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    Editor’s Notes


    




    Modern American Army terminology is generally used wherever an equivalent term is applicable. In cases where there may be nuances where we think the reader might enjoy learning the German term, we have included it with an explanation.




    In cases where the German term is commonly understood or there is no good, direct English equivalent, we have tended to retain the original German term, e.g., Schwerpunkt (point of main effort), Auftragstaktik (mission-type orders) etc.




    In an attempt to highlight the specific German terminology, we have italicized German-language terms and expressions. Since most of the terms are repeated several times, we have not included a glossary. There is a rank-comparison table at the back of the book listing German Army, Waffen-SS and US Army equivalents.




    Unit designations follow standard German practise, i.e., an Arabic numeral before the slash (e.g., 1./SS-Aufklärungs-Abteilung 1) indicates a company or battery formation. A Roman numeral indicates the battalion within the regiment.




    The same hold true when discussing Luftwaffe formations. An Arabic numeral before the slash (e.g., 1./Schlachtgeschwader 3) refers to the first squadron (Staffel) of the wing. A Roman numeral would indicate the group (Gruppe) within the wing (Geschwader).




    

      “I can’t believe that he survived all this without being severely wounded. He often told me that he did not have a single guardian angel, instead, he had several…”




      —The widow of George Wenzelburger in a letter to the author


    




    

      “People often ask me, what it was like during hand-to-hand combat. To my recollection, the trench warfare in East Prussia in 1944 was especially harsh and unpredictable. It was difficult to identify in the trenches who was German or who was Russian. I was in trench fighting once, when I suddenly found myself facing a soldier. We only identified each other in the nick of time on the basis of the submachine guns, and no one fired. Yes, it was a question of survival back then…”




      —Werner Wolf, Hauptmann with 54 days of close combat, in a letter to the author


    




    

      “Brought to the rear by a comrade, he waved-off the approaching medic, shook his head, and asked for some strong coffee. Afterwards, and in all seriousness, he simply headed back in the direction of the main line of resistance!”




      —A first-hand account concerning Sepp Lainer in 1943, after he had been shot in the arm


    




    

      “I had no list of the close-combat days. I only learned that I had 62 with the award of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold. I only survived many touch-and-go situations during the war with the help of good and trustworthy comrades.”




      —Major d. R. Martin Hackl in a letter to the author


    




    

      “My men made a great contribution to the award of my Knight’s Cross; without their help, the counterattack would not have succeeded. For this reason, always take care of your subordinates, because they will help you with any assigned mission…”




      —Oberleutnant Erwin Frankenfeld in a letter to the author


    




    

      “Everyone loved him, especially his soldiers, who lay in the mud with him. The world becomes a poorer place, when people like him die.”




      —The widow of Gerhard Konopka in a letter to the author


    




    

      “The Close Combat Clasp in Gold was always more valuable to me than the Knight’s Cross…”




      Statement of Major a. D. Alois Eisele


    


  




  

    Foreword


    




    by Manfred Dörr




    I am glad to respond to the request of writing a foreword to this wonderful book. On the one hand, because of the subject matter, and on the other, because of the author.




    The attitude of the author impressed me in that he views the soldierly virtues of courage and bravery separately from the political system, for which the soldiers displayed these qualities. This way of looking at things ensures an objective and neutral viewpoint in portraying the individual soldier. This is an indispensable requirement for a treatment of this topic, at least one that harbors serious intentions.




    With this book, Florian Berger has taken another important step in becoming a serious writer of non-fiction. With this, his newest work, I am certain he will continue his determined and unwavering focus and, in a few years, will rank among the best authors in this area. His future works will meet the standards for serious research, and his books will be discussed and ranked accordingly by the institutions that set the standards.




    ***




    A start has been made! The military archives of Germany and Austria still contain sufficient records that wait to be evaluated and introduced to the public! Knight’s Cross recipients and recipients of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold! The soldier, who received both decorations, is a member of an absolute elite. These decorations document, on the one hand, a singular, supreme act of bravery—one that was decisive at the local level for an engagement or even a battle—and the other, for the demonstration of constant, uninterrupted bravery, in some cases over months and years!




    These 98 soldiers personify the soldierly virtues of courage and bravery! Bravery has names, in this case 98 in number! These soldiers have earned the right to be honored with a book, so that their deeds will never be forgotten. Whoever may be interested in soldierly virtues in 100 or 200 years, and wants to learn about them, cannot go wrong by reading this book by Florian Berger. Both unique and on-going bravery united in one person is the stuff from which the military elite of the front-line combat soldier is made; and this book names the names of these soldiers.




    The military careers of these heroes, and I mean this in an absolutely positive sense—in the purest sense of the word—were meticulously researched consulting documents located in the Federal Archives and consulting service record books—the Wehrpaß, which the German soldier’s military “passport”—insofar as they could be found. Additionally, every one of these 98 soldiers is introduced with a photograph—bravery thus has a face!




    ***




    May this work enjoy the widest circulation and find many readers all over the world so as to honor the soldiers of the former German Armed Forces! They performed their duty and served their country just as well as all the other brave soldiers throughout the world who served theirs; in the past, present, and future. Do not forget them!
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    Manfred Dörr


  




  

    




    The Knight’s Cross




    The Commander-in-Chief of the German Armed Forces instituted the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross on 1 September 1939. As a result, the Prussian order Pour le Mérite, originating from imperial times, was replaced as the German decoration for bravery.




    ***
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    In contrast to the “Blue Max”, the Knight’s Cross was open to all personnel, regardless of rank. The first awards were granted as early as the Polish Campaign. Although the award of the Knight’s Cross was restricted, as intended by its implementing instructions, and the necessary criteria for its award were kept high, an additional level of the Knight’s Cross was viewed as necessary. The Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross was created on 3 June 1940 and was awarded for the first time on 19 July 1940. The next level, the Swords to the Oakleaves of the Knight’s Cross, was created on June 21, 1941. On the same date, the Diamonds and Swords to the Oakleaves of the Knight’s Cross was created as the ultimate decoration for bravery of the German Armed Forces. However, because of the great military success of Stuka commander Oberst Hans-Ulrich Rudel, it became necessary to institute the award of the Golden Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross on 29 December 1944.




    In contrast to the British Victoria Cross, the American Medal of Honor or the “Hero of the Soviet Union”, a candidate for the Knight’s Cross had to have proven his bravery repeatedly before the enemy. Singular feats of arms or battlefield performance were not normally considered. Thus, for instance, an otherwise “ordinary” infantryman who had suddenly destroyed seven tanks during a single day of front-line combat service, could reckon with the award of the Iron Cross, First Class rather than the award of the Knight’s Cross. Both classes of the Iron Cross were prescribed for the later award of the Knight’s Cross. This was also the case with higher levels of the Knight’s Cross. The award of this most famous decoration for bravery of the Second World War also brought other benefits with it; it was intended to free the recipient from all taxes after the war.




    The recipients of the Knight’s Cross formed the core group of the highest-decorated, most famous and most respected soldiers in the entire German Armed Forces. Besides the best strategists and staff officers, the most successful commanding officers and individual soldiers of all branches of military service were included among the recipients.




    ***




    According to the latest research, 7,355 soldiers were presented with the Knight’s Cross.


  




  

    




    The Close Combat Clasp




    Instituted by the High Command of the German Army on 25 November 1942, the decoration became a visible symbol for those who had survived numerous combat actions and terrible battles. Like the Knight’s Cross, it was an immediately recognizable and distinctive award that was worn on the uniform, as opposed to the Knight’s Cross, which was worn around the neck:




    

      First level (bronze) for 15 days of close combat




      Second level (silver) for 25 days of close combat




      Third level (gold) for 50 days of close combat
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    It was not only awarded for close-combat actions typically associated with the infantry, such as assault detachments, trench fighting, assaulting a position or defending against an enemy infantry assault, but also, for example, for participating as part of a hunter/killer team against enemy armored vehicles.




    Since, according to regulations, eligible combat actions could be made retroactive to 1 December 1941—the combat formations were responsible for official certification and application for the decoration—there was some displeasure registered among those veterans who were engaged in heavy front-line combat service before the qualifying date. As a result, allowance was given to the veterans of the war in Russia, by permitting them a maximum of 15 days of close-combat service for operations between June and December 1941.




    This low number led to confusion, premature awards and differing official supporting documents, as was seen in the cases of Adolf Peichl and Sepp Lainer, for example. For severely wounded veterans, who could not return to front-line combat service, special regulations allowed them to qualify for the third level of the clasp after “only” 40 days of creditable close-combat service, for example.




    For those Luftwaffe formations engaged in ground combat, a Luftwaffe-specific version of the decoration was instituted later on. For the most part, however, the recipients were awarded the Army version of the clasp.




    The high status of the close combat clasp is underscored by the low number of awards. Among 19 million Germans serving in the German Armed Forces, it is estimated that only 36,400 of the first level, 9,500 the second level, and only 631 of the third level were awarded! New recipients of the third level have been discovered even up to the time of this book’s printing and have been confirmed in various ways.




    ***




    Although the definition of what constituted a day of close combat was prescribed by the High Command of the German Armed Forces, the evaluation and documentation was left to the forces in the field.




    The harsh routine of life at the front had, as a consequence, that the listings of close-combat days were often poorly kept or were brought up to date so late that many deserving soldiers received the decoration too late or did not receive the decoration at all. These situations, as they pertain to the “gold” level of the award, will be discussed in the next section.


  




  

    




    The Gold Award




    When a soldier attained his 50th certified and duly-recorded day of close combat action—which meant surviving daily combat service and keeping his life and health—he was submitted by his regiment or equivalent formation for the award of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold. Occasionally, he was decorated directly by a front-line commanding officer who was authorized to approve such awards. As the war went on, privileges were associated with the award, which went above and beyond that which even a Knight’s Cross recipient could expect.




    ***




    Hitler insisted in March 1944 that he personally award the decoration to the recipient, which was customary with the award of the Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross and its higher levels. In 1944/45, the Commander-in-Chief of the German Armed Forces received large groups of officers and soldiers and presented the decoration. Other group awards were made by personages other than Hitler (Himmler and Guderian) on three occasions. In most cases, especially in 1943 and 1945, soldiers received the decoration from the hand of their front-line commanding officers (for example, Lainer, Stadler and Finke) or high-ranking staff officers (for example, Eisele from General der Infanterie Burgdorf ), as well as in one case by radio message (Buck). A few awards can be traced to the edict concerning soldiers who had fought their way back to German lines1 (probably, for example, Vincon).




    When it was established that two of the soldiers during the first group awards in August 1944 had not been awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, Hitler ordered that the recipients promptly be presented that award as well based on their proven bravery. The order then went out to all front-line combat formations that they were to make certain that those recipients of the Close Combat Clasp in Silver and Gold were to be simultaneously awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, if it had not already been awarded. Additionally, a special regulation from the High Command of August 1944 made it possible to decorate the recipient of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold with the German Cross in Gold without further justification. This did not become standard operating procedure, but it was implemented in a few instances (for example, Radermacher, Richter and Wimmer; possibly, Lehmann and Fink as well). A further upgrading of the third level of the award was Hitler’s order to issue press releases concerning the award and/or recipient.




    Of course, for the infantrymen, the prospect of a 21-day special leave was the ultimate value that the award brought to the recipient. It often meant the first lengthy home-front leave in years. Even Knight’s Cross recipients were not guaranteed such special leave. However, the greatest and certainly unique privilege in German military history was withdrawal from front-line combat service for an entire year, a benefit that was introduced across-the-board in November 1944.




    Regardless of rank, it was directed that the soldier had to report to branch schools, higher headquarters or the Führer-Begleit-Brigade—often against the will of the recipient. Only a few especially stubborn or valuable soldiers succeeded on their own initiative or with the assistance of persuasive superiors in remaining with the forces in the field.




    ***




    Effective January 1945, the Army Personnel Office was given the option of promoting officers with the Close Combat Clasp in Gold to the next higher grade without any other justification. Whether this was done is uncertain (possibly, however, Hackl).




    The first known recipient of the highest level was previously regarded as Hans Juchem (August 1943). The author was able to correct the previously incorrect date of Knight’s Cross recipient, Gerhard Konopka, and establish 25 June 1943 as the first official date of award. Among the 40 soldiers who were decorated in 1943, 13 were recipients of the Knight’s Cross (then or later).
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      1 The so-called Rückkämpfer-Erlass. This edict cannot be found in any literature the author knows of. As a result, it is not well known. As a result of the fighting withdrawals, especially those that occurred after the defeats suffered in the summer of 1944, where courageous Kampfgruppen or even individual soldiers attempted to link up with the German front after weeks of forced marches, evasion and escape, the German Armed Forces High Command relaxed the standards for the approval of certain awards (or the next level of the award) for such individuals and groups. This was usually done in the case of the Iron Cross. For instance, if a soldier attempted to move through terrain that had already been occupied by the enemy for a certain period of time, he was eligible for the next-higher level of the award. This mostly occurred in instances where soldiers had already been awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class. They were then awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. This edict was also employed in the case of the Close Combat Clasp. Strohm and Vincon are two Knight’s Cross recipients, who apparently edged closer to the award of the Oakleaves as a result of this edict and then received it in conjunction with other successes at the front. Phoenix and Gössmann most likely received their Close Combat Clasps in Gold as a result of this edict. It should be stated, however, that the author does not vouch for the correctness of these claims.


    


  




  

    




    Recipients of the Knight’s Cross with the Close Combat Clasp in Gold




    As already mentioned at the beginning, approximately 19 million soldiers served with or in the German Armed Forces between 1939 and 1945. The more than 7,300 Knight’s Cross recipients represent a significantly low percentage of .04% of those forces.




    Using the same numbers as a starting point, the currently recognized 631 recipients of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold represent a mere .003% of those forces.




    Both awards were presented to only 98 exceptional soldiers and airmen, that is, only .00005% of those who served.




    The awards to Butkus, Göller and Starl are not included in that number of 98 soldiers and airmen, because they cannot be proven. Biographies of those three soldiers are to be found in a separate chapter at the end of the book.




    ***




    Of those 98 soldiers and airmen, 61 belonged to the Army, 33 to the Waffen-SS and 4 to the Luftwaffe. Fifteen of them—five in the Waffen-SS and ten in the Army—only joined the military service shortly after the outbreak of hostilities in September 1939. Distributed according to branches of service, we find 81 infantry—of which 41 were Panzergrenadiere—5 engineers, 4 cavalrymen, 2 paratroopers, 2 alpine soldiers, 2 members of the Panzertruppe, 1 antitank soldier (Eckert) and 1 artilleryman (Phoenix).




    Impressively high is the number of 20 soldiers with the Oakleaves, of whom Ernst Kutschkau, as a noncommissioned officer, sticks out. Five soldiers were unsuccessfully recommended for the Oakleaves; three others—Tittel, Kaiser and Rentschler—are not recognized as recipients of the decoration.




    If one considers the award dates of both decorations, then an interesting picture emerges. Seventy-two received the Knight’s Cross before the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, 5 at the same time and only 21 received the neck decoration last. Of those who received both awards, there were two posthumous awards of the Knight’s Cross, three of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, as well as one case (Sawatzki) of a posthumous award of both decorations.




    ***




    Maringgele achieved the greatest number of confirmed days of close combat among the recipients of the Knight’s Cross (84). Wenzelburger was the runner-up with 78, while Meitzel and Seebach each were recognized with 75. (Author’s note: Helmut Büch ranks as the soldier with the second-highest number of days (80), but he was not a recipient of the Knight’s Cross. He did receive the German Cross in Gold, however.)




    The greatest number of recorded days of close combat were achieved on the Eastern Front, as one might expect, although Meitzel and Hans-Heinrich Richter stand out as exceptions. They were also successful in Italy and North Africa.




    If the fact that the average age of dual recipients is 28 is less than surprising, then it still stands out that there were 14 soldiers under the age of 24. Fink, Becker, Boosfeld or Konopacki, for example, were exceptionally young officers who earned the Knight’s Cross. However, with the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, a decoration which had more to do with physical fitness and combat toughness than the Knight’s Cross, Becker, Boosfeld, Buck and Radermacher have to impress with their age of 21 at the time of the award. At the other end of the scale, the fact that some recipients were in their 40’s is impressive: Schlags-Koch was 46; Ostermeier 42; and Kaiser 40.




    Broken down by rank—the Waffen-SS is classified here according to the corresponding Army rank designations—an interesting picture emerges when the ranks are viewed according to the time period of the Knight’s Cross award, the time of the award of the third level and the final rank of the recipients at war’s end or their death.
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    It is also interesting to note that 34 of the 81 officers (28%) were Tapferkeitsoffiziere (so-called bravery officers), that is, they were promoted from the enlisted ranks after distinguishing themselves in front-line combat service. Of those 34, 10 came from the ranks of the Waffen-SS.




    ***




    Twenty officers and non-commissioned officers did not survive the war. Of this number, only four were killed in action in the West (Kämpfe, Kaiser, Mager and Vincon); the remainder died in the East.




    ***




    Twelve joined the post-war German Armed Forces, the Bundeswehr, later. This represents 16% of the survivors. They ended their careers there as follows: Brigadegeneral (1), Oberst (6), Oberstleutnant (4), and Major (1).


  




  

    




    Days of Close Combat




    What was a day of “close combat” like?




    In the vernacular of the Supreme Command, it was soberly recorded as follows: “the close combat clasp is instituted as a visible sign of recognition for the individual soldier fighting man-to-man using cold steel and handheld weapons.”




    Days of close combat were to be credited as “days in which the warrior had the opportunity of looking the enemy in the eye until a final decision was reached.”




    The fact is not generally known that only one day of close combat could only be credited even in instances where there were two or more separate combat actions, such as trench fighting, participating in an assault or similar activities on the same day.




    The decision whether a combat action, day of combat, or the like was to be credited as a day of close combat was left to the regimental commanding officer, the separate battalion commander or the leader of an equivalently sized combat formation. Days of close combat were registered in the Soldbuch (pay book) of every soldier, with the company commander or higher-ranking superiors certifying the foregoing by their signature.




    It was in this manner that lists of close-combat days were formed.




    A problem, however, was the unfortunate fact that days of close combat were often not credited or entered into the record by the respective staffs or commanders based on various factors. The situation within the combat zone also played a role, of course. When confronted with apparently difficult and often hopeless situations, there were often more important things to consider than recording days of close combat on a list. With regard to the “gold” level of the award, many veterans continued to participate in certifiable “close-combat” days, but these were often not counted after the magic number of “50” had been reached, since no higher grade of this decoration was proscribed.




    ***




    It was attempted to fix the numbers of days of close combat for every recipient described in this book. If additional front-line combat service occurred after the 50th day of close combat—with the exception of the most severely wounded (Grunau, for example) or an early special award (for example Phoenix)—then not a few veterans continued to accumulate numerous days of additional close combat service.




    Also attempted for the first time was showing when the Close Combat Clasps in Bronze and Silver were awarded, an undertaking that was just as difficult a task as all the other points of this research project.




    Often, personnel files or other military documentation reveal information referring to only one or only the third award. In some cases, a soldier who was awarded the Close Combat Clasp for the first time skipped the first level entirely, since he had already accumulated enough creditable days to receive the second level. In those cases, in which only the month and year of the award was known to the author, the first day of the month was recorded as the award date. Occasionally, however, there remained only the possibility of listing the award date as an “unknown,” since no information was to be found anywhere. If was possible to localize a year or even the season of a year from photographs or other indications, then an award was at least assigned here.
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    SS-Sturmbannführer Karl Auer




    

      Born: 20 October 1916 in Prienbach am Inn/Lower Bavarian




      Died: 31 March 1997 in Simbach am Inn/Lower Bavarian


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 1 October 1943




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: 25 November 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 22 March 1945




      Knight’s Cross: 31 October 1944




      Total of more than 50 days of close combat


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      Individual Tank Destruction Badge




      Wound Badge in Gold


    




    ***




    Four Unprocessed Award Recommendations




    Born on 20 October 1916 in Prienbach (Lower Bavaria) as a farmer’s son, Karl Auer joined the SS-Verfügungstruppe at the age of 19 upon completing vocational training for business. He was promoted to SS-Unterscharführer in 1937 after serving in both SS-Standarte “Deutschland” and SS-Standarte “Der Führer” (both regimental equivalents at the time). After passing an officers’ pre-selection course, subsequent training followed at the Junkerschule (officer-candidate school) in Bad Tölz along with courses at the Army Infantry School. He was promoted to SS-Untersturmführer on 1 June 1940 without having yet experienced combat operations.




    To his disappointment, he was not assigned to an elite regiment. Instead, he went to Polizei-Schützen-Regiment 2 of the Polizei-Division (Police Division), which reported to the SS but was not yet a part of the Waffen-SS. He was a platoon leader there. The division did not see much employment in the French Campaign. Only when the war in the East began in June 1941 was he given the opportunity for combat service. In the meantime, the Police Division had been incorporated into the Waffen-SS, where Auer was “at home” again.




    Auer experienced the successful advance through the Baltic States with the Polizei-Division. As a liaison officer on the headquarters staff of the II./Polizei-Schützen-Regiment 2, he took the place of wounded, killed or otherwise incapacitated platoon leaders on several occasions, thereby gaining his first combat experience. Finally designated a platoon leader in the 9./Polizei-Schützen-Regiment 2, he soon received the Iron Cross, Second Class for the assault of a Soviet trench line. He was then designated as the Company Commander of the 2./Polizei-Schützen-Regiment 2. One of his comrades was Helmut Dörner, the later recipient of the Swords to the Knight’s Cross and the Close Combat Clasp in Silver. Company Commanders such as Dörner and Auer made the reputation of the division and continually inspired the men under their command in actions taking place at Slusk and Luga. SS-Untersturmführer Auer was wounded for the first time on 4 September 1941 during an assault and, as a result, did not experience the harsh winter fighting at Leningrad. He was promoted to SS-Obersturmführer on 5 January 1942 while recuperating in a field hospital.
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      SS-Obersturmführer Auer before receipt of the Knight’s Cross and the Close Combat Clasp.


    




    ***




    Having returned to the field and been placed back at the head of his old company once again, Auer then had the Iron Cross, First Class awarded to him retroactively, as well as the Infantry Assault Badge. With the institution of the Close Combat Clasp, the company commander was credited with a few days of close-combat service occurring from the summer to the fall of 1941. Another wound, sustained during an attack, was added to his medical file in 1942—by the end of the war this list would get longer…




    The year 1942 not only saw fierce defensive fighting at Leningrad—the Red Army tried in vain several times to relieve the encircled city—but also demanding combat operations against partisan units in rear areas. These well-organized, surprisingly well-equipped and motivated opponents had become a genuine danger to rear-area services, small bases and especially railroad supply efforts.2 Entire battalions of the Polizei-Division were assigned to the struggle against the partisans, since almost every day a train was lost because of tracks having been blown up or sabotaged. Auer led his company during dangerous combat operations in endless forests and often found himself involved in bitter firefights.




    Since capture often meant death and all available means were used to obtain information (on both sides), including torture, a partisan fighter seldom surrendered. Instead, he fought to the end and without mercy. More than once, a dying guerrilla would take an infantryman with him into death by pulling the pin on a final hand grenade or drawing out a hidden knife. This method of fighting was especially hard, and the German Armed Forces, in some instances, did not shrink from “punishment” of the civilian population.3 At no time did Auer participate in such actions.




    Karl Auer finally received the Close Combat Clasp in Bronze in the fall of 1943 during combat operations against regular forces of the Red Army. Shortly thereafter, promoted to SS-Hauptsturmführer, he was given command of the I./SS-Polizei-Panzer-Grenadier-Regiment 8, which was how his regiment had been redesignated. His regimental commanding officer was the aforementioned SS-Obersturmbannführer Dörner.




    After several weeks of employment against partisans in Greece—the division had been sent there not only because of its need to be reconstituted and reorganized, but also because of its experience in combating such foes—Auer and his men fought in Rumania. Auer led his battalion through many a hard test in such places as Jassy, Szolnok and Temesvar. In September 1944, Auer was wounded once again.




    In October, the Russians were only 50 miles from Budapest.
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      Auer, still in police uniform, from the time when the Polizei-Division did not officially belong to the Waffen-SS.


    




    After becoming embroiled in heavy fighting taking place on the Hungarian Front, the division was able to free itself from being encircled by a Soviet army corps at Temeschburg and then pull back over the Theiß. For this hard-won defensive success, the successful break-out from a small encirclement, as well as vigorous counterattacks being conducted at Sag and Sandra, Auer was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 31 October 1944. He also received the Close Combat Clasp in Silver somewhat later. By then, Auer had also been awarded the Tank Destruction Badge and was also a recipient of the Wound Badge in Silver.




    ***




    The division fought in Hungary in late 1944 and sustained heavy casualties. The formation had been pushed back during the Soviet offensive and was forced to pull back to the northwest along with formations of the German Army. Kampfgruppe Auer, along with surviving remnants of the 4. SS-Polizei-Panzer-Grenadier-Division, was attached to an army division and saw operations on the Oder Front in January 1945. It was there that SS-Sturmbannführer Auer experienced the Red Army’s final offensive against Berlin (30 January 1945).




    Forced into the so-called West Prussian Pocket by the fury and the superior might of the offensive, the SS grenadiers fought alongside the famous 7. Panzer-Division (commanded by Diamonds recipient Dr. Mauß) and the 251. Infanterie-Division in the Gotenhafen sector.
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      First photograph after the award of the Knight’s Cross.


    




    While the battalion defended its positions for days at Rahmel—in spite of heavy casualties, all the while suffering from a shortage of heavy weapons and ammunition, and combined with an enemy carrying out incessant attacks—Karl Auer was recommended for the Honor Roll of the German Army and then for the Oakleaves. Additionally, his battalion was twice submitted for mention in the Wehrmacht Daily Report. As a result of the confusion during the final weeks of the war and the chaos in the gradually shrinking pocketed, not one of the four (!) recommendations was processed. But at least the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, earned for participation in 50 raids, frontal assaults, antiarmor engagements and trench fighting was awarded to the battalion commander on 22 March 1945.




    Taken prisoner within the pocket by the Russians in May, the Bavarian set foot on German soil again as a free man at the end of 1948 and later built-up a new existence for himself as a wholesaler of tobacco products.




    Karl Auer died on 31 March 1997.
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      Auer’s preliminary award certificate for the Knight’s Cross as the acting commander of the I./SS-Polizei-Panzer-Grenadier-Regiment 8.


    


    




    

      2 The Soviet partisan movement—which later almost took on the form of an actual army—began right after the start of the German invasion of the Soviet Union. It had been well planned before the war had started. Commanded by soldiers who had been overrun at the front or by party functionaries, the small groups of partisans at the beginning developed into battle groups that were well organized, equipped and supplied. They possessed a high degree of combat power, mobility, morale and effectiveness. The partisans profited greatly from the support of the local population when they were recruiting , training and positioning themselves in well-camouflaged positions in the woods, marshes and remote villages. Their successes were countered with bloody reprisals on the part of the German occupiers, which, in turn, led to more recruits and acceptance of the partisans. Even the most conservative estimates of the successes of the partisans between 1941 and 1944 indicate some 6,000 trains, 30,000 vehicles and 3,800 bridges were destroyed. In contrast to the partisan movements in France, Yugoslavia and Greece, the combat power and morale of the Soviet partisans did not suffer as a result of internal differences and different political alignments.




      3 Although hard to fathom, such reprisal measures after partisan attacks were expressly allowed in the Haag Conventions of the time. These bloody reprisals were most often employed in the Soviet Union and in the Balkans. In many cases, the reprisals did, in fact, affect those who had provided partisans with assistance. In many cases, however, they also affected the innocents among the populace. Often, the vicinity of a village to the site of a partisan attack was enough to destroy it. In many cases, it was Ukrainian and Croatian auxiliary police who assisted in these “punitive actions” against their own countrymen.


    


  




  

    




    Oberfeldwebel Johann Baichl




    

      Born: 28 August 1918 in Gundersdorf (Styria / Austria)




      Died: 3 May 1994 in Voitsberg (Styria / Austria)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: Unknown




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: Unknown




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 23 October 1944




      Knight’s Cross: 23 October 1944




      50 Days of Close Combat


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      German Cross in Gold




      Wound Badge in Silver


    




    Looked Death in the Eye a Hundred Times…




    The mechanized infantry—Panzergrenadiere—did not have it easy. Most of the time, their orders were to escort friendly tanks, exploit the paths through the enemy lines created by the tanks, eliminate enemy positions and bunkers, defend against the enemy’s mechanized infantry and engage enemy antiarmor defenses. It was not easy to remain on the heels of a 30ton tank in the attack. When it came to defending, it was imperative to separate the enemy tanks from their escorting infantry. That was no easy task, either…




    ***




    Born the son of a carpenter as Johann Bäuchl in a small community near Graz on 28 August 1918, the future Knight’s Cross recipient started his military career by being conscripted in March 1940. Decades later—for reasons that still remain unknown—the man from Styria changed his family name to Baichl.




    Although trained as an alpine soldier in Gebirgsjäger-Regiment 138, he was assigned to the 1./Radfahr-Bataillon 403 (bicycle battalion), an infantry division reconnaissance battalion, two months later. Baichl was not employed in the campaign against France. On 31 January 1941, he was promoted to Gefreiter. A little more than two months later, he experienced his baptism of fire in the Soviet Union.




    His battalion participated in the campaign as a separate reconnaissance element. It reported directly to a corps, where it conducted reconnaissance, security and infantry missions. After a few weeks of fighting, Baichl had already earned the Iron Cross, Second Class and, in the vicious fighting associated with the winter of 1941/1942, he was slightly wounded. Already an Unteroffizier, the experienced squad leader received orders in September 1942 to report to the instructional battalion of the Company Commander School for Mechanized Forces in Berlin, where he was assigned as an assistant to an officer in the 2nd School Company. The veteran of the Russian Front helped in training future Company Commanders for five months, where he assisted in tactical instruction and during combat exercises.
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      Oberfeldwebel Baichl in a formal portrait sitting after presentation of the Knight’s Cross.


    




    Baichl returned to the front in January 1943 and took over the headquarters section of the 5./Panzergrenadier-Regiment 33 of the 4. Panzer-Division. Many fellow Austrians served in this combat-proven division; after all, many elements from the former Austrian Army had been absorbed into it.




    Baichl quickly demonstrated that he was an asset to his new company. In the next few weeks he earned the Iron Cross, First Class during the operations at Kursk and Tim—Korowino—Obojan. Leading his fellow soldiers in all aspects of mounted warfare, Baichl started to collect close-combat days during operations at Sumy, Nowgorod and Sewsk. During the summer offensive at Kursk, he also earned the unvarnished respect of his Company Commander. Although the men of Panzergrenadier-Regiment 33, as part of the 9. Armee, knocked holes in the Soviet defenses over and over again at Teploje, Nikolskoje and Stepnaja, their attacks bogged down in the counterattacks of the T 34’s, as well as in the numerous minefields and antitank-gun belts.




    After withdrawals conducted near Orel, the division was committed to a cycle of defensive fighting, where it proved its mettle and served as the lifesaver for the XXXV. Armee-Korps, which was commanded by the Oakleaves recipient, Generalleutnant Rendulic. In the process, it knocked out hundreds of enemy armored vehicles.




    Covering the withdrawal of the infantry along the Desna River, Johann Baichl and his men experienced the fighting in the Pripjet Marshes and conducted countless raids and combat patrols. In the meantime, he had been given a platoon and promoted to Feldwebel (20 February 1944). The Austrian was able to distinguish himself during the operations to relieve the Kowel Pocket, so much so that he received the German Cross in Gold on 23 May 1944. By then, the brave noncommissioned officer had also been awarded the Close Combat Clasp in Silver for his numerous combat operations against enemy mechanized infantry, tanks and antitank-gun positions.




    The division was reconstituted, receiving new men and materiel, and was committed into the hell of the Soviet summer offensive in June 1944. The division’s armor regiment and mechanized infantry regiments suffered heavy losses, but they were also able to pull off impressive defensive successes. The 4. Panzer-Division showed its style and abilities at Baranovici, in the Schara Bridgehead, in relieving the encircled Armee-Korps “von Vormann” at Slonim and during the forced relief of the beleaguered 28. Jäger-Division. It was able to report a high number of “kills” of enemy armored vehicles. The division then fought in Poland along the Narew River, in the armored engagements that took place around Warsaw and in the Vistula bend, before being allocated to Heeresgruppe Nord, where it fought in Lithuania and in Kurland (Courland).
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    Baichl proved himself over and over again in all of this fighting and was informed of the award of his Knight’s Cross two days after his promotion of Oberfeldwebel. He was also completely surprised by his nomination for the Close Combat Clasp in Gold. The primary reason for his receipt of the Knight’s Cross was his initiative during the storming of an important bridge in the Venta sector and the ensuing assault on Gaidziai.




    Upon receipt of his awards, he was immediately pulled out of frontline service. His talent in training and his store of firsthand knowledge were used in the combat-arms school run by the 3. Panzer-Armee, where Oberfeldwebel Baichl was especially employed in the training of platoon leaders and assault-detachment leaders.




    It is most likely that he was later transferred to the mechanized infantry school, but this cannot be verified. Baichl was one of 19 members of Panzergrenadier-Regiment 33 who received the highest level of the Close Combat Clasp.
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      Congratulations are offered by the divisional commander upon receipt of the Knight’s Cross.


    




    ***




    After the war, Johann Baichl returned to his beloved Styria, where he later changed his name, as mentioned at the beginning of the section. He died on 3 May 1994 and his final resting place is located in a small, peaceful mountain cemetery.
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      Another formal portrait sitting by Baichl, showing his numerous medals and badges. Note the original spelling of his name in the autograph.
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      An infantryman prepares to throw a Type 24 hand grenade. Weighing only 500 grams (approximately 1.1 pounds), the hand grenade had a bursting radius of up to 20 meters.


    


  




  

    




    Major Gregor Baunach




    

      Born: 12 January 1911 in Karbach bei Marktheidenfeld (Bavaria)




      Died: Beginning of May 1945 in the greater Berlin area


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 1 April 1943




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: Spring of 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 28 November 1944




      Knight’s Cross: 5 September 1944




      50 Days of Certifiable Close Combat


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      Kurland Cuff Title




      German Cross in Gold




      Wound Badge in Silver


    




    Swallowed Up in the Chaos of Defeat




    Gregor Baunach was born in the small Bavarian town of Karbach on 12 January 1911. He was determined to be a soldier as long as he could remember and entered the pre-war German military, the Reichswehr, in 1929, when he turned 18. After an initial assignment in the 21. (Bayerisches) Infanterie-Regiment, he served in Infanterie-Regiment 29, where he advanced to Gefreiter and then Unteroffizier. After having served eight years, Baunach was promoted to Feldwebel and served as an assistant platoon leader in Infanterie-Regiment (mot.) 86. He continued to prove himself, eventually serving as the First Sergeant of the 3./Infanterie-Regiment 187.




    With the onset of general mobilization in conjunction with the start of the war in 1939, there was a corresponding and urgent need for additional officers. Senior noncommissioned officers were frequently selected for officer training, and Baunach was no exception. He was detailed to attend a pre-selection course for officer candidates at one of the infantry schools. He passed all of his coursework with good results and was commissioned as an officer.




    Because of his officer training, Baunach did not see combat in Poland. For the campaign in the west, Reserve Leutnant Baunach was assigned a platoon in the 5./Infanterie-Regiment 187. This regiment was part of the 87. Infanterie-Division. It was to prove to be a division with “heart” and not just only because of its divisional insignia!




    In May 1940, the division was positioned on the Belgian border along the Westwall, perhaps better known to English-speaking readers as the “Siegfried Line”.




    ***




    

      [image: ]




      Major Baunach in an informal portrait sitting after presentation of the Knight’s Cross. Unfortunately, this is the best-quality photograph that could be located for the officer.


    




    The division was soon in northern France as part of the XXXX. Armee-Korps, thanks to the airborne occupation of important areas such as bridges and transportation nodal points. Involved in assaults and house-to-house fighting with his platoon over and over again, Leutnant Baunach also experienced the occupation of the French capital in June 1940. The pictures of soldiers of his division parading through the Arc de Triumph were seen around the world. Gregor Baunach received both levels of the Iron Cross, as well as the Infantry Assault Badge, for his magnificent leadership of his platoon and several successful engagements against French infantry. After a long, pleasant period of occupation duties in France, the 87. Infanterie-Division was moved to the East in seemingly endless transport trains. The goal was the Soviet Union. In June 1941, the “big adventure of the Eastern Campaign” started.
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    From the very first day of commitment, Gregor Baunach experienced a determined and bitterly fighting enemy. Even though hundreds of thousands of Red Army men surrendered in the summer and fall months and had been forced to give up in gigantic pockets and entire field armies disappeared, the determination of the Red Army could still be felt.4




    By then, Baunach had become Company Commander of the 3./Infanterie-Regiment 187. He was involved in the fighting at Vilna, the encirclement of Bialystok and at the victories at Smolensk and in the Wjasma Bridgehead. It was during the fighting along the Istra River, where the grenadiers of the regiment were involved in casualty-intensive position warfare, that Baunach and his men first made the acquaintance of the T 34, the “scourge of the infantry”.




    This tank was maneuverable and heavily armored. In the winter fighting, it frequently appeared with a coat of whitewash. Thanks to its wide tracks, it could negotiate snow and sucking mud well. On more than one occasion, these armored attackers were only put out of action at the last second—by antitank guns, artillery firing over direct sights or by tank hunter/killer teams. It was during those unequal struggles against the 25-ton opponents that Leutnant Baunach was frequently all the way at the front. By doing so, he earned the respect of his men. Baunach was wounded in September 1941 but remained with his regiment. In the spring of 1942, the regiment had survived severe winter fighting and was in position—tired and decimated—along the Gshatsk.




    On 18 January 1942, Baunach was promoted to reserve Oberleutnant. When the battalion commander was killed, he was entrusted with its acting command. He was the senior company commander in the battalion at the time. For his performance of duty during those difficult times, the Bavarian was presented with the newly created German Cross in Gold on 7 March 1942.




    ***




    The central sector of the Eastern Front was dominated in 1942 by defensive fighting on the part of the German Armed Forces and with continuous offensives on the part of the Red Army against the bulge in the front in the Wjasma—Rshew area. On some occasions attacking with the equivalent of three field armies all at the same time, the Red Army was always turned back, but the defending 4. Armee and 9. Armee were occasionally on the verge of defeat. The main line of resistance broke repeatedly. Regiments and even whole divisions were cut off, only to be hacked out of encirclement at the last minute by armored formations. During these dramatic times, Oberleutnant Baunach was in command of the 4. (MG)/Infanterie-Regiment 187.
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    Some weeks it was “just” a matter of withstanding Soviet barrage fire; other weeks, it meant engaging several complete rifle regiments that moved out against the German positions. Raids and counterattacks brought some relief, but they also always cost good men. Baunach himself was slightly wounded several times. In February 1943, he was again in acting command of his battalion. On 10 March, he was finally promoted to Hauptmann, although he had been on the rolls as an active officer since 1 October 1942. Within the regiment, the soldier of 14 years was recognized as a straight-forward and conscientious officer, who possessed a warrior’s spirit. Since he had risen to his position from the bottom, Baunach knew how to handle his men and noncommissioned officers perhaps better than a career officer. His men thanked him in return by their superior performance of duty and morale.




    On 2 March 1943, Baunach was transferred to assume command of the III./Grenadier-Regiment 187 (as the regiment had been redesignated). By then, he had assembled enough creditable days for the Close Combat Clasp in Bronze.




    After months of intense fighting, the threatened bulge at the front had to be evacuated in the spring of 1943.5 Baunach’s battalion performed as the division’s rearguard for the operation. Without having to fight off enemy attacks, he and his men reached the new positions at Welish.




    In June, however, Hauptmann Baunach was badly wounded by an impacting artillery round within the battalion positions and had to spend months in a hospital. While Baunach was hospitalized, the Division Commander, Generalleutnant Walter Hartmann, received the Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross for the performance of his forces. This magnificent officer, who had received amputations on two occasions since being severely wounded in 1941(!), later assumed command of a corps. By the end of the war, he had also been awarded the Swords to the Knight’s Cross. Baunach knew the general personally as a result of visits to the front, and Baunach valued him as a commanding officer.




    Baunach was not fully capable of performing duties until February 1944. He had barely returned to his III./Grenadier-Regiment 187, when the Red Army launched a new series of intense attacks. Always at the hot spots of the defensive actions or the immediate counterattacks, Hauptmann Baunach was soon awarded the Close Combat Clasp in Silver and, as a result, stood out from many officers of his rank and position. On 20 May 1944, the well-tested veteran of the East was promoted to Major.




    The fighting of the previous few months had cost the “Heart” Division the core of its regiments: experienced company commanders, long-serving noncommissioned officers and numerous enlisted veterans. When the Soviet summer offensive was unleashed against the central sector of the Eastern Front on 22 June 1944 and Heeresgruppe Mitte suffered more than 300,000 losses in a few weeks, the casualties seemed never-ending and Baunach’s battalion was reduced to a Kampfgruppe.




    But the Major always succeeded in getting his small band of warriors out of lost positions at the last minute—sometimes also being able to save the few remaining operational artillery pieces and heavy machine guns—and occupying new ones. Not infrequently, a small combat patrol had to clear an already occupied crossroads in the regiment’s rear to allow a withdrawal to the west. In the course of the retreat, the 87. Infanterie-Division wound up in the sector of Heeresgruppe Nord and fought in the fall of 1944 at Polosk and then, finally, on Estonian territory.




    The division was finally pulled out of the front and received a battlefield reconstitution. In the course of these efforts, Major Baunach was designated as the commander of the I./Grenadier-Regiment 173.




    On 5 September 1944, Baunach received the surprising news that he had received the Knight’s Cross for his performance during the difficult withdrawal movements and engagements. He had always been able to turn back Soviet attacks and, together with other Kampfgruppen, had also been able to conduct immediate counterattacks to throw the enemy off balance.




    ***




    In the winter of 1944/1945, Baunach and his battalion fought with the regiment in the center portion of the division’s frontage in the series of battles for the Kurland Pocket. They fought against numbers they had never encountered before, not outside of Moscow, Rshew or Vitebsk. Constantly supported by “Stalin Organs”, heavy artillery and the hated Sturmovik close-air-support aircraft, magnificently equipped and motivated elite Soviet regiments attacked the positions of the battalion. As the result of heavy and seesaw defensive fighting at Skupdas, along Lake Libau, at Krote and at Jeci, Major Baunach’s close-combat days continued to add up. When he received the Close Combat Clasp in Gold on 28 November 1944, the special regulations for recipients of this high award went into effect. Despite protests from his Division Commander, Baunach was immediately flown out of the pocket.




    Unfortunately, the assignment to the Infantry School at Döberitz (near Berlin) did not save the life of the highly decorated veteran. When the school was disbanded in the final weeks of the war and its cadre was sent to the fighting in Berlin as an ad hoc Kampfgruppe, Major Baunach was reported as missing in action. It is uncertain whether he was killed in the pocket, was wounded in an attempt to break out and subsequently taken prisoner or had already been killed before the collapse in the pocket. It was not until decades after the war that he was officially declared dead.
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      A group of Landser in a seemingly impenetrable patch of woods.


    


    




    

      4 Of some 5.3-million Soviet prisoners of war, the majority of whom had been captured in 1941/1942, only some 2.5-million were still alive after being liberated in 1945. This resulted from poor care and treatment, illnesses caused by conditions at the camps and, in some cases, deliberate murder as a part of National Socialist terror methods. Many of those who returned home were not greeted with open arms, however. Instead, many were branded as “traitors”, who had shown cowardice in the face of the enemy, and were sent to Siberia. The Red Cross later determined that the high death rates due to epidemics and overcrowding in the prisoner-of-war camps—especially in the early camps designed to collect all the prisoners—could only be blamed in part on the camp commanders. Most of them made efforts to quickly change the bad conditions. On the other hand, the SS and SD deliberately liquidated political commissars, officers and soldiers who were recaptured while attempting to escape. In January 1945, there were still some 2.4-million Allied soldiers in German captivity. Among them were 168,000 Britons, 930,000 Soviets, 920,000 French, 62,000 Americans and also 68,000 Italians. According to official sources, some 1.2-million German soldiers died while in Allied camps. Most of them were in the Soviet Union. The reasons, especially at the beginning, were also due to overcrowding , poor care and epidemics, whereby there was no intentional guilt on the part of many of these camp commanders either. In the case of the 21,000 dead in French camps and the 80,000 in Yugoslavian camps, however, the reasons for those deaths are still debated.




      5 Operation Büffelbewegung (Operation “Buffalo Migration”) shortened the front by some 250 kilometers.


    


  




  

    




    Hauptmann Rudolf Becker




    

      Born: 7 January 1923 in Königsborn (Sachsen-Anhalt)




      Died: 13 October 1944 in the vicinity of Püspök-Ladany (Hungary)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 1 October 1943




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: 1 November 19436




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 15 February 1944




      Knight’s Cross: 23 February 1944




      More than 55 certifiable close-combat days


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      Recognition Certificate of the Army




      Honor Roll of the Army




      German Cross in Gold




      Kuban Shield




      Wound Badge in Gold


    




    “One Year to Get the Close Combat Clasp in Gold!”




    Rudolf Becker was born on 7 January 1923 in Königsberg in the vicinity of Magdeburg. He grew up there under comfortable middle-class conditions.




    When the war started he was still too young to wear a uniform, but he entered the military facilities of Infanterie-Ersatz-Bataillon 66 when he turned 18 in October 1940. After his basic training, he was sent directly to the 13. Panzer-Division.




    This division had initially gathered its combat experiences in Poland and France as an infantry division but was reorganized as an armored division after those campaigns. In June 1941, it also entered the war against the Soviet Union.




    The division’s Schützen-Brigade 13 was employed in the Lemberg Bend, where it scored its initial victories at Irpen and along the Uman. The brigade was commanded by Oberst Traugott Herr, who would later also gain renown as a highly decorated officer.7 By this time, Becker was an Obergefreiter and serving as a squad leader in the 3./Schützen-Regiment 66. On 8 July, he was wounded, however, and had to be evacuated to a hospital.
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      Oberleutnant Becker in a formal sitting sometime after the award of his Knight’s Cross.


    




    After convalescing at the replacement battalion of the regiment, Becker was able to transform his long-time desire to become an officer into action: He received permission to attend the necessary courses of instruction as an officer candidate.




    He was promoted to Leutnant on 30 May 1942. After long utilization in headquarters in the rear, he returned to his old company—redesignated as the 3./Panzergrenadier-Regiment 66 in the meantime—in the fall of 1942. He was given a platoon, where the young go-getter sure under the served tutelage of his company commander, Hauptmann Brux, a Knight’s Cross recipient. Brux would continue to make a name for himself as the war progressed, eventually earning the Oakleaves. He would go on to serve in the Bundeswehr, where he would eventually rise to the rank of Oberst.




    ***




    By the fall of 1942, after long fighting in the Rostov sector, the German forces along the southern front had advanced far to the east and south deep into the Caucasus. The 13. Panzer-Division was an important asset to the Heeresgruppe and was constantly being employed in the hot spots of the fighting. After weeks of hard fighting, the German forces had advanced as far as the Terek River, where they were within binocular range of the Soviet oil fields. At that point, however, the Red Army launched a counteroffensive that forced the German forces to pull back. The division was occasionally threatened with being cut off. Due to the high casualties, Leutnant Becker was given acting command of the 1./Panzergrenadier-Regiment 66. For his steady hand in commanding his newly entrusted men, Leutnant Becker was awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class in January 1943. Becker’s new battalion commander, Hauptmann Waldemar von Gazen, who was a tremendous example to the young officer, was awarded the Oakleaves for the bravery of his battalion at the same time.




    In the months that followed, Becker was officially designated as the company commander of his unit and continuously showed his capabilities during the fighting withdrawals and the accompanying positional warfare. He was always the master of the situation when surrounded by his grenadiers in dozens of defensive engagements. He was respected by all of his men, many of whom were much older than he. By March 1943, he had already received the Iron Cross, First Class.




    During the fighting in the bitterly contested Krimshaya sector, Bataillon Gaza was able to turn back untold infantry and armor attacks. During this period, Leutnant Becker became somewhat of a specialist in leading combat patrols and conducting immediate counterattacks. He was continuously successful in those efforts and, by the fall, he had received the German Cross in Gold. He seemed to have a “nose” for picking the right routes in combat patrols, using the right tactics and discerning the enemy’s intentions.




    After the division received a necessary battlefield reconstitution along the Mius River, it was again thrown back into the front, where it experienced many a hard month in the area around Melitopol. Using a lot of initiative, it was able to break out of an encirclement around Jefremowka, among other places. At Kirowograd, it was used in the hot spots to serve as a life preserver for the weakened infantry divisions. It was at Kirowograd that the regiment lost its dynamic commander, Major von Gazen, as a result of a shrapnel wound. Von Gazen had only just received the Swords to the Knight’s Cross; he would later return to the division as its Operations Officer.




    In February 1944, the tanks and grenadiers of the combat-experienced division were sent to the area of the Tscherkassy Pocket, where they were part of the intended relief force. It was there that the ever-aggressive Becker, who had been promoted to Oberleutnant in the meantime, earned his Knight’s Cross. At the same time, his regimental commander was able to confirm his 50th day of close combat, meaning that Becker received the highest level of that award at almost the same time. This impressive number had been racked up by the young company commander—he had just turned 21—in the timeframe of a single year of combat at the front.




    In the course of the offensive operations and defensive fighting in the Ukraine, the impressive officer had survived three different wounds, received the Army’s Recognition Certificate and had also earned a place on the Army’s Honor Roll!




    ***




    After a well-earned leave for his brave service at the front, Becker turned down a duty position in the homeland in order to return to the head of his beloved company. He not only felt at home there, he was also the unquestioned commander due to his personality, his successes and his knowledge of people.




    In August 1944, the division occupied a blocking position in the vicinity of Ermocilia and Leova for a lengthy period. The tankers and grenadiers then received a difficult mission: They had to cover the withdrawal of a battered corps across the Danube and into Hungary. Due to the heavy enemy pressure on both flanks, only elements of the division were able to save themselves by also crossing the river. Large portions of the division were either wiped out or went into Soviet captivity! Becker’s company—reduced by half—had succeeded in making it to the salvation of the western bank of the river, all the while under heavy enemy fire. There it was incorporated into the Restkampfgruppe 13. Panzer-Division, roughly: The 13th Armored Division Battle Group (Remnant).




    The division formed part of the defenses of the Hungarian capital of Budapest along with other Army and Waffen-SS formations. Although there were innumerable defensive successes, in the long run, Budapest was lost.




    A huge loss for the regiment was the loss of Rudolf Becker. He fell on 13 October 1944 during the defensive fighting around Püspök-Ladany, not far from Debrecen.




    The Knight’s Cross recipient was posthumously promoted to Hauptmann, as one of the youngest soldiers of the German Armed Forces to achieve that rank. He was buried at the military cemetery at Budaörs.




    ***




    What was left of the division was lost in the final fighting of Budapest. Only small groups—often just individuals—were able to fight their way back to the German lines to the west.


    




    

      6 Editor’s Note: According to Die Ritterkreuzträger der Deutschen Wehrmacht, 1939–1945, Teil III, Infanterie: A-Be, Becker was awarded both the Close Combat Clasp in Bronze and the Close Combat Clasp in Silver on 28 June 1943.




      7 Traugott Herr was born in 1890 and served in the First World War, ending the conflict as an infantry company commander. By 1939, he had been promoted to Oberst. He commanded Schützen-Regiment 66 in the French Campaign. As already mentioned, he commanded Schützen-Brigade 13, the command and control headquarters for the division’s two mechanized infantry regiments. In that capacity, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross. On 9 August 1942, he was awarded the Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross for his performance in the Caucasus. At the time, he was a Generalmajor and serving as the commander of the 13. Panzer-Division. He was badly wounded on 31 October 1942. He later served as the Commanding General of the LXXVI. Panzer-Korps, where he was awarded the Swords on 18 December 1944 for his successful operations at Salerno, Anzio-Nettuno and Rimini. He ended the war as a Generalleutnant and Commander-in-Chief of the 10. Armee in Italy. He died in 1976.


    


  




  

    




    Oberleutnant der Reserve Alfons Bialetzki




    

      Born: 29 September 1919 in Bogutschütz (Silesia)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 20 September 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: 4 October 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 17 November 1944




      Knight’s Cross: 17 September 1944




      50 days of certifiable close combat


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      Paratrooper Badge




      Two Tank Destruction Badges




      Kreta (Crete) Cuff Title




      German Cross in Gold




      Wound Badge in Gold


    




    Born Only for Battle




    In the winter of 1944, Oberleutnant Bialetzki received the highest award for infantry combat. At the same time, he was supposed to be withdrawn from frontline service, in accordance with directives. His commander, Oakleaves recipient Generalleutnant Risse, wrote the following to the German Army High Command:




    

      The division requests that Knight’s Cross recipient Oberleutnant d. R. Alfons Bialetzki, who is supposed to be reassigned to the replacement detachment in accordance with the referenced orders, not be transferred there.




      Based on his personality and background, Oberleutnant Bialetzki is not suited for utilization within the Replacement Army. He is a frontline soldier through and through; he feels best when in the fight. He is completely unsuited for employment at a branch school of the Army, since he speaks a very poor, partially broken German with a pronounced Silesian accent. Bialetzki was born in Silesia and is probably of Polish ethnicity. In my division since March of 1944, Bialetzki has proven himself as a magnificently brave soldier, who inspires his men. He could continue to perform in an exemplary fashion in a combat environment; on the other hand, if employed within the Replacement Army, I fear that he will fail in any assignment.


    




    ***
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      Oberleutnant Bialetzki poses with his Knight’s Cross in a Luftwaffe uniform, although he was clearly in the Army at the time of the award. Since the Knight’s Cross does not appear to have been added to the portrait through retouching, it remains a mystery why Bialetzki had his photograph taken in this manner.
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      It is not certain whether the noncommissioned officer in the picture is actually Bialetzki.


    




    Who was this soldier, whose frontline commander judged with so harsh, yet appropriate words?




    Born on 29 September 1919 in Silesia, Alfons Bialetzki experienced his youth in Poland, applied for German citizenship in 1938 and moved to Breslau. He entered the Luftwaffe as a volunteer in the fall of 1940 and was sent to the airborne school in Braunschweig after his basic training. Trained as a combat engineer, Bialetzki was assigned as an assistant machine gunner in the famous Fallschirm-Pionier-Bataillon 1, which was the divisional engineer battalion of the 7. Flieger-Division, as the airborne division was designated at the time.




    Bialetzki served in the 2./Fallschirm-Pionier-Bataillon 1, where he took part in the legendary airborne assault on Crete with his elite battalion. The airborne combat engineers jumped south of Maleme, where they operated with Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 1 under the command of Major Heilmann, who was later a Swords recipient. They cleared the operationally important area of Alikianu. It was there, fighting New Zealand, British and Greek forces,8 that Bialetzki earned both classes of the Iron Cross; in August of 1941, he was promoted to Gefreiter. It was on Crete that the brave Silesian also received his paratrooper badge and the Crete cuff title, an honorific worn by all veterans of that campaign.




    Due to the large number of casualties sustained by the airborne forces on Crete—more casualties than the combined operations in Holland, Norway and Greece—a few months passed before he was again committed to combat operations.




    Bialetzki soon became a squad leader and then participated in his division’s next action in the northern sector of the Russian Front, where it was committed to the hot spots. It was in the Leningrad sector, where the Germans encountered determined formations of the Red Army, that the engineers were called upon again and again to plug gaps in the lines or conduct immediate counterattacks. Bialetzki was able to distinguish himself again on this front, before he was wounded in the winter fighting and sent to the paratrooper school at Braunschweig as an instructor to convalesce. In the summer of 1942, Bialetzki returned to the front as an Unteroffizier. He was quickly promoted again and, as a Feldwebel, Bialetzki took over a platoon in the 1st Company of his old battalion, which was then employed with the division in the central sector of the front.




    Bialetzki quickly adjusted to the front again, proving himself worthy of the praise he would later receive from Generalleutnant Risse. During this timeframe, he received the Infantry Assault Badge, the Wound Badge in Silver and two Tank Destruction Strips.




    The engineers led by Bialetzki successfully defended trench positions, cracked enemy bunkers, conducted reconnaissance and combat patrols and rescued neighboring companies. In addition, they also performed other traditional engineer missions: Eliminating minefields and obstacles; constructing field bridges; building up defensive positions; and establishing dugouts and supply routes.




    In June 1943, Bialetzki was transferred to the newly formed 2. Fallschirmjäger-Division, as the airborne divisions started to be designated. The division was forming in France at the time. Bialetzki left the division after only two months, however, and assumed acting command of a company in the 9. Luftwaffen-Feld-Division in the northern sector of the Eastern Front. These field divisions of the Luftwaffe consisted of excess ground personnel and personnel from the training establishment. They started to be used in 1943 and, after a fairly steep learning curve in some instances, contributed successfully to the German efforts on the Eastern Front, an area of operations that permitted few, if any, mistakes.
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      Bialetzki as an Army officer prior to the award of the Knight’s Cross.


    




    The well-tested Silesian assumed acting command of a grenadier company in Luftwaffen-Feld-Regiment 18, where he continued to experience combat in all its forms. As he had already done in the Leningrad area of operations in 1941, Bialetzki started to accumulate close-combat days. In April 1944, he was promoted to reserve Leutnant. His promotion was back-dated to 1 November 1943. His battlefield commission was pushed through by his regimental commander. It was the result of his numerous successes as a leader and in battle, but it did not come without massive opposition on the part of some. The primary criticism heard was Bialetzki’s lack of formal training and his occasional rough manners. But in the Soviet Union, the only thing that really counted was combat experience, decisiveness and leadership.




    Leutnant Bialetzki proved himself worthy of the trust of his commander and led his men from success to success. After heavy fighting and casualties, the 9. Feld-Division (L), as the division had been redesignated after its transfer to Army control, was dissolved in February 1944. Like most of remaining officers and men of the division, Bialetzki was transferred to the 225. Infanterie-Division.
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      A listing of Bialetzki’s close-combat days. He escaped death 29 times during offensive operations and 21 times during defensive operations.


    




    The 225. Infanterie-Division had seen action since the campaign in France in 1940. It had distinguished itself at the gates of Moscow and, the following year, had withstood the rigors of the Demjansk Pocket. Bialetzki assumed acting command of a company in Grenadier-Regiment 333.




    With the front constantly pulling back due to the overwhelming strength of the Red Army—along the Luga River, in the Narva blocking position, outside of Dünaburg and the defensive fighting around Riga—Bialetzki assembled close-combat days in unbelievably fast succession. In September 1944, he received the Close Combat Clasp in Bronze, although he had already accumulated 39 creditable days of close combat and was already eligible for the Close Combat Clasp in Silver, which he received the following month (after his 41st certified day of close combat). The Close Combat Clasp in Gold followed in November 1944.9




    His first credited day of close combat was on 24 November 1943, when he was a member of a combat patrol. In the months that followed, Bialetzki had led patrols almost daily to the so-called “Moonshine Hill”. On one occasion, on 2 January 1944, he and his men blew up a Soviet fuel storage facility. They were constantly encountering and eliminating opposing patrols and raiding parties. In addition, there was the defensive fighting around Putki, Rudse, Baloze and Zageri.




    For his exemplary bravery at Balozi, the young officer was also submitted for the Knight’s Cross. In three days of uninterrupted close combat, he had led immediate counterattacks over and over again and had also pushed back a Soviet rifle company that had broken through. After the telegraph message arrived announcing the approval of the award of the Knight’s Cross, the division commander pushed through the advanced promotion to Oberleutnant d. R., which had been turned down previously.




    ***




    Shortly after this promotion, Generalleutnant Risse prepared the request that introduced this chapter. The experienced division commander knew the problems of the simple Silesian; at the same time, he did not want to—could not afford to—let go of his fighting capabilities. Unfortunately for him, his initiative did not bear fruit. Heeresgruppe Nord referred to the strict Führer order that there were no more exceptions to be made and insisted on the transfer. (The language difficulties the division commander had pointed out in his request were most likely a bluff. Otherwise, it would have been almost impossible for someone with those limitations to command a company.)




    But things turned out differently than planned for either the division commander or the headquarters of Heeresgruppe Nord…




    While on his special leave in Silesia, Bialetzki fell ill and was laid up in a military hospital for a long time. He was no longer able to return to duty by the end of the war. By then, his former division had been caught up in the Kurland Pocket. It survived all six Soviet offensives against it, but it was forced to surrender on 9 May 1945 and take up the uncertain, bitter journey into Soviet captivity. In all, some 190,000 of Heeresgruppe Kurland shared that fate.




    ***




    Alfons Bialetzki survived the war, and it is presumed he lives in Poland now under another name.
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      On the way to being employed in action, this group of soldiers features complete winter camouflage.


    


    




    

      8 In the 1960’s, the New Zealand Association of Crete Combatants invited all of the German participants in the fighting to become honorary members of the society.




      9 Since close-combat days can be assumed with certainty as having occurred prior to 1943, even though they were not retroactively reported and credited, Bialetzki’s actual number of days must be considered at least around 60.


    


  




  

    




    SS-Hauptsturmführer Joachim Boosfeld




    

      Born: 1 June 1922 in Aachen (Nord Rhine-Westphalia)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: Unknown




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: Unknown




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 21 February 1945




      Knight’s Cross: 21 February 1945




      57 days of certifiable close combat


    




    ***




    

      General Assault Badge




      German Cross in Gold




      Wound Badge in Black


    




    Escaped from Budapest




    On 26 December 1944, after weeks of defensive engagements along the flanks, the Soviets closed the developing pocket at Budapest. The pincers movement of the Red Army enclosed an estimated 400,000 defenders—Army, Luftwaffe, Waffen-SS and Hungarian Army.




    Both sides took heavy losses in the fighting that lasted for weeks: In the outer suburbs; in positions along the Danube; in the imperial palace; and in the government quarter. The battle-hardened formations of the 8. SS-Kavallerie-Division “Florian Geyer” especially distinguished themselves. Among the bravest men of that division, however, was one man, whose cavalry troop defended operationally important points in the pocket. SS-Obersturmführer Boosfeld experienced the worst days of war for him there in the pocket and, at the same time, he earned the Close Combat Clasp in Gold.




    ***




    Born in Aachen on 1 June 1922, Boosfeld grew up in comfortable middle-class surroundings. Two months after the war started, he volunteered for the SS-Verfügungstruppe.




    He was trained as a gun commander in armored vehicles, but he did not see any action in that capacity. Instead, he was sent to a squad-leader course as an SS-Sturmmann (9 November 1940). The course was part of the training offered at an SS noncommissioned officer academy.




    In May 1941, he volunteered for officer-candidate training after a pre-selection course. He was trained at a Junkerschule, the name given to SS officer-candidate schools and was commissioned with the rank of SS-Untersturmführer on 1 December 1941. A short time later, he reached SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 1 in the Soviet Union and became a platoon leader. For a time, he also functioned as the battalion adjutant.
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      SS-Hauptsturmführer Boosfeld poses with his Knight’s Cross. Since he received his Close Combat Clasp in Gold on the same day, it can be assumed that he is also wearing that award in this photograph.
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      Boosfeld as an SS-Untersturmführer.


    




    In January 1942, Boosfeld’s brigade commander in the SS-Kavallerie-Brigade was the future Swords recipient, SS-Standartenführer Hermann Fegelein, who would later be executed in Berlin in 1945 for alleged desertion. At the time, however, Fegelein and his men were embroiled in hard defensive fighting on Lake Ilmen. They later held fast in the central sector of the Eastern Front in the fighting around Rshew (especially at Totopez and Sslomino).




    Already awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class after only a few days of fighting, Boosfeld led his men in an exemplary manner, even though he was combat inexperienced. By March 1942, he had been awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. After more defensive fighting, he received the General Assault Badge.




    He was transferred back to the homeland in May 1942, where the native son of Aachen served for some time at the cavalry school in Braunschweig. He then attended unit-level schools at Krampnitz, before he returned in November 1943 to his old formation, which had been upgraded and redesignated as the 8. SS-Kavallerie-Division in the meantime. By then, he had been promoted to SS-Obersturmführer. The division commander was SS-Standartenführer Bruno Streckenbach.




    At the head of his 4./SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 16, Boosfeld experienced hard fighting in Transylvania and Rumania. Despite conducting an active defense with infantry and armored formations of the Army as well as the Waffen-SS, the attacks conducted often bogged down against the vast numerical superiority of the enemy. In defensive withdrawals, however, Boosfeld’s troop demonstrated a high degree of operational skill and teamwork.




    In October 1944, the Maros Line had to be evacuated and Boosfeld’s men were chosen once again to form the rearguard of the retrograde movement. They distinguished themselves in their defense of Hill 466 in the vicinity of Bare. This was followed by successful local counterattacks on Kiraly. The village of Terebes was also cleared of Soviet forces with the assistance of two assault guns.




    After the hard-pressed German front in the area around Nagy Karoly was held against all attacks, Boosfeld received the German Cross in Gold on 22 October 1944. The division was mentioned in the Wehrmacht Daily Report for its successes in the Transylvania area.




    But the numerical superiority of the Soviets was too great, and the front was quickly withdrawn into Hungary. The fighting around Budapest started in November 1944; by December, the city had been encircled. Large portions of the 8. SS-Kavallerie-Division—which had also received the honorific of “Florian Geyer”—were also entrapped.
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      The Eastern Front in 1944. In front, Boosfeld; behind him, the Division Commander, SS-Brigadeführer Joachim Rumohr. Rumohr, an Oakleaves recipient, was killed in the fighting in Budapest.


    




    After enemy formations had broken through the defenses along the outer suburbs of the city, the division elements defended in the university and governmental districts as well as supported formations of the Army as they defended the bridges across the Danube. Schwadron Boosfeld was entrusted with the defense of a large, broad meadow area in the vicinity of the Schwabenberg (“Swabian Hill”). This was the only area left to the Luftwaffe for airdropping supplies or using gliders. Every crate of ammunition, every grenade, every medical supply and every canister of fuel was worth its weight in gold. But the enemy knew that as well.




    Boosfeld and his men were praised in radio messages sent from the division for their successful immediate counterattacks in defending this pasture land. In the process of this fighting, Boosfeld was wounded in the ankle. He was also collecting innumerable close-combat days.




    In the end, however, the Soviets forced the abandonment of the glider-landing area, and the 4./SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 16 was entrusted with the defense of the Farkasreti Temetö Cemetery in some of the final defensive positions. In the end, the troop was incorporated into a so-called Rest-Kampfgruppe of the division. On 11 February 1945—the collapse of the final defensive positions was imminent—the commander of the forces in the pocket gave the order to break out. Boosfeld was given command of an assault detachment at the head of the breakout forces. Despite his painful and cumbersome wound, Boosfeld and his men broke through several blocking positions and trench lines during the night and actually reached German positions west of Budapest on 14 February 1945 with a handful of cavalrymen! All of the remaining elements within the pocket were either wiped out or went into captivity.




    On 21 February 1945, Boosfeld, together with another comrade from his division, Hermann Maringgele, were sent to the Führer Bunker, where they reported on the fighting in Budapest. Boosfeld was awarded the Knight’s Cross by Hitler for his heroism in the pocket and his actions in fighting his way back to German lines (See the footnote on the Rückkämpfer-Erlass). He was also promoted to SS-Hauptsturmführer and, because of his total of 57 days of close combat, the Close Combat Clasp in Gold. He was immediately relieved of further frontline duties and saw the end of the war at the SS Cavalry School, where he was taken into captivity by the Western Allies.




    ***




    In 1956, the former Waffen-SS officer was accepted into the newly formed Bundeswehr as a Hauptmann. He was one of the first officers to finish the new General Staff Officer College, which he attended from 1959–1960.




    He was subsequently assigned as a General Staff Major within the headquarters of the 11. Panzergrenadier-Division at Oldenburg. Boosfeld served under several former Knight’s Cross recipients there, among them Generalmajor Cord von Hobe and, in the end, Generalmajor Heinrich Gaedcke. The division’s chief-of-staff for a long time was none other than Helmut Meitzel who, like Boosfeld, was a recipient of both the Knight’s Cross and the Close Combat Clasp in Gold. In 1970, the former warrior at Budapest was named as the deputy commander of Panzergrenadier-Brigade 1. At the time, he was 48. Two years later he was transferred to highly respected command staff of the Army at Bonn. Oberst Boosfeld ended his long military career there in 1981.




    [Author’s Note: Information concerning the fighting of the 4./SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 16 in Budapest was taken from radio messages and situation reports. Unfortunately, retired Oberst Boosfeld did not wish to supply any information or assistance.]




    

      The division radio message recommending Boosfeld for the Knight’s Cross:




      Boosfeld has proved himself in an exemplary fashion in all of the campaigns of the SS-Kavallerie-Division. During the fighting for Budapest, he has once again risen to the top as a result of his extraordinary bravery. At the head of his men, he led several immediate counterattacks every day. It was thanks to him that “Blood Field” [the name given to the pasture land described in the text], which was the lifeline for the resupply of Budapest, was held for a long time. Even though wounded himself, he and a few hastily assembled men threw themselves against enemy forces that had penetrated and cleaned up threatening situations.




      As a result, he enabled friendly gliders to land on “Blood Field” under the protection of his troop.




      SS-Obersturmführer Boosfeld has 57 certified close-combat days.


    


  




  

    




    SS-Sturmbannführer Hermann Buchner




    

      Born: 16 January 1917 in Nuremberg (Franconia)




      Died: 17 November 1944 near Modlin (Poland)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 24 September 1943




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: 10 October 1943




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 17 October 1943




      Knight’s Cross: 16 June 1944




      Between 60 and 70 days of creditable close combat


    




    ***




    

      Infantry Assault Badge in Silver




      Tank Destruction Badge for Individual Combatants




      Demjansk Shield




      German Cross in Gold




      Wound Badge in Silver


    




    Grades Aren’t Everything, After All




    Hermann Buchner was born in Nuremberg on 16 January 1917, the son of an industrious foreman. He later received schooling in an apothecary school, but he volunteered for the SS-Verfügungstruppe in 1936, where he was determined to be an officer.




    But the first step is always the hardest. He attended the Junkerschule in Braunschweig in 1938, but he proved to be weak in tactical theory and did not pass the final examination the first time. He did leap the large hurdle the second time around. In his final evaluation, he received the grade of “sufficient” (genügend) in 11 of 13 possible areas. It was only the subject areas of sports and horseback riding, which were his passion, that he received a grade of “good”. In spite of this less than auspicious beginning, he was commissioned as an SS-Untersturmführer (20 April 1939). He then attended a Platoon Leader Course offered by the Army, which he completed before the war started. At the start of the war, he served as an adjutant in an SS-Infanterie-Standarte, the equivalent of a regiment.




    Buchner was transferred to the newly formed SS-Division Totenkopf and experienced the Campaign in the West in 1940 as a liaison officer of the III./SS-Totenkopf-Infanterie-Regiment 1. As a result of his bravery in the face of the enemy at Cambrai, Dunkirk, Peronne and Lyon, Buchner received the Iron Cross, Second Class and, early next year, a promotion to SS-Obersturmführer (20 April 1941).




    ***
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      SS-Hauptsturmführer Buchner poses with his Knight’s Cross and Close Combat Clasp in Gold. The photograph was taken some time after June 1944.


    




    Buchner was employed as his battalion’s adjutant during the first few months of the war against the Soviet Union. His first eight close-combat days were recorded that year, and he received the Iron Cross, First Class and the Infantry Assault Badge in Silver in July, one month after the campaign had started.




    A serious situation developed in January 1942, when Soviet forces started offensive operations south of Leningrad and encircled the II. Armee-Korps around Demjansk. Among the 98,000 surrounded soldiers were the men of the SS-Division Totenkopf. The encircled forces held out for four months—through bitterly cold weather, constant artillery fire, a difficult supply situation and aggressively conducted Soviet assaults!




    By then, Buchner had assumed command of the 9. (MG)/SS-Totenkopf-Infanterie-Regiment 1 and proved to be a tough frontline combatant. It was not until April 1942 that the ring surrounding Demjansk could be broken and the encircled forces given the opportunity to evacuate the pocket. The Armed Forces High Command later created an award for the survivors of the pocket—the Demjansk Shield—which was to be worn on the left arm of the uniform. In the meantime, however, Buchner had been wounded by artillery shrapnel during the fighting withdrawal. He was in a military hospital when he was notified of his promotion to SS-Hauptsturmführer exactly one month later. The once poor student of tactics had received two promotions within the space of two and one half years!




    Once he returned to frontline service, the deserving warrior was able to have numerous close-combat days retroactively tallied for the newly created award. In the spring of that year, the grenadiers of Panzergrenadier-Division Totenkopf found themselves in the middle of the fighting to recapture Kharkov.




    The Soviets, inspired by their great victory at Stalingrad, had developed a thirst for victory and had gone over to the offensive in this sector of the front. They had succeeded in recapturing the large city. The newly formed SS-Panzer-Korps, led by the later Swords recipient, SS-Obergruppenführer und General der Waffen-SS Paul “Papa” Hausser, launched a counteroffensive. Supported by numerous Army divisions, the three divisions of the corps—SS-Panzer-Grenadier-Division “Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler”, SS-Panzer-Grenadier-Division “Das Reich” and Buchner’s own division—ripped open the flank of a Soviet field army and retook the city in hard house-to-house fighting. Buchner participated in some of the toughest fighting of the war that he would experience and led his company from the front during assaults and fighting in the urbanized area.




    By the summer of 1943, Buchner had already received his 30th day of close-combat credit; in the ruthless nature of close combat, he had remained on top over and over again. As a result of the subsequent transfer to various hot spots along the Mius, the continuous defensive fighting and the combat patrols he personally led, Buchner’s tally of close-combat days rapidly grew. On 24 September 1943, he received the Close Combat Clasp in Bronze. On 10 October, he was awarded the Close Combat Clasp in Silver. Just seven days later, on 17 October 1943, he received the Close Combat Clasp in Gold and became one of the first officers of the Waffen-SS to do so! In July and August alone, the brave officer had satisfied the criteria for the award of 20 days of close combat. He experienced his 50th day of close combat at Tschikalowka. As a result, he was the 8th soldier and the 4th member of the Waffen-SS to received the “gold” badge.




    After receiving a special leave for his bravery, Buchner attended an Army-run course for future Battalion Commanders at the infantry school in Paris before he returned to his division on the Eastern Front.




    ***
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      SS-Untersturmführer Buchner as a battalion adjutant in 1940.


    




    As the commander of the III./SS-Panzer-Grenadier-Regiment 5 “Thule”, Buchner then fought at Kirowgorod, Kriwoi Rog and Ingulez, before the battered division had to pull out of Balta in May 1944. Just as Buchner’s battalion was evacuating its positions, it received orders for an expedited movement to Starowo, where there was a gaping hole in the German lines that threatened the entire division.




    There were no trucks available to transport the men, and they had to execute a forced march to reach their new area of operations. Just as the exhausted soldiers reached their new positions, the Soviets launched an attack. Although he had no artillery support and lacked direct orders from the division, SS-Hauptsturmführer Buchner launched an immediate counterattack! The Soviet attack was turned back and the threat to the German withdrawal was averted. On 16 July 1944, Buchner received the Knight’s Cross for his leadership in this decisive engagement. The awards and successes that Buchner experienced as a soldier and officer in the field more than made up for the poor grades he had received at the officer-candidate school. Buchner received his Knight’s Cross along with SS-Unterscharführer Josef Röllecke, who had just turned 20 years old. The young leader of the battalion’s messenger section had distinguished himself in the fighting at Starowo.




    In the fall of 1944, the German front in the East found itself in Poland. Buchner had been promoted to SS-Sturmbannführer on 29 July. He had been recommended for an accelerated promotion to that rank earlier, but it had been disapproved due to his young age. On 17 November 1944, Buchner was leading his soldiers in the Modlin Bridgehead along the Vistula, when he was hit by artillery shrapnel. He was mortally wounded and passed away a short while later in the division’s field hospital.




    The brave veteran had acquired at least 60 close-combat days by this point, perhaps as many as 70.
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      SS-Hauptsturmführer Buchner after receipt of the German Cross in Gold.


    




    ***




    The 3. SS-Panzer-Division “Totenkopf” had no less than 45 Knight’s Cross and 8 Oakleaves recipients among its rolls during the war. Its long-time commander, SS-Brigadeführer Hermann Prieß, received the Swords in April 1944. As such, it was one of the most highly decorated divisions of the German Armed Forces.




    During the course of the war, the division also suffered more casualties than most of the other divisions. Just looking at the numbers alone, the division received two full complements of personnel during the war. In the end, in April 1945, it could only muster some 1,000 grenadiers and six operational tanks.
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      Additional formal and informal views of Hermann Buchner. In spite of the war situation, Buchner received a worthy burial.


    


  




  

    




    SS-Oberscharführer Friedrich Buck




    

      Born: 30 January 1922 in Friedensthal (Rumania)


    




    ***




    

      Close Combat Clasp in Bronze: 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Silver: 1944




      Close Combat Clasp in Gold: 27 January 1945




      Knight’s Cross: 27 January 1945




      In the end, more than 50 days of creditable close combat


    




    ***




    

      General Assault Badge




      Hungarian Medal of Bravery for Noncommissioned Officers




      Two Tank Destruction Badges for Individual Combatants (?)




      Wound Badge in Gold


    




    The Tiger of Budapest




    Born in the Rumanian city of Friedensthal on 30 January 1922, Friedrich Buck was part of a small minority of ethnic Germans in the German-speaking part of Rumania. This minority had always had a difficult time of it. When Rumania joined the Axis in 1940, however, the situation for the ethnic Germans changed dramatically for the better. In the summer of 1941, Rumania contributed several divisions to the war against Stalin’s Soviet Union.




    In September 1941, three months after the start of the largest military operation in the history of warfare, Buck, who had just turned 19, received his induction notice for the German Armed Forces. Buck had escaped service in the poorly armed and motivated Rumanian forces as a result of his ethnicity. Buck volunteered for the Waffen-SS. Following his training, he was assigned to SS-Regiment (mot.) “Der Führer” of the SS-Division “Reich” as an assistant machine gunner. This elite division was well known for its toughness and would count many magnificent soldiers among its ranks—both the famous and the unknown.




    Buck experienced the fighting in the Rshew Bend in the spring of 1942. It was there that his regimental commander, SS-Obersturmbannführer Otto Kumm, would amaze the Soviets with his sheer determination in the defense, albeit at a terrible cost in casualties, during the months of employment. None too far removed from Moscow itself, the regiment held out successfully against all assaults of the enemy’s superior numbers.




    In June 1942, it was announced that all of the horse-mounted SS formations would be consolidated into a single division. The new formations were to consist primarily of ethnic Germans. SS-Rottenführer Buck, who had been around horses since a child, volunteered for the new formation.




    As a veteran of the fighting at Rshew, the brave young was one of the few ethnic Germans who had already demonstrated considerable combat experience. The Division Commander of the SS-Kavallerie-Division was SS-Brigadeführer Wilhelm Bittrich, a senior commander with experience from World War I. The general would later end the war as a Commanding General and would prove to be one of the most highly decorated and respected generals of the Waffen-SS.10 Buck was assigned to SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 15.
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      SS-Oberscharführer Buck poses with his Knight’s Cross. As with many very late-war Knight’s Cross recipients, it appears that the award was added in the dark room, since there was no time for a formal portrait sitting.


    




    ***




    In September 1942, the SS cavalrymen had to undergo their baptisms of fire at places like Demidow and Welish, where the division was primarily employed in an infantry role. Although the German Armed Forces fielded some of the most powerful and best-equipped forces in the world at the time, there were still tens of thousands of horses being used. In addition to the formations of the Waffen-SS and the Army, the “four-legged comrades”, as the German foot soldiers affectionately referred to the horses, were indispensable, especially for the movement of supplies and artillery pieces and for operations in difficult terrain. In sectors of the front where tanks were either not introduced or could not be employed as a result of the terrain, the cavalry formations were the rapid-response forces in times of need. Besides its horse cavalry, the SS-Kavallerie-Division also had some of the equipment and weaponry of more modern formations: A few assault guns, medium and heavy artillery, antitank elements and specialist elements.




    In the winter of 1942, the division suffered heavy losses at Medwedewo, but it was able to withstand the assaults of Soviet rifle formations for days on end. By then, Buck was a section leader and, in 1943, he received the Iron Cross, Second Class and the Assault Badge for his bravery at Welikje Luki, the Rshew Bend (which he knew all too well) and at Orel.




    As a result of his experience, and despite the fact he was only just 22, Buck was promoted to SS-Unterscharführer and entrusted with the leadership of a platoon in his troop. This was a duty position normally reserved for a higher rank. During the positional warfare around Kharkov and the later withdrawals to the Dnjepr, the ethnic German gained the reputation of being a magnificent patrol leader, who, together with his men, eliminated Soviet artillery and mortar positions over and over again, ferreted out Soviet snipers and also brought his mounted patrols to a successful end.




    As a result of heavy casualties in the Ukraine, the division received a battlefield reconstitution in the spring of 1944. The 8. SS-Kavallerie-Division “Florian Geyer”, as it had been redesignated, was then employed in Hungary. It was there that Friedrich Buck received some of the highest decorations for bravery the German Armed Forces could award and also helped write division history.
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      Wearing the 1957 version of the Knight’s Cross and the Close Combat Clasp in Gold in 2002.


    




    By then, Buck had already been awarded the Iron Cross, First Class and the Wound Badge in Gold. The brave cavalryman had seen military physicians and nurses five times for treatment of wounds, both major and minor. Although Buck had knocked out several tanks with hand grenades and Teller mines, it is not certain whether he ever received the Tank Destruction Badge for Individual Combatants.




    ***




    Forced to withdraw by the Soviet fall offensive, the 2. Armee received orders to assume the defense of the Hungarian capital of Budapest, along with elements of the 2. Panzer-Armee and Hungarian forces. When the defenders were defeated on both flanks, the Red Army finally succeeded in encircling the Hungarian metropolis on 26 December 1944. In the pocket were 14 German, Hungarian and Rumanian divisions. Among those forces were elements of the IX. SS-Gebirgs-Korps under SS-Obergruppenführer Pfeffer-Wildenbruch, who later received the Oakleaves. The next few weeks brought high casualties in extremely tough street and house-to-house fighting for the brave defenders, as well as the determined attackers.




    Friedrich Buck, who had been promoted to SS-Oberscharführer in the meantime, fought for a long time in the outer areas of the capitol with his platoon. After the bled-white division had to give these up, he continued the fight for days on end in the vicinity of the venerable imperial palace of the city. As the result of casualties among the leadership, Buck was given acting command of the 5. (schwere)/SS-Kavallerie-Regiment 15, which was commanded by Knight’s Cross recipient SS-Obersturmbannführer Oswald Krauss. It was there that he and his fellow veterans warded off dozens of attacks by Soviet rifle companies that were supported by artillery. Making a name for himself over and over again in close combat and assaults, Buck collected so many creditable days of close combat, that his division commander was able to recommend him not only for the Knight’s Cross for his considerable success in combat, but also for the highest level of the Close Combat Clasp at the same time. Friedrich Buck received both of the awards through a radio message on 27 January 1945. By then, he had been wounded again and, moreover, the situation in the pocket was already hopeless.




    Despite this, members of the 8. SS-Kavallerie-Division “Florian Geyer”, as well as their comrades in other SS and Army formations, assembled for a final break-out attempt on 12 February 1945. Attempts to relieve the force from the outside had already failed several times.




    Buck was at the head of his company during the break-out attempt. Although 800 men of the division were able to escape from the burning pocket, SS-Oberscharführer Buck was listed as missing.




    It was not until the end of 1945, when Buck was expeditiously released from Soviet captivity due to the severe wounds sustained in the break-out attempt—it was the seventh time he had been wounded—that it was finally revealed that he had survived.




    For his bravery in the Budapest Pocket, Buck had also received the Hungarian Bravery Medal for Noncommissioned Officers in Gold.11 That, together with the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, distinguishes Friedrich Buck from all of the other Knight’s Cross recipients of his division. The division’s last commander, SS-Brigadeführer Rumohr, was killed in the break-out attempt, as were most of his brave soldiers. Some of those who were successful in breaking out included Boosfeld (57 close-combat days) and Maringgele (84 close-combat days), both of whom were Knight’s Cross recipients. Eleven of the division’s Knight’s Cross recipients received their awards as a result of their actions in the fighting in and around Budapest.




    The award of the Close Combat Clasp in Gold to Buck per radio message is the only known instance where this occurred.




    ***




    Friedrich Buck returned to civilian life in 1946 after nearly five years of hard fighting at the front. Until his retirement, he worked as a technician for the Bosch company. In 1997, he celebrated his 75th birthday in good health.




    Author’s Note: The award of the Hungarian Medal for Bravery was made according to Buck’s own representations in a letter to the author.
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      An illustration by a war correspondent. The T 34 has had its visibility impaired by a smoke pot, and a hunter/killer team uses a good attack angle to bring up mines and hand grenades.


    


    




    

      10 Wilhelm Bittrich was born in 1894 in the Harz Mountain region of Germany. He initially served in the infantry during World War I, before switching over to the air corps. In 1919, he was an officer in a Freikorps formation. He then went on to become a career officer in the Reichswehr, before transferring to the fledgling SS-Verfügungstruppe in 1936. He contributed significantly in training and organizing the new force. He participated in the Campaign in Poland as a SS-Standartenführer within the Leibstandarte SS-Adolf Hitler. He served with success in the Balkans as a regimental commander in SS-Division Reich. In October 1941, he became the commander of the SS-Kavallerie-Division as a SS-Brigadeführer. He soon received the Knight’s Cross for his successes in the Soviet Union and was promoted to SS-Gruppenführer on 1 May 1943. He went on to command the 9. SS-Panzer-Division “Hohenstaufen” and, in July 1944, he became the Commanding General of the II. SS-Panzer-Korps along the Invasion front in Normandy. On 28 August 1944, he was awarded the Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross. Bittrich was able to veil his sympathies towards Rommel and the latter’s participation in the “20th July” plot. (Bittrich made an offer to Rommel to support him against SS forces in France!) In the fall of 1944 he successfully defended against British airborne operations in Holland (Operation “Market Garden”). Following the offensive operations in the Ardennes and in Hungary, he received the Swords on 6 May 1945. He was brought up on charges after the war end for operations against French partisans and sentenced to death. He was pardoned in 1953 and died in 1979.




      11 The Hungarian Bravery medal was only awarded to officers 20 times and to noncommissioned officers 39 times. The only known foreign recipients are the world-famous aerial tank killer, Oberst Hans-Ulrich Rudel, the most highly decorated member of the German Armed Forces, and Friedrich Buck.
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