
Foreword by Danny S. Parker 
 

In this new biography of Waffen-SS officer Gustav Knittel, Timo Worst documents the 

life of a man who would become the head of the reconnaissance battalion of the 1st SS Panzer 

Division in Hitler's Third Reich. Knittel's life mirrors the prospects and war path of other 

officers in the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler - a formation which developed an infamous 

reputation for brutality and war crimes in the Second World War.  

How did this state of affairs come to be? Worst gives us many details which amount to a 

war-time mosaic of what it meant to be an SS officer in Hitler's most favoured combat 

formation. With Knittel's life as a central pivot, we gain new insight into the savage actions 

in which his reconnaissance battalion became engaged, both on the Eastern Front and in the 

West. It is then hardly surprising that as the combat heir to Kurt Meyer, Knittel's command 

developed a savage reputation.  

Nor did the affair end with the war. As we learn about the post war Malmédy trial and 

how Knittel and the others under him successfully campaigned to escape the hangman at 

Landsberg prison. Ultimately they were released into a Germany that bore little resemblance 

to the one for which they had fought from 1939-45.  

While SS officers such as Peiper, Meyer and Mohnke have previously been covered in 

recent literature this is a new contribution with revealing details and revelations regarding 

Gustav Knittel. Recommended. 

 

     Danny S. Parker, the 28th of April 2016 
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3.9 Doubts about the Final Victory 
 

We can deduce from the recollections of SS-Oberscharführer Steinbüchel that Knittel 

and the remains of his staff were in the Laon-Marle area on the 24th of August 1944 and 

thanks to Leidreiter we also know that Knittel left the reconnaissance battalion at that time: 

 

“Knittel was sent home after Falaise and Argentan. Whether it was to the Officers 
Reserve or the replacement battalion, I don’t know. Don’t forget, the division was virtually 
non-existent! Böttcher led the pitiful remnants of the Aufklärungsabteilung back to 
Germany.  

 

Whilst SS-Hauptsturmführer Böttcher was leading the Aufklärungsabteilung through 

Belgium back to Germany in September 1944, Knittel was back in Neu-Ulm on home leave. 

But by the end of that month he returned to his staff, which was by then based in Nettelstedt 

in the Minden-Lübbecke area. This corresponds with Leidreiter’s recollection that he met 

Knittel again somewhere on the eastern side of the Rhine River. The following month, on 

the 13th of October, Knittel was awarded the Close Combat Clasp in Gold, which should 

indicate that he had over fifty close combat days under his belt accumulated during the 

battles in Ukraine and Normandy. However, this total cannot be verified as the official 

records of his close combat days no longer exist. Intriguingly, Leidreiter always had his 

doubts about the validity of the number of close combat days his commander was credited 

with:“This had been tampered with because I was there all the time – and I never got to fifty  
However, it should be noted that Leidreiter had been hospitalized and on home leave from 

mid-December 1943 to early May 1944. This time frame  included the period of heavy 

fighting in Ukraine which had earned Knittel his Knight’s Cross at the head of the 

Aufklärungsabteilung and thus the awarding of the Goldene Nahkampfspange may indeed 

have been  justified. 

 

In 1946 Knittel told his American interrogators that he had been sent to the town of 

Minden an der Weser to recruit and train new personnel for the Aufklärungsabteilung. It was 

there in early November, he recalled, that he was assigned as commander of the ‘Feld-Ersatz-

Bataillon’ (Field Replacement Battalion) of the Leibstandarte. Both the Aufklärungsabteilung 

and the Feld-Ersatz-Bataillon were based in the Minden-Lübbecke area at that time. The field 

replacement battalions of the Leibstandarte and the ‘Hitlerjugend’ Division had just been 

combined into ‘Feld-Ersatz-Brigade 501’, led by SS-Obersturmbannführer Siebken, who at 

the same time was also commander of the Ausbildungs-und-Ersatzbataillon 12. Siebken’s staff 

was based in Nienburg…… 
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5.1 Until the end of the war 
 

After the Schnelle Gruppe was withdrawn from the Amblève Pocket, Knittel 

reorganised his unit in Wanne. The Leibstandarte were then sent to Bastogne, in support of 

the German attempt to force a break through there. Enroute, the battalion paused at Bech, a 

hamlet in the Vielsalm-Salmchâteu area. It was there on the afternoon of the 31st of 

December that they were accidentally caught up in an air raid by 16 ‘Boston’ and 12 

‘Mitchell’ bombers from the 2nd Group, 2nd Tactical Air Force of the British Royal Air Force. 

The bombs dropped had been intended for nearby Vielsalm.  Knittel sustained a serious 

concussion in this strike which resulted in him being hospitalised in Germany, thus SS-

Hauptsturmführer Wawrzinek took over the Aufklärungsabteilung in his place. At the 

‘Kameradentreffen’, organised by the companies of the Aufklärungsabteilung after the war, 

it became a popular anecdote that Knittel had a smile on his face when he left Bech on a 

stretcher. It is impossible to determine whether or not this story is true, but it reflects that 

many of his former subordinates held him in extremely low esteem after the war.  In 1946 

Knittel stated that he was hospitalised in Ulm Hospital, this was also confirmed by his son 

who added that his mother had visited his father shortly after the turn of the year. From his 

hospital bed, Knittel’s words prove that he was fully aware of the consequences of his unit’s 

actions in the Ardennes. He pointedly admitted to his wife that ‘Stavelot wird noch Ärger 

bereiten’ (Stavelot will cause anger/trouble). 

 

Knittel also told his interrogators that he remained in Ulm hospital until shortly before 

the Americans had occupied the town in April 1945. But we can deduce from the 

recollections of SS-Untersturmführer Kugel that Knittel had in reality returned to the ‘Feld-

Ersatz-Bataillon’ of the Leibstandarte before this time. According to Kugel, this battalion had 

remained in the Lübbecke area until the beginning of January 1945 before it was moved to 

Rosbach an der Sieg where SS-Sturmbannführer Wandt had succeeded SS-Sturmbannführer 

Eberhardt. Knittel must have returned to take over from Wandt sometime during the second 

half of January as Kugel wrote that he was a passenger in Knittel’s car when they drove to 

Weiden. This was when the battalion was moved to the Weiden-Tirschenreuth area after 

the air attack on Rosbach. This attack took place on the 2nd of February at 11.30hrs when the 

village was hit by B-26 ‘Marauder’ bombers from the 9th Bombardment Division of the US 

Army Air Force. Tragically, sixty-two civilians could not be recovered from the rubble alive. 

Unaware that the railroad bridge, which spanned the Sieg River just outside Rosbach, was 

the actual target, Father Tannenbaum from the Pfarrkirche Sankt Joseph (Parish Church of 

Saint Joseph) in Rosbach wrote in his memoirs that he was convinced that the presence of a 

large number of Wehrmacht or SS vehicles in the village had triggered the air attack. 
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5.3 Imprisonment in Ulm 
 

Knittel was detained in the CIC prison, the old prison of the Ulm District Court at 134 

Frauenstraße. Thomas stated in his biography ‘The Test of Courage’ that he had arranged to 

put him in a secure cell guarded by men he could trust because feelings were running high 

against Knittel once word spread among the GI’s that he was wanted in connection with the 

Malmédy Massacre. In his reply to the ‘Stars & Stripes’ article from December 1949, Knittel 

gave his own version of the events after his arrival in the CIC prison: 

 

“On the 5th of January 1946 around 22.00hrs Thomas and Kraus[e] delivered me to the 
CIC prison in Ulm and left me there after having searched me and after having instructions 
to the sergeant on duty. At first I had to stand at attention in a corner for two hours. Then, 
on order of the sergeant on duty, a German auxiliary policeman brought in a bucket with 
water and a toothbrush. I was ordered by the sergeant to scrub the floor of the guard room 
with the toothbrush which lasted from about midnight to 05.00hrs. While I was kneeling 
down and scrubbing the floor, I was repeatedly beaten with a dog whip by the guards under 
the laughter of their comrades. Then, with the exception of a short break during dinner time, 
I had again to stand at attention until the evening. Then I was taken into a single cell which 
was actually bare of anything. The window was open and I was exposed to the strong January 
cold. I moved around in my cell to keep myself warm until about 02.00hrs when the guard 
issued a blanket. Between four walls, on the bare floor with but one blanket at my disposal, 
I was forced to spend the first eight days. As the guard on duty was not allowed to take me 
to the toilet without being assisted by a second guard, I was very often forced to urinate into 
my mess kit as the necessary second guard very often did not appear. In my distress I took it 
as an act of humanity when finally a mattress and three blankets were brought into my cell.” 

 

Thomas admitted that Knittel had indeed been ordered to scrub his cell with a 

toothbrush but claimed that he severely reprimanded the guard for his action. He dismissed 

the other accusations: 

 

“It is ironic but I went out of my way to protect Knittel from the beginning. It was well-
known that he was responsible for Malmédy and now he came under the control of 
American MPs. But they would not have dared mistreat him after I had expressed my anger 
over the toothbrush incident. It was the only complaint he ever made to me, and after that, 
they knew how I would react if he was treated badly. 
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Tegernsee 1938: the sports team of the SS-Junkerschule in Bad Tölz during a break. Knittel 

can been seen among the audience to the right of the vaulting horse. To the left of vault: Willi 

Hardieck. On top of it first and second from the right: Walter Schmidt, Rolf Diercks, third 

from the left: Ferdinand Polsterer (photo courtesy of Rolf Diercks).

Tegernsee 1938: Knittel (second from the right) with his comrades from the sports team, 

among them Hans Dorr, Herbert Oeck and Walter Schmidt (photo courtesy of Rolf Diercks).-
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Knittel and his bride Raymonde, flanked by his father Bernhard and mother Kreszenzia. In 

the background, with white braids, his aide, SS-Obersturmführer Wägner. The officer with 

the German Cross in Gold, on the far left in the photo, is SS-Sturmbannführer Hans Scappini 

(SS-No. 38 577), who was killed in Normandy one month later (photo courtesy of Helmut 

Merscher). 
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Left: portrait of SS-Obersturmführer Reuß with the German Cross in Gold on his breast 

pocket (photo courtesy of Helmut Merscher). Right: Leidreiter (far right), about to be 

awarded his German Cross in Gold while SS-Obergruppenführer Dietrich congratulates SS-

Untersturmführer Günther Zaag (1st Battalion, SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1  ‘LSSAH’) 

(photo courtesy of Hans-Martin Leidreiter). 

   

From left to right: SS-Standartenoberjunker Korreng, SS-Oberscharführer Kurt Fischer and 

SS-Obersturmführer Manfred Coblenz (photos courtesy of Helmut Merscher). 
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