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INTRODUCTION


As everyone knows, theory and practice do not always coincide. That is exactly how it was with the German philosophy of the employment of armored formations in World War II. Although Germany was well ahead of all other armies in the fundamentals of commitment and in the art of operational command from the mid-thirties, within the Wehrmacht there were abundant violations of those fundamentals when it came to putting them into practice on the operational and tactical levels. Thus a study of German armored operations cannot have the goal of documenting the many violations of principle. Instead, I intend to make clear how the German fundamentals of employing armor formations differ from those of other nations even to the present day. Those tactically effective doctrines were one of the ultimate reasons for the success of German troops on a local level until the final weeks of the war.


The technical literature includes countless competent presentations at the level of operational/strategic command (army and higher). That also holds true at the tactical/operational level of army corps and division. Totally underrepresented are factually correct descriptions of the level of command that bears the actual burden and rigor of the battle, that of the regiment—generally, the brigade in modern usage—and the battalion. With appropriate reinforcements for combat and employment, they generally form the heart of the operation in that they become the battle groups (Kampfgruppen) or combat formations, frequently approaching divisional strength.


The reasons for the gaps in the literature are manifold. The interested reader usually wants an overview of a battle or a military theater without getting lost in the details of individual fighting. Also, most of the war literature inevitably comes from generals, some of whom have no knowledge at all regarding situations so far under them.


An additional aspect is that operational command in action at lower levels is, in part, more difficult than that of the larger formations, which an intelligent general staff officer can learn in a few years of ongoing training, regardless of what branch of service he belongs to. Command skills at the lower tactical level do not come from theoretical studies or sheer talent. One has to work long years at all levels to gain that experience. It was no accident that, by the end of the war, officers ranging from the level of divisional command to that of commanding general of an army corps were predominately men who had started the war as small-unit commanders and risen through command of small formations to command of large organizations. In the process, reserve officers were in the majority.


By using the classical weapon employed at the point of main effort (Schwerpunktwaffe)—the armor formation—I will familiarize the reader with the different types of operational roles and other missions that exist during operations.


Right at the beginning, an essential fundamental principle must be taken to heart: tanks achieve their success primarily and predominately through offensive action. That is true whether the tactical/operational situation is offensive or defensive. As a commander of armies von Manstein masterfully demonstrated how German armor formations could achieve remarkable successes when they were committed in (counter-) attacks, even within the context of overall retreat.
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The Panther of SS-Obersturmführer Nikolussi-Leck covers the advance of dismounted infantry during the fighting for Kowel from 24 March to 15 May 1944. In this picture, taken on 27 March 1944 at 1530 hours, the tanks begin to assemble, accompanied by the infantry. A combined arms team, preferably with Panzergrenadiere, was the key to success in mechanized combat.
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As the war developed, parade-ground-like formations would be the exception, rather than the rule under the threat of Allied airpower.


The tank, therefore, must constantly remain the sword in the hand of the tactical commander. He must use it offensively against the enemy, even in hopeless situations. If he forgoes this advantage by committing tanks to stationary positions or, even worse, digs them in and allows them to degenerate into a direct-support weapon for the infantry, then he is like a knight of old who has been reduced to the dubious protection of his shield. The initiative an armor leader instinctively seeks then passes over to the enemy.


Misunderstandings regarding the combat value of tanks continually arose when they were assigned roles beyond their capabilities or which they could only perform in quite limited fashion. These misunderstandings arose when the tank was considered as the sole ruler of the battlefield. Such high-flown expectations in turn assume that the tank can withstand any threat, even though an abundance of such threats may be directed against it. In addition to direct-fire weapons of all calibers, there are indirect fire systems, mines, obstacles, close-quarters combat systems with hollow-charge or simple incendiary devices and an increasing number of missiles that can be used at minimal distances from cover by individual riflemen. There is always great disillusionment when the tank formation, stressed beyond its capabilities, suffers hair-raising losses. It is hardly surprising to hear in many circles that the tank has become obsolete as an effective combat weapon.


Such conclusions fail to recognize that it is always necessary to employ the best weapon for the intended objective at the correct time and commit it in terrain that does not grant the enemy an advantage before the operation even begins. The troop leader must continuously attend to the prerequisites for the operation, not only through choice of terrain and correct timing, but also through proper force ratios and effective combat support, particularly from the air.


The main battle tank (Kampfpanzer) is limited by technical requirements and does not have unlimited capabilities (protection against all possible threats). It requires a precise balance between a practical level of protection, on the one hand, and, in the final analysis, the far more important capability to function against the enemy. That combination is the ability to dominate the battlefield. It comes from the sum of the tank’s capabilities and not from over-emphasis on a single characteristic. Only when firepower, mobility, protection and command and control capability are combined in a balanced whole can a tank function effectively as a system and be more effective than a system which was not conceived according to these principles. Other aspects also contribute to effectiveness, such as good training of the crew, a high level of technical reliability, a large logistical operating range etc.


It is, in the final analysis, futile to argue whether the Tiger or some other tank was the best armored fighting vehicle of the Second World War. The mass-produced M4 Sherman stood no chance in a direct engagement with a Tiger. Nevertheless, it was a successful model because it was technically reliable and was provided to the troops in inexhaustible numbers. The Soviet T-34 was rugged and did not require a high-technology industrial base for its mass production.


What advantage did the Tiger provide the Wehrmacht if the enemy manufactured 20 tanks to every Tiger that left the factory? It was “acceptable” for an American crew to “consume” half a dozen or more Shermans between landing in France and arriving at Germany’s borders.


A successful main battle tank thus depends on a series of factors. It was quite clear that the chances for survival for a tank crew in a Panzerkampfwagen IV were significantly lower than in a Tiger. It would not have been advantageous to the Wehrmacht if, instead of a Tiger, three or four Panzerkampfwagen IV’s had been manufactured. Even the best weapons system must finally bow to quantitative threats. Although produced at considerably more cost, the Panther and Tiger contributed to delaying the unavoidable end of the war.


The comments made in the following book are based on two things. First, the content of the regulations will be explained. The regulations, however, contain only the bare essentials and include only general statements about the practice—about the “how” of armored operations.


By far the greatest portion of the text consists of the knowledge gained that was directly derived from actual experience in operations. That knowledge was collected through hours of discussion with former Panzer soldiers of all ranks, evaluation of combat reports and accounts of personal experiences along with, of course, the personal experience of the author as an armor officer and leader/commander in numerous combat exercises ranging from platoon leadership through command of tank and antitank (Panzerjäger) companies and, finally, an armor battalion.


In the formation of the post-war German army—the Bundeswehr—the majority of the principles of leadership and employment as practiced in the Wehrmacht were adopted wholesale. That was particularly the case with most of the officers in the 1950’s, and even in the 1960’s, many of whom had previously served in the Wehrmacht.


DEVELOPMENT OF GERMAN ARMOR TACTICS


Given the great success of German armor formations in World War II, it is surprising that the formation of armor units and the doctrine for their employment did not proceed in a directly linear and purposeful manner. Just as in other countries, the majority of officers did not recognize the promising possibilities of motorization. In spite of isolated significant successes with tanks, they were viewed primarily as support weapons for infantry in France and Great Britain. Only hesitantly were other directions tried (British experimental exercises in 1934 on Salisbury Plain and the formation of two armored divisions in France).
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Operational security—a part of which included the camouflaging of vehicles—was essential to the survival of a tank crew, whether in offense or defense. Here a late-model Panzer III. Out of context, it would appear to be an unsuccessful job of camouflage, since it would like a moving tree to the enemy observer.


In Germany, too, the theoreticians who thought progressively ran up against the massive opposition of traditionalists. Forced to make up with quality for lack of quantity, a more intensive start was already being made with the formation of so-called mobile troops (schnelle Truppen) as early as the formation of the Reichswehr. These mobile troops built on the experience of the cavalry. The first step was the use of motor vehicles for reconnaissance and transport functions rather than weapons carriers. This might seem strange, considering the unhappy German experience with Allied tanks on the Western Front in the First World War. However, many had a false picture of the capabilities of tanks. They were seen as ponderous, mechanically unreliable systems with an extremely limited radius of action that were all too easy to stop when committed against a massed defensive system. Such an evaluation was indeed limited and naive, but it was predominant at the beginning of the Second World War and favored the initial success of the Germans.


Although he was progressive in his thinking about many things, the Chief of the General Staff, General Beck, opposed the formation of a so-called motorized combat troop (Kraftfahrkampftruppe). Most theoreticians traced their thinking back to the experience of the First World War. Based on the decrease in significance of cavalry, it was felt that airplanes and tanks could not in any way carry lead to the reintroduction of mobile operational principles. In turning away from the basic principle of “movement,” the conduct of operations focused exclusively on the factor of “fire” (effect).


It is significant that as early as 1921 the Chief of the Army High Command (Chef der Heeresleitung), General von Seeckt, stated in a memorandum, “Fundamental Considerations for the Rebuilding of Our Armed Forces” (Grundlegende Gedanken für den Wiederaufbau unserer Wehrmacht): “. . . that less than ever does the salvation of the weaker lie in rigid defenses, but rather in mobile attack.” Paradoxically, in a land that had been thoroughly demilitarized by the victors and was scarcely capable of defending itself, the principles of free-reigning operations and the offensive employment of armor was increasingly being recognized. With this thought, possibilities increased for a numerically inferior but better equipped and mobile operating force. The dreams of the infantryman, who had been pulverized by artillery in crushing positional warfare during the First War, also played a subliminal roll. It was important to seize the opportunity to penetrate the static elements of the operational thinking of the time!
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Later model Panzer IV’s prepare to move out on the steppes of Russia. Keeping a mechanized force moving requires extraordinary efforts on the parts of the logistician and many an advance, on both sides, was held up due to lack of fuel or ammunition.


The manifold opposition and hindrances to the formation of such troops were finally overcome in the mid-thirties, when Reichskanzler Hitler personally took an obvious interest in thematter. He, himself, was marked by the trauma of positional warfare and was promulgating expansionist ideas. It was especially obvious to him that the armored branch of the service (Panzerwaffe) had the potential to offer an especially effective instrument with which one could wager the step across the borders.


That also tipped the balance toward the establishment of armor formations with particular characteristics. In contrast to the armored battalions of other nations, the new armor battalions (Panzerabteilungen) were seen from the start as capable of carrying out independent operations, rather than just as support for the infantry. Among other things, the essential step in the right direction came in 1935 from a great demonstration and experimental exercise in North Germany near Munster, that was, at times, attended by Hitler in person. The formation of the new Panzerwaffe matched Hitler’s political interests. Laughably, a number of generals later attributed their opposition to the mechanization of the army to having recognized this at that time! It was important then for the few creators of the German Panzertruppe to set about forming an effective army with the few resources available and making Germany capable of defending itself.


Certainly it cannot be their fault that false operational ideas were taken up in the neighboring countries! (France increasingly became the exception. It had effective tanks and, by the end of the 1930’s, had started organizing armored divisions on the German pattern.)


THE FIRST THREE PANZERDIVISIONEN


In spite of opposition from most quarters, the Kommando der Kraftfahrkampftruppen was given the assignment of organizing three large armored formations (Panzergroßverbände). This started in 1935 and was, to a certain extent, a large-scale experiment. The 2. Panzerdivision, then in Würzburg, was turned over to (at that time) Oberst Guderian, one of the most ardent proponents of an operational Panzerwaffe. Many had the thought that, in this way, he himself would have to see the senselessness of such measures.


The path to these organizational measures had already been laid over the course of years of secret activity in the Reichswehr, part of which took place in the late 1920’s in the Soviet Union (at the KAMA facility). On 1 November 1933 a training unit was formed at Zossen with the cover-name of “Kraftfahrlehrkommando” (motor vehicle training command). Within a few months, additional company-sized formations were activated. Soon they were consolidated into battalions and regiments. In the rapid expansion after 1935, the accumulated experience paid off. The new German Panzertruppe could grow from within itself. It was imperative to avoid forming new units from untrained command personnel, as was done in other countries. In Germany that principle is called “Kalben” (calving).


The decision to form separate armor formations was not in itself a guarantee of future success. (Many countries had armor formations, after all.) In this connection it is important to note that from the beginning in Germany these formations were capable of operations as combined arms teams. They did not need the external attachment of other formations to do that. Among them were integral motorized riflemen (Schützen) who were initially only transported on trucks. They soon developed into mechanized infantry (Panzerschützen) and, in 1942, were given a special branch of service designation (Waffengattung) as “Panzergrenadiere.” The Panzerdivi-sion included correspondingly motorized artillery (later the Panzerartillerie), combat engineers (Panzerpioniere) and signals troops (Panzernachrichtentruppen). Air defense against aircraft (Flak) was also soon motorized.


The heart of the new Panzerdivision was the Panzer-brigade and the Schützenbrigade. The Panzerbrigade originally included two Panzerregimenter, each consisting of two Panzerabteilungen (corresponding to an American armored battalion) containing one medium and three light tank companies. The Schützenbrigade originally contained a motorized Schützenregiment, a battalion of Kradschützen (riflemen on motorcycles) and a Panzer-Abwehr-Abteilung (antitank battalion). Divisional troops included a Panzeraufklärungsabteilung (armored reconnaissance battalion), a motorized artillery battalion within the divisional artillery regiment, a Pionierbataillon and a Nachrichtenabteilung, as well as logistic formations. The inadequate production of tanks, especially the medium Panzer III’s and IV’s, prevented a uniform outfitting of the units. The concept of the Panzerdivision was not entirely proven, because three so-called “leichte Divisionen” (light divisions) were also formed. They only included a single Panzerabteilung and, in the Polish campaign, proved to have inadequate striking power.
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Infantry and tanks in a provisional assembly area/attack position, in this case soldiers of the 1. SS-Panzer-Division “Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler.” Continuous exposure to the elements and fighting takes its toll on soldiers and the military leader must ensure that the men are cared for as much as the mission will allow.


During the pre-war years, the tables of organization and equipment changed relatively often. It would pass beyond the intent of this book to go into the details. At the end of 1938 two additional Panzerdivisionen and one more leichte Division were created. In April of 1939 another two Panzerdivisionen and another leichte Division followed. Starting at that point in time, only a single Panzerregiment was authorized in a Panzerdivision. The start of the war came in the midst of these organizational measures so that the formation of the 6. through 9. Panzerdivisionen was postponed and two Panzerabteilungen were assigned directly to army districts.


FIRST EXPERIENCE IN WAR


In Poland and especially in France it became evident that the brigade organization was too ponderous and the Panzerdivision had to be pared down. The unarmored riflemen were also not powerful enough. The armor-weak Leichte Divisionen were reorganized into Panzerdivisionen immediately after the Polish campaign. Henceforth the Panzerdivisionen included only a single Panzerregiment. With the arrival of the first Schütz-enpanzerwagen (SPW) (armored personnel carriers) the first rifle battalion of the Schützenregiment was equipped with it and became the “gepanzertes Schützenbataillon” (armored infantry battalion), renamed “Panzergrenadier-bataillon” in 1942. The combat engineers were also given armored vehicles and the artillery and air defense forces received self-propelled mounts (Selbstfahrlafetten).


ARMORED BATTLE GROUPS


As the war continued, antitank defenses increased and it became increasingly important to react more flexibly to developing situations. Large maneuver elements were often not in a position to do that. Combat-ready tanks (at times without concern for what company they belonged to) were assembled into a “gepanzerte Gruppe” (armored group) and reinforced with SPW-Kompanien (armored-personnel carrier companies). These then formed so-called “Panzerkampfgruppen.” Panzerpionier and artillery forces were generally assigned to support them. Depending on the situation, the Panzeraufklärungsabteilung might also be involved. In this case, however, it was frequently employed more in the role of a (light) Panzergrenadierbataillon than for reconnaissance purposes. Divisions that had two Panzerabteilungen could also form two Kampfgruppen, though one of the battalions would have to work with a towed artillery battalion supporting it.


This combination of armored forces proved to be the most successful organization of troops. Only the “purebred” combination that was the Panzerkampfgruppe constituted a team of combined arms. It could work together in ideal fashion due to its armor and comparable operational and tactical mobility. None of the different branches had to exert undue concern for the other or employ it in a situation that endangered it.


The non-armored portion of the division served as the reserve, guarded areas or acted as normal positional troops in defense. That often caused logistical problems, since the Schwerpunkt (point of main effort) usually had to be with the Panzerkampfgruppe. Additional problems arose because no staff for the Kampfgruppe was permanently organized. Instead, it had to be formed by arbitrarily taking people from the parent organization. It would have been more proficient to have a permanent personnel organized for it. Armored battalions were also not given the logistical capacity to operate separately.


The organization and equipment of the Panzeraufklärungsabteilung also did not prove successful. Rather, it left the regiments and battalions lacking their own efficient reconnaissance elements. As for the Panzerjägerabteilung was concerned, it was increasingly proposed to integrate it by companies into the infantry regiments or even into the Panzergrenadierbataillone, since the antitank battalion was only suitable for limited separate employment anyway.


The Panzerkampfgruppe as an organization was not officially introduced during the war. Instead existing organizations were improved incrementally, such as by the formation of supply companies. Inadequate to the end were the numbers and the outfitting of the Panzergrenadiere, the latter due to the lack of adequate production of SPW’s. Most were only motorized and, in fact, really only infantry, since they had to perform all assignments dismounted.


THE PANZERBRIGADE IN 1944


The activation of separate Panzerbrigaden was a half-hearted attempt to form streamlined armored maneuver formations (thirteen were planned altogether). Certainly the intent in forming them was to create organic Panzer-kampfgruppen. The main deficiency, however, was in the totally inadequate logistics elements. The result was that these formations were “out of gas” within a few days. They were insufficiently capable of sustaining themselves as a separate formation.


REORGANIZATION AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR


The new Bundeswehr was, it is true, primarily created by former Wehrmacht officers. However, wartime experiences were not always adopted in a consistent fashion. Of course, many aspects appeared again in the training. After a good beginning in 1956, however, much too large and ponderous divisions on the US pattern began to be formed. Introduced again was a situation where the lowest command level that was capable of combat with combined arms was at the level of the brigade, with similarly unwieldy Panzer- or Panzergrenadierbataillone.


During the 1970’s there were several reorganizations, such as the formation of a fourth Panzer-/Panzergrenadierbataillon in the brigade. Nevertheless, the brigade was increasingly deprived of its logistical independence so that it was increasingly dependant upon the division or even the corps for command and control of combined arms operations.
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Unit cohesiveness was responsible for the German soldier continuing to fight to the end despite overwhelming superiority on the Allied side. German infantry prepares to move out under the commanding presence of the 88 mm main gun on the Tiger.


The main reason for that, of course, was primarily the fact that the primary mission at the operational level—given the strategic framework at the time—was the defense of the national borders that were very close at hand. The Panzergrenadiere suffered a lot as a result. The unfortunate separation of the rifle squad from its armored personnel carriers and its commitment to digging into field fortifications was obligatory. Only the tanks were committed in mobile operations, but even they were often cooped up in the context of small battle positions in a stationary role. They assumed the role of mobile bunkers. The primary objective was not the defeat of the enemy but to hold onto terrain.


Entire generations of officers matured in that erroneous thought pattern. After the decline of the direct East-West confrontation, it required significant efforts to bring the setting of operational objectives back to Panzer-type basics. There again, as in the 1920’s and 1930’s, the followers of the “pure theory” were confronted with the narrow-mindedness and provinciality of ignoramuses in operational theory.


Nevertheless, in Germany today, as earlier, the tactical/operational fundamentals for the commitment of Panzertruppen are used in a manner similar to the way they crystallized during the Second World War, even if obviously influenced by the present-day technological setting, the essentially greater significance of combat-support requirements and the increased effectiveness of all weapons against armor.


After this short historical overview let us have a close look at the German principles of armor warfare. I would like to start with the main types of combat (Gefechtsarten): offensive operations, defensive operations and delaying actions.




CHAPTER 1


Offensive Operations (Der Angriff)


The attack represents the main form of combat for the armor formation, just as it did for its direct predecessor, the cavalry. Combining surprise and high speed, it can best take advantage of armor’s particular strengths. Armor has the ability to:




	Carry out movements under heavy enemy fire


	Employ accurate, armor-destroying fire power and


	React rapidly in changing direction and the Schwerpunkt.





Thanks to mobility and armor protection, the armor formation can avoid remaining too long in an area and reduce the possibilities for the enemy to react and engage targets. The German art of operational command, particularly at the lower levels, consists in merely giving the Auftrag (mission) and the leader’s intention. It leaves the commander great latitude in determining how to execute the mission and particularly favors offensive armored action. Favorably developing situations can be taken advantage of with the speed of thought. Strengthening enemy resistance can be energetically broken through concentration of force, or temporarily avoided by outflanking it. It is no accident that a particularly large number of successful leaders of troops come from the Panzerwaffe (armor branch). It has been drummed into their heads to constantly direct the next blow—not to hesitate or husband their forces for the next operation. Additional precepts (beyond that particular tactical understanding) are maintaining continual contact, ongoing permanent observation of the battlefield, functionally effective means of communication and a high level of training for the crews.


The latter begins with training in tank gunnery, practical utilization of terrain during movements and in choice of positions, and on the mastery of the general tasks of combat such as security, march discipline and reconnaissance. For a crew that masters all of those, the overall tactical situation is, broadly speaking, of minor significance. It is not until one reaches the platoon-leader level and, to a greater extent, the company-commander level, that great thought is given to the tactical mission of the battalion.


This principle of command, termed “Auftragstaktik” (mission-oriented or mission-type orders), is also, in many cases, the deeper reason for the frequent success of German troops against vastly superior enemy forces. If one considers that an armor force, on the basis of its rapidity of fire and the range of its weapons, is often in a position to decimate (and often, by so doing, to demoralize) a concentration of enemy forces within a few moments, then it becomes evident that an enemy advancing according to rigid norms will already be at a disadvantage because he requires too much time to react, having to wait for orders instead of operating separately.


[image: img]


The first, and not-uncritical, phase of the attack is concentration in an assembly area. This kind of assembly area could only have been permitted in 1940 under conditions of German air superiority! Note the bunched up support vehicles in the rear.
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An assembly area in open terrain also enables the enemy to spot it in good time. PETZ


WHY IS THE OFFENSE THE MAIN TYPE OF COMBAT OPERATIONS?


In predominantly static types of combat—security or defense—the tank force only has an advantage in the opening phase, if it blocks the enemy and opens fire by surprise. The longer the battle continues, the more possibilities accrue to the enemy. The tank gives away its position with the first shot, no matter how well it was concealed. Room for movement is primarily to the rear. The attacking enemy, on the other hand, takes the initiative. The enemy accrues all the possibilities that go to the active party. He chooses the location and the time to start the action and his array of forces.


It follows from the above that stubborn control of a sector of terrain for tanks can only be a prerequisite for the subsequent maneuver-oriented type of combat typical of armor. An enemy who has run into a defensive position often only loses a few leading tanks, rapidly pulls back beyond the range of dangerous fire and quickly gains a good understanding of the situation of the opposing positions.


In this phase, the attacker can, without delay, commit the entire array of combat support available to him, including air support. While this may not destroy the enemy, it prevents a withdrawal of forces. At that point, the attacking forces can outflank the defender and deliver the decisive blow at another location. After the first shots, the initiative goes to the aggressively operating attacker. An armor force that remains in a position stays in the role of the one who has to wait for the next blow.


The main reason that a few tanks covering the withdrawal of the main forces were so frequently able to stop numerically superior attackers was the declining vigor of the pursuit and the attacker waiting for additional combat support—aircraft, high-angle fire, etc. Decision in battle almost always comes in the attack, the defensive is often only an essential preparation, seldom more than that.


The commitment of tanks offensively whenever possible is reflected in the German doctrine for command. In Heeres-Dienstvorschrift (Army Regulation) 470/7, “Die mittlere Panzerkompanie” (The Medium Tank Company)—which was also applicable for the Panzerkampfwagen Tiger—there are no types of combat presented other than attack. In Heeres-Dienstvorschrift 470/10 “Panzerregiment und Panzerabteilung” the ex-tremely brief section on “Verteidigung” (Defense) merely stresses that, after allowing the enemy to approach, it is necessary to immediately counterattack.


FORMS OF ATTACK


The various forms of attack are differentiated into a meeting engagement as advance guard (Vorhut), hasty attack (Sofortangriffe) or deliberate attack (Angriff nach Vorbereitung).


An advance guard is committed to a meeting engagement in order to strike an enemy by surprise when he is not yet ready to defend or to take possession of terrain that will be decisive for further conduct of the battle without loss of time. The attack can be in the strength of a reinforced company but, if possible, with the entire battalion.
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Offering better concealment, but still problematical, is concentration in villages. The tanks are forced close together and frequently there are only a few streets. This is demonstrated at St. Vith during the French Campaign in 1940 where such concentrations were not of as much concern under conditions of German air superiority. Note the earlymodel Panzer III’s and almost universal wear of the Panzer beret among the tank crews. DR. KÖNIG
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IMMEDIATE ATTACK (ON THE MOVE)


Kampfgruppen of the XIV. Panzerkorps attack in the direction of the DON bend at KALATSCH and form several arms of a pincer attack, 23 July–11 August 1942.


Situation: The enemy retreats toward the east with weak covering troops, trying to prevent German forces from reaching the Don using two defensive lines. Friendly forces thrust swiftly east with armor and break all enemy opposition.


Mission: 16. Panzerdivision, on the north wing of the corps, is to form two Panzerkampfgruppen and thrust rapidly forward to the DON.


Execution: All tanks are concentrated in two Kampfgruppen. Continuous outflanking and encirclement of the enemy. Only brief halts for dismounted infantry to catch up. Continuing commitment of wide-ranging reconnaissance. Enemy counterattacks are destroyed by envelopment in depth. Close coordination with lowlevel aerial reconnaissance. Maneuvering closely resembles warfare at sea.


Booty: Prisoners: 8300; Tanks: 275; Cannon and antitank guns: 298


Sketch from Werthen, Geschichte der 16. Panzer-Division.


An immediate attack—often done on the initiative of the battalion commander—occurs when the concentration of the follow-on forces cannot be awaited or in order to take advantage of a favorable situation. The result is that the enemy is rapidly engaged by surprise without splitting one’s own forces. The attack formation can usually be accomplished with a short halt in the march. If possible, it should be protected from enemy observation and effects of fire. It must take place rapidly in order to deny the enemy time for preparation of his antitank defenses. The higher the level of combat readiness while deploying, the shorter the time needed for the march halt.


Surprise encounters with the enemy and conditions of terrain (for example, exiting a defile) can force the start of the attack out of a march column or a narrow combat formation. As soon as the attack by the leading tanks gains room for deployment of those that follow, and the enemy situation and terrain permit, combat formation must be established.


The battalion most frequently conducts a hasty attack in the Breitkeil (“V”-formation or inverted wedge). During the attack, covering fire for the further advance of the company must be established. Additionally, the center company moves forward from sector to sector. The continuity between the first and the second elements must not be broken.


A deliberate attack is usually directed against a strong, prepared defense. The battalion then has a separate mission or fights within the framework of a armored battle group (gepanzerte Kampfgruppe).


Before moving into the assembly area, the approach routes and the area itself must be reconnoitered. They should provide cover against enemy ground and aerial observation. If possible, the assembly area should be able to be reached by wheeled vehicles.


In the assembly area the formation organizes itself for the attack, to the extent that space and terrain permit. It makes itself ready for combat. All preparations required to execute the attack are carried out. They include:




	Thorough reconnaissance of the terrain of the attack


	Clearing of barriers and obstacles in front of the enemy battle lines.


	Acquisition of all necessary data for carrying out the attack through combat reconnaissance


	Establishing contact with the leaders of the combat-support branches supporting and accompanying the attack and


	Liaison with the leaders of infantry and rifle formations that are attacking ahead of the tanks





The results of reconnaissance by all elements participating in and supporting the attack with regard to terrain, identified nests of enemy resistance—especially antitank weapons and artillery—are evaluated.


Personal briefing of the company commanders and as many subordinate leaders as possible should be carried out in the area of the attack as far possible without betraying the intended attack.


Radio silence must be enforced in the assembly area to prevent the enemy from drawing conclusions about an impending attack from radio traffic.


It is desirable that the tanks depart the assembly area in combat formation. If the terrain does not permit that, a short halt during the march out will be required even during a deliberate attack.


PREREQUISITES FOR THE ATTACK


There are many causes for the failure of an attack. Frequently the force ratio in itself is a critical disadvantage for the numerically weaker party. There is good reason why the attacker should have a twofold—if possible, threefold—numerical superiority. However, there are other means by which the attacker can make his assault effective. A numerical superiority of the defender can rapidly be neutralized if the attack against his position is closely coordinated with the available means of combat support as well as the operations of neighboring forces. On the one hand, that keeps the enemy down so that aimed fire is impossible and, on the other, prevents the enemy from massing fire.


The essential objective in attack—besides the destruction of as many targets as possible—is to piecemeal the enemy, eliminate his combat support elements and minimize his command and control capability. Among other things, disruption of command and control results from maintaining constant pressure, multi-directional operations, concealment, disruption of communications links and use of smoke. It is so advantageous to the attacker to have the initiative on his own side that he must be concerned about maintaining that advantage.
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ATTACK ON A FORTIFIED POSITION


Panzerregiment 15 assaults through an enemy bunker position on 2 September 1939


Situation: Enemy defends west of PLESS from strongly fortified positions. The first attack of Schützenregimenter 13 and 14 (rifle regiments) are unsuccessful.


Mission: Panzerregiment 15 attacks after making a breach in the enemy fortifications and takes the WEICHSEL sector east of SWERNIE.


Execution: All forces are concentrated in one sector. Artillery suppresses the enemy. Engineers and riflemen advance, taking advantage of gaps. The attack penetrates the enemy defensive area. The further assault to the attack objective takes place with no loss of time.


Sketch from von Plato, Die Geschichte der 5. Panzerdivision.


Many attacks fail terribly in the initial phase because decisive mistakes have been made. These can include:




	Incorrect choice of terrain (and timing)


	Inadequate knowledge of the enemy situation


	Ineffective or inadequate coordination of the support elements and


	Incorrect commitment of forces.





Arrival in the assembly area must be as quiet as possible (low engine rpm). Camouflage against ground and aerial observation is especially important. Track patterns, as created by tracked vehicle turning movements, must be removed to conceal signs of the presence of tanks from aerial observation. Traces of movement must be concealed or intentionally point back out of the area. As a rule, the area is reconnoitered by the reconnaissance platoon, the route marked with signs and the places for individual tanks indicated with unit-prepared signs (for example, turret numbers or tables of numbers in different platoon colors). The tanks drive to their places and back in, if possible under trees. The turret is traversed to the side so the barrel does not stick out into the way and the driver and radio operator can conveniently climb out through their hatches. The track marks are removed and the tank concealed with natural vegetation or a net. Each tank immediately provides its own security. The platoon leader checks out his sector and coordinates the security measures. Anti-aircraft spotters are assigned. If the situation allows, individual machine guns are dismounted and used as anti-aircraft defense.


The sentinels and air-defense lookouts give the alarm through calls and signals or, if need be, by opening fire or using flare-pistols. They should all be relieved every two hours; sooner if it is cold. All tank crews are to have their individual weapons on them and steel helmets available when they dismount in the event of a surprise artillery barrage.


A series of logistical measures are conducted in the assembly area and the required tactical orders are given.
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