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FOREWORD

Since the end of the war we have talked about attempting to write a history of our battalion. The fact that more than 250 former members regularly get together after forty-five years is a clear indication that a better form of record needs to be created than that which is preserved in our memories.

The Kleine/Kühne book, Tiger: The History of a Legendary Weapon, whose German edition came out in the mid 1970s, presented a comprehensive picture of all of the Tiger battalions. It was a remarkable attempt to present their history. That book, which was well received, and not only by former Tiger men, consisted largely of contributions and illustrations from them. Unfortunately, the authors did not always hit their targets, and the presentations in the book did not always meet the expectations of those who had provided the information. The portion devoted to Tiger Tank Battalion 503 was, of necessity, limited in its scope. That was another reason for us to proceed in our plans for our own account. Given those starting points, we went to work two years ago. This book is particularly notable for giving the greatest possible number of our comrades a chance to speak.

What is presented here should not be evaluated as a historically documented report, but as the sum of more or less subjective accounts. These are based on facts and experience, but written down as experienced by the individual authors. The editors did not consider checking the contents of the accounts to be part of their task, that lying beyond both their mission and capabilities. The authors vouch for their reports by the use of their names. Furthermore, one must consider that, after forty-five years, our memories are not entirely reliable. It need not be mentioned that the comrades who have put their contributions into this book gave it their best effort. It is unavoidable that there will be discrepancies regarding dates, place names, and persons. Such discrepancies occur even in the most rigorous military histories. That is why we replaced the common term—battalion history—in the German edition with the less exacting Erinnerungen an die Tiger-Abteilung 503 (Recollections of Tiger Battalion 503).

In spite of an abundance of records, there are still holes in the source material that could not be eliminated by inquiry. Therefore, the companies could not all receive equal emphasis, nor have individually important wartime events all received the emphasis they deserve in our account. On the other hand, some events are described several times from differing viewpoints.

Our book is no replacement for the battalion war diary that was lost at the end of the war. Nor does it make literary or historical pretenses in presenting the wartime experiences of our unit. The editors set themselves the task of putting together a suitable collection from available, comprehensive, but exceedingly varied sources, from the literature as well as new accounts that would present a portrait of Tiger Tank Battalion 503 as it exists in our memories.

Our book is intended primarily for reading, rather than looking. It was not written for the individual companies, but, rather, for the entire battalion. We took pains to present factual reports instead of emotional presentations. Personality cults were avoided. However, it lies in the nature of things that some individuals received extensive mention, others less, and the majority none at all.

We, the authors, have to give manifold thanks. First in line are the comrades who have encouraged us in the project and who helped with advice and deed during the two years of work that went into its production.

Without the many contributions in form of text, pictures, documents and assistance, the book would never have reached completion. For that, we offer special thanks. As is well known, nothing takes place without money. Those whose timely contributions supported the project financially, in good faith that the project would succeed, receive our heartfelt thanks.

We present our comrades with these recollections. We hope it meets their expectations. This book is a tribute to Tiger Tank Battalion 503. We are proud to have belonged to it. We also wish to honor our dead.

Dr. Franz-Wilhelm Lochmann
Richard Freiherr von Rosen
Alfred Rubbel
Rolf Sichel
May 1990


INTRODUCTION

by the Last Commander of the Battalion

It is not easy, forty-five years after the German collapse, to prepare a greeting to the surviving members of a military unit, men who courageously performed their duty—disciplined and conscious of their responsibility—to the bitter end. Today, if one uses words like courage, comradeship and fulfillment of duty, one runs the danger of being categorized by the media as a warmonger, cold-war fighter or potential murderer. The molders of public opinion prefer to label as “heroes,” those who did not fulfill their duties, who committed acts of sabotage, who deserted. Those are the ones for whom monuments are erected, holidays celebrated. Those who disfigure or destroy memorials are honored as “true friends of peace.” It is notable that, in Europe, only the Germans engage in this form of self-reeducation. One has only to compare such behavior with that of the French, who, after conquering almost all of Europe and, then, after the collapse of Napoleon, still honor and count as heroes of the Grande Nation their soldiers who were badly beaten in the battles on the Beresina, at Leipzig and at Waterloo.

So, in this place, I offer a word of recognition to the soldiers of Tiger Tank Battalion 503, whom I had the honor to command during the difficult final five months of the Second World War. This was a unit that had, for three years, enjoyed a reputation for performance above that of the average soldier. From the beginning, it was no group of “wild warriors,” no “bloodthirsty conquerors” or “fanatical Nazis striving for world conquest.” It was, rather, a sworn comradeship whose efforts were based on personal values and courage, on unconditional comradeship and on matter-of-fact fulfillment of duty. The obvious bond between officers, noncommissioned officers and men was universal, but especially so among the armored force, where tank crews operated within the closest of quarters and there were no distinctions as to burdens, dangers faced or common fate.

The time of the rapid assault and successful offensive operation had already gone by the time I led this unit. It had become a matter of defending against an enemy who was superior in manpower and equipment and of throwing him back in local counterattacks so as to enable our own army, the wounded and the civilian population to withdraw. There was no room for grand language, for exhortations to success and promises of ultimate victory. There were no great laurels to be won. It was only daily, grinding, costly defensive combat with inadequate supplies and replacements.

In that depressing phase of the war, the strength and discipline of this courageous unit shone forth in exemplary fashion. No one sought to shirk action, never was a wounded comrade left in the lurch. Even in the most hopeless situation, each placed his life on the line for his fellow soldiers as the obvious and only thing to do. The unit would never have been such a reliable bulwark and “fortress in the storm” to the last days without the successful activities of the logistical units which—day and night—fought their way through, often between the lines, or without the self-sacrificing technical helpers from the maintenance company and the maintenance sections which, in the midst of the fighting and under enemy fire, repaired our tanks or towed them to the rear. Just as vital were the motorcycle messengers with their daredevil journeys in the battle lines.

Until the very end, the radio operators, motorcycle drivers and liaison officers of the battalion enabled us to have a seamless overview of the situation while attached to a panzer corps—despite the holes in the defensive front. It was an extremely heavy burden for our battalion that we had to bury so many especially reliable and successful comrades in the last weeks of the war.

Thus, this has become a eulogy for Tiger Tank Battalion 503. We were unable to do that at the end of the war. For those who were members of the battalion, it went without question they would fulfill their duties to the end—in the midst of the collapse of the leadership and the desperate war situation, which, for many, was tied up with loss of homeland, many family members, their homes and all of their belongings. There, once again, the true value of soldierly conduct was proven, and I wish for us and for all the family members of those who were in Tiger Tank Battalion 503 that this memory—in contrast to the “modern” attacks on the values of the honorable soldier—may live on into the future. That is also the purpose of this small account of the battalion and of the long-lasting bonds of our comradeship.

Dr. Nordewin von Diest-Koerber
June 1989
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CHAPTER 1

In Review

Alfred Rubbel

The battalion was dissolved at Dobrusch, west of Budweis, on 10 May 1945. The main body of the battalion—around 450 men—had moved there with its vehicles. Within a few hours the battalion had dispersed to the four winds, headed towards the west.

In the numerous discussions with members of the battalion that took place during the preparation of this record, it was obvious that our memories had become unreliable. Because of that and because many of the peripheral occurrences related to the battalion’s existence might not be known, a little “review” will be offered here.

The threatening superiority of the Russian KV-1 and T-34 tanks over the German Panzer IIIs and Panzer IVs accelerated the development of the follow-on model that had been underway since 1939. Within twelve months that resulted in an experimental model that resembled the Tiger. At first, preference went to the technically interesting VK 4501 (P), which led to the Porsche Tiger. Because that model was not yet fully developed, the VK 3601 (H), which had been in parallel production by Henschel, went into production, resulting in the Tiger I.

The 1st Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 503, was the only unit of the army that received the Porsche Tiger I, if only temporarily. The company was later re-equipped with the Henschel Tiger.

Another controversial question at the higher levels was where the Tiger was to be placed in field organizations. In 1941 Hitler had demanded that each Panzerdivision should have twenty of them “for the spearhead of the armor formation.” Various tactically and technically important reasons led to the decision to concentrate the Tigers in separate units as army-level troops (Heerestruppen) at the disposal of OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres, or Army High Command). That had both advantages and disadvantages. The advantages were that OKH had direct interest in its Tiger battalions and our commanders were able to use that “connection” in order to forestall tactically false employment of the Tiger by corps and divisions. The disadvantage was that, because we did not organically belong to them, the corps and divisions occasionally used the Tigers recklessly and ignored the technical needs of these very special armored formations. All of us experienced that. The booklet that Guderian issued, Merkblatt über Tiger-Einsatz (Guidelines for Employing the Tiger), which was primarily intended for the higher levels of command, helped little in that respect, if the essentials of armor, and, especially, of Tigers were not known or were ignored.

Of the ten separate Tiger battalions, Tiger Tank Battalion 503 was the oldest. It existed for three years and reached its full strength very early (April 1943: 3 combat companies = 45 Tigers). It had the good fortune, apart from a few exceptions, of always being employed in its entirety, under its own command structure.

Its combat strength and good reputation guaranteed that it had a very eventful existence, with hard operations, always at the hot spots. In its 36 months of existence, our battalion had twenty-seven months of service at the front. The battalion reported its 1,500th tank destroyed in October 1944. By the final capitulation, that total may have risen to 2000, since the battalion still had an estimated twenty Tigers in March 1945. There were more than enough enemy tanks and the companies were committed uninterruptedly from October 1944 to the last day. In accord with the ongoing employment, losses were also very high. They will be reported in a special chapter.

From the first operations in December 1942 to the end of the war in May 1945, percentage losses (killed) by rank were 53 percent officers, 26 percent noncommissioned officers, and 21 percent enlisted men.


CHAPTER 2

Summary of the Employment History of Tiger Tank Battalion 503

Alfred Rubbel

Our employment was limited to the theaters of war in the Kalmuck Steppe and the Ukraine, Normandy, and Hungary, Austria, and Czechoslovakia.

Because of missing records, it is not possible to give a seamless sketch of the wartime events. I have prepared a tabular outline of the battalion’s employment, indicating dates and locations. That may help in keeping track of the details of time and location.

Although it certainly would have been interesting to name all the divisions to which the battalion was attached, that information was not available in most instances. Therefore we had to limit ourselves to the higher level of command (army and corps). As a rule, the battalion was attached to a division that fought as the main effort (forming the Schwerpunkt, or spearhead). On occasion, the battalion was split up into companies. Starting in 1944, the tanks were assembled into battle groups (Kampfgruppen) without reference to their company affiliation.

The data provided on the next few pages is based on soldier pay book (Soldbuch) entries, published accounts and personal notes. There may be errors.
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CHAPTER 3

Roster of Senior Positions in Tiger Tank Battalion 503, 1942–45

Various Contributors

COMMAND AND STAFF

Battalion Commanders

Oberstleutnant Post

Oberstleutnant Hoheisel

Hauptmann Graf Kageneck

Hauptmann Fromme

Hauptmann Dr. von Diest-Koerber

Adjutants

Oberleutnant Prillwitz

Oberleutnant Smend

Oberleutnant Dr. Barkhausen

Oberleutnant Heerlein

Orderly Officers (Ordonnanzoffiziere)

Leutnant Smend

Leutnant Linden

Leutnant Heerlein

Leutnant Rollik

Leutnant Rubbel

Maintenance Officers

Major (Ing.) Fichtner

Leutnant (Ing.) Gille

Leutnant (Ing.) Schenk

Battalion Surgeons

Stabsarzt Dr. Sprockhoff

Oberarzt Dr. Schramm

Ass. Arzt Dr. Büri

Signals Officers

Oberleutnant Reichel

Feldwebel Berger

HEADQUARTERS COMPANY (STABSKOMPANIE) AND SUPPLY COMPANY (VERSORGUNGSKOMPANIE)

Company Commanders

Oberleutnant Spremberg

Hauptmann Fest

Hauptmann Wiegand (later Supply Company)

Oberleutnant Brand

Oberleutnant Dr. Barkhausen

First Sergeants

Hauptfeldwebel Richter (later Supply Company)

Hauptfeldwebel Schad
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Major Clemens Graf Kageneck, June 1943 to January 1944.
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Graf Kageneck received the Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross while commanding Tiger Tank Battalion 503. He received the award on 17 February 1944. He had received the Knight’s Cross 7 August 1943.



Reconnaissance Platoon (Aufklärungszug) Leaders

Leutnant Bussenius (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Haß

Leutnant Koppe

Oberleutnant Ohnesorge

Scout Platoon (Erkundungszug) Leaders

Leutnant Haß

Leutnant von Hagemeister

Engineer Platoon (Pionierzug) Leaders

Leutnant Brodhagen

Oberfeldwebel Rîmhild

Antiaircraft Platoon (Fla-Zug) Leaders

Leutnant Fürlinger

Leutnant Vieten

Supply Section (Versorgungsstaffel) Leaders

Leutnant Bielefeld

Leutnant Koppe

Leutnant Witt

Leutnant (W) Schulz (W = ordnance officer)

Civil Officials in Administrative Services (Intendanten)

Oberzahlmeister Rohde

Stabsintendant Kretteck

1ST COMPANY

Company Commanders

Hauptmann Kaphengst

Oberleutnant von Foerster

Hauptmann Burmester

Oberleutnant Adamek (KIA 1944)

Oberleutnant Reutemann (KIA 1944)

Oberleutnant Oemler

Leutnant Fürlinger (KIA 1945)

Leutnant Piepgras

First Sergeants

Hauptfeldwebel Schmitz

Stabsfunkmeister Nega

Stabsfeldwebel Schmidt (KIA 1945)

Oberfeldwebel Wendt

Oberfeldwebel Haase

Platoon Leaders

Oberleutnant von Foerster

Oberleutnant Oemler

Leutnant von Koerber, Detlef (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Meller (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Jammerath (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Linsser

Oberfeldwebel Fendesack (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Labut

Leutnant Witt

Leutnant Piepgras

Leutnant Topel

Leutnant Schröder (KIA 1944)

Leutnant Hamann

Leutnant von Koerber, Achim

2ND COMPANY

Company Commanders

Hauptmann Heilmann

Hauptmann von Eichel-Streiber

First Sergeants

Hauptfeldwebel Bachmann

Hauptfeldwebel Hänsen

Platoon Leaders

Oberleutnant Hansen

Leutnant Cüsow (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Bielefeld (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Haß

Leutnant Witt

Leutnant Armbruster (KIA 1944)

Leutnant Beyer

Leutnant Linkenbach (KIA 1945)

Leutnant Günther

Leutnant Wagner

3RD COMPANY (FORMERLY 2ND COMPANY, TIGER TANK BATTALION 502)

Company Commanders

Hauptmann Lange

Hauptmann Scherf

Oberleutnant Freiherr von Rosen

Leutnant Koppe
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Hauptmann Rolf Fromme, February to December 1944



First Sergeants

Oberfeldwebel Rondorf

Stabsfeldwebel Kisseberth

Hauptfeldwebel Schad

Hauptfeldwebel Müller

Platoon Leaders

Oberleutnant Scherf

Leutnant Dr. Taubert (KIA 1942)

Leutnant Forkel

Leutnant Weinert (KIA 1943)

Leutnant Freiherr von Rosen

Oberfeldwebel an der Heiden

Leutnant Koppe

Leutnant Rollik

Leutnant Rambow

Leutnant Rubbel

MAINTENANCE COMPANY (WERKSTATTKOMPANIE)

Company Commanders

Hauptmann Fest

Oberleutnant (Ing.) Diekamp

Oberleutnant (Ing.) Groß

Oberleutnant (Ing.) Theiß

Oberleutnant Dr. Barkhausen

Leutnant (Ing.) Gille
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Hauptmann Fromme received the Knight’s Cross on 29 January 1941. He was also mentioned by name in the Wehrmacht Report of 5 November 1944 while serving as commander of Tiger Tank Battalion 503.
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Hauptmann Dr. Nordewin von Diest-Koerber, February to December 1944. Hauptmann Dr. von Diest-Koerber received the Knight’s Cross on 1 May 1945. He was also the recipient of the German Cross in Gold, which was awarded to him on 17 February 1944.



First Sergeants

Stabsfeldwebel Bittkowski

Platoon Leaders

Oberwerkmeister Bahl

Werkmeister Neubert

Werkmeister Scheerbarth

Technischer Inspekteur Rathje

Technischer Inspekteur Frohmüller

Werkmeister Späth

Ingenieur Aust

Leutnant König (Bergezug = recovery platoon)

Leutnant (Ingenieur) Schenk

Leutnant Eilers (KIA 1945)

Notes

This list makes no claims to completeness and accuracy. Official records are not available. The battalion commanders, company commanders and first sergeants are listed in chronological order. It was attempted to list the others in the same sequence.

Roster assembled by Ullrich Koppe (1990)

Sources: contributed information, notes of Dr. Barkhausen, Dr. Lochmann, Niemann, Freiherr von Rosen, and Rubbel.


CHAPTER 4

Recipients of High Military Decorations in Tiger Tank Battalion 503
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CHAPTER 5

Organization and Strength of a Tiger Tank Battalion

Alfred Rubbel and Wolfgang Schneider

The organizational diagrams come from Tigers in Combat I by Wolfgang Schneider.

The organizational diagram for December 1942 shows the battalion as it was initially structured with a so-called mixed organization of late model, short-barelled Panzer IIIs and the Tiger I. There were only two companies until the 2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 502, was incorporated into the battalion as the 3rd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 503, in early 1943.

By July 1943 when the battalion was employed at Operation Citadel, it only had the Tiger I in its organization. The authorized strength was fifty-four tanks.

During the fighting in Normandy, the battalion had already started to received the Tiger II. These were only present in the 1st Company. Even in that company, there were still two Tiger Is. The authorized strength of the battalion remained at fifty-four tanks, with seventeen each in the tank companies and three in the battalion headquarters.

The final organization of the battalion is indicated in the last chart. By September 1944, the battalion was equipped entirely with Tiger II’s. The overall authorized tank strength was reduced from fifty-four to forty-five, however. Despite that, the battalion may have had several extra “floats.” The personnel strength of the battalion under that organization is indicated below:

The wheeled vehicles of trains (Troß), combat trains 1 and 2 (Gefechtstroß), and baggage trains (Gepäcktroß) were removed from the tank companies and placed in the newly formed Supply Company (Versorgungs-Kompanie). That streamlining of personnel led to the reduction of the tank companies from 113 soldiers to 88. The personnel strength of the battalion dropped from 1,093 to 897.
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December 1942
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July 1943
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June 1944
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September 1944
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CHAPTER 6

A Tank Commander Remembers

Alfred Rubbel

January 1943 in Putlos. The cadre unit (Personaleinheit Schober) had received home leave in several installments. I returned from leave, late at night. The next morning, at breakfast in the squad room with Hannes Rippl, Herbert Petzka and Heino Kleiner, the conversation turned to the first Tigers that had arrived the day before. Although I had not yet seen one, I had heard many wonderful things about them. When I asked Heino, who had already seen them, how they looked, the following memorable dialogue took place:

Heino: “Imagine a very long cannon. Got that?”

Myself: “Yes.”

Heino: “It is even longer!”

Soon I, too, saw the wonder. I was impressed, but also a bit disappointed. I had expected a tank with an elegant shape, something like the Russian T-34. And there stood a vehicle that, in shape and proportions, resembled no tank known to us—a dinosaur rather than a miracle weapon of the future.

Sennelager, March 1943. The first Tiger Is to be assigned to Company Schober had arrived at the railroad station and had to be guarded until they were unloaded on the following morning. I was detailed for that. There was no guard house and it was cold, so I sat in the driver’s seat of a tank. Everything was new and strange—and it got boring during the course of the night. The key was in the ignition. I had already figured out the function of several switches. Would the engine start easily? True, I did not have a tank driving license, but I had often illegally moved tanks which drove with steering levers. Curiosity quickly shoved inhibitions aside—the motor ran!

What I did not know at that time was that a gear was always engaged! As I then played around with the steering wheel there was a jerk to the side, which I strengthened by giving it gas. What had happened? The chock blocks that secured the Tiger had been forced away and the front and rear stuck far out over the edges of the SSYMS-Wagen (special heavy-load capacity railroad cars). For fear of further mishaps I did not make any attempt to straighten the tank out. I do not know what the unloading party thought of the situation. There was no investigation. The “optical” surprise the Tiger had offered me at Putlos was now joined by a “physical” one as well. After that, I took the Tiger seriously and learned the basics so as to avoid further serious consequences. That paid off!

Our “114” and its crew first saw action on 5 July 1943 as part of Operation Citadel (Zitadelle) at Bjelgorod. We had been prepared well: The “Türken”-Übung (“Turkish” exercise); a live-fire exercise on the Donez at Tschugujew; recovery exercises in marshy terrain; and, weapon and equipment training. All had familiarized us with the tank. The equipment had proven itself as durable. Our comrades who had already had experience with Tigers confirmed the pronouncement in the Tigerfibel (Tiger primer): “It can stand up to anything . . .” The Tiger had won the race between armor protection and armor-piercing rounds. Not much could get at the Tiger man. The hard fighting during Citadel proved to us that


	the armor was capable of standing up to enemy weapons. The weak point was the smoke stack-like commander’s cupola. A hit from a 7.62cm gun would shear off the cupola, complete with the commander’s head

	the firepower of the 88mm main gun was fantastic in the certainty with which it guaranteed hits, and in its rate of fire, penetration and destructive power

	the maneuverability of the Tiger was seriously inadequate. The most significant contributor to that deficiency was the low power to weight ratio of 10 horsepower/ ton (T-34 = 18 hp/ ton.) The immediate consequence of that deficiency was a very low march speed (a theoretical 38 km/hr, which was never actually attained in practice). Ten km/hr was the rule in driving cross country.



The engine did not take well to overloading. Its longevity in service was limited. Assuring availability for operations demanded a great deal of technical understanding and hard work from our drivers. The maintenance sections and the workshop were constantly in demand. I remember how I always kept one ear free to listen to the engine when road marching as a tank commander. Overheating led to destruction of the seals around the cylinder liners, allowing coolant water to get into the cylinders. The only remedy for that was removing the spark plugs to get the water out. After that, the Tiger would never be a fast mover. Overheating could also burn up the cork in the cylinder-head gasket and the engine would lose oil. Whenever the maintenance section or the workshop were not available, our driver, Walter Eschrig, had us chew away at Kommißbrot (the standard army hard bread), and, with the bread pulp, achieved a temporary seal for the cylinder-head gasket.

Additional weak points were the transmission, final drive and running gear. All of us remember how often we had to make an emergency gear change to the adjacent gear and creep home that way. The hydraulic system had not yet overcome its teething problems. The final drive was as delicate as an egg in its shell if any undue load was put on it. That frequently occurred in conjunction with throwing a track, usually as a result of inadequate track tension along with backing up and turning. I learned to fear that as the worst kind of damage. Nevertheless, although avoidable, it did happen to us once. There was no alternative but to cut the track, disconnect the final drive from the transmission at the flange and wait for the recovery vehicle, sometimes with the hope that it would appear sooner than “Ivan.” A “pleasure” of a special sort was the care of the interleaved roadwheels of the Tiger I. Everybody knows there were sixteen roadwheels on eight torsion-bar arms on each side. Hopefully, at the start of the march, all sixteen roadwheels were there. The four outer roadwheels, starting with the front one, gradually freed themselves. Movement of the torsion bars and bending loads resulted in the loosening of the connection of the entire road wheel to the flange. That, in turn, increased the load on the remaining roadwheels and led to the destruction of the rubber rims. The amount of work involved in changing the center-most inner roadwheel was mind-boggling. Eight roadwheels had to be removed first.

My sketch of the intensive material maintenance is an opportunity to also gratefully remember the constant, painstaking major commitment of labor by our comrades of the maintenance sections and the maintenance company. And how often was this the result of neglect by the crew!

The superiority of the Tiger I and Tiger II in weapons performance and armor protection in comparison with all enemy tanks—which continued right up to the end of the war—allowed us to remain without a care in the face of the enemy. When pulling security—even during combat operations—we often remained stationary for hours at a time, exposed in open terrain without cover or concealment—and, indeed, nothing happened to us!

The result was that we dispensed with the doctrinal behavior that we had all learned. Young solders and tank commanders who lacked front experience picked up on our poor conduct. With our practice of exposing ourselves for hours at a time like targets on a shooting range, we gave up the opportunity to surprise the enemy. When the Russians spotted us, as a rule, they attacked elsewhere with their tanks. The result was that penetrations or breakthroughs took place at other locations, where we would then clean them up as “fire brigade.”

A better alternative would have been to keep the Tigers hidden under cover and concealment behind the main line of resistance, and then, when the direction of the attack and its Schwerpunkt were clearly identified, strike hard and by surprise. That approach would have brought us more successes at less cost. I fully realize, however, that it was necessary to have tanks immediately behind the battle line as “corset stays” for the hard-fighting infantry formations that had been bled white, so as to stabilize their fighting morale. That requirement interfered with the tactically correct commitment. We often had the experience that the withdrawal of individual Tigers for refueling and resupplying with ammunition was a signal for the infantry to abandon their positions and pull back along with the tanks.

On the Eastern Front, nearly up to the end of the war, there was no real threat from the air. That resulted in a relaxation of all the passive means of protection, such as camouflage and spotters keeping watch over the air space until, on the Western Front, the total domination of the air by the enemy air forces taught us a fearful lesson.

It was considered the right thing to do in the Panzer forces and, naturally, among us, too, for the tank commander—whether company commander or platoon leader—to switch to the next-available tank and carry on if his tank were disabled. Unfortunately, that dangerous maneuver in combat caused a high casualty rate among commanders. There was an especially impressive ritual when Hauptmann Burmester, commander of the 1st Company, nicknamed “Hein Mück,” switched tanks. First the map board and binoculars were more-or-less roughly transferred from the commander’s cupola to the rear deck. The box with the “Wilhelm II” brand cigars followed, with great care. The commander came out with a dive toward the rear, definitely no delicacy there. After collection of the “combat utensils” came the dash to cover behind the new command tank. The remounting process followed the same sequence and the same gradations of tender care. To the best of my memory, that unique procedure always succeeded without a scratch to the person or the objects.

Many of my comrades in the combat elements would agree with me, at this point, in finding words of praise for the leader of our recovery platoon, Oberfeldwebel, later Leutnant, Kînig and his men. Whether we had been knocked out by gunfire, broken down, overturned or bogged down, and in nearly impossible situations, his recovery platoon with its nearly four-meter high 18-ton prime movers were on the spot to recover our Tigers. With a combination of technical knowledge and cool thinking, even the most difficult cases were dealt with and, if the enemy did not prevent it, the Tiger was somehow recovered, towed and loaded. Leutnant Kînig had a nose for where the most difficult situations were and where he, himself, was most needed. His arrival and that of his prime movers—later we also had Bergepanthers—followed a well established pattern.

First, he arrived on the scene by himself with his VW-Kübelwagen. At a suitable distance he got out of his VW-Kübel, armed with a gnarled walking stick. Escorted by a soldier with a machine pistol, he approached the disabled vehicle in a manner appropriate to the situation and took what measures he deemed suitable. As a rule, that was to call up the prime movers that he had waiting in a covered location. It might also be that the first measure was a mighty storm of wrath, that poured upon the crew if they had not carried out the necessary preparations, such as disconnecting the final drive and clearing away obstructions.

Our tank was more than just a means of combat to us. It was our transportation, it was where we spent our free time and found recreation, where we lived and slept. It protected us from more than just the effects of enemy weapons. Therefore the crew had a very close relationship with its tank. Keeping it in impeccable condition was the foremost task of all five men. In my experience, the tank driver felt that he, above all others, was responsible for the overall maintenance condition. His training at the Tiger training courses at Paderborn went well beyond the service requirements and technical understanding of the functioning of the engine and drive train. He directed the other members of the crew in the technical servicing of the equipment in the hull, chassis and running gear, which called for the greatest share of the work. In our battalion, it was standard procedure that every crew member lent a hand with the work. In combat, the driver’s task was not just to move the tank in a tactically correct manner, but to also keep an eye on the progress of the fighting. Our long-time driver, Walter Eschrig, exceeded all expectations in his quiet but determined way.

In my opinion, the next most important man was the gunner. He was the one whose understanding determined whether the full potential of the weapon was developed in a firefight or whether only bungling fireworks resulted. Full of respect, I remember our outstanding gunner, Walter Junge, who is no longer with us. In the thirteen months we spent together in “114”—which were particularly lucky in that we went through two Tigers, as a result of enemy action, without losing any of the crew largely due to him—he mastered his tasks beyond anything we could expect, which many did not think he was capable of initially. In addition to lightning fast reactions and instant comprehension of his commander’s intentions, his fellow crew members found him always ready to help and always a cheerful companion. I ask the forgiveness of all tank commanders, loaders and radio operators, when I rank their importance below that of the drivers and gunners.

Thirty-seven months of experience at the front taught me to see things that way. Nevertheless, I must state a truism, that, without good functioning of the other crew members—the loader and the radio operator—the tank was incomplete as a weapon.

Judging by his reticence in conversation, one would never have expected our loader in “114,” Johann Strohmer, to be a man of rapid action. Quite otherwise in action! Johann developed such speed in loading that the gunner rarely had to wait to fire—not an easy task with the nearly 20-kilogram weight of the 88mm round. Frequently, it was beyond my comprehension where the ammunition came from in an engagement. Only once did he have to take a bye. That was at Merefa, in August 1943, when, after we cleared out of Kharkov, instead of the reserve ammunition that was meant to be stored under the turret floor, there were only flasks of the famed Kharkov “hair tonic”.

The radio operator had a special status among the crew. Because, if necessary, the fight could temporarily go on without him, they made the crews dependant on them for other things. Since the radio operator continually listened to the radio traffic, he had an “informational head start,” which he utilized. The radio operator also earned a high reputation as the on-board quartermaster. Since he also had both need and opportunity to take note of the achievements and failures of his own and other crews, the knowledge so gained served as a kind of unofficial “war diary,” which could be presented, when called for, with appropriate commentary. As I write this I have in mind our radio operator, Alfred Peuker, who will read and, I hope, confirm this.

The unit spirit and comradeship that were so remarkably good in the battalion and in its companies is repeatedly spoken of in these “recollections.” That could not be taken for granted in a body of nearly 1,000 men. The coming together of these men after the war and their cohesiveness to this day affirms that bond. I intend to pursue the question of how that could result in such a young formation that only existed for three years—the tank regiments that were formed in peacetime existed for ten years.

I consider the most important and fundamental prerequisite was that we were brought to full battalion strength relatively quickly. As a result of that, we were committed successfully in combat as a complete unit. Thus, the soldiers could see and evaluate themselves beyond company boundaries. This also provides opportunity to refute the proposal that was put forward in 1942 in an after-action report of forming separate companies rather than battalions. On organizational grounds alone, the companies could not exist on their own. The most probable approach would have been to integrate them into existing tank regiments. That would have led to the result that the peculiarities of the Tigers would have received inadequate consideration. It must be conclusively stated that the form of organization as separate army-level Tiger battalions was the right choice.

The next prerequisite for good unit spirit was the separate-unit status that elevated us a bit above the “normal” tank formation through preferential selection of personnel and equipment and, accordingly, led to a reinforced self-awareness as a formation. The fact that decisive positions for command and leadership were filled with good officers and noncommissioned officers contributed to the cohesiveness that held the organization together without any signs of dissolution right up to the final day of its existence. Of course, it must be stated, that corrections were required in the first months after the unit was organized.


CHAPTER 7

The 2nd Company

Various Contributors

It is unfortunate that, in contrast to the truly comprehensive pictures of the 1st and 3rd Companies, practically no accounts for our book came from the ranks of the former 2nd Company. The editor had the thankless task, with respect to the other two companies, of having to select from the wealth of materials provided. For the 2nd Company, however, the short account that follows stems from all that is available, the accounts given by comrades Willibald Krakow and Martin Burmester, who died during the year this book was assembled.

The 2nd Company, along with the 1st Company, was organized in May of 1942 in Neuruppin. In the three years of its existence, there was only one change in company command. Hauptmann von Eichel-Streiber succeeded Hauptmann Heilmann. In that same time period, company command changed eight times in the 1st Company and four times in the 3rd Company.

Martin Burmester wrote that the 2nd Company had the misfortune on 5 July 1943 during Operation Citadel to move into a minefield. It caused severe damage to all twelve vehicles. As a result, the company did not get reemployed as a complete unit until its refitting at Ohrdruf in May of 1944. Its employment in Normandy in 1944 and in the final phase of the war in 1945 were again as a complete unit.

The following is an excerpt from the company newsletter published 10 December 1944. The original newsletter contained a list of those killed and missing in action up to the time of its publication.

Headquarters 22 402

Russia, 10 December 1943

Dear Comrades!

As we celebrate Christmas in a few days, our thoughts will turn to our loved ones and to all of you who have had to leave the company prematurely due to wounds or illness. We picture you in the hospital, in the replacement unit or with your loved ones at home by the Christmas tree and we know that, at this moment, you wish to be with your old comrades, your company. You do not know where it is at the moment and, nevertheless, would like to partake in its joys and sorrows.

Therefore, we are using this means to pass on to you a few things that have happened and are now happening and tell you about some things you might not have heard.

We do not need to say much about the fighting. You can well imagine that it was hard. Wherever things were hot, the company has been in action and has attained splendid successes. Among other things, about 175 tanks and more than 200 antitank guns have been knocked out. On a single day, nineteen Russian T-34s were knocked out; on another day, seventeen T-34s were put out of commission. Unfortunately, in the recent past, we also had several painful losses.

Killed: Stabsfeldwebel Hammrich, Unteroffizier Schälicke, Gefreiter

Williard and small Gefreiter Beckmann, who was loved by everyone.

Wounded: Feldwebel Plum, Unteroffizier Schumacher, Gefreiter

Rabeneck and Gefreiter Mallon.

By way of joyful events, in the last 3 months there were several noteworthy promotions:

to Feldwebel: Unteroffiziere Plum, Moorkötter and Heinl

to Unteroffizier: Obergefreite Hösek, von Knobelsdorff, Keller, Leibe

to Gefreiter: Dilly and Kloosick.

The company went through hard times when Hauptmann Heilmann gave up command of the company and Leutnant Cüsow went on convalescent leave in Germany as a result of his wounds. Therefore, the rejoicing was all the greater when Leutnant Cüsow returned and took over command of the company. Hopefully, that situation will continue.

Our “company mother” is Oberfeldwebel Hänsel—well known to all—who took over the job immediately after his return from the hospital.

At the moment, the company is again in action.

We do not know whether we will be granted the opportunity to have a little Christmas celebration. That will depend on the situation.

However, you should know that you always have your place with us and that, especially during these days, our thoughts are with you. May you be given the opportunity to celebrate this holiday with your family or with your parents and siblings. To those of our comrades who are still in the hospital, we wish you a speedy recovery and hope that we will soon be able to greet you anew here in the company.

We wish you all the best for the Christmas celebration and the New Year.



	(signed) Hänsel Hauptfeldwebel
	(signed) Cüsow Leutnant and company commander




2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 503

In the field, Christmas 1944

Dear Comrade!

You should know that you have not been abandoned by us. Therefore, we want to give you a general outline of what has taken place since January during this year of 1944.

Despite moments of temporary crisis, the company has, in general, had notable successes. The battalion was twice mentioned with praise in the Wehrmacht reports, and we are all proud of the fact that those honorable mentions also praised the accomplishments of the 2nd Company. In that recognition we see inspiration for new deeds and, as before, commit our entire strength to the attainment of final victory.

In March of this year we had to begin the withdrawal out of Galicia from Grzymalow. That was a very difficult time for the company. We had to leave behind several loyal comrades who had been killed, captured or were missing. In the course of several weeks we moved through Rumania, Hungary and Slovakia to the assembly point at Lemberg. Hauptmann von Eichel-Streiber took over command of the company there. After a short stay there, we loaded up and, in May, moved for refitting at Ohrdruf [Thuringia]. We only remained there for a short period but, nevertheless, two-thirds of the company was able to take twenty-one days of home leave.

Soon we received new tanks, wheeled vehicles and equipment. Shortly thereafter we were again on rail cars. No one knew where the march would take us until we crossed the Rhine. Then it was clear to us that we were going to France. The general rejoicing at that was very great. Soon, however, we realized that our celebration had been premature and that our mission was difficult and serious. The commitment at the invasion front demanded the utmost in ultimate self sacrifice and fulfillment of duty from everyone of us, since the enemy airforce played a dominant role to a degree that we had never experienced. Because of the total unsuitability of the terrain for Tigers, the company’s success there was not satisfying and bore no relationship to the losses of combat vehicles. In August we had to take part in the withdrawal from there to the homeland. We passed through Belgium and Holland and into the Reich. Unfortunately, we lost several very competent and exemplary comrades during those operations.

Because of lack of space, we were billeted at Sande near Paderborn for reorganization. Those weeks in good quarters were very pleasing and restorative for the comrades. While the remaining third of the company took its home leave, the new Tiger IIs arrived for upcoming operations.

At the beginning of October, we set out for Hungary. On 15 October we took an active part in putting down the Putsch in Budapest. Because of the extraordinarily good success of the operations in Hungary, a large number of company personnel have been awarded decorations. At the time, the company is spread over 300 kilometers in individual section-sized elements. One element is conducting operations; vehicles with minor maintenance problems are located at a forward repair point; vehicles with more serious damage are attended to at the Werkstätte II and III in the rear. Supply, in these circumstances, is somewhat difficult but, nevertheless, we have so far been able to enjoy a pleasant situation (particularly as regards the good, heavy Hungarian wine).

Below is a short report of our successes, decorations awarded, announced promotions and losses since the company has existed.

The company has knocked out or destroyed: 305 tanks, 234 antitank guns, 42 heavy guns, 1 airplane, and at least 750 other light weapons of all sorts.

The following decorations have been awarded: 63 Iron Crosses, Second Class; 7 Iron Crosses, First Class; 36 War Merit Crosses with Swords, Second Class; and 2 War Merit Crosses with Swords, First Class.

Since our records were lost in the East, we can only list promotions since the spring of this year. From that point in time, 32 of our comrades were promoted to Obergefreiter, 24 to Unteroffizier, 7 to Feldwebel and 6 to Oberfeldwebel.

Christmas is now at hand and at this point we do not yet know whether we shall be able to celebrate this holiday together.

In the name of the entire 2nd Company, we wish you a truly joyous celebration and an equally salutary year for 1945. We hope that we will be able to welcome as many of you as possible back after your convalescence. Above all else, we hope that 1945 will bring a victorious end to the war and that our beautiful Germany will rise again in full bloom and greater than before from the wreckage and the ashes—in spite of all the devastation from the terror attacks.

Above all things, however, we hope and wish that our brilliant and beloved Führer and Feldherr (military commander), Adolf Hitler, remains in good health.

With heartfelt greetings for Christmas and the New Year, we remain your comrades of the 2nd Company.



	(signed)Hänsel Hauptfeldwebel
	(signed) von Eichel Hauptmann and company commander




[Editor’s Note: At this point, all of the KIA, WIA, MIA and other casualties of the company were listed.]

2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion “Feldhernhalle”

Location classified, 17 January 1945

Excerpt from the Special Order of Tiger Tank Battalion “Feldhernhalle,” 15 January 1945

I offer my thanks and recognition to all tank crews that took part in the attack south of Zamoly on 11 January 1945 for their exemplary spirit in the attack. In spite of significant losses of tanks and of numerous comrades, the company accomplished the mission that had been ordered. In so doing, it made possible the capture of Zamoly to the rear of the battalion.

The extraordinarily spirited conduct of Leutnant Linkenbach and his crew—Unteroffizier Burmester, Obergefreiter Kopp, Gefreiter Schülgen, and Gefreiter Treiber earned special recognition. On 11 January, the crew was an example to the entire battalion.

The battalion’s success on 11 January 1945 consisted of a successful breakthrough of the enemy main line of resistance with destruction of 21 tanks and assault guns, 3 aircraft, 1 Stalin Organ, at least 28 light and medium antitank guns, and numerous infantry weapons.

signed von Diest-Koerber

Hauptmann and Battalion Commander

for the accuracy of the copy:

(v. Eichel)

Hauptmann and Company Commander


CHAPTER 8

My Time with the 3rd Company

Gerhard Niemann

[Editor’s Note: This section covers all of Gerhard Niemann’s service with the battalion. We thought it enlightening to place it at this point in the text in order to give the reader a broad overview of the operations of the battalion and the campaigns it participated in.]

1943

24 May: Transferred, effective 26 May 1943, to Tiger Tank Battalion 503.

3 June: Arrived at Kharkov. Unteroffizier Jäckel, Unteroffizier Dolk and I were assigned to the 3. company. A chilly welcome there. Company commander needed drivers not gunners; applied to have us transferred back.

Mid-June: Still no assignment in a tank. Instead, we constructed a sand table scale model of terrain in the Donez sector south of Bjelgorod.

27 June: As motorcycle sidecar rider to field-training exercise near Kharkov for Field Marshall von Manstein and high Turkish officers.

28 June: Ordered to report to the company commander—application for transfer denied. That afternoon I got my place in a Tiger. I joined Leutnant Weinert’s crew in Tiger 311.

OPERATION CITADEL

1 July: Approach march to assembly area at Tolokonoye.

5 July: Crossed Donez at Ssolomino. Attacked Rasumnoje and Generalowka. Received serious hit and damage to chassis from mines. Knocked out two T-34s and four 9.2 cm antitank guns.

6 July: Continued attack against the collective farm at Batratzkaja Datscha. The defensive fire was heavier than on the previous day. The Tiger was taken out of the attack formation after additional severe hits. Leutnant Weinert took over Tiger 313. Oberfeldwebel Rondorf took ours to the workshop.

7 July: Tawrowo. The damage to our Tiger was beyond the capabilities of the maintenace personnel. The vehicle was written off and cannibalized for parts.

23 July: Artillery barrage on the Werkstatt area. Gefreiter Pichler was killed right beside me.

End of July: Back to the old quarters at Kharkov. The crews were, in part, redistributed. I joined Feldwebel Weiland’s Tiger 332.

Defensive Fighting West of Kharkov

OPERATIONAL AREA MAXIMOFKA (ABOUT 25 KM NORTHWEST OF KHARKOV)

5 August: Alarm! Prepare for a new operation. We still had the night for our commander’s bachelor party, however.

6 August: Feldwebel Weiland was married—long distance, by proxy—in a hurry. In the afternoon we moved toward Merefa. We were quartered several kilometers outside of Kharkov. During the night a Nähmaschine [“sewing machine,” a Russian nighttime nuisance bomber] demolished our billets—otherwise, no injuries.

7 August: March direction changed to Bogoduchow. Commitment as battle groups.

8–10 August: Battle Group Leutnant Weinert (= four tanks) at Maximofka; attached to the 2nd SS Panzer Division “Das Reich.” Calm sector. Employed in no more than small harrassing actions. Knocked out three T-34s and destroyed one enemy supply column.

11 August: battalion assembled at the Feski collective farm = 13 Tigers.

12 August: Fighting at Maximofka.

13 August: Attack on Chrutschtschewo-Nikitowka. Heavy tank fighing. During the two days, Tiger 332 destroyed three T-34s, two KV-Is, one SU-122 and five antitank guns. Leutnant Weinert was wounded.

Through 17 August: Defensive fighting in the Maximowka area.

18 August: Attack on Hill 228.1, northeast of Maximowka. We took a hit from a Russian antitank rifle on the gun barrel. Cannon unserviceable. Nevertheless, in action until noon, then back to the Werkstatt at Walki.

31 August: Rear-area elements and Werkstatt transferred to Krasnograd.

MEREFA-TARANOWKA AREA OF OPERATIONS

10 September: After ten days in the infirmary (jaundice) I was assigned to Feldwebel Bormann’s crew. The battalion had been employed in the Merefa sector since the beginning of September.

11 September: Trip to the front.

12 September: Defensive fighting south of Taranowka. Steady rain, terrain turned to mud, unceasing attacks by Russian motorized rifle formations with strong artillery support. Our line of defense was weak, with great gaps. Unteroffizier Weigel’s tank broke down due to damage to the transmission during reconnaissance in front of our lines. It was recovered during the night.

13 September: Fighting north of Taranowka. Weather conditions unchanged. Kampfgruppe Oberfeldwebel Rondorf (= four tanks) and a company-strength infantry battalion spent the entire day in bitter combat with superior enemy forces for the possession of a commanding hill position. When darkness fell, we disengaged. We joined up with Battle Group Oberleutnant Scherf (= three tanks). Tiger 334 (Unteroffizier Rieschel) was blown up. Withdrawal to Krasnograd.

WITHDRAWAL BEHIND THE DNJEPR

14 September: Krasnograd. Maintenance work.

15 September: Ordered to evacuate Krasnograd. While preparing for the move, our tank dropped out because the final drive was torn off.

16 September: Towed to loading. Major congestion in the city. The steady rain had turned the roads into muddy wastes. Everything was at a standstill. The column of prime-movers that was towing us could only move forward with difficulty. Loading the immobilized tanks lasted right up to morning.

17 September: The rail movement with the damaged tanks (= eight Tigers) left Krasnograd. In Poltawa in the afternoon.

18 September: Krementschug. The transport was side-tracked because of “improper loading of the Tigers.”

19 September: Checked over the loading of the railroad cars again with Zollstock (“official” railroad measuring stick for checking clearance).

20 September: Snamenka. We were supposed to detrain there. But how, and with what? There was no end-ramp and no means of towing. The railroad officials had no advice. After a number of telephone calls the transportation commander in Lemberg made the decision: Continue to march!

Next stations: Perwomaisk, Slobodka, Shmerinka and Proskurow.

24 September: On arrival at the Tarnopol railroad station, a Tiger that stuck out too far to the side shattered a wooden bridge pillar. By evening we were on a siding in Berozowiza, eight kilometers from Tarnopol.

25–30 September: Daily inquiries with the commander of the railroad station at Tarnopol produced nothing regarding our further fate. It seemed that the battalion no longer existed. When not assigned guard duty, we spent our evenings in Tarnopol, at the Soldatenheim [soldier’s club] at the nurses’ home of the German Red Cross or at the local command’s officers’ club where we were allowed in by an engineer belonging to the Organization Todt.

1 October: At last the battalion was located. It was at Snamenka.

We traveled through Shmerinka, Winniza, Berditschew, Fastoff and Bobrinskaja, until, finally, on . . .

4 October: . . . we reached Snamenka.

20–25 October: Bombing attacks on Snamenka, with advance warning to the civilians by air-dropped leaflets. Only limited damage in our billeting area.

30 October: We went with Battle Group Leutnant Weinert (= four tanks) by rail transport to Pavlish, southeast of Krementschug, then into corps reserve at Uspenskoje.

3 November: I fractured an ankle jumping from the tank and rode back to Snamenka with a supply truck.

13 November: With Battle Group Cüsow in Tiger 323 to Kirowograd. City defense, but no action up to the time I was relieved on . . .

21 November: . . . because the injury to my foot had not yet healed.

23 November: Leave in Germany.

22 December: Frontleitstelle (forward directing station for personnel in transit) at Kowel.

24 December: Frontleitstelle at Pomoshnaja, south of Novo Ukrainka.

25 December: Directed on to Kirowograd. However, the train arrived in Bobrinskaya, south of Tscherkassy. The railroad station was under artillery fire. No information available. Soldiers were being impressed into units. I slipped onto a damaged-vehicle train that was standing by with steam up.

26 December: Christinowka, then on to Monastyrishche.

27 December: Arrived at the company in Zybulew. No more tanks available.

TIGER TANK REGIMENT BÄKE, 1944

1 January: Road march in trucks to Shmerinka in the Rumanian Sector of the Ukraine.

3 January: The company received new tanks. Maintenance service, breaking them in, sighting in the guns. Oberleutnant Scherf went on leave. Leutnant Beier led the company.

4 January: The battalion, along with the 2nd Battalion of the 23rd Panzer Regiment (Hauptmann Euler’s Panther detachment), was attached to the local area commander at Shmerinka for defending the city.

16 January: The 3rd Company was placed under the operational control of the 371. Infanterie-Division for the elimination of the Russian bridgehead at Ssutiski. Snow mixed with rain and onset of thick fog complicated the operation. First contact with the enemy came just outside of Shmerinka. Shukowzy captured by noon. Two SU-122s were knocked out. The attack was renewed at 1400 hours with Pantherabteilung Euler, a grenadier company and two combat engineer platoons from the 371st Infantry Division. Nowo Petrowsk was captured and secured shortly before night fell. Feldwebel Weiland’s Tiger 332 dropped out with engine trouble. Then back to Shmerinka.

19 January: Transport by rail to Winniza. We were billeted in a former Red Army barracks. Oberleutnant Scherf rejoined the company.

23 January: Formation of Tiger Tank Regiment Bäke (Tiger Tank Battalion 503, the 2nd Battalion of the 23rd Panzer Regiment, an artillery battalion, a combat engineer battalion, and a mountain troop [Gebirgsjäger] battalion). March to the assembly area.

24 January: Breakthrough through the Bila position to Ocheretnaya.

25 January: Armored fighting in the Ssosoff area. The village was taken after hard fighting.

26 January: Defensive fighting in the Ssosoff area. The supply elements were delayed in arriving so, for a while, the fighting went on without us.

27 January: Armored engagements south of Ocheretnaya in the direction of Rososhe. Tiger 332 was put out of action en route back to the regiment’s command post by a round fired by a Panther from the 1st SS Panzer Division “Leibstandarte” that hit the left final drive. Tiger 332 had just finished executing a special mission.

During the past four days, Feldwebel Weiland destroyed ten T-34s, two SU-122s, six antitank guns, and two trucks towing guns.

28 January: Maintenance facility at Winniza.

After the conclusion of the fighting around Oratow-Balabanowka, Tiger Tank Regiment Bäke moved to the area of operations north of Uman.

6 February: Rail movement from Winniza to Potash.

10 February: Road march by the company to the assembly area at Rubany Most.

11 February: At precisely 0700 hours, after a strong artillery preparation, we started the attack on the encirclement around Korsun [Tcherkassy Pocket]. We attacked toward Bushanka–Frankowka. In spite of extremely difficult ground conditions the tanks made good progress forward, reaching Frankowka by noon. The enemy fled Frankowka after relatively limited resistance. Swiftly pursuing Panthers took possession of the bridge over the Gniloi Tikitsch and formed a bridgehead. Tiger 332 destroyed four T-34s, one antitank gun, and a Stalin Organ. In all, the 3rd Company destroyed eleven rocket launchers. Shortage of fuel and ammunition precluded further advance by the tanks.

12 February: Three Tigers (Oberfeldwebel Rondorf, Feldwebel Weiland, and an unknown commander), four Panthers and Panzeraufklärungsabteilung 16 set out in thick fog to attack the high ground east of Daschukowka. After negotiating several small hills, we ran into defensive fire from an unknown number of tanks and antitank guns. The four Panthers went up in flames. The Tigers took heavy hits and had to set out for the maintenance facility at Potash as nearly total losses.

17 February: Conclusion of the fighting at Tscherkassy.

23 February: Oberleutnant Scherf awarded the Ritterkreuz.

24 February: Schweres Panzer-Regiment Bäke dissolved.

2 March: The 3rd Company transferred to Proskurow area. Our crew along with four others remained with a maintenance section and an 18-ton prime mover to load the 21 Tigers that had been left at the maintenance faility at Potash. Leutnant(W) Schulz was in charge of the party.

6 March: Russian forces broke through at Buki.

7 March: Defensive fighting at Potash. That day the battalion lost all of the tanks that had been left behind; one after a vain attempt at the local defense of Potash, and two more after an attempt at a nighttime defense of Pomoynik in crossing over the Revukha.

8 March: Feldwebel Weiland and three crews reached Uman after an adventurous march on foot. Then, on to Shmerinka in an armored train. There we encountered the rear party of the battalion—led by Leutnant Ohnesorge—getting ready to depart.

Transport by rail through Mogilew/Dnjestr, Tschernowitz, Snyatin, Stanislau, Stryi to Lemberg. No contact with the battalion. Attempted to reach Proskurow by land route. Intercepted at Pomorczany by the XXXXVIII Panzer Corps and directed onward through Brzezany to Kozowa. Appropriated two Tigers that had been allocated to Panzer Grenadier Division “Großdeutschland.” With those, we continued on to . . .

26 March: . . . Teofipolka. Reported there to . . .

TIGER BATTLE GROUP MITTERMEIER

. . . which was engaged there, fighting defensively and offensively in the Kozowe area.

30 March: Attack on Sloboda Zlota. Heavy snow squalls led to cancellation of the operation. Unteroffizier Rothemann killed.

31 March: Attack successfully remounted.

4 April: Tank fighting at Hill 371. Our tank dropped out with track damage. An Obergefreiter who was with the Tigers taken from “Großdeutschland” was killed.

7–8 April: Attack on and capture of Uswie. The 9th SS Panzer Division “Hohenstaufen” took over the Kozowa sector.

16 April: Kampfgruppe Mittermeier dissolved.

17 April: Rail transport with two damaged tanks to the army repair depot at Sanok.

22 April: To Lemberg, then to the company at Stanislau.

Battalion went to Germany for refitting. The 3rd Company transferred to Nadworna and, as of . . .

6–14 May: . . . reorganized under the designation 1st Tiger Demonstration Company, 1st Panzer Demonstration Group North Ukraine, training Hungarian soldiers on the Tigers taken over from Battle Group Mittermeier.

14 May: Turned over the Tigers to Tiger Tank Battalion 509. The company proceeded to Germany for reorganization at Ohrdruf. Went on leave.

FRANCE—INVASION FRONT

12 June: “Rejoin unit immediately.”

13 June: Accepted new tanks.

22 June: Generaloberst Guderian inspected the battalion.

26 June: Journeyed from Ohrdruf through Mainz, Homburg, Saarburg, Luneville, Nancy . . .

28 June: . . . Pagny on the Meuse. Bomber formations flew over the transport. Onward through Bologne, Chaumont, Melun.

30 June: Past Paris toward Versailles. The railroad facilities were completely destroyed with only one track passable.

2 July: Unloaded at Houdan. Road march through Verneuil, Argentan, Falaise. As a rule, we only marched at night.

6 July: Tiger 323, (Feldwebel Seidel) collapsed a road bridge at Canon by Mezidon, southeast of Caen, onto a railroad track.

Until 16 July: At the field hospital in the fortress of Canon, then joined the trains.

22 July: Advance party sent to accept new tanks. Two days in Paris.

25 July: Truppenübungsplatz (troop training grounds) Mailly le Camp. Quartered in the village of Sompuis.

29 July: The company arrived at Mailly le Camp—a training area in the woods.

31 July: The first new tanks—Tiger II—arrived. Usual maintenance work. Propaganda team filmed Day in the Life of a Tiger Company in Action, in the course of which the tanks of Feldwebel Seidel and Unteroffizier Jäckel dropped out with transmission problems.

11 August: The company moved to its new employment—without us.

16 August: A work group from the Organization Todt made an unsuccessful attempt to fix the transmission.

23 August: To Troyes by Volkswagen. Clothing supply dump cleared out. “Appropriated” leather jackets.

24 August: Leutnant von Rosen returned from the hospital in Reims. He concerned himself with getting us moved out.

25 August: To the railroad station at a snail’s pace. Attack by low-flying aircraft. Locomotive disabled with shot-out boiler, blocking the rail line.

26 August: The rail line was cleared. Our train set out again with a new locomotive after many hours.

In Epernay, Reims and Charleville there were difficulties with the local commanders and the railroad authorities. The reason: With twenty axles, the train was under utilized. Feldwebel Seidel was able to get approval to continue to travel at the first two stations. At Charleville, however, the locomotive was uncoupled to take over a trainload of wounded. Hopeless confusion at the railroad station. The dispatching of trains was stoped. Feldwebel Seidel took advantage of the still-intact telephone switchboard and, after several calls, managed to arrange for a locomotive to be sent from Sedan.

28 August: Through Givet and Namur to the army repair depot at Tilleur by Liege. Repair of the tank was not possible because of lack of replacement parts or a new transmission.

3 September: Through Aachen and Cologne to Paderborn.

9 September: The company arrived without tanks at Paderborn. The two “rescued” Tigers had to be given up. We rejoined the company. Billeting in private quarters at Hîvelhauf. Reorganized anew.

30 September: Hauptmann Scherf bid farewell. Oberleutnant von Rosen took over the company.

CAMPAIGN IN HUNGARY

9 October: We loaded the tanks at Sennelager in the pouring rain. Where to? The direction of travel was clearly to the east: Halberstadt, Halle, Eger, Pilson, Prague, Brünn, Preßburg.

14 October: Budapest. Detrained at the east railroad station. Drove south through the city towards Taksony. Warmly greeted by the local population. Good quarters—in the tavern with the locals until late at night.

15 October: 0600 hours—Alarm! Back to Budapest. The 3rd Company quartered in a park in the suburb of Budakeszi. Street control and disarming Hungarian troops.

16 October: Horthy’s resignation. The tanks remained in the city, ready to be employed in case of a popular uprising.

17 October: Loaded tanks for employment at the front.

18 October: Unloaded at Cegled. Tiger 321 (Leutnant Rambow) disabled by steering gear problems.

21 October: To Szolnok. Security at the Theiß bridgehead.

23–26 October: Battle Group Leutnant Rambow (= three tanks) in the Theiß bridge-head at Szolnok. Security assignments, no enemy contact.

28 October: Defensive fighting on the west bank of the Theiß at Toszek. Tiger 321 out of action with damage to radiator and coolers due to a mortar hit.

29 October: In the maintenance facility at Jaszladany.

1 November: Jaszladany evacuated. Damaged tanks were towed or inched along to Cegled—if they were still drivable. Direct route through Abony was under artillery fire.

2 November: 2300 hours. Departure of the damaged tanks—about twelve, some of them in tow—marched off under command of Leutnant Rambow toward Budapest. Shot up by a low-flying aircraft between Alberti and Pilis. At Ullö, about 15 miles outside of Budapest, we ran into a Russian antitank blockade. Where did they come from? Our tank was shot into flames while withdrawing. We had been providing cover. All the other Tigers were saved and taken to the maintenance facility.

5–17 November: With the trains in either Gödöllo or Koka.

18 November: Transported by truck to the maintenance facility; headed toward Vagselly (nowadays: Sala) following the railroad line Preßburg-Neuhäusel. In Tiger 314.

16 December: Transport by rail to Lake Platten.

18 December: Balatonkenese.

22 December: Nadasladany. Attack on Urhida. Leutnant Koppe, who was the temporary commander of the 3rd Company, transferred to Tiger 314 after his tank was disabled. I took his tank to the maintenance facility at Varpalota. Ran into Oberst Rudel, the commander of Ground-Attack Wing (Schlacht-Geschwader) “Immelmann,” at Varpalota. He let me brief him on the Tiger. His reaction: “If the Russians had such a tank, we would have to have a more powerful on-board cannon.”

24 December: The maintenance facility moved to Dudar. Prime mover broke down after 3 kilometers with transmission problems.

26 December: Towed to Szapar. Motor replaced on the open road.

29 December: To Balinka (battalion command post). Then on to Mor to Battle Group Oberleutnant von Rosen.

30 December: Reconnaissance in force to Pusztavam with the 5th Cavalry Regiment “Feldmarshall von Mackensen” (Rittmeister Bullinger?).

31 December: Mortar fire on Mor. Billets destroyed by a direct hit.

1945

1 January: Aircraft attack on Mor. Successful attack on Hill 128, five kilometers north of Mor. Security duty, in conjunction with the attack, with the 2nd Company of the 5th Cavalry Regiment 5 at Felsödopuszta.

3 January: Night attack on Pusztavam. Two Tigers, one Jagdpanzer IV , two Panzerflak on self-propelled mounts, elements of the 4th Cavalry Brigade with three Panzer IIs. The Russians were surprised. Many hand-held weapons, vehicles and eleven antitank guns were captured, along with a great many prisoners.

4 January: The tanks were ordered to Bakonyszombathely for changing the turret traversing ring and tracks.

5 January: Announcement of the redesignation of the battalion to Tiger Tank Battalion “Feldherrnhalle.”

6 January: Bakonycserny–Bodaik–Fehervarcsurgo.

7 January: Attack on Zamoly. Six Tigers, ten Sturmgeschütze of the 4th Cavalry Brigade. Heavy snow squalls. Massed defensive fire forced the operation to be broken off. Feldwebel Gärtner killed by a round that penetrated the side of the turret.

9 January: Attack on the hilly terrain east of Sarkeresztes. Leutnant Rambow’s tank put out of action by a burst barrel, but it still stayed in action for two more days.

12 January: Company to Magyaralmas. Leutnant Rambow’s Tiger 321 sent to the maintenance facility at Sur.

16 January: With the trains at Papateszer.

24 January: Bakonyszombathely.

13 February: Road march to Tardosked, north of Neuhäusel. Combat elements at the Gran bridgehead.

7–31 March: Feldwebel Tomforde (2nd Company) took a detail to Vienna to pick up new tanks. Vienna had not been advised of anything like that. Directed on to Znaim to the organizational staff of Panzer Grenadier division “Feldhernhalle.” There, too, nothing was known about new tanks. We were quartered in Lechwitz.

31 March: Ordered to return to the battalion. Last known location: Tardosked.

1 April: In Lundenburg, where red flags were already flying, we rolled past a Tiger rail transport on the siding. We learned the transport was headed for Nikolsburg. On that same evening, Feldwebel Tomforde reported the return of the detail.

Because of the terrible tank situation, a march company was formed on 24 March 1945 from the crews with no tanks. The march company was to push through to “Army Wenck.” Tomforde’s detail joined the march company. But it was not possible to depart from Bratelsbrunn (5 April) Neu Serowitz at Mährisch-Budwitz (9 April), Petrowitz at Klein Wartenberg (12 April) or Ratibor at Neuhaus (20 April). In one instance, there was no rail line; in another instance, a bridge had been blown up somewhere. Finally, the transport vehicles that had been alleged to have been sent failed to arrive.

20 April: The march company was dissolved. We proceeded back to our companies.

5 May: Neuhaus

7 May: Wittingau. Czechoslovakian militia tried to block passage for the march column, but were dispersed by two Vierlings-Flak (four-barreled 20mm antiaircraft guns).

8 May: Budweis. Endless columns of vehicles were moving through the city, mostly at a snail’s pace with many traffic jams.

9 May: An assembly point for the battalion was announced in the afternoon.

10 May: Waited in vain for the combat elements at the assembly point. Wehrpässe [soldier’s military record books] were distributed and the company’s store of worthless Czechoslovakian Kronen was distributed. After the fall of darkness, we marched to the west. After a few kilometers, the column split apart after a rear-end collision. We, the rear portion, joined up with a different column. There were several incidents with the Czechs who were, in part, supported by French and Polish workers.

INTO CAPTIVITY

At about noon on 11 May we encountered the first American sentries. We were required to surrender our weapons, but not otherwise searched. The vehicles were not searched either. Therefore we hung onto our pistols. The second group of sentries was a hundred meters farther on: Inspection of our Soldbücher [soldier’s pay books]. Germans and Austrians were free to go south. All others were held back.

Late in the afternoon, the column came to a halt. The terrified cry, “The Ivans are coming!” spread like wildfire. Shots could be heard from farther ahead. Then the word was, “The SS has knocked out two tanks.” The Americans had hoodwinked us.

Since there was no way that the tightly packed vehicles could turn around on the very narrow road, we grabbed our personal belongings and made the vehicles unusable. Then into the woods to the right of the road. There were about thirty men from the battalion, including Unterarzt Dr. Büri with a portion of the medical echelon. When it got dark, a war council was held. One group argued for going cross-country, directly to the west. Others wanted to go by the more passable routes. I was among the latter. I was in the minority. At midnight we took a rest. We managed to get one or two hours of sleep. When I woke up again, we were only four of us left.

We marched on through the woods until midday. Then we came to an open field and, in the distance, vehicles were driving. We approached the road carefully. It was a column of the 24th Flak Division. A little later we were “prisoners of war” and in either Camp Nesselbach at Rosenheim or Camp Rosental in the Böhmer Woods. There we encountered another little group from our battalion under Oberarzt Dr. Schramm.

By agreement between the commander of the 24th Flak Division and the American camp commander, the camp was declared an “internee camp.” That enabled us to escape the clutches of the Red Army.

On 16 May the discharge process began. On 22 May, after surrendering my Soldbuch and the pistol that I had kept to this point, I was in an American truck that unloaded its cargo on a road at the German border. The American escort officer said farewell to us as “free citizens” and wished us a good homecoming.

On 3 June I made my entry into Hamburg.


CHAPTER 9

Technical Services and Supply/Logisitics

Alfred Rubbel

CONCEPT AND PRACTICE IN TIGER TANK BATTALION 503

Maintenance of combat readiness in a separate formation like a Tiger battalion required a major commitment of personnel and technical expertise within the framework of the formation. The battalion could depend on


	The organic maintenance sections of the companies for keeping the equipment in good condition,

	The organic maintenance company of the battalion for light and medium repairs, and

	General headquarters maintenance units for heavy repairs.



All that meant that maintenance support at division, corps or army level was not programmed.

Logistical support, which included the supply of—ammunition, bulk petroleum products, rations, and other expendable materials—was, as a rule, supplied by the major formations to which the battalion was attached or supported. The battalion could support itself temporarily though its organic short-haul capacity of 400 tons. Despite that, bottlenecks occurred repeatedly. We must not forget, however, that higher echelons of command were concerned with assisting. Tank engines were frequently flown in. Similar treatment was also given to the priority resupply of ammunition and fuel by air to hot spots.

Someone came up with the rule of thumb that “one hour of tank operation requires ten hours of technical service.” That relationship seemed appropriate at the time. The examples in the table below, although they are hypothetical, are reasonably realistic examples and demonstrate how repair and maintenance were actually carried out:

Times given are approximate and depended on availability of replacement parts.

Maintenance of the approximately 250 other vehicles was second in priority to that of the tanks. In summary, one could say that, in spite of the imponderables of war, the conceptual framework for the maintenance of materiel was optimally conceived and functional.

The supply of expendable items was—with some exceptions and not looking at everything under a microscope—set up in such a manner that the battalion was able to carry out its missions, aside from the period when it was at the invasion front. In order of importance, supply items included bulk petroleum products (without fuel the Tigers could not move); ammunition (without ammunition, the Tigers could not fight, even though they could still move out of harm’s way); and rations (as a rule, rations could be brought forward by the companies, even though it was frequently at ungodly hours).

It can be said that, thanks to the system and the activities of the soldiers concerned, the logistic system generally performed its mission in spite of the conditions of combat.

After these “introductory remarks,” it should be obvious that the combat readiness of the equipment was a central concern to the battalion’ s leadership in terms of the significance it had and the expenditure of resources devoted to it. The Schwerpunkt in this effort was the responsibility of the battalion’s maintenance company. Those who were members of the combat elements need to remember them and their performance. As we recognize their accomplishments, we also need to include the maintenance sections of the tank companies, the medics and the supply services. These include, among others, the many truck drivers, the field kitchen personnel and the technicians. More than half of the battalion’s personnel were employed in logistical or technical work. There were 207 men in the maintenance company, 250 in the supply company, and about 30 more in each of the tank companies.

It in no way diminishes the respect due to the many unnamed comrades if two of their number are selected for special mention due to the importance of their activities. The first of these was the leader of the recovery platoon, Oberfeldwebel, later Leutnant, Kînig. At some time or another, he had every one of our Tigers “on the hook” of his prime movers and brought it back to safety. Unfortunately, nothing is known of his own fate, so it must be assumed that he, himself, will not have the opportunity to read this appreciation of his performance.

Equally well known to us was our motor transport specialist (K-Werkmeister, or Offizier des Kraftfahrwesens) Späth—a true Swabian—and a well known engine specialist. He did not limit himself to the workplace of his maintenance platoon. He showed up where the fighting was most intense. If a Tiger crept back from the battle line, gasping and coughing on only half its cylinders, Späth and his forward-support specialists took charge of it, repairing or improvising, often under enemy fire. In April 1945 he was awarded the Iron Cross, First Class for his personal bravery. This was a very rare award for someone in his position, a civilian who had been detailed to the front from the Maybach factory. After the war, we encountered him at the battalion and company gatherings and were able to make known to him our respect for the manner in which he understood and performed his duty. Unfortunately, he is no longer with us.

ORGANIZATION OF THE MAINTENANCE COMPANY OF TIGER TANK BATTALION 503

This is an attempt to outline the organization of the maintenance company of Tiger Tank Battalion 503. As with any unit, the maintenance company had a command and a supply element (company command group with the commander, the first sergeant, the supply sergeant and others) and the sub-elements for maintenance services (maintenance platoons, recovery platoon, communications and weapons maintenance sections and replacement parts element).

The maintenance services were directed in technical matters by civilian technical officials with nominal rank as officers, usually on the technical war advisory board (technischer Kriegs-Verwaltungsrat). The perception that we had only two maintenance platoons, since one platoon had been transferred to Paderborn in March 1943 to the 500th Replacement Battalion, does not appear to be correct. In January 1943 when the 2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 502, was incorporated into Tiger Tank Battalion 503, it had two maintenance platoons. That then gave a total of four maintenance platoons, one more than the table of organization authorized.

The maintenance company, according to its 1945 table of organization, had a personnel strength of 207 soldiers. By way of heavy equipment, it had one (perhaps two?) portable bridge-cranes (Strabo-Portalkräne) for removing the Tiger turrets. The maintenance company started out with six 18-ton prime movers for recovery operations. By the end of the war, that number had increased to three Bergepanthers and eleven 18-ton prime movers (according to the strength reports of the battalion as of 15 December 1944).

DIARY NOTES OF HERMANN RÖPSCHER OF THE MAINTENANCE COMPANY OF TIGER TANK BATTALION 503

From 12 June 1942 until 1 March 1944 I belonged to the communications repair section of the maintenance company. Then I was transferred to the 1st Company as the communications sergeant. In the spring of 1945, when the battalion had to “slim down,” I was transferred to the 211th People’s Grenadier Division along with other comrades from the 1st Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 503, among them Stabsfeldwebel Schmidt. At the time, I was shaken by the measure. Schmidt was killed at Zistersdorf. I was wounded at Laa on the Thaya River. That saved me from the Russians. Unfortunately, my notes are incomplete.
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June 1942

12 June 1942: Arrived at Neuruppin from the replacement unit at Meiningen (signals section of the 81st Rifle Replacement Regiment).

15 June 1942: Assigned to the communications repair section.

19 June 1942: Company formation with the company commander, Leutnant Bielefeldt.

22 June 1942: Started work in the communications repair section.

23 June 1942: Battalion formation with the battalion commander Oberstleutnant Post.

July 1942

9 July 1942: Assignment of maintenance Platoons.

14 July 1942: Company formation with Hauptmann Fest, the new company commander.

18 July 1942: Hauptmann Fest transferred to the headquarters company.

23 July 1942: Oberleutnant (Ing.) Diekamp, new company commander.

24 July 1942: Company formation with the new company commander (introduction).

27 July 1942: Oberfunkmeister Benecke transferred to Regensburg.

August 1942

1 August 1942: Oberleutnant (Ing.) Diekamp left the maintenance company. Oberleutnant (Ing.) Groß new company commander.

8 August 1942: 1st Company transferred from Neuruppin to Döllersheim.

11 August 1942: Company formation, greeted by Oberleutnant (Ing.) Groß.

15 August 1942: Oberfunkmeister Endreß transferred to the maintenance company. The 2nd Company also left Neuruppin.

29 August 1942: Maintenance company transferred from Neuruppin to the training area at Döllersheim (Lower Austria) in several rail transports.

September 1942

Maintenance service.

October 1942

16 October 1942: First round of handball ended. Three games, three wins for the maintenance company.

30 October 1942: I received my Class II truck license. Examiner: Technical War Advisor Hallerberg.

November 1942

16 November 1942: Loading exercise, etc.

17 November 1942: Leutnant von Koerber awarded the Handball Challenge Trophy to Oberleutnant (Ing.) Groß. Promotions included, among others, Feldwebel König to Oberfeldwebel.

December 1942

Maintenance service. Rumors circulated about where the battalion would go into action (Africa, Iran, Iraq, Russia?). Medical fitness-for-tropical-duty examinations (Africa?). Soldiers who were not suitable for service in the tropics were sent back to the replacement unit. That came to a sudden end with the issue of winter gear. Therefore, the East was our “travel destination.”

The first units rolled out by rail on 20 December 1942. One of the entraining stations was Göpfritz. The Christmas season was spent on the railroad, traveling east through Prague, Slovakia etc. Destination: Rostow on the Sea of Asov. The battalion was to relieve Stalingrad from the south.

For us, 1942 ended in the East!

January 1943

1 January 1943: In Rostow.

2 January 1943: In Salsk. Final destination for the maintenance company was Proletarskaja, near the Manytsch dam.

3 January 1943: Technical service at Proletarskaja. It was already dark by 1500 hours.

5 January 1943: According to a report, our Tigers had their first contact with the enemy.

6 January 1943: First reported success. Much work for the maintenance company.

8 January 1943: Armored vehicles assembled at Proletarskaja.

13 January 1943: Company formation. Oberst Thomale, from the staff of the panzer troops at the Führer headquarters, made a speech offering us thanks and recognition.

14 January 1943: The situation became critical. The enemy advanced toward Manytsch. Enemy aircraft alarm. We took down our crane during the night—the same went for the maintenance platoons.

15 January 1943: We marched off early in groups toward Salsk. New billets near the railroad. Temperature -25 Celsius degrees [-13 degrees Fahrenheit]!

16 January 1943: Impending change of positions.

17 January 1943: Departed towards Cilina. There are a lot of sweet things to eat. The maintenance platoons were dispersed with the First Platoon at Gigant and the Second Platoon (with the communications repair section) and armorers at Jegorlyskaja!

18 January 1943: Temporarily working in former automobile plant.

19 January 1943: Lost the field bakery. For some time there was only hardtack and sweet things but no bread.

20 January 1943: Moved on to Kagalinsk, spending the night there.

21 January 1943: On to Bataisk, spending the night there.

22 January 1943: On to Rostow. Quartered there in the industrial district for 14 days.

23 January 1943: Technical service, etc.

24 January 1943: Thaw. Technical service.

26 January 1943: The commander visited the maintenance company. Air attack on the factory facilities and railroad station.

February 1943

1–2 February 1943: Technical service, etc.

4 February 1943: The LVII Panzer Corps, to which our battalion was attached, was mentioned in the OKW (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht) report.

5 February 1943: Change of positions to Awrosiewka except for the 1st Maintenance Platoon, which remained in Rostow.

12 February 1943: Our tanks involved in the fighting for Rostow.

18 February 1943: Division order of the day regarding the fighting at Rostow included special thanks to Tiger Tank Battalion 503.

19 February 1943: Preparation for change of position.

20 February 1943: Departure towards Stalino.

21 February 1943: Objective for the day—Wolnonache. Heavy snow drifts. Our battery truck was in tow (transmission problems).

22 February 1943: Our journey continued toward Mariupol, arriving there at 1500 hours. We were billeted at the Iljitsch Works and the hotel of the same name.

23 February 1943: Change of position for the armorers—to Federowka.

24–25 Feb 1943: On to Federowka, along with the First Platoon. At about 1000 hours a Panzer III exploded because of carelessness in welding; one soldier from the 1st Maintenance Platoon was killed, two from another unit. Our equipment truck also was hit in two places (roof and radiator housing).

26 February 1943: Return to Mariupol.

27 February 1943: Leutnant Bielefeldt read out a Führer order to the 16th Infantry Division (mot.) and the 4th Air Fleet (Luftflotte).

March 1943

4 March 1943: With the Third Maintenance Platoon at the Iljitsch Works.

5 March 1943: Technical service, etc. The Iljitsch Works was a major Russian tank factory, with a monthly production capacity of about 700 T-34 tanks! Many German industrial machines, as well as a large bridge-crane (made in Germany) with a capacity of 100/300 tons.

19 March 1943: Teletype from the Commander-in-Chief of Army Group South, von Manstein, to the new 6th Army, under General of Infantry Hollidt.

22 March 1943: Leutnant Bielefeldt was transferred to the headquarters company.

31 March 1943: The 3rd Maintenance Platoon left Mariupol for Germany for a new assignment. Parts of the 1st and 2nd Maintenance Platoon went with it.

April 1943

Technical service and other duties at Mariupol.

5–10 April 1943: Trip to communications depot at Dnjepropetrowsk to get electrical parts for the communications maintenance section.

26 April 1943: Change of position, headed for Kharkov by rail.

28 April 1943: Unloaded at Kharkov and continued the journey to Tolokonoie.

May 1943

4 May 1943: Oberwerkmeister Bahl was promoted to Hauptwerkmeister. Werkmeister Neuberth was awarded the War Service Cross, First Class.

13 May 1943: The Second Maintenance Platoon and replacement parts section changed position to Kharkov, along with the communications repair section.

15 May 1943: Billeted at Kharkov at the edge of the city in a workers’ housing project; the maintenance sections were located in the former “Hammer and Sickle” Works.

16 May 1943: Technical service, etc.

18 May 1943: General of Panzer Troops Breith visited the maintenance company.

19 May 1943: Oberfeldwebel Nest and Feldwebel Fromm were killed in an accident as they left the factory grounds in a Kübelwagen. They collided with a freight train that was backing up while switching.

21 May 1943: Both were interred at the military cemetary at Kharkov. Technical service, etc.

June 1943

1 June 1943: Took pills (Atebrin) as protection against malaria. Technical service alternated with drills. Instruction.

18 June 1943: Battalion commander, Oberstleutnant Hoheisel, was given his farewell.

19 June 1943: New battalion commander, Graf (Count) Kageneck.

July 1943

4 July 1943: 1st Maintenance Platoon at the front. The battalion was committed in the Bjelgorod area. The battalion commander was wounded at the end of July. Hauptmann Burmester assumed temporary command. Technical service, etc.

August 1943

War advisor Hallerberg was transferred to Tiger Tank Battalion 508 on 1 August 1943. Oberleutnant (Ing,) Groß was promoted to Hauptmann (Ing.).

13 Aug. 1943: Change of position to Walki. Battle lines: Kharkov-Jewgeniwka. Heavy aerial attacks!.

30 Aug. 1943: Heavy work load for the entire maintenance company, due to damaged tanks. Occupy an alternate position since Kharkov had been evacuated in the middle of the month.

September 1943

2–3 September 1943: Change of position toward Krasnograd. Billeted at Dechtsjansk.

9 September 1943: Hauptmann Graf Kageneck received the Ritterkreuz.

12 September 1943: Change of position to Krasnograd.

15 September 1943: Another change of position to the Poltawa area. Roads terrible; mud. Spent the night at Kalowka, then on to Meserowka.

19 September 1943: 2nd Maintenance Platoon remained in Poltawa (for the time being).

22 September 1943: Change of position toward Krementschug.

25 September 1943: In Krementschug, then on to Pawlisch.

26 September 1943: Destination Snamenka. Technical service, etc.

October 1943

12 October 1943: Hauptmann (Ing.) Groß was bid farewell.

13 October 1943: Oberleutnant (Ing.) Theiß was the new company commander. Strong air attacks on Snamenka at night and in the late afternoon.

Technical service, etc.

November 1943

10 November 1943: Company formation. War Service Cross, First Class to Hauptwerkmeister Bahl and Gefreiter Strittmarder.

11 November 1943: Internal move of the maintenance company in Snamenka.

20 November 1943: Night shifts for both platoons until further notice.

27 November 1943: First Maintenance Platoon transferred to Nowo-Ukrainka.

December 1943

2 December 1943: 2nd Maintenance Platoon transferred to Nowo-Ukrainka.

3 December 1943: Communications repair section transferred to Nowo-Ukrainka.

5 December 1943: Our Tigers engaged at Dimitrowka. Leutnant Weinert, 3rd Company, killed.

6 December 1943: Maintenance elements of Panzer Grenadier Division “Großdeutschland” also in Novo-Ukrainka.

Technical service, etc.

New Year’s 1944 at Nowo-Ukrainka.

January 1944

In Nowo-Ukrainka until 5 January 1944

6 January 1944: Second Maintenance Platoon transferred to Winniza. Technical service, etc.

February 1944

Until 27 February 44: “Home leave,” then back to Snamenka. Communications repair section back from the front. Oberfunkmeister Endreß let me know that I was going to be transferred to the 1st Company.

March 1944

19 March 1944: End of my assignment to the maintenance company. Set off to join the 1st Company and reported there to Oberleutnant Linden.
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Pass-in-review on the occasion of German Memorial Day on 15 March 1942. These soldiers are from the 6th Company, Panzer Replacement Battalion 5, which provided many of the soldiers who would form the nucleus of Tiger Tank Battalion 503.
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Neuruppin, the garrison town where Tiger Tank Battalion 503 was formed. In this view, we see the train station near the base.
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The billets of Panzer Regiment 6 in Neuruppin where the soldiers who helped form Tiger Tank Battalion 503 were housed.
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Tank storage areas at Neuruppin.
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Lake Neuruppin, which was the designated swimming spot for Panzer Regiment 6, as evidenced by the stencilling on the life preserver.




[image: img]

Panzer Replacement Battalion 5 conducts training on Panzer IIIs and IVs at Neuruppin in 1942.
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The instructors from Panzer Regiment 6 who were responsible for the young soldiers of Tiger Tank Battalion 503. On the far left is Hans von Hagemeister, who would later become an officer and served as the leader of the battalion’s scout platoon and the reconnaissance platoon.




[image: img]

A boat ride on Lake Neuruppin in 1942 for soldiers and family members of the cadre of Tiger Tank Battalion 503. (Neuruppin is located about 50 kilometers from Berlin.)
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The “Swiss” area of Saxony toward the end of August 1942 as viewed during the trip to Döllersheim.
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The Fourth Platoon of the 1st Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 503, during an excursion to Vienna from Döllersheim. In the background is Schönbrunn Castle. Leutnant Meller, killed in action on 9 January 1943, is wearing the peaked cap. On the left in the front row is Feldwebel Hörnke; on the right is Unteroffizier Tessmer.
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October 1942. The battalion marched from Neuruppin to Döllersheim in Austria. In this photograph, we see a maintenance halt of the motorcycle section of the scout platoon.
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Döllersheim, east of Vienna, in October 1942. Döllersheim had been a training area for the Austrian Army.
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Unfortunately, the only billets available were these barracks. The terrific wine helped make up for the meager accommodations.
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Spieß Rondorf at mail call, Fallingbostel, autumn 1942.
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The 2nd Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 (later the 3rd Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 503) at clothing inspection in front of its billets at Fallingbostel, December 1942.
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Company formation. In front of the formation are Oberleutnant Scherf and Unteroffizier Fuhrmann.
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En route to the Eastern Front in 1942.
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CHAPTER 10

The Senior Tiger Battalion—Tiger Tank Battalion 503

Alfred Rubbel

If Georg Tessin, the author of the twelve-volume documentary series on the formations and branches of the German Armed Forces (Verbände und Truppen der Deutschen Wehrmacht und Waffen-SS) is correct in his research, our battalion was the first organized and, thus, the senior Tiger battalion. The period of seniority over the other “senior battalions” was not large—one week! The battalions were organized in 1942 in the following order:

Tiger Tank Battalion 503: 4 May 1942

Tiger Tank Battalion 501: 10 May 1942

Tiger Tank Battalion 502: 25 May 1942

Tiger Tank Battalion 500: 20 December 1942

Tiger Tank Battalions 504–509: 1943.

Tiger Tank Battalion 510: 1944.

The activation of our battalion began in Neuruppin—the peacetime garrison location of the 6th Panzer Regiment—located west of Berlin. A large portion of the command and cadre personnel in the first stage of organization came from the 5th and 6th Panzer Regiments. We also received young, inexperienced tankers.

First organized were the headquarters company, maintenance company, and 1st and 2nd Companies of Tiger Tank Battalion 503.

After completion of basic and specialty training, which were very thorough, the battalion was transferred to Döllersheim in Lower Austria in August 1942. The heavy equipment was sent there. Because the Oberkommando des Heeres [OKH, or Army High Command] had not yet decided which of the competing models of the Tiger, the Henschel or the Porsche ones, would be chosen for final issue, the 1st Company was temporarily issued Porsche Tigers and was trained in them. After the Army decided to adopt the Henschel Tiger, the Porsche Tigers were turned in.

At the beginning of December 1942, the first Henschel Tigers were issued. A total of sixty Henschel Tigers were completed by the end of December. The critical situation on the Eastern front, especially in the south, forced premature commitment of the Tigers. The first three battalions each received only twenty Tigers, the balance of the armor consisting of twenty to twenty-five Panzer IIIs with the KWK 7.5cm main gun. Obviously, with that kind of mixed equipment, it was scarcely possible to follow Guderian’s fundamental precept for commitment of armor, “Klotzen, nicht kleckern” [roughly, “Strike with a fist, not an open hand!”]

Transportation to the southern sector of the Eastern Front began on 21 December 1942. Detraining from the railroad transports which had been routed for express movement took place at Proletarskaja. The war began for Tiger Tank Battalion 503 in the early days of January 1943 along the Manytsch River.

Tiger Tank Battalion 502 had also been organized at nearly the same time as Tiger Tank Battalion 503. It also had only two tank companies. In the fall of 1942 it had been committed to action in the northern sector of the Eastern Front with a headquarters company, a maintenance company and only one tank company. The 2nd Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 had been held back at Fallingbostel. In December of 1942, that company was loaded on rail for transport to Heeresgruppe Don. On arrival, it was attached to the 17th Panzer Division and saw its first employment in the Kalmuck Steppes southeast of Rostow under its company commander, Hauptmann Lange.

The 502’s 2nd Company possessed a fairly good capability to operate on its own. In order to be logistically self-sufficient, it had been provided with the requisite additional elements. The 2nd Company would have liked to keep that status. For reasons of practicality and necessity, the 2nd Company was consolidated with Tiger Tank Battalion 503 as the 3rd Company at the beginning of January 1943. Tiger Tank Battalion 503, of course, was also employed in the Kalmuck Steppes at the time. That OKH decision was not greeted with a lot of enthusiasm by the company.

With that addition, Tiger Tank Battalion 503 became the first Tiger battalion to be brought to full strength according to the 1943 standard of organization.

In April 1943, in the Bogoduchow area, the battalion matured into a formation with extraordinary combat strength, with forty-five Tigers and an array of vehicles and equipment in which nothing was left to improvisation, an outfit that the old and proven panzer regiments could only dream of.


CHAPTER 11

Organization of the 3rd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 503 (formerly the 2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 502) and Its Initial Employment with Army Group Don

Richard Freiherr von Rosen

AT FALLINGBOSTEL

The 2nd Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 under Hauptmann Lange had been attached to the Tiger Tank Battalion 503 since 16 January 1943. It was consolidated with the battalion at Rostow and redesignated as the 3rd Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 503. That ended the separate unit status and the unique position of the company. Although it had only a brief period of operating on its own, that experience continued to influence the company for the entire period of the war and is still perceptible, even today, when the company gets together. For that reason I will report on the activation and initial employment of the 2nd Company, Tiger Tank Battalion 502 which took place outside of the framework of the battalion.

The 2nd Company was organized within the framework of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 in May 1942 at Bamberg. The 35th Panzer Replacement Battalion assisted in the unit’s activation. The battalion was formed from men who came from the 35th Panzer Regiment, as well as the 1st and 10th Panzer Regiments. On 28 July 1942 all of the elements of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 transferred to the Fallingbostel training area, where the organization was continued. On 23 August 1942, the 1st Company of Tiger Tank Battalion 502 along with the battalion staff, the Headquarters Company and half of the Maintenance Company loaded for transport to the northern sector of the eastern front and detrained in Mga. At that point in time, the 1st Company had four Panzer VIs and a few Panzer IIIs equipped with the short-barreled 75mm main gun. The four Tigers were employed the same day they detrained.
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