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Panzerlied


(Tank Song)


I


Whether in storm or in snow


Whether the sun smiles on us


The day blazing hot


Or the night ice cold


Our faces are dusty


But our spirits are cheerful


Yes, our spirits are cheerful


Our tank roars


Into the windstorm.


II


With thundering engines


As fast as lightning


We engage the enemy


Safe in our tanks


Far ahead of our comrades


In battle we stand alone


Yes, stand alone


We strike deep


Into enemy territory.


III


If an enemy tank


Appears in our sight


We ram throttles full


And close with the foe!


We give our lives freely


For the army of our realm


Yes, the army of our realm


To die for Germany


Is our highest honour.


IV


With barriers and tanks


Our opponent tries to stop us


We laugh at his efforts


And travel around them.


And when guns threatingly


Hide in the yellow sand


Yes, in the yellow sand


We search for paths


No-one else has found.


V


And if some day


Faithless luck abandons us


And we can’t return home


The deadly bullet strikes


And fate calls us,


Yes, fate calls us


Then our tank is


An honourable grave.


Written by Oberleutnant Wiehle in June 1933.
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Introduction


 


THIS is the story of the Panzerwaffe, the German armoured divisions in the Second World War, the elite tank forces of the Wehrmacht. It is a dramatic story as befits a dramatic war, recounting great victories and crushing defeats, in battlefields ranging from the bocage country of France and the endless steppes of Russia to the deserts of North Africa.


At almost every decisive moment of the war, the panzers can be found. They were the instrument used to achieve the Anschluss in 1938 and to occupy Czechoslovakia a year later. When the Wehrmacht rumbled across the Polish frontier in September 1939, igniting the Second World War, it was the mobility and speed of the panzers that so captured the imagination of the world and created the myth of whole armies of tanks.


William L. Shirer, that self-appointed expert on all aspects of the Third Reich vividly, if somewhat inaccurately, described this new method of waging war:


the sudden surprise attack; the fighter planes and bombers roaring overhead, reconnoitring, attacking, spreading flame and terror; the Stukas screaming as they dove; the tanks, whole divisions of them, breaking through and thrusting forward thirty or forty miles in a day; self-propelled, rapid-firing heavy guns rolling forty miles an hour down even the rutted Polish roads; the incredible speed of even the infantry, of the whole vast army of a million and a half men on motorised wheels, directed and co-ordinated through a maze of electronic communications consisting of intricate radio, telephone and telegraphic networks. This was a monstrous mechanised juggernaut such as the earth had never seen.1


Had his book, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, only been as well researched as it was widely read, then perhaps the above popular misconception about the German war machine might never have got such firm hold. It is ironic that a man who took great pride in sorting the Nazi propaganda ministry’s wheat from the chaff should succumb so readily to the carefully crafted newsreels supplied by Goebbels. Of the fifty or so German divisions which invaded Poland, only six were panzer divisions and the vast majority of the 1.5 million-strong army travelled on foot, with no better mobility than Napoleon’s armies.


In fact at that time, the Panzerwaffe, the newest German arm, was still little more than an exercise unit for flag-trooping, sabre-rattling and parade ground displays. Their tanks were small, cheap and, in keeping with Hitler’s megalomania, numerous, but of little practical value on the battlefield. Within a year however the Panzerwaffe would truly come of age, evolving into something greater than even its progenitors dared hope for, even if it never quite became the monstrous, mechanised juggernaut its opponents claimed it was.


In May 1940 came the panzer’s greatest victory. Seven panzer divisions slashed their way through the Ardennes (terrain the Allies declared impassable for tanks) and raced for the English Channel. By so doing they trapped a million Allied soldiers, forcing the British to evacuate at Dunkirk and the French to surrender. It remains one of the most startling victories in modern warfare; the largest army in Europe, with tanks superior to the German’s both in number and quality, was defeated in weeks by a new method of war: Blitzkrieg.


The unstoppable panzers became a convenient alibi for the Allies in defeat, yet what the Germans had done with their tanks was in fact not so radical or unexpected; it had been theorised about for the past twenty years, mainly by Englishmen. All they had done in reality was to take a twenty-year-old weapon, largely unproven in battle and downgraded between the wars to a mere infantry support weapon, and used it to its full potential. While other nations theorised and debated about the merits of the tank, the Germans acted, successfully turning the weapon against its own inventors.


A year later the panzers were taking on Russia, pitting themselves against the 20,000 tanks of the Red Army – they came within a hair’s breadth of victory, halted at the gates of Moscow by winter and Siberian reinforcements. In 1942, they were again close to success when the Stalingrad disaster changed everything. In that same year in North Africa, the panzers were just miles from Alexandria when defeated at El Alamein by vastly superior forces.


From 1943 on, the Panzerwaffe was largely on the backfoot, fighting defensively to slow down the inexorable Allied advance and make them pay a high price for every yard gained. In this enforced role they pioneered new ways of fighting and new weapons which proved highly effective. In 1944, the Battle of the Bulge became their offensive swansong in the West, just as Kursk had the previous year in the East, yet they were still able to seize local victories from the jaws of defeat. Small numbers of German tanks often inflicted heavy losses when the Allies got careless, such as at Villers Bocage in June 1944.


Why then were the panzers so successful? And why did it take six years of war and the combined industrial and military resources of three great powers to defeat them? It must be borne in mind that even at their height, the Panzertruppen never constituted more than 10 per cent of the German Army’s manpower. It wasn’t because they had more tanks than everyone else; in fact they were outnumbered in the attacks on France and Russia and were to become increasingly so as the war continued. Germany built around 30,000 tanks during the war, a substantial figure, but not so impressive when one considers America turned out 49,000 Shermans and Russia 70,000 of the T-34 model alone. Nor were these products of German engineering automatically superior; the aforementioned T-34 outclassed every German tank except the late-war Tigers and Panthers. And in 1940 the two finest tanks in service, the gargantuan Char B1 and the Medium Somua, were both French.


The real superiority of the Panzerwaffe lay not in the quality of its machines, but in the quality of its officers and men. Allied commanders never became as adept at handling tanks as the Germans and even at the end of the war, individual British, American and Russian tank crews still hadn’t attained the same level of skill as the panzer crews. Undoubtedly, on the strategic level the Panzerwaffe was squandered by Hitler and his lackeys in the OKW (German High Command) and many divisions were destroyed because of senseless orders prohibiting them to retreat from battles where their continued mobility might have brought victory.


But on the tactical and operational levels, the panzers remained unsurpassed right to the end. Without the negative interference of Hitler and the OKW on their operations, the Panzerwaffe could well have won the war or at least imposed a stalemate. Panzer officers were consummate professional soldiers who directed and led tank forces better than anyone else. Men like Guderian, the founder of the Panzerwaffe; Rommel, the famed Desert Fox; the excellent Oberst Balck, whose fire-brigade actions had shored up a crumbling front so many times; Panzer Baron von Manteuffel and Field Marshal Von Manstein, widely acknowledged as the most brilliant brain in the German Army – all these men set high standards for their opponents to imitate.


And imitate them they did, as soon as the Allies realised that to beat the Germans they had to adopt their methods. Then Blitzkrieg became the order of the day – for example Patton’s eastward thrust in France in 1944 was like a carbon copy of Guderian’s westward one in 1940. And the methods the Panzerwaffe used are as valid for any present-day war as they were then – first soften up the enemy by bombardment from the air, thus disrupting his communications, command and supplies and then send in the armour, heavy tanks first to smash through the enemy front, quickly followed up by lighter, faster tanks and motorised infantry.


The purpose of this book is to look at the dramatis personae of the Panzerwaffe and to examine their successes and failures, strengths and weaknesses. There are scores of books about German armoured fighting vehicles, but less about the men who actually crewed and led them. This book aims to go some way towards correcting that deficiency. We also hope to try to explode some of the many myths and fallacies that have grown up around this superlative fighting force.





CHAPTER ONE



The Indirect Approach


From a mockery the tanks have become a terrible weapon. Armoured they come rolling on in long lines, and more than anything else embody for us the horror of war.


Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front


THE tank, itself such a potent symbol of modern war, is really just the latest evolution of an ancient idea and the story of the tank goes back over 2,000 years, to when armies first experimented with fighting vehicles and armour. Generals have always searched for the new weapon or fighting method which would give them a competitive advantage over their enemy and history gives us many examples of stunning victories won because of these; in their day, the Roman phalanx, the Celtic iron sword, the English longbow, siege artillery and the breech-loading rifle were all battle-winning weapons. Of course the best weapon of all would be one that would allow the soldier to strike at his enemies while at the same time protecting him from their blows.


Armour offered this possibility. With advances in metallurgy, it became possible to build helmets and metal body plates to offer the soldier some protection against enemy blows. The Greeks and Romans were able to craft highly effective bronze armour and by the time of the Normans, iron chain-mail was both cheap and commonplace. However the battle for supremacy between missile and armour is never-ending and so the invention of gunpowder eventually more or less banished personal armour from the field, with the exception of the helmet.


But useful though armour was in protecting soldiers, it hampered their mobility and speed – only a powered vehicle could possess all of these desirable qualities. It soon became obvious that armour could as easily be applied to a horse as a man and so the creation of armoured cavalry was the next stage, which ruled the battlefield until Agincourt.


The real precursor of the modern battle tank was the horse-drawn war chariot. Its origins can be traced right back to the second millennium in the Middle East, where it was used by the warlike Hyksos tribe as they overran Upper Egypt in 1700 BC. The chariot’s success, both as a means of transporting soldiers to the battle and as a fighting vehicle, meant it was adopted in turn by the Persians, the Israelites, the Hittites and the Assyrians.


It is recorded that in the sixth century BC, Cyrus, King of Persia, brought three types of chariot to bear on his foes: one type carried a battering ram on a tower, a second carried twenty fighting men and the third type was fast and light with a two-man crew. The horses themselves were protected by armour and long scythes protruded from the axles. The shock value of these war carts must have been nearly as great as their destructive power.


Alexander the Great used chariots against the Persians in 331 BC. The Romans too used chariots extensively and not just for races in the arena; Julius Caesar fully utilised them in his many campaigns against the barbarians. Chariots at that time were used in ways very similar to the ways tanks would be in the twentieth century: that is to break up and rout the enemy foot soldiers, while affording the occupants some protection and also to serve as mobile artillery platforms – the bowmen of those times can be seen as an early form of mobile light artillery.


According to Caesar, the Celts were said to be so agile that they could balance on the yoke poles of their chariots even while travelling at full speed. In Celtic society, chariots were a symbol of nobility and so were highly ornamented and often buried with their owners. The nobleman even had his own charioteer to drive him to the battle. Once battle was joined, the noble dismounted to fight, but the charioteer remained standing by, ready to whisk his master away to safety if the fight was going against him.


Finally and inevitably, armour and the chariot were combined to produce the first real armoured fighting vehicle (AFV). This kind of vehicle possessed great advantages – it was proof against most of the weapons of the time and yet still possessed greater mobility and speed than the foot soldiers it was to attack. In medieval times, carts reinforced with sheet steel carried large siege-crossbows as their main armament. By the fifteenth century some of these war carts even carried guns. The Middle Ages offered other prototype armoured fighting vehicles, such as wheeled siege towers or battering rams designed to protect their crews from burning pitch and arrows.


In 1420, John Zizka and the Hussites of Bohemia used ‘wagon forts’ in their battles against the Holy Roman Empire. These were heavy wagons fortified by sheet steel and pulled by horses while their crews fired crossbows and guns through holes in the sides. With their help, the 25,000 Hussites shattered an invasion force of 200,000 and went on to ravage Central Europe for over a decade. The AFV had proven its worth on the battlefield.


In 1482, Leonardo da Vinci drew up a design for what he called ‘a secure and covered chariot’. Tent-shaped and wheeled, it was to be equipped with guns protruding from loopholes. Although it never actually left the drawing board, da Vinci’s vehicle would have required an eight-man crew to fire the guns and to crank the gear-operated wheels. Over a century later, in 1596, an English mathematician, John Napier, proposed an armoured assault car, which he described as a ‘moving mouth of metal’, the motion of which ‘serveth to break the array of the enemy’.


The steam engine accelerated development – now vehicles could be powered by something more effective than horsepower. In 1855, the British inventor, James Cowen, patented a turtle-shaped, armoured vehicle which was based on a steam tractor, equipped with a cover of hardened steel to shatter shells and armed with 14-pounder guns firing through loopholes. But the Prime Minister of the time, Lord Palmerston, declared the machine ‘too brutal for human use’. Around the same time, the Crimean War (1853–56) saw another important innovation: for the first time steam tractors, rather than horses or men, were used to pull artillery pieces. In the Boer War (1899–1902), the British used armoured steam tractors to haul supplies across the veldt. The obvious next step was to produce a vehicle that was both armoured and armed.


This came in 1900 when the first modern armoured car, one of the final steps in the evolutionary ladder that eventually led to the tank, saw the light of day. It was named ‘Pennington’ after its inventor, had a quarter of an inch of armour and was crewed by two drivers and two machine-gunners. Two years later, Frederick Simms produced a similar car with a fringe of chain mail to protect the tyres, two Maxim machine-guns and a ‘Pom-pom’ automatic one-pounder cannon. A year later he had mounted the machine-guns in rotating turrets in a boat-shaped vehicle which was exhibited at the Crystal Palace.


As we have seen, the queen of the battlefield was not so much an outright invention as an evolution of an old idea and it was the First World War that gave this evolutionary process the final push. Once the Western Front had settled into static trench warfare, several Allied officers began to consider the possibility of adding armour to the American Holt steam tractors then in use as artillery prime movers. These far-sighted men saw the offensive opportunities offered in such a vehicle’s ability to cross trenches, crush barbed wire, overrun machine-gun nests and carry infantry and artillery pieces across enemy lines. One of the foremost advocates of this idea was an Englishman, Lieutenant Colonel E.D. Swinton. Swinton’s superiors however dismissed his suggestions on the grounds that such a vehicle would be very susceptible to enemy artillery fire.


The tank idea would probably have been stillborn in the British Army had not the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, interested himself in the concept. Churchill had been involved in the scheme to protect the air base at Dunkirk with 100 specially armed and armoured Rolls-Royce cars. Even though such vehicles had no cross-country capability and as such were useless in trench warfare conditions, the experiment had suggested to Churchill the potential of armoured vehicles. So he assumed full responsibility for the tank development project and conducted both the development and the subsequent trials without informing either the War Office or the Treasury.


The quaintly named ‘Admiralty Landships Committee’ was set up under Churchill’s stewardship and rapid progress was made, the results of which were revealed in September 1915 when ‘Little Willy’, the world’s first tank, churned up Lord Salisbury’s golf course during its maiden trial. The vehicle was fully tracked and powered by an internal combustion engine. The Army immediately placed orders for one hundred more and for security reasons referred to them as ‘water tanks’. The new weapon had gained not only tacit official acceptance, but also a name that stuck.


Due to the prototype’s many deficiencies, an improved and larger version appeared a few months later. ‘Big Willy’ or the Mark I was rhomboid-shaped, weighed 30 tons, carried two 57 mm guns and four machine-guns and was crewed by eight men. This particular model was to bear the brunt of the tank fighting in the First World War and over 1,000 were eventually built. Crewing one wasn’t a very pleasant experience as the noise, stench of cordite and engine fumes and the constant jolting left the men feeling bruised, exhausted and nauseous after a short time; there was also the alarming tendency of pieces of the armour plate to flake off and fly around the interior if the vehicle was hit.


The Mark I made its battlefield debut on 15 September 1916 in the first ever tank attack. It was an inauspicious start for a new weapon, thrown into the stalemated, 2½ month-old Battle of the Somme in a desperate attempt to obtain a result. General Douglas Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in France, decided to disperse the tanks as infantry support, viewing them as little more than slightly mobile armoured pillboxes. Haig introduced only forty tanks into his meat grinder on the Somme, thus disregarding one of the tank men’s prerequisites for a successful attack – attack en masse. He also senselessly threw away the potential for surprise that all new weapons possess on their first employment.


On that historic September day, fifty Mark Is trundled off across the no man’s land of the Somme. The attack was only a limited success. While small local gains were made and initial panic induced amongst the German front-line units, the small number of tanks used and their dispersed nature allowed the Germans to rapidly seal off and contain any breakthroughs. On top of this, the terrain, moon-cratered by continual artillery bombardment, proved largely impassable even to tracked vehicles.


Nevertheless, the attack encouraged the army to order 1,000 more tanks and to establish a tank unit – which quickly developed into the Royal Tank Corps – under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Hugh Elles and his chief of staff, J.F.C. ‘Boney’ Fuller, who was later to find fame as the interwar tank theorist. The opportunity was heartily seized to offload difficult and insubordinate officers and men onto this new formation, but given the nature of the British Army and its senior commanders at the time, the undesirable qualities of these men included imagination, an openness to fresh ideas and a willingness to improvise. Yet Swinton, the man who had done so much to get the British tank forces up and running, was now sidelined completely.


Elles and Fuller lost no time in creating a blueprint for the employment of the new weapon: surprise and concentration were their watch-words. Tanks would mass secretly for the attack during darkness. The attack would not be preceded by the usual heavy artillery bombardment as this would only churn up the ground and alert the enemy. As we will see, these sound concepts were to prove just as valid during the Second World War.


The most famous and significant tank battle of the First World War was the battle of Cambrai. After the lacklustre debut of the tank in the Somme debacle, ‘Boney’ Fuller conceived a plan to raid the headquarters of Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, located some distance behind enemy lines. He foresaw a fast foray behind the German front, disrupting communications and spreading panic before the tanks withdrew after a few hours. Fuller hoped that the repercussions would foster a fear of repeated surprise attacks amongst the German command, as well as garnering the tank corps some much-needed kudos with both the public and the high command.


Haig however wouldn’t hear tell of the plan until he had slaughtered many thousands more of his soldiers in the quagmire of Passchendaele. Only when he had satisfied himself that the reclaimed marsh, heavily cratered after ten days of bombardment and stubbornly defended, was indeed impassable to infantry, did he consider Fuller’s plan. Not content with the limited objective of the original plan, he expanded the scope to a full-scale offensive without any consideration for the follow-up and exploitation of any breakthrough that might occur. Having said that, it is hardly fair to expect Haig to have had any ideas on how to follow up a breakthrough, as his career as an offensive General had never yet produced one.


The attack was aimed at a 6-mile (10-km) section of the Hindenburg Line with the ultimate objective being the capture of Cambrai. Nineteen divisions were to take part, along with about 320 Mark IV tanks; these looked like the Mark Is of a year before, but with the addition of thicker armour and an unditching beam to help them cross trenches. The idea was that while one tank brought the troops in a trench under fire, another would clamber up and throw in a fascine (logs lashed together to form a bridge) over which the tanks could move to attack the next trench. The following infantry would hold the territory gained and the cavalry would come galloping up to exploit any opportunities thrown up by the tanks’ advance.


Unlike the abortive Somme assault, the Cambrai attack actually fulfilled the three preconditions for a successful tank attack as laid down by the tank men: suitable terrain, employment en masse and surprise. The ground was good going for tanks because for once it had not been turned into a lunar landscape by a lengthy preliminary bombardment. As well as this, the British assembled all their available tanks secretly, attacked with them all in the one place and as a result, achieved complete surprise.


Beginning on 20 November 1917, the assault at Cambrai met with initial success when the tanks penetrated several miles behind the German lines and captured 7,500 prisoners at little cost to themselves. Interestingly, a notable American observer rode in one of the lead tanks, a brash redneck captain called George S. Patton. Yet despite the bells of England pealing in celebration of a great victory, it was nothing of the sort. By the 29th the offensive had broken down, by which time the tanks had advanced only 10 km (6 miles). The tanks had been let down by the inability of the cavalry to live up to their bold claims of being the only arm capable of exploiting the situation and consolidating the gains. Bad weather and the lack of infantry reinforcements also played a part in the attack’s ultimate failure. At this point the Germans counter-attacked and by 5 December the British had been driven back to their original start-lines.


In April 1918 a historic event occurred at Villers-Bretonneux: the first tank versus tank battle when thirteen German tanks met ten British in an engagement that can be classified as a draw. The most notable tank battle in the last year of the war was that of Amiens in August 1918, the offensive which eventually forced the Germans to seek surrender terms. Six hundred British and French tanks were thrown into the fray. British ‘Whippet’ light tanks and armoured cars managed to penetrate the rear of the German lines, where they attacked artillery positions and various headquarters. Gains of up to 18 km were reported, but not held. By now German artillery had become quite proficient at knocking out tanks and the Tank Corps paid a heavy price, losing almost three-quarters of its vehicles in just four days fighting. Again, as at Cambrai, tanks brought no decisive result.


By the end of the war, the Germans were knocking out tanks faster than the British could build them. Travelling at little more than walking pace, tanks were very vulnerable to skilfully directed artillery fire – a fact which led many post-war commentators to completely devalue the potential of tanks, even though they had by then become much faster. Late in 1918, the effective strength of the Tank Corps was below ten machines, about half of tank losses being due to mechanical failure. Indeed, the last week of the war was fought without any tanks at all.


The French also made extensive use of tanks in the First World War. In fact, they were only narrowly beaten by the British to the laurels for the first tank, as the two countries were working on tank development simultaneously, but independently. The first French tank was called the ‘Schneider’ and was merely an armoured box on a tractor chassis, mounting a 75 mm gun; ironically all sides would revert to this kind of primitive combination as the Second World War dragged on. Its boat-shaped prow was prone to bogging down in soft terrain and the prototypes were scrapped. But before the war had ended the French had developed the excellent light tank, the Renault FT. Fast and lightly armed, it was essentially an infantry support tank and was still being used well into the 1930s and beyond. Renault also built the first tank with a rotating turret.


French tanks didn’t see service until April 1917 and then only as infantry support. The French never developed the kind of doctrine that men like Fuller were advancing in the British Army and as a result, their use of tanks was never radical or adventurous. Rather they retained a belief in the primacy of the infantry and so the tank remained just a subordinate weapon used to bolster the foot soldier. This belief, which persisted throughout the inter-war period, proved disastrous in May 1940.


By the end of the war, Britain had produced 2,500 tanks, the French nearly 4,000 and the Germans a mere 20. Having wasted too much time and effort going up the blind alley of poison gas, the Germans had left it too late to develop proper tank forces of their own. In the autumn of 1916 they had set up the ‘A7V Committee’ to look into the subject and several Sturmpanzer Abteilungs (assault tank battalions) were formed. These battalions were to be equipped with the A7V, a huge and clumsy-looking landship with a crew of eighteen and the LK II, a copy of the British Whippet. However, the few tanks that were produced didn’t see service until 1918 and then to no real effect. Some captured machines were also pushed into service, but it was a case of too little, too late. The war ended before the ambitious expansionary plans of the Imperial German Army’s Tank Force could be fulfilled, but one Bavarian sergeant major of the force was to later make a name for himself in the Panzerwaffe: Joseph ‘Sepp’ Dietrich.


The roots of both Blitzkrieg and the Panzerwaffe can be seen in traditional German tactical thinking as exhibited in the First World War. The German Army had always engendered a tradition of initiative in its officers and soldiers. Staff training encouraged adaptability and flexibility at all levels and orders were not always sacrosanct – nor was constructive criticism necessarily seen as insubordinate. This belief in initiative found fulfilment in the doctrine of Auftragstaktik, which may be loosely translated as ‘Mission Tactics.’ The concept was simple. The high command formulated a strategic plan, laying out the key targets and objectives and the various military units from army level down to squad were allocated these objectives, but the nuts and bolts of their attainment was left to the commanders on the ground.


In this way German officers often disobeyed orders, but escaped punishment by dint of reading their superior’s intent and achieving the desired result by other means. The realities of trench warfare didn’t allow for the successful exercise of this technique, but the Ludendorff offensives of 1918 drew heavily upon it and it was this very tradition that was later to give the Panzerwaffe its tactical superiority over its opponents. Where opposing armoured forces were often hidebound by rigid orders, the panzer’s ‘saddle orders’ allowed them to react quickly and effectively to events on the ground.


The Germans also had a tradition of independent, decisive operations in which ad hoc battle groups were given ‘long-distance tickets’ to carry out their objectives; a good example is Hauptmann Picht’s motorised battalion which succeeded in seizing the Iron Gate into Romania by coup de main in 1916, thus opening the way into that country. Another German method which was to be used by panzers to such effect on the Ostfront was the practice of beating the enemy’s forces in detail – a small force held the first enemy formation while the bulk went to deliver a decisive blow to the second, before returning to finish off the first. It was this method which allowed one German Army to destroy two Russian armies in the battles of Tannenburg and the Masurian Lakes in August 1914. Although dependent on rail in the above example, the arrival of the internal combustion engine onto the battlefield was to make this technique an ever available option.


In the spring of 1918 the Germans unleashed their last attack of the war, the so-called Ludendorff offensive. After short, intense artillery bombardments, Stoss (assault) battalions – armed with light machine-pistols, flame-throwers, grenades and also hauling with them mortars and light artillery pieces – infiltrated the Allied defences, bypassing strongpoints and seeking out command posts and artillery positions as their objectives. Ground support aircraft flew in close support, strafing and bombing enemy positions. The goal of these attacks was maximum disruption to the chain of command and the prevention of withdrawal to new lines of defence. It was imperative if these tactics were to succeed that the front be pierced, not merely pushed back. This technique was revolutionary in concept, because rather than a trial of strength as warfare had become, it sought what Liddell Hart later termed the ‘Indirect Approach’. Surprise, guile, speed and imagination were as important a weapon as firepower. These kinds of infantry penetration tactics had worked to great effect on other fronts, routing the Russians, Serbians and Italians in various battles.


The Ludendorff offensive came close to success, but bogged down in the end because of the exhaustion of the assault troops and their lack of supplies. These tactics, though not widely heralded at the time, formed the later basis of what was to become Blitzkrieg – lightning war. A young Jäger (light) infantry officer named Heinz Guderian acted as a quartermaster to one of these Stoss units and drew on these experiences after the war in the formation of his theories on the employment of armour. He had realised that this kind of attack would be much more effective with tanks.


Fuller was also deeply impressed with the new German Storm tactics and their reliance on speed, manoeuvrability, adaptability and self-sufficiency in the attack. During the late spring of 1918 he formulated his ideas into a new proposal which was to become known as Plan 1919. It was a development of his Cambrai idea where units of fast-moving tanks would strike various German headquarters, thereby eliminating the enemy’s ‘brain’. He believed that newer, faster and better-engineered tanks could make a decisive difference. Whether his ideas would have borne fruit remains a mystery as the Germans asked for an armistice in November 1918.


During the war the Allied High Command sought to play down the significance of the new weapon and no great effort was made to progress its development. This didn’t really change after the war and tanks remained a marginal weapon, a minority interest championed by a few. In Germany, the generals saw the tank as a convenient way of explaining their defeat and the ban on Germany possessing tanks laid down at Versailles also vested the weapon with a certain glamour. Ironically, the Germans’ wartime failure to produce any more than a handful of tanks and prototypes, or to create independent tank units, allowed them to begin afresh after the war and to move ahead of their erstwhile foes.


In Britain the isolation of and lack of interest in the Tank Corps continued post-war and a period of uncertainty about the future of armour began. The tank hadn’t been the decisive weapon that its supporters had promised it would be, prompting many commentators to write it off completely or belittle its future potential. However, more far-sighted people saw a time and a place when the tank would prove its true value in combat. The proposals put forward in the inter-war period vacillated between two extremes: all-tank armies or reintegration into the infantry. But men like Fuller and B.H. Liddell Hart put forward more realistic possibilities.


J.F.C. Fuller was born in 1878 and served as a staff officer both in the Boer War and the First World War. As we have seen, he was one of the driving forces behind the British Tank Corps and developed the innovative Plan 1919. After the war he embarked on a staff training and military advisory career. His writings from this period proved extremely influential, with both the German and Russian armies drawing inspiration from them, ironically much more so than did his own army. His ambitions to see the British Army fully motorised only met with a modicum of success and despite some promising experiments combining tanks with infantry conveyed in armoured vehicles, the army establishment was reluctant to follow through with his radical proposals.


He refined his ideas on armoured warfare through his writings and by the time he retired to devote himself entirely to them in the early 1930s, his theory was clearly defined. The progression from Cambrai is clear to see. Fast tanks and aircraft would attack the enemy’s ‘brain’ (his chain of command and forward communications). This would create panic and quickly paralyse the enemy’s control over a co-ordinated defence. The main assault, comprising heavy tanks accompanied by infantry and artillery, would swiftly follow to consolidate the gains. The objective was to force a breech that would allow fast armour, cavalry and motorised troops to pursue the by now disorganised enemy. Fuller predicted the elimination of conventional infantry from the offensive – they would serve in the rear echelons protecting lines of communication and holding captured ground. Only armoured infantry could accompany the attack. He also foresaw that artillery would have to be self-propelled if it were to accompany the assault successfully.


Captain Basil Henry Liddell Hart was born in 1895 and saw action in the First World War. After the war he wrote the official infantry training manual which stressed his ideas of an ‘expanding torrent’, a method developed from the German infiltration tactics. He envisaged the attackers piercing points of least resistance, bursting through the forward lines and striking deep into the enemy’s rear, spreading disruption and chaos as they went. He also advocated what he termed an ‘indirect approach’, in which surprise and movement were the key concepts. Success was to be reinforced quickly and resistance bypassed wherever possible. Liddell Hart’s writings also found favour in Germany, but not to the extent that his imprisoned German officer friends, grateful for his support after the war, liked to tell him.


How then did the two theories compare? Fuller was of the opinion that the issue would be decided at the front, namely in the defenders’ forward defences. Even the rapid pursuit phase was to involve a dogleg after 35 km to roll up the enemy’s defensive lines. Liddell Hart, on the other hand, advocated deep thrusts into enemy territory. Both men agreed that the paralysis of the enemy command structure had to be the ultimate aim, rather than the more traditional destruction of his army – this was a radical departure from the senseless battles of attrition, or ‘ironmongery’ as Fuller dubbed them, that had characterised the First World War. Instead of destroying the body of the enemy army in battle, limb by limb, they just wanted to put a bullet in its brain. They differed however on the role of infantry – Fuller saw them only in terms of consolidation and defence whereas Liddell Hart saw armoured infantry as an integral aspect of the offensive.


The British Army in the 1920s and 1930s embarked on a series of worthwhile experiments combining tanks, artillery, infantry and specialists in a variety of manners. Radio was experimented with as a method of command and control; the most notable result was the Salisbury Plain exercises during the summer of 1927 where a radio-controlled tank force got the better of a much larger non-mechanised opponent. But unfortunately for the British, due to the wide divergence of opinions, they never managed to attain as effective a combination as the German panzer division; ideas ranged from every man having a Bren-gun carrier tankette to motorised units in trucks to unsupported tanks. In the end, little of lasting value was achieved.


Meanwhile in France things were progressing differently. Their most notable tank proponent, Colonel Charles de Gaulle, had received an academic upbringing, but left this for the lure of a military career. He excelled at the military academy and a promising career seemed assured. He also had the good fortune to enlist in a regiment commanded by the future Marshal Pétain and his powerful benefactor ensured a relatively steady series of promotions in the inter-war years. During the First World War he was wounded several times and captured at Verdun after which he spent time as a POW. Even at this stage of his career, the reckless tenacity and stubbornness that so easily segued into arrogance was in evidence as he repeatedly attempted escape from his German captors and just as repeatedly failed.


The 1920s saw the fruits of his academic background emerge as he set about penning military works. His most notable piece was called Vers Un Armée De Métier – Towards a Professional Army – and was published in 1934. His thesis was simple – France needed a small and fully mechanised, well-armed, non-conscripted army. Although not widely read, the work aroused a fair amount of criticism in France. The officer corps interpreted his title as a smear on their professionalism rather than emphasising the elimination of conscripted recruits while socialists were terrified that such an army would be the ideal tool for staging a coup d’état.


From the perspective of tank theory this work was very different to the supposedly far-seeing and influential material that the post-war rewritten editions convey. It was bland and diffuse, written in an attempt to air his notions on how the Army in general, and not just a Tank Corps, should be operated. At best it was merely a shopping list for de Gaulle’s new model army. Even though Hitler claimed to have read the book repeatedly, all the great theorists paid it scant attention – Liddell Hart was derisive of the book’s contribution to armoured warfare and Guderian simply ignored it, much as he did de Gaulle’s actual tank forces in May 1940.


In the aftermath of the First World War, France was left with a huge surplus of tanks, including several thousand of the light infantry support tank, the Renault FT. Conservative French generals, hankering after the proud arms of their youth, sought to divide this tank surplus into fast pursuit tanks for the cavalry and heavy breakthrough tanks for the infantry. Meanwhile officers like de Gaulle, Colonel Jean Baptiste Estienne, who had played an important part in developing France’s tank forces in the First World War, and General Aimé Doumenc considered the possibilities of mechanised or armoured units.


The result was the creation of the world’s first armoured division in 1934, the first Division Légère Mécanique (DLM); this was created by adding more tanks to an already mechanised cavalry division. By the time of the German attack in May 1940, the French had three of these and a fourth was almost complete. Their tasks echoed those of the cavalry – screening other units, reconnaissance and pursuit. Mainly equipped with the world’s finest tank of the time, the Somua, as well as the Hotchkiss H35, each division had a full complement of around 200 medium tanks as well as light reconnaissance tanks.


September 1939 saw the creation of the first Division Cuirassée Rapide (DCR). This division and its sister formations were infantry support units equipped with the heavier tanks like the Char B1 and their role was to reinforce assaults. By May 1940, three were formed and a fourth was forming under the command of de Gaulle. Each of these divisions comprised about ninety medium Hotchkiss H35’s and seventy Char B1s. Although these units had fewer tanks than a panzer division they comprehensively outgunned the Germans, while the larger number of medium tanks in the DLMs also lent them a strong paper advantage over their rivals.


Little real thought went into the development or deployment of these units and both types were unwieldy and badly led in combat. Staff and officer training was inflexible and theory hidebound and outdated. One major logistical flaw was that they carried their fuel in tankers and so were forced to withdraw from combat to replenish. Both types of armoured unit proved pretty useless in 1940, despite having some excellent tank models in their ranks.


Fuller and Liddell Hart were in broad agreement as to the role of aircraft. Their views were influenced to a certain extent, as were the views of many other theorists, by the somewhat fantastical theories of the Italian General Douhet. Douhet imagined great fleets of battle-planes – bombers armed for defence – shooting it out with enemy formations and the victor progressing to bomb the vanquished cities into submission. To be fair to his fertile imagination, he believed chemical weapons would be dropped on the civilian population ensuring a more rapid capitulation than conventional explosives could bring. Perhaps he was seeing a precursor of the Flying Fortresses and Liberators that appeared later, but more likely he was imagining a twentieth-century version of ships of the line, firing broadsides across the clouds.


Douhet also believed that victory was assured if the enemy’s air-fleet was wiped out on the ground – this was indeed shown to be accurate by the early German victories in the Second World War. As it turned out, aircraft were to become the artillery of Blitzkrieg, but Douhet paid little attention to close co-operation with ground forces, a factor that both Fuller and Liddell Hart stressed as essential and which future events proved conclusively.


In Germany, one man in particular read the various and contradictory theories of tank warfare with enthusiastic interest. This man was Hauptmann Heinz Wilhelm Guderian, the officer whose name would become synonymous with the Panzerwaffe. Born in the Prussian town of Kulm, now in Poland, in 1888 to a family of Prussian landowners, it was almost inevitable that Heinz would follow the family tradition of military service – his father Friedrich had risen to the rank of Generalmajor in the Kaiser’s army. The young Heinz attended a series of military schools, proving himself a serious-minded, if unremarkable, student. One indicator of what was to come was given on the occasion he was dropped from the cadet choir for singing different tunes to everyone else – the adult Guderian was rarely to sing from the same hymn sheet as his colleagues. In 1907 Guderian enlisted as a Fahnrich in the Jäger or light infantry battalion his father commanded and in 1908 was commissioned as a Leutnant.


There then followed the fairly uneventful life of a junior officer in peacetime. In 1912 the young officer decided to specialise in some technical discipline, the available options being radio or machine-guns – Guderian Senior could see no future in machine-guns, so his son joined a radio company in a choice that was to prove fortuitous in the years to come. Guderian also trained as a French interpreter and became fluent in English. In 1913 he married Margarete Goerne and went to attend the Kriegsakademie, becoming the youngest officer in his class.


However the three-year course was interrupted by the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914. Because of his experience in signals, Guderian was initially given charge of Heavy Wireless Station No. 3 attached to a cavalry division which was part of I Cavalry Corps; from this vantage point he witnessed the horsemen and infantry thread their way through the Ardennes and cross the Meuse, just as he himself would do with tanks in 1940. But the successful German advances of the early weeks of the war soon fizzled out, partly due to the inability of the cavalry to hold the gains, and trench warfare took permanent hold.


For the rest of the war Guderian held a series of signals and staff appointments and saw little actual combat himself. In early 1918 he took a staff officers’ course at Sedan, scene of Moltke’s great break-through in 1870 and Guderian’s own future one; no doubt he filed the lay of the land away in his mind for future reference. Later that year he served as a quartermaster to a corps in the Ludendorff offensive; here he saw the new infiltration tactics of the storm troop battalions first hand, an experience which was later to influence his views on Blitzkrieg.


Almost all of Guderian’s experiences in the war were to prove useful to him in the years to come. He witnessed the utter failure of the cavalry and the power of new defensive weapons; he saw first hand the early tank attacks and experienced the bankruptcy and slaughter of static warfare. His expertise as a radio specialist, the intellectual training he received as a General Staff officer and his solid grounding in logistics were all to serve him well in the future. He also became personally familiar with the Ardennes and the terrain around the Meuse.


After the war, Guderian, by now a captain, was retained in the 100,000-man army laid down by the Treaty of Versailles. He served for a time as a senior staff officer in the famous ‘Iron Division’ engaged in frontier defence in the East, where the Poles were trying to seize territory from a weakened Germany. Then in 1922, the Inspector of Transport Troops asked for a General Staff-educated officer to assist in a study being made into the transport of troops by motor vehicle. Guderian was appointed and thus began his interest in tanks.


Guderian was first sent to a Bavarian motor transport battalion for three months training; the battalion’s commander was Major Oswald Lutz, an officer who was to be a great help to him in pushing the panzer cause over the next decade and a half. Guderian soon discovered that if troops were to be transported into combat by motor vehicle, they needed better protection from the enemy than an ordinary truck could provide. The obvious answer was armoured vehicles. But Versailles had banned Germany from having tanks or tracked vehicles of any kind, along with many other modern weapons. Armoured troop carriers were permitted, mainly for putting down civil unrest, but these were only allowed to possess immovable turrets and very thin armour. These troop carriers were really no more than ordinary trucks with sheet steel bolted on and had no cross-country capability at all.


As a result, during the 1920s Guderian was unable to gain any practical experience of tanks, so instead he boned up on theory, avidly devouring all the foreign publications concerning tank theory and the current experiences of other nations. As he later wrote:


In the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. Since nobody else busied himself with this material, I was soon by way of being an expert.1


Fluent in both English and French, Guderian translated these books for other officers to read, sometimes publishing them at his own expense. He also began to contribute articles to military journals such as the Militar Wochenblatt, where he laid out his theory of Stosskraft (dynamic punch), which in his opinion could only be delivered by tanks.


He was particularly influenced by the works of the Englishmen Liddell Hart, Martel and Fuller, who stressed the tank as a wholly independent and separate arm, unlike the French theorists who still saw it primarily as an infantry support weapon. In fact, at this time, Britain was leading the world in tank warfare developments, engaging in successful field exercises using radio-controlled tanks and experimenting in 1927 with a ‘mechanised force’ that contained tanks, artillery and motorised infantry, in essence a nascent panzer division. Unfortunately for the British, their senior officers were even more hostile to the tank than their German counterparts and as a result this early advantage was squandered.


In the end, Guderian chose the middle ground between the two great extremes of inter-war tank theory, namely that of the all-tank army versus the tank as mere infantry support. For financial reasons the Germans could only afford to choose one of these options anyway. Guderian realised that a compromise between the two extremes was the best option, because it became clear to him that, although a very potent weapon, the tank would simply be unable to win battles all on its own – it would need the support of the traditional arms, such as the infantry and artillery. But at the same time to make the tank subservient to these other arms was to nullify its true potential.


Guderian adapted Liddell Hart’s theory of the long-range armoured thrust, the so-called ‘expanding torrent’ that would bypass points of enemy resistance in order to go straight for the jugular. As Guderian saw it, the tanks would assault the enemy’s defence zone along a narrow frontage (maybe as little as a kilometre), break through and then accelerate as they headed for their strategic objective. The armoured cars of the reconnaissance units would go on ahead to probe points of resistance and once the tanks had broken through, the motorised infantry and then the ordinary infantry would follow in their wake. The whole operation would be supported from the air, in particular by the tank-busting Stukas. This theory was to be the essence of Blitzkrieg.


So what kind of a man was Heinz Guderian? In formal portraits he looks very much the stiff-necked Prussian officer in the Bismarck mould, all bristling moustache and serious mien, but less staged pictures show him laughing and bantering with his troops. Like Rommel, he made a poor subordinate, impatient with higher authority and eager to get his own way at all times. Also like Rommel, he cared deeply for the troops under his command and was extremely popular with them. His reputation as a hothead earned him the affectionate and well deserved nicknames ‘Brausewetter’ (Stormy Weather) and ‘die Schnelle Heinz’ (Hurrying Heinz).


General Hasso von Manteuffel, himself a top-notch panzer commander, said of Guderian after the war:


It was Guderian – and at first he alone – who introduced the tank to the army and its use as an operative weapon. In the best sense of the word, this new weapon bears the stamp of his personality. Its successes during the war are due to him. He was the creator and master-teacher of our armoured forces – and I lay particular stress on the word ‘master’.2


General Hermann Balck, an old friend of Guderian and one of the best tank commanders of the war, said Hurrying Heinz was like a coiled spring and concluded that ‘to understand Guderian, you have to understand Prussian discipline’.3 Another panzer general, Geyr von Schweppenburg said:


Sixty per cent of what the German Panzer forces became was due to him. Ambitious, brave, a heart for his soldiers, who liked and trusted him; rash as a man, quick in decisions, strict with officers, real personality, therefore many enemies. Blunt, even to Hitler. As a trainer – good; thorough, progressive. If you suggest revolutionary ideas, he will say in 95 per cent of cases: ‘Yes’, at once.’4


Guderian was indeed a proponent of revolutionary ideas, but a modernizer and technologist was not always the most welcome thing in a small, conservative army that still depended on the horse for transport. The two mechanisms he championed, the internal combustion engine and the tank, were still unproven in combat. In the First World War, trucks had been used to move men and supplies behind the static front lines, but never to move troops towards the enemy. The tank too had failed to prove its real value in battle, largely due to the way it was handled rather than because of the weapon itself, but some commentators were already declaring it obsolete, especially with the development of new anti-tank weapons.


In 1927 Guderian was promoted to major and sent to the transport department of the Truppenamt (Troop Office – a cover for the banned General Staff). By 1928 Guderian had made enough of a reputation for himself to be made a teacher of tank tactics and he lectured extensively on them. In 1929 he encountered real tanks for the first time when invited to visit a Swedish tank battalion. Here he saw the next best thing to a German tank: the Swedish M21, a derivative of the German LK II, which Bofors were allowed to build by arrangement with Krupps. That same year, he used cars in the place of tanks in divisional-sized summer exercises. Meanwhile the Treaty of Rapallo with Soviet Russia had allowed the Germans to test tanks and other tracked vehicles at a secret proving ground at Kazan in Russia since 1926, where they experimented with prototypes such as the Leichter Traktor and the Grosstraktor. Secret tank building cells were set up in Rheinmetall, Daimler-Benz and Krupps.


The early armoured manoeuvres carried out in Germany were fairly risible affairs, involving mere improvisations of tanks, such as canvas and sheet-steel mock-ups, dummy vehicles with wooden guns and broomsticks masquerading as anti-tank guns. The few armoured troop carriers they did possess didn’t even take to the field for fear of wearing them out prematurely. Guderian recalled how children used to push pencils through the ‘armour’ of these so-called tanks to see what was inside.


In January 1930 Guderian was made commander of the 3rd Prussian Motorised Battalion. Although armed only with dummy tanks and guns, a few armoured cars and a motorcycle company, he manoeuvred them as if they were a fully equipped panzer division. It proved a useful opportunity to try out his ideas on the ground and Guderian practised attack, defence and retreat drills as well as co-operation with infantry, artillery, cavalry and aircraft. He proved a popular commander and succeeded in turning his troops into tank fanatics like himself. On one occasion they overtook him during ski training and Guderian gently rebuked them over drinks that night in his usual bantering style: ‘In the tank force the commander leads from the front – not from behind!’5 In April Guderian achieved the rank of Oberst.


In 1931 he was promoted to Chief of Staff of the Inspectorate of Motorised Troops and served again under Generalmajor Oswald Lutz who gave him every possible help in pushing forward the cause of tanks. Lutz’s influence on the development of the Panzerwaffe has often tended to be overlooked in contrast to his more colourful junior, yet he possessed great technical know-how and lent Guderian his full support in his early battles. Lutz was the first general in the German Army to wholeheartedly embrace the new ideas and also the first to attain the rank of General der Panzertruppen. In the opinion of Walther Nehring, who was a staff officer at the Inspectorate, Lutz was the father of motorised army units, while Guderian was the creator of the Panzerforce.


In January 1933, a man became Chancellor of Germany who was to have as big an impact on the Panzerwaffe as Guderian, albeit in an ultimately destructive way: Adolf Hitler. Under his influence, the Wehrmacht began to expand and rearm, and new weapons and methods were examined. Early in 1935, he visited the army ordnance testing ground at Kummersdorf, where he saw a platoon of Panzer I tanks in action. This precision display is said to have excited him so much that he declared; ‘That’s what I need! That’s what I want to have!’ From then on Hitler championed the panzers, seeing in them a potent political and military tool.


Inevitably, Guderian’s message met resistance from many of the more conservative senior officers, particularly from cavalry officers who saw their traditional role and importance being undermined by the brash new tank forces. The artillery with their supreme confidence in heavy bombardment, and the traditional ‘Queen of the Battlefield’, the infantry, were equally unconvinced. But in Guderian’s view they could offer no viable alternative to tanks. He didn’t help the cause of friendly relations by contemptuously dismissing ‘the Gentlemen of the Horse Artillery’ as a spent force who travelled to the battlefield with their guns pointing backwards. Ironically nearly half of the Panzertruppe’s officers were eventually to come from the cavalry, including many of the best commanders.


Even some of the incumbents in the office of Inspector of Transport Troops seemed as hostile to Guderian’s ideas as his enemies – one declared that motorised units would never do more than carry flour, while another predicted that neither he nor Guderian would ever see German tanks in operation in their lifetime; this was in 1931.


Guderian believed that tank commanders should be up front with their troops, not stuck in a HQ miles behind the lines and that radio was the appropriate means of communication for this type of command. But the Chief of the General Staff, the conservative old artilleryman General Beck, couldn’t accept this radical concept. He remarked, ‘But you can’t command without maps and telephones. Haven’t you ever read Schlieffen?’6 But Hitler’s firm support for the panzers made up for the hostility they faced in some quarters of the Army; with his liking both for radical new ideas and the internal combustion engine, he favoured tank development over other arms of the military. So in the end Guderian’s revolutionary views won the day. As he commented in his memoirs, ‘Finally the creators of the fresh ideas won their battle against the reactionaries; the combustion engine defeated the horse; and the cannon, the lance.’7


By June 1934, German experiments with tanks had developed far enough to require a new command, Kommando der Panzertruppen, to be set up, of which Guderian was made Chief of Staff under his old supporter, Generalmajor Lutz. The first panzer battalion, made up of the lightweight Pz Is, was also formed that year. In 1935, Hitler repudiated the military clauses of the Versailles Treaty and Germany began to rearm in earnest. With the pace of development thus accelerated, the first improvised panzer division, cobbled together from the few units then available, was able to take to the field for manoeuvres at Munster-Lager in July 1935.


This exercise proved so successful that on 15 October of the same year, the first three panzer divisions, the 1st, 2nd and 3rd, were formally established from cavalry cadres, although as yet they had no tanks. Each division consisted of a panzer brigade with two tank regiments equipped with only light tanks and a motorised rifle brigade. The 2nd Panzer was placed under Guderian’s command, even though he was still only an Oberst; this had the effect of sidelining him from the centre of action and his old job as Chief of Staff was taken by the weaker-willed Oberst Friedrich von Paulus, later of Stalingrad fame.


Without Guderian to aggressively fight its case, the inevitable result was an erosion of the Panzertruppe’s influence and strength. The Army’s Chief of Staff, Generaloberst Beck, refused to give the Panzer Command equal status with those of the artillery and infantry. Within the panzer divisions, reconnaissance units were handed over to the cavalry and motorised rifle units to the infantry until eventually the Panzertruppe was only responsible for the actual tank units. The equipping of the Leichte and motorised infantry divisions also reduced the number of vehicles available to the panzer divisions.


There was little Guderian could do about these developments so he threw himself wholeheartedly into technical matters. He worked closely with the Inspector of the Signal Corps to produce good tank radios and also sought half-tracked and four-wheel-drive vehicles to transport the divisions’ supplies and infantry. After a disastrous demonstration of ineffectual two-wheel drive vehicles in 1937, Guderian marched up to the Army’s Commander-in-Chief, Generaloberst Fritsch, and loudly announced, ‘Had my advice been followed we would now have had a real armoured force!’8 Guderian’s misgivings about this kind of transport were to be proved all too correct during Barbarossa.


During the winter of 1936, Guderian had quickly written Achtung Panzer, a short polemical work describing First World War experiences with tanks and laying out his views on the future of armoured warfare. He took the opportunity to have another go at the reactionaries in the cavalry and elsewhere and their bankrupt methods of ‘self-massacre’. It became a best-seller in Germany and the proceeds were enough for Guderian to buy his first car, allowing him to practice his mobility theories in person.


In Guderian’s original conception, each panzer division was to be an army in miniature. A division would be a self-contained, all-arms unit – that is to say, it would contain tanks, infantry, artillery, engineers, reconnaissance, anti-tank and anti-aircraft units as well as supply services, all the units necessary to fight and survive in the field, independent of reinforcements and supplies for as long as possible. Each division was to carry enough fuel, ammunition and other supplies to be fully self-sufficient for at least five days. All of the division’s components were to be fully mobile, preferably on fully tracked or half-tracked vehicles, but in reality more likely in trucks. Guderian realised that in order to be in a position to fully exploit a breakthrough, a division had to be made as independent and mobile as possible.


This had been the fatal flaw of tank operations in the First World War. After making a breakthrough in the enemy lines, the tanks had had no choice but to wait for the foot-slogging infantry and the horse-drawn artillery to catch up with them so as to exploit the breach. In the process valuable time was lost, during which the enemy could rebuild his defence lines. But as Guderian saw it, rather than slowing down the tanks so that the infantry and artillery could catch up, the infantry and artillery should be brought up to the speed of the tanks. For this to happen, they had to be put on wheels or tracks.


The artillery was pulled by tracked prime movers or eventually installed on tracked chassis which produced vehicles such as the Wespe self-propelled field howitzer. The bulk of the Panzergrenadiers (motorised infantry) continued to be truck-borne throughout the war, although trucks were unarmoured and had poor cross-country capability. The best solution was tracked, armoured troop-carriers. Two principal troop-carrying half-tracks saw service in a number of variants; the Leichter Schützenpanzerwagen SdKfz 250 and the Mittlerer Schützenpanzerwagen SdKfz 251. These were developed from the chassis of tractors used to pull guns and were a compromise between tracked vehicles and wheeled ones – driven by tracks, but steered by two front wheels.


The SdKfz 250 was a light half-track troop carrier based on a one-ton prime mover chassis. This 5-ton vehicle could transport half a platoon – up to eight men – and its standard armament was an MG-34. A total of 7,000 were built in a number of variants including command and anti-aircraft vehicles and ammunition carriers for the Stugs.


The SdKfz 251 was a medium half-track troop carrier based on a 3-ton prime-mover chassis. This 9-ton vehicle first issued to the panzer divisions in 1939 could carry twelve men and the standard type was armed with two machine-guns. The 251 played a variety of roles during the war, including as a special armoured command vehicle equipped with a range of radio sets, an Enigma machine and a large bedstead frame aerial. Other variants included an ambulance, a transport for Pioniers (combat engineers), a vehicle for laying telephone and telegraph cables, a flame-thrower, an artillery spotter, a mobile telephone exchange, a transporter for an 88 and its crew and when mounted with a 75 mm gun, a Panzerjäger. In total 15,000 of all types were built.


The 250 and 251 were such versatile vehicles that they were able to serve in an extraordinary variety of roles – unfortunately the many uses they were put to meant that there were never enough of the standard troop carriers available. Throughout the war never more than one third of Panzergrenadiers were transported by half-track.


The early panzer divisions each had a panzer brigade of two regiments and a motorised infantry brigade, the men of which were conveyed by truck or motorcycle. Along with a regiment of motorised artillery, there was a battalion each of anti-tank, reconnaissance and signal units, plus one company of engineers and a Luftwaffe flak detachment. These early divisions had an establishment strength of 560 tanks and 12,000 men, although by 1940 rapid expansion meant that each division had only an average of about 250 tanks. Deep, forward reconnaissance was vital to the panzer divisions and the reconnaissance battalion contained two armoured car squadrons.


The Panzerwaffe was to employ a series of four-, six- and eight-wheeled Panzerspahwagen (armoured reconnaissance vehicles) in its reconnaissance battalions during the war. Motorcyclists were also used initially, but were scrapped after 1941 because of their vulnerability. Armoured cars were one of the few types of weapon not prohibited by the Versailles Treaty so Germany had been working on them since the 1920s. Among the specifications demanded was a second steering position in the rear of the vehicle so as to allow speedy movement in either direction.
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