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Foreword

On 27 October 1939, Hitler summoned General Student to the Reich Chancellery. Student, one of the principal creators of the German parachute arm, expressed to Hitler his disappointment that airborne troops had not played a decisive role in the invasion of Poland. The latter calmed him by describing his plans for the intended “Campaign in the West”. Amongst other things, Hitler spoke of his own ideas which he had outlined six days previously at a conference with senior Army generals: the capture of the Belgian fort Eben-Emael together with three bridges over the Albert Canal and at Maastricht by paratroops landed from gliders. If successful, the plan would guarantee the German Army, and especially its panzer formations, a swift incursion into Belgium.

The preparations for this operation, made in the greatest secrecy, were begun at once, for the offensive against the West was scheduled for 12 November 1939. This date was subsequently postponed on repeated occasions, providing “Sturmabteilung Koch” with the time it needed to expand and prepare, requirements indispensable for the success of the plan. From the outset, the operation was seen to have an enormous strategic importance. After the so-called “Mechelen Affair” of January 1940, in which a German courier aircraft carrying the invasion plans was forced to make an emergency landing in the Belgian village of Mechelen north of Maastricht, the plan for the campaign was changed fundamentally to fall in with the ideas of General von Manstein. As a result, the SA Koch operation assumed far greater importance. It was no longer conceived as something of a gamble, but became firmly entrenched in the new plan, “Sichelschnitt” (“stroke of the scythe”) whose intention it was to lure the British and French troops nearest the fort region into the Belgian plain, and provide more realistic time schedules to replace the slogan “Speed at all costs”.

The overwhelmingly conservative-thinking generals of the German Army were not well disposed to the Luftwaffe airborne operation. In mid-November they had been given the task of seizing the bridges at Maastricht intact. From therearge unit they had drawn up a kind of Plan B for the event that the airborne operation might fail, not unusual, but bearing all the hallmarks of their doubts that it could succeed, as an anecdote shows regarding an incident on 22 April 1940.That day, SA Koch had a signals exercise. General Bock (C-in-C Army group B) and General von Reichenau (C-in-C 6.Army) attended a demonstration by Oberstleutnant Geiger (Commanding officer, Pioneer-Rgt 620) on how to cross a sand ditch 115 metres wide and sixteen metres deep. Support pillars were embedded and a previously prepared bridge brought up. This was impressively successful. Von Reichenau commented afterwards: “My dear Geiger, I think you would be very disappointed to find that the Albert Canal bridges had fallen into our (i.e. Army) hands intact.”

The participation of the Army in the SA Koch operation required the quickest possible relief of the paratroopers across the intact bridges at Maastricht. For this purpose a special Army unit wearing Dutch police uniforms was to descend upon Maastricht and seize the bridges. This pitiful plan failed. On 10 May 1940 the Germans were quickly unmasked and became embroiled in the fighting. While the paratroopers’ attacks on Fort Eben Emael (Operational Group Granit), and on the bridges at Veldwezelt, Vroenhoven and Kanne (Operational Groups Stahl, Beton and Eisen respectively) were carried out successfully, the bridges at Maastricht were quickly demolished by the Dutch, and the Army had to assemble pontoon ferries to extract the paratroopers – those at Fort Eben Emael being forced to wait eighteen hours before leaving. Despite that shortcoming, the combined Army-Luftwaffe operation hailed today as exemplary was on the whole a success.

Which was more important, the fort or the bridges over the Canal? This question asked by the paratroopers involved cannot be answered in a Foreword. While numerous authors have concentrated on the Eben-Emael section of the operation, it is the main aim of this book to provide the most thorough review of the lesser known but far more bitter struggle for the three bridges and the preparations beforehand, from the standpoint of both belligerents.

The authors have succeeded in making good the poor German source material by interviewing eyewitnesses, by consulting private papers and by the publication of an enormous trove of mostly unknown photographs. In this way a gap in the history of the opening few days of the “Campaign in the West” has been successfully closed.

Günter Schalich
 Aachen, January 2011





Introduction in 1940

Much has been written about the capture of the Belgian fort Eben-Emael by German paratroops on 10 May 1940. It was probably the best known and most daring attack of the Second World War. In this operation troop gliders and hollow charges were used for the first time in military history, and proved it possible to set down paratroopers behind enemy lines as special commandos in the pure sense. Training, secrecy, precision and speed linked to the element of surprise made these men into deadly weapons causing chaos amongst the Belgian defenders.

It must be mentioned that these paratroopers were part of a large unit, Sturmabteilung Koch (SA Koch), in 1940 the elite of the German Luftwaffe. Their mission was not only the capture of the Eben-Emael fort but also the three strategically important bridges over the Albert Canal at Veldwezelt, Vroenhoven and Kanne. The rapid capture of these bridges (two intact, one damaged) was decisive for the success of the German attack on Belgium and France. Although this latter aspect of the mission was an important part of the overall operation, it is fair to say that little is known of it.

The aim of this book is to provide a comprehensive and detailed report on how the attack on the bridges was planned and carried out using text based on documents, archives and personal statements, and many previously unpublished photographs. The authors have placed special emphasis on the latter. Every detail, from the training of the unit commanded by Walter Koch through to the final attack, was investigated thoroughly from best-source material together with eyewitness reports of many German and Belgian soldiers. From there we aimed for an objective historical chronicle from a military point of view but including honest moral judgements. This is a policy we consider essential in any research of the twentieth century with all its tensions and upheavals leading us to the unavoidable conviction that “war dehumanizes”.

Despite our best efforts we are aware that our investigation is not error-free. It is impossible to find the absolute truth and we hope that the reader will make allowances for the errors and omissions occurring in this book.Our heartfelt thanks go to all persons and institutions who helped us throughout the years of our research. The close contact to historians of standing such as Joost Vaesen and Jo Fiévez, active members of the Society for the Administration of Fort Eben Emael, and also Stijn David, Mike and Martin Opitz, David Lenk, Peter Selinger, Mathieu Geurts and Colonel Robert Calmeyn provided major motivation for this work. Equally, this book would not have been possible without the advice and support of Günter Schalich, one of the major experts on World War II fortifications and on everything related to the attack on the Albert Canal. We can hardly find the words to thank Lucas Molina, friend and passionate historical researcher, for his helping hand and sincere commitment to this book.

Last but not least. The skeletal structure of this volume is formed of the statements made by the survivors and their family members: H.Angelkort, I. Axenbeck, E. Bähr, A Bauer(+), H. Becker, T. Becker, M.Bergmann(+), I. Böning, H.Böse, H. J. Buchbender, H. Büschen(+), E.Burgard, G.Burrock, H.Christiansen, I.Clavora, M.Czayka, R.Dannenberg, M.Dellin, G.Döbbelin, E.Dullnig, K.Eling, R.Ellersiek, H.Engeling, K.Engelmann, S.Fickel, P.Fräbel, N.Gahno, Fr.Gaida(+), L.Gilg, E.Gomolka, G.Graef, B.Hafermass, M.Hanker, K.Harbisreitinger, M.Heinen, B.Heise, R.Hentschel, K.Herse, B.Hoffmann, H.J.Horlbeck, H.Hübner, H.Jaunich, S.Jordan, J.Kainz, H.Kaliczok, S.Heinrichs, G.Kerzmann, Dr.W.Keudel, H.Koch, O.Köster, G.Kühnemund, R.Lange, J.Lammerding, A.Lenz, R.Lerchenfeld, P.Lobindzus, B.Markowka, H.W.Maulhardt, K.Mayr(+), W.Meier(+), R.Merz, H.Meyer, J.Meyer, B.Müller, W.Pisk, B.Quadflieg, J.Richter, K.Rieser, H.Rubelt(+), I.Ruch, W. von der Ruhr, H.Schaefer, F.Schindele(+), H.Schlaghecke(+), P.Schlombs, T. Schmitt(+), B.Schrowange(+), A. Schütz, M.Spanehl, S.Stahlberg, K.Stern, H.Strakeljahn, R.Susdorf(+), S.Toschka, B.Wechsler, E.Zummack.

Their thoughts and reflections have given this book historical value from a time beyond recall, and prevented it from being a mere cold appraisal. Above all we remember those who died before this project (which is also theirs) terminated: the Belgian veteran Josef Schaumans and the German participants Hermann Büschen, Reinhold Susdorf, Heinz Schlaghecke and Rudi Opitz. It was an honour for the authors to know these people, who were the true protagonists of the dramatic events of 10 May 1940, the day when The Silent Attack became reality.

Oscar Gonzalez Lopez
 Ian Tannahill
Thomas Steinke





Translator’s Note (German Ranks)

The Paratroop Arm had a basic rank of Fallschirmjäger or Jäger (equal to a trained private soldier). Many members of SA Koch were volunteers recruited and/or co-opted from other branches of the Luftwaffe and Army, and while serving with SA Koch retained their original ranks. Thus we have Flieger and Gefreite (private soldiers), also Obergefreite (senior privates, non-NCO). A glider pilot co-opted into SA Koch would be awarded an Airforce rank.

The lowest paratroop NCO rank was Oberjäger (corporal), Unteroffizier if the holder of the rank came from another branch. The next NCO ranks up were Feldwebel (sergeant), Oberfeldwebel (senior sergeant) and Stabsfeldwebel(Staff sergeant). No higher rank than Stabsfeldwebel served at the Albert Canal before the officer grades Leutnant (2nd Lieutenant), Oberleutnant (Lieutenant), and Hauptmann (captain).
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Belgian soldier in 1940, as per Group for Historical Reconstruction “6 de Linie”. (Gonzalez)





Chapter One

Belgium – Shortly Before The War

Despite its unequivocal neutrality, Belgium was forced into war on that fateful 10 May 1940 when the Wehrmacht invaded. The Belgian Army had been integrated into the Western Alliance for the purpose of resisting the German attack, but in the end was overwhelmed. Belgian forces were hardly able to do anything against the gigantic German war machine. Belgium was a prosperous but small country of eight million people. The Belgian High Command was obviously aware that in the course of a German attack it had few choices to make. The reality exceeded everything they had been able to imagine.

After the First World War a series of important changes had occurred in the Belgian Army. For example, it reduced the number of divisions from seventeen to eight in 1924, and from eight to six in 1926. Nevertheless the Belgians knew – and differed from the Netherlands in that respect – that the Germans were not likely to respect their neutrality should the circumstances call for it. Significant pointers hardened this conviction: the failure of the League of Nations to create a carefully considered, peaceful framework for international relations, the political developments in Germany and the reoccupation of the Rhineland. Accordingly, at the end of 1936 King Leopold III called for a massive rearmament and modernization of the Army. These measures were undoubtedly intended to fortify the independence of the nation. At the same time Belgium’s neighbours, the great European Powers of the time (France, Great Britain and Germany) were to be dissuaded from considering Belgium to be the stage for the “settlement of their differences”. A number of measures were the direct consequence of this royal intervention: a fifteen per cent increase in the defence budget, the period of conscription raised from eight to twelve months, the strengthening of the line of fortifications along the Meuse by the construction of three forts at Neufchâteau, Battice and Eben Emael; the division of the country into three military areas (with command centres at Brussels, Antwerp and Liège) and the construction of an anti-tank defensive line between Kooningshooiskt and Wavre, the K-W Line, also known as the Dyle Line. Within this modernization three divisions were motorized straight away (two regiments of cavalry, and one of Ardennes Riflemen (Chausseurs ardennais). To defend the fortifications and major cities (Antwerp, Ghent, Brussels and Liège) a Homeland Air Raid Precaution was introduced (Défence Aéronautique du Territoire).
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King Leopold III of Belgium in 1940. (Fort Eben Emael)
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1916 model Mauser 7.65-mm rifle. Weapon used by artillery units in the Belgian forts. (Fort Eben Emael)





All these changes meant that in May 1940, in comparison to the small land area of the country, the Belgian Army had a significant fighting force: 100,000 soldiers in peacetime and 650,000 after the mobilization: in all, eighteen infantry divisions, one corps of cavalry with two divisions and a motorized brigade: one artillery brigade and the Ardennes rifle corps formed of two partially motorized divisions and other independent units. All these units made up seven infantry divisions and one corps of cavalry. Each corps had two infantry divisions and a regiment of pioneers, as well as signals and supply. Each regiment of infantry had over 3,000 men equipped with the Mauser M-35 rifle, six anti-tank guns, nine mortars, 108 Browning M-30 light MGs, and 58 Maxim M-08 heavy MGs. The division of artillery had sixteen 155-mm Schneider M-17 field howitzers, eight 105-mm Schneider M-13s and eight 120-mm Cockerill M-32s.

The modernization extended to the immediate armament of the troops. The 105-mm field gun with which the Army had been equipped since before the First World War was replaced by one of 120-mm calibre. The programme of exchange was pushed through between 1924 and 1931 by the Koninklijke Kanonnengieterij. Mass production was authorized in 1932, but the economic crisis intervened to upset this plan. In the course of these changes the various MGs were supplanted. From 1931 a new model, the Browning M-30 was in use with new ammunition. From that year, 6,000 of them were distributed and became operational with the Maxim of the infanry and Hotchkiss of the cavalry. This allowed the phasing out of the obsolescent and not very efficient Colt MG by transferring it to rearward units. These examples illustrate outstandingly well the “law of inertia” which the Belgian Army pursued in its exchange and modernization of units and weapons after the Great War1.

Modernization did not extend to strategy, however. As in the First World War, it continued to be founded upon a static defence. It is therefore not surprising that the Belgian Army had no radios, nor armoured personnel carriers nor anti-tank weapons worthy of mention.

Both cavalry divisions had sixteen T-15 tanks (actually Vickers-Armstrong Carden Lloyds 1934 models fitted with two Hotchkiss 13.2-mm guns). No.1 Ardennes Division had nine of these tanks. Other units had the T-13, a Belgian copy of the Vickers T-15. Of the model B-1 there were thirty examples; of the B-2, B-20 and B-3 150 examples, all fitted with a turret, 47-mm anti-tank gun and Belgian FN30 7.65-mm MGs. The Belgian Army also had some French technology in the form of twelve Renault ACC1 model 1935 tanks with 47-mm guns and co-axial MGs. These vehicles were grouped into an independent 4 The Silent Attack unit of two large sections.The military vehicle pool also had tracked vehicles for the transport of the 47-mm anti-tank gun SA-FRC model 1931, and personnel carriers Familleheureux GMC model 1938 and Ford/Marmon-Herrington.
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Maxim MG of 1917 design issued to the Belgian Army. (Fort Eben Emael)
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T-13 Belgian Army tank armed with a 47-mm gun it was used in the anti-tank role.
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Belgian soldier photographed in 1940.





The Belgian air force was neglected and totally obsolete by 1940. Of its fleet of 234 aircraft, 180 were operational, seventy-six of the machines were fighters (twenty-two Gloster Gladiators Mk 1, twenty Hawker Hurricanes Mk 1 and thirty-four Fiat CR 42 “Falcos”). These machines offered no threat to German fighter aircraft. Belgium also had sixteen Fairey Battle Mk 1 bombers (very slow with poor defensive armament and already obsolete) in the 5th and 7th squadrons. That was everything.

Belgium was expecting the delivery of another eighty fighters under the Hawker Hurricane licence, but these were not operational in May 1940. Also too late to pose a threat were the Brewster F2 Buffalo fighters obtained from the United States and the Italian Caproni. Thirty-four Fiat CR 42 fighters of an order for forty in March had arrived at the time of the German attack.

Belgium had an observer corps armed with FRC 7-mm model 1927 and Madson 20-mm CHM model 1935 anti-aircraft guns. In 1940 this constituted the defence of the national airspace. The air force was composed of three regiments. The first specialized in aerial observation and air-to-ground cooperation, the second was the fighter force. The third regiment had aircraft for long-range reconnaissance and light bombing. Each regiment had anti-aircraft units.

It is a strange fact that a country with a relatively long coast should have disbanded its navy between the war because of budget shortages. The navy was reactivated in September 1939. By then it was far too late to start building naval vessels and disorganization ruled. The merchant marine was scoured for naval reserve officers, as too were other branches of the military for men who had seagoing experience. Eventually the navy had thirty officers, 98 NCOs and 513 other ranks. The only operational vessels were a small coastguard ship armed with a 47-mm gun and two MGs, and two wooden boats requisitioned as minesweepers. The coastal artillery had one gun at Antwerp and another at Zeebrugge.

On 1 September 1939, Belgium declared its neutrality but ordered general mobilization, fearing a German invasion in the east of the country. The mobilization met serious difficulties: a lack of officers and experience in the ranks of the reservists, and inadequate armament. As in France, the inactivity between 1939 and 1940 adversely affected morale. The men lacked fighting spirit, being more concerned for their families than the defence of the national borders. Another decisive influence for lack of motivation was the perennial Belgian problem still extant today: the racial tension between Fleming and Walloon. While the French-speaking Walloons manned the borders, the Dutch-speaking Flemings were stationed around the cities. In order to avoid any unease arising from this discrimination, the Government awarded farmers, miners, teachers and officials frequent home leave. But the esprit de corps was inevitably undermined2, and while Belgium was “caught up” in its internal problems, the Germans prepared for war.

The Defence of the Albert Canal

The Albert Canal is 129.6 kms in length and was built between 1930 and 1939. It is a showpiece of Belgian engineering. It provided not only an unsurpassable link between Liège and Antwerp, but was also an excellent obstacle to an invader coming from the east. Harmonizing with the main aim of the defensive strategy of the Great War, the Belgians trusted blindly in the construction of defensive obstacles (ranging from the Albert Canal to bunkers and forts, such as Eben Emael), which in combination with the troops on the border would provide an insurmountable barrier against any attempt by the Germans to invade. This defensive plan depended on the German strategy for attack being the same as it had been at the beginning of the First World War. They did not expect it to be anything else, and for that reason, despite all the expenditure in time, effort and money, the Belgian defensive plan failed. As will be seen, the Blitzkrieg swept across the Albert Canal before the Belgians had time to react.
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The impressive Fort Eben Emael was the central strongpoint of the entire Belgian defence in the Liège area. (Gonzalez)





The Belgians threw so much into their defensive plan that even before the work on the Canal began, the Army was fortifying the western bank as the main forward defensive line. While stretching their “flanks” from Antwerp in the north to Liège in the south, the Albert Canal was to be the trump card to keep the Germans out. Moreover it would give the British and French the time they would need, in the case of a German attack, to reach and reinforce the forward defensive line. Naturally, the impressive Fort Eben Emael, situated on the right flank of the overall defensive system on the Loën heights, would assume the principal role in the planning. Its unassailable position made it the stronghold of the so-called fortified ring around Liège.

After the mobilization in September 1939, the Belgian General Staff recognized that the French would never get to the Albert Canal. The reason for this was a new Anglo-French strategic plan, the previously mentioned “Dyle Plan”. The organizational changes which this introduced were the following:


	In the sector Antwerp to Leuven, Belgian Army units would go under cover behind the so-called Antwerp Fortified Area (that is, the conglomeration of bunkers and concrete structures in the Channel region near Antwerp) and the Dyle Line (the KW-Line which ran from Antwerp via Brussels to Namur). The extension of the Dyle Line began in the winter of 1939.

	The British for their part would occupy the region between Leuven and Wavre.

	The French, last and least, would secure the region between Wavre and Namur.



Following all these changes to the plan, the Albert Canal defensive line in May 1940 was far from being the main wall. Nevertheless, the numerous bunkers both behind and flanking the bridges on the way to Maastricht were considered the bulwarks to prevent a German invasion. For an invader coming from the east, crossing the Dutch province of Limburg near Maastricht, there would be an excellent bridgehead, and for this reason alone it was necessary for the Belgians to fortify the bridges and the Canal at the Dutch border.
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The lock at Lanaye and its great engraving basin, from a pre-war postcard. (Gonzalez)
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The Lanaye lock was close to Fort Eben Emael. The section between this location and the bridge at Veldwezelt was attacked by the paratroopers. (Bernadette Driesmans)





The first bunkers were installed during the building phase of the Albert Canal. As soon as the bridges and locks were finished, the defensive positions were set up. Thus one of the first bridges to be completed, at Lanaye near Eben Emael, was given a bunker of concrete 30cms thick in the left support column in November 1931. In 1933, the defensive structure of the so-called Maastricht enclave was thoroughly analyzed, special attention being paid to the placing of bridge bunkers and casemates so that construction could begin as soon as the stretch of Canal between Kanne and Briegden was finished. In this zone it was planned to set defensive bunkers in the bridges at Kanne, Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt, and large flanking bunkers or casemates (identified as A, B, B’, C and D, beginning at Kanne) along the western bank of the Canal. The latter would have several floors and lateral ports for firing over the plain along the Canal. There would also be apertures for MGs, and a steel cupola on top for observing the zone. Months later, in 1934, SA des Entreprises Réunies began building the most important bunkers and casemates.
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Close to the bridges at Briegden (in the background the railway bridge still in use today since pre-war) the Gellik bunker can be seen. The flanking casemates E and F at Kanne had precisely the same structure. The camouflage using natural stone on concrete is striking. (Gonzalez)
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Flanking casemate E near the collapsed bridge at Kanne. (Tannahill)





It is a curious fact that all the preliminary work was done by Germans, not to mention the German engineers employed by the contracted firms who carried out the construction of the fortified locations. Undoubtedly the information they passed later to the Abwehr proved very valuable. German workers employed by SA des Enteprises Réunies who belonged to the Pieux Frankignol Company3 were involved in building A,B,B’,C and D bunkers (especially B). This fact was known to the officers controlling Belgium’s national defence and they imposed restrictions with the leading company that Belgians must oversee the work. Furthermore the gendarmerie had to check all workers within a radius of 500 metres from the bunkers and casemates and prohibit entry to foreigners (particularly Germans).

The finished bunkers/casemates A,B,B’,C and D (all at Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt) were occupied between 18 and 20 February 1935. They were staffed by cyclists of the border protection unit stationed at Lanaken (Cyclistes Frontières), and with the exception of bunker C had the following personnel: one officer or NCO as bunker commander: two sergeants responsible for the upper and lower floors respectively, one senior private as a light machine-gunner and two men to supply him with ammunition, one senior private and four men for observation, liaison and to man the searchlight.
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Bunker M at Vroenhoven. Upper: 1-entrance; 2-searchlight room; 3-chamber for 47-mm gun; 4-chamber for MGs; 5-armoured dome for MG. Lower: 1.latrines 2-restroom 3-magazine.
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The bridge at Vroenhoven with bunker M on the right (west) bank. (Gonzalez)





Bunker C, integrated into the western support of the bridge at Veldwezelt, built by the same concern as had constructed the bridge – Monnoyer et Friarco – had the same manning arrangement except for observation and liaison where the senior private had only three men to assist.

All these flanking bunkers/casemates were intended to support the “twin” bunkers M and N at Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt respectively, which represented the direct defence against a German invasion. The latter were completed on 8 February 1935, sited directly on the road on the west side of each bridge. That March, the construction of twenty-seven more defensive structures was proposed. Amongst others, bunker O was to fend off an enemy invasion, sweep the bridge at Kanne with fire and also serve Fort Eben Emael as an observation outpost4.

Also in 1935 the firm Moens built the flanking bunkers E and F for the bridge at Kanne. These had only one firing room, equipped with a Chardome chassis at which the gunner could operate seated. The entrance to bunker E was at ground level while access to bunker F was obtained by stairs to the entrance at a higher level.

The stretch of the Canal between Lanaye and Briegden was completed in 1936. This had been anxiously awaited by the Belgian Defence Ministry, for this section brought the Canal opposite Maastricht in Holland to the east. The following defensive positions were to be built here:


	Three bunkers protecting the bridges at Kanne, Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt against any attempt to invade.

	Six flanking bunkers/casemates for automatic weapons at the level of the Canal. There were to be two at each bridge, one stationed either side of it.

	Two in the western support of the bridge at Lanaye (L2) and the integrated bunkers at Veldwezelt and the Lanaye locks.

	A casemate for anti-tank guns on a field chassis at Lanaye (L1).



Work on the construction of concrete positions on the western bank of the Canal concluded in 1939. In the course of the year bunkers O, M and N were provided with electric current. Until then all had been equipped with acetylene searchlights of the Magondeaux type which would be replaced by Willocq Bottin searchlights with accumulators. A further decision was taken to supply bunkers from the national grid. This change was effected by 7 December 1939.

Other bunkers were planned for the bridge at Lixhe. These were bunkers D and E with the Chardome chassis in a shooting chamber as in the flanking casemate at Kanne. This project never came to fruition.

It was envisaged that the defensive works in the “Maastricht enclave” would be completed by June 1939 with the building of four bunkers at water level between the bridges at Veldwezelt and Kanne. They were to have been unique for their 75-metre long subterranean gallery connecting them to the upper part of the infantry trench across the Canal. This plan never made it beyond the planning stage5.

In the further course of our research of the Albert Canal fortifications, we noticed a flank-casemate model designed by the Belgian Defence Ministry for the so-called Maastricht-enclave which differed from those designed to defend the Flemish Limburg Canal. This fact gains in significance when one takes a closer look at the four casemates A, B, B’ and D built to defend the bridges at Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt. Each casemate was conceived for a lateral field of fire and had two floors crowned by an observation cupola. The entrance was at the rear of the higher level. There were two doors, one metal, the other a vertical roller gate. The upper level had four chambers with firing ports overlooking the Canal. Two of them were prepared for a gun mounted on a Chardome chassis, the other two had an acetylene searchlight each. One of these latter chambers had an emergency exit. A small firing chamber for a light MG on the front side also gave access to the observation dome. The two floors were connected by a concrete stairway. In the lower storey were two chambers with automatic weapons mounted on a Chardome chassis, plus a small storeroom and two latrines. The lower floor also had two firing ports for light MGs and an opening for mortars. To prevent earth blocking the lower firing ports, two “Diamond”- type trenches were dug. The casemates had the same structure although small differences were caused by the terrain in either case.
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Bunker M at Vroenhoven before the new bridge was built in 2007. (Gonzalez)





In order to safeguard the bridge at Kanne, the Defence Ministry ordered the building of a bunker of this kind on the central hill at Opkanne which would have a field of fire over the bridge. Entrance to this bunker, O, was by a stairway of sixteen steps. Passing beyond two metal doors, one entered the Bocholt-type ventilation room. Fresh air was sucked in from the right side of the bunker and the foul air discharged through the gun chamber. After completion this bunker had electric current. One sergeant, two senior privates and nine gunners, all detached from Fort ben Emael, made up the complement.

There were two other concrete structures at the Kanne bridge, flanking casemates E and F, with one gun each. Entrance to the first was at ground level, a staircase led up to the second. These casemates were under the command of 2nd Lt.Massin of 5.Comp/2.Grenadiers.

The purpose of bunker M at Vroenhoven was to prevent attempts to invade across the Vroenhoven bridge. Bunker M had two storeys. The upper storey was divided into three chambers: one for a 47-mm anti-tank gun, another for a Maxim MG and the third for an acetylene searchlight. From this upper floor there was access through two doors and a passageway into the observation dome. The lower storey housed two latrines, a rest room and ammunition store. Two border-cyclists of the Limburg battalion had a dual function: to prevent, using anti-tank guns, the crossing of the bridge by a motorized enemy, and if necessary to blow up the bridge. As at Veldwezelt, the fuzes for the explosive charges installed in the bridge structure were located between the inner and outer access doors.
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Bunker F. 1-entrance, blocked with revolving flaps: 2-hallway, 3-firing room, 4-hand grenade ejection shaft. Bunker E. 1-entrance hall, 2-firing room, 3-hand grenade ejection shaft. Bunker O. 1-MG room, 2-4.7-mm gun room, 3-searchlight room, 4-entrance hall, 5-ventilation room, 6-emergency exit through vents.





[image: images]

Bunker N at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)





Bunker N at Veldwezelt, the twin of bunker M at Vroenhoven, had the sole purpose of preventing enemy motorized troops from crossing the bridge. For this purpose as at Kanne and Vroenhoven it possessed a 47-mm anti-tank gun and a Maxim MG. The searchlight was for night engagements. An MG in the observation dome on the concrete roof of the bunker provided protection around the vicinity of the bunker. In the basement at cellar level were the latrines, a rest room for the bunker crew and the ammunition store. The fuzes for the demolition charges were stored between the two entrance doors. The detonator equipment was a metal box with TNT cartridge. When this exploded, it detonated the explosive charges in three chambers on the northern support column of the bridge.

Bunker C in the support column at Veldwezelt was very similar to the one under the bridge at Lanaye. While the concreting work was under way for the bridge, the waiting time had been used to integrate the bunker. It consisted of two levels and four Maxim-MG shooting rooms. MG ports were located one on the lower floor and two in the upper basement. Both entrances were on the upper floor, sealed by roller doors. The lower section was reached by way of two apertures in the floor and by metal rungs set in the concrete wall. The roof was a metal plate. As with other structures on the Albert Canal there were also two diamond-trenches alongside to prevent the MG ports being blocked by earth.
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Hand grenade ejection shaft at Bunker M, Vroenhoven. (Gonzalez)
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Pivot for the bridge gate on the Belgian side at Vroenhoven could still be still in 2007. (Gonzalez)





Would a frontier canal fortified in this way be enough to stop an enemy whose highest priority was his fastest entry into Belgium?
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An Me 108 Taifun similar to the machine which made the emergency landing in the Belgian village of Maasmechalen.





The Preliminary Warning – The “Mechelen Incident”

That the Germans were planning to invade Belgium was made clear under dramatic circumstances on 10 January 1940 when a German courier aircraft made a forced landing in Belgium. The two occupants had little time to rid themselves of the compromising documents they carried. These referred to the attack plans of Luftflotte 2 and revealed the intentions of the Germans.

The pilot was 52-year old Major Erich Hönmanns, commander of the Loddenheide aerodrome near Münster, who had taken off on the morning of 10 January for Cologne flying an Me 108 Taifun. He ran into thick ground mist and tried to find the Rhine for orientation purposes. This made his plight worse because he had gone far astray. When he found what he thought was the Rhine, he was actually over the Meuse at Vucht, on the border between Belgium and Holland. Seeing he was short of fuel, he decided to put down in a meadow. It was 1130 hrs, the aircraft was damaged but Major Hönmanns was uninjured.

He was carrying a passenger, Major Helmuth Reinberger, officer for organization and supply at 7.Flieger Division, the paratroop unit which was to be dropped behind the Belgian frontier on the day when the Germans invaded. Reinberger had been planning to attend a conference in Cologne and on the day before at Loddenheide he had met Hönmanns who offered to fly him there, so avoiding the tiring train journey. This suited them both, for Hönmanns needed more flying hours and also wanted to visit his wife in Cologne. Hönmanns was not aware that his passenger was carrying the top secret plans for the imminent invasion of Holland and Belgium which Hitler had rescheduled for 17 January 1940. The first he knew of it was after the emergency landing when he asked a farmer where they were and was told “Belgium”. Reinberger had been seized by panic. To have landed on foreign territory without permission was bad enough, but nothing compared to have done so in possession of top secret documents.
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The wreckage of Hönmanns’s Me 108.





Hönmanns and Reinberger attempted at once to destroy the documents. While the pilot made off to divert attention, Reinberger attempted to set fire to the contents of his attaché case, at first with a lighter which failed to work, and then with a match the farmer had given him. Two Belgians soldiers, Sgt. Frans Habets and Private Gerard Rubens, saw the smoke and suspected immediately that an attempt was being made to destroy something important, and ran to the scene. Reinberger attempted to escape but gave up when the Belgians fired shots in the air as a warning to stop.

Reinberger and Hönmanns were taken to the border post at Mechelen-aan-de-Maas for interrogation by Capt. Arthur Rodrique. He placed the slightly charred documents on the table before them, and when Hönmanns requested to use the toilet, Reinberger grabbed the papers and tried to burn them in the stove. In the attempt he burned himself and alerted Rodrique with his howl of pain. The Belgian officer retrieved the papers from the fire and took them to another room. A struggle then ensued in which Reinberger tried to relieve Rodrique of his pistol to shoot himself but failed. He had realized that in Hitler’s eyes his mistake would be unforgiveable. During the afternoon the Belgian General Staff was informed about the documents.

When Hitler was informed of the incident he dismissed the Commander-in-Chief, Luftflotte 2, General Hellmuth Felmy, and his Chief of Staff, Oberst Josef Kammhuber, but did not amend his planning.

 Initially the Belgians doubted the authenticity of the invasion plans. Although Reinberger had managed to damage some of the documents, the main parts remained legible: the Germans were planning to attack Belgium and the Netherlands, but no date was given. The possibility of this being a ruse was not discounted until the Italian Foreign Minister, Ciano, warned the Belgians that Germany was preparing to attack on 15 January. From their initial scepticism, the Belgians now felt certain that the seized documents were genuine.

On 11 January King Leopold decided to inform his Minister of Defence, General Henri Denis, and the Commander-in-Chief of the French Army, Gamelin. The King also warned Lord Gort, commander of the British Expeditionary Force, personally of the seriousness of the situation. Princess Juliana of the Netherlands and Grand-Duchess Charlotte of Luxemburg were also warned, although all he said to the princess in his telephone conversation was, “Take care, bad weather.”

After the Belgian secret service had analyzed the situation it was decided to dupe Reinberger and Hönmanns into believing that the documents were badly charred and illegible. This was successful, for on 12 January when the two captives were allowed to see the Luftwaffe attaché in The Hague and the Military attaché in Brussels, Reinberger assured them that he had succeeded in making the documents illegible. The German ambassador in Brussels informed Berlin personally that it was confirmed the documents were unreadable “apart from some insignificant fragments”. Even General Jodl, given the task of heading the investigation into the matter, and who had been very doubtful about the details of the incident, telling Hitler that the situation was catastrophic if the Belgians had all the information, believed this version.

For Gamelin, the whole thing was “fabulous”. There was nothing better for convincing the Belgians that their neutrality was in danger and obtaining their agreement to station French troops in Belgium. Gamelin had been planning to invade Germany through the Netherlands in 1941. He could not do this if these two small countries adhered rigidly to their neutrality. The Mechelen incident was so favourable for his intentions that he ordered 1.Corps/3.Army to head for the Belgian border.

Although the Belgians had handled the Mechelen incident well at the beginning, possession of the knowledge began to make them uneasy. The Belgian military attaché in Berlin, Colonel Goethal, informed Brussels on 13 January that a “reliable source” had assured him the documents were authentic and the Germans would invade next day. His informant was the Dutch military attaché in Berlin, Gijsbertus Sas, who received his information from a traitor within the German Abwehr, Oberst Hans Oster. This unsettled the Belgian General Staff since they did not know whether they were victims of a ruse or actually did face imminent invasion.

The Chief of the Belgian General Staff, Lt-General van de Bergen, informed the commander of the Belgian forces that an attack the next day “was as good as certain”. Then he announced on national radio the “activation of Phase D”, the immediate recall to their units of all troops on leave. This brought 80,000 men to a state of readiness to resist a German invasion. In so acting, van de Bergen went over the head of the King, the official Commander-in-Chief of the Belgian Army, and the head of the secret service, General van Overstraeten.

As a result of this mishandling of the situation, doubts began to arise. The Gemans were not attacking and the weather (heavy snowfall along the border) made it highly unlikely that they would. The anger of the King and van Overstraeten was now so apparent that the Germans knew the Belgians had their plans. The feared and expected invasion never came and now the Belgians withdrew from the British and French their offers of cooperation. At midday on 14 January, van Overstraeten ordered the borders closed “to prevent any attempt to enter the country by foreign troops no matter who they are”. The Belgian Government adhered to its policy of neutrality as if it had never been involved in the whole business and rejected all offers of help from the British and French who were, of course, both at war with Germany. Belgian neutrality had to be a premise to which no man could find objection.

Belgian troop movements clarified the situation for the Germans. When Jodl took the bait and believed the documents were illegible, he postponed the invasion to the 15/16 January. The nervous posture of the Dutch and Belgians convinced him that his plan was known. After he recommended Hitler to suspend the invasion, the latter made the decision to do so on 16 January.

When the invasion finally went ahead on 10 May, the Germans had had plenty of time to amend their strategy. Thus the January troop movements were cloaked as a feint. The documents seized from Reinberger and Hönmanns6 convinced the Allies that the Germans were intending to invade near the Dutch and Belgian coast. Operation Fall “Gelb” as corrected meant that the main German thrust would come through the Belgian Ardennes towards Sedan, as Hitler had personally ordered.

The Second Warning: The Invasion of Denmark and Norway

There was gloom along the borders of Belgium particularly when the Germans invaded Norway and Denmark on 9 April 1940. This move was logical: before he proceeded against the Western Powers, Hitler needed to secure the northern flank. The Belgian Government anticipated that Belgium would be next, but there was nothing to be done but prepare to defend. On 1 May 1940 the highest state of alert was raised in the train of German troop movements along the border. On 7 May the Apostolic Nuntius in Belgium, Monsignore Clemente Micara, warned the Government that the invasion of Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxemburg was imminent. On 9 May twelve divisions were stationed along the Albert Canal between Antwerp and Liège. An Army corps occupied the so-called “Liège strongpoint”: two divisions protected the bridges over the Meuse near Liège, and the border with France: two others were spread throughout the wooded region of the Ardennes, and four divisions remained as a reserve in the interior of the country.

It was clear that the Germans would pounce, but not in the way the Belgians had expected. Between 0510 and 0535 hrs on 10 May 19407 gliders carrying paratroopers landed at four places along the Albert Canal: at Fort Eben Emael and the bridges at Kanne, Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt near Maastricht and the Dutch border. The Germans had arrived silently behind the Belgians’ backs, and this had not been anticipated in any defence plan.
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German paratroopers dropping at Narvik (Norway).(Gonzalez)





The bridgeheads which German paratroops built up in the shortest time possible were held with Luftwaffe help until the German Army arrived. This was achieved despite having to fight Belgian Army units which outnumbered them substantially but were not trained sufficiently to combat an attack of this kind. Within a few hours, German panzer and infantry units availed themselves of the results of this paratroop operation and advanced into the interior of Belgium.

This astounding and top secret military operation, which remains to the present day the best example of a surprise attack using paratroopers, is therefore worthy of a thorough study.





Chapter Two

The Training of the First Military Glider Pilots

In 1936, while watching gliders practice taking off and landing, Adolf Hitler asked Professor Georgii if it would be possible to build a glider to transport troops. At the time Georgii was the head of the German Research Institute for Glider Flight, or Deutschen Forschungsanstalt für Segelflug, (DFS) with offices at Darmstadt, and responsible for the development of gliding in Germany. In turn, Georgii asked Hans Jacobs, (DFS chief engineer), if he could build a glider that would satisfy the Führer’s enquiry. Jacobs remembered years later:

“The request came out of the blue and I was not prepared for it. Until then we had only developed gliders for sporting purposes, therefore it was not easy to come up with an answer. However, it was clear to me that a glider towed up to between 1800 and 2700 metres could be released to fly many kilometres into enemy territory and not be seen even at first light.”

By the beginning of 1937 Jacobs and his co-workers had built a mock-up which in their opinion could carry nine passengers together with their weapons and equipment. Impressed by what they had seen, the Reich Air Ministry (RLM) placed an order for three prototypes to be designated DFS 230.

Convinced that Jacobs’s military model would be a success, the RLM issued orders at the same time for the training of Luftwaffe personnel as glider pilots. On 11 January 1937, Leutnant Kiess and Oberjäger Alois Flucke reported for a three month course in basic glider-flying training. The real purpose was actually to learn how to fly the DFS 230. It was expected of Kiess and Flucke that they would then develop and set up training for military glider pilots at the research institute. As soon as they had done so, they would then lay the foundations for the command structure of a military unit concentrating on the operational uses of DFS 230 gliders. Both men were experienced paratroopers: Kiess had attended the first paratroop training course at Stendal from 4 May until 7 July 1936.

Having noted the skill both had displayed as glider pilots, on 1 April 1937 RLM ordered the formation of a military unit for the training of DFS 230 pilots. It was known as the Lastensegler Versuchskommando (military glider experimental unit), or “Segelfluglehrgangs (L)” (prefix L meant gliding instruction), and was commanded by Kiess, now promoted to Oberleutnant. The initial training was conducted by the DFS itself, and not the Luftwaffe, the overall director being Hermann Zitter.
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Mixed feelings reflected on the faces of two student pilots during their first flight in a DFS 230 glider at the Luftwaffe school for military glider pilots in Braunschweig-Waggum. (Tannahill)
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A glider pilot keeping a close watch on the movements of the Ju 52 tug towing him. (Tannahill)
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A group of gliders on a training flight, Hildesheim, February 1940. (Tannahill)
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A DFS 230 glider under tow seen from the Ju 52 tug. (Tannahill) 
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 The Grunau Baby IIB sporting glider used for training.





Twenty-five to thirty trainees were scheduled for the first course, which required three instructors. In this regard Zitter was ably supported by his two very capable subordinates in Karl Schieferstein and Rudi Opitz. The latter had previously served as an instructor and tow pilot with the National Socialist Flying Corps (NSFK) at Darmstadt Griesheim, and had transferred to the DFS on 8 February 1937 specifically so that he could assist with the training of the future military glider pilots. (The NSFK was a kind of paramilitary unit brought into existence in 1930 for the purpose of circumventing the restrictions imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. The NSFK had the goal of training pilots for small aircraft and gliders.)
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Erwin Kraft, (middle), and Erich Mayer, (right), while employed as instructors at the military glider school in Braunschweig- -Waggum. (Tannahill)
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A trainee at a Luftwaffe glider school checks his map before take-off. (Tannahill)
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Instrument panel and control stick of a DFS 230. (Tannahill)





All three instructors were quite accomplished glider pilots. Each had earned the Internationale Leistungsabzeichen in Silber, or “Silver C”, awarded by the Federation Aeronautique Internationale (FAI) for having achieved as a glider pilot an altitude gain of at least 1000 m, made a five hour duration flight, and flown cross-country for a straight-line distance of at least 50 km. Zitter and Opitz were the 114th and 116th recipients of the “Silver C” respectively, Opitz having been issued with his award on 10 September 1935 while employed as a gliding instructor at the famous Wasserkoppe.
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Interior of a DFS 230B seen from the rear end. This model was built in 1937/38 as a trainer. It had two pilot seats, one behind the other, each with a control stick. The paratroopers sat one behind the other on a central bench, the rear four with their backs to the direction of travel. (Tannahill)
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Hans Distelmeier took part in the first course for military glider pilots. He was one of the veterans who helped train new pilots for SA Koch. He flew the glider assigned to Squad 8 of Assualt Group Granit (Tannahill)
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Rudi Opitz, experienced pilot and instructor. (Archive, Opitz family, per Tannahill)





On 22 May 1937 Zitter and Opitz were also the first to test the prototype DFS 230, after its maiden flight was flown by Hanna Reitsch. Knowing farewell that the DFS 230 glider was expected to carry as many as ten persons, and that they would be required to teach others how to fly it, Zitter and Opitz purposely gave the glider a thorough workout. To the consternation of the glider’s designer, Hans Jacobs, Zitter and Opitz spun the glider. On landing, Jacobs, resplendent in his white lab coat, ran from his office, yelling at them that they were not supposed to do that, to which Zitter and Opitz rather cheekily replied, they just wanted to know what it could do!

Before 1936 there were no two-place the gliders. Training up till then was done with primary gliders, bungee launches, and the instructor running alongside shouting instructions. As the glider pilots progressed in their abilities, they were able to earn badges that marked their progress and their achievements. These included the “A” level proficiency badge awarded to persons who had flown either a distance of 300 m or for thirty seconds; the “B” level proficiency badge awarded to persons who had made two flights of at least forty-five seconds duration in a straight line as well as a sixty second flight during which they flew an “S” pattern, and the “C” level proficiency badge which required candidates to have completed a five minute flight.

Towing gliders with no two-place training gliders available was a life-threatening experience for the tow pilots of the time. All a student needed was a “C” level proficiency badge before he could attempt his first aero tow.
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Glider pilot Erich Mayer dressed for combat. Meyer is wearing the standard Luftwaffe steel helmet, an M38 jump smock and a first model bandolier. (Tannahill)





The watershed event that changed all this was the 1936 Berlin Olympics and the debut of gliding as a demonstration sport. The German team consisted of Otto Bräutigam, Ludwig Hofmann, Otto Hirth and Hanna Reitsch. All were experienced in aerial acrobatics; after the Berlin Games, Reitsch became a test pilot and was given the honour of being the first female flight captain in history.

Two two-place Kranich gliders were built for the Olympics and put at the disposal of high officials in the German capital in order to promote gliding abroad. After the Games one of the gliders was passed to the NSFK at Darmstadt-Griesheim where Opitz often flew it during his time as an instructor. The other went to the DFS to be used in the training of future pilots.

The candidates for the first and second courses, which began on 12 April and 2 November 1937 respectively, were selected from various Luftwaffe units. Heinz Distelmeier for example, prior to his selection had belonged to Kampfgeschwader Hindenburg while Oberfeldwebel Hans Hempel had been an aircraft mechanic with Kampfgeschwader General Wever. The majority of the students had no prior experience flying gliders. Their selection for training as glider pilots, according to their instructors, was a reward for past service. Kurt Stern and Hans Hempel for example, both of whom later took part in the assault on the bridge at Vroenhoven, were perhaps selected in this way as a reward for their service with Legion Condor during the Spanish civil war (both received the Spanish Cross in 1939).

In the case of the first training course, each instructor was responsible for the primary instruction of approximately ten students. Once students had soloed, Zitter and Schieferstein, more so than Opitz, were responsible for teaching the students additional skills that would enable them to fly gliders for longer periods and to cover greater distances. For all students, their initial training involved flying a two-place Kranich with their assigned instructor. At the beginning of the first training course, the DFS only had one Kranich and this was shared by these three instructors and their respective students. These students, when not actually flying provided the manpower necessary to effect a time efficient turnaround between flights. This included retrieving the glider from where it had landed and returning it to a pre-designated launch point on the airfield and retrieving the tow rope, which the towing aircraft would normally discard before landing. During this transition period, instructors would debrief the student who had just completed their flight while stressing the important points to remember for their next flight.
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A civilian glider pilot’s licence issued on 12 October 1941 to Hans Hempel. Like many of the students who were selected for training as military glider pilots, Hempel had no prior experience flying gliders. Hempel gained the “C” level glider proficiency badge on 6 July 1938 while a member of the second training course. However, unlike many of his colleagues who obtained the “Silver C” while attached to Lastensegler Versuchskommando, Hempel did not qualify for the award of the “Silver C” till 24 January 1941. In the photo Hempel is wearing the ribbon for the Iron Cross, second class, which was awarded to him on 12 May 1940. (Note: Hempel was awarded the Iron Cross, first class, following the invasion of Crete in May 1941.) (Tannahill)





Initially the flights lasted twenty minutes. However later flights varied widely in duration. Some were as short as five minutes while others lasted more than half an hour, though typically most flights lasted between ten and twenty minutes. Because students took turns flying the Kranich, during the first few months they rarely flew more than once a day and sometimes endured breaks between flights of more than a day. If the weather was good, the pilots trained daily.

 While the training routine might have been rather dull for the students on the ground, conversely the days for the instructors were both long and tiresome. Prior to the students reaching a stage where they were permitted to fly solo, Rudi Opitz typically made between ten and twenty training flights each training day and his total flying time often ranged between three and four hours.

In an effort to promote a spirit of comradeship and an opportunity to socialise, the students formed their own club, known as the ”KegelKlub”, (“Kegel Club”). As the name of the club suggests, one primary activity of the club was playing Kegel, an old German game that requires a player to knock down nine pins, or Kegels, located at one end of a long channel using a ball propelled along said channel, not unlike the game of tenpin bowling. The other primary activity of the club involved the copious consumption of alcohol. It is therefore not surprising that the games of Kegel were played every Friday evening at the “Darmstädter Hof ” in nearby Griesheim commencing at 8 PM.
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National Socialist Flying Corps identity document of Unterfeldwebel Hans Hempel which he received upon completing his training as a military glider pilot and after his return to his original unit, KG General Wever. The document identifies him as a flight mechanic. (Tannahill)





Like most clubs, the “Kegel Club” included both a set of rules and an elected committee to govern the operation of the club. Membership of the club was restricted to NCOs of Segelfluglehrgangs (L) and, from all accounts, was compulsory. According to Rule No. 2, every NCO automatically became a member of the club the day he arrived at Darmstadt and remained a member until he was transferred to another unit. The rules also stipulated that each member shall pay a monthly membership fee of 75 RM; that any member who fails to first apologise for not attending a Kagel evening shall be fined 50 RM, and that upon entering a room where Kegel is being played, a member shall give the official “Kegel greeting”, namely the words “Gut Holz” followed by a strong punch to the table.

At the first Kegel meeting of each month, the results of the previous month’s games were calculated. The worst performing “Kegel brother” was awarded the “Pumpenkegel”, which he was required to carry with him everywhere he went for the next month. Further, in the event that he could not produce the “Pumpenkegel” when asked to do so, his punishment was to pay for a round of beer at the next Kegel meeting. Conversely, any “Kegel brother” who knocked down all nine pins was also required to buy his “Kegel brothers” a round of beer! So too, a person who was celebrating a birthday was also required to buy his “Kagel brothers” a round of beer.
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Heinz Bösebeck was a member of the second training course and qualified for the “Silver C” on 12 May 1938. Bösebeck was captured during the invasion of Crete in May 1941 and, along with Hauptmann Gustav Altmann, was interned in Australia. (Tannahill)





On 23 May 1937 the Chief of the Luftwaffe General Staff, General Kesselring, who was decidedly in favour of the military use of gliders, visited the DFS. Being pleasantly surprised by what he saw that day he no doubt had a hand in the subsequent acquisition by the DFS of two additional Kranich in June and July 1937. The delivery of these aircraft enabled students to undertake longer flights on a more frequent basis. These were a boon for the training. The students made such fast progress that by the beginning of September many of them had earned the “Silver C” badge. Twelve of the promising trainees, amongst them Kiess, Flucke, Beck, Distelmeier, Fiedler, Nagel, Salomon and Weigelt could now pilot powered aircraft under the supervision of Fritz Stammer. At the beginning of 1938 they began training in towing gliders under the instruction of Erick Klöckner. In April 1938 these men towed gliders piloted by candidates from the second group who started training on 2 November 1937. While the students of the second course were receiving primary instruction in a Kranich, students from the first training course were taught to fly the newly delivered DFS 230 assault gliders by Zitter, Schieferstein and Opitz. Some of the primary instruction of students belonging to the second course was undertaken by other DFS instructors, including Heinz Schubert and Ludwig Egner, both of whom were also taught to fly the DFS 230.

Training was not accident-free. For example an He 46 tug crashed when the glider under tow rose too high. The pilot Erwin Sahner was seriously injured.

On 16 November 1937 a practical display was carried out to assess the DFS 230 as a future military glider. Ten of them with a full complement of passengers and piloted by trainees from the first course landed in close formation on a marked field. The occupants left the gliders rapidly, armed and ready to fight. Paratroopers in the same exercise were scattered by the wind, and because they landed over a wide area, it took them considerably more time than the glider men to recover their weapons, which had been dropped with them, and to form up for the purpose of assaulting their allotted target.

On 9 March 1938 a training unit for military glider pilots was set up at Fürstenwalde/Brandenburg (and came into effect on 1 April 1938). The unit was designated “Ausbildungskommando für Lastenflug” under the leadership of Oberleutnant Kiess. Despite the visible success of the practical exercises at Stendal, and the enthusiastic support of Generals Jeschonnek and Kesselring, there were those who remained doubtful as to the military value of the troop glider. Many paratroop officers were “envious” of the outstanding results achieved by the gliders and feared being overshadowed by them.

As a consequence of this lack of support, a decision was made to terminate the training of military glider pilots by the DFS upon the conclusion of the second training course and on 19 July 1938 the transport unit under Oberleutnant Kiess was disbanded.

However, General Student, who assumed overall command of Germany’s paratroopers on 6 July 1938, believed that glider borne troops could be used against fortifications along the border between Germany and Czechoslovakia during the planned annexation of Czechoslovakia. It was not long before he ordered the setting up of the LS-Kommando Flieger-Division 7 at Prenzlau, to be commanded by Kiess. On 20 September that year the unit was fully operational but took no part in attacks against fortifications along the borders. The unit consisted of two officers and twenty-seven men including pilots of the calibre of Flucke, Distelmeier and Salomon, and was equipped with six Ju-52’s and six DFS 230 assault gliders.

While all these advances were proceeding in Germany, the FAI created the Internationale Leistungsabzeichen in Gold, or “Gold C”, to recognise a standard of achievement much higher than that required for the award of the “Silver C”. In order to earn the “Gold C”, glider pilots were required to have flown 300 km, though not necessarily to a predetermined goal, achieved a gain in altitude of 3000 m, and have flown continuously for more than five hours. Opitz became the sixth pilot to obtain this coveted badge. Other successful pilots were Hermann Zitter and Karl Schieferstein, together with civilian instructors Otto Brautigam (world gliding champion and winner in 1939 of the Adolf Hitler prize for gliding), Erwin Kraft (both involved in the assault on Eben Emael), Wilhelm Fulda and Heinz Schubert (both piloted gliders for the attack on Veldwezelt bridge). By December 1940 only forty-one glider pilots worldwide had obtained the “Gold C”.

Another pilot who merits a mention is Heinz Scheidhauer who qualified from the first course. His passion for gliding brought him into contact with the brothers Reimar and Walter Horten, the fathers of the “all wing” glider. In 1938 Scheidhauer was one of four candidates vying for an opportunity to fly two Horten III “all wing” gliders in the 1938 Rhone Valley gliding championships. One of the trials set by the Horten brothers to make their choice was a flight from Bonn to Cologne against the wind. Two of the candidates protested that this was not possible, but meteorologist Walter Blech and Scheidhauer made the flight although it took them over nine hours. The Horten brothers needed no further proof and chose the pair to fly their gliders at the championships1.
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Glider pilot Rudi Opitz in a photo published in the magazine Adler on 11 February 1941.





In October 1939 the Luftwaffe decided to create a transport unit to carry paratroopers to objectives along the Albert Canal in Belgium. This unit would consist of glider pilots commanded by Walter Kiess. For security reasons it was known as “Propaganda-Ballonzug” and, rather fortuitously, would be based at Hildesheim. The initial strength of the unit consisted of one officer, twenty-nine men and fifteen aircraft (eleven Ju 52 and four gliders). Immediately efforts were made to recruit former students from the first and second training courses, the vast majority of whom upon completion of their glider pilot training had returned to their original units and occupations. By way of example, Feldwebel Hans Hempel, who was a member of the second training course, upon completion of his glider pilot training returned to KG General Wever. Then, in September 1939, Hempel was posted to the Stabstaffel of KG 3.

Because at least two years had passed since the courses it was not easy to trace everyone. These people were highly prized since they had been trained on the DFS 230, but in some instances their commanding officers refused to temporarily release them for service with SA Koch. In order to hasten the formation of the unit a decision was promptly made to recruit competition glider pilots, both military and civilian, as well as additional instructors conversant with flying the DFS 230 assault glider to assist with the training of these glider pilots, many of whom had never seen an assault glider before. Accordingly experienced instructors such as Rudi Opitz, Heinz Schubert and Ludwig Egner, all employed at DFS, were invited to join SA Koch, a summons they could hardly reject.

In the case of Rudi Opitz, he recalls being told that his services would be required for a period of six weeks, which is consistent with initial intentions that the operation would take place on 12 November 1939. Rudi Opitz, arrived at Hildesheim on 9 November 1939 where he was issued a uniform and was assigned the lowly rank of Gefreiter. He received no instruction regards the rudiments of military life, such as when to salute or how to salute. There was no time! Nor did he receive any basic infantry training.

Opitz was surprised to meet about twenty of his former trainees at Hildesheim: Bredenbeck, Bösebeck, Distelmeier, Flucke, Hempel, Kiess, Krusewitz, Lehmann, Noske, Oeltjen, Raschke (formerly Salomon), Schedalke, Scheidhauer, Schweigmann, Staubach, Stern, Stoffel, Stuhr, Supper and Wienberg.

Many of the civilian pilots had won prizes and distinction before entering SA Koch, and a fair number worked as instructors at gliding schools. Amongst the latter were Otto Bräutigam, former Olympic competitor, who set a world record in gliding (flying for the Laucha gliding school) and had won the Adolf Hitler Prize in 1939: Erwin Ziller, another world record holder won the same prize that year. Erwin Kraft, Wilhelm Fulda and Heiner Lange were also on the list of well-known pilots called to Hildesheim. Heiner Lange recalled his first day there:

“I arrived in the grey light of dawn and reported to the airfield, where I was sent to some quarters. Here I met three old glider-training friends, Kraft, Bräutigam and Ziller; they were surprised to see me and told me a little about the operation, which was very surprising. Afterwards, I went out onto the airfield to look at the DFS 230 assault gliders on the ground, which was the first time I saw the ten seater aircraft. I knew nothing of their existence before this!”

Another pilot was young Obergefreiter Karl Pilz (Granit, Eben Emael, Squad 11) who had volunteered for the Luftwaffe in 1936 with the intention of becoming a pilot. His basic training had begun on 1 September 1936, including route marches and weapons handling. When he was transferred to “Propaganda-Ballonzug” on 2 November 1939 he was still halfway through flying training. He completed this at Hildesheim (his licence is dated 2 December 1939) as a member of 17./KG zbV 5. This training equipped him as a tow pilot for gliders, and he could pilot either. During his stay at Hildesheim he also qualified for the “Silver C” badge on 12 December 1939. Without doubt Pilz had the profile for which SA Koch was searching.

Because it was anticipated that the operation could begin at any moment, the newly recruited glider pilots were introduced almost immediately to the DFS 230, and the veterans, i.e. the former glider pilots of the LS Experimental Platoon, gave them basic instruction. In the case of the more experienced pilots, their first flight in a DFS 230 was made without an “old hand” seated behind them. However, an “old hand” generally accompanied the less experienced glider pilots on their maiden flight. For rapid progress in handling the heavy glider Heiner Lange (Granit, Eben Emael, Squad 5) was a good example. On the morning of his arrival he flew a DFS 230 with paratroopers as passengers, none of whom knew the pilot was a “novice”. Lange had never before flown a glider as big and heavy as this one. Lange was used to being towed by a single-engine aircraft, such as the He 46. Lange apparently said that the turbulence at ground level created by the Ju 52 that morning, which incidentally was used to tow his craft and two others in a triple tow formation, was an entirely new sensation!

It is therefore hard to imagine just how daunting it must have been for Lange, particularly during those initial moments before becoming airborne, when for the firt time he heard the canvas sides of his glider flapping almost violently against its aluminium frame caused by the turbulence created by the Ju 52, which incidentally grew ever louder as the Ju 52 gathered speed, all the while mindful of the need to maintain a safe distance between his glider and the gliders on his right and left sides. It is therefore little wonder that Lange elected to keep the glider on the runway for as long as possible as he struggled to make sense of his unfamiliar surroundings, then, to his surprise, on pulling back on the stick, the glider rose with ease, leaving the relative safety of the ground behind him.
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Fulda, Lange, Scheidhauer and Opitz. Lange, still recovering from wounds received during the attack on the Fortress of Eben Emael, wears his recently awarded EK I on his pyjama top. (Archive Family Opitz, per Tannahill)





After seven minutes aloft, to brief Lange recalls to allow him to grow accustomed to flying the DFS 230, the “umbilical cord” connecting Lange’s glider to the towing aircraft was cut! Now alone, Lange, using all of his skill, managed to keep the glider in the air for another five minutes before landing the glider so accurately that he stepped from the glider on to the centre of the cross which was his landing mark, clearly demonstrating the belief that skillful pilots could indeed land the gliders as required on the roof of the fortress of Eben Emael.

Pilz flew a DFS 230 for the first time on 3 November 1939. Unlike Lange, Gerhard Raschke, one of the “old hands”, accompanied Pilz on his maiden flight and no doubt helped Pilz become accustomed to the unfamiliar surroundings that confronted him and the characteristics peculiar to flying the assault glider. Next morning Pilz took up a DFS 230 solo, and in the afternoon with three passengers. His combined flying time that day however was only a mere fourteen minutes. On 6 November Pilz made two further flights, the first with five passengers, the second with nine. This was the first time Pilz had flown an almost fully loaded DFS 230, and it was the first time that he flew cross-country, having covered approximately forty kilometers during a flight which lasted in total fifty-two minutes. Four days after his introduction to the DFS 230 and after five flights it was evident that Pilz had proved his competence as a pilot. His superiors were satisfied and he was now ready for the operation planned for 12 November 1939.
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Bräutigam, Scheidhauer and Opitz with Hanna Reitsch. She was without doubt a pioneer of gliding. (Archive Opitz, per Tannahill)





On 7 November Pilz made two more short flights practising precision landing at a predetermined spot. This manoeuvre was extremely important, for on the day of the attack it would be necessary to touch down within twenty metres of the assigned zone and to assist them in this regard barbed wire was wrapped around the glider’s skid so as to quickly arrest the glider’s movement upon contact with the ground. These were the last flights Pilz made before 18 November. One of the reasons for this was probably the need to allow other pilots time to practise and a lack of training aircraft.

Tow pilots were also actively recruited. According to Rudi Opitz, the pilots chosen to tow the gliders were all very experienced and were mostly born between 1912 in 1915. It is understood that each pilot, in addition to the training they had previously received in respect of instrument and astronomical navigation from a Flugzeugführerschule “C”, “C-Schule”, had each also attended a Blindfliegerschule, (blind flying school) where they had received further instruction in instrument navigation and dead reckoning. Upon completion of their training it has been said that these pilots were among the most highly trained specialists in the Luftwaffe.

One of the pilots selected to be a tow pilot was 27-year-old Oberfeldwebel Alfred Hillebrand who joined “Propaganda Ballonzug” from the second staffel of KGr zbV on 2 November 1939, bringing with him a Ju 52 that had been assigned to SA Koch. On 6 November 1939, Hillebrand made his first flight towing a DFS 230. As was the case with the training of the novice glider pilots, during the first weeks in November 1939 the “old hands” were also heavily involved in the training of the tow pilots. The gliders towed by Hillebrand were initially all flown by an “old hand”.

Like the glider pilots, the tow pilots also experienced long periods of inactivity, particularly during the month of November. The two training flights that Hillebrand made on 6 November were the last flights he made prior to 16 November 1939.

Opitz recalls that when not flying, he and his fellow glider pilots were confined to their barracks. Every time one of them left the barracks, they had to sign out. The tow pilots, glider pilots and paratroopers all had their separate quarters and were not permitted to mingle with one another. By way of example, for meals, Opitz remembers that they had to go at predetermined times to a mess hall where they were not allowed to sit with, or talk to, anyone from one of the other groups stationed at Hildesheim.

There was no “happy marriage” of tow pilots and glider pilots. Most training flights Hillebrand made involved a different glider pilot. Everyone, Opitz said was unhappy. The glider pilots didn’t know what they were practising for, or they wanted to be flying other types of aircraft. “We were only ever given enough information in order to train in general terms. Various scenarios were drawn in sand boxes. Never were we given any names or locations.”

The tow pilots, who had come from instrument flying school, were very aloof, believing that they should be flying around the world on instruments. They were not happy to be stuck towing gliders, while the paratroopers preferred their parachutes over riding around in gliders made of rickety wood and aluminium covered with canvas.

Heiner Lange suggested that a rift existed between the civilian glider pilots who received a low rank and the “old hands” who by virtue of long military careers were senior NCOs. The military pilots had no experience in soaring and sport glider experience which one gains only in flying sport gliders in constantly changing winds.

To this strange sensitivity betwen pilots was added the factor that the General Staff was not entirely convinced that the Albert Canal bridges and Fort Eben Emeal could be captured by airborne troops. The original plan envisaged bombing and artillery fire which would cease shortly before the gliders set down alongside their targets. The “former civilian pilots” (above all Opitz, Egner and Schubert) considered this very risky. If the timings or synchronization went awry the gliders could fall victim to friendly fire. They discussed the plan among themselves and agreed that they would rather a surprise night attack in formation (which Student proposed on 5 December).

The former civilian pilots were permitted at Christmas to go into town. They used this leave to call Dr Jacobs, who had been in charge of the development of the DFS 230 glider, to discuss their reservations about the proposed plan that they fly in daylight. Jacobs in turn telephoned Hanna Reitsch, his department’s test pilot, who enjoyed the confidence of Adolf Hitler and many of his senior officers of the Luftwaffe, including Generaloberst Udet. It is not known who Hanna Reitsch spoke to however, after the Christmas holidays, orders were issued requiring that one of the former civilian glider pilots report to General Ritter von Greim who had been given the task of investigating the complaint made by the glider pilots while on a visit to Hildesheim. Perhaps so as to conceal the identity of the glider pilot who had telephoned Jacobs, the former civilian glider pilots selected Flieger Otto Bräutigam to appear before General Ritter von Greim and to present their alternative plan. Hanna Reitsch wrote:

“Otto Bräutigam radiated confidence, courage and humour, was always ready for a prank and could even be slightly risqué, but despite all that he was one of the greatest and most daring experts. But no one saw his bitterness and rage at how they treated the glider pilots. None of these men was a coward (…) but neither were they rebels who could not accept the discipline necessary in any military organization. However, it could not be the correct outlook for a military organization that you had to accept the mistaken assessment and errors of its officers, which could mean people’s deaths, simply because the alternative was measures suggested by a simple private. On the contrary, the glider pilots would not have it, just as I would not(…). My conrades said I could do something about it because I was a woman. But I could only help indirectly2.”

 The test was simple. A bridge and a bunker were chosen at Hildesheim. The pilots selected were Bräutigam and Oberleutnant Walter Kiess. Both were towed up at night and released several miles from the objective so that they flew without any assistance. Kiess missed his objective by more than a kilometre, but Bräutigam landed his glider within a few metres of the assigned target. Therefore a night attack was possible.

On the nights of 6 and 7 January a few pilots including Lange and Pilz made short flights around Hildesheim. These were the only night flights undertaken before 10 May 1940, for after the success of trials on 11 January it was decided that the attack should commence at dawn.

As with other aspects of the training for glider pilots, there are a few inconsistencies in the available eyewitness reports. It is stated in these that the pilots received training more or less as according to their skill. Yet Rudi Opitz and Ludwig Egner for example were said never to have flown by night before 10 May. One of the pilots who took part in these experimental night flights went astray and, not having the height to get back to Hildesheim, decided to land inside an Army barracks. The sentries were taken totally unawares proving that a small airborne force could attack a fortified location by landing inside it.

In order that glider pilots kept slightly higher station than the tug at night, every Ju 52 was fitted with a row of eight lights on the upper part of the rudder. These “formation lights” had a metal plate which hid them from the glider pilot if he ascended too far above the tug. These lights also had shielding to prevent their being seen from the ground.

The January 1940 night flights were not the first flown by SA Koch pilots. On 20 November 1939 Pilz made a thirty-five-minute flight the reason for which is unknown but was surely one of the experiments carried out by Propaganda-Ballonzug. Trials were held to establish the various ways of towing the glider: three coupled to a single aircraft or two behind a Ju 52 with tow rope lengths of eighty metres and 120 metres respectively. Neither of these methods was considered suitable for a massed-take-off.

Fritz Stammer suggested a rigid coupling system between tug and glider. Although this was more suitable than the long (seventy metre) flexible tow rope there was not enough time for the technical work and to train pilots in its use. There were also several experimental flights at different heights. On 12 December 1939 Heiner Lange flew at 2,500 metres and several SA Koch pilots have asserted that some flights reached 4,500, metres (where the temperature was -8ºC), although that has not been confirmed.
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Reconstruction of DFS 230 seating arrangement. At Fort Eben Emael. (Gonzalez)
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Lt Rudi Opitz, experienced glider pilot, took part in the attack at Veldwezelt. (Archive Opitz, per Tannahill)





In January 1940 several glider pilots took part in test flights over regions and terrains unknown to them, the purpose here being for them to spot landing areas such as meadows previously marked with a bright colour.

Animated by the potential of the DFS 230, in January 1940 the Luftwaffe decided to inaugurate a gliding school at Branschweig-Waggum with the clear intention of training more glider and tow pilots. Hauptmann Arnold Willerding was the first director of the school which became active on 5 February 1940 with eight Ju 52, twenty DFS 230 and six instructors. At least a handful of Ju 52 and DFS 230 each were delivered by the “Propaganda-Ballonzug” as well as pilots, including Oberfeldwebel Hillebrand, who took part in the delivery of three gliders from Hildesheim between 16 February – the day when pilot training began at Braunschweig – and 18 February. Amongst the instructors made available were Rudi Opitz, Heiner Lange, Hans Distelmeier, Erwin Kraft, Erich Mayer and Wilhelm Fulda.

Meanwhile the plan for the attack on Eben Emael and the bridges had been modified. The number of men participating had to be increased and new glider pilots recruited. For this reason the new school at Braunschweig was so important. In contrast to Hildesheim, where the instructors seldom had the opportunity to fly, the days at Braunschweig were filled with frenetic activity. Each instructor was assigned a handful of students who he flew with on a rotational basis, often several times a day, including flights at night.
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Otto Bräutigam (centre) one of the civilian pilots co-opted at short notice to assist in the capture of Eben Emael. (Gonzalez)





The recruitment of pilots was not advertised, but rather the aspirants, of whom many had only just entered the Luftwaffe, received a discreet invitation to be trained as military glider pilots. It is assumed that each student possessed at the very least the “C” class of the civil glider proficiency qualification badge. After approximately four weeks of intensive training these same students were considered competent to fly a DFS 230 assault glider and their places at the school were taken by a fresh batch of willing students.

In addition to training students to fly the DFS 230, the school also provided a means by which pilots recently drafted into “propaganda-Ballonzug”, including former students from the first and second training courses, such as Gerken, Nagel, Schupp and Winkler, could become reacquainted with the DFS 230.

Nagel, who had joined the Propaganda-Ballonzug in February 1940, made five trial flights in a DFS 230 including two short night flights totalling seventeen minutes under the watchful eye of Heiner Lange between 22 April and 4 May 1940. (Nagel, it is believed was a reserve pilot for the missions flown on 10 May 1940.) The school also enabled more accomplished glider pilots, including Frey, Hartbrodt and Rieger, who had been recently drafted into “Propaganda-Ballonzug”, or 17/KG zbV 5 as it was known from mid March 1940, to be taught how to fly the DFS 230 with only minimal instruction.

On 9 May 1940 Rudi Opitz and the other pilots of SA Koch teaching at Braunschweig, were ordered to report at once to Cologne. Opitz flew in a Ju 52 used next day to tow up a glider for the attack. Unteroffizier Otto Krutsch also received orders to report to Cologne. He was experienced in motorized aircraft and had completed his instruments training at Blindflugschule Wien-Aspern. Subsequently in March 1940 he was transferred to the school at Braunschweig where he was taught to tow the DFS 230. On 3 May he was ordered to present himself with a Ju 52 at Hildesheim and on 9 May he brought Hauptmann Koch aboard it to Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome.

On the morning of 10 May, Krutsch’s Ju 52 dropped straw paratroopers over Liège and the Belgian defensive positions before returning to Cologne to tow Oberleutnant Witzig’s glider which had made an emergency landing in a nearby field after the tow line had prematurely parted. For this service Krutsch received from Witzig’s hands the EK II.

At the Cologne airfields (Ostheim and Butzweilerhof) everything was ready. The starting points for the gliders had been marked on the grass strips, although neither the DFS 230s nor most of their pilots left the halls before darkness fell. When Rudi Opitz arrived in Cologne on the evening of 9 May he was shown his glider but was neither provided with the plan of attack nor details of his objective until late that night. All he was told was: “You look after us and get us there. As soon as we arrive, we shall look after you.”





Chapter Three

The German Planning for the Attack

On 27 October 1939 Hitler summoned General Kurt Student1, 7. Flieger- Division (behind which nomenclature the paratroop arm was concealed) to a hurried conference in Berlin. He informed Student that he had in mind the capture of a fort and three bridges in Belgium by paratroopers transported in gliders as the initial thin end of the wedge for the major attack in the West. Student requested time to think it over and eventually came to the conclusion that it could be done. Orders were then distributed as quickly as possible for the preparations to proceed. Most important of all was the strict secrecy regarding the new strategy.

The operation would begin at first light, and just a few minutes before the official beginning of the attack on Holland, Belgium and France. If successful it would enable German panzers to reach the Belgian plain very quickly, shut down the resistance of the Dyle Line and strike a hard blow at Allied forces in the region. This surprise move was an important innovation to be added to the plan for the western campaign worked out in November 1939 and which was essentially the 1914 Schlieffen Plan again. The main aim of the German attack was to break through the Belgian and French lines between Liège and Sedan, link up the ground and air units, and enable General von Rundstedt’s Army Group A to move through. This group was made up of 4. Army (General von Kluge), 12. Army (General Kleist) and 16. Army (General Buch). A major force of panzers and motorized units would be used to rupture the enemy front, and with the assistance of the Paratroop Arm encircle and destroy the Belgian Army. The occupation of Belgium would lure the British and French to the north where they could be deprived of their freedom to manouevre.

An attack at the Franco-German border had to be avoided because the French Army was concentrated there, but more importantly on account of the Maginot Line, a strongly defended line of concrete fortifications, obstacles and weapons installations.

The innovative thrust which would result in the French and British forces being encircled, crippled and then wiped out was a “scything” movement, a “stab in the back” through the Belgian Ardennes. The Allies had never considered this possibility in their war games, for the region was wooded upland with narrow roads. No panzer would make much progress here. Yet the German way of thinking was unpredictable and showed a greater tendency to take risks. Although the “competent” Wehrmacht generals (including Brauchitsch and Halder) recommended essentially keeping to the Schlieffen Plan following the Mechelen incident in January 1940, Hitler preferred the innovation suggested by General von Manstein and advocated by Guderian and von Rundstedt. In this concept, the main weight of the German attack would shift to the southern flank and the breakthrough would occur where the enemy had not expected it and would therefore be weakest. The “new supplement” to the original plan had the advantage that the French and British experts believed the Germans would repeat the 1914 tactic down to the smallest detail and advance into central Belgium with their whole Army. None of them imagined that the Channel coast and not Paris would be the German objective, aimed at encircling the French and British expeditionary forces.
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Walther Koch as an Oberleutnant. (Steinke)
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Men of the Ringler heavy- MG half-platoon folding parachutes during the preparations for their special operation. (Steinke)
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Unfolded parachutes: each paratrooper was responsible for packing his own. (Steinke)
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Parachute descent during training at Hildesheim. (Steinke)
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General Kurt Student, main advocate for the paratroop arm at the end of the 1930s. (Alfons Wanderwitz)





The Blitzkrieg, which Germany had developed in the Polish campaign, was to be tried again in Belgium. Once air superioriy had been secured, the panzers would open the first breaches in the enemy lines in order to reach the main body of the Belgian fighting forces and surround them. The infantry would then have the job of wiping them out. The Luftwaffe would support the panzers as airborne artillery.

This plan required the paratroops to strike the enemy a withering blow aimed at nullifying any reaction by the Belgian defence. This rapid and systematic manouevre would be followed by a move equally fast, that by the panzers, the central force of the German lightning attack. For the onslaught against France and Belgium, Germany had over 2,474 panzers. The principal unit to which these panzer formations were attached was 16. Army (General Höpner) which combined 3. and 4. Pzr-Divs2. In all events the Army formations (151. Inf. Rgt and 51 (mot.) Pioneer-Batl. attached to 4. Pz. Div) were to relieve the paratroopers at the Albert Canal at the earliest opportunity while the Luftwaffe had the job of protecting the German bridgeheads there with all means at their disposal. The Belgians were to be prevented at all costs from making counterattacks and reorganizing their forces.

The bridges at Kanne, Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven were no less important than the Maastricht bridges (especially the Wilhelmina and St. Servatius bridges) twenty kilometres from Aachen. Although the plan proposed by SA Koch envisaged an attack using transport gliders to capture the latter in addition to the former, this idea was eventually discarded in favour of Abwehr saboteurs disguised as Dutch gendarmes. This bold and difficult mission fell to Battalion zbV 100, (later Admiral Canaris’s Brandenburg Division).

Formation of SA Koch

In the midst of all this planning, the “drum roll” to begin the campaign in the West was reserved for the paratroops. In November 1939 the formation and training of the group to carry out the surprise attack began at Hildesheim. They had been preceded by the glider unit, which arrived there on 1 November. “Sturmabteilung Koch” (so named by Hitler himself after Hauptmann Walther Koch, the capable and energetic paratroop officer commanding it) was to be staffed by the best paratroopers and glider pilots, of whom many of the latter were well known on the national and international stage for winning glider championships before the war. The first company of Fallschirmjäger Regiment 1, (“1/FJR 1”), under the command of Koch, and a pioneer platoon from the second battalion of Fallschirmjäger Regiment 1, (“II FJR 1”), led by Oberleutnant Rudolf Witzig, formed the nucleus around which SA Koch was subsequently built.
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Cologne, April 1940. Paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon Ringler on a wander through the city. From left to right: Schumi, Meurer, Georg Schmidt and, in the centre, Oberjäger Kristensen, who was decorated two years later with the German Cross in gold. Kristensen fell in March 1942 on the Eastern Front. (Steinke)
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Weapons training with the anti-tank Solothurn S-18/100 gun.





[image: images]

The Solothurn S18/100 was an anti-tank gun developed in Switzerland before World War II. (Steinke)





SA Koch was divided into four groups, one for each attack objective. In the course of the months before the attack (and in some cases just a few days before), they were reinforced and given the cover names Granit (Eben Emael), Eisen (Kanne), Beton (Vroenhoven) and Stahl (Veldwezelt). The men exercised for five months in the Hildesheim area: explosives handling, ground fighting and the flying and landing of transport gliders. It was a long and hard slog benefiting from the postponement of the campaign in the West and whose guiding principle was to achieve “the maximum advantage for the attacker”. Training was based on real teamwork: everybody had responsibility and could make suggestions.

On 2 November Hauptmann Walther Koch received orders from his battalion commander, Major Erich Walther, to transfer to Hildesheim and prepare for the mission. The first paratroopers to join Koch were four officers, forty-one NCOs and 145 men. Witzig’s pioneers arrived a day later. This was the only pioneer unit in the paratroop arm. At the outset it consisted of various volunteers from the Army integrated in 1937 into the Army paratroop unit (first as a company, later as a battalion). Just one month before SA Koch was set up in October 1939, they were separated out from II.FJR1 and made directly subordinate to 7. Flieger-Division. In early November Koch was notified that his unit was under the direct command of General von Reichenau and would form part of 6. Army during the invasion of France and Belgium.
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Hauptmann Koch, commander SA Koch. He became a legend in his own lifetime and was even admired by the enemy. In October 1943 he lost his life in a road traffic accident on the A2 at Ziesar under very mysterious circumstances. (Steinke)





Besides all the paratroopers at Hildesheim there were three searchlight units whose purpose would be to illuminate the flight path across Germany to the Dutch boarder for the Ju 52 tugs to follow. Oberleutnant Hassinger (Pioneer-Lehr-Battalion) had the job of instructing the paratroopers in the work of the pioneers while Major Reeps was responsible for the transport of the gliders which were to be moved in thirty railway waggons in the strictest secrecy. Oberleutnant Kiess was in charge of the special unit “Lastsegler Versuchszug” comprising the glider pilots.
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Corporals of SA Koch (kneeling from left to right: Uffz Ewald Hermet, Obj. Oskar Schütz, Obj. Alfred Bergmann). None of them wears the Luftwaffe breast eagle nor paratroop insignia of any kind. (Steinke)





Though the early days of training were hard and chaotic, Koch was able gradually to control the situation and impress the men with his personal style and character. If for example Kiess lacked the full complement of experienced glider pilots, Koch would find him some. Not just any pilots, but the best there were in 1930s Germany. It was no problem that most of them were civilians lacking any military training. In this way twelve instructors and fifty pilots came to Hildesheim.

In addition to the harshness of the training there were rules regarding secrecy which had to be observed. On the day that SA Koch officially came into existence, namely 3 November 1939, a ban on letters and telephone calls was introduced and the men of SA Koch were confined to their barracks. Further, for reasons of secrecy the name of the unit was frequently changed. On 14 November the unit was renamed “Versuchsabteilung Friedrichshafen”, and later “Flughafen-Bauzug” and “17. Reservestaffel”. The hangars at Cologne aerodrome where the paratroopers were occasionally billeted were later camouflaged and given names “silver Fox Farm” or “Animal fur farm” so as to mislead curious cohabitants of the airfield. Heinrich Hawlitschka, a senior Luftwaffe officer who tried to penetrate the security and find out what was really going on at Cologne aerodrome gave up his interest very quickly when menaced with a gun by Obergefreiter Krämer, a member of SA Koch.
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Oblt Walter Kiess commanded the glider wing of SA Koch, 17./KGzbV5. (Tannahill)
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Berliner Otto Zierach was Koch’s deputy at SA Koch from 16 February 1940. (Tannahill)
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SA Koch quarters at Hildesheim. Notice the small boy, front rank. (Steinke)





Attempts were made to conceal that the unit included paratroopers. In this regard no badges or insignia were permitted to be worn which would identify the wearer as a paratrooper. Radio equipment was brought in and cables laid to give the impression that the unit was being taught communications work. None of the men were permitted to know the final objectives for attack before the end of training4. Every SA Koch man was required to sign a document pledging to keep secret everything regarding the operation on pain of death. From 20 November every man joining SA Koch had to sign the following undertaking:

“I know that I shall be punished with death if I break this promise, or knowingly or negligently allow another person knowledge orally, in writing or pictorially of my place of service and its objectives5”.
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Many SA Koch men came from the ranks of FJR1. This flier from 1938 invited volunteers to apply for the newly formed regiment. (Steinke)





As time went on the stringency of these orders slackened somewhat so that from 17 November the men could send and receive letters and postcards subject to censorship, and from 21 November they were granted liberty, but only in Hildesheim. Their preferred “watering holes” were the “Wiener Café”, “Theatergarten”, the “Korso” and “Trocadero”. Further, they were not permitted to be out alone and all groups were to be accompanied by an NCO. There were also cultural excursions, such as to the nearby Harz caves. On 27 February another restriction was introduced: an absolute ban on wearing any insignia indicating rank or branch of service: the uniform jacket had to be free of any kind of badge.

From the beginning many questions remained to be answered and one of them, the transporting of paratroopers by glider, had to be resolved as quickly as possible. Oberleutnant Kiess occupied himself in obtaining the best personnel and materials so that the problem did not interfere with the mission. In Hildesheim during the first weeks in November 1939 he gathered many of the best and most experienced glider pilots within Germany. From 4 November the pilots began feeling out the suitability of the gliders for the mission. Flights with heavy weights, night flights, formation flights, landing on a target (no more than twenty metres away) were practised. An important aim of this training was to enable the paratroopers to become accustomed to flying in the cramped confines of the glider and that they learn how best to stow their weapons and equipment in the limited spaces available within the glider’s fuselage. After the landings, the glider pilots would be required to fight as infantry and so they too needed to be trained in ground fighting and weapons handling.

Witzig’s pioneers began their training under Army Oberleutnant Hassinger on 4 November with fifteen 50 kg and twenty-five 12.5 kg hollow charges6. All remaining paratroopers exercised using hand grenades and smoke bombs, 12.5 kg mines, limpet mines and flame-throwers.

On 6 November, Koch and Kiess received these battle orders by hand from Generals Student and Paulus, Chief of 6. Army General Staff:

“Prevent destruction and maintain open the bridges at Maastricht and along the Albert Canal west of it. Capture Fort Eben Emael, destroy with explosives the armoured cupolas and heavy weapons installations.”

The orders regarding Eben Emael were clear. Those with the task of capturing the bridges had to neutralize the bunkers near the bridges and set up a bridgehead to ward off any enemy counter-attacks. To accomplish this it was envisaged that for each bridge two groups would be formed, each of four or five assault squads. The first would attack the bunkers with hollow charges while the second established a defensive perimeter of approximately 300 m radius from the western end of the bridges and quashed any enemy resistance. All this had to be done within half an hour. After that, work would begin on setting up the bridgehead. Ninety minutes after the landing they would receive covering fire from German artillery, which would by then be advancing. After four hours all paratroopers would be relieved.
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New Year’s Eve 1939. Hauptmann Koch (background, second from left) looks on with less than an enthusiastic expression as his people celebrate. At his right, Otto Zierach. The SA Koch War Diary records what happened a few hours later: “New Year for the Company, eight kilometre route march.” This was how Koch brought his people “down to earth” after they had “taken apart” some of the accommodation. (Steinke)





The instructions made necessary a division of the paratroop formations into several squads. On 8 November Koch decided that there should be four: Witzig’s pioneers and three assault squads all having an anti-tank gun, a flame-thrower, one pioneer group, four groups with light MGs and three rifle groups. Two groups were planned for the capture of the Wilhelmina bridge at Maastricht7 but this objective was later discarded.

In view of the various tasks distributed above, Witzig initiated a training program for his pioneers involving the use of flame-throwers, hollow charges and other explosive materials. Each course was led by an expert in the field. Meanwhile, Koch’s paratroopers still needed time to perfect their attack techniques. The idea had been under consideration to destroy the detonators and detonator systems on the bridges by pinpoint Stuka strikes but this concept, as will be seen, had no future.
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SA Koch exercise on one of the bridges of the Stich Canal at Hildesheim. Its structure was similar to that of the bridges at Veldwezelt and Kanne. (Steinke)
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Training in use of the rope ladder. Below, second from right, Obergefr. Stahlberg. (Steinke)





Gradually the number of available gliders and Ju 52 tugs increased. Meanwhile at Gardelegen, twenty-five NCOs and 101 men were formed into four groups of ground staff under Hauptmann Eisenkrämer. By 9 November Koch had thirty-five Ju 52s and forty-five DFS 230 gliders, and the aerodrome at Mönchengladbach had been prepared for flight and landing exercises. For this purpose a group led by Lt Schacht was to be sent there. It was planned to billet the men in the Dellbrück barracks, but Paulus ordered Koch that nobody was to leave Hildesheim without orders from him.

In the intensive training for the paratroopers it was not unusual for Koch’s men to undergo 50-kilometre route marches carrying all kinds of equipment, and to exercise with explosives having a delay fuze of only ten seconds. Another task with which they had to familiarize themselves was the evaluation of aerial photographs and maps. While the paratroopers grappled with mastering a diverse range of tasks, the glider pilots concentrated on perfecting precision landings and various flying techniques, such as night and formation flying at 140 kms/hr.
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Paratroopers on a bridge over the Stich Canal at Hildesheim practicing removing demolition charges. (Steinke)





On 16 November 1939 General Student conducted his first inspection of SA Koch. In addition to the reinforcement of the units of paratroopers, the number of searchlight units, whose purpose it would be to illuminate the route across Germany to be followed by the JU 52s on the first morning of the invasion of Belgium, had also grown. By December 1939 SA Koch had acquired seven platoons of Thurd and Gallert (hand searchlight and beacon).
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Major Reeps was assigned the task of retrieving the gliders upon completion of the operation. (Bundesarchiv)





On 18 November Admiral Canaris, head of the German Abwehr, met with Koch, Student and the Special Commissioner for Sabotage, Hauptmann Fleck of Battalion zbV 100. Fleck spoke about the difficulty of capturing the bridges at Maastricht (which could affect the situation at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven). Due to doubts that a surprise attack involving paratroopers delivered by gliders would be successful it was suggested that a precision attack involving Stukas might be used to cut the detonator cables that were connected to explosive charges on the bridges. Afterwards the paratroops would complete the job and secure the objectives. The idea was not accepted and the original plan now gained approval with a modification: the Maastricht bridges would be attacked by men of Battalion zbV 100 exclusively.

On 24 November the first tactical trials were held at Haguenau. Prior to this Witzig’s pioneers received theoretical instruction at Karlshorst Academy on the use of hollow charges followed by practical exercises against the Polish fortifications at Gleiwitz involving hollow charges ranging in size between 12.5 kgs and 50 kgs. The other units had advanced sufficiently for the possibility to be considered in mid-December of allowing Koch’s men to evaluate their capabilities in conditions resembling those of the attack objectives. Accordingly from 14 December Schächter’s troops exercised for five days in the Harz while Witzig’s pioneers spent eight days in the fortifications at Tarnowitz and Beuthen in Silesia, which were very similar to Fort Eben-Emael.

As a result of the Mechelen incident, the plan for the attack on the Netherlands, Belgium and France was changed. D-Day for the operation was now set for 17 January 1940. On 6 January Koch was summoned to a conference with General Felmy, commander of Luftflotte 2, to brief him on the details of his mission. It was clear to Koch that he had to hasten his preparations, particularly the transfer to Cologne aerodrome from where he intended to take off for Belgium. Thereafter he enforced operational readiness and all leave was cancelled till after 13 January.

Reeps’s detachment rejoined SA Koch to take charge of the transportation and assembly of the gliders. For this purpose three conveys of lorries under the command of Oberleutnant Drosson were used to transport the craft to the airstrips. Reeps would also be responsible for retrieving the gliders after the attack for the purposes of maintaining secret their existence and use.

The transfer however was not without incident. Extremely cold temperatures and ice prevented No.2 convoy from proceeding. Instead it was forced to return to its starting point before setting out again fourteen hours later. Nevertheless Reeps and the gliders arrived on time in Cologne. At the Ostheim aerodrome nineteen gliders were assembled, eleven at Butzweilerhof. A further sixty lories were required to bring the parts. The cold was also responsible for delaying Hauptmann Eisenkrämer necessitating that Koch request reserves of ground staff from Luftflotte 2. These arrived finally on 10 January under Hauptmann (Pioneer) Dreyer.
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Panorama of the SA Koch training terrain at Hildesheim, early 1940. Photo montage by Heinz Buchbender. (Steinke)





The gliders made a satisfactory display of dawn landings on 11 January at Bergen before General Felmy. Despite the intense cold (-25ºC) in which a third of the aircraft motors refused to start up, the test was a complete success: the eleven gliders which took off landed at the appointed spot despite the great risks which a landing on snow involved “(the reflection of light at dawn off the snow made it difficult for the glider pilots to see).

On 12 January Student confirmed to Koch in a telephone conversation that the landings would not now take place at night but under the conditions as originally envisaged. Lt Schacht took command of the aerodromes and Reeps delivered the gliders for the attack. The only thing missing was the order to go. On 16 January Hitler postponed the campaign in the West for the first time and SA Koch stood down.
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Exercises on the bridges of the Stich Canal went ahead even in sub-zero temperatures. (Steinke) 
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The gliders were assembled before the operation. There were no visible markings on the fuselage. (Steinke)





After the January false alarm the paratroopers continued their preparations including air to ground communication. The officers from the various assault groups and the commanders of the fighter squadrons used this extra time to discuss amongst themselves the tasks assigned to them so that they might better co-operate with one another. Recognition of signals from the ground was practised at an altitude of 900 metres.
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From left to right: Karl Stamer and Otto Döbellin, two SA Koch drivers seen at the Hildesheim barracks.





During February there was a reorganisation of SA Koch. On the 5th of the month the unit released a number of pilots under the command of Hauptmann Willerding to Braunschweig-Waggum to set up a Luftwaffe glider training school. Oberleutnant Kiess was deprived of twenty glider pilots, eight Ju 52 crew and six flying instructors. In all, two officers, forty-one NCO’s and seventeen men were transferred to Waggum. This represented a serious setback to Koch’s planning.

Further, for reasons of security, at the end of January it was decided to rename Kiess’s command “17 KGzbV 5”. Other changes affected Gustav Altmann’s company. The most important of these concerned the attack on the bridge at Kanne. The assault group was disbanded and its members assigned to reinforce the other groups. Training in destructive tactics was introduced for all of 1.Company and Witzig’s pioneers. Meanwhile Oberleutnant Altmann became coordinator of the various SA Koch units including human resources. That was no easy task. There is an anecdote that Koch told him that Rhinelanders (of whom Koch was one!) should not be recruited.
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Fw (sergeant) Theodor Hofmann supervising range practice. In 1936 he was one of the participants of the first paratroop course under General Bruno Bräuer. After the Albert Canal operation he was promoted to Lt. Later as an Oberlt. and the Chief of Staff of 1/Sturm-Rgt, Hofamann was killed on 20 May 1941 on Crete. (Steinke)
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Obj. Erwin Ellersiek during training for the Albert Canal operations. He wears the M38 helmet with special SA Koch camouflage. His jump smock is the 1936 model with double zip, the predecessor to the M40 model commonly worn in the campaigns in Scandinavia and the Low Countries. The weapon is an M38. (Steinke).
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Gefr. Heinz Buchbender received a postcard at the beginning of March 1940 addressed to Feldpost Nr. 33525L. From January to April this number was allotted to the experimental section at Friedrichshafen, one of the many cover names under which SA Koch operated secretly. (Steinke)
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Early in 1940 the men of SA Koch were given a break and visited Hermannshöhle at Rübeland in the Harz. Second from right, Oberjäger Helmut Arpke. (Steinke)
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Early 1940. Family members were permitted to accompany the paratroopers of SA Koch when they visited the Baumannshöle at Rübeland in the Harz. At left is Wilhelm Günther who took part in the attack of 10 May despite wearing spectacles. Sadly, Obergefr. Günther was killed during the invasion of Crete while serving with1/Sturm-Rgt under Oblt. Genz. (Steinke).





What concerned Koch most at the time were the frequent changes to the proposed plan of attack. In February the plan was to begin the operation with the Stukas, to be followed by gliders carrying the paratroopers. This did away with the element of surprise and risked heavy casualties in the opening phase of the attack. Therefore on 1 March Koch suggested a change of strategy. Four days later Kesselring, Student, Graf Sponeck, Koch and Witzig assembled to discuss the proposal. From there Koch and Witzig provided Hitler with a report on all details of training regarding the attack on Belgium and Holland. At that meeting Hitler granted Koch’s request and gave him ninety more men from an Army pioneer battalion. This fresh influx (all volunteers from 6. Army who had already served with distinction in the Polish campaign8) formed the nucleus of a new assault group under Lt Martin Schächter for the attack on the bridge at Kanne. The first of them arrived at Hildesheim on 11 March.

The recapture of the bridge at Kanne had resurfaced in Hitler’s plans for several reasons: despite the unfavourable terrain for a landing zone, the element of surprise could be used to the advantage of Witzig’s men in nearby Fort Eben Emael. Secondly, Witzig’s men could link up very quickly with the assault group at Kanne, and be used as reinforcements for the men at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven. However, the new pioneers had little time to prepare for the task assigned to them and this may be the reason why they faced so many problems on the day of the attack. The majority of SA Koch aleady had months of training behind them when the new Kanne group was set up within SA Koch.

From March 1940 efforts were concentrated on creating a detailed description of every target of the attacks. Photographs, Belgian deserters of German stock, spies and even postage stamps were useful sources of information. On 29 February the paratroopers were shown aerial photos of the bridges and Fort Eben Emael for the first time. On 2 March Erwin Ziller, a pilot of the Witzig troop, built a model of Fort Eben Emael. On 23 March Zitter built models of the bridge and surrounding territory at Vroenhoven and the bridge at Kanne. Koch’s men examined all details of their targets, exercised on bridges around Hildesheim and practised placing charges in buildings using shells in mortar cases. Exercises in paddling rubber dinghies were also conducted. By the end of March, training was complete. The men of SA Koch were now welded into a competent and highly efficient fighting force.

All that remained was to perfect the coordination between the ground troops and the fleet of Ju 52s and fighters which would be over the region of the attack from the outset. Other details such as helmet camouflage (after a series of changes the new camouflage scheme for helmets was finally introduced on 23 April)9, and practice-handling the new MP 38 machine-pistol became routine for the paratroopers from the end of March. Sniper training had begun on 4 March.

At the end of March the cover names Stahl (Veldwezelt), Beton (Vroenhoven) and Eisen (Kanne) for the three bridges and the two airfields from where the individual attack squads would take off were announced. The choice fell on the Ostheim and Butzweilerhof aerodromes near Cologne, two being necessary because there was no airstrip available from which all Ju 52 tugs and gliders could get up within a window of twenty-five minutes.

Support was extremely important for the setting up and defence of the bridgeheads. Therefore it is understandable that the paratroopers needed artillery cover behind them. On 13 February a company of paratroopers armed with anti-tank weapons was suggested but the idea found no takers. The best solution was for the SA Koch paratroopers to be supported by the Aldinger flak unit which consisted of three batteries each equipped with four 88-mm guns, and another three batteries each equipped with twelve 20-mm guns.
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Obfw (senior sergeant) Rudolf Toschka in a photo taken before the Belgian operation. He was a policeman in 1931, his unit being the Landespolizeigruppe Wecke, later LPG Hermann Göring. These units were the nucleii for the Regt.General Göring which became 1/FJR.1 in 1938. After Veldwezelt, Toschka was promoted to Lt. He was awarded the Knights Cross for his service in Crete and fought with 1./SturmRgt in Russia in 1942 and 1943. He commanded 1./FJR 12 with the rank of Hauptmann. He fell in Italy on 20 February 1944. (Steinke)





Oberleutnant Hermann Aldinger10 was an exceptional officer who had fought in the Spanish civil war where he commanded 1.Flak battery. This arrived at Seville on 31 August 1936. He was the first to use the 88/56 Flak 18 gun operationally, and for the clear purpose of determining its uses in battle conditions. Known unofficially as “Batterie Aldinger”, the guns were used at Seville to defend the Tablada airfield. In November 1936 the battery had its baptism of fire with three Potez aircraft of the Republican air force near Getafe11. It is also certain that in December 1936 the battery fought on the Madrid front along the La Coruña highway. Its fire was so accurate that it forced Republican aircraft to bomb from 4,000 metres. When the Legion Condor flak unit was formed on 7 November 1936, Batterie Aldinger formed the 8th Battery of said unit12.

Resulting from his experience in Spain, Aldinger was the best choice to provide fast and effective support to reduce the expected Belgian pressure on the SA Koch bridgeheads. Its three batteries would move along the east bank of the Meuse towards Maastricht protecting the SA Koch operation with its artillery fire.

To coordinate the work of the paratroopers with the Aldinger flak group, several exercises were carried out, principally for communications between both groups. For this purpose maps were prepared showing numbered aiming points for Aldinger’s guns. Every assault group would notify Koch’s command post by radio as to which aiming point should be bombarded. Accuracy in identifying the target was very important and therefore each assault group had an artillery spotter. Aldinger’s battery 1/6 would work together with the Stahl and Beton groups while battery 3/64 would support the Eisen group at Kanne.





[image: images]

“An Ausweis” or identification pass belonging to Oberjäger Peter Arent, issued at Hildesheim on 1 April 1940. This was the only ID document carried by the paratroopers during the attack on the Albert Canal and Fort Eben Emael. In contrast to the Soldbuch it contained no information which could be of use to an enemy captor. (Steinke)
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Gefr./NCO candidate Hermann Büschen in March 1940. He was Obj. Pohlmann’s (leader of Squad 6 Assault Group Stahl) deputy. (Steinke)
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The airfield at Cologne-Ostheim. Some of the gliders set out from here for Belgium on 10 May 1940. (Steinke)
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Crews of 17/KGzbV5 taking a break near their Ju 52. This is most probably the group which towed Gruppe Beton (Vroenhoven). If so the officers standing are Lt Seide and Lt Davignon. (Tannahill)





Oberleutnant Rausch of the Abwehr in Cologne had supplied Koch with the frequencies which the Belgian units used between themselves. This information was very important for the paratroopers’ mission, making the job of monitoring and jamming enemy radio traffic very much easier for the Germans. Oberjäger Rudolf Urban was made SA Koch NCO in charge of communication matters. The covernames for each unit were:

Veldwezelt-Stahl: Vroenhoven-Beton: Kanne-Eisen: Eben Emael-Granit: Aldinger command post-Donner: Aldinger observer-Bruno: Aldinger 1 Battery-Berta: 2 Battery-Siegrid: 3 Battery-Hilde: Pioneer Battalion 51 (Army) and Panzer unit – Oberon.

Koch’s command post at Vroenhoven and those of VIII Flieger-Korps, the Aldinger group and 4.Pz.Div. had other cover names. On 8 April trials were run to improve and better coordinate communications between the paratroops, Aldinger and the Luftwaffe aerial units involved, and on 22 and 25 April all sectors took part in a major exercise to test communications between them. Those present were the paratrooper radio operators, commanders and artillery spotters: one scouting panzer and a radio group from 51.Pioneer-Battalion, the Aldinger radio troop and radio operators from VIII Flieger-Korps.
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Peter Arent of Granit (Eben Emael) sent his family Easter greetings on 8 May 1940 in this Feldpost just before the attack. (Steinke)





Earlier in April, Operation Weserübung, the invasion of Norway and Denmark, had been relatively successful. Reeps’s detachment rejoined SA Koch and occupied quarters at Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome. On 18 April, SA Koch consisted of thirty-three officers and 1127 other ranks. Ground staff accounted for eleven officers and 427 men plus forty-two glider pilots and four in reserve. The flying staff was composed of eleven officers and 182 men, of whom forty-two were Ju 52 pilots, plus one reserve pilot and six Junkers pilots to transport the heavy-MG half-platoon.

Training continued at Hildesheim: on 21 April for example fifty Ju 52s took on board all paratroopers listed for the operation. The purpose of this manouevre was to test the coordination between paratroopers, Stukas and flak during an attack on a heavily defended target. On 30 April near Einbeck another general trial was held with fighters in which 3.Staffel simulated an attack on an infantry battalion (I/Inf-Rgt 132) while paratroops made a successful jump.

On 1 May, Witzig’s pioneers transferred to Hilden near Düsseldorf. On 2 May final talks were held on the details of the operation at Führer-HQ. Present were Student, General Graf Sponeck, commander of the 22.Luftlandetruppen-Division (airborne forces) which was to play a significant role in the invasion of Holland, and Kesselring. Göring was not invited. The problem lay in setting the hour for the attack. Although glider pilots could fly in the dark, it was difficult to land in the dark and so it was agreed that the glider landings, and with them the attack, should occur at daybreak, 0535 hrs, twenty minutes before sunrise.
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Soldbuch of Bruno Boldvan, gunner aboard one of SA Koch’s Ju 52 tugs. (Steinke)





On 5 May Walther Koch met Generals Richthofen, VIII Flieger Korps, and Kesselring, Luftflotte 2 (who had replaced Felmy). Again the discussion revolved around the coordination between ground and airborne troops. It was agreed that for the attack all Luftflotte 2 aircraft would be under the overall command of Kesselring.

The transportation of the paratroopers was the task of KG zbV1 commanded by General Morzik. Besides the forty-two Ju 52 tugs of Staffel 17/KG zbV5, which were split into four groups, there would be four reserve machines standing by. Another six would carry the paratroopers scheduled to jump once the attack on the bridges had begun. On 26 April the composition of the various staffel that would be used to tow the gliders was announced.

From Cologne Ostheim:


	 Staffel 1, Granit (Eben Emael), 11 Ju 52s commanded by Lt Schweizer, deputy Lt. Jahnke.

	 Staffel 2, Beton (Vroenhoven) ten Ju 52s commanded by Lt Seide, deputy Lt. Davignon. 

	 Staffel 3, Stahl (Veldwezelt), nine Ju 52s, commanded by Oblt. Nevries, deputy Oberjäger Zimmermann.



 From Cologne-Butzweilerhof:


	 Staffel 4, Eisen (Kanne), ten Ju 52s, commanded by Oblt Steinweg, deputy Oblt Rigel 

	 Staffel 5, special Staffel, Group I/KG zbV with six Ju 52s for Ringler’s heavy-MG half platoon.



By reason of the addition of two new paratroop squads, Beton was given an extra Ju 52, and a further aircraft was planned for Stahl, to take off from Butzweilerhof.

Five He-111 bombers of Gr I/KG4 would take off from Butzweilerhof to drop ammunition and supplies in two flights (roughly X+45 minutes and X+160 minutes) from an altitude of between 200 and 300 meters.

It was intended that each of the assault groups attacking the bridges would receive sixteen containers of ammunition and supplies, while thirty-two containers would be dropped over the Fort Eben Emael for use by Assault Group Granit. Four Do 17 bombers and six Henschel 126 reconnaissance aircraft would protect the airspace above the paratroops. The principal unit over Belgium itself was VIII Flieger Korps commanded by General Wolfram von Richthofen. His unit specialized in supporting ground troops and consisted of three squadrons of Stukas, Henschel 123B13 and Me 109E. Their task would be to support the troops attacking the fortified front either side of Liège and later moving inland. Fifteen minutes after the attack began they would provide the paratroops with support from the rear. Once the paratroopers had completed their mission, the objective of von Richthofen’s aircraft would be to accompany the German advance into France.

Although everything was ready for 5 May, manouevres and training went on. On 8 May more troops joined SA Koch. Assault groups Stahl and Beton were each strengthened by the addition of another squad. The final composition of the glider-borne assault groups for the operation was now:

	 Stahl (Veldwezelt bridge), one officer, 91 men.

	 Beton (Vroenhovern bridge), five officers, 129 men.

	 Eisen (Kanne bridge), two officers, 88 men. 

	 Granit (Fort Eben Emael), two officers, 83 men.



Hitler had originally set 7 May as “Day-D”. After a postponement of two days, he settled for 10 May. On 7 May, three convoys of road transporters under Major Reeps, Oberjäger Sticken and Leutnant Krüger conveyed the gliders to the two airfiields. At 1300 hrs on 9 May 1940 Student received the expected order: “Day-D for Fall Gelb is 10 May.” At 2100 hrs the code word “Danzig” confirmed the attack order. Instructions were distributed. The attack on the West could begin.





Chapter Four

The Belgian Planning for the Attack

The Albert Canal was protected by two lines of defence. The so-called “Alarm Line” on the Belgian/Dutch border had as its centrepoint the Maaseik bridge defended by the 14th Bicycle Division. The second line, the “Forward position”, was behind the Albert Canal, which served as the frontier. The zone between Dessel and the Canal itself was defended by 1.Regt/ Cyclist-Riflemen, 2.Regt.Guides, 1.Regt Cavalry and 17.Wheeled group supported by frontier troops on bicycles stationed at Lanaken. All these units received artillery support from Groups 1 and 3/19th.Art. Regt and the rail-borne 6th Battery.
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Equipment and uniform of the Belgian soldier in 1940. (Fort Eben Emael)





Farther south the frontier between the Netherlands and Belgium was no more than 200 metres from the Albert Canal. That prevented a lengthening of the “Forward Position” which would have allowed complete cover of 7.Division zone in which Fort Eben Emael was located. The position extended along a stretch eighteen kilometres in length, and this was the objective of the German paratroopers. Inexplicably the Germans failed to notice that on 30 April, 5.Division had been relieved by 7.Division, which drew its recruits predominantly from Brabant.
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Belgian helmet and equipment. (Fort Eben Emael)





A Belgian division in 1940 should have been well enough equipped to defend a front six kilometres long, and hold up the enemy for several days. When positioned behind a perfect obstacle such as the Albert Canal, then a front twelve kilometres long should not have presented a problem. A stretch eighteen kilometres in length, however, was too extensive for the Belgian capability, particularly when leave reduced manpower by sixteen per cent. All the same, it seemed to the Belgian strategists that a stand at the Albert Canal for three or four days was feasible. As soon as the German advance had been stemmed by blowing the most important bridges over the Juliana Canal and the Meuse, the Forward Position would cover the Albert Canal. Thus the Belgians considered a successful German attack was impossible.
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Uniform of a Belgian artilleryman designed in 1928. (Fort Eben Emael)





7.Division was part of 1.Army Corps under General Alexis van der Veken and had the task of defending the Albert Canal “at any price”. This predominantly Flemish unit had 16,679 men spread over three infantry regiments and an artillery regiment 2,557 strong. Their armament was 342 Browning light MGs, 114 Maxim heavy MGs, thirty-six 76-mm mortars, forty-eight 75mm or 195mm field guns, forty-eight 47-mm anti-tank guns and twelve T-13 tanks.

General Vantrooyen, divisional commander, decided to deploy his three regiments as follows:


	 2 Regt Grenadiers: right flank facing east from Kanne to Loën (excluding Eben Emael) with the bridges at Kanne, Lanaye and Petit Lanaye. 

	 18th Regt. of the Line: centre section with the bridge at Vroenhoven.

	 2 Rgt Carbiniers: the sector from Eigenbilzen to south of the Maastricht- Hasselt highway including the bridges at Veldwezelt, Briegden and Gellik.



The principal defended positions were near the Albert Canal while the reserves, Staff and artillery were to the rear.

On paper things did not look so bad, and consideration had been given to what was to be expected if and when the Germans did attack. In order to facilitate movement, 12.Rgt horse-drawn artillery was motorized with 20th Artillery Regt./Ardennes Infantry (considered an elite force within the Belgian forces). This unit had been reinforced by 1.Motorized Group, 5.Horse-drawn artillery, 14 Artillery Rgt., and 11 Battery by 1.Rgt Anti-Aircraft artillery. Apparently everything had been well planned and organized.
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Belgian soldiers under training at Eisenborn barracks, before the German invasion. (Fort Eben Emael, Joost Vaesen)
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The bridge at Kanne.





7.Division had a good reputation within the Belgian army, but as was the case with so many Belgian units was below strength. Ten to fifteen per cent of its men were on leave or working as bricklayers or foresters, a shortfall of 2,000 men. Furthermore there was a certain “bureaucracy” in the transmission of orders, frequently an adverse factor for good organization.

The most extraordinary circumstance in this defensive design was that the monitoring, and if necessary destruction, of the bridges over the Albert Canal, the effective strongpoint of the Belgian defence, was not in the hands of 7.Division. The soldiers entrusted with this task for the bridges at Kanne, Lanaye and Petit Lanaye were under the direct orders of the commander of Fort Eben Emael and nobody else2. The men responsible for the bridges at Briegden, Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven were under the orders of the Frontier Cyclists’ commander at Lanaken, a village well to the north of the “Albert Canal Defensive line”. The peculiar and complicated situation would have its fatal outcome when the Germans attacked and revealed to all and sundry that in the not very simple Belgian Army chain of command “something did not work right”.
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View over the Veldwezelt bridge looking towards Holland. (Steinke)





The complication can be seen easily by the manner in which the demolition of the bridges over the Albert Canal had been planned. The orders were supposed to make it easy for the soldiers to blow up the bridges, but they were set in vague, legalistic terminology which gave rise to debate and so cost valuable time. Furthermore the order could be given by several people:


	 In all cases, directly by the Belgian regimental Staff or their liaison officer at Hasselt.

	 In the case of the Dutch/German border being violated, by the commanding officer,1.Army Corps, General van der Veken. 

	 In the case of a violation of the Belgian border, by the officer responsible for destroying the bridges, Major Jottrand, commander of Fort Eben Emael, and Captain Giddelo, commander of the Frontier Cyclists at Limburg. 

	 By any NCO, squad commander or bunker commander near the bridges in the case of an unmistakeable threat by the enemy, except that an exchange of fire in the neighbourhood, or even the demolition of a neighbouring bridge, did not amount to a direct threat.
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The bridge at Vroenhoven and bunker M from the western bank. (Steinke)





This latter clarification was added to the orders after the bridge at Ougrée near Liège was prematurely destroyed as a result of a false alarm on 31 August 1939. This incident caused the ignition systems for all demolition charges on the bridges to be modified, as will be seen. Being aware of these orders, the German High Command decided to attack the bridges and Fort Eben Emael simultaneously because of their interdependency (particularly between the bridge at Kanne and the fort).

At 0200 hrs on 10 May 1940 all 7.Division units were put on a state of alert. Although at 2130 hrs the previous evening Colonel Goethals, Belgian military attaché in Berlin, had sent the Belgian High Command a coded warning that an attack was imminent, this was not taken too seriously. That afternoon many leave applications had been granted, and the men were very disgruntled when leave was cancelled. The distribution of ammunition began sluggishly and “very much” by the book, in most cases being subject to “strict bureaucratic rules and regulations”. For example, the men of 18th.Regt. of the Line were not supplied with automatic weapons “so as not to interfere with tomorrow’s planned drill”. The men thought they were looking at the umpteenth military exercise. Soon they would discover how wrong they were.

The Bridges Over the Albert Canal

After looking at the Belgian and German forces, plans and dispositions, one must not overlook the most important of all, for around them the Germans planned their attack. The Germans painstakingly planned the capture, so important in their invasion strategy, of three bridges which spanned, as mentioned, one of the masterpieces of Belgian engineering in the 1930s: the Albert Canal. A rapid and unexpected German attack would help cripple the Belgian chain of command and impede resistance. After that, within a few minutes, they would frustrate all efforts by the Belgians to demolish the bridges over the Canal.

As has been demonstrated, on the western bank of the Canal there were several fortified structures able to defend their flanks in three different directions. In addition there were bunkers integral in the bridge supports, put there to defend the bridge against surprise attack. The bridge at Veldwezelt was only 200 metres from the the Dutch border, was made of steel, and intended for motor traffic. It was 115 metres long and nine metres wide. On its eastern side were three chambers intended to house explosive charges. Two compartments in the middle of the bridge were designed for the same purpose, and another in the struts on the eastern side. A narrow path ran below the bridge. Integral with the main support was a concrete structure C and farther along to the north and south, bunker casemates B and D.
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“Belgian Gate”, C or Cointet Element, used as a defensive obstacle at the Albert Canal bridges. (Steinke)





Bunker N stood on the western side of the bridge near the Maastricht-Hasselt highway. Its purpose was to protect the bridge. In addition to the bunker, various obstacles had been placed in the vicinity of the bridge to assist in this endeavour, including the “Belgian Doors” pictured above3. Near the bridge other structures and bunkers for infantry completed the installations. Two gendarmes assisted in the defence and control of the bridge (although only in daylight hours).

The bridge at Vroenhoven was also used for motor traffic, and was of reinforced concrete construction. It was 117 metres long and nine broad, and stood twenty-four metres above the water level of the Canal, was 400 metres from the Dutch border. In both main supports of the bridge there were located chambers for explosive charges.

Four hundered metres north-west and south-west of the bridge there were located casemates A and B. On the Maastricht-Tongeren highway, which crossed the bridge, bunker M on the western side had the same function as the bunker N adjacent the Veldwezelt bridge. The bridge was further protected by various structures and obstacles similar to those protecting the Veldwezelt bridge.

Traffic flow on both bridges was reduced with effect from September 1939. Both had been fitted with explosive charges for future destruction since 1936. TNT was stored in powder or compact form in the chambers for this purpose. Although there were explosives in other chambers at Veldwezelt, it cannot be determined if these were ready for detonation.

The metal bridge at Kanne was only fifty metres long and nine wide. Because the surrounding terrain differed from that at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven, it had two casements E and F located on the western bank of the canal flanking the bridge, a small bunker located nearby from where the explosives could be detonated, and bunker O situated on a hillside overlooking the western end of the bridge.

To demolish the bridges there were detonation systems installed in the entrances to the two bunkers (M and N) at Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt. They were also near the bridge at Kanne (but not in the main bunker O because this was located some distance away on a hillside). Detonation was activated by electrical circuit. It could also be done “pyrotechnically” by lighting a TNT cartridge with a two-minute fuse. The electrical ignition system had been installed in 1938 and was not supposed to be used by pioneers (unless they were forced to do it).

In 1939 the electrical system was replaced by a pyrotechnical system as a result of the erroneous destruction of the bridges at Ougrée and Val Benoit. Instead of a thirty-second delay, detonation of the explosives would now occur ten to fifteen minutes after ignition. This would allow authorities to abort the destruction of a bridge if need be.

The German Plan

Between 0430 and 0440 hrs on 10 May, forty-two Ju 52s towing the same number of DFS 230 gliders would take off from the Cologne airfields at Ostheim and Butzweilerhof. The flight path over German soil to Aachen would be marked by a number of searchlights and other beacons.

The plan looked like this:


	Landing of the gliders with paratroopers aboard to execute the mission against the bridges and fort.

	 Each of the assault groups would receive support forty minutes later from a heavy-MG half-platoon (twenty-four to thirty-five men) dropped by parachute. 

	 Fifteen minutes after the attack began the Luftwaffe would lend support for sixty-five minutes with fighters, Stukas and He 123 fighter-bombers. 

	 Forty-five minutes after the attack began ammunition and weapons would be dropped over the four targets. 

	 Ninety minutes after the attack began Aldinger’s flak unit would provide artillery and MG support: afterwards, but only at Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt, 103.Artillery-Regt. would take over. 

	 Six hours after the attack began, the paratroopers would be relieved, at Veldwezelt by Schützen-Regt. 33, at Vroenhoven by Schützen-Regt 12, at Kanne by units of Inf.Regt 51 and at Eben Emael by Pioneer-btallion 51/ Inf.Regt 51.



Dummy paratroopers of straw were to be dropped behind the Belgian lines between Tongern and Sint Truid. This was General Student’s idea. These dummies had been made originally to test parachutes. In the summer of 1939 Oberstlt. Heidrich used them at maneuvres and considered them very useful for “misleading and deceiving” the enemy. SA Koch received the first of them on 10 April. They were to be dropped by the Ju 52s after they had released the gliders they were towing. This event will be looked at more closely later.
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Oberfeldwebel Rudolf Toschke (shown here with the rank of Oberleutnant) participated in the capture of the Veldwezelt bridge as Altmann’s deputy, following which he was promoted to Oberleutnant. On Crete he led a group from 1/Sturm-Rgt commanded by Oblt. Genz. Though seriously wounded he was awarded the Knights Cross. (Steinke)
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Martin Schächter’s Knights Cross, Paratrooper’s Qualification Badge (manufacturer Assmann) and Wound Badge in gold. Schächter was awarded the Wound Badge in silver on 15 September 1940 in recognition of the wounds he received during the assault against the Kanne Bridge on 10 May 1940. (Fort Eben Emael per Jo Fiévez)
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Close-up of Martin Schächter’s orignal Knights Cross awarded for his service at Kanne. (Fort Eben Emael, per Jo Fiévez)
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ATTACK ON THE BRIDGE AT VELDWEZELT

Movements Of Ringler’s 2. Group/ Heavy Machine Gun Half-Platoon

1. The paratroopers attempt to link up with the main body.

 2. First attempt (failure)

3. At 1500 hrs they receive reinforcements from the Heserstraat and attack the Belgians.

4. Second attempt

5. They are thrown back by Schaumans’ men and take cover behind the water tower.
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Belgian positions
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Jump zones of Ringler’s heavy-MG half-platoon
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Casemate D (800 metres from bridge)
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Belgian trenches near the bridge
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Altmann’s advance (about 500 metres)








CIVILIAN CASUALTIES AT  VELDWEZELT
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A Belgian postage stamp produced in 1939 showing the Albert Canal and the Lanaye lock. Even this stamp was closely scruitinized by the Abwehr for information about the Fortress of Eben Emael. (Gonzalez)
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Marriage witness Bruno Heise (peaked cap) took part at Veldwezelt. (Gonzalez)
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A postcard consisting of a sketch by Wolfgang Willrich of Helmut Hahn, (Squad 8, Assault Group Stahl). (Gonzalez)
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Two very early Luftwaffe Fallschirmschützenschein (parachuting licences) beloging to members of SA Koch. Bergmann’s licence, (serial No. 176), was issued to him in 1937 while he was serving with Regt. General Göring. Rückriem’s licence was issued at Stendal in 1938. (Steinke)
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A Sterbebild or rememberance card in memory of Willi Herr, leader of Squad 8 of Assault Group Eissen at Opkanne. (Steinke)
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An elaborate certificate acknowledging the death of Oberjäger Hubert von der Ruhr that is signed by Hauptmann Walter Koch, commander of Assault Group Koch. The certificate states that “Hubert von der Ruhr died a hero’s death for Führer, Volk and Reich on 10 May 1940 during the assault on Fort Eben Emael and the bridges over the Albert Canal”. A similar document with the identical colouring was issued in respect of the fallen jäger of 1./Sturm-Regt following the invasion of Crete. (Tannahill)
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Paratrooper’s uniform, 1940. Jump smock M38, bandolier, boots with side lacing, gas mask canister and M38 steel helmet. (Private collection)
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Decorations of a former member of SA Koch, including his green coloured Fallschirmjäger Regiment 1 cuff-title, Iron Cross, first class, (“EK I”), ribbon bar for the Iron Cross, second class, (“EK II”), Iron Cross, second class, (note the rounded “3”), Wound Badge in black, first type, and Paratrooper’s Qualification badge. (Private collection)
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An early double decal M38 paratrooper’s helmet. Helmets worn by members of SA Koch were covered with a special camouflage. (Private collection)





Chapter Five

The Attack on Veldwezelt Bridge – Group Stahl

The bridge at Veldwezelt was of steel construction and crossed the Albert Canal over the so-called Voeihoven-Veldwezelt trench. It served both motor and foot traffic. The important highway from Maastricht to Hasselt ran over it. The bridge was 115 metres long and nine broad. Its metal parts weighed 409 tonnes and the construction had been undertaken in 1933 by the Société Brugeoise et Nicaise et Delcuve of Bruges. The priority of Group Stahl was to capture this bridge intact. The paratroopers had trained for this for months. They were to attempt to seize and control it within a few minutes while the defenders were caught unawares. It was an awesome fighting force armed with eight MG 34 (and two heavy MGs), two mortars, a panzerbüchse 38 anti-tank gun, eighteen MP 38, six rifles fitted with a telescopic sight, thirty-three 98k carbines, hand-grenades, service pistols (all paratroopers carried one) and explosive charges.

Group Stahl was led by Oberleutnant Gustav Altmann. Born in 1912, he had joined the police at age nineteen. He came from the police unit Regiment Hermann Göring from which 1.Comp/FJR1 was later formed. Altmann was one of the first officers to be appointed to the regiment and took part in the important military parade to celebrate Hitler’s birthday in 1939. His Chief of Staff was Stabsfeldwebel (Staff-sergeant) Kurt Lorenz.

Altmann’s deputy was Oberfeldwebel (senior sergeant) Rudolf Toschka (b.1911) who also came from 1.Comp/Regt.General Göring. Beside being deputy leader of Stahl, he also led squad 8 which landed near the bridge bunker1.

All assignments were clearly defined and all revolved around capturing the bidge, which was of the utmost importance for the German advance into the interior of Belgium:

“Capture and control of the bridge. Neutralize the buildings and bunkers on the east (Dutch frontier) side of the bridge and the enemy forces in this zone. Defuse demolition charges and cut all telephone lines. Attack the enemy trench system. Build a bridgehead so that the German vanguard has a free run in its advance to the West. Every obstacle on the eastern side of the bridge must be removed.”
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The bridge at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)





Every squad had its own task subject to the capture of the bridge intact having absolute priority. Three of the ten squads were earmarked for this objective. The road from Maastricht to Hasselt, which crossed the bridge and immediately became the Bilzerbaan on the Veldwezelt side, was the reference point for the landings. The general targets were distributed as follows:

Squad 1/Helmut Arpke (1 officer, 8 non-commissioned officers and men)

Oberjäger Arpke’s pioneers were to land in the immediate vicinity of the bridge and north of the Bilzerbaan, occupy the bridge, cut all fuse cables and telephone lines below the bridge. The explosive charges were to be deactivated and all obstacles on the eastern side of the bridge removed.

Squad 2/Erwin Ellersiek (1 nco/9 men)

The glider was to land on the south side of the Bilzerbaan very near the bridge. The squad’s specific objective was to neutralize bunker N and destroy the inn (Café Nicolaes) nearby. If Squad 1 could not carry out their mission, Squad 2 would assume responsibility for completing said mission.

Squad 3/Wiese (1 nco/8 men) 

The glider was to land on the north side of the Bilzerbaan near the houses west of the bridge. These dwellings were to be occupied, since Belgian troops were suspected to lodge there. All resistance was to be put down, all detonation systems disarmed and cover given to Squad 1. In the event that neither Squad 1 or Squad 2 were able to complete their missions, Squad 3 would assume responsibility for completing said missions. In this case Squad 3, as would have been the case with Squad 2, would fall under the overall command of Arpke.
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In this photo taken during the Polish campaign, five Squad leaders from Group Stahl appear: from left to right, Obj. Brose, Obj. A. Wiese (Squad 3), Obj. E.Ellersiek (Squad 2), Oberfeldwebel R. Toschka (Squad 8), Obj. H.Arpke (Squad 1), Obj. R.Bading (Beton) and Obj. F. Pohlmann (Squad 6). (Steinke)





Squad 4/Heinz Hübner (1 nco/9 men)

The glider was to land south of the Bilzerbaan about fifty metres west of the bridge and occupy the houses on the north side of the Bilzerbaan.

Squad 5/Kurt Lorenz – Battle Staff.

The glider was to land south of the Bilzerbaan 100 metres west of the bridge. This was the glider carrying Oblt. Altmann and his deputy Lorenz. Lorenz was to lead the attack on the Belgian field positions and then organize the command post. The squad had to secure the northern and south-western flanks and provide cover for Squad 3.

Squad 6/Fritz Pohlmann (1 nco/8 men)

This glider was to land north of the Bilzerbaan near the group of houses by the crossroads with Papenweg, 150 metres west of the bridge. The Squad was to set up a barricade by blowing up houses in the vicinity of the western end of the bridge, and secure the western end of the bridge.
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Gustav Altmann led Group Stahl. As were all officers of SA Koch, he was decorated with the Knights Cross. On Crete he commanded 2./Sturm-Regt and was taken prisoner by the British. (Steinke)





Squad 7/Walter Baedke (1 nco/8 men)

The glider was to land north of the trench system about 150 metres north-west of the bridge and protect the squad or squads there disarming the demolition charges. They would also watch out for suspicious movements north of the Canal bed.

Squad 8/Rudolf Toschka (1 nco/8 men)

The glider was to land on the north side of the Bilzerbaan near a house 100 metres from the bridge. This house was to be occupied and the north and north-west of the bridge secured.

Squad 9/Erich Rückriem (1 nco/8 men)

The glider was to land south of the Belgian trench system, 150 metres south-west of the bridge, and secure the south-western and western flanks. The Squad was to monitor any movement on the canal bank to the south (towards Vroenhoven) and give cover to the men disarming the explosive charges on the bridge.

Squad 10

This Squad was formed two days before the attack and was Altmann’s reserve. It consisted partly of soldiers who had neither experience nor training as paratroopers. One of these men was Franz Schindele. Others, such as Gefr. Erich Schuster, decorated with the Knights Cross on Crete in 1941, was a qualified paratrooper. This arrangement was the same with groups Beton and Eisen2.

It was therefore the intention to coordinate the attack from the command post, which would be set up 100 metres south-west of the bridge. From here Altmann would control the operations of each squad organized as follows:


	In the so-called “northern sector”, Obfw Toschka would take over command. His area of jurisdiction was the terrain and Canal positions up to the Bilzerbaan, and objectives of Squads 3, 4, 6 and 7. After completing their respective missions they were to protect their positions, most importantly against a possible Belgian attack from the north-west, and also to prevent local Belgian troops regrouping.

	The “southern sector” under Fw Pohlmann covered the terrain between the Canal and the Bilzerbaan which had to be brought under control. Squads 2, 6 and 9 involved had the same purpose as the “northern sector”, to protect their positions against a Belgian attack from the north-west and prevent local enemy troops regrouping.

	Squad 1 would be in command on the bridge itself. As soon as it had been secured it would be protected by the squad on the frontier side, and Arpke’s squad would then function as a reserve.

	 Support would come from the heavy-MG half-platoon of Lt.Helmut Ringler whose men would jump from two Ju 52s aiming to land south of the Bilzerbaan behind the Belgian trench system forty minutes after the gliders touched down. Ringler had then to liaise with Altmann as soon as possible in order to sound out the situation and secure the sectors with his half-platoon.

	Luftwaffe aircraft would circle over the area and provide the paratroopers with cover. Communication would be maintained by laying out bedsheets and flags on the ground and by radio (via the command post).

	Ninety minutes after the beginning of the attack the flak units should have reached Altmann. Fire direction would be the responsibility of Lt Ringler and Stabsfeldwebel Lorenz.



In the German arsenal there was nothing more frightening than the hollow charges. These would be the “surprise” which the paratroopers would use to attack the Albert Canal bridges and Fort Eben Emael and eliminate the bunkers and casemates. The paratroopers were equipped with radios that were dropped in containers, one for each bridge, in order to remain in contact with Aldinger’s artillery batteries.

Group Stahl landed with its leader Oblt Gustav Altmann on the western bank of the Albert Canal. Most of the gliders came down near the bridge, though this was not what was intended (although this had no influence on the run of events). This occurred at 0520 hrs.
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The Veldwezelt bridge. (Steinke)





The Maastricht to Hasselt highway was occupied on both sides by Belgians. On 5 May, 6.Comp/2.Regt de Carabiniers under Captain Jammaers occupied the trench positions. This Company was supported by 4.Bat/12.Art.Regt stationed north of Veldwezelt. 2.Regt monitored the area between Gellik, Briegden and Veldwezelt. Veldwezelt would become the cemetery of 6.Company. The majority of its men were attacked immediately and quickly killed off, wounded or captured. The death toll in this Company was so high that it amounted to almost half the dead in the entire regiment.

The Germans had the enormous advantage of surprise, outstanding training and knowledge of the terrain (during the training in Germany, a model of the bridge and its surrounds had been made). A further advantage to favour the paratroopers was the intensive espionage undertaken by the German Abwehr. The Belgians had no suspicion that the Germans knew all about their dispositions. From the end of 1939, the Abwehr had made intensive efforts to find out “everything” about the Belgian defences, and thus the Belgians were extremely vulnerable. On 12 November, shortly after SA Koch was formed, Hauptmann Koch arrived in Münster with Obstlt Schmidt of the Abwehr and Gruppenführer Heckel in order to coordinate the search for information in Belgium. If there was something amazing in the German effort it was without doubt the recruitment of Belgian deserters into SA Koch. The reason for their disaffection was as follows. The Belgian region of Eupen and Malmedy which bordered Germany had been part of Germany until 1925 when it was gifted to Belgium under Article 34 of the Treaty of Versailles. One can see that it might be difficult for people born and bred German to awake one morning to find they now owed allegiance to King Leopold of Belgium. Four former Belgian soldiers3 originating from Eupen/Malmedy joined the German paratroop arm on 14 March 1940. They had all served in the Belgian Army and on the Albert Canal bridges. Their knowledge would prove very useful for SA Koch.
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View looking west. In the foreground bunker N: right the house of the Haesen-Roox. In this photo casemate C can be seen topped by a bridge support. (Steinke)





From November the Abwehr had prepared a comprehensive report on the security and controls set up by the Belgians on all three bridges of interest (Veldwezelt, Vroenhoven and Kanne) and the surrounding areas. The Belgians were not unaware of espionage and after the war Jan Nicloaes recalled that “before the attack several German soldiers disguised as Belgian police spied on the bridges over the Albert Canal4”.

The exactitude with which German spies identified all the Belgian obstacles in close detail and described them in sketches is really astounding. Referring to the Veldwezelt bridge in a report dated November 1939 it was stated:

“All traffic here had been halted. Between the frontier and the Canal “Spanish riders” one behind the other, a cross trench with two sets of sentries and then wire fencing in front of the Canal. The bridge is blocked again by two wrought-iron gates, also with two sets of sentries. Behind the Canal heavy wire fencing and the known bunkers. In the recesses as at Vroenhoven one MG bunker 100 metres either side of the bridge. Both sides of the Maastricht-Vroenhoven-Tongeren road west of the Canal up to eight kms deep obstacles and infantry trenches. Between Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt no new works have been noted.5”
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Main bunker N on the Veldwezelt bridge and objective of Squad 2 (Oberjäger Ellersiek). (Steinke).





[image: image]

Casemate C integrated into the western bridge support. (Steinke)





Returning to the Belgians, on the border with Holland only a few metres from the bridge and on the eastern side of the Canal, Corporal Andries and six men of 6.Company kept watch. As mentioned, two of these men were gendarmes who did not know how to prime the explosive charges and so were relieved at night (contrary to the case at Vroenhoven). The watch on the frontier was maintained in practice by operating the barrier arm. An alarm was raised between 0110 and 0130 hrs on 10 May 1940, but this was not taken seriously. False alarms were often linked to training manouevres. Because it was not thought likely that a German attack was imminent, every man was at his appointed post, both at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven, when the attack arrived.

The crew of bunker N6, whose job was the direct defence of the bridge, received the order from Captain Giddelo to activate the explosive charges (which were located at the centre of the bridge structure and in the eastern main support). The bridge bunker was made of concrete as were the pair at Vroenhoven. The group defending the bridge – Cyclistes Frontières volunteers – were armed with a light MG, a 47-mm anti-tank gun, a heavy MG and a searchlight. For reasons of security the bunker had been built on the western side of the Canal, whose banks sloped down to the Canal bed, and was surrounded by barbed wire. The inner door was armoured but, strange as it may seem, access into the bunker was through an outer door which could not be locked from inside. The ignition cables for the explosives ran through this outer door.
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The bridge at Veldwezelt and casemate C. (Steinke).
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Private Guillaume Vranken was the only survivor from bunker N. (Fort Eben Emael)





That was the situation at 0135 hrs. Gevaerts, mayor of Veldwezelt, was instructed to evacuate all civilian inhabitants within a radius of 300 metres of the bridge. This measure was far too late, but nobody thought it was a real alarm. Three hours later at 0405 hrs, Lt Bloch, liaison officer of 2.Regt de Carabiniers, visited Captain Jammaers, commanding 6.Company, at the bridge to check that the orders had been carried out.

The demolition of the bridge was the supreme defensive action in the hands of the bunker crew. Corporal William Cornée, commander of the bunker in the absence of Sgt. Georges van der Elst, (acting as an instuctor at Beverlo), received the order. Cornée immediately sent one of the ten soldiers to bunker C at the foot of the bridge support to inform the men there. This bunker had to be evacuated before the bridge was destroyed and only re-occupied afterwards. The order to blow up the bridge was not carried out because the situation was unclear. Even when Major Driessche of 2.Bat/2.Regt de Carabiniers asked for authority to destroy the bridge as the German gliders were landing, it was not forthcoming. That was not his first request; at 0425 hrs when he heard the Fort Eben Emael batteries fire twenty warning rounds he had asked for permission, but the regimental commander assured von Driessche that he had ordered the firing himself.

Towards 0500 hrs several aircraft overflew the Albert Canal, but the Dutch had fired at these aircraft beforehand and given warning. One of the sentries at the border barrier on the Dutch side of the bridge informed his Company commander of seeing aircraft circling silently without engine noise. Shortly afterwards the rest of 6.Company watched in stupefaction the approach of these “silent aircraft” whose nationality markings could not be made out in the darkness7. Tense, shocked and with an unpleasant feeling in the pit of their stomachs, the Belgians watched the movements of these strange craft. Guillaume Vranken of the bunker N crew recalled this moment:

“We were going to warn the people who lived near the bridge. Basically all civilian inhabitants in a radius of 300 metres should already have been evacuated. Mayor Gevaerts was responsible for that (….). Suddenly our colleague Jefke Thomason told us that several aircraft were circling above our bunker. The Carabiniers’ captain, Jammaers, came to the bunker and asked anxiously what was going on. He looked at the aircraft through his field binoculars, but could not make out any nationality markings.”

The gliders landed synchronized almost to the second. Five came down on the positions of 6.Company in the immediate vicinity of the bridge, another a little farther south, and one farther north. Jammaers could not believe his eyes and shouted “Open fire!” while making for his command post. The attack had begun.

Heading for Veldwezelt

Early on the evening of 9 May 1940, the paratroopers and glider pilots were brought to the Cologne airfields from where they would take off for the bridges. After months of preparation the hour of truth had now arrived for the spearhead to invade Belgium. In the briefing at 0200 hrs the glider pilots went over the route once more and it was emphasized that the DFS 230s had to disengage from the Ju 52s between Aachen and Maastricht. At 0430 hrs ten Ju 52/DFS 230 of 3.Staffel under the command of Lt.Nevries took off for Veldwezelt, nine from Ostheim and one from Butzweilerhof. Near Aachen after reaching an altitude of about 2,600 metres, the gliders would drop the tow line and make their silent approach to the target.

Heinz Schubert, Rudi Opitz and Ludwig Egner had been training glider pilots for SA Koch since November 1939. They were subsequently conscripted to join the team of pilots to convey the paratroopers to the Albert Canal. Heinz Schubert, who flew one of the gliders as a Staffel leader remembered:
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Ludwig Egner, as a Leutnant in this photo, piloted one of the gliders to land at Veldwezelt. Various eyewitnesses maintain that Egner and not Opitz flew Squad 8 to their destination. 





“After taking off, first we gained height and headed north following the light beacons lit below specially to help us navigate. As soon as we reached the prescribed altitude we headed south-west. Towards 0500 hrs I saw the lights of Maastricht. We were at 2,600 metres but on account of thick ground mist could not see the lights (five searchlights aimed upwards in a box) which marked where we should drop the tow. Shortly afterwards I noticed that we were already over Holland and were receiving fire from their AA batteries. The Ju 52 gave us the signal to disengage and began to descend. As the gliders turned east and flew off, the Dutch stopped firing. Now we had enough time to seek out our destination. I could see the Meuse and the bridge at Veldwezelt. I had the responsibility to lead a Staffel of five gliders and my orders were to ensure that we landed near our bridge coming from the south.”

The Ju 52s of Group stahl were not the only aircraft to cause an alarm: the same occurred with the aircraft towing Group Beton to Vroenhoven. Because of fog and too little altitude they too ventured into Dutch airspace.

Schubert’s colleague Rudi Opitz, also a pilot-trainer at the Braunschweig-Waggum gliding school, received orders to report to Hildesheim on 9 May. His exceptional skill as a pilot made him a suitable candidate for the mission. From Hildesheim he flew to Cologne-Ostheim aboard one of the Ju 52s which would tow the gliders next day. In the evening he was given a map with the details of his flight. According to the instructions he would fly the Squad 8 glider (aircraft with serial number 42), i.e. one of the second Staffel for Veldwezelt. Toschka, group leader of the paratroopers summed up what Opitz had to do in the following words: “You just take care of us, and get us there. Once there, we will take care of you.” Opitz was allowed to select his own target, a privilege conceded for being included in the mission late and because he would fly one of the last gliders to take off from Ostheim. He recalled the take-off and flight:

“The DFS 230 gliders were arranged in groups of three. Approximately every twenty seconds a light signal indicated take-off for the next group (which would fly in the typical V-chain formation). My glider was the central one and therefore at the head of the formation. Each Ju 52 had a row of eight small lights under the tail wing, set into a V-shaped metal shade facing the rear of the aircraft. This assembly of lights, hidden to ground observation, nevertheless was fully visible to the glider pilot. It enabled him to maintain direction and elevation by merely making certain the lights did not disappear, which would happen if the glider pilot flew too high or too low in relation to the tow plane.”
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Interior of a DFS 2320 glider. The paratroopers sat one behind the other astride a bench behind the pilot. (Steinke)





The point for the diengagement from the towing aircraft was on the German side of the Dutch border (marked with beacons). This moment was supposed to arrive at an altitude of 2,600 metres but not all achieved this. Thus the Ju 52 pilots had little option but to penetrate Dutch airspace, which alerted the AA defences.

“When I dropped the tow, the sun was just rising in the east at my back so that it was light enough to make out the other gliders. Most of them had an almost white finish8 which was to help the pilots and Ju 52 crews see each other at night.” Opitz recalled however that the leading gliders of the “V” were probably painted in another colour, rather like a camouflage scheme, with the exception of the upper section which had a lighter tone than the remainder of the gliders. This colouring apparently helped to identify the chain-leaders. In contrast to Schubert, Opitz recalled that the point for abandoning the tow was marked by two beams, one fixed, the other oscillating. Most probably several routes had been marked for all of the SA Koch flying groups.9
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Ju 52 tugs at Hildesheim on 9 May 1940, less than twenty-four hours before the attack. (Tannahill)





Up to the Dutch border the pilots were guided by the 50-cm searchlights and moving beams operated by the units under Lts Thurm and Gallert. These were lit constantly between 0430 and 0540 hrs. The beacons and searchlights were inclined 45º to the east. The former were always on, but the searchlights were extinguished for ten seconds in every forty seconds. The first light, a beacon, was eleven kilometres from the take-off point at the Efferen crossing and the last, a searchlight with a constant beam, was positioned on the Vetschauer mountain north-west of Aachen-Laurensberg.

The individual aircraft separated over Aachen and followed the lights for at least two stretches although there were probably four zones marked with beacons. That would explain why several Ju 52s followed a route and chose a point to unhitch which was not the one prescribed for them (as in the case of Heinz Schubert, whose glider had not reached the appropriate height to disengage the tow when he saw the beacons, which were probably intended for another group). The mistake could have been caused at take-off. According to Opitz, two runways were used which were not parallel. This circumstance and the fact that this was a large formation flying at night relying solely on light signals from the ground led to errors in the selection of the flight paths.
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Gliders towed by Ju 52s during training at Hildesheim two months before the attack. (Tannahill)





After dropping the tow, the gliders abandoned formation and each pilot chose his own route to get to the Veldwezelt bridge. Opitz went on to say:

“Once I was left to my own devices, I lost contact with the other gliders. Although I could see it was dawning behind me, it was pitch black ahead. Shortly afterwards as I approached Maastricht, I saw several low-flying Ju 52s heading back to Germany (these were the towing aircraft which had unhitched over Dutch territory, including the Ju 52 used to tow Schubert’s glider). Ahead I could see AA fire beginning.”

As the lights of Veldwezelt hove into view, the German glider pilots began to negotiate their landings. This was by no means easy but completely unexpected for the Belgians. The poor light, the barbed wire hedges and Belgian fire from the ground made the landings difficult and resulted in not all the gliders touching down at the desired spot. Apparently that was not the case with Opitz’s squad, Nr.8:

 “When I had the objective in sight, I depressed the nose to increase my speed, believing that any deviation from the timetable was not a good thing. I came up on the landing zone from the south-west and could see a large house about 200-300 metres north-east of the bridge. Based on the model of the terrain I had been shown before the attack, I assumed that it was one of the important targets of our mission. There were several paths leading from it to the bunker and infantry trenches. Therefore I suspected that it was a command post. I could also see the pale faces of the Belgians as I swept over their heads at three or four metres altitude. I veered left, turned the nose to the south and touched down in a sort of meadow. None of the other gliders had landed there. It was near a path less than 100 metres from the house. The paratroopers left the glider as quickly as they could. I followed and watched as they ran across the road (down one 1 meter berm and then up another 1 meter berm on the other side of the road). They looked in the downstairs windows but could see nothing. They then threw grenades through the upstairs windows. I then followed them down into the infantry trenches north of the bridge. They were laid out in a zig-zag and we began to clear them by throwing grenades into every corner.”
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After the operation the group commanded by Major Reeps began the work of dismantling the gliders. This one is south of the Bilzerbaan opposite the houses of the families Wetzels-Emmerix and Caenen-Nicolaes. To the right is the wreckage of Nicolaes’s café. (Tannahill)
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German glider at Veldwezelt. (Tannahill)
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German glider near the bridge at Veldwezelt. (Tannahill)
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A glider near the Veldwezelt bridge. The gliders had no nationality or other markings on the fuselage. (Tannahill)
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Two gliders south of the road and bridge. (Tannahill)





Opitz had in fact landed halfway between the cemetery and the hamlet near the Bilzerbaan. The Abwehr had assumed that the buildings near bunker N and the bridge were quarters for troops, and also served as a command centre, but that was not the case, particularly not the house which Opitz’s squad attacked. When he “chose” his target hours before the beginning of his mission he found that the “large house” on the road looked like a hotel or guesthouse which could certainly have been used as officers’ quarters or as a command centre.

The infantry trenches in the northern sector of the bridge were at a spot known as Kip van Veldwezelt, a hill overlooking the village. The only threat for the paratroopers who occupied the infantry trenches came from a nearby church. The trenches faced east towards Holland, but because the Germans were attacking them from the rear they posed no danger. Nobody fired at the gliders, and it was not possible to do so from the bunkers set in the bridge pillar near water level. Only the church was higher than Kip van Veldwezelt. Although the Belgian units there had no snipers, the artillery spotter in the church spire posed a distinct threat to the paratroopers. Rudi Opitz continued:

“As soon as we had occupied the infantry trenches everything grew quiet. I stayed with the rest of my squad. About fifteen minutes after we landed I saw three gliders to the south not flying low enough to touch down. I remained in the trenches until we were relieved. In the first moments of our attack we feared being fired upon from the church. As soon as we were safely in the trenches, one of the paratroopers put his helmet on a stick and raised it above the parapet. A Belgian bullet put a hole in it.”
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Walter Becker (b. Minden/Westphalia) was a member of Squad 8. He fell on Crete on 20 May 1941 while attacking a British AA position at Chania. (Steinke)
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Reinhold Susdorf after the award of the EKI and EKII. Following the Albert Canal operation he fought in Crete, Russia, Italy and towards the end of the war in Pomerania. He died in 2010. (Steinke)





Reinhold Susdorf was in Opitz’s glider. While serving with Flieger-Ausbildungs-Regt 16 (Air Force Training Regt 16) he volunteered for service with SA Koch and now found himself in Obfw Toaschka’s Squad 8. Although Opitz made no mention of anything unusual when landing, we may deduce from what Susdorf says that it might not have been everybody’s cup of tea:

“The flight was so quiet that I fell asleep. My group leader, Oberjäger Helmut Hahn, woke me just before the landing. (He fell on Crete the following year.) While our glider was starting the landing manouevre, we looked at the village and saw the Belgians firing at us with MGs. We flew over the left bank of the Albert Canal right where the earth had been dumped during the building of it (the zone known as Kip van Veldwezelt), searching for a spot to land. Our glider made a sharp turn and this put us in range of a machine gun operating from near the Canal. The gunner there wanted to fire at us but could not do so because he was on the Kip, we were lower and he could not depress the gun. That would have been the end of us…we put down about 200 metres from Veldwezelt, but so clumsily that we tangled with a barbed wire hedge which gave us a jolt, swung the glider round and brought it to an abrupt halt. As a result my colleague Albert Funk injured an arm and Oberjäger Walter Becker damaged his MG. I was unhurt. Despite everything it can be said that the pilot made a brilliant landing bearing in mind the difficult conditions under which he had to accomplish it.” (Most likely this was the first landing that Susdorf had experienced where barbed wire wrapped around the glider’s skid was used to arrest the glider’s movement over the landing zone. His previous flights may have all been made in gliders having a slick metal ski. This may also explain Susdorf ’s assumption that the glider had hit a barbed wire fence.)





[image: image]

Gefr.Paul Schlombs, squad 3. (Steinke) 
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Deputy Squad-leader, Squad 8, Obj Helmut Hahn. He fell on Crete as Group-leader, 1/Sturm-Regt. Wolfgang Willich painted his portrait. He is the Oberjäger carrying a 3-kg charge. (Steinke)
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View of the church at Veldwezelt from the Belgian trenches north of the Bilzerbaan. (Steinke)
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German glider on the south side of the road. (Tannahill)
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Glider on the north side of the Bilzerbaan near a barbed wire entanglement. Could this be the glider flown by Rudi Opitz? There is another glider in the background. (Tannahill).





The speed with which the attack then ensued, the undoubted element of surprise and the “threatening” situation of the church are all remembered by Susdorf in his account:

“The Belgian spotters in the spire of the village church started shooting at us. While the rounds hissed over my head I was trying to find an MG part I had lost. Finally I located it. After we had attacked several houses, we jumped into the Belgian trenches. Belgian troops in the trenches also fired at us, but our action had caught them on the hop. Hahn was behind me and captured five of them; I captured six more and made sure they got to a safe zone. This was done by having them hang their weapons on the shoulders of the man leading the file. The Belgian soldiers in the infantry trenches near the bunker on the other side of the road also began to fire at us. I left the prisoners at the rendezvous point, ran like the clappers over the road and dived into a trench, right on top of my friend Paul Schlombs, who cried out in terror. Later he confessed he thought it was the Devil himself who had come to claim him…We did everything quickly and never noticed if we were wounded or not. That was Schlomb’s experience, for example, he had been shot in the thigh while leaving the glider and did not notice it until he was in the trenches. When I joined him he gave a sigh of relief. The Belgians were not able to react to our surprise attack nor did they have what was needed to understand the situation clearly. Their confusion was so great that many of them were shooting at each other.”

The aim of the pilots was to bring the gliders safely to the target and land with precision. That was not easy, for many gliders were damaged during the complicated landing manouevre, causing many injuries to the paratroopers. At least one glider was already “hors de combat” before landing. That was the case with Erich Rückriem’s Squad 9 led by Oberjäger Helmut Stuhr. During the approach the glider was hit by Belgian fire and its left wing damaged. The pilot received a hit in the head but managed to put the glider down although most of the passengers were injured. Only three were able to take part in the fight for the bridgehead.

The glider belonging to Squad 2 under the command of Erwin Ellersiek10 landed near the Bilzerbaan, south-west of the bridge11. The landing was difficult, the glider overturned and was badly damaged. One man was injured12, the remainder, though dazed, found their target, bunker N, without difficulty.

Meanwhile the bunker crew, in shock and almost incapable of reacting, threw hand-grenades at the Germans through the shafts created for that purpose and also fired at them from the rifle ports. Vranken, his colleague Vanhoof and the anti-tank gunner watched from the observation cupola of the bunker. Although their field of vision was limited they could see the movements of the paratroopers.

More paratroopers who had landed north of the Bilzerbaan had taken cover behind the first house near the bridge, “Het Haesen”, property of the Haesen Roox family, and were attempting to silence Sgt. Regel’s positions and to cover the backs of Ellersiek’s men. They had the situation under control. Vranken described these short, dramatic moments:

“Suddenly one of the strange aircraft landed behind the Haesen house. Shortly afterwards the occupants jumped out and took cover behind William Haesen’s house which was on the other side of the road opposite the bunker. We aimed and fired, and naturally they did the same13.”

When Ellersiek’s Squad approached the bunker, the crew of the latter fired off a couple of rounds before seeking refuge by fleeing into the interior, followed by Lt Bossaert and a man from the Carabinier Regt, the latter having been cut off from their unit. Before the armoured door could be shut, a paratrooper tossed a grenade through the gap. Panic broke out amongst the Belgians. Indecisive, Cornée did not prime the explosive charges for the bridge, but hurried to telephone his superiors in Lanaken. Vranken remembered:

“Capt. Jammaers took his bicycle and left in a hurry. We ran to our positions in the bunker. Jefke Thomason did not get the door closed quickly enough. While he was still doing it, a captain and a soldier of the grenadiers entered. I remember clearly that Cornée was telephoning and asking Captain Giddelo for instructions. After the call he went to the radio set and said into the microphone slowly and clearly, ‘This is Corporal Cornée of the Veldwezelt bunker. We are under attack. I repeat, we are under attack.’ From the cupola von Hoof could see six Germans. I watched them myself, they were leaning against the wall of Haesen’s house. We fired at them with two MGs but missed. I would not have let these six paratroopers leave Veldwezelt alive, but powerless as we were, and relying on the Carabiniers to keep firing from their trenches, next we came under flame-thrower attack. Then followed two explosions: the one which collapsed Jan Nicolaes’s café and bicycle shop like a pack of cards, and then a very powerful one at the door of our bunker.”
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Guillaume Vranken in a photo taken in the 1980s. After the war he was considered a hero. (Fort Eben Emael)





Ellersiek gave the Belgians an ultimatum to come out of the bunker. Cornée must have replied that they would do so “but only on the condition that nobody would fire on them”. Then events overtook them. Having no time to lose and their orders being clear, the paratroopers attacked the north side of the bunker with flame-throwers and 20 kg explosive charges which they lodged in the hand-grenade shafts of the bunker. The result was devastating. The blast and flames spread through the bunker and set off the ammunition – mainly grenades and anti-tank shells – killing almost everybody. Vranken and the two others ran for the exit where the Germans had already primed a 20 kg hollow charge. Privates van Hoof and van Hees were killed; Willem Vranken survived because he was behind the others and wearing a steel helmet. He managed to get out of the bunker but was hit by nine rounds. Before losing consciousness he saw that the cable to the explosive charges for the bridge had been cut through. Vranken survived his wounds. He was treated by two medics and then taken with five Germans to the Calvarienberg Hospital at Maastricht.

“I do not know exactly what happened as I came out. I remember only the acrid black smoke and seeing my two dead comrades while the germans were throwing explosive charges into the bunker. The bodies of all my comrades were burning, and the bunker was their tomb. The cries of the wounded, the Stuka attacks…I saw death with my own eyes…The Germans left me lying there and ignored me. Three Germans came up and one wanted to give me the coup de grâce. But another pushed the rifle away and so I carried on living…”
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Obergefr. Siegfried Fickel was a member of Toschka’s Squad 8. He was seriously wounded at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Erwin Ellersiek (leader Squad 2) entered the Regt. General Göring in November 1936. After the Albert Canal operation he was promoted to Feldwebel. 





As we see from Vranken’s report, at the moment that bunker N was eliminated, Café Nicolaes was blown up. The paratroopers knew that the Belgians used it as a command post and had planned to destroy it some time previous. It collapsed completely as did “three private houses in the vicinity” (according to the official German report, although there were considerably more).

After bunker N was wiped out the Belgian trenches came under a devastating German attack. 6.Company of Carabiniers came off worst: the platoon protecting the right flank of the bridge lost twenty-three men and their commander Lt Bossaert. Seven others were wounded. This is a high toll, considering that the platoon consisted of forty-four men. The platoon guarding the left flank lost its officer, Lt Lombaers and eleven men; another seven were wounded. In total, of the eighty-eight Belgians near the bridge, thirty-six were killed and fourteen wounded, an appalling casualty list.

Glider pilot Heinz Schubert described the surprise attack as he saw it:

“Our orders were to destroy the bunker near the bridge and to hold the position until relieved (it was estimated we would have to wait two hours). I had nine paratroopers flying with me. A hundred metres from the bunker, still flying but just above the ground, I could see the pale faces of the Belgian soldiers looking up at us from their trenches. I landed only a few metres from the bunker14, south-west of the bridge. Thirty seconds later the bunker was out of action…ten minutes after the attack began, at 0525 hrs, I placed a German flag on the bridge to show our aircraft that the target was in our hands.”

Susdorf of Squad 8 recalled details of the by no means easy elimination of the Belgian bunker at the bridge:

“A group of paratroopers landed near the bunker guarding the bridge. They attacked it at once using the hollow charges they had with them. A couple of paratroopers who were on a small elevation near the bunker received fire from the surrounding houses.”

After his squad had reached its primary objective, Susdorf went down to the Canal. The next objective for his squad was to control all Belgian troop activities:
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View from bunker N to the houses of the families Delait (left, no roof), Bruggen, (intact), and the ruins of the Wetzels-Emmerix house (Café Holland). Between the Delait and Bruggen dwellings is an electricity pylon struck by a glider while landing. (Steinke)
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The Nicolaes’s house near bunker N was totally destroyed during the attack. (Steinke)





 “Shortly afterwards I went with my colleague Fickel to the Canal bank. There we took cover behind a mooring jetty. On the other side we watched four Belgians on a wall. One of them fired and hit Fickel in the testicles. He made an unbelieveable cry of pain because it hurt so much. I returned fire at the Belgian and hit his steel helmet without wounding him. As he had no other choice he surrendered, but as he came down off the wall he started firing his rifle at me again. I called upon him once more to stop shooting and go left…”

Fickel got to the immediate vicinity of the bridge where he saw how serious his wound was. In the chaos of these first moments nobody paid him any attention. He lay in a trench bleeding to death15. Hermann Reuter, who accompanied Susdorf and Fickel to the Canal bank, was wounded in an exchange of fire with the Belgians and died where he fell.

At 0535 hrs Oblt Altmann advised that the bridge was in German hands and they had everything under control. The Belgians had resisted the German attack for only a few minutes. Here is how this looked from the Belgian trenches:

The Battle in the Southern Sector: The Bossaert-Unit Trenches

This unit consisted of three platoons south of the Bilzerbaan and the bridge, and another, that of Sgt.Regel, in the north, on the other side of the Bilzerbaan, at the spot known as Kip van Veldwezelt. The unit leader had his command post in the Nicolaes house, fifty metres from bunker N and the bridge. Six gliders landed over this position16:


	one to the right of the unit, directly at the edge of the slope leading down to the Canal waters. As they left the glider the paratroopers were protected against Belgian defensive fire.

	the second landed near Sgt. Neirinck’s position.

	 the third landed near the trench of Sgt. Leeman commanding the mortar unit.

	the fourth and fifth landed behind the trenches of Sgts. Dewever and Bernard.

	the sixth, that of Ellersiek and his Squad 2, landed fifty metres from bunker N and as described attacked it.



The Belgian response was ineffective. The German attack shocked them. The paratroopers sprang out of the gliders, threw handgrenades and fired with automatic weapons of a kind the Belgians had never seen before17. Then total chaos ensued not least because their commander, Lt Bossaert, had taken refuge in bunker N. Despite all that, however, Veldwezelt offered more resistance than Vroenhoven.
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Bunker N at Veldwezelt after the attack. Near the door are the bodies of several Belgian soldiers. (Arch. Marc van Velthoven)
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Bunker N at Veldwezelt. Here one can see the damage to the neighbouring houses. Between bunker and camera a “Belgian Gate” which did nothing to prevent the German attack. (Steinke)





A glider, most probably that of Squad 1 (Oberjäger Helmuit Arpke), came down alongside the trenches north of the Bilzerbaan (most of Bossaert’s unit were south of it) and its commander finished off all Sgt.Regel’s platoon with handgrenades. Regel, two corporals and six men were killed.

The paratroopers who landed south of the bridge – amongst them Altmann and members of Squad 5 – attacked the Belgian trenches head-on and from behind, throwing handgrenades at the bewildered defenders. The only reaction worth mentioning came not from these trenches, but from those occupied by Sgt Schauman’s 10.Comp/18.Regt of the Line. From up on the Kip van Hees to the south-west of the bridge came three MG bursts but these did not achieve much except to attract return fire.

The Belgian grenades had no detonator caps and were therefore useless. This was just one of the many fatal decisions taken by the Belgian General Staff before the German invasion. Lacking this defensive weapon, the men of 2.Grenadiers were at the mercy of the paratroopers. Anybody who raised his head to fire was immediately shot dead. The events in Sgt. Neirinck’s sector were especially dramatic. The German gliders had already landed when his men asked if they should open fire. He yelled at them, “Shoot! They are Germans!” As with the other trenches, the paratroopers lost no time in attacking with hand grenades and MP’s, with which the Belgians were unfamiliar. Neirinck wrote:
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The bridge is in German hands. Oberleutnant Altmann, Stabsfeldwebel Lorenz and glider pilot Flucke (with head bandage) taking cover in the captured Belgian trenches, most probably south of the road. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Alfred Bauer (Squad 1) after the Albert Canal operation. He still wears the FJR1 cuff title although SA Koch was no longer attached to it officially. (Steinke)





“One of the gliders flew so low over the heads of our small group that we hardly had time to duck to avoid being beheaded. The commanding sergeant sent me to the MG. I ran through the trench and met up with Corporal Depauw and riflemen Willems and Delell. The glider touched down near the light MG stand. Depauw and I went to fetch ammunition for Willems. He asked me what he should do, shoot or not…I told him to fire at the pilots and crew attempting to leave the glider. At that moment, Willems fired two magazines and then… nothing more. The MG had jammed. We tried another magazine – no success. While Willems checked over the weapon, I saw the German pilot about twenty metres away and tried to shoot him. I could not do so because my weapon also failed to function. Four times I tried, but in vain18 and neither would it work with another new magazine. At that moment I noticed that Depauw had been wounded in the arm. He had only fired three rounds. The situation was hopeless…suddenly the Germans began to throw hand grenades at us. Over a thirty minute period they let us have it. We kept our heads down all this time, totally bewildered. The paratroopers had occupied our trenches. Farther ahead I heard cries and wails coming from our trenches, undoubtedly from the heavy MG position. The gunner had not got off with it as lightly as we had. We were wounded and kept our heads down until made prisoners at 0800 hrs.”
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Oberjäger Erich Rückriem, leader Squad 9, after being awarded the EKI and EKII. His paratrooper badge is made of cloth and not metal. He also wears the ribbons awarded for the annexation of Austria, and the Sudetenland medal. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Fritz Oldenburg, Squad 9, had previously been a member of 1/FJR 1. (Steinke)





Of the nine men in Sgt.Neirinck’s trench, three were dead and four wounded. It looked no better in the trenches occupied by Sgts Leemans and de Weber. Leemans, who had the mortar, remembered in precise detail what happened when a glider landed just behind his trench:

“We saw the silent aircraft coming as it began to dawn. I threw myself down to avoid the glider which landed only a few metres from my group. At that moment I was lying together with Private Guada near the barbed wire entanglement of the trench. The occupents of the glider jumped into the trench and threw smoke bombs. Vision was very blurry. Within seconds the fighting began. The Germans threw grenades, one of which killed Guada, who was behind me. I fired one and a half clips of my pistol before I got a bullet splinter in the back. I could see the outlines and helmets of the German soldiers moving about in our trench but scarcely was I in it before I received a pistol round in the chest. That must have been towards 0530 hrs. Of the eight men in our platoon four were dead and two – including myself – wounded. Once I recovered from the shock I saw a dozen wounded German soldiers laid out in my trench.”
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Johann Spanehl, Squad 9, fell at Veldwezelt bridge. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Horst Rieger, (b. Unruhstadt) Squad 9. He was later killed on Crete while leading a group from 3/Sturm-Regt. (Steinke) 
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Oberjäger Arpke (here as Leutnant shortly before his death in 1942) led the pioneers in Squad 1, and received the Knights Cross for his service at Veldewzelt. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Wilhelm Kempke (here as Feldwebel after the Crete operation) fought with squad 1. For his service on Crete he received the Knights Cross. After having been promoted to the rank of Oberleutnant, Kempke was killed in December 1944 while fighting in the Ardennes. (Steinke)





It was no different in de Weber’s platoon. Machine-gunner Carlier was appalled at the devastation unleashed in a few seconds. The attack on the trenches, the bunker and the surrounding houses was fast and ceasless. Three “blows” that pinned down the Belgians at the outset:

“I saw clearly the Germans jumping out of the gliders and had them in range so that I could have inflicted heavy casualties, but in seconds a hail of shells and grenades came over. These latter exploded in our trench and in those nearer the Canal. Soon we discovered that they had killed Lt.Bossaert. Despairing and dazed I sought protection in the houses near our trenches in the belief that I would be safe there, but a group of Germans had encircled the bunker. I heard a terrible explosion and was still recovering from the shock when there was a second one. Several houses had been blown up. With a great effort I managed to get free of the rubble which had fallen in on me.”

Ellersiek and his men blew up the Nicolaes house with two cases of grenades and explosives because they thought it was a Belgian command post. The building fell like a pack of cards. And the paratroopers collapsed a few more.

The casualty list for the Bossaert unit speaks volumes: of its forty-four men, twenty-four died (including Bossaert himself, in bunker N) and seven were wounded, amongst them Leemans. Over fifty per cent of the unit were dead within a few minutes of the attack beginning, a fearsome balance. As established by the commanding officer, Oblt Altmann, the operation was running to plan. Although he had landed in a small depression in the terrain about 400-500 metres west of the bridge, he was halfway between Bossaert’s trenches and the Kip van Hees height, where elements of 18th.Regt of the Line were in position. Protected against Belgian fire he was able to watch through field glasses the penetrative power of the paratroop attack. In sector south, coordinated by Obj. Pohlmann, leader of Squad 6, they were on the point of capturing the Belgian trenches by using hand grenades.

A quarter of an hour later he met with his squad leaders at his command centre, a trench 150 metres south-west of the Canal.

The Battle in the North Sector: The Lombaers-Unit Trench

This unit had been reinforced by a MG platoon from 8.Company and was positioned in the trenches running parallel to the Canal on the north side on a small elevation – Kip van Veldwezelt – between the village and the Canal. Three gliders landed north of the Bilzerbaan and the bridge. One of them came down only a few metres behind Sgt.Vandevelde’s platoon. Another landed between this platoon and that of Sgt. Rousseau. Vandevelde, who survived the attack, wrote a comprehensive and long report on what befell his platoon19. When one reads his eyewitness statement, it is not difficult to imagine the panic which spread through the Belgian trenches:

“Our trenches ran north of the Mopertingen-Maastricht highway. After my people had settled in, I thought about our instructions in the event of an attack. I checked the trenches and barbed wire defences which protected the Albert Canal slope. I did all that before I went to my hole to stand a twenty-four-hour tour of duty. I had near me Privates Ancion, Clément and Del20 who occupied the left part of my trench, i.e the side nearest Lanaken.

At 2330 hrs it was all quiet and I decided to make a round as far as the nearest sleeping area which also belonged to my command. I took my belt, rifle and pocket lamp and headed towards the sector to my right. Dev., T… and P… were on watch. There was nothing to report. It was a quiet night. Everything was in order. The men knew their duty. After I returned to my trench I handed over command to Louis Ancion and went to sleep. It must have been 0015 hrs when he woke me to report that Clément had seen a movement on the Canal. It was a pair of barges coming up from Vroenhoven. The orders in this respect were clear: from 1900 to 0700 hrs all traffic on the Canal was forbidden. I ran to the command centre and telephoned for instructions. The reply came back promptly and calmed us: there was nothing to worry about. Everything was in order and we should let them pass.

After the incident with the barges I returned to my bed but could not sleep. That was towards 0230 hrs on 10 May. Shortly afterwards we heard voices. Sgt. Jules Rousseau had come to my position with a couple of men as reinforcements and to relay new orders. We should be on our guard. They were all up and about in the village where “Prepare for battle” had been ordered. It was the third time we had done this, but we were assured this time it was not a drill. Nobody believed it. Thus it happened that death surprised many civilians in their beds… Sgt Rousseau reminded me to return to my battle post.

The nearest MG to the bridge was in my trench. Eight men were squeezed in there. Farther left was a roofed communication trench to Sgt Rousseau’s position and the village. Five metres away from me, on the other side of the roofed trench, was casemate C. Behind me, fields, partially hedged in; before me, separated off by barbed wire, the Kip, which sloped down sharply to the Canal. To the right was a barricade of sandbags which were supposed to hinder an attack from that direction.

We split up as follows: near the sandbags, Ancion, Pollart, Ti…; towards the village fields, Clément, van Tongerloo and myself; Dev… and De…watched the area leading to the roofed trench. Near me was a box of grenades. I reminded my men of the instructions: I would man the MG with Pollart while van Tongerloo would direct my fire. It was 0400 hrs. No sign of officers, news or new orders…

Suddenly we heard something, a kind of soft rustling from the sky, and we raised our heads to look, each asking himself what on earth could it be. At once we saw aircraft with a white fuselage circling over Holland on the far side of the Canal. Seconds later they flew across the Canal and circled overhead, losing height. We could not hear their engines, and so knew they were not aircraft in that sense. The wings looked odd too. (We did not know then that these were gliders.)
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German Army soldiers pose beside glider No. 62 which landed north of the Bilzerbaan. In the backgound is bunker N. (Tannahill)
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Panorama of the bridge and Bilzerbaan seen from Veldwezelt church spire. (Steinke)





We waited, uncertain how to react. One of them landed between our trenches and those of Sgt. Rousseau. Another almost scalped us and set down a dozen metres to our rear. It took only a few seconds to realize what was happening. From one of the machines there emerged four or five devils in baggy dungarees, helmets and carrying MGs and grenades. We all knew at once what that meant: ‘It is the Germans and we are at war’. At once our reflexes were working; my hand movements were precise; without orders or knowing anything else I, a simple sergeant, declared war. “Shoot, in God’s name, shoot!”

Hazily I saw van Tongerloo take over the MG and aim it at the attackers. Pollart, Ancion and Clément also took up their rifles. I aimed my own weapon at the Germans. One was coming from the right, a grenade in each hand. I pulled the trigger but it would not fire. I tried once more in vain. To the left and right behind me I heard the same thing happening: ‘My rifle is not working!’ Meanwhile the German whom I had had in my sights had closed in and raised an arm. Behind me I heard a cry. It was Pollart. He had been hit in the head by a bullet. At the same moment an explosion hurled us everywhere. The unavoidable had happened: the raised arm remained upright and the first German grenade had exploded in our trench, all within a few seconds.

An occupant from the glider went to our trench, right side. I saw the other paratroopers jump down into the communications trench which led to the village. This cut off our escape route and now we were sure to die here. After the first grenade exploded, five or six more dropped in, one after the other. Ancion said to me, “Sergeant, they have blown my legs off…” and he pointed to two bloody stumps. The second grenade had amputated his legs above the knee. There was blood everywhere: on his face and hands, on the sandbags, on the ground. I tried to think what one did in a case like this…tie it off and stop the bleeding. I had no time to lose. We were under fire from all sides and more grenades kept arriving. We huddled closer together. I felt Tongerloo’s head in my back, mine was between the wall of the trench and Clément’s gasmask. We avoided the shooting, but not for long. Another explosion catapulted us to the ground. That was the last one of the first series. We would only have a brief period of quiet.
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The same glider as in the foregoing photograph seen from the road. The rubble in the foreground is from the Nicolaes-Staeren house. In the background another German glider. (Tannahill)





I heaved a sigh and looked around me. Pollart was dead. A bullet had hit him in the head and the grenades had torn off three fingers of his right hand. Ancion was dead too. The last grenades had finished him off, blowing out his brains. Clément was groaning near me. I shook him, and he said, ‘My back, my back’ a couple of times. A grenade must have damaged his kidneys. A black hole the size of a fist, full of blood, with shreds of his greatcoat and underwear yawned open to his waist. At my left Del… was gazing towards the village. Dev… was pallid, but assured me he was unhurt. He was the only one to survive the battle intact. Van Tongerloo was complaining about his right arm, but it was only a bullet wound, nothing worse. There was a small hole in his greatcoat to confirm it. I was not wounded, but I could not move, the bodies of Clément and Pollart had trapped me (and I stayed like that for forty-five minutes). T… was also nearby, in a corner, half on a sandbag, half covered by Pollart’s body. He was dead too, his head caved in. Clément was paralyzed with fear.

The period of peace and quiet lasted an hour. Now we had three dead, three wounded and two not wounded. Dev… and I were isolated from the outside world, lacking orders, contact with officers, means of defence. Because I was keeping my head down I could not see the village. On the Canal side I could see soldiers calmly crossing the bridge…but they were not Belgians. The Germans had apparently captured it, but why had it not been blown up? A bullet ricocheted off my helmet, reminding me to keep my head down. Our weapons went flying to the other end of the trench as they were hit. Suddenly I felt a blow in the back and fell to my knees. ‘I am not going to pass out?’ I thought. I resisted and found myself on the ground of the trench, between Clément and Tongerloo, who both asked me what I had seen. Only a little blood issued from my mouth. I knew that if I was spitting blood then my lungs were damaged.

‘What’s up? Are you hurt?’ van Tongerloo asked. I nodded my head. I still had enough time to reflect that none of us was going to get out of this alive. What had our forces done? Where was our air force? Where were the French? And the British? Who was defending us?

We had been cut down. We had drawn back, leaving the village to the enemy. We never saw a single one of our aircraft. Immersed in these thoughts I heard something whistle over our heads. Something fell between Clément and myself. It was another grenade. What for? To save us more suffering or perhaps to prevent us making a last stand? But we had no means of fighting! Neither the MG nor the rifles worked. Only Dev… could still get off a couple of rounds. And our grenades? They lay unused in their box because the detonator caps were still in the store at Company. We could have made a better show with rotten apples…
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Right, holding an 08 pistol, Rudi Opitz, Squad 8 pilot, in the company (probably) of Albert Funk. (Steinke)





The grenades thrown by the Germans which landed between Clément and myself did not explode at once, and neither did the three or four which arrived later. And with the last instinctive reaction of people who did not want to die, we managed to throw them out. In this manner Clément, Dev… and I saved our lives. It looked as though it was all over. It could not have been midday yet. We were all but one wounded but we tried to hang on to life, slowly draining from our bodies with our blood. Were we heroes yet?

Clément could not go on. He took up his bayonet and tried to end it. I grabbed it from him. He begged me to shoot him. I tried to calm him and spoke of his mother and wife. He cried and then grew quieter…and lived. On the other side Dev… was wailing. He was in geat pain. I felt how my own strength grew less from moment to moment, principally because I was bleeding from my back. I took off my greatcoat and opened my collar. Blood was flowing from a small black hole in my clavicle. Undoubtedly the bullet had exited there. Tongerloo confirmed it after examining my back. There was nothing left for me to do but wait for help to come…

Somebody was coming. It was an officer from a Company near us, but I could not recognize him. He spoke to Dev… and Del… but had no news. He said he would see if he could find something for us, but he had neither food nor medicaments. We had no idea who he was. Shortly afterwards a German came through the communications trench, sleeves rolled up to the elbow. He stopped and surveyed us. All hope was lost. In my trench I was the only one who could see him, the others had their backs to him. I looked at him and he looked at me. I was incapable of movement, gesture or cry. The barrel of his MP shone before my eyes. I dropped my gaze, as the vanquished do, then finally looked at him again. Would he shoot us? One burst and he would put an end to us, but he did not fire. All this lasted only a couple of seconds. Suddenly there came a shout in German, perhaps an order. The paratrooper turned his head and said, ‘They are all dead here’, and went off. Our lives were saved. I looked at Tongerloo and we shook hands without speaking.
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Belgian trenches north of the road. In the background, left to right, the houses of the Haesen-Roox, Caenen-Nicolaes and Nicolaes-Staeren, near a house without a roof (indicated in our plan as “large house”). (Steinke)





The endless waiting went on. Shortly after, another soldier came to the trench with a pistol levelled at us. This time everybody could see him. He took one of our rifles and hurled it against the trench wall. The weapon fell apart easily. He destroyed one after another in the same way. They were the same rifles which had been so useless to us. Now only the MG remained. The German looked at it and Corporal van Tongerloo gave him to understand that we did not intend to use it. The German picked it up by the barrel and tossed it to the farthest corner of the trench. Apparently he recognized the ‘quality of the Belgian weapons’. Then, without a word, he walked away quietly.

The hours passed. We were at the end of our resources and in despair but tried to keep each other’s spirits up. A single thought kept us going; the arrival of our forces, which from moment to moment seemed ever more unlikely. We heard footsteps, and hope flared up, but only for a short time, for it was a German. He pointed a pistol at us and shouted in German that we had to leave the trench. He told us to remove our helmets. I pointed to my comrades Clément and Del… He murmured something and I got the vague impression that neither he nor we could take them with us because we were wounded. They were brought out later (hours after I saw them again in the hospital at Maastricht. They had been collected on the Saturday morning, 11 May, after spending forty hours with the three deceased of my group, in broiling heat in the trench).

Now we were prisoners. We had experienced fifteen hours of war. It was still Friday 10 May, seven o’clock in the evening. Van Tongerloo and I were brought to the Dutch border post, Dev… to Veldwezelt. We crossed the bridge on foot and 100 metres away I saw the barges which had caused me so much worry before the attack. Their purpose was explained to me: if during the drill we had accidentally blown up the bridge, the barges would have served as pontoons to build a replacement.”

A little farther north, in the trenches of Sgts. Engels and Parijs, events had followed a similar course. The unit leader, Lt Lombaers, fell during the fighting. Of the intital force of fifty-five, eleven were killed and eleven were wounded.

Those Germans who contributed in the most notable way to the attack on the northern sector were the paratroopers of Ellersiek’s Squad 2, Wiese (Squad 3), Baedka (Squad 7) and Toschka (Squad 8).
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Walter Baedke, Leader of Squad 7. (Steinke)





The Battle West of the Bridge: The Trenches of Sgt. Ballet’s Unit

The commander, Jammaers, was near the bridge checking the defences when the German attack surprised him. His intention was to return to his command post, but the paratroopers who had landed near the Bilzerbaan opened fire, blocking his route. This shooting also killed several civilians who were running in all directions. Jammaers realized that he would have to make for Sgt. Ballet’s platoon west of the bridge. Two German gliders, those of Fritz Pohlmann and Lt. Altmann, had landed nearby, but neither Jammaers nor his men could see them. From a distance Ballet observed the Germans attacking with “black automatic handguns”, jumping into the forward trenches.

Ballet had command of the platoon in the absence of Lt. Lejeune, who was away on leave. The platoon had been reinforced by a squad of machine-gunners from 8.Company commanded by Sergeant-Major Burgun. Ballet also had a 47-mm cannon. Hemmed in by the paratroopers and under attack by fighter aircraft, this platoon was unable to take part in the defence of the bridge.

Burgun crawled to Jammaers’s command post with Ballet’s report and requested permission to withdraw the survivors on his right flank, from the road to the Kip van Hees, to his left flank on the north side of the road. Jammaers refused bcause he needed these men in case he had to ward off a frontal attack by the Germans, and in this he was not far wrong. In order to thwart it, Burgun and his men received support from 10.Comp/8.Regt. on the Kip. Jammaers promised Burgun he would reduce the pressure on the right flank by means of a counter-attack. This was not forthcoming. Burgun’s trenches were totally overrun by Pohlmann’s 6th Squad. Their glider had landed between Ballet’s trenches and Heserstraat, about a kilometre west of the Canal. Although this was far from where it had been planned they should land, Pohlmann’s paratroopers launched a heavy attack on Burgun’s positions which contributed to a breach of Ballet’s right flank.

In the light of these events, at 1100 hrs Ballet was ordered to withdraw his survivors to a new position behind the Lanaken road. During the fighting and later retreat Ballet was seriously wounded and so Burgun, squad leader of the machine-gunners, took over command until he too was wounded. From their new positions they watched with rage and horror at how the Germans used their Belgian prisoners as “human shields”.

In trenches farther back which formed a strongpoint astride the Maastricht road, and about 500 metres behind Bossaert’s men, was the Bautil troop. This was made up of four groups straddling the road. There were not only soldiers in these trenches but also civilians from the village who had fled there before the fighting began, amongst them many children.

When they heard from Jammaers – after he had reached Ballet’s trenches – that he had “come from the bridge and had had not seen a single German”21, Bautil’s men began to feel more optimistic. This sentiment did not last very long however, for the German “flying artillery” bombed them and caused great devastation22.

At this point it will be appropriate to look at the role played by VIII Fliegerkorps in supporting the capture of the bridge at Veldwezelt, the other two bridges and Fort Eben Emael. Liaison with the Luftwaffe was so important that of the two officers who took part in the attack on the fort, one of them – Lt Egon Delica23 – was not a paratrooper but a liaison officer with responsibility for “directing” the aircraft in the bombing of the Belgian trenches. The action by SA Koch and its paratroopers was obviously of the greatest significance, but the subsequent bombarding of the Belgian positions by Luftwaffe bombers and fighters made an important contribution. The “flying artillery”, as it was called at the time, proved a major factor for the success of the Blitzkrieg in Belgium. The skilful air attacks, carried out by Stukas and Do 17s, (which bombed the approaches to the bridge, the crossroads where the Bilzerbaan and the road to Lanaken-Grotebaan met, and the Belgian trenches) and the German field artillery batteries behind Maastricht dealt the Belgians a heavy blow. The howitzers began shelling to within a few metres of Ballet’s trenches, spreading panic and terror amongst the already reduced Belgian forces.
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Hermann Büschen, Squad 6. He volunteered for the paratroop arm in 1937. By the war’s end he had attained the rank of Oberleutnant and had been wounded several times. (Steinke)





After two teams of paratroopers had attacked him, Bautil had no choice but to assemble his exhausted men and lead them south to a nearby farm for provisions. He had assumed command because both Ballet and Burgun were wounded. Scarcely had he reached the farm when the Germans took them captive. At Maastricht, Bautil refused to supply his name and rank. The Germans were so well informed about their objective that the interrogating officer stopped the farce and filled in the details himself which Bautil did not wish to give.

Meanwhile the other paratrooppers were keeping almost perfectly to their timetable. For example, the paratroop-pioneers of Squad 1 (Oberjäger Arpke), whose glider had landed on the north side of the Canal slope, had the task of de-activating the demolition charges on the bridge. That was their first job: they destroyed the ignition system on the bridge and threw the charges into the Canal. Then they removed all obstacles and barricades from the bridge, where necessary with the help of Belgian prisoners. The original – and most important – task of Squad 1 was to take out casemate C in the support under the bridge. This bunker was equipped with two Maxim heavy MGs in the basement and two light Maxims on the floor above. An MG in the front face and three openings for mortars completed the defensive system.
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Obergefr. Erich Hafermass, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Oberjäger Fritz Pohlmann led squad 6 during the attack on Veldwezelt. (Steinke)





The casemate was eliminated more or less by coincidence. It was commanded by a junior lieutenant who at the moment of the attack was outside awaiting Lt Reconnu, commanding 6.Company, to inspect the trenches and arrangement of his men for a German attack. Therefore Sgt Lemoine had command of fifteen men of 6. and 8.Comp/2.Carabiners-Regt. Unfortunately for them, casemate C had only one point of access, at the foot of eighty-four steps leading down from the bridge to the Canal. Thus the casemate crew would be exposed to German fire should they wish to leave the casemate.

When they saw the gliders, their initial impression was that this was a Belgian air force exercise. The first explosions changed their minds. Lemoine tried to get up to the edge of the slope to assess the situation, but a spray of MG fire forced him back down. The Belgians ran into the casemate and barred the inner armoured doors. Their despair grew when they discovered that their grenades had no detonator caps.

The fate of casemate C was decided when the paratroopers surrounded it. They blew off the armoured door which faced south and hurled grenades and small explosive charges inside. This attack wounded three Belgian soldiers. An incendiary bomb damaged two MGs, the armoured doors and a freshwater tank. Water from the latter prevented fire from spreading. After this first violent attack, in sheer panic the Belgians tried to abandon the bunker but the damaged armoured doors now blocked the exit. As a result a German-speaker amongst the bunker crew called to the paratroopers. One of them wandered up casually and requested that the wounded come out and the casemate weapons be surrendered. Knowing their own superiority the Germans told them to remain calm, in a short while they would be attended to. That was not the case however. The Germans “forgot” and unleashed in the bunker hope and fear – hope for a Belgian counter-attack (which grew during the night when they heard Belgian artillery fire around the bridge) and fear that that would result in the bridge being blown up and themselves with it.

Towards 0900 hrs on 11 May the Belgians perceived movement around the casemate. These were German soldiers of 2.Bat/Schützen-Regt 33 who had relieved the paratroopers and were preparing to clear the casemate with flame-throwers. The bunker crew did everything possible to make the Germans aware of their presence, and finally they were released and the wounded given attention once a team of German war correspondents had arrived to film it all.

Casemate D, about 800 metres north of the bridge and defended by 7.Comp/ Carabiniers presented the Germans with no difficulty on 10 May. Over time it had became even more isolated. The complement fired a few desultory rounds towards the bridge, prompting a violent response from the German artillery. Regt.33 eventually brought about its downfall, arriving from the south at approximately 1100 hrs.

6.Company was therefore cut off and without ammunition (basically it could never be supplied in action) leaving the Company no alternative but to surrender casemate D.

De Langhe, leading 10.Comp/18.Regt, received from his commanding officer the order to organize a counter-attack towards the bridge. Two officers were to lead it. But who was in a position to come down from the Kip van Hees, cut through the barbed-wire entanglements, align his men against the Germans and advance to the bridge? The counter-attack would have been condemned to fail, for at this point of the battle the Belgians lacked ideas, manpower and time. The German advance was unstoppable.

From less than 150 metres, Lt Altmann observed all movements of 10.Company right of the bridge. He aimed his MGs, called in the Stukas and thus frustrated any Belgian counter-attack. After this came a lull in the fighting. What really worried Lt Altmann were the trenches of Schaumans 500 metres west of the bridge and the individual nests of resistance in a few of the village streets.

The First Belgian Counter-Attacks

The Belgian reserve companies acted rapidly to halt the German advance. Sgt. Voglet, commanding a small troop, received orders from Lt Bolle to reconnoitre the immediate environs of the bridge. Jammaers had ordered the bridge destroyed and needed information as to the actual situation in the most forward positions. Had the bridge been blown? That was the major unknown factor.

Voglet had to cross trenches which lay under heavy fire. He ran around the mayor’s house and from there could see the Germans, who were already lords of the Belgian positions at the bridge. And it was intact. No credence was given to his report, however, for reports had been made to the contrary that the bridge was down. Chaos reigned in the Belgian signals network. Because of the confusion a new scouting party was organized under Sgt Chuffard to clarify whether the bridge was intact or had been destroyed.

Once they were certain, based on what Chuffard reported, that the bridge was still intact and in German hands, the important thing then was to start the counter-attack. Voglet and his party, knowing the situation, were told to lead a counter-attack comprising an infantry company of 18.Regt. of the Line and a platoon of Frontier Cyclists. Lt Altmann saw them coming and prepared his defences. He set up his MGs and coordinated the Luftwaffe, which already controlled the airspace over Veldwezelt. The Belgian counter-attack was repelled.

The Belgian attempts to recapture the bridge, constantly frustrated by the iron resistance of the paratroopers’ bridgehead, began at 0630 hrs. At that time, Lt Altmann even radioed that “Everything is under control, the bridge is still standing and orders received are being carried out.”

As previously mentioned, on the right flank of the Belgian defensive system (to the south facing the Canal) was a small artificial elevation known as Kip van Hees. In contrast to the trenches, which were occupied by the Carabiniers, soldiers of 18.Regt. of the Line had set up there. Their position formed the southern boundary of the zone of influence (which included the bridge at Vroenhoven).
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Casemate C after its capture. (Steinke)





De Langhe, the commander of the 10. Company, witnessed the glider landings at Veldwezelt. From his command post at the north end of Kip van Hees, only twenty metres from the advanced trenches of Sgt Balis and Lt Detiège, he could see how serious the situation was. In the right-hand sector of the position, about thirty metres from the area occupied by Lt de Valckemeer and adjutant Schaumans, was 11. Company auxiliary troop under Commandant Philips, who had received orders during the night to bring his men there.

De Langhe had an excellent vantage point, from where he followed the glider landings and the subsequent paratroop attack. He contacted his superiors immediately, requesting instructions. His report was unmistakeable: “Between my command post and the bridge, three machines have landed. The occupants are out!” Yet in these initial moments, the certainty prevailed that this did not involve Belgium, but was an attack on the Netherlands.

Josef Schaumans, deputy commander of van de Valckemeer’s troop, was a key figure in the 10.Company trenches and also a witness to the landings and subsequent fighting. He recalled:
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Casemate B south of Veldwezelt bridge. (Steinke)
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View of the chambers located for explosive charges in the eastern leg of the span of the Veldwezelt Bridge looking towards Maastricht. (Steinke)
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The Belgian trenches north of the Bilzerbaan were captured quickly. Weeks after the attack, on a trip to Paris, paratroopers visited the site at Veldwezelt and founnd traces of the fighting still visible. (Steinke)
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Effect of the explosive charge on the armoured door of casemate C. (Steinke) 
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 Oberjäger Ewald Hermet (shown here wearing the uniform of a Feldwebel) was Oberjäger Arpke’s deputy. (Steinke)





“In the days leading up to the attack we received numerous changes to our positions and new instructions. For example, Ballet and I deputized for officers absent for one reason or another. That is also the reason why my name does not appear in the official reports. My position was known to the Germans, also the fact that my MGs were not able to lend support to the Carabiniers’ trenches near the bridge. Neither Ballet nor I knew where the paratroopers were who had landed in front of and behind our lines (Pohlmann, Squad 6 and Altmann, Squad 3).

I roared, ‘Shoot, they are Germans!’ The first reaction of my men was horror. They shouted and cried, and thought of their wives and children. One of my men from Brussels fell to his knees and placed himself in the hands of God. After I shouted again, ‘Shoot, in God’s name…!’ I controlled myself and began to act with more self-control. Machine-gunner Pijke fired several bursts and we had not long to wait for the German reply. Tracer flashed over our heads. The firing came from the plain (not far from the slope where my commandant de Langhe was). I discovered that the paratroopers had set up their command post there. They were out of range for us.

Bronselaer told me that the gliders had landed in the middle of the Carabiniers’ trenches, but they ran no risk of being shot at ‘because they are probably still asleep’. There were therefore no grounds for concern. Bronselaer crawled out of the trench so as to see better what was happening, but we could not form a clear picture. We could not see them. The paratroopers were already attacking the bunker, but we could not see that either. All we saw was smoke, and we heard shouting. I fired a starshell to improve visibility over the plain between my trenches and the bridge.

Shortly afterwards, the noise of explosions came closer. German aircraft bombed the crossroads where the road to Lanaken (Grotebaan) met the Bilzerbaan, in front of us, the minor road to Hees, behind us, and the Carabiniers’ command post. The attack and the bombing by the fighters behind our trenches, against the water tower near the road, close to our spotter Reygaerts, grew fiercer. To save his skin he hobbled over the road, dodging bullets from the aircraft, and dragged himself to our trench. He cursed the German pilots….overhead, at a considerable height, a large number of German aircraft were passing in formation.
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View over Kip van Hees from Veldwezelt bridge in 2009. The field of crops was once the landing ground for Altmann’s glider and others. (Gonzalez)
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Josef Schaumans, 10 Comp/18.Regt of the Line, played a decisive role in the defence of Kip van Hees against German attack. (Archive Schaumans’ Family)





We resisted boldly with our AA weapons. Their aircraft were at various altitudes, firing at anything that moved. We hit a Do 17 which caught fire, lost height and came down towards Vlijtingen. Carlier of the Carabiniers used his MG against a group of paratroopers, preventing them from assembling. Despite everything, their aircraft kept bombing. One of their bombs landed near the Nellis bakery in Kesselt and another near the row of trees along the road.”

Lt Kiess’s orders included the dropping of a heavy-MG half-platoon forty minutes after the attack began. A special unit (I/KG.zbV.172) was responsible for ferrying these reinforcements to jump not only over the Veldwezelt bridgehead but also at Vroenhoven and Kanne. It had been decided on 26 March that forty-five minutes after the attack began, three half-platoons of paratroopers would jump over the three bridges. All were under the command of Lt Helmut Ringler, who jumped with his party over Veldwezelt. Three individual flights of six Ju 52, one flight for each bridge, were made available, with one aircraft in reserve.

The pilots had precise instructions to keep formation at between 200 and 300 metres, and for the manner of carrying out the drops. This was a height of 100 metres over Veldwezelt, at a height of 180 meters over Vroenhoven, (using a precision altimeter), and at 200 metres at Kanne. The pilots were also told not to deviate from the indicated route on the way back, not even for heavy flak. The reserve aircaft would become operational if within the first twenty minutes and while still in German airspace something unforeseen were to occur. If a Ju 52 had difficulties after crossing the frontier it was recommended to head for the objective at all costs and drop the paratroopers if an altitude of 100 metres could be maintained. If necessary an emergency landing would be attempted and aircraft defended with the weapons aboard. It was made clear that under no circumstances were the aircraft to be made unserviceable, for contact with German troops of the vanguard should be expected soon. Student’s 7.Flieger-Div. apparently had no surplus in aircraft. After returning to base all Ju 52s were to be refuelled ready for fresh operations.

It would appear that this heavy-MG half-platoon to support the paratroopers on the ground at their newly-built bridgeheads was incorporated into the plan on 29 December 1939 on Student’s direct orders. In principle the thirty-five-strong MG platoon of 4FJR/1 under the command of Lt Helmut Ringler was to be attached to 1.Company at Hildesheim. This core group would be expanded by more paratroopers up to a limit of seventy-two men, all under Ringler’s command and subject to the supervision of Koch. The latter got to work on it on 4 January and attended an officers’ conference at Düsseldorf. After a meeting between Student, Hitler and Koch on 5 March, Ringler’s unit received a further troop.

There was no time to lose and training began at once. It was especially intensive from 2 April 1940 onwards. On that day Ringler arrived at Hildesheim with the two other NCOs of his unit, Obj. Nollau (Kanne) and Obj. Sprengart (Vroenhoven). Using models of the attack zones, they began to study and then plan the jumps. On 10 April the plan was complete and the practical training for it was to be done exclusively at Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome, where they assembled on 11 April. At noon on 5 May the working up of Lt Ringler’s “strengthened heavy-MG half-platoon” was reported completed at a meeting with Walther Koch. Thus twenty-four paratroopers jumped over Veldwezelt according to plan at 0615 hrs on 10 May 1940 under Lt Ringler’s command. Belgian ground-fire made the drop hazardous (originally intended for behind the most advanced Belgian trenches, south of the road) so that only the first of the two Ju 52s managed to drop all of its paratroopers over the planned drop zone. Because the Belgian MGs were firing freely, the second Ju 52 only managed to drop two paratroopers before it sought refuge above by gaining height.
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View of Veldwezelt bridge from the Kip van Hees elevation on which the Belgians held firm and warded off the German attack. (Steinke)
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The Belgian war veteran Josef Schaumans (d. 2008) (at right) and the village mayor near Veldwezelt bridge in 2004.
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Peter Meurer (photographed after the attack wearing the uniform of an Oberjäger) was one of the paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon who jumped over Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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Gefr. Heinz Rubelt, also of the heavy-MG half-platoon who jumped over Veldwezelt. During the war he was wounded five times and decorated with the German Cross in gold and the Close-combat Clasp in silver. (Steinke)





Ballet’s men watched Ringler’s paratroopers descend and, according to Corporal Corvil, “straw paratroopers” were dropped as well24. Schaumans also looked upon this operation from his elevated position on the Kip van Hees.
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Obergefr. Erwin Bähr, Squad 9, after the award ceremony. Besides the EKII with ribbon and EKI he wears the Army paratrooper badge and silver wound badge. (Steinke)
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Franz Schindele of Squad 10 (shown here wearing the uniform of a Gefreiter), did not complete the paratrooper jump course until after the Albert Canal operation. (Steinke)





“The paratroopers of Ringler’s heavy-MG half-platoon were dropped behind Sgt. Ballet’s position. They had problems from the beginning and after three unsuccessful attempts broke off their attack. Our fire complicated their operation. The first paratroopers jumped in seconds from the Ju 52 over the Carabiniers’ trenches. That was so unexpected that nobody reacted or fired. By the time the second aircraft came in we were ready. As soon as it crossed the Canal and flew towards us we opened fire with our MGs from Ballet’s trenches and mine. The first man jumped, but his parachute failed to deploy. The second tangled with a high-tension cable and the third was fatally wounded25. The drop was suspended as the pilot decided to ascend to 200 metres and head for Hees26. I could clearly see the open door and the rest of the group in the interior of the Ju 52. After the Ju 52 had crossed above the road, the other paratroopers jumped, but far from where planned, well west of our position, on flat and open terrain west of the Vroenhoven road (Grotebaan) and the water tower. Now we had the enemy at our backs, which was not good. After they had grouped up they set out for their original objective but we prevented all movement. All German attacks on my position between 1130 and 1300 hrs were fought off.”
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Bunks in the Ringler heavy-MG half-platoon quarters at Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers of the Ringler half-platoon during an exercise with a heavy-MG, winter 1939. (Steinke)
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Paratrooper Josef Schumi (left), member of Ringler’s half-platoon at Colgne-Ostheim. (Tannahill)





Despite Belgian MG fire as soon as they reached the ground the paratroopers succeeded in recovering two containers of weapons. The task of the half-platoon was clear: to put an end to the resistance in the trenches, principally that of the Ballet troop, and attack the enemy flanks, thereby nipping in the bud any Belgian counter-attack.

It was intended that Squad 10 would assist these paratroopers “as they came down” and incorporate them into Altmann’s squad 5. It is therefore strange that in the official report written up by Altmann after the attack there should be no mention or trace of Squad 1027. Fritz Schindele, one of the Squad 10 members, who as a young volunteer had no previous parachute training, told the authors that a few days before the attack they met Ringler’s men in Cologne where he and members of his squad got to know each other before the operation.
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Captured Belgian armaments at Veldwezelt several days after the attack. Far left, “straw soldiers”, probably those dropped to deceive the Belgians. (Steinke)
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Men of Ringler’s half-platoon awaiting operational orders in front of their Ju 52. (Steinke)
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Men of Ringler’s platoon training prior to the Albert Canal operation. (Steinke)





Although Ringler’s paratroopers could not group up at once because the drop28 had scattered them too wide, their presence in the drop zone began to throttle the Belgian defence. Oberfeldwebel Toschka (leader Squad 8), Stabsfeldwebel Lorenz, (Squad 5) and Feldwebel Pohlmann (leader Squad 6) fortified and expanded the bridgehead from hour to hour.

After less than three hours, at 0900 hrs, the Germans saw a major Belgian counter-attack building. It was the Stukas and fighters, ceaselessly circling the Canal, which were decisive in stalling it. After receiving instructions from Koch at Vroenhoven, Altmann radioed a message to Aldinger’s unit in which he requested that the Stukas concentrate on frustrating any attempt by the Belgians to regroup. Ten minutes later he also asked that Aldinger’s batteries shell the trenches on the Kip van Hees landspill 500 metres south-west of the bridge. Aldinger did this, but after an hour the MG fire from this position resumed. The defenders here were Schaumans’s men from 10th Belgian Company. He recalled this incident thus:

“In the pause which followed our counter-attack at 0900 hrs, Schamp of Lt van Geit’s 11.Company, came to my position to establish the situation. ‘Tell van Geit that we are standing fast but in desperate need of ammunition,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘But first of all I have to find out the situation of the troops nearest the bridge.’

‘Take your gun and seek cover or you won’t live to find out,’ I recommended.

He looked at me in surprise but followed my advice. Nevertheless I never saw him again. In the execution of his orders he was hit and fell.

We heard from our own artillery shelling the enemy-occupied sector near the cemetery that German snipers – on a couple of roofs and in infantry and street trenches – were making themselves felt increasingly. Many paratroopers had a rifle with telescopic sight. It suddenly occurred to me that I could be identified by the patches on my collar and greatcoat. I removed and pocketed them. We could not just stand idly by as they picked us off one after the other, therefore I shouted to Pijcke, ‘We have to spot the snipers’.

‘I’ve seen one,’ he assured me.

Left of the last house on the way to Hees I could actually see the shoulders of a paratrooper. Everybody was awaiting my order, and at my signal they fired. He was hit, for we saw him collapse and not recover. But there were more of them behind the water tower, moving ducked down in two columns and led by an officer or NCO. They were carrying a MG and ammunition case. Their intention was clear: to break our resistance. I ordered my men to withdraw our MG surreptitiously by fifteen metres. Before following them I left my helmet behind to make the Germans believe we were in the same trench. The deception worked, for shortly afterwards my steel helmet was peppered. This was the first time we eluded captivity.
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Feldwebel Erich Schuster received the Knights Cross after Crete, May 1941. As a Gefreiter he served at Veldwezelt with Squad 10. (Steinke)
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Obituary notice for Uffz. Hubert von der Ruhr. He fell at Veldwezelt bridge as a member of Ringler’s half-platoon. (Steinke)
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Fritz Schamp of 11.Comp/18th Regt. of the Line fell in fighting on the Kip van Hees. (Gonzalez)





Once we had set up the new trench, a Carabinier approached calling upon us not to fire. He had been cut off from his unit and was offering to join us as a machine-gunner. A little later, a sergeant arrived, coming up from Lanaken, where he had been separated from his men during the fighting there. He volunteered to man the anti-tank gun. Naturally we could use both. I told my men we had to change our position frequently so that we could not be pinpointed.”

Shortly after 0930 hrs the Belgians laid down heavy artillery and mortar fire around the bridge. Attacks by Stukas and fighters to take out the Belgian guns firing on the paratroopers were once more of great importance. Altmann radioed for a “skilful” intervention. Because of problems contacting VIII Fliegerkorps this request went through Aldinger. Towards 1000 hrs he brought his flak guns into play (planned for three hours earlier). The 88-mm guns put an end to Schaumans’s resistance. The latter wrote:

“Our resistance surprised the Germans and provoked a confrontation between Altmann and Aldinger. Aldinger was supposed to have supported the paratroopers with his flak. After he contacted Altmann, he was annoyed to be told we were still resisting. One of my men had fired at his observation balloon…Altmann saw that we would not make it easy for him. If he were forced to defend his positions, he would not have enough men. Our advice was that the elevation from where we were shooting at him (Kip van Hees) was not marked on his maps. It was only an “artificial hill” of earth stacked up when the Canal was being built…Altmann and Aldinger planned the attack on my position together (Aldinger, however, did not follow Altmann’s instructions with regard to my new position on the hill). To eliminate us they used field artillery and aircraft. We prevented them locating us by constantly changing trenches, while also attempting to support the Carabiners in doing so. Although Aldinger’s 88s fired at us, we were in a position to reply with our own guns and rake the plain extending from our trenches to the bridge.”
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Belgian trench at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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Rudolf Toschka during a pause in the fighting. His exhaustion is evident. (Steinke)
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A pause in the fighting at Veldwezelt. In the background the church spire. (Steinke)
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Two radio operators attempting to maintain contact. (Steinke)





Just before noon, renewed Belgian mortar and artillery fire invoked a fresh Stuka attack. At 1150 hrs Altmann requested a bombing raid, which was not forthcoming, and after half an hour Koch informed him that although support had been requested it was not “immediately available”. These were especially difficult moments for Altmann’s men, for the Belgians maintained their bombardment. At around 1300 hrs, approximately an hour after the bombardment started, a reconnaissance officer from Inf.Regt 93 got in direct contact with Altmann. This was the first step towards a precision bombardment of the Bilzerbaan and the highway to Vroenhoven (Grotebaan). Schaumans wrote:

“I fired red flares to link the fire of my men and show Altmann that we had not given up. He fired off green flares to show his own people that the planned objectives had been taken. Soon he shelled us and then laid thick white smoke, evidently in preparation for an assault on our position. When we saw the smoke we thought at first it was gas, and so desperately tried to find Briek, who had the strips which would confirm gas or not, but he was nowhere to be found.
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A German paratrooper looking out from the cover of a captured Belgian trench. (Steinke)
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Alfred Gaida (shown here wearing the uniform of a Gefreiter when a member of Rgt. General Göring) was one of the first Luftwaffe paratroopers. (Steinke)





By now we had no shells left and so I ordered my men to fix bayonets and prepare to repel the assault. After five tense minutes the smoke cleared and suddenly I heard one of my men shout, ‘We have captured four Germans. What should we do with them?’

‘Good news,’ I called back, thinking this meant we had beaten off the attack.

The four Germans belonged to a scouting party sent out by Altmann and discovered by my people after firing at one of my MGs. They had become trapped in our barbed wire hedge and were forced to stand up shouting, ‘Don’t shoot, comrades!’ They took off their helmets and belts, threw them aside and raised their hands while looking at us. Two of my men helped them out of the entanglement, and what did the paratroopers do next? Sat down in a corner and got out a pack of playing cards. And this was war?’

Although Altmann knew roughly their location and was bombing and shelling it, Schaumans’s men kept defending doggedly despite having little means of doing so. Schaumans went on:

“More formations of aircraft came from the direction of Maastricht. A Stuka began to circle over Commandant Philips’s command post. Then it dived, the siren making an appalling noise, aiming for my position. The bomb flattened a nearby MG-nest. Hardly had we recovered from the shock when a second one came for us. Instinctively we opened fire on it with our MGs and carbines in the certainty that this was a matter of life and death. When the Stuka was only twenty metres up it dropped a bomb which exploded close by, tossed us into the air and then showered us with stones and pebbles. Miraculously nobody was badly hurt. Then came a third Stuka. Pijke had had time to fit another magazine and resumed firing. We had had no opportunity to leave the trench and so threw ourselves to the floor, taking whatever cover there was for when the bomb was released. After the explosion we embraced, still lying down, joyful to be still alive. Not only that, but we shot down the third Stuka, which crashed near the trenches occupied by Detièges troops29. We paid a high price for it: the machine-gunners in the forward line all died after being raked by fire from the guns of the first Stuka.

 We held on, and next fought off the attack of the paratroop scouting party, then the three Stukas and finally an He 111. In the latter case we remained perfectly still in our trench to avoid being ‘cleansed’. We had survived. My last defensive act, in which once more I interfered in Altmann’s plans, was to shoot down a German observation balloon over the eastern side of the bridge close to the Dutch customs post. Pijke had no difficulty picking it off with the MG. The hail of shells behind us did not cease, but the balloon we had just shot down undoubtedly housed the spotter directing their fire.”

They could not resist much longer. Schaumans and his men had to pull out. “Shortly afterwards relief came. My lieutenant, Oscar Devalkeneer, suggested I should drink something to restore my strength, then told me to update the commandant as to the situation. Before I left, I explained to him how we had been able to ward off the repeated attacks of the Germans all morning. I promised to bring him some ammunition on the way back, but at the commandant’s command post they told me that ammunition was now very scarce. I was on the west side of the road near Kip van Hees, and although I tried to rustle up more men and ammunition, everything seemed lost.”

Shortly before 1630 hrs30, the first German infantry of 2.Bat/Schützen-Regt 33 began to reach the bridge and contact the paratroopers directly, and fresh help arrived at the bridgehead in the shape of a heavy MG half-platoon and two mortars. The bridgehead had already extended westwards a distance of one kilometre when the infantry reached the bridge. While they were securing the trenches to the south of it, men of 3.Comp/zbV100 Bat. joined them.

Despite these reinforcements the Belgian counter-attacks continued. One of these was organized by the troops under Lt.Bailleux, who had four light T-13 tanks to strengthen the positions at Veldwezelt. The Stukas renewed their attacks in an attempt to crush these Belgian plans. At 1645 hrs from his command post at Vroenhoven, Koch requested VIII Fliegerkorps to lend Stuka support to Altmann. He promised Altmann he would help him hold out. At 1715 hrs Altmann repeated his request for air support, but this time the Stukas did not make it and so the paratroopers took the initiative by attacking with anti-tank guns and 3-kg charges. Later, using a captured heavy anti-tank gun, they destroyed two tanks and so brought the counter-attack to a standstill.

At 1740 hrs Koch told Altmann by radio that he “had to hold the trenches at all costs”, for reinforcements were on their way and coming as fast as they could but “the destruction of the bridges at Maastricht is holding up the arrival of the heavy guns”. Koch assessed matters more gloomily than they really were. At 1800 hrs for example he stated that German forces must have suffered high casualties at both Kanne and Veldwezelt which weakened resistance. As we shall see, this estimate was correct for Kanne, but not Veldwezelt.

At 1800 hrs, Belgian 21-cm guns began shelling the bridge. Nobody was hurt but Altmann’s key objective remained under threat from the defenders. At 2030 hrs when one and a half German companies arrived, the Belgians ceased fire and the paratroopers relaxed. At 2135 hrs a major led a battalion of German infantry across the bridge. The bridgehead was now secure, as Schaumans confirmed:
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Erwin Albrecht, radio-operator/gunner of the Ju 87 shot down over Veldwezelt. (Archive Family Albrecht)
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Grave of paratrooper Kurt Pries. (Steinke)
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 Grave of paratrooper Wilhelm Ochs. (Steinke)
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Memorial cross for the fallen paratroopers at Veldwezelt. (Tannahill)
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 Grave of Oberjäger Karl-Heinz Gönner (Steinke)
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Graves of the German fallen at Veldwezelt on the south side of the Bilzerbaan near the Delait house. In the foreground lies the grave of a Belgian soldier. (Steinke) 
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“At midday the Germans received heavily-armed reinforcements advancing from the north towards their position on the Heserstraat. With this assistance they tried to work their way over the Grotebaan towards our positions to encircle us. This failed, and not capable of doing much else, they were obliged to pull back to the water tower to spend the night. At 2135 hrs the paratroopers were relieved by an infantry battalion (IR33).

We could not hold out much longer, for these soldiers had panzer support. On the second day of the attack they bottled us up. The destruction of the AA position (four Maxim MGs) behind us by an He 111 eased their movements. Our crew and spotter saved themselves by fleeing towards the water tower. We could no longer make a fight of it, and certainly not on two fronts. In view of our impending captivity, I attempted to escape with four men. Three of us managed it but my sergeant was killed and I was taken prisoner. I was wounded… the guards treated me according to the Geneva Convention: a German doctor saw me immediately and gave me four injections. Later I was taken with four wounded German officers in a German ambulance to hospital in Maastricht.”
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The arrival of the Army pioneers consolidated the German bridgehead. (Steinke)
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Belgian prisoners in a Veldwezelt trench. (Steinke)
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Army troops relieved the paratroopers grouped behind bunker N. (Steinke)
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Provisional graves of the fallen of Group Stahl on the south side of the Bilzerbaan behind the Delait house and near the crossroads with modern Papenweg. In the background the house of the Wetzels-Emmerix, owner of Café Holland, one of the houses destroyed on the main road.
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Belgian trenches and the memorial cross for the fallen paratroopers north of the main road on the western bank of the Albert Canal. (Archive Schalich, Si-Fi 2/132)





Major Püschel, commandant of Schützen-Regt 33, relieved Lt Altmann shortly after 2130 hrs and took over the supervision of the approximately 200 Belgian prisoners of war. About this time the paratroopers left the battlefield and withdrew to Maastricht where they met up with the Vroenhaven men at a tobacco factory. That was at 2330 hrs. The paratroopers of Group Stahl had carried out their mission in an exemplary manner, and kept the bridge at Veldwezelt intact. This operation cost eight paratroopers their lives; thirty were wounded, fourteen seriously.

At midnight when the men of 4.Battery under Commandant Dalcq, out of ammunition and hope, decided to retire to the village to seek shelter, Belgian resistance was finally broken. Heading for Moperdingen they were taken prisoner. During the exchange of fire immediately beforehand Dalcq and five men were shot dead. In all, the battery lost seventeen men. The total of all Belgian military dead around Veldwezelt bridge on the day was 116. About four hundred survivors were taken prisoner.

It was a tragedy of Veldwezelt that there were civilian casualties. The order to evacuate all inhabitants within 300 metres of the bridge could not be carried out. As a consequence many men, women and children found themselves defenceless and in the midst of battle. Thirty-six lost their lives, and another seven in nearby Kesselt. Forty-five civilians received serious wounds and other injuries.

Many of the victims died when their homes were attacked, others while fleeing, panic-stricken. Many died at the crossroads where the Bilzerbaan met the Grotebaan, the location of the Belgian command post. In the immediate vicinity of the bridge, the elimination of the bunker was undertaken with the help of Stukas which also rendered assistance in blowing up the adjacent buildings. Civilians with better luck chose to sit it out in a cellar; others searching in panic for cover were hit by ricochets, or died when their houses caved in.
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The first Army pioneers meet up with paratroopers at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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Grave of Gefr. Erich Erdrich. (Steinke) 
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 The cross erected in memory of the fallen paratroopers. It was located near the bridge on the north side of the Bilzerbaan outside the house of the Caenen-Nicolaes family. The legend on the bar reads: “For Germany these paratroopers fell”. (Steinke)





The German plans included the occupation and/or blowing up of several houses near the Bilzerbaan. This was included in the tasks assigned to Ellersiek (Squad 2), Wiese (Squad 3), Hübner (Squad 4), Pohlmann (Squad 6) and Toschka (Squad 8). In the case of Ellersiek and Pohlmann, the word “destroy” was employed. Obj. Ellersiek and his men were to blow up the inn (and the bicycle business) of Jan Nicolaes situated south of the road near the bridge. In the German report submitted after the attack, paratroopers commanded by Toschka, Wiese and Ellersiek (the latter was active on both sides of the road, but principally on the south side) blew up at least three houses31 although most probably there were more32. Here are some of the tragic cases:

Jaak Driesen lived with his wife Mechthilde and children in the house of his father-in-law Pieter Delait. This house was about 150 metres from the bridge on the south side of the road. Jaak was at work near Briegden bridge when the attack began. From there he witnessed the German air raid which killed Commandant Giddelo at Lanaken. Despite the bombing he cycled to Veldwezelt. He was unaware that his wife and children had fled to the Bruggen house opposite for safety. Just as he reached his own front door he was hit in the back by a shell splinter. He was taken to Calvarienberg hospital at Maastricht where he died of his wound on 21 June 1940.
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At the junction of Bilzerbaan and Lindestraat are the houses of the families Caenen-Nicolaes and Jules Nicolaes-Staeven. The Squad 8 glider of Rudi Opitz landed behind them. The photo was taken from bunker N weeks after the German attack. The damage to the houses is still evident. (Archive Schalich)
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At this spot stood the house/restaurant of Jan Nicolaes. Left, his son Pierre Nicolaes, who escaped with his life during the German attack. Today he runs a bicycle business with his son (right). (Gonzalez)
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The same houses in 2009. (Gonzalez)
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Jacobus (Jaak) Driessen, one of the civilian fatalities of the attack on Veldwezelt. (Gonzalez)





Petrus Rassin (b.1901) moved with his family from Maastricht to Veldwezelt on 14 March 1939 to occupy the “Bekker” guesthouse on the Bilzerbaan-Grotebaan crossroads. His wife, three sons, two daughters and he were very close. The business took off when Belgian soldiers began building the trenches and defensive works nearby. On the day of the attack, the Luftwaffe paid special attention to the crossroads where the Rassin guesthouse stood, and the father, his 14-year old son Herman and six-year old daughter Maria were killed.

Louis-Paul Boon, who after the war became a renowned Flemish-language writer, served with 2.Carabiniers-Regt. at the Briegden bridge. He was taken prisoner on 12 May and led by his captors through Veldwezelt. He would never forget what he saw when he came to the place where once the Rassin house had stood:

“We went along the road not knowing where to look. The stench of the corpses of soldiers, children, horses, overwhelmed me. When I was small I was told that the road to hell was a dark path. Now I knew what that meant. Where a café had been yesterday now there was only rubble and ashes. In the nearby bakery three wonderful girls lived. One of them lay stretched out on the ground. I would like to have forgotten it quickly. We marched on and came to more ruined houses. A man offered us a jug of water to quench our thirst33”.

Two-year old Miake Roox lived with her parents Nicolas Roox and Cathérine Geurts and two sisters near the bridge on the north side of the Bilzerbaan (Lindestraat 27). On the day of the attack her brother Servaes was on leave, far from Veldwezelt. One of the German gliders came down on land near their house. The father saw paratroopers assembling nearby34. As he did not know who they were he asked them what was going on. They told him he should return to his house, for the war had begun. Without losing any time he took his wife and children down into the cellar. A Belgian soldier, attempting to avoid the assault, ran into their house and joined them there. He told them they should sit in a corner, for that was undoubtedly the safest place. At 0530 hrs a terrible explosion resulted in the death of little Miake and seriously injured her mother. The father was only slightly hurt and able to clear away the rubble which had fallen in on them. At 1430 hrs they were given medical attention by the Germans.
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Louise Duchateau waving a Belgian flag as a US tank passes by. The Allies arrived in September 1944, four years and four months after the attack. (Nat.Arch.Washington, per Jo Fiévez)





The destruction of the occupied houses around the bunker and bridge was especially intensive. According to the Abwehr, a number of them were used as billets for officers and men manning the trenches at Veldwezelt. One of them, Café Nicolaes, was only fifty metres from bunker N. On Belgian maps and in their reports it was noted as a command post for the Bossaert troop35. Jan Nicolaes ran a guesthouse which also had a shop and bicycle repair business. There was no concern in the house when the alarm status was announced a few hours before the gliders landed. Everybody thought it was merely another drill. Jan Nicolaes remembered:

“My mother (Cornelia Roox, 64) woke me. Outside, all hell had been let loose. She said I had to get up, the war had begun. People were shouting. It was a nightmare. The sky was full of aircraft. We saw that several gliders had landed on a meadow behind our house. Suddenly we heard an explosion and shortly afterwards a cloud of dust filled the house. The first bombs fell as we were going down into the cellar. Everyone started running. My mother went back up after hearing somebody shouting for help. She thought it was my brother’s wife, Anna Clara Staeren, but it was the daughter of the Haesen-Roox family who lived opposite. Isabella Haesen was running to our house when she was killed.
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On Saturday 11 May, panzers of PzRgt 36 arrived at Veldwezelt. The inhabitants were forced to leave. The photo captures the moment in which Louise Duchateau (d.2005) set off towards Maastricht with her children and husband Marcel Geurts (not in the photo). The first house on the left is that of Pieter Delait and his wife Joséphine Beerden. The fighting set it ablaze. The whole family, with the exception of son-in-law Jacob Driessen, fled to the other side of the road to the Bruggen household. The electrical circuit pylon snapped by a glider can be seen. (Bundesarchiv)
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Isabella Haesen, vicitm of the German attack at Veldwezelt. (Gonzalez)





A part of our house was hit by a second, more violent explosion. My mother was dead on the spot. I was unable to get out of the cellar which was filled with rubble and broken brick. When I got free I looked for my wife Marie Loyens and my son Pierre, both of whom were unharmed. We embraced and prayed and prayed. Shortly afterwards we heard Germans shouting to ask if there were people in the wreckage of the houses. They added they were going to blow up the rest.” Jan Nicolaes, his wife and son were rescued next day by German troops. Once outside they could see the result of the attack on bunker N.

Twenty-two-year old Isabella Haesen was the neighbour whose cries were heard by Jan Nicolaes’s mother. She was married to Adelmarus Timmerman and lived in the dwelling known as the “Haesen-Roox house” which also stood near the bridge on the north side of the road, opposite Jan Nicolaes’s guesthouse. At the time of the attack her husband was working for the Belgian Army at Beverlo. When the attack began, she fled to the cellar, but being there alone must have decided to cross the road to the neighbouring house of the Jan Nicolaes’ family. She was killed in the attempt. A Belgian soldier who tried to help her was also allegedly gunned down.

No family suffered so heavily under the attack as the Nicolaes. His sister-in-law Anna Clara Staeren was another civilian victim. She was 27 years of age and married to Jules Nicolaes who at the time of the attack was serving with the Army as a conscript. Their house was on the north side of the road opposite that of brother Jan. During the attack Anna lost her nerve and together with her small son Pierre left the cellar in panic. She ran west to the crossroads for Lanaken but, realizing she had no money with her, turned back and borrowed a bicycle from friends, leaving her son with them. Returning to collect him, near a butcher’s shop 100 metres from her home she was fatally wounded by a shell splinter. Her son survived.
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Headstone at the grave of brothers Pieter and Mathieu Janssen, killed during the German attack. (Gonzalez)





The Janssen bothers Mathieu aged seven and Pieter, nine, lived with their parents and another brother, Marcel, in the Janssen-Bringmans family house situated near the crossroads west of the bridge. There were Belgian soldiers billeted in the house. These men went to their posts on the Kip van Hees after the general alarm was broadcast towards 0200 hrs. When the attack began, the father remained behind to feed the animals while the mother took her three sons to the nearby Hermans house for shelter. The bombardment on the crossroads was very heavy, being a priority target for the Germans because of the command post in the vicinity. The crossroads were also the centrepoint from where many inhabitants and Belgian soldiers left the locality. Before reaching the Hermans house the mother saw that it was being attacked by Stukas. Three members of the Hermans family were killed in this air raid (father Laurens, 70, the mother, Helena Vuurstak, 63, and their 27-year old daughter Helena.) The Janssen mother succeeded in reaching the house of Alfons Kerkhof where there were many people seeking shelter from the bombing. The Kerkhof house was fired on by German aircraft before the Janssens had managed to enter. The two younger boys were killed, the mother and son Marcel wounded. The father of Pieter and Mathieu Janssen knew nothing of the tragedy and found them dead amongst the wreckage of the Kerkhof house. He had to bury them himself in the Veldwezelt cemetery. Two other young brothers also died at the entrance to the Kerkhof house: Hendrik and Herman Vuurstak-Jehaes, aged five and nine respectively. They were a widow’s only sons.

Thirty-year old Christian Kerkhof and his two sons, three-year old Joris Jacobus and four-year old Joseph were killed on the bicycle ridden by their father in his attempt to escape. A bomb dropped on the Bilzerbaan-Grotebaan crossroads near the Jans-Simons house ended their lives. Of this family only Christian’s wife Isabelle, mother of the two boys, and the youngest son Jacques survived. She had had enough time to reach the safety of a cellar.

The married couple Joris Janssen and Marie Keulemans lived 250 metres west of the bridge on the Bilzerbaan near today’s Papenweg. Their twin sons Jan and Gérard, their daughter Anna and her children Rina and François lived with them. The Janssen-Keulemans, like Jan Nicolaes, had a small café often visited by Belgian grenadiers stationed in the district. This family also took to the cellar when the attack began. Towards 0600 hrs they decided to leave it and run for the crossroads. Joris and one of his sons, Gérard, had barely covered 100 metres when they felt the blast from an explosion behind them: their house had been hit by a bomb. Marie Keulemans and her son Jan, farther back, were injured. Joris stayed near the farm of the Neven-Kerkhofs and waited while his son Gérard ran to help his mother and brother. Gérard ran across a field near the Belgian trenches and was intercepted by a grenadier who shot him in the leg. Gérard was wearing a cape similar in colour to the smock worn by the German paratroopers and the horrified soldier, a regular customer at the Janssen-Keulemans café – had mistaken him for one. After this incident both went into the trench and wept. Gérard was later evacuated to Mopertingen.
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The Café Holland, house of the Wetzels-Emmerix, was totally wrecked during the attack. (Steinke)
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Many Belgian dwellings finished up looking like this after the German attack. (Steinke)
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A Browning MG as issued to the Belgian Army. (Gonzalez)
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Captured weapons such as this MG “FN Mle 30”, the Belgian version of the American Browning automatic rifle, was also used by the paratroops. Notice the sniper rifle on the trench parapet. (Steinke)





Joris had run to the crossroad from where he reached the house of Alfons Kerkhof but was killed there when the house collapsed. Marie Keulemans died of her injuries three months later, in August 1940. She was 59, Joris 60.

The Belgian Difficulties

The paratroopers consolidated their bridgeheads at both Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven. The Luftwaffe lent them continuous support and became the Belgians’ worst nightmare. Their deadly attacks destroyed the “structure” of 7.Inf.Div. and the morale of its men. Every counter-attack was broken up in the preparatory phase; all Belgian artillery fire was quickly silenced. No single objective, no single crossroad, was spared. In short, 6.Comp. troops were taken completely by surprise by the German attack, for this was, at least in the way it was executed, totally unexpected. There was, however, another decisive factor which must not be overlooked: the lamentable state of Belgian armaments. As we have seen, all Belgian eyewitnesses concur that many Belgian weapons were not serviceable: MGs and standard rifles had problems being loaded and the grenades had no detonator caps. It was a paradox that the Belgian “grenadiers” had no grenades with which to fight off an attack…

In April 1940 it had been noted in a manouevre at Lombartzijde that only three of twenty-six rifles worked properly while MGs stalled after a couple of bursts. The grenades had no detonator caps and to their great aggravation the Belgians could not locate them. These matters were not news to the Company commander, Lt. Lombaers, before the arrival of his replacement Jammaers. A promise to examine all weapons was made but never carried out. Thus everybody from private soldier to company commander knew full well that they would find themselves in the most advanced defensive positions armed with unreliable or useless weapons. Though the weapons might be new, they had not been subjected to adequate testing nor properly tried out (only ten per cent worked as they should have done)36. Vendevelde confirmed:

“In 1934 we were trained on the 1898 Mauser. Only in 1940 were we equipped with a new model. This had a different breech. I was mobilized on 1 September 1939 and took part in a firing exercise on 15 September, the only one up to 10 May. That was all the training we had to face the Germans.”

During the attack a lack of discipline revealed itself in the Belgian ranks. Officers ordered their men to fire but most had no ammunition. This was in a far distant lorry. The Belgian defenders threw themselves on the floor of their trenches in despair and gave up all interest in the fighting except to attend to the wounded and look to their own safety. Yet even with the best weapons they would have been hard pressed to repel the German surprise attack, for the inflexible Belgian chain of command imposed another weird order: not to fire eastwards in the direction of Holland. In the Neirinck group of Bossaert’s troops on the south-west side of the bridge for example they heard the following recommendation just before the attack: “Do not worry. They will certainly respect our neutrality. Besides, they are flying very high and over Dutch territory37.” The soldiers of 18.Regt. of the Line thought exactly the same on the Kip van Hees, and naturally this assumption was not illogical.
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A 47-mm anti-tank gun captured by the Germans at Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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Reinhold Susdorf (left) with comrades in a trench. The swastika flag was used to identify German ground positions to the Luftwaffe. (Steinke)
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Graves of Belgian Carabiniers in the Veldwezelt cemetery. (Gonzalez)
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German artillery units passing through Maastricht en route for Vroenhoven. (Steinke)
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Plaque on the Servaas bridge recalling the Dutch resistance to the German invasion. The bridge was demolished by explosives by the Dutch. (Gonzalez)
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The Servaas bridge at Maastricht in 2005.
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German troops crossing the collapsed Servaas bridge. (Hoffmann)





Relying on the “weight of Belgian neutrality” – a naive concept – resulted in a slow and mistaken reaction by the Belgians. On 14 April 1940, almost a month before the attack, Commandant Jottrand, commander of Fort Eben Emael, “corner stone” of the Albert Canal defensive system, was visited by General Staff officers of I and III Corps (the fort was in zone I, but administered independently from zone III) who brought him a “personal and secret” message. According to this, the invasion of Holland by foreign troops was not ipso facto a justification for a counter-invasion of Holland by Belgian forces, who were not to open fire even if the invasion of Holland represented a direct threat to the Belgian borders. Even if the Dutch requested it, the Belgians would not enter Holland. Belgium would only intervene there if General Michielis, Commander-in-Chief Belgian forces, ordered it. The document was so secret that Jottrand did not receive a copy after signing it. Therefore the 12- cm guns of the fort could not fire, although it was requested at 0900 hrs, because Jottrand had “no orders to fire on Holland”. This was obviously a great help to the advancing Germans who, as their columns occupied Maastricht, never once came under Belgian mortar fire.

Not only were the weapons defective, but the trenches and other installations showed a lack of maintenance and had been very much compromised by rain and winter cold. Nothing had been done to remedy the damage. As regards the artillery, the Belgian anti-tank guns – all 47-mm calibre – were set up under camouflage near the bridge. The first bombs dropped by the Stukas were aimed at these guns. The result was decisive. The Abwehr must have reported their location for the camouflage did not serve its purpose. Thus the German panzers encountered no resistance as they rolled into Veldwezelt. The spotters for the Belgian artillery were to the rear with a telephone line to the guns. They were a priority target for the paratroopers immediately they landed and most of them were wiped out. Without spotters the Belgian artillery lacked precision and presented no threat to the paratroopers or the bridge.

That Germany would attack was known to the Belgians, but they had not anticipated that it would occur so fast or that the Germans would “fall” behind their backs from the skies. In only ten minutes they took out the Belgian defences and established a defensive ring of their own at a radius of 150 metres from the bridge. Altmann radioed Koch that the objective had been seized. The paratroopers expanded their controlled zone and waited for the relief which arrived at 1420 hrs. They left the area at about 2130 hrs and headed for Maastricht. This was confirmed by Susdorf, who could remember every detail: “In the early evening the Army pioneers arrived and relieved us. We went to Maastricht and tried to draw breath. Personally I slept near a coal stack piled up in a cellar.”

During the fighting, Assault Group Stahl captured four anti-tank guns, fifteen heavy and twenty light MGs, eleven light mortars and 150 Carabiniers.
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Anything that floated was pressed into service to cross the Meuse at Maastricht. Time was of the essence. (Bundesarchiv)





Problems at Maastricht

While the fighting for the Albert Canal bridges was in progress at 0535 hrs, the German Army crossed the border. Previously a squad of about eighty-five men dressed in Dutch police uniforms had made their way to Maastricht with the intention of preventing the bridges over the Meuse from being blown. The squad was recognized for what it was ten kilometres inside Holland and suffered heavy casualties. A smaller squad with the same mission reached the city limits but also failed. The leader, a German NCO, was wounded near the bridge and his deputy fled. The remainder of the group, five Dutch Nazis, were so unfit through drink as to be unable to carry out the plan and the bridges were demolished by the Dutch between 0740 and 0800 hrs just as the first regular German troops reached the town.

At Maastricht the Germans made every effort to get their troops and material to the western bank of the Meuse as quickly as possible. Pontoons, catwalks and rubber dinghies proved efficient means for the purpose, and served to transport first the infantry and then vehicles, weapons and equipment across the river. A large number of motorized vehicles was seen as necessary for the impending struggle. The replacement bridges for the panzers were not ready until 0530 hrs on 11 May. The Dutch garrison at Maastricht surrendered shortly after 1100 hrs on 10 May. Their principal contribution during the short battle, the destruction of the bridges, had a major effect, the most important being to delay the panzer divisions, responsible for the German advance, by twenty hours. This proved a great disappointment for German expectations.

On 10 May at approximately 1000 hrs, Aldinger’s flak batteries arrived to reinforce the paratroop assault groups. This artillery support was extremely effective. Later at 1300 hrs two units of 103.Artillery-Regt. reached Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt as reinforcements. Schützen-Regt 33 arrived at Veldwezelt between 1200 and 1300 hrs, and also the smaller parties from Battalion zbV100, now in German uniforms. The paratroopers had a job for these soldiers. The same was the case at Vroenhoven for men of Schützen-Regt 12 and Battalion zbV 100. By midday on 10 May, both bridges were securely in German hands, and occupied by determined German troops.
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German soldiers at Maastricht. (Bundesarchiv)
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Walter Koch (seen here wearing the uniform of a major and the knights Cross) coordinated the overall attack from Vroenhoven. (Steinke)





Chapter Six

The Attack on Vroenhoven – Group Beton

The Vroenhoven bridge was one of the most impressive on the Albert Canal. It was made of steel reinforced concrete and had the same structure as those at Lanaken and Gellik, all three projects having been supervised by Engineer Lambermont. He was also the senior engineer responsible for all the other sixty-five bridges over the Canal. These particular three bridges crossed the Canal in a sector which had a long, deep trench (cross-sectional area 5,000 square metres), a giant deviation necessary to avoid taking the Canal through Dutch territory.

The Vroenhoven bridge was the first to be built1. It had three concrete arches (one in the centre straddling the water and two minor arches either side) and was 117 metres long by nine metres wide. The construction was carried out by the firm A.Monnoyer et E.Fricero from a design by the engineers Santilman and De Clerq.

The mission to capture the bridge intact was the responsibility of Group Beton. Their orders were to seize it and defend it by means of a bridgehead. They were also to destroy the bunker located at the western end of the bridge and immobilize the two casemates guarding the north and south flanks. The paratroopers were to concentrate on taking out the enemy forces believed to have quarters in the houses west of the bridge. They were to prevent the bridge being demolished, and therefore to destroy the slow fuses and detonation equipment, clear the explosives storage chambers and cut the telephone lines. The trenches west of the bridge were to be attacked, and once Belgian resistance had been broken the bridgehead would be set up, and obstacles and barricades removed in order to clear the way westwards for the main German forces.

The Maastricht-Tongeren highway crossed the bridge on a north-east to south-west axis. It was the “symmetrical axis” which separated the two sectors of the attack zone.

Sector North began 200 metres north of the bridge and was limited by the slopes of the Canal. From here the Belgian trenches ran west and south parallel to it and ended at the fifth house north of the road. Sector North was to be “coordinated” by Oberfeldwebel Hofmann (Squad 4) whose function was to act as Lt Schacht’s deputy. Beginning in the north he would have at his disposal Squad 6 (Giese), close by the Canal, Squad 7 (Lange), which would deal with the trenches running parallel to the Canal in the West2, Staff (Werner Wummel) with a MG, and paratroopers Wendelken (from Squad 9) and Klug (from Squad 8) each armed with a light anti-tank gun.
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Theodor Hofmann, deputy leader of Group Beton. When group-leader Lt Schacht was wounded, Hofmann took command of operations. (Steinke)





Sector South began on the southern side of the highway. From here the Belgian trenches ran south and east. This sector also ended at the Canal slopes. Sector South came under the command of Oberjäger Walter Röhrich (Squad 5). His forces (beginning from the north of the sector) were: Squad 3, MG fire from Gahno: Squad 2, MG fire from Kempa: Squad 8, mortar fire from Stolzewski and then Röhrich’s squad.

Lt. Schacht would have at his disposal the paratroopers that comprised his command post. They would concentrate on taking the trenches near Bunker M. Schacht would also coordinate the work of the pioneers. Squad 3 commanded by Obj. Gahno would deactivate the explosive charges on the bridge and remove any obstacles on both banks of the canal. Gahno’s squad could also be called upon by Schacht in the event of an emergency.

Forty minutes after the attack began the heavy-MG half-platoon of twenty-four or twenty-five men under Johann Sprengart would jump over the eastern bank to reinforce the men of Beton. The removal of the explosive charges would be the responsibility of a group led by Oberjäger Schmitt. The commanders of both the Southern and Northern Sectors would “share” this group. Luftwaffe support to defend the bridgehead would be constant, especially between X+15 to X+80 minutes. Radio contacts between the beacons, aircraft and the command post would provide perfect coordination of all forces. From X+90 Aldinger’s flak would become available. Coordinating the artillery (including the “flying artillery”, as the Germans liked to call the Luftwaffe bombers) was the responsibility of Oberleutnant Kiess.
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The bridge at Vroenhoven seen from the north. To the right, bunker M. (Steinke)





As with Assault Group Stahl, Beton (German for concrete, the material of which Vroenhoven bridge was built) was reinforced on 8 May by an additional squad. Koch himself would see action at this bridge with his paratroopers. Each squad had the individual tasks as follows:

Squad 1/Walter Koch (3 officers/1 NCO/5 men)

The glider would transport the Staff. The squad would break Belgian resistance at the bridge and then dedicate itself as soon as possible to directing the attack. The glider would land between the second and third house west of the bridge and north of the road. The squad would destroy the three houses in the neighbourhood, secure the area with MGs and set up the command post.

Squad 2/Werner Kempa (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was to land near the first house south of the road and close to the bridge. This was the pioneer squad which was to concentrate primarily on deactivating the explosive charges at the bridge, and to then destroy the houses nearby suspected to house the ignition system for the charges.

Squad 3/Willi Gahno (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was to land south of the bridge. The squad would cut the telephone lines. Its mission was also to cut the cabling to the charges at the bridge and clear the storage chambers in the bridge supports of explosives. Squads 2 and 3 would assist Squad 3 with this task.

Squad 4/Theodor Hofmann (3 NCOs/5 men)

The glider was to land north of bunker M. The MG-squad under Oberjäger Theo Schmitt3 would cross the bridge to the eastern bank and destroy the customs house on the Dutch border (500 metres east of the bridge and north along the road)4.

Squad 5/Walter Röhrich (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land south of the bridge near casemate A controlling the bridge flank. The squad’s task would be to neutralize the casements. Then the squad would advance to the bridgehead protected by the paratroopers.
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View of the bridge at Vroenhoven and the east bank. (Steinke)





Squad 6/Heinz Giese (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land north of the bridge near casemate B guarding the other flank. The squad’s task would be to neutralize the casement. Then the squad would make its way to the bridgehead and on the way isolate the Belgian trenches between the bunkers and the bridge.

Squad 7/Rudolf Lange (1 officer (Schacht)/ 1 NCO/ 8 men)

The glider was to put down 150 metres north-west of the bridge. The squad would clear the trenches along the road to the north and cover the withdrawl of Squad 6.5

Squad 8/Alfred Stolzewski (1 NCO/ 8 men)

The glider would land in the big “crater” south of the bridge. The squad would set up the mortar there and pound the Belgian lines and trenches to the north-west of Vroenhoven. Martin Klug would set up his anti-tank gun in the fresh ruins of the fifth house south of the road to cover and protect the western flank.

Squad 9/Fritz Borchardt (2 NCOs/8 men)

The glider would land between the fourth and fifth houses north of the road. The squad would blow up the houses and ensure that the rubble fell on the road. It would then engage the Belgians in the trenches between the fifth house and the crossroads west of the Albert Canal, and once there destroy the farmhouse at that spot. Heinz Wendelken would set up his anti-tank gun at the fifth house north of the road and protect the flank west and north-west of the bridge.

Squad 10/Communications squad (1 officer/ 1 NCO/ 6 men)

The glider would land in the vicinity of the trenches north of the road, near Koch’s glider. Its occupants were responsible for radio transmissions, and to help set up the command post. Their equipment was a canister-radio B (the same as issued to the troops at Veldwezelt and Kanne), with which they would maintain contact with Major Aldinger’s flak artillery, and a more powerful radio installation for liaison with VIII Fliegerkorps which, for its part, for the contact with Koch, had a radio panzer at the spearhead of 4.Pz.Div.

Squad 11

This squad was added to Assault Group Beton on 8 May.

The armament of Assault Group Beton comprised eight light MG 34s, two heavy chassis-mounted MGs, one mortar, two anti-tank guns 38 model, twenty-two MP38 machine-pistols, six rifles with telescopic sight, pistols, handgrenades and the hollow charges required to immobilize the bunker and casemates around the bridge.

Beton was put at alarm-readiness on 9 May. The squads were flown by Ju 52 from Hildesheim to Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome and arrived there at 1800 hrs. The paratroopers were billeted in temporary barracks given the covername “Fur Farm”. They were awoken with coffee at 0300 hrs. Theo Schmitt of Squad 4 recalled the atmosphere before take-off:

“I have to confess that the composure of my colleagues and also myself impressed me. All were relaxed, trying to exude confidence. It was expected of us that we would fight for the Fatherland to the last. We knew that the battle would be hard, a life-or-death struggle. Each of us had to be composed and follow orders. Despite the logical worries and anxieties we had unlimited belief in our ability and strength. We were convinced that we would win the battle. All of us knew that at least a Belgian regiment with cannons and heavy guns would attack us even if Group Granit eliminated the guns at Eben Emael. For their part, Granit would be wiped out if we did not fortify the bridgehead. I was immersed in these and other thoughts when the last call came.

Before we received the order to board the gliders, we checked over each other’s weapons and equipment. My colleagues and I made up the ‘Hofmann Squad’. As we walked out to our glider we could see the others, all lined up behind the Ju 52s which would tow them up. Nothing must go wrong. We followed a placard on which was written ‘B4’ (Beton Squad 4) and suddenly there was our glider. Naturally none of the gliders bore nationality markings. Our pilot, Stern, was already there and had everything under control. We discussed amongst ourselves how important our mission was. We had the feeling of being irreplaceable…”
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The grave of Belgian Private André Coddens, who fell 10.5. 1940. (Gonzalez)





The Belgian troops burdened with defending the bridge were 1.Comp/18. Regt. of the Line (Capt.van Beneden). When the alarm was raised towards 0130 hrs, the explosive charges were primed. Sgt. Rousseau and six men, all attached to the troop of Male de Ghorain, took up previously prepared positions on the far side of the bridge close to the Dutch border. Two men and two police stationed there controlled the approach to the bridge. The barriers and obstacles were so placed as to deny access to vehicles. Three 47-mm anti-tank guns and a number of MGs protected the bridge and gave the soldiers a measure of confidence although they had a very restricted field of fire because the bridge was surrounded by civilian buildings.

Eleven men were at their posts but believed they were dealing with another false alarm, and there were grumblings at the cancellation of leave. The men could not or would not accept these drills as necessities. Martin Dreesen, bunker M, recalled:

“The day before the attack, 9 May, was a long and difficult day because we were all looking forward to our imminent leave as if it were a gift from heaven. At 0300 hrs on 10 May Sgt Crauwels gave us the sad news that there was an alarm on. We started to take the prescribed measures for such a situation: the bridge was blocked off, and people living within 200 metres of it were requested to evacuate the zone. Weapons and ammunition were made ready for immediate use…”

At 0445 hrs Dreesen relieved Private Degyrse, another member of bunker M, and began his watch at the western end of the bridge.
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Irené Dekens, 18th.Regt. of the Line, fell on 10.5.1940. (Gonzalez)
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Jeroom Provenier, 18th.Regt. of the Line, fell 10.5.1940. (Gonzalez)





[image: images]

Jozef de Weber, 18th. Regt. of the Line, fell 10.5.1940 (Gonzalez) 
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André René Coddens fell near Hees in combat against German paratroopers, 10.5.1940. (Gonzalez)
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View of Vroenhoven bridge from the west bank in 2006. It was demolished in 2009 to make way for a replacement. (Gonzalez)





“Suddenly we heard aircraft engines crossing Dutch airspace, but nobody thought they would be German aircraft, not to mention an attack. Then we heard broadcast on the radio confirmation that the Germans were coming.”

The Belgians could not imagine that they were vulnerable. As at Veldwezelt, the Abwehr had made the closest inspection of the Vroenhoven bridge and its surroundings. Their report of November 1939 on Vroenhoven states:

“Just behind the frontier is a trench across the street, seventy metres behind that a barricade of paving stones. Another seventy metres behind that another cross-trench. The earthworks removed from these trenches are used for the barricade. Only a motor-cycle with sidecar can get through. The bridge is closed at either end by a heavy barred iron gate. There is a sentry on both gates and at the foremost trench. (Double.) Behind the Canal a thick wire entanglement. At the moment it is still possible to go round the obstacles to one side. Across the water on the western edge of the Canal close to the road is a heavy bunker. Farther into the slope, level with the towpath both sides of the bridge 100 metres along is a MG-casemate which can spray along the Canal. Telephone and electric cables on masts west of the road.”7

German espionage persisted in its attempts to find out everything about the defence of the bridge. Months later the following was stated in a report dated 4 March 1940 concerning the anti-tank bunkers manned by the Frontier Cyclists8:

“In all bunkers there is a small radio apparatus for transmitting and receiving. The apparatus in peacetime were kept in the barracks. The apparatus relied on morse and included a handle with four buttons. One of these means “gas”, another “enemy aircraft”, a third “attack”, it is not known what the fourth one means. The receiver has a loudspeaker through which orders come from the barracks. Such orders would be “prepare to destroy” or “destroy”. If the latter, the bunker crew has to seal off the bridge and evacuate all civilians within 400 metres. The battalion (or company?) of the Frontier Cyclists Regiment may have four light military vehicles each fitted with two MGs capable of a speed of 40-50 kms/hr.”

Heading for Vroenhoven

Group Beton took off from Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome aboard eleven gliders. The Ju 52 tugs were commanded by Lt. Seide. Initially no major difficulties were encountered. The pilots heading for Vroenhoven followed the lit route easily, and thus the course was held with precision. Otto Zierach, one of the SA Koch Staff officers aboard the glider belonging to Squad 1 described the flight thus9:

“According to plan the take-off began to roll at 0430 hrs, chainwise at thirty second intervals, one minute behind each group, heading eastwards. After passing a large town to the right the chains ascended for their course. The groups closed up during the ascent. Beacons served as signposts. After leaving the last beacon astern we were to unhook at an altitude of 2400 meters, about twenty-five kilometres from the destination. This final straetch would be the silent approach. We had reached about 2,000 metres when we saw a brightly lit town ahead. Calculating the passage of time and altitude it could have been Aachen but was actually Maastricht.”
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Werner Kempa, leader Squad 2, whose glider released too soon and landed at Hottorf, north of Düren. (Steinke)





Theo Schmitt wrote of the flight:
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Modern Hottorf where Werner Kempa’s Squad 2 came down. (Gonzalez)
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Kurt Stern, glider pilot, Squad 4 Beton. (Steinke)





“We stood waiting by the glider and heard the order ‘Go aboard!’ We passed it down the line, climbed in cautiously and strapped ourselves in with the safety belt on the central bench. It was 0415 hrs, 10 May 1940. The Ju 52 propellors, until then just turning over, increased in speed rapidly which made it very noisy. Outside the glider, a mechanic made the last checks to the Ju 52. He moved the MG 15 about and fired a short burst. If attacked by an enemy fighter the glider was not the ‘ideal comopanion’ for a Ju 52 attempting to defend itself. By my watch it was now 0419 hrs. Thirty seconds later we got the green light to take off. The Junkers’ motors howled and we began to roll down the airstrip. After the initial acceleration and having reached 90 kms/hr we lifted off and our pilot jettisoned the wheels. Now we were on our way to Vroenhoven.

I sat with my back to the pilot. I saw Cologne cathedral below us. It looked as though it was leaning. Then we crossed the Rhine. To have seen the cathedral leaning was naturally a result of flying in a chain and having to attempt to follow the route lit specially for us (which was to ensure that nobody strayed by reason of bad weather, darkness or even nerves). This section of the flight was tricky because the tow rope could part at any moment.”

Schmitt was right, for as mentioned previously, the formation did not hold up for long. Before the tow rope attached to the glider belonging to Squad 2, piloted by Hans Hempel, was dropped it parted thereby preventing the men of Squad 2 from participating in the operation. The remaining ten gliders unhooked over Holland despite having not reached the operational height of 2,600 meters from where they were expected to continue their journey on their own. The gliders had by this point only reached an altitude of between 2,000 and 2,200 meters. The formation flying at 1,800 metres was fired on by AA guns at Maastricht. While none of the gliders were hit, the shooting warned the Belgians of the imminent surprise attack. Schmitt continued:
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Ju 52 aircraft on 9 May 1940 a few hours before towing up the SA Koch gliders. (Tannahill)
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How the initial take-off for the Vroenhoven attack would have looked. The picture shows one of the many Ju 52/DFS 230 exercises at Hildesheim, February 1940. (Tannahill)





“Haas, Wohlgemuth and I were facing the tail so we could not see what was happening ahead, although we could see the lights of the villages which we overflew. Ahn pointed to them. Suddenly flashes of fire came up either side of the glider, at our altitude. That was Dutch AA fire. I could see the bridge two kilometres ahead of us.”

The surprise attack concentrated primarily on the positions occupied by 1.Comp/18th Regt. of the Line lying on both sides of the Maastricht-Tongeren road, as well as trenches occupied by 2.Company and an AA position south of the road. The result was the same as at Veldwezelt. At Vroenhoven the landings did not go as well as hoped, but the training and drill of the paratroopers, aimed at overcoming unforeseen difficulties in a fast, coordinated and efficient manner, reduced the consequences of the initial difficulties.

Group Beton landed at 0510 hrs, earlier than planned, in the region of the Vroenhoven bridge without ever once having lost sight of it. All paratroopers knew that their great advantage, surprise, was in danger of evaporating. From an altitude of 100 meters they could make out the Belgian trenches and bunkers clearly. These welcomed the Germans with MG fire. The Germans in their gliders kept a feverish watch on the bridge, fearing that at any moment the Belgians would destroy it. Schmitt wrote:
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This photo (and the rest of the series) was taken by a paratrooper of the heavy-MG half-platoon from a captured Belgian trench north of the bridge. In the background the Squad 7 glider. (Steinke)
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Glider, Squad 7, which landed west of the bridge, from a slightly different angle. (Steinke)
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In the foreground the Squad 4 glider, and in the background that of Squad 9. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers in the Belgian trenches near the fuselage of the Squad 4 glider. (Archive Heidi Christiansen)





“When we saw the target, Stern our pilot turned left and began our descent. We were still at 1,200 metres when in accordance with our instructions for the approach we should have been at 400 metres. This deviation from the plan meant that we almost nose-dived down. Imagine eleven gliders circling silently close together in a very tight zone. We were extremely vulnerable.”





[image: images]

The gliders of squad 7 (left) and Squad 9 (right). (Steinke)
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View from the north-west side of the bridge. The Squad 4 glider days after the attack. In the background the Squad 7 glider. (Tannahill)
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Paratroopers manning an MG 34 in a trench north of the bridge. (Archive Heidi Christiansen)
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German paratroopers in trenches north of the bridge, looking towards Kesselt. (Archive Heidi Christiansen)





The fate which overtook Squad 7 was tragic. Its mission was to capture a building near the Veldwezelt-Lanaken crossroads about 500 metres from the bridge, allegedly occupied by Belgian troops. This information was incorrect, for the building was a stable. In any case, the glider had to make a complicated landing after unhitching from the Ju 52. One of the explosive charges aboard was either hit, or perhaps activated itself, killing four paratroopers immediately while the remainder, presumably already outside the glider, were wounded in varying degrees. The survivors, among them Schacht and Rudolf Lange, the original squad-leader, wounded in the arm, ran as fast as they could until they found a safe spot to place themselves out of danger. Towards midday having been out of contact for hours, they were found by a reconnaissance party in a passing vehicle.
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Martin Klug, Squad 8, manned a light anti-tank gun at Vroenhoven. (Steinke)
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Heinrich Keller, radio operator Squad 10, was hit in the head by a round and fell shortly after landing. (Steinke)





The glider of Squad 8 led by Oberjäger Alfred Stolzewski was hit by AA fire resulting in a steering cable parting, causing the glider to nosedive into the ground from a height of twelve meters. Three paratroopers were injured and took no further part in the operation. The other gliders put down fairly close to where planned. The Squad 1 glider carrying Koch and the Staff landed 150 metres west of the bridge and amongst the Belgian trenches. That was around 0520 hrs. Otto Zierach said of the landing:
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Heinrich Orth, Squad 10, survived, but fell later in Russia. On 18 March 1942 he was posthumously awarded the Knights Cross. (Steinke)
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Alfred Stolzewski, leader Squad 8. (Steinke)
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 Bernard Hoffmann, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Fritz Borchardt, leader Squad 9. (Steinke)
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Dr Rolf Jäger was the SA Koch medical officer. He came from Flak.Abt.84 and joined the special commando on 21 April 1940. He landed wih Squad 10 at Vroenhoven. (Steinke)
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Hans Joachim Richter, one of the Squad 10 medical orderlies assisting Dr Jäger. (Steinke)
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Lt Gerhard Schacht was seriously wounded at Vroenhoven and was absent from FHQ Felsennest on 15 May 1940 when the the officers of SA Koch each received the Knights Cross from Adolf Hitler. This photo of Schacht taken when he attended Kampffliegerschule 2 has the Knights Cross superimposed. (Tannahill)





“Over Maastricht we received what seemed to us wild 2-cm AA fire. We unhooked immediately and the towing aircraft banked away to the right. Watching the tracer we inferred we had not been seen. We crossed the Albert Canal towards Tongeren at 2,000 metres. Below us all was quiet; we remained undiscovered. About three to four kilometres before Tongeren we banked right at 1,200 metres. The glider pilot put the nose down and at 260 kms/hr we followed the road at low level. The pilot landed us at a speed of about 120 kms/hr, five to six metres from a trench.”

From here they came under MG and rifle fire. Despite the hail of bullets they were able to tumble free from the glider and attack the enemy trenches without loss. The squad divided into two. Koch, Lt Kiess and Oberjäger Orth secured the captured trenches and coordinated the attack to capture the bridge. The remaining five paratroopers, armed with a MG, MP and four rifles set up a small bridgehead under the command of Lt Zierach and controlled all movement coming from Kesselt, Lafelt and Vroenhoven. Zierach continued:
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Otto Zierach (centre), Staff officer SA Koch, landed at Vroenhoven with squad 1. With him in this photo taken in Belgium are Oberfeldwebel Friedrich and Lt.Kleinschmidt. (Tannahill)
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Rudolf Lange (right), leader Squad 7 with Fritz Borchardt, leader Squad 9, after Vroenhoven. (Gonzalez)
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Three paratroopers take cover near a fallen comrade. From this photo it can be seen that some sections of the glider were numbered individually for ease of assembly and dismantling. (Archive Heidi Christiansen)
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Aerial photo of the bridge and bunker M, 2005. (Bernadette Driesmans)





“Now we saw how devastatingly effective was the division of the Squad down to troops of two or three men each with a definite mission. From the games in the sandbox, the reality was crowned with success. We felt as if we were moving over familiar exrecise terrain…one after another underground bunkers fell, shelters used by the enemy collapsed inward and their trenches were cleared in fierce combat. When we ran out of hand grenades and the magazines of our weapons were empty, in order not to lose time we resorted to the knife.

Even the glider with the radio squad, Squad 10, failed to land where it should. It came down in a depression, too far from the main paratroop attack, halfway between Vroenhoven and Kesselt about 500 metres north-west of the bridge. One of the two officers aboard was Oberarzt Dr Jäger10. It was not easy to leave the gliders because the Belgians opened fire on it at once. Heinrich Keller, one of the radiomen, was hit in the head and fell dead. Karl Mohr, another member of the radio team, was wounded. Despite these setbacks, Feldwebel Rudolf Urban, commander of the radio squad, began transmitting from 0530 hrs, and established contact with the other bridges, Group Granit at Eben Emael, with Major Aldinger’s flak batteries and with VIII Fliegerkorps11. His report could not have been more optimistic: ‘From Beton to everybody: objective seized, bunker destroyed, bridge still intact. The trenches have been systematically cleared and the bridgehead is beginning to build. We have laid out the agreed marker. ‘We have done it!’ so that the Luftwaffe is kept abreast of developments.”

When the alarm was raised, Bunker M near the bridge received the order from Lanaken to prime the explosive charges. Because the commanding officer, Count Roger de Lichtervelde, was at Lanaken barracks, Sgt Crauwels was responsible for defending the bridge from the bunker12. On account of the situation not being clear he postponed carrying out the order. There was too much responsibility on his shoulders, but like his men he did know how to keep calm. The bridge had to be secured and one had to wait for further orders. While all stood ready at their stations, he stood outside the bunker looking at the sky in the hope of finding out from there what was actually going on.

Towards 0500 hrs the first gliders appeared over Vroenhoven. The presence of enemy aircraft was already known following the AA fire from the Maastricht batteries. Private Dreesen, on watch on Vroenhoven bridge, raised the alarm and at once everybody came out of the reinforced concrete bunker. Corporal Penneman, a member of the crew manning Bunker M, remembered:





[image: images]

Bunker M defending the western (i.e. Belgian) side of the Vroenhoven bridge. The gate used to seal the bridge to traffic can also be seen. (Gonzalez)





“Shortly before the attack all were at their battle positions and obstacles were in place on the bridge. Towards 0500 hrs I was certain that war had broken out because of the large number of aircraft overhead. When we saw them, we opened fire. Suddenly one of them nose-dived and we thought we had hit him.”

That was around 0520 hrs, and they were actually firing at the gliders, of which seven landed near the 1.Company trenches. One of the gendarmes, Maréchal de logis Ignoul13 went at once to the “apparatus, which Belgian fire had brought down”. The glider was eighty metres north of the bridge (this was probably the Squad 11 glider). The gendarme wanted to arrest the occupants himself, believing erroneously that the glider was a conventional warplane. The Belgians had watched it land without knowing if it were German or Dutch. What is certain beyond doubt, however, is the fact that the “silent” apparatus bore no nationality markings14. Dreesen recalled that very clearly:
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Effects of the explosive charge set by Schmitt on bunker M. (Tannahill)
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Bunker M in 2005. Visible here are the openings for hand grenade ejection and ventilation. In 2011 the bunker was moved to make way for the new bridge. (Gonzalez)





 “Suddenly I saw a strange aircraft coming towards me from Maastricht which swept over our heads at an altitude of twenty meters. It turned and crashed near the bunker and bridge (about 120 metres away).”

Despite the threatening manner of its approach, another glider (Squad 4) which touched down very close to the bridge, made a dramatic landing which put the success of the entire mission in jeopardy. Schmitt said of it:

“Instead of landing at 50 kms/hr as planned, we came down at 120 kms/hr. Instead of stopping forty metres short of bunker M our target, we halted 120 metres short. In any case, in view of our circumstances, we had a lot of luck, for at least we landed. In this manouevre the emergency brakes of the glider, and the barbed wire tangled around the skid, proved a blessing, for otherwise we would have gone straight into the Canal. After our first contact with the ground we came to a standstill near a sort of irrigation ditch. Because of the violent touch-down the glider was about to overturn, but our pilot was so skilful that he managed to restore the equilibrium. That only took four seconds but because of the backwards movement the rope we had used to bind the ammunition crates parted. These crates dealt me a blow, but I got free of my safety belt and found I was not injured. Ahn and Wohlgemuth were both hurt, the latter broke an arm and injured a knee. Ahn had still enough strength to order me off to the bridge. After three attempts and with the help of both of them I succeeded in forcing the door open. As soon as I trod solid ground again I was a soldier…four or five Belgians came out of the nearby trenches towards me.”
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Corporal Jan Nys, bunker M crew. (Archive Patrick Leenders)
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Sergeant Petrus Crauwels, bunker M commander. (Archive Patrick Leenders)





Schmitt and the other paratroopers dismissed any idea of surrendering and hurled themselves into the fray. They shouted and kept firing all around them. The gendarme was wounded in the leg; this man and the rest of the bunker M crew and six soldiers of 1.Company (these latter all lost their lives) fled into the bunker, there being no alternative. The Squad 4 glider was apparently one of the first to land, for Penneman saw that “at this time the rest of the gliders were landing near the Canal slope”. That was also confirmed by Dreesen when he maintained: “At this moment I understood what was really going on, mainly because more gliders were coming down in the neighbourhood to a hail of bullets.”

Panic seized the Belgians. Helpless and incapable of reacting, there was nothing they could do to prevent the Germans advancing on the bunker and bridge. Dreesen recalled:

“Through the viewing shafts of the bunker we could see a German officer armed only with a pistol who took cover behind the bridge balustrade15. We tried to wipe out this paratrooper with all the means to hand, but it was hopeless. The Mills-bombs we threw out through the apertures provided for the purpose were easy to see coming and presented him with no danger whatever.”

Although three paratroopers of Squad 4 under Oberfeldwebel Hofmann16 had been injured during the landing, the rest ran to the bunker as a group. On the way they had to break down Belgian resistance in the trenches. With no time to lose, Schmitt leapt into a trench. His rifle jammed and so drawing his pistol he pointed it at the first Belgians to confront him. Two other rifles were damaged and failed to work. Everything was happening so fast that in the confusion for a while the paratroopers “fought each other”.

“Ahn, who lay near the glider door, shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Look out!’ When I heard that, I jumped up and saw a soldier facing me wearing all his decorations. I fired and hit him in the arm. His pistol flew up in the air, then he fell to the ground wounded. There was nobody else around. I shouted out for a weapon. Wohlgemuth let me have his MG which I promptly used against the Belgians and prevented them from shooting my colleagues. Then it fell quiet again.

Suddenly a figure who had been cowering behind a corner of the trench attacked me from behind and struck me on the head with his weapon. I saw stars but had enough time to react and boot his shin. As he turned away in pain I called him a blockhead for being so stupid as to hit me on the steel helmet, Then I recognized him as our colleage Jupp Klose from Squad 1117. At that same moment I saw Helmut Pelz fighting in the trench parallel to mine. He raised his hand as a sign that everything was under control. He had taken five prisoners. I signalled back by hand, asking if he needed any help. The cries of the Belgians and our firing made any understanding impossible…”

While all this was happening near bunker M, Penneman inside it telephoned his Lanaken HQ to inform them that “three aircraft had landed near the bridge” and he was continuing to await orders. At the other end of the connection Lt Boijen attempted to warn bunker N at Veldwezelt but he could not get through. He was able to speak to casemate C, however, whose frightened crew confirmed the German attack and stated they wanted to surrender. Then the connection was broken off. Private Dreesen, one of the Belgians present, described it thus:

 “Sgt Crauwels tried to contact Lanaken for instructions. The conversation was garbled, then suddenly cut off. There was a click, and after that nothing. We made several more attempts to contact Lanaken, but in vain.”

Unknown to them at that moment, the Lanaken HQ had been dive-bombed by four Stukas, destroying the command post and telephone exchange, killing twenty-one soldiers, among them Capt. Giddelo, responsible for deciding when to blow up the bridge. This strike “beheaded” the Belgian chain of command. The indecisiveness which paralyzed the Belgians and so favoured the German attack was described thus by Penneman:

“We had no electrical system to activate the explosive charges, and the slow fuses took two minutes to reach the explosives. When the alarm was raised, I personally connected the fuse to the equipment which activated the charges. It was clear to all of us that we had to destroy the bridge in the event of an attack, whether by panzers or other means. But in no case were we to activate the explosive charge just because a neighbouring bridge had been demolished.”

Because he could not contact Lanaken, Sgt Crauwels decided to demolish the bridge and lit the fuse with a lighter. Then he shut the door and the bunker crew went down to the basement to await the explosion. Once there a fierce argument ensued. Some of them did not think that the explosive charges should be set off just for “a couple of German soldiers”. Those against blowing the bridge were six soldiers of the 18th Regt. of the Line under Corporal Nys. Many of them even thought that the gliders might be “shot down Dutch aircraft”. In view of this development and the dithering, Crauwels lost his nerve and attacked one of the mutineers. While this was going on, two soldiers went upstairs to extinguish the fuse.

After the violent skirmish in the trenches, Oberjäger Bading had run with a 12.5 kg hollow charge to bunker M, but was hit in the arm by a round from the bunker. Oberjäger Schmitt collected the charge, crossed the barbed wire zone and reached a blind spot in front of the bunker. At this moment the training as an “integrated team” was put to the test; the man who had the job was hors de combat and within seconds a substitute stepped forward to continue the mission without hesitation, counting on the support of everybody, even the glider pilots. This was no problem for Schmitt:

“After I had arranged things with Pelz, I heard Stenzel shouting in desperation that I should hurry, Bading had been seriously wounded. Stenzel was shouting so loudly that the Belgians stopped shooting for a moment so as to hear what he was saying. Stern our pilot, who had the important task of caring for our wounded and looking after the munitions, had stayed with the glider, said I should go to Bading, he would cover Pelz.

I ran to the glider first to fetch a weapon for when I approached the bunker, but I could see they were all damaged. I thought to myself, ‘Stern, you may have been a genius of a glider pilot in peacetime, but the battlefield is obviously not your thing.’ Ahn and Wohlgemuth lay about twenty metres behind the glider each holding a pistol in the left hand to cover all of us actively fighting. They pointed to where Bading lay. He was seriously hurt. I took the hollow charge which had fallen near him and he reminded me that after priming it I had only ten seconds before it exploded (the detonator had been set to function at ten seconds instead of the usual fifteen). I nodded, ran towards the bunker, telling myself to remain calm.

Because Bading had been shot from the bunker, I planned to cross the ten metres from the barbed wire entanglement as quickly as possible to get out of the field of fire. After that I had to negotiate six metres of obstacles and more barbed wire as though I were an athlete. The barbed wire tore at my smock. When I was halfway through the stretch, the bunker outer door opened to admit two Belgian soldiers. At the same time I heard my squad leader, Hofmann, shout and felt the pressure from a burst of MG fire. Heinrich Haas was covering me. I had a P08 pistol in my left hand which I had been holding since we landed. The outer door remained open, the inner door closed behind the two Belgians. Thus the bunker received me with open arms.”

During all this Schmitt received cover from his Squad 3 and 4 colleagues. He entered the bunker through the outer door, attached the 12.5 kg charge to the inner armoured door, then suddenly noticed a 60-cm long smouldering fuse leading into a metal case. He crawled to the door through which the fuse passed and stamped on it, but to no avail.

“I took time to reflect,” Schmitt recalled. “I brought up the hollow charge crawling forward. If it exploded here and now, it might set off the charges at the bridge. I had to avoid that risk. Was there perhaps some other possibility? Yes. Hofmann, Stenzel and Haas, the paratroopers of my squad giving me cover, were my trump card. One of them, Stenzel, got to me in four seconds. I asked his advice. He pointed to the bridge. It was already in our hands. He suggested piling earth on the smouldering fuse. I told him that was absurd, the danger of explosion would still exist. Therefore Stenzel took my jack-knife, cut the fuse obliquely and threw it out. Hofmann and Haas watched us. Stenzel left and I counted to 300. That meant that Gahno and his Squad 3 pioneers had only five minutes. When I stopped counting, I activated the hollow charge.”

This all happened at a rapid pace. While Schmitt and Stenzel were cutting through the fuse and activating the hollow charge, Crauwels was also trying to “stop” the bridge being destroyed. The bunker crew was in a state of panic and totally bewildered. According to Schmitt, the Belgians were called upon to surrender but they refused. He kept urging them to come out during the five minutes which remained until he set off the hollow charge. His warning was clear: “Come out or you will all be dead within twenty seconds!” These warnings might not have been heard, bearing in mind the language difficulty, the fear, the shouting, the shooting and the state of shock in which the Belgians were engulfed.

The bunker inner door was armoured but the outer entrance door was made of zinc, and could only be closed from the outside. This meant that one could enter the bunker porch while the crew lay low behind the armoured door. The small fortress was a trap, and when the hollow charge went off, it would turn the bunker into a tomb for most of the crew. Crauwels was one of the first to die, for he took the full force of the first explosion. The second explosion a few seconds later killed more men and wounded others, amongst them Penneman, thrown against a wall by the blast. Hand grenades put paid to any further Belgian resistance. Penneman recalled:

“I was badly hurt, but could look out through a shaft and see that the bridge was still standing. I had still not seen any Germans, but the bunker was in flames. Jerome Degryse was near me as I weighed up whether we could still blow up the bridge. There was no choice but to leave the lower section of the bunker. The outer door was open and outside were four Germans armed with pistols and MP’s. They fired at us. Another explosion threw me to the ground. Degryse was hurt in the neck. I tried to get to a ventilation shaft to breathe. I was even thinking of manning the 47-mm anti-tank gun but the box with the shells was on fire. I was exhausted and went out, where I lost consciousness.”

Among those to fall in the hail of bullets while attempting to escape was Gendarme Ignoul and a soldier of 18th Regt. Others such as Privates Cramer and Dreesen survived inside because they had put on gas masks. Shortly afterwards all survivors were taken prisoner.

There is no doubt that Vroenhoven was easier for the paratroopers than Veldwezelt. Nevertheless Schmitt paid a price for his exaggerated haste to attack bunker M. He did not leave himself enough time to reach cover and was hit by the blast ten seconds after the hollow charge exploded. He had delayed trying to close the outer door of the bunker to increase the explosive effect but did not succeed (and neither had the two Belgians who had entered a little before he approached). This cost him valuable time. The blast reached him as he was crossing the barbed wire entanglement. He described this event thus:

“The pressure wave lifted me up as though I were a small bird, and let me drop. The bunker outer door which I had tried to close was torn off its hinges and came flying towards me. I have to thank a small wooden construction, which came flying first and covered me, to save me being hit by the heavy door. I lost consciousness briefly. Heinz Haas awoke me. He was very nervous and urged me to come out from under there because he could not hold the door up much longer. I just wanted to be left in peace, however, for I was warm and dry where I was. Somehow they dragged me clear and brought me to the bunker where I was safe.”

Bunker M had been neutralized and the intact bridge was in German hands. Schmitt was relieved to learn this. Now it was clear that the remainder of the Belgian positions would suffer the domino effect with no great show of resistance.

The Fighting in the Northern Sector

There was little reaction to the glider landings in the northern sector due mainly to Capt. Joseph van Beneden having been the first to fall at his post. He commanded 1.Comp/18th.Regt of the Line which was responsible for defending the bridge. The artillery spotter also fell leaving Lt. Janot, 20th Artillery-Regt, “blind”.

Lt. Stevens had set up two fighting troops south and north of the Maastricht-Tongeren road. His own position was near the mortar post. One of the gliders landed close to the group holding the most northern position north of the road. Sgt.Haeck, leader of this group, led the MG fire from these trenches but both he and his gunner lost their lives as the paratroopers stormed the trenches hurling hand grenades and shooting at anything that moved. When Stevens became aware of the attack he ordered the mortars to open fire, but this achieved nothing. The hand grenades had no detonator caps, as at Veldwezelt.

Simultaneously another glider landed close to the Belgian troops in trenches farther south. The paratroopers took the defenders prisoner without a problem, almost no resistance being offered: the AA positions (Willems) and a trench occupied by 2.Company (Goedert) went the same way. Stevens’s troop was overwhelmed in half an hour, his men being unable to reach bunker M.

An example of the lack of resistance offered by the Belgians at Vroenhoven is demonstrated by the experience of Gendarme Jacobs, who had been assigned with Gendarme Ignoul to the west side of the bridge. When the attack came, he sought refuge in the cellar of Café Mengels no more than fifty metres north of the bridge.

“The soldiers in the vicinity fired only a couple of rounds before they joined me in the cellar I occupied. There were thirty-five of us altogether. At 0815 hrs we were taken prisoner.”

The trenches north of the road commanded by van Male and farther along occupied by Stevens’s troop also offered hardly any resistance. A few soldiers fired a couple of rounds when the attack began. For their part the Germans paid no special attention to these trenches, being more interested in those nearer the bridge. Eventually all remaining resistance in these trenches was eliminated by Stuka attack. The 47-mm guns with which the troop had been reinforced did not fire for lack of an obvious target. Furthermore, neither van Male nor the machine-gunner could raise their heads above the trench parapet for fear of German snipers, and had no choice but to surrender without resistance, which van Male considered “regrettable”. He did manage to rustle up the courage to escape and reach his Company command post, but was disappointed to find it staffed by Germans. One threw a hand grenade at him, but he was unharmed, and then recaptured.

De Poortere’s men lay on both sides of the road in trenches well west of Stevens’s. They failed to react to the German attack and were all killed or taken prisoner.

The death of Company commander Capt. van Beneden and many of his Staff at the very beginning of the attack condemned to failure any effort on the part of the Belgians to resist. De Poortere’s troop surrendered at 0630 hrs after coming under continuous fire from the paratroopers and Stukas. 1.Comp/18th. Regt of the Line ceased to exist within eighty-five minutes.

The Capture of the Bridge

The bridge was captured a half hour after the attack began. The pioneers of Squad 3, under the command of Oberjäger Gahno18 deactivated the explosive charges intended to destroy the bridge and cleared out the chambers in which they had been stored. As previously noted, Theo Schmitt placed a hollow charge against the bunker door. The ten-second delay before detonation was too short a time for him to get to cover and he was thrown by the blast into the sentry box close to the barbed wire hedge. There he lay stunned. This explosion killed Sgt.Crauwels and the two men with him, Despiegelaere19 and Corporal Nys. The explosion blew a 50-cm diameter hole in the wall of the concrete bunker. Statements by the Belgians confirm that more explosive charges and handgrenades were tossed inside the bunker to set it afire. Of the twelve-man crew, six were killed either as a result of the explosion or while attempting to leave the bunker. Gendarme Ingoul and the six men of 1.Company all lost their lives.
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Alfred Bergmann, Squad 3 (Uffz Gahno), played a decisive role in the seizure of the bridge and removal of the demolition charges. (Steinke)
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Heinrich Haas, Squad 4, medical orderly, one of Theo Schmitt’s “four-man army” which secured the eastern side of the bridge. (Steinke)





[image: images]

Willi Gahno, leader Squad 3, seen here wearing the uniform of an Oberfeldwebel. Gahno was awarded the German Cross in Gold in April 1942 for services in Russia. Gahno was subsequently killed in action in 1944 while fighting in Italy. (Gonzalez)
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Paratroopers on one of the Vroenhoven bridge pillars. Notice the rope ladder used by the pioneers to access chambers where demolition charges were stowed. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers, presumed to be from Squad 3, on the Vroenhoven bridge. (Steinke)





The “final cleansing” of the bridge fell to Squad 4. At 0530 hrs they sent the following message to the other groups:

“Objective captured, bunker destroyed, bridge intact. The trenches are being systematically rolled up and a bridgehead built. We have laid out the agreed signal for our aircraft to the effect that we have everything under control.”

Knowing that his effort to eliminate the bunker had met with success eased the pain of Schmitt’s cuts and bruises. There was no doubt he could carry on. In the continuing unexplained absence of Lt Schacht, Oberfeldwebel Hofmann, who was not only Schmitt’s squad-leader but led all the paratroopers at Vroenhoven, ordered Schmitt to cross the bridge with Haas, Stenzel and Ruthsatz to build a small bridgehead. The mission of this so-called Battle group E was to secure the eastern end of the bridge near the Dutch border. The party crossed the bridge without incident. Haas and Stenzel threw handgrenades while Ruthsatz and Schmitt shouted and fired into the air. They had no difficulty in taking prisoner the few Belgians they found in the bridge approaches. They established that there were no fuses or explosive charges to offer a threat to the bridge which was therefore “clean”. Thus Schmitt could report that everything was under control. Finally they could relax…

Heinrich Haas, a medical orderly from Squad 4, bandaged Schmitt’s head and tended to his other injuries. During their pause for breath, Schmitt and his men made contact with Oberjäger Alfred Stolzewski, leader of Squad 8, who had experienced a dramatic landing after being hit by Belgian anti-tank fire. Nevertheless, “Stolli’s” pilot had got the glider down opposite where the Squad 4 glider had landed. The paratroopers removed the obstacles from the bridge with the aid of the prisoners they had taken, having in the process captured a MG and fourteen carbines20.

The Capture of the Flank Casemates

Casemate A was located south of the bridge on the lower Canal slope a little less than 500 metres from the bridge. It had two heavy MGs on the lower floor and a light MG facing the front on the upper floor. The crew numbered nineteen men from 4.Comp/18th.Regt (Lt Bertrand). He and a couple of men watched the landings of the gliders of which one (Squad 5) landed at the edge of the Canal with one wing propped up on the slope. Though thinking it might be an emergency landing, the Belgians all retired into the casemate to be on the safe side. Very soon they realized where they stood when one of them shouted “Germans!”

Oberjäger Walter Röhrich’s paratroopers left the glider swiftly and headed for casemate A, hot on the heels of the Belgians intent on reaching it to be on the safe side. Bertrand, who fired at the Germans, was wounded. The Belgians had telephone contact with Fort Eben Emael, but the fort was currently under attack. As he needed a solution and orders, Bertrand rang Lanaken and was horrified when the voice at the other end demanded of him in German, “What do you need?” Bertrand satisfied himself that all his men were at their posts, but his despair grew when through the viewing vent on the upper floor he saw the explosions at his twin casemate, B.

Without wasting time, the Germans had begun to attack with small hollow charges. The defenders knocked these off the walls with long iron stakes, but they could do nothing to prevent the charges exploding. One of these displaced the MG on the upper floor inflicting burns on several crew members. The same occurred on the upper floor chamber on the south side of the casemate. This forced the men there to retreat to the lower floor. The paratroopers attacked each face of the casemate simultaneously and blew open the armoured door. They rendered the MG in the south chamber on the lower floor unserviceable, wounding several Belgians in the process. Finally they blew in the inner armoured door and threw hand grenades down the shooting ports on the south side. Here Lt.Bertrand and Sgt Ott were wounded, while other men suffered burns.
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Josef Lammerding, Squad 5. (Steinke)
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Obergefreiter Erwin Rongstock, Squad 5. (Steinke)
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Arno Hielscher, Squad 5. (Steinke)
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 Jakob Wechsler, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Walter Röhrich, leader Squad 5, had the task of taking out casemate A. (Steinke)
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Gefreiter Heinrich Schlaghecke, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Helmut Hansen, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Hermann Ehrke, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Walter Heitkämper, Squad 5. (Steinke)
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Erich Mayer, glider pilot, Squad 6. (Tannahill)
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Rudolf Gaudeck, Squad 6. (Steinke)
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Schlaghecke in a trench at Vroenhoven. (Steinke)





[image: images]

Squad 6 before leaving for Vroenhoven. Their objective was casemate B north of the bridge. Left to right: Schlaghecke, Hansen, Hoffmann, Giese (squad leader), Mayer (glider pilot), Ehrke and Gaudeck. Seated, the Ju 52 crew, at their right, Wechsler. (Steinke)
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Left, Heinz Giese, leader Squad 6, centreBernhard Hoffmann, Squad 6 and Alfred Rothenhöfer. (Steinke)
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Arial view of the Belgian trench system south of the bridge between the church and the Canal. Squads 5 and 8 landed here. (Tannahill)
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In the foreground the armoured observation cupola on casemate A south of bridge (in background). This photo clarifies the function of the casemate in the event of an attack on the bridge. (Tannahill)





There now followed a Luftwaffe attack which forced the paratroopers to seek cover. The bombing was precise and left the casemate severely damaged. Stunned by the smoke from the first explosions, the Belgians abandoned it in panic. They were not fired upon as they fled and reached an MG nest of 2.Comp/18.Regt, and from there their lines at the rear.

Casemate B was in the northern part of the southern zone, about 400 metres from the bridge, defended by 1.Company. The eighteen-strong crew was detached from 13.Company and under the command of Lt. de Mol who was officer of the watch on the night of 9 May and had returned to the casemate at 0500 hrs. He and his men were inside it when the gliders arrived.

The casement was stormed by paratroopers from Squad 6, under the command of Oberjäger Heinz Giese, immediately they exited their glider. Paratrooper Heinrich Schlaghecke remembered how the rapidity of the German attack neuralized the defence in seconds. The Belgians did not have time to realize they were being attacked:

 “Once we jumped out of the glider we set off at once to attack the casemate. On the way we rolled up some Belgian trenches. I was amazed to find that the Belgian soldiers I came across were still asleep. I was not sure whether I was supposed to shoot them. Not being a cold-blooded murderer I refrained from doing so – and pressed on…”

Once at the casemate the paratroopers under Obj. Giese attacked it with hollow charges and hand grenades. They knocked out four MG chambers, killing two Belgians and wounding five more. The survivors of this assault chose to surrender.

Casemate B’, (not to be confused with casemate B) lay almost two kilometres north-west of Vroenhoven Bridge. This was quite a distance from the German objective. It was commanded by Lt Piron with eighteen men from 12.Company. The casemate tended to be ignored and took no active part in the fighting except that on 10 May from dawn until midnight it fired on the bridge at Veldwezelt to the north to hold off German reinforcements. The German artillery reacted by nullifying the casemate MGs facing north. That night German infantry from 12. or perhaps 33.Schützen-Regt. crept up on the casemate. The isolated and encircled crew went into captivity around midday on 11 May.

The most dangerous positions were eliminated fairly quickly. The paratroopers were particularly concerned about a possible counter-attack. A couple of the squads remained in serious difficulty. Lt Schacht (Squad 7) was 1,200 metres from the bridge on Laeffelter Hill with four dead and six wounded. It was some hours before a rescue operation could be arranged. The situation had caused much concern due to the lack of information as to the whereabouts of the squad. Squad 7 was not the only problem. The radio team (Squad 10) had experienced bad luck when landing and they too were cut off from the others.

Renewed attacks led by Oberjäger Fritz Borchardt (Squad 9) and Grottke (Squad 11) secured the territory west of the bridge. The bridgehead had been expanded and consolidated in the face of weak Belgian resistance. By late morning the paratroopers had an area one kilometre long and 600 metres wide under their control.

Following the orders of Oberfeldwebel Theo Hofmann, the reconnaissance party (Oberjäger Theo Schmitt and Gefreiters Stenzel, Haas and Ruthsatz) set about securing the eastern end of the bridge. After a short pause for rest after the capture of the Belgian sentries at the eastern approach to the bridge, the four-man troop prepared to take out all remaining resistance on the eastern strip.

Twelve minutes after the attack had begun, a Belgian MG began firing at the bridge and the paratroopers, supported shortly thereafter by mortars. Although the Germans held the bridge, they could not rely on the Belgians not attempting to recapture or demolish it. The Belgian fire apparently had this objective. The bridge was also receiving heavy calibre shelling, most of which went into the Canal.

Without diminishing the achievement of the paratroopers, it has to be said that the best assistance came from the air. Once the initial Belgian resistance had been identified, Me 109 fighters and Stukas appeared on the scene to protect the paratrooper’s attempts to consolidate the bridgehead. The Stukas attacked from below an umbrella of Me 109s that were circling at a much higher altitude. This allowed the Stukas to dive-bomb and machine-gun the Belgian artillery emplacements at will while the paratroopers looked on from close by. After the Stukas came the robust and very manouevrable Henschel 123 fighter-bombers. The excellent coordination between paratroopers on the ground and the “flying artillery” was clearly seen at Vroenhoven, and was undoubtedly one of the reasons the operation was a success. Always a couple of fighter-bombers would be constantly circling overhead. Theo Schmitt recalled:

“When they attacked we had to seek cover and use our binoculars to see what was going on. Only in that way did we run no risk. The Belgian prisoners lay stretched out face down, hands to their ears. They had no wish to see or hear anything. The noise of the bombing had a distressing effect on them. After the Stuka attack we discovered that several Belgian soldiers had been hit. The devastation was appalling. The aircraft dropped small bombs into the rearward trenches. That was the sector we could not reach with our light guns. The Stukas would attack in a nose-dive with sirens howling but it was the Hs123s which caused pure panic simply by the noise of their powerful engines. They turned up, attacked, went round and attacked again. Their attack was shattering. Because we were not used to having the Henschels overhead, we ourselves had the feeling that at any moment something would explode twenty metres above us. What was music to our ears was agonizing torture for the Belgians and sparked indescribable panic.”

The Heavy-MG Half Platoon

As at Veldwezelt, forty minutes after the glider landings, two Ju 52s overflew the battle zone at Vroenhoven. Both machines formed the second wave of paratroopers under Lt Helmut Ringler (who jumped at Veldwezelt). On board was the heavy-MG half-platoon led by Johann Sprengart, whose role was to support Schacht’s Squad. His instructions were:

“At X+40 jump over the eastern bank. There you will be directed by Obj. Theo Schmitt in the removal of the explosive charges from the bridge supports. It is expected that an MG will be placed at the disposal of the section leader.”

The half-platoon jumped at about 0605 hrs, but not at the planned spot. The aircraft carrying Oberjäger Rudolf Dräger’s group was “peppered by groundfire” which forced the paratroopers to jump out near the customs post at Wilre on the east bank of the Canal. Oberjäger Alfred Wuttig’s squad had problems when the signal to jump rang too late resulting in the paratroopers being very dispersed. They landed south of the bridge, most on the west bank of the canal, the remainder on the east side. twenty-year old Gefreiter Karl Scherr drowned in the Canal when the weight of his equipment dragged him under. Gefreiter Werner Grimm was killed by Belgian fire. The men jumped from a height of 100 meters (180 metres on the precision altimeter of the two Ju 52s allowing for the elevation of the terrain above sea level). Schmitt, who was to “receive” the paratroopers as soon as they landed, recalled the moments just before they jumped:

“By my watch it was X+30 minutes. Sprengart’s men of the half-platoon were due to jump over our location on the eastern side of the Canal in ten minutes. It would be an honour for my men and myslf to provide our comrades-in-arms with covering fire. Ahn, Wohlgemuth and Bading would protect us at a distance with their service pistols. We went to ground to await the drop. It was not exactly the best moment for it because the Belgians were firing with MGs. We were at the Dutch customs post on the border near Wilre. We decided we should “cleanse the area of resistance” where the paratroopers were to land ten minutes later.”

Schmitt and his three men employed an imaginative paratrooper tactic: always moving, they changed their positions and lurked in ambush waiting to attack with as much firepower as possible, leading the enemy to believe there were not four, but many more men present. Schmitt continued:

“We split up as follows: Haas went to the left side with an MG, Ruthsatz behind him with a carbine 98: I went forward on the right side of the road, ahead of Haas and had Stenzel behind me. Each of us had at least one captured Belgian weapon and a box of ammunition. Shortly after we began our advance we came across a few Belgian soldiers perhaps in hiding. We attacked them as a group, lobbing hand grenades (which we carried in the gas mask case hanging around our necks). In the few seconds the attack lasted they could not do very much by way of a response and the grenade splinters wrought havoc. The prisoners we took were sent to the rear where Stolzewski and his men had just arrived. Unknown to us, Squad 8 was the only active unit behind us.
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Koch’s command post at Vroenhoven, north of the bridge. The aerials for radio signalling can be seen. (Steinke)
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When we got to the Dutch customs post, the officer on duty pointed a pistol at me and said we should halt, we were on Dutch soil. I could see his determination by the way he spoke, but I approached, raised my Belgian rifle at him and told him he should surrender. I spoke slowly so that he could understand me. I saw that he was very nervous. In order to talk him into obeying me I continued in a loud voice, so that my men could hear me:

‘In peacetime it is your duty to defend your borders. War broke out at 0515 hrs. We are German soldiers imposing German law. We are here to take over this post. Accordingly you are all relieved. Empty your magazines. When you do that we shall allow you to retain your pistols.’

He complied. Then we sat them in a room with a telephone warning them that we would shoot if they attempted to use it. Ruthsatz took over the task of guarding them. The Dutch officer in charge said that there was a garrison of one hunded men at Wilre and we were in their area of jurisdiction, the outskirts of Maastricht. I was not aware of that fact but it did not worry me.

Stenzel stood watch to the north while the other three of us looked towards the south for the paratroopers. Precisely at X+40 the hum of our Junkers could be heard overhead and from them dropped paratroopers, some of whom landed within 10 meters of the proposed landing zone. I contacted Sprengart21 and showed him a mine-free path on to the bridge. I told him he had to be careful crossing the bridge, and that it would be best to run across it as fast as possible. Behind the bridge left and right were Belgian trenches which he could capture for his own use. We knew Sprengart and his paratroopers had made it safely across the bridge when we heard short bursts of gunfire from all of their MGs.”

The paratroopers of Wuttig’s squad opened fire on the Belgians with two, then four MGs from the ammunition cases. The same machines which had dropped the paratroopers returned minutes later to send down cases with weapons and provisions. The first fell in the hands of the paratroopers, but not the second. The two heavy MGs from this drop were set up immediately and used to protect the bridgehead. There is an anecdote that Koch watched this operation from his command post wearing his white-crowned peaked cap22.

With these reinforcements the situation was as follows: to the west of the bridge, and north of the road, were Squad 9 (Borchardt), Squad 6 (Giese), and Squad 11 (Grottke). Machine-gunner Wummel of Koch’s Staff (Squad 1) was working with the other three squads. Hauptmann Koch organized the defence of the bridgehead with Oberleutnants Zierach and Kiess about eighty metres from the bridge. Kiess, as liaison or “artillery” officer to the aircraft providing bombing support, played a very important role. In order to improve communications with the Luftwaffe, various sheets were laid out to inform the bombers and Stukas where the enemy had suurendered or had to be “pursued and wiped out”. The south side of the road was controlled by Squad 5 (Röhrich), Squad 3 (Gahno) and Squad 8 (Stolzewski).
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One of Sprengart’s men in a Vroenhoven trench. (Steinke)
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Captured Belgian weapons such as this MG were very welcome additions for the Germans. (Archive Heidi Christiansen via Steinke)
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After being set down over the bridge, Sprengart’s men supported their colleagues in the captured trenches. In the photo is a Gefreiter of the heavy-MG half-platoon. (Steinke)
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A paratrooper of Sprengart’s heavy-MG half-platoon. (Steinke)





Towards 0645 hrs the survivors of the radio squad under Dr Jäger changed position after noting a lessening in Belgian pressure, and informed Veldwezelt, Kanne and Eben Emael of the fact. Fifteen minutes later they rejoined the main body. Everything was going well and the casualties not too high. Feldwebel Hans-Joachim Richter set up an emergency dressing station in a house fifty metres from the bridge. A unit of paratroopers, reinforced and well coordinated in this way, bode ill for the Belgians, who finally withdrew, leaving their weapons behind damaged and unusable.23.
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Rudolf Jaschke of the heavy-MG half-platoon, Vroenhoven.
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Paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon at Vroenhoven. The strain is evident. (Steinke)
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Paratrooper manning an MG 34. (Steinke)





Schmitt’s Diplomatic Interlude

The original plan envisaged twenty-five to thirty paratroopers fighting on the eastern side of the bridge. Things did not go ideally and so Schmitt was obliged to attempt to convince the enemy by loud shouting and wild shooting that his very reduced group was much larger than it was. Schmitt himself had only one respectable German weapon, Bading’s MP. Since Bading was injured, he would not need it. Pelz brought him Bading’s breadbag containing sweets and provisions. Armed with an automatic weapon and having recovered from his earlier incapacity, Theo Schmitt set about maintaining control of the territory gained on the eastern side of the bridge. He then asked Pelz to tell Oberfeldwebel Hofmann about the Dutch force at Wilre.

But without orders or a plan, how would Schmitt deal with the Dutch at Wilre? Here again, the training of German paratroops enabled them to make independent decisions and construct effective surprise attacks. This time it was not firepower but psychological warfare at the heart of Schmitt’s strategy:

“I told Stenzel we had to plan an attack. We had ahead of us a Dutch unit of company strength against which we had no chance in the long run. Our intention was therefore to bamboozle the commander of the enemy unit to give up by our use of diplomacy mixed with threats. Stenzel would take on the job of negotiator.

He unloaded his rifle, slung it over his shoulders and, protected on all sides, slipped into an orchard and disappeared. The paratrooper’s uniform of baggy trousers, jump smock and camouflaged steel helmet was perfect for the terrain and his contours soon merged with his surroundings. He had a white cloth which he would wave if he got into difficulties. We, the ‘three-man army’, were behind him and waited anxiously for Stenzel’s arrival at the Dutch lines. We had chosen him because he could talk the hind leg off a donkey. Stenzel would definitely come up with a good argument. When he got there he made a believable case where none existed. In short, Stenzel was a born diplomat.

One of the threats he made was that he would call up the Stukas. Another was a panzer or artillery attack. Such threats convincingly presented would be sufficient to unsettle and shock an officer uncertain of his ground. We wanted a quick surrender without running unnecessary risks.”

Seventy minutes had passed since the attack began and now Aldinger’s flak began to put up a barrage of fire from the other side of the river Meuse. This was music to the ears of the paratroopers. The “world champion flak” – as Schmitt called it – was finally in position to render support (muzzle velocity 900m/sec) and this was undoubtedly another “argument” Stenzel could bring to bear. Schmitt was unaware, however, that Koch had made attempts unsuccessfully to contact Aldinger by radio. The “paratroop expedition” awaited more “surprises”. Schmitt went on:

“Towards 0830 hrs we saw two limousines racing up apparently from Maastricht. I told Haas to wait by the wayside while I stood in the middle of the road. When the driver of the first car saw me he braked so sharply that the radiator almost kissed the highway. He was completely taken aback when I appeared. The second car had to swerve to avoid the first. I ordered them to halt, but ignoring my signal they attempted to turn and return the way they had come. I fired an MP burst close to the roofs of the cars, which stopped at once. I was only surprised that the lady companions did not fly through the windscreen. Two elegant gentlemen got out. The first announced himself as a high-ranking Government official, the other as a US diplomat. They were intending to drive into Belgium over the Vroenhoven bridge. They were not aware that it was now “my” bridge. I explained that they might neither continue nor go back for they had entered a war zone. The noise from the German troops coming to relieve us, and the fighting in Maastricht, confirmed what I said.

After identifying myself and issuing the corresponding warnings I was courteous and agreeable to my “guests”. The official told me that the Commander-in-Chief, Limburg South – the region in which we now found ourselves – had assured him that Vroenhoven bridge was open. It was not difficult to convince him to the contrary. Nothing would make this official happier than to inform the Commander-in-Chief of the situation.”

Schmitt used this moment to play his trump card and bluff. Such a strategy was no stranger to the paratroopers, for only a month before during the invasion of Norway a paratroop officer had used a similar pretence to clear the way ahead despite his apparent numerical inferiority24.

“We took cover in a nearby house offering a certain degree of security and I told the official the following: I explained to him that we – the masses of German troops in the district – were the spearhead of 8.Army which had come from Krefeld-Viersen-Mönchengladbach around the Belgian bottleneck at Roermond to encircle Maastricht from the rear. Naturally in combination with the Luftwaffe. If a major battle developed here, then nothing much would remain of Maastricht, its suburbs and the surrounding rural district. That could all be avoided if the Commander-in-Chief knew the situation. Once he knew it exactly then he would recognize he was in checkmate and should surrender. Then he would have spared the beautiful countryside here from destruction.”

Schmitt’s gross exaggeration of the number of German paratroopers operating in the area (he spoke of thousands) rattled the Dutch official. He was so convinced of what he had been told that in a rage he demanded to speak to the Commander-in-Chief. When at last he had him on the line, he related word for word what Schmitt had said and what he had seen with his own eyes. The Commander-in-Chief naturally declined to believe it and treated the official as a simpleton. When he played down the report this infuriated the official even more. Why, he ‘even had at his side the commander of the German spearhead who had let him use the telephone’. This took the mat from under the feet of the Commander-in-Chief.”

The Four-Man Army Puts an End to Resistance East of the Bridge

After the situation on the Dutch side of the bridge was under control, there remained a few nests of Belgian resistance along that eastern strip. As to the outcome of Stenzel’s diplomatic mission nothing was yet known.

The Belgians were trying to build a resistance strongpoint from where they could launch an attack on the German bridgehead. Through binoculars Schmitt saw five Belgians attempting to set up a heavy MG while others occupied nearby houses. Haas climbed a ladder leaning against a wall and also recognized that “something serious” was building. German pilots had also noticed these movements and began flying tighter circles to keep watch.

Schmitt and his three men had laid out swastika flags to indicate to the German pilots as agreed which zones they had under control. The car of the US diplomat exhibited the flag of the United States and Schmitt told him to remove it. After that the priority was to silence the Belgian MGs.

“Haas was to cover me from an elevated position left of the road. Ruthsatz did the same from the right hand side. I took a bicycle from our stash of captured materials so that I could make a surprise attack, and once mounted I made a beeline at top speed for the Belgian nest. The five gunners could not believe their eyes when they saw me and did not fire. When I was only twenty metres from them I attempted to dismount and jump into the garden of a house but both the brakes and my acrobatics failed and in falling I hurt six fingers and a knee (my head was protected by the steel helmet). Ignoring my injuries I ran to the house and threw myself down in the garden. There was only ten metres between the Belgians and myself.

I fired a few rounds to keep their heads down. My advantage lay in the fact that I was beyond their field of fire, behind a corner of the house. I could disarm them and send them back to our lines. Initially they rejected my demands but after I fired a few rounds at their feet they took to their heels. Hearing the voices of Dutch soldiers I returned to my men.”

The absence of the promised relief endangered German control of the eastern side of the bridge. To make things worse, Schmitt had been wounded in the arm while returning to his men. The bullet had torn an artery, but Haas and Ruthsatz succeeded in stopping the bleeding. They bandaged the wound and fitted a splint, using boards from a garden fence25. Then after a lemonade he got back on his feet and continued his mission.

Haas and Ruthsatz brought up an MG and ammunition. An attack was expected from Wilre. They had received orders from Hofmann to move back 100 metres and defend their sector. Furthermore they were to blow up several houses in order to avoid being fired upon. Schmitt declined the latter because to do so would seal the fate of one hundred people sheltering in the cellars. The feared Dutch counter-attack never came. Suddenly Stenzel appeared with Dutch soldiers and good news. The fighter-bombers and Stuka attacks had convinced them that resistance was useless. The low morale of the Dutch and their lack of fighting spirit did the rest. Shortly after 1000 hrs the border protection unit surrendered.

“We heard Stenzel call out we shouldn’t shoot. He came along a by-road waving his grey-white piece of cloth. He winked, for a group of Dutch soldiers was following him. He had fulfilled his mission! We were bursting with pride for the Dutch had no idea they had surrendered to a ‘four-man army’. Who knows what they thought when they laid down their weapons and equipment at the customs post. Our trick had worked.

The telephone in the customs office rang. The Dutchman on the other end wanted to speak to the official with whom he had had contact before. The man came hurrying up. They had taken the bait, for he was told that the southern sector of Dutch Limburg would surrender in one hour. I tried to restrain my joy, so as not to spill the beans: that we four men had kept control of the eastern strip of the bridge the whole time we were waiting for our relief.”

To guard the prisoners presented a problem for the “four-man army” on the eastern side of the bridge, and had it not been for the Luftwaffe, which circled and monitored the zone constantly and restrained the prisoners from making any escape attempt, the paratroopers would have had serious difficulties. Six Hs 123 biplanes were over the zone at all times: two between Kanne and Eben Emael, another pair over Vroenhoven and two others coming up from Germany as relief. It seems that the Dutch and Belgians silently accepted the situation in which they found themselves. On the whole the conduct of the paratroopers complied with the Geneva Convention.

The initial worry about keeping watch on the high number of prisoners taken by the paratroopers (a task which had been undertaken by only a handful of men) disappeared when the Maastricht garrison surrendered towards 1100 hrs. In view of this fact many “participants in the negotiations” with the Germans considered that capitulation without bloodshed was better than a hopeless battle.

On the west bank of the Albert Canal, the fighting between the paratroopers and the Belgians of 18.Regt. continued. The Germans were better prepared, had attacked the Belgian trenches from behind and there was not much the Belgians could do by way of reply. After Capt. van Beneden’s death 1.Company collapsed and the German bridgehead began to expand. However, there were two Belgian counter-attacks of limited size: that of Lt. Pirlot with 3.Company, and of Capt. de Leu de Cécil, who led 2.Company in an attack from Hees, to the north-west of Vroenhoven, towards 1020 hrs. 2.Company had orders to capture the school and then head for the bridge. This failed because the paratroopers were entrenched in houses near the bridge, and the eastern bank of the Canal, and could bring the Belgians under withering fire from there.
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The Vroenhoven-Lanaken N79 level crossing where the Germans frustrated the attempt of Lt. Vasselot. This building is at the extreme left in this recent photo. (Gonzalez)





[image: images]

In the early hours of 11 May, two French tanks of 12.Regt. de Cuirassiers attempted to reach the German bridgehead at Vroenhoven but failed. Here the Panhard 178 armoured vehicle “Ardente” of Lt. Armand de Vasselot immobilized at the N79 level crossing. (Steinke)
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The sane view in the year 2010. (Gonzalez)





The Belgian attack had artillery support which troubled Koch for a while. At 1020 hrs he signalled that “the enemy is gathering to counter-attack”. The attack was unsuccessful under pressure from the Luftwaffe and Aldinger’s flak, and fifteen minutes later he sent a second signal stating that the attack had been beaten off. The zone from which it had originated was bombarded by Aldinger’s batteries, particularly “Object 66”, the small village of Kesselt near Hees.

The only really noteworthy resistance was offered by the men of the battalion command post. Towards 1125 hrs they transferred to a neighbouring trench from where they fired shells and mortars at the Germans until 1825 hrs when, cut off and surrounded, their ammunition ran out.

In general, Belgian soldiers should have hastened to assist 1.Company after it had been driven from the bridge, but failed to do so. There were incidents of mutiny and desertion which the Belgian officers were unable to control. For example, a troop from 7.Company positioned at the strongpoint (point d’appui) of the northern sector refused to fight, and another group threatened to desert. When the troop commander decided to move up to the trenches near the bridge, his men deserted towards Tongeren. It was found difficult to keep another group from the same company at their posts. At 1830 hrs when the opportunity presented itself they fell back. Identical incidents occurred amongst the troops at the centre of the Belgian “strongpoints” where a group abandoned their trenches at the outset. Only the soldiers of the South Troop remained at their posts.

The reaction of the Belgian defenders at Vroenhoven clearly bore little resemblance to that at Veldwezelt. Those not killed in the opening attack either did not want to defend, and avoided fighting, or simply vanished from the field of battle or became involved very late and committed mistakes. This occurred with Lt.Pirlot’s 3.Comp/18.Regt. His unit did not attack the paratroopers but, unseen by the Germans in the neighbourhood, moved about surreptitiously. The unit was initially on a hill, the twenty-metres high Montenaken, 1,100 metres south of the bridge. They could not engage the paratroopers from the ridge because they were under Stuka attack. On the way to casemate A the paratroopers fired on Pirlot’s unit. Because he could not contact 2.Company – which had suffered a German attack – Pirlot decided, together with Lt.Housiaux who commanded the two MG sections, to proceed to its assistance. On the way he met frontier cyclists of the reconnaissance troop and ordered them to return to the positions held by the Company on the low ridge.
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The Belgian trench system at Vroenhoven north-west of bunker M. (Tannahill)





At that moment they saw near the Vroenhoven bridge numerous Belgian soldiers wearing the typical cap of the Ardennes infantry. These men were crossing the bridge towards Maastricht. This led Pirlot to believe that the bridge must have been recaptured from the Germans. What did not occur to him was that they could be a column of Belgian prisoners from 20.Artillery Regt. on their way to the German lines at the rear.

At 1900 hrs Lt. Housiaux was sent to the 2.Company trench where he learned from Lt. Vergeynst that Goedert the company commander had been wounded and taken prisoner. His men enraged by the air attacks, and in view of the situation the officers agreed to pull back the remainder of the company to Montenaken ridge, which they did at 2200 hrs.

At 0900 hrs on 11 May, Lt. Pirlot decided that the most reasonable thing to do was retreat, and he organized two columns which would attempt to reach the rearward Belgian lines independently and cross-country. The first was rounded up by the Germans shortly after breaking out. The Germans located the second on the morning of 12 May near Tongeren and captured its members after a brief skirmish. Lt. Vergeynst’s 2.Company troop remained in trenches on the ridge until encircled and captured by the Germans at 1230 hrs on 11 May.
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Aerial photo of the bridge at Vroenhoven and bunker M. Also visible is the Belgian trench system and the bombing damage. (Tannahill)





The only action which can be classified as “a brilliant counter-attack” was organized by 2nd Lt. Ansquer. He was responsible for the northern “strongpoint” of 6.Company under Capt. de Leu de Cécil. The latter was defending the environs of Hees village between Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt and had spread his company over six defensive positions. Ansquer was on the asphalted road leading to Veldwezelt. At 0715 hrs on 10 May he established that German paratroopers were positioned 600 metres ahead. The commander of 6.Company confirmed that the Germans controlled the road between Hees and Veldwezelt and ordered a counter-attack. Ansquer volunteered his troop and forced the Germans back 200 metres. After this counter-attack there was a pause until 1000 hrs. Then the Germans attacked. The Belgian effort faltered for lack of ammunition and because of the higher level of aggression of the Germans, but worst of all were the constant Stuka attacks which knocked out the Belgian 47-mm anti-tank guns. At the request of Lt. Kiess, artillery liaison officer, the Stukas concentrated on the Kesselt-Hees zone on the morning of 10 May and for part of the afternoon, and aerial support was also requested at 1410 hrs and 1630 hrs.
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Belgian trenches south of Vroenhoven bridge between church and Canal. In the foreground on the Canal, casemate A. (Tannahill)
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The relief arrives. Hauptmann Koch in conversation at his Vroenhoven command post with two Army officers. (Tannahill)





In this way all but one of the 6.Company defensive positions fell into German hands or were abandoned by the Belgians without a fight. The troops deserted from one of them when its commander left to fetch ammunition. At nightfall on 10 May, the Company was defending at only two points: at the command post of Captain de Leu de Cécil and at Ansquer’s trench. Meanwhile the Germans were preparing an attack at first light which de Cécil anticipated. All he could do now was arrange a defence with whatever weapons he had left. He assembled all his able-bodied men into the trenches surrounding his command post and told Ansquer to hold his position at all costs.Then he pleaded desperately for reinforcements.

At 0600 hrs on 11 May, Inf.Regt 12 attacked the remnants of 6.Company. The Belgians held out due to the two MGs in the command post and the accurate fire from Ansquer’s troop. At 0815 hrs when Ansquer saw that he was surrounded, he told his men, “Now I will show you how a Belgian officer defends!”, and emerged from the trench with an MP, firing at the Germans. He fell in a hail of bullets. The survivors of his troop were taken prisoner, but de Cécil’s command post held out until 0930 hrs. Out of ammunition he ordered his men to fix bayonets, but they preferred to surrender since any further resistance was pointless.
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Army troops marching into Belgium. The paratroops made possible the rapid advance of the Wehrmacht. (Steinke)





Events at Vroenhoven developed much as they did at Veldwezelt. At 1830 hrs when the Germans were well established at Vroenhoven, the Belgian 21-cm batteries began shelling the bridge, but all attempts to raise a counter-attack met the German “defensive wall”. The heavy artillery bombardment claimed no casualties. Aldinger’s flak batteries replied in kind once they reached the bridge.

To the surprise of the paratroopers, Squad 2 appeared with the first infantry reinforcements at 1250 hrs. The squad was not present at the beginning of the attack because their glider had had to make an emergency landing at Hottdorf north of Düren, in Germany. Now there was nothing left to worry about: the relief had arrived, if later than expected. The report that Hauptmann Koch had been awarded the Knights Cross was not long in coming: Oberst Seidemann informed him of the fact from VIII Fliegerkorps command centre at 1300 hrs. After a whole battalion had relieved them – as from 1800 hrs the reinforcements streamed in without let-up, particularly around 1950 hrs – the paratrooppers began their withdrawal to Maastricht at 2140 hrs. Around 2330 hrs they arrived at a Maastricht tobacco factory and met memebers of the Stahl group. At Vroenhoven they had lost seven fallen and captured two anti-tank guns, twenty-one field guns, twenty-four MGs, sixteen mortars and 350 prisoners.

On 11 May the Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven bridgeheads expanded quickly. The Belgian Army was demoralized, and so the panzers of 3. and 4.Pz.Divs rolled into the Belgian hinterland with no great incident. One of the key statements defining the events at the bridge coined by an American historian was: “Here the military policy of the future rolled over the military policy of the past.”

At Vroenhoven too, the evacuation of the civilian population bore the hallmarks of error and negligence. Penneman recalls that around 0500 hrs when the German attack was imminent, he rang Capt. Giddelo repeatedly at Lanaken to request instructions. Giddelo told him to calm the civilian population, “it is only a drill”. At least at Vroenhoven the civilian death toll was noweher near so high as at Veldwezelt. The most tragic case was of the family Schiepers-Herten. seventy-three-year old Hendrik Schiepers, his wife 70-year old Cornelia Herten, their daughter Joanna Nelissen née Schiepers and her husband 36-year old Lambert Nelissen were direct victims of German aerial bombing. Others died of their serious injuries days later, such as 25-year old Jan Peeters, on 16 May. As at Veldwezelt the children were not spared from tragedy: six-year old Mariette Mertens, daughter of Louise Dirix and Willem Mertens, was one of the innocent victims of the attack.
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The Vroenhoven bridge and bunker M after the battle. The civilian housing lay in close proximity to the Belgian defensive positions. (Steinke)
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In 2005 the house still faced bunker M. The house was torn down during the construction of the new bridge. (Gonzalez)
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The tragedy of war: Hendrik Schiepers, his wife Cornelia Herten and daughter Joanna Schiepers were killed in an air raid on Vroenhoven. (Gonzalez)





As a result of the lack of much resistance by the Belgian defenders, the paratroopers ran into no unusual obstacles before capturing the bridge at Vroenhoven. As at Veldwezelt it was not thought initially to be a German attack, or not one in the manner it turned out to be. The Belgians placed exaggerated faith in the inviolability of their neutrality and lacked the credulity to see what could not be mistaken for what it was – a sure and certain invasion.
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The aftermath of battle: damaged and collapsed houses around the bridge. (Steinke)





At Vroenhoven similar situations were experienced as at Veldwezelt. The distribution of ammunition was insufficient, the grenades were useless without detonator caps. Stevens, commanding a troop near the bridge, issued to his men a case full of such grenades, all useless. This lack of effective weaponry made his men easy pickings for the Germans. The number of Belgian prisoners (300 including forty-nine officers) says much for the momentum of the German attack on troops not ready for war. The Belgian resistance at Vroenhoven was literally swept aside.

Eight paratroopers of the Stahl group fell and thirty were wounded. Group Beton lost seven dead and had twenty-four wounded. From the statistical point of view these losses can be considered insignificant as compared to those of the Belgians and the German casualties at Kanne bridge, as we shall see next.

The fallen were interred initially where they fell, but were disinterred between 28 May and 8 June 1940 and reburied at Maastricht cemetery. The exception was Hubert von der Ruhr of the MG half-platoon who fell at Hees during the attack on Veldwezelt. On 7 July 1941 he was disinterred from the cemetery at Hees and reburied at Maastricht. From 1946 the Dutch transferred the bodies from Maastricht to the military cemetery at Ysselstein where all fallen members of SA Koch now rest with the exception of Hermann Berthold Seele, a glider pilot who fell at Kanne, and whose body was returned to his home town on 30 March 1960.

To conclude this present chapter it is worth pointing out that errors were made by both the Dutch and German authorities regarding the German fallen. If a body was found at the edge of the Vroenhoven battle area, it was assumed that death had occurred in the fighting for Vroenhoven bridge, and the same happened at Veldwezelt and Kanne. These assumptions led to errors. Kanne is the best example here: both the Germans and Dutch believed erroneously that there was no community area south-west of the Albert Canal at Kanne. This explains most of the differences in the archive registers of the German fallen.
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Cross erected at Vroenhoven to commemorate the fallen paratroopers. (Tannahill)





The Dutch archive therefore shows forty-two German fallen: eight at Veldwezelt, twenty-six at Vroenhoven, three at Kanne and five at Eben Emael.

The German archive has thirty-seven German fallen: seven at Veldwezelt, five at Vroenhoven, nineteen at Kanne and six at Eben Emael.

The corrected statistics are a total of forty-three German fallen: eight at Veldwezwelt, seven at Vroenhoven, twenty-two at Kanne and six at Eben Emael (including one dead at Kanne).
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Provisional grave of Walter Daun, only pilot to lose his life at Vroenhoven, near the wreckage of his glider. Two other paratroopers’ graves are alongside. (Steinke)





The Belgian fallen (in the official registers they are lower than in the chronicles of the individual regiments) were as follows:

2.Carabiniers-Regt: 115 dead (official sources say ninety-one).

18.Regt. of the Line: 159 dead (officially 134).

7.Inf.Div: 550 dead.

Belgians taken prisoner: 7,200 according to German reports.

Of the 3,641 men of 2.Carabiniers.Regt present on 10 May, only 500 were still active soldiers on 14 May.





Chapter Seven

The Attack on Kanne-Group Eisen

The bridge at Kanne, like the one at Veldwezelt, was made of metal, a steel structure weighing 236 tonnes, 48.5 metres long and 9.05 metres wide, built in 1933 by S.A. du Nord de Liège. Unlike the other two bridges, it was located amid “difficult terrain”. It stood only four metres above the Albert Canal and its west bank offered no possibility for gliders to land. The Canal itself was a considerable obstacle which became more difficult near Kanne.

South of Kanne, at Lanaye, the Canal ran through the Caster basin, 1,300 metres long and sixty metres deep which cut the valleys of the Meuse and Jeker. This feature increased the inaccessibility of Fort Eben Emael, whose mighty fortification was located on the side of a hill on the west bank of the Albert Canal just north of where the Canal forked west from the Meuse river, so forming a natural defensive element. The bridge at Kanne spanned the Canal at a place where it literally split the high plain of Hesbaye. Looking at the characteristics of the terrain, the success of the Belgian defence was pinned on controlling the fort and bridge.





[image: images]

Bunker O on the Central Hill at Opkanne, crowned by a memorial to the Belgian Grenadiers. (Gonzalez)
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Martin Schächter (1915-2007), leader of the paratrops at Kanne. Immediately after the fighting began he was seriously wounded. The traces of the injury he received can be seen on the lower jaw. (Steinke)





Because the Kanne bridge had to be captured “at any price”, there was no option for the Germans but to increase the number of gliders going there. This was ruled out because of takeoff congestion at Cologne-Ostheim airfield, and the only possibility was to start the ten gliders transporting Group Eisen from Cologne-Butzweilerhof.

The overall situation made a precision landing at the objective unfeasible. The gliders had to land on the hills at Opkanne (Op=Upper, Flemish), these being three ridges (North, Central and South Hills) rising on the western terrain of the Canal. The disadvantage which could not be overcome – and the Germans knew it – was that the distance from the planned set-down point for the gliders was too far from the Canal. The landings would naturally warn the Belgians and result in their demolishing the bridge. Nevertheless the morale of the paratroopers was unbroken and all, from Koch down, were convinced that the mission would succeed. They had to take advantage of the fast and unexpected attack.

On 4 March the attack on the bridges and Fort Eben Emael was revised. The main reason for this was the reinforcements which the Belgians had recently introduced into the zone. Amongst the changes at SA Koch was the disbanding of the group which had been training for the attack on Kanne bridge. The difficulties of this attack and the need to strengthen the Groups for Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven resulted in the Kanne group being reassigned to them. Moreover, Koch did not want a bombing raid on the targets at these two bridges before the gliders had landed. His plan was for the Stukas and fighters of VIII Fliegerkorps to protect and support the paratroopers no earlier than fifteen minutes after the landings.
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Postcards of Kanne sold before the war. These give an idea of how the bridge looked (below right). (Gonzalez)





Although the group originally intended for the attack on Kanne had been disbanded, the Führer ordered a new one to be formed “with ninety Army pioneers, trained and led by officers of SA Koch”. In this way there would be less call upon 7.Flieger-Division which on 10 May would have all its forces committed to the attack on both Belgium and Holland. The “new” group for Kanne would be reinforced by a heavy-MG half-platoon such as was also planned for Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven. The decision was made by General Student.

All these modifications altered the strategy for the Albert Canal once more. Kanne was considered an objective which could only be taken if Rudolf Witzig’s men supported it in their attack on Fort Eben Emael. This new bridgehead would enable a speedy withdrawal by the Granit (Fort Eben Emael) paratroopers and the units at the other bridges. The Army units, which would combine the four objectives, could cross the Canal at Kanne.

The Group Eisen gliders (eighty-nine men commanded by Lt Martin Schächter) took off punctually but were unhitched too soon by the towing aircraft. Whereas the landings at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven took place at 0520 hrs and 0515 hrs respectively, the gliders for Kanne did not arrive until fifteen minutes later. The orders for Eisen were:
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Adolf Brandes, leader, Squad 4. (Steinke)
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Helmut Kirsten transferred from the Army into the Luftwaffe paratroop arm and fought at Kanne. (Steinke)





“Capture the bridge, destroy the three adjacent concrete bunkers, neutralize the enemy forces near the bridge and in the houses west of it. All fuses and telephone connections must be cut. The enemy trenches in the hills west of the Canal are to be attacked, all obstacles on the road both sides of the bridge are to be destroyed and finally a bridgehead erected enabling a vanguard to cross the Canal.”

Just as at the other two bridges, the instructions for the paratroopers revolved around capturing the bridge at Kanne and occupying it. To do this it was essential that the paratroopers establish a bridgehead until reinforcements arrived(troops of Inf. Regt 151 and 51. (mot) Pioneer-Battalion). To achieve it all, Schächter’s paratroopers were divided up as follows:

Squad 1/Oberjäger Hugo Czerwinski (1 officer/1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was to land on Central Hill. The occupants were to take control of the bridge, cut through fuses and telephone wires, remove explosive charges from the bridge and obstacles on it.

Squad 2/Oberjäger Karl Hentschel (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was also to land on Central Hill. Its occupants were to eliminate the small casemate eighty metres south of the bridge (casemate E) and evict the Belgian soldiers in the four houses nearby.

Squad 3/Oberjäger Walter Oskar Gleitsmann (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was to land on North Hill. The objective was to eliminate the casemate (casemate F) eighty metres north of the bridge and remove any threat of attack from the two neighbouring houses.

Squad 4/Oberjäger Adolf Brandes (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider was to land on Central Hill. The occupants would attack the main bunker (bunker O) on the slope of the hill. The most important objective was to neutralize the bunker, from where the demolition charges on the bridge would be activated. Following the successful completion of this task the houses below the bunker were to be occupied.

Squad 5/Lt Joachim Meissner /1 officer/1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land on Central Hill. The occupants would then attack the Belgian trenches and set up a command post.

Squad 6/Oberjäger Karl Schmitt (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land on North Hill. The occupants would storm the Belgian trenches on the eastern side of the hill and the positions lower down.

Squad 7/Oberjäger Fritz Burre (2 NCOs/7 men)

The glider was to land on the south side of North Hill. The occupants would attack the Belgian trenches, after which the mortar team led by Oberjäger David would fire on the principal targets.
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Hermann Angelkort volunteered for SA Koch two weeks before the operation. He came from Army Pioneer-Battalion 11 (as his shoulder straps shows). (Steinke)
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Johannes Müller, former Army pioneer, fought at Kanne. (Steinke)





Squad 8/Oberjäger Wilhelm Herr (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land on Central Hill. The occupants were to occupy the houses at the foot of the hill. Afterwards the Squad would provide MG cover to paratroopers fighting towards the south.

Squad 9/Oberjäger Alfred Dudda (1 NCO/8 men)

The glider would land just north of the wooded gulley 250 metres north of the bridge. Its occupants were to eliminate Belgian MG and anti-tank nests and then attack North Hill.

Squad 10

This Squad was in the process of being formed on 8 May 1940.

After these initial tasks the various squads would cooperate in completing the programme, namely:
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Eddi Hexkes formerly of Pioneer-Battalion 18, here in the uniform of an Oberjäger decorated with the EKI and II. (Steinke)






	 Squad 1 would secure the eastern and western sides of the bridge and intercept all enemy vehicles, and remove barbed wire entanglements and other obstacles. Should reinforcements arrive from Maastricht, the squad would attack and occupy Kanne village.

	 Squads 2,4,5 and 8 would occupy the trenches on Central Hill and support the troops attacking Eben Emael. They would take the fort under fire and at the same time control Kanne village and the woods north of the bridge.

	 Squads 3,6,7 and 10 would occupy the trenches on North Hill, after which it would be their duty to keep a watch to the west, to the bridge, to Kanne and to the zone north of the bridge.

	 Squad 9 would occupy the northern slope of South Hill and concentrate fire to the south (Eben Emael), the bridge and the wooded area north of the bridge.



Forty minutes after the attack began, a heavy-MG half-platoon would be dropped as reinforcements. The twenty-four-man team under Oberjäger Nollau would jump over Central Hill. Upon landing they would retrieve the weapons containers and proceed to the trenches occupied by their colleagues and place themselves at the disposal of Lt Schächter. To make up for the lack of surprise, the paratroopers would be armed to the teeth in the attempt to balance matters by firepower. Kanne was a very complicated objective in comparison to the other two bridges. Eight light MG 34s, and two heavy MGs on a chassis mount, one mortar, one flame-thrower, twenty-eight MPs, six KAR 98 carbines with telescopic sight, forty-five without: grenades, pistols and hollow charges made up the “irrefutable argument” with which two officers and forty-five men would attempt to validate their claim to the bridge at Kanne.

As at the other bridges and Eben Emael, the Luftwaffe would support the paratroopers on the Opkanne hills fifteen minutes after they landed. This support would last eighty minutes. For this purpose, radio contact with Koch’s command centre at Vroenhoven would be indispensable, as too would be the setting out of flags to indicate to the pilots areas that should not be attacked. The artillery would also provide Schächter’s men with assistance. Ninety minutes after the commencement of the attack, Aldinger’s flak batteries would open up their fire directed by Lt. Meissner.

The Kanne Defenders

On 1 September 1939 when the Belgian Army was mobilized, 2. Grenadier-Regt., part of 7.Div (General Michielis, later Major-General Vantrooyen) was put into reserve at the Prince Albert barracks in Brussels. The same month the regiment was transferred to the Ardennes and then to Leuven. On 1 April 1940 it was moved again, this time to the North Sea coast near Ostende and Zeebrugge. Ten days later the regiment drew back to Ghent. At the end of April 1940 orders came to move up to the Albert Canal, where the regiment arrived on the night of 29 April. Its mission was precise: 2.Grenadier-Regt was to defend the sector of Canal between the bridge at Kanne and Lanaye, and the locks at the latter. Together with 18.Regt. of the Line they made up the infantry of Belgium’s 7.Division.

2.Grenadier-Regt. was commanded by Colonel Herbiet and consisted of the Staff, one platoon of Frontier Cyclists, a battalion of heavy guns – composed of seventeen officers and 542 men – and three infantry battalions. Each infantry battalion had twenty-two officers and 939 men. The entire regiment was thus made up theoretically of ninety-six officers and 3,532 men, but on the day of the attack comprised only 2,600 (of which 300-400 were officers and NCOs).

Early on 10 May the men of 2.Gren.Regt. occupied their trenches along the Canal in poor humour and with apathy, believing that as so often before they were the victims of a false alarm. The unit had been moved to this sector on 1 May and had quarters at Bassenge, eight kilometres west of Kanne. Their lack of motivation was made worse by the absence of many colleagues either on leave or on training elsewhere. The same was the case with the units detached to serve at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven.

The frontline they were required to hold was nine kilometres long and extended from the Meuse river to Lixhe, as far south of Kanne as Maastricht was north of Kanne. To the north of the Gren.Regt. at Vroenhoven was 18.Regt. of the Line, to their south 2.Regt. Frontier Cyclists. The Gren.Regt. was placed in two lines two to four kilometres deep. The first, and by far the most important sector, was occupied by 2.Battalion at Opkanne-Kanne- Eben Emael. 3.Battalion was in the Loen-Lixhe region, and a small force occupied trenches on the eastern bank of the Canal near the Meuse. The second line was formed by 1.Battalion well to the rear in the sector Fall-Meer-Wonck running from Zussen in the south to Riemst. 4.Battalion was also in the second line of defence that extended south of Emael to west of Lixhe. 5.Group/20.Artillery- Regt. provided support1.
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Abwehr spies in Belgium made very accurate sketches of the position around Kanne bridge.





The objective of the German paratroopers, the bridge at Kanne, lay in the sector occupied by 2.Battalion. A system of trenches near the bridge, and primarily on the Opkanne heights on the west side of the Canal, was the barrier upon which the Belgians were pinning their hopes of halting a German invasion. The “heavy” weapons they had were 45-mm anti-tank guns and MGs.
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The locks at Lanaye. Left, the Albert Canal and Eben-Emael. At the right was Lanaye bridge defended by the Grenadiers. (Gonzalez)
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This pre-1940 photo shows a part of Kanne village. In the foreground Grafkapel chapel near the Maastricht road. (Gonzalez)





Although the priority was to blow up the bridges at Kanne and Lanaye, thought had been given to damaging or destroying lesser targets, namely the roads and highways to Maastricht and Lanaye, the bridge over the Jeker near the Statieplein customs post, the St Hubert church and the bridges over the Albert Canal at Petit Lanaye, immediately on the Dutch border. They were each equipped with posts for activating demolition charges in the event of an alarm.

Because the Kanne bridge was the most sensitive of the points of defence, its destruction was extremely important to hinder the passage of German motorized units. Belgian pioneers of 3.Comp/21.Pi.Batlln (Lt Bruyère) were entrusted with this task. The obstacles at the eastern end of the bridge would favour their work. The most effective were the Cointet elements which, used in combination with mines and barbed wire entanglements, presented an impenetrable barrier to invading troops. The water was also integral to the defence. The valley of the Jeker to Fort Eben Emael, and the Kanne-Emael road south-west of the Canal, were flooded. It was also planned to block the locks at Lanaye in order to maintain a water level in the Canal to favour these defensive and delaying tactics, but this was not fully successful, and nor was the plan to either destroy or strand ashore all vessels at Kanne.

Unlikely as it may seem, all these measures were known to the Germans from November 1939. The Abwehr had created here as elsewhere an efficient network of agents and informants. On 17 November 1939 an exact situation report about Kanne was submitted.
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The graves at Opkanne of 120 grenadiers who laid down their lives defending the bridge and the Kanne hills. (Gonzalez)





“This road is temporarily closed to all traffic. West of the Canal it is flooded. The water is 1.5 metres high at the moment. As a result it is putting pressure on the Canal dams which were not designed to resist much water pressure. For this reason the Belgians are now using a large labour force to shore up the western dyke wall south of the bridge. It is likely that all the flooding at Kanne can be cleared by blowing up the dam wall or bombarding it. In this regard it must be mentioned that by opening or destroying the locks between the Briegden and Neerhaven trenches, the entire Albert Canal from Lanaye to Hesselt can be emptied!!!

In front of the church, (the Grafkapel at the entrance to the village coming from Maastricht) are two sentries in contact with the guard on the bridge by means of a telephone line running along the roadside. Behind the church all the roads are ripped up. Before the bridge are obstructions and two sentries. The bridge can be sealed off by an iron gate. In a cutting into the Canal north of the bridge is an MG post with a field of fire along the Canal. Similarly a bunker on the heights west of the Canal (MG).”

The first warning so to speak surfaced at 1800 hrs on 7 May when the Belgian General Staff recommended that all troops stationed at the Albert Canal should remain at readiness and to be “especially alert” for incidents which might occur on the night of the 7th. On 9 May the Belgian defenders were unsettled, and at 0035 hrs on 10 May the General Staff ordered a general state of alarm. At 0200 hrs Lt Perau, regimental secret service officer, passed the order to Lt Bruyère, commanding the bridge-demolition team in the Kanne-Eben Emael zone, to 2nd Lt Bassin, officer of the watch at bunker O, and to Capt. Levaque, commander 2.Battalion. All men responded within minutes, collected together their equipment and munitions and reported to their battle stations. This was achieved in under three hours. The most important and sensitive defensive positions (above all, the bridges) were secured and reinforced by troops from other zones (leaving these weaker and much more difficult to defend). A twelveman detachment commanded by an NCO was sent to Caestart castle on Mont Saint-Pierre from where they could fire on the Petit Lanaye bridge.

It was naturally necessary, and of the greatest importance, to occupy the trenches, reinforce the weakest of them, supply them with ammunition and undertake the destruction of selected points, but the problem was transport. For its transport needs, the Grenadier Regt. had three lorries. That alone says everything about the inadequate motorization of the Belgian Army. Not even the regimental horses were available.They were in the region, but stabled in this and that barn which made gathering them together in the short time available out of the question. Despite all these difficulties, the regiment managed to shift men, equipment and ammunition at a relatively high speed, but neither in the first or second lines could all positions be fully manned.

The alarm of 9 May also applied to the civilian population. After it became known that it was a “real alarm”, the mayor of Kanne was made aware that he had to evacuate the population. That began at 0315 hrs. The village community struggled to make their way through the obstacles on the bridge, in particular the Cointet and barbed wire. This made the proceedings exceedingly slow and laborious. The mayor wanted to cross the bridge in a car full of community files but the bridge was closed to vehicular traffic.

The destruction of secondary objectives began, but were not carried through in all cases. The highway to Maastricht and the crossroads near the Grafkapel were ripped up, and the Petit Lanaye bridge successfully blown up, but the bridges over the Jeker remained intact. The planned destruction of the roads to Eben Emael and Lanaye did not go ahead.

At 0415 hrs, two lorries with Lt. Bruyère’s pioneers arrived near the bridge with the explosive charges, and they crossed towards Kanne with a troop from the Frontier Cyclists.
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The new bridge at Kanne with the three Opkanne hills, from right to left North, Central and South Hill. (Gonzalez)





The hills of Opkanne – not to mention the mount on which Fort Eben Emael stood – represented a major stumbling block for a potential invader coming from the east. In good weather the German border could be seen thirty kilometres away. Numerous trenches furrowed the Opkanne hills. The most important permanent defensive structures were bunker O on the slope of Central Hill, and casemates E and F, on either side of the bridge. It was obvious to the Belgian planners that any invasion would come from nearby Maastricht. The Belgian concept of defence even at Kanne was extraordinarily static. The whole plan was based on the premise that a German attack would come overland, and from the east. Accordingly an iron defence of the banks of the Albert Canal should halt any German invasion overland. What they forgot was the skies.

It cannot be denied that the Belgian trenches were well organized. They were distributed around “strongpoints” (points d’appui’) and each was manned by a rifle troop armed with carbines, MPs and hand grenades. Some trenches had a heavy 12-mm MG or 47-mm anti-tank gun manned by men of 4.Regt. The trenches inter-communicated, favouring mobility and rapidity of movement should necessity require the reinforcing of a weak flank. The trenches were surrounded by hedges of barbed wire. Although this amounted to a fairly well thought-out system, the strongpoints were manned by a mixture of units and so had no clear and uniform command structure. This was not an advantage.

The Grenadiers were to receive artillery support from Grp.4/20.Artillery-Regt, commander Carron. This Group had three motorized batteries, 10,11 and 12, each equipped with four 155-mm guns installed at Zichen, behind the 2.Battalion line at Opkanne. The troops defending Kanne bridge could rely on the support of eight of the sixteen 75-mm guns at Fort Eben Emael.

On the morning of 10 May 1940, the battalion commander, Captain Levaque, had set up his command post near the Opkanne-Zussen and Vroenhoven-Emael crossroads. His men occupied the most forward trenches in the system, defending the Kanne bridge with a view over the Albert Canal. This first line had six strongpoints, A, B, C, D, E and F running south to north from the Kanne-Emael road. These strongpoints were situated on the peaks of the three Opkanne hills, from where they could monitor all activity coming from the east. The second line, 300 to 900 metres back from the first on the high plain, had two strongpoints, G and H along the road from the bridge, and four more I, J, K, and L behind the first line. These twelve strongpoints were so arranged as to offer each other covering fire on the flanks.

The first and second lines were separated off into four groups.
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Uniform of a Belgian grenadier, 1940.





Group One (Lt. Génicot, 6.Comp) was the largest of the four:

First Line


	 Strongpoint A: 
 Troop, 6.Comp (2nd Lt Neirinckx) less two detachments but with an MG detachment from 8.Comp. and a 47-mm gun from 14.Comp/4. Battalion. It straddled the Kanne-Emael road at kilometre marker 2.4.


	 Strongpoint B:
 Troop, 6.Comp (2nd Lt Thomas) less one detachment. On the hills with a view over the Jeker and 200 metres north-east of Strongpoint A.




Second Line


	 Strongpoint H:
 Troop, 6.Comp (WO I Marlaine) plus two detchments from Strongpoint A, straddled Kanne-Emael road 300 metres south of Strongpoint A.


	 Strongpoint I: (2nd Lt Bleyenheuft, 13.Comp./4.Battalion), two detachments and a mortar team from 6.Comp. and an MG detachment. The position was on the elevated plain on South Hill, 400 metres west of Strongpoint H.

	 Strongpoint G:
 Troop, 6.Comp. (2nd Lt Henrard) less two detachments but with a mortar team and personnel for one 47-mm gun from 14.Comp/4.Battalion. Location was at Emael where the road to Vroenhoven forked from the road from the bridge.
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The Albert Canal through Kanne (right) and Opkanne (left). The high feature at the left was used by the German gliders as a landing area. (Gonzalez)





Group Two (Capt.Grégoire, commander, 5 Company)

First Line


	 Strongpoint C:
 Troop, 5. Company (Lt. Boutemy) with one MG detachment from 8.Comp. (2nd Lt Desmedt) and personnel for a 47-mm gun from 14.Comp. Location was the high plain of Central Hill, Tiendeberg, to the west of Kanne bridge. Bunker O and casemate E were opposite this strongpoint.


	 Strongpoint D:
 Troop 5.Comp (2nd Lt Massin) plus one MG detachment from 8.Comp and one 47-mm gun from 14.Comp. The location was north of Strongpoint C and controlled the Canal and approach to North Hill over the road to Zussen.




Second Line


	 Strongpoint J:
 Under 2nd Lt Mormal, 13 Comp., two detachments of 2nd Lt. Gillieaux’s 5.Comp. troop and a 12-mm MG troop – less one detachment – from 13.Comp. Location was the high plain behind Strongpoint C and about 500 metres west of the bridge.




Group Three (Lt Braibant, commander 8. Comp.)

First Line


	 Strongpoint E:
 Under Lt.Berlaimont, 8.Comp. who commanded Lt. Gernaert’s troop from 7.Comp., an MG troop from 8.Comp., and a 47-mm gun from 14.Comp. Location was the elevated plain on North Hill, north of the bridge.




Second Line


	 Strongpoint K:
 Men of 5.Comp less two detachments, and a 12-mm MG troop (2nd Lt Mormal). Location straddled the Opkanne-Zussen road, immediately east of Group Three command post.




Group Four (Capt. Comte de Robiano, commander 7.Comp.)

First Line


	 Strongpoint F:
 Troop 7.Comp. (2nd Lt Holvoet). Located at the north-east end of the Grenadiers’ eastern sector, on the boundary with Vroenhoven 400 metres from strongpoint E.




Second Line


	 Strongpoint L:
 Troop 7.Comp. (Lt Olivier) plus an MG detachment from 2nd Lt Bleyenheuft and a 14.Comp. anti-tank gun. Located on the high plain north and east of the so-called “lone tree crossroads” where the Vroenhoven-Emael and Heukelom-Opkanne roads crossed.




The remainder of the 2.Regt. units, 1. and 3. Battalions, occupied trenches along the Albert Canal. In the case of an attack from Vroenhoven, 1.Battalion would protect the rear of 2.Battalion. 3. Battalion protected the bridge at Lanaye and other positions farther south near Lixhe. 4. Battalion would monitor the Jeker valley in the south from Eben and also the zone west of Heukelom and Zussen.

This seemingly well-considered defensive system had many flaws. The units at the strongpoints lacked coordination and an overall view. These two factors would have significantly increased the Belgian fighting capacity. The Groups were decentralized, splintered and composed of mixed Companies that were not led by their own commanders. The Belgian defence was moreover a static system which limited the mobility of its units. The shortcoming was a characteristic of contemporary Belgian strategy. Moreover it was based on faith in the reserve units which had neither punch nor sufficient firepower to enable effective counter-attacks to be made. Taking into account all these erroneous concepts, if contact between the individual strongpoints and command posts were lost – as did actually occur during the attack – one can visualize the enormous difficulties which Colonel Herbiet, commander 2.Grenadier-Regt. encountered in the transmission of orders to his men.

While the Belgians struggled to have everything ready to destroy the bridge, the German paratroopers were heading for the objective. The ten gliders took off from Cologne-Butzweilerhof at 0430 hrs, towed by Ju 52s of 4.Staffel (Lt. Steinweg). They followed the beacons and looked for the point where they were to unhook, but as happened with other groups, the gliders of Eisen did not do so where planned. They had failed to attain the altitude required of 2,600 metres long after they reached the Dutch border on the other side of Aachen.

One of the gliders most prejudiced by this was that of Squad 1 (Oberjäger Czerwinski). The towing Ju 52 lost its way and disengaged south of and far distant from the point marked by the beacons. Czerwinski and his pilot noticed the error when they saw the lights signalling the uncoupling. The glider was only at 2,000 metres. This unforeseen situation demanded the highest degree of skill on the part of the pilot to make Kanne from such a low altitude.

The Dutch AA guns wasted no time in opening fire as soon as they heard the Ju 52, and after unhooking, the glider pilot had to find a way to evade it. These difficulties caused a delay of fifteen minutes which gave the Belgians time to react. They knew that a major attack on the Canal was imminent, for Group Eisen landed at 0535 hrs, and not 0520 hrs, by when all the other assault groups were already attacking their objectives.

As the sun rose, discomforting black points could be made out above the horizon…but the Belgians still believed it was a routine exercise. Firing could be heard from Fort Eben Emael. At Opkanne they saw clearly ten aircraft break away from the “swarm” and, flying close to the ground, land behind the trenches. Within seconds the Belgians knew they were at war. The reaction to these landings was not long in coming. Initially the Belgians thought the aircraft were British (the gliders had no nationality markings) and realized their mistake when they received fire. When Lt Schächter and his men touched down at 0535 hrs, the Grenadiers blew up the bridge with four explosions.
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The bridge at Kanne after the battle. (Steinke)
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The bridge at Kanne seen from Central Hill, Opkanne. In the foreground right, Opkanne houses. On the main road (centre) is a concrete structure from where the explosive charges were activated. It had a telephone line to bunker O. Pirenne took cover here during the fighting. (Steinke)
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After the battle paratroopers and German Army soldiers meet around a Group Eisen glider. (Steinke)





Strange as it may seem, the decision to demolish the bridge was not the responsibility of any of the officers at Kanne or Opkanne. As at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven, the competent officer was distant, in this case at Fort Eben Emael. The detachment responsible was located in buildings near the fort entrance. In an emergency the order to prime the explosive charges would be passed by telephone to the party near the bridge waiting for instructions. At Kanne, Lt Maes, 3.Comp/1.Battalion had the job of supplying and preparing the charges. He was assisted by 2nd Lt Brille, 4.Comp/1.Battalion.

Six gunners (Sgt Pirenne)2 from Fort Eben Emael had the job of directly activating the charges. The Belgians at Kanne lost no time and did so despite the complicated chain of command. Sgt Pirenne, upon receiving the order from Major Jottrand, commander of Fort Eben Emael, blew up the bridge.

Pirenne must have found these moments endlessly long. Shortly before he had watched the gliders landing to attack Fort Eben Emael, followed by those coming from over Kanne to land at Opkanne on the western side of the Canal. Then he received the order from the fort to destroy the bridge. Just at that moment, 2nd Lt.Bruyère, 21.Pi-Battalion, insisted on crossing the bridge to bring orders to the eastern side to activate the charges at various locations in Kanne and to see they were carried out. Pirenne waited for the return of Bruyere and his party, but they failed to appear. Meanwhile the fort commander ordered him for a second time to blow up the bridge. In order not to expose his own people to unnecessary risk he sent them into bunker O overlooking the road to Eben Emael and lit the fuzes. The explosions on the bridge and the MG fire from 2.Battalion/2.Regt on the surrounding heights were the welcome mat for the Germans when they got there.
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Karl Hentschel, leader Squad 2, came from Pioneer-Battalion 30. (Steinke)
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Walter Gleitsmann, leader Squad 3, seen here wearing the uniform of a Luftwaffe lieutenant, also came from an Army pioneer unit. (Steinke)
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The Kanne bridge after the detonation of the explosive charges. It was still possible to cross the wreckage on foot. (Steinke)
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Joachim Meissner, deputy Group leader, took command after Lt Martin Schächter was wounded.





After the bridge was blown up, Bruyère’s pioneers sat on the eastern bank contemplating a barge moored 200 metres north of the bridge, and finally crossed the Canal aboard it. As soon as they set foot on the western bank the first German paratroopers to appraoch the Canal rounded them up.

Because they had no element of surprise and were under fire from the Canal-North guns at Fort Eben Emael, the paratoopers suffered heavy losses (twenty-six dead and twenty-six wounded). Nevertheless the bridgehead had to be established and the “remains” of the bridge captured so that the pioneer troops who would relieve the paratroopers would have the chance to set up a footbridge. Five minuts after the landings the first signal sent by Schächter to Koch at Vroenhoven left no doubt: “Assault Group Kanne to Koch: Reached target. Heavy resistance. Bridge blown before our landing. Use possible after pioneers work on it.”

Although the pilots of Eisen knew that it would not be easy to land on the Opkanne hills, they had all been trained in precision landings to put a transport glider down no farther than twenty metres from the required spot. The heavy fire from the Belgians made the landing manouevre uncommonly difficult, and because it was so early in the morning, and the sun was yet to rise, visibility was poor. They were unable to land on the elevated plain although some gliders managed to put down on the hill slopes. A number of squads had lost men, either killed or wounded, even before touching down. It seemed as though the Belgians at Kanne bridge had been waiting for them.

One of the first gliders to land belonged to Squad 1 (Oberjäger Czerwinski) which had been the victim of erroneous navigation by the Ju 52 tug and had been separated from the formation. Nevertheless it landed near the bridge3. If the landings were a risky operation under ideal conditions, it is not an exaggeration to say that it was heroic considering the rapid loss of altitude and the hail of bullets that greeted them. All the credit went doubtless to the pilot (Anton Rieger?) who set the aircraft down close to the specified spot on South Hill, south-west of the bridge. In the hills of Opkanne, the pilots demonstaated the optimum level of their training and preparation.

The Squad 9 glider (Oberjäger Dudda) deviated so far off course that it set down two kilometres south of the bridge in the centre of Eben Emael village, too far from the fighting. The gliders of Squad 6 (Oberjäger Schmidt) and Squad 7 (Oberjäger Burre) failed to land as specified on North Hill but on Central Hill. As a consequence the occupants of these two gliders were not able to comply with their original instructions. While on the landing approach Squad 3 glider (Oberjäger Gleitsmann) loaded with explosives was hit by ground fire at an altitude of 30 meters. Pilot Berthold Seele was mortally wounded but managed to land his burning machine on North Hill, giving six non-wounded paratroopers the chance to leave the glider and continue with their mission. Squad 2 (Oberjäger Hentschel) whose glider landed on South Hill, took out several Grenadiers’ MG nests in the first line of defence immediately upon disembarking.

The Belgian positions, especially bunker O (not in contact with Fort Eben Emael because the telephone line had been cut) were not so well placed to ward off an attack from the direction least expected - the rear. The main body of gliders landed behind Group Two strongpoints C and D or either side of Group Three strongpoint K close to the 2.Grenadier-Battalion command post. After abandoning their gliders, the paratroopers stormed the trenches in an attempt to overcome the Belgian defenders and so get to the bridge downhill. The main attack was made on the strongpoints from between the two lines on the Opkanne hills.

Not everything went clearly in favour of the German side: matters were seriously complicated when Lt Schächter, leader of Group Eisen, was wounded4 attacking a Belgian trench with his men at 0600 hrs. His deputy Lt Meissner took over command. When he discovered that his two radio operators were out of action, one was killed5 aboard the Squad 3 glider and the other was seriously wounded, he sent a message to Koch at Vroenhoven: “We shall overcome the resistance. Lt Schächter seriously wounded. Lt Meissner taking over command of the Group.”

The Fighting involving Group One (Strongpoints A, B and C)

The first defensive line of this Group was based on Strongpoints A and B while Strongpoints G, H and I were farther back in the second line.

Several German gliders landed behind Strongpoint B occupied by a 6.Comp. troop (2nd Lt Thomas). This troop was minus a detachment (Sgt Otterheim) that had been transferred to defend Lanaye bridge. Thomas and one grenadier were the only survivors of the German attack. The Squad 8 glider (Oberjäger Herr) literally landed on top of them. The occupants of the glider surprised the Belgians with a fast, well-organized attack. The firepower of Squads 2 and 5 – Squad 2 came down in the vicinity of the Group Two zone – supported the devastating assault by Herr’s men.

Thomas swiftly changed the position of his two MGs and ordered them to fire on the paratroopers. Meanwhile one of his men took the third MG and ran down the slope in front of the trenches so as to be able to fire at the Germans from a lateral direction. Thomas held them off until 0900 hrs when the Stuka attacks began and a team of paratroopers succeeded in entering the trenches through Strongpoint C and overpowering the Belgian defenders. That put an end to all Belgian resistance in this area. Thomas had no choice but to order a retreat to the south down to Eben village. On the way he came under fire from Witzig’s men on the north face of Fort Eben Emael.
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The Belgian grenadiers’ trenches at the foot of South Hill. (Steinke) 





When Thomas reached Emael he had lost many men. He decided to distribute ammunition to the survivors in an attempt to get to Strongpoint B, having previously reported to Group One command post seeking further orders. However the command post was deserted but for four dead grenadiers. Dodging the German fire, his party reached Strongpoint B towards 1230 hrs. Their luck did not hold good for long, for by now the Germans were masters of the situation. Assailed from all sides the Belgians surrendered. The paratroopers now headed for Strongpoint A defended by men of 6.Company (2nd Lt Neirinckx) which was only 200 metres from Strongpoint B.

Neirinckx’s men, particularly the detachment protecting the west flank, now came under attack from the paratroopers, Stukas and fighters. Sgt Munster of 6.Comp. lost his life here. Strongpoint A could not hold firm and its complement headed for Strongpoint H in the second line. They found it abandoned and so continued their retreat to Strongpoint G on the Kanne-Emael road. On the way they were forced to avoid increasingly heavy German fire. Strongpoint G (2nd Lt. Henrard) was only manned on its western side, by men under 2nd Lt. van Dijck (1.Comp/1.Battalion). Neirinckx, who had only twelve men, rearmed and set about recapturing his trenches. He failed: he was surrounded and surrendered at 1600 hrs. The fate of Strongpoint G was also sealed when the paratroopers entered it shortly afterwards. The Belgian detachment on the western flank had withdrawn during the morning and escaped capture as did the complement of Strongpoint H.

Once the Germans had taken the Kanne-Eben road, the ring closed around Strongpoint I. This had originally been assigned to Bleyenheuft’s 13. Comp. troop but they had become involved in heavy fighting to defend the 2.Battalion command post. As Bleyenheuft had been seriously wounded, his men had not been in a position to return to Strongpoint I, and now it was only defended by two detachments from 6.Comp. (Sgt Matagne) without prospect of reinforcements. The zone was outside the paratroopers’ route of advance towards the Canal and the bridge, and so despite the lack of numbers at Strongpoint I the Belgian resistance there was not badly organized. The German attack also started here, however. Several groups of paratroopers flowed through Emael to the east of Matagne’s trenches where he held them up for several hours. Men from 6.Comp. (Lt Génicot) who had been obliged to abandon their command post when they realized the situation was untenable, provided Matagne with reinforcements and more came up under 2nd Lt. Henrard once his grenadiers had been forced to leave Strongpoint G.

The Fighting involving Group Two

Group Two defended Strongpoints C and D in the first line and J in the second line. Most of the German gliders landed between these two lines. The casemates flanking the bridge, and bunker O on a hill slope, were the only military concrete structures in the Opkanne district6. These were also located in the Group Two zone.

The Flank Casemates E and F

Shortly after their landings, the German paratroopers immediately surrounded the flank casemates E and F (Abri E and F) situated on the west bank of the Canal on either side of the bridge and which were occupied by Belgian grenadiers. These casemates had the serious disadvantage of being only able to direct their fire in one direction, either to the north or south. They were therefore of little use for opposing the paratroops. As mentioned previously, the other position, Bunker O, was located on the slope of Central Hill and fired eastwards with its 12-mm MGs and 47-mm anti-tank gun. It was covered by artillery from Fort Eben Emael, with which it was connected by telephone (and which the Germans took steps to interrupt).

Bunker O and Strongpoints C and D could monitor every movement on the Kanne bridge and so were the priority targets for the paratroops. First of all, however, they attacked the Group 2 command post near where five gliders (those of Squads 2, 5, 6, 7 and 8) had come down. The Belgian grenadiers put up a defence with their carbines but had little chance against the German machine-pistols and determination of the paratroopers. When 2nd-Lt Menu, the lieutenant assigned to 2.Batallion, approached the command post hours later, all the occupants were dead.

The initiative to descend to the Canal and capture the flank casemates was undertaken by Squad 3 commanded by Oberjäger Gleitsmann. His glider was already afire when it landed on North Hill between Belgian Groups II and III. After it had touched down, six paratroopers, amazingly all without serious wounds, jumped out and hurled grenades into the infantry trenches at the edge of the hill. Following this attack they went down to the bridge, blew up three houses on the way and captured the crews of the flank casemates on either side of the west access road to the bridge.
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Casemate F weeks after the German attack. Several paratroopers broke off their trip to Paris here and took this photo. (Archive MVV)
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The bridge at Kanne from the north bank. Left, casemate F, and right, E. (Steinke)





With the help of the Squad 8 paratroopers under the command of Oberjäger Herr, Squad 3 put out of action the 47-mm gun located here (the crew did not surrender until much later, at 1900 hrs), then destroyed three houses near the Canal and the two small bunkers defending the bridge. That was the end of the flank casemates, whose companies surrendered towards 1100 hrs.

As a result of the swift German advance, one Belgian officer and 25 men who had dug in near the hill close to the Opkanne settlement were taken prisoner (according to the German report they hid themselves away in caves). Gleitsmann’s men had therefore accomplished what they set out to do and, one may dare say, with great bravura. They had succeeded where the standard soldier would probably not have done so bearing in mind that even before they landed their glider was in flames.

The Fighting for Strongpoints C and D

Strongpoint C, occupied by Lt Boutelemy’s 5.Comp. troop was reinforced by 8.Comp. MG troop (2nd Lt. Desmedt) and a 47-mm anti-tank gun. They were all attacked at about the same time as the Group 2 command post, and additionally the northern side of this location was bombed by Stukas. As they could not ward off a paratrooper attack from their rear they were soon in trouble, and the majority of the Belgians were either killed or wounded, including 2nd Lts. Desmedt and Donnea. The survivors were captured.
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Aerial photo of the wrecked bridge at Kanne. At the right the road up to Central Hill and North Hill. The defensive trenches are in the upper right of the picture. At the foot of the hill the trenches of Strongpoint D can be seen. To the right of the bridge casemate F, and left, casemate E. Bunker O was located along the road branching off to the left. (Tannahill)
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Central Hill and the positions at Strongpoint C seen today from South Hill. Far right is the Albert Canal. (Gonzalez)





In the southern trenches of Strongpoint C separated from the rest of the position by a gulch, Lt Boutemy watched helplessly as the Germans extinguished the resistance offered by his men in the northern part of the position. He found himself forced to retreat with his ten men to Strongpoint A, but even there he could not stay long and continued his withdrawal southwards to the Eben fork where he dug in and held out until the next day.

Strongpoint D, the second of Group 2 in the first defensive line, was occupied by a 5.Comp. troop (2nd Lt. Massin). Most of the Eisen gliders landed behind Massin’s trenches. Shortly before the Germans arrived, Massin had inspected the trenches in expectation of a German attack from the east, and he had even moved his command post up to the summit of North Hill to be closer to the main body of his men.
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Weeks after the attack a paratrooper of the heavy-MG half-platoon who jumped over Veldwezelt photographed near a mass grave of Belgian soldiers at Opkanne between North Hill and South Hill in the Strongpoint C sector.
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The same place in 2010. (Gonzalez)





When the glider landings began, Massin had no clear picture of what was happening. On the contrary, he believed the Squad 3 glider which landed nearby to be an aircraft which had made an emergency landing. When he approached, he saw that its occupants were German. One of them fired at him and Massin returned fire with one pistol round before jumping into a mortar trench.

In this sector the German attack was so violent that after a few seconds only individual grenadiers were still offering resistance. Most of them were west of Strongpoint D. Schächter’s paratroopers found no great difficulty in closing them down. One of the small “nests” south of Strongpoint D commanded by Sgt Buntinx was overcome fairly quickly, but the detachment to the north under Sgt Fellem retreated, moving their 50-mm mortars towards the 2.Battalion command post. The last of these “isolated” detachments (Sgt Vermeiren) was almost completely wiped out by constant attacks from paratroopers, Stukas and Hs 123 dive bombers.

Massin ordered Vermeiren to gather the survivors and withdraw to organize a new defensive position. This attempt did not prosper. All resistance was in vain. Massin and the survivors were captured. At this strongpoint only a group of cut-off grenadiers (Sgt Gäbele) held their ground, resisting constant German air attacks until nightfall on 10 May. Their defensive fire supported men of 8.Comp. (Lt Berlaimont) at Strongpoint E and prevented the Germans crossing the Canal to the eastern side.

A detachment of paratroopers had succeeded in getting behind Strongpoints C and D at the beginning of the attack and had worked their way up to Strongpoint J where Sgt van Zurpele – deputizing for Lt Mormal of 13.Comp., wounded during the first exchange of fire – had reorganized the confused Belgians. This defence forced the Germans to change their direction of attack. They decided to capture the bridge and knock out the nearby casemates and bunker. Not until Strongpoints C and D had fallen did a reasonable number of paratroopers make for Central Hill – from where the Tiendeberg could be surveyed, in order to throttle the isolated and weak Strongpoint J. Sgt van Zurpele and his survivors were unable to resist this attack and surrendered at 1030 hrs.

After taking Strongpoint J the paratroopers controlled a large expanse of the Opkanne hills. They decided against advancing west inland and regrouped into a cohesive formation to defend a common front of various depths. This was all within their orders, for their assignment was to control the Kanne region as soon as the nests of resistance primarily at Opkanne had been wiped out. The paratroopers concentrated their attack on this point, on North Hill and Central Hill, knowing that it led downhill directly to the bridge and the two casemates. Although it had not been possible to capture the bridge intact, it was not long until the casemates and the remainder of the trenches were in their hands. Furthermore the fortification of the bridgehead at Vroenhoven and the elimination of Fort Eben Emael would encircle the grenadiers and provide the ferocious paratroopers of Group Eisen with more security. After 1700 hrs the fighting abated somewhat and the exhausted German fighting groups displayed flags to show all the areas where resistance had been broken.
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Kanne bridge seen from North Hill, to the right is casemate E. (Steinke)





The Fighting involving Group 3

This Group defended only two strongpoints: E in the first line of defence and K in the second.


	 STRONGPOINT E (west bank of the Canal, near North Hill)



After the alarm was raised but before the landings of the German gliders, Lt Berlaimont (8.Comp.) had command of the MG troop at Strongpoint E. This was a temporary assignment because the actual commander, Lt Braibent, had been seconded to Vlijtingen as an instructor. The troop was up to strength and had an impressive arsenal: two light-MGs, four 12-mm MGs and a 47-mm gun. Berlaimont’s troop was divided into two sections commanded by 2nd Lt. Donnéa de Hamoir and Sgt van Welkenhuizen. The German attack began while the men of Strongpoint E were returning to their trenches (including the troop of Lagasse de Locht) which adversely affected the strength and efficiency of the Belgians.
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North Hill at Opkanne seen from Strongpoint E. (Gonzalez)
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Belgian trenches on the North Hill. In the background, left, housing at Kanne along the Albert Canal. (Gonzalez)





The heavy fighting on North Hill did not threaten Berlaimont’s position immediately, for it was located down by the west bank of the Canal, well away from the hills. On the heights, the command post of 2.Battalion was attacked by Squad 4. The other paratroopers which landed in the sector (Squad 10) attacked the trenches. After the first few minutes of the attack the Belgians seized the initiative once or twice and mounted a counter-attack which resulted in the recapture of two trenches. Since the bridge was destroyed and the Belgians were fighting back, the Germans had to reorganize on the hills.

The Strongpoint held out until 1600 hrs at which time the paratroopers had advanced from North Hill, where they had taken the positions, to attack Lt Berlaimont’s trenches from the rear. They rolled up the trenches occupied by the Group Three command post, destroyed the anti-tank guns and captured the crews, then returned to North Hill. This advance seriously impaired Strongpoint E, but if the paratroopers had gone on for another fifty metres they could have destroyed Berlaimont’s MGs and dealt the Belgian defence a devastating blow, for this was all that prevented elements of the German 151st Division from crossing the Canal. In this regard, Sgt Gägele’s detachment, which had left Strongpoint D in good time, proved particularly troublesome.

Berlaimont brought the Germans on the east bank to a halt and was not unduly inconvenienced by the paratroopers who had deployed south of his position. When night fell he pulled back after expending all of his ammunition and took up a new defensive position on the north flank near North Hill, where he held out until the morning of 11 May.

	 STRONGPOINT K (North Hill)


The Strongpoint K trenches (Sgt Xavier de Theux de Meylandt et Montjardin deputizing for 2nd Lt Gilliaeux) experienced heavy fighting from the outset of the German attack even though they were located 900 metres from Kanne bridge. When gliders landed east of Height 120, 500 metres west of Strongpoint K, the occupants immediately attacked the 2.Battalion command post 200 metres from the strongpoint. In this manner the Battalion command post suddenly and unexpectedly occupied a sector of frontline and was in no way equipped to handle the Group Eisen “stab in the back”. Despite the violence of the raids in this sector, Strongpoint K resisted all attacks but at a high price. The detachment on the left side, for example, led by Sgt Woelmont of 5.Comp., was eliminated very quickly. Sgt Xavier de Theux was killed manning an MG.
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Ascent to North Hill at Opkanne near Strongpoint K. (Gonzalez)





2nd Lt Mormal’s MG platoon/13.Comp. was originally assigned to destroy the Kanne bridge. Some of the MGs and men were placed on the high plain about 300 metres east of Strongpoint K to defend against air attack. Once the bridge was down, Mormal’s men were to occupy the rearward trenches at Strongpoint I together with an MG detachment commanded by 2nd Lt. Bleyenheuft. Because of their considerable firepower they were put into the second defensive line so that one detachment could support Strongpoint J and the other Strongpoint K.

They were some distance short of completing the latter task when they saw a glider (presumably Squad 4) landing about 200 metres away. Mormal opened fire at once, but the Germans leaving the glider ignored him and took cover amongst the trees and vegetation. The Belgians persisted towards Strongpoint K but now came under German MG fire. Mormal led his men towards a projection for cover, but this failed to pay off, for before reaching the crossroads near the Battalion command post they came under fire from paratroopers on their flank. The grenadiers made a gesture of resistance but were captured. Seven managed to escape and somewhat later did reach the command post for orders, where they were re-directed to Strongpoint K to support Corporal de Bolster’s detachment. Mormal was lying wounded, and the Germans left him where he was: later he succeeded in dragging himself to the command post.

The AA emplacement on North Hill was also stormed immediately, fifteen Belgian soldiers being killed. The survivors, most of whom were wounded, were taken prisoner. Guarding them presented a difficult problem, for the only place they could be controlled during the fighting was in the Belgian trenches, but here they would be in the field of friendly fire from the Battalion command post. In an effort to halt the German advance, Strongpoint L provided covering fire from the second line of defence. This cooperation bore fruit, for a German glider was damaged, its occupants being forced to head down the slope to the Canal. On the way back up they came across the radio post of 14.Artillery-Regt. supporting the grenadiers. Its four operators were easy pickings for the paratroopers. A survivor of the small group wrote:

“That day I was artillery spotter and working with the grenadiers. In my approximately four square metres of bunker we were four men (three MG/ radio-operators and I). The surprise attack overwhelmed us all, and after the bombing raid contact with the command post was broken off. Beforehand I had had enough time to inform my commander that the Germans were already in Kanne, and also on the opposite bank (the eastern side of the Canal). In the house where I lived they set up heavy MGs and guns. Their bombs also hit civilians. Thus, for example, they blew up a house only forty metres from mine at the foot of North Hill where a gendarme and his wife lived. I saw it explode with my own eyes. When the first bombs fell on our trenches, six or seven of a total of twenty men were wounded or killed. The noise of the aircraft diving from overhead frightened us so much that we thought we would be killed at any moment. Although the grenadiers were supposed to protect me, I took a rifle and fired nine rounds at a German paratrooper hiding behind a tree who had cut the telephone wires. He returned fire with his MP, whipping up the stones and earth around me. I fired off what I had left in the magazine but knew that it was an unequal duel, for there was no comparison between our weapons and his.
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Anton Clavora, first right, during the Polish campaign, 1939. Helmut Arpke, outstanding in the capture of Veldwezelt, is the Oberjäger (centre). (Steinke)





[image: images]

The memorial cross for the fallen paratroopers of group Eisen on the Opkanne uplands. (Steinke)
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Anton Clavora of the heavy-MG half-platoon jumped over Opkanne. Fourteen men of the twenty-four-strong group died befoe reaching the ground. (Steinke)
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Alois Kainz, one of the fallen of Group Eisen. (Archive Family Kainz, via Steinke and Gonzalez)





I saw a glider land near a group of five or six isolated Belgians soldiers at an AA gun. They surrendered on the spot. The Germans entered their trenches and used the Belgian soldiers as “human shields” for their advance. We tried to flee when we saw ourselves under attack from left and right. Our aim was to reach the path that led down to the bridge and over which the grenadiers were also trying to escape. When we came out of the trench the Germans, only fifteen metres away, lobbed grenades at us. I had time to pick one up and toss it back. Unfortunately it did not succeed in stopping the grenades being thrown at us. The next grenade killed the soldier in front of me, wounded another man in the foot and the thigh of a third. It also tore my breeches. I helped the wounded and we went forward towards the path.
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Grenadier Joseph Gaukens fell at Kanne. (Gonzalez)





It was a terrible scene, dead everywhere and the wounded crying out in pain, rage and despair. Suddenly three Germans thirty metres ahead began firing at us with an MG. I reacted quickly enough to throw myself down with the two wounded, but the rest of those around us were killed. I lay there without moving from 0800 to 1200 hrs. The Germans came past without paying us any attention, heading for the bridge. Finally, about 100 metres ahead, I saw a twelve-man Belgian scouting party. With my two wounded colleagues I accompanied them to a Belgian trench 700 metres behind the Canal and reported to my superior officer what had transpired8.”

German Reinforcements Arrive: The Tragic Fate of Nollau’s MG Half-Platoon

The worst to befall Group Eisen was yet to come. At 0610 hrs two Ju 52s dropped twenty-four paratroopers led by Oberjäger Nollau. They jumped over North Hill from a height of eighty to 100 metres (200 metres above sea level on the Junkers precision altimeter). That was 500 metres from the intended point. Because they were so far from the captured positions, their colleagues already on the ground were not able to offer covering fire. They were thus in the air at the mercy of the Belgians, and fourteen were killed before they hit the ground. Eight others were wounded9. Only three men were in a fit state to continue.

Men from 7.Comp.(Capt. Count de Robiano) led by Lt Olivier and WO II de Wespin wiped out a group of paratroopers they came across whilst proceeding to their trenches at Strongpoints E and F respectively. They opened fire without hesitation, supported by Strongpoint L. The same fate overtook other paratroopers dropped not far from Strongpoint K. Several soldiers under Corporal de Bolster fired up at them as they descended.

The aircraft also dropped ammunition containers; one of them landed on bunker O. The Germans used Belgian prisoners to carry these containers to the peak of Central Hill which was in their hands at that time. Pirenne, the grenadier who commanded the group responsible for destroying the bridge remembered:

“I had run for it and was in the flooded area near the bridge when I saw many parachutes reflected in the water. One of them landed near bunker O. It was a bomb-shaped container with red and grey markings hanging from shrouds. After the paratroopers had collected it, they forced the prisoners to carry it up the hill.”

The Fighting involving Group Four


	 STRONGPOINTS F AND L (NORTH HILL)
 Group Four had two strongpoints, F in the first and L in the second line. At the time of the attack, Strongpoint F was manned by a small 7.Comp. troop (2nd.Lt. Holvoet) with two MGs. They saw a glider landing behind them and scattered the paratroopers with MG fire. The Germans were surprised by the fast reaction of the Belgians and sought cover. At first they made no attempt to capture Holvoet’s trenches, which had been reinforced by another 7.Comp. troop (WO II de Wespin). During the course of the day Holvoet’s Strongpoint F was involved in only a few skirmishes with the paratroopers, who were holding out south-east of the Belgian trenches, and were not attacked by Stukas. These circumstances greatly favoured the maintenance of permanent contact between Strongpoint F, the 2.Battalion command post and also 18th.Regt. of the Line at Vroenhoven. Holvoet was in an excellent position to observe the development of the operations near the bridge and Canal.
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Josef Kuhlmann, Group Eisen, volunteered for SA Koch from Pioneer-Battalion 11. (Steinke)





The Strongpoint L trenches were occupied by another 7.Comp. troop (Lt Olivier). Despite bombing attacks by Ju 87s and Hs 123s, they held out and prevented the paratroopers from penetrating the barbed wire hedges. As previously mentioned Strongpoint L also assisted in the defence of Strongpoint K with MG fire, but the price Olivier had to pay was a high one.

Six grenadiers under Sgt de Mot from Olivier’s unit had gone into the village. This detachment was responsible for setting the demolition charges on the bridges over the Jeker on Brugstraat road. After doing this they attempted to cross the Canal to return to Strongpoint L but were intercepted by paratroopers. A violent firefight ensued forcing them to seek cover in one of the limestone caves of which Kanne has many. There they found civilians who had not wanted to leave the village. Sgt de Mot’s men were not enthusiastic about the prospect of leaving the cave to resume fighting the Germans and de Mot therefore left alone, swam the Canal and contacted the grenadiers from Strongpoint E.

7. Company on North Hill

The German attack surprised units of 7. Comp. as they made their way to their trenches from Zussen. They were still approaching the place called by the locals “The Lone Tree Crossroads” – on the Tiendeberg high plain about 650 metres from the Canal – when they saw the gliders overhead coming in to land. On the orders of WO II de Wespin, the troop of 2nd Lt. Holvoet scurried to assist the Strongpoints F and L. Lt Olivier’s men also made for these positions, while the troop of Sgt Lagasse de Locht ran to Strongpoint E. The Belgian reaction in this sector seems to have surprised the Germans. Strongpoints F and L were successfully reinforced by de Robiano’s troops.

Before the attack, Robiano and his men had no ammunition. Most Belgians thought that the “attack” was another drill, and so most of the grenadiers were “defending” their positions without live ammunition. This was unforgiveable. Robiano’s men had to leave their posts and when they returned with munitions had to eject from their trenches the paratroopers who meanwhile had occupied them.

Lagasse de Locht’s troop attempted to reach Strongpoint E on the summit of the high plain but were seen by paratroopers from Squad 10 from the gully a few metres on. A number of gliders of Schächter’s group had come down in this zone and so Lagasse received a hail of lead. His men split up into groups, one trying to reach the 76-mm mortar trench 100 metres from the “lone tree”, others making for Capt. Levaque’s command post. Lagasse himself, accompanied by a few men from his group, headed for Strongpoint E. On the way they received fire from the occupants of two gliders. In attempting to escape, Lagasse and many of his men were wounded. Only two MG gunners succeeded in reaching Strongpoint E.
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Josef Heinen from Bütgenbach/Belgium volunteered for SA Koch because he considered himself German by birth. He fell at Kanne. On his headstone is engraved the epitaph: “He died for the liberation of his Fatherland.” (Steinke)
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Site of the Belgian command post (which lay on the right side) and the “lone tree”. (Gonzalez)





Because it possessed high firepower, the 4.Comp. troop of Capt. Genachte had been ordered to occupy the trenches 100 metres from the “lone tree crossroads”. Later the troop was moved back to Zussen in the rearward lines and strengthened by an MG detachment from Bleyenheuft’s 13.Comp. The 4.Comp.MG troop of 2nd Lt Patout did not reach its ordered position until 0600 hrs. Patout did not have immediate access to his horses because they had been “loaned” to a neighbouring farm. By the time he was fully equipped there were too many Germans in the vicinity, and so he sat bottled up in his trench unable to reinforce his colleagues at Zussen.

The Belgian plan required Bleyenheuft to divide his MG troop into two detachments and advance to the “lone tree crossroads”. One of these detachments was given the job of reinforcing Patout’s MGs. However the events on the hill exceeded expectations forcing the detachment to return to Strongpoint L. From here the detachment attempted to set up a more efficient defence, cooperating with 18th.Regt. of the Line in nearby Vroenhoven. The other detachment which according to the plan was to make its way to Strongpoint I reached the battalion command post just as the gliders of Group Eisen were landing on the hills. Bleyenheuft was shot and wounded but managed to lead his detachment to the trenches and open fire. There was no leaving these trenches and therefore they were prevented from reinforcing Strongpoint I.
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The “lone tree crossroads” T-junction today (in the background, left). Strongpoint L was to the right of it. Command post of Belgian 2.Battalion was at the spot from where this photo was taken. (Gonzalez)





The 76-mm mortar troop of Lt.Dubuc/15.Comp.(North Hill) was unable to approach its assigned location at the “lone tree crossroads” and fled in a hail of MG fire from the paratroopers, and bombing by Stukas. In doing so they lost their horses and most of their ammunition. They reached Zussen after a long trudge and thus did not contribute to the defence of the Opkanne hills.

The Fighting at the North Hill Command Posts 

As previously stated, the battalion command post was involved in bitter fighting, as were all strongpoints in the first line. Its staff witnessed the gliders land east of Height 120, a few metres west of the command position and 1,400 metres from the bridge. The glider belonging to Squad 4 (Oberjäger Brandes) came down almost on top of the command post while the glider beonging to Squad 10 set down between the battalion command post and the “lone tree crossroads”. Nearly all of the gliders landed in or around the vicinity of this zone thereby ensuring that from the outset the command post was cut off from the other strongpoints.

When the paratroopers went on the attack immediately after landing, the Belgians defended as well as they could until 2nd.Lt. Holvoet’s men from Strongpoint F and de Wespin’s troop from Strongpoint L farther north could arrive in support and so halt the making of a German bridgehead. Although this was successful to the north and west, the pressure on the command post was maintained by the Luftwaffe and paratrooper snipers. The post was well known to the Abwehr: on the map showing the targets for artillery support for the paratroopers, number 45 was “crossroads and environs 900 metres west of Opkanne”.

The situation for Capt. Levaque worsened when Stukas brought down the telephone aerials, thus depriving him of information from the various strongpoints. This lack of communication was a major problem for the Belgians, and eventually all that they could do was take cover and pray.

The regimental command post of Colonel Herbiet (commanding officer, 2.Regt) fared little better. Because he could not contact Fort Eben Emael, he did not receive the artillery support for which everybody had envied him in advance. By then in any case the paratroopers of Granit had taken the fort and left it “blind” and so artillery support from there would not have been a possibility. Herbiet could not get through to his battalion officers – to Levaque at Opkanne for example – and so he had nothing he could bombard. He had no means of knowing what the battle situation really was either in the first or second lines of defence. The paratroopers were between the two, and also between the battalion command post and Herbiet’s bunker.

The battle broke down into individual struggles concentrated around the strongpoints. These were subjected to constant air attacks and German surprise attacks from the rear. The Belgians were either killed or made prisoner. The survivors, lacking a plan of action, attempted withdrawing to neighbouring positions in friendly hands in order to continue the resistance. Despite their shortcomings, the bravery and nerve of the troop or group leaders was decisive in keeping the defensive line at Opkanne propped up. On the first day, the Belgians lost seven of their strongpoints, four (A,B,C, and D) in the first line and three in the second.

The Flying Artillery Holds Back Counter-Attacks

In the fighting at Opkanne, the training and organization of the paratroop arm bore fruit. Supported by the Luftwaffe, they frustrated all Belgian attempts at defence. These were cautious and uncoordinated and lost their intensity as time wore on. The counter-attacks began in a chaotic and disorderly fashion and lacked the energy to deter the Germans from their priority, the Opkanne hills. Thus a group from 11.Comp/11.Regt. of the Line which had been sent out to recapture a couple of trenches had to plead with Belgian grenadiers they came across not to shoot at them. The constant raids on their lines asked too much of the survivors of 2.Grenadier-Regt. The only officer to lead a determined counter-attack was Major Lecome, who made the last stand with men of 11.Battalion and the remainder of 14.Company armed with an MG and a 47- mm anti-tank gun. With pistol drawn, Lecome led his men from the front. His initiative yielded next to nothing, for the paratroopers not only drove him back, but bottled him up. Lecome managed to slip away to turn up at the regimental command post at 1615 hrs, where he was captured by the Germans.

The German attack however was not free of blunders, particularly with regards to the air support provided by the Luftwaffe. The lack of radio contact with Schächter’s group led to air attacks that were imprecise. Thus Hs 123 dive bombers attacked trenches occupied by paratroopers. The Luftwaffe was master of the sky above Opkanne yet despite that the Belgians prevented the paratroopers being relieved: the bridge was under such concentrated artillery fire from Eben-Emael and the adjacent hills that throughout the day it was impossible to contact the paratroopers.
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Bunker O at Opkanne today. It prsented no threat to the paratroopers. (Gonzalez)
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Graves of Belgian grenadiers near one of the houses damaged during the fighting. (Steinke)
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Traces of the battle can still be seen at Opkanne, as in this house near the cemetery, half of which was rebuilt with bricks after battle damage. (Gonzalez)





Between 1000 and 1030 hrs the Belgian counter-attack put heavy pressure on the German bridgehead. At about 1000 hrs the paratroopers, aware of the Belgian advance, asked Koch for Luftwaffe support “to attack the south-west sector from where the enemy counter-attack appears to be coming”. Ten minutes later the Stukas were on their way to Kanne. This air attack failed to silence the Belgian guns, however, for towards 1100 hrs Schächter’s paratroopers again began to receive fire, which grew in intensity from 1230 hrs when Meissner urgently requested another air strike. This was possibly the dramatic moment for the Germans, for Meissner admitted that “the final objective” was endangered. This was something heard often that day. All the same, the paratroopers were in a position to organize, and concentrate their fire on the Belgians so as to prevent them infiltrating the bridgehead the paratroopers had established.

Between 1500 and 1800 hrs the Belgians attacked again from the west and south-west. At 1700 hrs the pressure was a serious problem for the Germans. Koch urged VIII Fliegerkorps to concentrate its bombing and Stuka attacks on the Belgian artillery sites because “the ultimate objective of Eisen is in serious danger”. This time the involvement of the Luftwaffe and the support of Aldinger’s batteries was decisive in holding off the counter-attacks. Radio contact was eventually established with Aldinger thereby enabling his batteries to hit their targets with precision. Meanwhile communication was made primarily with flags and bedsheets to show the airmen which objectives were in German hands.

In the early hours of the evening, after all resistance on the Opkanne hills had been suppressed, the Eisen paratroopers marched down to the houses in Eben-Emael to guard the road from there to Kanne. Darkness would make it possible to contact the paratroopers to relieve them, but they would have to wait some time.
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Walter Bednarz fought at Opkanne. In this photo he had the rank of Obergefreiter and wears the EKI and II, the black wound badge and paratrooper badge. He fell at Anzio in 1944. (Steinke)





At the end of the day, Group Eisen set up a bridgehead on the hills and slopes west of the bridge. Eight of the twelve Belgian strongpoints had been eliminated: only Strongpoint F in the first line, and L, K and I in the second line, and two resistance nests near defunct Strongpoints E and D were still operating. The Belgian resistance at Veldwezelt had been more determined than at Vroenhoven, but the greatest difficulties experienced by the Germans was at Kanne.

Towards 1600 hrs the first units of 151.Inf.Regt, arrived, preceded by troops of 51.Pioneer-Bat. However by sundown all attempts to contact Groups Eisen and Granit in order to relieve the paratroopers had been unsuccessful, but at Fort Eben Emael Witzig’s men had the situation under control. Around 2000 hrs the Belgians opened a new artillery barrage which lasted two hours, causing Meissner to request urgent Luftwaffe support at 2045 hrs to destroy the Belgian guns, for he suspected it to be a prelude to another counter-attack. The Belgians were actually planning this, for 0030 hrs.

The End Of Bunker O

The most important of the Belgian fortifications in this zone proved easy pickings. Pirenne, who had taken cover near the bridge, and his men who had fled to bunker O, were able to do nothing against the Germans. Pirenne telephoned the bunker commander, Marèchal de logis Sauveur, early that morning to inform him that there were paratroopers above his location. Pirenne wrote:

“At 0600 hrs the noise of fighting abated. Then the German bombers came, dived down over our trenches with their ghastly sirens howling (…) There was nothing to be seen above the hill in front of me (Central Hill). I could hear only German voices and orders. Shortly afterwards I saw two or three paratroopers on the side of the hill – the first I could definitely identify as such since the attack began – with a dozen disarmed Belgian soldiers. I noticed the Germans gradually beginning to encircle me. My position was fast becoming unsafe and unpleasant. I had to await until darkness fell till I could get to Fort Eben Emael. Now and again I phoned bunker O to keep them informed of what I saw behind me.”

Pirenne, Sauveur and the other Belgians surrendered towards 1900 hrs on 10 May when Kanne and Opkanne were in German hands. They had fired a few bursts with their MGs but only two rounds from the anti-tank gun. The Belgians had the choice of being killed by the hollow charges the Germans would set or capitulate. Pirenne recalled the dramatic moments of the capitulation after he had stayed hidden for several hours and never fired a round because he never had a German in his sights:

“Raus! Raus!” I heard them shouting. Instinctively I took up my rifle and considered what to do next, but already it was too late. A German had appeared aiming his rifle at me and repeating I should come out of my hiding place otherwise he would shoot me. I obeyed and he asked if there was anybody with me. I said no. Then he forced me to hurl my rifle into the Canal and made me walk ahead of him. As we approached the farm at the foot of the hill he told me to remove my helmet. Once there he handed me over to another paratrooper with drawn pistol. He was armed to the teeth: in one hand a pistol, in the other an MP, grenades of a kind I had never seen before and a cartridge belt slung around his neck. He ordered me to take off all my equipment, then started to question me in German, which I did not understand well. The farmer’s wife came out with two bowls of molasses which she had prepared for the paratroopers; I took one although I was not hungry.

German aircraft were overhead and kept bombing and so we took cover in a natural hollow near the farmhouse (…) As soon as the danger was past we went out again. A burst of MG fire skimmed my feet. A German, whose ammunition case I was helping to carry, pointed to a house in Opkanne and got me to understand that the shooting came from bunker O. Twenty metres away a round from a cannon went into the Canal followed by another a little ahead of it. We returned to the caves. When it fell quiet again they took me to Tiendeberg. There I met a group of about 300 prisoners. A German surgeon was operating on a couple of wounded men outside the village. More aircraft flew over our position. Suddenly a stick of bombs came down creating panic amongst the prisoners.”10

In the planning for the attacks on Kanne/Opkanne and Eben Emael it was intended that the paratroopers would be relieved by Inf.Regt.151 (Oberstleutnant Melzer) and the motorized 51.Pioneer Bat. (Oberstleutnant Mikosch). It was not the paratroopers’ task to occupy Kanne or Fort Eben Emael but only to neutralize the Belgian defence, thus allowing German infantry fast passage into the interior of Belgium. Mikosch divided his battalion into three assault groups. The first would expand the Kanne bridgehead and the other two would enter Fort Eben Emael under the covering fire of the first. This first group had the difficult job of advancing as quickly as possible to the paratroopers, and to use the favourable positions on the west bank of the Canal for 6.Comp/2.Bat/Inf. Regt.151, 2.Comp/51.Pioneer.Bat and an MG troop from its 8.Comp.
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Members of Assault Group Granit pause to remember Max Maier, (leader of Squad 2, Assault Group Granit). The paratrooper who is not wearing a cap is Walter Meier. (Steinke)





The desired relief was long in coming, for the destruction of the bridges at Maastricht put paid to a quick advance by the Army spearhead to the paratroops at the three bridges and Eben Emael. Not until a provisional crossing had been built at the site of the collapsed St. Servaas bridge could Mikosch’s men continue their advance. This vanguard reached Kanne at 1530 hrs. Half an hour later they concentrated on crossing the Canal, even using the remnants of the bridge. but were prevented from doing so by Lt. Berlaimont’s MGs near Strongpoint E.

Relief was needed urgently because Schächter’s men might have had difficulty in beating off another Belgian counter-attack. As we have seen, the situation at five that afternoon was complicated. Mikosch’s men knew that. Therefore they attempted three times to cross the Canal but were held back each time by Berlaimont’s MGs. At 2100 hrs they tried again, this time with flak support, but were still prevented by heavy Belgian fire. Neither the Luftwaffe later nor the German pioneers could silence these Belgian MGs. Thus one lieutenant and two gunners, and one sergeant and another six gunners, held an entire infantry battalion at bay; and one of the remaining active positions at Eben Emael, Canal North, had the ruined bridge in its field of fire preventing any German attempts to cross to the paratroopers.

At Opkanne, Schächter’s men could not cross from west to east: men of Squad 1 (Oberjäger Czerwinski) and Squad 3 (Oberjäger Gleitsmann), two of the squads most involved in the fighting, attempted in vain to make contact with German assault troops and pioneers at Kanne on the east side of the Canal. While the Belgian MGs continued to fire, crossing the bridge was not an option. Only Squad 2 (Oberjäger Hentschel) managed it, swimming the Canal that afternoon to reinforce the troops at Kanne.
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Granit Squad 2 at Soller near Düren after the enforced landing. Paratroopers from left to right: Bredenbreck (pilot), Max Maier, Pi-Meier, Bader, Gehlich, Iskra and Ölmann. Comdühr took the photo and is therefore not in the picture. (Archive Engelmann)





Walter Meier’s Adventure

This will be an appropriate stage to consider the experiences of some of the paratroopers from Squad 2 of Assault group Granit, especially pioneer Walter Meier, a brave participant in the battle for Kanne. The objective of this squad was not Kanne, but Eben Emael. The glider pilot, Oberjäger Bredenbreck, had to make an emergency landing at Soller near Düren ten minutes after take-off following a manouevre to avoid colliding with the towing aircraft. Once on the ground the occupants thought about how they could reach Eben Emael overland. A lieutenant of Pioneer-Regt 22 convinced the owners of two automobiles (Adler 2.5 litre Cabrios) to lend them to the paratroopers, none of whom knew how to drive. Their motiviation was so great, however, that they were prepared to go through hell and high water to reach their comrades. With the help of two Organization Todt drivers they set out for their objective, leaving behind only pilot Bredenbreck to guard the glider.

The two cars headed for Maastricht. This was no easy journey for the roads were heavily congested with lorries and columns of German troop transports for the invasion of Belgium and Holland. They forced their way through and reached Maastricht in time to cross the Meuse in rubber dinghies, accompanying the first infantrymen to get to the far side after the bridges had been downed. They then “liberated” a Dutch lorry from a market place which they then used to travel the few kilometres to Kanne on he east bank of the Canal.
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Walter Meier (called Pi-Meier by his colleagues) got through to Witzig’s men after an adventurous unplanned interlude. (Tannahill)





It might be said that Maier’s men were the first soldiers to link up with the paratroopers at Kanne. Their sudden appearance came as a nasty surprise for the Belgian defenders preparing to engage the glider occupants who had landed on the hills of Opkanne. Shortly after their arrival in the village Maier’s squad took thirty to forty Belgian soldiers prisoner. After that they approached the Canal and established that there were more problems: the bridge was down, preventing them joining the remainder of the Granit Group barely two kilometres away fighting at Fort Eben Emael on the western side of the Canal.

MG fire from Belgian Strongpoints D and E and the casemates flanking the bridge raked the bank where Maier’s Squad was stranded. Max Maier was hit in the head by a burst of MG fire from Lt Berlaimont and fell dead. Fritz Gehlich confirmed that nothing could be done for Maier. As a result of this incident, Walter Meier decided to cross the Canal: it was not very wide and in the water the wreckage of the bridge provided protection by obscuring movement in the water. Walter Meier (Pi-Meier because he came from the pioneers) crossed while the survivors of Squad 2 took cover. Once on the western side he walked to Emael, avoiding contact with the enemy (not difficult because nobody recognized the German paratrooper uniform). From Emael he went to the entrance to the fort and found it unmanned. He made next for Block II, about 300 metres left of the entrance and had to seek cover on the way because a Stuka attack was in progress: Block II was deserted.
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Provisional mass grave of twenty paratroopers outside Opkanne. The helmets on the grave display camouflage typically associated with SA Koch. (Steinke)





Meier’s intention was to return to Kanne and bring his squad to Eben Emael, but at the Canal he came under fire from Belgian strongpoints D, E and C which deterred him from proceeding. He returned to Block II where he met Oberjäger Harlos, leader of Squad 6, Assault Group Granit. Further contact with his own squad was not possible and so he sought cover and waited for darkness.

When night fell he went once more to the west bank of the Canal and through field glasses could see German infantry occuying the eastern bank. To his surprise they fired at him: they did not recognize the paratrooper garb. He tried to inform them that he was German and could show them a safe path to the fort, but the wrecked bridge and Belgian MG fire were sufficient to dissuade them not to cross over. In annoyance he braved a hail of Belgian bullets to reach the east bank and outline the situation to the two infantry lieutenants. Despite the complications, however, the relief for the paratroopers had finally arrived12.
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Fragment of Kanne bridge found in the Canal in 2006 during the construction of the new bridge. It is kept at Fort Eben Emael. (Gonzalez)
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The remains of the Kanne bridge. Walter Meier found that it provided enough cover for him to cross in the water alongside it. (Tannahill)
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Provisional cross on the mass grave. (Steinke)
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Oberfeldwebel Portsteffen, 1/Pi.51, crossed the Albert Canal at the head of sixteen men on board two rubber dinghies while under fire from the position Canal North at Eben Emael. For this action he was decorated with the Knights Cross on 21 May 1940. (Gonzalez)
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 Commemorative cross at the cemetery for the Opkanne grenadiers. (Gonzalez)





Before the infantry got to Kanne, the three 88-mm batteries of “Aldinger’s Abteilung”, had moved closer to the paratroopers to a hill halfway between Fort Sint Pieter (an old Dutch defensive structure south of Maastricht without strategic value) and the Albert Canal to improve the accuracy of their fire. From there they supported the attacks on the bridges and also Group Granit which was cut off and in a critical situation outside Fort Eben Emael.
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The cross erected to honour the paratroopers who fell at Kanne was torn down by the inhabitants of the village on 10 September 1944, the day when US forces arrived. The lower end of the cross and the plinth on which it stood remain in position to the present day. (Gonzalez)
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The memorial cross was erected at the place in the vicinity of South Hill where many of the paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon fell during the battle. (Steinke)





At 2230 hrs the bridgehead set up by the paratroopers with such great effort finally made contact with Mikosch, and in a risky endeavour, 6 and 7.Companies of 2.Battalion/Inf.Regt 151, reinforced by 2 and 3 Companies of Pi.Battalion 51 and an MG platoon crossed the Canal in rubber dinghies. Prior to that they had eliminated MG fire from well camouflaged positions outside Kanne. Another reason for this advance was the silencing of Belgian artillery fire. The reinforcements relieved the paratroopers at 0300 hrs.

Meanwhile Walter Meier’s feverish search for his squad at Kanne went on:
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The cross honouring the fallen paratroopers seen from the footpath leading up to North Hill. (Steinke)





 “I could find none of them, because an infantry officer had ordered them back to Maastricht: he had relieved them in recognition of their service at Kanne. Later I discovered that Gefr. Bader for example had taken 121 Belgian prisoners (…). I did at least find Gefr. Ölmann, for he had stayed behind. He looked haggard and exhausted having fired throughout the night at the west bank of the Canal. Although he insisted on accompanying me, I sent him off to the dressing station. Shortly afterwards I went to Block II, where finally I met my Group leader Rudolf Witzig. Soon after that the infantry units came to relieve us.”

In the early hours of 11 May more paratroopers led by Lt. Meissner made the crossing to the east side of the Canal. The remainder of the Eisen men were relieved during the morning when rubber dinghies set up a ferry service. This left only the wounded and Belgian prisoners to be brought to the east bank. The last Eisen paratroopers leaving Kanne rejoined the other survivors in Maastricht around 1500 hrs. They spent the night of 11 May in a school. Towards six in the evening of 12 May they arrived at Dellbrück barracks in Cologne. The journey by lorry was halted on a number of occasions, in Maastricht for a British air raid and on the way to Cologne because the highway was congested with military traffic heading into Holland and Belgium.

The German and Belgian Losses

The losses amongst the paratroopers at Kanne were high: twenty-two men lost their lives during the attack, most of them from the heavy-MG half-platoon. It should not be forgotten that many paratroopers who fought on the hills at Opkanne came directly from infantry/pioneer units and had no experience as airborne troops. Their presence in Group Eisen was due in no small measure to their outstanding training as pioneers. The training for Schächter’s men was problematical and much too short, the Group not having been formed until March. The SA Koch War Diary for 11 March 1940 states:

“6.Army is recruiting (for Schächter’s Group) volunteers and experienced pioneers and assault infantry who will mostly have distinguished themselves during the Polish campaign. They have until 1400 hrs on 12 March to come forward and be flown to Hildesheim.”

One of these Army pioneers was Hermann Angelkort (b.1916) from 1.Comp/11. Pioneer-Battalion. He remembered:

“I recall they were looking for volunteers for a special operation. Without a second thought I stepped forward with some colleagues. This would have been about two weeks or so before the attack. We did not want to have no medals to show for it when the war ended, for we were convinced it would all be over in a couple of months. There certainly would not be many more opportunities to distinguish oneself and this looked like the right moment. It was on the hills of Opkanne that I realized it was not as easy as I had first imagined. Fighting in the enemy hinterland without contact with one’s own lines and to be suddenly tossed headlong into a life and death struggle was not for me. So, as soon as SA Koch was disbanded, I went back to my original pioneer unit. Naturally all my old friends wanted to be photographed with me, a soldier who had won the EK I and II in one day. I was handed round as a hero.”
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The original Knights Cross awarded to Martin Schächter. (Fort Eben Emael via Jo Fiévez)





There were many such cases. Looking through the list of men who were attached to Group Eisen, we see that Angelkort was by no means an exception. They simply gave up being paratroopers and like Angelkort returned to their Army units. That was even the case with squad leaders, as for example Fritz Burre, Squad 7, who came from Inf.Regt 348. Even he had seen and experienced enough.

The number who fell at Kanne is certainly very much higher than at the other bridges, but bears no comparison to the death toll amongst the Belgians: 215 dead including eleven officers; fifty wounded and 190 taken prisoner. 2.Grenadier-Regt. had 157 dead, sixty-seven of them in II.Battalion (whose 5.Company had thirty-seven dead who fell at Strongpoints C and D, amongst them their commander).

The Belgian prisoners were placed in the charge of a German artillery officer, who led them along the long road into captivity. Pirenne recalled:

“An hour passed before we crossed the bridge. As we did so, we could still hear shooting at Eben Emael. Aircraft were overhead all the time. While we waited, more and more colleagues came to join us. They had spent the night desperately hungry in the numerous marl grottoes of Kanne. They told me that Hamende was dead. He was the last soldier with whom I was with before we blew up the bridge.”

“A Red Cross ambulance passed us with a seriously wounded German. He was the first enemy “touched” by war whose face we saw. We understood we were not the only ones who were suffering. Towards 1030 hrs we were formed up in three ranks and led by the Germans through Kanne. Some of the civilian population had been evacuated. The Germans requisitioned from their homes, cafés and restaurants everything good they could lay their hands on; biscuits, cigarettes…

Our situation was not a happy one but our guards were fairly friendly and gave us cigarettes. Past the chapel at Kanne, on the Maastricht road the obstacles erected by our pioneers had been removed, and the Germans had laid out a path through the meadows and properties near the road. A little later we got the order to halt: the wounded were to go to one side and the non-wounded to the other (…). Convoys of German troops drove past us incessantly, towing their own flak artillery. A quarter of an hour later a Dutch surgeon arrived, easy to recognize by his white coat. He examined me and I was taken to a Dutch lorry. The Red Cross had placed this at the disposal of the Germans. I got in, and as we left Kanne I saw a couple of the inhabitants standing at their doors watching us go in silence.”

During the battle at Opkanne, the paratroopers had captured a large quantity of Belgian weapons: one AA gun, two light infantry-guns, sixteen MGs, sixteen mortars, 153 carbines and two artillery tractors13. The battle of Kanne, which began at 0535 hrs on 10 May when the German gliders began to touch down, ended 32 hours and 25 minutes later, towards 1300 hrs on 11 May when Inf.Regt.151 put an end to the last nests of Belgian resistance, particularly Strongpoint I at the south end and F, L and K towards the north. The great majority of Belgian defensive installations achieved very little. Attacked from the rear, their fate was soon sealed.

From the outset, Kanne was a minor objective which served as protection for Witzig’s group in nearby Fort Eben Emael and as a springboard to relieve the paratroopers by the pioneers and Inf.Regt.151. The undoing of Group Eisen might lead one to think that the bridges at Maastricht were the better target, as had originally been planned for SA Koch, at least until mid-November 1939. It was the tension between Army and Luftwaffe, and between the “experienced but ageing” generals pressing for progress which led to the significant error in strategy and planning by excluding the Maastricht bridges from the list of objectives to be seized by the paratroopers14.

By blowing up the bridge, Kanne became a (allowed for and practically inevitable) problem, but the worst consequence for the paratroopers at the other objectives on the Albert Canal was the delay resulting from the destruction of the bridges at Maastricht. That said much for the generals who had insisted so vehemently that the German Army could be relied upon to capture the Maastricht bridges intact.
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Ludwig Franzisket, Me 109 pilot, 1/JG1 played an active role in the fighting against the Allied air forces over Belgium. He was awarded the Knights Cross on 23 July 1941. (Archive Familie Franzisket)





Chapter Eight

The Allied Air Attacks Against the Bridges, 11/12 May 1940

Once the Germans had the bridges under their control, all Belgian attempts to recapture them came to nought. The way was now clear for the mass of Wehrmacht motorized units to push forward into the Belgian hinterland without difficulty. Although the Luftwaffe controlled the skies in that region, their priority was to defend the bridges against air attack. The Belgian intentions in this respect did not go unnoticed by the Germans. Thus shortly after midnight on the day following the attack, 4.Pz.Div. was informed:
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After the war Ludwig Franzisket (1917-1988) obtained his doctorate in Biology and became a widely acknowledged expert in coral plants. He was appointed Director of the Museum of Natural Sciences at Münster, from when the photograph dates. (Gonzalez)




	
“Based on an intercepted enemy signal, 4.Div. is warned that an Allied air attack is to be expected in the Maastricht zone in the early hours of 11 May.”

On 10 May the Belgian Government requested the British and French to cooperate in a common attack on the bridges at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven in German hands, and at Briegden, north of Veldwezelt. Although the Germans had not yet arrived at Briegden, it had to be destroyed before it could be captured. The Belgians were hoping that the Frontier Cyclists Battalion farther north would return. South of Briegden was 5.Comp/2.Carabiniers (Captain Louis).

The French and British found themselves fully occupied attacking German road convoys and were therefore unable to accede to the Belgian request. On the afternoon of 10 May, 5.Squadron (“Faucon Egyptien”) of 2.Group/3.Air Force Regt. received the order to destroy the bridges. For the purpose, pilots of 5 and 9 squadrons were to use Fairey Battle single-engined bombers. These aircraft were obsolete and slow. The machines had to be flown first to Aalter aerodrome (aerodrome No.26) because their local bases at Evere and Belcele had been bombed. Fifteen machines landed safely at Aalter.

The intention was to use three flights, each of three bombers, to attack the three bridges. The bombload for each bomber would be eight 50 kg bombs released electro-mechanically. The Fairey Battle could carry a 125 kg bomb, but none were available. The bombers were to be escorted by six Gloster Gladiators of 1.Squadron “La Comète” taking off from Culot aerodrome at Beauchevain. The mission was scheduled for early on 11 May, after dawn, for darkness would interfere with the precision of such a risky bombing operation. Orders and countermanding orders were now issued without obvious logic1, another example of the confusion reigning in the Belgian forces as a result of the lightning-nature of the German attack. These were the conditions prevailing when the three flights of nine Fairey Battle bombers took off.

The Fate of the Belgian Fighter Escort

As soon as the bombers were in the air, the Gloster Gladiator fighters were supposed to take off at 0700 hrs. This was poorly planned and adversely affected the mission because Me 109s were able to wipe out these fighters fairly easily. South-east of Tongeren they were attacked by eight Me 109s of 1/JG1 based at Gymnich. Sgt. Pirlot’s Gloster (G19) was shot down from behind by Uffz Emil Clade; Sgt Denis Rolin’s G-22 fired at and hit an Me 109 before being shot down by Lt Ludwig Franzisket. Rolin baled out to be captured on the ground and spent the war in a PoW camp. Afterwards he recalled:

“My steering was hit. When I realized I could not manouevre I jumped out over Heukelom. I watched my machine crash and then set off along the Tongeren-Maastricht road. After a few metres an unarmed soldier shouted at me in French to stop. I told him I was a pilot and wanted to rejoin my unit. He was Belgian. He took me to a farm (near Vroenhoven). Shortly after I retreated to a limestone grotto on the farm. There we were captured by the Germans after they threw a couple of grenades at us: one exploded and the other went off a few metres away but did no harm2.”

The third Galdiator was hit but Sgt Vandebroeck brought the machine back to base. The fighter battle lasted only a few minutes. The second wave of Belgian fighters fared no better. Gladiator G-25 (or possibly G-34) was shot down over Fexhe-Clins, the pilot Sgt Clinquart being killed. Captain Guisgands was wounded in a fight with a German aircrft but maintained control with difficulty and set the machine down on the Celles-Warenne road. Sgt Winand damaged an Me 109 before being hit and forced to return to base.

Without a fighter escort, which in any case had been of inadequate size, the Fairey Battle bombers were now served up on a plate to enemy fighters superior to them in speed and firepower. The Belgian bombers tried to reach their targets as quickly as possible at low level, thus avoiding German fighters, but to no avail.

The Bombers for Briegden

These three aircraft took off at 0700 hrs for the bridge at Briegden. The crew were all from 5.Flight less one man.


	T-62    WO Jordens/Sgt de Ribaucourt 

	T-68    Sgt Wieseler/WO Deconinck

	T-71    WO Vendevelde (9.Flight)/Capt.Bergmans



The three bombers came under friendly fire immediately after taking off and T-62 was shot down in flames. The two occupants baled out and were then fired on whilst descending by parachute until “captured”, when they managed to convince their fellow-countrymen that they were Belgians.
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The Fairey Battle was a light, single-engined monoplane bomber developed in 1936 but completely obsolete by 1940.
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The Fairey Battle, also known as “The Sitting Duck”, could carry a 450 kg bombload but had poor defensive armament: only one light MG in the rear part of the cabin, and one on the right wing.
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A 20-mm flak of the Aldinger-Abt. defending the bridge at Veldwezelt. The dwelling is the house of the Bruggen family. (Bundesarchiv)






	 T-71 was hit by friendly fire which wounded Capt. Bergmans. Pilot Vandevelde turned back and landed at Aalter.

	 T-68 reached the bridge but was hit by flak during the bombing run. With his machine in flames, pilot Wieseler headed for the Belgian lines where he made an emergency landing during which his observer Deconinck broke a leg. After leaving the machine Wieseler noticed that there were still two bombs. These were detonated a few hours later by pioneers. At 0900 hrs on 11 May two pioneers of 7.Div., Commander Tilot and WO Brasseur (who died during the operation) demolished the bridge at Briegden.



The Bombers for Veldwezelt

These three aircraft took off at 0645 hrs for the bridge at Veldwezelt. The three pilots were from 9.Flight, the observers from 5.Flight.


	 T-73    Capt.Pierre/Lt.Cloquette

	 T-60    WO Verbraeck/WO Dome

	 T-58    WO Timmermans/Sgt Rolin Hymans



Although the bombers were flying very low, they were picked off quickly by the Luftwaffe which dominated Belgian airspace. They were attacked by two Do 17 bombers, T-60 being shot down near Lebekke and Dendermonde, thirty kilometres north-west of Brussels. The two crew were both seriously wounded but managed to bale out. Verbraeck had four rounds in his body while Dome’s hands were shredded. Both were taken to the civilian hospital at Termonde. The battle lasted twenty minutes.


	 T-58 was attacked near Hasselt by three Me 109s of 1/JG 27. At 0740 hrs over Elderen, T-58 was shot down by Oberleutnant Wolfgang Redlich. The two crew perished. 

	 T-73 reached Veldwezelt bridge. Captain Pierre attacked the bridge3 under heavy flak, dropped his bombs which missed and hit the road. T-73 then returned safely to Aalter.



The Bombers for Vroenhoven

These three aircraft took off at 0650 hrs for the bridge at Vroenhoven. All crew were from 5.Flight.


	 T-70    Capt.Glorie/2nd.Lt Vandenbosch

	 T-64    WO Binon/Capt.Legand

	 T-61    WO Devigne/Sgt Moens



The three bombers headed for Vroenhoven at an altitude of fifty meters, pursued by the usual bad luck. Over Leuven they received friendly fire but escaped without harm. Over Tongeren near the target they were fired upon by a German field convoy on the way north. T-70 replied with long MG bursts. A German projectile came through the fuselage and passed between the legs of a crewman without touching him. Over Vroenhoven all three aircraft were hit by flak. T-70 and T-61 both encountered a problem with the release system and could not drop their bombs. T-64 dropped its bombs but all fell into the Canal. T-70 and T-61 now decided to dive-bomb the bridge. T-70 hit the bridge with three bombs but none did mentionable damage. The other five fell into the Canal. Because of this unhappy result, T-70 and T-61 headed west to make a fresh bomb run. T-70 was shot down between Lafelt and Vlijtingen, and T-61 at Veldwezelt over the Kip van Hees4. Of the four crew members only 2nd. Lt. Vandenbosch (T-70) escaped with his life. He parachuted down at a perilously low height, his parachute failing to deploy in time. He sprained his right ankle, broke bones in his left foot and three vertebrae, and suffered injuries to his face and rib cage. He was taken to Maastricht Hospital.
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Memorial plaque on bunker M at Vroenhoven commemorating the crews of the Belgian aircraft shot down over the village. (Gonzalez)




	
Of the three Fairey Battles at Vroenhoven only T-64 made it back, on the way firing at every target offering itself, the fuselage being peppered by numerous hits. T-64 landed safely at Aalter at 0835 hrs.

The attack on all three bridges5 was a disaster. None of the aircraft managed to inflict any damage on the bridges while their losses were very high. Of the six escort fighters three were shot down and three damaged. Two of the pilots were killed. Of the nine bombers seven were shot down, only two returning to Aalter. Five of the crews lost their lives.

The RAF and French Attacks on the Bridges

Following the Belgian attacks, the RAF decided to take the initiative with an attack on Maastricht. That afternoon, eleven Bristol Blenheim bombers of 110 Squadron Hyderabad took off from Wattisham but failed to attack any bridge: two were shot down, N6208 over Fouquières-les-Béthune and I.9175 near Kaggevinne, two kilometres south-west of Diese.
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Grave of Hurricane pilot Flying Officer J.A.Campbell, DFC, 87 Squadron RAF, (Canada), shot down by Adolf Galland at 1010 hrs on 12 May 1940. (Gonzalez)





A dozen Blenheims from RAF 21 Squadron, Watton, took off next. After surviving friendly ground fire at 5,500 metres they reached Maastricht towards 1800 hrs, where they ran into very heavy flak, P6806 being shot down, and another eight aircraft seriously damaged.

A formation of twelve Lioré et Olivier LeO451 bombers of the French air force armed with 100 kg bombs took off at 1945 hrs bound for the bridges, a very low height being chosen which made them an easy target for the flak. The French inflicted light damage on the bridges for the loss of two bombers, both shot down by an Me 109 of 1/JG 27. The German fighters would have destroyed all the French bombers had it not been for the strong fighter escort.

The Allies knew that with each passing hour it was becoming more difficult to bomb the bridges. It was extremely important to them at this stage to hault the Germans, and so at 1630 hrs and 1730 hrs on 11 May, Blenheim bombers of 110 Squadron were despatched to destroy the intact bridges while Blenheims of 21 squadron would attack columns of German troops advancing into Belgium. It was a bold decision and led to total disaster.

In the early hours of 12 May, the RAF sent nine Blenheims of 139 Squadron, Advanced Air Strike Force, to bomb Maastricht and Tongeren. Although they flew at a height beyond the range of the German flak, the operation eneded in seven of the nine bombers being shot down by Me 109s. Between 1000 and 1100 hrs other bomber formations from 15 and 107 Squadrons had taken off for Belgium, a total of twenty-four Blenheims to attack the bridges at Maastricht and over the Albert Canal. They were escorted by Hurricane fighters of 87 Squadron based at Senon near Verdun. The bombers and fighters were scheduled to meet up over the target, but over Liège the fighters ran into forty Me 109s of JG 27. This resulted in the loss of two Hurricanes shot down by fighter ace Adolf Galland. The bombers also paid the price, almost half being shot down by flak: ten of the twenty-four failed to return. Although they succeeded in dropping ninety-six bombs, all missed their target.
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The graves at Maastricht of the crew of an RAF Blenheim of 15 Squadron (Flying Officer Bassett, Sgt Middlemass and Leading Aircraftsman Cavanagh) shot down on 11 May 1940. (Gonzalez)





In the light these failures, it was decided that no matter how important the operation might be, it had to be carried out by volunteers. This was the opinion of Air-Marshal A.S.Barratt. The appeal went to the men of 12 Squadron, the “Dirty Dozen”, and all stepped forward. This time six Fairey Battle “Sitting Ducks” would be sent in two flights of three aircraft. The pilots received the same orders as had the Belgian and British crews previously: drop bombs on the bridges, this time 100 kg bombs.

One aircraft dropped out with a mechanical problem, and so five Fairey Battles took off from Amifontaine towards 0930 hrs on 12 May. They met their Hurricane escort at the moment when the bombers of 15 and 107 Squadrons were attacking the bridges. The RAF fighters, which had taken off from Wassincourt, were intercepted by the Luftwaffe near Liège. Two Hurricanes were shot down, both pilots parachuting to earth safely. Meanwhile the five bombers had reached the Albert Canal zone. There was only scattered cloud over the region and the 20-mm flak saw their targets early.

The RAF Fairey Battle Attack on Vroenhoven Bridge

Flying Officer Thomas led the two machines of the second wave (his own, P2332 PH-F and Davy’s L5241 PH-G) towards Vroenhoven, where he dived from an altitude of 1,800 metres on the bridge. Because of the intense flak he had difficulty in bombing. Although one bomb exploded on the west bank very near the bridge there was little damage. His engine was hit and Thomas was forced to put down three kilometres away where he and his two crew, Sgt Carey and the pilot Campion, were taken prisoner.

Davy’s bomber was hit by flak, with the left wing burning Davy struggled to drop his bombload which missed Vroenhoven bridge. Because of the state of the aircraft, he ordered his crew to bale out, both being captured on the ground, although later Sgt Mansell escaped and reached the French lines. The Canadian, Patterson, broke a bone in his left foot on landing and allegedly became the first Canadian to be taken prisoner in the war6. Davy managed to fly the machine to the French border and made a successful emergency landing at Amifontaine.
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Crew of a Fairey Battle bomber of 12(B) Squadron RAF shot down over the Albert Canal bridges on 12 May 1940: (left) Sgt Thomas Gray VC, (centre) Leading Aircraftsman Royston Reynolds and (right) Flying Officer Donald Edward Garland VC.





The RAF Fairey Battle Attack on Veldwezelt Bridge

This first wave, whose objective was the bridge at Veldwezelt, was led by Flying Officer Garland and consisted of three bombers. They reached Veldwezelt five minutes after the other wave attacked at Vroenhoven. Diving from an altitude of 300 meters, the aim was to release their bombs from a height of thirty meters. The machine L5439 PH-N of the Australian McIntosh was badly damaged by flak. He released his bombs but missed the bridge. The aircraft crash landed near Neerharen and the three crew taken prisoner.

Sgt Marland’s bomber L5227 PH-J was shot down over Veldwezelt. The three crew, Marland, Footner and Perrin, lost their lives.

The third aircraft P2204 PH-K was flown by Flying Officer Donald Garland. It was hit by flak on the approach to the bridge killing Garland, observer Sgt Gray) and gunner/wireless operator LAC Reynolds.

The result of this latest attempt by the RAF could not have been more tragic: four bombers were shot down, the fifth barely made it back and two crews (six highly experienced men) were killed. Although the bridge was hit twice, the damage was minimal. In short, the attacks by the Belgian, French and British air forces were disastrous. Sixty-eight aircraft were shot down or damaged8, the British suffering the worst losses. The Germans had fulfilled their mission: after their unstoppable surprise attack and consolidation of the bridgeheads, Belgium would capitulate within a few days.
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Memorial plaque at Veldwzelt to the British crew killed on 12 May 1940 while attempting to bomb the bridge. (Gonzalez)
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Adolf Hitler congratulates Helmut Ringler on the award of the Knights Cross. Taken at FHQ Felsennest near Münstereifel (Euskirchen incorrect, Transl.) on 15 May 1940. (Steinke)





Chapter Nine

The Men Of SA Koch Decorated

After their triumphal entry into Cologne-Ostheim arodrome on the afternoon of 12 May 1940 the men of SA Koch were brought by lorry to the Cologne suburb of Delbrück. Hauptmann Koch made his official report that all objectives had been met, and then followed the award of the Iron Cross Second Class (EKII)1 to all men of his assault groups.

Next day the paratroopers were taken to Münster where they were split into their assault groups for the visit of the Commander-in-Chief, Luftflotte 2, General Kesselring, who awarded each man personally the Iron Cross First Class (EKI). Only one paratrooper, Ernst Grechza, a member of assault Group Granit, was not decorated; during the fighting at Fort Eben Emael he was found drunk astride the barrel of a 120-mm gun. Kurt Herse, who had remained behind at Cologne as a “reserve”, told the authors these other interesting details.
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Viktor Lütze, SA Chief of Staff, congratulates SA-Obersturmführer Joachim Meissner, here in Luftwaffe uniform, on the award of his Knights Cross. (Tannahill)
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Paratroopers parading with their EKIIs. (Steinke)
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General Kesselring and the assembled paratroopers await the beginning of the award ceremony of the EKI. (Steinke)
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Presentation of the Iron Cross, first class, to members of Squad 6 of Assault Group Stahl. Altmann can be seen introducing Kesselring to Fritz Pohlmann, leader of Squad 6. From left to right: Altmann, Pohlmann, unidentified glider pilot, H.Büschen and R.Lehmann. (Steinke)
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Front rank, left to right: Altmann, Toschka, Flucke, unidentified glider pilot. Rear rank, left to right: Ringler, Pohlmann, glider pilot and Fulda. All belong to Assault Group Stahl. (Steinke)





Initially all members of SA Koch without exception had received Iron Crosses. Complaints had then been made by men who had actually been on the battlefield that day, and so all non-combatants such as drivers, armourers and so on had to return their decorations. Other paratroopers, for example members of Squad 2 Assault Group Beton, were also relieved of their decorations because their glider had come down in Germany when the tow rope parted prematurely. The writer can appreciate how despondent and disappointed these paratroopers must have felt. After months of training for the day, their misfortune, which was beyond their control, prevented them from participating in the capture of the Vroenhoven bridge. Apart from the foregoing, both Iron Crosses were awarded to SA Koch as a “military unit” without reference to individual participants. Even the SA Koch fallen received both Iron Crosses posthumously, as is proved by the certificate of the award of the EKII to Wolfgang Wedel (see p.347 Transl.)
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Kesselring presents squad leader E. Rückriem with the Iron Cross, first class. At the right in the front rank, Jäger W.Lobindzus. (Steinke)
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Members of the heavy-MG half-platoon which took part in the attack on the Vroenhoven bridge. Third from right is H.Buchbender. (Steinke)
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Time for a chat after the award ceremony. From left to right: Unknown, Schlaghecke, Emrich, Unknown, Ehrke, Unknown, Gaudeck. (Steinke)





When Adolf Hitler learned of the capture of Fort Eben Emael, he was in such a mood of jubilation that he awarded Koch and Rudolf Witzig the Knights Cross the same day, 10 May. They were the first Wehrmacht recipients of the decoration during the Western campaign. Because it could only be awarded to men who were already holders of the EKI and II, naturally they were awarded these the same day.

In the end it was decided that all SA Koch officers present on the battlefield on 10 May should also receive the Knights Cross. Therefore in some photographs taken at the EKI award ceremony on 13 May, it can be seen that several officers already wore the Knights Cross before the official award ceremony for it. This was held on 15 May at Hitler’s FHQ Felsennest near Rodert/Münstereifel. Here he decorated Koch, Witzig, Altmann, Delica, Kiess, Zierach, Jäger, Ringler and Meissner personally. Others, such as Arpke and Schächter, received theirs later, the former for bureaucratic reasons, the latter because he had been seriously wounded and hospitalized.

The relative ease with which the Wehrmacht conquered Holland and Belgium gave rise to great euphoria in Germany and raised national awareness of the paratroop arm of the Luftwaffe. This was fomented principally by the press, radio and cinema newsreels which made a meal of Germany’s victories in the West, and particularly the capture of the “impregnable” Fort Eben Emael, widely believed at the time to be the most impregnable in all Europe. Despite all this propaganda, the German media refrained from any mention of the use of troop gliders to capture the fort and bridges.





[image: image]

Heini Orth, (right), was awarded the Knights Cross on 18 March 1942 for services in Russia. He is wearing an M36 model jump smock. (Steinke)
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Stahl paratroopers. Second from left standing is Oskar Schütz, and fourth from left is Wiese, both of Squad 3. The fifth man is Alfred Bauer, Squad 1. Sitting, left, Urban Wissmann, and right, P.Schlombs. (Steinke)
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Several glider pilots after the EKII ceremony. From the left: Unknown, Fulda, Unknown, and with helmet at waist B.Schrowange (not a pilot). (Steinke)
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A group of paratroopers pose after the EKII ceremony. Second from left in standing group is H.Angelkort of Group Eisen. (Steinke)
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Unidentified glider pilot (Unteroffizier). (Steinke)





On 14 May 1940 back in their Hildesheim quarters, the men of SA Koch were awarded six days’ special leave. They returned to their home towns proudly wearing their new decorations, many of them naturally unaware of the fame their success had engendered there. Others of course were aware that in May 1940 only a handful of soldiers of the Wehrmacht had both classes of the Iron Cross, and fewer still from the lower ranks.
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From left, unidentified glider pilot, W.Günther, next two unknown, seated, Hermann Emrich. (Steinke)
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Stahl, Squad 10. Sitting, helmet marked with an X, F.Schindele. Third from left standing is an unidentified glider pilot (Unteroffizier). (Steinke)
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Wilhelm Günther, probably the only wearer of spectacles amongst the paratroopers of SA Koch. He fell on Crete, 1941. (Steinke)
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Hitler posing with SA Koch officers after the Knights Cross award ceremony. From the left: Oblt Egon Delica, Oblt Rudolf Witzig, Hauptmann Walter Koch, Oblt Otto Zierach, Hitler, Lt Helmuth Ringler, Lt Joachim Meissner, Oblt Walter Kiess, Oblt Gustav Altmann and Oberarzt Dr Rolf Jäger. (Steinke)
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After Koch, Hitler hands the Knights Cross to Rudolf Witzig leader of Group Granit. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers after the EKII investiture. (Steinke)
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Hitler handing Koch his Knights Cross. To the right of Koch, Witzig, Altmann and Kiess. (Steinke) 
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 Walther Koch wearing his Knights Cross. (Steinke, Tannahill)
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Members of SA Koch wounded at Eben Emael and the bridges convalescing at Hannover. From left to right: Fastner, Bading (Beton), Windemuth (Granit), Unknown, Gaida (Stahl), Mayr (Granit), Unknown, Hochmuth (Stahl). Starck and Unknown. (Steinke) 
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Gustav Altmann in June 1940. (Tannahill)
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Koch, commander of SA Koch, at Veldwezelt after the attack. (Steinke)
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All SA Koch officers received the Knights Cross and promoted one rank. This press photo of Oblt Gustav Altmann was taken on 15 May 1940 but retouched for publication so as to reflect his new rank of Hauptmann. (Tannahill)
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Robert Dittmar and Alfred Gaida (sitting), members of Group Stahl, were wounded at the Albert Canal. Both wear the black Wound Badge, the Paratrooper Badge, the EKI and the ribbon for the EKII. (Steinke)
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Alfred Gaida, far right, and Robert Dittmar next to him, each wearing their fliegerbluse for this photo during their convalescence at hospital in Hannover. (Steinke) 
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On 26 June 1940 SA Chief of Staff Viktor Lutze (centre at table) with SA Koch wounded, amongst them blond-haried Theo Schmitt, main author of the successful attack on bunker M at Vroenhoven, second left from Lutze. Extreme right of photo, arm in plaster, Alfred Gaida. (Steinke)





Gefreiter Emil Born, was the first inhabitant of Haiger, a small village in Hesse, to be awarded the EKI. The local newspaper reported with pride that Adolf Hitler personally had pinned the award on the uniform of their prominent citizen, and only a few days after Feldmarschall Göring had awarded him the EKII. Thus was the method of propaganda.

 Another SA Koch paratrooper, Walter Meier of Group Granit, described in a letter to his fiancée how he was received when he arrived home:

“Everybody already knew I was coming and my parents’ home was filled with people, some of whom I had never seen before in my life. All embraced me and offered their congratulations. The boys who were there asked me questions, some of which I have to admit I was unable to answer.
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After the capitulation of France towards the end of June 1940, Hitler planned an imposing military parade on the Champs-Elysées. A section of SA Koch was to have taken part and is seen here in their parade uniforms. Notice the EKI and EKII worn on their jump smocks. From left to right: Kujawa, Haas, Hermet, Hahn and Schuster. (Steinke)
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The paratroopers rehearsed for the victory parade in the quarters of the old cavalry barracks near Paris. From left to right: Lehmann, Hafermass, two unknowns, H.Lorenz, three unknowns, Edmund Hexkes, Hahn, unknown and W.Becker. (Steinke)
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Rehearsal for the Paris parade. Ultimately the paratroops did not take part for reasons of secrecy. (Steinke)





This morning I went shopping with my mother. The shops were crowded, but whenever we entered we would be pushed to the head of the queue. I have just finished counting all the bouquets which arrived, here twelve, there another twelve. My parents’ house was a sea of flowers.”

While some were lauded and admired, which increased their self-pride, others reacted differently. Franz Janowski of Squad 5, Assault Group Granit, for example, deliberately changed his surname to Jörgen so as to avoid having to answer questions from members of the public wishing to learn more about the capture of Fort Eben Emael.

And what of the glider pilots? Rudi Opitz’s homecoming was not as glorious as that of Walter Meier. During the train journey home he tried to think of how he would explain why he wore on his uniform the Iron Cross, first class, and the ribbon signifying the award of the Iron Cross, second class, and no Luftwaffe qualification badge. Opitz did not know that his father had meanwhile received a note from the police summoning Opitz to the police station immediately upon his homecoming. This worried his father who feared that his son was being sought for desertion, but it was merely orders to return forthwith to Hildesheim, where he was urgently needed as a glider pilot to fly a glider carrying supplies intended for troops fighting at Narvik.
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Memorial plaque for the Belgian fallen at Fort Eben Emael. (Gonzalez)





Chapter Ten

“There Is Nothing Left For Us To Do But Give In” – An Epilogue

“Thrust into an unforeseen and unusually brutal war, you fought bravely, hand in hand, to defend the nation. Exhausted by a ceaseless struggle against a numerically and materially far superior enemy, there is nothing left for us to do but give in. History will confirm that the Army did its duty. Our honour is unblemished.

The heavy fighting and sleepless nights cannot be in vain. I recommend that you do not allow your morale to sag, but conduct yourselves with dignity. Maintain your composure and discipline to awaken the high respect of foreigners. I am not leaving you to your fate, but wish to work for your happiness and that of your families. Tomorrow we shall set to work, firm in the resolve to raise our homeland out of the ruins.”1

This declaration informing his people that the battle had been lost was signed by the King of the Belgians on 28 May 1940, eighteen days after the German attack. The dreadful experience which the country underwent convinced Leopold III to capitulate. It was not the result of a free decision, but in response to the events which toppled Belgium into misfortune in less than a fortnight. The protocol signed the same day by General von Reichenau and his Belgian opposite number General Derousseaux was an instrument of unconditional military surrender making Belgian soldiers prisoners of war. Belgium was immediately occupied.

The Belgian Army had put up as much resistance to the German invasion as it could, but it was never strong enough to halt the unstoppable war machine which the Third Reich was at that time. Despite the unmistakeable attitude of the King in his declaration of 28 May, the material disintegration of Belgium also had as its consequence a general demoralization. After the capitulation the procedure followed by the Army was immediately questioned, and even that of the monarch. The latter was accused of complacency towards Germany, as compared to King Haakon VII of Norway or Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands, who continued their resistance in exile in Great Britain. These accusations led to the abdication of King Leopold III after the war. The order to capitulate and by this decision to set himself up as Head of State instead of following the legitimate Government into exile when it was still possible, was allegedly evidence of his “incapacity to rule”. The “earthquake” which he had provoked did not end until 1951 when he stepped down from the throne in favour of his son Baudouin.
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A column of prisoners being taken to a PoW camp in Germany aboard requisitioned Belgian lorries. For the French-speaking Walloons this meant five years’ captivity. The Flemish-speakers were released after a few months. (Steinke)





The attitude of the King as regards the war was very disadvantageous for him, but the Army too was not spared. Up to a certain point the shock which the German invasion brought about amongst the citizens of Belgium was understandable. The investment in the construction of an impregnable defensive ring (Fort Eben Emael was the “strongest fortress in the world” according to a journalist) created an illusory sense of security which evaporated after the catastrophe at the Albert Canal. Had all that money been properly used? Had the Army understood how to use this wall? The demoralized man in the street doubted it.

Only recently has the Belgian Army been “rehabilitated”. Thus at the ceremony to remember the attack on Fort Eben Emael, Colonel (ret’d) Alain Pelzer, the organizer of this emblematic occasion in May 2010, reminded those present that it recalled “the violation of Belgian neutrality” and underlined again and again the defensive efforts of the Belgians “who did not stand idly by during the devastating attack by the paratroopers”. The passage of time since the event doubtless made possible a critical but more reflective analysis in which it should not be forgotten, and stated unmistakeably and respectfully, that those who, despite some incredible errors, suffered under these difficult circumstances and even lost their lives, did their duty.
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German infanty marching into Belgium. (Steinke)





Despite their knowledge of the territory which gave them an enormous advantage, and the impressive defensive installations, the Belgians were never in a position to go on to the attack. They lacked initiative, strategy and leadership. The exaggerated hierarchical structure of the Army blocked rapid decision-making where it was needed. Thus the death of Captain Giddelo at the beginning of the German attack destroyed the chain of command and threw the Belgian soldiers stationed at the Albert Canal bridges into a chaos which paralyzed them. In contrast to the Germans, and to the paratroopers in particular, nobody amongst the Belgians was trained to make decisions in the absence of an officer. And this detail determined the course of events.

The situation of the troops was not ideal. There was only conscription, there were no volunteers in the Army. This resulted in a very weak esprit de corps, for the men were more interested in their leave passes than barracks life. Used as they had become to the monotony of “simulated field manouevres”, they did not take the possibility of a German attack very seriously. On 9 May 1940 the issue of leave passes restarted. It created an attitude which did nothing to foster recognition of the danger in which Belgium stood from its powerful neighbour. Most of the men granted leave left for their homes on the evening of 9 May. What was left was an unmotivated and slipshod body of men who in most cases would not offer the paratroopers much opposition. If one adds to this lack of motivation the problematical racial situation between Walloon and Fleming – the Belgian national problem even today – then we have a panorama which illustrates very well how ripe the country was for the principle “divide and conquer”.

To continue with our analysis: what use is a motivated, even well trained corps of men if they have no weapons or equipment? At the Albert Canal many troops had weapons which would not fire and grenades with no detonator caps. Despite the great expense in modernization over the preceding ten years before the German attack, the Belgian Army had not organized proper training of its soldiers nor an efficient system of supplying ammunition. As regards the men, they had never received basic guidelines e.g. as to what was to be done with munitions in case of an alarm. It was also never decided what the fifteenth company of every infantry regiment were to do with the horse-drawn 76-mm mortars. It was left to the decision of each individual commander. Thus at Veldwezelt bridge there was no mortar in position when the paratroopers attacked. Mortar fire would have been the best means to prevent the Germans building their bridgehead2. It was also never laid down what should be done (shoot or not shoot) if the enemy dug in behind human shields. That was not an unimportant matter. According to Belgian eyewitness reports in this respect, the treatment of prisoners in some cases contravened the international conventions3.
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A column of Belgian prisoners leaving positions on the Albert Canal for Germany. (Tannahill) 





At Veldwezelt for example a lieutenant of 6.Comp/2.Carabinier-Regt was forced to run ahead of a German armoured column on the road to Eigenbilsen. Other soldiers captured in trenches near the bridge were used as human shields when the Germans attacked the Belgian second defensive line. In this respect Veldwezelt was definitely one of the most problematical areas. In the heat of battle Belgian soldiers who had surrendered were shot in the leg. That led to so much ill-feeling amongst the paratroopers that those responsible were denounced4.

At Vroenhoven “the prisoners were brought to the eastern side of the Canal and assembled around bunker M. Later they were forced to form two ranks, one either side of the bridge, while the German infantry crossed it. Many of our people fell to friendly fire coming from Kesselt5.” At Kanne too, several Belgian soldiers were abused as human shields on the east bank of the Canal. Kneeling near the bank with bowed heads they were used by the paratroopers’ relief as “breast plates”. Various eyewitnesses6 even allege that these men were shot dead as soon as they had served their “purpose”. In the final assault on the last Belgian bulwarks at Opkanne and Eben, Belgian troops of 2nd Lt Thomas, mainly from strongpoints A and J, were used as human shields behind whom the paratroops of Group Eisen pushed forward7. Pirenne, who led the team which blew up the bridge, recalled seeing “just before six, on the road leading to the bridge, two Germans following behind Belgian prisoners. They wanted to place a swastika flag on the bridge”8.
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Memorial to the 164 fallen of Belgium’s 18th.Regt of the Line near the Bridge at Vroenhoven. (Gonzalez)





On the other hand, the French, Belgian and Dutch Governments all threatened to shoot paratroopers “because they had been used by Germany in Dutch and Belgian uniforms and were also wearing civilian attire”. The French acually did issue instructions that paratroops captured in France were to be shot. The German Government responded immediately, pointing out that to do so would be a breach of international law, and they would retaliate by shooting ten French prisoners for each murdered paratrooper:

“Paratroops are a regular unit of the German Army, formed in peacetime and trained for this specific task. The uniforms of this outlandish army cannot be confused with peasant dress.”10

Continuing with our reflections on the Belgians; if for the sake of argument one supposes that everything, absolutely everything (guns, mortars, highly motivated and well positioned soldiers) were all in place, it would still not have been all that useful a defence because another absurdity restricted the Belgian capacity to defend, and by this we mean the prohibition on firing in the direction of Holland (immediately east and north-east of Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven, and north of Kanne and Opkanne). On 14 April 1940, the Commander-in-Chief General Michael signed this instruction in the name of the King:

“The invasion of Holland by foreign forces does not justify our troops immediately entering Dutch territory, overflying it or opening fire on it, even when such invasion directly threatens our own borders or the Dutch request our intervention. These actions require the prior approval of the Commander-in-Chief.”

This prohibition on intervention in the case of a German attack on Holland had its parallel with something decided a few days earlier when Germany invaded Norway and Denmark. The French and British Governments requested permission to cross Belgian territory to attack the Reich, which the Belgian Government refused, insisting on their neutrality. The Belgian Army was placed on alert, first the troops on the French border and then at the eastern border with Germany. They were not concerned about the border with Holland.

Was there an error in the formulation of this instruction? Possibly. If it had been stated that in the case of an attack on Holland AND Belgium the instruction would be null and void, the German troops stranded in Maastricht after the destruction of the bridges there could have been hard pressed by the Belgian artillery.

“Worse than war is the fear of war,” wrote Seneca. To embrace neutrality with such blindness gave rise to serious errors and delayed the reaction against a determined foe. The extravagance of the decree is exemplified by the case of Fort Aubin-Neufchâteau. The German 269.Inf.Div. came across this fortification during their advance to the Meuse and did not come under fire from the Belgian artillery. Towards 1100 hrs the observers in the most advanced position of the fort requested permission to fire on the Germans who were now heading for the fort along the Belgian/Dutch border. Contrary to all logic, the commanding officer, II Group/Regt de Fortresse de Liège (RFL) refused the captain of the Ardennes infantry permission with the result that the WO I was gunned down at his outpost without firing a shot10.

Accordingly perhaps one should not talk of defects in the Belgian defensive system which had grave consequences, but of edicts which completely ignored situations bound to arise in the event of invasion, and of soldiers poorly equipped and lacking motivation. Belgium was neither prepared for war nor in a position to ward off an attack such as that by the German paratroopers. In any case, it was not wholly on account of the Belgian state of affairs that the Germans won a quick victory.
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German identity tag worn during his stay at Stalag XIB, Fallingbostel, by a prisoner from the Eben Emael garrison. (Fort Eben Emael per Joost Vaesen)





The influence which defeat in the First World War had on German consciousness must not be forgotten. The humiliation at Versailles awoke resentment and a need to avenge the wrongs inflicted, and so it is perhaps not so far from the truth to say that the attack on Belgium was founded on these sentiments. The German paratroopers, born mostly between 1916 and 1918, would assuredly have learned from their fathers – veterans of the Great War – of the horrors of the campaign in Flanders, the effects of trench warfare and the Great Depression which followed the defeat. They also knew that speed, sureness of foot and determination were necessary if Fall Gelb were to succeed. They were the Chosen from the beginning of the campaign in the West and were to unleash chaos in the Belgian lines. Revenge for Versailles and the objective of preventing at any price the Belgians from hindering the advance played an important role in the development of events.

After these initial considerations, however, one must look for the so-called “technical” keys to the paratroopers’ success in Belgium. The attack on the Albert Canal bridges and Fort Eben Emael ushered in a new kind of military planning. The fact that a little over 400 paratroopers could immobilize and eliminate defensive positions in the hands of 16,000 Belgians was more than audacious, it was incredible. Without any doubt the principle upon which the attack was built was the element of surprise. Koch’s paratroopers used a new tactic both aggressive and daring. The hollow charges, for example, had not been tested in action previously in order to maintain secrecy. The same applied to another “novelty”: the use of troop-carrying gliders. The intensive take-off and landing exercises under variable conditions (at night, in snowfall, etc) and with experienced pilots11 had as its result a precise and coordinated attack. “The silent aircraft” which touched down over the Albert Canal trenches, had never previously been used in an operation, and the secret was kept even after the attack, for the gliders which escaped damage during the operation were dismantled and transported back to Germany. Nobody was to find out how the paratroopers had got to the Canal, and beyond doubt the Germans succeeded in this aim by ordering strict secrecy about the details of the operation. It is amazing how much fear and “confusion” this attack unleashed. The Spanish newspaper ABC alleged that the Germans had a “secret weapon” and expressed it in unique terms:

“With regard to this element, the most fantastic rumours are circulating. Some hold they are simply bombers which nose-dive to attack: others say they fire ‘a deadly lightning’. Another person will aver that the paratroopers have an apparatus small enough to fit into a rucksack which can kill everyone in a radius of 100 metres. Others believe that it is a form of radium which emits such strong radiation that there is no way technically to neutralize it. People say that this new weapon made it possible to break through the Belgian fortifications.12”

Next day the newspaper continued with its suspicions and underlined the significance of the “new paratrooper-warrior”:

“The military events of the last weeks are really astounding. They have changed the traditional concept of warfare, where are the new developments which have presented themselves: In the first place, an increase in the fighting capacity of the Luftwaffe which is taking apart the most powerful air fleet in the world and almost immobilizing it. Secondly the total efficiency of the new paratrooper-warrior who suddenly appears on the scene and thanks to scientific progress is wonderfully equipped and armed. We have also (…) this new secret weapon of the Germans, whose massive effects were proven at Fort Eben Emael at Liège (sic). What exactly is this secret weapon? Some war correspondents hint at a narcotic gas or a gas which paralyzes the victim for several hours. Others believe it is a gas which attacks metal and rusts guns, MGs and rifles lightning fast to prevent them from working.”13

On 17 May they returned to the theme of this mysterious and potent secret weapon:

“With reference to the new and secret weapon used by the Germans in their lightning conquest of Fort Eben Emael (…) it is being reported that suddenly nobody could use the guns and MGs. In any case, according to other prisoners, these same weapons had quite suddenly stopped working. In view of these contradictory statements (…) it remains to be clarified if this new weapon used by the German paratroopers affects only people, or affects only weapons, or both at the same time.”14

The Allies experienced a sense of vulnerabity. Great Britain for example set about forming an “Anti-Parachutist Defence” of local civilian volunteers. Minister of War Sir Anthony Eden stated only four days after the attack on Belgium and Holland: “In order to be effective, the fight against such elements must be taken in hand quickly.” In Brussels, where paratroopers were apparently ubiquitous: “It is known that a number of German paratroopers landed near Brussels in the last few days.”15 This was pure fantasy.

The training of the paratroopers bore fruit. They had had such an excellent and systematic schooling that even if certain troops and commanders dropped out, the remainder of the unit could not only carry out their own mission but also those of their missing colleagues16. The officers trusted their subordinates and supported them in their initiative, experience and knowledge. That was the basis of the German military mentality during the war. All paratroopers were trained to take over the function of their superiors if circumstances so dictated. Coordination and efficient cooperation like clockwork determined every movement of the paratrooper. The attack on the Albert Canal was an example of tactical flexibity and autonomy in command, a characteristic of the Germans which manifested itself frequently in the course of the war. Just so – with more flexible and unforseeable, more deadly and more effective concepts – they overcame the static idea of defence which the Belgians had, for although the aims of the mission were set out in the HQs, the operations on the ground decided how best they were to be achieved.

This latter aspect must be clearly shown. Otto Zierach, one of the paratroop officers who took part in the attack of Vroenhoven, underlined how important was the training of paratroopers at SA Koch. Four years after the attack in March 1944, as principal of the Luftwaffe Academy at Berlin-Gatow, in a precise, military-historical report he wrote:

“The Group had a firm structure and also a leader, but after the landings did not operate as a closed unit. Two to three men would be given a specific assignment and the Group – or even the platoon leader – had no immediate influence on it. Should one of these two-to-three man parties have to drop out, its place would be taken by another as foreseen.”17

The training of paratroopers to have an unshakeable will bore fruit. The Germans knew how valuable these bridges were, and were not prepared to consider the possibility of not capturing them. In this respect Zierach went on: “Benefiting from the shock of the Belgians, the anti-bunker teams would run behind the trenches where the enemy was to be found, some in firing positions, others running hither and thither without any purpose. The paratroopers had only one objective in mind – to carry out their special assignment. Ignite the explosive and hollow charges.”

The paratroopers never allowed the Belgians to seize the initiative for a moment, moved fast and with determination, improvised and deceived the enemy (Theo Schmitt’s activity at Vroenhoven is an example of this). The fact that all paratroopers were volunteers naturally had an effect. The factor strengthened esprit de corps uncommonly well and created a fellowship such as was scarcely to be found in any other elite unit of the German Wehrmacht.

To sum up: It was a simple plan with concrete and perfectly outlined goals worked out in secret down to the smallest detail, then precipitated into a rapid surprise attack. This was carried out by men who were prepared to achieve their objective at any price and defying all obstacles.18 Yet these extraordinary characteristics could lead the soldier into forgetfulness about his own safety and security. To put it another way, believing too much in one’s own abilities, and underestimating those of the enemy, can be costly. Crete in 1941 is a case in point. The conviction of being invincible, with which the paratroopers set out to take the island, became for many of them their downfall.

Along with an underestimation of the Belgian Army there was an overestimation of other factors, as for example the threat posed by Fort Eben Emael. The historian Günther Schalich addressed this subject. The bridges – and that is the main aim of our work – were due much more weight than the fort. To close off the field of vision of the fort was easy, but to capture the bridges was a remarkable exercise in speed and precision.

The attack on the Albert Canal bridges was obviously not free of errors, but against a weak enemy they were not so decisive as they were to be a year later on Crete. The Abwehr, the desertions by men born German but subsequently forced to be Belgian nationals and the knowledge and reconnoitring of the terrain did not bring the expected results every time. For example, the paratroopers were not in a position to estimate how many trenches or troops there were on the Opkanne hills. This put them under heavy pressure and over a long period of time they were unable to coordinate their forces. To these drawbacks must be added the case of wounded soldiers left to fend for themselves in the heat of battle, or the bewildered paratroopers who hid out in the cellars of Opkanne.

Optimism and ambition are necessary in any military endeavour. To expect it to be done better than thought possible at first glance is a quality which should not be deprecated. But it is bad if a plan from the outset bristles with uncertainties and errors of calculation, and those who have to carry it out cross their fingers trusting and hoping that the problems will be easy to solve. For Kanne – and Maastricht – no clear goals were set which could have been achieved with the means at their disposal. That was the risky thing about this plan: gliders landing too far from the objective at Kanne, and men pretending to be Dutch police aiming to capture the bridges at Maastricht. These targets were beyond the means, and the strategy was overlooked. The mistakes made by the Belgians, and their lack of coordinated reaction, slackened the consequences of this error of planning for Kanne.

The errors of estimation caused civilian casualties. The cruel and barbaric face of war showed itself – naturally! – also at the Albert Canal. At Veldwezelt there was a bloodbath, forty dead, men, women and children. Were the Belgians guilty of negligence? To all appearances the community and military authorities tolerated the presence of the civilian population in the war zone simply because they did not expect an attack just then. The concept of “Blitzkrieg” which the Germans had taken to heart surprised soldiers and civilians alike. Therefore several families died when a command post was bombed at Veldwezelt. In some cases, also at Veldwezelt, apparently military objectives were attacked without any certainty that that was what they were and without regard to the presence of civilians in the neighbourhood. Thus the attack on the bridges demanded a bloody tribute in civilian victims in addition to the 150 military personnel who died in the region of the bridges and at Eben Emael.

War is terrible, an evil in itself. Not even the most motivated soldier does not think it. Heinrich Schlaghecke, a paratrooper at Vroenhoven, did not feel he could shoot Belgian soldiers found sleeping in their trenches: “I was not a criminal who could simply slaughter an unarmed man. I fired above their heads and then took these sleepy Belgians prisoner without problem,” he said after the war. More than one paratrooper, such as Hermann Büschen for example, confessed later: “To realize in an attack ‘someone is shooting at me personally’ overcomes all rational impressions one formed countless times before his first operation at the front.” He was lucky, for not all paratroopers saw it through. The paratroopers and glider pilots lost forty-three dead, 100 wounded and one taken prisoner (later released at Dunkirk)19.

The attack by the paratroopers was, however, a very important piece of the trap prepared for the French and British. The Germans attacked at the same place as they had done thirty-six years before in order to draw the Allies’ attention. The desire to repulse Hitler’s troops in central Belgium and so prevent the invasion of France hastened the Allied advance. The best of the French and British armies moved into Belgium to confront the Wehrmacht. They put themselvs into the lion’s den by doing so, for on 12 May General Guderian’s panzers crossed the Ardennes, the wooded mountains in south-east Belgium which all believed to be impassable for panzers. Seventy-two hours later an eighty-kilometre wide breach had opened between the Allies. The Germans continued their advance unstoppably, and every attempt by the British and French to concentrate their forces and halt the Germans was beaten off by the Luftwaffe.

The Silent Attack served as a trap. The sweep of the scythe was the last act in the Western campaign of 1940: swift, effective and devastating. In Belgium, the German Blitzkrieg was successful.
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Martin Schächter’s paratrooper badge (manufacturer Assmann), Knights Cross and Wound Badge in black. (Fort Eben Emael per Jo Fiévez)





Appendix I

SA Koch Personnel List
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List of Glider Pilots
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Wilhelm Abendroth
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Hermann Angelkort
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Max Bartel
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Walter Bednarz
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Fritz Wilhelm Dannenberg
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Rudolf Dräger
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Jacob Achenbach
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Peter Arent

[image: image]

Gerhard Becker
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Fritz Begemann
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Christansen Rudolf
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Helmut Drubba
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Ernst Dullnig
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Erwin Ellersiek
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Kurt Engelmann
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Albert Fräbel
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Günther Gabrecht

[image: image]

Anton Grawinkel

[image: image]

Heinrich Eling
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Heinz Engeling
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Fritz Florian

[image: image]

Erwin Franz
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Ludwig Graef
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Helmut Hanker
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Hubert Hansing
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Bruno Heise
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Bernhardt Hoffmann
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Johann Hörger
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Will Hornstadt
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Ernst Kaliczok
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Fritz Heinemann
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Bruno Hochmuth
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Theodor Hofmann
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Paul Horlbeck
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Heinz Hübner
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Wilhelm Kempke
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Alois Kerzmann

[image: image]

Walther (Arch.Tannahill)
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Heinz Kröske
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Rudolf Lange
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Fritz Lenz

[image: image]

Willy Lobindzus
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Heinich Keudel
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Koch Josef Krämer
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Emil Lagemann

[image: image]

Georg Lechenfeld
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Heinrich Liebau
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Hans Lorenz
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Robrt Magiera
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Hugo Maulhardt
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Ernst Merz
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Walter Müller
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Roland Piesk
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Alfred Rothenhöfer
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Kurt Makowka
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Walter Meier
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Arnold Meth
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Ewald Neuhaus
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Robert Römpke
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Fritz Schäfer
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Franz Schindele
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Bernhard Schrowange
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Erich Schuster
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Willi Stahlberg
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Alfons Voss
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Wilhelm Wiepen
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Ernst Schlosser
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Josef Schumi
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Oskar Schütz
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Willi Ulbrich
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Bernhard Waack
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Alfred Wuppìg





Appendix II

Award Certifcates for the Iron Cross, frst and second class, presented to members of SA Koch

(From the collections of Thomas Steinke and Ian Tannahill.)

EK I certificate reads: “In the name of the Führer and Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht I award to: (rank, name unit) the Iron Cross First Class; Staff Quarters, 13 May 1940: Commanding Officer, Luftflotte 2 and Commander, North West. Signed, Kesselring, General der Flieger.”

EK II certificate reads: “In the name of the Führer and Commander-in-Chief of the Wehrmacht I award to (rank, name, unit) the Iron Cross Second Class: In the field, 12 May 1940, Commanding General, VIII Fliegerkorps, von Richthofen, Generalmajor.”
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Appendix III

Maastricht and Arrival in Cologne
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Koch and SA Koch officers at Cologne-Westheim after their return from Belgium. (Steinke)
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The former tobacco factory is today a warehouse. The paratroopers who fought at Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven spent the night of 10 May 1940 here. (Gonzalez)
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The tobacco factory on the road to Vroenhoven. (Gonzalez)
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Left to right: Lüdtke, Kleensang, Meurer (with Belgian helmet on belt), Georg Schmidt and Franz Paval, members of heavy-MG half-platoon which jumped over Veldwezelt. (Steinke)
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H. Buchbender in the inner courtyard of the tobacco factory. The weapon is an MG model 30, the Belgian version of the American BAR manufactured by the Fabrique Nationale. (Steinke)
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A group of paratroopers and glider pilots in the tobacco factory. Fifth from the left is the glider pilot belonging to Squad 6 of Assault Group Stahl. The short man, fifth from the right is glider pilot Rudi Opitz. Standing to the right of him is glider pilot Wilhelm Fulda, who was awarded the Knights Cross on 14 June 1941. (Steinke)
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Squad 6 Stahl, complete. Left to right: Jan Kujawa, Karl Hafermass, Fritz Pohlmann, the glider pilot, Otto Puhlmann, Hermann Büschen. Kneeling is Hans Lorenz, lying down Arthur Granzow (left) and Richard Lehmann (right). (Steinke)
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Three paratroopers of Group Stahl. Left to right: W.Günther, H.Lorenz and H.Büschen. A bespectacled paratrooper was extremely rare in the German parachute arm and he must therefore have been a specialist in some area. (Steinke)
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Left, Oskar Schütz, right, Hermann Emrich. The latter was part of Group Stahl and carried his 08-pistol in the holster with a shroud-line attached. (Steinke)
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Members of Squad 8 Stahl shortly before leaving the tobacco factory. Left to right: Fritz Lenz(?), Reinhold Susdorf, Funk(?), Unknown, Toschka, Hahn, Opitz and H.Becker. (Steinke) 
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Seventy years later: the corner where Squad 8 paratroopers posed for the photo above. The building has hardly changed. (Gonzalez)
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Paratroopers in the tobacco factory. Third from right is Alfred Rothenhöfer (b.1921) of Group Beton. He fell in Russia in 1943 as a Feldwebel and was reputed to be the youngest NCO in the Luftwaffe in May 1940. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers in front of the tobacco factory. Recognizable here are Hermet (with head bandage), Kempke (with camera) and at his elbow W.Stahlberg. (Steinke)
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The same perspective seventy years later. (Gonzalez)
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Entrance to Philips Tobacco Factory at Maastricht. W.Koch with white crown to his cap. (Steinke) 
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….much the same seventy years on. Today the factory is a warehouse. (Steinke)





[image: images]

Paratroopers watch German Army motorized troops passing on their way into Belgium. (Steinke)
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Gustav Altmann with other paratroopers in the tobacco factory. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon, from the right Fritz Paral, Josef Schumi and Georg Schmidt. (Tannahill)
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Paratroopers of the heavy-MG half-platoon who jumped over Vroenhoven. One carries the tool kit for the MG 34 on his belt. (Steinke)
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Behind this grinning paratrooper are some of the weapons used in the capture of the three bridges. Left, resting on ammunition boxes, is a 98 carbine with telescopic sight. (Steinke)





[image: images]

Paratroopers in the tobacco factory. Notice the SA Koch logo of a comet on the rear of the motorcycle sidecar. (Steinke) 
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Beton and Stahl paratroopers in the tobacco factory. (Steinke)
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Shortly before leaving for Cologne, several Dutch boys trying on a paratrooper’s helmet in front of the tobacco factory. In the background, wearing forage cap and facing camera, is Gustav Altmann. (Tannahill)
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Paratroopers waiting in Maastricht for transport to Cologne. (Steinke)
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The Wilhelmina bridge at Maastricht, partly destroyed on 10 May 1940. The paratroopers had to wait for boats to take them across the Meuse. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers waiting at the Meuse to be ferried across. (Steinke) 
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12 May 1940. Paratroopers of SA Koch return to Germany to an enthusiastic reception. Major Reeps greets the officers at the entrance to the Cologne-Ostheim military aerodrome. (Tannahill)
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Koch and Witzig pose for photographers as SA Koch lorries enter the aerodrome. (Steinke)
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At the entrance to the Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome. Left to right: Zierach, Altmann, Witzig, Koch and Kiess. (Tannahill)
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Left to right: Zierach, Hauptmann Koch and Oberarzt Dr Jäger at the head of the columns of paratroopers cheered by onlookers inside the aerodrome. (Tannahill)
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Triumphant entry into Cologne-Ostheim. Front rank, left to right: Zierach, Koch and Dr Jäger. In the second rank first left is Meissner, and third from left K.Hentschel. (Steinke)
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Paratroopers entering Cologne-Ostheim. (Tannahill)
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A war correspondent interviews Lt Ringler, leader of the heavy-MG half-platoon. (Tannahill)
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Major Reeps in conversation with Lt Ringler, hardly able to hide his exhaustion. (Tannahill)
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A wounded paratrooper arrives by car. Beside him his personal war trophy, a Belgian steel helmet. (Tannahill)





[image: images]

At Cologne-Ostheim the paratroopers can relax. From left to right: Dr Jäger, Toschka, Koch, Theodor Hofmann (with tie) and Kiess. (Steinke)
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W. Koch with the typical white-crowned cap by which his men could recognize him immediately at Vroenhoven. (Steinke)
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Notes

Chapter 1

1. Vaesen (2003), p.198, 200-201.

2. Hiance (2008), p.254 recounts in this respect a brawl on New Year’s Eve 1939 between Walloon and Flemish soldiers at Wonck near Eben Emael. It was caused by Flemish soldiers of 15.Regt of the Line requesting that the musicians play patriotic Flemish songs, Wonck being in Wallonia. The author commented, “Poor Belgian Army”.

3. The Pieux Frankignol enterprise built these four flank bunkers, the communication gallery BN2 and the casemates BN3 and BN10 positioned at the Albert Canal locks, Briegden north of Veldwezelt. Price was 1.07 million Belgian francs.

4. These cost 147,000 Belgian francs. Bunkers M and N were built by the firm De Backer et Fils of Flémalle for 373,000 francs. The bunkers E and F either side of the bridge at Kanne cost 45,204 and 46,321 francs respectively.

5. The last of the work for the defence of Maastricht was completed in 1958 during the Cold War. It involved the construction of a casemate on the bridge over the Lanaye lock, funded by the Defence Ministry and planned by the Ministry of Public Buildings and Reconstruction.

6. Both were sentenced to death in their absence for taking secret documents on the flight without permission. From Belgium they were transferred to Britain and then Canada. In 1943 Hönmmans, who was in ill-health, was repatriated to Germany in an exchange of PoWs. He was court martialled in 1944 and acquitted. He survived the war and died in Cologne in 1969. His wife did not survive the Gestapo interrogations relating to the Mechelen incident and his two sons fell at the front. Reinberger was also repatriated in 1944 and died at Koblenz after the war. See Boerger (2003), p.7-20.

7. In 1940, German summer time was two hours ahead of Greenwich mean time, Belgian time one hour ahead, Dutch time twenty minutes ahead. In this text German time is used.

8. Rather more than 16,000 Belgian troops were present in the battle region between Kanne and Veldwezelt.

Chapter 2

1. On 6 August 1938, in the midst of the Rhön Competition disaster struck. Several gliders, including the two Horten III’s flown by Blech and Scheidhauer flew into a fierce thunderstorm that included higher which had developed over the Wasserkuppe. The canopy of the Horton III consisted of a thin layer of cellophane which rather unfortunately for Blech and Scheidhauer became brittle when subject to cold temperatures, as were experienced during the thunderstorm. Consequently, it was not long before the brittle canopies and the glider’s plywood skins were shattered by hail strikes and the two pilots were forced to abandon their stricken gliders. Unfortunately, neither pilot waited long enough before opening his parachute. As a consequence both Blech and Scheithauer were caught in rising air and subsequently hoisted to greater heights. The two pilots when they reached the ground resembled icicles. Sadly Blech was dead, having died from exposure to the extremely cold temperatures present at very high altitudes. Scheidhauer however was more fortunate. He was found unconscious, hanging from a tree, but subsequently required two fingers from each of his hands and two toes from each of his feet to be removed because of frostbite. His barograph showed an altitude of 25,000 feet, a height thought at the time to be unreachable in a glider. (Almost a year later, on 8 August 1939, during the 1939 Röhn contest, Scheidhauer flew over 200 miles in a Horten IIIb, thereby earning for himself the much coveted “Golden C”) In the attack on the fort at Eben email in May 1940 Scheidhauer piloted the glider belobging to Squad 7.

2. Reitsch (2009) p.176-177 (Spanish language version)

Chapter 3

1. The German ranks are explained in the Introduction. This book is translated from the German, having first appeared in Spanish. Although for the most part the Belgian ranks were put as equivalents to the Spanish in the Spanish edition, in the German translation they were given the French equivalents because they did not correspond exactly to the German ranks.

2. In April 1940, Student had 4,500 paratroops at his disposal and 475 Ju 52s. A further 12,000 men were trained in the airborne role (22.Inf.Div). Permuy, 2002, p.239.

3. Their symbol was a comet. On 7 May, three days before the attack, this motif was applied to all SA Koch vehicles. Photographs taken at Maastricht prove this symbol. Portraits of participants in the operation painted by Wolfgang Willich also show this comet.

4. Karl-Heinz (Heiner) Lange, glider pilot, Granit Squad 5 (Eben Emael) related how many of his colleagues believed they were to attack a fort in Switzerland. Blum (2007) p.54.

5. Adolf Jacob (member of the beacon team illuminating the glider route) informed Gefr. Krautwurst and Gefr. Lukas, who were all sentenced to death. Gefr.Veenhuis received ten years’ imprisonment for failing to take proper measures to conceal military secrets. This was on 8 April 1940. After the success of the operation all these sentences were rescinded. (SA Koch War Diary, BA/MA RL 33/97).

6. The principle of the hollow charge was discovered by Charles Monroe in 1888, at that time an authority on explosives. Using a conventional explosive, immediately after the detonation there is a high pressure wave which has enormous penetrative power. The force of this wave is so great that gases and molten metal enter through a small hole it bores in the armour. The principle of the hollow charge is the use of the explosive power to melt the metal of the armour protection.

7. Koch’s proposal was declined. Melzer (1957) p.16.

8. Various sources, e.g. Oebser (2009) p.32 maintain that these pioneers volunteered for this “special duty”. The son of an SA Koch member, Bernhard Schrowange (2/Pi.31) informed the authors that his father “was expressly ordered” to join this paratroop group. Others such as Hermann Angelkort (1/Pi.11) did volunteer. Their experience and training as pioneers/trench builders was decisive. The opportunity to return to their previous unit after the operation with a decoration was invaluable and this special operation exercised a strong “power of attraction”.

9. According to former paratrooper Theo Schmitt (Vroenhoven bridge), their M-38 helmets had an approximately 7-mm thick layer of clay mixed with sawdust. It was not easy to find a suitable camouflage. According to SA Koch, this camouflage was applied on 21 and 23 March, also 9 and 23 April.

10. Franz Wilhelm Hermann Aldinger (b. Nuremberg 22 July 1907) studied Law and Social Sciences before entering the Reichswehr. After serving with the Legion Condor he fought in the Second World War and was awarded the German Cross in gold in September 1942. At that time he was CO Flak 1/1.Luftwaffe Korps. After the defeat in 1945 he studied engineering and worked for various concerns including Telefunken (1950-1957). In 1957 he volunteered for the Bundeswehr and commanded 1.Luftwaffe-Div. from 1961 to 1963 in the rank of General. He retired in 1966 and was awarded the Great Service Cross of the German Federal Republic. He died on 2 November 1993.

11. Aldinger described this in his article “Deutsche Flak feuert vor Madrid” in: “Wir kämpften in Spanien”, Die Wehrmacht, special issue, 30 May 1939.

12. Molina and Manrique (2008) p.13, 14, 24 and 29: also (2005) p.17; Gonzalez Alvarez (2006), p.110,111.

13. The He 123 was a single-seater, single engined biplane dive bomber and close attack aircraft armed with two 20-mm MGs and two MG 17 7.92-mm MGs. Its payload was four 50 kg bombs. The engine noise could be varied so that it sounded like a machine gun firing. The dive was more vertical than that of a Stuka, and the He 123 was more feared than a Stuka. The type remained in service until 1944. (Transl).

Chapter 4

1. Schalich (1985) p.10

2. The bunker crew given this duty consisted of one sergeant, two corporals and nine men of the Frontier Cyclists Battalion from Limburg who were all volunteers.

3. Named after its inventor, French colonel Léon Edmond de Cointet de Fillain, who designed it in 1933. It was a steel gate 2.5 metres high and three metres broad. The front part was mounted on a 3.28 metres long trapeze-shaped structure which tapered off up to 1.2 metres. It had two concrete rollers forward and one to the rear able to turn 90º. The obstacle weighed 1.4 tonnes.

Chapter 5

1. Altmann, captured at Crete, survived the war and died on 20 February 1981. Toschka took part in the campaigns in Poland, Belgium, Crete, the Russia and Italy. Promoted to the rank of Hauptmann and while commanding FJR 12 he fell near Anzio fighting British and US forces on 21 Febraury 1944.

2. Schindele came from Luftwaffe-Ausbildungs-Regt 13. In other cases these were pioneers from infantry regiments. In Group Eisen there were many such, even troop leader Adolf Brandes came from Pi.Battalion 14. One assumed that their experience with explosives, despite their having no training in parachute jumps, made them good candidates to fill the gaps in the SA Koch ranks. This lack of paratroop training was noticeable at Kanne, however, where the paratroops suffered heavy losses (personnel lists of SA Koch, BA/MA XXXVIII).

3. Fritz Bodet from Malmedy, member of Beton Squad 10; Hans Ahn, born in Eupen, Beton Squad 4; Josef Heinen, from Büttgenbach lost his life at Kanne bridge. The ages of Bodet and Heinen (28 and 29 respectively) contrast notably with those of their paratrooper comrades, another pointer to their Volksdeutsch origin. In addition to these Germans of Belgian nationality is Emil Johann Leenen who, though born in Germany, was a Dutch citizen and deserted from the Dutch Army.

4. Wiosello (1990) p.155. It should not be forgotten that German companies and workers took part in the construction of the Albert Canal. At Kanne for example there were at one time or another 200 Germans, sixty-five Hungarians, eighty Yugoslavs, and twenty-five Italians. In September 1930 there were 1,450 persons of twelve different nationalities living in the village. Gijbels (2008) p.17.

5. A/MA RH 24-27/135, Reconnaissance of Belgian and Dutch Territories. Addition to Nest Cologne, Nr. 3468/Ig dated 17 November 1939. Nevertheless there was no total certainty about the trench system and, in some cases, places were attacked erroneously being thought to be fortified trenches. The same report put the complement of Fort Eben Emael at 5,000 soldiers. Despite these false assumptions, bridgeheads had been established in scarcely half an hour.

6. The occupants of bunker N were: Corporals Cornée and Geerings, and Privates Piet van Hees, Bouva, Mertens, Rikske van Hoof, Brabant, Jefke Thomasen, Minnebier, Velga and Vranken. All were attached to the Frontier Cyclists at Limburg.

7. Doubtless a matter of dispute. The Belgians maintain that the gliders had no nationality markings. Pirenne (1990, p.16), who fought at Kanne, remembered that “the transport gliders without nationality markings (on the fuselage) overflew Belgian territory.” Several paratroopers, amongst others Kurt Engelmann, insist that there was a 10-cm high swastika on the rudder. According to the SA Koch War Diary, the black crosses and running numbers were removed on 30 November 1939. This was done so as to paint bigger crosses. On 3 December 1939 however “smaller black crosses” were applied. Photographs taken by German war correspondents of the gliders near the bridges show that none has any trace of a nationality marking. (Translator’s note: Under the various conventions in force at the time respecting military aircraft, a glider does not seem to have been held to be an “aircraft”. Moreover it does not seem proved that even in the case of conventional military aircraft there exists an obligation to display nationality markings. Neither the Dutch nor Belgian Governments subequently alleged a breach of any international convention by Germany in operating military gliders without nationality markings.)

8. A livery not corresponding to any colour officially authorized by the Reich Air Ministry. RLM 02 (RLM grey according to Mankau (2008) p.130.

9. Pallud (1991) p.81 comments in this respect that “after they had flown west, the gliders of Group Stahl and Beton were unhooked about one minute later than the other groups” (Granit and Eisen). Oebser (2009) p.90 states that there were two routes (north and south) although the Ju 52 pilots received the instructions on 26 April. The instructions received by Gallert’s and Thurm’s sections referred only to one light-beacon route marked out on a map according to orders. The position of each individual beacon was on the map. The route (or routes) were to be set up alternately by searchlights and revolving beams, Gallert and his people were only interested in the latter The route was to be formed of searchlights and revolving beacons, Gallert and his people handled only the latter.

10. According to the report of the commanding officer Altmann, Ellersiek was decorated by Adolf Hitler personally after the operation. Two years later on 9 April 1942, as platoon leader, 3/Sturm-Regt. in the initial operations in Russia he received the German Cross in gold.

11. Melzer (1957) confirmed (p.104): “The landings of the gliders were aimed at the bridge. At 0540 hrs one glider landed close behind the bunker, the occupants jumped out and opened fire on the bunker crew.”

12. Melzer (1957, p.59) and Blum (2007, p.111, mentioning Altmann’s official report, state that there was only one man injured, who broke an arm in two places. Schaumans (2004, p.77) on the other hand recalled two lightly injured men who were not able to do anything but remain where they were and mark the zone.”

13. This description is taken from the article “Het dramatisch verhaal van Grenswielrijder Willem Vranken” in “Het Berlang van Limburg Regional”, 1980. Ellersiek, (d.2003) remembered that “they shot a Belgian motorcyclist who was hurrying to the bunker to activate the explosive charges”. This information does not appear in any Belgian or German report. Captain Jammaers succeeded in reaching Ballet’s trenches to the west of the bridge.

14. It is very possible that this was one of the gliders to which Lhoest (1964) p.138 refers: “One of them landed only fifty metres south of bunker N.”

15. The paratroopers of the Stahl group did not notice the absence of Fickel on the way to Maastricht after they were relieved. He was taken to a hospital by German Army soldiers. He stated that when Koch heard of this incident, he came to visit him in person and to award him the EKI and EKII.

16. According to Belgian reports assembled under 1.CA-7 D1-18 Li “Relation des événements au cours des journées des 10 t 11 mai 1940 sur la position de Canal Albert, face a Maastricht”, only nine gliders were seen at Veldwezelt. As we shall see from the attack of the Ringler half-platoon, neither the Germans nor the Belgians took into account the tenth glider.

17. Each bridge had a flame-thrower. This was stated by Oberst van der Heydte under interrogation in Brussels on 19 November 1946 (although at the time of the attack he was not a paratrooper).

18. Oebser (2009, p.102) states that he wounded the pilot’s arm. We have taken the statements of Neirinck from the reports prepared by the Belgians postwar: “La 7. D.I. dur le Canal Albert. Titre VII: Les événements aux ponts et aux destructions – (B) Au pont de Veldwezelt.”

19. Vandevelde (1942), p.11-26.

20. Vandevelde mentions many of his colleagues only by initials. We were able to identify only a few.

21. A radio message received at 1015 hrs shows that nothing certain was known to the Belgian commanders about the bridge. “It has to be established at all costs that the bridge has been blown up: if it is in enemy hands it must be recaptured and demolished”, quoted from I CA7 DI-I8, extract from report at footnote 16 above.

22. A significant role played by the future Luftwaffe ace and Legion Condor veteran Adolf Galland, who led the German fighter squadron over the Albert Canal bridges and covered the advance of the paratroopers, controlled every movement of the Belgians on the ground and sprayed their trenches with MG fire. In his report, Oberleutnant Altmann praised the assistance of Galland in frustrating, in combination with the paratroops, all counter-attacks especially those after 0900 hrs. By the end of the campaign in the west, Galland had seventeen victories over Allied aircraft.

23. Egon Delica (1915-1991) was an experienced aerial reconnaissance officer who had taken part in the Polish campaign. His role in the attack on Fort Eben Emael was linked to this: should the Belgians prove difficult, he was to direct the German air attacks. He had no paratrooper training (he received his badge in 1943) and was not popular with Rudolf Witzig’s paratroopers. Moreover he did not have a good reputation based on an “excess” of transfers in his service document (Wehrpass). Apparently his arrival at Group Granit was a kind of puishment where he had to prove his “true worth”. When on 10 May Witzig’s glider was late, Delica was supposed to take command, but something odd occurred and Feldwebel Helmut Wenzel took over instead. According to Wenzel, Delica did not want the job when a liaison officer gave it to him, explaining that he was “too tied up with his own assignment”.

24. Many veterans, amongst others Kurt Engelmann and Leopold Gilg, related that during most of the attack, Delica was in one of the trenches (“Maastricht 2”) captured from the Belgians. The tension between the paratroopers and Delica apparently led to a kind of “ostracism” of the officer. Delica seemed grateful for it, perhaps because he was over-anxious and also had no paratroop training. After the operation neither Witzig nor Delica spoke out to clarify why Delica had not taken command. The price which Wenzel had to pay for it was very high: he was preclued from the award of the Knights Cross for “exceeding his jurisdiction”. This remained a bitter pill to his death in 2003.

25. Lhoest (1964, p.151): These dummies tied down the Belgians and prevented them from hurrying to defend the bridges. The Germans parachuted down over the Belgian rearguard hundreds of lifelike straw dummies dressed in green Czech uniforms (per Theo Schmitt, Beton Squad 4) and with fitted with pyrotechnics similar to MG bursts. According to the German war diary the dummies arrived in store at Cologne-Ostheim aerodrome on 11 April 1940. On 5 May, General Kesselring discussed with Koch the “battalion of paratrooper dummies” (which he called “Leh-men” after the very common German surname Lehmann). Using them might depend on the weather conditions although even in adverse weather the deception might work, they believed. On 10 May the Ju 52s returned to Gymnich aerodrome, fifteen kilometres south-west of Cologne after towing the gliders. There they loaded 400 dummy paratroopers (Otto Zierach stated in 1944 that there were 120, but this is an underestimate) of which most if not all were fitted with pyrotechnics to ignite on contact with the ground. The dummies were not all unloaded over one spot, or at the same time, but along a stretch of terrain from Tongeren to Gembloux, and over a period of hours. The most comprehensive drop was between 0600 and 0800 hrs although the Belgians reported others, one at 0910 and even at 1230 hrs. The deception was undoubtedly successful, for the Belgians called in numerous reserves, for example, eight 16-tonne tanks, and troops in armoured vehicles and T-13 tanks, to combat an enemy force of straw, each individual having “very large eyes and a beard”. Bikkar, A: “Les mannequins parachutustes: una ruse de guerre allemande” in “Revue de la Gendarmerie”, Nr.76, 1979, p.24-38; same author, “Mai 1940: Pourquoi le Fort Eben Emael est-il tombé si vite?” in: “Revue Belge d’Histoire Militaire, Year 31, Nr.3-4, Sept/Dec 1995, p.123-196.

26. Alfred Erdrich, b. Monschau/Belgian border, 1919, was the soldier whose parachute failed to open. The paratrooper shot to death was almost certainly Hubert von der Ruhe (b.1915) and the third, who tangled in high tension cables, probably Wilhelm Ochs (b.1919). The jump was not easy, for it had to be made from an altitude of only sixty metres, which was achieved only by the Germans during the war, equipped uniquely with RZ 16 parachutes. To sacrifice control of the parachute in favour of a very low altitude was a strategy favoured by German paratroopers despite the high risk that the wind might carry the soldier far from the planned landing zone, and prevented him jumping with a rifle or MPi.

27. This was confirmed by Herman Hermans, an inhabitant of Veldwezelt, who lost his parents and sister – family Hermans-Vuurstak – in the bombing raid on the Bilzerbaan-Grotebaan crossroads. While seeking cover he saw several aircraft drop paratroopers in the direction of Hees. Wiosello (1990), p.142-143.

28. Melzer (1957), p.58-62 and BA/MA RL 33/97, SA Koch War Diary. In addition the Belgian reports state that nine and not ten gliders landed at Veldwezelt. The tenth group went unnoticed.

29. As Schaumans assured the authors, the nine paratroopers who drifted away after the jumping were captured by the Belgians.

30. This is without doubt the Stuka 87B of 77 Geschwader which according to official records crashed near the Bilzerbaan at Veldwezelt, about fifty metres south of the highway. The crew, 22-year old pilot Uffz Ludwig Bussenius and 24-year old gunner Uffz Erwin Albrecht, were killed.

31. There is no reliable source for the first contact between paratroopers and German Army troops at Veldwezelt. Altmann wrote in his report that it occurred at 1430 hrs, while the radio log has 1630 hrs. Army troops began to arrive after noon. Before the arrival of Schützen-Regt 33, soldiers of Battalion zbV100 supported the paratroopers at all three bridges.

32. Melzer (1956) p.59.

33. Jan Nicolaes, who survived the attack, described in Wiosello (1990, p.151) that forty-five buildings (including the school and church) were damaged or destroyed. The houses near the Bilzerbaan were the preferred targets for the paratroopers and Stukas. The first building attacked was the house of Willem Geurts near the church. Reinhold Susdorf (Squad 8) recalled that his squad-leader Oberjäger Hahn and two of his colleagues blew up a house with 24 kg charges in order to clear obstacles and have a better field of fire.

34. Boon, L (1994, p.18).

35. It is very possible that this was Toschka’s Squad 8 (piloted by Opitz).

36. The official Belgian report described the situation of the Bossaert troop thus: “Ce pelotón a 3 groupes de combat et ses D.B.T. au Sud de la route; un groupe au Nord de la route. Le chef de pelotón a son P.C. à la maison Nicolaes située en bordure de la route à quelque 50 mètres en arrière de l’abris”, ibid footnote 18.

37. Oebser (2008) p.102.

38. Schaumans (2004) p.81 and 91. Bikkar (1995), p.137 and 184.

Chapter 6

1. The bridges at Vroenhoven, Lanaken and Kompveldstraat at Gellik were of concrete construction and crossed the Canal at places where the basin was deep and wide. The first of them, built in 1933, was the Vroenhoven bridge according to Delmer (1939, p.149 and 150): and Declerq and Santilman: “Le nouveau pont de Vroenhoven sur le canal Albert” in “Annales de Travaux publics de Belgique”, August 1934, p.597-612.

2. The mission of this squad was changed.

3. Theo Schmitt was captured at El Alamein, November 1942. He died in 1996. He was without doubt the paratrooper who most deserved the Knights Cross for the attack on Vroenhoven, but despite his service he was one of the major absentees at the award ceremonies of this much coveted decoration.

4. The Dutch customs post was in the village of Wilre, actually a suburb of Maastricht, and renamed Wolder postwar.

5. That was the original plan not carried out because the commander of Group Beton, Lt Schacht, received fresh instructions from Hauptmann Koch on 8 May 1940. He was to carry out a special mission about 1,200 metres west of the bridge and was therefore transferred from Squad 4 to Squad 7. The latter was originally to have been led by Rudolf Lange and thus came newly under Schacht’s command.

6. His eyewitness report is in Huijsmans, J and Guyvers M: “Grensfietserseenheid Lanaken”, 1934-1940, Part 1, 1981, p.24-27.

7. BA/MA RH 24-27/135. Reconnaissance Belgium and Holland, Addition to Nest Cologne Nr. 3468 Ig, 17.11.1939.

8. AOK 4. Ic Nr 486/4b geh.

9. In: “Einsatz der Fallschirm-und-LS (Kampf in Lastensegler) Truppe: Der Einsatz Eben Emael und Albert Canal”, BA MA Rl2 IV/108, p.10-113.

10. He joined SA Koch on 23 April 1940 and came from I/Flak.Abt.84.

11. Despite repeated attempts from 0720 hrs, he was not able to contact VIII Fliegerkorps until 1120 hrs. Altmann experienced the same at Veldwezelt. He informed at 0820 hrs that he had still not raised VIII Fliegerkorps.

12. The crew consisted of Sgt Crauwels (bunker commander), Corporals Nys and Penneman, and Privates Baete, Meers (possibly Meeres), Cramer, Degryse, Dreesen, Despiegelaere, Deklerk, Tellemans and Goesmans.

13. Jean-Hubert Ignoul celebrated his 39th birthday on 9 May 1940. He joined the police brigade at Tongeren in 1932 and was married with three children. He died during the attack on the bunker. According to Penneman the other gendarme guarding the bridge, Maréchal de logis Jacobs, fled to the cellar of a café run by a certain Menges. He was allegedly the only survivor of the three, for the other two on the far side of the bridge also fell during the attack.

14. Lhoest (1964), p.116.

15. Under interrogation in 1941, Dreesen still maintained that at that moment there were three paratroops on the bridge (cf. La 7.DI sur le Canal Albert).

16. Hofmann was Schacht’s deputy and had taken over command of Group Beton after Schacht and his squad were unable to fight on.

17. Despite what Schmitt says here, Klose does not appear in any official listing (cf. War Diary SA Koch, BA/MA RL 33/97). One assumes he was attached to Squad 11 formed only two days before the assault. (Translator’s note: One would think it far more probable that ‘Jupp Klose’ was a pseudonym to cover a comrade’s shame and name.)

18. Will Gahno (b.14 October 1913) led a group during the attack on Crete on 20 May 1941 attached to 4./Luftlande-Sturm-Regt. (according to the Bundesarchiv/Freiburg). This was Squad 4 in an attack on the Maleme (Hill 107) airfield by twelve troop gliders commanded by Hauptmann Sarrazin. At that time he held the rank of Feldwebel. He was decorated with the German Cross in gold on 24 February 1942. Gahno fell on 17 February 1944 while serving with Fallschirmjäger-Regt 12.

19. According to a postwar Belgian report (“Declaration des survivants de l’abri M de Vroenhoven”) based on the account of Private Degryse, Despiegelaere was one of the men who died while attempting to leave the bunker through an MG port. He ignored German cries of “Halt!” and was shot dead in the back by a paratrooper. Despite its many details, Annexe 1 of the report states that there are “glaring inaccuracies” in certain statements by the survivors of bunker M. Nevertheless the authors have included both possibilities although Crauwels, Nys and Despiegelaere were most probably killed by the hollow charge set by Schmitt after the mutiny.

20. Theo Schmitt mentions in his diary the use by the Belgians of “Dum Dum” bullets. He states that both he and Rudolf Bading experienced the effect of these bullets (illegal after the First World War by the Geneva Convention) on his own body, the first on the left and the other on his right arm, where the elbow and arm bones were broken.

21. Schmitt says in his diary that he was expecting Sprengart but found that the half-platoon which jumped over Vroenhoven was led by Lt Helmut Ringler. Schmitt states he was surprised to see him. Ringler told him that there had been a change in plan. This is the only varying version we have found, and we prefer the official account supported by the main sources and additionally by photographs which show Ringler near Altmann and the other NCOs who made up Group Stahl.

22. Lhoest (1964), p.132.

23. Altogether the Germans captured two anti-tank guns, twenty-one field guns, thirteen heavy and eleven light MGs, sixteen mortars, 350 soldiers and a large quantity of ammunition. The paratroopers had no compunction about using captured weapons where their own were unserviceable. The most coveted items were Belgian pistols, which at the time were the best in the world.

24. After the failed attempt to capture the Norwegian royal family at Elverum behind the lines, on their way back to Oslo the paratroopers were “intercepted” but Erich Walther skilfully talked his way out of the situation. They were halted towards 1130 hrs on a bridge south of Minnesund. The Norwegian defenders were well equipped with excellent weapons and could easily and quickly have overcome the Germans. A Norwegian officer who knew the composition of the paratroop squad told Walther that he was up against three regiments, and resistance was useless. Walther reacted with a bluff and assured the Norwegian officers that three regiments of paratroopers had recently dropped and would attack if the road ahead was not cleared. In the face of this threat the officer allowed Walther’s column of fifty lorries, some carrying Norwegian prisoners, to pass without further hindrance. (cf. González, 2008, p.74).

25. When he was examined later by SA Koch surgeon, Oberarzt Dr Jäger, the latter said ironically, “Well at least they took the rusty nails out first!”.

Chapter 7

1. The artillery support at Fort Eben Emael should not be overlooked, where two x 120-mm and sixteen x 75-mm guns were in place, eight of which being at the disposal of the Grenadiers.

2. In Pirenne’s platoon were Privates Florent, Dantine, Massin, Gilard, Duchesne and Hamende. Hamende was killed, and Duchesne and Pirenne wounded during the German attack. Coenen (1990, p.23).

3. According to Oebser (2009 p.187), landed on South Hill, near Strongpoint I.

4. A bullet passed through his face, entering at the mandible right lower side and exiting at the upper left side. Many sources, (e.g. Ellis (2002) and Quarrie (1983) state that Schächter was killed during the attack). He recovered from his grave injuries (although his face was disfigured) in time for the landings in Crete a year later when he was wounded again. Theo Schmitt, who participated in the attack at Vroenhoven stated that Schächter was a much liked officer amongst the paratroopers. He understood and forgave their forgetfulness in matters of respect to superiors. Schmitt recalled that paratroopers called corporals “roberjäger” to shorten the correct address down from “Herr Oberjäger”. There were other such abbreviations: “roberfeld” (Sgt), ‘roberleutnant, “roberhauptmann” (captain) etc. Necessity is the mother of invention, especially when time is of the essence in battle. Martin Schächter died in a geriatric home on 19 August 2007.

5. This was Reinhold Brestrich, b.1919, who came from Radio Comp. Ln Kp7 at Stendal.

6. The Abwehr overestimated the number of fortified positions in this zone. That can be seen from the targets furnished to Aldinger’s artillery. Target 41 “Bunker at the northern end of Emael” is the centre of the residential area of Eben-Emael: Target 44 “Bunker on the road from Emael to Vroenhoven” were only roads or strongpoint trenches. (War Diary SA Koch, BA/MA RL 33/97 Designation of Targets.)

7. The Squad 4 glider (Oberjäger Brandes) came down on North Hill near the Belgian AA emplacement and only a few metres from the command post of 2.Battalion. A little farther on, the Squad 3 glider landed on the hilltop, and the squad 10 glider came down north of the Belgian command post near the “lone tree crossroads”. (Oebser (2009, p.187).

8. Eyewitness statment, Lhoest (1964, p.170-180)

9. One of the wounded was taken prisoner by the Belgians and later freed at Dunkirk. He was the only paratrooper to be captured during the battle. Many Belgians removed equipment from the bodies of fallen paratroopers, favouring the belt in particular. When captured and brought to Maastricht, they had a hard time when the Germans discovered these “trophies”, but fortunately there were no excesses.

10. Pirenne’s eyewitness report appears in: Pirenne, G: La destruction du Pont de canne le 10 Mai 1940, in “Ceux du Fort Eben Emael” (1995, p.147)

11. The Squad was led by Oberjäger Max Maier, Oberjäger Walter Meier being his deputy. The other men of the Squad were: Gefreiten Iskra, Ölmann, Gehlich, Bader and Comdühr. The pilot was Unteroffizier Fritz Bredenbreck.

12. For the outline of events experienced by Granit Squad 2 we have relied on the report “Erfahrungsbericht des Trupp 2 über den Einsatz am 10.5.1940”, Hildesheim, 16 May 1940, composed by Meier six days after the attack. Although our analysis is based on it, we have not been able to avoid giving credit to other oral statements. Thus at Opkanne Meier went into a cellar: his MP 38 went off and then he was surprised to see six German paratroopers – of Group Eisen – who were hiding there, and came forward with raised hands. Meier left the house without a word. This does not appear in any official report (statement of Walter Meier Jo Fiévez). Walter Meier was always considered “odd” by his paratrooper colleagues, “a sort of intellectual”. His subliminal criticism of the relief at Kanne, who dismissed his offer, tells of his “different behaviour”. In 1941 for example he brought with him to Crete a crate of books he had “liberated” in Eben-Emael. A year later he was sent on an officers’ course at Dresden, but was soon rejected after the examiners found the answers he supplied in tests to be “non-committal, evasive and extremely strange”. He died in 2011.

13. These were most probably two units of the VCL (Vickers-Carden-Lloyd) artillery tractor, small tracked vehicles for towing a 47-mm gun. Under licence from Vickers they were manufactured in two versions by Familleheureux, one for artillery, the other for cavalry guns. The Belgian Army had ordered two batches each of 276 units, the first in 1935, the second in 1936. The captured tractors were used by the Wehrmacht under the designation Artillerie-Schlepper VA 601(b).

14. Koch’s suggestion to that effect was rejected. Melzer (1957, p.16.)

Chapter 8

1. Gahide (1980, p.47).

2. Letter from Denis Rolin, 23 May 1977 in: Gahide (1980, p.61).

3. When Aldinger’s flak units arrived at the bridge to relieve the paratroopers, they deployed their guns along the Albert Canal. Between Veldwezelt and Vroenhoven there was generally one 20-mm flak every fifty metres, mounted on a half-track. The command post was between the Dutch fort St Pieter and Eben Emael.

4. According to the list of the Belgian fallen, Delvigne died at Veldwezelt and Moens at Vroenhoven. The aircraft T-61 seems to have exploded in the air (Gahide 1980, p.50). In the case of both Belgian soldiers and German paratroopers who fell in the fighting for the bridges, even the Belgians found it difficult to identify the boundaries of the individual villages of Veldwezelt, Vroenhoven and Kanne.

5. Only T-68 bombed the bridge at Briegden but failed to destroy it. The aircraft was damaged and made an emergency landing at Herk de Stadt, Schakkenbroek. T-62 was shot down by Belgian AA fire, the crew then being “captured” as Germans. The Belgians were totally bewildered and confused. Gahide (1980, p.51).

6. http://www.vkblog.nl/bericht/I69428/RAF-verliezen,_10-15_mei_1940_(I). were have followed this documented version. It varies from Oebser (2009 p.227) where he states that Mansell was captured, but does not mention his escape.

7. Garland and Gray were posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross for their part in this operation. London Gazette 34870, Tuesday 11 June 1940. Transl.

8. Gahide (1980, p.89).

Chapter 9

1. The EKII awarded at this ceremony had a rounded “3” in the date (1939). The medal is very rare and much sought after by collectors.

Chapter 10

1. From: “Belgique, la relation officielle des événments, 1939-1940”, p.55-56.

2. Bikkar (1995, p.184)

3. Lhoest (1964, p.151), Schaumans (1995, p.88-89) state in this connection that this had also occurred at Veldwezelt. A soldier named Trif, later killed in a French air raid at Maastricht, had been one of the “human shields” at the bridge. (Translator’s Note: It has to be stated again and again that the “international conventions” applied as much to Belgium as they did to Germany. Bading, immediately after the landings, was wounded by a dum-dum bullet fired from bunker M at Vroenhoven. Later that day, Theo Schmitt on the east bank at Vroenhoven was wounded by a dum-dum bullet fired from a house occupied by Belgian troops. The use of dum-dum munitions was and is contrary to the Geneva Convention. The side using the illegal munition, i.e. Belgium, lost the protection of the convention for all its troops on the battlefield in the specific case that the opposing belligerent, Germany, used Belgian troops as “human shields” for protection against dum-dum bullets. This justification is known as the doctrine of “operational necessity”. It is not suggested that the Belgian Army issued these rounds to its troops, but rather that a few rogue and undisciplined Belgian soldiers obtained the munitions privately. Nevertheless the responsibility to ensure that this did not occur fell on the Belgian Army.)

4. Eyewitness reports, according to Alfred Bauer and Reinhold Susdorf.

5. From: I-CA-7 DI-18 Li, “Relation des événements au colurse des journées des 10 et 11 mai 1940 sur la position du Canal Albert face à Maastricht.”

6. Pirenne, G. “Le chemin de la Captivité”, CLHAM, Vol. IV, September 1980.

7. Gardiner (2009 p.33,36), Calmeyn (1992, p.23)

8. Pirenne, G: “La destruction du pont de Canne le 10 Mai 1940”, CLHAM, Vol IV, March 1990, p.16.

9. ABC Andalucia edition, 14.May 1940, p.6 Even German Army soldiers were not familiar with the paratroop uniform. Thus Walter Meier (Group Eisen) in his report after the battle wrote that German infantry units coming up as their relief fired on them: “They did not know the uniform, which they identified as enemy. I experienced that myself several times”. Report of Squad 2, Granit, Hildsheim 16.May 1940.

10. Bikar (1995, p.137-139)

11. Day and night the flying formations practised take-off and towing in formation. “Operation of the paratroop and glider troop. The Operation at Eben Emael and the Albert Canal”. BA/MA RL2 IV/108.p7.

12. ABC, Andalucia edition, 14 May 1940, p.6.

13. ABC Madrid edition, 15 May 1940, p.9.

14. ibid 17 May 1940, p.8.
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[Thit dem 1. Apeil 1938 ift das 1V (Fallfchim) Bataillon aus dem Decbande des Regiments General Giring
ausgefthieden und bildet [eit diefem Tage unter dem. flamen

Fallfchirm-jiiger Rot. 1

elnen [elbftinvigen Truppenteil ver veutfthen Luftwaife.

Dos

Regiment General Garing
[tellt 3um Recbft 1938 fiic das

Fallfchirm-Jiiger Rgt. 1
Standort Stendal 5

Rekeuten ein.

Dec Freiwillige echill wiheeny des 1. Dienftjnhces neben freier Behleidung, Derpflegung, Lntechunft und
feificfocge eine Cohnung von —.50 AM. tiglich. - Mit Beféedecung jum Gefciten (nach cinem Dienftiahe),
Obegjiiger (feitheftens nach 2 T.ln:n[n cen) uftw. {ft die diefom Dienftgrade entfprachende Befoldung 3ufténdig.
Auflerdem witd jedem als Fallfet gebil Solvaten die Fliegersulage, ohne Bichficht auf feinen
Dienftgead, gewdhet.

Die Maglichkeit, 12 fahee 3u dienen, ift beim Fallfthiemtruppenteil befonders giinfti. "

Die Unifoem des Regiments it die der Luftwaffe mit gelber (L be wnd cinem hellgeiinen Hemel

mit der Auffcheift
Fallfchivm-aiger Rot. 1”.

Nad ecfolgter Fallfehivmidgec-Ausbildung ecfolgt die Detleihung des Fallfthim{thigenabseichens, das auf dec
linken Beuftjeite getragen wicd.
Wer Luft und Liebe hat, bei der F iemte det jiingften LD der deltfchen Wehemacht, als

Freiwilliger
3u dienen, fillt anhdngendes Formulac aus, und [ehickt es bis 3um
an das Regiment General Giting, Berlin-Reinickendorf, Spandaver Weg 42. ~

1938
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Jd) habe den gufen Kampf gefdmpft,
den Lauf vollendet, den Glauben be-
wafrt. JIm iibrigen ift mir die Krone
ber Gereditigfeit hinterlegt. Paulug Il a.z.

ur Grinnerung

Am 10. Mai 1940 ftarb im 25.Lebens-
jafhr den $eldentod fiirs Baterland,
mein (6. Gohn und unfer 6. Brubder

Willi Herr
{nteroffigier bei der Luffwaffe
»®ott hat e[é qegeben, Soft f)al eé
8

femem Befehl, unﬁ bleibt nidyts ubng,
al8 fiir diejenigen zu befen, die wir
perforen haben. Denn alles lebf fiir
Gott, und was aud) immer Heimrehrt
sum $Herrn, bleibt bei ung.”

—

»Nidyt wollen wir frauern darfiber,
bafi wir ifn verforen haben, fondern
wir wollen dantbar fein dafiir, daf
wir ihn gehabt Hhaben.

_I_

Berleife gnddig o Herr, daf die Geele
deines Oieners Wil (i, nadydem du fie
von bdem miifevollen Grden-Kampfe
abgerufen, in die Gdar deiner Heili-
gen aufgenommen werde; und aber
lafi fie wiederfehen in der Freude, in
ber ewigen SHerrlidyfeit, durd) Jefum
Ghriftum, unfern Herrn. Amen.
Bater unfer . . . Ave Maria . . .
O Gerr, gib ihm bdie ewige Ruhe,

und dag etige Lidht leudhte ihm.
$err, laffe ifhn ruhen in Frieden.

Goit fdenfe dir den ewigen Frieden
{nd fpende Troft uné fiir die Jeit.
Gind wir aud) jest von Ddir gefdhieden,
Bereint uné dodh die Cwigteif.

Druds und Berlagéanftalt Leute & Co Waldtird). I

N
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Eben Emael
und dee Briidien iiber den Albertkanal

Stuemabteilung Roch

Vi,

fauptmann und Abteilungskonmandeur
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Haus Janssen- Bringmans
Pieter (9) y Mathieu Janssen (7)
Hendrik (5) y Herman Vuurstaek (9)

Laurens Hermans (70)
Helena Hermians (27)
Helena Vuurstaek (63)

.
<«

SN
L =
&

hristian Kerkhofs (31)
Joris Jacobs Kerkhofs (3)
Joseph Joris Kerkhofs (4)

After being captured, Schaumans received medical
treatment at a makeshift German dressing station

Ana Clara
Staeren

Driessen ftall injured. His family takes
ﬁehgmm{)ppoﬁew -
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Landing area of German gliders in sector north of Vroenhoven

1 Koch's command post

@ Fostionorphotographer
and camera (German MG)

S =

Direction camera was facing

2

80 metres between
command post and bridge
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Belgian trenches and aiming points for German artillery at Kanne

Ml Casemates E and F, bunker O
/) Belgian Strongpoints

X Planned attack points for Aldinger’s flak .
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Name, Surname Date of birth ~ Sturmgruppe Trupp Entrance

and death Number
Kempa, Werner 1912-1943  Beton 2 48
Kempke, Wilhelm 1920-1944  Stahl 1 173
Kerschgens, Andreas  1921-1944 - Equipment and 270
Impedimenta
Kerzmann, Alois 1914-1963 357
Keudel, Heinrich 1919-2005 212
Killar, Wilhelm 1921-1985
ipnick,Walter 1919-1991  Granit 6
ten, 1914
ten, Helmut 1918-1942  Eisen
el, Viktor 1914-1995  Beton 1
Kleensang, Kurt 1920-1974  Stahl sMG
Kleine-Weber, Gustay - 1916-1944
Klockmann, Fritz 1919-1945
Rudolf
g 1916-1942  Beton 8 49
Kniipper, Gustay 1914-1944 338
Knoche, Walter 1918- 381
Knothe, Paul 1921-1997  Beton sMG 178
Koch, Waltes 1910-1943  Beton 1 1
Koch, 1919- 358
Kéhler, Fritz 1915-1999  Granit 4 25/a
Kérner, Otto Emil 1916-1993  Granit 9 96
Kaster, Otto 1921— - Equipment and 331
Impedimenta
Konrad, Rudi 1920-1940  Eisen 383
Kriimer, Josef 1918-1996 272
Krimer, Wilhelm 1917-2001  Granit 1 24/a
Krause, Arnold 1909-1994 - Equipment and 179
Impedimenta
Krellwitz, 1918- 273
Hans-Peter 1921-1981  Granit 11 180
1917 409
1919-1942  Stahl sMG 45

2 1922-1942  Stahl 274
Kruck, Fritz 1917-1940  Granit 11 182
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Name, Surname

Date of birth

Sturmgruppe Trupp

Entrance

and death Number
Hansing, Hubert 1917-1941  Granit 10 156
t 1916-1941  Granit 6 5/a
Hartmann, 1914-2003  Granit 5 20/a
Hauck, 1915- 405
Haug, Erwin 1913-1987  Granit 5 2/a
Heidecke, Werner 1918-1941 - Equipment and 38
Impedimenta
Heidrich, Benignus ~ 1916— 89
Heinemann, Fritz 1917-1999  Granit 7 6/a
Heinen, Josef 1911-1940  Eisen 428
1919-1959  Stahl 263
1915- 378
Heitkimper, Wz 19201949 Beton 5 157
Helmbold, Siegfried  1914-1989 10
Hentschel, Karl 1916-1980  Eisen 2 347
Hermet, Ewald 1912-1988  Stahl 1 40
Herr, Willi 1915-1940  Eisen 8 348
Herse, Kurt 1919— - Equipment and 264
Impedimenta
Herzog, Albert 1919-1990  Beton 158
Hexkes, Edmund 1917-1986  Eisen 377
Hielscher, Arno 1920-1983  Beton 5 159
Hierlinder, Ernst 1921-1942  Granit 8 160
Hintermeier, Karl 1915-1940 sMG 106
Hippe, Wilhelm 1920-1940 sMG 107
Hirth, Otto 1915-2002 356
Hochmuth, Bruno 1916-1968  Stahl 162
Hopfner, Wilhelm 1918-2008  Granit 7 21/a
Horger, Johannes 1914-1941 380
Hoffmann, Bernhard ~ 1921-1944  Beton 6 92
Hoffmann, Horst 1916-1941 417
Hoffmann, Johann 1918-1941 sMG 164
Hoffmann, Kurt 1909-1955 - Equipmentand 8
Impedimenta
Hofmann, Theodor ~ 1909-1941  Beton 4 9
Holm, Kurt 1917-1952 91
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Name, Surname

Date of birth
and death

Sturmgruppe Trupp

Entrance
Number

Hooge, Bruno
Horlbeck, Paul
Hornstadt, Willi
Horst, Paul
Hosemann, Fritz
Hosse, Giinther
Hourle, Eduard
Hubert, Karl Friedrich

Hiibel, Willi
Hiibner, Heinz
Hutzfeld, Rolf
Igney, Alfred
Iskra, Gerhard
acob, Adolf

Jiger, Dr. Rolf
akob, Rolf

Jappsen, Friedrich
aschke, Rudolf
Jaunich, Otto
endrsczok, Herbert
Johnsen, Uwe

de Jong, Heinz
Jiirgens,
tirgensen, Kurt
Kimmerer, Ernst
Kainz, Alois
Kaliczok, Ernst
Karl, Michael
Kautz, Paul
Kegel, Albert

Keller, Heinrich

1920-1944
1917-2008
1915-1942
1913-1945
1919-1989
1917—

1915-2002
1919-1987

1913-1940
1918-2006
1920-1978
1921-1991
1915-1943
1916-1989

1912-1984
1917-1990
1915-2004
1918-

1918-1940
1918-1997
1919-1944
1919-1981
1919-1993
1919-1949
1917-1985
1917-1940
1919~

1915-1940
1914-1991
1918-1999
1919-

1912-1980

1917-1940

Granit

Granit
Stahl

Stahl
Granit

Beton
Granit
Granit

Stahl
Beton
Beton

Granit

Stahl
Granit

Granit

Beton

8

sMG

Equipment and
Impedimenta
10

4

9
2

Equipment and
Impedimenta
10

9

5

sMG

10

10

Equipment and
Impedimenta
10

161
349
165
71

163
379
41

166

42
43
265
167
22/a
169

93
23/a
334
267
m
170
168
171
407
266
172
268
359
382
207
209
174

210
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Name, Surname

Date of birth

Sturmgruppe Trupp

Entrance

and death Number

Ellersick, Erwin 1918-2004  Stahl 2 31

se, Hans 1918-1990  Granit 8 32

sner, Konrad 1918 84
Emrich, Hermann ~ 1920-1978 143
Engeling, Heinz 1919-2007 141
Engelmann, Kurt 1919- Granit 4 142
Engler, Josef 1917-2001 369
Erdrich, Alfred 1919-1940  Stahl sMG 144
Fabian, Albin 1917-1943  Stahl SMG 145
Fassbender, Wilhelm ~ 1920-2001 436
Fastner, Walter 1919- SMG 146
Fickel, Sicgfried 1917- Stahl 8 147
Fietz, Heinz 1918- 251
Filges, Heinrich 1916-1943 371
Finke, Gerhard 1920-1943 SMG 252
Florian, Fritz 1915-1989  Granit 4 12/a
Fox, Aloisius 1919-1944 253
Fribel, Albert 1912-1941 - Equipmentand 14

Impedimenta
Franke, Erich 1919-1940
irwin 1917-2003 3

Friedhoff, Hermann
Fritz, Alois
Fuchs, Georg

Funk, Albert
Gabrecht, Giinther
Gadzaller, Willi
Girtner, Alfred
Gahno, Willi
Gaida, Alfred
Galla, Erich
Gaudeck, Rudolf
Gebureck, Horst
Gehde, Heinz
Gehlich, Fritz
Geidel, Richard

19191960
1914-1944
1917—

1918-
1920-1998
1917-
1907-1960
1913-1944
1917-2003
1911-1941
1919-1941
1918
1920
1916-1944
1917-1940

Beton

Granit
Eisen

Equipment and 37

Impedimenta
8
SMG

sMG

255
148
406
415
33
87
345
149
256
257
15/a
374
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Name, Surname Date of birth  Sturmgruppe Trupp Entrance
and death Number

Genehr, Erich 1897 . Equipmentand 15
Impedimenta
1918-1990

1918-1941 375
1915-1940  Beton 6 34
Gilg, Leopold 19202011 Granit 10 38
Gleitsmann, Walter 1914-1942  Eisen 3 346
Oskar
Géonner, Karl-Heinz 19151940 Stahl 35
Goritz, Horst 1917-1944 404
Goldschmidt, Walter ~ 1920-2007 - Equipment and 437
Impedimenta
Grif, Ludwig 1916-1985  Granit 1 16/a
Graff, Hans 1901-1982 - Equipment and 150
Impedimenta
Grams, Werner 1917- Granit 6 36
Granzow, Arthur 1916-1969  Stahl 6 151
Grawinkel, Anton 1913-1981 88
Grieme, August 19201991 - Equipment and 152
Impedimenta
Grigowski, Hans 1915-1977  Granit 6 16/a
Grimm, Werner 1920-1940  Beton sMG 259
Grimm, Franz 1917- 258
Gross, Peter Paul 1921-2008 260
Grottke, Erhard 1919- Beton 11 37
Gru 1919- 416
Grzechza, Ernst 1914-1941  Granit 5 18/a
Giinther, Wilhelm 19191941 376
Guthahn, Werner 1917-2001  Granit 10 47/a
Haas, Heinrich 1917-2003  Beton 4 154
Hafer Carl 1920-2001  Stahl 6 336
Hagemayer, Richard ~ 1919-1984 261
Hahn, Helmut 1918-1941  Stahl 8 39
Hahn, Otto 1919-1996 262
Haller, Alfred 1920- 153
Hanker, Helmuth 1916-1989  Stahl sMG 90

Hansen, Helmut 1919-1997  Beton 6 155
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Name, Surname

Date of birth

Surmgruppe Trupp

Entrance

and death Number
Berg, Hans 1907-1982 - Equipmentand 115
Impedimenta
Bergmann, Alfred 1914-1980  Beton 3 24
Bessmann, Heinz 1921-2004 239
Bey, Hermann 1918-1942 122
Bicler, Max 1917-1988 333
Birkendahl, Rudolf 1919-1991  Stahl 240
Bliser, Richard 1915-1991  Granit 6 10/a
Blankenburg, Kurt 1918- 25
Blomesath, Joseph 1916-1984 367
Blume, Curt 1919-1963 244
Bodet, Fritz 1910-1996  Stahl 9 429
Bagle, Helmuth 1918-1940  Granit 5 48/a
Bohm, Heinrich 1915-1944  Beton 5 82
Bohrer, Hans 1922-1941 241
Bolz, Bruno 1916-1941 414
Borchardt, Fritz 1917-1944  Beton 9 26
Borgmann, Ernst 1918- 332
Bork, Albert 1917-1940  Eisen
Born, Emil 1920-1942 133
Braatz, Richard Hans ~ 1916-1993 128
Brand, Wilhelm 1920 - - Equipment and 123
Impedimenta
Brandes, Adolf 1915-1998  Eisen 4 339
Brandhorst, Heinrich  1914-1969 - Equipment and 27
Impedimenta
Braun, Georg 1918-1941 124
Braun, Hans 1918-1941  Granit 9 125
Braun, Ludwig 1918-2002 126
Braun, Otto 1916-1990  Granit 11 127
Brestrich, Reinhold 1919-1940  Eisen 44
Brose, Bodo 1916-1970 - Equipment and 28
Impedimenta
Brossmann, Waldin 1916- 129
Briindel, Alfred Hugo  1922-1943 242
Willi
Buchbender, Heinz 1916-1942  Beton sMG 131
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Name, Surname

Date of birth
and death

Sturmgruppe Trupp

Entrance
Number

Biischen, Hermann
Burre, Fritz
Cherbiat, Eduard
Christiansen, Fritz
Wilhelm

Clavora, Anton
Comdithr, Hans
Commercon, Jacob
Cordes, Wilhelm
Czerwinski, Hugo
Dahl, Rudolf
Dallmeier, Heinrich

Da
David, Fritz

Deckwer, Kurt

Delica, Egon
Deutschbein, Hermann
Diekert, Walter

Dinnus, Fritz
Dissmann, V
Dittmann, Erich
Dittmar, Robert
Débbelin, Otto

Driiger, Rudolf
Drubba, Helmut
Drucks, Richard
Dudda, Alfred
Dullnig, Ernst
Ebel, Eberhard
Eckhard, Ernst
Eggert, Herbert
Ehrke, Hermann
Eickmann, Willi

Eling, Heinrich

1918-2009
1914-1982
1920-1940
1919-1997

1921-2000
1919-1941
1913-1945
1917-1997
1915-1941
1917-1940
1897

1918-1981
1916-1989
1919-1942
1915-1999
1916-1996
1920-2005

1922—

1918-1987
1912-1988
1919-2002
1908-1970

1916-1991
1919-1942
1917-1944
1917-1944
1920-

1915-1985
1920-1990
1915-

1921-1997
1916-1973

1919-1991

Stahl

Granit

Eisen

Beton
Eisen

Granit

Stahl

Beton
Stahl
Granit
Eisen
Beton

Beton

Equipment and
Impedimenta
sMG

2

Equipment and
Impedimenta

7

1
10

Equipment and 2

Impedimenta

Equipment and
Impedimenta
SMG

1
9

6
Equipment and
Impedimenta

130
340
88

330

247
136
13

137
138

30
249
11/a
43
139

355

370
140
85
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Name, Surname Date of birth — Swrmgruppe Trupp Entrance
and death Number
Abendroth, Wilhelm ~ 1920-1941 sMG 112
Achenbach, Jacob 1916-2000  Stal 79
Ahn, Hans 1919- Beton 4 111
Alefs, Wilhelm 1919-2002  Granit 7 113
Altmann, Gustav 1912-1981  Stah! 2
Altwirth, Otto 1918— 114
Angelkort, Hermann ~ 1916— Eisen 365
Antoni, Otto 1914-1945 20
Arent, Peter 1917-1942  Granit 3 4/a
Arnhold, Oskar 1920-1941  Stah 238
Arpke, Helmut 1917-1942 St 1 19
Babst, Anton 1916-1944 243
Bader, Paul 1919-1943 Granit 2 116
Bading, Rudolf 1915-1945  Beton 22
Baedke, Walter 1918- Stal 7 21
Biihr, Erwin 1921- Stahl 9 120
Bansemir, Werner 1920-1979 Granit 10 118
Barnau, Kurt 1916- sMG 335
Barthel, Max 1915-1941 80
Bartz, Helmut 1918-1986 -
Bartz, Karl 1919-1944 435
Bauer, Alfred 1917-2008  Stahl 1 117
Baum, Theo 1916-1941 119
Beck, Hans 1917-1941 23
Becker, Gerhard 1915-1996  Granit 5 9/a
Becker, Walter 1919-1941 Stahl 8 121
Bednarz, Walter 1913-1944  Eisen 354
Begemann, Fritz 1917-1944  Stahl 81
Benda, Adolf 1920-2006  Eisen 9 366
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