
 Day of the Storks - May 10, 1940  - The largest liaison aircraft mission in history - Part 1  by Jim Gray 

 Fall Gelb,  Aufmarschanweisung N°4 

 Fall Gelb  (Case Yellow) was the name of the plan for the German invasion of western Europe. Prepared in October 1939 shortly 
 after the fall of Poland, it underwent three major revisions, numerous minor adjustments, and it was postponed several times before 
 a final strategy emerged in February, 1940. That revision was called  Aufmarschanweisung N°4,  meaning “Deployment Order Number 
 4”. Volumes have been written about the evolution and enactment of this military operation and the staggering victory that it yielded 
 in a mere six weeks. Eight decades later the campaign is still actively dissected, analyzed, written about, and argued over. But one 
 small facet has remained relatively unknown, particularly on the American side of the “pond” where the period of WWII history 
 before Pearl Harbor attracts the least attention. That “small facet” involved the novel use of Fieseler  Storch  airplanes on the first day 
 of the invasion. Two similar and closely related operations codenamed  Hedderich  and  Niwi  constituted the largest liaison aircraft 
 mission ever flown. The result was not particularly remarkable, but it forshadowed similar helicopter operations in future wars. 

 A Train Named  Amerika 

 At 1648 hours  1  , a heavily guarded private train pulled away from the otherwise deserted Finkenkrug railway station in Falkensee, a 
 small town at the western periphery of Berlin. Under maximum security, Adolph Hitler and members of his personal staff had just 
 climbed aboard the armored, 1,200-ton rolling headquarters, joining Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of the OKW and other members of the 
 Wehrmacht  High Command, who had entrained hours earlier from the small Grunewald platform in central Berlin. The separate 
 boardings were likely a ruse meant to deceive the curious. Officially, the Hitler entourage was enroute to a meeting in Hamburg, 
 followed by a visit to Denmark which had surrendered to Germany thirty days earlier after the so-called  “Six Hour War”  . 

 Denmark was Germany’s fourth territorial conquest in two years  2  but thoughts of that and the incomplete occupation of Norway 
 were probably far from Hitlers mind as his  feldgrau  -colored train chugged to the northwest under a clear sky, moving at half-speed to 
 blend with normal rail traffic. Before reaching Hamburg the  Führersonderzug  cunningly reversed direction, backtracking to 
 Wittenburg where it switched tracks under cover of darkness and began heading southeast toward Hanover. At the quiet village of 
 Burgdorf in Lower Saxony, a brief stop was made while Hitler’s  Luftwaffe  Adjutant, Major Nicolaus Von Below, obtained a final 
 weather briefing by telephone from the meteorological office. In a word, the forecast was  ausgezeichnet  (excellent). A high-pressure 
 system would dominate the continent for at least a week, assuring good flying conditions from Ireland to the Black Sea.. 

 Hitler, Ribbentrop and the  Führersonderzug Amerika  at Jellowa, Poland, 1939  . 

 Pleased with the favorable report, Hitler ordered the codeword  Danzig  to be transmitted from the train’s ultra-modern, 
 electronics-laden communications car.  Fall Gelb  , the invasion of Belgium, France and the Netherlands had just been set in motion. 
 The special train named  Amerika  then continued to Euskirchen station where the  Führer  and his retinue debarked onto the dimly lit 
 and intentionally signless platform at 0300 hours  3  . They then proceeded by motorcade to  the  Felsennest  , a secret command complex 
 in the tiny village of Rodert, just 20 air miles from the Belgian border. 

 The date was May 10, 1940 and a monumental, all-or-nothing military campaign was about to begin.. 

 3  Timing and details of the events recounted in this, and the previous paragraph, come from Wilhelm Keitel’s diary which is sometimes at odds with other accounts. 

 2  Czechoslovakia and Austria were annexed in 1938. Poland was conquered in September, 1939. 

 1  Some accounts of the events described in this article quote different times. Unless otherwise noted, all times used here are based on the German GMT+2 hours. 
 Confusingly, England changed to GMT+2 (double summertime) in Feb. 1940, but France, Belgium, and Luxembourg remained synchronized to GMT+1. 



 Aufklärungsgruppe 156 

 Roughly sixty miles to the south, and not long after Hitler arrived at his western headquarters, a chorus of starters whined and the 
 throaty Argus engines of 123 Fieseler  Storchs  belonging to the 156th Reconnaissance Group simultaneously barked to life. Divided 
 between three grass airfields in  Rheinprovinz  (present-day Rhineland-Palatinate), a region of Germany adjacent to Luxembourg, the 
 Fi 156’s warmed up and prepared for takeoff. Each plane carried a pair of specially trained  “Kommandos”  who were shoehorned into 
 the middle and rear seats along with their tools, weapons, ammunition, and field packs. 

 At dozens of other airfields, over a thousand more warplanes of the  Luftwaffe  were preparing for action too, but the ungainly, 
 fabric-covered liaison planes – outwardly a throwback to the flying machines of World War I - were about to deliver the lead 
 elements of Hitler’s main striking force.  98 of the planes constituted  Operation Niwi  and 25 made up  Operation Hedderich.  Another 
 2 were held in reserve  4  . The commander of the  1.Panzerarmee  , Ewald von Kleist, was depending on these unorthodox airborne 
 forces to land and secure key positions, preventing French and Belgian advanced guards from interfering with the passage of his 
 armored forces into Belgium from Luxembourg and holding up the massed units following closely behind them. 

 With the invasion of Belgium, Holland, France, and Luxembourg now under way, a relaxed and confident Hitler made a quick tour 
 of his  Führerhauptquartier  , issued a statement to the attending officers and troops, then went to his personal concrete-and-steel 
 bunker, leaving the immediate future to his Generals and the winds of fate. Whether he slept soundly or not is unknown, but the 
 outwardly calm Nazi leader did not reappear again until noontime. 

 The Fall Gelb Strategy 

 Deployment Instruction No. 4 was adopted on 24 February, 1940 and came about when part of the earlier  Aufmarschanweisung 
 N°3  plan fell into Belgian hands  5  . It was basically a replay of the  Schlieffen  strategy that had nearly worked in 1914, where the main 
 attack swept across the flat, easy-going plains of Holland and central Belgium, then into France. But now Hitler felt that the possibly 
 compromised plan had to be drastically changed. The  schwerpunkt  (main emphasis) of the new strategy would now fall farther south 
 against a 40-mile wide area between the cities of Sedan and Dinant on the meandering Meuse River. 

 The scheme was the brain-child of  Generalleutnant  Erich von Manstein, Chief of Staff at Army Group A, along with tank expert 
 Generalleutnant  Heinz Guderian, commander of the  XIX Panzer Corps  6  .  It was a risky undertaking that gained Hitler’s support 
 because it offered the best chance of a decisive victory compared to the conventional and more predictable earlier strategies that 
 were likely to devolve into a long, vitality-sapping war of attrition. It was also similar to one of his own suggestions made in 1939. 

 Exaggerated map clearly shows the radical change in plans. 

 6  Guderian was also author of the classic armored warfare book  Achtung Panzer  . His criticallt important advice to Manstein was given privately and unofficially. . 

 5  Known as the  Mechelen Affair  , a Messerchmitt 108  Taifun  crash-landed in Belgium on January 10th, 1940, with a copy of the 7th Air Division plans for  Fall Gelb 
 aboard. The unhurt crew was unable to completely burn the papers before they were captured. The story has many intrigues and  Wikipedia  provides a good account, 
 but the book  Dunkirk : Fight to the Last Man  by Hugh Sebag-Montefiore (Harvard Press, 2006) devotes 12 pages to the event and is highly recommended reading. 

 4  One of the  Storchs  held in reserve was used to help sort out a day-long traffic jam in Luxembourg; the other replaced a crashed airplane. 



 A potentially serious flaw in the  Manstein Plan  was that it required funneling 1,500 tanks, thousands of other vehicles and nearly 
 1.5 million men down the narrow roads that twisted through the tortuous geography of Luxembourg and the the Ardennes Forest. 
 Speed, and therefore surprise, would be hard to achieve unless the troops could keep moving at a fast pace, and adequate supply 
 would be difficult to maintain . Strong resistance, bridge demolition, and mining of roads were all worries. The large concentration of 
 road-constrained vehicles would also be extremely vulnerable to air attack should the Allies catch wind of them. On the other hand, 
 the French and Belgian forces facing this rugged area were known to be the weakest along the entire western front. This was due to a 
 predominant belief in high places that the road-poor area was an adequate tank barrier that couldn’t be crossed quickly in force. 
 French Commander-in-Chief Maurice Gamelin thought it would take an Army about two weeks, so was therefore easy to counter. 

 Chief of Staff Franz Halder and other members of the OKW resisted Manstein’s proposal, but Hitler had a penchant for taking risks 
 that could yield big rewards and over-rode their conservatism by simply ordering the plan drawn up and carried out. However, 
 although Manstein had lobbied for the use of all ten armored divisions to help insure a breakthrough, as recommended by Guderian, 
 Hitler required that three remain attached to Army Group B to mislead the Allies into believing their war plan had not significantly 
 changed. An conspicuous armored attack in the north would probably draw the BEF and the French 1st, 7th and 9th armies into 
 Belgium per the long-established  Dyle Plan  - what historian  Sir Basil  Lydell Hart accurately described as  “waving the matador’s 
 cloak”  7  . If the Allies took the bait, a swift armored thrust to the coast would cut them off from their supply sources, a veritable 
 checkmate. As Manstein and Guderian knew, there was  “good tank country”  west of Sedan and once the Panzers were loosed in the 
 enemy’s back yard, an organized defense would be difficult to achieve, especially with the Luftwaffe acting as “airborne artillery”. 

 Airborne Operations 

 A key part of the invasion plan was the use of airborne troops – a relatively new development that had worked well for the 
 Germans in Denmark. Paratroopers would be used again to secure airfields and bridges in the Netherlands and also in an attempt to 
 capture government leaders at the Hague. Big DFS 230 troop-carrying gliders would also debut by making a particularly daring attack 
 on the supposedly “impregnable” Eben-Emael fortress located at the Belgian-Dutch border near the intersection of the Meuse River 
 and Albert Canal  8  . These two water barriers protected northeastern Belgium from a rapid incursion from Germany, and the big 
 caliber guns of the fort effectively covered numerous bridge crossings up to 10 miles away, so neutralizing it was one of the keys to 
 breaching the defensive line. Hitler is reputed to have suggested the glider operation himself, and he also signed-off on the bold use 
 of twelve slow and vulnerable troop-carrying HE 59 seaplanes for a landing in the center of Rotterdam to seize the all-important 
 bridges spanning the Maas River  9  , another key to opening the doors that would allow a quick  advance into the Flemish hinterland. 

 Troop-carrying Heinkel He 59.  (Nationaal Archief Nederlanden) 

 In January 1940, Heinz Guderian asked the  Luftwaffe  to make a glider or paratroop assault to secure key bridges and crossroads on 
 the tactical march routes (TMR’s) that his  XIX Panzer Corps  would follow into Belgium. The negative reply was that not enough Ju-52 
 transports were available because they had been committed to other operations. However, the  Luftwaffe  liaison officer proposed an 
 alternative. Why not use Fieseler Fi 156’s instead? Despite their low speed and comparatively meager carrying capacity the distance 
 they needed to fly was under 50 miles, so they could make multiple round trips as needed. They were also able to make pinpoint 
 landings without being unduly hampered by wind, whereas paratroopers were subject to wide dispersion and a high injury rate if the 
 wind exceeded  14 mph (22 kph). That could easily disorganize and delay assembly of the landed troops for hours. Time was of the 
 essence and light winds could not be counted upon, so delivery by  Storch  seemed to be a viable alternative. They also added an 
 element of surprise since their purpose wouldn’t become apparent to the enemy until they disgorged their human cargo. When the 
 Führer  heard about the novel proposal to employ Fi 156’s in this manner he liked the idea and insisted upon their use. 

 9  Maas  is the German and Dutch word for the  Meuse  River, as it is named by the French and Belgians  . 

 8  The capture of Fort Eban-Emael was one of the most  remarkable special-forces operations of WWII and was a key event in the defeat of France and Belgium. 

 7  B. H. Liddell Hart,  History of the Second World War,  G. P. Putnam and Sons, 1970. 



 Operations Niwi and Hedderich 

 One impediment to the rapid advance of his forces that Guderian was concerned with was the fortified Belgian village of Bodange 
 on the march route of  1.Panzer-Division  . The defences there included a small group of cleverly disguised concrete “strong houses” 
 overlooking the Sûre River that could slow the attack long enough to allow his opponents to reinforce the position. It was also a 
 bottleneck that would give them more time to establish defensive positions to the west, or worse, launch devastating air attacks on 
 the stalled, road-bound columns of vehicles stretching back into Germany. 

 To cope with this potential problem, 98  Storchs  were assigned to transport 400 infantrymen and  Pioniers  (combat engineers) to 
 meadows around the small villages of  Nives  and  Witry  in order to secure the road junctions west of Bodange, thereby blocking 
 reinforcements from reaching the fortified town. Codenamed  Operation Niwi  for the two landing areas, the ground operation was 
 put in the hands of the  III.Battalion  of the  GrossDeutschland  10  regiment, one of the best-equipped in the  Wehrmacht  . Commanded 
 by  Oberstleutnant  Eugen Garski, the volunteers from this organization  would also attack the fortifications along the Sûre at Bodange 
 from behind, making a frontal assault by the lead elements of the  1.Panzer-Division  somewhat easier. 

 Another concern about the advance through the  Duchy de Luxembourg  was that French units located  behind the Maginot Line 
 might advance northward across the border and strike the column advancing along the southernmost TMR toward Sedan and the 
 Meuse River. To counter this threat, 25  Storchs  were allocated to deliver 125 infantrymen and  Pioniers  (combat engineers) from the 
 34.Infanterie-Division  who would establish road blocks at five locations south and west of Luxembourg City, disrupting 
 communications between France and Luxembourg, and discouraging civilian traffic from clogging the roads until motorized elements 
 of the 16th Army arrived from their starting points on the Moselle River and secured the area. Led by  Leutnant  Werner Hedderich, 
 the group would also try to intercept the Royal Family if they fled the city toward France. Little to no resistance was expected from 
 the citizens, police or small military garrison in Luxembourg, so 125 well-armed soldiers were deemed sufficient for the task. 

 Advance to 13 May, 1940. Note the Niwi & Hedderich locations (map by JHG) 

 Preparation and Training 

 The two groups of soldiers were sent to the airfield at Crailsheim, midway between Nuremburg and Stuttgart, to begin their 
 training. Only after being settled in their barracks were they told the barest details of the missions they had volunteered for. They 
 were to be used as  luftlande kommandos  (air commandos) and employed somewhere behind enemy lines at an unspecified time and 
 place. Not even the identity of the enemy they were to face was disclosed at that point. Greece? Gibraltar? The Balkans? They didn’t 
 know, but another unit was also training at Crailsheim - gliders of the 7th  Flieger  Division, so it might be any of the above. 

 10  GrossDeutschland,  or more properly  Großdeutschland,  means  “Greater Germany”  . Although still “green” in May, 1940, it had what was considered the best troops 
 drawn from every state in Germany. They also committed atrocious warcrimes, particular the murder of African French POW’s and random civilians in Yugoslavia. 
 However, the original unit met their comeuppance in Russia near Moscow, sustaining  over 75% casualties. 



 The training only lasted for 15 days, but it was intensive with little time allowed for rest. First, the men learned aircraft safety and 
 ground-handling skills and how to properly load the planes and rapidly unload them. Then procedures were developed for deploying 
 their equipment and establishing defensive positions quickly once landed.  This required disciplined teamwork that was practiced 
 over and over and over, day and night. Numerous daily flights were also made so that each man (most had never flown before) could 
 become accustomed to flying and develop basic air sense. 

 Fieseler Fi 156C  Storch  during training at Crailsheim (Bundesarchiv) 

 During this phase of training,  General der Flieger  Hugo Sperrle,  Commander of  Luftlotte III,  visited Crailsheim to observe the 
 progress. Sperrle was ultimately responsible for these missions and considered their success to be of utmost importance. To insure 
 adequate support, he assigned  Oberst  Otto-Lutz Förster to Garski as his air-ground liaison officer. Förster played several important 
 roles: procuring all  Luftwaffe  assets required during training, coordinating the aircraft training exercises, and ensuring that all 
 administrative and logistical problems were resolved. He was also going to command the air operation itself on A-Day. Once landed 
 in Belgium, Garski would take control of the ground operation. The two men cooperated closely to choose suitable LZ’s (landing 
 zones) for the planes by poring over maps, aerial photographs and intelligence reports from agents on the ground  11  . 

 For the second phase, Garski, Hedderich and their men received a one-day “break” while they were trucked 165 miles to 
 Baumholder maneuver area for intensive combat training. Here they were subjected to full-pack double-time marches while they 
 honed their small-unit tactics and weapons skills. Mock bunkers, machine-gun nests and other strong points were assaulted under 
 realistic conditions including live fire. They also practiced demolition work and erected all manner of ad-hoc barricades and 
 fortifications from locally scavenged materials,. The time spent at Baumholder prepared them well and even the pilots were required 
 to undergo this exhausting training  12  . 

 Baumholder’s location also simplified ground transportation to the designated airfields at Bitburg-Pützhöhe, Dockendorf and 
 Trier-West since the training center was also located in  Rheinprovinz  . Garski's battalion alone required 110 trucks to move the men 
 and equipment. This had to be carefully coordinated the day prior to the invasion since every road would be congested with troops 
 and vehicles. To maintain order and efficiency, traffic-control clearances were issued to each unit on a very tight schedule. Deviations 
 could be harshly punished if the road was taken at the wrong time or the wrong road was used. Officers were not immune. 

 Operational Plans 

 Oberstleutnant  Garski finally received the word on his unit’s assignment at the end of training in mid-April: the bridges over the 
 Sûre  River appeared to be wired with explosives and would surely be destroyed by the Belgians before they could get there, so a 
 potential operation codenamed  Rosa  was called off and they would carry out  Operation Niwi  ( for Nives-Witry ) instead. When the 
 men finally learned their destination after being kept in the dark for so long, they began calling Niwi “  nicht-weissen  ”, meaning “  don’t 
 know  ”.  Where are we going?  Nicht weissen!  Common soldiers in every army, everywhere surely can relate to that wry bit of humor. 

 To best accomplish this mission, Garski and his  Luftwaffe  counterpart  Oberst  Förster decided that with the two target villages 
 being about 5 miles apart, the battalion should be split into two groups. Departing from Dockendorf, about 5 miles southeast of 
 Bitburg, the group led by Garski would land near Witry with 56 of the planes  carrying the battalion staff, an infantry company, a 
 heavy machine gun squad, a mortar platoon, two  Pionier  squads, and a signal squad with two radios. Three rounds would be 
 required to move all the men and gear. Since Bodange was their second objective they needed the larger force. 

 12  Fliegerhorst Crailsheim  , Richard A. Badal. Baier, Crailsheim, 2005. 

 11  Cut of the Scythe  , Maj. Florian K. Rothbrust, U. S. Army Command and General Staff College, 1976. 



 The smaller group targeting Nives was assigned 42 of the Fi-156s and would be led by  III.Battalion  second-in-command 
 Hauptmann  Walther Krüger. He would depart from Pützhöhe airfield, 2.5 miles north of Bitburg with an Infantry company, a heavy 
 machine gun squad, a  Pionier  squad, and a Signal squad with one radio. Three round trips would also be required to get all the men 
 and equipment in position. For both the northern and southern  Niwi  groups, 2 hours was estimated for delivery of the second wave 
 and 2.5 hours for the third, assuming no complications. At best, everything should be in place by 1030 hours; at worst, before 1300 
 hours. In addition, in case of an emergency, three Ju-52’s were standing by to airdrop additional supplies as needed. 

 To perform his mission, Werner Hedderich split his team into five  kampfgruppen  (combat groups), each with 1 officer, 4 
 non-commissioned officers (NCO’s ) and 20 enlisted men (EM).  Among these, 1 NCO and 6 EM were trained  Pioniers  . He would lead 
 one of the groups himself. The first task was to set up and fortify an all around defensive perimeter. To that end they were allotted 70 
 teller mines, 2 crates of explosives, 5 axes, 5 hoes, 3 large hand saws, and 3 pickaxes in addition to their firearms and ammunition. As 
 during training, they would have to use local resources to construct their defensive positions and barricades, so the  Pioniers  were 
 well-practiced at cutting trees and telephone poles, digging trenches, sandbagging, laying mines and scrounging useful items such as 
 fence wire. Each  kampfgruppe  also had a radio and 4 machine guns, 1 antitank rifle, and 16.000 rounds of ammunition. In order to 
 deliver all of this using 25 planes, three waves were needed: 50 men on each of the first two flights, and 25 men plus extra 
 equipment on the last. The third flight required refueling before its return, so the least critical items would be delivered last. 

 One Day to Go 

 All stood in readiness by the third week of April, so now it was a waiting game as to when they would receive the “green light”. 
 The readiness alert finally came on the afternoon of May 9th, 1940. According to the book  “Cut of the Scythe”  (see footnote 11)  ; 

 “The aircraft were not scheduled to arrive at Bitburg and Deckendorf  [sic]  until late afternoon on D -1. In 
 order to maintain the secrecy of the operation, the Luftwaffe did not alter the configuration of the aircraft 
 prior to arrival at the airfields. Loading and rigging of the aircraft would have to be accomplished by Garski's 
 men, once transported to the airfields. During training it routinely took four to five hours to rig and load the 
 small aircraft. Garski therefore urged XIXth Panzer Corps to devise a plan to move his troops to their 
 respective airfields no later than 1415 hours on D -1. This would allow time for the necessary rigging and for 
 leaders to attend a final briefing.” 

 The Hedderich contingent had it easiest at the moment. After finishing training they were moved to an old cavalry cantonment in 
 Trier-West just 2 miles from the Trier-Euren airport with its big Zeppelin shed. Excellent luck, as opposed to suffering a bone-rattling 
 60-mile ride between Baumholder and an airfield near Bitburg in the back of a 3-Ton Opel Blitz truck. But, as with the Garski teams, 
 the planes did not arrive until late afternoon so the men were kept busy rigging and loading late into the evening  13  . The worst of their 
 lot wasn’t loss of sleep, it was probably that their quarters were morbidly known as  “Dead Man Barracks”  and reportedly haunted 
 due to all of the WWI cavalrymen that had been billeted there and were later killed in battle.  Not a good omen to the superstitious. 

 X-Hour 

 On the morning of 10 May, 1940, sunrise along the Moselle River occurred at 0556 hours (GMT+2). The sky was clear with a light 
 breeze blowing at 10 mph out of the north and thermometers hovered at 10 degrees celsius, give or take a bit.  For those who had 
 taken the time to glance at the sky after sunset the previous evening, the waxing moon was just a sliver hanging above the horizon  - 
 “god’s thumbnail”  to the poetic. No further account of this early-morning event has been found, but one can imagine how it was… 

 The sky had begun to brighten a little while earlier. By 0500 the outlines of airplanes with rounded rudders and long, Stork-like legs 
 begin to take shape in the pre-dawn darkness. Pilots are already absorbed in their pre-flight duties. In the cool air, clouds of nervous, 
 luminescent exhaled breath rise from the airmen and soldiers. At the appointed time they climb into their seats and pull straps tight. 
 The dewpoint is high and recently wiped plexiglass turns dewy again. Starters whine, reluctant propellers rotate, and cold cylinders 
 gruffly cough to life. Brief, billowing clouds of fuel-rich exhaust whip past quivering tails and then vanish as propeller backwash clears 
 misty windshields for good. By 0515 it is light enough to taxi without artificial light as oil temperature needles sleepily come alive, 
 impatient fingers tapping the gauges. At three airfields, still grayish in the twilight, parade-like lines form as each plane leaves its 
 roost and trundles forward in a carefully studied sequence. At precisely 0525 hours, tires leaving trails in damp runway grass, the first 
 throttles go forward and the heavily-laden craft slowly gather speed and rise into the air. After a ten-count, the others repeat the 
 same motions in turn. Remembered words echo in muffled ears: “Keep your eyes on the plane ahead!”. It is 0535 now  .  X-Hour!  The 
 leaders of each procession cross the fog-shrouded Moselle, violating sovereign airspace. Thankfully, no volleys of fire rise to meet 
 them. The largest mission in history ever flown by liaison planes is under way. 

 End of Part 1 
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 13  Exactly what  “altering their configuration”  before loading entailed is unclear. Presumably it meant removing the rear-firing machine gun and the spare magazines on 
 the rear wall which was required in order to fit the third seat. Leaving the weapon mounted until the planes arrived on D minus 1 would have helped keep prying eyes 
 from deducing the nature of the secret missions they were about to perform. 


