecke, the naval commander of Normandy, surrendered at 1:30 P.M. on June 26.6 Maj. Gen. Robert Sattler, the commandant of the city, capitulated the next day, and the last pocket of resistance was overcome on July 1, almost two weeks behind Eisenhower's schedule.7 Germany had lost an estimated 47,070 men killed, wounded, and captured, including six generals.8 Collins had lost only 22,000 men.9

According to Allied plans, Cherbourg would be the solution to their supply problems, but it was not the prize Eisenhower and his generals hoped it would be. Col. Alvin G. Viney, the American engineer officer in charge of rehabilitating the harbor, reported: “The demolition of the port of Cherbourg is a master job, beyond a doubt the most complete, intensive, and best-planned demolition in history.” The U.S. official history recorded that “the whole port was as nearly a wreck as demolitions could make it.”10 Three weeks would pass before the Americans could get the slightest use out of the place, which would remain essentially unusable until September. Even then, it operated at only a small fraction of its prewar capacity. Hitler was so delighted with the destruction of the harbor that he awarded Hennecke the Knight's Cross, even though he was in captivity.11

Meanwhile, attrition set in on the Western Front. By the first week of July, the Allied forces in Normandy totaled 929,000 men and outnumbered the Germans roughly three to one. Two weeks later, Army Group B had lost 113,079 men, of which only 10,078 had been replaced. The Allies had lost 117,000 men, but they had been more than fully replaced. Army Group B had also lost 150 Panzer Mark IVs (PzKw IVs), 85 Panthers, 15 Tigers, and 167 57-millimeter assault guns. Only 17 had been replaced.12

On July 2, an increasingly irrational Hitler cleaned house in the west. He sacked Rundstedt and replaced him with Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge.13 He also fired Gen. of Panzer Troops Baron Leo Geyr von Schweppenburg, the commander of the 5th Panzer Army (formerly Panzer Group West), and Col. Gen. Friedrich Dollmann, the commander of the 7th Army.14 (Fuehrer Headquarters was not aware that Dollmann had suffered a fatal heart attack a few hours before.) They were replaced by Gen. of Panzer Troops Heinrich Eberbach and SS Col. Gen. Paul Hausser, respectively. Rundstedt reacted with relief. “I thank God that I won't be in command during the coming catastrophe!” he exclaimed to Erwin Rommel. “I shall be next,” the Desert Fox remarked.15 He was, but not in the manner in which he expected. On July 17, his staff car was attacked by an Allied fighter-bomber. As the car hit a ditch and turned over, Rommel was thrown out onto the highway. He was taken to a nearby French religious hospital, where it was discovered that his skull had been badly fractured in four places, his left cheekbone destroyed, his left eye injured, his temple penerated, and his head full of numerous shell splinters and fragments. He was not expected to live.16 Because he feared that Hitler might place Hausser in charge of Army Group B, Kluge named himself Rommel's successor, while simultaneously retaining control of OB West.
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From June 7 to July 24, the Allies launched several major offensives aimed at breaking the stalemate in Normandy, in addition to many probing operations and company- and battalion-size attacks almost daily. The decisive moment came on July 25 with Operation Cobra. Eisenhower and Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, commander of the U.S. First Army, committed thousands of bombers and fighter-bombers (including the use of strategic bombers in a tactical role) against a single German unit, the Panzer Lehr Division. The Allies dropped twelve bombs for every German soldier in the target area. Lt. Gen. Fritz Bayerlein, the Panzer Lehr's commander, later estimated that at least 70 percent of his men were killed, wounded, driven crazy, or temporarily stunned by the bombardment.17

Eisenhower and Bradley had chosen “Lightning Joe” Collins to command the breakout forces that would attack after the aerial bombardment. Initially, Collins committed the U.S. 4th, 9th, and 30th Infantry Divisions, but they failed to achieve the expected breakthrough. Eisenhower and Bradley were greatly agitated and thought that the offensive had failed. Collins did not agree and, without consulting his superiors, committed his pursuit forces: the 1st Infantry, 2nd Armored, and 3rd Armored Divisions. It was a pivotal decision.

The senior German generals, most notably Kluge and Hausser, were slow to recognize the danger the air attacks posed, and when they did react, their countermeasures could not immediately be implemented because of the ubiquitous Allied fighter-bombers. As a result, the Americans achieved their decisive breakthrough, and the German left wing disintegrated.

Meanwhile, on August 1, the U.S. Third Army was officially activated under the command of Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, the grandson of one of the officers of the legendary Stonewall Jackson. He was soon off and running, pushing out of Normandy through the narrow Avranches corridor and into Brittany and the interior of France. In three days (August 1–3), he shoved seven divisions—100,000 men—beyond Kluge's left flank. This drive would end only when it reached the German border. The map on the next page shows Patton's drive across France and his conquest of Brittany. Table 2 shows the command structure of the Allied ground forces on August 1.

TABLE 2: ORDER OF BATTLE, ALLIED GROUND FORCES, AUGUST 1, 1944

Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF): Gen. Dwight Eisenhowera

U.S. 12th Army Group: Gen. Omar N. Bradley

U.S. First Army: Lt. Gen. Courtney Hodges

U.S. Third Army: Lt. Gen. George S. Patton

British 21st Army Group: Gen. Bernard Law Montgomeryb

British Second Army: Gen. Miles Dempsey

Canadian First Army: Lt. Gen. Henry Crerar

 

a. Assumed command of active ground operations on September 1. Montgomery directed ground operations until then.

b. Promoted to field marshal, September 1, 1944.

 

Adolf Hitler thought he saw an opportunity in all of this. If Army Group B could counterattack and break through to the sea, it would sever Patton's supply line and cut off the U.S. Third Army. The goal of this operation, however, exceeded the capability of the battered German divisions by a wide margin. Every senior German commander in Normandy except Hausser opposed it. “It's madness, sheer madness!” SS Col. Gen. Sepp Dietrich shouted at Hitler's representative, Gen. of Artillery Walter Warlimont. “We shall run into a trap!”18

He was right. Nevertheless, on the orders of the Fuehrer, Gen. of Panzer Troops Baron Hans von Funck, the commander of the XXXXVII Panzer Corps, struck toward the sea with three panzer divisions. (A fourth division, the 116th Panzer, did not advance because its commander, Lt. Gen. Gerhard von Schwerin, decided to disobey orders and did not participate in the disaster.) The 2nd Panzer, 1st SS Panzer, and 2nd SS Panzer Divisions were slaughtered.
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The Conquest of Brittany


As soon as he realized that Army Group B was not going to retreat, Bradley, now commanding the 12th Army Group, devised a plan to destroy the 5th Panzer and 7th Armies in Normandy. He ordered Patton to drive deep into France, south and east of Army Group B, and then turn north, deep into the German rear. Meanwhile, he called on Montgomery's 21st Army Group to attack the German front south of Caen. According to Bradley's plan, the British and Americans would meet in the vicinity of Falaise, encircling the 7th Army and the bulk of the 5th Panzer Army. Although more German soldiers escaped or broke out than Bradley had hoped, the operation worked out more or less the way he had envisioned it. On August 19, the encirclement was complete. By August 24, it was all over. Of the 100,000 men encircled in the pocket, 10,000 were killed and 40,000 to 50,000 were captured or missing. Fewer than 50,000 escaped, and a high percentage of those were service troops. The seven panzer divisions in Normandy escaped with only sixty-two tanks and twenty-six guns among them. (In 1940, the average German tank division had more than 200 tanks.)

[image: images]

On July 20, Col. Count Claus von Stauffenberg, the one-eyed, one-armed chief of staff of the Replacement Army, attended a Fuehrer conference in Rastenberg, East Prussia, with a bomb in his briefcase. When it exploded, however, Hitler was only wounded. The subsequent Gestapo investigation revealed a widespread anti-Nazi conspiracy. Among those involved was the OB West, Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge. Hitler relieved him of his command on August 15 and ordered him to report to Berlin. Kluge knew what that meant. On the ride back on August 19, he ordered his driver to stop near Metz, where he asked to be left alone. Here he spread out a blanket and bit a cyanide capsule.

Kluge was replaced by Field Marshal Walter Model,19 perhaps the most capable of the Nazi generals. He was a live-wire general—energetic, bold, fearless, arrogant, completely devoted to the Fatherland and the Fuehrer, and brutal on his officers. Hard drinking and hard driving, he never showed fatigue and seemed to be everywhere at once. He was given only the most difficult and dangerous assignments, and he preferred it that way.

[image: images]

August was a disastrous month for the Germans all the way around. Army Group Center was virtually destroyed on the Eastern Front and Army Group North was isolated in the Baltic region when the Red Army reached the Gulf of Riga. On the Western Front, Rennes fell on August 4 and the XXV Corps was cut off in Brittany on August 6, the same day the siege of Brest began. (It fell on September 19.) The Avranches counteroffensive was defeated on the seventh, and the U.S. 6th Army Group, which included the U.S. Seventh and Free French First Armies, invaded southern France on August 15, the same day that Hitler ordered Model to report to La Roche-Guyon to assume command of OB West and Army Group B.

The British began their drive on the Seine on August 16, Falaise and the minor port of St. Malo fell on the seventeenth, and the Americans established a bridgehead across the Seine on the twentieth. Hitler ordered Model to hold Paris, but when he could not provide the field marshal with his minimum requirements, he ordered it destroyed instead. The city's commandant, Gen. of Infantry Dietrich von Choltitz, would not do this; he surrendered the French capital on August 25, along with about 20,000 men. Model immediately filed court-martial charges against him. (The map on the next page shows the Allied drive to the Seine and the capture of Paris.)

Simultaneously, in southern France, Bordeaux and Cannes fell on August 24, and Marseilles and Toulon were liberated on the twenty-eighth. Meanwhile, the largely nonmotorized German 19th Army abandoned southwestern France, while the U.S. Seventh and French First Armies tried to cut its escape route by pushing the German 1st Army up the Rhone River Valley. The Americans and French captured Soisson on August 29, while the British Second Army captured Amiens and began crossing the Somme on August 31. They would capture Nice on September 1 and Lyon the following day. On the Eastern Front, the Soviet army reached the East Prussian border on August 17 and launched a major offensive into Romania on the twentieth. The Romanians promptly defected from the Axis camp, effectively trapping the rebuilt German 6th Army and much of the 8th—a total of sixteen German divisions. Romania officially surrendered to Stalin on August 23 and declared war on Berlin three days later. Slovakia revolted against Germany on August 30, while the Germans began withdrawing from the Aegean Islands in Greece and Bulgaria. Most importantly, that same day, the Russians occupied the Ploesti oil fields north of Bucharest, depriving the Third Reich of its most important source of oil. It seemed to most observers that the Third Reich would be finished within a matter of weeks, if not days.


THE ALLIED DRIVE TO THE SEINE
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Amidst these disasters, on August 24, on the very eve of the liberation of Paris and with Army Group B in disarray and in full retreat for the German border, Adolf Hitler issued his “Befehl über den Ausbau der deutschen Westallung” (Order for the Enlargement of the German Western Fortifications). It basically declared that the West Wall was open for business once more. New trench lines, antitank ditches, bunkers, and pillboxes were to be built—large enough to accommodate 1944-type weapons. The Fuehrer commanded that a million workers were to be provided for the construction, including men and women, Reich Labor Service, Hitler Youth, and Organization Todt members, as well as slave laborers and just about anyone else he could get his hands on. The Gauleiters (district Nazi Party leaders) and Kreisleiters (county party leaders) were to be in charge of the actual construction. The Allies were advancing so rapidly at this point, however, that it seemed to the informed military observers that the Allies would breach the line before Hitler's new construction program got off the ground.20






CHAPTER 3

The Retreat Ends

The forward elements of the British Second and U.S. First Armies reached the Belgian frontier on September 2, 1944, and pushed into the Low Countries without pause. Montgomery intended to capture the Belgian capital via airborne assault, but the tanks of Brian Horrock's XXX Corps were moving so rapidly that this was not necessary. Early on the morning of September 3, they crossed the Scheldt at Tournai, breaching the last natural barrier to Brussels. German resistance continued to be weak as Horrocks sent the British 11th Armoured Division on his left flank toward Antwerp and the Guards Armoured Division forward Brussels, which was seventy miles away. By late afternoon, the Guards were entering the Belgian capital. The next day, the 11th Armoured entered Antwerp. German command of the city rested with Maj. Gen. Count Christoph zu Stolberg-Stolberg's 136th Special Employment Division, but the speed of the British drive and an uprising by Belgian partisans had taken Stolberg by surprise.1 Stolberg had 15,000 to 17,000 men at his disposal, but they were poorly armed and of little or no combat value. By the time the British neared the city, Stolberg himself had been isolated by the partisans. The Allies had moved so rapidly that the Germans did not even have time to blow up the port installations. The British captured the huge 1,000-acre harbor intact, along with six miles of wharves, quays, and dry docks. Not even the bridges or giant cranes had been damaged or destroyed. Six thousand prisoners had been captured; initially, they were locked up in the city zoo.

The news of the fall of Antwerp was met with consternation and shock at Fuehrer Headquarters in East Prussia. Its loss not only held out to the Allies the immediate possibility of solving their supply problems, but it also threatened to make the Albert Canal line from Antwerp to Maastricht useless and placed the 15th Army in imminent danger of being surrounded in the lowlands of Flanders. In two days, Montgomery had driven a seventy-five-mile wedge between the 15th and Dietrich's 5th Panzer Army, which was now retreating in the direction of Aachen. All Model had with which to cover the gap was the low-quality 719th Infantry Division, a two-regiment unit that had been on guard duty along the Dutch coast since it was formed in the summer of 1941; a “Normandy” division now at regimental strength; a brigade of Dutch SS; and a few garrison and security units from the Netherlands. Heinrich Himmler, who had been the commander in chief of the Home Army since the failure of the July 20 plot, could offer Model only one ad hoc convalescent division, the 176th Infantry, which was made up of soldiers who would not have been in the army four years ago.2 The men of this unit were grouped into battalions according to their health problems. The “stomach battalion,” for example, consisted of men who had ulcers and required special diets. There was also an ear battalion, a foot battalion, and an eye battalion. Not even the most optimistic Nazi believed they could stop, or even significantly delay, the British Second Army.

Adolf Hitler was in a bad mood after Antwerp fell, and he took his rage out on Hermann Goering, among others, threatening to end the Luftwaffe's existence as a separate branch of the military. At this point, Goering came to the rescue of the army. To the complete surprise of General Guderian and the General Staff, he announced that he had six parachute regiments more or less ready for frontline duty and could raise two more from convalescent battalions, making a total combat force of 20,000 men. He could also send, he declared, as many as 10,000 from Luftwaffe air and ground crews whose training or operations had been suspended because of a lack of fuel. In addition, he pointed out, these were Luftwaffe personnel, thoroughly indoctrinated with the spirit of National Socialism; unlike army soldiers, they could be counted on to fight to the end.

When he heard this news, an excited Fuehrer forgot about allowing the army to absorb the Luftwaffe, just as Goering had calculated. Hitler immediately ordered Col. Gen. Kurt Student, the commander of the 1st Parachute Army, to move his headquarters—until then an administrative and training command—to the Netherlands and defend the canal line.3 Model had planned to use this headquarters to direct a Führer-ordered counterattack against Patton's right flank and rear in the Nancy-Langres area; now the dictator transferred Dietrich's 5th Panzer Army Headquarters to eastern France for that purpose. Dietrich handed over his sector to Headquarters, 7th Army, which had been hastily rebuilt and was now under the command of Gen. of Panzer Troops Erich Brandenberger. It left at once for Nancy. Finally, Model ordered the 15th Army to withdraw the bulk of its troops to the banks of the Scheldt estuary, leaving behind garrisons at Boulogne, Dunkirk, Le Havre and Calais, with orders to deny the Channel ports to the Allies as long as possible. He also instructed Gen. of Infantry Gustav-Adolf von Zangen, the commander of the 15th Army, to counterattack to the northeast, but these orders were countermanded on September 6.

Meanwhile, Hitler reinstated Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt as OB West, although Model remained commander in chief of Army Group B. To Hitler, the aging Rundstedt had proven his political reliability as president of the Court of Honor that discharged the conspirators of July 20 from the Wehrmacht so that they could stand trial in Judge Roland Friesler's infamous People's Court.4 Rundstedt's appointment as Supreme Commander in the west at this time, Hitler felt, would reassure the officer corps and help restore its morale. The situation Rundstedt inherited now, however, was much worse than it had been in July, when he told Keitel to “end the war, you fools!” In Model's estimation, OB West now had the equivalent of only twenty-five full-strength divisions but needed thirty-five to forty more to conduct an effective defense in the west. Since everyone knew that these were not available, he saw only one option: a retreat to the West Wall. Model had made this recommendation to Fuehrer Headquarters the day before he was superseded by Rundstedt.

Hitler, for once, was correct in separating the posts of OB West and commander in chief of Army Group B. Commanding an army group and the entire Western Front was too big a job for a single man. Kluge probably realized this when he assumed both positions on July 17, the day Rommel was critically wounded. He apparently took personal command of Army Group B only because he was afraid that Hitler would give the post to an SS general, Hausser, and he was probably right. (Kluge and Hausser had been cadets together at Gross Lichterfeldt, Imperial Germany's West Point, prior to World War I. They had not liked each other then, and Kluge's low opinion of Hausser's abilities apparently dated from those days. Old grudges aside, Hausser had proven to be a poor army commander in Normandy.) In the eighteen days that he held both posts, Model had not shown that he could handle both jobs at the same time, although, in fairness to him, he inherited a battle already lost and, twice during this period, Model had informed Hitler of his inability to command both Army Group B and OB West.

Hitler summoned Rundstedt to the Wolf's Lair at the end of August and invited him to attend the daily situation conferences. According to Jodl's deputy, Gen. of Artillery Walter Warlimont, Hitler treated Rundstedt with “unwonted diffidence and respect,” even though the aging field marshal sat through the sessions “motionless and monosyllabic.” Rundstedt was kept in the dark about the reason for his presence in Rastenburg until the afternoon of September 4, when Hitler asked him to reassume command of the Western Front. Stiffly, with both hands on his marshal's baton, Rundstedt replied, “My Fuehrer, whatever you may command, I will do my duty to my last breath.”5 He left for the Western Front that same afternoon. The next day, even before the field marshal resumed his command, Hitler transferred his longtime chief of staff, Gen. of Infantry Guenther Blumentritt, to the staff of the LXXXVI Corps, where he was to undergo training as a corps commander, and replaced him with Lt. Gen. Siegfried Westphal, the former chief of staff of OB Southwest, who had just recovered from the nervous breakdown he had suffered in Italy that summer. Rundstedt protested the change, but to no avail. He and Westphal worked well together, however, and Westphal was certainly a better chief of staff than Blumentritt.

Model also received a new chief of staff on September 5, when Lt. Gen. Hans Speidel was arrested in connection with the assassination attempt of July 20. He was replaced by the less capable Gen. of Infantry Hans Krebs, who had been Model's chief of staff when he commanded the 9th Army on the Eastern Front. Model tried, unsucessfully, to protect Speidel.6 Speidel spent the rest of the war in prison and escaped execution only because he was lucky.

The appointment of Rundstedt, on the other hand, was not a fortunate one. The aging Prussian field marshal took one look at his decimated and dispirited forces and decided that the war was lost. When he arrived at OB West, now headquartered at Aremberg, a small town near Koblenz, on the afternoon of September 5, his operations officer, Lt. Gen. Bodo Zimmermann, gave him an inventory of his divisions.7 OB West now had forty-eight infantry and fifteen panzer-type divisions, but only fifteen of these were at anywhere near full strength. In all, OB West's combat power was equivalent to only twenty-seven divisions. Eisenhower had an estimated sixty divisions on the continent.8 OB West's condition on September 5 is illustrated in Table 3. The map above shows the situation on the Western Front that same day.


WESTERN FRONT: September 5, 1944
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TABLE 3: OB WEST'S CONDITION, SEPTEMBER 5, 1944
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On September 7, two days after he resumed command, Rundstedt informed Fuehrer Headquarters that the Allies were advancing with approximately 2,000 tanks (a very close estimate), but that he had only about 100 panzers fit for action. He estimated that he was outnumbered more than 2 to 1 in men, 2.5 to 1 in artillery, 20 to 1 in tanks, and 25 to 1 in airplanes. Furthermore, his soldiers were worn out and exhausted, and there were serious shortages in transport, gasoline, and ammunition. He asked all available tanks and assault guns to be rushed to the Western Front, but Hitler had nothing left to give him in the way of armor. During the month of July, the army had lost 1,969 tanks and assault guns, but German industry could provide only 1,256 replacements, and nearly all of these had been sent to the Eastern Front, where Army Group Center was being crushed. In August, the army received only 1,122 replacements, but lost twice that many.9 To make matters worse, the situation in the east was no less catastrophic than that in the west, so OB West could not claim priority for new tanks and panzer units. “As far as I was concerned,” Rundstedt said later, “the war ended in September.”10 He retired to his headquarters with his cigarettes and cognac and seldom reemerged, leaving the daily conduct of operations in the hands of his subordinates, his chief of staff, and OKW (i.e., Fuehrer Headquarters).
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Hitler ordered Rundstedt to restore the line and “to fight for time so that the West Wall can be prepared for defense.” He also ordered him to launch an attack from the Epinal area against the right flank of Patton's Third Army, regardless of losses.11

Meanwhile, in Belgium, General Student never had a chance to hold the sixty-mile-long Albert Canal line. It would take at least a week for most of his new regiments to reach the front, and the British had already breached the line by September 6. He was also given command of the Wehrmacht forces in the Netherlands, and given the British supply difficulties, Student felt that he might be able to establish a thin front near the Dutch-Belgian border.

Field Marshal Model, meanwhile, turned his attention to the rescue of the 15th Army, the strongest army left in Army Group B. It had been under the command of Gen. of Infantry Gustav-Adolf von Zangen since the anti-Nazi Gen. Hans von Salmuth had been relieved of his command on August 25.12 The 15th had 90,000 men, 600 guns, 6,200 vehicles and 6,200 horses. It was no longer possible for it to escape solely by land. To make its getaway, 15th Army would have to cross the Scheldt estuary—a boat trip of three and a half miles from Breskens to Flushing on Walcheren Island. The trip would be thirteen miles for troops departing from Terneuzen. From Flushing, the troops would have to march over the narrow, open, unprotected causeway that connected Walcheren Island with South Beveland peninsula; then they would have to take a single road leading to the mainland, only fifteen miles north of Antwerp. All of this would have to be done in the flat, open terrain of the Netherlands and in the face of an enemy who had absolute control of both sea and air. Even if everything went perfectly, it would take at least three weeks to complete the evacuation. Undaunted, Zangen posted a strong rearguard to check the Canadian and British forces advancing in his rear and started the evacuation on September 6.

Elsewhere, the battered units from Normandy were still trying to escape the Montgomery's juggernaut, which, unlike much of Patton's Third Army, had not yet completely run out of gas.

On Montgomery's left flank, the Canadian First Army sealed off most of the escape routes of Zangen's 15th Army and besieged the ports of Le Havre, Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne. In his center, Dempsey's British Second Army advanced north of Antwerp, across the Albert Canal and the Meuse. On his right flank, Hodges's U.S. First Army took Mons on September 3, and surrounded the remnants of several German divisions and three German corps headquarters: the LXXIV, under Gen. of Infantry Erich Straube; the LVIII Panzer, under Lt. Gen. Walter Krueger; and the I SS Panzer, under the command of SS-Obergruppenführer Georg Keppler. As the senior general, Straube assumed command of the encircled forces, which were much more interested in escaping than fighting.

Straube ordered his disorganized forces to break out. A great many did, but 25,000 were captured. The U.S. IX Tactical Air Command later claimed the destruction of 851 motorized vehicles, 50 armored vehicles, and 652 horse-drawn vehicles in the Mons pocket. All three corps commanders escaped, along with most of their staffs, but several divisions were smashed, including the 6th Parachute Division, which went into the battle with a combat strength of only two battalions. Its commander, Lt. Gen. Ruediger von Heyking, was among the prisoners.13 Its sister division, the 3rd Parachute, was at less than regimental strength, but managed to escape, thanks to the leadership of its acting commander, Lt. Gen. Walter Wadehn. Lt. Gen. Joachim von Treschow of the 18th Luftwaffe Field Division also escaped, but only 300 men came out of the pocket with him. Most preferred to surrender to the Americans.14

The 18th Field was dissolved after Mons. Maj. Gen. Karl Wahle of the 47th Infantry Division and Lt. Gen. Paul Seyffardt of the 348th Infantry succeeded in escaping the pocket but were captured before they could reach the safety of the West Wall. The 47th Infantry had to be rebuilt as a Volksgrenadier division, and the remnants of Lt. Gen. Eugen-Felix Schwalbe's 344th Infantry Division, also at Mons, had to be taken out of the line. Later, it absorbed the remnants of the 91st Air Landing Division and elements of the 172nd Replacement Division, reemerging as the 344th Volksgrenadier Division. The 271st Infantry, mauled at Mons, was sent to Slovakia, where it abosrbed the 576th Volksgrenadier Division and was sent to the Eastern Front as the 271st Volksgrenadier Division.

Other German units were also pounded as they tried to reach the frontier. Kurt Meyer, who had spent years in the Leibstandarte (the 1st SS Panzer Division), visited his old unit on August 20, and barely recognized it, so few men were left. He could not stop the tears from pouring down his cheeks. Indeed, Normandy was, in a very real sense, the graveyard of the Waffen-SS as an elite fighting force. A partial list of the key SS men killed or seriously wounded in Normandy is shown below:



	SS Capt. Wilhelm Beck, commander of the 2nd Company, 1st SS Panzer Regiment, and winner of the Knight's Cross on the Eastern Front; killed near Caen on June 10.

	Reserve Capt. Otto Toll, company commander in the 12th SS Panzer Engineer Battalion and winner of the Knight's Cross as a platoon leader in the Afrika Korps; killed on June 10;

	SS Maj. Gen. Fritz Witt, holder of the Knight's Cross with Oak Leaves and commander of the 12th SS Panzer Division; killed on June 12.

	SS Maj. Gen. Werner Ostendorff, commander of the 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division “Goetz von Berlichingen”; seriously wounded on June 16 and unable to return to duty for months.

	SS Master Sgt. Alfred Guenther, Knight's Cross holder from the Eastern Front and platoon leader in the 1st SS Assault Gun Battalion; killed in action in June.

	SS Sgt. Emil Duerr, gun commander in the 4th (Heavy) Company, 26th SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the Hitler Youth Division; killed in action at St. Mauvieu on June 27 and awarded the Knight's Cross posthumously.

	SS Maj. Georg Heinrich Karl Karck, commander of the 2nd Battalion of the 2nd SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, killed in action on July 3.

	SS Maj. Gen. Heinz Lammerding, commander of the 2nd SS Panzer Division “Das Reich”; seriously wounded on July 26.

	SS Capt. Karl Keck, commander of the 15th (Engineer) Company of the 21st SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, 10th SS Panzer Division “Frundsberg”; killed at Avenay, Normandy, and awarded the Knight's Cross posthumously.

	SS Lt. Col. Christian Tychsen, commander of the 2nd SS Panzer Division “Das Reich” and holder of the Oak Leaves; killed in action on July 28.

	SS Oberführer Sylvester Stadler, commander of the 9th SS Panzer Division “Hohenstaufen”; wounded on July 10, returned to duty on July 15, but more seriously wounded on July 31 and permanently replaced.

	SS Master Sgt. Adolf Rued, a member of the staff of the 3rd SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment “Deutschland” of the 2nd SS Panzer Division; killed in action on August 2 and awarded the Knight's Cross posthumously.

	SS PFC Hermann Alber of the 20th SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, 9th SS Panzer Division “Hohenstaufen”; killed in the Battle of Hill 176 on August 2 and awarded the Knight's Cross posthumously.

	SS Maj. Ludwig Kepplinger, commander of the 17th SS Panzer Battalion, 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division; killed by Maquis seven miles southeast of Laval on August 6.

	SS Lt. Helmut Wendorff, platoon leader in the 13th (Heavy) Company of the 1st SS Panzer Regiment LAH; killed in action southeast of Caen on August 6.

	SS Lt. Michael Wittmann of the 501st SS Heavy Panzer Battalion, perhaps the greatest tank ace of all time and a holder of the Knight's Cross with Oak Leaves and Swords; killed south of Caen on August 8.

	SS Capt. Karl Bastian, commander of the 2nd Battalion of the 21st SS Panzer Regiment of the 10th SS Panzer Division “Frundsberg”; killed in the Argentan-Falaise zone on August 10 and posthumously awarded the Knight's Cross.

	SS Maj. Karl-Heinz Prinz, commander, 2nd Battalion of the 12th SS Panzer Regiment; killed in action on August 14.

	SS Sgt. Hans Reiter, member of the staff company of the 21st SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, 10th SS Panzer Division; killed in action at St. Clair and posthumously awarded the Knight's Cross.

	SS Maj. Hans Becker, commander of the 1st Battalion of the 2nd SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment in the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler; killed in action on August 20.

	SS Reserve Technical Sgt. Josef Holte, platoon leader in the 9th SS Panzer Regiment; killed near Livarot on August 20 and posthumously awarded the Knight's Cross.

	SS Maj. Gen. Theodor “Teddy” Wisch, the commander of the 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler; wounded so badly on August 20 that both of his legs had to be amputated.

	SS Maj. Heinrich Heimann of the 1st SS Assault Gun Battalion, 1st SS Panzer Division; killed in action west of Chambois on August 20.

	SS Col. Gen. Paul Hausser, commander of the 7th Army; struck in the face by shrapnel south of Falaise on August 20 and unable to return to duty until 1945.

	SS Lt. Josef Amberger, commander of the 8th Company, 1st SS Panzer Regiment; killed in action on August 21 and posthumously awarded the Knight's Cross.

	SS Col. Max Wünsche, commander of the 12th SS Panzer Regiment and holder of the Knight's Cross with Oak Leaves; severely wounded in the Falaise Pocket and captured on August 24.

	SS Lt. Col. Otto Meyer, commander of the 9th SS Panzer Regiment, 9th SS Panzer Division; killed in action northeast of Amiens on August 28 and posthumously awarded the Oak Leaves to the Knight's Cross.

	SS Lt. Col. Hans Waldmueller, commander of the 1st Battalion of the 25th SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment of the 12th SS Panzer Division; died of wounds on September 8.15
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