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Preface

B eyond the attraction of smart silver-trimmed black uniforms and trend-setting camouflaged battle smocks, I first became seriously interested in the Waffen SS as a fighting organization while arranging and conducting battlefield tours of Normandy for the Canadian Land Forces Command and Staff College. Since the Canadian Army had fought the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend during the 1944 battle for Normandy, I took it upon myself to visit with the 12th SS’s principal operations officer, Hubert Meyer, in his home in Leverkusen, West Germany, in March 1986. There, through his excellent series of maps and firsthand knowledge of the Hitlerjugend’s deployments in Normandy, I was able to gain a better understanding not only of the operations of the Germans, but those of Canadian forces as well. Meyer had labored for fourteen years to produce his history of the division, and we continued to exchange correspondence regarding the battle of Normandy after our meeting. In my 1991 book, The Canadian Army and the Normandy Campaign, I relied heavily on translated documentation and letters provided by Meyer. He was also kind enough to send me a personalized copy of his own book when it was first published in English in 1994.

Meyer’s involvement with the Hilfsorganisation auf Gegenseitigkeit der Waffen-SS, a Waffen SS veterans association, prevented him from participating in the battlefield tour that I conducted for the staff college in 1989, but he selected former panzer commander Sturmbannführer Hans Siegel to attend in his stead. Awarded the Knight’s Cross partly for his leadership in blunting a Canadian attack at Le Mesnil-Patry, Siegel greatly impressed the staff and students of the college during both the 1989 and 1990 battlefield tours. Especially appreciated were his insightful comments on German operations and the death of panzer ace Hauptsturmführer Michael Wittmann, whose remains had been unearthed near Gaumesnil in March 1983.

The likeable Siegel, who remained in contact with me for years after, also got along well with Canadian tank ace Brig. Gen. S. V. Radley Walters, who fought over the same ground. Together with fellow veterans Col. Tom Bond and Lt. Col. Bob Lucas of the Royal Canadian Artillery, Lockie Fulton of the Royal Winnipeg Rifles, Wing Commander “Papa” Ambrose (who flew Royal Air Force Typhoons), and Maj. William Whiteside of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Canada, they enhanced understanding of the hard-fought battle of Normandy. The recollections of experienced panzer leader Oberst Helmut Ritgen of the Panzer Lehr Division, who was also in attendance and with whom I had corresponded since 1984, gave balance to the German perspective. Lockie Fulton, who refused to forgive the 12th SS Panzer Division for the murders of Royal Winnipeg Rifles and other Canadian troops taken prisoner in Normandy, offered another view.

All that said, this work would have never seen the light of day without the active encouragement, support, and constructive criticism of editor Chris Evans and senior assistant editor David Reisch of Stackpole Books. I remain further grateful for the help and advice rendered by retired majors Mitch Kryzanowski and Bob Caldwell, both distinguished graduates of the Royal Military College of Canada’s master of arts in war studies program; Col. John Selkirk of Reserves 2000; David Willis, chief librarian of the matchless Fort Frontenac Library; and Charles Messenger, close friend since the days of our service together in the Harz Mountains in 1966.



 

 



Introduction

T he Waffen SS continues to hold a fascination long after it perished in the Götterdämmerung of the Third Reich. From a small black-uniformed guard initially assigned to protect Adolf Hitler, the force that became the Waffen SS first participated in combat operations in Poland wearing camouflage smocks. Numbering about 18,000 SS men at that time, this force was integrated and dispersed within formations of the German Army, which entered the Second World War on 1 September 1939 with 2,750,000 men in 102 divisions. By May 1941, the army had some 5,000,000 men in 209 divisions and the Waffen SS roughly 150,000 troops. In the middle of 1944, the strength of the Waffen SS stood at 560,000 within a total German armed force of 10,300,000 personnel. During the entire five and a half years of war, the Waffen SS grew to 38 divisions and a total strength of between 900,000 and 1,000,000 men. Of 910,000 at the end of 1944, 400,000 were Germans living within the Reich, 310,000 were Volksdeutsch, ethnic Germans living as nationals of other states, and 200,000 were foreigners. More than 300,000 Waffen SS soldiers never returned home.1

Originally conceived as Hitler’s personal body guard and private party army with the motto Meine Ehre heisst Treue (“My honor is loyalty”), the armed SS under Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler assumed the role of National Socialist party police force and guarantor of the regime. Just as the German armed forces protected Germany from external enemies, the armed SS ensured the security of the Reich against internal enemies. Hitler and Himmler both feared, however, that even an elite police force would have difficulty in carrying out such a mission in wartime if it did not earn the respect of the population and the armed forces by sharing frontline duty. Only by shedding blood in battle at the front would the armed SS gain the moral right to shoot down rioters and antiwar protesters on the home front. Himmler also personally envisioned the armed SS as the vanguard of a National Socialist army that would infuse the traditional German army with a similar spirit. Hitler, for his part, remained more circumspect, realizing that he could not afford to dispense with army expertise and experience. The result was that despite his increasingly pronounced—and eventually total—mistrust of conservative generals, the Waffen SS never became a serious rival to the army.2 Ironically, continuous service at the front further ensured that the Waffen SS never became a Praetorian Guard as occasionally portrayed; the attempted assassination of Hitler on 20 July 1944 was thwarted, much to Himmler’s chagrin, by army rather than Waffen SS elements.3

The ten best Waffen SS divisions were formed before the end of 1943, the last being the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division Götz von Berlichingen. The remaining seven established within this timeframe consisted of three divisions more notable for atrocities than fighting ability, two that enlisted Ukrainian and Latvian nationalists for the Eastern Front, and two with undistinguished records. Ironically, Himmler’s vision of a purely Aryan organization transmogrified into a foreign legion. The eleven Waffen SS divisions nominally formed in 1944 tended to be of mixed caliber and reflected a degree of desperation. Two Volksdeutsche, one Estonian, and one Latvian were of division size; two Russian were of regimental strength; and two Muslim were never fully formed. The remaining three—one Italian and two Hungarian of unknown size—simply dissolved or disappeared eventually. The thirteen Waffen SS divisions formed in 1945 (three later dissolved) were of regiment size only, seven of which consisted of Dutch, Belgian, Italian, Hungarian, and French collaborators who feared retribution by local resistance movements. With no future in their homelands except trials for treason, they generally fought with great determination. Ironically, the last defenders of Third Reich Berlin included a doomed French battle group of the 33rd Waffen Grenadier Division of the SS Charlemagne.4

The Waffen SS divisions that fought the Allies in Normandy in the summer of 1944 were the finest of their kind and were concentrated in larger numbers than ever before. The Normandy invasion presented Hitler with a fleeting opportunity to stave off ultimate defeat by hurling the Allies back into the sea. With this accomplished, he could then have massed the bulk of his forces against the Russians to either destroy them or force a favorable German peace on them. For precisely this purpose, he sent the cream of his Waffen SS divisions to France. Of seven Waffen SS panzer divisions, he deployed five to fight the Allies. Only the 3rd SS Panzer Division Totenkopf and the 5th SS Panzer Division Wiking remained on the Eastern Front. In addition to his five Waffen SS panzer divisions, Hitler also sent an SS panzergrenadier division and two SS heavy panzer (Tiger) battalions to fight in Normandy. Collectively, these Waffen SS formations and units acquired a reputation for being the most fanatical and formidable opponents of the Allies.

Whether fanaticism produced superior performance is open to debate, however, as the Waffen SS divisions were larger and better equipped with materiel and weapons than many other German formations in Normandy. Arguably, army divisions like the Panzer Lehr and 2nd Panzer, which were larger and materially stronger than their Waffen SS equivalents, performed just as well or better. Then, too, Allied deployment mistakes related to such aspects as choice of ground, attack-force ratios, exploitation decisions, and even traffic congestion may have enabled Waffen SS troops to look better than they actually were. That is to say, the Clausewitzian concept of friction—the self-induced abrasion that prevents a force from even doing what it is capable of doing—worked more to the advantage of smaller, more maneuverable, but ultimately less effective Waffen SS battle groups than to the advantage of muscle-bound Allied forces falling over themselves. Whatever the case, the Waffen SS certainly showed that it was capable of exacting a high price in casualties for errors made by Allied forces at top or lower levels.

The reputation of the Waffen SS as an elite super soldiery capable of instilling terror in enemies was first earned on the Eastern Front, where both sides committed atrocities to an unprecedented degree. In this overtly racial and savage ideological conflict, killing prisoners happened routinely. Yet the Waffen SS had already demonstrated a penchant for doing so against British troops during the 1940 Dunkirk evacuation. In the 1944 battle for Normandy, the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend, fighting for the first time, also killed prisoners of war. That some 12th SS officers and NCOs had fought on the Eastern Front only partly explains such conduct; after two years of combat in Russia, the 2nd Panzer Division went on to fight as clean a war in the West as the Afrika Korps’ 21st Panzer Division and the more recently formed Panzer Lehr and 116th Panzer Divisions. Leadership and discipline surely played a role, for the 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte did not commit atrocities like the 12th SS during the Normandy campaign, and when it did so during the Battle of the Bulge, the 12th SS did not. For whatever reason, the fact remains that Waffen SS divisions committed significant atrocities in the West, which prompted one Allied field army commander to urge his soldiers to fight harder by warning them that surrendering to German SS troops invited death.5

Waffen SS proclivity for committing atrocities contributed to its being lumped together with the rest of Himmler’s SS and indicted as a criminal organization by the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg after the war. The veterans of the Hilfsorganisation auf Gegenseitkeit der Waffen SS (Mutual Aid Society of the Waffen SS) ceaselessly argued, however, that Waffen SS troops were simply soldiers like any others and did not deserve to be stamped with collective guilt. Significantly, West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer accepted this position in 1953.6

This naturally begs the question: who were the Waffen SS? This book will attempt to answer that in chapter 1. In this regard, the origins of the 3rd SS Panzer Division Totenkopf in particular are deemed to be highly pertinent and indeed critical to gaining a sound understanding of the Waffen SS organization as a whole. Given the overriding importance of the Eastern Front experience in the development and evolution of the Waffen SS, chapter 2 will be devoted to SS divisions fighting in that theater. Here again the role and performance of the Totenkopf, which Field Marshal Erich von Manstein rated the best of all the Waffen SS divisions he had seen, will be examined for the malignant influence it directly and indirectly exerted upon the rest of the Waffen SS.7

In subsequent chapters, the relative performance of British, American, and Canadian forces fighting the Waffen SS in Normandy will be assessed from an Allied perspective. The first Canadian encounter with the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend will be covered in chapter 3 and the British encounter with Obersturmführer Michael Wittmann of the 101st SS Heavy (Tiger) Panzer Battalion in chapter 4; the “colossal crack” delivered by the Second British Army in Operation Epsom will also be discussed in the latter chapter. The tough business of capturing Caen will then be considered in chapter 5 and the “death ride” of the tanks in Operation Goodwood in chapter 6. The American breakout in Operation Cobra and the Canadian fight against the Waffen SS in Operation Spring will be juxtaposed in chapter 7. In chapter 8, the German counterattack on Mortain will be examined and, in chapter 9, the First Canadian Army’s attack on Falaise. Finally, the struggle to close the Falaise gap will be considered in chapter 10, as well as Waffen SS efforts to keep it open for withdrawing German troops under Allied air and artillery fire that must have made them feel as though the sky was falling.


CHAPTER 1

 

Who Were the Waffen SS?

T he fighting formations of the SS (Schützstaffel or “protection squad”) encountered by Allied forces during the Normandy campaign belonged to the Waffen (“armed military”) branch of Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler’s greater SS empire. Himmler’s far-reaching SS bureaucracy and security service controlled all police forces within Germany and occupied areas, oversaw the concentration camp and forced-labor system, and set in train racial indoctrination, resettlement, and extermination programs. The growth of the Waffen SS followed the expansion of the Allgemeine (“general”) SS, originally an adjunct of the Sturmabteilung (SA) brown shirts of the National Socialist party army formed in 1921. The SA itself sprang from volunteer paramilitary Freikorps of disenchanted anticommunist veterans of World War I who attributed German defeat to a stab in the back. The German Army, restricted to 100,000 troops by the terms of the Versailles Treaty, initially viewed the swaggering SA as a complementary means of buttressing German military strength. The SA was temporarily outlawed, however, after the abortive Munich putsch of November 1923 in which Adolf Hitler and his SA stormtroopers attempted to establish a National Socialist government by coup.

From this experience, Hitler decided to gain power through more democratic methods, but not so the SA under his lieutenant, Ernst Röhm, who continued to advocate the violent overthrow of the republic and the replacement of the army with a people’s revolutionary militia. Hitler, on the other hand, saw that mindless bully tactics by the SA could well jeopardize the growing probability of National Socialist victory at the polls. He further feared that the army, recognized as the legitimate bearer of arms for the German state, might begin to look upon the nearly three-million-strong SA as a competitor rather than an avenue for desired army expansion and therefore act against it. Thus, while striving not to alienate his storm-troop supporters, Hitler came to view the SA as a liability and Röhm as a potential challenger.1

What Hitler needed was a counterforce, an internal party agency that owed complete allegiance not to some violent revolutionary creed, but to him and him alone. As a first step, Hitler reformed his armed personal bodyguard by establishing several Stosstrupp squads in cities he intended to visit. In January 1929, he also appointed his “Ignatius Loyola,” as he called Himmler, to take command of this new organization of some 280 men. The ambitious Himmler in turn established the SS Security Service, the SD (Sicherheitsdienst), in 1931 and recruited Reinhard Heydrich in 1934 to head the branch. Under Himmler, the SS grew to 400 by January 1931 and to 52,000 by January 1933. Through intimidation and other maneuvers, Himmler and Heydrich asserted SS police control throughout Germany. In late 1933, Himmler also set up his own concentration camp at Dachau staffed by Totenkopfverbände (“death’s head groups”) guards commanded by Standartenführer Theodor Eicke, who would later, as Gruppenführer prison camp czar, extend the Dachau model to all of Germany. Eventually, the importance and membership of the fountainhead Allgemeine SS eroded as the SD, police, and Waffen SS grew in size and significance to become the three pillars of Himmler’s empire.2

Himmler further established the black-uniformed Stabwache (“staff guard”) headed by Sepp Dietrich, one of Hitler’s original henchmen, and officered by Wilhelm Mohnke, Theodor Wisch, and Fritz Witt among others. In March 1933, Hitler ordered the Stabwache to assume the duty of guarding the Reich Chancellery in Berlin as SS Sonderkommando Berlin. In June 1933, two more Sonderkommandos were organized and trained at Jüterbog and Zossen army camps. In September, all three paraded together as a regiment under the new title Adolf Hitler Standarte. On 9 November 1933, on the tenth anniversary of the Munich putsch, the regiment, now renamed Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, collectively took the oath, “I swear to you, Adolf Hitler, as Führer and Chancellor of the German Reich, loyalty and bravery. I pledge to you, and superiors appointed by you, obedience unto death, so help me God.“ Engraved upon their belt buckles were the words, Meine Ehre heisst Treue (“My honor is loyalty”). On their headdress, the men of the Leibstandarte wore the death’s head badge traditionally common to many armies, but on their collars, they sported silvered Nordic lightning Siegrunen signifying victory.3

In February 1934, Hitler decreed that the armed SS, to be known as the Verfügungstruppe (“disposal force”), was to be organized and equipped in accordance with scales established by the army command. With the connivance of the army, he also settled his SA problem by liquidating Röhm and the top SA leadership during the “Night of the Long Knives” at Bad Wiessee on 30 June 1934. For the leading parts played by Himmler, Dietrich, and Eicke, who personally killed Röhm on Hitler’s order, Hitler elevated the SS to the status of an independent organization within the National Socialist Worker’s Party.

Buoyed by Hitler’s confidence in the SS as a trustworthy force, Himmler now requested an increase in armed SS strength as the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler remained only of regiment size at the end of the year. While Hitler looked upon this request favorably, especially since he harbored reservations about the loyalty of his conservative army generals, he was also aware that the surest way to erode that loyalty was to raise the specter of a another party army threatening to replace the traditional force and legitimate bearer of arms for the German state. In his announcement of conscription on 16 March 1935, Hitler compromised, stating his intention to increase the Verfügungstruppe to division size, but stipulating that it was to be incorporated into the army and subject to military law in wartime. Though funded from the Reich police budget, the Verfügungstruppe did not initially draw recruits from the Totenkopfverbände. Two of its regiments, the Deutschland and Germania, were raised instead from isolated SS units set up in major German cities during 1933, while the third regiment, Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, retained a measure of autonomy owing to Dietrich’s close friendship with Hitler.4

Himmler, who now privately inclined to Röhm’s idea of replacing the traditional army with a more politically committed force, appointed Brigadeführer Paul Hausser in 1936 to head the Verfügungstruppe. Hausser had retired from the army in 1932 as a lieutenant general and, from 1935, set up SS cadet training centers at Bad Tölz and Brunswick to produce the future officers of the SS. Himmler envisioned turning the political soldiery of the SS into a modern version of medieval crusading orders and Jesuits of the Counter-Reformation. Ideological indoctrination accordingly figured prominently in the training system, which downplayed drill, except in the case of the Leibstandarte, and emphasized fighting skills, physical fitness, and live-fire exercises. The armed SS retained the SA rank structure and differed from the army in encouraging an egalitarianism among ranks. All ranks addressed each other as kamerade, and all officers had to serve first in the ranks. Educational requirements to join the armed SS were, however, lower than those of the army. Many men refused by the army thus joined the armed SS, which consisted largely of lower-middle-class or working-class German citizens. Not all who entered the ranks of the armed SS did so for ideological reasons. Some joined for more rapid advancement, others out of a desire for social prestige or belonging to an exclusive organization, and many for the glamour of wearing a smart black uniform. Once in, they also became members of a tight-knit brotherhood of arms.5

Under “Papa” Hausser, the father of the Waffen SS, the Verfügungstruppe continued to grow. On Hitler’s specific order, the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler led the March 1935 reoccupation of the Saarland. The Leibstandarte also served under the command of Heinz Guderian’s XVI Panzer Corps in the March 1938 annexation of Austria, which saw the incorporation of a fourth Austrian SS regiment, named Der Führer, into the Verfügungstruppe. Following these successes, Hitler on 17 August 1938 proclaimed himself commander of all armed forces and declared that he would decide the disposition of the Verfügungstruppe, whether for special domestic political tasks or deployment under army tactical control in war. In preparation for the wartime role, it was to be armed, trained, and organized as a military formation in army field grey uniform with SS badges and runes. Responsibility for administration, peacetime control, and recruitment continued to rest with Himmler, who retained command authority for dealing with internal threats. Service in this force also counted as fulfilling the obligation to perform military service, which membership in the Totenkopfverbände, though it was trained to army standards, did not. In the event of war, however, older SS personnel were to take over concentration camp guard duty from the Totenkopfverbände, thus releasing them for either internal policing or transfer to the Verfügungstruppe as combat replacements.6

In keeping with his pronouncement on the use of the Verfügungstruppe, Hitler decided that it would participate in Case Green, his planned invasion of Czechoslovakia. Once again, the Leibstandarte was placed under the command of Guderian’s XVI Panzer Corps. As a result of the September 1938 Munich Agreement, however, which recognized Germany’s right to annex Czech Sudetenland without a plebiscite in return for calling off the invasion, the XVI Panzer Corps moved peacefully into the Sudetenland at the beginning of October. In March 1939, the Verfügungstruppe participated in the occupation of Bohemia and Moravia, now proclaimed a German protectorate.

The following June, Hitler authorized the Verfügungstruppe to become a full field division, replete with regimental artillery and ancillary units. In a previous decree of 18 May 1939, he had also authorized the Totenkopfverbände to expand to a 25,000-man ceiling in a future mobilization. To protect this force from having its manpower poached by the army, he further decreed that all personnel who had joined Totenkopfverbände units on or before 20 September 1938 would receive credit for having fulfilled their military obligation.

Under Eicke, the Totenkopfverbände had meanwhile become a highly reliable paramilitary party formation imbued with a sense of uniqueness, egalitarian camaraderie, and esprit de corps. Eicke’s ruthless insistence on absolute obedience and treatment of prisoners as inferior, implacable enemies of the state also produced a hardened and ruthlessly determined brotherhood that obeyed orders instinctively. Inured to the brutalities they inflicted, they remained completely indifferent to the sufferings they caused. To show mercy was to show weakness, almost as bad as cowardice. Obsessed with racial purity, Eicke viewed his Totenkopfverbände as a super racial elite within the elite SS, an instrument ready and capable of acting in accordance with Hitler’s will.7

In the German invasion of Poland, Case White, the Verfügungstruppe did not fight as a division. The Der Führer remained in reserve at Prague while the Germania was attached to Wilhelm List’s Fourteenth Army in East Prussia. The Deutschland, along with the divisional artillery and reconnaissance battalion, served as part of Werner Kempf’s composite panzer division in Kuchler’s Third Army. The Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler came under the command of the XIII Corps in Johannes Blaskowitz’s Eighth Army covering the northern flank of Walter von Reichenau’s Tenth Army in Army Group South. The only motorized element in the XIII Corps, the Leibstandarte eventually transferred to Georg-Hans Reinhart’s 4th Panzer Division in the XVI Corps of the Tenth Army and finally to the XV Corps.

From all reports, none of the Verfügungstruppe performed outstandingly in field operations. Swashbucklers too eager to fight, they recklessly exposed themselves to risks. Officers led, but did not command. To army observers, the casualties incurred by the armed SS seemed unnecessarily high and disproportionate to their achievements, which they attributed to unskilled leadership and a poor standard of training. A common view held that inadequate training rendered them something of a liability, but placing them in reserve would have been unacceptable to Hitler, who took a personal interest in the progress of the Leibstandarte. Neither would he likely have countenanced the court-martial of Dietrich on charges brought against him by Blaskowitz alleging looting, indiscriminate shooting, and the burning of Polish villages by Leibstandarte troops.8

Eicke’s Totenkopfverbände, relieved of concentration camp guard duty, also served in Poland. In the wake of the German advance, they carried out cleansing and security tasks aimed at exterminating all elements of Polish leadership and resistance. Three Totenkopfverbände regiments—the Oberbayern from Dachau, the Brandenburg from Sachsenhausen, and the Thüringen from Buchenwald—were deployed on Himmler’s authority as independent security service Einsatzgruppen. The Oberbayern and Thüringen followed in rear of the Tenth Army and the Brandenburg in the rear of the Eighth Army. Heydrich’s SD Einsatzgruppen III, operating behind the Eighth Army, was also placed under Eicke’s direct command.

Until withdrawn from Poland in early October, the three Totenkopfverbände regiments and units of the SD under Eicke assumed supreme police powers in the provinces of Poznan, Lodz, and Warsaw as they were released from direct army control. In this role, they hunted down Polish army stragglers, expropriated farm produce and livestock, and tortured and murdered large numbers of Polish political leaders, bureaucrats, businessmen, professionals, mental patients, priests, and Jews. In their ruthless pursuit of Hitler’s war aims, they ushered in a terrible creed of war that shocked and disgusted responsible senior officers of the army. Blaskowitz considered the Totenkopfverbände loathsome, and horrified by their excesses against the Poles, he protested their crimes in a formal letter to the commander-in-chief of the German Army. On being informed of the matter, Himmler promised that such activities would cease, but no further action was taken.9

In the first week of October, shortly after the conquest of Poland, Himmler obtained Hitler’s authorization to form two new SS field divisions for the projected western campaign against the French and British. Together with the Verfügungstruppe division and Hitler’s pet Leibstandarte, which was to be enlarged to a fully motorized infantry regiment, this force was officially designated as the Waffen SS in March 1940.

The problem Himmler now faced was finding enough trained personnel to fill these new divisions. Volunteers alone were insufficient, and the demands of the army, navy, and air force had resulted in a national manpower allocation ratio of 66 to 9 to 24, respectively, with no provision for the Waffen SS. As young recruits grudgingly released by the army also required training, they provided no immediate solution. Himmler therefore turned to conscripting older-age constables from the uniformed Ordnungspolizei national police in order to form the SS Polizei division. His other expedient was to incorporate Eicke’s Totenkopfverbände into the Waffen SS as the Totenkopf Division, the establishment of which—with its death’s head collar tabs instead of Siegrunen—critically changed the character of the armed SS.

Structured around the Oberbayern, Brandenburg, and Thüringen regiments, with Heimwehr Danzig providing most of the men for the artillery regiment, the Totenkopf Division filled its other units with new recruits and SS men from the Verfügungstruppe, the Allgemeine SS, the Ordungspolizei, and new Totenkopfverbände regiments that had been created by Eicke. Significantly, by decree of 17 October 1939, SS field formations were also granted judicial independence. Although theoretically subject to the same military law as the army, SS men were henceforth to be tried by special SS courts rather than by court-martial. Himmler had demanded this judicial separation as a result of a specific atrocity committed in Poland, when two SS men shot fifty Jews and the army demanded a trial and stiff penalties.10

By the spring of 1940, the Verfügungstruppe Division and the Leibstandarte Regiment were fully equipped and motorized with the best of German weapons. The Totenkopf and Polizei Divisions, in comparison, had to make do with requisitioned Czech armaments. Although the Totenkopf received a full complement of motor vehicles, the Polizei remained a marching formation with horse-drawn artillery and transport like the bulk of the German Army. Because the division retained police rank insignia and experienced training difficulties because of fitness and age, it remained for a long time something of a second-class formation.

Eicke, who once described the Ordnungspolizei as fat, complacent, and petty officials, was similarly held in outright contempt as a police general by army personnel who disliked the former concentration camp guards of the Totenkopf. Owing to his sheer toughness, ruthless determination, and talent for organization, however, Eicke was able to bring his division up to a combat-readiness standard that greatly impressed his experienced army superior, Maximilian Freiherr von Weichs, who, as a devout Catholic and aristocrat, was no friend of the SS. In his basic approach, Eicke reflected a view of many other Waffen SS commanders—that the army doctrine of speed and surprise could be enhanced by concentrating an even larger mass of troops and firepower in forward attack echelons and, by reckless and zealous pursuit, annihilate or force an enemy to surrender. Eicke had neither learning nor the slightest interest in more sophisticated theories of motorized operations. His main objective was to exterminate his foe; his uncomplicated method was to bring every available means to bear at the front and then smash away with relentless fury until the enemy crumbled. Indeed, it was upon this limited tactical approach that he directed the Totenkopf in battle until his death in Russia in 1943.11

For the attack in the West, Case Yellow, the Polizei Division joined Army Group C for mostly static duty opposite the Maginot Line. The pariah Totenkopf, much to Eicke’s chagrin, remained in high command reserve along with three new infantry divisions in Weichs’s Second Army. The Leibstandarte and the Der Führer Regiment of the Verfügungstruppe Division, in contrast, deployed with the first waves of the Eighteenth Army, attacking into Holland and Belgium, while the other two regiments of the division remained in Army Group B reserve.

Under the command of the 227th Infantry Division, the fully motorized Leibstandarte distinguished itself with a lightning advance along the Ijssel River above Arnhem, covering some 135 miles on the first day of the campaign. It then pushed on to Rotterdam and The Hague. The Der Führer, under the X Corps, stormed the Grebbe Line, which ran south between the Ijsselmeer and River Lek west of Arnhem, and pushed through to Amsterdam and Haarlem. The main body of the Verfügungstruppe Division followed the 9th Panzer Division over the Maas at Gennep to Tilburg and Breda northeast of Antwerp. Meanwhile, the Deutschland Regiment, in a tough struggle, fought its way through the flooded and well-defended Beveland Peninsula to occupy Flushing on the North Sea. The division was then withdrawn and redeployed through Belgium to take up a position on the western side of the Dunkirk pocket. As part of Georg-Hans Reinhardt’s XXXXI Panzer Corps, it participated in heavy fighting against the British Expeditionary Force on the River Lys and La Bassée Canal in the vicinities of Estre and Aire. Under Hausser, the Verfügungstruppe Division appears to have performed well in its first actions.12

The Leibstandarte’s dazzling performance was somewhat marred, however, by the accidental wounding of Kurt Student of the 7th Air Division, which had parachuted into the Rotterdam area. As the Leibstandarte dashed into the city, trigger-happy elements opened fire on Dutch troops in the process of surrendering to Student, who was also hit. Following the capitulation of Holland on 14 May, the Leibstandarte came under the command of Guderian’s XXIX Panzer Corps and took up a position on the western edge of the British Dunkirk perimeter near Watten. At this point, Dietrich tightened up on discipline as some of his men were wearing civilian clothes and had loaded their vehicles with all types of loot. In advancing toward Wormhoudt, the regiment also ran into the British 48th Division, which proved to be a much more formidable foe than any the Leibstandarte had yet encountered. As Dietrich deployed to attack, he was hit with an enemy spoiling attack. Once launched, the Leibstandarte progressed so slowly that Guderian was forced to commit the 2nd Panzer Division to the battle.

On a personal reconnaissance with Max Wünsche, Dietrich also came close to being captured. His vehicle was shot up, and he had to be rescued from a ditch. Eventually, his 2nd Battalion fought its way house by house into the center of Wormhoudt. In the process, the battalion commander was severely wounded, and Hauptsturmführer Wilhelm Mohnke, the senior company commander, took over. According to British reports, the Leibstandarte, supported by tanks, attacked in large numbers, shouting, “Heil Hitler!” and was mown down. Many SS men wore civilian clothes and British, French, and Belgian uniforms.

The battle for Wormhoudt constituted the hardest-fought action for the Leibstandarte in the West, and the combination of stiff resistance, the rumored capture of Dietrich, and the wounding of a battalion commander may have given rise to a thirst for revenge. On 28 May, in contrast with Dietrich’s claims to have presented some captured British officers armbands and flashes as souvenirs, another ninety British prisoners were herded into a barn by Mohnke’s men and taken out five at a time to be shot, allegedly on his order. After ten fell, the remainder refused to come out, whereupon the SS fired into the barn until they assumed no one was left. In fact, four prisoners survived to tell the tale, but the information leaked out only in late 1943 following an early prisoner exchange.13

Meanwhile, the speed of the German advance resulted in an earlier-than-anticipated commitment of Eicke’s Totenkopf Division. On 19 May, it joined forces with Erwin Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division and moved on to the Arras area, where both received a rude shock from counterattacking British armor, which panicked some Totenkopf troops into flight. After helping to blunt this attack with costly infantry assaults on enemy tanks, the Totenkopf was transferred to Erich Hoepner’s XVI Panzer Corps, which also contained the Verfügungstruppe Division and the 3rd and 4th Panzer Divisions. Hoepner planned a full-scale attack across the La Bassée Canal on the western edge of the Dunkirk perimeter to prevent the British from digging in along this natural defense line. He assigned Eicke the task of advancing to the town of Bethune and probing the waterway for a suitable crossing place. Eicke decided instead to put a battalion across immediately, without reconnaissance, only to find the British strongly dug in. Caught by surprise in the open, the SS men withdrew in haste under heavy fire. Then Eicke, pistol in hand, personally led another crossing that succeeded in gaining a bridgehead. When ordered to withdraw to the south bank and assume the defensive as a result of a halt order from Hitler, he was enraged, especially since murderous British artillery fire rendered orderly withdrawal impossible. SS men simply raced for the canal, jumped in, and swam across, scrambling for cover on the south bank. Casualties were frightful. Shortly thereafter, Hoepner, who disliked the Waffen SS and retained doubts about the Totenkopf, reprimanded Eicke in front of his own staff and allegedly called him a butcher to his face.14

On 26 May, Eicke received orders to cross the canal again, by which time the British had greatly improved their defenses. The SS attack launched the next morning consequently produced the most savage and bitter close-quarter fighting that the Totenkopf Division experienced during the French campaign. By early afternoon, the entire division was stopped in its tracks. In the course of the struggle, which saw one battalion cut to pieces, the principal operations officer collapsed under the strain, doubtless aggravated by Eicke’s ranting. To make matters worse, one of his best battalion commanders was killed by a British sniper near Le Paradis.

On 27 May, in the area of this village, 100 British soldiers barricaded themselves in a farmyard and pinned down an attacking Totenkopf company for more than an hour. When the British ran out of ammunition, they raised a white flag, threw down their arms, and put their hands on their heads, expecting to become prisoners of war. They were instead lined up against a barn wall by frustrated and maddened SS troops and cut down in the crossfire of two heavy machine guns. The company commander, Obersturmführer Fritz Knochlein, then had his men bayonet and shoot any who showed signs of life. Two British soldiers survived, however, as the SS hastened to press British rearguards covering the Allied withdrawal on Dunkirk. In a renewed attack around Estaires on 28 May, fierce enemy resistance limited the Totenkopf’s advance to less than a quarter of a mile. Another attack the following day again saw the division stopped cold by British artillery.15

As the British Army embarked from Dunkirk, the French vainly attempted to organize a cohesive defense in depth based on the Somme and Aisne River. On 5 June, Reichenau’s Sixth Army, with Waffen SS elements under its command, attacked across the Somme at Peronne. After fighting through Ham, La Fère, and the Laon area, the Leibstandarte crossed the Marne west of Château-Thierry and the Seine south of Provins. Thereafter, it pushed through Sens and Auxerre to Nevers. South of the Loire, it attacked Moulins and struck south to Clermont-Ferrand and thence southeast to St. Etienne, southwest of Lyon, to assist the Italians attacking into the French Riviera.

Meanwhile, the Verfügungstruppe Division went into action first with Hoepner’s XVI Corps and then with the XIV Motorized Corps under Gustav von Wietersheim, advancing through Soissons on the Aisne and across the Marne to the area of Troyes, thence south to Le Creusot, northeast of Moulins. The Totenkopf, also under the XIV Corps, advanced from Troyes to Chatillon, Chaumont, Dijon, and along the Rhone to Tarare, northwest of Lyon.

The Polizei Divsion had in the meantime advanced to Neufchâteau, northwest of Chaumont. The last heavy fighting against the French occurred on 16 June. On 21 June, the Verfügungstruppe Division, followed by the Totenkopf, moved via Orleans, Tours, Poitiers, Angoulême, and Bordeaux to Biarritz and the Spanish frontier on 27 June. On the conclusion of the French capitulation, both divisions took over the defense of the Bay of Biscay and the demarcation line of Vichy France.16

The fighting performance of the Waffen SS in the battle of France was on the whole acceptable, but not brilliant. The Polizei Division appeared much poorer than the others and certainly did not shine in operations against good-quality French defenders. Still, army reports showered no accolades upon any Waffen SS formation. The odium cast upon the Waffen SS in military circles as ugly rumors about atrocities spread was also pronounced. As early as 24 May, Hoepner heard that Eicke’s men were seriously mistreating prisoners and issued a special order warning that killing prisoners in reprisal would be considered murder by an army court-martial. He also received a number of reports that Totenkopf troops had engaged in extensive looting in Bethune. On learning of the Le Paradis massacre, he apparently ordered a full investigation that, if ever undertaken thoroughly, had no visible effect on Eicke or his division. No charges were laid against Knochlein, and the atrocity was soon forgotten after Eicke explained away the incident to Himmler by claiming that the British had been using banned soft-point dum-dum bullets that expanded on impact.

Later, on encountering French Moroccan troops near Dijon, Totenkopf soldiers simply refused to take prisoners as they were considered racially inferior. The daily report of another engagement with French troops on 21 June near Lentilly simply read that the fighting resulted in “twenty-five French prisoners and forty-four dead Negroes.”17 Obviously, not all prisoners were killed by Totenkopf troops; the war diary claimed a total of 4,000 taken between 15 and 17 June and another 6,088 between 17 and 19 June. It does appear, however, that murdering defenseless prisoners was a natural outgrowth of the concentration camp roots of the Totenkopf Division and the fanatically harsh and vicious leadership approach of Eicke, who was used to treating prisoners as enemies of Germany.18

Eicke’s battle performance additionally appeared amateurish insofar as his impulsive sledgehammer tactics produced heavy losses in men and equipment. Between 19 and 29 May, the Totenkopf suffered 1,140 casualties, including 300 officers, whom an irritated Himmler replaced with an equivalent number of half-trained cadets from the Bad Tölz Junkerschule just to keep the division in the field. In fighting the British on 27 May, the division incurred 155 dead, 483 wounded, and 53 missing while inflicting what Eicke estimated to be 300 casualties on the enemy, excluding the Le Paradis murders that day.

By way of comparison, the Verfügungstruppe Division, in advancing through the thick and tangled forest of Nieppe north of the Totenkopf’s sector, also encountered heavy British resistance. By mid-afternoon on 27 May, it had lost nearly every Waffen SS officer in two of its battalions. The reckless bravery, if not the calculated brutality, that appeared to be the hallmarks of Eicke’s division also appeared to be characteristic of troops of the Verfügungstruppe Division despite Hausser’s greater military experience. That both divisions had participated in some of the toughest fighting further supports the conclusion that they performed in acceptable fashion. The fact that Waffen SS formations were larger and better equipped than other divisions additionally increased their fighting value. Being motorized and hence always committed in the wake of the panzers further ensured their overall worth and potential for prominence in action. Hitler also lavishly showered them with medals.19

Between the capitulation of France on 22 June 1940 and the invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, the Waffen SS underwent an enormous expansion. Hitler rewarded the Leibstandarte for its performance in the French campaign by decreeing that it would be expanded from regiment to brigade size. He also authorized Himmler to field another Waffen SS division. While Himmler was obviously ecstatic about promoting an ideologically committed fighting force, he once again faced the problem of finding sufficient manpower to carry out the expansion. Young conscripts permitted by the army high command to volunteer for the Waffen SS were for the most part needed as replacements for the field divisions.

On 15 August 1940, Himmler consequently ordered the incorporation of reserve Totenkopfverbände regiments into the Waffen SS. Up to this point, they had been Eicke’s almost private manpower pool of replacement personnel for the Totenkopf Division alone. Two additional artillery batteries were also taken from the Totenkopf to enlarge the Leibstandarte, thus ensuring the infection of the concentration camp creed throughout the entire Waffen SS. The continual exchange of Waffen SS and concentration camp personnel henceforth continued throughout the war.

Himmler further sought to attract volunteers from Volksdeutsche (Germans living outside the Reich) and from racially acceptable nations such as Norway, Denmark, Holland, and Belgium. In short order, he found sufficient volunteers to form two new regiments: the Nordland, half composed of Danes and Norwegians, and the Westland, largely of Dutchmen and Flemish-speaking Belgians. By December, their training standard warranted combining them in a new division, the Wiking, with its third regiment, the Germania, coming from the Verfügungstruppe Division, which was renamed the Reich (later Das Reich) Division. In exchange for the Germania, the Reich Division received the Totenkopfverbände’s 11th SS Regiment, whose notoriously sordid behavior in Poland had drawn Blaskowitz’s written protests. Another two Totenkopfverbände regiments were brigaded as Kampfguppe Nord, which later became the Nord Division. This left another five Totenkopfverbände regiments and two SS cavalry regiments still at Himmler’s disposal for the attack on Russia.20

Hitler’s decision to deny the Balkans to the British by shoring up his Axis ally, Benito Mussolini, delayed the invasion of the Soviet Union originally planned for 15 May. Mussolini considered the Balkans within Italy’s sphere of influence and had been enraged by Germany’s protective occupation of Romania’s oilfields in October 1940. In response, he invaded Greece from Italian-annexed Albania in the same month but, in a humiliating reversal, lost a quarter of Albania to the counterattacking Greeks by the end of the year. During the same period, the British inflicted severe damage on the Italian navy at Taranto and put Mussolini’s army in North Africa to flight. Britain’s offer of support to Greece worried Hitler as both Italy and the Romanian oilfields could potentially be attacked from a British air base in the Balkans. To make matters worse, a coup in March 1941 took Yugoslavia out of the Axis camp. Having already dispatched German troops under Rommel to Libya in February, barely in advance of the arrival of British troops in Greece, Hitler now decided to invade Yugoslavia as well as Greece. On 6 April, he struck with twenty-four divisions, nine of them panzer. Within eleven days, the Yugoslavs formally surrendered.
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