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Introduction


Panzer-Regiment 35 in Five Years of War


General der Panzertruppen a.D. Heinrich Eberbach1


There is no end to the number of unforgettable images conjured up by anyone who was ever a member of this troop.2 The tankers can still be proud of their regiment to this day; it performed great deeds in battle from the start of the war to the bitter end. Exemplary comradeship, proper behavior towards the enemy and a proper attitude, even in unfortunate times, were the marks of this formation.


Our regiment was not formed until November 1938 as part of the rapid expansion of the German Armed Forces. Insufficiently trained and only equipped with a few Panzer III’s and IV’s, the men marched off to war in Poland less than 10 months after first being activated. But by the eighth day of the campaign, we were outside the gates of Warsaw—far in advance of all of the rest—and we attacked the fortified city without hesitation.


We participated in the first large-scale armored engagement of the war in France, took Armentières in a night attack and advanced through the Weygand Line as far as Isére. I remember the unbelievable chain of victories of our regiment in the first year of the campaign in Russia. At the time, we were part of the 2. Panzer-Armee, which was commanded by Generaloberst Guderian, the creator of the German armored forces and its guiding spirit. He was called “fast Heinz” by the common foot soldier. He often liked to appear in the middle of the fighting at the regiment’s location.


It is with gratitude that I also recall the first few battalion commanders of the regiment—Stenglein, Hochbaum and Lauchert.


The reassignment of our 2nd Battalion to Panzer-Regiment 15 was hard.3 The battalion performed so well there, that it was difficult to incorporate the Panther battalion back into the fold of the regiment.


The 1st Battalion, whether under the command of Cossel, who was killed, the battalion physician, Knight’s Cross recipient Doctor Schulz-Merkel or, above all, Schultz, maintained its fame at Kursk and Orel, in the Pripet Marshes and at Kovel.


What the regiment accomplished in Kurland and at Danzig can be well praised by its last commander, my friend, Hans Christern. I am grateful to all of you that you were filled with the same professional attitude at the very end that you were when you initially moved out in 1939.


What was it then that enabled our newly formed regiment to accomplish such unusual success despite minimal prospects? It was a love of homeland and the spirit of the tanker. It pushed us forward, allowed us to engage in the cunning of war and gave us endurance, even when times were bad, and a toughness towards ourselves and a heartfelt comradeship with others. It was pure German military ethos that had the tankers of the regiment storm forward, surprise the enemy again and again, hit hard, enjoy victory and suffer death.


The rear-area services were imbued with the same spirit. Without them, our successes would not have been possible. A firm bond of trust had joined everyone in the regiment, from the commander down to the last truck driver in the supply column.


We do not desire to glorify the deeds of our men. Modesty is a virtue of a good soldier. But this book will also demonstrate how it is a German trait to rise to the full measure when it’s a question of giving one’s life for one’s homeland.


But wasn’t it all in vain?


I believe that the love of country, the preparedness to sacrifice, the concept of chivalry and courage have all been retained by us as core values that make us proper Germans. The high regard of our former opponents4, our respect and our well-being are all due in large part to your military achievements.


The graves of our comrades line the battle path of our regiment. The memorial outside our former garrison should always remind us of them. But it is the intent of this book to portray them to us again as they were during times of war.


The intent is for this book to conjure up valuable experiences from the past to that they can be made useable for the present and the future. It is our obligation to serve once again in the true “tanker” spirit and in loyalty to the fatherland for our dead, who gave their lives.


A Greeting to Panzer-Regiment 35


General der Panzertruppen a.D. Dietrich von Saucken, Former Commander of the 4. Panzer-Division5


According to Klaus Mehnert, in the periodical Deutscher Standpunkt (“German Viewpoint”), “If veterans of the First World War can talk about those times, for an entire evening long, without growing weary, it is not because they took joy in killing, seeing others die, freezing or construction of earthworks. On the contrary, it is because they felt as though they grew above and beyond themselves during those years, because they believed they knew exactly back then why and for whom they were there in executing a higher duty bravely and passing the test of that unimaginable adventure.”


For veterans of the Second World War, that is also applicable.6 The war was a communal experience of elementary power. That’s why this book came about—a “swan song” of comradeship and bravery.


May these accounts be accepted from the hands of the fathers into those of their children and grandchildren.


“Our General”


Oberst a.D. Hans Christern on the 70th Birthday of Heinrich Eberbach7


Some of you met “our general” when he was an Oberstleutnant in Bamberg in 1938. I had the good fortune of meeting him when he was still a Hauptmann. For all of us, even those who encountered him later, he became OUR GENERAL. That is especially true for the men of Panzer-Regiment 35 and the 4. Panzer-Division. For that reason, I am collecting our thoughts about him on the occasion of his 70th birthday.


Here are the military data concerning his life:


Entrance as a Fahnenjunker8 in Infanterie-Regiment 180 in Württemberg on 1 July 1914, that is, one month before the outbreak of the First World War.


By October 1914, he received the Iron Cross, Second Class, as a Gefreiter. Nine months after entering service, he was promoted to Leutnant and was awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. In October 1915, he became a French prisoner of war, badly wounded.


In 1917, he was part of a prisoner exchange with Germany (across the border into Switzerland). He was considered to be incapable of continued service at the front. Just six months later, he volunteered for the front again. By the end of the war, he was participating in the fighting in Palestine. When the Turkish Front collapsed, he became an English prisoner of war, suffering also from malaria. On 18 October 1918, he was promoted to Oberleutnant.


In January 1920, he was accepted into the Württemberg police constabulary. From 1933 to 1935, he served as a police major in the Reich Ministry of the Interior. He was given the mission of incorporating the constabulary into the German Armed Forces.


On 15 October 1935, he was accepted into the German Armed Forces. He became the commander of Panzerabwehr-Abteilung 12 in Schwerin. In 1938, he was summoned to Bamberg as the commander of Panzer-Regiment 35. What “our general” experienced then is something that most of us have also experienced. What happened there is written in this book.


In September 1939, he fought in the campaign in Poland (Mokra–Warsaw–Bzura).


From May to June 1940, he fought in the campaign in France (Dyle Position–Weygand Line–Romilly–Dijon).


On 4 July 1940, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross. That was followed on 14 August 1940 with a promotion to Oberst ahead of his peers.


On 22 June 1941, he joined the campaign in the Soviet Union. On 2 July 1941, he assumed command of the 5. Panzer-Brigade. He advanced with it as far as Kaschira, some 60 kilometers south of Moscow.


On 8 December 1941, he was added to the Honor Roll of the German Army and, on 1 January 1942, he was awarded the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross.


On 6 January 1942, he assumed command of the 4. Panzer-Division. On 28 November, he was given acting command of the XXXXVIII. Panzer-Korps. Wounded at that time, he was summoned to Germany by Generaloberst Guderian to become the Inspector General for Armored Forces of the Home Army.


Following promotion to General der Panzertruppen, he was given acting command of Armeegruppe Nikopol. Effective 6 June 1944, he was a Commander-in-Chief on the French invasion front, initially of Panzergruppe West, the 7. Armee.


On 31 August 1944, he was captured by the English south of Amiens.


That was the war that we experienced together and survived with “our general.”


We are proud that he is an honorary member of the U.S. 4th Armored Division and is honored in a comradely way by his opponents, the 12th Cuirassiers, from the first major armored engagement of 1940.


After his war-related kidney problems had healed, he devoted himself tirelessly to the care of refugees from 1948 to 1963.9 He was also a leading participant for soldier-related work at the Protestant Academy at Bad Boll.


__________


1.  The reader will come to be well acquainted with the author of this introduction to the book. Eberbach not only served as the first commander of the regiment, he went on successively to command the division’s tank brigade and then the division itself. By the time of his capture in Normandy, in August 1944, he was the commander of a field army.


2.  Translator’s Note: The reader is reminded that this book was first written at a time when most of the members of the regiment and division who had survived the war were still alive. The book was originally published by the veterans’ association of Panzer-Regiment 35 and was never in wide circulation in Germany. It was written by and intended for members of the regiment.


3.  Translator’s Note: The regiment was ordered to give up its 2nd Battalion to the other regiment—part of the 11. Panzer-Division—after the latter had been brutally battered in the fighting outside of Moscow. The II./Panzer-Regiment 35 was redesignated as the III./Panzer-Regiment 15 and fought with that division through December 1943—eventually receiving the Panther tank as its main fighting vehicle—before it was returned to its original “parent.”


4.  Translator’s Note: Eberbach is undoubtedly referring to the strong bonds that were formed in postwar Bamberg, the home base of the regiment, with its former enemies. By a twist of fate, the U.S namesake of Panzer-Regiment 35, the 3-35 Armor, was also based in Bamberg, used the same officer’s club and enjoyed occasional get-togethers with the veterans of the regiment.


5.  Translator’s Note: In addition to having been one of the commanders of the division, von Saucken was also one of the most highly decorated German military personnel of the war. In the end, he was awarded the Diamonds to the Swords to the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. He was the 27th and final recipient of that award (8 May 1945).


6.  Translator’s Note: This sort of individual justification is prevalent in any number of postwar accounts written by veterans because of the unfortunate associations between their service years and the Nazi regime. Many of the veterans reared their children in households where the war was never mentioned, and those same veterans of the war were often looked upon in a fashion similar to U.S. veterans returning home after service in Vietnam.


7.  Translator’s Note: In addition to being the last commander of the regiment, Christern was also a highly decorated officer, He received the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross on 31 January 1941 while serving as a Major and commander of the II./Panzer-Regiment 31.


8.  Translator’s Note: A Fahnenjunker was a special rank denoting an officer candidate. Generally speaking, an officer candidate went through the NCO ranks at an accelerated pace for several years, bearing both the title Fahnenjunker and the temporary rank he was given at the time. At the end of a successful trial, he was promoted to Leutnant. In the case of Eberbach, as discussed here, that process was considerably accelerated.


9.  Translator’s Note: Meant here is the displacement of some 12 million Germans after the end of the war, primarily by the advance of the Soviets from the east and their refusal to return German territory to the German government, resulting in the permanent loss of Prussia, Silesia, Thuringia and other former eastern regions of the Reich, which were either confiscated by the Soviets (e.g., the port of Königsberg, know referred to as Kaliningrad) and ceded to the Poles in return for the loss of their territory to the Soviets.




CHAPTER 1


The Campaign against Poland


Overview of the Campaign


An Account by the Regimental Commander, Oberstleutnant Eberbach


Starting in the middle of August 1939, we knew something was up. A war against Poland was on the horizon. We all had the feeling we would do what needed to be done, but there was none of the enthusiasm of 1914.


On the morning of 26 August 1939, we were on the Polish frontier, east of Rosenberg (Silesia), and prepared to attack. But the order did not come. We returned to our quarters that evening. All of us had the quiet hope that the war could somehow be avoided after all.


The regiment consisted of six companies. Most of them only had machine-gun tanks (Panzer I’s). In addition, we had a few Panzer II’s with the 2-centimeter automatic cannon and a few Panzer III’s with the 3.7-centimeter main gun. In the 4th and 8th Companies, there were also 4 Panzer IV’s with the short 7.5-centimeter main gun. The authorized strength in officers and noncommissioned officers—despite the addition of reservists—was by no means close to being reached.


1 SEPTEMBER—THE FIRST DAY OF WAR


At first light, we were on the border again. Our artillery started firing at 0445 hours. A couple of houses burned. Our rifle regiment advanced. At 0630 hours, our regiment also received its attack orders. Moving through Opatow–Wilkowiecko–Mokra III, we were supported to advance on Ostrowy–Kocin. That was some 40 kilometers.


The XVI. Armee-Korps—with the 1. Panzer-Division, our 4. Panzer-Division and the 14. Infanterie-Division and the 31. Infanterie-Division—was intended to form the battering ram in the middle of Armee Reichenau.1


THE REGIMENT’S BAPTISM OF FIRE


The advance proceeded slowly. The roads were jammed; the bridge over the Liswarta had been blown up. We had to ford. We took our motorcyclists on the rear decks of the tanks. No vehicle got stuck. We advanced on Opatow via Krzepice, receiving machine-gun and artillery fire, which was responded to by our tanks, and reached Wilkowiecko. In front of us were the Mokra villages—named I, II and III—and behind them were old-growth woods. The 2nd Battalion attacked and eliminated a Polish battery; it fought its way through the villages and got to within 400 meters of the wood line. There it was greeted by artillery, antitank-gun and machine-gun fire from the woods. Nothing could be seen of the enemy. The ammunition used by the Polish antitank rifles penetrated the light armor we had. Hauptmann Buz and Leutnant Lohr were killed; Oberleutnant Snahovich was wounded.


When the regimental commander2 ordered the commitment of the 1st Battalion by having it move around to the right and comb through the woods, the battalion commander, Oberstleutnant Stenglein, was badly wounded. Hauptmann von Lauchert assumed acting command of the battalion. The edge of the woods was reached and slowly cleared. Our artillery gave support. Panzer-Regiment 36, to the left of us, had also suffered losses in its attack. Oberst Breith moved his regiment to Wilkowiecko to reorganize it. The riflemen were slowly advancing on Mokra. No orders arrived from the division, because there had been a panic in the rear. Our division commander and his headquarters staff had to force panicked drivers of combat vehicles and the train elements back toward the front. That meant our regiment was all by itself on the edge of the woods. Should it risk venturing into the woods?


Late in the afternoon, the platoon leader of the Light Platoon of the 2nd Battalion, Feldwebel Gabriel, who had been sent on patrol, returned and reported: “The woods and the village on the far side are clear of the enemy.” The 2nd Battalion and the regimental headquarters immediately pressed into and through the woods. They set up security on a rise and set up an all-round defense. For the time being, the 1st Battalion remained in the area around Mokra.


In the end, our regiment turned this first, difficult day of the war into a success for the division by dint of its perseverance, its élan and its aggressiveness. The first defensive frontage of the Poles had been broken through. The commanding general and the division commander praised the performance of the regiment.


The price paid for the first day was high: 15 dead, among them 2 officers; 14 wounded, including 3 officers; and 14 tanks. Our enemy was a Polish elite formation: the 1st Volhynian Brigade.


ASSAULT ON WARSAW


On 2 September 1939, Schützen-Regiment 12, magnificently supported by our 4th and 8th Companies, advanced in heavy fighting through Kozinka. On 3 September, the will to resist on the part of the Polish formations facing us was broken. Aufklärungs-Abteilung 7 (mot.) took the crossings over the Warthe practically without a fight and advanced as far as 4 kilometers outside of Radomsko. The neighboring friendly forces, the 1. Panzer-Division, took Kamiensk.


Our regiment struggled to advance on bad roads on 3 and 4 September. The reconnaissance battalion and Schützen-Regiment 12 crossed the Widawka and were 20 kilometers south of Kamiensk. It was not until 5 September that our regiment was able to move forward again. The objective of the attack was Gomulin, west of Petrikau. But only the 6th Company encountered any enemy—artillery and antitank guns. The company pushed them back into the woods.


On 6 September, the regiment took Bedkow and Rudnik; on 7 September, it was once again at the forefront of the division and drove the enemy in wild flight out of Ujazd. By 0900 hours, Lubochnia was reached and, in the evening, the regiment moved through Rawa Mazowiecka into its rest area.


The division had advanced 40 kilometers deep into the rear of the enemy on that day. The regiment would have liked to have rolled on, because there was a traffic sign at the outskirts of the village: “Warsaw / 115 kilometers.” For the first time, our forces experienced the magnetic pull that the name of an important city had, whose possession was essential.


The division’s order-of-the-day ended with the sentence: “On to Warsaw.” There wasn’t much time left for sleeping.


At first light on 8 September, the regiment moved out as the division’s spearhead. After moving 10 kilometers, it encountered Polish infantry supported by artillery. The enemy was rapidly overcome. Continuously firing at pockets of resistance, the regiment reached Radziejowice. The assault continued on to Wolica Sekocin, in order to take the Utrata crossings. The Polish soldiers were surrendering by the thousands. After the river was reached, the regiment advanced on Raszyn. The enemy blew up two bridges right in front of us. But we were able to ford the water. An engineer company repaired the crossings. The commanding general moved forward to the 1st Battalion, where he was briefed by Hauptmann von Lauchert, who was covered in dirt and was stripped down to trousers and shirt.3


The regimental commander recommended to General Höppner and the division commander that the surprise of the enemy be exploited—without waiting for the other elements of the division—and that the advance on Warsaw be continued. The city had been declared an “open city” by the Polish government. Permission was granted. An aircraft brought a few street plans of Warsaw in the nick of time. All of the tankers were burning with the prospect of being the first soldiers of the German Army to enter the capital of the enemy. It was directed that the 2nd Battalion advance across Pilsudski Square and cross the Vistula in the direction of Praga. The 1st Battalion was to remain in the center of the city. The last thing Höppner said: “Eberbach . . . if you start dealing with Polish officials remain inflexible!”


Our regiment formed up and moved out at 1700 hours and advanced into the unsightly suburbs of Warsaw. A few rounds were fired. The houses stopped temporarily just beyond the Rakowiec Colony. The tanks moved across a road bridge. To the actual outskirts of the city behind that were some 400 meters, partly open and partly filled with some suburban vegetable gardens. The road to the edge of the city was blocked by a barricade consisting of turned-over streetcars and furniture trucks. From beyond—from the four-story apartment buildings, ventilation openings in the rooftops, windows and basement openings—there were fires of all sorts against our tanks. One of the few Panzer IV’s we had received a direct hit. It was recovered.


The sun started to go down. The twilight blanketed the road in front of us. The regimental commander saw how the Poles were not keeping their word concerning Warsaw being an “open city” and that the heavily defended metropolis could not be taken in a coup de main. He broke off the attack and pulled his forces back behind the bridge. For the time being, well ahead of the division and all by itself, the regiment had to secure to all sides.


The night passed quietly. The vehicles were refueled, machine-gun ammunition belted4 and rations received. In the meantime, the entire division had closed up. The division commander ordered the attack to be repeated on 9 September with all available forces: reinforced Panzer-Regiment 35 from its then current positions; reinforced Panzer-Regiment 36 a little farther west.


At 0700 hours, our 1st Battalion moved out for a second time to attack Warsaw. With it was a battalion of motorized riflemen and a company of engineers. The artillery fired a preparation on the city’s edge in advance. Once again, our tanks rolled across the road bridge, followed by the mounted riflemen. Together with the engineers, the first obstacle was eliminated. The city was defended with the courage of desperation.


Despite that, the second bridge was taken. The riflemen had to take each house and clear it. Burst of machine-gun fire, hand grenades dropped from above and tossed from cellar openings, blocks of stone dropped from the roofs—all of these made it difficult for the men. The tanks attempted to continue by themselves. The acting commandeer of the 1st Company, Leutnant Class, attacked farther along the main road. His vehicle was hit by an excellently camouflaged gun. Despite that, Class’s tank continued to move on. The next hit set the tank afire. Class and his radio operator succeeded in dismounting. Both of them then succumbed to their wounds, however.


The vehicle of the regiment’s adjutant was immobilized by the same gun. Oberleutnant Guderian5 dismounted and entered a garden through a courtyard gate. He ran into the tank of Leutnant Diergardt there. Together with that tank and a platoon of riflemen, which he had impressed into his service, they advanced slowly.


The other tanks attempted to advance through courtyards and gardens. For instance, Leutnant Esser and two platoons were able to advance as far as the railway line, where Polish defenses knocked out his radio. Feldwebel Ziegler assumed command of the remaining vehicles and advanced as far as the main train station of Warsaw. All by himself in the middle of the capital, he eventually had to pull back. Leutnant Lange had worked his way forward as far as the enemy artillery and fired at the guns with everything his men had. Brave Poles threw shaped charges against his tracks. One of the roadwheels of his tank was torn off; the turret could no longer be turned. He also had to pull back.


Around 0900 hours, the regimental commander brought up the 2nd Battalion, which had initially been held in reserve and was supported by a battalion of motorized riflemen, to an area 1 kilometer north of the road, since the enemy’s defenses seemed less well organized there. The battalion initially made good progress. The old fortifications of Warsaw were overrun. A park was reached. There, the mounted riflemen that were following received machine-gun and rifle fire from the high-rises off to the left. As they deployed, artillery started to impact among them. A few vehicles caught fire. The enemy’s antitank defenses had stopped the attack of our vehicles. The commander of the 8th Company, Oberleutnant Morgenroth, was mortally wounded. Of the two platoons that had advanced into the park, only three tanks came back.


The division ordered: “Return to the line of departure!” The number of tanks that initially made their way back there was shockingly small. But in the course of the afternoon, the number grew to 91, of which only 57 were still fully combat operational, including a single Panzer IV. Crews, whose vehicles had been shot out from under them, also returned. That included Leutnant Reibig, who had to fight his way back though Polish lines.


Despite all of that, the morale of the tankers remained unshaken. Everyone had the feeling of having accomplished something great. After all, the division had covered 400 kilometers in eight days, had defeated the enemy wherever he put up a fight and had been the first into the Polish capital, far to the rear of the main Polish field forces.


It was not until much later that we discovered that Warsaw had been defended by 100,000 Polish soldiers. The demoralizing effect on the enemy of the advance of our regiment at the head of the 4. Panzer-Division cannot be overestimated.


During the night, a large number of knocked-out tanks of the regiment, including some that had run over mines, were recovered by their crews, in some cases from out of the Polish lines.
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The main Polish forces, fleeing from the western portion of Poland, attempted to reach Warsaw south of the Vistula. Our division—reinforced by the Leibstandarte6, Infanterie-Regiment 337, other artillery and engineers—received orders to hold its positions at Warsaw. The intent was to block the retreating forces. Only the 1. Panzer-Division was east of us. Together with it, we were all by ourselves, some 100 kilometers deep in enemy territory.


It had been intended for the regiment to take a well-deserved break on 9 September after the constant fighting and heavy losses so as to rest and repair and maintain vehicles. But the enemy situation did not allow that.


By the evening of 10 September, the regiment was once again fighting, this time southwest of Warsaw, in order to screen a line running Osiedle–Gorce–Blizne against attacking Polish forces. Success was intermingled with casualties.


The 11th of September passed relatively quietly. On 12 September, Hauptmann Schnell and the combat trains knocked out seven Polish armored vehicles.


On 13 September, the regiment moved out from its positions towards the industrial works at Strzykuly, where it was to continue the attack with the Leibstandarte.


At 1430 hours, our regiment moved out to attack west in the direction of Blonie. The two battalions moved abreast, with one battalion each from the Leibstandarte following behind on vehicles. Kaputy was captured and hundreds of prisoners taken. Antitank gun and artillery positions were overrun with masses of ammunition. The attack objective was reached in the dark; a considerable success. The battalions took up quarters for the night in Leszno and Bialutki industrial area.


On 14 September, the 31. Infanterie-Division, which had arrived in sector in the meantime, assumed the positions of the regiment, which was then moved to the Krunice area to work on the tanks.


On the afternoon of 15 September, the regiment received orders to attack across the Bzura on 16 September, together with the Leibstandarte and Schützen-Regiment 12, to fall on the rear of the strong enemy forces encircled around Kutno. At the same time, the rest of the division would screen north along the Bzura.


The regiment moved out at 0500 hours on 16 September. The engineers were in the process of building a bridge. The tanks moved down the steep slopes, forded through the Bzura and staged for the attack. It had been intended to start the attack at 0700 hours, but a lot of time was needed until all of the elements employed for this advance had crossed the river.


At 1100 hours, the battalions finally moved out. It was raining. It was intended for the 1st Battalion to move through Bibijampol and reach the Mlodzieszyn–Ruszki road. The 2nd Battalion attacked from the southern portion of Zujkowska with the same objective. The enemy suffered heavy casualties at Bibijampol at the hands of the 1st Battalion. The battalion captured two artillery pieces and reached the road by 1230 hours, where it engaged fleeing enemy columns. The 2nd Battalion encountered heavy enemy forces at Adamowa and inflicted heavy casualties on them. But the 6th Company was practically wiped out by Polish antitank guns that were positioned invisibly in small patches of woods. Leutnant Diebisch was killed; Leutnant von Cossel was badly wounded. Despite all that, the 2nd Battalion reached the attack objective at 1400 hours.


The elements of the 1. Panzer-Division that were supposed to link up with our regiment at Ruszki did not arrive. The Poles rained down an unimaginable heavy artillery fire on the regiment from three sides. Our tanks were on a serving platter there, but they could not leave the infantry that had come forward in the lurch, since the Poles were attacking in wave after wave. Radio communications with the division had been lost. Off in the distance, machine guns and mortars could be heard firing. After taking losses, the 1st Battalion had to be pulled back out of Ruszki. The tanks had little ammunition left. The artillery support that had been requested did not come. Masses of the enemy continued to advance on Ruszki, despite the extremely heavy casualties caused by our fire. It was misting.


Around 1700 hours, one of the radios received an order to withdraw. The infantry disengaged from the enemy, covered by our tanks. Then we also moved back slowly. Polish infantry fired on us at Juljopol. They could not be identified in the pitch-dark night. It was a witches’ cauldron. When we stopped for maintenance, the men fell into a deep sleep wherever they were and whatever they were doing—they were that tired.


The 2nd Battalion had to fend off attacks by Polish infantry the entire night. The 1st Battalion and the regimental headquarters were finally able to pull back to the line of departure.


On 17 September, the 2nd and 4th Companies successfully fought with the Leibstandarte at Mistrewice and Juljopol. The 4th Company captured a Polish battery, a heavy antiaircraft gun, two light antiaircraft guns and a few mortars. In the evening, the regiment marched into the area around the Teresin palace. The combat strength was down to 60 tanks. Once again, it was said the regiment was supposed to rest and be afforded the opportunity to maintain vehicles. Contrary to expectation, it actually remained quiet on 18 September.


THE BATTLE OF ANNIHILATION ON THE BZURA


The regiment was alerted at midnight. It was supposed to reach the industrial area at Wolka Alekssandrowsk by 0400 hours. At 0200 hours, the tanks rolled out into the pitch-black night. Despite that, the regiment arrived there punctually. Train elements reported that things were hot up front.


The commander went to the division command post at the Tutowice industrial area. There, he discovered the following from the Division Commander: After the heavy fighting at Ruszki, the enemy had staged his forces in the area bounded by the Bzura and the Vistula for a breakout attempt in the direction of Warsaw. On 18 September, the main body of the division succeeded in moving along the east bank of the Bzura as far as the Vistula. The terrain in that area was covered with small patches of woods and vegetation.


Before the elements of the 4. Panzer-Division could swing around to form a defensive position, the Poles launched their offensive across the Bzura. All of the employed elements of the division became involved in the heaviest sort of defensive fighting on all sides. Our sister regiment, the 36th, shared the same fate and found itself defending desperately in terrain that offered no fields of fire. One of the battalion commanders of Panzer-Regiment 36 was killed. Ammunition was in short supply. There was no unified command and control. Every section found itself engaged in close combat. Casualties were high. Enemy and friendly forces were so entangled that the artillery could no longer provide direct support. They engaged the enemy that appeared in front of the guns over open sights. All through the night, the enemy continued his desperate attacks without any regard for casualties in an effort to force a breakthrough. Even the division command post was constantly attacked, and Generalleutnant Reinhardt held a rifle in his hands, its barrel hot from firing. Elements of the antitank battalion were overrun by the enemy and wiped out.


The regiment received orders to attack with two attached battalions from the Leibstandarte and relieve the encircled elements. General Reinhardt shook the hand of the regimental commander and literally said: “Eberbach, the fate of the 4. Panzer-Division depends on your regiment.”


And who wouldn’t give his all to help comrades in a desperate situation! At 0800 hours, our shrunken regiment moved out to attack, the battalions abreast. As early as Hilarow, our tanks encountered heavy enemy forces with all sorts of weaponry, including antitank guns. The enemy was eliminated in a bitter struggle.


By 0900 hours, our combat vehicles had fought their way through to our sister regiment, whose tanks were practically without fuel and ammunition. The tankers and the riflemen there greeted us jubilantly and seemed as though they had been freed from a nightmare. Then our regiment advanced on to the Vistula, still encountering heavy resistance. It eliminated an enemy battery and then the 1st Battalion swung west to the Bzura as far as Wyszogrod. The 2nd Battalion continued to advance a bit along the Vistula as far as Sladow, where it screened to the east. That broke the enemy’s resistance. The 1st Company of Leutnant Lange took some 3,000 prisoners. Ethnic Germans, who had been forcibly repatriated, and German prisoners were liberated. Some of them had been badly abused.


Along the Bzura, there was complete chaos among Poles: weapons, vehicles of all types, dead horses and articles of equipment of all sorts. All the results of the employment of our artillery and the Luftwaffe. The trains of several divisions were all heaped in piles, destroyed.


During the afternoon, 4,000 prisoners and a few wagons full of wounded were taken to the prisoner collection point, escorted by a few tanks.


The division order-of-the-day recorded the following:


The battle along the Bzura is over. It was a decisive victory over very strong forces of the Polish field army. In this battle, the 4. Panzer-Division fought at critical areas. We had to close the ring around the enemy and hold back the final assault of the enemy. Our division accomplished its difficult mission. It can conclude the victory by taking in more than 20,000 prisoners and bountiful spoils of war. The 4. Panzer-Division could look back proudly on its accomplishments.


That concluded the campaign in Poland for our regiment. The losses sustained by Panzer-Regiment 35:


64 dead


58 wounded


45 tanks (Complete losses)


Knocked Out in Warsaw


From My Diary (Hans Schäufler)


I had been the signals officer for the tank brigade for five days after Oberleutnant Ritzmann was wounded at Mokra II.


We prepared for the second assault on Warsaw along the road that led from Rawa to the capital, in the suburb of Ochota. Tank behind tank, tightly closed together. Behind us, the riflemen and the engineers waited for the orders to attack.


It was unaccustomedly quiet. Not a rifle round was fired; no machine guns were rattling. The artillery was silent on both sides. The only thing that stirred was an occasional reconnaissance aircraft in the clear skies.


I was sitting in the armored command and control vehicle next to General von Hartlieb. The brigade adjutant, Hauptmann von Harling, spread the situation map out over my drawn-up knees; there wasn’t much room in there. Both of the radio operators were sitting at their stations. One of them was listening out into the ether for the codeword to attack; the other one had his hand on the switch so as to disseminate the order immediately. The engine was idling; the driver’s foot was already playing with the pedal.


Then, suddenly, there was a howling in the air. Impact followed impact outside—first to the right, then to the left and then behind us. Salvo after salvo hissed and buzzed through the air. Rocks and shrapnel whizzed through the air; in between, the cries of the first wounded of the day could be heard. The Polish artillery was sending us some iron greetings.


Then the codeword to move out arrived. It was passed on as fast as lightning. The large engines of the tanks started roaring to life. The big fight for the Polish capital on the ninth day of war was about to begin.


We reached the first houses of Warsaw. While machine guns were barking outside, hand grenades were exploding with a dull thud and artillery rounds were slinging rocks against our armor, one radio message after the other was passing through the command vehicle.


“Straight ahead . . . blocked road!” Panzer-Regiment 35 reported.


“Five tanks knocked out, antitank mine obstacle in front of us.”


“Order the regiment to turn south!” the general roared.


Yes, you had to roar here in order to make yourself understood in the midst of the noise.


“Message sent!” I roared back.


“Message to division: Edge of Warsaw reached . . . mine and road obstacles . . . we’re turning off to the south!” the adjutant dictated.


“Obstacle taken,” the regiment reported. All of that happened in the space of a few minutes.


Then, suddenly, the cobblestones in front of us flew into the air. There was an impact to the right—and then to the left. I was kicked in the back: “Enemy battery 300 meters in front of us!” the general cried out. He was sitting in the turret and observing. “Turn off to the right!”


The tracks clattered on the cobblestones; we headed out across an open area.


“Faster, move faster,” the general yelled, since the aim of the Poles was not bad at all.


“Attack stalled,” Panzer-Regiment 36 reported. The general replied: “Ask the regiment where it wants artillery.”


Rocks and shrapnel rapped against the steel walls of the tank. The impacting artillery was quite close. Then—an impact that made our skulls smash into the equipment. The vehicle was raised up in the front and tossed to the side. A yellow stream of fire shot through the hatches. Gas masks, rucksacks, eating utensils all flew about. Hit by artillery!


A few seconds of anxious waiting passed, then a short glance from face to face and a swift running of the hands over the body. Everything was in one piece. The driver put it in third gear. We looked at each other tensely. The tank moved. Although there was a suspicious banging on the left side of the running gear, it appeared that things had turned out well this time.


Outside, it was as though all hell were breaking loose—there was a racket to both the left and the right. The rounds impacted into the armor with a dull thud. Hand grenades and bottles of fuel were being tossed from basement windows. We were facing a hundredfold in superior numbers. We could feel it.


Turned-over streetcars, wire obstacles, railway track rammed into the ground and antitank guns blocked our way. We had to keep turning off farther and farther to the south—just don’t break down now! That would have meant certain death.


The rattling and rasping sound coming from the running gear grew ever louder and suspicious. At the last minute, we discovered a fruit orchard. We snuck up under a tree.


Although elements of [Panzer-Regiment 35] had reached the main train station, we were getting other reports over and over again: “Attack stalling!” —“Numerically superior enemy!”—“Tanks lost dues to mines and antitank guns!”—“Artillery needed urgently!”


Once again, it started howling through the air. Artillery shell after artillery shell impacted around us. The Poles had discovered us. We could not go forward or backward. We had to try to repair the damage first, but we did not have any time for that, since the regiments were under extreme duress. The general dictated order after order, message after message. Finally, there was a break in the action. We had barely opened the hatches, however, when rifle rounds began smacking against the armor. Somewhere nearby the bastards were waiting for us. You couldn’t see a thing. We stood between berry branches and tried to make ourselves small.


The armor plate up front had been bent in; the shock absorber torn to pieces; all of the sheet metal torn away; the running gear and the track damaged. We tore off what remained of the sheet metal and the shock absorber, freeing up the track. We inserted two new track pins. If we were lucky, that would hold out for a few kilometers. We disappeared back into the tank.


We found out from the division that we could not get air support. Our artillery was too weak to pin down the powerful enemy. Therefore, the division issued orders: “Return to the line of departure!”


In a deliberate fashion, formation after formation disengaged from the enemy and was pulled out of battle. It wasn’t so simple everywhere. In one place, it was necessary to assume covering fires for the withdrawal; in another, it was to place artillery fire. There was a lot of work for us in the command vehicle at that point, so much that we nearly forgot that we were in a jam ourselves. It was not until the last outposts were withdrawn that our mission was accomplished. At that point, we attempted to move back. We had to go through that hell one more time, which we had only escaped through good fortune previously. We took the same route; we already knew it!


It was noticeably quiet at the time—suspiciously quiet. The quiet got on your nerves after all of the noise. We felt it—the enemy was still there—he was just waiting for a good opportunity. We passed the point where we had been hit by the artillery earlier. Just another turn to the left and we would have the long, straight road ahead of us. There was still a road obstacle there; we needed to pay attention. Then we hit the straightaway. We were secretly rubbing our hands together in glee. Then there was a smack against the rear armor. Once again, followed by another four. One after the other. That was from antitank guns. The engine continued to perform well, however. Then—a higher-pitched bang, an ear-deafening clash—the tank made a sharp turn to the left—and stopped. Knocked out at the last minute! Now the operative principle was to get out of the vehicle. The next round would certainly be a direct hit. But there was hell to pay outside. Grabbing the submachine gun and dropping to the ground seemed to be one motion.


What was going on then? Thick smoke was coming out of the rear deck. We thought the engine was on fire. But a hissing made us suspicious. A round from an antitank gun had set the smoke grenades alight. A slight breeze moved the cloud over towards the roadblock. That meant we did not have too much to worry about at the moment, since the smoke was concealing us and keeping us out of the enemy’s sight. He most certainly thought he had totally wiped us out anyway.


“Message to the division,” the general started. But the transmitter no longer functioned. The antenna had been shot off. The running gear was destroyed. The track lay curled up like a giant metal wristwatch band behind us. Direct hits had deformed the rear deck.


With a heavy heart, we decided to leave the tank. There was no way it could be repaired there. We dismounted the machine gun and the radio equipment and grabbed the secret documents. Every once in a while, we had to make ourselves small, because an artillery round landed too close. We could not bring it upon ourselves, however, to destroy the tank. We camouflaged it with tree limbs. Perhaps we would have an opportunity later to recover it. We gave each other covering fire as we moved back from house to house and from garden to garden. All of us made it back in one piece.


We went to sleep with limbs as heavy as lead and minds that kept recounting the events of the day. Over and over again, we jumped up from our sleep and only gradually came to the realization that our B 01 had been shot to pieces and was parked in front of the Polish roadblock with tripped-open hatches. It must have presented a pitiable picture. When I finally open my eyes wide and stare out into the light September night, my driver tapped me and asked with a rough voice: “Are you coming along?”


I didn’t need to ask him where. I knew what he meant. “I’ve already got a recovery vehicle,” he said, as he stood up.


We were able to get it that night, our B 01. By the time the Poles started firing, it was too late. It was already attached to the towing tank and got protection from behind it. We were even able to tow the track behind us with a tow cable. Although its steel body was shot to pieces, we would not allow the enemy to feast on it in its helplessness.
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On 6 October, there was a military parade in conquered Warsaw. They forgot to invite the 4. Panzer-Division. But the shot-up and, in some cases, burnt-out 30 tanks of our regiment, which stretched from the outskirts to the main train station, reminded the participants in the parade who it had been who had first entered the enemy capital in bloody fighting on 8 and 9 September.


In the middle of October, the division moved back to its peacetime garrisons. All of Bamberg greeted us with jubilation when our tanks moved through the city to the garrison.


On 28 November, the division was quartered in the area around Lüdenscheid.


The fact that our tankers were received in a heartfelt fashion there accounts for the fact that a large number of them lived in the region after the war.


During the nights from 25 to 28 January 1940, the division was taken by surprise and moved into the Düren–Bergheim area. Effective 6 February, the division had to be prepared to move on 6 hours’ notice. Leaves were cancelled and then allowed again.


Our respected division commander, Generalleutnant Reinhardt, who had received the Knight’s Cross for the dashing employment of his forces, left us. He was given command of a motorized corps. The 5. Panzer-Brigade, which had been commanded by Generalleutnant von Hartlieb in the campaign in Poland, was taken over by Oberst Breith, the former commander of our sister regiment.


At the beginning of March, the 3rd Company was reassigned to become part of a tank battalion being formed for employment in Norway. The regiment formed a new 3rd Company.


At that point, there were still 80 Panzer I’s in the regiment, as well as 50 Panzer II’s, 22 Panzer III’s, 16 Panzer IV’s and 4 armored command and control tanks.


Only the 38 Panzer III’s and IV’s were equal to their French and English counterparts. The enemy we would be facing would be considerably superior to us in both numbers and quality, as opposed to the situation faced in Poland. That forced us to take matters into consideration, but it did not shake us.


Spring came. Easter passed. On Pentecost, a blind eye was turned and a little bit more than the designated 10 percent of personnel were allowed to take leave. Everyone had a wife or a “bride” at home.
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The Polish Campaign, September 1939.
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General der Panzertruppen Heinrich Eberbach, the first commander of the regiment from 1938 until August 1941. He was the 42nd recipient of the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross on 31 December 1941. He received the Knight’s Cross on 4 July 1940. He would go on to command a field army by the end of the war. He was one of the last German general officers of the war to die, living almost to the age of 100 (24 November 1895 to 13 July 1992).
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Major Han Detloff von Cossel, the commander of the I./ PR 35 from 1 October 1942 until 22 July 1943, when he was killed at Kromy. He was the 285th recipient of the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross on 22 July 1943. He received the Knight’s Cross on 30 September 1941.







[image: img]


Major Fritz-Rudolf Schulz, who was known to his men as “Bubi.” He was the commander of the both battalions of the regiment from August 1943 until January 1945. He was the 636th recipient of the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross on 28 October 1944. He received the Knight’s Cross on 21 April 1944. He passed away on 2 March 2002.
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Feldwebel Erdmann Gabriel of the headquarters of the II./PR 35, was the first noncommissioned officer of the regiment to receive the Knight’s Cross (30 August 1941). He passed away on 28 January 1996.
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Oberleutnant Einhart Mahlguth was the adjutant of the II./PR 35. He was killed in action on 15 June 1940 and awarded the Knight’s Cross posthumously on 11 May 1942.
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Major Meinrad von Lauchert was the battalion commander of the I./PR 35 and received the Knight’s Cross on 8 September 1941. He later went on to become the 396th recipient of the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross as the commander of Panzer-Regiment 15 (12 February 1944). He passed away on 4 December 1987.
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Oberleutnant Artur Wollschlaeger was the commander of the 6./PR 35 and awarded the Knight’s Cross on 12 January 1942. He passed away on 1 June 1987.
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Oberfeldwebel Karl Ketterer was a tank commander and platoon leader in the 6./PR 35. He was awarded the Knight’s Cross while serving as a platoon leader in the 7./Panzer-regiment 15 on 24 March 1943. He died on 13 April 1945.
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Stabsarzt Dr. Hans-Joachim Schulz-Merkel, the battalion surgeon of the I./PR 35, was affectionately known was the Panzerdoktor. He assumed acting command of the battalion on several occasions in both 1943 and 1944, receiving the Knight’s Cross on 23 December 1943. He passed away on 2 September 2000.
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Oberfeldwebel Josef “Jupp” Beginin was a platoon leader in the 4./PR 35. He received the Knight’s Cross on 23 February 1944. He died at sea when the boat he was on, the Wilhelm Gustloff, was sunk on 30 January 1945.
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Obergefreiter Bernhard Himmelskamp was a gunner in the 4./PR 35. He succumbed to wounds sustained on 29 August 1943 and was awarded the Knight’s Cross posthumously on 13 September 1943.
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Leutnant d.R. Karl-Heinrich Gsell, the acting commander of the 2./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 23 February 1944. On 25 February 1945, he succumbed to wounds suffered in the Danzig area.
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Oberleutnant Reinhard Peters, the acting commander of the 4./ PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 29 February 1944. He passed away on 14 April 1992.
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Oberfeldwebel Karl Kunzmann, a platoon leader on the 8./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 21 September 1944. He died in an accident on 5 August 1944.
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Hauptmann Karl Küspert, the commander of the 1./ PR 35, received the Knight’s Cross on 16 October 1944. He was killed when the hospital ship he was on, the Goya, was torpedoed by a Soviet submarine on 16/17 April 1945.
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Hauptmann Walter Grohe, the acting commander of the I./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 22 October 1944. He died three days later in a military hospital in Freiburg i.Br. from wounds he had suffered in Königsberg.
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Oberfeldwebel Walter Wolf, platoon leader in the 4./ PR 35, received the Knight’s Cross posthumously on 16 October 1944 after having been killed in Latvia on 18 September.
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Hauptmann Gerhard Lange, the acting commander of the II./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 28 March 1945. He passed away on 10 April 1996.
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Oberfeldwebel Hermann Bix, platoon leader in the 3./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 22 March 1945. He passed away on 31 July 1986.
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Oberleutnant Karl Gerlach, company commander of the 4.(8.)/PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 17 April 1945. He passed away on 19 March 1991.
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Heereshauptwerkmeister* Anton Sextel, the maintenance officer for the I./PR 35, was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the War Service Cross with Swords on 13 September 1943. This extremely rare award was presented only to those whose efforts behind the lines had contributed significantly to the war effort.


* Translator’s Note: Title and rank for a senior uniformed civilian official who served with the forces in the field in a non-combatant role.
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12 July 1941: Major Hochbaum, the commander of the II./PR 35 from 1938 to September 1941, in conversation with the war correspondent Karl Lutz at Butramsjewka.
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Oberst Hans Christern, the last regimental commander. He served in that capacity from July 1944 to April 1945. He was awarded the Knight’s Cross on 31 January 1941 while serving as the commander of the II./Panzer-Regiment 31. He passed away on 17 June 1966.
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Oberst d.R. Freiherr von Jungenfeld, affectionately called Pampas, was the acting commander of the II./PR 35 on several occasions in 1940 and 1941.
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Hauptmann Friedrich Schmitt was the commander of the III./Panzer-Regiment 15 (II./PR 35) from August 1942 until the end of February 1943.
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1 November 1938: The regiment assembles for a parade on the Maxplatz in Bamberg.
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1 September 1939: A knocked-out Panzer II at Mokra.
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Oberstleutnant Stenglein, the commander of the I./ PR 35 from 1 November 1938 until 1 September 1939, when he was badly wounded. As with most of the battalion commanders and above at that stage of the war, he had seen extensive service in the Great War.
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3 September 1939: Preparing for the attack on Ujazd.
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9 September 1939: On the move towards Warsaw, near the Rakowiec Colony.
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A knocked-out Russian-built Polish BT 7, armed with a 3.7-centimeter main gun.
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18 September 1939: The division commander, Generalleutnant Reinhard, with his liaison officer at the Tutowiwice industrial park. The armored car is a command version of the Sd.Kfz. 232 8-Rad (eight-wheeled). 





__________


1.  Translator’s Note: As was common military practice, a formation was unofficially also known by its commander’s name. In this case, the 10. Armee was commanded by Generalfeldmarschall von Reichenau.


2.  Translator’s Note: As is common in military narratives of this type, the individual writing the account often refers to himself in the 3rd person as much as possible.


3.  Translator’s Note: The reader is reminded that the German Army—indeed, most of the major armies of the world at the time—still insisted upon a great deal of formality, especially among its officer corps, even in the field. To this end, it would normally be expected that von Lauchert would continue to wear his heavy wool tanker’s jacket with tie! This accounts for Eberbach’s comment.


4.  Translator’s Note: Machine-gun ammunition did not come pre-belted at the time and one of the highest priorities after an action was to belt additional ammunition, whenever it became available.


5.  Translator’s Note: This was the son of Heinz Guderian, Heinz-Günther. He went on to serve in positions of greater responsibility during the war, becoming a recipient of the Knight’s Cross on 5 October 1944 while serving as the operations officer—he was a general-staff officer—of the 116. Panzer-Division. He later went on to become a division commander in the postwar Bundeswehr.


6.  Translator’s Note: The Leibstandarte was Hitler’s personal bodyguard formation, which was committed in Poland for the first time and would remain a combat formation until the end of the war, later becoming a full armored division and redesignated as the 1. SS-Panzer-Division “Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler.” In Poland it was roughly a reinforced regiment in size and fully motorized.


7.  Translator’s Note: This regiment was not officially added to the division, and redesignated as a Schützen-Regiment, until after the campaign in Poland. At this point, it was still referred to as an infantry regiment.




CHAPTER 2


The Campaign in the West


From the Meuse to the Isère


An Account by the Regimental Commander, Oberstleutnant Eberbach


ALERT


Although it had long been expected, the alert came to us as a surprise around 1700 hours on 9 May 1940. So long Pentecost leave! A number of officers and soldiers were gone. Without having received orders, they immediately turned back and hurried to the regiment when they heard the news. It went without saying that they did not intend to remain on leave.


The newly formed 3rd Company was still inexperienced. There were no enlisted personnel replacements for it. Correspondingly, there was a shortage of personnel. But the alert went off like clockwork. At the designated time we were positioned outside of Aachen, despite it being night and having moved without lights. Unfortunately, Oberleutnant Deparade was badly injured during the movement by another element. At 0600 hours, the division crossed the frontier in three columns. Our regiment was in the left-hand column. The objective was Maastricht. It was imperative to do everything possible to capture the bridges over the Meuse there intact and relieve our comrades, who had landed in gliders on the Albert Canal, from out of a difficult situation.


THE CROSSING OF THE MEUSE


Machine-gun fire greeted us from the bunker at Mamelis. The Dutch were putting up a defense. Three rounds through the embrasures from a Panzer IV of the 8th Company were enough to get the crew to come out at a run with raised hands. We immediately continued on. Obstacle after obstacle; sometimes there was firing. We wound our way through and fired against them. Along the Geul, there were stronger enemy forces with both antitank guns and mines. The advance was held up for half an hour. The 1st Battalion then moved out and around to the left, and we advanced across Gulpen Mountain towards Margraten. The regimental headquarters moved up to the Tête. Everyone moved at whatever speed the engines could give them. We worked our way towards Maastricht form the south. Eben-Emael was silent— news that helped settle nerves. But then we heard three dull detonations—the Dutch had blown up the bridges over the Meuse. So we didn’t hold them after all.


At 0830 hours we were the first ones of the main body of the division to stand at the destroyed bridges. Getting there ahead of us was Fessmann’s patrol from Aufklärungs-Abteilung 7 (mot.) and Abteilung z.b.V. Fleck from the Brandenburg Regiment.1 But they had been unable to prevent the demolitions either. We immediately gave them covering fire so they could cross with rafts. By noon, contact was established with the “lost ones” along the Albert Canal. The bridges there were intact.


During the night, the engineers constructed a pontoon bridge, and we crossed over it in the morning. At the Vroenhoven Bridge on the Albert Canal, we were greeted by artillery and bombs. We moved through it and staged as part of the brigade for an attack. Leutnant von Gerdtell was wounded. Good-shooting Flak shot down two aircraft in flames. A pair of courageous motorcyclists took a company of Belgians prisoner.


The riflemen had also closed up in good order in the meantime. The tank brigade moved out to attack at 1015 hours. The regiment advanced as far as Overrepen, 3 kilometers northwest of Tongres. The 2nd Battalion took Looz, halfway to St. Trond, and could only be held back with difficulty in advancing all the way there. Several hundred prisoners were taken.


Enemy antitank guns did not fire at all. At 1600 hours, the regiment moved out in the direction of Ramkin, 10 kilometers southwest of Tongres, and took that important transportation nodal point, thus blocking the retreat route for the enemy out of Lüttich2 to the northwest. In the process, the 8th Company was engaged in heavy fighting in Oreye. The Panzer IV of the company commander was set alight by a French armored car; however, the crew was unharmed. Many prisoners were taken, including, among others, a complete Dutch company.


The next day, the regiment was already moving out at 0530 hours along the road through Waremme–Hollogne in the direction of Lens–St. Remy. Belgian soldiers came out of buildings, stupefied that the Germans were already there. At 0700 hours, Lens–St. Remy was reached. The lead elements ran into enemy columns, which were attempting to flee back from Lüttich. Civilians and soldiers–all mixed together. Wherever there was resistance, we fired back. Hundreds were captured and sent to the rear without guards. It was like a scene straight out of Poland, only we had not considered such a thing possible in the west.


TANK ENGAGEMENT AT HANNUT


The 2nd Battalion was sent to Hannut to take the important transportation nodal point there. In Villers-le-Peuplier, the battalion eliminated an enemy column approaching from the south and took a lot of prisoners. While advancing on Avennes, Leutnant Rauschenbach was wounded on its southwest outskirts when his tank was hit by an antitank gun. Among the prisoners taken in were the first French. A picture was gradually taking shape of strong enemy forces south of Hannut.


The 2nd Battalion encountered approximately 15 enemy tanks north and northwest of Hannut. Eleven of them were knocked out. In the process, Oberleutnant Malguth distinguished himself. But our tanks were also hit five times. Five men were killed, eleven wounded. The French tanks proved to be heavily armored. Enemy artillery fired the entire day on Hannut and Lens-St. Remy. But the day still was not over. In the evening, Vorausabteilung Eberbach3 was formed, consisting of the regiment’s 1st Battalion, riflemen, artillery and engineers. It was directed to attack in the direction of Perwez. It had no sooner reached Thisnes, when it encountered strong enemy forces. The village was barricaded and defended by tanks, antitank guns, machine guns and a lot of artillery. The 4th Company advanced slowly; in the end, the 1st Battalion outflanked the enemy on the right. The village was full of dead Belgians. Three French tanks were abandoned, on fire.


The vehicle of Oberleutnant Becker was hit; only the driver escaped with his life. Becker and his radio operator were killed. The western outskirts of Thisnes were reached, but strong defensive fires were already coming from Wansin, the next village. The enemy artillery fire did not let up in intensity. The onset of darkness made further advance impossible. Riflemen were brought forward to relieve the tanks; in the process, the commander’s tank received a direct hit from an enemy tank. Oberleutnant Rachfall was wounded. The enemy tanks disappeared to the north, followed by our fires. Once there, they encountered our 3rd Company, which did not notice for a while that they were enemy tanks. One was knocked out with a main gun, another with a hand grenade. The third one escaped.


Relieved by the riflemen, the tanks returned to their lines of departure.


On 13 May, the attack was repeated with the entire tank brigade. We did not move out until 1245 hours. We received fires from Merdorp. Through binoculars we could see that they were French tanks. A lively firefight ensued. No effect could be seen. When we simply bypassed Merdorp, the enemy tanks advanced out of the village and attacked the infantry following us. The 1st Battalion thereupon hit them in the flank and knocked out eight tanks. But then enemy tanks started firing at us from the hill with the water tower south of Jandrain. When we reached that hill in spite of the fire, we started receiving fires from the high ground across from us, from Jandrenouille and Jandrain. It was truly a witches’ cauldron. On top of all that, our ammunition started to become depleted. The light platoon was sent back to the rear to fetch more ammunition. There were dead and wounded. The situation was not exactly rosy. The enemy was practically invisible. We did not give in. A fire front was established in the west with all of the heavy vehicles. The 3rd Company was employed in clearing Jandrain.


The fires from the south abated as Panzer-Regiment 36 advanced. A French Somua had gotten stuck in a wooded defile; the crew surrendered. Together with the scout platoons, the wonderful 3rd Company cleared Jandrain, took 400 prisoners and captured four antitank guns and five tanks. Finally, more ammunition arrived. We continued on in the direction of Ramillies–Offus. The eight shot-up French tanks that we discovered on the way there told us that we had not been shooting too badly.


THE DYLE POSITION


During the night, we established local security. The sleep was not for long, however. Early the next morning, we were ready to break through the tank obstacle at Perwez and then move out against the Dyle Position.


We advanced rapidly as far as the tank obstacle. It consisted of kilometers of long, heavy iron bars.4 Not a shot was fired. Our engineers cleared lanes. We moved through. On the other side was one trench line after the other. The defenders had fled. For the most part, they left their weapons behind. But then, off to the left, in the woods on some high ground, enemy tanks blocked any further advance with their fires. Panzer-Regiment 36 had an especially hard time of it. In the end, the I./Panzer-Regiment 35 succeeded in sweeping out to the right and advancing on Malprouvé. In the meantime, the engineer platoon had encountered enemy tanks. Oberleutnant Krause brought a captured antitank gun into position and had bundled charges prepared. When the tanks approached, four were knocked out by the antitank gun. Oberleutnant Krause knocked out a fifth by tossing a bundled charge into the running gear.


All of that happened before noon. As a result, the decision was made to break through the Dyle Position north of Gembloux. Bypassing Baudecet and Ratentout, we headed for the enemy positions. But without friendly artillery support, the attack could not advance against a veritable firestorm of French artillery and antitank elements. The brigade therefore ordered the regiments to assemble on both sides of Baudecet and be prepared for further operations from there. Even there, however, the French artillery made our stay uncomfortable. A number of vehicles were hit; several tankers were wounded. It was directed that we attack again in the evening. Because the staging could not be completed until 2100 hours, however, the attack was pushed back to the following morning. Over the course of the previous three days, the regiment had destroyed or captured 53 French tanks. The tank-versus-tank fight is a knightly war. The French were defeated because they employed their vehicles individually or in small groups and because their vehicles could not react fast enough. French armor was much better than ours. Prisoner statements revealed that our enemy was the Moroccan 1st Division, together with elements of a motorized cavalry corps.


On 15 May, we again attacked the enemy positions after a short artillery and Stuka preparation. Our riflemen, about whom nothing but good can be said, advanced bravely. We were supposed to break into the enemy positions with them. But the designated signal was given too early. The enemy was vastly superior to us in numbers of artillery. He put down a barrage of fire that was not surpassed even by those of the First World War. The tanks moved ahead. The commander’s vehicle received a direct hit and was disabled. The 1st Battalion continued to move, crossed the broad road and reached the embankment. It then got stuck there, unable to proceed. The embankment formed a considerable obstacle. There were mines at the crossing points and there was a deep defile running across the axis of attack. Antitank fires were placed on the 1st Battalion from the front and the flanks. The 4th Company suffered the most. All of the Panzer IV’s received direct hits. Leutnant Hagen was killed. Almost all of the brigade’s light platoon was lost. The brigade commander, who was up front as always, was wounded. Likewise, the regimental adjutant.


When the orders arrived to pull back, it occurred calmly and in an orderly fashion. The shot-up vehicles were towed along or recovered in the evening. The regiment assembled in its old positions. The regiment suffered 6 dead and 18 wounded.


The attack was to be repeated in the afternoon. Because we refused to execute the order, it was cancelled. We had only 65 operational tanks.


The next day passed quietly. In the afternoon, we received orders: The French had evacuated the Dyle Position; we will pursue. But only an advance guard was employed in the evening, to which Panzer-Regiment 36 attached a battalion. It was not until the next day that the main body of the regiment followed, moving through the Dyle Position and past everything that a defeated army leaves behind. We proceeded to Frasnes-lez-Gosselies, moving past disabled French combat vehicles. Oberleutnant Behrens, the commander of the 4th Company, was killed in an accident there. The regiment remained in Frasnes the next day.


IN THE MORMAL WOODS


The advance did not continue until the afternoon of 19 May. The XVI. Armee-Korps (mot.) was directed southwest to the armored assault group. We marched the entire night. After a march of 80 kilometers, we reached Dompierre, in the vicinity of Charleroi and Avesnes, on the morning of 20 May. The regiment was told to be ready for operations at 0800 hours. But the day was quiet. In the evening, we moved through Landrecies to Bousies, where we were to cover the right flank of the forces moving on Cambrai. We were to orient in the direction of the Mormal Woods.


We were alerted on the morning of 21 May. The enemy attacked from the woods to the south and the west and attempted to break through. The 2nd Battalion moved out to the northwest with the mission of reaching the Vendegies–Solesmes road (moving through Beaudignies) and clearing that area of the enemy. In the area around Capello, it received artillery and antitank-gun fire. One Panzer III was badly damaged, but the enemy battery was captured and the antitank guns eliminated.


At 0930 hours, the rest of the regiment moved out to attack, but it no longer encountered any enemy. Unteroffizier Schulz and two officer candidates of the regiment succeeded in capturing 150 Moroccans. Unteroffizier Tödter of the regimental headquarters ran into 50 black Frenchmen on his motorcycle. He called out to them to surrender—and they did!


The regiment assembled at Poix du Nord and initially remained there. There was an alert in the middle of the night.


At 0400 hours, we departed and moved through Solesmes–Cambrai–Warquion and initially on to Villers, then to Doignies. From there, we moved on the next day to Bienvillers, south of Arras. The regiment took up quarters there at midnight. The next evening, we marched on to Tinques, 10 kilometers east of St. Pol. The regiment rested in the area to the north on 25 and 26 May. The number of operational tanks had increased to 110. All praise to the maintenance company!


ON THE LA BASSÉE CANAL


On 27 May, the regiment advanced to Bethune. The riflemen had established a small bridgehead there on the far side of the canal and were holding it, while taking heavy losses, against enemy artillery and English soldiers in good positions. The terrain was certainly poor for the use of armor—full of ditches and hedges. The bridgehead was also way too narrow for the employment of the tank brigade. Towards noon, the regiment received the mission of crossing the canal on the pontoon bridge and prepared to attack Neuvechappelle from a staging area in Essars. Since the bridge was damaged in the meantime, the 2nd Battalion was not ready to attack until 1700 hours. At the same time, the 1st Battalion was still crossing. Although the 5th Company was detached from the battalion, it made good progress. Obstacles were overrun. Two antitank guns set the tank of Oberleutnant Wollschlaeger alight. The entire crew was wounded, as was Hauptfeldwebel Jarausch. Feldwebel Bohn then eliminated the two antitank guns by direct hits, before they were able to fire again. Soon thereafter, he also set two English tanks alight.


Moving out of Festubert, an enemy column ran right into the middle of the light platoon of the regiment. It was eliminated. But when the platoon continued on in the direction of Festubert, he started receiving antitank-gun fire from there and got into a difficult situation. The regimental adjutant, who raced there with elements of the 2nd Company, received a direct hit. Together with his driver, he was wounded. Unteroffizier Sachs, who entered the village with his tanks from the flank, destroyed the enemy tank there and turned the tide of battle in favor of the Germans.


In the meantime, the 2nd Battalion had reached the La Bassée–Estraires main road. It had to leave behind a number of vehicles in the marshy ditches it had crossed. Its situation was far from simple when enemy tanks and columns approached it from La Bassée. They shot to pieces anything that could not escape. The 5th Company was returned to the battalion. The 1st Battalion, which had been employed in support of the riflemen, assembled.


NIGHT ATTACK ON ARMENTIÈRES


Based on a recommendation from the regiment, the entire regiment, together with the attached divisional reconnaissance battalion, moved out at 2130 hours as a pursuit detachment. Heading out into the night, it had the mission of reaching the Lille–Armentières road and thereby closing the door on the enemy forces to the southwest of it.


As early as Aubers, enemy antitank guns and an English tank fired at us. They were eliminated. The march continued. We received heavy fires from Fromelles. In the evening twilight, a French tank could be made out at the entrance to the village. It was dispatched. A second one behind it suffered the same fate. An antitank gun off the road to the right was also made a believer of German shooting skills. But there seemed to be all sorts of things tucked away in the village. Our artillery then placed fire on the village after a request from its forward observer. The rounds could not have landed any better. The enemy resistance collapsed, and we rolled through the burning village. An armored car remained behind, abandoned, as well as the third French Somua at the crossroads. Behind it were burning trucks and staff cars.


By then it had been pitch black for some time. We continued to roll on. French vehicles infiltrated into our columns, not knowing who they were with. We let them move along and did not snatch them up until the next halt. They were amazed. There were abandoned vehicles, gun limbers and artillery pieces to the right and left of the road. It was midnight when we moved through Boutillerie. In Touquet, we encountered an enemy column with artillery, which was attempting to break through to the north. Fighting erupted. The enemy defended and fired his guns over open sights. Houser caught on fire. Pyrotechnics were shot into the air to the right of us, to the left and behind us—French pyrotechnics. We were deep in enemy territory. On the road crossing in front of us, there appeared to be considerable enemy elements that wanted to pull back. Our ammunition was becoming depleted. For that reason, a decision was made: continue the attack at first light; request artillery be brought forward; fetch ammunition vehicles.


The ammunition arrived. The artillery was not approved. The division stated it could not move out to attack until the next day.


Despite all that, we attacked the following morning in a pouring rain. At 0645 hours, the Lille–Armentières was reached. Enemy truck columns approached from Armentières, packed with Frenchmen. They took us for the English and were happy that we were finally there. We then proceeded to help them. When we took their weapons away, they thought that was going a bit too far. We then told them who we were, and they were disappointed. Then they marched by the hundreds into captivity. It must have been about 2,000 of them. Around 1200 hours, the main body of the division arrived. Oberleutnant Berger received the Iron Cross, First Class, from the hand of General Hoeppner.


During the afternoon of 29 May, we were moved to localities 5 kilometers farther to the rear. It was intended for us to have a few days of rest.


The number of operational tanks climbed back to 130, thanks to the incomparable work of the maintenance company and the maintenance sections.


The losses of the regiment totaled 25 dead and 77 wounded. That meant that in just three weeks, a quarter of the combat elements have been lost.


ON THE SOMME


The regiment received four days’ rest to get its vehicles back into shape and allow its brave soldiers to catch up on their sleep. Then the regiment moved out in a long march through Douai and Cambrai to the south. It goes without saying that it was another night march, with all the attendant friction at the provisionally constructed bridges. It was not until the afternoon of the following day that we reached our new billeting area north of Péronne. There we had another two days of quiet.


On 5 June, we went into our staging area in the darkness. From there, we moved through Péronne around 0700 hours and then moved out to attack from Assevillers at 1050 hours.


The infantry division that was attacking with us had preceded us by a few kilometers on the left. The French put up brave resistance. All of the built-up areas had been transformed into strongpoints. The enemy wanted to allow the tanks to roll through and then cut them off from their rearward lines of communications.


Right after forming up, we received machine-gun and antitank-gun fire from Belloy and Berny, as well as Estrées. We fired back, but we did not allow ourselves to be held up. Instead, we snaked our way through the built-up areas. French artillery covered the sector of our attack. When we reached Ablaincourt, the antitank fire from a patch of woods became very intense. The 1st Battalion, which was in the lead, was involved in heavy fighting. Six tanks were badly damaged; several received some sort of battle damage. Four tanks were blazing like torches. It was not a sight that lifted one’s spirits.


Oberleutnant Ziegler was killed in a bravely conducted attack. Oberleutnant Pfister and Oberleutnant Wagner had to bail out from their stricken vehicles. Assistenzarzt Dr.5 Schulz-Merkel, who was recovering the wounded, was engaged by antitank guns and wounded in the head. Despite that, he continued his work until all of the wounded were administered to. But our tanks would not give in. Together with elements of the 2nd Battalion, they finally knocked out five antitank guns and captured a battery. Numerous prisoners were also taken.


In the meantime, the main body of the regiment had left the village and had advanced to the north of Omiécourt, together with Panzer-Regiment 36. Once there, antitank-gun fire once again hit our flanks from a patch of woods. A few vehicles were severely damaged; one burned. The requested artillery did not come, because the distance was already too great. It was not possible to change positions to the front, since the French still held those villages. Finally, it was possible to put fire on the patch of woods with one battery.


The brigade ordered us not to advance for the time being, since it did not appear to be worthwhile to do so against such a strong opponent without artillery support. The light platoon of the 1st Battalion, which was sent out to sweep around the enemy, encountered antitank guns and artillery, which fired over open sights, at the southern edge of Omiécourt.


[image: img]


The 2nd Battalion, which was still receiving fire from the area around Ablaincourt, turned around with some of its elements and attacked. It captured another battery and an antitank gun and took 100 prisoners.


It was hot, very hot. All of us were thirsty. The 1st Battalion had only a few rounds of ammunition left. While the infantry and the artillery did not get forward due to the enemy’s fires, our ammunition vehicles, mess trucks and engineer platoons did make it forward. Their achievement boosted our morale.


Leutnant Kästner was sent to the west with a platoon to establish contact with the 3. Panzer-Division. On the way there, he was wounded badly in both legs by an antitank-gun round. Despite that, he continued his mission and reported that the 3. Panzer-Division, suffering considerable casualties, had reached Fransart with its lead elements.


In the meantime, the enemy artillery fire had grown stronger. Firing from off to the right and the left were 7.5-centimeter batteries and antitank guns. The 2nd Battalion was in an especially uncomfortable position. On top of that, French aircraft started to strafe and bomb. At 1900 hours, the brigade commander ordered the attack to be continued. It was a very difficult decision to make. But that was really the only way we were going to get out of the heavy artillery fire. As if to reinforce the point, antitank guns and artillery started firing into our flanks from Omiécourt. When engaged by the vehicles of the 2nd Battalion, it fell silent. When Dr. Baldauf reached the area of the village—he was moving at the end of the regiment in his armored medical vehicle6—he received a hit from an antitank gun and had to be brought back with a severe head wound.


As we later found out, there were 1,200 French in Ablaincourt; in Omiécourt, there were an entire artillery battalion, numerous antitank guns and 1,000 personnel. They surrendered the next day without any resistance.


In a long, thin column, the tank brigade snaked its way south between the villages. The enemy fired from every locality, until we set it alight through fires and drove the enemy out of his positions.


We finally reached the area around Etalon at 2200 hours. Panzer-Regiment 36 took up the screening mission there. For Panzer-Regiment 35, the mission was still to take Fonches and Fonchettes on the major road from Péronne to Roye. The 2nd Battalion, which was in the lead, received fire from all of the villages. Three vehicles were hit; a few men were wounded. But the Panzer IV restored quiet for the time being. A few farmsteads burned.


The 2nd Company cleared Fonches on foot that night, moving on the ground with submachine guns and hand grenades, even though the men had been without rest for 24 hours. Thanks to aggressive action on the part of Feldwebel Walowsky, 50 French soldiers were taken prisoner when they were hauled out of a house, outside of which the battalion commander had been standing and issuing orders for some time!


That evening Oberst Hermann Breith, our brigade commander, received the Knight’s Cross. All of us were happy for him. He was always with us in the front lines. We felt the award was recognition for the performance of the entire brigade.


The morning started out with firing seeming to come from all of the buildings in Fonches. An attack by the 2nd Company, supported by the 1st Company of Schützen-Regiment 12 and a battery of Flak, was necessary to break the resistance—house by house. The enemy, who was part of the 25th Alpine Infantry Regiment, defended bravely. They fired from the basements and the trees. Although asked to surrender several times, they refused.


In the meantime, the 2nd Battalion had attacked Liancourt in accordance with its orders. It attacked the locality from the flank and had advanced into its middle. The enemy did not start firing from every house until that happened. The built-up area was like a fortress. There were also antitank guns firing. Leutnant Reese was mortally wounded when he observed from out of his turret. Despite all that, the village would have been taken, had it not been for the fact that at that point, 14 Somua tanks attacked the 8th Company from the rear. The few heavy tanks of the company were unable to hold the village in the face of that unequal struggle. The 2nd Battalion thereupon pulled back and disengaged 300 meters from Liancourt, all the while suffering relatively few casualties. The 8.8-centimeter Flak battery that arrived later was able to knock out four of the enemy tanks. Krause’s engineer platoon was able to knock out two other tanks in the village with its captured antitank gun.


By then, the motorized riflemen had arrived. They received the mission of taking Liancourt after a heavy artillery preparation. The tank brigade would not move out again until Liancourt was firmly in German hands. The riflemen were unable to take the village until 1800 hours. The 6th Tank Company helped them in the process. When the regiment moved out at 1830 hours, its attack advanced well and rapidly as far as Roiglise. It was not until that village was reached that it received fire from antitank guns and artillery. The village proper was full of obstacles, which were defended from houses.


Covered by the 1st Battalion, the armored engineers advanced and eliminated the obstacles. Infantry turned off on the village and cleared the buildings. Fleeing [enemy] columns were engaged by artillery. The 5th Company, which went around the village, eliminated an artillery piece. But then it took until 2030 hours to reach Verpiliers. The 1st Battalion and the regimental headquarters remained there; the 2nd Battalion continued its advance as far as the major road from Roye to Laucourt. It encountered enemy there and took prisoners. Once again, it was midnight before the regiment finally rested.
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