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  CHAPTER 1




  From Paratroopers to Airborne Forces, the Buildup




  When the former commander of the American Air Corps in France during the First World War, Major General William “Billy” Mitchell, published his memoirs in 1930, attentive readers were captivated by one of his chapters. They read about the planning for an offensive from the air against Ypres. Major General Mitchell had proposed the parachuting of the U.S. 1st Infantry Division when the Allies failed to break through the German front at Menin-Roselare.




  It was intended to parachute the infantry behind the front. This first airborne force was to be supplied with ammunition, machine-guns and rations from the air by means of giant cargo chutes. All of the aircraft of the Allies—some 2,000 machines—were to support the offensive from the air by bombing and strafing the German front.




  Major General Mitchell was firmly convinced that such an attack, which had never before been attempted, would force the breakthrough at Roselare and cause the German front to collapse. But the operation was postponed to February 1919. Thus, the end of the war thwarted the first operation from the “third dimension.”




  Many declared the general—even twelve years after the war had ended—as crazy. That wasn’t the case in the Soviet Union, however. There, the first airborne formations were activated as early as 1928. The Commander-in-Chief of the Red Army at the time, Marshall Tuchatschewskij, was a strong proponent of the new concept. In the process, he was also strongly supported by the Minister of Defense, Woroschilow.




  During the maneuvers of 1931, the Soviets attempted the first jump of a group of paratroopers in the area around Woronesch. The group consisted of a lieutenant and six men. They jumped with a heavy machine-gun from an Antonov 14, which had transported them to their jump zone. The group pressed forward to a corps command post and took it prisoner.




  At the time, the interwar German military, the Reichswehr, was also acquainted with the idea of using paratroopers as an attack force, but it never went beyond the theoretical stage.




  The Soviet maneuvers were followed a year later by the first actual operation, when the Soviet military needed to overpower a group of bandits from Basmach, who had heretofore been able to escape capture by the military. A platoon of paratroopers jumped in with a few machine-guns and blocked the area behind the bandits. Once the escape route had been sealed, the ground forces were able to advance and eliminate them.




  The Ossawiachim—a club for those interested in aviation and related matters—established parachuting clubs in all of the larger cities of the Soviet Union. All different parachute types throughout the world were brought in and tested. The best of the designs were then copied—without permission, of course.




  In the winter of 1931, Marshall Tuchatschewskij ordered that all aviators were to be trained to parachute. The idea of air-transporting forces for landing them in the rear of the enemy seemed to have caught hold in the Soviet Union. That thought was conveyed in France in 1932 when the Soviet air general Schtscherbakow visited. He was guided through the Maginot Line, where Marshall Pètain, full of pride, told him that it was impregnable.




  The Soviet general replied: “These facilities and fortresses will be completely superfluous in the future. When an enemy takes to heart the recommendations of General Mitchell, he can simply jump past them. Parachute divisions will land to the rear of these gigantic fortifications and cut them off from their lines of communication.”




  Marshall Pètain was taken aback momentarily, but he then regained his composure and smiled: “That, my dear general, most assuredly will never happen.”




  Despite that assurance, the aged French Marshall soon issued a directive that air defenses were to be constructed in the vicinity of the Maginot Line and heavy antiaircraft batteries to be positioned near all fortress facilities.




  The training for airborne warfare continued in Moscow. In the Aero-Hydrodynamic Central Institute, aircraft and power plants purchased abroad were taken apart and reverse engineered. By 1932, some 1,500 airframes had been constructed. By 1937, the Soviet Commander-in-Chief wanted to have 8,000 aircraft on hand. In order to man those aircraft, the military branch of the Ossawiachim had all of its members—both male and female—trained as pilots, observers, radio operators and parachutists. The Air Academy and the Training Institute for Navigation—in all, a total of 20 aviation preparatory schools and 32 schools for mechanics, maintenance personnel and meteor-ologists—provided the ground personnel. In the large amusement park in Moscow, a parachute tower, from which young people could jump with parachutes, was constructed in 1932.




  During the Moscow Aviation Days of 1933 and again in 1934, some 400 parachutists jumped from around 5,000 meters, free fell some 4,000 meters and then opened their chutes simultaneously at 1,000 meters.




  It was not until 1935, however, that there was a massed jump by a larger parachute formation. This was done during the summer maneuvers in the Ukraine. No fewer than 1,000 parachutists jumped at the same time. They then secured an airfield for the air landing of 5,000 additional forces.




  The Soviet demonstration had deeply impressed the military forces of the world. Colonel Archibald P. Wavell, the future senior commander in the Near East and Africa, wrote the following to his government: “If I had not personally witnessed this operation, I would have never believed that such a thing were possible.”1




  The German military attaché in Moscow also reported the massed jump of parachutists to Berlin. Although the formation of an airborne force had already been contemplated in Germany, the attaché’s report gave urgency to the matter. It was something like the spark that set off the fire for the development of German airborne forces.




  It was intended in 1936 for 1,500 parachutists of the Red Army to force a river crossing during an exercise and then open up an avenue of advance for an attacking corps. That maneuver also succeeded and it appeared as though the Soviet Union would be the first country in the world to have a fully formed and trained airborne force. But with the fall of the Commander-in-Chief of the Red Army (Marshall Tuchatschewskij fell victim to a purge on the part of Stalin), the thought also disappeared—a thought that had almost been transformed into practice—of having an operational airborne force. Even during the Second World War there were few Soviet airborne operations and those were largely unsuccessful.
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  After the Soviet summer maneuvers of 1935, Oberstleutnant2 Jakoby, the commander of Luftwaffe Regiment “General Göring”—which had been formed on 1 April from Landespolizeigruppe “General Göring”3—was summoned to report to the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe at Romintern. Göring told the officer: “My regiment will be transferred into the Luftwaffe on 1 October. Jakoby, you need to form a parachute battalion from volunteers from the regiment. The battalion will be used to form the cadre for the future German airborne forces.”




  Regiment “General Göring” was moved to the Altengrabow Training Area in October 1935. The soldiers of the regiment were then witness to a parachute jump at the Döberitz Training Area. When the assembled soldiers saw how the parachutist was injured upon jumping and remained motionless in the jump zone, there were a few long faces in the crowd. Despite that, some 600 men from the regiment volunteered, including almost all of the officers. The 1st Battalion of the regiment was then designated as its airborne battalion. The names found on the list of senior duty positions of the battalion would later become well known during the first operations of the airborne forces in World War II:




  Battalion commander: Major Bräuer




  Adjutant: Oberleutnant Vogel




  Signals Officer: Leutnant Dunz




  1st Company: Oberleutnant Walther




  2nd Company: Oberleutnant Kroh




  3rd Company: Oberleutnant Schulz




  4th Company: Hauptmann Reinberger




  During the reorganization of the regiment in November 1935, the paratrooper battalion was redesignated as the 4th Battalion. The future General der Fallschirmtruppe Bräuer wrote the following about the organization’s first few months of existence:




  

    When I was given the mission of establishing the first paratrooper battalion in September 1935, it was a mission that seemed monumental in the scope of it. I did not have the slightest amount of professional abilities in the area of flying. Up to that point, I had never even flown before nor seen a parachute jump. As was the case with me, it was also the case with all of the members of the battalion.




    After discussing things with the regimental commander, I was initially under the impression that perhaps 30 or 40 men would volunteer. The regimental commander was no less surprised than I was when the regiment put out the word for volunteering and the reports started to come in from the individual companies. There were between 30 and 60 men from each company who volunteered.




    In one fell swoop, the battalion had 24 officers and 800 men.4


  




  The first airborne school was established at Stendal and soon the first jumps were being conducted. Two officers from the Luftwaffe, Hauptmann Immans and Hauptmann Kuhno, provided the instruction. Technical issues were addressed by Major Bassenge. The three-month training session was conducted with guidelines he established.




  After the birthing pangs were over, the young airborne force was “baptized” on 29 January 1936. It came in the form of the first order issued by the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, Hermann Göring:




  

    The Reich Minister for Aviation and the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe




    Berlin, 29 January 1936




    LA No. 262/368 III, 1 A (SECRET)




    TO: Military Air District II5, Berlin.




    In order to prepare Regiment “General Göring” for parachuting, the following is ordered:




    As future instructional personnel, 15 volunteer officers, senior noncommissioned officers and junior noncommissioned officers are to be identified and trained.




    To be considered are personnel weighing less than 85 kilograms, who are in physically good shape and must be medically examined for aviation suitability.




    Start of the training: Most likely on 1 March 1936. Length: 8 weeks, of which 4 weeks are devoted to parachute maintenance under the tutelage of Luftwaffe equipment inspectors and 4 weeks of hands-on training in jumping out of aircraft. The airfield at Neubrandenburg is being considered for these purposes. A Ju 52 will be provided by the Reich Air Ministry (LC). The Reich Air Ministry (LA III) will provided suitable instructors.




    Guidelines for the training will be provided in a timely manner by Reich Air Ministry (LA III).




    Military District II will report the following by 15 March:




    1. Name and rank of the volunteers.




    2. The completion of the aviation medical examinations.




    3. The suitability of the designated airfield




    DRAFT FOR THE COMMANDER:




    /signed: Milch/


  




  In addition to that small group of instructor personnel at Stendal, the parachute battalion was billeted in a rapidly erected barracks camp.




  The major issue for the airborne forces at the time was a suitable parachute and sufficient lift capacity to transport the paratroopers to their drop zone.




  The Ju 52, which had been in service since 1932, was found to be a suitable machine. Lufthansa had flown it since its inception and had enjoyed terrific experience with it. A military version of the aircraft was produced and entered service in 1934. By the end of 1935, some 450 Ju 52’s were part of the Luftwaffe’s inventory. The aircraft could carry 18 fully equipped paratroopers. It had a flight radius of 560 kilometers and was capable of taking off from unimproved runways and landing in open fields. The fact that the aircraft was also being mass-produced guaranteed that there would be enough of them for larger-scale parachute and airborne operations.




  It proved more difficult to come up with a suitable parachute, however. In 1933, the military parachute came under the auspices of the Technical Office of the General Air Procurement Office within the Air Ministry. The Technical Office had a number of subordinate agencies reporting to it that were responsible for developing, testing and researching all matters related to parachuting, including the world famous Testing Center for Aviation (Versuchsanstalt für Luftfahrt) in Berlin, the Testing Center for the Luftwaffe at Rechlin and the Aviation Technical Institute of the Technical University in Darmstadt.




  The parachute testing center of the Aviation Technical Institute had a surveying station at its disposal that was capable of capturing all phases of the deployment of a parachute on film.




  Regular parachutes, known as “lifesavers in the air,” were taken out of consideration as the “transport device” for paratroopers. A parachute had to be developed that guaranteed opening and deploying at the intended jump heights of only about 120 meters. That height had been determined so that the paratrooper would only spend as short a time as possible during his jump helpless in the air.




  In rapid succession, three different parachutes were developed, the RZ 1, the RZ 16 and the RZ 20. The canopy was rounded with a diameter of 8.5 meters and a central set of risers, ending in ropes. The parachute was of the backpack variety. It connected to a 7-meter-long lead line in the aircraft, which forced open the parachute upon jumping. Back then, there were no reserve parachutes.
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  During the same time frame, in 1936, the German Army High Command was interested in establishing a paratroop battalion. Initially, there was only a company of Army paratroopers, which were commanded by Oberleutnant Zahn. The Executive Officer was Oberleutnant Pelz, a well-known pentathlete.




  Both of these elements, the company and the battalion, were directed to participate for the first time in the Army Maneuvers of 1937 in Mecklenburg. Oberstleutnant Bassenge, who was in charge of the testing center for parachute equipment and had also written the tactical employment doctrine for the new force, had 14 “destroyer” sections dropped. They were directed to “blow up railway facilities and bridges in enemy territory.”




  The Army’s paratrooper company was not employed until the very end of the exercise, however, when it made a demonstration jump. Hitler was impressed by what he saw, and Oberstleutnant Bassenge hoped that he would be given even more authority. He turned in a long list of recommendations, in which he also outlined how the airborne forces should be organized and employed. But as was the case with his previous recommendations, he received no answer.




  Major Richard Heidrich, who had assumed command of the Army’s Fallschirm-Infanterie-Bataillon6 on 1 March 1938, pressed hard to establish his battalion. The former tactics instructor at the military academy in Potsdam moved his battalion to the newly built garrison at Braunschweig-Riddagshausen.




  While the Luftwaffe trained its parachute forces in “destroyer” tactics and intended to operate deep in the enemy’s rear with small sections, the Army sought to use its parachute forces as infantry in a more traditionally tactical role.




  Everything changed in a fundamental fashion when the Fliegerkommandeur 37 in Münster, Generalmajor Kurt Student, received orders from Göring in Berlin to “establish an airborne division as quickly as possible.”




  Correspondingly, Student received command of the fledgling German airborne forces. His division was designated as the 7. Flieger-Division, which, for operational security reasons, made it appear to be another regular Luftwaffe air division.




  Generalmajor Student had his own ideas about how best to employ airborne forces. In his memoirs, he wrote:




  

    I could not accept the “destroyer” tactics. Despite the necessary boldness, I did not see a completely satisfactory mission in it for a soldier and for the force as a whole. The chances of returning [from such employment] also appeared to me to be too slight. In most cases, the only thing left after conducting the operation was being taken prisoner and perhaps even being treated as a saboteur or even a spy. Such a prospect would undermine the morale of even the best troops. Good troops bear losses in battle. But they must also have a realizable chance of coming back in one piece.




    The tactically limited employment also appeared to me to not correspond to the nature and meaning of airborne forces. My ideas concerning this new force started to go far beyond that from the very beginning. I saw my mission in gradually developing the parachute and airborne forces into an instrument of operational import, perhaps even decisive in battles.




    The operations of airborne forces provided for ground operations, which had hitherto only been executable in two dimensions, the great advantage of the third dimension. Consequently, they brought with them the opportunity for military commands to simply jump over the enemy’s front and hit the enemy in the rear, where and when they wanted. As is well known, an attack in the enemy’s rear has always been the goal, since it is usually demoralizing and, therefore, the most effective. Airborne forces presented the opportunity to do that and were therefore of immeasurable value for the conduct of warfare.




    In addition, there was the moment of surprise with the sudden appearance of an attack from paratroopers, which led to a paralyzing effect. The surprise becomes ever greater as more paratroopers jump into the enemy’s territory. But therein also lies the greatest danger for the jump-in force: The danger of landing too close to the enemy, who is prepared to defend, and thereby experience an unpleasant surprise itself.




    From the very beginning, I dedicated myself to the important complex of questions that argue for and against these operations.
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  The decision to establish an airborne division had not materialized out of thin air, of course. It originated against a backdrop of real events. Hitler had decided to solve the Sudeten problem with force. In occupying the Sudetenland, the Czech line of bunkers was to be taken out as quickly as possible. The new airborne division was to be employed to that end. For the attack, the Army’s parachute infantry battalion of Major Heidrich was also to be attached to the division.




  Student received directives from Göring to have the division established and operational by 15 September. Since up to that point he had only had the two parachute battalions at his disposal, he also received an air-landed battalion (Major Sydow) and Infanterie-Regiment 16 (Oberst Kreysing). At the behest of Göring, SA-Regiment “Standarte Feldherrnhalle” was also added to the ad hoc division. The 7. Flieger-Division was also augmented with an aviation section, which consisted of reconnaissance assets, 8 transport groups (with Ju 52’s) and 12 DFS 230 gliders. Also attached to the division were a ground-support wing with three groups and a fighter wing, also with three groups.




  On 1 September 1938, Generalmajor Student reported the division as being combat ready. A large-scale air-landed operation had just taken place at Jüterbog, in which the 12 gliders participated under the command of Leutnant Kiess.




  When Generalmajor Student visited the small group, which had been billeted at the Prenzlau Air Base, he climbed into one of the gliders. He understood the importance of just such a silent aircraft and gave Kiess the mission of taking dominant terrain—Hill 698, just south of Freudenthal—in the occupation of the Sudetenland, which was to take place in short order. The hill was to be taken in a surprise attack.




  As a result of the Accord in Munich on 29 September 1938, in which England gave into Hitler’s demands and the Czechs lost the Sudetenland without a shot being fired, the first planned operation of parachute and air-landed troops had been overcome by events. The operation was then conducted as an exercise, although the jumping-in of paratroopers and the landing of gliders was not exercised in the interest of secrecy. Nevertheless, the 250 jammed Ju 52’s that set down on the designated airstrips in the Sudetenland on 7 October 1938 made for a great impression. Later on, when Göring arrived in Freudenthal, Student, who was never shy to engage in some public relations, had a battalion of paratroopers brought in from the air. Göring was enthusiastic.




  “This has a great future!” he said. Oberst Bassenge, who had been outmaneuvered by Generalmajor Student, complained bitterly: “That completely unimportant demonstration had won over the Commander-in-Chief to such an extent that he spontaneously told Student that he wanted to establish an airborne corps and give its command to Student.”




  But Student would have been content with just the command of a real airborne division, because the forces that he commanded were anything but a homogenous formation. After “Operation Sudetenland” the formations returned to all of their home stations and Student was left standing with a single parachute infantry battalion.




  In the meantime, Student had also been designated as the Inspector of Parachute and Air-Landed Forces, where he attempted to transform Göring’s promise into action. His Chief-of-Staff became Oberst Bassenge, a marriage that was probably not made in heaven.




  In January 1939, the entire 22. Infanterie-Division was reequipped, retrained and redesignated as an air-landed division. In addition, two more parachute infantry battalions were formed to finally create a real regiment, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment (FJR) 1. These were commanded as follows: I./FJR 1 by Oberstleutnant Herbert Gratzi; II./FJR 1 by Major Richard Heydrich; and III./FJR 1 by Major Sydow. The regimental commander was Oberst Bräuer.




  All of the paratroopers were volunteers and this principle was never deviated from until the summer of 1944, when there were some 130,000 of them. From then until the end of the war, an additional 40,000 were impressed into airborne service from other formations and even branches of service, although most of them came from the Luftwaffe. Student placed great emphasis on the selection of his volunteers. The treatment of the paratroopers and their training were given strict guidelines by him. He later wrote:




  

    Treatment must respect the feeling of pride the paratrooper has in belonging to the airborne forces. It must be more generous, more circumspect and more comradely than anywhere else. The culture [of the airborne forces] must rest more on mutual trust to one another than on discipline and obedience. I personally made efforts to give the best example. Whenever I visited the forces, I frequently talked to individual paratroopers and discussed their interests, their personal relationships and concerns. I asked them about their point of view and was happy whenever I received open and honest answers. In that manner, my company and battalion commanders and I brought together the airborne forces to an ever larger family, and it was an exceptionally difficult punishment for a paratrooper whenever he was kicked out of the family and assigned to another arm.


  




  To a large extent, this basic attitude was the secret to success for the airborne forces.
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  A somewhat strained relationship existed between Generalmajor Student and Oberst Bassenge. While Bassenge was a proponent of airborne operations of limited scope, Student wanted large-scale operations. He wanted to see operations conducted on a large scale, which, for the most part, were to be independent of Army operations. Tactical mobility on the battlefield was a necessary prerequisite, for him, of a powerful airborne force.




  Student was reinforced in his opinions by Hitler, who paid a great deal of attention to the airborne forces as a consequence of impressions gained during the maneuvers of 1937 and the “test runs” of 1938. That said, the enthusiasm the airborne forces received was not matched by an equal amount of resources.




  Steps continued to build up the parachute and air-landed forces, however. On 1 January 1939, the Army’s parachute infantry battalion was transferred to FJR 1 as its 2nd Battalion. Hauptmann Fritz Prager assumed command of the battalion, while the original commander, Oberstleutnant Heidrich, was transferred to the headquarters of the 7. Flieger-Division.




  That division, which reported directly to the Luftwaffe High Command, continued to grow as well. Division troops were added—e.g., Luftlande-Geschütz-Batterie 78—under the command of Oberleutnant Schram.




  On 20 April 1939, the airborne forces appeared at Hitler’s birthday parade for the first time. Under the command of Oberst Bräuer, they marched in review past Hitler.




  Airborne forces employed the first large-scale deception maneuver at exercises held at the Bergen Training Area in July 1939. Oberstleutnant Heidrich had the idea of attaching life-size dolls to parachutes and then dropping them to deceive the enemy. The dolls landed in the rear of an “enemy” combat formation, which promptly turned about to engage the non-breathing enemy.




  While that was happening, the II./FJR 1, under the command of Hauptmann Prager, jumped into the high ground that was supposed to be defended by the enemy and took it without a fight. General der Artillerie von Kluge, who was the director of the exercises, was enthusiastic.




  It should be mentioned, however, that the Commander-in-Chief of the Army, Generaloberst von Brauchitsch, had uttered a negative opinion about the airborne forces at a similar air-drop exercise held at the Munster Training Area: “On paper and in war games that all looks very nice. But, in practice, this whole business is only suitable on a very small scale.”




  When Generalmajor Student raised some fact-based objections to that observation, von Brauchitsch did not even allow him to finish his train of thought. Von Brauchistch stated: “Everything’s still in its baby shoes. It is not useable within a large-scale tactical framework. You are an eternal optimist, Student!”




  When the Second World War began, the German airborne forces were still in the process of being established. The 7. Flieger-Division had only FJR 1 and the I./FJR 2. The latter regiment’s 2nd Battalion was still being formed. On the day of mobilization, 26 August 1939, the airborne units and formations were located in their peacetime garrisons. They received the following order: “7. Flieger-Division, reinforced by Infanterie-Regiment 16, is the operational reserve of the Supreme Command. For that purpose, it marches to the Liegnitz area.”




  [image: Kurt Student, the Commander-in-Chief of the German airborne forces.]




  [image: The first parade of the recently formed airborne forces in Berlin.]




  [image: Parachutes are aired out and maintained.]




  [image: Parachute gathered up for repacking after use.]




  [image: A practice jump from a Junkers Ju 52. Note the characteristic “diving” position that the paratroopers had to adopt in order to successfully exit the aircraft and properly deploy the parachute.]




  [image: The jumpers float to earth. The design of the German parachute allowed jumping from very low altitudes but the paratrooper had little control over the rate and direction of the descent.]




  FOOTNOTES




  1. Translator’s Note: This quote was reverse-translated back into English from the German from an unknown source. Therefore, the translation may not completely correspond with that what was originally written.




  2. Translator’s Note: Lieutenant colonel. German ranks will be used throughout the text. For those unfamiliar with them, a table is furnished at the end of the book.




  3. Translator’s Note: State Police Regiment. Göring was initially also the head of the police in Prussia when the National Socialists took power. The Landespolizeigruppe that bore his name as an honorific was essentially a party arm and used initially as a paramilitary force to combat remaining Communist elements. It later evolved into a division with elite status and, by the end of the war, was designated a corps, even though its total end strength barely merited that designation.




  4. The regiment’s 15th Company of engineers, under the command of Oberleutnant Karl-Lothar Schulz, was not initially given the opportunity to volunteer, since no engineers were initially called for. It was not until three months later that an airborne engineer company was formed.




  5. Translator’s Note: The original German contained a number of abbreviations, which are not repeated here. In order to prevent confusion or remain indecipherable for those not versed in either German or these particular abbreviations, an English equivalent will be presented wherever possible.




  6. Translator’s Note: Parachute Infantry Battalion.




  7. Translator’s Note: The Luftwaffe divided the Reich up into military districts as well, with the Fliegerkommandeur 3 being the equivalent of a corps headquarters.




  8. Translator’s Note: 7th Gun Battery (Air-Landed).




  CHAPTER 2




  Paratroopers at War




  IDLE DURING THE POLISH CAMPAIGN




  The II./FJR 1 experienced the first day of the war—1 September 1939—on the Autobahn between Berlin and Breslau. Marching to the southeast, its march objective was the airfields around Breslau, from which the operations would be flown, if they were committed. Generalmajor Student had wargamed a number of employment possibilities for his small number of paratroopers. One of them was to be employed at the bridge over the Vistula at Pulawy. The paratroopers would jump into the area around the bridge, eliminate its security, remove the charges and hold open the route for the advancing armored forces.




  The soldiers of the battalion were already sitting in their transports when the operation was called off. Cursing, they got off the aircraft. It was later found out that the German armored forces had already taken the bridge in a coup de main. It was not until 24 September that the men of that battalion had their first contact with the enemy, albeit employed on the ground initially. They suffered their first casualties at Wola Gulowska, losing eight of their number killed.




  The III./FJR 1 was not employed at all. Instead, it was used to provide security for the command post of General von Richthofen.




  The waiting game was not something the paratroopers enjoyed. The men were unhappy and, when the formations returned to their garrisons in the middle of October, many men asked to be transferred from an “inactive force” to the infantry. They could not know, after all, that a large-scale operation for the airborne forces was just around the corner.




  AN OPERATION IS PLANNED




  On 27 October 1939, Student was summoned to see Hitler in the Reich Chancellery. He stood face-to-face with Hitler for the first time and discovered why his airborne forces were not employed in Poland.




  “The airborne forces are too valuable to me, Student. I will only employ them if there’s a payoff. The Army could take care of things by itself in Poland. As a result, I didn’t want to reveal the secret of this new branch prematurely.”




  Following that, Hitler revealed to the general officer his intentions for the airborne forces, whose employment he had held back for the campaign in the west. Since the Western Campaign was scheduled to begin on 12 November, it appeared that all matters had to assume extreme urgency. According to Hitler’s plan, as Student discovered, a specially equipped assault detachment was to take the strongly fortified and exceptionally modern Belgian fortifications at Eben Emael on the Belgian Albert Canal by means of glider insertion. The three bridges beyond the canal were also to be taken by gliderborne troops, thus preventing them from being blown up by the enemy.




  Student later wrote about the encounter with Hitler:




  

    During my conversation, Hitler developed the theme of the meaning and operational purpose of air-landed forces with extraordinary clarity and in his own uniquely persuasive manner. To my great surprise, he demonstrated great professional knowledge of the material, even including the area of gliders. He initially placed great stress on the fact that one should not lose sight of the fact that parachute and air-landed forces were a completely new and, for the time being, secret weapon.




    That meant that their first employment had to be at a place of decisive importance, with no holding back and boldness.




    I then told him about the large disappointment on the part of the paratroopers and the psychological consequences that had to result. Hitler listened to me attentively and then said: “You will most certainly be employed in the west!” Smiling, he added: “And it will be a big deal.”




    He then informed me of the missions he wanted to give the air-landed forces during the upcoming offensive in the west:




    1. The 7. Flieger-Division and the 22. Luftlande-Division were intended to take the Reduit National from the air and hold that important line of fortifications until the arrival of the Army.




    2. An additional parachute battalion was to take the blocking redoubt of Eben Emael near Lüttich [Liege] by a surprise attack with gliders, as well as the bridges to the north over the Albert Canal and the bridges over the Meuse at Maastricht, which would allow the rapid crossing of the 6. Armee (General von Reichenau) over the Meuse and the Albert Canal.
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  Generalmajor Student, when queried as to the possibility of success for both of the operations, replied that the first part was certainly within the realm of possibilities but that the second part, the taking of Eben Emael from the air, was too fantastic to achieve.




  “Sleep on it, Student. Report back to me tomorrow and tell me your decision then.”




  That night, there was no sleep for Student, however. He weighed all of the options from every angle and finally came to the conclusion that a surprise attack on Eben Emael was possible if all the preparations for the assault could be kept secret. He reported back to Hitler and told him of his conclusions.




  Together with Oberst Bräuer, Student selected the units that were to be employed for the surprise assault on the three bridges over the Albert Canal and the elimination of Eben Emael.




  Hauptmann Koch, the commander of the 1./FJR 1 was charged with forming Sturmabteilung Koch1, which was then responsible for carrying out the operation. Joining Koch’s detachment was the engineer platoon from the II./FJR 1, which was led by Oberleutnant Witzig. The glider element was under the command of Oberleutnant Kiess. Using replacements from the airborne school, the detachment was brought up to a total strength of 500 men.




  The start of the Campaign in the West was delayed, one week at a time, by bad weather. When it was finally decided to launch the offensive on 17 January 1940, the entire operational plans for the offensive fell into enemy hands. An airborne Major, who was being sent to Luftflotte 2 2 at Münster as a liaison officer, had copies of all of the operations orders with him in a briefcase. The pilot who was flying him there, a Major in the Luftwaffe, was flying an Me 108 “Taifun”3 for the first time. Not only did he get lost, he also had to make an emergency landing when the engine gave out. The aircraft went down in the vicinity of the Belgian city of Mechelen-sur-Meuse.




  Major Reinberger, the liaison officer, attempted to burn all of the plans, but he did not completely succeed before he was captured. Since the Germans did not know how much of the operational plan had fallen into enemy hands, the start of the Offensive in the West was postponed until the spring.




  The missions of the airborne forces were then modified, adding as follows:




  

    	Taking the bridges at Moerdijk, Dordrecht and Rotterdam for the 18. Armee, since it would operate with its main effort south of the river area.




    	Simultaneous occupation of the Dutch capital, Den Haag, thus taking the Dutch leadership out of the picture.


  




  The preparations for the air-landed operations were given under unified command to Generalleutnant Student.
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  To the surprise of all involved, Hitler decided on 3 March 1940 to conduct operations against Norway prior to the start of the Campaign in the West. To that end, he directed the use of a parachute battalion. Student recommended against that, but his objections were overruled. In order not to tear apart Sturmabteilung Koch, which was still training for its original mission, Student placed the I./FJR 1 at the disposal of the High Command. Hauptmann Walther’s battalion received the following missions:




  

    	Half of the battalion was to be employed to occupy and secure the Oslo-Fornebu airport for subsequent landings. The half-battalion was to remain under the command of Walther.




    	The 3./FJR 1, under the command of Oberleutnant von Brandis, was to take the Stavanger-Sola airport.




    	The 4./FJR 1 of Hauptmann Gericke was to take the most important bridges and airports of Denmark.


  




  THE FIRST AIR-LANDED AND JUMP OPERATIONS IN DENMARK AND NORWAY




  When the Ju 52’s carrying Hauptmann Walther’s half battalion of men neared the Norwegian coast, there was such a “pea soup” of a fog that visibility was reduced to barely 20 meters. The pilot commanding Walther’s machine reported the minimal visibility, and Walther ordered him to go lower. But no matter how low they went, the fog seemed to extend all the way to the ocean surface.




  Seconds after the order to continue flying at the lowest level possible, a loud crash shook the men in the fourth machine. Two Ju 52’s that had been following closely behind had crashed into one another and dropped to the sea below.




  “Climb!” Oberstleutnant Drewes, the group commander of the II./Kampfgeschwader z.b.V. 14, ordered as visibility dropped to zero over the islands that made up Oslo.




  “What’s going on?” Hauptmann Walther asked.




  “A safe drop of the two companies is impossible, Walther. We have to head for Aalborg.”




  “If we don’t take the airfield, the transports following us can’t land with their forces,” he retorted.




  But, in the end, the major had to bend to the insight of the transport commander. The entire formation turned and flew to Aalborg, where it landed.




  The group that was following was also ordered back. But Hauptmann Wagner, the flight leader of the second group, thought the radio transmission was an enemy trick and continued the flight on to Oslo-Fornebu by himself.




  The eight Me 110’s of the I./Zerstörergeschwader 765 of Hauptmann Ingenhoven had also arrived in the meantime. The aircraft had been detailed to support the airborne forces. Once over the air space of the airport, they started preparations to land, convinced that the paratroopers had already jumped and had the airfield under their control.




  Once they started receiving defensive fires, they knew otherwise. But the aircraft had to land there. They didn’t have enough fuel to return to their home base.




  Ingenhoven: “Attack and engage the enemy defenses with machine-gun fire.”




  The twin-engined aircraft dove and aimed their weapons in the direction of the muzzle flashes they could see. Two English “Gladiator” fighters were set ablaze before they could take off to intercept the German destroyers.




  While that was happening, the aircraft with Hauptmann Wagner arrived on scene. The Ju 52 also started to turn to land and suddenly received heavy machine-gun fire. A machine-gun salvo went through the aircraft. Hauptmann Wagner, who was at the stick, was shot in the head and killed. The assistant pilot caught the machine in time, although rounds continued their deadly arc through the aircraft and hit men cried out in surprise and pain. Although the aircraft swung wildly from side to side, it climbed up out of the deathtrap over the airfield as the Me 110’s made another run.




  The stricken Ju 52 also managed to reach Aalborg, where the rest of the second group had already arrived. The eight Me 110’s remained behind. They had a choice: Take the airfield or go down at sea somewhere.




  Once again, the Me 110’s returned fire on the enemy and then attempted to land. The first aircraft touched down but ran out of runway. When it came to a stop, it was slightly damaged. But the rest landed without incident. Once on the ground, they all turned so that the rear of the aircraft faced the airport facilities. That way, the rear gunners had an opportunity to return fire. But the fires had ceased. The enemy had given up and abandoned his positions.




  Hauptmann Ingenhoven reported: “Fornebu airfield in our hands! Airfield free for follow-on landings by paratroopers!” The airborne forces turned around, occupied the airfield and held it until Infanterie-Regiment 324, which had been designated to relieve the airborne forces, arrived. When the sixth company finished landing around noon on 9 April, they moved out on Oslo. The mission of the main group had been accomplished.
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  Hauptmann Gericke sat in the lead machine of the 4./FJR 1. He was waiting for the signal to jump. When the red lamp lit up, the doors of the Ju 52 were opened, and the lead jumper stood with spread legs in the open door, holding on to the framework with both hands.




  The jump horn blasted, signaling it was clear to jump. The first men to jump sprang out, with the remainders of their sticks following closely behind. They knew that only a rapid jump meant the company would remain cohesive.




  The paratroopers landed without being engaged. Three minutes later, they had assembled. They headed for the bridge that connected the islands of Falster and Fünen. The road there led to Copenhagen. The completely surprised Danes were disarmed, and the bridge was secured by the paratroopers. They had not even waited for the drop of the containers with their heavy weapons. Instead, they had assaulted with their small-arms. They had cleared the route to Copenhagen, and Hauptmann Gericke reported that the bridge was in German hands. A few hours later, Infanterie-Regiment 305 marched across the bridge and headed for Copenhagen, taking the Danish capital.




  At the same time, the 3./FJR 1 of Oberleutnant Freiherr6 von Brandis flew in the direction of Stavanger-Sola. But there was thick fog along their route as well. The machines flew barely 10 meters above the sea’s surface. Suddenly, the fog lifted and they saw Sola in front of them. Clear weather.




  “Climb to a jump height of 140 meters!” The Oberleutnant ordered. As they were climbing, they started to receive fire from the ground. Parachutes started floating to earth. The antiaircraft guns at the airfield picked up their fires, but the paratroopers were already on the ground and were advancing in leaps and bounds. They received fire, but the first pocket of resistance was eliminated. The bounding started towards the second one. At the same time, two long-range Bf 109’s thundered over the airfield and strafed the enemy with their cannon. Because of the weather, they were the only two fighters that had made it to the objective.




  The remaining two pockets of resistance at the edge of the airfield were then attacked. They were silenced with hand grenades and submachine-gun fire.




  Exactly 31 minutes after landing, Oberleutnant von Brandis was able to report another airfield in German hands.




  The tarmac was cleared, and the transport aircraft with the air-landed soldiers followed a short while later. Destroyers (Me 110s) and fighters also landed, so that they might be able to engage the English fleet from there.




  The three main missions for the airborne forces in Norway had been accomplished. Another mission developed when English forces landed at Namsos on 14 April and on both sides of Drontheim three days later. When the mountain forces positioned there ran into trouble, the 1./FJR 1 of Oberleutnant Herbert Schmidt was ordered to help them. It was intended for them to be dropped in the area of Dombas and block Gudbrans Valley, thus preventing the Norwegian forces fighting north of Oslo from linking up with the English forces that had landed.




  During the afternoon of 14 April, Kompanie Schmidt started on its way to Dombas, 150 kilometers north of the German lines, in 15 Ju 52’s. It was already turning dark, when the transport group, led by Oberstleutnant Drewes, approached the deeply snowed-over area of operations in the broad valley. Once again, the Ju 52’s had to fly through a low-lying fog. The enemy antiaircraft defenses opened up when they saw the aircraft. One of the Ju 52’s received a direct hit, bursting apart in a brilliant ball of flame before the paratroopers had even left it. Machine-gun fire raced through the oncoming night, identifiable by the tracer elements. In some cases, the paratroopers were forced to jump at an altitude of only 60 to 80 meters. A few of the chutes had not even deployed when the hapless paratroopers struck the ground.




  A portion of the company landed safely and gathered around the company commander. A short while later, Schmidt ordered his 61 men to move to the road. As they ran in that direction, they fired against enemy positions they had identified and which were firing machine-guns at them. Finally, they reached the road.




  “Over there, Herr Oberleutnant! Good terrain for defending!” The headquarters section leader called out to his commanding officer. He was pointing to some cliffs on the other side of the road.




  “Everyone at once . . . let’s go!” The men jumped up and ran, bent over, across the road. Machine-gun fire commenced to hammer away. The sounds of carbines firing could be heard in between bursts.




  Oberleutnant Schmidt ran right in the midst of a burst of machine-gun fire. He felt a heavy blow against his right leg and started to topple. Then there was a biting pain in his lower body. Unconscious, he collapsed to the ground.




  “Take out the enemy machine-gun!” Feldwebel Meinka ordered, while he hit the ground along with two messengers and crawled over to his wounded company commander.




  The enemy machine-gun was silenced. The company commander was carried by four men into the cover afforded by the cliffs. His wounds were dressed. In addition to being shot in the leg, he was also hit in the hip and the stomach.




  The paratroopers set up defensive positions in the cold night. Of the 15 Ju 52’s, 8 had crashed or been shot down by Norwegian antiaircraft fires.




  Over the next few days, the paratroopers defended bitterly against their Norwegian opponents, who were attempting to break through that bottleneck in the valley to link up with the English.




  Demolition parties headed out on the second and third nights and blew up a bridge. Despite his bad wounds, Oberleutnant Schmidt continued to lead his company from a stretcher. For five nights and four days, the paratroopers held firm against an attacking enemy. In the end, the remaining Germans had to surrender. They had blocked the important road for four days, thus allowing the Germans the opportunity to reinforce themselves.




  On 29 May, Oberleutnant Schmidt was awarded the Knight’s Cross for his decisive actions. He did not survive the war, however. He was killed in action as a Major on 16 June 1944 in the Bretagne by a sniper.
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  The northern theater of operations saw one more operation by paratroopers. This occurred when the situation for the mountain troops around Narvik became critical. The specter of surrender was not far removed from those forces. Because both land and sea routes for logistics had been cut off, the I./FJR 1 of Hauptmann Walther landed in the far north. In addition to the trained paratroopers, a few mountain infantry units also jumped in after they had received a fast course in parachuting. Among them was Oberst Meindl, an artillery officer, who later went on to become one of the leading airborne commanders.




  The Ju 52’s, which had been filled with as much fuel as was possible, were able to make it that far, whereupon they allowed their sticks to jump in smaller groups. All the more remarkable was the fact that the airfield from which the Ju 52’s started was not fully operational. It took 12 days to send in the entire battalion. For General Dietl and his mountain troops, however, these paratroopers and “mountain paratroopers” were a decisive help.




  Hauptmann Walther led his battalion into Narvik on 8 June 1940. At the same time, the II./FJR 1 rolled north on trains from Oslo towards Narvik to also be employed. But the enemy gave up before that happened, and the battalion was sent back to Germany.




  With their employment from the air in Norway, the airborne forces received their baptism of fire. Great possibilities were demonstrated; at the same time, however, the grave danger that these forces were exposed to came to light. Student, who was promoted to Generalleutnant on 1 January 1940, drew conclusions from these smaller actions that were of importance for the coming large-scale operations in the west. Despite the successes enjoyed by the airborne forces, many of the opponents to them were still not convinced of their potential.




  While the Campaign in Norway was taking place, Oberst Bassenge was able to coordinate the necessary amount of Ju 52’s for the upcoming operations in France and the Low Countries.




  In the waiting period that was forced upon him, Student used the time to convince his chain-of-command and, more importantly, Hitler as well that the cautious plans created by General der Artillerie von Küchler for his 18. Armee to break through the Grebbe Line at Soesterberg during the attack on Holland would not suffice. Student recommended a jump into the middle of Holland. The recommendation was made more palatable to the General Staff by casting it as a support operation for the 18. Armee.




  Generalleutnant Student’s proposal—open the southern approach routes to Rotterdam, occupy the airfields at Den Haag and capture the royal family, the government and the headquarters of the Dutch forces—was the way to end the war in Holland quickly, almost as a coup de main. Both Hitler and Göring were more than a little bit taken by this recommendation.




  According to the plan, an insertion group from the 22. Luftlande-Division of Generalmajor Graf Sponeck, with its Infanterie-Regiment 47 and Infanterie-Regiment 65, along with a battalion of paratroopers, was to take the airfields at Den Haag, Ockenburg, Ypenburg and Valkenburg, after which the main body of the division was to be brought in. Once on the ground, it would march on Den Haag.




  For the 7. Flieger-Division, Student wanted the paratroopers to jump into the bridges over the Deep at Moerdijk, the Old Maas at Dordrecht, at the Waalhaven airfield and the bridges over the Nieuwe Maas.




  As was to be expected, there was a beehive of activity in the Führer Headquarters in Berlin just prior to the start of the Campaign in the West. On 2 May 1940, Student and von Sponeck were summoned to see Hitler. Hitler told them that the start of the operation was planned for 6 May. Hitler then informed Student:




  

    I believe that the Queen of the Netherlands, Wilhelmina, will remain in her country. She can stay in her palace in the city or at her place in the country, the Huis ten Bosch. It’s her choice. Both of you, Student and Sponeck, have to guarantee me that nothing will happen to the royal house in the course of the fighting.




    I can accept responsibility for almost everything, except if something happens to Queen Wilhelmina. She is popular in her nation and around the world.


  




  But the 6th of May passed without the slightest thing happening. It was not until noon on 9 May that the telephone rang in Student’s office. On the other end of the line was Major von Bulow, who gave him Hitler’s orders: “D-Day is 10 May.”




  The attack against Fortress Holland, Eben Emael and the bridges over the Albert Canal could commence.




  [image: Generalleutnant Student (middle) and Major i.G. Trettner in Rotterdam.]
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  FOOTNOTES




  1. Translator’s Note: Assault Battalion “Koch.” Standard German practice was to name ad hoc formations after their commanders.




  2. Translator’s Note: 2nd Tactical Air Force.




  3. Translator’s Note: “Typhoon.”




  4. Translator’s Note: 1st Special-Purpose Ground-Support Wing.




  5. Translator’s Note: The Me 110 was a twin-engined aircraft that could be configured for fighter, night fighter and fighter-bomber roles. Ingenhoven’s men were from the 76th Destroyer Wing.




  6. Translator’s Note: Baron (nobility).




  CHAPTER 3




  Put to the Test




  STURMABTEILUNG KOCH ASSAULTS EBEN EMAEL




  Sturmabteilung Koch was alerted during the evening of 9 May. Eleven officers and 427 men were transported from the areas Hilden and Düsseldorf to the Ostheim and Butzweilerhof airfields around Cologne. Four assault groups had been formed, which were to be taken to the landing zone in four detachments with a total of 42 gliders in tow.




  Sturmgruppe “Stahl”1, commanded by Oberleutnant Altmann, had orders to take the bridge over the Albert Canal at Veldwezelt by surprise and prevent it from being blown up.




  Sturmgruppe “Beton”, under Leutnant Schacht, was directed to take the bridge at Vroenhoven and hold it open for the crossing of the 4. Panzer-Division.




  Sturmgruppe “Eisen”, led by Leutnant Schächter, was to hold the bridge at Canne. That bridge was directly observable from the fortress of Eben Emael. The bridge was important because Infanterie-Regiment 151, which would be advancing from Maastricht, was intended to cross it and then assault Eben Emael. This was to be the toughest mission of all.




  Sturmgruppe “Granit”, under Oberleutnant Witzig, was given the mission of attacking Eben Emael proper. The fort, which dominated the adjacent Albert Canal, consisted of 64 individual redoubts and was considered to be impregnable.




  The fortress had dimensions of 900 meters by 700 meters. When one considers a squad of paratroopers jumping out of a Ju 52 will separate 300 meters in the course of the seven seconds required for the group to jump and, at the same time, the parachutist will hang helplessly for about 15 seconds in his chute before landing, then that ruled out a parachute operation because the objective was too small.




  Consequently, Sturmgruppe “Granit” practiced on gliders. Practiced glider pilots could bring down the DFS 320 to within 15 to 20 meters of their target. That ensured a powerful massed attack that was coupled with surprise. Towed at an altitude of 2,000 meters, the gliders could be released some 20 kilometers before the objective on a descending glide path of 1:12. They could then glide to the objective without making a sound.




  Sturmgruppe “Granit” headed out for its mission early on 10 May. A firsthand account of the operation by Oberjäger Peter Arent survived the war:




  

    We were alerted on 9 May at the Flak barracks in Hilden, near Düsseldorf. That was where our entire assault group had been moved. The group consisted of an airborne engineer platoon under Oberleutnant Witzig and 11 DFS 230 gliders with their pilots.




    I gathered together my 3rd Section. We moved rapidly to Cologne-Ostheim, where the gliders were to be boarded. The gliders were transported there in furniture vans. At 2100 hours, we reported that we were ready to go to Oberleutnant Witzig.




    “Comrades!” the Oberleutnant said to us. “We’re going into action tomorrow. We need to prove that we haven’t been wasting our time and that everything we had to learn has really been learned.”




    We were awakened at 0245 hours and formed up in full gear at 0330 hours. After reporting in, we headed for our glider when Oberleutnant Witzig ordered, “Get on the gliders!”




    Right at 0430 hours, the 11 tow aircraft rolled up. One after the other, the 11 small gliders were lifted up and towed into the morning skies. When we linked up with Sturmgruppe “Eisen”, whose gliders and aircraft had taken off at Cologne-Butzweilerhof, there was an unexpected incident. Of all the gliders, it was the one with the 11th Section and the assault group leader, Oberleutnant Witzig, which had to make a sharp evasive maneuver to avoid hitting another glider. The tow cable snapped in the process, and the glider with the assault-group leader just made it back across the Rhine. Later on, the 2nd Section also had to abort, landing near Düren.




    “Merz,” I said to my second-in-command. “You know what to do if something happens to me.”




    “You bet, Peter. I got it all up here,” the Obergefreiter answered.


    There were seven paratroopers sitting with me in the glider, which was being piloted by Oberjäger Sapper. I checked out my equipment. Today would be the test of whether the 50-kilogram charges, of which we had three, could crack open the cupolas of the Belgian fortifications. We had been given Fortress Complex 12 as our target. In addition to the heavy charge, we also had 12.5-kilogram ones, a couple of Bangalore torpedoes, a crate of igniters, a flare gun, one machine-gun and submachine-guns.




    When the towing Ju 52 radioed that it had reached the release point, from which we would glide on on our own, Oberjäger Sapper released the cable. A jerk went through the glider, whereupon it sailed through the air only to dive in tight spirals on the target a little later, which was already plainly visible in the early light of 10 May. Sapper steered in to “our” casemate. He pushed the machine down even more steeply so as to land right in the middle of the target. The ground raced toward us. Bringing it under control, Sapper put the glider down about 50 meters south of our target.


  




  “Get out . . . let’s go!” Arent ordered his men. The seven paratroopers dashed out into the open. Oberjäger Arent saw another three or four gliders land. Farther off to his right, one of them crashed into the ground. Two gliders landed at the northern end of the complex. Machine-gun fires were starting to whip across the plateau of the fortress. Guns fired.




  Peter Arent ran in long strides towards his objective. He could hear Merz struggling for air as he ran behind with his 12.5-kilogram charge. The charge was paced at exactly the point that had been rehearsed in the sandtable exercises. Once the igniter was charged, everyone threw themselves under cover. A powerful, sharp blow echoed through the morning. A hole had been created in the casemate.




  The antiaircraft position was taken in the first assault. Then men from another section attacked Barracks 25, which was destroyed with shaped charges.




  Seven of the total of nine sections that had been landed there were in action. After Oberleutnant Witzig’s glider had had to abort, Feldwebel Teddy Wenzel had assumed command on the top of the fortress complex. The remaining sections had landed at the northern extreme of the complex, but they had only found deception measures consisting of dummy cupolas there.




  The 50-kilogram charge on Redoubt 25, with its flat-topped armored cupola with a diameter of 6 meters, under which were twin 12-centimeter guns, failed. Two paratroopers then succeeded in placing 1-kilogram charges in the barrels of the guns, which then jammed the breeches when they went off, rendering the guns useless.




  The machine-gun, which was firing from Redoubt 13, was taken out of action with a flamethrower, after the wire obstacle had been breached. Demolitions were then set off, silencing another redoubt.




  Ever since 0520 hours, the battle was raging on the roof of the “invincible” fortress of Eben Emael, conducted by 55 paratroopers and coordinated by Feldwebel Wenzel. At 0540 hours, Wenzel had the first message radioed to Sturmabteilung Koch: “Sturmgruppe Granit: Object reached; everything in order!”




  After taking out Redoubt 12, Oberjäger Arent received instructions from Feldwebel Wenzel to knock out Redoubt 4, which had two antitank guns. Arent ordered his men to attack the redoubt’s observer in a cupola: “He was spotting for the two machine-guns that are firing at us.”




  Three minutes later, they had reached the observation cupola. The powerful detonation burst it asunder. The 50-kilogram charges were capable of boring right through 25 centimeters of steel.




  “Recon forward as far as the entrance redoubt!” Wenzel ordered, after the designated targets had been eliminated. During the conduct of that reconnaissance, the paratroopers suffered their first casualties. A short while later, Belgian forces attacked from the underbrush along the northwest slope of the adjacent high ground. The paratroopers had to defend: 55 against some 1,200 Belgians.




  At 0835 hours, Wenzel had another message sent: “Eben Emael: Enemy driven farther back. High ground occupied!”




  Just before the radio message from Wenzel was sent, a single glider appeared over Eben Emael and then descended steeply. The word spread quickly from mouth to mouth: “Our Oberleutnant has come!”




  Oberleutnant Witzig had succeeded in calling in a Ju 52 after he had landed in a pasture. By the time the aircraft appeared, Witzig’s men had torn down the fences and the Ju 52 was able to land. With Glider 11 in tow, the Ju 52 brought it to its objective area. In broad daylight, the glider then set down so that Oberleutnant Witzig could resume command of the operation.




  The patrol, which had been sent out against Redoubt 3, was wiped out. At that point, Belgian artillery also opened fire after slowly registering on the roof of the fortress. In a dense carpet, the impacting rounds forced the paratroopers to seek cover.




  Despite that, the paratroopers succeeded in the course of the afternoon and then the early evening to blow open the passages to Redoubts 12, 13 and 19, some of which were 40 meters deep, with bundled charges, one of which weighed 90 kilograms. The obstacles that had been emplaced in front of the casemate doors—metal rails and sandbags—were pushed aside. The concussion from the detonations reverberated through the underground passageways and caused the defenders to believe that the Germans had already entered the connecting passageways.




  That night, Arent’s section reported Belgians feeling their way forward in the vicinity of Redoubt 12. Oberleutnant Witzig had the redoubt evacuated, since he believed there might be a night attack. Before the redoubt was left for good, the entryway was sealed with a 50-kilogram demolition.




  Peter Arent collected his men and took up covered positions on the fortress roof. Despite the initial fears, the Belgians did not attack that night. The death-defying landing of the paratroopers and their subsequent dramatic and lightning-fast operations had completely paralyzed the men manning the redoubts.




  Early in the morning of 11 May, an assault detachment from Pionier-Bataillon 512 under Oberfeldwebel Portsteffen crossed the water-filled ditch in front of Redoubt 4 in an inflatable boat and silenced the firing points facing the waterway. By doing so, Portsteffen opened the way for his battalion into Eben Emael. In addition to the engineer battalion, elements of Infanterie-Regiment 151 and Artillerie-Regiment 161—all of the 61. Infanterie-Division—were being employed to take the fortress and relieve the paratroopers.




  It was noon before the assault groups of the relieving infantry regiment were able to cross to the west bank and attack Redoubt 4. The defenders surrendered. Redoubts 17, 23 and 35, which had continued to fire, also gave up the fight. Major Jottrand, the commander of the fortress, marched into captivity along with the remaining personnel of his command.




  The previously untried paratroopers had proven themselves. Of the 85 soldiers assigned to Kampfgruppe “Granit”, 6 had been killed and 15 wounded. Four paratroopers had been injured during the landing.




  “VELDWEZELT BRIDGE TAKEN”




  The nine gliders of Sturmgruppe “Stahl” reached the release point for their assault on the bridge over the canal at Veldwezelt at 0520 hours. Oberleutnant Altmann issued the orders to land. Moving at high speed, the nine fully loaded gliders raced towards earth.




  “Brace!” the pilot called out, as he literally shot forward toward the landing area. He pulled back on the stick and the barbed-wire wrapped skids of the glider screeched across the ground. A mighty jerk threw the men forward.




  The first one to climb out of his glider was Oberleutnant Altmann. He saw the glider with Ellersiek’s section land just in front of the bunker at the bridge, which was their target. Machine-gun fire rattled into the morning stillness. Fires whipped toward Oberjäger Ellersiek as he stormed toward the bunker, from which there was also defensive fires coming from the ports. As he ran, Ellersiek tossed several hand grenades. His men assaulted behind him. When one of the men reached the door to the bunker and ignited a bundled charge, all the men sought cover, waiting to jump up again after the charge went off. They charged into the bunker. While the firefight was still ongoing, a few paratroopers climbed over the framework of the bridge and removed the igniter lines that led to the explosive-filled chambers.




  Oberleutnant Altmann set up his command post about 150 meters south of the bridge. He directed the individual sections from there and had a message sent to the command post of Sturmabteilung Koch. It was a message all had been waiting for: “Sturmgruppe Stahl: Object taken!”




  But the enemy had not yet been defeated, however. He tried to take back the bridge so as to be able to blow it up. A short while later, Ju 52’s appeared on the horizon, grew larger and larger, and then tightly dropped the men of the machine-gun section of Leutnant Ringler out of the aircraft. Once landed, they helped secure the bridge. The Belgians pulled back into the village of Veldwezelt. The only fire they were still receiving came from a slope some 500 meters away, where automatic cannon were barking.




  The location of that pocket of resistance was radioed in. A Stuka attack was promised, and Oberleutnant Altmann had aerial recognition panels laid out.




  When the Stukas arrived over the Albert Canal, the paratroopers stared up at them. They hoped the pilots saw the panels. The first element of two tipped its wings, promptly followed by the others. With their sirens turned on, they shrieked towards earth.




  The bombs landed exactly on target. The village of Veldwezelt was also hit by the Stukas. A few houses went up in flames.




  Despite that, the Belgians did not give up. They attacked again and again. Reinforcements were slow to arrive for Kampfgruppe “Stahl”, which had to defend the bridge all by itself to almost 2130 hours. The group was then relieved and moved back towards Maastricht. In all, 8 paratroopers had been killed. There were 14 badly wounded soldiers and 16 slightly wounded ones, all pointing to the intensity of the fighting there.




  STURMGRUPPE “BETON” AT VROENHOVEN




  With Sturmgruppe “Beton”, which also started from Cologne-Ostheim at 0430, was the entire headquarters of Sturmabteilung Koch. As a result, this flight carried 5 officers and 129 men. The first abort was at Hottdorf when the tow line of the glider of the engineer section of Oberjäger Kempa tore loose. The glider had to make an emergency landing. The remaining 10 gliders were released from their tow aircraft between the border and Maastricht and glided towards the Albert Canal over the brightly lit Dutch villages.




  Leutnant Schach’s assault group started to receive fire as it made its approach. Antiaircraft cannon and machine-gun fires hammered away at it as early as Maastricht, with the glider pilots attempting to maneuver through it as best they could. They then dove through a curtain of Flak and turned into their targets.




  The glider with Stolzewaski’s section was hit and went down from an altitude of 15 meters. It landed with a crashing sound on the ground; three badly wounded men had to be recovered from the wreck of the glider. The glider of Oberjäger Bading, which also had a Feldwebel from the detachment staff on board, put down only 150 meters from the main bunker. The wiring for blowing up the bridge was to be found in that bunker. Shots rang out as the men assaulted the bunker. Gefreiter Stenzel was the first one to the firing trench. When two Belgians fired at him, Oberjäger Bading provided suppressive fire. Stenzel jumped into the trench, shot down an enemy who was waiting for him there and then ran the last 40 meters to the bunker. When the bunker door was thrown open, Stenzel saw a rifle barrel pointing at him. He quickly tossed in a hand grenade and then took cover.




  Right after the detonation, he jumped back up, ran into the bunker and tore the wiring from its connections. That meant that the bridge had been prevented from being blown up for the time being. The Belgians in the bunker surrendered; some of them were wounded.




  The fighting for the two flanking canal bunkers turned intense, however. The paratroopers had to fend off Belgian attacks repeatedly from the Belgians’ former positions on the bridge. Sprengert’s section of heavy machine-guns jumped in at 0615 hours, providing considerable reinforcement for Sturmgruppe “Beton”. Even then, however, everything was razor close. Belgian artillery registered on the positions of the paratroopers, and the assault detachment took heavy casualties. In all, there were 7 killed and 24 wounded. Despite the losses, the men held fast and turned back the enemy. Around 2140 hours, the relief force arrived, and Leutnant Schacht was able to hand over the intact bridge to the infantry battalion commander.




  “THE BRIDGE AT CANNE IS BLOWN UP”




  Starting from Cologne-Butzweilerhof was Sturmgruppe “Eisen” with 10 Ju 52’s and attendant gliders. The detachment’s target was the bridge at Canne. The flight flew over the beacon lights that were intended to provide the proper direction and approached the border. But the gliders were not released on time and, in fact, were not decoupled until well over Dutch territory. Despite that, 9 of the 10 gliders were able to reach their objective, even though they had started to receive fire after crossing the German border at Aachen.




  When the group started to descend for the bridge at Canne, it was exactly 0535 hours. Ever since the landing of Sturmgruppe “Beton” at 0515, the Belgian defenders knew they might be attacked.




  While the gliders were still descending in tight spirals towards the bridge, four columns of flame shot up from demolition charges placed at four locations on the bridge. The charges had been ignited remotely from the fortress of Eben Emael.




  Despite that, the men still had to try to carry out their mission, which was to clear a path at that location for the 61. Infanterie-Division, advancing from the German frontier, across the canal.




  The glider with the third section was shot down by a direct hit from an antiaircraft weapon only 30 meters above the ground. Burning, it dove vertically into the ground. The fact that six soldiers—most of them wounded—were able to be saved from the burning wreckage bordered on a miracle. A few of the nine gliders landed right in the middle of the Belgian positions. Some of the men had to engage in close combat from the very beginning.




  Leutnant Martin Schächter, the commander of this detachment, moved to the front of his men and charged through an enemy trench line before a bullet to the head toppled him. A previous round to the leg had not been able to stop him. Leutnant Meissner assumed command. The men entered the village of Canne, firing, and smoked out pockets of resistance. They pressed on to the bridge and took the bunkers. At 0550 hours, Leutnant Meissner reported: “Sturmgruppe Eisen: Object reached. Bridge blown up by the enemy while landing. Can be made passable with engineer preparation.”




  When the enemy moved out to launch an immediate counterattack, 12 Stukas roared in. They dipped their wings and screamed earthwards, dropping their bombs in the middle of the attack groups before they climbed into the heavens again with howling motors.




  Later on, after it had become afternoon, Belgian forces attacked from the west and then from the southwest. But the paratroopers had crawled their way into the earth and defended the ground they had taken bitterly. The enemy was thrown back again and again.




  It was a half hour before midnight when the first reinforcements arrived—men of Pionier-Bataillon 51 and Infanterie-Regiment 151 of the 51. Infanterie-Division—and helped support the paratroopers against what had been the heaviest Belgian attacks mounted against the airborne insertions. It was not until 11 May that Sturmgruppe “Eisen” was able to march back towards Maastricht. It had suffered the heaviest casualties of the four airborne groups: 22 dead and 26 wounded.
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  Sturmabteilung Koch had achieved decisive success and Student had this to say about it after the war:




  

    It accomplished its mission in a magnificent manner . . . [and with regard to Sturmgruppe Granit] It was an accomplishment of unique boldness and decisive importance. A handful of paratroopers, strongly supported by the Luftwaffe, was able to force a breakthrough for a field army. I have studied the history of the last war on all fronts. Among the many brilliant feats of arms by both friend and foe, I have not been able to find a single example that could compare with the great success of Sturmabteilung Koch.


  




  THE ATTACK ON WAALHAVEN




  The III./FJR 1 of Hauptmann Karl-Lothar Schulz had received orders to jump into the airfield at Waalhaven. Oberst Bräuer had raised the bar for the captain the night before the operation: “Schulz, your mission is the most important of the entire regiment. You have to take Waalhaven so that the air-landed forces of the 22. Infanterie-Division can follow.”




  [image: image]




  After receiving the go-ahead signal, the battalion was ready to jump. Hauptmann Schulz stood prepared to jump in the door of the lead machine. The wind pressure was pushing him back into the cabin, forcing him to grip even tighter to the door frame. Then he heard the jump horn.




  With a leap, Schulz found himself in the open. He felt the weight of the equipment bag and the weapon, which were rushing him to earth. The wind resistance tore at him. Then he felt the heavy thud of the deployment. The white bell of silk above him spread out and he sank, floating, the remaining 80 to 90 meters to earth.




  Floating all around him were the broad, bright chutes with paratroopers hanging underneath them. The men of the battalion had jumped in clusters. Gray clouds of antiaircraft fire greeted them from Rotterdam’s airport at Waalhaven. Then there was a burst near Schulz. Machine-gun salvoes arched up towards the parachutes, but they were already starting to touch down. Schulz pressed his leather gloves to his face. He drew up his legs and executed a landing fall. The chute collapsed quickly. With a quick, well-practiced grip he dropped the harness. He was on the ground in one piece.




  He ran forward in long strides and jumped into the cover offered by a shallow ditch, as machine-gun fire started swinging his way. He raised his flare gun and fired the pre-arranged signal: “Assemble around the commander!” Leutnant Schuller was the first one to reach him. A machine-gun squad followed.
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A practice jump from a Junkers Ju 52. Note the characteristic “diving”
position that the paratroopers had to adopt in order to successfully exit
the aircraft and properly deploy the parachute.
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Paratroopers land in Rotterdam.
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Generalleutnant Student (middle) and Major i.G. Trettner in Rotterd:
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Kurt Student, the Commander-in-Chief of the German airborne forces.
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Kurt Student and wounded paratroopers in a military hospital.
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The first parade of the recently formed airborne forces in Berlin.
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The harbor of Rotterdam. A Fokker G1 is parked beside a road that was
as an expedient runway
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The jumpers float to earth. The design of the German parachute al-
lowed jumping from very low altitudes but the paratrooper had little
control over the rate and direction of the descent.





