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CHAPTER 1

Roots of the Division

One of the core formations of the future Panzer-Lehr-Division was the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment, which had been established at the Armor School at Wünsdorf (Berlin) in 1938.1 Elements of the regiment were attached to the 3. Panzer-Division for participation in the campaign in Poland.2 Elements of the regiment also participated in the campaign in the West in 1940. In the fall of 1940, the regiment consisted of the following three battalions:


	1st Battalion: Tank (1st through 4th Companies)

	2nd Battalion: Motorized Rifle (later Mechanized Infantry) (5th through 8th Companies)

	3rd Battalion: Antitank (9th through 12th Companies)



In the summer of 1941, the regiment was again alerted for operations in the field, this time in the Soviet Union. The 1st Battalion was attached to an armored division. It was never decisively engaged, however, and returned to Wünsdorf a few months later, after transferring its weapons and equipment to other forces in the field.

Soon thereafter, the Lehr-Brigade 900 (mot.) was formed in East Prussia.3 This formation was established using the 2nd Battalion of the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment, augmented by the 1st Battalion of the Infanterie-Lehr-Regiment Döberitz of Oberst Müller-Bülow, one artillery battalion from the Artillerie-Lehr-Regiment, a signals instructional company from Halle, and the medical instruction company in Berlin-Reinickendorf. Also assigned was a troop from the Aufklärungs-Lehr-Abteilung in Krampnitz.4

The commander of this brigade was Oberst Walther Krause. The brigade’s tactical insignia was a tower with a Gothic “L,” with the tower representing the tower at the National Playing Fields in Berlin. The brigade was completely motorized with both wheeled and tracked vehicles. None of the elements of this ad hoc formation had ever trained together before.

On the day of its arrival in the Soviet Union, the brigade was partially committed. It advanced through Thorn and Suwalki in the direction of Vilna. It was employed in the pocket battles at Minsk, Lepel, Vitebsk and Smolensk. It was outside of Smolensk, along the Wopj, Wotrja and Zarewitsch Rivers that the brigade was employed in its entirety, and it suffered heavy casualties as it screened against Soviet forces attempting to break out of the Smolensk Pocket to the northeast. There was heavy fighting in the Duchowtschina area.

After three weeks of defensive fighting, it participated in the advance across the Beloj in the direction of Rshew. It was frequently thrown into the line when the Soviets attempted to break through the German main line of resistance with strong armored forces on 5 August.

[image: img]

It was during that round of fighting that Unteroffizier Kintzel of the 2nd Company of Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 900 was employed with his PaK 38, a 5-centimeter antitank gun, in one of the most threatened areas. He had just gone into position when the first Soviet T-34’s and KV-I’s came rolling up in attack. The antitank gunners opened fire at 800 meters. After two rounds, Kintzel’s gun had knocked out the first T-34. In quick succession, two more T-34’s suffered the same fate. Then, a KV-I appeared barely 200 meters off to the right. The gun turned to face the opponent, but it fired five rounds without effect, with the remaining enemy closing to within 50 meters in the meantime. Kintzel was able to observe one of his rounds penetrate cleanly through the turret of another T-34, but the weight of the Soviet attack proved too much for the infantry in the sector. Kintzel soon found himself and his crew alone. When the Soviet infantry closed in to assault, the gun had to be abandoned. Since there were no demolition charges available, the Soviets captured it intact, along with ten rounds of ammunition. The German lines were pushed back several hundred meters. Despite the setback, Kintzel was eventually awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, for his bravery in slowing down the Soviet onslaught in his sector.

Following an intensive artillery preparation, the Soviets broke through in the sector of the 2nd Battalion of Infanterie-Regiment 56 in the Gorbatowsky area two days later, early on the morning of 8 August. Soon, the lead Soviet elements were three kilometers east of Lossewo. The brigade, which was serving as the ready reserve of the V. Armee-Korps, was committed to an immediate counterattack and moved out with its 2nd Battalion at 0900 hours. Once again, the 2nd Company of the antitank battalion was attached to the infantry, since enemy armor was expected.

At 1400 hours, the 2nd Battalion’s attack bogged down in the vicinity of Sujewa, where it established a defensive perimeter. The battalion was able to fend off several Soviet infantry attacks in seesaw fighting, but the heavy tanks that accompanied the infantry could not be dislodged. They positioned themselves around the German defensive positions and fired at anything that moved.

Kintzel’s platoon was alerted, and the men briefed by an officer from the regiment. Kintzel’s platoon leader was Leutnant Oventrop. The young officer raced ahead of his platoon to find the command post of the 2nd Battalion. After being briefed there, he established contact with the 7th Company, where the bulk of the enemy tanks were located. Oventrop ordered two guns manhandled forward.

The gun crews pushed their pieces forward between trees and vegetation and through practically impenetrable underbrush. The enemy tanks kept changing positions. Eventually, however, they managed to get one gun to within thirty meters of an enemy tank. Oventrop later provided the following firsthand account:

Fire mission—Round out—Hit!—A shot of flame. One tank, then another and then a third were engulfed in flames. The crews were dead or wounded. A couple were able to escape by virtue of the terrain. The enemy artillery started to come alive. They started to cover our guns with fires of all calibers. Despite that, the crews only suffered minor casualties. Obstinacy, courage and decisiveness on the part of the antitank gun crews forces the enemy to pull back. Towards 1900 hours, the platoon was limbered up one kilometer east of Sujewa, ready for another mission.
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At the beginning of October, the brigade was attached to the 14. Infanterie-Division (Mot) and advanced on Kalinin. After that town was taken, there was heavy fighting at Thoshok, to the northeast. The route of advance then took the brigade in the direction of Klin. For its part in the drive on Moscow, the brigade advanced to within thirty-five kilometers of the Soviet capital. Like the rest of the Germany Army, it was surprised by the bitter winter of 1941–42, which turned out to be the coldest in more than 150 years. The Soviet counteroffensive started in December. In the course of its withdrawal, the brigade reached Kalinin. In the fighting around that city, Major Georg Scholze, the acting commander of the 1st Battalion, set the example and helped stand firm against the Soviet onslaught.

At the beginning of March 1942, the remaining elements of the brigade were pulled out of the line and returned to Wünsdorf and Döberitz. The brigade was disbanded. Later that same year, however, the 1st Battalion of Infanterie-Lehr-Regiment Döberitz and the 2nd Battalion of the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment were consolidated to form Lehr-Regiment 901, which would later be absorbed into the Panzer-Lehr-Division as Panzergrenadier-Regiment 901.

The regiment was sent to the Soviet Union, where it was initially employed in operations around Starobjelsk during the winter fighting of 1942–43. The regiment distinguished itself under Oberst Scholze in the increasingly difficult fighting. On 31 December 1942, Major Kübler’s 2nd Battalion was also cited for its valorous actions.

On 19 February 1943, Scholze received orders to pull his regiment back. In the days that followed, the regiment performed screening missions in front of the main line of resistance. The snowed-over roads turned into a morass with the early onset of a thaw, and the “mud period” of 1943 commenced. On 17 February, the actions of the regiment were recognized through the award of the Knight’s Cross to Oberst Scholze, whose simple motto—“Be more than you appear to be”—had inspired his men. Scholze had led from the front during those difficult weeks in the Soviet Union. His soldiers not only knew him as a commander whose decisions revealed great tactical proficiency, but as a man who took his responsibilities for his soldiers to heart—a good man and a good comrade. Scholze considered his high award as more recognition than that which was necessary for simply performing his duty. But his soldiers knew that no one deserved the award more than he did. The regiment had formed bridgeheads at the focal points of the fighting. Under his leadership, it had defended stubbornly, held continuously and always performed its duty.

On 27 March, the grenadiers of the regiment were able to toss the attacking enemy back across the Donez in an immediate counterattack. Once again, it was Major Kübler’s 2nd Battalion that was principally involved in that success. At the end of April, the regiment was pulled out of the line and returned by rail to Wünsdorf for reconstitution. The Panzer-Lehr-Regiment was there at the same time. This time, Lehr-Regiment 901 remained intact. Together with the tank regiment, it was moved to Fallingbostel/Örbke starting in the middle of July 1943, since the German Army High Command needed the facilities at Wünsdorf. By October, all of the units had departed Wünsdorf.

While these moves were going on, Panzergrenadier-Lehr-Regiment 901 also received orders to form two new companies: a heavy infantry gun/self-propelled gun battery (9th Company) and a machine-gun antiaircraft company (10th Company). Oberleutnant Hennecke became the commander of the gun battery, with his personnel cadre coming from the Infantry Gun Replacement Company at Burg (Magdeburg). The 10th Company was formed from personnel coming from Panzergrenadier-Regiment 69, which had been destroyed in Africa in May.

On 8 June, both of the companies were visited by the regimental adjutant, Hauptmann Weber, in Ludwigsburg. After moving to Wünsdorf, the heavy-gun battery received its complement of weaponry. They were ex-Czech light tanks that had been converted for the purpose to mount 15-centimeter heavy infantry guns: 15cm schweres Infanteriegeschütz 31/1 auf Sfl 38. At the beginning of August, the battery reported itself ready for combat operations and conducted a gunnery exercise as proof. The regimental commander, still Oberst Scholze, viewed the exercise. The battery then moved to Fallingbostel along with the rest of the regiment.

On 16 September 1943, the regiment received deployment orders for Italy, with the rail load commencing the next day. The train was routed through Hanover–Magdeburg–Munich–Vienna–Postumia, finally reaching its destination of St. Pietro del Carso some days later. It was quartered in a former Italian military facility and was soon dispatched for operations against partisans in Dalmatia.

From 20 September 1943 through 14 January 1944, the regiment conducted anti-partisan operations, some of it resulting in bitter fighting, especially in the Fiume, Dugaresa and Tuzla areas. One of the company commanders, Oberleutnant Philipps, received the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross on 7 April 1944 in recognition of his leadership and the heroic fighting of his company in the region. The regiment employed its mechanized flamethrower platoon for the first time, consisting of flamethrowers mounted on armored personnel carriers.5

On 16 January, the regiment was loaded on trains in Agram (Zagreb) and was moved to Nancy via Vienna–Munich–Straßburg (Strasbourg), where it joined the Panzer-Lehr-Division, which was in the process of being formed.

________________

1.  Translator’s Note: The term Lehr refers to a training and demonstration function on the part of a formation. There were numerous such formations within the German Army, each authorized to wear a Gothic “L” on the shoulder board and shoulder strap insignia as a form of honorific. In the case of some of the combat formations, such as the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment, there was still a home-front training element of the same name in Germany, causing some confusion about what formation is meant when treated out of context.

2.  Translator’s Note: Even though the original Panzer-Lehr-Regiment was considered a “schoolhouse” establishment, the German Army’s policy was to rotate subordinate elements into the field so that the school cadre would remain current with trends on the battlefield.

3.  Translator’s Note: 900th Instruction Brigade (Motorized).

4.  Translator’s Note: Döberitz is the name of the town where the regiment was garrisoned (in contrast to normal German Army policy of naming formations after their commanders). Aufklärung = Reconnaissance. Oberst = Colonel. For those unfamiliar with German ranks, there is a table in the appendices.

5.  Translator’s Note: Officially the Sd.Kfz. 251/16, of which six were authorized for each Panzergrenadier regiment.


CHAPTER 2

Activation of the Division

The official date for the activation of the Panzer-Lehr-Division can be traced to 30 December 1943.1 The training regiments at Panzertruppenschule I in Bergen and Panzertruppenschule II in Krampnitz, as well as the command staff of the latter schoolhouse, were ordered to France to form the division.

The advance party of the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment was sent to Lunéville, while Panzergrenadier-Lehr-Regiment 901 and the command staff of the armor school were dispatched to Nancy.2 On 5 January, elements started to filter in from Bergen and Krampnitz. One day later, the Inspector General of the Armored Forces, Generaloberst Guderian, requested a change to the quartering plan for the division. According to the telegram, the elements were to be located as follows:

In Nancy: divisional headquarters; division escort company;3 portions of PGLR 901 (regimental staff; regimental troops and the regiment’s 1st Battalion).

In Verdun: PLR; 2nd Battalion of PGLR 901; Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 130; Panzer-Pionier-Lehr-Bataillon 130; 2nd Battalion of the divisional artillery; Heeres-Flak-Artillerie-Abteilung 311.4

In Lunéville: PGLR 902.

In order to transport the PLR to Verdun, it was first necessary to reinforce the railway bridge over the Meuse to support the weight of Tiger and Panther tanks.5 The twenty-ton-capacity road bridges in the area had to be strengthened to accept seventy tons by a bridging battalion.

The first trains arrived in Verdun and Lunéville on 7 January. Additional elements followed the next day. On 9 January, PGLR 902 marched by road from Verdun to Lunéville.

The commander of the advance party was Major i.G. Kurt Kauffmann, the former liaison officer for Generalmajor Fritz Bayerlein. Kauffmann was now the operations officer for the division. Bayerlein, who was earmarked by Guderian to command the newly forming division, had served under the pioneering armor officer during the first year of the campaign in the Soviet Union. As the Chief of Staff of Panzer-Armee Afrika under the Italian General Messe, he had been instrumental in saving the Axis forces around the Mareth Position and pulling them back in time to avoid capture. Bayerlein was flown out of Africa prior to the capitulation, where he returned to command the 3. Panzer-Division later that year. At the beginning of January 1944, he turned over command of the division to Oberst Rudolf Lang, entered the officer reserve manpower pool and was quickly picked up to command the newly forming division, which was intended to be the strongest and best-equipped division of the German Army.

During Bayerlein’s first briefing with Kauffmann and his staff, the new commander discovered there were serious deficiencies in the activation order for the division. Several troop elements were not part of the activation, and those were forthwith requested from the Inspector General of the Armored Forces. This led to a telephone conversation on 15 January between Kauffmann and Guderian’s Chief of Staff, Generalmajor Thomale. Generous support was promised. Instead of the designated Pionier-Lehr-Bataillon (mot), which had no armored assets, a full-fledged armored engineer battalion was substituted, along with a bridging column. A self-propelled artillery battalion was requested from the Armed Forces High Command, and the request was approved. A company of Tiger II’s was also promised.

Although Guderian had intended for the division to be a counterattack force that would drive any intended Allied invasion along the Atlantic coast back into the sea, all of the groundwork for forming the division encountered difficulties.

After discussing issues with the commander of the PJLA 130, Major Barth, Kauffmann requested that the battalion be equipped with the new Panzerjäger IV if the intended issuance of the Jagdpanther could not take place in the foreseeable future.6 The requests were always sent either by telegram or radio in order to shorten the process. One of the requests read:

1. Request a maintenance and repair platoon be established for the Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung. Since repairs of the two fully tracked companies (table of organization and equipment) cannot be guaranteed alone by the [authorized] maintenance section, it is

2. requested that a complete fully tracked company be authorized instead of the armored maintenance company (minus the 2nd Platoon) of the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment, so that the regiment, which is being reinforced by Tiger and radio-controlled companies, may be assured of maintenance and repair and, moreover, the promised self-propelled artillery battalion can rely on the Panzer-Lehr-Regiment for maintenance and repair.7

According to telephonically received instructions on 17 January, the mechanized infantry regiments, the reconnaissance battalion and the Panther battalion were to be organized under the freie Gliederung organizational concept, which consolidated all of the logistics elements of the battalions into separate companies and supposedly “freed” the combat commander—hence the word frei—from being concerned about anything but the conduct of combat operations.8

One day later, the Inspector General of Engineers informed the division that the division’s engineer battalion would be formed in Holzminden, with personnel being provided from the engineer school at Dessau-Roßlau.

Gradually, the designated formations began to arrive in the staging area for the activating division. When the 2nd Company of PGLR 901 reached Nancy on 23 January 1944, the staging of that regiment was marked as complete. The regimental commander, Oberst Scholze, had arrived on 19 January.

On 24 January, the Commander in Chief of Panzertruppe West, General der Panzertruppen Geyr von Schweppenburg, arrived at the division command post.9 The commanding general emphasized the following with Kauffmann:

1. Educating the battle group commanders in battlefield command language.

2. Dispersed combat formations; not only troop movements but their fires must be carefully planned. The planning must not only cover the start of the fighting but also continue on through the course of the fighting.

3. Offensive operations to be conducted in width and depth.

The Commander in Chief also stressed that entraining and detraining practice be conducted both during the day and the night, as well as on open stretches of rail and in close coordination with the air force liaison officer at Heeresgruppe D.10

The difficulties encountered in the formation of the division were outlined in correspondence to Guderian on 27 January. In the meantime, the division ordered route reconnaissance of the surrounding area in the event of an early deployment. Two main and two auxiliary routes were designated within the movement zone of the division. The routes were capable of supporting both Tigers and Panthers. Following the recommendation of Kauffmann, Bayerlein requested the movement of the divisional artillery into the division’s staging area so that it could begin its necessary coordination with the combat formations of the division.

When HFA 311 arrived in Verdun on 29 January, Kauffmann breathed a sigh of relief, since Bayerlein had only the day before emphasized the necessity of providing air defense for the division.

On 1 February, Guderian informed the command that he would visit the division for the first time on 18 February. In a division order-of-the-day published on 3 February, Guderian’s directives to the new formation were repeated:

Training: The most pressing mission is to have the division coalesce into a cohesive fighting formation; the interaction of all of the troop elements is emphasized. The central focus of the training is offensive in nature: that is the same for all weapons systems; for example, it is also applicable for the Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung. The uncompromising concentration of all forces to form a main effort for combat operations is the basic focus of leadership. The entire division is to conduct night marches after receiving short-notice alerts. The division has until 1 March to be deployable.

On 4 February, Bayerlein officially took command of the division. He directed an exercise take place the following day. The exercise conducted by Oberst Gerhardt’s initiated a period of extremely intensive training. Everything that the division would have to do in the event of combat operations was practiced. Everything was done to instruct the soldiers and prepare them for combat. Bayerlein did everything in his power to take the diverse elements of the division, which had come together from all points of the compass, to form them into a cohesive and powerful whole.

When it looked like HFA 311 was going to be pulled from the division, Bayerlein fought to keep it. Aside from the complete mechanization of the division, the best possible air defense was a guarantor for its successful employment.

On 17 February, the division’s logistics officer, Hauptmann Berend Werncke, arrived from the War Academy. The same day, Bayerlein discovered that the Armed Forces Command intended to move the division into the area of operations of the 19. Armee after its activation period was over. Writing to Guderian, Bayerlein took exception to this plan. The main point of his argument:

A movement of the division without it being fully deployable for combat operations could lead to catastrophes similar to those that befell two other armored divisions on the Eastern Front. That would be lamentable based on the unique equipping of the division and the great expectations that have been placed in it by the highest levels of command.

After Guderian visited on 18 February, he forbade any offices of his inspectorate from establishing timelines for ending the training and the activation period. He reserved that right to himself.

In three days of exercises, Guderian was able to convince himself that the division commander had done everything possible to train his division in the best manner possible. At the Grand Hotel in Nancy, Guderian expressed his belief that the division would be able to accomplish its intended mission—the turning back of any Allied invasion. In order to ensure that the division would have all means at its disposal to do so, he had it placed under his direct command on 26 February.

On 6 March, the operations officer of Panzergruppe West called the division. He informed his counterpart: “The division’s being moved into the area around Vienna. Start on 8 March at 2400 hours. End [of movement] on 13 March.” The written movement orders soon followed. The advance party was formed. It was ordered to move out by road march at 0600 hours on 7 March. That brought ten weeks of training to a close.

________________

1.  Translator’s Note: Telegram from OKH/Chef H.Rüstung und BdE/AHA Gr. (I) Nr. 7190/43 g.Kdos. = Oberkommando des Heeres/Chef Heeres-Rüstung und Befehlshaber des Ersatzheeres/Allgemeine Heeres-Abteilung Gruppe (I) Nummer 7190/43 geheime Kommandosache = High Command of the Army/Chief Army Armament and Commander-in-Chief of the Replacement Army, Group (I), Number 7190/43, SECRET COMMAND MATTER.

2.  Translator’s Note: Hereafter referred to as PLR and PGLR 901, respectively.

3.  Translator’s Note: Not to be confused with the headquarters commandant and the Headquarters Company. The escort company was a combat company formed to protect the division command post and battle staff and, in a pinch, function as a ready reserve for the division.

4.  Translator’s Note: Some confusion exists as to the “official” designations of these formations and whether they actually had numerical designators or used the additional designation of Lehr. Some sources list the PLR as being PLR 130. For simplicity, it will be referred to as PLR. In the case of the two mechanized infantry regiments of the division, these will be referred to as PGLR 901 and PGLR 902. Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 130 (130th Antitank Instructional Battalion) will be shortened to PJLA 130. Likewise, Panzer-Pionier-Lehr-Bataillon 130 (130th Armored Combat Engineer Instructional Battalion) will be PPLB 130. The divisional reconnaissance squadron, Panzer-Aufklärungs-Lehr-Abteilung 130, which is not listed with the order of battle above, will be shortened to PALA 130. For some reason, the divisional artillery does not generally insert “Lehr” into its designation and is simply referred to as Panzer-Artillerie-Regiment 130 or, for the book’s purposes, PAR 130. Other divisional troop elements analogously bore the numerical designator of 130. Heeres-Flak-Abteilung 311 = HFA 311.

5.  Translator’s Note: It was originally planned to issue the regiment a company of Tiger tanks, but these plans were never fully realized, with a “company” of Tigers planned for employment with the division being sent to Normandy during the invasion. The “company” consisted of five of the brand-new Tiger II’s with the early Porsche turret. There were so many “teething” problems associated with the deployment that the tanks were soon lost in their initial combat commitment. This unit never officially linked up with the division. Editor’s Note: This is Panzerkompanie (Funklenk) 316, equipped with five Tiger II’s (p), three Tiger I’s, ten Sturmgeschütz III’s and fifty-one Sd.Kfz. 301 demolition charge carriers. Prior to the move to Hungary the ten StuG’s were turned over to 3./Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 130, which had not yet received its Panzerjäger IV’s.

6.  Translator’s Note: The Panzerjäger IV was a tank destroyer armed with an L/48 7.5-centimeter main gun, using the chassis of the Panzer IV as its undercarriage. Editor’s Note: In May 1944, Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 130 was equipped with three mixed Panzerjägerkompanien consisting of ten Jagdpanzer IV (Sd.Kfz. 162) armed with the 7.5-cm PaK 39, L/48 guns and four 7.5-cm PaK 40 towed guns per Kompanie. Panzerjäger-Lehr-Abteilung 130 did not begin to be equipped with the 7.5-cm L/70 Panzer IV/70 (V) until November, 1944.

7.  Translator’s Note: The radio-control company—Panzerkompanie (Fkl) 316—referred to was for a tank company equipped with radio-controlled Borgward demolition carriers, officially known as B-IV’s. The tanks guided the demolition carriers to targets, directed the offloading of a demolition charge, retrieved the carriers and then ignited the charges. That was the theory, although the practice was often less than successful, since enemy gunners would target the carriers as soon as they saw them, since they knew what they contained. Further, the science of radio control left much to be desired at the time, and the demolition carriers were not always responsive to the remote commands. After a while, the tank companies so equipped went into action solely as normal tank companies, although German interest in the prospects for remote control continued until the end of the war.

8.  Translator’s Note: The PLR consisted of two tank battalions, one of which was equipped with the Panzer IV and the other with the Panther.

9.  Translator’s Note: Panzertruppen West was a corps-level command and consisted of various armored divisions that were assigned with defense in the West.

10.  Translator’s Note: Army Group D.


CHAPTER 3

In Vienna and Budapest

TRAINING AND MORE TRAINING

By the end of February 1944, there were reports filtering in to Berlin from the Hungarian capital that talked about an impending crisis. The danger was present that the Hungarian allies would be “toppled” in much the same way that the Italians had fallen at the beginning of September 1943.

Since there were hardly any German forces in Budapest at the time that were capable of representing German interests and securing the logistical lines of communication to the southern portion of the Eastern Front, it was decided to move the PLD to Hungary. On the one hand, that meant that no combat divisions had to be pulled out of the line on the Eastern Front. On the other, the High Command was convinced that the division, which was still not considered combat deployable, was capable of accomplishing the aforementioned missions.

The PLD was directed to the assembly area of the LVIII. Reserve-Panzer-Korps of General der Panzertuppe Krüger. Since the position of the Hungarian Army was still not clear, it was feared that there might be some conflict there. The division was directed to put down any resistance by means of force. If possible, however, it was intended to employ the Hungarian forces in support of German interests.

It was not certain what would follow the occupation of Budapest and the disarming of the Hungarian forces, if the latter case were necessary. Would a new national government be installed or would there be a military administration? The only thing that was certain was that the division would practically be on its own and that it would have a difficult situation to master as a “guest of the Hungarian armed forces.”

On 8 March 1944, the advance party of the division arrived in Vienna. It met with and was briefed by the staff of Krüger’s reserve corps and the logistics officer of the hosting XVII. Armee-Korps rear-area command. The division was assigned a quartering area north and east of Lake Neusiedel. Since there were few opportunities for establishing quarters there, many elements, especially PGLR 901, were put up at the Bruck an der Leitha Training Area. By means of telegram, Kauffmann asked all military agencies involved with the division’s activation to reroute logistics to Bruck an der Leitha. That same day, PALA 130, under its commander, Hauptmann Gerd von Born-Fallois, arrived at the training area.

During the briefing on 10 March with Krüger, the division was given directives concerning its possible employment. The corps had been directed to occupy Hungary as a precautionary measure to prevent that nation from falling away from the Axis. Forces were being assembled in Belgrade, Vienna and Breslau to that end.

The PLD received orders to establish two battle groups—Kampfgruppen—under the command of a regimental staff. They were to be loaded on six trains during the morning of 17 March and sent by express to Budapest by evening of that same day. The most important buildings were to be occupied there and the Hungarian forces disarmed. Bayerlein was to receive more detailed information on 13 March from General von Pfuhlstein, the commander of “Operation Margarete,” as the occupation operation was to be called. The 16. SS-Freiwilligen-Panzer-Grenadier-Division “Reichsführer SS” was to advance to the right of the PLD into the industrial area on Budapest’s west side.1

During a briefing with Guderian on 11 March, the Inspector General decided to request that the field-army group release the PLD from its mission within “Margarete,” since it would lead to the splitting up of the division. The field-army group turned down the request, with the result that both Kampfgruppen were formed on 12 March and placed under the command of Knight’s Cross recipient Oberst Joachim Gutmann, the commander of PGLR 902.

While the planning was proceeding, units and formations of the division continued to pour into its designated assembly areas. In order to provide cover for the movement of the division into the area southeast of Vienna, the corps published an order announcing that its new mission was preparation for a spring offensive in the east.

On 15 March, the Kampfgruppen for “Margarete” were loaded on trains. Guderian, who visited the division that same day, spoke to the assembled men of the 3rd Battalion of the divisional artillery, PALA 130 and the 1st Battalion of Panzer-Regiment 6.2 Guderian outlined Germany’s situation, with special emphasis on the situation in the East. He emphasized the strength of the division and the necessity of concentrating all forces. In conclusion, he stated:

I am firmly convinced that this division will accomplish great things with its terrific commanders and exceptional equipment. I call for you to take special care of the equipment and demand loyalty to your combat arm and a will for victory. There is only one thing for us: Victory or defeat—but no compromise.
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As the result of a bombing raid on 17 March on the southeastern portion of Vienna and the surroundings, the quartering area of PPLB 130—the village of Deutsch-Haslau—was also hit. The engineers suffered one dead and three wounded. There was no doubt that the raid was directed against the German forces concentrating in Vienna for the upcoming operation against Hungary.

On 18 March, as part of a commanders briefing, the division order entitled “Advance on Budapest” was issued. At 2330 hours, there was a briefing by Guderian’s adjutant indicating that a march into Hungary had been arranged with the regent of Hungary. The order was that the Hungarian forces were not to be disarmed. It was only in instances where resistance was being offered that harsh measures were to be taken. The lead elements of the PLD reached Raab (Györ) at 0605 hours the next day. Under the leadership of Bayerlein, the Hungarian garrison was interned in its facilities without a hitch. At 0715 hours, Komaron (Komárom) was reached.

The division’s immediate objective of Pilisvörösvár was reached by the main body of the Kampfgruppe around 1405 hours. At 1500 hours, the lead elements were in an area west of Budapest. The Hungarian garrison at Gran (Esztergom) was interned in its facilities by a battalion of PGLR 901. Around 2230 hours, orders arrived from corps directing the division to occupy the area Komaron–Stuhlweißenburg (Székesfehérvár)–Ascod by 20 March. The division headquarters was established in Pilisvörösvár.

The march on Budapest was a good exercise for the division. Deficiencies in march discipline came to light, which the division commander used as the basis of further training.

On the following day, Generalfeldmarschall von Weichs, the Commander in Chief of Heeresgruppe F, visited the division command post and had Bayerlein brief him on how the operation went. At the conclusion of the briefing, the field-army group’s chief of staff noted that the PLD would only spend a short while in Hungary prior to being shipped back to France.

That afternoon, the division command post moved to Gran. General der Panzertuppe Krüger held a conference with all of the division commanders there on 21 March. The commanders were informed that the developing political situation in Hungary made it inopportune to disarm the Hungarian forces. Since things were still percolating under the surface, however, the German forces were to remain on alert. At the same time, the forces were to consider themselves guests of the Hungarian forces and not their conquerors. That said, any affronts were not to be tolerated. Good appearances and behavior were considered to be the best propaganda.

The division was issued the following order:

1. Immediate measures: Seal off Budapest to all German formations and elements. Start at 1800 hours on 23 March 1944. Later on, it is intended to conduct regular inspection tours. General officers and general-staff officers may pass through the cordon; everyone else only with written permission of the commanding general.

2. The corps is preparing for the occupation of other portions of Hungary.

3. The division is to prepare to occupy Budapest. The task organization of the forces is to be determined and the approach march controlled.

To that end:

a) Immediately attached to the division: Regiment Brandenburg (in the area southeast of Budapest); SS-Fallschirmjäger-Bataillon and Fallschirmjäger-Bataillon Brandenburg (in the vicinity of 412).3

b) Attached to the division upon arrival: Grenadier-Regiment (mot) 92 in the Czeged [Szeged] area.4

Additional details concerning the occupation to be provided by the military attaché, General von Greifenberg.

Task organization of the forces:

West bank: 1 mechanized infantry regiment; 1 artillery battalion; 1 tank battalion; and 1 airborne battalion.

East bank (southern sector): Grenadier-Regiment (mot) 92; 4./Regiment Brandenburg; 1 artillery battalion; 1 tank company.

East bank (center sector): 1 mechanized infantry regiment; 1 artillery battalion; 1 tank company

East bank (northern sector): 1 engineer battalion; 1 tank company.

Details for conduct in Hungary:

a) Care is to be taken when invited to functions by civilian and military authorities.

b) Requisitions only in emergencies and approved by regimental commanders.

c) Military courtesies to be exchanged with Hungarian armed forces.

d) The division is directed to send liaison officers to the Hungarian I Corps in Budapest and the II Corps in Stuhlweißenburg. Missions for the liaison officers: Taking care of all difficulties that surface.

PGLR 901 was given the mission of executing the cordon around Budapest. The corps also ordered the division to occupy Stuhlweißenburg. By 1700 hours on 21 March, the PLR had completed that mission, focusing on industrial areas and railway facilities.

Major Joachim Barth, the commander of PJLA 130, reported on the condition of the combat vehicles of his battalion on 22 March.5 The thirty-one Panzerjäger IV’s his battalion had been issued were only incompletely outfitted. His request for replacement parts and equipment for the vehicles, some of which had been damaged while being transported to the battalion, was approved by the division commander and forwarded to the appropriate division of the Army High Command. That same day, Major Kauffmann was summoned to LVIII. Panzer-Korps to see the chief-of-staff. He was informed that the division had to be prepared to march into Budapest with six hours’ notice.

In “Division Order No. 3,” Bayerlein directed his forces to move up to the restricted zone of Budapest by 1800 hours on 23 March so as to be able to immediately occupy the city, if ordered to do so. Four approach routes were designated. The occupation was to take place upon receipt of a code word—Donaustadt (“Danube City”)—and be conducted in three phases. By then, the division had received the forces designated to be attached to it. At 1300 hours on 23 March, the division command post was moved to Budakezy (Budakeszi).

By the evening of 23 March, the division had closed on the outer ring of Budapest. Nothing happened on 24 March or the next day. Around 2245 hours on 25 March, Kauffmann was informed by the corps chief of staff that the 16. SS-Freiwilligen-Panzer-Grenadier-Division “Reichsführer SS” was being moved immediately through Budapest to eastern Hungary and that the PLD was being given the additional mission of securing the area the SS division had previously occupied. To that end, the PLD was directed to form an ad hoc element out of reserves. The Sonderverband was ordered to report directly to the corps. Augmenting the ad hoc formation were Pionier-Bau-Bataillon 798 and a militia battalion from Ödenburg.

In the end, Bayerlein intervened and contacted the corps chief of staff, arranging for Grenadier-Regiment (mot) 92 to assume this mission, thus preventing the division from being split up.

In the end, however, there was no massive march into Budapest. A half hour past midnight, the corps announced that the requirement to “bind” the Hungarian forces had been lifted and that the only mission left was the securing of bridges, railway facilities and industrial areas. That same day, Bayerlein started up the training program for his division again. For instance, the PLR received a training mission: “Breaching a minefield with tanks, engineers and mechanized infantry.” The breaching of minefields was a special concern for Bayerlein and he, in turn, was only reacting to Guderian’s directive that all soldiers, especially mechanized infantry, be schooled in detecting, clearing and emplacing mines. Bayerlein told his commanders:

Attacking across a defended minefield requires intensive practice within the units and close coordination across the formations. I am therefore ordering in the next few days that all mechanized infantry battalions repeat this exercise, together with tanks, armored engineers and artillery support.

The divisional engineers were instructed to offer short courses on detecting and clearing mines with at least one officer, two noncommissioned officers and eight enlisted personnel participating from each company. In addition, the engineers were told to practice building bridges and ferries, in conjunction with corps bridging assets. The divisional artillery conducted gunnery training with its heavy battalion.

During the evening of 27 March, the division received a route reconnaissance mission from the corps. It was to reconnoiter two passes through the Carpathians: the Tatar (Jablonitza) Pass and the Stiel Pass. It was directed to determine the following: condition of the roads (width, traffic patterns, grades and curves and bridge capacities); obstacle employment options; snow conditions; trail network aside from main roads and suitability for infantry, motorized forces and tanks; and how long would it take to make the passes trafficable and what means would be needed.

The reconnaissance was to be completed within three days, with ongoing results being reported to corps by landline or radio starting at Debrecin. This mission seemed to indicate the potential employment of the division in especially poor terrain for armored forces. Major Kauffmann correspondingly called the Guderian’s offices on 28 March and echoed these concerns. Guderian was able to allay those fears, however, by assuring Kauffmann that the division would be sent back to France in about four weeks to continue its training.

On 29 March, Bayerlein and his operations officer accompanied the commanding general to view Hungarian tank gunnery training at the ranges at Gran. On 1 April, the reconnaissance elements that had been sent to the Carpathian passes—PPLB 130—returned and forwarded their findings by radio to the corps.

That same day, Bayerlein requested that HFA 311 be permanently attached to the division. He needed the valuable antiaircraft assets to protect his equally valuable ground formations. Hauptmann Gustav Weinkopf’s battalion had four heavy batteries, each with six 8.8-centimeter dual-purpose antiaircraft/antitank guns. In addition, there was a light battery with four 2-centimeter automatic cannon. The entire battalion was motorized. Bayerlein’s request did not fall on deaf ears, and the battalion was eventually assigned to the division.

On 6 April 1944, Kauffmann was notified that the corps headquarters would be moved to the west and that the division would assume the command and control functions of the corps. To that end, the division was to move its command staff to Budakezsi, the site of the corps command post. That move took place the following day. Effective as of 2400 hours on 8 April, the division assumed its new responsibility. The only area that it did not receive was that of the 298. Infanterie-Division. Since the mission could be accomplished from Gran, Bayerlein requested and received approval to move his “corps” headquarters there.

During this time period, another report was sent to the Inspector General of the Armored Forces and the Army Procurement Agency concerning the thirty-nine Panzerjäger IV’s of PJLA 130. Basically, the report stated that the vehicles were not ready for employment at the front. Bayerlein wanted to prevent any of his men from going into combat with ineffective weapons. He wanted only the best for his men and his division. At the same time, Guderian was requested to change the table of organization and equipment of the battalion’s 3rd Company to reflect the Jagpanzer IV instead of the Jagdpanther, since replacement parts for the former would be considerably easier to receive than the latter.6
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