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“YOUR MISSION IS TO CONTACT THE RUSSIANS”
By CAPTAIN WILLIAM A. KNOWLTON

One of the most fantastic episodes of the whole war occurred shortly before V-E Day when a young lieutenant of the Seventh Armored Division was ordered to advance with his reconnaissance troop beyond the American lines to find the Russians. This 24 year old West Pointer never guessed that, with fewer than 100 men, he would have to fluff his way over 60 miles through the whole German 12th Army.

Cut off from communications with his headquarters, plunging forward because he dared not admit his weakness by turning back, Captain Knowlton achieved the disarming of thousands of German troops
 and the surrender of several German Towns.
His breezy narrative, written in a letter to his wife and not intended for publication, is packed with drama, suspense and a sense of high adventure, and is spiced with humor typically American. The climax comes with his vociferous and convivial meeting with our Russian allies.

It was while I was running prisoner escort and had just sent my platoons way back out of radio contact that Sully* got through to me. “Hey, Bill,” he said, “Headquarters has been trying to raise you. Get down to Ludwigslust immediately – they have another mission for us.” I swore to myself. We had been on the move all night crossing the Elbe through wind and stinging rain blowing down from the Baltic, and
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then since dawn had been on a reconnaissance mission ahead of the task force which had just taken Ludwigslust on the plains north west of Berlin. I had made arrangements for all platoons to drop whatever they were doing and get down to Ludwigslust immediately. I opened up the siren on my armored car, put the accelerator to the floor and went down the road doing 45. That order to proceed to Ludwigslust was to prove to be the key point in my career.

Ludwigslust was a seething mass of captured Germans in uniform. I finally managed to find our Division Headquarters.
“Knowlton”, the Colonel said, “Ludwigslust is as far as we are allowed to go and our troops are drawn up along a north-south line just outside the town.
“I want you to take your troops and contact the Russians. They are somewhere to th east – between 50 and 100 miles, according to rumor. Get someone from their staff and bring them here.

“The German 12th Army lies between you and the Russians,” he continued. “If you get in trouble we can send you no help. Do not get too entangled and let me know your progress. Good luck to you.”
He shook my hand, which both touched me and made me a trifle apprehensive. You shake hands with people you don’t expect to see again for a long, long time and I didn’t like it. 

To make speed, I decided to leave my assault guns behind. Harrell’s platoon was off on another mission so I started with only two platoons, less one section and three headquarters armored cars. I put Clark’s car in front, a mess of peeps, my car, a few peeps, Sully, and then the rest of the first and third platoons. Altogether we were about 65 men.
I looked at the map. I could snoop along the back roads and take my chances fighting, or I could barrel right down the main road as though the army was following me and no one would shoot. I decided to barrel down the main road, and so we started off.

This was the mission of the war, and my heart was singing, as we swung out onto the road. But my heart was pounding a little, too, for this could be a nasty mess, as we found out later.

We soon passed through the American lines. The road beyond was jammed with German troops retreating to the American zone. They were mostly drunk and upon seeing us they would shout and throw down their weapons. That gave us the keynote for the situation and we went faster. The crowd started thinning out and soon we were hitting open stretches before sighting the next group. Each time there would be a tense moment. The Heinies would aim their guns, then stop, puzzled as to why we stayed seated up on top of the turrets and made no move for our guns, and finally they would decide we must have a helluva big force to behave that way, and throw down their weapons.

After travelling ten kilometers we reached Neustadt. The streets were jammed with civilians and soldiers, just as though it was a holiday. The
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crowds were singing and everybody was very jolly. The soldiers laughed and waved when they saw us, and held up Panzerfausts for us to see, then threw them away. It was contagious. As soon as one soldier threw away his weapon, everybody did.

It took us almost two hours to go through Neustadt, and we finally resorted to directing traffic ourselves. I got hold of a German SS* Lieutenant, and had him organize a traffic force from the SS troops in the town. It was worth the price of admission to see the faces of the German soldiers as they drove into town to find SS and Americans directing traffic side by side. We had a circus.

On the other side of town was a thick pine forest, through which the road ran. We were held up by a snarl of broken-down trucks, over which soldiers were clambering in search of food and clothes. I began to get a little worried. Several SS came out of the woods, got food, and then went back. I could see their machine guns and they looked like a hard bunch, but I called to them to come back out of the woods. They stopped and looked around startled and then ran for their machine guns. I thought we were done for, but I didn’t want to fire and bring the whole crowd down on our necks. So we all stayed seated and continued to yell at the SS as though it was inconceivable to us that someone should want to resist the large force that was following us. They came out and gave up their arms.

There were so many weapons that we couldn’t possible break them all. So we finally took the pistols and told the men to go back 15 kilometers in that direction and turn in all weapons to the Americans there. I promised them that the huge force following us would not fire on them; in fact, I said, they would probably be so well camouflaged that the Germans would not see any of them until they reached the rear areas of Ludwigslust. I lied more in that day then I ever have in all my life.

We reached the end of the forest and started across open space. My heart sank, as I happened to glance to the side. On our flank was a battery of four of the largest anti-tank guns I had ever seen. I realized that the others had not seen them so I stayed seated on the turret and acted as though everything was all right. The four guns swung onto our column and started tracking us as we moved. My throat went dry, and my stomach, already tight from the cold, tightened more. I think I must have prayed but I can’t remember a thing except those guns tracking us. Suddenly they stopped and four heads came over the parapet. These krauts looked for a while and we paid no attention to them. A few more heads came up – and finally about 45 men came out from their position, throwing their rifles away as they did.
The whole trip continued like that. We could come on a group of Germans, they would aim, we would yell at them to throw down their arms, they would comply and off we would go. We ran across a lot of tanks – Tigers, Panthers – and
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assault guns, all complete with crews. After sweating out so many of those damn tanks during the Ruhr pocket, it was like being behind stage at the theatre to see those Germans running them. We took the firing pins out and sent them on their way.
It was really something to see Germans throwing away their arms by the thousands – by regiments and battalions. Once a kraut Colonel came up the column stared insolently at me and ordered all the soldiers to stop throwing away their weapons. One soldier had a bazooka in his arms to throw away, but when the Colonel yelled at him he stopped and looked inquiringly at me. Several other soldiers stopped and watched. It was quite tense. I jumped out of the vehicle, walked up to the colonel and put my hand in his face and pushed hard. Then I turned to the soldier with the bazooka and told him to throw it way. He still hesitated, so I yelled at him in a harsh tone of voice. I turned back to the Colonel and chewed him out thoroughly asking him who he thought was running his regiment – he or I.

Parchim was the damndest town I have ever seen. Someone had telephoned ahead that the American Army was coming; so when my little force pulled into town, where there were two German MPs on each corner to direct us through. The route was posted for us, and SS kept the crowds on the sidewalks and off the streets. German soldiers lined the road six deep all the way through the city – all cheering loudly. Someone had given them the impression that we were going to fight the Russians.

Finally we cam to Lübz and right there I got as scared as I have ever been in my life. We had just tried to get headquarters on the radio and discovered we were out of contact. So here we were 40 miles inside enemy lines with about 65 men, in the centre of the German 12th Army, and with no prospect of getting out if they decided we were not to leave. And here in Lübz we encountered some of the real fighting men of the Wehrmacht, with many SS among them. They sat on mammoth tanks and field-artillery pieces, their faces were grim and dirty and bearded, and they kept their guns leveled on us. They were a tough collection and they did not like us. 

Ahead of me there was a huge General, riding in a staff car with a motorcycle escort of SS troopers. I had to do something or else we were kaput. I pulled my armored car over in front of his auto and casually leaned out pushing one of the SS machine pistols aside. “Wo gehen Sie, Herr General”, I asked. He turned a raging purple face on me for daring to block. “I can’t understand you,” he said. “Get out of my way.”
“Where are you going, chum?” I said. “I’ll get out of your way when I find out where you are going.”
“I am going to Parchim,” he screamed. 

“OK”, I said. “Just so I know where you are. Driver, pull out of the General’s way”. We eased over and the General tore off in a cloud of dust and SS troopers. He turned
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out to be a corps commander of that sector, but more about that later.

I was feeling pretty good about that time, and I almost died laughing when I saw Sully. He came up from behind on a German MP who was feverishly trying to direct traffic East. Sully tapped him on the shoulder and the MP looked around to tell him to wait a minute. It was a perfect double take. The MP turned back, started to direct traffic, realized that it was not a German, and turned back with his chin dropping to his chest. Sully placed a hand on each shoulder, spun him around, and started him directing traffic from the east to the west.

A few minutes later Harrell caught up with us. Then an SS came to me and demanded to know what the Americans were doing here. I told him we were heading a large force and asked where the Russians were. He told me they were 50 kilometers away. So we had chased 50 kilometers through enemy territory to reach Lübz and here we were still a hell of a long distance from the Russians. 

I tried to reach headquarters again on the radio, but still no luck. By now the SS were crowding around the car and their attitude was definitely hostile. Any more indecision on our part would result in trouble.
We could go on and meet the Russians, but it was getting dark and the problem of identifying ourselves came up. The signal was a certain kind of flare, of which we had none and at night they could see out emblems. Also, as we approached the German-Russian lines we could expect fire from the Germans. We could turn around and go back, but if we ever showed enough indecision to turn around we were all dead men. This was written in the SS men’s eyes. Last of all, we could stay in Lübz and sweat it out all night.

More and more and bigger and bigger artillery pieces were going by, tanks were filling the night air with the noise of clashing steel, German officers were screaming harsh commands – it was one of the most magnificent and yet terrifying sights I have ever seen. I made my decision.
“Sully,” I called, “take the troop out of town on top of a hill and see if you can regain radio contact. Sergeant Ladd, come with me.” So the troop pulled on, and Sergeant Ladd and I started to elbow our way through the German troops.

As we reached the center of town, a Major with a huge potbelly came stumbling down the street with a meek little civilian beside him. “I surrender the town,” he sputtered. “The General is not here, so in the name of the General I surrender.”
“I know”, I replied. “I just talked to the General. He went to Parchim.”
“Oh, good”, said the Major. “You talked with General Hernlein, then. (see note 4)
 I surrender the town. This man here is the Bürgermeister.”
The Bürgemeister mumbled something about a pleasure to see the American Army (meaning Sergeant Ladd and myself) and doffed his hat.
I brushed him aside and spoke to the Major brusquely. I was so tired
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that I couldn’t see straight, but I tried to sound tough and business-like. “First I want a Command Post.”
“Right over here,” said the Major, “the SS have a Traffic Control Point. It was also a Division CP until the Generals left”
“Run the SS out and I will use it”, I ordered, and so we started through the town, with people leaning out of windows staring and soldiers pushing up to see the new military commandant. I looked neither to the right nor left, but strode down the street with the Major and Bürgermeister puffing along behind. 
The CP, a former bar, was full of SS and parachute officers. I spotted a Colonel sitting at a huge table with a map on it. “I’ll sit there,” I said; and the Colonel reluctantly vacated the chair. The other officers stood watching me with steely eyes.
I had to move quickly to continue the bluff. I ordered all civilians off the streets and into their homes. German soldiers could pass through the town, but they must leave their arms there. I arranged with the Bürgermeister to turn over the brewery as an arms collection post.

The Parachute Division Hermann Goering, one the of the crack divisions of the German army was in town; so I organized them as MPs and told them they were to keep traffic moving, to see that all traffic passed by the arms collection points, and that all troops turned in their arms. They got hot and in about an hour traffic was flowing smoothly. I permitted them to keep all large tanks, as there were many soldiers riding on these pieces and I wanted to get as many as possible back to our lines. 

I was really sweating by then. My radio operator came in and said: “Sir, I put that message in for you and here is the answer.” I opened his note and read: “Sir, I cannot contact any station – we are cut off from any friendly forces.”
“Thank you, Sergeant”, I said. “Notify them that I will comply and stay here awaiting further orders.”
He saluted and left. I turned to the Germans. “I have just received word from my headquarters and will remain here for the night and move forward to meet the Russians.”
They screamed bloody murder, wanting to know why I didn’t move forward that night. I took a little of that and then got mad, told them we were soldiers, and if your general told us to stay there that night, we would stay.
All our vehicles came back into town and parked in the main square. I arranged for two platoons to stay with me in the CP, living upstairs in a hall. The Germans complained that it was an SS billet, but I ran the SS out and moved in.

So far the day had been the biggest piece of deceit in history. The flub was working only because they thought I was the whole American army and that when I met the Russians there would be a line of demarcation. I knew that if I got in trouble no one could come and help me. I knew that this territory would be Russian after the war.

I was hardly settled when the phone rang. It was the German
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Major in Parchim. “Herr Kommandant”, he asked, “when are the other Americans coming?”
“Oh”, I answered, sweating like a pig, “they will be along very shortly. Many tanks and infantry. If they don’t get there tonight they will in the morning”.

The Major sounded a little worried. “Have you any instructions for me?” he asked.
I saw my chance to double the magnitude of his job. “Yes,” I said, “you will collect the arms from all troops and turn them over to the Americans when they arrive.”
He screamed like a wounded eagle.
“I don’t give a damn what you think”, I yelled, “I am the military commandant and I order you to disarm everybody.” A brilliant thought hit me. “And don’t forget that Corps Headquarters out there and General Hernlein.” And I hung up.

A Captain from the Hermann Goering Division arrived. He stated that his General did not believe there were American troops in Lübz and wanted a cigarette as proof. I’d be damned if I was going to give any Heinie an American cigarette, so I wrote a note as follows:
This is to certify that American troops have this date captured Lübz, Germany.
William A Knowlton,

1st Lt, Cavalry,
Commandant.
With this note I enclosed a piece of chewing gum.

A Captain from the Panzer Marine brigade came in. He was big and nasty. He spoke English very well and started giving me a hard time. He was defending on a line farther east and insisted that I go out and meet the Russians immediately. I told him I’d go out when I was ready and that I was not sending any of my people out in the night for him or anyone else. He tried to browbeat me into telling him my orders and how many troops I had, and every few minutes the phone would ring and a voice would say: “Herr Kommandant, the American troops are not yet here in Parchim.”
“They will be there,” I would say, the sweat running from my brow.
Here is the setting and a cross section of the conversation in that CP:

As the lights go up we find a battered German beer joint, filled with young, strong German soldiers. Upstage is a huge desk, a picture of Adolf Hitler behind it, at which our worried leading character is sitting. The only light is almost a spotlight shining directly on the desk, making it seem like a third-degree set-up. His dirty combat jacket is ripped and tattered by shrapnel, his face is filthy and a two-day stubble grows on it. As curtain opens the Panzer Marine Brigade captain is speaking. He pounds his fist on the table.

Panzer Capt: You must go out and meet the Russians tonight. They are advancing here in this room (from German word Raum, meaning space) and you must meet them. They are here, or here. (Pounding map for emphasis). You must go out tonight.

Knowlton: Don’t tell me what to do. My orders are to stay here and meet them here.

Pz Capt: You are not in communication with your headquarters.

Knowlton: Certainly I am, but my orders are to stay here and meet them here.
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PZ Capt.: You are not in communication with your headquarters.

Knowlton: Certainly, I am, but my orders are to stay here.

Engineer: Herr Kommandant, The General just had me lay a minefield outside the town here. My I go to my company now with my detail?

Knowlton: No, get out there and take up the field again. Here is a pass so other American troops will not stop you. (Troops being nonexistent)

Engineer: But the General ordered me to – 
Knowlton: Get out and take up that field.
PZ Capt.: The Russian will not advance tonight, because he will be sleeping with our beautiful German girls. Our lovely girls will be raped.

Knowlton: Propaganda!

German Cpl: Herr Oberleutnant, these men wish to check the bulb above you for to the electric go make. (Telephone rings)

Knowlton (To telephone): They are coming now. (To Captain) I will not go anywhere tonight. (To Workmen) Get your dirty feet off my neck!

German Cpl.: Sir, I beg your pardon but the Bürgermeister wishes to know if he can go home to bed.

PZ Capt.: You will see when you are fighting on the banks of the Polish rivers – when the Russian has finished with our beautiful German girls. You must go out tonight.

GI (entering with struggling SS man): Sir, this lousy bastard tried to drill me –  
SS man: Dieses verdamnte Amerikanische Schwein – (telephone rings)

Telephone: Herr Kommandant, the American troops are not yet in Parchim and the Herr General has ordered all troops to take up arms and return to the front. What shall I do? When are the other Americans coming?

GI: Shaddup you Kraut , or I’ll knock your teeth out.

German Major: Herr Kommandant, the brewery is now full of arms. Where are the soldiers to turn their arms into now? (A few rounds of Russian artillery fall outside)

PZ Capt.: See there. Here come the Russians! You must go out and meet them here – in this room. You must get your men up.

Knowlton: Yes, he can go home now. Yes, the troops will be there soon. Find another factory for the arms – I don’t care where. Get your feet off my neck, you Kraut bastard. Get that Bürgermeister out of here – he makes me nervous. Which direction is that artillery coming from? No, I will not go out tonight with any patrol. Etc. etc. etc.

This went on for yours, until I was worn out. Remember that I had not slept for two nights and days. The final blow came when this arrogant Panzer Captain leaned over the desk, rapped the map, and said: “I think you are bluffing. First, I think you are no longer in communication wit your headquarters; and second, I think there are no American troops nearer here than Ludwigslust, and that no more are coming.”
Dead silence fell over the room – hard, hard eyes stared right through
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me. In that silence, the outside sounds suddenly became louder. I heard the clashing of tank tracks, the sputter of trucks, the songs of the SS carrying clear in the cold, bitter wind, the crack, crack of hobnailed boots, the loud commands of German officers.

My spirits fell. “Knowlton,” I thought, “your were a damn fool to think you could ever get away with it. Right above you sleep 60 men who trust you, and you have led them into a death-trap. This is your last bluff and it had better work. You used to claim you were an actor. This is your last chance, son.”
So I squared my shoulders and stared at the crowd. “Don’t be stupid. Do you think Id be dumb enough to come way in here, take over three cities and disarm several hundred thousand German soldiers unless there was a large force following me?”
The Captain stopped, scratched his head. “No,” he answered, “I guess not.”
“Now I am going to bed. I’m dead tired.”
There were loud protests. Every-one screamed that the Russians would attack during the night. 

“I don’t give a damn,” I said. “I don’t care who comes unless I get some sleep. Good night!”
The entire room clicked their heels and gave the Hitler salute. “Gute Nacht, Herr Kommandant.”
The next morning I went downstairs and things were critical. The German High Command had discovered I was the only American force this side of Ludwigslust, that we had disarmed, by SS count, 275,000 German troops and that the whole German Army were laying down their arms in Lübz. Orders were issued for them to take up their arms again, and shoot us if we resisted.

I had a half-hour argument with an SS Colonel from the corps staff. We agreed that all troops going west would lay down their arms, while those going east could keep theirs. He made that agreement because he was too proud to admit that there were any German troops retreating from the east. So he went away – his honor satisfied – and my boys continued to do a land-office business at the arms collecting points, of which we now had several.
Soon, however, several fistfights broke out between my boys and the SS. Only the guts of certain of my boys prevented them getting out of control. But it could not last much longer. The only solution was to get out on patrol, so we could save our face and still avoid the ultimate shooting match. 

I got my armored car ready and had Harry Clark’s platoon follow me. Before I started I got two officers from a German engineer outfit and put one over each front wheel of my car. “Now, gentlemen,” I pointed out, “if my car hits a mine you will be just as dead, or slightly more so than anyone else in the car.” We started down the main road to Plau – my two officers sitting on the front like two bird dogs, just scanning hell out of the road for mines. Best mine detectors I ever saw.

The country is this area is rolling, and as we neared Plau we could see
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for great distances – so could anyone on the other side see us. I could hear the sound of firing in the distance ahead, and began to worry about the problem of mutual recognition. We had been assured that the Russian tanks would all have white triangles and they had been oriented on our markings. But at the distance from which someone could shoot at us, our markings were not too legible.
As we neared a small town, one of the German engineers suddenly shouted, “There is our German artillery!”
Travelling along the skyline from east to west was the longest column of horses, horse-drawn wagons and marching men I have ever seen. I grabbed the field glasses, took a look, and handed the glasses to the German. “Look again, Herr Hauptmann”, I told him “and then tell me for how long the German army has had Cossacks in high fur caps riding the column!”
Well, we had gotten that far – now the question was how to make the historic junction without getting a lot of people killed. I called up a peep, climbing on the front of the radiator with a big white flag and started down to the town. As we rounded a corner, there was a Russian Major, looking at a map. I leaped off the peep, clicked my heels and saluted, yelled “Ya Amerikaneetz Oberlitnant” and shook hands with him.
Thus at 0925, 3 May 1945, was junction made between the American and Russian forces north of Berlin. It was the first contact on the other side of the Elbe. 

I radioed Harry to bring the rest of the vehicles down, and then the Major guided us through his troops to the Colonel. The Russian army is unique. I expected a military machine manned by stern-visaged men, with a lot of mechanical equipment. What we found was a conglomeration of horses, German trucks, bicycles, Cossacks, tommy guns motorcycles. There seemed to be no system, and people just wandered in and out of the column at will with apparently no orders or particular jobs. Every other man was an officer. Everybody grinned, saluted us and yelled some unintelligible gibberish – while we grinned, saluted, yelled, saluted, waved, saluted and grinned. 

Finally we caught up with the Colonel. I expected a big Russian with medals hanging on his chest and a tommy gun in one hand. What I found was a farmerlike individual serenely driving a two-horse wagon as though it were a Sunday in Central Park. Sitting beside him was a girl in uniform. I later learned she was a Russian nurse named Maria.
When the Colonel learned who I was and from where I came, he got out and pranced around, all grins. We shook hands and slapped each other on the back. I soon found out that the way to make an impression on a Russian is to run up, hit him a clout on the back that would fell an ordinary man, grasp his hand in as tight a grip as possible, embrace him, grin like a hyena, and yell loudly “Tovarish!” or “Ya Amerikaneetz!”. 
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Maria came flying out and we smooched her and slapped her back. She was built like a small ox, very close to the ground, and with a 44 bust. While everybody was hitting everybody else on the back and jabbering, the Colonel got out his Russian map, which looked like Chinese to me, and I got out my map, and between us we figured out which route I had come. He expressed great wonder that I had been able to pierce German lines and somehow get behind his Task Force so that we came up on them from the rear. It’s a good thing we did. The Russians had no white triangles on their vehicles, and they stared at ours saying: “Oh look. Comrade – the Americaneetz have a star on their cars.”
The Colonel got out a red pencil and we signed each other’s maps, marking the place where we met. Then I got out a bottle Three-Star Hennessey I had brought for a gift and handed it to him. He in turn handed it over to Maria and we all grinned at each other.
I had no one with me who could speak Russian, but I had a kid who could speak Polish. So the Colonel sent for a Polish-speaking officer – a very young Major – who finally came wandering up. The conversation had been a little bit sorry until then, but once this Pole appeared things livened up. We batted the breeze a while longer through him while millions of Russians climbed all over my armored cars trying the guns, talking to each other on the radios, opening and closing the hatches, and generally acting like the eighth grade on a visit to a military exposition. Every now and then one would let go a burst with a tommy gun or with one of my machine guns, which would narrowly miss killing the whole staff – at which everybody would laugh uproariously and hit each other another clout on the back.
Then the Colonel sent word to the division commander what had happened. The division commander sent back word that he would be right up for lunch, and to pick out a good C.P. So the Colonel selected a good C.P. and Harry and I, with about ten Russian Majors and Captains, repaired to the C.P. for lunch. 

I wish Military Government could have seen the Russians take over a new C.P. The Colonel looked around at the neighboring houses, picked out the nicest, and said: “I’ll take that.” Immediately several Cossacks galloped up to the house, hurtled off their horses, and strode into the house. There were several crashing sounds; I heard some glass break, a few splintering noises from wood, probably doors, one loud crash, a scream – and then the door opened and two aged Germans came flying out, evidently propelled by a large Russian boot. They had no sooner lit than a Cossack appeared at the door carrying a German boy by the seat and neck. He cleared the hedge with that one. There were more noises of doors smashing and glass breaking. In this manner was the new C.P. taken over.

When we arrived in the living room all the preserved fruit from the
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house was on the table. Pretty soon two good-looking Russian girls came in, carrying a platter of fired eggs and other edibles. I thought they were camp followers of some sort, but found out that one was a corporal in the infantry and the other a captain in the cavalry.
The Colonel strode in and seemed satisfied with what he found. He took my bottle of Three-Star Hennessey, plus a bottle which Clark had donated, poured us all a water-glass full. I was looking at the thing speculatively when suddenly all the staff rose to their feet and said in booming tones, raising his glass on high – “Trrrrooooman, Staaleeen,  Churchillll.” Whereupon everyone clinked glasses with everyone else.
Then they drank. I say “they” drank advisedly because they gulped a water glass of brandy in one swallow. Clark and I took a good, healthy swig – and my throat burned for several minutes. The Russians all roared with laughter and belted each other, and gave us to understand that Americans were a namby-pamby race because we would not take a little slug of Cognac.

Ghosts of the Wild West heroes smirked at us, and I could see that the prestige of the American frontier days depended on us. So Harry and I rose to our feet and took the whole glass at one gulp – and then collapsed our eyes watering, trying to look as though that was what we had been going to do all the time, so there.

The next thing we knew there was a water glass of vodka at each place and all the Russians were standing. We rose again, if a little unsteadily, and the Colonel proposed: “Ameerika, Roooossia, Ingelant–” and we went into the bell-ringer act again. This business continued every time a new officer came into the room, until I was high as a kite.

At one point we gave the Colonel a pack of cigarettes – and thereby learned something about why so many millions of Germans were fleeing the Russians. He fumbled in his pocket but could not find any Russian cigarettes to give to us in return. Obviously, international good will was hanging in the balance; so he summoned a Russian Corporal and whispered in his ear. The Corporal gathered a detail of several men and left. Two minutes later I heard a commotion outside and then in walked the corporal with eight packs of German cigarettes and gave them to the Colonel, who in turn presented them to us with great flourish. “German,” he said, “but good”.
Pretty soon the division commander came in. He was a man of a great deal of intelligence, and we had quite a conversation. I explained to him that I had been sent by my General to bring a member of his staff back to American headquarters. He said that he would go with me.
I then explained that there were many Germans between us and the American lines. He became quite annoyed that I had not disarmed every German between the Elbe and the Baltic; while I explained that I had only 100 men. He accepted my explanation making a few comments on how much
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harder the Russians had to fight for their prisoners. I told him that we, too, had had a few Battles since Normandy.
This division commander finally told me to tell my General to meet him in the church at Lübz. I was to go back to Ludwigslust with his message, taking with me the Polish speaking Major, who was still busily proposing toasts.

During our lunch ceremony the war had been stopped. Now it started all over again. I used to wonder how the Russians could hold all that liquor. I found out the answer. They don’t. I watched the task force commander issue his attack order. He reeled out of the house to the field where his officers were assembled all alert with note-books poised. He stood there for a minute, held up the map – back to the officers so that no-one could see it – and then started mumbling something about “we go from here to thish plashe and then we go to thish plashe,” all the time pointing to the map which no one could see. I can’t understand much Russian, but I got as much out of that order as anyone there.

He went on with this mumbo jumbo for a while until the officers looked at each other with that “the-old-man-is-drunk-again” look, folded up their books and yelled the Russian for “Hey gang – the bastards are over that way. Let’s go!” So several thousand happy-go-lucky Russians shot into the air and at each other, and the weird column started weaving down the road.

On the way back to Lübz, I happened to glance around – and almost fell out of the turret. Sticking out of the assistant gunner’s seat on Clark’s armored car, looking like a Jack in the box, was our drunken Russian major. He had a towel over one arm, a huge razor in his hand and was laughing uproariously while trying to shave the gunner.
We finally got back to Lübz and maybe I didn’t sweat going through the German lines again. I kept thinking of that Panzer Marine Captain and his anti-tank gun. But Russia tank columns had already taken Neustadt. There a Russian Captain side-tracked me and made me drink and share a chicken with him while he alternately hit and kicked an SS Major he had in his car with him. Later I got back to Ludwigslust and reported that my mission had been completed.
As an additional note, the next afternoon, I was called to General Gavin’s CP and in a ceremony there the Silver Star was pinned on me by the General. I feel especially proud of that, because it came from another division that my own. I wear the medal but B Troop won it, and I wear it for them.
� It is HIGHLY unlikely that this actually was the German 12th Army. At that time 12th Army, under General Walther Wenck, had been ordered by Hitler to attack towards Berlin and was operated further south. It is more likely that the 87th went through the rear areas of the German Third Army, under Gen. Hasso von Mantueffel. It was probably in the area covered by German XXVII Corps of Military Defence Area Stettin.


� As for troops disarmed and captured in the area described by Knowlton, these definitely included elements of Fallschirmpanzer Division Hermann Goering, plus the only parachute battalion of the Waffen SS (SS Fallschirmjager-Battallion 500/600).


* Knowlton’s fellow officers on this expedition were: Lieut. William Sullivan (Sully), Lieut. Earl Harrell, Lieut. Harry Clark and Lieut. Henry Temple.


* The SS, or Schutz-Staffel, an elite corps.


� General der Infanterie Walter Hoernlein. Commander Defence Area Stettin. Commanding General XXVII Army Corps April to May 1945. Captured May 3 1945.





