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Colonel Hans von Luck



Introduction

Although names, places, and dates have been carefully checked, this book makes no
claim to be history. My memoirs reproduce, rather, the events and experiences that a
young German had to go through in a period that changed Europe and almost the whole
world.

The Second World War stands in the center. It shows, along with the preceding years, how
intolerance, a false ideology, and propaganda can mobilize whole peoples against each
other and plunge them into misery.

| dedicated my book to my three sons, born between 1954 and 1970, because | wish to
address those generations that were born only during or after the war. My son Sascha, the
youngest, asked me the other day: “What does”Nazi' actually mean? Why was Hitler 'bad"?
Why did a whole people 'follow' him?" He and his generation must be given answers.
Many teachers, even those born only during or after the war, have no answer, or only an
inadequate one. Older people, for one reason or another, repress the period.

In countless conversations with the young of Germany, Great Britain, and France, at
numerous lectures to young students at American universities, | have found that young
people want to clear their minds about a period for which the information they are given is
either nonexistent, insufficient, or one-sided.

Thus | firmly resist, for instance, classifying the Russians as “bad” and us in the West as
“good.” That is too simple!

The reader will learn that the Russians too love their homeland, as we love ours. That
during the war Russian mothers and wives had the same worries as ours. Today young
people of the world, and precisely those of former adversaries in the war, understand each
other with no problems. | hope that glasnost and perestroika will make it possible for the
youth of the Soviet Union and other East European countries to be given the chance to
join hands with young people in the West.

Those of my readers who have had the opportunity to visit the USSR, as athletes,
scientists, or tourists, will have discovered that the Russian people are charming,
hospitable, and ready to live at peace with all the peoples of our world.

Those who have never been to Russia ought to make good the omission.

| have tried to draw experiences from hundreds of episodes, pleasant and sad;
experiences that may help to make it impossible for the events in Germany before and
during the war ever to be repeated, anywhere. It is profoundly depressing to discover that
since the end of the Second World War more than 150 wars have been, and still are being
waged worldwide, whether on grounds of politics, economics, or ideology. It depresses me
that only the presence of nuclear weapons, it seems, is capable of preventing a new
passage of arms between two power blocs.



The example that young people set us older ones should be followed by all in positions of
responsibility: the practice of tolerance, that best of human attributes. All of us should know
that one can learn from bad experiences.

| thank all who have helped me to write this book. Without my friend Professor Stephen
Ambrose of the University of New Orleans, it would never have been written. He “forced”
me to relate my experiences, and constantly gave me the heart to continue.

| thank Major John Howard, my British adversary on D-Day, who as the “hero of Pegasus
Bridge” has passed into war history and is today my friend. John tells anyone who asks
him: “If you want to know what it was like 'on the other side of the hill,” ask my friend
Hans." | thank Werner Kortenhaus, who is writing the history of the 21st Panzer Division,
for the extensive material which he put at my disposal.

My thanks are due to all my fellow prisoners, who shared with me the hard fate of five
years of Russian captivity and who are still in touch today through the Camp 518
Association. Many refreshed my memory or, by describing their own experiences, helped
to give the reader a graphic idea of our “gulag” life.

All, whether it be my adjutant Helmut Liebeskind, or my orderly and friend Erich Beck, or
the many who fought with me on every front for nearly five years, have helped me and are
a constituent part of the book.

My particular thanks are due to George Unwin of Surrey, England.

Of much the same age as me, George has translated my manuscript into English with
fellow feeling, identifying himself with me.

My American and British friends who have read his text say without exception, “We can
literally hear Hans speaking and understand what he has to say to us.” Last but not least |
thank my wife, Regina, for her patience and collaboration. For nearly four years she has
allowed me to work on my manuscript, assisted me in my research, and in her spare time
made copies of hundreds of pages.

| am deeply moved by the Introduction which Steve Ambrose has written for this book. He
has made my experiences his own. | am proud to be permitted to call this remarkable
human being, author, and h istorian my friend.

Foreword

| first met Hans von Luck in November 1983, in Hamburg. | was there to interview him on
his role in the fighting on D-Day. My subject was the action at Pegasus Bridge, over the
Caen Canal, which he had defended against a glider-borne attack by British airborne
troops. He came to my hotel room, arriving precisely at the stroke of four P.m., as agreed.

The immediate impression was of a thin, wiry, strong man of medium height and, despite

his white hair, of medium age. But a closer study of his ruddy, weathered face, deeply lined
with wrinkles, revealed a man well into old age (he was in fact 72 years old). He had sharp
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features, a hawklike nose, deep-set penetrating eyes, a jutting chin, a large broad
forehead, high cheekbones, and big jutting ears. Although he was dressed in a business
suit, it took only the slightest imagination to see him in his desert uniform, buttoned to the
high stiff collar, his Knight's Cross around his neck, a German officer's hat set back on his
head, his goggles in place, the dust of North Africa covering him.

We ordered coffee from room service as he spread out his maps of Normandy. His English
was accented but perfectly understandable. His manners, and his mannerisms, were those
of an Old World aristocrat. He chain-smoked Marlboro Lights. He was eager to tell me of
his experiences in Normandy, enthusiastic about my project.

We talked for four hours, with scarcely a pause. | got the details of his actions on the night
of 5/6 June 1944, and an outline of his service elsewhere. As a military historian, | was of
course fascinated to hear the war stories of the man who led the way into Poland in 1939,
who was at the vanguard of Rommel's thrust to the Channel Coast in June 1940, who
actually reached the outskirts of Moscow in November 1941, who supervised Rommel's
extreme right flank in North Africa in 1942-43, and who commanded the armoured
regiment that met the first D-Day attack in 1944. His stories of life in a POW camp in the
Soviet Union, 1945-50, were gripping and revealing. His frequent expression of his great
love for the Russian people, and his sympathy for their plight, was quite genuine, and
surprising.

Indeed, much as | was impressed by Hans the professional Soldier, | was even more
taken, charmed, in fact, by Hans the man. He was kind and open and-I couldn't put the
word out of my mind. In 25 years of interviewing veterans, | had never heard war stories so
well told, so full of compassion for the oppressed, of whatever race or nationality. Except
for Dwight Eisenhower, | had never met a veteran | liked or admired more.

| urge those American readers who still believe, as | once did, that all the good Germans
are either dead or long ago emigrated to the United States, to give Hans a fair reading. He
deserves your attention and respect.

Although these are the memoirs of a professional soldier, they are not written for cadets in
a military academy, but rather for a general audience. Hans is a raconteur with a sharp eye
for the telling anecdote or incident. For a warrior who was in combat almost continuously
from September 1939 to April 1945, there is surprisingly little blood and guts. For a man
who won his country's highest military decorations for courage, there is surprisingly little
boasting about personal exploits. For a man who was a POW doing slave labor, there is
surprisingly little bitterness. Instead, there is insight, a marked sympathy for the human
condition, good humouir, tolerance, and wonder.

What we do have in these memoirs is a remarkable life. We begin with the young Prussian
aristocrat following the family tradition by joining the army. We see his training, accompany
him on his travels, watch the rise of Hitler, and see the effect of Hitler's policies on the
newborn German army. Hans marches us into Poland and carries us along the heady
string of victories in France and Russia. He tastes defeat, for the first time, in North Africa,
but soon is established in a penthouse in Paris, enjoying the life of a conqueror. He gives
us the details of his bittersweet wartime romance. Then he learns about defeat again, from
the British in Normandy, the Americans in eastern France, and the Russians south of
Berlin. We end up in a POW camp in the Caucasus, with Hans working as a coal miner.



Along the way he gives us marvellous vignettes o f the people he encountered: the pope
(priest) at the Cathedral of Smolensk, the madam of a brothel in Bordeaux, the Bedouins
in the desert, his French friends in occupied Paris, and many others.

Famous German generals march through these pages, including Jodl, Kesselring, and
Guderian. But the dominant personality, aside from Hans himself, is Fieldmarshal Erwin
Rommel. Hans knew him first in the pre-Hitler era, when Rommel was his instructor in
tactics. From 1940 to 1944 Hans spent most of his time commanding the recce battalion
for Rommel. He was the general Hans admired most, and clearly Rommel not only had a
very high opinion of Hans, but felt nearly as close to him as he did to his own son. Thus
Hans is able to describe for us Rommel in action as well as Rommel in contemplation. It
makes a fascinating portrait of the general many military historians including me) would
rank as the best of World War II.

But the real hero of this book is the German soldier. Hans's troops, in the 7th Division in
France and Russia, and the 21st Panzer Division in North Africa, Normandy, eastern
France and Germany, never let him down. They were remarkable for their endurance,
tenacity, boldness, comradeship and loyalty. So was Colonel von Luck. One of the
outstanding soldiers of World War I, he has written a memoir that is simply superb, an
instant classic that will be read for decades to come.

Stephen E. Ambrose

Prologue

It was a cold winter's day at the end of 1949 in a special camp for prisoners of war in the
neighbourhood of Kiev; at two o'clock in the morning a barrack door flew open.

“Ganz von Luck,” shouted a Russian guard. “Davai, to the office.” | still have to smile: the
Russians cannot pronounce the H sound. How amused we had been a few years earlier
when at the shout of “Goggenloge” no one had stirred. Intended was Prince Hohenlohe.

We German prisoners of war had been in Russia since June 1945; since the late autumn
of 1948, former members of the SS and the police, and also all those who had fought
against partisans, had been collected into a kind of punishment camp. Also included
something none of us could understand-were all staff officers.

Drunk with sleep | stood up. The Russians were fond of interrogations by night. It was
easier to extract something from a tired prisoner.

A few weeks earlier, the camp interpreter, a Jewish doctor with whom | had become
friendly, had told me what was in the wind.

“I have heard that under pressure from the Western Allies Stalin has agreed to observe the
Geneva Conventions and release the prisoners. In the ordinary camps the releases are
almost complete, but even here releases will be made. Fifteen percent will be condemned
and remain here. We don't want to send home any war criminals. Besides, we need
manpower.” Not long after, commissions had indeed arrived from Moscow. At nocturnal



hearings, by some system incomprehensible to us, 15 percent had to be sorted out; the
rest really would be transported home. A five-person commission from Moscow would
make the decision.

And now it was my turn!
My nerves were at breaking point. | forced myself to keep calm.

| spoke good Russian; while a prisoner | had been able to improve my knowledge of the
language and had often been used as an interpreter. At the office, the commissioners'
interpreter, a young woman | knew well, was waiting for me. “I don't understand or speak a
word of Russian,” | whispered to her.

“Understand?” She smiled and nodded; she would go along with my charade.

| was led into a large room and saw in front of me a big, T-shaped table, at the head of
which sat the commission. In the middle was a Russian colonel, apparently its leader, an
affable-looking man of about my own age, bedecked with orders and with an almost
square head. He looked like Marshal Georgi Zhukov, the “liberator” of Berlin.

On either side were civilians, probably a public prosecutor and KGB officers. They looked
rather less affable and stared at me with impenetrable expressions. At the other end of the
table, about 20 feet away, | took my place with the interpreter.

The hearing began.

“What is your name? Your unit? Where were you in action in Russia?” The interpreter
translated, | replied in German, “| have already said all that at least twenty times for the
record.”

“We want to hear it again,” said the Colonel.
My statements seemed to agree with their documents. They nodded their approval.

Then, “You capitalist, reactionary; von Luck is like von Ribbentrop (foreign minister under
Hitler), von Papen chancellor before Hitler). Everyone with 'von' is a big capitalist and a big
Nazi.” After the translation | replied, “I have nothing to do with Ribbentrop or Papen. | have
been in the war for more than five years and then five years in captivity. That's more than
ten years of my life. | should now like to live in peace with my family, follow a profession. |
have neither money nor landed property, so what's all this about capitalist, Nazi, and so
on?”

"The interpreter translated word for word.

They didn't seem to have anything else to lay at my door. So the Colonel turned to his
colleague and spoke openly in Russian.

“What shall we do with the polkovnik (colonel)? He's not a member of the SS or the police.
At the time of the partisan struggles he was already in Africa. But | hate to let one of these
vons get away.” One of the KGB officers chimed in, “We can charge him with stealing eggs



from Russian villages and thus committing 'sabotage' against the Russian people.” That
was the last straw. | knew that even such a minor offense could incur ten to fifteen years in
a punishment camp.

| stood up and, as a start, uttered one of the worst Russian oaths. (The Russians and
Hungarians are said to have the coarsest of oaths.) | saw the shocked face of the
interpreter and the astonishment of the Colonel and his associates.

Only now and in this way, | thought, would | have the chance of going home.

After a short pause for effect, | spoke accordingly, “Polkovnik, you are a colonel like me. (I
deliberately used the familiar du form of address.) You have done your duty in the war just
like me. Both of us believed we had to defend our homeland. We Germans were probably
misled by highly accomplished, one-sided propaganda. Both of us have taken an oath.”
The Colonel listened attentively.

“It's three o'clock in the morning,” | went on. "l am tired.

At six we shall be woken up again to start another day of our captivity.,, “I know the
Russian law. The accused has to prove his innocence and not the court the guilt of the
defendant. How shall | defend myself? If you want to keep me here, you'll find a reason all
right. So make it brief and then let me go to sleep.” There followed a short whispered
conversation between the Colonel and his colleagues. Then the Colonel said, “You speak
Russian. Where did you learn it?” His tone was placid, almost benevolent.

“I was interested in the Russian language, Russian music, and Russian writers even as a
young man. Long before this wretched war broke out | learned Russian from emigrants. In
the nine months of my service in Russia, but above all in the last four and a half years, |
have been able to improve my knowledge. | admit it was tactics to let the interpreter
translate.” They smiled and my position seemed to me to be a little less hopeless.

Then came a surprising question from the Colonel, “What do you think of Russia and her
people?”

"l have seen much and learned much in the years of my captivity.

| like your vast country, | like the people, their readiness to help, their love of their
homeland. | think | have grasped something of the Russian mentality and soul. But | am
not a Communist and never in my life will | be one. | am disappointed by what is left of
Marx's ideas and Lenin's revolution. | should like our people to learn to understand each
other, in spite of our many contrasts and different ideologies. That is my answer to your
question, Polkovnik." It was a gamble, but | felt that in my situation attack was the best
form of defence.

“If you are allowed to go home,” continued the Colonel, “we know you will become a
soldier again and fight against us.” | shook my head and replied, “I should like to get home
at last and help to rebuild my bomb-damaged country and establish a democracy and live
in peace, nothing else.” At that came the familiar “Davai” from the Colonel.
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| went back to my barrack. My fellow prisoners crowded around me at once, and after |
had described the course of the hearing, they all said the same, "You're mad, that's your
undoing.

You'll have to stay here." But | judged the Russians differently.

Next morning the interpreter came along. “That was risky, Polkovnik, but good. | think you
impressed the Colonel. He was a front-line soldier like you and he understands tough
talking.” Two days later, in the early hours of the morning, | was called out of bed by one of
the guards. My room-mates said good-bye to me: “All the best, old man, wherever your
journey may take you.” In the courtyard prisoners from every barrack were assembling
with their few possessions. At a table sat a Russian officer with a list of names, from which
he called out one after the other. The man who was called went to the table. There he
heard either “Davai,” which now meant release, or the fateful “Niet.” We saw the stricken
faces of those who had been singled out with “Niet” and hardly trusted ourselves to look at
them. | was the third of our section who had to step up to the table. As the man before me
heard

“Niet,” | patted him sympathetically on the shoulder.
Which word would | hear? It was “Davai’!

More running than walking, | hurried to the camp gate. A great stone fell from my heart. We
didn't dare look round for fear they might still fetch us back. Did this really mean release?

There | found the interpreter. “Domoi, Polkovnik, all the best.” | still think of her today, full of
gratitude.

Then we marched to the station, where a train was standing ready to take us away. We still
didn't trust the Russians. In which direction would it go? But after we had got in, the doors
remained unlocked, for the first time in five years. Our joy knew no bounds. We could
hardly take it in, that the day we had dreamed of for so many years had now come at last.

It was bitterly cold. In spite of that we left the doors open a crack, for fear they might be
bolted again. We lay pressed tight together and hardly felt the cold.

A few sang quietly, others imagined the first thing they would eat, what it would be like
after nearly five years to be face to face with their own wife or girlfriend. No one was
ashamed of his feelings.

We all knew that when we reached home it would be like being born again.

My thoughts went back to my youth, to the security of my parents' house and to the many

pleasant years, until Hitler came along and the war began. Of my 39 years | had spent
more than 10 at war and in captivity.
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Growing Up 1911-1929

| come from an old military family whose roots can be traced back into the thirteenth
century. Monastic records show that my ancestors fought successfully against the Tartars
in Silesia in 1213-since that time they have been allowed to bear a Tartar cap in their coat
of arms. Family tradition required service in the Prussian army. The name of von Luck
crops up several times in the letters of Frederick the Great; two originals hang in the living
room of my house in Hamburg. On 29 May 1759, during the Seven Years War, the King
wrote to "Lieutenant von Luck" asking him to find out what the Austrian enemy was up to:
My dear Lieutenant von Luck. | am very pleased with your report but you must now try to
find out through your patrols what the officers of the Austrians seen near Hermsdorff were
doing there and what they were looking for and asking about, then we will soon see from
the circumstances why they were there. This much is certain, when we moved off
yesterday, they struck many tents on the Rehom. It can be therefore that where the
heights of Hermsdorff dominate, they have recognized our camp. You will be able to find
out about all this from the people of Herinsdorff.

| am your affectionate King.

Reich Hennersdorff 29 May 1759 Written by a clerk.) Added by Frederick 11 in his own
hand: His report is very good, only (illegible) for spies and when he has them before (him)
then he must bring (them) here tomorrow.

Signed F. And ten years later, on 13 October 1769, the King informed his “General of
Cavalry von Zieten”: My dear General of Cavalry von Zieten. Reluctant as | usually am to
grant my Hussar officers permission to marry, owing to the encumbrance that results,
which is too worrying and useless in time of war, | am nevertheless willing this once to
yield to the marriage of Cavalry Captain von Luck of your Regiment, for which you sought
my consent in your letter of the 11th of this month, and | remain your affectionate King.

Potsdam, the 13th 8 her 1769 The letter was evidently written by a clerk to dictation and
signed by Frederick II.) Against the background of this family tradition my father, Otto von
Luck, was almost a freak, for he was a naval officer. When | was born, in Flensburg on 15
July 1911, he was with a unit of the fleet, as a lieutenant, in the Chinese port of Tsingtan
his way into a world which was accessible at that time only to sailors and merchants.

Our house in Flensburg was full of valuable pieces from East Asia. As the remains of this
collection | still treasure today a precious Chinese vase and a Japanese tea set which my
father had made when | was born. A few years ago a Japanese business friend was very
impressed when he drank tea with me from these eggshell thin cups. “Nothing like these
can be made today,” he said. “Earlier, the Japanese used to go out in a boat on a quiet
lake, before the firing, in order to do the hand-painting free from dust.” After the outbreak of
the First World War, and after he had taken part in the battle of Jutland, my father was
transferred to the naval school in Flensburg-Muerwik. Among my childhood memories, one
of the happiest is playing with my younger brother on the warships lying in the harbour and
eating snacks with the sailors in the galleys. My father was an enthusiastic sportsman and
was regarded as the best gymnast in the navy.
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Our father was a model for me and for my brother, Ernst -Angust, born in 1913. We loved
his sense of humour and his athletic ability. When he came home from work at the naval
school, he sometimes came up the stairs to the upper story on his hands, in full uniform, in
order to greet us there.

Our generation was born into the First World War. As little children, we lived through its
bitter end, the revolution and the difficult years that followed. In contrast to the Second
World War, the first took place outside Germany. All we knew of it was the worsening food
supply, for turnips in every form became our basic nourishment. We longed for the
seamen's diet on the warships.

At the beginning of July 1918, at the time of my seventh birthday, my father died from an
influenza virus brought in from Fast Asia. With him we lost the most precious thing in our
lives: a model a partner, whose influence on us can still be traced today.

The full implications of the end of the war and the revolution of 1918, which began in the
navy, were naturally beyond me. | couldn't understand why the young midshipmen, who
had been trained by my father, were now being dragged through the streets by shouting
sailors who had been our friends. We found it exciting that one or two cadets fled to us and
hid themselves in our attic.

Our father's death changed our lives. Our mother had to give up our house. We found a
farmer to stay with in the neighbourhood.

To ensure that we were provided for in the hard times, our mother married again. Our
stepfather was a naval chaplain and teacher at a cadet school.

We were now brought up in the “Prussian” manner. Our blond hair was cropped into a
crew cut, the beds had to be made army style.

To be late was to be punished. From our stepfather we learned to take care of ourselves,
including all household chores. This stood me in good stead later, especially in captivity.

On 1 April 1917, | was enrolled in the Monastery School in Flensburg, one of the oldest
schools in north Germany. My stepfather wanted me to go in for the classics, which | have
never regretted. Thanks to my study of Latin and Greek, modern languages came very
easily to me. My stepfather insisted on my learning the origin of all foreign words. Even at
mealtime, the moment | used a foreign word | had to get up from the table, pick up the
dictionary, and read out to him the definition of the word employed.

In 1929, at the age of 17, | took my Abitur, or graduation examinates always sent his car
and chauffeur for us on weekends, as the nation, which | very nearly missed. The father of
one of my class family lived outside Flensburg. Once we decided to take a diversion to a
little seaside resort on the Firth to meet our girlfriends. Wearing our school caps and
smoking cigarettes, we were sitting ostentatiously in the back-seat when we overtook our
headmaster, who was out for his Saturday drive.

Not only was smoking strictly forbidden, but on top of that our headmaster had to swallow
our dust. He recognized us and the next morning we were summoned to his study.
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“You know that smoking in school caps is forbidden. The staff have decided to exclude you
from sitting the Abitur on account of immaturity.” My classmate seemed unimpressed, for
one way or another he was going to take over his father's factory. For me things looked
differently, everything was at stake.

Family tradition and my stepfather had decided that | was to embark on a career as an
army officer. Out of more than a thousand applicants for only about 140 places in the
100,000-strong army, the Reichswehr, | had been accepted. A postponement of the Abitur
would have meant the end of my career before it had begun.

So | said cautiously, “Headmaster, | have been accepted by the Reichswehr as a cadet
officer in order to serve the Fatherland, true to our family tradition. If you hold me back
from the Abitur on account of one cigarette, you would be wrecking my career. Can you
justify such a thing?” He seemed moved.

"l would not want that, of course. | will speak to the staff.

But you can no longer pass with the mark“Good.” The highest is “Satisfactory.” | have
never understood the logic of this decision. But just to get through the Abitur was enough

for me.
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The Reichswehr and My Teacher Rommel

| was assigned to a cavalry regiment in Silesia, but transferred unexpectedly to East
Prussia, to the 1st Motorized Battalion, a bitter disappointment, as the cavalry was the elite
force and | loved homes and riding. But we soon realized that the seven motorized
battalions in the Reichswehr were to become the nucleus of the later tank force. According
to the Treaty of Versailles, tanks and armoured scout cars were forbidden. So, very early
on, General von Seekt, head of the Reichswehr, entered into a secret agreement with
Russia. Under this, young officers of the motorized battalions were sent for three months
every year to a Russian training camp in the Urals and instructed on tanks there in the
tactics of motorized units.

Unfortunately, it was no longer possible for me to go on my course, scheduled for 1933, as
the Russians cancelled the agreement when Hitler came to power.

It was the beginning of a hard schooling.

Seekt had made of the Reichswehr a “state within the State.” It was kept deliberately non-
political and it was inculcated with a healthy national consciousness. The “dictate” of
Versailles was regarded as a national disgrace; the “Polish Corridor,” former West Prussia,
which separated East Prussia from the rest of the Reich, as a plundering of German
territory.

The economic crisis of the 1930s, the ever increasing number of unemployed (over 6
million in 1932), the ominous growth of the Communist party, and finally the strengthening
of the National Socialist party-we paid little attention to all this. Instead, cadres were
formed in the Reichswehr which later made it possible to set up the new Wehrmacht in a
very short time.

Tradition and the oath taken were regarded as sacrosanct and determined the behaviour
of the officer corps.

Our East Prussian instructors were regarded as particularly severe. The word “drill” was
practised there in its fullest sense. NCOS who sought to compensate for their complexes
and their intellectual inferiority by particularly ingenious methods had it in for me and
another cadet especially. For the slightest misdemeanour, for instance, we had to clean
corridors and lavatories with a toothbrush.

Withdrawal of weekend leave was another punishment, as was being chased over the
obstacle course. One thing we found particularly macabre was a “test of courage” that our
instructor thought up especially for us. One evening we were summoned to his room. He
took from his cupboard the upper part of a skull, which was supposed to have belonged to
his uncle, and which held exactly one bottle of rum. We then had to drink this receptacle
dry. We didn't dare report this petty tyranny to our training officer.

Even if it did us no harm, this kind of “drilling” was still senseless. | decided then and there
to treat any young soldier entrusted to me differently, more humanely.
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In other respects our training was rewarding and exciting. We had to qualify for all the
driving licenses, including that for track-vehicles. This was followed by intensive driving
practice with cross-country journeys by day and by night, as well as a four-week course in
our motor vehicle workshop. We then had to pass an examination and earn a teaching
certificate.

| was particularly proud when | was allowed to be the driver for our company commander
for four weeks. He had at his disposal what is today a sought-after vintage model, the
super-charged Mercedes cabriolet. Since we were the only motorized unit in East Prussia,
| also had the opportunity quite often of driving the divisional commander. Our chances
with the girls were naturally also increased because of our car.

As early as 1931 we began to simulate the use of tanks with dummy armour, which we
mounted on small private cars.

For us officer cadets, riding instruction was also part of the program. The conclusion of our
instruction took place at Neukuhren, a spa on the Baltic Sea, where our horses were
quartered on a farm. Each morning before breakfast we rode among the dunes and then
down the steep bluff to gallop over the wide, white sandy beach. The years from 1929 to
1932 in East Prussia were among the best of my military career.

In 1931 and 1932, we officer cadets went for nine months to the infantry school in
Dresden, to complete our commissioning as junior officers.

Here, in the pearl of Saxony, | met for the first time Erwin Rommel. He was a captain, our
infantry instructor and at the same time our most popular training officer. In the First World
War he had been highly decorated in the fighting against the Italians with the “Pour le
merite” order. He was 42 years old when | met him, Rommel is tall, strong, tough, wearing
a severe uniform with a high collar, but a man with a warm and sympathetic smile. He told
us war storieswe hung on every word-and his book Infantry Tactics was our bible.

In Dresden for the first time | met the Don Cossacks, who even then were emigrants who
had had to flee from Russia in 1917. As a further consequence, | took Russian as an
optional subject at the infantry school. My teacher, an emigrant from the Baltic, introduced
me to the Russian colony. To some extent the emigrants led a miserable existence, but
they still kept up their native culture. Prince Obolensky, a charming gentleman of the good
old school, was their doyen.

My most memorable experience was at a Russian Easter party with the von Satin family,
with whom | had become friendly.

Rachmaninoff, the world famous pianist and composer, was Mrs. von Satin's brother. He
often came from Paris or Switzerland to visit his family. At this Easter party Rachmaninoff
was once again a guest. We ate and drank tea from the samovar, with which preserved
cherries were served. Suddenly Rachmaninoff sat down at the piano and called out,
“Come on you young people, dance now in honor of our Easter festival.” Who could resist
the pleasure of dancing to the accompaniment of With my Baltic teacher | began to read
Dostoyevski, Pushkin, and Tolstoy and was fascinated by the beauty and musical quality of
the Russian language, which formed a harmony. The two years with my Russian friends
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and my increasing knowledge of the language helped me to understand something of the
Russian mentality, which was to be a valuable aid to me later in Russia.

In 1932, | passed the examination as senior cadet officer, and after a brief spell as guest
with my old unit in Koenigsberg, | was transferred to the 2nd Motorized Battalion at
Kolberg, a pretty seaside resort on the Baltic coast of Pomerania.

Kolberg, as an ancient trading center, had received its freedom as a city in 1207; in the
Seven Years War it was besieged three times by the Russians and in 1761 it was taken. In
1807, Gneisenau, together with the citizens of Kolberg, defended the city successfully
against the French. When the Russians were advancing toward Pomerania in 1945, Hitler
and Goebbels made use of the Kolbergers' historic deed to inspire the population to even
greater resistance. The film that was made about it, Kolberg, was shown in every theater.

In 1932 this pleasant town, with its white beaches, the kursaal, and the clubhouse, gave a
peaceful impression. The inhabitants were extremely friendly and army-minded, just as the
Pomeranians in general were very conservative, so that National Socialism found hardly
any support among the predominantly rural population. While Kolberg was enlivened
during the summer by visitors, in winter the town fell into tranquil hibernation, and we as
the garrison were the only lively element.

In the autumn | was promoted to lieutenant and appointed to train rts. | thought of the
experiences | had gathered in East Prussia and so urged my NCOS to treat the young
men humanely and, as Rommel had taught me, to attach more importance to training in
the field.

Our unit was now concentrating more and more on its expected conversion into an
armored reconnaissance battalion. In 1933, after Hitler came to power, we were suddenly
supplied by night, under the strictest secrecy, with the first genuine scout cars, which we
were allowed to use for practice purposes, although only by night. Hitler was not risking as
yet an open breach of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. The seven motorized battalions
of the Reichswehr now became seven armored reconnaissance battalions of the
Wehrmacht, which was to be built up anew. General Heinz Guderian was appointed
inspector of the entire armored branch of the army; we “scouts” took over the tasks and
the spirit of the cavalry.

We were delighted to see the Wehrmacht expand, and failed to notice the clouds that were
gathering over Germany. On brief missions to Berlin we were naturally aware of the
change since Hitler had come to power, but Berlin was still the cultural center and offered
all the diversions one could wish for.

At the beginning of June 1934, rumors were circulating about high-handed actions by
Roehm and some other senior SA leaders.

A power struggle set in between the SA and the SS, and between the SA and the
Wehrmacht. In the middle of June we were put on alert and received secret orders to
march on call to Stettin, the provincial capital, to arrest the SA leadership there-by force if
necessary.

On 30 June 1934, the “Roehm coup” began. We marched to Stettin.
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In a lightning action and on flimsy grounds, Roehm and a series of senior SA leaders were
arrested and shot.

With President Hindenburg's death and the final takeover of supreme power by Hitler and
his party, our situation changed, though at first this was scarcely perceptible. The SA
(Sturmabteilung, or storm troops), with the former Captain Ernst Roehm at its head,
seemed to be trying to build up a “second force” alongside the Wehrmacht.

The SS (Schutzstaffel, or bodyguard) began to arm itself in secret and to create with the
Gestapo an instrument that was to become far more dangerous than the SA and the other
Nazi organizations.

With that the coup was over. The SA and other Nazi organizations were tamed and
remained so, and no longer represented any danger to the Wehrmacht. We were pleased
at this development and never suspected that in the end the SS would emerge as victor
from this power struggle even over the Wehrmacht.

Field Marshal Erwin Rommel
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The Buildup of the Wehrmacht 1934-1939

Hitler, at first, met with much approval among the population.

He managed, after all, to take more than 6 million unemployed off the streets. He built
highways and introduced Reichsarbeitsdienst (“National Labor Service”). The Rheinland,
occupied by the Allies, was taken over without bloodshed. We felt it was right to lock up
the militant Communists, in the course of which the expression “concentration camp” was
not yet used. The revocation of the Treaty of Versailles and Germany's withdrawal from the
League of Nations seemed lawful and restored national consciousness to the German
people. Only a few realized in all this that the highways were laid out on strictly strategic
principles and that the Labor Service was a transparent paramilitary organization.

The advantages and disadvantages of having kept the Reichswehr nonpolitical began to
appear. We simply did not understand the correlation of events. If, for instance, the
leadership of the Wehrmacht had recognized Hitler's aims, the Roehm coup would have
been the opportunity to put him back in his place and to demand that the SA and the SS
be incorporated in the National Socialist Party as unarmed units. Hitler, however, had seen
the danger that could arise from an overpowerful Wehrmacht, and in due time had placed
at its head, and the head of its branches, leaders who were acceptable and loyal to him.
General Werner von Blomberg, whom we called the “rubber lion” because he was always
giving in to Hitler's whims, became commander in chief, and Goering became head of the
air force.

The “case” of Colonel-General Werner von Fritsch shows this most clearly. Fritsch was
indeed a strong personality who would have asserted himself, we hoped, against Hitler
and his SA and SS; but in 1938 he was denounced for supposed homosexual tendencies
and degraded to captain. He was killed leading an artillery regiment in the Polish campaign
of 1939. Unfortunately it became apparent only afterward that the accusations were
entirely without truth. It was macabre that Fritsch was then buried with the highest military
honors, since he had been killed in action.

His successor, Colonel-General Walter von Brauchitsch, was The Buildup of the Wc-
hrmacht, 1934-1939 19 also too conservative and anti-Nazi for Hitler. He, and von
Blomberg also, were replaced in the following years. The purging of the Wehrmacht
leadership began as early as 1934, with the liquidation of General Kurt von Schleicher and
the SA officers on the occasion of the “Night of the Long Knives.” Before 1933 Schleicher
had been chancellor for a short time and had seemed to Hitler extremely suspect.

The “Thousand-Year Reich” had begun.
We did not realize that we had become an instrument of Hitler's policy and had to watch as
the churches and the Jews were attacked. Fascinated by Hitler's charisma and his

“achievements,” young men thronged into the Wehrmacht. Most of them came from the
Hitler Youth movement or the Labor Service.
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Denunciations were the order of the day; officers were betrayed by their recruits, parents
by their children, the moment they uttered any criticism of Hitler or the party.

How could a people from whom a Goethe and a Beethoven had sprung become blind
slaves of such a leader and fall into hysteria whenever he made a speech, as for instance
at the Berlin sports stadium? | believe all people are ready to follow idols and ideals if They
become sufficiently emotionalized. Though every epoch brings forth its own idols, the
people who 6geer them remain the same.

In 1936 | was transferred from Kolberg to Berlin, or more precisely, to Potsdam, the city
packed with tradition on the edge of Berlin.

The 8th Armored Reconnaissance Battalion, the third company in which | became a
platoon leader, was based in barracks opposite those of the guards. The whole of
Potsdam breathed the spirit of Frederick the Great, who had built his palace of Sanssouci
there.

The father of the tank force that was now quickly building up was General Guderian. He
had studied the British military writer B. H. Liddell Hart and the theories of the Frenchman
Charles de Gaulle, and from them he developed the mobile tactics of the German tank
force. He saw the advantage of fast and flexible units. At first he had no cooperation from
many conservative generals, but we young officers were enthusiastic and felt we were the
spearhead of the Wehrmacht.

Guderian visited every single company, observed its training, and afterward discussed his
ideas with its officers and NCOS.

We realized that in addition to training, material, and modern technique, the spirit that
inspired a unit also played an important part. lie first reserve officers came for training.
They were for the most part men who had been in the First World War, but also included
young conscripts who had ended their period of service as lieutenants of the Reserve.

Among these was Franz von Papen, Jr., the son of the former chancellor and subsequent
ambassador to Turkey. We had been born in the same year and on the same day and
soon became good friends.

The Papens lived in an imposing villa in the elegant Tiergarten district of Berlin, to which |
was often invited and where | came to know some interesting people, including the French
ambassador, Franqois Poncet. | also met there the daughter of the American ambassador,
who was known to have a soft spot for the Russian diplomat.

For me the transfer to Potsdam was fascinating, since | now had the chance of frequent
visits to my beloved Berlin. | had already spent three months there in 1932 and had many
friends and relations in the city. Berlin, the “cozy” capital of Europe, with its continental
climate and its quick-witted people-what more could a young man want?

Theaters, opera houses, renowned artists, couturiers, and newspaper publishers set their

mark on this city. German Jews, many of them veterans of the First World War, who were
often more German than the Germans, played a leading part in the cultural and economic
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life of Berlin. When many of them had to flee from Hitler and others disappeared into
concentration camps, Berlin became the poorer.

| used to have supper, two sandwiches and a soda from the slot machine, in a snack bar
called Quick on the Kurfurstendamm for a total of one mark. At the Majowsky bar | would
pay 70 pfennigs for one curacao and nurse it for the whole evening. The Majowsky was
the meeting place of former airmen, such as the stunt flier Udet and the later Air Marshal
Erhard Milch, who often bought us poor lieutenants a drink.

| felt happiest in a little pub on the Spittelmarkt, the rendezvous of the Berlin taxi drivers,
who drank a quick beer there between fares. The Berlin taxi drivers were famous for their
humor and ready wit. | would have exchanged any cabaret performance for their stories of
experiences with their fares.

Our training was very intensive and concentrated on two things.

On the one hand we were made familiar with the technology and the armaments; on the
other we practiced mobile engagements in the field.

My motorcycle escort company, the motorized infantry for the two armored reconnaissance
companies, was equipped with the superb BMW 500 machines. They were fitted for the
most part with sidecars, which later were even driven via a differential. We slowly
developed into true artists on the motorcycle. We drove, also by night, through difficult
sandy and wooded terrain and on “open days” were allowed to display our stunts to the
public, as for instance a long jump with the motorcycle, for which one of my NCOS held
the record at 16 meters. We formed ourselves into a pyramid, in which up to 12 men stood
on a single machine, and one number was the “remote-controlled motorcycle.” In this a
man lay out of sight in the sidecar and from there steered the machine with cables. We
were also allowed to take part in official cross-country events. | was on the move every
weekend for motorcycle sport (similar to modern rally). At first | drove solo, then with a
sidecar, in which | was once going along with my codriver when it so happened that a tree
came exactiv between the motorcycle and the sidecar. | then had to take a rest for some
weeks with a dislocated collarbone. We learned to master our equipment to such effect
that we were able to shoot while going along in the field with a machine-gun mounted on
the sidecar. In the end | switched to sports cars, which were made available to us, for a
team of three, by a motor firm.

New tank units were being formed. Therefore, | was transferred in October 1938 to Bad
Kissingen, a spa and health resort near the cathedral city of Wuerzburg, in north Bavaria.
After its preceding spa season, Kissingen had already gone into hibernation, so we were
very welcome as an enlivening element.

Our first experience was gruesome for us all. It occurred during a night in November, the
Kristallnacht (Night of the Broken Glass), shameful for the whole of Germany. Heinrich
Himmler, his SS, and the SA had taken the murder of a German attach6 in Paris by a
young Jew as the occasion to destroy and set on fire Jewish synagogues and businesses
throughout Germany, Once again the leadership of th Wehrmacht did not intervene.
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Hitler had already been able to secure his regime, and surround himself with generals
agreeable to him, so that all we could do, operating at the base, was to distance ourselves
from these machinations.

The question is still asked today, both at home and abroad, why the Wehrmacht, and
especially its officer corps and the generals, failed to confront the gathering strength of
National Socialism in good time and put an end, or at least set limits, to its cadres and
Hitler's dangerous “playing with fire.” There were, in my view, the following reasons: The
army of 100,000 men to which we were entitled under the Treaty of Versailles was
deliberately trained to be nonpolitical.

As a result, the officer corps lacked perspective.

Hitler's initial successes (the elimination of unemployment and the Communist threat, as
well as the repatriation of former German territories to the Greater German Reich) restored
self-confidence to the German people and their growing Wehrmacht.

The young people who were called up for military service were recruited mainly from the
Hitler Youth and other National Socialist organizations and were correspondingly
motivated, if not fanaticized.

Most decisively, it seems to me: the oath of allegiance was the creed of the officer corps.
Hitler knew this and exploited it shamelessly!

Thus the year 1934 became a turning point. The Wehrmacht came to be abused as a
political power factor. After Hindenburg's death, the office of president which he had held
was merged with that of chancellor under Hitler. With that the German people, and
especially the Wehrmacht, lost its symbolic figure, who was required to stand outside and
above politics. On the strength of his personality Hindenburg, or a possible successor of
symbolic stature, might have been able to block questionable political decisions.

In spite of many warnings from inside and outside the country, and against its better
judgment, the German officer corps stood by its oath, even when that oath had eventually
to be taken anew to Adolf Hitler.

Who would have dared as an individual, in 1933 and 1934, to refuse to swear allegiance to
Hitler? The military leadership alone might have been able to, had they been politically
more astute and not dazzled by Hitler's personality.

Another question that is still discussed to the present day is the attempt on Hitier's life of
20 July 1944, was not made earlierat the latest after the start of the march into Russia in
1941. On the one hand, Hitler was so heavily guarded that an attempted assassination
was by no means a sure success. And on the other, the officers around Graf Stauffenberg,
leader of the conspiracy, felt bound by their oath of allegiance, and it was only the dire
situation after the Allied landing in 1944 that moved the group to their “act of desperation.”
They were aware when they did it that a “legend” could grow up around Hitler, and also
that the penalty the Allies would exact would amount to unconditional surrender. But they
wanted to try to stop Hitler and avert further suffering for the German people.
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Voices that even today in Germany condemn the assassination attempt as a “breach of the
oath of allegiance” are to be rejected, for an oath can only be binding so long as it is
compatible with the conscience of the individual and freely taken.

Europe on the Eve of War: Travels and Experiences

| longed to travel to new places. | wanted to follow the advice of my old mathematics
teacher, who said to me, “Travel as often as you can, and see your homeland from
outside. Make contact with people of other countries. Only then can you judge your
Fatherland correctly.” In the years from 1933 to 1935, when foreign currency was still
being allocated, | went to Prague and Warsaw, hence to countries in which | knew no one.
Later, after 1937, when only 15 marks per journey were authorized, | visited the western
and southern countries of Europe, in which | had friends and could survive quite well even
with only 15 marks. My encounters with other people, other languages, and cultures
confirmed my teacher's advice.

Prague, the “Golden City,” the point of intersection of Western and Eastern culture,
impressed me greatly. As did the famous spas of Karlsbad and Marienbad in all their
splendor. In Warsaw in 1934 there was no indication as yet of tension. | received a visa
without difficulty, although | was a young officer. Warsaw was a very Francophile city.
French architects had set their mark on the urban scene with their buildings and many
people with higher education spoke French. This made it easier for me to make contact
with the inhabitants, and | was able to observe that the Poles had no love either for us
Germans or for the Russians.

Further trips to Scandinavia were then followed by trips to France, which quickly became
familiar to me. My grandparents had a French governess, so much French was spoken in
their house. It was in general considered very chic at that time to parlerfrangais. Not only
the French language, but above all French savoir-vivre held a great fascination for me.
The charm of the French, and especially the charm of the cosmopolitan city of Paris, were
for me as a young man breathtaking. The concierges, the bistros, the yards of bread, the
secondhand bookshops on the Seine, the painters on Montmartre-here was the pulse of
life. One sat together over wine and discussed the world and all evil seemed so far away.

My trips to England were also a great enrichment for me. The British probably mean even
more to us northern Germans, and as a young man | was able to learn much from their
tolerance and their sense of humor. Once past the stage of small talk with them, | was
impressed by their cordiality and their hospitality. What gave them their confidence,
beyond their position as a world power? First of all, their long tradition and their cohesion
through monarchy, as well as a democracy developed over centuries.

One little experience always stayed in my mind. A banker with bowler hat and umbrella
bumped into a worker in the street.

“‘Awfully sorry,” | heard the banker say, as the first to apologize. Unimaginable in Germany.

One day at noon | was in Whitehall to watch the changing of the guard. A man in worn
clothes asked me for a light.
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“Are you French? You speak with an accent.”
“No, | come from Germany.” At that, words tumbled out.

"l was a prisoner in Germany from 1917 to 1918. | was well placed with a farmer. Look,
here's my war medal. Now I'm a Communist in this damned country that does nothing for
me. I've been out of work for months-But with you? Hitler has taken the unemployed off the
streets, everything is well organized, everyone can eat.,, | didn't want to be drawn into
discussion. The changing of the guard came to my rescue. Cuirassiers in their glittering
uniforms rode in; the whole splendor of the realm unfolded.

“Look at that,” cried the man, now beside me and carried away with joy. He took my arm.
“That's where no one can copy us British; that's our monarchy!” Venice was the dream
destination of honeymoon couples, and Rome was the cultural city that everyone wanted
to visit. In my classical grammar school | had read so much about Goethe's journeys to
Italy that | wanted to follow in his footsteps. So in 1934, with a friend, | planned a three-
week trip to Italy.

We adapted my DKW car for sleeping, took as our main luggage enough cans of gasoline
from Germany to see us at least to Rome and back, and also packed enough food to be as
independent as possible.

In Florence we met a lady who invited us to her house for a meal. She led us into a narrow
alley and *e stopped in front of a house with a grubby facade.

“Ecco, we're there. Please come in.” We felt a little uneasy. But we then came into the
inner courtyard, and the house that from the outside looked so sad turned out to be a
Palazzo with many art treasures and a dreamlike garden. It was the town house of a
principessa. We spent a wonderful day in those lovely surroundings.

Rome, with its seven hills, the Villa Borghese, the Piazza Colonna, and St. Peter's
Cathedral left us Prussians in endless amazement at so much beauty.

| traveled to Switzerland because we had relations there, the Zeppelins. A particular
attraction was skiing. In those days one still used the Kandahar binding, which was equally
suitable for climbing with skis and for the downward run. There were no skilifts as yet. One
climbed for hours, then descended to the valley in an hour through the untouched powdery
snow. The experiences we had on our ski tours were unique; they often lasted days and
were broken only by the night's rest in little mountain huts. At that time one could still enjoy
the peace and beauty of the mountain world, for there were hardly any tourists. At the
beginning of August 1939, | was once again, to my complete surprise, granted 14 days'
leave in Switzerland, although there i were already rumors of possible war and
complications with the i Poles. Perhaps the authorities wanted to show the Swiss and the i
international public that if an officer on active service was actually allowed to travel abroad
there could be no question of war. The two weeks were not up before | was recalled. My
division was on alert; all those on leave had to return at once to their garrisons. “Now
there'll be war,” said my friends. My attempts to reassure them were unsuccessful. So |
drove back to my garrison in Kissingen by the quickest route. There everyone was in high
spirits.
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Although we did not believe Josef Goebbels's propaganda that the Poles were about to
attack us, we wanted the corridor and Danzig returned to Germany. We scarcely believed
the Poles would resist; we anticipated easy going, as had been the case in
Czechoslovakia a year earlier. We were not hungry for war, as the Wehrmacht was not yet
ready, and our senior officers all remembered 1918. But we did not believe the British and
French would come to Poland's defense.

Blitzkrieg: Poland, 1939

The autumn sun shone warmly as our 2nd Light Division under General Stumme moved
out of its garrisons. Among its elements was our 7th Armored Reconnaissance Regiment
with its two battalions. From a hilltop our eyes strayed back again toward Bad Kissingen
and the mountains of the Rhoen, where we used to go skiing.

Officially we were to take part in 'grand maneuvers under combat conditions." Although live
ammunition was being carried, we were issued only blanks' Morale of the men was good,
my relations with the company excellent. On our eastward march we went through the
Sudetenland and continued past Prague in the direction of the Reich frontier in the region
of Gleiwitz. Local people greeted us everywhere with flowers and drinks.

“Are you going to Poland?” we were asked.

“Of course not,” we replied, “we're going on maneuvers.” On 26 August 1939, we reached
the frontier surreptitiously and took up position in a plantation. Suddenly the blank
cartridges were exchanged for live ammunition. Now there was no longer any doubt: we
were going to invade.

Now | had to show what | had learned, namely, how to defeat our opponent with as little
loss to ourselves as possible. | hardly knew what to expect. We still had the feeling of
being on maneuvers, and comforted ourselves finally with the thought that we had no need
to fear the Poles, since their army was not of great fighting strength or as well-equipped as
ours.

In the assembly area | went to each of my men and joked with them. They expressed great
confidence in me and believed that their “boss” would see to it that no unnecessary
sacrifice would be demanded.

On 31 August came the order. We would attack on the morning of | September at 0450
hours.

Our heavy. machine-guns were placed in a garden that belonged to a Heff Augustin, who
had been living there for some time.

His parents owned a textile factory in Lodz, in the middle of Poland.

“Wouldn't you like to come with us?” | asked him. “You speak fluent Polish and could be of
great service to us as an interpreter in the questioning of prisoners and to vouch for the
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proper treatment of the civilian population.” He agreed. No doubt he also hoped by this
means to see his parents again. We dressed him in a Wehrmacht uniform; an armband
proclaimed him to be a “Voluntary Interpreter.” At daybreak, our air force flew over the
frontier, to surprise the Polish air force on the ground, as we were told, and as far as
possible dispose of it. This gave us moral support. We heard that our navy was shelling
the port of Danzig and that troops were being landed.

We fell in with the armored reconnaissance regiment. The frontier was manned by a single
customs official. As one of our soldiers approached him, the terrified man opened the
barrier.

Without resistance we marched into Poland. Far and wide there was not a single Polish
soldier in sight, although they were supposed to have been preparing for an “invasion” of
Germany.

| spread my company out. We advanced on foot along a wide front and came to the first
Polish village. Still no Polish soldiers to be seen. In the marketplace we were greeted in
friendly fashion by the inhabitants, even given refreshments.

Where were the Polish troops?

We still had the feeling of being on maneuvers although we were 15 kilometers inside
Poland. Vigilant reconnaissance patrols on motorcycles with sidecars tried to make
headway through the thickly wooded terrain, to spy out the land. | had the armored cars
follow and continued the advance.

Late on the evening of | September we came up against our first opposition. In front of us
lay an open, rising tract of land, at the end of which was a village and a forest. Here the
Poles had set up a line of resistance on a hill, and opened a heavy fire from machine guns
and mortars. Shell splinters hissed through the trees. Branches broke off and fell on our
heads.

Our stomachs now felt distinctly uneasy. We had often practiced under combat conditions,
of course, and had been able thereby to get used to the firing and the landing of artillery
shells, as well as the sharp hammering of machine-guns. But that had always been at a
safe distance or from bunkers under cover.

Now, we were directly ex to enemy fire. We could find no cover, nor could we dig ourselves
in, since we were supposed to attack.

We formed up for the assault. Armored scout cars moved forward, as far and as well as
the terrain allowed, so as to give us covering fire from the MG24S.

Suddenly a round of machine-gun fire hit Private Uhl, not far from me. He was dead at
once. He was the first casualty in my company, and many of my men saw it. Now we were
all afraid.

Which of us would be the next? This was no longer a maneuver; it was war.
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“No. | and No.2 platoons attack,” | shouted, “No.3 platoon in reserve, the heavy platoon to
give fire-cover.” No one stirred. Everyone was afraid of being the next to die.

Including me. Anyone who says he was never afraid in his first P&Agment is a liar.

It was up to me, the CO to set the example. “Everyone follow me,” | shouted, and rushed
forward with my machine-pistol.

The training prevailed, and they all followed. We gained a little ground, but were then
forced to take cover by fire from machineguns and artillery.

The division worked out a new plan of attack: antiaircraft searchlights lit up the hill during
the night. Our scout cars shot at recognized positions with their 2cm tracer bullets. The
artillery took up the fire. It was a lurid scene.

At daybreak on 2 September we attacked anew and reached the village and the enemy
hill. Tle Poles had withdrawn. Before us was an image of horror. Lying about in the
abandoned positions were dead men and the cadavers of horses. The abandoned houses
were still burning. This sight gave us a first impression of the meaning of War. It took some
effort to come to terms with the reality.

We pushed forward. The thickly wooded terrain was trackless and made the operations of
our scout cars and tanks almost impossible. For two days we had to do without our field
kitchens. 'ne vehicles could not get through along the bad roads and in the thick woods.

On our march through villages and small towns we were again presented with the same
terrible picture. The air force had done quite a job and deeply demoralized the Poles. In
spite of that the Polish divisions fought heroically.

As my orderly Erich Beck later wrote, “We admired our opponents for their national pride
and commitment. They demanded our respect. We heard that a Polish cavalry regiment
had mounted an attack against our tanks. They had been told that the German tanks were
only wooden dummies.” All the bridges had been blown. Our army engineers did a
superhuman job of throwing up new ones. Polish snipers had lodged themselves in
haystacks and under thatched roofs and now had to be smoked out with tracer bullets.
There were fires everywhere.

The cities of Kielce, Radom, and Lodz were our targets in the next few days. The first
pockets were formed through pincer movements. We heard from division that the advance
along a wide front, from Upper Silesia to the Baltic, was making rapid headway.

On 6 September we eventually came up against strong resistance near a village on the
edge of the Lysa Gory. After fierce fighting with few losses we overcame our opponents,
whose strength now seemed to be finally broken. Cracow fell on the same day. Powerful
units were advancing on Warsaw from the west and northwest. in Lodz, which was hardly
contested any more, Augustin met his parents. | accompanied him. It was a moving
reunion. Since the heightened tension they had heard no more of each other.

Now the parents had their son back, forever, they hoped. We visited the family textile
factory and then went to a caf6 in the marketplace. We had coffee and plain cakes, both
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for us a great pleasure after the first hard days. West Prussia and the ancient city of
Danzig were not, it seemed, the only objective.

The whole of Poland was apparently to be occupied and wiped out, with the participation,
moreover, of the Russians, with whom Hitler had just signed a treaty of nonaggression. We
were amazed at how quickly Goebbels's propaganda could change people's minds 180
degrees. Now Russia was our ally!

We were given orders to clear the woods, secure the territory gained, and then hold
ourselves ready for the decisive advance on Warsaw.

While searching for a suitable command post for the company, my advance picket found a
large country house in the middle of the woods. It had been left untouched by the war. |
went there and was greeted by a charming old gentleman who spoke fluent German and
English. He had been the Polish ambassador in London and had now retired to his country
estate. His house was full of guests. A well-known pianist and other artists had fled there
from Warsaw at the outbreak of war in the hope of finding safety. The butler led me to a
guest room and asked-a macabre toucb-about my luggage.

After | had given the necessary orders to my company and made my report to division, the
master of the house invited me to take a little walk.

“Now look,” he said, “there's a good friend of mine who lives about twenty miles from here
and is married to a German from Silesia. I'm worried about them. Can you find out how
they are?” During our further conversation it turned out that the German woman was a
distant relative of mine. It struck me how senseless the war was, and yet there was no
escape from it. | promised to find out about his friends.

My host led me to his kennels, where he showed me a litter of young Irish setters. He had
brought the mother back with him from England. He picked up one of the puppies and
said, “May | give you this to cheer you up in a sad time?” | took it with pleasure and
christened it "Boy.,, Then in the evening we all sat around the fireplace in the great hall,
which extended to the roof. While the pianist played Chopin, we could hear sporadic
gunfire in the distance. There | was sitting among friendly people in a pleasant atmosphere
in a country that we had invaded.

| discovered that Poland's most famous animal painter lived in the next town and arranged
to visit him the following day. | was very fond of his work and asked him for one of his
watercolors that reflected the spirit of Poland. Next evening he brought me the painting. |
was enchanted. It portrayed a shepherd in a typical Polish landscape leading a long-
suffering little panye horse on a halter. The painting survived the war and still hangs in my
house today, reminding me of heavy hours, but also of pleasant ones.

That same evening a patrol came and reported that our host's friends were all right. He
was visibly relieved.

My commanding officer gave orders during the evening for the further advance on
Warsaw. The following morning | left that oasis with my watercolor and Irish setter.
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At the briefing for the next advance, my battalion commander told me that on 3 September,
France and Britain had declared war on Germany. So far, however, contrary to our fears,
they had not attacked. The daily Army Bulletin had merely reported some artillery duels
and increased aerial reconnaissance. We were relieved. Hitler seemed to have judged
both countfiescorrectly.

The British, as far as we knew, had not even sent an expeditionary force to the mainland.

We now marched on Warsaw. In the eastern part of Poland no operations were carried out
by our side. Clearly there were certain agreements here with the Russians. South of
Warsaw the two armored reconnaissance battalions took up their positions in a fruit
plantation.

On 9 September-after nine days of war-the greater part of Poland, insofar as it belonged to
the German sphere of influence, was occupied and in our hands. Only in Warsaw was
there still fighting. The remaining, still available elements if the Polish army had withdrawn
there to defend their capital after undergoing two weeks of heavy bombing and artillery
fire.

On 27 September, Warsaw was finally taken. We had seen no further action. Poland
seemed unable to offer any more resistance. We were used merely to mop up the territory
gained.

On one of my reconnaissance trips, which | made in my crosscountry car with my driver
Fink and an orderly, | discovered near a village a young Polish woman in uniform. She
pointed a machinepistol at us, but before she could fire we overpowered her.

“Do you belong to a women's battalion, or are you a partisan?” | asked her in French.

Her eyes were full of hate; snudl wonder after the war imposed on Poland. She led us to a
house in which her husband, a Polish officer, lay wounded. | put them both in my car and
handed them over to our medical squad, where her husband was immediately taken rare
of. She then thanked us.

“It's all so sad and hopeless. Why can't you let us live in peace? Now the Russians will
come, your allies, and hated by us. But Poland is not lost yet.” Her final words, as Augustin
told me, were those of the Polish national anthem.

On 17 September, the Russians had marched into eastern Poland.
A demarcation line was fixed by German and Russian delegations.

One of the interpreters was Boris von Karzov, whom | was to meet later in Russian
captivity. Poland was partitioned anew; the bitter history of the country took its course. On
5 October came the victory parade in Warsaw in Hitler's presence. Our division did not
have to take part. Among those on the platform next to Hitler was Rommel, at that time still
the commander of the units for Hitler's personal protection. During the fighting, however,
he had constantly visited the troops and had been fascinated, as he said later, by the use
of tank units under General Guderian. Soon after, Rommel managed to persuade Hitler to
let him take over a panzer division.
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The Polish war was over for us. A few of my men received the Iron Cross Il Class, among
them the brave leader of the heavy machine-gun platoon. He was promoted shortly after to
staff-sergeant.

| was particularly proud of the award to our company tailor. In Bad Kissingen he had
always been teased as “our little tailor.” Yet during engagements this insignificant man
surpassed himself.

He was employed, like the company cobbler, as a runner and conveyer of orders between
our rear sections and the units in action. Under heavy fire, in which we had to take cover,
“our little tailor” came forward with reports and orders at the risk of his life. It was a new
discovery for us that the stalwart and robust-seeming men often lost their nerve under
combatconditions, while the supposedly weak proved to be strong and kept their heads at
precarious moments.

The losses suffered in the nine days of war were comparatively light. Of my platoon
leaders, Lieutenant von Fuerstenberg was out of action for a long time with a severe
stomach wound. As for our dead, we were able to bury them with dignity and to some
extent with military honors.

The ensuing days of rest did us good. | had time to thank all the men in my company. “rt
was a good thing you made us dig in quickly,” they told me. “There's no doubt the hard
training saved the lives of a lot of us.” Morale was first class. No one thought here, just
outside Warsaw, about how things might go later.

| received permission to travel into Warsaw, which | would be seeing again after many
years. The outer and industrial districts had suffered badly from the air attacks, but the
center had remained to a large extent untouched. There life was returning to normal. The
Poles knew how to come to terms, again and again, with the blows of fate. In the caf6 of
the largest hotel in the center | obtained my drink as though nothing had happened. One
felt that as occupiers we Germans were still more welcome to the Poles than the
Russians. Unfortunately, that was soon to change.

At the end of September the division was transferred back to its garrisons in Germany. We
marched once more through the Sudetenland to Bad Kissingen.
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Colonel Hans von Luck inspects his 7th tank company, Reconnaissance regiment
before leaving for Poland, 1939.
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Wehrmacht soldiers in a destroyed village, Poland, 1939.
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Interim, 1939-1940

Our reception in Bad Kissingen was overwhelming. The Kissingers thronged the roadside
and showered us with flowers.

Opposite the Kurhaus, already closed, stood our commander, to lead the march-past of
our battalion. There was much laughter when my Irish setter, Boy, on the cover of a truck,
barked loudly at the band. The civic dignitaries naturally turned up for the reception. These
Nazi functionaries sunned themselves in our success, as though the achievement had
been theirs.

In the following days everyone was allowed out. Many of the restaurants and bars
reopened and supplied free beer. Sepp Huber, the proprietor of the Huber Bar, produced a
long-hoarded bottle of Scotch from his cellars. It turned into a long night.

The civilian population, and most of us, thought that with the Polish campaign the war
would be over. The French and the British had not attacked. Would there be a second
“Munich”?

Would the Prime Ministers Daladier and Chamberlain try again to come to terms with
Hitler? Perhaps it was wishful thinking, but it seemed that, with the bloodless “Return
home to the Reich” of German-speaking territories, the occupation of the Sudetenland and
Czechoslovakia, and the “liberation” of West Prussia and Danzig in a blitzkrieg with few
casualties, all the goals that redressed the “injustice” of the Treaty of Ven6iles had been
achieved. But | had my doubts. Hitler's hatred of France, against whom he had fought in
the First World War, was too deep.

The propaganda machine was again going full blast. The names Alsace and Lorraine were
also cropping up, territories that had had to be ceded in the wars of 1870-71 and 1914-18,
first to Germany and then back to France.

All of us in turn received leave for short visits to our families. We enjoyed those days, but
reality soon caught up with us again. "Me Wehrmacht, especially the armoured branch,
was being further enlarged. New panzer divisions were being set up from cadres that had
to be supplied by us. Our 2nd Light Division was reorganized and re-equipped to form the
7th Panzer Division. By an order of 6 February 1940, General Erwin Rommel, my infantry
instructor from Dresden, became our divisional commander; he took over the panzer
division at Bad Godesberg on the 10th. Much as we admired this man, we wondered if an
infantryman could be a commander of tanks.

We soon found out. Rommel had made himself thoroughly familiar with the tactics of tank
warfare. A completely new wind blew among us from now on. The division was left with
only a single armoured reconnaissance battalion, Battalion 37, under Major Erdmann. He
now became our commanding officer. Like many other commanders, he had taken part in
the First World War. We respected his combat experience and at once felt confidence in
him.
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The division received new, better tanks. The Mark Il with its 5cm gun and the Mark IV with
its 7.5cm “stubby” gun were faster, better armed, and better armoured. With the three-axis
armored scout car and a 3.8cm gun, we received a better reconnaissance vehicle.

We moved from Kissingen to the little village of Heimersheim on the northern fringe of the
Rhoen Mountains. Hard training began, which was made more difficult by a very severe
winter.

Rommel organized field exercises in all weathers, and also by night. He visited every unit
daily and insisted that the same units should always work together. Thus tank people,
artillerymen, and infantrymen got to know each other and became coordinated. A team
was formed within the division, which was later to prove extremely important.

The propaganda increased. Hitler mocked the French. He referred ever more frequently to

“Whiskey Churchill” and later to the “Paralytic Roosevelt.” Was the ever growing strength
of the Wehrmacht intended to deter the Western Allies from making an attack, or did Hitler
plan to enter France? We did not know.

We relied on ourselves and our modern weapons, which seemed to be superior to those of
our opponents.

The first SS panzer divisions were organized. Their nucleus was made up of the
Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler (Hitler's personal guard) under their commander Sepp Dietrich.
We suspected, not without reason, that with the Waffen-SS Hitler wanteo to create a
counterweight to the army, especially to the conservative officer corps, and we were by no
means happy about it. Although Himmler, the “highest SS leader,” assumed responsibility
for the disposition of the men and their equipment, and through his influence recruited the
best people for his Waffen-SS, all SS units were tactically under the control of the army, so
it was still a cooperation rather than a rivalry. For want of experienced troop leaders, army
officers were transferréd to the Waffen-SS as commanders and to their dismay were given
SS service ranks.

The severe winter of 1939/40 duly passed. In the meantime the British had begun to move
an expeditionary force to northern France. But things still remained comparatively quiet on
the westem front.

In the middle of February we were transferred to Demau on the Ahr, hence practically to
the western front. Rommel visited every unit. He told us that he was proud to be permitted
to lead a panzer division. Guderian, too, came to inspect and talk to us. “You are the
cavalry,” he told us. “Your job is to break through and keep going.” We would thrust in a
straight line to the west, to the Belgian frontier east of Luettich Li6ge), hence far to the
north of the French border.
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France, 1940

At the beginning of May, we moved west to the Eiffel Mountains.

Rommel was in a nearby training area with parts of the division for practice with live
ammunition. With the older commanders and reserve officers, who had taken part in the
First World War, we discussed what lay before us.

“It won't be a walk-over, as in Poland,” we were warned. “The French and the British are
quite different opponents.” We younger ones replied that there could not, and must not, be
any trench warfare as in 1914-18. Our tank force was too mobile for that, our attitude too
positive. We youngsters thought always of Guderian and his flashing eyes when he
explained his tactics to US. Rommel, the Alpine soldier of the First World War, had
convinced us during our exercises that he had adapted himself to mobile warfare and was
the right tank commander for us.

On the evening of 9 May we company commanders were summoned to our commanding
officer, Major Erdmann. “Tomorrow morning we march into Belgium. The initial resistance
at the frontier must be quickly overcome; the goal of our 7th Panzer Division is the Meuse
near Dinant. Along with the 5th Panzer Division, we are part of General Hoth's Panzer
Corps, which will advance as spearhead through the Ardennes. Our reconnaissance
battalion can take pride in being at the forefront of the division.” At 0532 hours on 10 May
we fell in. The Belgian frontier posts withdrew at once or surrendered. Skirting the northern
edge of Luxembourg, we advanced due west through the difficult terrain of the Ardennes
and without great resistance reached the Meuse north of Dinant on 12 May. From the high
ground we could see the valley and, on its western side, further heavily wooded hills. We
could also see, however, the broken bridges, which Rommel would have liked to take
intact. We felt our way slowly down into the valley, but at once came under well-directed
gunfire and were straddled by heavy artillery.

Rommel appeared among us, as so often in the following weeks, in order to form
personally a picture of the situation. He arrived

his armoured car, speciality equipped with radio gear. “What's going on?” he asked.
“Held up by artillery fire,” we replied.

“Show me. Where is the fire coming from?” Standing in his armoured car, he studied the
opposite bank with his binoculars.

He was calm and steady, giving no sign of uncertainty or nervousness. Within minutes he
made his decision.

“Stay put,” he told us. “This is a job for the infantry.” The May sun was already shining
warmly. The river valley lay peacefully below us. Soon we saw elements of the 7th Panzer
Grenadier Regiment climbing down the hill, accompanied by army engineers with rubber
dinghies. Further south, near Dinant, the 6th Panzer Grenadier Regiment was on the
move.
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Hardly had the first boats been lowered into the water than all bell broke loose. Snipers
and heavy artillery straddled the defenceless men in the boats. With our tanks and our
own artillery we tried to neutralize the enemy, but he was too well screened. The infantry
attack came to a standstill.

Rommel went to Dinant to see whether the other regiment had been more successful. But
there, too, dinghy after dinghy had been sunk.

“Smoke,” thought Rommel, but we had no smoke shells. Again came one of Rommel's
instant decisions made on the spot: some houses that stood in the right direction for the
wind were shot into flames, and under cover of the smoke the attack was begun again.

Like a whirlwind Rommel came back to us, at once organizing covering fire for the 7th
Panzer Grenadier Regiment. He personally took command of its 2nd Battalion. With the
second wave Rommel was across the river, where it became possible to form a small
bridgehead in the teeth of the French, who defended themselves bravely.

During the night the first tanks were ferried over by the engineers. On the morning of 14
May we took up the attack with the infantry.

Rommel was there again; his command post could not hold him.
His command tank was hit and the driver put it in A ditch.

Rommel was slightly wounded, but hurried forward on foot-in the midst of enemy fire. “Is
Rommel immune?” we asked ourselves.

It made a strong impression on all the officers and men; his example spurred us on.

From the bridgehead a breakout was successfully made: the way to the west seemed
open. Our reconnaissance battalion was put across and we at Once set out from the
bridgehead into the western advance.

“Keep going, don't look to left or right, only forward. I'll cover your flanks if necessary. The
enemy is confused; we must take advantage of it.” So ran Rommel's unorthodox orders.

The panzer regiment moved up, and with it a special unit of engineers. Together we
managed to make a breach in the French line, one and a half miles deep. Rommel was
again right up at the front, driving us on. During the night we were already advancing
through the town of Avesnes and next day, the 17th, we reached the River Sambre, where
the bridges were intact.

The French were caught completely unawares by our impetuous advance and retreated, to
some extent with signs of disbandment.

“La guerre est finie, je men fou,” we heard, shouted by some French soldiers.

What was up with the famous French army, which in the First World War had fought
against us so bravely and on equal terms?
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In the first place, we thought, the “impregnable” Maginot Line had given them a feeling of
complete security; second, they had undoubtedly underestimated our fighting strength and
mobility.

They did not draw lessons from the blitzkrieg in Poland. In addition, the French will to
wage war against us seemed to be very weak, although such outstanding leaders as
Marshal P6tain and General Weygand were at the head of the French army.

We had no information about the situation either in the individual sectors of the front or as
a whole. We had the feeling of being alone at the head of a division advancing
tempestuously. “Forward!” was the cry. By 18 May our panzer regiment was already rolling
into Cambrai, that historic town which became famous in the First World War as the place
where the British first used tanks With our reconnaissance battalion we covered the tank
advance on the left flank and were thereby involved again and again with the flood of
retreating French soldiers, who in their panic mingled to a large extent with the civilian
population. I/ The division closed up. On 20 May the important St. Quentin canal was
crossed. That evening we heard that Guderian, with three armoured divisions, who had
been rushing forward to the south of us, had reached Abbeville on the Somme and was
thus only 15 miles from the Channel coast. and brought about a turning point in the war.

Where were the British, whom we were now crediting with more fighting spirit? On the one
hand they were tougher than the demoralized French, and on the other they had their
backs to the Channel, which separated them from their base on the island.

For them, winning was a matter of survival.

On 20 May we reached the area south of Arras. For the first time a division of the Waffen-
SS appeared in support of us. We advanced on the La Bass6e canal. Rommel wanted at
all costs to skirt Arras on the west, so as to cut off the way to the coast for the British who
were presumed to be in the area. When our tanks reached and closed the arterial road
leading from Arras to the west, a hard and costly battle was about to begin for our division.

| was with my company on the canal, trying to force a crossing.

All the bridges had been destroyed. In addition, the French had sunk all the river boats.
We were coming under accurate sniper fire from the opposite bank. As | sprang to one of
our antitank guns to direct its fire, | received a shot in the right hand.

My pistol whirled through the air; several of my fingertips had been shot through and | was
bleeding heavily. As my orderly Erich Beck recalls, "l at once fetched an armoured car. As |
tried to get my boss on to it, he slipped away under my hands.

“My God,” | thought, 'now he's really had it.“ But next day he was back among us, with his
arm in a sling.” Assault parties had brought in a few prisoners, whom | questioned. After
some coaxing, it turned out that the British battalion opposite us belonged to the Grenadier
Guards. Its commander was an old friend of mine, with whom | had sat together in the
Marlborough Club in London only shortly before the war. How senseless it all was, |
thought.
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During the night we used rubber boats to cross and, against light opposition, succeeded in
establishing a bridgehead on the other bank. Engineers had to construct the pontoon
bridge like a snake through the sunken barges and lighters. During the violent crossing of
the canal, Rommel stood like a target on the embankment and directed the fire, while next
to him men were being wounded and even killed. Once again he spurred us on by his
exemplary behaviour. Only when Stukas (JU 87 dive-bombers) came into action was the
crossing finally successful.

Meanwhile the British had decided, even without the French, to launch a counter-attack
east of Arras on our right flank. One of our panzer grenadier regiments caught the brunt of
it. Our own were already west of Arras at the time. The situation became increasingly
critical, so Rommel decided to intervene again personally. To our dismay the British
attacked with a new tank which, though slow, was well armoured, the Matilda, against
which our 3.7cm antitank gun was powerless.

Rommel realized this at once and brought up an 88mm battery. He personally directed the
88s shot by shot with the result that over 30 British tanks were knocked out and the enemy
withdrew.

Rommel never even noticed that one of his orderly officers was killed beside him. The
battle for the La Bass6e canal and Arras lasted several days and cost the division its
heaviest casualties so far.

Rommel's unorthodox tactics horrified the general staff. Even Hitler wanted to stop the
headlong forward rush and order a halt to operations. But as Rommel told us, “l must and
will turn the favourable situation to our advantage. Our opponents are beginning to fall
back and must not be allowed to find a foothold again.” We believed him, trusted him, and
went along with him.

With two bridgeheads,-we pushed forward again at once and on 27 May reached the area
south of Lille. The panzer regiment advanced even further during the night and in the early
morning was able to block the arterial road from Lille to Dunkirk at Lomm6. We suffered
from the dust, which covered the vehicles and gave us the feeling of chewing dry biscuits
all the time.

On 28 May, Rommel was with his command tank at the command post of the panzer
regiment when heavy artillery fire suddenly opened. up, which from its direction could only
have come from our own artillery. We had probably advanced too fast.

Communications were not always so quick. Also with Rommel, to receive fresh orders,
was my commander, Major Erdmann.

Erich Beck recalls, "We were just going to have breakfast when a runner came,
summoning our boss, von Luck, to Rommel's command post. | needed a little time to pack
everything.

“Beck, where are you, man?” the boss called, “I've got to go to the general.”

“Just as we got to the outskirts of the town where we were to meet Rommel, it came under
heavy artillery fife. In front of a house lay a dead man. It was our commander, Erdmann.
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Rommel stood near by brushing the dust from his uniform. Rommel seemed to be greatly
affected by this death. He had lost one of his old and reliable commanders. | thought, "Was
it thanks to our guardian angel that we left a few minutes late?” Rommel turned to me:
"Von Luck, you will take over command of Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion 37 at once.
You will receive fresh orders immediately." | was the second youngest company
commander in the battalion.

“General,” | protested, “some of the company commanders are older than me. Does your
decision stand in spite of that?”

“You're in charge, full stop. If the company commanders obstruct your orders, | will replace
them.” This again was one of Rommel's unorthodox measures. With him, performance
counted for more than rank or seniority.

While securing its right flank, the whole division now advanced on the area west of Lille.
The British, after their unsuccessful attempt at a counter-attack set off “Operation
Dynamo,” the beginning of the evacuation through Dunkirk.

On 31 May a French division surrendered in and around Lille.

The British managed to get more than 330,000 men back across the Channel to England.
We could not understand why we let so many get away.

As our Intelligence reported, the French, after the loss of the area north of the Somme and
their divisions in action there, built up a new line of defence, apparently in haste, south of
the Somme, which was called after their commander in chief the “Weygand Line.” On the
north bank of the Somme, meanwhile, our follow-up infantry divisions secured our
southern flank. The 7th Panzer Division, the “Phantom Division,” as the French had by
now respectfully christened it, was given a few days' rest to restore men and material.

On 2 June Rommel was awarded the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross by Hitler personally,
the first divisional commander to receive it. As he presented it, Hitler remarked, “We were
all very worried, but success proved you right.” The days of rest did us good. We could
bury our dead and our fallen commander Erdmann with dignity and with military honours.

The first mail went to our families. | visited my companies and thanked them for their effort.
| dwelt longer with my own company, which was now being led by Staff-Sergeant Werner
Almus.

Rommel had agreed to my suggestion that the company should be led by Aimus, who was
well known to all the men and NCOS, and not by an officer brought in from the Officer
Reserve.

| enjoined all the men to behave correctly toward the civilian population and not play the
conqueror. The inhabitants rewarded us for this behaviour. Not once did we hear the words
sale Boche (“dirty German”).

During these days medals were awarded with due ceremony. | received the Iron Cross |
Class. After the award of the Knight's Cross, Rommel came back from Hitler's advanced
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headquarters at Charieville and sent for us commanders to issue us new orders. The gist
of what he said was as follows.

"The advance movement has led to complete success. Now it is a matter of encircling the
British and preventing the bulk of them from retreating to their island.

“The enemy is exposed to annihilation,” he went on in his Swabian dialect. “We shall thrust
forward across the Somme to the Seine and not bother about our opponents, whom we
will overtake or leave behind on our right and left flanks. Our goal is the Seine, which we
must reach at Rouen, on the right wing of the Corps. In so doing we shall try to capture the
Seine bridges intact. Carry on as before. | have complete confidence in you.” On 5 and 6
June we -advanced in “open battle order” across the flat terrain, avoiding the main roads,
along which the civilian population and retreating elements of the French 10th Army were
moving south. We reached the Somme and took ion of its bridges, surprisingly intact.
Always up at the front was the reconnaissance battalion. After us came the tanks, then the
grenadier regiments, and the artillery. We no longer bothered about the enemy and had
not time to take prisoners. On the far side of the Somme we suddenly came upon
resistance, the Weypnd Line.

| had the motorcycle escorts break off and attack under covering fire. | was with them
myself and was forced to take cover as we came under heavy artillery fire. Then | heard a
voice behind me, “Captain, your breakfast.” | turned around and coul4n't believe my eyes.
One of my runners, Lance-Corporal Fritsche, a'hotelier from the Saarland, had crawled
forward through enemy fire carrying a tray with some sandwiches, which were even
garnished with parsley and a paper napkin.

“Man, are you mad? I'm hungry all right, but at the moment | have other things to do than
eat breakfast.”

“Yes, | know, but a hungry commander gets nervous. | feel responsible for your welfare.”
And he was off again, back through the fire.

The men around me, who were lying in full cover, just shook their heads and found it quite
in order that | was able, somewhat later, to pin the Iron Cross Il Class on this man.

With the support of tanks and artillery, the Weygand Line was successfully breached. In
only two days we covered about 100 kilometers of open terrain and on 7 June reached the
Seine at Rouen. There the Luftwaffe had done quite a job. From afar we could already see
huge clouds of black smoke hanging in the sky.

From the hills on the southern edge of Rouen we saw the burning oil tanks and the harbor,
but also the Seine bridges, every one of which had been destroyed. | reported this to
Rommel, who ordered the hills to be held until the arrival of new instructions. it will be a
hard crossing," we all thought to ourselves.

Next day came the new order: “The division will leave the Seine and turn west, so as to
reach the Channel coast north of Le Havre. In the harbors between Le Havre and Dieppe
there are said to be British units still, waiting to be evacuated.” On 8 and 9 June we
pushed forward in the direction of the Channel coast. The French and British covered the
planned evacuation with hastily constructed lines of defense.
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At this point, | received from Rommel one of his unorthodox, mad" commissions. After my
battalion had reached its first objective on the evening of 8 June, and in so doing had
thrust at times straight through French columns without bothering about prisoners or
resistance on our flanks, just as Rommel had ordered, he appeared at my command post,
sat down at a table and studied the map.

"Von Luck, you will fall in tomorrow morning before daylight and push through to the west
for about 30 kilometers. There you will reach a hill from which you can overlook the whole
terrain.

Take the hill and establish yourself there until | arrive with the tanks. Don't look to left or
right, only forward all the time. If you get into difficulties let me know.“ My intelligence had
reported meanwhile that the Allies had set up a strong antitank front 5 kilometers to the
west. It was obvious to me that | could not possibly reach the objective with my lightly
armed recce battalion. But | knew Rommel, and knew that he set goals as distantly as
possible, and that he would not tolerate contradiction but expected his commanders to try
and do as well as they could. (I was able to observe again and againpecially in North
Africa-how commanders opposed his orders, which often seemed impossible to carry out,
and were promptly replaced.) So without raising objections, | said, "General, | have
understood your commission. As | see from the map, the hill to be taken is only about 10
kilometers from the coast. Why shouldn't | push on at once to the Channel, then we could
at least have a bath?" Rommel laughed; he liked such reactions from his commanders.

So we fell in next morning and, as was to be anticipated, came upon strong antitank
defenses, against which we had nothing to throw in. We made only 5 kilometers progress
in all. | reported this to Rommel. Shortly after he came to us and satisfied himself
personally of the situation.

“I'll have artillery laid on at once and have some tanks push through. Then proceed as
before, in accordance with my orders.” The eyes of the men around me were shining. They
had faith in Rommel and knew that he would give no orders that endangered their lives
unnecessarily.

Rommel's tactics worked-we got through and resumed the advance.

On 9 June we reached the coast. Rommel sent off his famous signal to headquarters: “Am
at sea.” Further north lay the little port of St. Val6ry sur Mir, in which according to aerial
reconnaissance there were still considerable Allied forces.

Rommel sent for me.

‘I am going to take St. Val6ry with the division. You will keep one 88mm battery as support
and take the little port of F6camp south of here and secure the Le Havre direction.” While
Rommel advanced with the division on St. Val6ry, where he encountered stiff resistance,
there began for my armored reconnaissance battalion one of the oddest, indeed almost
amusing episodes of the French campaign. With scout car patrols in front, to keep a look-
out and protect us against surprise, we marched along the cliff-top road the 30 or so
kilometers to the south. We met with no opposition. Here even civilian traffic had petered
gut.
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By the evening of 9 June we were on the hills north of F6camp.

We moved quietly, for no one was supposed to know of our presence. We had to exploit
the effect of surprise.

We could see the little harbor, in which lay two British destroyers. They were obviously
there for the evacuation. We could see the promenade with pretty villas and a casino, as
we supposed. In the harbor and on the streets we could detect a good deal of enemy
movement. The French and British seemed to be preparing for embarkation. To our
astonishment neither the harbor nor the town itself was secured by outposts on the high
ground. No one seemed to be expecting us. The evening sun bathed this pretty resort in a
warm light.

Bearing in mind the relative forces and the presence of the two destroyers, | thought of a
plan for the following morning, which | explained that evening to the company
commanders and the leader of the 88mm battery.

“The hills before F6camp will be occupied by the motorcycle escorts, the armored scout
cars will hold back, so that they can intervene where necessary, the heavy company will
secure the motorcycle escorts. The 88s will be positioned on the cliffs in such a way that
they can attack the two destroyers, both in the harbor and at sea should they leave it.
Everything must be done without attracting attention. No loud commands, no unnecessary
vehicle movements.” | sent for Kardorff, my orderly officer. Kardorff spoke fluent French,
having attended a French school in Berlin.

“Kardorff, tomorrow morning you will go to F6camp with a runner and a white flag, ask for
the local commander and demand the surrender of the whole garrison. Tell him that the
town is surrounded on all sides and that the two destroyers must leave the harbor
immediately without taking anyone on board. All clear?” Early in the morning Kardorff went
off. We saw him disappear into the town. Would my trick work? After a short time Kardorff
came back.

“The mayor and the French commandant seem to agree, but the British flatly decline.”
What now? | couldn't lose face, so had to go on with the game. m6 Toward 10:00 A.M. |
sent for Kardorff once more. "Go into the town again and tell the mayor that | should like to
spare his beautiful resort. He might care to exert his influence on the Allied commanders in
the interests of the inhabitants.

There is no escape, only unnecessary loss. If the garrison again declines to surrender, |
will open fire on the town and harbor at twelve o'clock with every gun, and call up the
Luftwaffe for bombardment." Kardorff went into the town once more and again came back
with a refusal. | sent for the company commanders and the leader of the 88mm battery.

“We shall have to keep our word now and open fire on the town punctually at twelve
o'clock,” | said.

Apart from the 88s, | had only a 3.7cm antitank gun, the 2cm guns of the scout cars and
the normal machine-gun equipment of the motorcycle escorts. So my orders were:
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"Punctually at 1200 hours fire will be opened from every gun, including signal pistols, to
pretend that we're stronger than we really are. The 88s will try to set the destroyers on fire;
aim for the gun-turrets and the bridges.,, Everybody made preparations. We were in a
strange mood. No one wanted to destroy this famous resort. At 11:30, a civilian came up
the hill. He held a white cloth in his hand. He was brought before me.

“What's going on in the town, Monsieur? Why doesn't your mayor surrender the place?” |
asked him. “Tell me where the British are and which buildings are important.” The man
said he had been afraid and that was why he had run away. The British were mainly in the
harbor, preparing the ethbarkation. "They're clearing out and leaving us to our fate.

Please spare the town. Look, the building over there is the old Benedictine monastery;
there in the middle is the old town hall, and there, on the promenade, is our casino.“ | put
two and two together and asked, "The monastery, is that where the famous Benedictine
liqueur is made?"

“Yes, that's the place,” he replied.

At that | sent for the commanders again and gave directions, “The monastery, the town
hall, and the casino are not to be touched. Concentrate on the harbor and the radio
station. The 88s will destroy the radio station first and then concentrate on the destroyers.”
Luck was on our side. A few minutes before twelve a squadron of Luftwaffe bombes flew
over the town, obviously on their way to England. In addition, one machine dropped three
bombs, whether by mistake or to hit the destroyers we didn't know. At the same moment |
ordered “Fire!” A somewhat ineffective but nonetheless intensive hail of shots fell on the
harbor like fireworks. We all had to laugh as blue, red, and yellow tracer ammunition
provided a backdrop.

Suddenly a white flag went up over the town hall: capitulation!

The two destroyers left the harbor full steam ahead and began to shoot at our positions.
Unfortunately that cost us a few casualties, until the 88s managed to hit one of the
destroyers, which continued its voyage under a smoke screen.

| at once ordered cease fire and summoned Kardorff.

“We will both go into the town now and arrange the surrender.” At that moment a couple of
Wellington bombers came flying toward us. The 88s opened fire immediately. One
machine went down in flames. The crew hung from their parachutes and landed right in my
positions.

“You're in luck,” | greeted them. “You'll be staying here with me for the time being.” We
then set off in a scout car on our journey into the town, where the mayor handed me the
key to the resort.

“Monsieur le Maire, | ordered your town hall, the monastery, and the casino not to be hit
out of respect for these historic buildinp. La guerre est finie pour vous; bring the
inhabitants out of the cellars, open the shops. We will pay in genuine currency. Nothing will
happen to any of you.” in all those weeks | had seldom seen such a grateful and surprised
Frenchman as that mayor. While | stayed with him, | sent Kardorff up the hill to bring the
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commanders to me. | ordered the southern hills to be occupied, the radio station to be
switched off, and feelers to be put out to the south by reconnaissance patrols. The town
was to be hermetically sealed on all sides. Half of every unit was to have a few hours free
in turn, to take a bath in the sea and to go shopping. | reported by radio to Rommel that
F6camp had been captured with light casualties, only a half dozen, that many French and
British had been made prisoner, nearly 200 men, and that protective measures had been
taken to the south.

Rommel radioed back, “Bravo von Luck. You remain responsible for the town. My
ultimatum for the surrender of St. Val6ry has been rejected. | am preparing bomb attacks
and an attack with tanks.” The following day Rommel radioed, "St. Val6ry has surrendered.

Several generals, including the commander of the 51st Highland Division, and thousands
of prisoners taken. The division has one to two days' rest.“ We were ovedoyed. On the
spur of the moment | asked Rommel by radio, "Can you send me the divisional band? The
inhabitants are grateful and friendly. In addition | have sealed off the town on all sides,
even to German 'visitors,“ except for you personally, of course. Have | your agreement?”
Rommel understood a bit of fun; he was in a good mood after his success and consented
to both the band and the sealing off of the town.

With the major and my adjutant | now viewed the resort. We first visited the Benedictine
monastery, where we were greeted b“ the abbot. "Monsieur IABB6 (I should have called
him Mongneur), | heard about your monastery at the last minute before the shelling of the
town and at once ordered that no shot was to fall on your building. | hope everything is
intact." The abbot thanked me effusively for our forbearance and asked whether he might
show me the monastery. | am somewhat ashamed to admit that the Benedictine liqueur
was one of the decisive factors in sparing the monastery. As we descended to the cellars, |
could see thousands of bottles and a large number of old barrels.

“Does the famous Benedictine come from these cellars?” | asked innocently.

“It certainly does, and to show our gratitude | should like to ofrer all your men a bottle.” The
abbot paled when | told him the strength of my unit, 1,100 men. But he kept his word.

Since that day | have always drunk Benedictine with particular respect.

On the afternoon of 12 June, probably for the only time during the campaign, a German
band gave a promenade concert in front of the casino. French and German soldiers
strolled about together on the promenade and were glad that the battle for F6camp had
been executed so bloodlessly.

| instructed my “hotelier’-the runner with the breakfast-to do some shopping and prepare a
meal for that evening in the casino.

He was now in his element. Then the mayor appeared with a German U-boat officer,
whose ship had been shot up in the Channel. He was the only one to be taken prisoner by
the French. “In the excitement of yesterday we forgot that we had this gentleman in our
prison,” the mayor apologized.
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Sitting together dt the festive table that evening were the officers of tiy battalion, the
successful leader of the 88mm battery, a German U-boat officer, and the crew of a British
Wellington bomber, besides the mayor of F6camp.

On 15 and 16 June we were set on the march agai Le Havre was left alone and would be
taken by other units. Rommel told us that we were now to cross the Seine; the bridges had
been rebuilt and substantial bridgeheads secured. Our goal now was the naval port of
Cherbourg, which had been developed as a fortress and was to become an important
base for our navy.

We crossed the Seine on 17 June and literally “stormed” through Normandy toward
Cherbourg. On that day we covered nearly 350 kilometers, our reconnaissance battalion,
because of its greater mobilty, again forming the spearhead.

Early on 18 June we were at the outer forts of the Cherbourg citadel. Rommel at once
called for Stukas, which bombed fort after fort. On 19 June, at a formal ceremony, the
French commandant surrendered the fortress. Rommel was very courteous and paid
tribute to the garrison. | believe this fair attitude, which he himself always showed toward
the defeated enemy, earned him respecteven abroad.

Rommel was already somewhat vain, but we were happy to overlook this. He always had
his camera on hand, to photograph the most important scenes. He was taken to task later
because he had obviously “improved” the figures for his achievements. In the main,
though, it was his unconventional mode of fighting that evoked the criticism of him, and
also the envy of some senior officers. According to Rommel's account, the division had
taken 97,648 prisoners in six weeks, against losses of its own of 1,600 dead and
wounded. Certainly a proud balance.

We did not stop at Cherbourg, but pushed on south at once through Brittany, in the general
direction of Rennes and Nantes on the Loire. A captured French captain told Rommel, as |
translated, that Marshal P6tain had offered an armistice. In spite of that, we advanced
further south so as to control if possible the whole Atlantic coast. St. Nazaire and La
Rochelle fell into our hands; practically no resistance was offered any more. The stream of
refugees gradually dried up; half of Paris seemed to have fled south to the Mediterranean
coast and to Bordeaux. On 21 June the armistice was signed at Compipe; of its provisos
we at first heard nothing.

On we went south. “Bordeaux is our goal,” said Rommel. When | arrived with the first
elements' of my reconnaissance battalion at the Gironde, a river north of Bordeaux,
Rommel told us to stop. At a briefing of commanders we heard that P6tain was still

in ]3ordeaux with his provisional government, but would be transferring his seat to Vichy, in
the part of France not to be occupied by us.

“You will secure the area by the river with your battalion,” Rommel ordered. “Give your
men some time to rest. With the armistice the French campaign is over and won.” | posted
an armored patrol and some motorcycle escorts at the northern approach to the bridge. My
people relaxed and behaved in exemplary fashion toward the inhabitants.

Here | went through the last, this time entertaining, episode of the French campaign. On
the second day of our “bridge watch” a runner reported, “Captain, a French colonel with a
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white flag has arrived and would like to speak to the local commander.” | went along,
greeted the colonel politely and asked what he wanted.

“Mon Capitaine,” he said, "General Weygand, chief of the French general staff, requests
that an authorized officer be sent to Bordeaux to make arrangements for the withdrawal of
the provisional government of Marshal P&tain and the surrender of the city to the
Wehrmacht. Your authorized officer will work with General Weygand and the mayor. He will
have an office in the district army building and accommodation in the Grand Hotel.

Would you kindly settle this question at once with your divisional or corps commander. |
am instructed to wait here for your answer.“ | winked at Kardorff, "This is a job for us,
Kardorff.“ | informed Rommel by radio and suggested, "General, | speak good French and
have Kardorff as interpreter; | think | should go to Bordeaux."

“‘Agreed,” came Rommel's reply. “I take responsibility and will inform Corps headquarters.
The task of the battalion remains unchanged. Hand over to yqur senior company
commander.” | was glad to have something to do and quickly bad two scout cars polished
up to the nines, equipped with ammunition (who knew what might be happening in
Bordeaux?), and manned by our best crews. | settled for my jeep and, besides Kardorff,
took the driver and an orderly.

So our little convoy appeared at the bridge, where the French colonel was waiting.

“Cest moi-mme, mon Colonel; I'm coming to Bordeaux with you.,, "Trs bien, let's go." The
closer we got to Bordeaux the heavier the traffic became.

The city seemed to be crammed. Many who still bad enough money had fled there from
Paris. The Colonel billeted me at the Grand Hotel. Next to me was Kardorfr, and rooms
there were also made available for the crews of the armored cars. | was somewhat
embarrassed to think that other guests had probably been forced to vacate their rooms on
our behalf.

“Could we go to General Weygand now?”
"the Colonel asked, as | returned to the hall.

| agreed and also gave my men quick directions, "The two scout cars are to be drawn up
in front of the hotel; the radio post is to be manned day and night. A guard will stand in
front of each car with a machine-pistol at the ready. The others will not leave the hotel.

No discussion, please, with the inhabitants or the soldiers. Conduct yourself with the
utmost propriety." | followed the Colonel to the local military headquarters, where | was
allocated an offir-e. Then, | was received by Weygand.

He first expressed his thanks that we had been ready without great forinalities to allow the
removal of the provisional government under Marshal P6tain to be carried out smoothly. |
was naturally very impressed to be face to face with one of the best known French
generals, who until only a few days before had been our opponent and regarded by Nazi
propaganda as the “archenemy.” | tried by my deferential attitude to show him our respect
as soldiers, and saw in his tired eyes how heavy that hour must have been for him.
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“Commandant,” he ended the brief audience and gave me his hand, “in two days the
Fraench government will be able to leave Bordeaux for Vichy. The Colonel will arrange
with you the details of the surrender of the city to the German Wehrmacht.” | never
suspected at the time that P6tain and Weyand would later be accused of “collaboration”
with the Germans and marked as traitors to their country. What a bitter end for army
commanders of such distinction!) On the way back to the hotel | was told by the Colonel,
"There are no British in the city, but tens of thousands of French soldiers, who have been
called upon to hand in their weapons.

Whether all have complied with the order, | don't know. We are combing through the whole
city.“ | had a strange feeling in my stomach and was not sure that we had not overreached
ourselves with our little liaison unit. | felt as though | were in a bee hive. | arranged with the
Colonel that | would go to my "office" with him the following morning.

On arriving at the hotel, | inspected the guards. A lot of Frenchmen, disarmed soldiers
among them, were standing around our armoured cars with angry or curious looks.

For the evening meal, tables had been reserved for us on the terrace of the hotel. There,
too, we met with hostile looks from many of the guests. | felt somewhat ill at ease. Yet, it
was pleasant to sit on the terrace. It was a fine, warm evening. In the harbour lay a neutral
passenger ship. Owing to its international status, | could do nothing about it, but | knew
that a lot of French people had embarked on it. | radioed to Rommel that everything was in
order and reported the course of events. He told me that Army command, meanwhile, had
agreed to our mission. | was relieved.

The following morning, the Colonel took me, as arranged, to the office where journalists
and an official of the municipal administration were waiting. The official turned to me, “Mon
Capitaine, it has already been decreed that no one may leave the city for the north. The
disarming continues and should be finished today.” Then the journalists wanted to hear
from me, "What time are you setting for the couvrefeu, the curfew? We suggest ten
o'clock.

There is a fuel depot outside the city with about 60,000 litres.

It is under constant guard. We have emergencies that make it necessary for individual
refugees to go to the north, especially to Paris. For that they need a laissez-passer from
you and a voucher with which they can get fuel at the depot. Doctors and supply vehicles
will also need a laissez-passer." | now had to make far more, and more varied, decisions
than | had imagined when | took on the job.

| reflected briefly and “I| had known” as follows, "The curfew at ten o'clock is agreed (we
were in the middle of summer after all and it remained light for a long time). | need until
tomorrow for a stamp with which gas vouchers and laissez-passers can be officially
approved. By then | shall be able to tell you which roads may be used without disturbing
our troop movements.

"l need a list of doctors and supply agencies which you consider necessary.
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“I shall be here from eight o'clock tomorrow morning and count on your continued support.”
Motor traffic had dwindled almost to nothing, but some soldiers were obviously carrying on
a flourishing black market in army fuel. For the moment, however, | was not worrying about
that.

| had to know from Rommel or Army command which roads were not to be used. During
the night | was notified by division of a few roads that could be opened to the north.

When | came back to the hotel, | was given some special editions of the local paper in
which my function, the location of my office, and the time of the curfew were made known.

After | had eaten my evening meal on the terrace again, the captain of the neutral ship
came to see me to ask whether he might put to sea. Once again, | was faced with a
problem that could only be solved diplomatically or through Army command. So | made
inquiries and received the answer, “The ship must remain in harbour until Bordeaux is
surrendered. Further directions will follow.” Since the friendly captain now had to stay in
harbour, he invited me on board next day for a long-forgone whiskey, to sit with him in the
officer's mess as in times of peace. A pleasant change awaited me.

Next morning | drove to m office-this time unescorted by the y colonel. | could not believe
my eyes. Waiting for a laissez-passer was a line of hundreds of civilians. Waiting in the
office itself was a venerable old woman who was introduced to me as Madame Lyautey.
She was the widow of the famous Marshal Lyautey, who had played a great part in the
subduing of Morocco and was regarded as a popular hero.

“Mon Capitaine, | am an old lady who would like to go home. Can you please give me a
laissez-passer and a gas voucher? | would be grateful to you.” What must have been
going on inside this old lady, who had to ask such a favour of a young German who had
fought against her country?

| gave her the papers without hesitation, and a leaflet showing which roads she was
allowed to use. She thanked me very warmly.

| could detect no hate in her eyes, but understanding, rather, for the course of events
which neither she nor | could have influenced.

The road map was hectographed and handed out to all recipients of the coveted
documents. At my request, a German administrator was sent to the fuel depot to supervise
the issue of fuel. The day was filled with handing out documents and answering questions.
In this | had strong support from Kardorff and we were both glad when, in the late
afternoon, we were able to return to the hotel, then to restore ourselves with a whiskey on
board the ship.

P6tain's removal to Vichy was scheduled for the following day.

The surrender of the city was also being prepared, so in two days | would be free of my
unaccustomed work.

That evening our “Moor” in the hotel had just served coffee.
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“What do you think,” | asked Kardorfr, “should we go somewhere in town and have a
drink?” He thought it was a good idea, so we got into the jeep and drove to the town hall in
the vicinity of which we hoped to find a bar.

The town was completely dead. Then it occurred to uurfew was at ten o'clock, as | myself
had ordered. It was now quarter past.

What was to be done?

We then spotted a fiacre, at that time the most general means of transport, standing all by
itself with the driver asleep on the box.

“Monsieur,” we shook him awake.

He saw our uniforms and stammered in dismay, “Mon Genral, | have a family, | fell asleep,
for God's sake.” We reassured him, “That's all right, but do you know where one can still
get a drink?”

“Non, Monsieur, everywhere is closed because of the couvrefeu, everyone is afraid. There
is still a maison sgrieuse of course, but | don't know if they will be open for you.” We had
no idea what a maison s6rieuse might be, but we were prepared to risk it. So we let
ourselves be taken by the driver to our hoped-for drink. The streets became narrower and
narrower, the district more and more dubious. Now and then we thought we were

being :watched from behind curtains. Gradually our situation became uncomfortable.

“Where are you taking us, Monsieur?”

“Voild, we're there.” He climbed down from the box and knocked at the door. An elderly
lady appeared.

“Please come in, General.” (She promoted me just to be on the safe side; one can never
tell!) I impressed upon the driver that he was to wait for us if he valued his life.

No sooner had we stepped inside than we realized the meaning of a maison s6rieuse. It
was a, brothel, admittedly in the French manner. The furnishings were of quality, Madame
was very kind, and the girls made a good impression.

“Madame,” | tried to explain our presence, “until the surrender of the town we are the
responsible German ofkcers of Bordeaux. We really only wanted a drink, but were caught
out by the curfew we ourselves had ordered.”

“You are very welcome. Let's drink a glass of champagne to celebrate the end of the war.
We women are always the moumers.” After half an hour of lively conversation on the
sense and senselessness of the war, we took our leave, not without assuring the old lady
that we would recommend her establishment to the local German headquarters. She was
highly delighted and gave us her visiting card.

Our driver was asleep again, but he was there, thank goodness.
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We trotted slowly back to the town hall, where our jeep was 56 PANLLIC COMMANDER
waiting. The driver refused any money.

When | paid him liberally all the same, he called out, “The Germans are not half as bad as
we've been told. I'll wait for you here, mon Gn.gral, every evening until curfew, in case you
need me.” And he trotted off contentedly.

P6tain, meanwhile, had left the city with his provisional government. The ceremonial entry
of our division had been fixed for the day after, with a march-past before our corps
commander, General Hoth.

| reported back to Rommel and could not help telling him about the maison srieuse, which
much amused him.

Our 7th Panzer Division was transferred to the area west of Bordeaux. Further orders were
to follow. | managed to get permission from Rommel to move with my reconnaissance
battalion to Arcachon, the delightful seaside resort on the Atlantic coast in the lee of the
Cap Feret peninsula. There among the dunes | set up my headquarters in one of the pretty
summer villas. For a few days we enjoyed bathing in the sea, fresh oysters, which were
collected every day from the oyster beds, and the delicious dry white wine. The end of the
French campaign could not have turned out better.
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Field Marshal Rommel, commander of Luck, ordered attacks on
English Channel northeast of Rouen, France, 1940.



Rommel eats a quick breakfast on the battlefield, France, 1940.
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Rommel at the Paris victory parade (June 1940).

Interim, 1940-1941

Every war brings with it, through the shifting of theatres of action, longer or shorter pauses,
the “periods between campaigns.” These pauses are of great value, both for the individual
soldier and for the community. Everyone tries to mobilize his mental forces and is ready to
suppress negative experiences and assimilate even the slightest positive ones.

People encourage each other and strengthen one another in the hope that at some point
in time they will be able to escape this constant mortal threat forever.
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Probably every soldier finds out in the course of a war that he can only bear the “having to
kill” and “being killed” over long periods if he adopts the maxims of the Stoics: learn to
endure all things with equanimity. He can only do this -it he builds up an immune system of
his own against the feelings of fear and sympathy and probably, to a certain degree, even
against matters of ethics, morals, and conscience. He cannot afford to question the whys
and wherefores of the things that happen around him and in which he, himself, has a part.
He must act and apply his whole concentration to that. He learns through a long process of
habituation to suppress images of horror, to distance himself from his neighbour in order to
remain capable of rational action.

If he manage his chances of survival increase.

These thoughts and emotions were at work in us now after the end of the French
campaign. We knew that our families at home were suffering from anxiety about their sons
and husbands. We all felt genuine grief for our dead and severely wounded. We thought,
also, of the losses we had inflicted on our opponents.

Predominant, however, was joy that we had survived thus far.

The navy and the Luftwaffe remained in action; the first Allied air raids on our industrial
centres and communication networks made our own country a theatre of war for the first
time.

Rommel flew to Vienna, his last garrison before the war, for a few weeks' leave, to relax
with his wife Lucie and his young son Manfred.

Through close friends on the general staff | learned that Hitler had tried to conclude a
separate peace with Britain. To him, the British, besides the Scandinavians and the
Germans, of course, were members of the “Germanic race,” whom he secretly admired.

But he seemed to have completely misjudged Churchill, who, as we gathered from the
British news bulletins, was determined to destroy Hitler and his National Socialism.

In July, our division was transferred to the area west of Paris.

Rommel came back and told us that “Operation Sea Lion” was being prepared, the
invasion of Britain. The 7th Panzer Division was among those earmarked for the operation.
This was the start of wearisome weeks and months of preparation. On converted barges
and a few special ships, loading and unloading was practised again and again under
combat conditions. But our impression was that the preparations for Sea Lion were half-
hearted, as the Luftwaffe was losing the Battle of Britain.

I moved with my reconnaissance battalion to the Parisian suburb of Le V6sinet, which lay
on a loop of the Seine west of Paris.

Living in the villa opposite was Josephine Baker; our neighbour was the owner of the Lido,
which he reopened with a new show immediately after the armistice. Our villa belonged to
a Swiss national who wanted to return to Switzerland, as he was unable, for the time
being, to do any business in Paris. He saw us as a guarantee that he would one day find
his villa again intact.
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“I don't know how long we shall be staying here, but don't worry, I'll keep everything in
order,” | promised him.

He showed me around the villa and the wine cellar.

“Please help yourself as often as you like.” | declined his generous offer with thanks.
Finally we agreed on a token price of one franc per bottle of his fine old wines. |
particularly enjoyed a 1929 Chambertin.

My men were quartered in a sanatorium. A baroness was the spokeswoman for the
citizens of V6sinet. She praised our behaviour. Friends were made, but this had nothing to
do with so-called “collaboration,” which was later to be punished so gruesomely by the
French.

July 1940: Paris was on our doorstep. Military headquarters had been set up and entry to
the city was permitted only with a special pass. | obtained one of these passes and spent
all my spare time refreshing my memory of this unique city and exploring the individual
quarters. One evening, | happened to go into Le Cavalier, a bar in the vicinity of the
Champs Elysees. Its proprietor was Clement Duhour, an Olympic athlete in 1932 and a
well-known chanson singer and later film producer. We took to each other at once and Le
Cavalier became my regular bar.

There one met no Germans from the ever more swollen administration, who often behaved
overbearingly as “victors.” They were the ones who had never heard a shot, let alone
taken part in the war. It was often embarrassing when drunken members of the military
administration sang Nazi songs in the bars, while the French customers would have liked
to bear chansons.

Once, when it became too much for me and physical violence threatened to break out, |
called the military Police and had the place cleared of rowdy Germans.

At Clement Duhour's, | came to know a number of French artists.

| wore civilian clothes to avoid provocation. | also met J. B. Morel there, who is still one of
my best friends today. He was an interior decorator and seemed to know everyone and
everything in Paris. He was my own age and had fought against me as a lieutenant. He
lived in a delightful apartment in the Rue du Dobropol, near the old Tivoli Gardens by the
Bois de Boulogne.

Through him, | gained access to circles that otherwise wanted no contact of any kind with
Germans. e evening he took me to a jazz cellar, in which prohibited black American jazz
was played and swing music, unknown to us. There one could only get in by a special
knock. “In the Mood” by Glenn Miller and “Down Mexico Way” became two of my favourite
tunes; later, in captivity, we were to play them ourselves.

With my special pass and the faithful Mercedes cabriolet, | had no difficulty in roaming
about Paris with my new French friends.
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They were often my guests in Le V6sinet, where we would go out in one of the motorboats
lying in the marina for a trip on the Seine, or cross over to Le Peq to eat in the famous
restaurant Le Coq Hardi.

My men used their “war pay” to buy things for their families which we had long had to do
without at home, such as silk stockings, perfume, fine materials, and drinks. Hitler had
established an exchange rate that was highly favourable to us.

At the end of August, | received 14 days' leave. That, for me, was a further sign that no

one in the leadership planned on a landing in England any more. | decided to spend the
two weeks in Bad Kissingen, my last garrison, to visit friends and settle a few matters. |

would take along my orderly and trusted friend Erich Beck, who wanted to go home.

“Beck, get the Mercedes ready. I'm going to take Boy too, the setter, to put him into safe-
keeping at home.”

“Captain,” Beck came to me excitedly, “I've found a brand new Buick in the garage.
Couldn't we go in that? No one has ever seen an American car at home.” | let myself be
persuaded and actually got papers and army license plates from military headquarters.

In Kissingen, the spa season was well under way, albeit on a restricted scale, and | drove
around the district proudly with pretty girls in the much-admired Buick. The setter, Boy,
went to a forester in the Rhoen Mountains, where he unfortunately died later of a virus
infection while we were in Russia. When we returned to V6sinet after the visit, |
decommissioned the Buick and put it back again, clean, in the garage.

In October, “Operation Sea Lion” was called off. Our air force, after heavy losses, had
been unable to gain ascendancy. The navy had insufficient capital ships to cover a
crossing of the Channel effectively.

How should things continue now, if a landing in England was not possible? We had
occupied almost all of Europe, it is true, but uncertainty still hung over the Mediterranean,
from which no good news was coming. Through the non-aggression pact with Stalin we
had secured our back. But how should we deal with the British?

They had been forced to leave almost all their materiel behind on the mainland and had
lost a not inconsiderable number of prisoners. But the mass of the British army was still
intact.

The materiel was steadily being replaced from America-in spite of the heavy losses
inflicted on the British in the U-boat war.

The British air force was gradually acquiring superiority.

Churchill let there be no doubt that he intended to destroy Hitler and his National
Socialism.

After the abandoning of “Operation Sea Lion,” our division received orders to move to the

Bordeaux area. Movement again at last! | said good-bye to our friends in V6sinet and to
my friends J. B. Morel and Clement Duhour.
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“Hans,” they both said to me, “you can no longer win this war, we know that.” Clement
even suggested that in an emergency | should take refuge with his mother in the Basque
country.

“You'd be safe there; we Basques never betray a friend.” He meant it well, but for me it
was naturally out of the question. After that, he gave me a silver ring with a Basque motto,
the French translation of which was engraved on the inside: Mieux vaut penser que dire
(“It is better to think than to speak”). | couldn't shake off the feeling that the two friends
belonged to the Resistance, which was becoming ever stronger. This belief would later
turn out to be true. But our friendship was to prove stronger and more important than
betrayal and cravings for revenge.

On our long march to Bordeaux, we stopped for a day's rest at one of the old Rothschild
chateaux. There, | was visited by one of my older friends, Siebel. He had been a fighter
pilot in the First World War and was the inventor of the

“Siebel ferry,” which was to save many men in North Africa from being taken prisoner.
Siebel mounted old aircraft engines On Ordinary ferries and used their propellers to drive
them, thus bridging the short link between Tunisia and Sicily in one night.

On arriving in Bordeaux, | couldn't help calling at the maison sgrieuse. | was greeted
effusively.

“‘Mon G6ngral, we have been officially recognized by military headquarters. | am very
grateful to you. You will always find friends here and champagne at our expense.” | hope
this charming woman did not have to suffer later as a collaborateuse.

Further replacements had arrived from home, including the new commander of the
battalion, Major Riederer von Paar, who had taken part in the First World War and soon
gained our confidence. | took over my No.3 Company again, which had been led so well
by Sergeant Almus. Lieutenant von Poschinger came to the company as a new platoon
leader.

| found time to enlarge my collection of French wines and cognacs. In vineyards north of
Bordeaux, some of them very small, | bought bottles with a scarcity value which would
never come on the market. My collection of old burgundies, cognacs, and armagnacs,
some in mouth-blown bottles and with handwritten labels, had now grown to nearly 1,000
bottles, which | was anxious to send to Germany at the first opportunity.

In January 1941, the division was transferred to Germany, to the area west of Bonn. The
French chapter was now finally closed.

Left behind were reserve units, a swelling military administration, and the Gestapo (the
secret state police), with its reign of terror.

My company was billeted in the village of Heimersheim; | myself in a moated manor house
from the fifteenth century which belonged to Baron von Boeselager, whose sons were also
army officers. In the evening, when | returned from strenuous exercises in the field, we

often sat together and discussed the situation. “Old Boeselager” was no follower of Hitler's.
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He was afraid that the next encounter with Britain could lead to disaster. While we talked,
the..old Baroness* sat near us and played patience solitaire). She encouraged me to try it
too because it was so soothing. To please her | let her show me two varieties and found
the game by no means so boring and old-ladyish. When | left she gave me a pack of
cards. They were to be a great help to me later in the recovery of my inner peace in critical
situations. My young officers used to say at such times, "The Boss is playing patience and
doesn't want to be disturbed. So things can't be too bad.“ Even today | still like to play my
”soothing patience." At this juncture | tried to sum up the course of the war so far and
consider how it might and should continue.

In two blitzkriegs, Poland and France had been defeated; Denmark, Norway, and Belgium
had been occupied. Until the alarming news from the North African theatre of war, the
Mediterranean area too had seemed to be under control. The Wehrmacht, however, had
had to release considerable forces to secure all the territories, especially against a
possible invasion by the British at some unforeseeable place.

We still had our back free through the non-aggression pact with Stalin, which had been
bought with territorial concessions in Poland and the Baltic. But how could Britain be
defeated, who was being supported to an increasing degree by America, whose air attacks
on the Reich had started, and who had retained supremacy at sea?

In the long conversations with Baron von Boeselager, in which we looked for a way in
which the war might be brought to an end, we found none. We both feared that this war,
which had begun so hopefully, would probably last for a long time yet.

At the beginning of February 1941, we were told that Rommel was being sent by Hitler to
North Africa. The situation in Tripolitania had become so critical that we were being forced
to go to the help of the Italians. Rommel spent a short leave with his family and then had
no time left to say good-bye to us. On 12 February 1941, he flew to Rome and by the 14th
had arrived in Tripoli, where he personally supervised the disembarkation of the first
German unit, the elite 3rd Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion, which | knew well from my
time in Potsdam.

We were very sorry to have lost Rommel and met our new divisional commander, General
Freiherr von Funk, with some doubts.

He was the opposite of Rommel: a general staff officer of the& old school, no “trooper” like
Rommel. He led “from behind,” from his command post, and did not, like Rommel, seek
contact with his men. All the same, we unit leaders managed to adapt to him, the more so
since he made no attempt to restrict us in our mobility.

The weeks and months went by. The usual routine began: field exercises with imposed
complications, training, and the integration of replacements. The war at the time was
taking place elsewhere.

From army bulletins, we heard of Rommel's success in North Africa, of his unconventional,
and for the British, unexpected, thrust to the east and the recapture of Cyrenaica. We
heard of the increasingly heavy air attacks on Germany. These depressed us most. So
now, in contrast to the First World War, the civilian population too was being drawn into the
war. We were anxious about our families.
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Hitler made angry speeches; his Propaganda Minister Goebbels called for the
“Final Victory”; and the Jews were pilloried as fiends. Of their fate we heard nothing.

In April 1941, | received a short leave, half of which | spent with my parents. But | no
longer felt happy at home. My brother was in action with his whaler somewhere off
Norway; my sister was cramming for the emergency Abitur, my stepfather was suffering
from an incurable intestinal cancer and being cared for devotedly by my mother. He
couldn't come to terms with modern warfare and was always making comparisons with the
First World War. We were at odds with each, other more and more.

The other half of my leave, | spent in my beloved Paris. There, J. B. Morel and C]ément
Duhour prophesied, again, that the British, alone or with the support of the Americans,
would win.

In their view, Germany had nothing to set against the inexhaustible materiel of the British
and Americans, especially since in Germany industrial areas and communication routes
were exposed ever more frequently to air attack. | argued against them, but did not know
either how we could win the war. | then returned to my company and the 5ame old round
began again, which is enervating in the long run. The inhabitants frequently asked us what
was supposed to happen next. There was great bewilderment. Only one thing was certain:
initial euphoria had given way to sober judgment.

| wanted to get my collection of bottles into a safe place and asked Baron von Boeselager
if | could leave them with him.

“But of course, I'll sink them in the moat with my own collection. No one will think of looking
there.” Later, in Russia, | had a letter from von Boeselager. He had borrowed two bottles of
champagne from my stock for his daughter's wedding. He should have taken them all; at
the end of the war, the hiding place was discovered by the French occupation troops. ,'The
sales Boches stole our wine and cognac. Everything really belongs to us," said the French,
as Boeselager told me later. That was the end of my dream of a French wine collection.
Cest la guerre.

At the beginning of June, suddenly and without warning, our division was entrained in
Bonn and, after a journey of two or three days, detrained in Insterburg in East Prussia. The
battalion was billeted in the surrounding villages. | used the opportunity to visit some
friends on an estate nearby, where some years before, gay and light of heart, | had
celebrated the wedding of one of my comrades.

The old woman, who after the death of her husband, now managed the estate alone,
greeted me sadly. "How depressing to see you again in these circumstances. How
contented we were then and now we are threatened with a long and difficult encounter
with Russia. Do you understand it all? What more does Hitler want?

The Lebensraum so often talked of by him and Rosenberg?“ We walked through the clean
stables. It was like saying good-bye to the old Germany. After a meal, my hostess asked
me, "Please play something on the piano. Something lively, please, it's got to be
something for me to remember.“ So | sat there by candlelight and played whatever came
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into my head. The old woman's eyes filled with tears. As | took my leave, her last words
were, "Good-bye, may God protect you!" Today, her estate is part of Poland. Unfortunately,
| don't know what became of her.

A warm, late spring lay over East Prussia. | thought back to my years as a recruit, to
Koenigsberg, the old knight's castle of Marienburg, and the Masurian Lakes. | had grown
fond of that little patch of earth with its dry summers and very cold winters with heavy falls
of snow. | admired the people who had come there with the Teutonic knights at the
beginning of the thirteenth century and in the course of the centuries, through conflicts with
Poland, Sweden, and Russia, and not least through the climate, had grown into a tough
race. The hospitality of the East Prussians was famous, their dry humor notorious. The
wide expanse of East Prussia was a preview of how things would look in Russia.

What did Hitler have in mind? The entry into Russia seemed certain. The mass of the
Wehrmacht was concentrated on the eastern frontier. This showed that it would not be a
matter of a limited operation, to bring “home to the Reich” the

“Baltic provinces,” which had once been occupied by the Teutonic knights. Would Hitler
declare the nonaggression pact with Russia to be null and void? How would he try to
explain this to the people? Goebbels's propaganda machine was going full strength. There
was talk, once more, of “subhumans,” of Lebensraum, which had to be secured for the
German race. And, once again, popular opinion was successfully turned around 180
degrees.

The eve of our entry arrived. We were in a strange frame of mind. The vast Russian
empire was hidden, as though by a Curtain. The huge distances were beyond our mental
grasp. The Ural Mountains, which were nearly 2,000 miles away, were merely the end of
the European part; behind them lay the start of the endless expanse of Siberia.

We thought of the fat-e of Napoleon, whose victorious army had foundered in the extent
and cold of Russia. We were not actually afraid, but neither were we sure of what our
attitude should be toward an opponent whose strength and potential were unknown to us,
and whose mentality was completely alien.

The euphoria of the past months had given way to a rather sober view. Even the young
ones, who in the years since 1933 had gone through the school of National Socialism, and
who had been sworn into the Hitler Youth in the name of their Fuehrer, had now fallen
silent. They doubted that Russia could be defeated with idealism alone.

Would we be able to cope with a “Second Front,” as a result of which the first front in the
west would-be held mainly by reserve divisions? Would Britain be able to exploit the weak
spot? In spite of all our doubts and questions, we did what soldiers have done in every
age: We set our minds on the present and were ready to do our “duty.”

59



The Russian Campaign, June 1941 to January 1942

At 4 A.M. on 22 June 1941, the German Wehrmacht crossed the border into Russia. The
Luftwaffe made mass attack4 on air fields and railway junctions. On that morning, trains
carrying Russian goods were still trundling over the frontier, delivering commodities under
the terms of the nonaggression pact. A few days earlier, | had been summoned to my
divisional commander, General von Funk. “Luck, you are being attached to 7th Divisional
HQ with immediate effect and appointed as my adjutant.” | was reluctant. “General, | don't
like leaving my company at this vital moment. Couldn't you find someone else?”

“No,” he replied, "the adjutant | asked for has not arrived yet.

Besides, we've already lost too many company commanders and are likely to lose a lot
more. To that extent, | regard you in a way as a reserve commander." Gritting my teeth, |
said good-bye to my battalion commander and to my men. With Erich Beck and the faithful
Mercedes, | reported to divisional HQ. The German troops, with the panzers in the lead,
advanced along the whole front and swept over the weak Russian border guards. The
Russians seemed to have been utterly surprised by our entry, though our troop
concentrations couldn't have escaped them. Our superiority in the air was quite obvious,
both in quantity and in quality.

It soon became clear that the Russian air force had only obsolete machines at its disposal,
but above all that the pilots did not function nearly as well as our fighter and dive-bomber
pilots, or the pilots of our Western opponents. This was naturally a great relief to us, and
when Russian aircraft appeared, we hardly bothered to take cover. We often had to smile,
in fact, when, for want of bombs, thousands of nails rained down on us from their bomb
bays.

We soon came to realize that neither war at sea nor war in the air was suited to the
Russian mentality. In the course of her history, Russia had waged war mostly on land and
had recruited her army from her rural millions. Russia had never been a sea power to be
taken seriously, and her cumbersome military bureaucracy had obviously never given
much thought to building up a modern air force. In exchange, however, we very soon had
to accustom ourselves to her almost inexhaustible masses of land forces, tanks, and
artillery.

Our panzer corps thrust first to the northeast. Its goal was the city of Vilnius, in what was
formerly Lithuania. The resistance we encountered was comparatively slight, but already in
evidence were the first T34 tanks, later to become famous, which formed the backbone of
the Russian tank force. The T34 was an uncomplicated construction. Its armor plates were
welded crudely together, its transmission was simple, everything without any great frills or
finesse. Damage was easy to repair.

In addition, the Russians were masters of improvisation.

Thousands upon thousands of the T34 were produced, in factories that lay beyond the
reach of our Luftwaffe.
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Captured T-34 is inspected by German soldiers.

Vilnius was enveloped to the north and south, and captured. We were at once turned east,
in the direction of Minsk. As divisional adjutant, many jobs fell to me that were far from
being to my taste. It is true | sat in the CO's staff car every evening and learned something
of our plans-and actions, which General von Funk explained with the help of maps spread
out on his table. Though no less efficient, his style of leadership was nevertheless quite
different from that of Rommel. | was sent by the divisional commander, more and more
often, as liaison officer to the various units, especially when our communications broke
down.

We had now reached an area that was typical of the Russian landscape, vast forests and
steppes, and roads that we would not even designate as country lanes. After brief
downpours of rain, they turned into muddy tracks which were-only passable in some
places after engineers or off-loaded grenadiers had felled, trees to make a wooden runway
with the trunks. It was not so much our opponents that held up our advance as the
catastrophic roads.

In this impassable terrain, we lost touch one day with our motorcycle battalion. The
divisional commander was afraid that it might have been cut off.

“Luck, you're always hankering after something other than desk work. Our motorcycle
battalion is not reporting. It must be about here (he showed me the spot on the map). Try
and make contact with them and give me an account of the situation. But take care. In this
great wooded area, there may still be Russians all over the place.” | had only my
Mercedes available and set off with Erich Beck.

Without contact with the enemy, but with considerable difficulty on account of the barely
passable tracks, | reached the indicated area and did, in fact, find the battalion there.
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“‘Everything is okay here,” | was told, “but we seem to have penetrated some Russian units
like a thom, without their full realization. It might be as well if division could free us from
this situation. As soon as the Russians know we're here, things won't look too good for us.”
| promised to report everything to the divisional commander and ask for immediate help.

| drove back along the same track. Beside me sat Ericn K with his machine-pistol at the
ready. After a few kilometers through dense forest, we came to a clearing. Both sides of
the track were full of Russians. They recognized us at once, and | saw them bring their
guns to the ready. It was another 30 yards before the track curved away again into the
dense woods.

“Beck, duck down and fire to the right and behind me to the left,” | shouted, crouched as
low as | could at the wheel and pressed the accelerator.

The first bullets were already whistling past us, inaccurately, however, since Beck had
forced the Russians into cover by his bursts of fire. Our Mercedes cabriolet, which had
certainly never been designed for Russian roads, jolted and bounced over the undu.1ating
ground. One shot did strike the car, but caused no great damage.

“Thanks, Beck, and thanks to our car. We certainly had some luck there.” | reported to the
divisional commander, who smiled at me over his reading glasses and said, “Well, you
wanted a taste of adventure. What more could you ask for? Thanks for your report at any
rate. I'll have something done at once for the relief of the motorcycle battalion.” We
gradually recognized the Russian tactics: they allowed themselves to be overrun so that
they could then, in small groups in our rear, attack our supply lines and following infantry.
We learned from prisoners that Hitier's regrettable order, that all commissars were to be
killed at once, had turned out to be a boomerang. The Russian reaction had been as
simple as it was effective. The commissars, political officers allocated to each unit to keep
an eye on the morale of the troops and their commanders, knew of Hitier's order. So they
kept their men in check by telling them, “If you fall into German captivity, you will be killed
at once. If you take just one step back, we'll kill you.” This explained why so many
Russians, usually supplied with only a ration of dry bread, allowed themselves to be
overrun. But they would not surrender and formed the basis for the ever growing partisan
activity. An essential factor was that Stalin, knowing of the Russians' love of their country,
declared the war to be a great patriotic war.

It was not Nazi versus Communist. We Germans were the attackers destroying the
Russian homeland; they were the defenders of “Mother Russia.” Our aerial
reconnaissance reported large concentrations of troops west of Minsk and around it, the
first large town in Russia east of the former Polish frontier. Our division was to thrust past
Minsk to the north and cut off the Russians' retreat to the east. Another panzer corps was
to thrust past to the south of the city. The vanguard was made up of the reconnaissance
battalion and the motorcycle escorts. Minsk was enveloped in a pincer movement; the first
pocket was closed and a large number of prisoners were taken. Our infantry, whose
inhuman hardships made us feel sorry for them, followed up on foot and took care of the
surrounded Russians. The panzer divisions were at once thrown into action for a further
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advance to the east. Again we had to fight our way forward through forests and along
wretched roads.

For our division, the goal was Vitebsk, a town that lay north of the feeder road Minsk-
Smolensk-Moscow. We constantly met with resistance, but the Russians lacked any
organized opposition.

Our advance had been too rapid for our opponents to have had time to construct effectivb
lines of defense. It looked very like another blitzkrieg.

For the first time in our advance, we came into contact with the local population. We
passed through typical Russian villages, in which wooden houses were ranged on either
side of the country lane; each included a village church. The churches without exception
had been converted into warehouses, but most of them had been plundered. The sparsely
furnished houses had a large clay oven in the center, on which, in winter, the whole family
slept. Below it stood the oven bench and in front 6f that a wooden table. In a comer of the
room a candle burned, over which hung one or more icons, sacred pictures. In the middle
of the village, one found a sauna, which was indispensable for all Russians since washing
facilities in the houses were almost nonexistent. Directly linked to the house was a shed
for a few cows, which a peasant was allowed to keep for his own use in addition to a small
parcel of land for the cultivation of potatoes and maize for his daily needs. Otherwise, the
inhabitants worked on the state kolkhoz or sovhoz, a kind of village or state cooperative.

There, it was a matter of fulfilling the “norm,” the measure of all purely state concerns.

The condition of the village streets was even worse than that of the roads we had to
traverse so far, for here, in addition, the ground had been churned up by the little panye
horses drawing the farm carts. Here, there was nothing to “requisition” in order to improve
the diet of the troops. On the contrary, we gave the women and children chocolate and
cigarettes from our ration.

As divisional adjutant, | found time and opportunity to make contact with local people, in
the course of which, my knowledge of Russian came in useful. | was astonished to detect
no hatred among them. Women often came out of their houses with an icon held before
their breast, crying, "We are still Christians.

Free us from Stalin who destroyed our churches.” Many of them offered an egg and a
piece of dry bread as a "welcome." We gradually had the feeling that we really were being
regarded as liberators.

The hot summer was beginning in Russia. It was often broken by heavy downpours of rain,
which forced us to take shelter for the night in the houses. Whenever possible, we
preferred our vehicles as night quarters, or the ditches beside the road, since we were
afraid of vermin.

Vitebsk, like Minsk, was also skirted widely to the north and south. A new, smaller pocket
was formed, the elimination of which we again left to the infantry who had, so far, only
marched and not yet seen any real action. Then the message reached us that Major
Riederer von Paar, the commander of the panzer reconnaissance battalion, had fallen.
General von Funk called me in. “Luck, your work with me has been shorter than |
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expected. You will take over the recce battalion at once; | will have you confirmed as its
commander. Thanks for everything. Good luck!” | called my aide. “Beck, we're off to the
front again. Get the Mercedes ready and pack our things. We're driving to the battalion as
quickly as possible.” That very evening, we received our combat orders: advance to the
east in the direction of Smolensk. Our panzer corps, under General Hoth, approaching
from the northwest, and another panzer corps from the southwest, would attack and seek
to destroy strong Russian forces reported to be west of Smolensk and around it.

My battalion was to form the spearhead and “reconnoiter” to the east and northeast.

We moved out the following morning. We came upon Russian stragglers, who were
usually quick to surrender. Word had got around, it seemed, that prisoners would not be
shot by us. We made good progress and, just west of Smolensk, struck a wide trail that
was not shown on our maps. We soon discovered that the Russians had laid out this trail
from Moscow to Minsk as a future highway; as we found out later, it had already been
paved with asphalt west of Moscow. This trail became an aid to orientation during the rest
of our advance.

Before long, we met with fairly strong resistance, so we veered away to the northeast. The
encirclement of Smolensk was literally there on offer. Within a few days, with the help of
our air force, we enveloped Smolensk from the north and south and formed a huge pocket,
in which there were said to be over 100,000 Russians threatened with capture. With my
reinforced battalion, | held and closed the Smolensk-Moscow trail. We were only 400
kilometers from Moscow.

We were given a few days' rest, one of which | used to go to a makeshift collecting camp
that had been set up near Smolensk.

In it were penned thousands of Russian prisoners in a closely packed space with no
protection from the hot sun or the torrential showers of rain. They seemed apathetic, their
faces without expression. Their uniforms, which were simple but practical, were dull and
further emphasiitd the impression of a gray mass. Because of the danger of lice, their
heads had been close-cropped. They seemed resigned to their fate, for since time
immemorial, they had only known oppression. Whether it was the tsar, Stalin, or Hitler,
oppression remained oppression. In a pouch, they carried their “iron ration”: dry bread.
Later, even we would learn to treasure it.

Many of them called out to me for-voda, water. They seemed to be suffering severely from
thirst. Our services behind the lines had not been prepared for so many prisoners. With the
best intentions in the world, they were quite unable to look after them and evacuate them
quickly. Nor were things much better for the Russian officers. They, too, lay about
apathetically. Now and again, someone would start up one of those Russian songs that
reveal a corner of the Russian soul. | felt sorry for them, for they too were human beings
like ourselves.

In contrast, however, to the way Russians might appear to a foreigner, we also got to know
another side of them. They were like children who could tear the wings off a fly one minute,
and in the next, cry over a dead bird. They might share their last crust of bread one
moment and then hit the same person over the head. They fought with what they had.
Once, we came to an abandoned village. A dog ran up to us. He wagged his tail and
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whimpered. When we tried to stroke him, he crawled under an armored vehicle. Suddenly
we heard a bang, an explosion. The vehicle was damaged, but luckily failed to catch fire.
We ran up to it and discovered that the dead dog had had an explosive charge concealed
in the fur of its back with a movable pin as detonator. When the dog crawled, the detonator
tipped over and triggered off the explosion. The dog had been trained to find meat under
armored vehicles. Unfortunately, from then on we had to shoot all dogs that approached
us.

While the mass of Russian prisoners seemed to accept their fate as the will of God, our
own fear of falling into Russian hands was great. We often heard the wounded say,
“Please take me with you or else shoot me. | couldn't stand Russian captivity.” Another
day, | obtained permission to go to Smolensk to see the old city. | took along my orderly
officer and two men as guard.

Here, there was, as yet, practically no German occupation since the pocket had formed
more to the west of the city and was now being mopped up by the infantry.

Smolensk looked as though it had been abandoned. Destruction in the industrial quarters
and of the bridges over the Dnieper was immense. In the midst of the ruins, Smolensk
cathedral pointed to the sky. It appeared largely unharmed. | followed the women and the
old men and as | entered the cathedral, was deeply impressed by its beauty. It looked
intact. The altar was adomed; burning candles and many icons richly embellished with
gold bathed the interior in a festive light. As | went up to the altar with my companions, an
old man, poorly dressed and with a flowing beard, spoke to me in broken German.

“Gospodin officer, | am a pope who used to preach here before the Lenin-Stalin era; | have
been in hiding now for many years, scraping a living as a shoemaker. Now you have
liberated our city. May | say a first mass in this cathedral?”

“How is it,” | asked, “that your cathedral is in such good condition?” His answer surprised
me.

To America in tsarist times bought the church and all its treasures “Immediately after the
Revolution, Russians who had emigrated from the Russians who, at the time, were in
urgent need of American dollars. The cathedral is American property, which is why
everything is-almost-unchanged.” | have never been able to verify his statement, but it was
not very important to me. Without referring to HQ, | gave the pope permission to celebrate
mass the next day, for which he wanted to bring in an additional pope.

The following day, | went to Smolensk again, having informed the divisional commander in
the meantime; as a precaution, | took along an armored patrol.

The sight that met our eyes when we arrived was breathtaking.
The square in front of the cathedral was full of people moving slowly toward the entrance.
With my orderly officer, | jostled my way forward. Already, there was not a comer left in the

cathedral in which people were not standing, sitting, or kneeling. We remained standing to
one side to avoid disturbing the service by our presence.
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| was not familiar with the Russian Orthodox ritual, but the ceremony that now began drew
me more and more under its spell.

Invisible behind the altar, one of the two popes began with a monotone chant, which was
answered by a choir of eight voices standing in front of the altar. The chanting of the
precentor and the choir filled the vast space of the church. The acoustics gave the
impression that the chanting came from above, from heaven. The people fell on their
knees and prayed. All had tears in their eyes. For them, it was the first mass for more than
twenty years. My companion and | were greatly moved.

How deep must the faith have been of these poor, oppressed people; no ideology, no
compulsion or terror had been able to take it from them. It was an experience | shall never
forget.

Our next goal was a town called Vyazma, on the Smolenskmoscow road, little more than
200 kilometers from Moscow. With the reconnaissance battalion | was to put out feelers to
the east and northeast on the nqrthern side of the trailireconnoiter our flank, and push
forward a3 rapidly as possible.

After about 50 kilometers we encountered stiff resistance. We discovered that the
Russians had set up a strong line of defense on the hills east of a wide valley on a
tributary of the Dnieper, a few kilometers north of the town of Yartsevo, anchored by T34
tanks and heavy artillery. | reported the situation and the division formed up for a full-scale
attack.

Fierce tank artillery duels broke out, which lasted for days.

My birthday was 15 July, which | wanted to celebrate in some way or other, as it might be
my last. Since we were stuck and unable to move, | invited my fellow commanders to a
“‘meal.” My “hotelier,” Fritsche, from my own company, was given the job of conjuring
something up. On the western hill, within sight of the Russians, lying some thousand yards
away, a table was set up and decked with an assortment of delicacies. In the normal way,
they would hardly have attracted attention, but here, in Russia, they were rare. With an
“organized” bottle of vodka and some bottles of Moselle, we drank to an uncertain future.

The battles at Yartsevo lasted longer than we would have liked.

The blitzkrieg seemed to be over. With considerable losses, we finally broke through.
Unfortunately, among those who fell was the commander of our motorcycle battalion and |
now had to assume command of that, too. Now | was even more the eyes and ears of the
division, with four companies of motorized veteran soldiers under my command.

Resistance grew stiffer and stiffer. The Russians now appeared with the T50 tank, which
was much better armed and armored. To knock it out from the front, we had to use the
88mm guns.

Vyazma remained our goal. Before that, we had to conquer the upper reaches of the
Dnieper River.
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It was very hot in those August days, but the dry continental heat was quite bearable; it
was a hardship only for the infantry following on foot.

While the bulk of the division fought its way slowly forward, my job was to reconnoiter to
the north and northeast on our open left flank. There was as yet no continuous front. The
tank divisions had thrust forward like wedges and left their flanks exposed. We went
through trackless terrain with few settlements, and through neverending forest. The roads
were merely trails for horse-drawn carts.

Once, when | was on foot looking for a route to get around a bridge that was impassabile, |
came face to face with a Russian soldier. He was standing by a tree and apparently
intended us to overrun him. But then, as if in slow motion, | saw him raise his gun and take
aim at me. “Eitherr”, | thought, jerked up my machine-pistol and was the first to fire. The
Russian lost his gun and fell to the ground. When | got to him, he was still alive, but not for
very long. | shall never forget his eyes. They were full of questioning, “Why?” Here it
became clear to me for the first time that “You or me” was decisive. In this, there was no
room for feelings.

| thought only briefly that this young Russian, too, had a mother and family. | had to leave
him there, as so many were left on both sides, with no one to care about them.

After about 50 kilometers we were out of the wooded area. We encountered no resistance.
Before us was a little village, which we ventured slowly to approach. The inhabitants came
out of their cottages. They seemed to take us for Russians. When | explained who we
were, a little old woman came up to me.

“Is it war?” she asked. “What's our little father doing, the tsar?” It turned out that these
people had remained unaware of the Russian Revolution, Stalin, and our war against
Russia. Here, time seemed to have stood still. Here, there was no Party functionary. We
lingered on in the village for a few hours and tried to explain what had happened in the
world since Russia had lost her tsar. As we left, | was given an icon as a present from the
village elder, with the words, “Thank you for your understanding. Leave us to live in the
future as we have in the past. May God preserve you!” Our advance became ever slower
and more difficult, the resistance ever stronger. The Russians were throwing against us
their elite divisions from the Moscow area.

Furthermore, the suppl3f situation was also becoming increasingly critical. Everything had
to be transported nearly 1,000 kilometers from Reich territory. My supply officer, who had
brought up ammunition, rations, and spare parts with his transport column, told me that
depots were slowly being set up and that rail links were being restored.

But time was running out. We were still more than 200 kilometers from Moscow, our first
objective, not to mention the “major objective,” the Ural Mountains, which lay some 2,000
kilometers further cast. -On a visit to divisional HQ, | learned something about the general
situation.

Our entry into Russia had been delayed 6y nearly two months, because Hitler had had to

help the Italians in Greece and subsequently deal with growing partisan activity in the
Balkans.
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To the south of us Guderian was thrusting forward in the direction of Kaluga, barely 200
kilometers south of Moscow, with the aim of cutting the road connecting Moscow and the
Crimea at Tula.

The Russian winter was at the door and the Wehrmacht was not prepared for it, let alone
equipped. Hitler and the High Command seemed to have made no provision at all for a
delay until winter. Moscow, said our divisional commander, should be, had to be, encircled
as quickly as possible and its lines of communication to the east cut off.

“This war is going to last longer than we would like,” said our commander, summing up his
sober assessment of the situation.

“The days of the blitzkrieg are over.” On either side of the Moscow trail tank units formed
up for the attack on Vyazma. Against bitter resistance, the town was enveloped to the
north and south, and on its eastern fringe, this pocket too was closed. Losses on both
sides were heavy.

My faithful Beck was also wounded. Thank goodness only lightly, but enough for a wound
badge.

Once again, the pocket had to be mopped up by the infantry, following slowly and weary
from its long marches on foot.

Panzer units provided cover to the east. Reconnaissance was pushed on to the east and
northeast. At every point, we came upon heightened resistance. And yet Moscow lay
“within reach.” After the mopping up of the VVyazma pocket, we asked ourselves how Stalin
kept producing new divisions, when a million Russians, if not more according to our
reckoning, had fallen into captivity. And whence came the thousands of tanks and guns?
We heard from a captured Russian officer that in a lightning action, Stalin had evacuated
the industrial concerns around Moscow and those further south on the Volga to the east as
far as Urals. A unique, logistical achievement.

We stuck without change to our plan of taking Moscow. The fall of Moscow, the heart of the
vast empire, should and would have a significant psychological effect on the morale of the
people and the Russian army.

While in the north Leningrad was being encircled and in the south an attack to the east
was being mounted along a wide front toward Kharkov and the Crimea, our panzer corps
was supposed to push forward to the northeast into the area between Moscow and Kalinin,
a town on the upper reaches of the Volga, with the aim crossing the Moscow-Volga canal
and thrusting into the rear of Moscow from the north.

It was late autumn before we had fought our way forward through trackless terrain and
against bitter resistance to Volokolamsk, a town about 100 kilometers from Moscow.
There, the terrain formed a natural line of defense which was well-manned by the
Russians. Once again, long pauses ensued; fuel and ammunition had to be brought
forward. My two battalions received replacements for the casualties. The young ones had
first to get used to the hard conditions. At home, all they had heard about was the
“tremendous forward drive” and that “Russia would be defeated in the near future.”
Meantime, October had come and we formed up anew for the attack, broke the Russian
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lines near Volokolamsk and advanced on Klin, a town on the important Moscow-Kalinin-
Leningrad highway. After heavy fighting, Klin was taken. With that, Moscow was cut off
from Leningrad. Another panzer division reached and took Kalinin. The infantry had-moved
up, meanwhile, and took over the securing of this critical connecting road.

| was lying just east of Klin. The Moscow-Volga canal was still about 50 kilometers away. |
was summoned to division.

“Luck, you will assemble shortly before dawn with both battalions and try to take, intact,
the bridge over the canal at Yakhroma. If that comes off, you form erbridgehead on the
east bank and wait for the bulk of the division to arrive. You must anticipate powerful
counterattacks. Winter is upon us. We must gain our objectives before then.” The
divisional adjutant took me aside.

"Luck, strictly between ourselves,. you have been asked for by Rommel to take over the
3rd Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion in North Africa. There's an order to that effect from
Personnel.

The General won't release you at this juncture. He will negate the order and not mention it
to you. But | wanted you to know about it." | was astonished. How did Rommel come to
pick me in particular?

There must have been enough commanders available at home in the so-called “officqr
reserve.” To exchang Moscow for Tripoli struck me as breathtaking. But as yet, nothing
was official; only one thing was immediately before us: the next arduous attack.

The following morning we assembled while it was still dark. It was already distinctly cold.
With masked headlights, which gave only a crack of light so that the men at the front and
back could at least recognize each other, we felt our way forward along byways. Shortly
after dawn, we reached the canal; on the east bank lay the little town of Yakhroma. Of the
enemy, there was neither sight nor sound. The advance patrols found the bridge intact and
at once drove over to the east bank.

Suddenly, we heard some rather haphazard fire from the town and then the sound of
motors going away. | followed up immediately with both battalions and occupied the town,
which had been abruptly abandoned by the Russians.

| gave out my orders. “The town is to be searched at once; the motorcycle battalion, with
the support of scout cars, will see to securing the outskirts of the town. The bridgehead is
to be held at all costs.” | asked my adjutant to find a house in the center of the town in
which to set up my command post and from where | could report to division.

“Welcome to a Russian breakfast,” said my adjutant, coming up to me and pointing to a
house. To my surprise, we found there a table laid with samovar, bread, butter, eggs, and
naturally, cured ham.

“What a nice reception!” | cried. At which the proprietor of the little inn appeared and

explained that he had laid breakfast there for the Russian commander. But he had had to
leave it all behind when we had appeared in the little town so unexpectedly.
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Hungry and highly delighted, we sat down to breakfast. That breakfast was to play a
surprising role for me later.

Our little bridgehead was not attacked, strangely enough. The division moved up and
extended it. Tanks and artillery were brought into action. The way forward, south and
southeast to Moscow, seemed to be open.

In our rear, the infantry closed up and took charge of securing the road connecting
Moscow and Leningrad. Much later-in Russian captivity-l met “Kobes” Witthaus and when |
saw him again, in 1984, he told me, “I, too, was close to Moscow that winter. Our 35th
Infantry Division was thrown into the campaign for that road from Kalinin to Moscow. |
managed to penetrate with a patrol right into the suburbs of Moscow. There, | was cut off
but we were able to remain hidden for two days until we were forced to withdraw by a
Russian counterattack.” That, therefore, was how close the German Wehrmacht came to
its first objective. In this, our panzer units in the southwest, which were pressing forward
vigorously, helped considerably.

At the end of October, winter set in. From one day to the next, temperatures sank far
below the freezing point. It began to snow in unimaginable quantities. It made life difficult
for us. The one advantage was that the muddy and dusty roads were now transformed into
hard-frozen pistes. The snow evened out the ruts and ridges.

The Wehrmacht, as mentioned, was quite unprepared for winter.

Along the whole north and central front, almost all troop movements were smothered by
the snow. Worst off were the infantry units and our motorcycles, since they were
unprotected.

To the dismay of us all, the Russians brought in well-equipped ski divisions from Siberia
and the far east. Well camouflaged by their white top suits, Russian infantry filtered almost
inaudibly and invisibly through our lines of defense.

We sensed catastrophe and thought of Napoleon's fate. At home, reports from Russia
were so alarming that measures were immediately introduced to get winter equipment to
the front.

Goebbels called upon the population “to help the brave men at the front by voluntary gifts.
German fellow-citizens, give voluntarily your skis, winter clothing, furs, anct warm
underwear for your sons and husbands at the front.” As we learned from home, a huge gift
campaign began at once.

From collecting points, the gifts were passed on up the line.

As might have been expected, however, the supply offices and depots were managed so
bureaucratically, for the most part, that they were not in a position to distribute the gifts
speedily to the right addresses. Thus, some of our tanks got sledges and skis, while the
valuable furs werl- often grabbed, in the first place, by the services behind the lines who, in
any case, sat in warm Russian cottages. We helped ourselves as far as we could and
requisitioned warm Russian sheepskins to give to our motorcyclists and grenadiers.
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To be unprepared for extreme cold had disastrous effects on our tanks and wheeled
vehicles. The summer oil was too thin and the cooling water froze at once. We were soon
forced to thaw the water in the morning with blow lamps and procure hot water as soon as
we got near a village; or else we had to leave the engines running throughout the night,No
western or southera European or American can imagine what it means to fight in
temperatures of 40'C below zero and in icy gajes.

Since |, myself, reckoned to be transferred sooner or later to North Africa, | asked Beck to
see to the Mercedes, in which we intended to make the journey home of almost 2,000
kilometers. It was two days before Beck came back from a trip to the supply company“The
front springs were gone, owing to the bad roads,” he reported. “With the workshop platoon,
| forged some others for the time being and mounted them at nearly 40'C below. The car
ought to stand up to the journey.” Good old Beck; what would | have done without him?

North of Yakhroma, Russian ski units had filtered through between Klin and Kalinin and
were threatening to cut us off.

“The bridgehead must be given up,” said my divisional commander.

“We can't hold the front like this. You will disengage from the enemy in the coming night
and cover the withdrawal of the division east of Klin on the main Moscow-Leningrad road.
Our infantry units are going back to a new defensive position north and south of
Volokolamsk, where the division, after fighting a delaying action, will be taken in.” The
General looked at me over his g.

Luck, this was to be expected. Hitler has overreached himself. Now we've am got to pay
for it, especially the poor infantry and the grenadiers. Give your men all the support you
can. Many of them will get into a panic and try to save themselves at all costs. The
disengagementon't talk of retrrat-must and will succeed if we all keep our heads. We will
lose a lot of materiel, but the main thing is to get the men back. In the hands of God,
Luck." Although catastrophe was looming, | couldn't grasp it. For the first time since the
successful blitzkriegs we were going back on disappointing terms. Snow, frost, icy winds,
and an opponent who knew this climate and did not give up, had defeated us. The
comparison with Napoleon was inescapable. | could see the pictures in my history books,
of how the sad remnants of a proud army turned back and crossed the Beresina.

The men, as well as most of our officers, were unaware of the full extent of what was
happening. For them other problems took precedence: How can | get my vehicle back in
one piece, will enough supplies come up, how can | protect myself against the barbaric
cold?

Hitler and Goebbels were still holding forth about the victorious Wehrmacht. My radio
operator, who listened to the news now and then on short wave, told me that our retreat
was being represented as a straightening of the front.

On 3 December the retreat began. At the rear position at Volokolamsk, so it was said,

feverish preparations were being made by the infantry. Little by little individual units of our
division disengaged themselves from the Klin-Yakhroma area.
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With my two battalions | stayed on in the little town and around it. The Russians were not
very active there. They preferred the way past us to the north and south. Finally, we too
gave up the east bank of the Moscow-Volga canal, while a large fan of reconnaissance
tanks kept constant guard to the east, as far as the snow and the road conditions allowed.

In great haste two retreat routes had been cleared of snow. As a result vast mountains of
snow were piled high on either side of the road and made any divergence impossible.

Except for intense reconnaissance activity, the enemy made no very strong direct pursuit
of us. All the fiercer, however, were the attempts of the Russian air force to attack the
backward movements with old biplanes and light bombers. Our own air force was hardly to
be seen. The advanced air fields had apparently also been moved to the west, or else the
cold and the snowstorms prevented their use.

The effect of the enemy air attacks was devastating. Since no one on the retreat routes
could escape, and since the Russians always came from the east, hence from behind, the
infantry first caught the brunt of them. The next victims were the horse-drawn supply and
artillery units. Before long, -the narrow roads were choked with the cadavers of horses and
broken-down vehicles.

The men fought their further way,west on foot and were often attacked in the flank by
Russian ski patrols.

Since we formed the rear guard, after a long interval, and since we were able to use our
light antiaircraft guns, we were not bothered so much. Once, however, we did come under
air attack.

Unnoticed and flying very low, some antiquated fighter aircraft crept up on us from behind.
Two shots passed between Beck and me and went through the windshield. We were-lucky.

West of the great Moscow-Leningrad highway, we too had to use the cleared routes. Only
our tanks had made ;i trail here and there in the deep snow on either side of the roads, by
which most of our track and half-track vehicles could circumvent the many obstacles.

It was a grisly sight. Alongside dead horses lay dead and wounded infantrymen. “Take us
with you or else shoot us,” they begged. As far as space allowed, we took them on our
supply vehicles to hastily organized field dressing stations. The poor devils. Protected
against the cold with makeshift foot-rags, they were now only a shadow of those who had
stormed through Poland and France.

Supplies got through to us only with difficulty, sometimes not at all. The truck drivers had to
make their way against the stream of units flowing back. If they failed, there was suddenly
no fuel. The best we could do then was to MI up our most important fighting vehicles; the
others we had to destroy and leave behind. “Man, horse, and truck by the Lord were
struck.” The saying here became a reality.

Only the will to reach safety in the prepared positions kept the men going. Anything to
avoid being left behind and falling into the hands of the Russians.
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Our divisional chaplain, Martin Tarnow, in his notes “Last Hours,” has described the
suffering and death of so many men.

“Voda, voda (water): Some wounded men lay in a kind of barn, among them a few
Russians. In the face of death there were no longer any enemies. Again and again came
the penetrating cry of a Russian:”Voda, voda." | gave him my water-bottle; he drained it in
one grateful swig. When | raised his blanket, | saw the bloodsoaked bandage. A stomach
wound; no hope. We couldn't understand each other, but suddenly he grasped my silver
Cross.

Perhaps he, too, had a cross at home, hanging on the wall of his parent's house? | thought
of Christ on the cross, who had once cried out, “Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.”
It was not long before his hand released my cross; he died very quickly.

In dying, | believe he was consoled After weeks, which seemed to us an eternity, marked
by shared misfortune and hardships endured, we came at last to the prepared position at
Volokolamsk, which lay some 100 kilometers west of Moscow. We passed through the
infantry positions to where we were to restore ourselves a few miles further to the rear.
The primitive peasant huts seemed like luxury apartments to us. Utterly thankful to have
escaped the infemo, we lay down on the oven beside the few remaining old inhabitants
and wanted only one thing: sleep, sleep, sleep.

The first reinforcements arrived: replacements who were better equipped for the severe
Russian winter, vehicles, fuel, provisions that had long been lacking, and mail from home.
This reminded us that Christmas, meanwhile, had come and gone and that a new year had
begun. What would 1942 bring for us?

In the middle of January, | was summoned to the divisional commander. General von Funk
received me in particularly friendly fashion.

"Luck, two important bits of news for you. | had recommended you for the Knight's Cross.
A few weeks ago, Hitler founded a new order, the German Cross in gold, which ranks
between the Iron Cross First Class and the Knight's Cross. All recommendations for the
Knight's Cross have been converted.

Yours, too. In the name of the Fuehrer, | have the honor to present you with this new order
for bravery in face of the enemy." | was appalled: a large and clumsy star, with an
oversized swastika in the middle of it, to be worn on the right breast.

The General smiled.

“Nice and impressive, isn't it? May | congratulate you all the same.” His words were full of
irony.

We at once coined a new name for this monstrosity: Hitler's fried egg. Except for
headquarters' visits, | never wore the order.

"Now for the second bit of news, Luck: you are being transferred with immediate effect to

the Africa Korps, to take over the 3rd Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion. | have to confess
that this transfer has been on my table since November. | didn't tell you or release you
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because you couldn't be spared in that decisive phase. Now Rommel is threatening me
with the consequences if | don't send you on your way at once. | find it hard to let you go.
In spite of our little differences, you were a great help to me as adjutant and as a
commander, you have been outstanding.

Get everything ready. You can go in your beloved Mercedes.

Report, in the first place, to Personnel in Berlin. Drop in here just before you leave. An
appropriate movement order will be issued by my adjutant. Thank you, once again, for
everything and best wishes for the future." The news of my transfer came likela bombshell
to my officers and men. We had, after all, fought together since the beginning of the war,
shared joys and sorrows, and merged into a real team.

The morale of the men had picked up again. Although conditions were no better, the days
ol rest had done some good, nevertheless.

| planned to leave on 25 January 1942. Beck had the Mercedes checked and procured
supplies for several days, as well as reserve cans of fuel. As is usual among men, no one
showed his feelings when we said good-bye. A few jokes passed between us and then off
to divisional HQ, where | took my leave again and was supplied with the movement order:
“Destination, Berlin, Captain von Luck is to be given every assistance by all service posts.”
From my supply section, we collected mail for home and from the doctor, | Procured some
Pervitin, a stimulant.

The last person to whom | said goodbye was Staff Sergeant Kuschel, the RSM of my old
company.

| turned to Beck, “We'll drive without stopping until we're out of Russia. We'll relieve each
other every 100 kilometers, swallow Pervitin and stop only for fuel.” After about 200
kilometers, we made our first stop for refuelling at a supply unit. “We're not authorized to
issue fuel to individual vehicles,” said a “silverling,” as we called the servicemen behind the
lines, because of the silver stripe on their arms.

“Listen,” | replied, “I will have fuel within five minutes if you value your life. Besides, the
Russians have broken through in our sector and might be here by morning,” | lied to him.

Great excitement and in a few minutes, | not only had fuel but also delicacies never seen
at the front, such as a bottle of cognac, cigarettes, and tins of meat.

We were disgusted by life behind the lines. The army supply units had soon been followed
by the first Party functionaries, who took over civilian control and treated the population,
who had often begun by greeting us as liberators, in the manner decreed by the Party and
Propaganda Minister Goebbels, as “subhumans of an inferior race.” No one took any
notice of us when we appeared, tired and unshaven, in our white-painted car. Every
village, every bridge was guarded by old, conscripted soldiers. Only once, when we
produced our movement order yet again, did an old reservist ask me, "Sir, have you come
from 'up there'? How do things look?
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We hear nothing definite. | have a son in the infantry. For weeks, my wife has had no news
of him. Please tell me the truth, sir. We are very worried." | tried to give the old reservist
some reassurance.

From the region of Volokolamsk, we drove west along minor roads that had scarcely been
cleared, so as to reach the Moscowminsk “runway” as soon as possible, along which
progress would be easier.

We could bear the artiller 'y fire of both sides, which grew ever fainter with every mile we
covered. And then, there was complete silence. No sound of battle; only a few supply
vehicles moving east. Our journey was now almost romantic. We traveled across broad,
snow-covered plains, through forests, deep under snow, and through deserted villages.
The snowstorm that snatched at our heels covered our tracks in an instant. We drove with
the top down, to make it easier to spot Russian planes. Across his knees, Beck had a
machine-pistol at the ready. Everything seemed unreal to us.

We were traveling through a virgin land that no one could grasp or possess.

Beck and | were lost in thought and enjoying the peace. But we wanted to get on, to put a
distance between ourselves and the gruesome experiences of the past weeks, to get out
of that country in which we had to leave our comrades.

Finally, we reached the “runway.” | had brought maps with us, of course, to avoid losing
our way. We grew tired. Pervitin had to help, for we wanted to drive through the night.

On the trail, traffic was brisker and so brought us back to reality. The trail passed north of
the cities of Vyazma and Smolensk. | resisted the temptation to revisit Smolensk cathedral.
In Smolensk, too, the Nazi functionaries would have made themselves at home.

| decided to go back along the route we had used for our advance. On the one hand, it
was familiar to me and on the other, | was curious to see how things looked now. It was no
great detour on the way to Berlin.

We drove day and night, taking turns. North of Minsk, we left the trail for Vilnius, the
capit'al of the former Baltic state of Lithuania, which had been pocketed by the Russians in
1940 as one of the Soviet republics, Hitler's “present” to Stalin for the nonaggression pact.

The indicator showed that we had so far covered about 1,000 kilometers. We no longer
knew, at that moment, how many days and nights it had been. Gradually, even Pervitin
was no help.

We were dog-tired and tried to overcome our fatigue by singing or telling each other
stories.

“Beck, Virhius isn't Russia; Lithuania is more part of Europe than of the east. We'll just
drive the remaining 200 kilometers and spend the night there.” Now the snow-covered
roads had been sm6othed by traffic; the Mercedes ran without a sound and like clockwork.
Eventually, late one afternoon, we reached our destination. As usual, there was a local
German HQ. We came across an understanding reserve officer, who assigned us a room
in the Hotel Regina. We threw ourselves onto the beds. For the first time for eight months,
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a bed and a bath. Only then did we realize that we were no longer at the Russian front.
The strain of the past weeks began slowly to fall away.

“Beck, we'll have a bath now, shave off our stubble, and go to the restaurant for a meal.
And then, we'll have a really good sleep.” As we entered the restaurant, we felt as though
reborn. We thought we were dreaming: officers of the base units were sitting at the tables
with women, apparently leading a dolce vita. The little band could hardly make itself heard
above the loud conversation. No one here, it seemed, wanted to know about the war. We
bolted our food in disgust, handed in the voucher provided by HQ, and disappeared to our
beds, lacking for so long.

| woke late the following morning.
"Come on, Beck, we're going, as fast as we can, on to Berlin.

There's nothing to keep us here any longer." A further 600 kilometers lay before us. Finally,
after two days, via Grodno, Warsaw, and Posen, we reached Berlin.

The Russian chapter was closed.
“The desert calls us, Beck.”

Attack on Russia, 1941/1942.
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Cossack captain in the German army, Russia, 1941/42.

Winter during Operation Barbarossa, Russia, 1941/1942.
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Colonel von Luck (in the driver's seat) leaves the Eastern Front, west of Moscow,1942.



Interim, 1942

Ouir first goal was Replacement Section 3 at Stahnsdorf, near Berlin, our base until we left
for Africa. The replacement sections were responsible for the training of soldiers to make
up for losses at the front. They were also centers for the wounded and those on leave who
were waiting for new postings.

Officers and NCOS who, because of their wounds were no longer “fit for combat service,”
as it was called, were employed as instructors, so that their experience might be passed
on.

| reported to the CO of the replacement section, who was glad to see me.

“There you are at last. Rommel and the battalion have been waiting for you since
November. You are to report, at once, to the Personnel Office; there -you will receive
movement orders and all information.” First, they fixed us up with a bed for the night. |
planned to go to the Personnel Office the following morning. But before that, | drove with
Beck to the motor vehicle workshop.

“This Mercedes has survived the Russian campaign. Please check it over and remove the
white camouflage paint. I'll pick it up again if | come back from Africa.” Beck, who was to
be quartered in the barracks until our departure, would see to the car and watch over it
with Argus eye.

Early next morning, with a jeep and driver from the replacement section, | drove into
Berlin. How the city had changed since | was last there. The people seemed cowed and
dispirited. The news coming in from the eastern front, the air raids, which were becoming
ever more frequent, life on ration cards and the arrogant behavior of Nazi functionaries
were sapping the vital energy of the Berliners, who were otherwise so quick-witted and full
of zest for life. Air raid shelters of all sorts were to be seen eve"here; at night all the houses
and streets ad to be blacked out. Berlin seemed like a ghost town.

Friends told me how they crouched night after night on their suitcases, containing their
most important papers, an emergency pack by their side, ready to be summoned to the
cellars by the raid wardens at the first warning.

Gasoline was rationed; private cars had almost disappeared. The Kurfurstendamm, once
so pulsating, and Unter den Linden, were now given over almost entirely to the vehicles of
notables, the Wehrmacht, and Party organizations.

At the Personnel Office, | found after much searching, the head of the department
responsible for North Africa.

“Welcome home! Now first of all, have a good rest and acclimatize yourself. Here's your
allocation to a small hotel on the Kurfurstendamm and an order to the army clothing
department for you and your orderly to draw your tropical equipment. Where do you want
to spend your leave? I'll have the appropriate movement orders made out.” | protested
vehemently. “I know that I've been asked for by Rommel since November. But my
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divisional commander didn't inform me or release me. | should like to go to Africa as
quickly as possible.”

‘I know, | know,” he replied. “Rommel's HQ has already been informed that you have only
just got back from Russia and need a rest. Report to me at the end of March. On | April,
you'll be sent on your way. So, where do you want to spend the next four weeks?” There
was obviously nothing | could do about it, so | asked whether | could go for two weeks to
my mother and two weeks to Paris.

The officer smiled.

“Paris is not bad,” he said. “But things aren't quite so simple. | must, after all, be able to
justify the journey.”

“I have a lot of friends there and know Paris from before the war; in addition, the city
commandant is a former commander of our 7th Panzer Division, whom | would like to see
again.”

“That's fine, for a commander of Rommel's former division, we can certainly manage
something. You can collect your movement orders tomorrow.” So, as | really couldn't leave
for Africa immediately, | made the best of the situation. When | got back to Stahnsdorf, | at
once put in a request for four weeks' leave for Beck, too.

Before | went to my mother in Flensburg, which is on the border of Denmark, | wanted to
see a few friends, of whom | had heard nothing since the outbreak of war. | went to Gisela
von Schkopp. She was still living in Potsdam, where we used to be garrisoned. It was her
marriage to “dashing Bernhard,” as he was called, that we had celebrated so lightheartedly
at the manor house in Fast Prussia. She told me that she had had no news of her husband
for several weeks. He, too, was at the eastern front. We had a meal together and brewed
some coffee from bmns | had commandeered from a depot on the way back from Russia.

But we had no time to enjoy it, for at that moment we heard the bark of the antiaircraft
guns and the wail of the air raid sirens. For the first time, | now shared the experience of
an Allied air raid on our homeland.

“This is what it's like now, almost every night. Come down to the cellar,” Gisela called out
to me.

“No, I'm not going into the cellar for anything. | feel better in the open air, where | can see
what's happening; | can take cover if necessary, if bombs should fall even on Potsdam.” |
went outside. It was a lurid scene. The long, white fingers of the searchlights probed the
sky. In the distance, one could hear the drone of the bombers and the bark of the
antiaircraft guns. The raid was on Berlin, not Potsdam, which had no strategic significance
for the enemy. | fetched Gisela from the cellar.

“Come and see! What a spectacle! But how many houses will fall in ashes and rubble, how
many innocent people will be buried in their cellars?” It dawned on me how much harder
things were, in fact, for the civilian population in comparison to us at the front, for they
were helpless and passive in face of the air raids. | understood also, why our wounded,
when they had recovered, were so keen to get back to the front as quickly as possible.
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| arranged rheetings with the wives of my friends, who were all on active service. | gave
them some real coffee from my supply.

Coffee was more precious than gold, for all supplies were reserved for the troops. Civilians
had to make ersatz coffee from barley or substitutes.

As | was one of the first, apart from the wounded, who could give some-account of the
eastern front, | was questioned closely. To avoid disheartening my friends still further, |
veiled the truth.

The fate of these women moved me greatly. Many of them had married and started a
family and then tikir husbands had fallen.

They had become widows without ever leading a proper married life. For that reason, | had
resolved at the outbreak of war, not to marry until the war was over. Although there had
been bonds and relationships which made me think of marriage, | still kept to my
resolution.

The night life of Berlin had almost disappeared. Werner Fink, the great cabaret artist, still
kept his Katakomben open. But his biting humor was not to Goebbel's taste. He only
avoided the threat of arrest because Hermann Goering had a weakness for him and
arranged for him to be called up into the Luftwaffe.

Despite all the pleasures of seeing my friends again, there was nothing to keep me long in
Berlin, so | went to my mother's in Flensburg.

Although Flensburg was a naval base, it was not bombed. On 9 July 1941, my stepfather,
who had been nursed devotedly by my mother for years, died of intestinal cancer. It was
weeks before the news reached me in Russia. My younger brother, a keen whaler, had
been called up into the navy and was sailing about in his minesweeper, a converted
whaling vessel, somewhere off the coast of Norway. Only my sister, Anneliese, was still at
home to give my mother a hand. At the end of 1942, she was “conscripted” to Holland and
posted to the staff of the military commander of Holland. Our seven-room apartment was
considered too big and several rooms were requisitioned for refugees.

My mother was very brave and concealed her anxieties about her children. She was so
pleased to see me again, and with the real coffee | had brought, besides a few tins of army
food.

The pleasant days in the company of my mother came to an end. | then went back to
Berlin to collect my Mercedes. With movement orders"the tank full of gas and some of my
stock of coffee in my baggage, | set off.

Like Berlin before, Paris, too, now proved a disappointment.

Supplies had become more difficult. The city was swarming with administrative personnel.
The Gestapo, too, had already spread its net over France.
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At HQ, | was at once given a room in one of the many requisitioned luxury hotels on the
Champs Elys6es. J. B. Morel and Clement Duhour were very delighted to see me again.
From British and underground sources, they knew our situation on the eastern front better
than | did and gave us no great chance of winning the war. All the same, | spent some
happy hours in Clement's bar, Le Chevalier. | went there only in civilian clothes. One met
no Germans there. | paid a visit also to Le V6sinet, where we had been stationed after the
French campaign in 1940.

| left Paris somewhat earlier than planned. | no longer felt so at home there as before.
What had the war done to the city?

Cest la guerre-, the French had come to terms with it and were already reckoning with the
fact that we would lose the war.

At the replacement section, | found that Beck had already returned. For him, too, there had
been nothing to keep him at home for very long. It was now the middle of March-1942. The
severe winter was over and we thought we had become sufficiently acciimatized to 90 to
Africa.

Beck and | went to the Army clothing depot to collect our tropical equipment. What we
were “fitted” out with there defies description. One could see that Germany had no longer
any colonies since 1918, and so had no idea of what was suitable for the tropics. We need
only have asked our allies, the Italians, but no, the commissariat had designed the tropical
equipment strictly in the Prussian mode: khaki-colored, tight-fitting uniform of close
material with a linen belt and high lace-up boots. In addition, a pith helmet, which,
according to long-standing opinion, was essential wear in, the tropics.

Along with the other pieces, shirts impermeable to air, a brown tie, etc., we acknowledged
receipt of our equipment and returned to the barracks to stage a fashion show.

Wounded men from North Africa, waiting there for ting" told us how they, like many others,
had carried on a lively trade with the Italians in order to exchange at least some of their
equipment for the more appropriate Italian uniforms.

They told us also of tht first actions in the desert, of Rommel's rapid advance, by which he
had surprised the British, and of the conditions of desert warfare, such as the heat, the
sandstorms, and the cold nights." Finally, it was time to go. We were given our movement
orders, and on | April 1942 we boarded the Berlin-Rome express coach, with a sleeping
compartment of our own. To the clatter of the wheels, we both thoughtback to our return
from Russia in snow and ice. How quickly things changed!

A night-in Rome, which seemed quite unaware of the war. From the German liaison officer
we learned that we were to go on to Brindisi by rail and from there, fly in a supply plane via
Crete to Dema, which lay iq Cyrenaica.

What would await us? We were highly expectant, almost eager for adventure.
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North Africa, 1942: Rommel" the Desert Fox

From Brindisi, we flew to Crete, the island on which our paratroops had descended the
year before, among them, Max Schmeling, the idol of German boxing. We relished the
warmth of spring.

Then, on the morning of 8 April 1942, we took off for North Africa in our Junkers 52, known
affectionately as

“‘Auntie Ju.” | was allowed to sit in the cockpit.

“We have to fly low over the sea,” the pilot told me. “In spite of our air superiority, there are
always a few Spitfires or Hurricanes buzzing about the Mediterranean. They come from
Malta, which for some reason, quite beyond me, has not been attacked and occupied by
now.” At that moment, | was not thinking of the war or of what might lie in store for me. |
was too taken up with the idea of getting to know a new continent.

Suddenly the machine was pulled higher.

“We were lucky,” laughed the pilot. “We shall soon be landing in Dema.” The outlines of
Africa emerged before us: the narrow coastal strip cultivated by the ltalians, with its date
palms, olive groves, the whitewashed houses of the colonists, and the long, asphalt ribbon
of the Via Balbia. Behind it shimmered the desert.

“That's the stony desert,” the pilot informed me, “about 200 to 300 kilometers deep, before
the start of the Sahara proper, with its huge white dunes. These level plains, broken
frequently by rocks and hills of gravel, have been the scene of the fighting for the past year
or so0.” | had read books about the desert and the Bedouins, those nomadic people who,
for more than 2,500 years, had wandered across the deserts of Arabia and Libya, living
according to their own laws and with no form of state. Already, | thought | could feel
something of the longing that is said to strike all who once set foot in the desert. | hoped |
would find time to savor this new environment and its people.

Leaving a huge cloud of dust behind her, Auntie Ju landed gently on the sandy runway.
The midday heat took us aback even at that time of year. What a contrast to the icy
snowstorms of Russia.

“I'm Lance-Corporal Manthey,” a man in a faded uniform introduced himself

“Major von Luck, | presume?” His pure, Berlin accent was music in my ears and took me
back to my years in Potsdam. “I've come to pick you up. They're expecting you.” Beck and
| felt like greenhorns in our new, brown, tropical outfits. We stowed our gear. “Thanks for
collecting us, Manthey, but what do we want with our thick coats in this heat?”

“You'll need them all right. It's bloody cold at night. I'll get you something Italian as uniform;

they know what's practical do wn here.” The windshield of the jeep was folded flat and
covered over to prevent reflections from the sun.

83



“I'm to take you to Ronnnel first, before we go to division and our battalion.” Everyone
there spoke only of “Rommel,” not of the General, so popular was he with his men; he was
one of them.

During the journey, Manthey told us of the battles of the past year, as he had experienced
them. He spoke of the “father” of the reconnaissance battalion, Lieutenant-Colonel Freiherr
von Wechmar, his popularity, his successes, and of how proud von Wechmar was to have
been the first to land on African soil in 1941. “Our battalion is the apple of Rommel's eye,”
he added proudly. It occurred to me that | wasn't going to find things easy.

We left Dema in an easterly direction. Rommel's HQ must lie somewhere among the olive
groves.

“One of us must look out for aircraft. They usually come from behind.” Beck took this on.

Suddenly, we turned off the road. No path, no track was to be seen. Tire marks were
always removed at once-as camouflage.

Suddenly, we stopped. Rommel's HQ. All the vehicles were well dispersed and
camouflaged. In the middle, stood a monster of a truck.

“That's the’Mammoth.“ We took it from the British and converted it into Rommel's
command car.” ' | spotted some eight-wheeled scout cars. This was the new, fast,
reconnaissance vehicle, which we hadn't had yet in Russia.

| was rather keyed up. After all, | hadn't seen Rommel since the French campaign in 1940.
An orderly officer took me to him.

He had a deep suntan covering his sharp features, giving him a fully healthy look. He was
at the peak of his career, clearly enjoying his world-wide reputation. He was in a high
mood and clearly glad to see me.

“I am reporting on transfer to the Afrika Korps, Colonel-General,” | said.

“Glad you're here,” he replied. “I've waited long enough. Un fortunately, I've had to send
Wechmar to Germany, he became sick. You are taking over my pet battalion, let it be a
credit to you.” Then, typically, he came straight to the point, “You've come at just the right
moment. I'm preparing a new offensive to forestall the British. Your battalion will play an
important part in it. My chief of staff, Gause, will brief you. Then report to your division.
How's my old 7th Panzer Division, was it bad in Russia?” | gave him a brief account, and
was dismissed. It was the start of a new phase.

General Gause, Rommel's chief of staff, with whom | would have much to do, gave me a
summary of the situation. He then added, “Rommel is very disappointed at the indifference
of the upper leadership. Hitler and the High Command see North Africa as a 'secondary’
theater of war. For the British, however, it is decisive. In addition, he is exasperated by the
slack conduct of the sea-war by the Italians. In March, for instance, instead of the
requested 60,000 tons of materiel, only 18,000 arrived.” In Rommel's view, the chance of
victory in Africa had already been missed. Despite heavy losses through our U-boat
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campaign and despite a 12,000-mile-long sea route, sufficient supplies for the British were
getting through to the front.

That didn't sound very encouraging. Nevertheless, Rommel seemed to be set on turning
the tables, once again, in his favor. He hoped to take Tobruk by an unexpected thrust and
be able to advance far into Egypt, provided he could forestall the British.

| took my leave.

“Manthey, we've got to go to division now (it was the 21st Panzer Division) and then on to
the battalion.”

“Very well, Major. You seem to be well in with Rommel for him to greet you personally,”
said Manthey.

| told him a few things about Rommel.

“Well, yes,” he said, "it certainly is unusual to bring someone here from Russia. Our
commander, von Wechmar, was a great guy.

His son Ruediger has also been with us now for a couple of weeks, as a young lieutenant.
That's tradition. You'll be all right, Major." Divisional HQ was well camouflaged under palms
and olive trees.

General von Bismarck greeted me in friendly fashion. He had been my commander in East
Prussia in 1930, at the start of my military career. Like so many who were serving in the
desert, he looked emaciated. The pitiless heat by day, the icy cold at night, the
sandstorms, the millions of flies, and the hard battles had left their mark.

“A hearty welcome to you, Luck, we haven't seen each other for twelve years. You're
entering upon a fine inheritance. Wechmar and his battalion have done great things and
are Rommel's favorite unit. After your service in Russia, you've got some adapting to do.
Familiarize yourself with conditions as quickly as you can. We shall probably be opening a
decisive offensive before long. Best of luck!” The general-staff officer briefed me on the
situation. The task of the 3rd Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion was to reconnoiter in the
far south, prevent or report any outflanking move by the enemy, and form the spearhead in
any attack.

“The British, meanwhile, have strongly fortified their Gazala position,” he continued. "There
is a vast minefield with about 500,000 mines stretching from the coast to Bir Hacheim, a
water hole south of Tobruk, originally developed by the Italians. Bir Hacheim is held by
French troops under General Koenig. Behind this defensive barrier, the British are
preparing to go on the offensive as soon as they can bring up enough materiel. And that,
apparently, is what Rommel means to forestall.

“So we've got to be extremely vigilant, to ensure that the British don't attack around the
south of Bir Hacheim deep in our flank. To look out for that and to prevent it is your job,
Luck, among other things.” We left the green of Cyrenaica for the south. Manthey knew the
track..Normally one traveled in the desert only by compass, the most important instrument,
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carried by everyone. Behind us, we raised a huge cloud of dust, which engulfed us
whenever we had to brake abruptly.

The desert shimmered. In the far distance® it was often hard to tell whether the shimmering
"something" was a vehicle or merely a camel's thorn bush.

Suddenly, visible only a few meters in advance, we came to a wadi, one of the many dried-
up watercourses, in which my new battalion was lying, well dispersed.

Captain Everth, who had been leading the battalion, and a few other officers were there to
greet me: correctly, but with a certain reserve, as it seemed to me. Von Wechmar, the “old
man,” would be hard to replace.

We went to the command car, a converted Opel “Blitz” truck. As Everth explained to me, all
vehicles were fitted with special oil filters against the dust. Many of the trucks had
treadless tires, so that they left no distinctive track in the sand.

Besides the new eightwheeled scout cars, | spotted some tracked motorcycles, 750cc
BMWS fitted with two narrow tracks in place of the rear tires. They had been developed
especially for the desert.

| asked all the officers to gather together so that | could meet them. Once again, | felt out
of place in my new tropical outfit, for all the other officers wore faded uniforms, of which
they were very proud, or loose Italian trousers and shirts.

Good old Manthey orpnized something similar for me, too, in the next few days.) “| know
your battalion from prewar days, when | was in Potsdam,” | began. "There was a healthy
rivalry between our two battalions as to which was the better or the more prominent.

But we also took part together in a number of rallies. It is an honor for me to succeed your
beloved and seasoned Commander von Wechmar. | have only my experience from the
French campaign and from Russia. | have much to learn here and would be grateful for
any help you can give me. | should like to go out on reconnaissance with one of your
patrols as soon as possible, to familiarize myself with conditions." | greeted each of the
men individually with a handshake; the ice appeared to have been broken.

| learned that on the British side we were usually up against the Royal Dragoons, the Il th
Hussars, and the dreaded Long Range Desert Group led by the legendary Lieutenant-
Colonel David Stirling. The British used the better-armored but slower Humber scout car;
we the faster, nimbler eight-wheeler. Meanwhile we “understood” each other. The
prevailing atmosphere was one of respect and fair play.

| got used to the Fata Morgana, the mirage, which looked so hopefully like a lake, but
which on approach dissolved into nothing. | had also to get accustomed to the ferocious
sandstorm which the Italians called the “Ghibli.” It usually lasted for a day, but sometimes
for three. One could see it coming. The sky grew dark, the fine sand penetrated every pore
and made any movement, let alone any military operation, impossible.

| learned to travel by compass and at the onset of darkness to find my way back to the
battalion with mutual light signals.
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The reconnaissance trips into the desert held a great fascination for me.
In the weeks that followed, things remained fairly quiet.

Individual British patrols put out feelers to the south. But they were intercepted by our own,
wide-ranging patrols. In this, our fast eightwheelers were particularly'valuable.

By the beginning of May 1942, | felt myself “integrated.” | had visited and gotten to know all
the companies and had been out with several patrols. | had grown accustomed to the
rhythm of daily life. We used to drink half a liter of fluids in the morning, nothing during the
day, then the “second half” in the evening. Supplies came up every few days, usually in
convoy, to avoid being intercepted by the British.

One even got used to the cold nights. We didn't take off our tropical coats, and thick,
nonregulation scarves, until well into the morning when the heat had slowly worked
through them.

This was the thermos principle, which we had learned by observing the Bedouins