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FOREWORD
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After more than half a century since the end of the Second World War, the writing of the history of Panzer-Regiment 5 and Panzer-Abteilung 5 was a difficult undertaking, especially with regard to the detail in which it is presented. The author, who did not take part in the war, was compelled to study the sources in his work. Many gaps in the narrative and even contradictory statements made the work more difficult. Particularly unfortunate was the fact that the names of many members of the formations in leadership roles, such as battalion and company commanders, could not be determined completely. Despite those deficiencies, it was high time for the history of the regiment to be written, since all previous efforts at a comprehensive portrait had failed for one reason or another, and the only thing available were individual contributions or broad portrayals.

The time frame under discussion here was relatively short, but it was marked by important events that still influence us today. The soldiers of the regiment fulfilled their duties bravely and in a self-sacrificial way for our German fatherland. They fought in Poland, France and North Africa. Reconstituted as Panzer-Abteilung 5, they landed in the middle of the collapse of Heeresgruppe Mitte on the Eastern Front in the summer of 1944. Reconstituted anew, they were first committed on the Western Front, before they fought outside of Berlin and in Mecklenburg at the end of the war. The author made every effort to present events truthfully, since history is obligated to the truth. Consequently, the unfortunate and annoying tendency to load up any treatment of historical events with ideology—especially from the German viewpoint—is avoided. In addition, it was important not to observe the history of the oldest formation of the Panzertruppe in an isolated manner but to present it in the context of the war and military history.

This work is not intended to appeal just to veterans. Instead, it is designed to inform members of the younger generation about those times. Graphics are kept as simple as possible, with the aim of making the situation and conduct of the fighting understandable even to non-military professionals.

Bernd Hartmann, Oberstleutnant a.D.
Spokesman for the Veterans Association of Former 
Panzer-Regiment 5


A Word of Introduction

Thanks to tremendous effort and a great deal of professionalism, the author has assembled a history of Panzer-Regiment 5—a regiment that led the way for the Panzertruppe in all of the theaters of war—that honors and memorializes all members of the regiment, the living and the dead. This book is a fitting tribute to my old regiment.
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Werner Grün, Major a.D.
Former Battalion Commander in Panzer-Regiment 5


CHAPTER 1

Panzer-Regiment 5 in the Campaign in North Africa, 1942

1. 25 January–25 May 1942: Counterattack and Recapture of Cyrenaica; Preparations for the Attack on the Gazala Line

The communications center of the British 22nd Armoured Brigade radioed the following to Cairo on the first day of the New Year:

The DAK sang the German national anthem in its positions last night. It may be the case that Rommel’s formations no longer have any tanks, but to speak of a beaten army is premature. We should not deceive ourselves into believing that these soldiers, led by an unbroken general, are inclined to give up. They will continue to fight like the devil.1

At the beginning of 1942, the regiment was with its parent division, the 21. Panzer-Division, Generalmajor Böttcher commanding, in the vicinity of the high ground around Belaudah, some 20 kilometers southeast of Agedabia. On 4 January, the future Oak Leaves recipient, Oberleutnant Rolf Rocholl, assumed command of the 6th Company.2

By 7 January, the division had been pulled back to the Marsa el Brega position in the area around El Agheila. The positions there favored the defense due to the marshy terrain and the sandy desert, which was difficult to negotiate, that adjoined it to the south.

The British operation, “Crusader,” ended at that point and, correspondingly, the withdrawal movements of Panzergruppe Afrika. The British had not been successful in their effort to envelop and destroy the Axis forces. In addition, they were then burdened with a long logistics line of communications; it was nearly 1,200 kilometers to Alexandria. The enemy ceased their advance in order to receive more reinforcements. Of paramount importance for Panzergruppe Afrika was the battlefield reconstitution of its troop elements.
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The Luftwaffe forces on Sicily were reinforced, with the result that the British naval forces and the island of Malta could be engaged more effectively than previously. That enabled the Axis to be resupplied almost without interference across the Mediterranean. At the beginning of January, large amounts of materiel arrived in Tripoli, especially armored vehicles. The DAK had 139 tanks at its disposal on 19 January, after 220 had been written off during the winter fighting. The Italian XX Corps (Motorized) had ninety armored fighting vehicles of Italian origin.

The widely dispersed elements of the British 8th Army facilitated the commander-in-chief of Panzergruppe Afrika, General der Panzertruppen Rommel, in his intention to conduct a counterattack to retake Cyrenaica. By doing so, he hoped to beat them to the punch in their approach and attack. Remaining idle in the Marsa el Brega position would have meant handing the initiative over to the enemy and inevitably led to the lost of Tripolitania. To deceive the enemy, Rommel had a few decrepit huts and the hulk of a stranded ship set on fire during the evening of 20 January. What he intended to do was accomplished: The British leadership concluded from the fires that Panzergruppe Afrika was continuing its withdrawal to the west. Instead, under the cover of rain and a sandstorm, the Germans moved out to attack.
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Pocket calendar for 1942 for members of Panzergruppe Afrika. The calendar was presented to the soldiers by the German propaganda ministry.



On the morning of 21 January, Rommel had the military police put his order for the attack on display at all of the road maintenance buildings in Tripolitania and the Syrte Bend:3
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Headquarters, 21 January 1942

The Commander-in-Chief of Panzergruppe Afrika

Army Order-of-the-Day

German and Italian Soldiers!
You have difficult fighting against vastly superior enemy forces behind you. Despite that, your fighting morale remains unbroken. At present, we are numerically stronger than the enemy to our front. Therefore, the field army is moving out today to attack to destroy that enemy.

I expect that every soldier will give his all during these decisive days.

Long live Italy! Long live the Greater German Reich! Long live our leaders!

The Commander-in-Chief
/signed/ Rommel
General der Panzertruppen

On that same morning, two radio messages from the Führer Headquarters arrived.4 In one message, Panzergruppe Afrika was redesignated as Panzer-Armee Afrika. In the other, Rommel was awarded the Swords to the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. A few days later, he would also be promoted to Generaloberst.

The redesignation did nothing to change the organization of the forces in the field.
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Panzer-Armee Afrika attacked with elements along the Via Balbia and with the DAK through the desert to the northeast. Panzer-Regiment 5 was employed as the main effort of the 21. Panzer-Division along the right wing. Stuka dive bombers effectively supported the attack. The enemy was completely surprised by the attack, and his positions were broken through on the first attempt. The British troop elements were scattered and started to withdraw to the east.

The 21. Panzer-Division advanced to an area approximately seventy kilometers east of El Agheila by the evening of the first day of the attack. It continued its attack in the direction of Saunu the next day.

On 23 January, Panzer-Regiment 5, advancing about two kilometers in front of the main body of the division, encountered strong enemy armor forces. In the engagement at Saunu, the regiment, supported by 8.8-centimeter Flak and antitank elements, was able to eject the enemy, despite its own numerical inferiority. The German forces were also able to inflict heavy casualties on their opposing number.

The success was made possible primarily through adroit tactical maneuvering. Protected on the flanks by the Flak and an antitank company, Oberleutnant Sandrock’s tank company opened fire on the advancing enemy tanks—initially sixteen—from partially concealed positions on a ridgeline. In the face of the effective tank fire, the enemy pulled back, only to run into the guns of the antitank company. When the enemy started to withdraw yet again, Oberleutnant Rocholl’s company was employed, which initiated an immediate counterattack from its partially concealed positions. Rocholl’s tanks were able to complete the destruction of that enemy tank company. The Germans were then attacked by a force of forty tanks. That attack was also turned back in the face of the combined arms fires. When the enemy attacked with yet more reinforcements, Oberleutnant Rocholl’s tanks attacked it in the flanks while the Flak fixed the force from the front. Kampfgruppe Mildebrath was thus able to turn back all enemy attack efforts—in all, some eighty tanks. All further efforts by the enemy to turn the engagement at Saunu to his favor also failed. Exploiting the fires of the support weapons, the tank companies of the regiment were able to conduct flank attacks while suffering few friendly loses, interdicting the enemy and destroying him.

The DAK attacked Msus on 25 January. The logistical elements of the 8th Army were located there. Large stocks were captured, which were able to supply the DAK for several weeks.

During the period from 21 to 26 January, the German forces destroyed or captured 600 wheeled vehicles, 280 tanks or armored vehicles and 126 field pieces, decisively weakening the combat power of the 8th Army. Panzer-Regiment 5 was able to report that it had captured or destroyed 122 tanks or armored vehicles, 37 field pieces, 2 aircraft and 312 wheeled vehicles in the period from 21 to 25 January. In addition, it took 492 prisoners.5


[image: img]

Rolling forward again!



On 29 January, Panzer-Armee Afrika was able to recapture Bengasi with large amounts of all types of supplies. Approximately 1,300 vehicles were captured, temporarily solving the transportation problems of the field army. By 6 February, all of Cyrenaica was back in the hands of the Axis forces.
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Counterattack to regain Cyrenaica from 21 January to 6 February 1942.





	Personnel
	Officers
	Noncommissioned Officers
	Enlisted personnel
	Totals



	Authorized
	82
	441
	1,920
	2,443



	On Hand
	42
	373
	1,574
	1,989



	Shortfall
	40
	68
	346
	454




On 6 February, the regiment reported the personnel strength as above.6

The main body of the 21. Panzer-Division remained in the Msus area until 8 February without encountering significant enemy resistance.

The 8th Army evacuated Cyrenaica after the loss of Msus and Bengasi and taking considerable losses. It occupied positions along the western edge of Marmarica to the south of Gazala. For the British, the planned attack to retake Tripoli had failed before it had even started.

On 9 February, the 21. Panzer-Division marched through Maraua to the north and reached the Via Balbia on 10 February. The division then remained in an assembly area in the vicinity of Derna for the remainder of the month. Generalmajor Böttcher transferred acting command of the division to Oberst von Bismarck on 18 February.

Replacements—very young and still insufficiently trained—arrived to the division in several march groups. The deficiencies in weapons and combat training were intensively targeted. There was also time to present deserving soldiers with awards. In addition to the well-known awards, such as the Iron Cross, the Armor Assault Badge and the Wound Badge, soldiers of the regiment also received Italian awards for the first time—for example, the Italian Bravery Medal (awarded in silver to Oberleutnant Grün, for instance) and, above all, the Italian Africa Commemorative Medal.7

The cooperation between the German and Italian formations was more intense in the North African theater than anywhere else and more publicly acknowledged. As thanks and recognition for the achievements of the German soldiers, who bore the main burden of the fighting, and in order to visibly demonstrate the commonalities of the two nationalities, the Italians established the Remembrance Medal for the Italian-German campaign in Africa. In the jargon of the German troops, it was referred to disrespectfully as the “Orange Order,” the “Sardine Order,” the “AM medal,” the “Avanti Order” or the “Sandstorm Order.” The first medals were presented to soldiers of the regiment on 19 January 1942. Not every soldier in Africa received the award automatically. The award conditions specified a longer period of time in the African theater of war.
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Obverse of the medal (approximately three times larger): The bronze medal had the Arco dei Fileni triumph arch in its center. To the right was the German swastika with the Italian fasces on the other side. To the bottom was a figure-eight knot, symbolizing the inseparability of the brothers-in-arms.
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Reverse of the medal: Two armored warriors, recognizable as a German and an Italian by the shape of their respective helmets, pull the teeth out of the symbolic British crocodile. The ribbon for the medal contained the colors of the two states: green, white and red for the Italians and black, white and red for the Germans. The common element—red—was in the middle of the ribbon. The medal was worn on the uniform in the form of a ribbon bar on the left breast.

At right are certificates for the award of the Italian Commemorative Medal. It was issued in two European standardized sizes, DIN A5 (top) and DIN A4 (bottom). The more elaborate award certificate has the signature of Hauptmann Otto-Friedrich von Senfft zu Pilsach, who had been awarded the Knight’s Cross to the Iron Cross as an Oberleutnant on 27 June 1941, while serving as the company commander of the 4th Company. In January 1942, he was the acting commander of the regiment’s 1st Battalion.
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During the night of 27–28 February, the 21. Panzer-Division relieved the 15. Panzer-Division in the Tmimi position. Panzer-Regiment 5 occupied an assembly area as the divisional reserve.

Major Mildebrath, who had been the acting commander of the regiment since 25 November 1941, turned over command to Oberst Müller on 1 March. Mildebrath, who was then soon promoted to Oberstleutnant, assumed command of the 1st Battalion.
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The new regimental commander, Oberst Müller, at his command post.



During the first half of March, there were only occasional encounters with British reconnaissance elements, which felt their way forward against the Tmimi position. Otherwise, it was quiet along the front.

On 14 March, the enemy took an important hill in the area between the 21. Panzer-Division and the 90. leichte Division. On 16 March, the 21. Panzer-Division retook the hill. On 21 March, the enemy took an important strongpoint. On 22 March, the penetration by the enemy was sealed off and cleaned up. Panzer-Regiment 5 played an important role in that counterattack.

During the time from April until the issuance of the attack order on 20 May, the division enjoyed relative calm. It was in an assembly area, only attacked occasionally by fighter-bombers. Once again, replacement personnel arrived and important materiel was issued, for example, tentage (to replace that lost in the winter fighting), but also armored cars, antitank guns, signals and engineer equipment and, most importantly, additional tanks.

Among the new tanks were the Panzer III with the longer-barreled (L60) 5-centimeter main gun, and the first Panzer IV’s with the longer-barreled (L43) 7.5-centimeter main gun. With the arrival of the 3rd and 7th Companies, the regiment almost reached its authorized strength levels based on the table of organization and equipment (TO&E) of 1 February 1941.
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The battalion physician of the 2nd Battalion, Dr. Alfons Selmayr, wrote about the time frame in his memoirs:8

The enemy had evacuated Cyrenaica. We pursued and went into rest positions east of Derna. From Msus, we proceeded north to the Via Balbia . . . Derna was bypassed to the south on the new bypass road. We encamped a few kilometers north of the road at Kilometer Marker 39 east of Derna. As was normally the case, the terrain was flat and rocky; to the south were the dschebbel and the airstrip at Martuba. The battalion was reconstituted. Initially, it was led by Oberleutnant Rocholl. The Headquarters Company [was commanded by] Leutnant Schorm, Signals Officer Leutnant Wendorff, and Adjutant Leutnant Schumann. The platoon leader of the light platoon was Leutnant Dohani. The 6th Company, Oberleutnant Rocholl; the 8th Company, Oberleutnant von Hülsen . . . 

There was a small operation. Our engineers emplaced mines at Signali, and we were directed to cover them. Both of the battalions took off; I was in a staff car with an ambulance. That evening, we crossed old scenes of fighting. In one of our knocked-out tanks, there was still a driver, carbonized and half decomposed at his driver’s station. A horrifying picture. We had to leave him in his steel grave . . . 

Tents finally arrived. We received a large tropical tent and set it up a bit off to the side of the battalion. Our two vehicles were parked near it . . . 

The new regimental commander, Oberst Müller, had lost his lower left arm in the campaign in Poland. A Leutnant Gehring arrived at the 8th Company; he had had his left leg amputated to the upper thigh. I was completely upset and told him that I thought it was inappropriate that he was employed here, since he would never be able to use his prosthesis in the summer during a sandstorm. He didn’t take offense at my comments, but he stayed. That I should later be proven right will be stated at the outset . . . 

Large celebration on the occasion of the first year’s anniversary for the regiment in Africa . . . 

The best times for me was the daily training for my people. I was fortunate to have men who thought like me to instruct. The people were also really good and willing. Otherwise, the usual infirmary grind with immunizations, etc. A nighttime storm practically tore down our tent. Unteroffizier Werner and I held on to the tent poles for nearly two hours, so at least we were able to keep dry. That’s how four weeks passed. Occasional, bombers would fly over us, but they only dropped bombs on the airfield at Martuba.

Broke camp and headed south through Martuba into the desert. But this time, it offered a view as in paradise. The downpours have caused it to sprout everywhere and we took up positions in a pretty meadow full of daffodils. The 5th Company went forward to an outpost line for a few days . . . Orders were received to check the entire regiment for amoebas. . . . Rocholl and Hülsen received the German Cross in Gold. We received alcohol; a big drink fest at our location, then it moved on to the Headquarters Company . . . We received a certain Major Martin as the new battalion commander. Instruction for the entire battalion, company by company, in first aid. I was busy the entire day, but it was all really enjoyable and the work paid off, as would later be seen . . . The preparations for the attack were completed. We received two new Panzer IV’s with the long gun, which made us very happy. The 7th Company also finally arrived from the continent and brought a lot of medical equipment with it . . . 

With the introduction of the long main gun for the Panzer IV, that tank became the standard armored fighting vehicle of the German Army for the remainder of the war. It was more than adequate against all enemy armor employed in Africa.
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In the time between January and May 1942, a total of 328 tanks were delivered to the DAK. Individually, they numbered: 4 Panzerbefehlswagen III’s; 30 Panzer II’s; 245 Panzer III’s; and 49 Panzer IV’s.2

On 25 May, just before the attack on the British Gazala Line, Panzer-Regiment 5 had the following tanks in its inventory:3



	Tank Type
	On-hand (25 May / 8 Tank Companies)
	TO&E Authorizations (1 February 1941)



	Panzerbefehlswagen III
	4
	6



	Panzer II
	29
	59



	
Panzer III (short and long main gun)
	122
	111



	
Panzer IV (short and long main gun)
	19
	30



	Total
	174
	206




 

1.  Author’s Note: Senger und Etterlin, Die deutschen Panzer—1926–1945, 45ff.

2.  Author’s Note: Jentz, Die deutsche Panzertruppe, vol.  1, 177.

3.  Author’s Note: Jentz, 178.
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2. 26 May to 21 June 1942: The Fighting For the British Gazala Position (Operation “Theseus”) and the Capture of the Fortress of Tobruk

The British Gazala position stretched from the coast at Gazala across eighty kilometers of desert to Bir Hacheim.

Extensive minefields had been laid, some 500,000 mines in all. In between the minefields were strongpoints—the British referred to them as “boxes”—that had a diameter of between two and four kilometers. The “boxes” were manned by infantry, artillery and antitank forces. Strong armor forces were positioned east of Gazala as a reserve.

Auchinleck, the British commander-in-chief, had intended to attack and destroy the German and Italian forces from those positions in June. The British objective for the offensive was Tripoli. In the middle of May 1942, the 8th Army had 994 tanks—242 Grants, 219 Stuarts, 257 Crusaders, 166 Valentines and 110 Matildas.9 That represented considerably more tanks than the Axis forces had at their disposal. With regard to artillery, the force rations were also unfavorable for the Axis forces. Despite all that, Rommel decided to beat the British to the punch with his own attack.
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Rommel’s operation envisioned:


	frontal feint in the north with German and Italian forces, reinforced by the 1st Battalion of Panzer-Regiment 5;

	simultaneous envelopment of the Gazala Line in the south by the DAK, the 90. leichte Afrika-Division and the Italian XX Armor Corps (Ariete and Trieste Divisions); and

	following that, an advance into the rear of the Gazala Line to the north in the direction of the coast, so as to cut the enemy forces in two.
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A Panzer IV with the longer main gun advances. The main gun has been depressed, so that the longer main gun cannot be immediately identified.



The attack started on 26 May. The 21. Panzer-Division initially reached the area around Segnali and then marched to the southeast as part of the DAK after the onset of darkness with the 2nd Battalion of Panzer-Regiment 5 in the lead. The entire formation deployed in a Flächenmarsch, which was a shallow, rectangularly shaped formation moving on a broad front.

Around 0800 hours on 27 May, the attack formations enveloped the Gazala Line from the south. The Trieste Division swung inward too soon, however, and its forces bogged down in front of the British positions. In the area southeast of Bir Hacheim, the first firefights started with around 80 British tanks. During the fighting, the new commander of the 2nd Battalion, Oberstleutnant Martin, was badly wounded. He later died of his wounds.

The enemy was forced to pull back, and the attack was continued to the north. The 90. leichte Afrika-Division swung to the northeast and advanced in the direction of El Adem. Until the evening of 27 May, the British conducted repeated attacks against the German attack wedges, with both sides taking considerable losses.

A three-kilometer-wide kill zone was established with eighteen 8.8-centimeter Flak to counter a flanking maneuver by British Grants. The Flak were able to eliminate the enemy threat.

An especially unpleasant surprise for the Axis forces was the appearance of the Grant, an American tank delivered to the British under the provisions of the Lend-Lease Agreement. In addition to a 3.7-centimeter secondary main gun in a revolving turret, there was a 7.5-centimeter main gun in a sponson located on the right front hull. The 7.5-centimeter gun was capable of penetrating German tanks from the front at distances up to 1,200 meters. Only the 8.8-centimeter Flak and the Panzer IV with the longer-barreled 7.5-centimeter main gun were superior to the Grant. Both were capable of knocking it out at a distance of up to 1,500 meters.
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In the face of strong enemy resistance, Panzer-Regiment 5 was able to take the high ground between the Trigh Capuzzo and Acroma by evening on 27 May. At that point, the DAK transitioned to the defense temporarily, oriented west, north and east. A rapid advance of the British formations east of the Gazala Line to the sea could not be executed.

On 28 May, the British formations advanced between the DAK and the 90. leichte Afrika-Division to the west and cut the DAK off from its logistics lines of communications. As a result, the German forces in the field were in a critical situation.

On 28 May, the 1st Battalion of Panzer-Regiment 5 rejoined the regiment from the feint it helped conduct in the north on 26 May.
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The attack on the British Gazala Line: Development of the situation from 26 to 28 May 1942.



During the evening hours of 28 May, the regiment reported the following tank strengths: 3 Panzerbefehlswagen III’s, 13 Panzer II’s, 43 Panzer III’s (short), 8 Panzer III’s (long), 12 Panzer IV’s (short) and 4 Panzer IV’s (long). That totalled 84 vehicles.10 That meant that roughly 50 percent of the on-hand tanks of the regiment had been lost in the space of three days as the result of battle damage or for other reasons.

On 29 May, the regiment found itself in a firefight with numerically superior enemy tank forces, but it was able to claim the battlefield after knocking out 30 of the enemy’s number.

The logistical situation for the German and Italian forces east of the Gazala Line remained critical and not only because the gap between the DAK, the 90. leichte Afrika-Division and the Ariete Armor Division was dominated by British forces. In addition, the southern bulwark of the British defenses, the desert fort of Bir Hacheim, could not be taken, and the British were launching attacks on the Axis supply routes from it.

As a result, the supply columns initially had to cut a wide swath around Bir Hacheim and were exposed to enemy fires as they made their way north, resulting in painful losses in fuel and ammunition trucks.
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After the German forces had been forced back to the Gazala Line in the so-called Wurst pocket and fuel and ammunition became ever scarcer, Rommel ordered his forces to attack and break through from east to west in an effort to shorten the supply routes for his forces.

Leading the 21. Panzer-Division, Panzer-Regiment 5 attacked the Got el Ualeb strongpoint south of Sidi Muftah on 30 May. The regiment ran into heavy defensive fire. It lost 11 tanks and was turned back. The attack also failed the following day as well.

On 1 June, the 15. Panzer-Division arrived as a reinforcement. At that point, the attack was successful. By midday, some 100 tanks and 124 guns had been captured or destroyed and around 3,000 prisoners taken. The attack punched a hole in the Gazala Line. The area that had been taken was held in the days that followed in the face of repeated enemy counterattacks. The 90. leichte Afrika-Division was pulled back from the area south of El Adem and attacked Bir Hacheim, which was being held by a French brigade. In seesaw fighting, in which elements of Panzer-Regiment 5 participated, the fort was taken on 11 June.

After the middle of the line had been penetrated and the southern bulwark taken, the Gazala Line was rolled up in the days that followed in a series of individual actions. On 12 June, the main body of withdrawing British armor was defeated in fighting around the Knightsbridge strongpoint. The critical situation of Panzergruppe Afrika had not only been eliminated by the taking of Got el Ualeb, Bir Hacheim and Knightsbridge, but, contrary to expectations, it put the Axis forces in a decisively advantageous position.

On 15 June, the DAK took the roads leading from the mountains down to the coastal plain and took the enemy forces withdrawing east under effective fire. The Gazala Line no longer existed. The remnants of the 8th Army were scattered across the desert.

Since Panzerarmee Afrika was faced with a catastrophic situation in the course of the fighting for the Gazala Line and still achieved a notable victory in the end, closer examination of the reasons for the dramatic turn of events is necessary.

Out of a number of factors, the following stand out:


	the abilities, bravery and unbelievable combat morale—at least from a modern standpoint—of the German soldiers;

	a highly qualified officer and noncommissioned officer corps on the part of the Germans; and, above all

	the leadership abilities of the commander-in-chief, Generaloberst Rommel.



While the British prepared and planned their operations down to the last detail, Rommel was of a mind with Moltke in believing that no plan survives the first encounter with the enemy. Once the battle had started, Rommel allowed his plan to remain a plan and then fought based on the demands of the situation and in accordance with his tactical sense. In contrast to the enemy’s troop leaders, Rommel disregarded routine and did not remain in a command post far behind the front. Instead, he went to the hot spots of the fighting and led from the front. As a result, he was able to decisively influence a number of engagements and battles to his favor, because he was best able to judge the situation at the scene of the fighting, where he could determine which measures were best suited for the situation and translate his decisions into orders without delay. He was thus able to directly influence his troop elements.
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The destruction of the Gazala Line: Development of the situation from 1 to 15 June 1942.



The discussions concerning the advantages and disadvantages of the leadership style of this commander-in-chief continue to this day. Back then, success proved him right.

The fighting of the regiment in Africa was also chronicled by war correspondents of the time. The battle for the British positions along the Gazala Line was documented by Lutz Koch, a war correspondent with the rank equivalent of a Leutnant. His article, Weg frei nach Agypten—“Path Clear to Egypt”—appeared in the Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung, a Berlin-based illustrated weekly. Here are some excerpts:11
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The commander-in-chief of Panzerarmee Afrika, Generaloberst Rommel, studies a map during an engagement.



On the morning of 26 May, the longed for D-Day, the heavy behemoths of our tanks moved out after weeks of quiet, which were used to good advantage for careful training. At this point, there was still no fighting. Instead, it was imperative to reach the assembly areas.

“My tank regiment is as strong as it’s ever been,” the one-armed commander of the regiment from Brandenburg declared.12 His eyes lit up. They followed the proud approach of his battalions and companies. Many new tanks with new and heavy weapons were among them. The scars, which had been delivered by Tommy during the fighting withdrawal of November and December—which, in the end, only attest to the victories of our tanks—have long since been forgotten. Today, a completely outfitted regiment was moving against the enemy.

“A good thing that it’s happening. We’ll give it to Tommy!” The person who called that out to me was Oberleutnant R,13 a recipient of the German Cross in Gold. He’s a specialist in the engagement of enemy artillery positions and a terrific tank cracker, no matter how the British employ them.

The tankers are full of trust. Powerful clouds of dust, dirt and sand are raised by their tracks. They practically rise vertically to the heavens. Despite the dust clouds, the tankers laugh. Finally . . . they’re advancing against the enemy, against Tommy, whom they had hunted so often before . . . 

It is a captivating picture to race past the hundreds of vehicles during their nighttime approach march. Rommel’s wild hunting party has taken off. The night has become a protector of our actions, enabling the enemy to be completely surprised. Compass and map, a cardinal direction of march and sharp eyes . . . that’s all that that can guide us this night. As the new day dawns, we are to the south of Bir Hacheim. Rommel has reached his first objective. The master of desert fighting is leading his assault divisions around the southern anchor point of the British front and stands ready to advance into the British divisions in an attack wedge as the sun rises on the eastern horizon . . . 

We move with the lead elements of the tanks to the north. The engines are at full throttle. After a short halt by our forces, the first engagement of the new Rommel advance starts at the battlefield around Bir el Harmat, which will draw us into its spell, both near and far, over the next three weeks . . . 

General von B,14 a Knight’s Cross recipient from the East, pushes his way forward in his personnel carrier, which will take him to the forward-most positions over the next few days, to the regimental commander. Oberst M gives the last instructions to his tanks.

Oberstleutnant M15 leads the attack of one of the battalions, while the other one is brought forward quickly so as to stand by to reinforce the attack at a later hour.

Batteries draw up close to us; heavy Flak is brought forward to cover the tanks, while the long and ponderous trains, hundreds of vehicles, wait impatiently to the rear. Only the vehicles of the maintenance services follow closely behind the attacking steel phalanx, so as to be ready right away in case a tank is hit and lost.

While the tanks press forward, death holds his first harvest among our ranks. Solid shot comes hissing and screaming towards us, mostly from the vehicles we see massed in front of us. They impact with a deafening roar like deceptively large rocks that constantly cascade over one another between our vehicles. The rounds land hot and threatening that miss the tanks, their course leading us, next to us . . . 

While one tank after the other stops to fire in front of us, a terribly bitter fight erupts in the fortified encampment, which is one of the first of the enemy’s camps. With almost the first round, the battalion commander’s tank receives a direct hit from a concealed English 7.5-centimeter antitank gun,16 a very rapidly firing Ratsch-Bum. The battalion commander is badly wounded; the signals officer is killed in the tank. A young company commander, Oberleutnant R, assumes command on the battlefield and employs his companies against Tommy, who is fighting in rare form. The enemy repeatedly attempts to draw our tanks towards the gun positions to knock them out at pointblank range. “We have to attack in the flank!” That’s the order that comes over the radio for the 5th Company of Oberleutnant R.17 The company immediately swings in that direction, takes the batteries under fire from the side and harries the enemy tanks from the flank. The battle rages for hours. The tanks slowly box their way forward—kilometer by kilometer—to the north . . . 
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