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INTRODUCTION


Although Germany produced a number of truly outstanding Panzer commanders during World War II, few were more successful or more accomplished than Hermann Balck.1

Carlo D’Este

Perhaps the most brilliant field commander on either side in World War II was Hermann Balck.2

Freeman Dyson



HERMANN THE OBSCURE

On 8 May 1945, the day World War II in Europe ended, General Hermann Balck presented himself to Major General Horace McBride, commander of the American 80th Infantry Division, in the Austrian town of Kirchdorf. Balck had come to arrange the surrender of the German 6th Army to American forces, desperate to ensure that his soldiers would not become prisoners of the Soviet Union. This act ended the career of an extraordinary panzer commander, although McBride and his victorious troops did not realize the importance of their new prisoner whose unfamiliar surname, Balck, meant nothing to them.

Balck had earlier established himself as one of the finest armoured warfare commanders in history during the Chir River battles, a series of desperate engagements fought on the frozen steppes of southern Russia during Germany’s disastrous Stalingrad campaign. On 8 December 1942, when commanding the 11th Panzer Division, he annihilated the Soviet 1st Tank Corps at Sovchos 79, destroying fifty-three Red Army tanks. One week later, with only twenty-five operational panzers, Balck attacked the Soviet bridgehead at Nizhna Kalinovski and destroyed sixty-five Russian tanks while only losing three panzers.

Balck’s extraordinary achievements at the Chir River earned him a well-deserved reputation within the Wehrmacht as a commander who led from the front and won battles despite fighting against overwhelming odds. The German High Command recognized his courageous leadership, awarding him the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds, a prestigious medal given to only twenty-six other Germans during World War II. General Heinrich Gaedcke, who served under Balck on the Eastern Front, remembered him as a ‘model field commander’ and a ‘man of unconventional, brilliant ideas and inspirations’.3

Despite Balck’s exceptional military record, he received little recognition after the war. Unlike Erwin Rommel, Heinz Guderian and Erich von Manstein, who will forever be associated in the popular imagination as legendary German commanders, history has largely forgotten Hermann Balck. The historian Carlo D’Este accordingly observed that his name ‘is conspicuously missing from the list of successful generals’.4 David Zabecki similarly concluded that Balck is the ‘greatest German general no one ever heard of ’.5

Balck’s obscurity in the English-speaking world partly resulted from the fact that he spent most of the war on the Eastern Front, distinguishing himself in battles unfamiliar to most westerners — the Kiev salient in 1943, Ternopil and Kovel in 1944, and the siege of Budapest in 1945. He only fought the Americans twice, at Salerno following the Allied invasion of Italy in 1943 and during the poorly remembered Lorraine campaign in 1944, when he opposed General George S. Patton.

Balck also contributed to his own obscurity by avoiding the spotlight after the war. While a prisoner in American custody, he refused to participate in historical work conducted by the United States Army’s Historical Division, unlike many former German generals who used this opportunity to inflate their own reputations. After being released in 1947, Balck worked in a warehouse to support his family and made no effort to publicize his past deeds. He remained silent when other Wehrmacht veterans wrote their memoirs, notably Guderian’s Panzer Leader and Manstein’s Lost Victories, which became bestsellers and ensured their post-war fame.
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Hermann Balck.

(Author’s Collection)

The few histories which did mention Balck immediately after the war often portrayed him in an unfavourable light. Hugh Cole, in The Lorraine Campaign (1950), unfairly described him as ‘an ardent Nazi’ with a ‘reputation for arrogant and ruthless dealings with his subordinates’ who was just ‘the type of commander certain to win Hitler’s confidence’.6 Cole concluded that Balck was ‘an optimist’ who was ‘prone to take too favorable a view of things when the situation failed to warrant optimism’.7 Chester Wilmot in The Struggle for Europe (1952), clearly referencing Hugh Cole, similarly declared:

The command [of Army Group G] was given to General Hermann Balck, an experienced tank commander and a notorious optimist with a reputation for ruthless aggression. This appointment was not welcomed by von Rundstedt, for Balck had no experience of operations against the Western Powers. With Hitler, however, this was no doubt a point in his favour.8

Actually, Balck had fought the western Allies in France in 1940, Greece in 1941 and Italy in 1943. Despite such slander, his legacy slowly emerged from obscurity and distortion, initially due to the efforts of Friedrich von Mellenthin. As a General Staff officer, Mellenthin had served as an operations and intelligence officer in Rommel’s Afrika Korps before becoming Balck’s chief-of-staff in the 48th Panzer Corps on the Eastern Front. After the war, Mellenthin wrote Panzer Battles (1956), which became a bestseller, and in this book he defended Balck’s reputation and sought to correct the historical record. ‘I regret that in that remarkable work, The Struggle for Europe,’ Mellenthin explained, ‘Chester Wilmot has followed the estimate of Balck’s qualities given in the American official history, The Lorraine Campaign, where Balck is portrayed as a swashbuckling martinet.’9 Mellenthin countered such impressions and concluded: ‘If Manstein was Germany’s greatest strategist during World War II, I think Balck has strong claims to be regarded as our finest field commander.’10 Mellenthin also convinced Balck to end his long post-war silence.

After experiencing a devastating defeat in the jungles of Vietnam, the American Army sought to reform itself by refocusing on its traditional Cold War role of defending NATO against a feared Soviet invasion of Western Europe. However, in doing so it faced the dilemma of how to fight the Red Army and win despite being vastly outnumbered. The army’s leadership sought the solution to this problem by studying the Wehrmacht’s Eastern Front operations and accordingly invited Mellenthin and Balck to America where they became military consultants, participating in symposiums, conferences and wargames during the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Americans found themselves in awe of Balck’s first-hand accounts of his Eastern Front battles and General William E. DePuy, commander of Training and Doctrine Command, considered him to be ‘the best division commander in the German Army’.11 Balck’s advice strongly shaped the American Army’s AirLand Battle concept, which forms the basis of western military doctrine to this day.

Balck, through his engagement with the American military, gained a Sun Tzu-like reputation as officers frequently quoted his maxims as sage wisdom in their academic studies and military journals. In a typical example, Lieutenant Colonel Douglas Pryer declared in Military Review:

Moltke cemented the support that military culture, education, and training gave to what had become decentralized command. Schools gave extensive tactical educations even to junior officers and non-commissioned officers.… Much later, the World War II German Gen. Hermann Balck would say: ‘We lived off a century-long tradition, which is that in a critical situation the subordinate with an understanding of the overall situation can act or react responsibly. We always placed great emphasis on the independent action of the subordinates, even in peacetime training.’12

As Balck’s cult status in the American military grew, the Army’s Staff College taught its students that his command of the 11th Panzer Division during the Chir River battles constituted the epitome of military excellence.13

Balck recorded his thoughts in a journal between 1914 and 1945, which formed the basis of his long-overdue memoir Order in Chaos, first published in English in 2015.14 The book reveals a thoroughly professional soldier and a deeply private man. Balck only hints at his domestic life and tells the reader nothing about his children until he encounters his son Friedrich-Wilhelm, a fellow soldier, in France in 1940. He then gives a purely military account on the burden of having offspring in one’s chain of command. Balck, true to his reserved natured, only mentioned his wife once in his memoir when reminiscing about their time together in Slovakia when he was on leave from the front in 1943.

Balck’s exploits have received the recognition they deserved within professional military circles and, over time, his battlefield success has also received significant attention in notable popular works such as Dennis Showalter’s Hitler’s Panzers, Peter McCarthy and Mike Syron’s Panzerkrieg and James Holland’s The War in the West. As historical memory of Balck has emerged from obscurity, the time is right for a wider audience to become acquainted with this remarkable leader of panzer troops.

HERMANN THE SOLDIER

Mathilde Balck gave birth to her son Hermann on 7 December 1893 in Danzig-Langfuhr in East Prussia. The Balck family came from Scandinavian roots, having migrated from Sweden to Finland in 1120, but after the Thirty Years’ War, his branch of the family settled in Germany along the lower Elbe River. Balck’s immediate ancestors had distinguished military careers; his great-grandfather migrated to England and served as an officer in the King’s German Legion and on Wellington’s staff during the Napoleonic Wars. Georg Balck, his grandfather, also moved to England and became an officer in the 93rd (Sutherland Highlanders) Regiment of Foot before losing his eyesight in the West Indies. The family practice of fighting for Britain ended during World War I when his father, Lieutenant General William Balck, commanded the German 51st Reserve Division, earning the Pour le Mérite (Blue Max), the Kaiser’s highest award for valour.

After Germany’s defeat, William Balck wrote Development of Tactics — World War, an authoritative account of Germany’s recent military experience, and the English translation became an American Army textbook. Balck recalled that his father ‘was the last great tactical theoretician of the Kaiser’s army’ who instilled in him ‘extensive military and general mentorship’.15 Balck’s remarkable father, more importantly, taught him to understand ordinary people and instilled in him a progressive social conscience:

I grew up and was educated as a soldier. But I also learned something else from my father, something even more significant — a deep sense and understanding for the lowest ranking troops and the mistakes of our social class.16

Balck, accordingly, developed a thorough understanding of his soldiers as people and led them with a strong sense of justice.

During World War I, the young Hermann Balck saw extensive action on the Western, Eastern, Italian and Balkan Fronts. In 1913, he became an officer candidate in the 10th Jäger (Light Infantry) Battalion based in Goslar, before attending the Hanoverian Military College in February 1914. Balck was promoted to second lieutenant as the guns of August raged. He first experienced combat while commanding a platoon from the 10th Jäger during the attack on the Liège fortress in Belgium on 8 August 1914:

In the town we encountered the first dead bodies of Belgian farmers, small people with grimacing faces full of anger and deadly fear. Cattle were running around without their masters. A few women squatted with the remnants of their belongings, staring with empty eyes. This was our first glimpse of war.17

Balck later fought the French and the British on the Western Front. During an engagement at Fontaine-au-Pire, he learned a valuable lesson which he applied throughout his military career: ‘A successful attack is less costly than a failed defense.’18 At Ypres, Balck personally experienced the brutal violence:

As shots rang out, the commander of 2nd Company, Captain Radtke, collapsed right next to me. He had been shot dead through the heart. I was hit in the left hip. I stumbled and fell right in front of the Englishman who had shot at me, and I was able to kill him with a pistol shot as he was rechambering his rifle.19

Before 1914 came to an end, Balck had become adjutant of the 10th Jäger and survived being shot in his right arm, left ear and back as well as suffering a grenade splinter in his hip. The army recognized his bravery, awarding him the Iron Crosses (1st Class and 2nd Class).

In 1915, Balck transferred to the 22nd Reserve Jäger Battalion and commanded its 4th Company in Poland, Serbia and Russia. During the brutal trench warfare near Pinsk, he learned another valuable lesson that would become the hallmark of his future command style:

Although things were quiet during the day, a lively war between the trenches began at night. The Russians used every trick in the book, including confusing us with German speakers and conducting silent ambushes from the rear. It was not always easy to keep our troops alert. They were innocently unsuspecting. I tried time and again to be in the right place when incidents happened, and often was able to prevent the worst.20

Balck, early in his military career, understood the need to be well forward with his men at the critical place to gain full situational awareness and exploit fleeting opportunities. He stayed with his company despite receiving shrapnel wounds in his right shoulder. After being given command of a Jagdkommando (special operations group) from the 5th Cavalry Division, Balck conducted raids behind Russian lines, including one patrol through the Rokitno swamps which lasted weeks.

In 1916, Balck returned to the 10th Jäger to command its machine gun company and, after leaving the Eastern Front, he fought in the mountains of Romania. As the war dragged on in 1917, he led his troops into battle in the Italian Alps as part of the division-sized Alpenkorps, where he survived bullet wounds to his chest, left arm and both hands. On another occasion, after an Italian machine gun propelled bullets into his chest and both arms, Balck returned to the front the next day with both arms in a sling.

In 1918, Balck successfully requested command of 4th Company of the 10th Jäger even though he knew the previous twelve company commanders had all been killed. He led the company in northern France, Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary. As the tide of war turned decisively against Germany and the spectre of revolution haunted the officers, Balck understood how to avoid the slide into the abyss:

Wherever the officers avoided the constant mass-produced mush, there was discontent; where the officers ate from the field kitchen, there was no sense of revolution…. No German soldier will turn against an officer who shares his joy and pain, death and danger.21

After shell splinters ripped into his hip and knee, Balck was awarded the Wound Badge in Gold and was recommended for the Pour le Mérite, but the war ended before he could be awarded the deserved medal.

After the armistice, as revolution in Germany ushered in the unstable Weimar Republic, Balck and the survivors of the 10th Jäger returned to Goslar where the local workers’ and soldiers’ council mandated the battalion elect a soldiers’ council. The troops unanimously elected Balck chairman of their council and, soon afterwards, the locals elected him head of the Goslar workers’ and soldiers’ committee.22 During this chaotic time, a grateful veteran declared to Balck, ‘I thank you, sir, in the name of all my comrades for everything you have done for our company.’23 Hans Falkenstein, a private from the 10th Jäger, shared this sentiment in a letter to Balck, ‘I participated with you as my company commander in the campaign in the West and in Serbia. I always like to remember you as a capable, courageous, and just leader.’24

As bloody frontier violence erupted between Germans and Poles, Balck and his unit, now renamed the Hanoverian Volunteer Jäger Battalion, fought in Poznań province during this savage ethnic conflict.

Although the Treaty of Versailles limited the Reichswehr to 4000 officers, Balck remained in the army, which is testimony to the faith the hierarchy placed in him as it only retained the very best officers. This small band of Reichswehr officers formed an elite cohort of exceptionally experienced leaders who saw themselves as heralds of a future army in a reborn Germany. The Reichswehr trained all its officers to accept higher levels of responsibility and to use their initiative to seize opportunities without the need to wait for orders. As these qualities were second nature to Balck, he thrived in the interwar army, becoming the adjutant of the 3rd Jäger Battalion.

In 1923, Balck transferred to the 18th Cavalry Regiment at Stuttgart to command its machine gun platoon. He swiftly rose through the ranks, being promoted to first lieutenant in 1924 and captain in 1929.

During the 1930s, Balck served in the 3rd Cavalry Division and commanded the 1st Bicycle Battalion. After serving as an exchange officer in the Swiss, Finnish and Hungarian armies, he twice turned down the opportunity to become a General Staff officer in preference to remaining a field officer:

I loved the frontline life, the direct contact with the soldiers and the horses, working with living beings, and the hands-on training with the troops. Becoming a second stringer, as so often happened in the General Staff, was not for me. Besides, as a member of the General Staff I could not have pursued the many diverse intellectual interests I enjoyed so much. Even my military interests, particularly military history, I was able to better pursue on my personal time. As a General Staff officer one too often was drowned in bureaucratic office work.25

Intellectual curiosity, self-motivated learning and a love of all things classical were core traits of Balck’s character. During World War I, he read from a complete works of Shakespeare between battles on the Eastern Front and he also immersed himself in Clausewitz’s On War: ‘Entertaining oneself during quiet periods on the battlefield by reading the great philosopher of war produced a strange sense of excitement.’26

When on leave from the front, Balck explored the great cities of Europe to admire their historical treasures and cultural life. ‘I drove to Warsaw,’ he recalled, ‘where I enjoyed the Russian emperor’s ballet dancers’ and ‘saw Puccini’s Tosca in Polish’.27 He often visited Budapest and ‘never missed the chance to go sightseeing in this uniquely beautiful city’.28 In Romania, Balck explored the Teutonic Order castle at Focşani to admire its architecture. He also possessed a deep love of antiquity and read his copy of Homer during the Greek campaign in 1941. Later in Italy in 1943, Balck modified his artillery plan to ensure that the Greek temples at Paestum remained outside the bombardment zone.

After being promoted to major in 1935, Balck commanded the 1st Bicycle Battalion in Tilsit before being promoted to lieutenant colonel in 1938. He next worked in Guderian’s Inspectorate of Mobile Troops in the Army High Command, where he helped craft tactical and doctrinal concepts for cavalry, motorized infantry and panzers. Balck remained in this position when the Wehrmacht invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, as Europe descended into another world war.

During the first month of World War II, Balck liaised with the panzer divisions to assist their reorganization and refitting following the Polish campaign while longing to again command troops at the front. The Wehrmacht obliged and gave him command of the 1st Motorized Rifle Regiment on 1 October 1939:

My assignment as the commander of the 1st Rifle Regiment in Weimar came as quite a relief for me. I would not have chosen any other regiment. In addition to the good reputation the regiment and its officers had, I had just outfitted this unit with the most modern equipment. Everything was armored and mobile. It was the most modern regiment in the army.29

This book is about the making of Hermann Balck as a panzer commander and explains his transformation into a master of tactical warfare during the French, Greek and Stalingrad campaigns. However, it is also the story of a remarkable leader who, as Freeman Dyson explained, ‘gaily jumped out of one tight squeeze into another, taking good care of his soldiers and never losing his sense of humor’.30

Balck commanded the 1st Motorized Rifle Regiment, within the 1st Panzer Division, during the French campaign in 1940. After crossing the Meuse River with his men, he created the decisive breakthrough at Sedan which allowed Guderian’s panzers to race to the English Channel and surround the British Expeditionary Force at Dunkirk, instigating the fall of France. Despite this remarkable victory, Balck analysed German tactical shortcomings and theorized a new way in which infantry and tanks would co-operate in battlegroups — the kampfgruppe concept — which revolutionized the way panzer divisions fought, allowing them to later achieve stunning success on the Eastern Front.

During the Greek campaign in April 1941, Balck commanded the 3rd Panzer Regiment and put his kampfgruppe ideas into practice. Balck’s innovative leadership enabled the panzers and infantry in his battlegroup to overcome seemingly impossible obstacles and secure victory against determined Australian and New Zealand soldiers, who defended the perilous roads and alpine passes near Mount Olympus. At Platamon Ridge on the Aegean coast, at the site of a medieval Frankish castle, Kampfgruppe Balck overran the New Zealand 21st Battalion in terrain the Allies considered unsuitable for tanks. The shattered New Zealanders regrouped in Tempe Gorge, the legendary home of Aristaeus, the son of Apollo and Cyrene, where they were reinforced by the Australian 2/2nd and 2/3rd Battalions. The Allied troops in the gorge hoped to stop Balck’s soldiers in ideal defensive terrain; however, the panzers of Kampfgruppe Balck rolled through the Allied lines and continued on the road to Athens.

Balck’s command of the 11th Panzer Division in southern Russia in 1942, during the summer offensive drive to the Don River and subsequent Stalingrad campaign, firmly established his place in history as a master of armoured warfare. At the Chir River, Balck fought a series of brutal engagements in the bleak Russian winter where he developed his ‘fire brigade’ tactics which were later used by the Wehrmacht to hold the Red Army at bay against impossible odds.

This book charts the critical period as Balck departed his infantry roots and first took command of an armoured unit, fully explaining his transformation into a uniquely gifted tactician — a journey which began in France.




CHAPTER ONE

BREAKTHROUGH AT SEDAN

THE SICKLE CUT

In 1914, the German Army invaded Belgium and Luxembourg in accordance with a plan devised by General Alfred von Schlieffen, which aimed to attack the French Army in the rear after conducting a massive single envelopment through the Low Countries. After achieving surprise and initial success, the Schlieffen Plan failed as the slow-moving German infantry could not maintain momentum and the French used their railways to redeploy troops, culminating in the Allied victory at the Battle of the Marne.

After the commencement of World War II, the German High Command planned to invade France with a mechanized rerun of the Schlieffen Plan, in which the Wehrmacht would outflank the Maginot Line and envelop the French Army by advancing in a circular route through Holland and northern Belgium. The Allies anticipated such a move, and without the element of surprise, the plan had no chance of success.

Lieutenant General Erich von Manstein, chief-of-staff of Army Group A, considered a revived Schlieffen Plan highly predictable and unable to secure victory, a sentiment Balck shared: ‘The initial plan was a rerun of the Schlieffen Plan . . . we had to avoid it under all circumstances.’1

Manstein instead proposed his alternate ‘sickle cut’ plan in which Army Group B, under Colonel General Fedor von Bock, would invade Holland and northern Belgium with twenty-six infantry and three panzer divisions as a feint to lure the best Allied units north by giving the impression that the Germans were attempting another Schlieffen Plan. With Allied attention focused in the north, Colonel General Gerd von Rundstedt’s Army Group A, the main effort with forty-five infantry and seven panzer divisions, would quietly advance through the dense forests and rolling hills of the Ardennes in southern Belgium. Manstein assumed the Ardennes would be weakly defended as the Allies considered the area ill-suited to tanks. Therefore, he believed Rundstedt’s panzers could take advantage of this weakness to swiftly advance through the Ardennes, cross the Meuse River and break through the French line at the town of Sedan before the Allies could effectively react. The panzers would then race to the English Channel and outflank the Allied armies marching north into Belgium and, once these forces were destroyed, the Germans would annihilate the rest of the French Army.
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The Schlieffen Plan attempted in 1914.



On 17 February 1940, Manstein briefed Hitler on his ‘sickle cut’ plan. The dictator, also dissatisfied with the General Staff’s conventional thinking, sided with Manstein and approved the plan, a development Balck praised:

Manstein gets all the credit for developing under difficult conditions a completely different scheme of maneuver . . . a blow at the pivotal joint of the enemy just as he was attempting to execute an encirclement.2

The panzers of Army Group A would be organized into two corps under General Ewald von Kleist, spearheaded by Lieutenant General Heinz Guderian’s 19th Panzer Corps, consisting of the 1st, 2nd and 10th Panzer Divisions and the elite Grossdeutschland Regiment.

Balck’s 1st Motorized Rifle Regiment, within the 1st Panzer Division, would be at the forefront of the ‘sickle cut’. As Manstein’s plan hinged on the need to swiftly cross the Meuse and overrun the French defenders at Sedan, Guderian avoided overly complex planning and instead gave his subordinates a great deal of initiative during exercises held at the Moselle River. Balck accordingly trained his men for the river crossing as he saw fit:

. . . we rehearsed everything in detail in both map exercises and field exercises on similar terrain, under combat conditions, including live firing and air support. The Moselle River was the training stand-in for the Meuse. I was not satisfied until every man under my command was able to handle the rubber dinghies just like a combat engineer. I let the exercises run completely uninhibited to allow everybody to get used to independent thinking and acting. It was the best preparation for an offensive that I had ever seen.3

Meanwhile, the French Army, commanded by General Maurice Gamelin, assumed the Germans would repeat the Schlieffen Plan and accordingly planned to send thirty divisions, including his best mechanized units, into Belgium and Holland to defend the Dyle River.4 After the German invasion, these units would race into the Low Countries to establish formidable defensive zones to stop the Germans before they reached French soil.5 Although Sedan had traditionally been a gateway to France for invaders, notably for the Prussians in 1870, Gamelin considered the Ardennes ‘Europe’s best tank obstacle’ due to the area’s narrow roads which traversed thick woods and rolling hills.6 However, the Ardennes, despite its terrain, offered the invaders a decent road network towards the Meuse.7 As Gamelin considered a German attack at Sedan unlikely, he committed insufficient forces to its defence, allocating Brigadier General Pierre Lafontaine’s 55th Infantry Division, a second-rate unit mostly manned by reserve soldiers, and the 147th Fortress Infantry Regiment to defend the west bank of the Meuse.8
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Manstein’s ‘Sickle Cut’ plan to invade France in 1940.



Despite French weakness at Sedan, the German High Command only half-heartedly endorsed the ‘sickle cut’ plan. In early 1940, Rundstedt doubted the wisdom of placing his main effort at Sedan and Kleist considered a thrust to the English Channel too risky.9 Bock advocated the complete abandonment of the ‘sickle cut’ as the Wehrmacht would be ‘cramming the mass of the tank units together into the sparse roads of the Ardennes mountain country, as if there were no such thing as air power!’10 On 17 March 1940, Army Group A’s senior commanders conferred with Hitler at the Reich Chancellery. After Guderian explained his intention to cross the Meuse by the fifth day of the campaign, Lieutenant General Ernst Busch interjected, ‘Well, I don’t think you’ll cross the river in the first place!’11 Given the High Command’s pessimism, the success of the ‘sickle cut’ would ultimately depend on the actions of field commanders like Guderian and Balck.

TOWARDS THE MEUSE

On 10 May 1940, Germany invaded the Low Countries. A small glider force captured the Belgian fortress of Eben Emael and German paratrooper landings in Holland convinced the Allies that Army Group B in the north constituted the main attack.12 As Manstein predicted, the best Allied troops advanced into Belgium while the 134,000 soldiers and 1600 armoured vehicles of Panzergruppe Kleist — the largest mechanized force in history — quietly advanced through the Ardennes forest towards the Meuse River.13

Balck had been given temporary command of the 1st Panzer Division’s advance guard consisting of the 1st Motorcycle Battalion, an armed reconnaissance troop and the 3rd Battalion of his own regiment. On the first day of the campaign, his troops invaded Luxembourg:

The border gates did not slow us down much. Our infiltrated informants stood next to most of them, having prevented them from being closed. I drove forward to one of the motorcycle rifle companies that was advancing at a point ten kilometers ahead of the advance guard main body and caught up with them at the Belgian border.14

The 3rd Company (1st Motorcycle Battalion) and three armoured reconnaissance cars, after reaching the Belgian border around 0745 h, encountered the enemy at Martelange. The Belgian 1st Ardennes Light Infantry Regiment defended a hill on the opposite side of the Sauer River, which dominated the town and blocked the road. The Belgians destroyed the bridge and opened fire from pillboxes and fortifications protected by minefields. A single T-13 tank fired its 47-mm gun, which kept the armoured cars at bay as their 20-mm cannons could not penetrate its armour, and the German advance came to a halt.

Balck arrived five minutes later and ordered the motorcycle troops to cross the Sauer and assault the hill, despite having no artillery support. This order contradicted conventional military logic because his soldiers would attack a similarly sized force occupying an excellent defensive position, but he nevertheless felt confident:

Along the border lay the enemy bunkers that we were so familiar with from previous map exercises. They were silhouetted clearly in the terrain, but there was no movement. The Belgians seemed indecisive, almost as if they did not know there was a war going on. It was hard to believe. I immediately ordered the company to attack.15

The 3rd Company waded across the Sauer and attacked across 200 metres (218 yards) of open ground before storming the hill. Balck observed the bold assault that surprised the Belgians:

The armored scout cars fired into the gun ports of the bunkers and the assault detachments moved forward. A Belgian tank or antitank gun tried to escape to the rear and the bunker crews started running. A few of the Belgians were cut down in our machine gun fire and we captured two machine guns, and five prisoners, including the Belgian platoon leader. It was all over in half an hour and we had broken through the Belgian border position with our surprise attack. Our losses were two killed and two wounded.16

After German engineers repaired the bridge, the 1st Panzer Division continued its advance through the Ardennes. Balck’s first action of the war reflected his leadership style from the last war: forward command at the decisive point and immediately taking the initiative. Colonel Walter Krüger took command of the advance guard and Balck reverted to solely commanding his regiment.
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Hermann Balck during the French Campaign.

(Author’s Collection)



The next morning, the 1st Panzer Division advanced towards the Semois River, the last major obstacle before the Meuse. The 1st Motorized Rifle Regiment shielded the southern flank of the advance and French mechanized cavalry harassed the invaders but imposed little delay. ‘We moved forward quickly in the face of light enemy contact,’ Balck recalled. ‘Horses, equipment, the dead, the wounded, and shot-up supply convoys lay everywhere. The French fought extremely poorly.’17 Army Group B advancing through northern Belgium and Holland remained the focus of French attention as the British Expeditionary Force occupied its defensive position along the Dyle River.

On 12 May, Balck’s regiment exited the Ardennes and reached the Meuse River, south of Floing, in an exposed position: ‘A French counterattack into one or both of my open flanks could have destroyed us, but everything remained quiet.’18 Kleist ordered Guderian to commence the river-crossing operation in the afternoon of the next day. Although Kleist instructed Guderian to cross the Meuse 10 kilometres (6 miles) east of Sedan, the maverick panzer general instead decided to storm the river closer to the town.19 After Guderian returned to his headquarters, he issued a brief two-page order to his subordinates which was almost identical to the exercises his subordinate commanders had conducted at the Moselle River.20 The Germans were thoroughly prepared as they had spent months studying maps and photographs of the area and they knew the exact locations of the French bunkers.21

Guderian’s 19th Panzer Corps would assault the river at four locations: Balck’s regiment at Gaulier, the 10th Panzer Division further west near Wadelincourt, the Grossdeutschland north of Sedan and the 2nd Panzer Division near Donchery. Balck’s men spent the night in their assembly area preparing for the crossing and Major General Friedrich Kirchner, commander of the 1st Panzer Division, signalled them: ‘You are the spear point for the German attack. The eyes of all of Germany are focused upon you!’22

As the panzers emerged from the Ardennes, Lieutenant General Claude Grandsard, commander of the French 10th Corps, witnessed ‘an almost uninterrupted descent of infantry, armored vehicles and motorized infantry’.23 Artillery could have devastated the Germans on the east bank of the Meuse, but the French decided to conserve their ammunition for later use in a counter-attack. The French Air Force remained absent from the skies above the river as its leaders believed artillery would keep the Germans at bay. The French High Command continued to insist that the main German attack was advancing through Belgium further north.24

THE RIVER CROSSING

Dawn broke on 13 May to reveal a clear and sunny day. As Guderian’s orders for the river crossing were almost identical to the Moselle exercises, Balck received a simple instruction: ‘Act in accordance with War Game “Koblenz”. Execute at 1600 hours today.’25 The regiment’s assault would be led by two battalions as the men had earlier rehearsed and they steeled themselves for the attack. ‘For two hours we waited in tense anticipation,’ Balck recalled. ‘The orders were perfectly clear, and there was nothing more to be done.’26 Once the men crossed the Meuse, they would have to capture the French bunkers on the opposite bank which protected the road to Sedan. One company of Panzer IV medium tanks, a battery of 75-mm guns and a company of 150-mm guns mounted on Panzer I chassis would support the men as they crossed the river.

Across the Meuse, the soldiers of the 55th French Infantry Division and the 147th Fortress Infantry Regiment waited to repulse the assault. ‘The French artillery,’ Balck noted, ‘demonstrated its great effectiveness. Every movement we made was under fire and all traffic in the rear areas was affected.’27 As the panzers had advanced beyond most of its artillery, the French had three times more guns than the Germans and Kleist lamented, ‘my artillery only had 50 rounds per battery because the ammunition convoys were held up by the traffic jams on the roads in the Ardennes’.28 Given French artillery superiority in the Meuse sector, the river crossing stood little chance of success unless the French guns were neutralized and for this task the Luftwaffe had been allocated a special mission.

The 1500 planes of the 8th Air Corps, including 300 Stuka dive-bombers, would support the river crossing with an unprecedented aerial bombardment, the largest of the French campaign. Guderian and Luftwaffe operations staff planned a continuous rolling air raid by small formations of planes continuing all day, aiming to deny the French any opportunity to recover.

The Luftwaffe operation at Sedan lasted five hours and involved 1215 bomber sorties over a sector of French lines around 4 kilometres (2.5 miles) wide. Although few guns were actually damaged, the aircraft silenced the French artillery as their crews fled in terror while the high-pitched sirens of Stukas accompanied their devastation of the area. The carnage also paralysed the 55th Infantry Division as the explosions cut its communication cables. A German soldier watching from the opposite bank witnessed a squadron of ‘twelve aircraft pouncing simultaneously like predatory birds on their quarry, releasing their bomb load right over the target’. He continued, ‘The enemy is hit here by an enormous annihilation strike and still, more squadrons keep coming on.’29 Another German observer saw a ‘sulfurous, yellowish-gray wall’ rise on the other side of the river.30 First Lieutenant Michard from the 55th Infantry Division survived the destruction:

Explosions keep crashing all over the place. All you can feel is the nightmare noise of the bombs whose whistling becomes louder and louder the closer they get. . . . The noise from the siren of the diving aircraft drills into your ear and tears at your nerves. You feel as if you want to scream and roar.31

‘The attacking aircraft’, Balck witnessed, ‘went after the French artillery and put it out of action in the blink of an eye.’32


[image: images]

German soldiers crossing the Meuse River.

(Author’s Collection)



Under the cover of the air raids the Germans moved their 20-mm, 37-mm and 88-mm guns to the river’s edge and they began shelling the French bunkers and gun emplacements at close range. Balck’s men emerged from their trenches and prepared their collapsible boats in full view of the French bunkers across the river, but the engineers who were supposed to operate them failed to arrive. After the commander of the Grossdeutschland’s engineer battalion arrived, Balck declared, ‘You are heaven sent. Here are the dinghies, put us across.’ However, the officer replied, ‘We are not trained to do that. We are assault engineers.’33 Balck simply responded, ‘Assaulting we can do by ourselves — for that we don’t need you.’34

At 1600 h, the riflemen from the 2nd and 3rd Battalions began paddling across the Meuse at Gaulier while Panzer IV tanks and field guns pounded the opposite bank with direct fire as artillery suppressed the French defenders. The 1st Battalion followed the assault battalions as Stukas flew overhead. French artillery shells landed ineffectively nearby, causing no harm, but the French soldiers defending the west bank opened fire with machine guns and threw grenades, damaging two boats. After the 2nd Battalion reached the opposite bank, bullets pinned the men down until the battalion commander rallied them to advance. Balck crossed the Meuse with the assaulting troops:

I had thrust forward to the Meuse with one battalion after some brief fights with the French outposts, and I had set up my regimental command post up front there on the Meuse, along with the forward battalion. I went along with them to make sure that some ass wouldn’t suddenly decide to stop on the way.35

Balck urged his men to move forward to capture the French bunkers defending the river and the assault battalions secured the west bank despite heavy machine gun fire: ‘We attacked, just like on maneuvers. Prisoners flooded out of their bunkers, completely demoralized, and many of them senselessly drunk.’36

While Balck led from the front, his French opponent Lieutenant Colonel Pinaud, commander of the 147th Fortress Infantry Regiment, attempted to command his troops from his command post at Chaumont, 7 kilometres (4.5 miles) behind the lines. General Lafontaine similarly commanded the 55th Infantry Division from his bunker 8 kilometres (5 miles) south of Sedan. Balck, at the focal point with excellent situational awareness, reacted quickly to unexpected events, unlike his French adversaries who no longer had the ability to properly influence events.

After the regiment broke through the first line of French bunkers, Guderian, anxious to enlarge the bridgehead, crossed the river and found Balck who, in a humorous mood, declared, ‘Joy riding in canoes on the Meuse is forbidden!’37 Guderian had earlier lectured Balck and his men that crossing the river under enemy fire would not be a ‘canoe trip’.38 The troops needed to penetrate the French bunkers further up the hill which guarded the road to Sedan and Balck ordered his reserve battalion to advance: ‘Let’s go. Next orders briefing at that bunker up there on the hill.’39 He moved forward first, believing that in ‘such moments the leader has to expose himself ’ and ‘show a disregard for danger’.40

The regiment advanced rapidly through the woods toward the Chateau de Bellevue, where Napoleon III had capitulated to Wilhelm I at the end of the Franco-Prussian War, as French machine gun fire from the high ground fell around them. As the men could not overcome the two lines of French bunkers defending the ground near Bellevue, they took cover in a river bank. Balck realized the need to keep his men moving forward to secure victory as the ‘day was coming to an end and we still had to reach the dominating terrain’.41

At this critical time, Lieutenant Günther Korthals arrived with two combat engineer platoons from the 43rd Assault Engineer Battalion — specialists trained and equipped to destroy bunkers with explosive charges and flamethrowers. Korthals’ platoons had become stuck in a traffic jam in the Ardennes, but after arriving at Gaulier, they crossed the river and moved forward. The engineers penetrated the first line of French bunkers and attacked the other fortifications from the rear, creating a gap which allowed Balck’s riflemen to surge forward.

The regiment bypassed one bunker at Les Forges, before capturing two bunkers near the chateau, and the men reached the Bellevue–Torcy road around 1730 h. Another nearby bunker continued to resist, pouring machine gun fire around the assaulting infantry, until the men finally captured it 30 minutes later. After the riflemen passed Bellevue, the engineers attacked the bunkers on the western side of the road with flamethrowers.42 ‘I pushed and pushed’, Balck noted, ‘and by the time the sun was setting we owned the commanding hills and had destroyed the last enemy bunkers.’43

In the early evening, First Lieutenant Rossignol left the 55th Division’s command post and almost immediately returned with news that retreating soldiers were passing through the area. French Brigadier General Edmond Ruby witnessed the spectacle:

Suddenly, a wave of fleeing infantrymen and artillerymen came rushing at us on the road from Bulson. They hurried along, on vehicles or on foot, many of them without weapons but still carrying their packs, and shouted: ‘The Panzers are in Bulson!’ Some kept firing their rifles all around like crazy. . . . This was obviously a case of mass hysteria.44

There were actually no German soldiers near Bulson. General Lafontaine drew his pistol and waved it at his fleeing men, ordering them to stop, but the soldiers ignored him as the 55th Infantry Division disintegrated.45

After overcoming the French bunkers, Balck’s regiment advanced south towards the dominant heights of La Boulette, which overlooked Sedan. The men made rapid progress until high ground slowed their movement and the exhaustion caused by three days of continuous operations became manifest. Balck, however, refused to contemplate a pause as he wanted to capture Hill 301 at La Boulette that night. At this critical moment, his thoughts turned to the battle of Mount Kemmel in Flanders, a pivotal moment in his life.

As a Jäger company commander in 1918, Balck received orders to attack Mount Kemmel, which dominated the area. On 25 April, his Jägers seized the heights, but orders prevented them from advancing further, allowing the French 3rd Cavalry Division to restore the line. ‘If we had taken advantage of the great tactical success we had gained’, Balck reasoned, ‘and had used it for a push northward toward Poperinge, we would have gotten into the rear of the Allied forces there. Pushed against the sea, they would have been totally destroyed.’46 Haunted by this wasted opportunity, he was determined to act boldly and not to repeat this mistake at Sedan:

We had accomplished a huge success. My totally exhausted troops fell into a leaden sleep. The enemy was gone and there was a huge gap in his lines. I thought back to Mount Kemmel, where we had achieved a similar great success, but no senior leadership had been at the point to follow through to a victory. It was my great good luck that I was allowed to lead at a point where I had seen others in the First World War fail so critically.47

Balck ordered his regiment to advance another 10 kilometres (6 miles) but his adjutant, Lieutenant Andreas Braune-Krickau, protested. ‘Sir, that would lead to the destruction of the regiment.’ ‘No,’ Balck replied. ‘It will lead to the destruction of the French.’48 The battalion commanders insisted that the men were too exhausted to move, but Balck declared that the regiment would advance after one hour of rest.

The tired men of the 2nd Battalion advanced towards La Boulette and engaged the French 2/331st Battalion, convincing Lieutenant Langrenay of the 7th Company to withdraw.49 The 3rd Company of the 1/331st Battalion defended the key high ground of La Boulette and Captain Litalien could see that enemy fire ‘progressively increased in intensity’ as his men struggled to contain the German advance.50 By 2130 h, Balck’s men had overrun the left flank of the French defence and were pressuring the right flank. Litalien ordered a withdrawal as the German riflemen stormed La Boulette, capturing Hill 301 and forty French soldiers. The regiment next captured Cheveuges village, which opened a critical gap in the French line, and Balck signalled the 1st Panzer Division headquarters: ‘1st Rifle Regiment took commanding heights just north of Cheveuges at 2240. Last enemy bunker in our hands. Complete breakthrough. Elements, 1st Motorized Rifle Regiment, sent toward Chéhéry and heights to the east thereof.’51 Reconnaissance teams advanced south and reached the northern edge of Chéhéry around midnight and the day ended with the regiment having advanced 8 kilometres (5 miles) beyond the French forts.
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