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Introduction

THE RECENT HOLLYWOOD FILM Fury, about an American Sherman tank crew in 1945, starts with the statement that: “In WW2 American tanks were outgunned and out armored by the more advanced German tanks. U.S. tank crewmen suffered staggering losses against the superior enemy vehicles.” Was the Sherman tank of World War II a “death trap” as claimed on many TV documentaries? Was the Sherman tank so bad that it cost five Shermans on average to knock out one German Panther tank? These urban legends have seeped into popular perceptions of the history of World War II, reinforced by television and movie sensationalism. While containing a grain of truth, this viewpoint is historical baloney.


In an earlier book in this series, Armored Thunderbolt, I examined the development of the Sherman tank in World War II from the technical perspective. Popular views of tank warfare are strongly shaped by technological determinism: “If Tank A is technically superior to Tank B, then Tank A will prevail on the battlefield.” This viewpoint is simply not true. There are far more important criteria for battlefield success than technological advantages. As I will argue in this book, battlefield dynamics and crew quality trump technical advantages as the basis for battlefield success.


Having already explored the technical aspects of the U.S. Army’s Sherman tank in Armored Thunderbolt, I take a different approach in this book. Rather than look at tank combat from the technical perspective, I take a look at it from the battlefield perspective. How did the Sherman tank perform against German tanks in actual battlefield conditions? In order to provide a reasonable level of detail, I have chosen the tank battles in Lorraine in September 1944 between Patton’s Third U.S. Army and Manteuffel’s 5.Panzer-Armee that culminated in the fighting around Arracourt.


I have chosen these battles for several reasons. To begin with, they were the first large-scale tank-vs.-tank clashes between the U.S. Army and the Wehrmacht in the European Theater of Operations (ETO) in 1944–1945. Although there were several large-scale tank battles between the British and German armies in Normandy in the summer of 1944, the U.S. Army had very few large tank-vs.-tank clashes in June–August 1944. The Lorraine battles are also interesting because they were a classic “meeting engagement” where both sides were offensively oriented and neither side had any particular defensive advantage. The Lorraine fighting is also a useful historical example since neither side enjoyed excessively large numerical advantages in most of the engagements.


Another reason that I selected the Lorraine tank battles was for the simple reason that there were not very many large-scale tank-vs.-tank battles between the American and German armies in the ETO. In fact, there were really only two: Lorraine and the Ardennes. After the heavy panzer losses in Normandy, the German tank force in the ETO after September 1944 was quite modest since Hitler was holding back the panzers for the surprise Ardennes offensive. German tank strength after the Battle of the Bulge was very small due to the Ardennes losses and the need to concentrate the panzers against the Red Army on the approaches to Berlin. I chose Lorraine over the Ardennes since I have already written about the Ardennes tank fighting, and the Lorraine tank battles occurred in a more limited expanse of space and time that makes them easier to explore in a fine level of detail.1


The Lorraine tank battles are also intriguing because they are not as well known as the Ardennes battles. If you ask the average military history buff about Hitler’s “Vosges Panzer Offensive,” you will probably be met with a blank stare. Unlike some earlier German panzer offensives such as the Operation Lüttich attacks at Mortain in August 1944, and the Ardennes offensive, the U.S. Army never really understood Hitler’s intentions for the Lorraine tank battles. The battle plans for the Vosges Panzer Offensive were not intercepted by the Ultra signals intelligence services while the Mortain plans were decrypted. Nor did the U.S. Army scrutinize the Lorraine battles to the extent of the Ardennes panzer attack. The reasons for this will become more apparent in the subsequent chapters.


I would like to acknowledge the help of numerous individuals in the writing of this book. When I was a teenager and first became interested in tank history, a friend of my dad, Sliver Lapine, patiently answered my many questions about tank warfare. Sliver had served as a M4 medium tank gunner in the 8th Tank Battalion, 4th Armored Division. He lent me his copy of the 4th Armored Division history, which started my interest in this unit and in this battle. My mentor on military technology, the late Lt. Col. Jim Loop, had served as executive officer for Col. James Leach during the Vietnam War, and would recall the many conversations they had with Creighton Abrams about their wartime experiences. After his retirement, Jimmie Leach worked for the tank engine manufacturer Teledyne Continental. Back in the 1980s, I would see Jimmie every year at the Association for the U.S. Army convention in Washington, D.C. Jimmie would patiently answer my many questions about the 37th Tank Battalion and his experiences as the Company B, 37th Tank Battalion commander during World War II. Many other friends have helped on various aspects of this book, including David Isby, David Glantz, Tom Jentz, Joe DeMarco, Pierre-Olivier Buan, and Kevin Hymel.








Technical Notes

A FEW TECHNICAL NOTES are worth clarifying at the start of this book. I have left most German unit designations in their original German form since they are easy for an English-reading audience to understand, and they help to distinguish between German and American units. For example, I have used 21.Panzer-Division rather than 21st Tank Divi sion. I have made a few exceptions for the sake of clarity, using the simple form 84.Korps instead of the cumbersome LXXXIV.Korps, and using Army Group G instead of Heeresgruppe G. I have used English spelling for the German ranks even if they are not entirely equivalent, so “Lt. Col.” rather than “Oberstleutnant.” Likewise, I have used the more familiar contemporary style of “mm” for gun calibers rather than the German cm, so 75mm gun rather than 7.5cm gun.


For brevity, the traditional conventions have been used when referring to units. In the case of U.S. units, A/37th Tank Battalion refers to Company A, 37th Tank Battalion. In the case of regimental formations, 2/16th Infantry refers to the 2nd Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment. The U.S. Army traditionally uses Arabic numerals for divisions and smaller independent formations (4th Armored Division, 37th Tank Battalion); Roman numerals for corps (XV Corps), and spelled numbers for field armies (Third U.S. Army). I have used the nickname “Sherman” for the M4 medium tank in this book. In fact, “Sherman” was the British name for the M4 medium tank, and this name was rarely used by the U.S. Army in World War II. However, it became common practice in the United States after World War II, and so I have used it here.


In the case of German regiments, an Arabic numeral is used for the smaller formation (company or battery) and a Roman numeral for the battalion. So 2./Panzer Regiment.16 refers to the 2nd Company, Panzer Regiment.16; II./Panzer Regiment.16 refers to the 2nd Battalion, Panzer Regiment.16. The Germans usually followed the practice of indicating divisional numbers as a prefix, for example 21.Panzer-Division, while smaller formations were usually written as a suffix, for example Panzer Regiment.16. German field armies are contracted in the simple fashion (1.Armee for First Army) rather than the common style used in most German military documents of using the headquarters designation such as 1.AOK (1.Armee Oberkommando). Also, I have used the term “Wehrmacht” here to refer in a general sense to the German army. In fact, “Wehrmacht” refers to the German Armed Forces, and “Heer” refers to the army. However, this distinction is not well known to most English speakers. In addition, “Wehrmacht” is a useful abbreviation rather than having to use “Heer, Waffen-SS, and Luftwaffe” when referring to the varied German ground force formations. The German army frequently used the term “Kampfgruppe” for a temporary combat formation, but other terms such as “Gruppe” or “Stossgruppe” were also used in the Lorraine battles. I have used these as appropriate, or their English equivalent, “battle-group.”


In this book, I have used the term “AFV” (armored fighting vehicle) to refer to armored vehicles roughly equivalent to tanks. So in the German case, the AFV category includes the Sturmgeschütz (assault gun) and Panzerjäger (tank destroyer). In the American case, it includes GMC (gun motor carriage) tank destroyers. The AFV category in this book does not include light armored vehicles such as armored cars, armored half-tracks, or armored self-propelled field artillery.


When providing data on German tank strength, I have generally used the term “operational strength,” which is equivalent to “Einsatzbereit” in wartime German documents. This is due to the complicated and irregular methods of strength reporting in the German army in 1944. Strength was reported in various forms with various abbreviations. “Soll” (s) was the intended strength under the KStN (Kriegsstärkenachweisungen, the German equivalent of U.S. Army Tables of Organization and Equipment—TO&E). The more common reporting standard was “Ist” or “Istbestand” (actual strength), which included all tanks on hand including operational tanks, battle damaged tanks, and tanks under short- and long-term repair. The problem with using the Istbestand as the basis for cataloging German tank strength is that the German army suffered from poor tank reliability and so the Istbestand is often considerably higher than actual strength that a unit could put into the field. For example, average German readiness rates for all tanks and assault guns in 1944 was 58 percent.2 Secondly, for reasons that remain unclear, German strength-reporting practices in 1944–1945 tended to include knocked-out tanks that had been recovered, regardless of whether there were any realistic chances they would be put back into service. These were not written off until they were shipped back to Germany or, more often, abandoned during a retreat.

As a result, the most useful reporting category was “Einsatzbereit,” which counted tanks ready for combat. This was the standard usually used by divisions when reporting to corps of field army headquarters since it provided a clear picture of potential combat strength without the murkiness of the Istbestand status that included derelict vehicles and vehicles under repair. This is the category used in this book when identified as “operational strength” since it is the only category that accurately reflects battlefield strength. There were several other categories sometimes included in longer reports such as Instandhaltung (in repair) and Zugänge (new deliveries) but these are of little relevance to the subject at hand.


The German army listed tanks as lost only when they met the criteria of “Totalverlust,” which corresponds to “total unredeemable loss” as used by other armies. This often meant a tank that had been burned out and so of no use for rebuilding since its armor had been compromised by the fire. The other criteria for Totalverlust was if a tank had been left behind in enemy hands after the battle. Tanks that had been knocked out in combat but recovered were still considered to be on unit strength until shipped back to Germany for rebuilding. As a result, German wartime reports on monthly tank losses create a deceptive picture since they continue to list knocked-out tanks as still on strength even though the chances for their eventual return to service use were small or nonexistent. The clearest case of this was German reporting on tank losses in France in the summer of 1944 where the tank loss figures for June–August are clearly too low, only to be corrected in September in acknowledgment of the wholesale abandonment of knocked-out and damaged vehicles left behind in France.


On the accompanying maps in this book, the tactical map symbols are in white for American and French units while the map symbols for German units are in black. The French roads indentified in the text by their route numbers refer to the contemporary route numbers, not the wartime designations.
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Glossary





	AAR
	After-Action Report



	Abt.
	Abteilung: German unit between battalion and regiment in size



	AFV
	Armored fighting vehicle; in this book, tank-based vehicles such as tank destroyers and assault guns



	AHEC
	U.S. Army Heritage and Education Center, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania



	AOK
	Armee Oberkommando (Army high command): German field army headquarters



	Armee
	German field army



	Army
	Military formation of several corps



	Army Group
	Heeresgruppe: German army formation of several field armies



	Army Group B
	German headquarters commanding forces in Netherlands, Belgium, and northern France as far as Luxembourg border



	Army Group G
	German headquarters commanding forces in southern France; after September 1944 in Lorraine-Alsace sector



	CCA
	Combat Command A: brigade-size combined-arms formation in a U.S. armored division



	CCB
	Combat Command B: brigade-size combined-arms formation in a U.S. armored division



	CCR
	Combat Command R: headquarters for reserve units in a U.S. armored division



	Co.
	Company: unit consisting of several platoons



	Co-axial
	Typically a machine gun mounted in parallel to the main tank gun



	CP
	Command post



	Ersatzheer
	Replacement Army: German organization for raising and rebuilding army units inside Germany



	ETO
	European Theater of Operations



	FHH
	Feldherrnhalle: honorific designation for a German army unit with ties to the SA/Sturm Abteilungen



	Flak
	Flugabwehrkanone: Antiaircraft gun



	Forêt
	Forest (French)



	G-2
	U.S. Army intelligence at divisional or higher level



	GMC
	Gun motor carriage; typically a self-propelled tank destroyer



	Gothic Line
	German defense line in Italy in 1943–1944



	GTL
	Groupement Tactique Langlade: Combat Command Langlade of the 2e DB



	HMC
	Howitzer motor carriage; typically a self-propelled artillery vehicle



	Jagdpanzer (JgPz)
	Tank destroyer



	KG
	Kampfgruppe: Battle group; an improvised German formation ranging in size from a company to a regiment



	Kompanie
	German army company



	Korps
	German for Corps, a formation consisting of several divisions and supporting units



	KTB
	Kriegstagebuch: War diary



	Marder
	German tank destroyer, typically the Marder III with a 75mm gun on a PzKpfw 38(t) chassis



	Mecz
	U.S. Army abbreviation for “mechanized”



	MTO
	Mediterranean Theater of Operations



	NARA
	National Archives and Records Administration II, College Park, Maryland



	NATO
	North African Theater of Operations



	OB West
	Oberbefelshaber-West: Supreme Command West



	OKH
	Oberkommando der Heeres: Army High Command, in charge of Russian front



	OKW
	Oberkommando der Wehrmacht: Armed Forces High Command, in charge of western front



	Operation Cobra
	First U.S. Army operation starting 25 July 1944 to break out from Normandy



	Operation Lüttich
	German panzer attack to cut off U.S. Army by reaching Avranches starting night of 6/7 August 1944



	Operation Market-Garden
	Allied combined airborne-ground operation to seize Rhine bridge in the Netherlands starting 17 September 1944



	Operation Nordwind
	Army Group G offensive starting on 1 January 1945 in Alsace



	Panzergrenadier
	German equivalent of U.S. armored infantry



	Panzerjäger
	Tank destroyer



	Pioner
	German engineer unit



	PzKpfw
	Panzerkampfwagen: Tank



	RBFM
	Régiment Blindée de Fusiliers Marins: Tank destroyer battalion of the 2e DB



	RVK
	Reichsverteidigungskomissare:



	
	Reichs Defense Comissar:



	
	Nazi party official in charge of Homeland defense



	s.Pz.Abt.
	schwere Panzer Abteilung: Heavy tank battalion, usually a Tiger battalion



	SCR
	Signal Corps Radio: U.S. Army radio designation



	SdKfz
	Sonderkraftfahrzeug: Special vehicle; a designation for a specialized German military vehicle



	SHAEF
	Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force: Eisenhower’s headquarters



	Stab
	German headquarters unit



	StoßBgrupe
	Shock group; a variant of the term “Kampfgruppe”



	StuG
	Sturmgeschütz: German assault gun, typically the StuG III on PzKpfw III chassis with 75mm gun



	TAC
	Tactical Air Command



	TALO
	Tactical Air Liaison Officer



	Volksgrenadier
	Peoples Grenadier, typically a reduced-scale 1944 army division for defensive missions



	Wehrkreis
	German regional military district for raising and training troops



	Zug
	German army platoon



	2e DB
	2e Division Blindée: French 2nd Armored Division



	6th Army Group
	Gen. Jacob Devers’ command in southern France and Alsace



	12th Army Group
	Gen. Omar Bradley’s command in northwest Europe



	21st Army Group
	Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s command in northwest Europe














CHAPTER 1
Patton and the Panzers
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THIS INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER is intended to set the stage for the Lorraine tank battles. It provides a quick snapshot of Patton’s previous experience with German panzer forces during World War II and a brief overview of the U.S. Army’s engagement with German panzer divisions during the summer fighting in Normandy.

Gen. George S. Patton Jr. had about as much experience fighting the German panzer forces as any American field army commander of World War II. The first large-scale encounter between the U.S. Army and the German panzer divisions was during the Kasserine Pass battles in February 1943. At the time, Patton was commanding the I Armored Corps in Morocco, and so he was not involved in these battles. Due to the poor performance of the senior American commander at Kasserine, Maj. Gen. Lloyd Fredendall, Patton was transferred to Tunisia to take command of II Corps. One of his first combat actions in this new post was the defeat of the German panzer attack at El Guettar on 23 March 1943.

Following the campaign in Tunisia, Patton led the Seventh U.S. Army during Operation Husky, the amphibious landings on Sicily in July 1943. The combined German and Italian forces launched a tank counterattack on the American landing beaches at Gela that was soundly defeated.

During the subsequent campaign on mainland Italy from September 1943 to January 1944, German tank use was on a very small scale. Patton was no longer in a combat command position at this time after the controversial incident on Sicily where he had slapped two soldiers with combat fatigue for dereliction of duty. The mountain terrain



[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
The U.S. tank force got a rude awakening at Kasserine Pass in February 1943. This is a pair of M4 medium tanks of Company F, 1st Armored Regiment, 1st Armored Division, knocked out during the 15 February counterattack by Combat Command C southwest of Sidi Salem. This company was virtually wiped out in a short engagement with Pz.Kpfw III and Pz.Kpfw IV tanks with the tank in the foreground, #19, knocked out by a 75mm round from a Pz.Kpfw IV, and the tank in the background, #3, knocked out by a 50mm round from a Pz.Kpfw III.




[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]
Although the German panzer forces gave the U.S. Army a thorough drubbing in the opening phases of the Kasserine Pass battle, the attack was eventually repulsed. This is a PzKpfw IV Ausf. F2 of Panzer-Regiment.8, 15.Panzer-Division left behind in Kasserine Pass late in February 1943. This division would fight Patton in Lorraine after having been reconstituted as the 15.Panzergrenadier-Division on Sicily.




[image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]
Patton was brought in to redeem the performance of II Corps after Kasserine Pass. His first victory was at El Guettar against the 10.Panzer-Division in late March 1943. This is a view of a German motorized column of Panzergrenadier-Regiment.69 left behind after the German attack failed to penetrate U.S. defenses.




[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]
The U.S. II Corps under Patton’s command eventually recovered from the Kasserine defeat. This is an M3 medium tank of the 751st Tank Battalion, supporting the 34th Division during the fighting for Bizerte on 7 May 1943.






[image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]
Patton’s old command, the 2nd Armored Division, played a prominent role in Operation Husky, the Allied invasion of Sicily on 11 July 1943. Here, an M4A1 of the HQ Company, 3/67th Armored, 2nd Armored Division comes ashore from a pontoon.




[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]
The combat debut of the Panther in the west was in Italy when a regiment was deployed near Anzio. However, the Panther saw little if any combat in Italy until the fighting on the approaches to Rome in May 1944, by which time the German army was in desperate condition.



during the autumn–winter 1943 campaign in Italy was not conducive to panzer operations. At the time of the Anzio amphibious landings in January 1944, the German tank force in Italy had been reinforced compared to 1943, but it still was quite modest with only 475 tanks and AFVs in theater, of which 358 were operational.3 The next large-scale German panzer offensive in the Mediterranean Theater of Operations (MTO) was Operation Fischfang, the counterattack against the Anzio beachhead on 16 February 1944 involving several panzer and panzergrenadier divisions. By early 1944, Patton had been transferred from the Mediterranean theater to Britain to take part in the campaign in France.

Patton was assigned to lead the Third U.S. Army in the campaign in France. This formation remained in Britain for the first month of the Normandy campaign. Bradley’s First U.S. Army landed at Omaha and Utah beaches on D-Day and constituted the only U.S. Army field army in France until July 1944 when elements of Patton’s Third U.S. Army began to arrive.

Bradley’s First U.S. Army had frequent contact with German tanks and armored fighting vehicles in the Normandy fighting, but not on a particularly large scale. At the time of the D-Day landings in June 1944, there were no panzer divisions in the American sector, only a single panzergrenadier (mechanized infantry) division. All of the German panzer divisions were in the British/Canadian sector around Caen. The only other armored formations in the American sector were panzer training battalions, assault gun battalions, and infantry division antitank companies. During the fighting on the Cotentin peninsula in June 1944, the First U.S. Army fought against the 17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division that had a single regiment of StuG IV assault guns. There were also two panzer replacement and training battalions, equipped with obsolete war-booty French tanks. The better German infantry divisions had a panzerjäger company typically equipped with 14 Marder III tank destroyers and 14 StuG III assault guns. Although some fighting did take place during the Cherbourg campaign between U.S. tanks and German AFVs, it was infrequent and on a very small scale. As can be seen in the accompanying table, tank fighting was much more pronounced in the British sector of the Normandy campaign. On average, U.S. forces claimed to have knocked out on about 3 German tanks per day while in the British/Canadian sector it was more than 14 per day, nearly five times as many. U.S. tank losses during this period were 647, though most of these losses were to antitank guns and infantry antitank rocket launchers.4

The initial fighting in the hedgerow country on the approaches to St. Lô in June–July 1944 followed much the same pattern, with occasional encounters between U.S. tanks and the occasional StuG III or Marder III from one of the infantry divisions, or StuG III from the assault-gun battalions attached to German corps. The success of the First U.S. Army in pushing through the hedgerow country to the road-junction at St. Lô prompted the Wehrmacht to begin to shift panzer divisions to the American sector for the first time. Two divisions, the Panzer-Lehr Division and 2.SSPanzer-Division “Das Reich” began to enter combat along the Vire River front in mid-July 1944. The first large-scale panzer attack against the U.S. Army in Normandy was by a Kampfgruppe (battle group) of Panzer-Lehr Division near Le Dezert on 11 July 1944 against elements of the 9th and 30th Infantry Divisions. The attack was a failure and cost Panzer-Lehr Division about thirty tanks. It is also worth noting that this was the first U.S. Army encounter with the Panther tank in the ETO. A regiment of Panther tanks had been deployed to Italy at the time of the Anzio battles, but for a variety of reasons they did not see significant combat use there until the early summer of 1944.6 The Panther was not very successful in its combat debut against U.S. troops in the ETO, and the Panzer-Lehr Division commander later complained that it was not especially suitable for use in the confined hedgerow country of lower Normandy.





	ALLIED CLAIMS OF GERMAN TANK LOSSES IN NORMANDY, D-DAY TO AUGUST 19445



	
	Pz III
	Pz lV
	Panther
	Tiger
	Unidentified
	Total



	






	First Canadian Army
	
	16
	13
	10
	
	39



	




	Second British Army
	12
	211
	249
	122
	260
	854



	




	First U.S. Army
	
	82
	34
	27
	52
	195



	




	Total
	12
	309
	296
	159
	312
	1,088






U.S. claims thru 6 Aug, Canadian thru 11 Aug, British thru 12 Aug





The First U.S. Army deployed its first two armored divisions to Normandy in July 1944, but they did not see extensive use until Operation Cobra on 24 July 1944. Cobra was the plan to break through the German defenses around St. Lô and then conduct a fast breakout operation using the 2nd and 3rd Armored Divisions. The 2nd Armored Division overran the badly weakened Panzer-Lehr Division in the opening days of Operation Cobra, but there was little tank fighting due to the small number of surviving German tanks in this division.7 The attack trapped the 2.SS-Panzer-Division and the



[image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]
The first large-scale panzer attack against the U.S. Army in Normandy took place on 11 July 1944 when a battle group of Panzer-Lehr Division attacked elements of the 9th and 30th Infantry Divisions along the Vire River near Le Dezert. The attack was beat off with heavy losses, and the German divisional commander later complained that the Panther was not well suited to use in the confines of the Norman hedgerow country. This Panther has taken several hits on the front-left corner of the hull, where the armor was much weaker than the front.




[image: chpt_fig_009.jpg]
A pair of Panther Ausf. A tanks of Panzer-Regiment.130 of Panzer-Lehr Division knocked out in the hedgerow country along the Vire River during the failed 11 July 1944 attack.




[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]
Operation Cobra began on 25 July 1944 with the carpet bombing of the forward lines of the Panzer-Lehr Division. The few remaining Panther tanks of the division were smothered with bombs, many of the tanks ending up destroyed or collapsed into craters such as this one.



remnants of the 17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division in the Roncey pocket. There were several nighttime battles as the Germans tried to escape the trap. Curiously enough, the biggest panzer killers were the M7 105mm self-propelled howitzers of the armored field artillery battalions that happened to be on the scene of several chaotic breakout attempts.

Tank-vs.-panzer fighting in early August 1944 was on a very small scale. Panzergruppe West dispatched two more panzer divisions against the First U.S. Army hoping to stop the Cobra breakout. There was small-scale skirmishing on a daily basis as the First U.S. Army gradually pushed the Wehrmacht back. So, for example, the 116.Panzer-Division lost seventeen Panther tanks in the first week of August 1944 while fighting against the First U.S. Army, less than half to bazookas and antitank guns and the rest in tank duels. The U.S. tank units lost twelve Sherman tanks in these skirmishes with the Panther.8 The northern wing of Patton’s Third U.S. Army, the XV Corps, encountered portions of the 9.Panzer-Division on the approaches to the Seine.9

One reason that the “five Shermans for every Panther” myth is so dubious is the lack of any supporting data. The U.S. and German after-action reports for most of the 1944–1945 fighting are not especially detailed, and there was practically no operational research conducted afterwards to fill in the data. The case of the 116.Panzer-Division’s Panther tank losses is an interesting exception. The French researcher Frédéric Deprun was able to compile a detailed account decades later after making an interesting discovery. The French government required local municipalities in Normandy to catalog wrecked military vehicles in their villages to facilitate an organized salvage operation after the war. By combining these long-forgotten records with German and American after-action reports, he was able to provide a fine-grained account of the August tank fighting involving the division’s Panther tank battalion. As quickly becomes apparent in reading these accounts, the skirmishes were on a very small scale, seldom involving more than a few tanks on both sides. In most cases, victory or defeat depended on the battlefield dynamics. A tank lying in wait, whether a Sherman or Panther, would spot an enemy tank and knock it out before the other side was even aware of the threat. This adds further evidence to the work of operational researchers in the late 1940s and early 1950s who concluded that the secret of battlefield victory in tank fighting was “see first, shoot first, hit first.”10 Tank fighting in World War II was not a noble encounter of armored knights engaged in a fair contest on the open fields of battle. Most often tank-vs.-tank combat consisted of a few tanks ambushing a few other tanks that were unlucky or imprudent enough to stumble into them. It was closer in texture to the “skulking way of war” rather than grand encounters of cavalry or armored knights.


[image: chpt_fig_011.jpg]
There were frequent small-scale encounters between U.S. and German tanks in the wake of the Operation Cobra breakout from Normandy in late July 1944. Here an M4 passes a knocked-out Panther near La Chapelle on 2 August 1944.



The largest German tank action against the U.S. Army in Normandy was Operation Lüttich, launched on 7 August 1944. This attack by four panzer divisions was intended to push across the Operation Cobra advance route all the way to the sea at Avranches, thereby cutting off the armored spearheads of both the First U.S. Army and Third U.S. Army. This involved about 120 tanks and 32 assault guns and tank destroyers. The US Army became aware of the plans for this attack by the Ultra intelligence decryptions of German Enigma encyphered radio communications. The German attack became immediately bogged down when it ran into the stout defense of the 30th Infantry Division at Mortain. The 30th Infantry Division claimed to have11 The most important consequence of this ill-conceived attack was that it weakened the panzer defenses facing the British and Canadian forces in the Caen sector. After having been stymied all summer by the determined resistance of Panzergruppe West, the British and Canadian forces launched Operation Totalize on 8 August 1944, starting a second Allied breakout operation aimed at Falaise.


[image: chpt_fig_012.jpg]
The largest German panzer offensive prior to the Lorraine fighting was Operation Lüttich near Mortain. The intention was to cut off the spearhead of Patton’s Third U.S. Army by reaching Avranches and the sea. These are two Panther Ausf. A tanks and a SdKfz.251 half-track of 3./SS-Pz.Abt.1, 1-SS-Panzer-Division Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler knocked out during the fighting with the 117th Infantry, 30th Infantry Division near St. Barthelemy.




[image: chpt_fig_013.jpg]
The Mortain offensive was stopped by the 30th Infantry backed by heavy doses of field artillery. This is a view of some Panther Ausf. A of SS-Pz.Abt.1, 1-SS-Panzer-Division knocked out during the fighting.
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The defeat of the panzer attack at Mortain so weakened the Wehrmacht that the front near Caen collapsed under relentless British and Canadian pressure, leading to the encirclement battle around Falaise. Here, U.S. troops of the 359th Infantry, 90th Division look over a Panther tank of I./Panzer-Regiment.33 of the 9.Panzer-Division knocked out on 20 August between Argentan and Chambois during the Falaise encirclement battles. The officer to the left, Capt. Henry Baushausen, was killed in action in Lorraine on 11 November 1944 and was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his actions that day.





PATTON ARRIVES


The success of the initial phase of Operation Cobra led to the introduction of Patton’s Third U.S. Army in Normandy at the end of July 1944. The combat debut of Patton’s Third U.S. Army was spectacular. Two of his spearhead units, the 4th and 6th Armored Divisions, took part in the second phase of the Operation Cobra breakout from Normandy. They had raced down along the coast past Avranches. Patton’s operational mission had been to secure Brittany and its numerous ports. Against weak opposition, the Third U.S. Army rapidly advanced westward into Brittany, securing most of the peninsula in two weeks time. The port of Brest held out and it would take nearly two months of fighting to reduce this heavily fortified bastion. Patton’s forces mainly faced German infantry divisions, and so there was little tank-vs.-tank fighting in early August.

Patton became convinced that the Brittany mission was fundamentally mistaken. He was egged on by his old friend Maj. Gen. John S. Wood, commander of the 4th Armored Division, who argued that the Brittany campaign was an insignificant distraction. While ports were certainly needed, the Germans had shown at Cherbourg in late June that they would demolish the ports before their capture, rendering them useless for months. The port of Cherbourg had been captured by VII Corps at the end of June. The Germans demolished the harbor facilities before their capture, undermining their value as alternative supply points. Several ports in Brittany had already been captured, but the main port and naval base at Brest was still resisting. Brest intact was priceless; Brest in shambles had little immediate value. The prospects for capturing Brest intact were slim in spite of the lightning speed of Patton’s advance. The Brittany ports were away from the main direction of the Allied advance, adding precious miles to every ounce of supplies that would be delivered through these harbors. If Brittany was an irrelevant objective, Patton at the same time sensed the real opportunity. The German army in France was trapped and on the run after Cobra, and there was a void in German defenses on the approaches to the Seine River and Paris. A rapid rush to the Seine River could help bag German forces in a deep envelopment, while at the same time securing the Normandy lodgment area months earlier than anticipated.

Patton argued that the ultimate objective of the summer fighting could be a bold advance over the Seine River. After the Normandy battles, no significant German forces stood in his path. Eisenhower began to appreciate the opportunities for a rapid dash towards the Seine that would complete a deep envelopment of the German Seventh Army and precipitate its rout. The top British commander in Normandy, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, also agreed with Patton’s plan.

The reorientation east was authorized on 3 August; Patton left behind one corps in Brittany to finish the mission against the Breton ports. His three other corps began the great mechanized race across France. Patton later referred to the August campaign as “Touring France with an Army.”

The Wehrmacht was deeply alarmed by the threat posed by this new drive and attempted to split Lt. Gen. Courtney Hodge’s First U.S. Army and Patton’s Third U.S. Army by a panzer counteroffensive towards Avranches as described earlier. While this drama played itself out around Mortain, Patton’s forces were racing eastward against weak German resistance. Hitler had forbidden the construction of secondary defense lines behind Normandy, and there were no major German formations in Patton’s path. The tactical situation was ripe for exploitation, and Patton’s bold cavalry style was ideally suited to the mission. Patton urged on his motorized and mechanized spearheads and told them to ignore their flanks. The northern flanks were covered by the advance of Hodge’s First U.S. Army, while the Loire River offered a defensive shoulder that could be patrolled by Weyland’s XIX Tactical Air Force acting as an airborne cavalry flank guard. The cities west of Paris fell in rapid succession, including the cathedral cities of Chartres and Orléans. Paris itself beckoned.

By 15 August, Patton’s three corps were on their way towards Dreux (XV Corps), Chartres (XX Corps), and Orléans (XII Corps). Their tactical aim was to reach the Seine River and establish what was called the “D-Day lodgment area,” the section of northwest France up to the Seine River that would be the base for further Allied operations in the autumn and winter of 1944 on the approaches to Germany. There were no orders to cross the Seine River, only to clear the western bank.

Major General Wade Haislip’s XV Corps encountered modest resistance and established a bridgehead over the Eure River on the afternoon of August 16, placing it only thirty-seven miles (sixty km) from Paris. One infantry regiment advanced past one of the bends in the Seine River, where they found a catwalk over a dam. Since the mission was simply to hold the left bank of the Seine, the regiment was ordered to destroy the catwalk. The regimental commander took his time executing the order since he had sent a platoon across and didn’t have enough explosives for such a mission. Patton had visited their headquarters while searching the area for future crossing sites.

The timing of this unauthorized Seine River crossing was fortuitous. The same day, Eisenhower had met with his two senior commanders, Montgomery and Bradley, to discuss future objectives. The original D-Day plans had not expected Allied forces to reach the outer boundary of the D-Day lodgment area until D+90, when in fact it had been reached on D+74. This had created significant logistics challenges that slowed the advance of Patton’s Third US Army. All three commanders agreed to ignore earlier plans and to exploit the current German predicament. Montgomery had long been a proponent of a deep envelopment on the Seine since it might trap as many as 75,000 German troops on the western bank. All three commanders agreed to disregard previous planning and encourage Patton to push on beyond the Seine. Patton’s staff had already begun to plan such a mission, and Bradley authorized him to begin the crossing operation later that day.

Patton ordered General Wyche of the 79th Division to begin crossing the Seine that evening. Further crossing sites were added, including a treadway bridge on August 20. The attack was so unexpected that the main German headquarters in northern France, Field Marshal Walter Model’s Army Group B underground bunker complex at Roche-Guyon, was hurriedly abandoned and a new command post hastily established at Soissons. Model quickly appreciated the threat posed by the bridgehead, but lacking ground forces, he attempted to stop the expansion of the bridgehead with heavy air attacks. In one of the largest showings of strength that month, several Luftwaffe squadrons began incessant air attacks using strafing, bombs, and rockets to stifle the bridgehead. The XV Corps moved all available antiaircraft defenses around the bridge and the US antiaircraft gunners claimed about fifty aircraft shot down in four days of fighting. The Luftwaffe attacks failed to inflict significant damage on any of the bridges.12

Delayed by the German defense at Chartres, Maj. Gen. Walton Walker’s XX Corps reached the Seine on 22–23 August. The 5th Infantry Division reached the heights overlooking Fontainebleau in the early morning hours on August 23 and rushed the river at dawn. By the end of the day, XX Corps had five bridgeheads over the river, and corps engineers began constructing four treadway bridges. This permitted a rapid push out of the bridgeheads the following day, speeded along by the extensive use of captured German trucks. Some wags wanted to dub Walker’s force the “20th Panzer Korps” for all their German motor vehicles.

Patton was concerned that the Germans might push units up from the south against his undefended southern flank, and Maj. Gen. Manton Eddy’s XII Corps mission was to preempt this threat. Due to the enormous amount of ground to be covered, a major role in this operation was assigned to the XIX Tactical Air Command, which conducted repeated sorties along the Loire to look for German activity. In addition, the U.S. Army Air Force systematically destroyed bridges over the Loire to prevent any German flank attacks. As a result of the bold actions of Patton’s three corps, by August 24 the Seine had been breached both north and south of Paris.

Eisenhower had not planned to liberate Paris, but simply to isolate it and await for the surrender of the German garrison there. When the French resistance staged an uprising there on 19 August, it forced his hand. On 22 August, Bradley and Eisenhower agreed that they would have to intervene in Paris regardless of previous planning. To permit Patton to continue his spectacular advance eastward, Bradley transferred Haislip’s XV Corps from Patton to Hodge’s First U.S. Army and assigned the Paris mission to Maj. Gen. Leonard Gerow’s V Corps. While Patton would not enjoy the acclaim of the liberation of Paris, it was the Third U.S. Army that had placed the Allies in the suburbs of Paris. Ironically, on 24 August the BBC mistakenly announced that Patton’s Third U.S. Army had taken Paris. Patton in his diary recalled that “This seemed to me poetic justice as I could have taken it had I not been told not to.”

Patton’s lightning advance to the Seine encountered few panzers since they were still con centrated farther north in Normandy. The convergence of Allied forces around Falaise trapped much of the Wehrmacht in Normandy. While some significant forces escaped and crossed the Seine River, the harried German forces were caught in successive Allied operations along the Seine, and then again across the Belgian border. For example, in the case of I./Panzer-Regiment.24 of the 116. Panzer Division, 50 of its Panther tanks were lost in combat in Normandy from 30 July to 28 August. Of these, 26 were lost attempting to stem the American Cobra breakout from 30 July to 11 August. A further 12 were lost in counterattacks against the British/Canadian/Polish breakout, and 12 were lost in the fighting around the Falaise pocket. Of the surviving 24 Panther tanks that crossed the Seine River on 25–27 August, 14 were lost during the retreat and only 10 escaped to Germany by early September.13 Of the roughly 2,400 panzers and AFVs committed to Army Group B in Normandy during the summer of 1944, very few survived.14

In contrast to the German panzer predicament, the Allied tank forces retained their substantial numerical superiority. On 20 August 1944, the U.S. Army fielded 5,340 tanks and tank destroyers in France; the British force was a further 3,000.15 In early September 1944, the Allies had a 100-to-1 superiority in tanks and AFVs over the Wehrmacht. It would take months to redress this imbalance.


[image: chpt_fig_015.jpg]
The largest tank-vs.-tank battles between American and German forces took place in the Ardennes in December 1944. Here, an M4A3 (76mm) of Company C, 774th Tank Battalion, passes by a knocked-out Panther tank near Bovigny on 17 January 1945 while supporting the 83rd Division during the drive to seal the Bulge.
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Manteuffel’s 5.Panzer.Armee was routed beyond Bastogne near the Meuse River with large numbers of tanks trapped in a pocket near Celles by the onrushing 2nd Armored Division. These are an abandoned PzKpfw IV Ausf. J and Panther Ausf. G of the 2.Panzer Division.
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The scale of tank fighting in the ETO decreased dramatically after the Ardennes campaign as the Wehrmacht rushed its tank force to the Russian front. This photo shows an M4A1 of Company F, 33rd Armored Regiment, Combat Command B, 3rd Armored Division passing by a knocked-out PzKpfw IV Ausf. G, probably from the 11.Panzer-Division, in Bad Marienburg on 28 March 1945 during the breakout from the Remagen bridgehead. By 10 April 1944, there were only eleven operational PzKpfw IV and twenty-four Panther tanks on the entire western front.














CHAPTER 2 
Hitler’s Plan
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AT THE START OF SEPTEMBER 1944, the German army in the west had been defeated and was in full retreat. The situation was so dire that the German commanders later called the last week of August 1944 and the first few weeks of September “the Void.” For senior Allied commanders such as Dwight Eisenhower and Bernard Montgomery, the situation was reminiscent of the state of the Kaiser’s army in November 1918, on the verge of collapse and surrender. Many officers thought the war would be over within a few weeks, and that the Allied soldiers would be home by Christmas. This euphoria lasted until the middle of September when an ugly new reality emerged.

The Wehrmacht in the west suffered about 726,000 casualties in June–September 1944: about 55,000 killed in action, 339,000 missing, and 332,000 wounded. To make matter worse, Hitler ordered army and naval personnel in several key fortified French ports to remain in place, leaving a further quarter-million troops isolated and abandoned. By early September 1944, the German army in the west had only 13 infantry divisions, 3 panzer divisions, and 2 panzer brigades rated as combat effective. A further 42 infantry divisions and 13 panzer divisions were ineffective, and of the infantry divisions, 7 were simply disbanded.

Virtually all of the tanks and armored vehicles deployed in northern France in the summer of 1944 had been lost. This totaled more than 2,900 armored vehicles, including about 2,010 tanks, 590 assault guns, and more than 300 tank destroyers. A precise count of German tank losses in Normandy is difficult since many units kept damaged tanks on unit rosters even if battle damaged beyond repair. These weren’t officially declared lost until September, distorting the actual situation.





	GERMAN AFV LOSSES IN THE WEST, SUMMER 194416



	
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep



	






	Tanks
	227
	297
	114
	1,371



	




	Assault guns
	27
	68
	112
	383



	




	Tank destroyers
	29
	15
	24
	244



	




	Total
	283
	380
	250
	1,998







Regardless of the precise numbers of tanks and AFVs lost in the summer campaign in France, by September 1944 the situation was extremely dire in the panzer divisions. As the chart here demonstrates, there were less than a hundred armored fighting vehicles still in operation on the western front; some panzer divisions had no functional tanks at all.





	OPERATIONAL GERMAN TANK AND AFV STRENGTH, ARMY GROUP B, 12 SEPTEMBER 194417



	Type
	Panther
	PzKpfw IV
	StuG
	JgPz IV
	Stu.Pz.IV



	




	Report Code
	D
	CL
	G1
	G2
	J



	






	1.SS-Pz.Div.
	
	
	
	
	



	




	2.SS-Pz.Div.
	
	2
	
	
	



	




	9.SS-Pz.Div.
	
	2
	
	8
	



	




	12.SS-Pz.Div.
	1
	2
	
	
	



	




	17.SS-Pz.Gren. Div.
	
	
	2
	
	



	




	2.Pz.Div.
	
	
	
	2
	



	




	9.Pz.Div.
	
	2
	
	5
	



	




	21.Pz.Div.
	
	
	
	
	



	




	116.Pz.Div.
	19
	2
	
	4
	



	




	Pz.-Lehr Div.
	11
	18
	
	
	



	




	Stu.Pz.Abt.217
	
	
	
	
	2










THE STRATEGIC SITUATION


Command of the German army in the west was the responsibility of OB West (Oberbefelshaber-West:Supreme Command West). This headquarters was led by General Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt until the beginning of July when he was replaced by Günther von Kluge because of his pessimistic assessments of German fortunes in Normandy. At peak strength in the summer of 1944, OB West commanded two army groups in France containing five field armies. The more important of the two army groups was Army Group B, which defended northern France including Normandy and Brittany as well as Belgium and the Netherlands. Its southern neighbor, Army Group G, defended central, western, and southern France.

Of Army Group B’s three field armies, 7.Armee and 5.Panzer-Armee had been decimated in the Falaise Gap followed by further losses in the withdrawal over the Seine River in late August 1944 and in encirclements in Belgium in early September 1944. These formations lost most of the panzer strength in the west. The armies’ best units were reduced to “torso divisions,” so-called since they had lost the muscle of their close-combat strength, including infantry, panzer, engineer, and reconnaissance troops, but still retained an administrative and logistics core. They had little or no combat value until they could be rebuilt. Of the three field armies in Army Group B, only 15.Armee on the North Sea coast was still intact. Most of its best divisions had been shipped off to Normandy during the summer, and it was left with poor-quality static infantry divisions, suitable for coastal defense.
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Hitler at a planning session with Gen. Theodor Busse, commander of the 9.Armee.
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In the south, Army Group G had transferred most of its panzer forces and many of its better infantry divisions to Normandy during the summer, leaving it with ten infantry divisions and one panzer division to occupy all of central and southern France. When the Allies conducted the Operation Dragoon amphibious assault on the Mediterranean coast on 15 August 1944, Army Group G began to withdraw northward towards Germany rather than suffer encirclement by the rapidly advancing U.S. and French divisions. Hitler authorized the withdrawal on the night of 17/18 August.18 Army Group G lost about 150,000 troops in the ensuing retreat. Equipment losses were heavy as well, with 1,316 field guns of the original 1,481 lost during the retreat.19 It had only a single major tank unit, the 11.Panzer-Division, which conducted a costly but successful rearguard action as Army Group G withdrew.

Aside from the crippling defeats in Normandy and southern France, the most profound event of the summer was Operation Valkyrie, the attempted assassination of Adolf Hitler on 20 July 1944. Hitler was seriously injured by the bomb blast at his Wolf’s Lair (Wolfsschanze) field headquarters in East Prussia. The conspiracy was centered in the senior ranks of the Replacement Army (Ersatzheer) that raised new army units inside Germany. Many senior commanders in France were implicated in the bomb plot, including OB West commander Günther von Kluge and Army Group B commander Erwin Rommel. Much of the senior staff of the military government of Paris was also complicit.


[image: chpt_fig_021.jpg]
After the July 1944 military coup attempt against Hitler, SS chief Heinrich Himmler increasingly attempted to insert himself into army affairs, taking over the Replacement Army. Here he is seen awarding the Close-Combat Medal in Gold to army and Waffen-SS soldiers in late 1944.



Hitler lost confidence in his military commanders, especially those in the west, and began to take an increasingly intrusive role in German military planning. He began by purging the senior commanders of the armies in western Europe at the slightest provocation. Hitler favored field commanders from the Russian front. The eastern-front commanders were often dismissive of the performance of their colleagues during the summer 1944 fighting. They mocked them as soft and lazy after comfortable years of French occupation duty. Yet the eastern-front commanders had little or no knowledge of the tactical differences between their familiar foe, the Red Army, and the much more modern Anglo-American armies in the west. Their condescending views of the U.S. Army tended to be based on cartoonish propaganda images. They would learn otherwise in the autumn 1944 fighting.

A far more malevolent role was played by Hitler’s paladin, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler. He already controlled the state security apparatus and the SS, but Himmler also wanted greater control over the army. The bomb plot gave him the excuse to gradually take control of the regular army. He began by taking over the Replacement Army since it had been so central in the bomb plot. Nazi Party control within the army was further consolidated by the increasing role of the NFSO Nazi Party indoctrination officers (National Socialistische Führungsoffiziere). The NFSO were patterned after Red Army commissars and were intended to raise morale through political propaganda as well as keep a watchful eye for any signs of defeatism among officers and men. A further complication was Himmler’s decision to expand the military role of regional Nazi party governors as Reich Defense Commissars (RVK: Reichsverteidigungskomissare). In August 1944, the RVK were assigned responsibility for the “Operational Zone” twenty kilometers behind the front, while the army controlled the “Combat Zone.” They were also put in charge of a new military force, the Volkssturm militia. Party involvement in the autumn 1944 proved to be the source of endless aggravation for the senior army commanders.

The German army had long been famous for its agile battlefield performance due to its skilled and flexible command style, sometimes dubbed “Aufstragtaktik.” This evaporated in the final months of 1944 when Hitler and Himmler took an increasingly intrusive role in directing the German war effort. Hasso von Manteuffel, the commander of 5.Panzer-Armee, described the change:


“The previous style of flexible and self-reliant German military leadership was paralyzed, shifting more and more to mechanical and perfunctory execution of orders issued as Führer Directives, concocted in a map room far away from the battlefield. That spelled death for the traditional German “Art of Command” in mobile warfare. Even the most outstanding senior commanders, raised under the traditional training regime, were compelled to follow these orders to the letter, and were not permitted to independently make decisions, even in small tactical matters involving single divisions.”20






THE GENESIS OF THE VOSGES PANZER OFFENSIVE

In spite of the dire situation at the beginning of September 1944, Hitler began to think about possible offensive options to redeem the disaster.21 The only large force that remained relatively intact was Army Group G, at the time retreating from cental and southern France. It was badly needed to help restore the defense along the German frontier in Lorraine and Alsace. Planning by the OKW (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht: Armed Forces High Command) began in late August to consider a variety of options for local counteroffensives to assist the retreat of Army Group G. Hitler began to speak about a “counter-offensive from the move,” a euphemism for “counter-offensive during a retreat.” The first scheme by the OKW in late August was to launch a panzer offensive from the Langres Plateau towards Reims to cut off and destroy Patton’s Third U.S. Army to prevent it from interfering with the Army Group G retreat.22 Curiously enough, Langres was the site of Patton’s tank school in 1918.

Patton’s forces were singled out for attention for several reasons. To begin with, they had engineered the boldest, most impressive offensive advance of the summer, charging across the breadth of France in little more than a week. Secondly, Patton’s advance towards Lorraine posed a special threat. Army Group G had not yet completed its retreat from the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts, and many of its units were still on the road. Not only might Patton’s advance cut off these units, but their loss would make it very difficult to defend the entire German frontier from Luxembourg to Switzerland.

Army Group G consisted of two field armies, the 1.Armee and the 19.Armee. The 1.Armee had been stationed on France’s Atlantic coast facing the Bay of Biscay. It had the longest distance to travel, more than 800 miles, but it was not being pursued by any Allied formations aside from French partisans. Nevertheless, it risked serious losses if Patton sealed off the approaches to Lorraine. The 19.Armee had been stationed on France’s Mediterranean coast. It began retreating up the Rhone valley with the Seventh U.S. Army on its heels. Besides the threat posed to the 19.Armee, the advance of the Seventh U.S. Army also threatened to reach the vulnerable Belfort Gap. This area near the Swiss-German border offers quick access to the Upper Rhine and has been a traditional invasion route into southern Germany.

The problem facing German military planners at the end of August and early September was the lack of sufficient forces, and especially mobile forces. The heavy losses suffered both in France and on the Russian front left Germany largely bereft of reserve forces. To break this deadlock, in early September Hitler authorized the use of the new panzer brigades for this mission. These controversial new units had been formed in mid-summer at Hitler’s instructions and were considered an untouchable Führer reserve. Their genesis will be described in more detail in a subsequent chapter. These would form the core element of the planned offensive.

Hitler’s September 1944 panzer offensive never received a formal code name. It is usually called the Vosges Panzer Offensive in German accounts since its concentration points were in the western foreground of the Vosges mountains. Hitler began to further define the objectives of the attack, and he issued his first directive on the matter on 3 September 1944.23 This initial scheme, sometimes called Plan 1 (Planung 1),
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Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz led Army Group G through its precarious retreat in late August 1944, but he fell out of favor and was replaced in early September 1944.
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was to thrust out of the Westwall-Moselle staging area west of the Vosges, across the Langres Plateau, and then pivot southwestward towards Pontarlier and the Swiss border. Unlike the first OKW plan mentioned above that was aimed northward at Patton’s Third U.S. Army, the aim of Plan 1 was southward to cut off and destroy the spearhead of the Seventh U.S. Army, thereby shielding the retreat of 19.Armee from southern France. This would permit 19.Armee to create a new defense line in Alsace, and would help to shield the vulnerable Belfort Gap. The attack would take the direction of Vesoul-Gray-Pontarlier. Hitler intended to employ three panzergrenadier divisions and three of the new panzer brigades for the initial attack, and then add three more panzer divisions and three new panzer brigades as reinforcements.24 Movement of the units was supposed to begin on 5 September 1944, but under the rapidly changing circumstances, this proved impossible.

Attack Force, Vosges Panzer Offensive Plan 1

Initial Force

3.Panzergrenadier-Division

15.Panzergrenadier-Division

17.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division

Panzer-Brigade.106

Panzer-Brigade.107

Panzer-Brigade.108

Reinforcements

Panzer-Lehr Division

11.Panzer-Division

21.Panzer-Division Panzer-Brigade.111

Panzer-Brigade.112

Panzer-Brigade.113

The new panzer brigades were still scattered about in Germany and elsewhere and could not be concentrated in time. The panzer divisions were already committed to actions along the front and could not be quickly extracted without creating further havoc. The command structure up and down the western front was in chaos.

In order to coordinate the Vosges Panzer Offensive, Hitler decided to give it its own headquarters. The 5.Panzer-Armee headquarters at the time was based in the Netherlands but its main components, the battered Waffen-SS panzer divisions, had been ordered back to Germany for refitting.25 The 5.Panzer-Armee headquarters was a redesignation of the previous Panzergruppe West headquarters that had directed the strategic panzer reserve in France before and after the D-Day landings. What was left of the headquarters after the summer retreat was ordered to move towards the Vosges. Hitler assigned the 5.Panzer-Armee a new commander, General of Panzer Troops Hasso von Manteuffel. At the time, Manteuffel was commanding one of the elite mechanized formations on the Russian front, Panzergrenadier-Division “Grossdeutschland,” which was heavily involved in attempting to stem the Soviet attacks against the Kurland peninsula on the Baltic. Manteuffel was instructed to appear at Hitler’s tactical headquarters, the Wolf’s Lair in East Prussia. He arrived there on 5 September 1944.

Hitler intended to rejuvenate Germany’s western armies using combat-hardened veterans from the Russian front who did not have the taint of any connection to the July bomb plot. Manteuffel was a typical example of this process. Hitler viewed him as one of Germany’s most talented panzer commanders, and so an ideal leader for the Vosges Panzer Offensive. As a result, he leapfrogged the usual progression to a corps command, instead being appointed directly to command a field army. As a result, he was younger than his two subordinate corps commanders.26

Manteuffel arrived at the Wolf’s Lair on the morning of 5 September 1944 in time to attend the daily situation report of the operations staff. He was subsequently brought to a private meeting with Hitler, who outlined his plans for the Vosges Panzer Offensive. Besides the new Panzer-Armee.5 headquarters, Hitler subordinated the 47.Panzer. Korps headquarters to his command.

Manteuffel left the Wolf’s Lair and intended to travel to the new 5.Panzer-Armee headquarters in the village of Hochwald (French: Le Hohwald) outside the town of Barr, southwest of Strasbourg in the Alsace region. What remained of the original 5.Panzer-Armee headquarters did not arrive from the Netherlands until 9 September 1944 and consisted of minimal operations staff and a small communications detachment.
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Gen. Hasso von Manteuffel, on the left, is seen here in the late autumn of 1944 with Gen. Horst Stumpf, the General Inspector of the Panzer Force for Rundstedt’s OB West headquarters, in the center, and Field Marshal Walter Model, commander of Army Group B.



Manteuffel was deeply skeptical of his new assignment. While traveling through the Vosges mountains outside Strasbourg on 9 September, he had a chance meeting with Col. Hans von Luck, a comrade-in-arms who had also fought alongside him in the 7.Panzer-Division in Russia in 1941. Luck at the time was commanding a battle group with the 21.Panzer-Division that would come under Manteuffel’s command. He gave Luck his impression of the current situation and Hitler’s new plans.

“I only got here yesterday from Belgium to take command of the 5.Panzer-Armee. Before I left, Montgomery had taken the offensive with his army group and had reached Brussels on 3 September and Antwerp on 4 September against weak resistance. Far more dangerous was the thrust of the Americans, Gen. Patton with his Third U.S. Army. It was Patton who managed to make the decisive breakthrough at Avranches and who then, without regard for his open southern flank, pushed vigorously to the east. I would almost call him the American Rommel.…The worst of it is that Hitler is juggling with divisions that are divisions no more. And now, Hitler wants to launch a tank attack from the Dijon area to the north, in order, as he likes to put it, ‘to seize Patton in the flank, cut his lines of communication and destroy him.’ What a misjudgment of the situation and the possibilities open to us!”27

Manteuffel was called back to Hitler’s command post again on 10 September due to the changing situation at the front. Allied forces were rapidly closing the gap between north and south. On 10 September, the spearheads of Patton’s Third U.S. Army and Lt. Gen. Alexander Patch’s Seventh U.S. Army had linked up at Autun, France. This created a solid Allied front line from the Mediterranean to the North Sea. Some retreating German units, mainly from Army Group G’s 1.Armee, were still wandering back to Germany behind Allied lines. As a result of this linkup, the original mission of the Vosges Panzer Offensive, to cover the retreat of 19.Armee, was no longer meaningful.
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The junction of Patton’s Third U.S. Army and Patch’s Seventh U.S. Army around Dijon in mid-September trapped the more distant German columns of 1.Armee. On 15 September, Gen. Maj. Botho Elster and his staff negotiated the surrender of the 20,000 troops trapped in a pocket near Romorantin on the Loire River. Elster had previously been the military governor of the Biarritz area on the Atlantic coast and was ordered by Berlin to head the withdrawal effort of the garrisons from Biarritz and Bordeaux.



During discussions at the Wolf’s Lair on 10 September, Hitler reoriented the direction of the Vosges Panzer Offensive. It would emanate from the same area, but instead of heading southward, it would head northward. This variant of the plan was called Planung.2 as shown on the accompanying map on page 19. The 5.Panzer-Armee would attack out of the Langres Plateau, west of the Meuse River, and cut off Patton’s Third U.S. Army.

The direction of the attack was based on new threat assessments in Berlin. In the last days of August 1944, Patton’s Third U.S. Army had halted along the Meuse in the area of Verdun. German intelligence believed that Patton had stopped to regroup and resupply in preparation for a major new offensive thrust that would cross the Moselle River and push directly towards Frankfurt. This was indeed Patton’s intention, but his halt was due to an unanticipated fuel shortage, not a deliberate pause. Another alarming development at the same time was the advance by Hodge’s First U.S. Army over the German frontier near Aachen.28

 From the broader perspective, these two advances suggested that the Americans were trying to envelope Germany’s main industrial centers in the Ruhr and Saar. Both these areas were on Germany’s western frontier, and the loss of the industrial resources would mean the end of the German war industries. These areas contained the main sources of German coal and steel, to say nothing of many of its weapons factories. The Ruhr was the more significant, and the loss of the Ruhr would eliminate 65 percent of German steel production and 56 percent of its coal production. In addition, the routes being taken by the Americans were two of the traditional invasion routes into Germany.

Some indication of sensitivity of these areas in German war planning can be seen on a map of German border fortifications. When Germany created the Westwall fortification line in the late 1930s, only two areas received double lines of fortification: the area around Aachen in the north and the area around Saarlautern-Saarbrücken facing Lorraine. Both of these heavily fortified sectors covered traditional invasion routes between Germany and France and these were the targets of the First U.S. Army and Third U.S. Army attacks.

Alsace-Lorraine had been a warpath between France and Germany for centuries. When Germany seized Alsace-Lorraine from France after the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, an extensive series of fortifications were erected along the Moselle River to shield Germany’s new possessions. Germany’s interest in Alsace-Lorraine was in no small measure to create a strategic buffer between France and Germany and to shield the vital Saar industrial region. This was an age-old preoccupation of German strategy, and one that Hitler in September 1944 clearly understood.

By 1944 the Westwall had been stripped of much of its armament, which had been sent off to reinforce the Atlantic Wall. The old Moselle River forts in Lorraine were similarly abandoned and ignored. While neither line was of major concern to the combatants in 1944, they do reveal the deeper concerns of traditional German strategic planning. It should come as no surprise that the Vosges Panzer Offensive eventually took place in much the same area as the Battle of the Charmes Gap in World War I, and countless battles in previous centuries.

In view of the deteriorating condition of German infantry divisions in late summer, Hitler ordered a rejuvenation of the old Westwall in September 1944 as the new West-Stellung (West Position). This consisted of the old Westwall bunkers but with a substantial array of new tactical defense lines added. Thousands of kilometers of antitank ditches, new defense lines, and new strongpoints were created. This new defense line was called the Siegfried Line by the Allies. It is often confused with the old Westwall, though it was in fact considerably more elaborate.29

The main obstacle to the Vosges Panzer Offensive was the weak state of the Wehrmacht in September 1944 and the tyranny of time. The new panzer brigades were barely ready for combat, and the existing panzer divisions were days away from the staging areas in Lorraine. Although Hitler had planned to start the offensive on 12 September 1944, Manteuffel’s forces were not ready until nearly a week later. These delays would have crippling consequences on its prospects.
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