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Prologue 
Through the Eyes of a Tiger Ace 

As a "Tiger-Man" from the design's earliest days, I am having difficulties 
appreciating the p h e n o m e n o n of such immense interest in a weapon of which 
only a little over a thousand uni ts were used by the German a rmed forces. 
There is no doub t that the Tiger was a technical masterpiece, in spite of insuf­
ficient p roduc t ion sites dur ing this phase of the war. This was a situation that 
was less than optimal , particularly in view of the bombing . 

Unfortunately, the front line activities of the Tiger battal ions ' crews were 
mostly unpleasant , bu t they were eminent ly necessary. We were to act as the 
backbone of the defensive lines of the rather weak infantry units , in order to 
prevent a major catastrophe on the Eastern Front. 

Opera t ion Zitadelle and the action in the Kursk Salient were more or less 
the only events when Panthers and Tigers could really demons t ra te their pre­
eminent offensive strength, acting as s ledgehammers to clear the path for units 
equipped with Panzer IIIs and IVs. 

The attack was doomed, however, because the order had been given too late, 
thus forfeiting the desired surprise effect. Ten times as many Tigers would not 
have altered the situation, since our infantry forces had been m u c h too weak. 

The failure of Opera t ion Zitadelle t u rned the tide toward ul t imate Ger­
man defeat. The only task left was to try to keep the Russians from forcing 
their way into Germany proper. In this, too, Tiger units played a major role, 
a l though it was no t one for which they had been designed. O u r Heavy Tank 
Battalion 502 mastered its task with outs tanding efficiency. 

My own 2nd Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 participated in n u m e r ­
ous defensive battles against the Russians. Tigers proved themselves superior 
against Soviet tanks countless t imes, even when greatly ou tnumbered . O n e 
such occasion was dur ing the defensive battles a round Dünaburg in the sum­
mer of 1944. On 22 July 1944, Soviet forces broke th rough our front lines 
nor th of the city. My company was ordered to advance along the Rollbahn 
nor th of Dünaburg to hold open the impor tan t road to Viski. Along this road, 
at the small town of Malinava, my company encountered a Soviet force of 20 
tanks, comprised of T-34s and Josef Stalins, their new heavy tank. We attacked 
immediately, using only two of our company's eight operat ional tanks, to limit 
exposure to enemy fire. In a battle that lasted about 20 minutes , my crew and 
the other, c o m m a n d e d by Feldwebel (later Oberfeldwebel and Knight's Cross 
recipient) Albert Kerscher, destroyed 17 of the enemy tanks. 

1 
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Even successful engagements like these were unable to stop the Red Army. 
No a m o u n t of skill or courage could stem the tide, and no tank ever designed 
could perform miracles. Still, I wouldn' t have wanted to go into battle with any 
other tank but the Tiger, because it was superior in every aspect to all other 
tanks fielded by the German military. 

A brief word about this book: As former frontline soldiers, my comrades 
and I do appreciate every au thor who holds discipline, chivalry, and readiness 
to fight in esteem. I have personally given up hope that politicians who never 
experienced war first hand will ever realize that war is the worst of all possible 
alternatives. 

Otto Carius 
Former Commander, 2nd Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 

Herschweiler-Pettersheim, February 2004 

Author's Note: Otto Carius was born in Zweibrücken, Germany, on 27 May 
1922. He enlisted in 1940 and saw his first combat during Operation Barbarossa 
as a crewman aboard a Czech-made Panzer 38(t) with 
the 20th Panzer Division's Panzer Regiment 21. Following 
about a year of combat against the Soviets in the central 
sector of the Eastern Front, Carius attended an officer 
candidate course in Germany and was commissioned a 
lieutenant in the Panzer branch. He was assigned to 
Heavy Tank Battalion 502 in April 1943, and deployed 
with the unit to combat in the vicinity of Leningrad. Over 
the next 14 months, his unit fought mostly defensive 
actions, ultimately withdrawing to the Narva Pocket 
before being transferred to the Dünaburg (Daugavpils, 
Latvia) sector. There, Oberleutnant Carius and his men 
participated in several spectacular tank duels; subse­
quently, he was awarded the Oakleaves to the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross. 

In August 1944, Carius was transferred to the armor center at Paderborn to 
assume command of a company in Heavy Tank Destroyer Battalion 512. This 
unit, equipped with the heaviest armored vehicle to ever see combat (even to this 
day, in 2004!), the Jagdtiger ("Hunting Tiger"), later conducted defensive opera­
tions along the Rhine in March and April 1945, before capitulating to the 
Americans. 

During his wartime service, Otto Carius earned the Wounds Badge in Gold; 
the Armored Combat Badge in Silver (for 100 engagements); the Iron Cross, 1st 
and 2nd Classes; and the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross with Oakleaves. Since 
the war, he has pursued a career as a pharmacist, and continues in this profession 
even at the time of this book's publication. 

Otto Carius 



Chapter 1 

Introduction to 
Heavy Tank Battalions 

Armored units are not intended for mopp ing up. They consti tute a 
s ledgehammer for striking at decisive points . 1 

Militär-Wochenblatt, 11 November 1936 

The only ins t rument of a rmored warfare which German commande r s 
regarded as qualitatively different from the rest was the Mark VI Tiger, 
which was not allotted to divisions but organized in independent bat­
talions, kept under central control , and commit ted to crucial offensive 
and counteroffensive missions. 2 

John Keegan, The Second World War 

German Tiger and King Tiger tanks are legendary a rmored fighting vehicles. 
They were arguably the most feared weapon developed by the Germans dur ­
ing World War II. Many of the commande r s and crewmen who fought from 
these tanks accomplished extraordinary feats. This book analyzes the combat 
effectiveness of German heavy tank battalions {schwere Panzer-Abteilungen) 
Although they were rarely used in the role for which they were originally con­
ceived, namely breaking th rough prepared enemy defenses, these units effec­
tively destroyed enemy tanks, whether employed in offensive or defensive tac­
tical situations. Results varied between different battalions, however, and Ger­
man doctr ine and tactical decis ionmaking somet imes limited these heavy tank 
battal ions ' effectiveness. The analysis includes the performance of doctrinal 
and assigned missions from both the Western and Eastern Fronts, and it con­
siders the impacts of doctr ine, force structure, equipment , leadership, and 
personnel . 

Although there is a great wealth of information available on many aspects 
of the heavy tank battalions, no li terature to date exists to answer whether 
these units were viable forces that achieved the doctrinal mission for which 
they were conceived. Also, there has been no inquiry into whether they were 
able to effectively accomplish the missions assigned to t hem while the German 
Army was on the defensive—counterattacking, reinforcing other units in the 
defense, or as a mobile reserve. This book fills that void by examining unit his­
tories and engagements from all perspectives while analyzing the different 

3 



4 SLEDGEHAMMERS 

organizations developed, types of equipment employed, and the missions of 
the heavy tank battalions. 

Background 
After World War I, the best minds of the major armies of the world wrestled 
with solutions for avoiding the linear, stalemated, deadly, positional combat 
that characterized World War I. With the construct ion of the Maginot Line 
th rough the late 1930s, the French actually embraced the idea of fighting from 
fixed, linear positions, bu t the objective of other major armies was to avoid the 
massive attr i t ion introduced by trenches, high explosive shells, and machine 
guns by restoring maneuver to war. A mechanism by which enemy defenses 
could be penetrated had to be found. Many military theorists tried to conceive 
a doctr ine to rupture and exploit the enemy defensive line. The military 
thinkers of Great Britain, Germany, and the Soviet Union all published mate­
rial in their professional military journals that put forth the idea of attacking 
in waves of tanks. In these theories, the lead wave consisted of the "heavy" 
tanks, while the follow-on waves included lighter, faster, a rmored vehicles to 
exploit the breach made by the f irst wave. Al though the German Army 
planned for heavy tanks and development of the Durchbruchswagen (break­
through tank) began in 1937, no heavy tanks were fielded before World War II 
began. 3 

The German Army ultimately developed their own concept of mobile war­
fare that was very successful dur ing the first par t of World War II. Their suc­
cess in Poland, France, and dur ing the first year in Russia was generally the 
produc t of envelopment or even encirclement, which precluded the necessity 
of having to "break th rough" a cont inuous line of fortified defensive posit ions. 
Thus , the Germans did no t suffer from the absence of heavy tanks in their 
a rmored forces. The German Army's encounters with the Soviet T-34 m e d i u m 
and KV-1 heavy tanks dur ing their advances near the end of 1941, however, 
reinvigorated the development of their d o r m a n t heavy tank program. 

The German Army created the first two heavy tank companies on 16 
February 1942 and assigned them to the first heavy tank battalion, officially 
created on 10 May 1942. 4 These heavy tank battal ions were not assigned to 
panzer divisions; rather, they were used as army-level units (Heerestruppen). 
From this po in t forward, the Oberkommando des Heeres (Army High 
C o m m a n d , hereafter referred to as OKH) allocated these units to a rmy groups 
whose c o m m a n d i n g generals were free to subordinate them further to armies, 
corps, or even to divisions for tactical employment . Before the war was over, 
the Army fielded 11 and the Waffen-SS fielded three heavy tank battalions. 
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These organizations had several different Tables of Organizat ion, bu t were 
always centered a round either the Tiger or the King Tiger (also known as the 
Tiger II or Royal Tiger) tank. 5 In cont inual service from 16 September 1942, 
they saw their first action against the Russians near Leningrad, and fought 
until the end of the war. 6 Dur ing this t ime, they fought in almost every region 
of the European theater against Russians, Americans, and British forces. 

Historical Literature 
There are m a n y books available that discuss the technical characteristics of 
Tiger and King Tiger tanks. There is also a vast a m o u n t of literature about 
many of the soldiers who attained incredibly high kill totals while c o m m a n d ­
ing these tanks. Very little, however, is wri t ten about the actual uni ts in which 
these tanks and individuals operated. The biggest shor tcoming is in literature 
concerning the effectiveness of the heavy tank battalions. At best, there are sev­
eral books covering the combat histories of heavy tank battalions using com­
bat reports of these units . These books do no t a t tempt to analyze any of these 
combat actions and do not include conclusions on their role in combat . 

Although there are weaknesses in the literature of heavy tank battalions, 
there are some works that provide useful insights. Two of these accounts are 
by Generaloberst Heinz W. Guderian. Guder ian played a very impor t an t role 
in the development of a rmored doctr ine before World War II as a leading the­
orist and as the Chef der Schnellen Truppen (Chief of Fast Troops, as the Ger­
mans called their motorized and mechanized forces in general). Dur ing the 
latter half of the war, he served as Generalinspekteur der Panzertruppen 
(Inspector General of Armored Forces). Any exploration of Germany's doc­
trinal development and use of a rmored forces is deficient wi thout including 
Guderian's two books . His first book, Achtung-Panzer! The Development of 
Armoured Forces, Their Tactics, and Operational Potential provides a back­
ground on doctr ine pr ior to World War II. His second book, Panzer Leader, 
was writ ten after the war and provides information concerning changes in the 
doctr ine and employment dur ing World War II. Because Achtung-Panzer! was 
writ ten pr ior to the development and fielding of any heavy tank battalions, i t 
contains no specific analysis of these units, bu t it does provide the foundat ion 
for defining the doctrinal role envisioned for heavy tank battalions. Panzer 
Leader contains several reflections on the correct employment of heavy tank 
battalions, but its insights focus on the initial fielding of the heavy tank bat­
talions pr ior to the battle of Kursk. 

In terms of combat histories of the heavy tank battalions, Wolfgang 
Schneider's Tigers in Combat I and Tigers in Combat II are good sources of 
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information obtained from personal interviews, uni t histories, and battle 
reports . The first book covers the ten separate Army heavy tank battalions and 
the second book covers the Waffen-SS battalions and the heavy tank battal ion 
of Panzer-Grenadier Division Grossdeutschland, and other units that included 
a heavy tank company. These books provide brief overviews of these uni ts ' 
equipment , organization, camouflage, and vehicle markings. The main source 
of combat history comes in the form of a sentence or paragraph describing 
each unit 's actions on a particular date, similar to a daily log or diary. The type 
and a m o u n t of informat ion provided varies from uni t to unit and from t ime 
per iod to t ime period. Al though providing a great deal of data, Schneider's 
books do not include an analysis of heavy tank battal ion combat actions. The 
daily log entries, however, do contain information on the changes in the bat­
talion's combat power and the operat ional status of its Tigers. His books p ro ­
vide a table for each unit , detailing the date and cause of each Tiger lost. They 
also contain information on the n u m b e r of enemy tanks and equ ipment 
destroyed dur ing stated t ime periods so that an evaluation of tank kills and 
losses can be ascertained th rough the unit 's log. These books are very helpful 
starting places for a study of heavy tank battal ions ' combat effectiveness. 

Three unit-specific heavy tank battal ion combat histories provide combat 
details, but little analysis. They are The Combat History of schwere Panzer-
Abteilung 503, The Combat History of schwere Panzer-Abteilung 507, and The 
Combat History of schwere Panzer-Abteilung 508, and they recount the respec­
tive uni t histories from the officers and soldiers that served in these units . 
These books, published in 2000, 2001, and 2003 respectively by J. J. Fedoro-
wicz Publishing, contain personal accounts of these units in combat from a 
variety of sources, from c o m m o n mechanics to company and battalion com­
manders . Together these uni ts were involved in impor tan t battles at Kursk; 
Normandy ; Italy; in the a t tempt to relieve the encircled German forces in 
Cherkassy; and in Opera t ion BAGRATION. As a compila t ion of logs, diaries, and 
personal accounts, these books are very valuable for gaining insights into the 
combat actions of the heavy tank battalions, bu t they do not a t tempt to ana­
lyze the effectiveness of the units. Some of the diary entries are from the bat­
talion and company commander s and include records of losses and casualties 
inflicted on the enemy on a daily basis, along with narrative accounts of the 
action. These expand, clarify, and add personal color to the information 
included in Schneider's books . 

There are many books that address technical aspects of the Tiger and King 
Tiger tanks. The single mos t impor tan t au thor in English on Tiger tanks in 
general is T h o m a s L. Jentz. Based purely on p r imary sources, his books 
Germany's Tiger Tanks, D. W. to Tiger I, and Germany's Tiger Tanks, VK45.02 to 
Tiger II, provide a great deal of information regarding the design, product ion , 
and modifications of the Tiger and King Tiger. 
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Overcoming Misperceptions 
A thorough study of various battles and engagements from Allied uni t histo­
ries and published historical accounts reveals strong biases within the Allied 
forces. A m o n g the Allied armies, units continually reported that Tiger tanks 
were in their sector or that they had destroyed Tiger tanks. A casual reading of 
many Allied accounts dur ing the battle of the Bulge, for example, would indi­
cate that at least half of the German tanks employed there were Tigers. 
Actually, no more than 136 Tigers were involved, with the vast majority of 

Jentz has also wri t ten a two-volume work on a rmored forces titled Panzer-
truppen: The Complete Guide to the Creation and Combat Employment of Ger­
many's Tank Force. This book is valuable because it draws on many other 
sources and part icipants in the development of the heavy tank battalions. It is 
especially helpful in tying together the doctr inal changes in the German Army 
with the technical development of the heavy tank and the Tiger p rogram. This 
book contains heavy tank battal ion combat reports that provide war t ime rec­
ommenda t ions for improving the doctr ine, organization, and equ ipment 
associated with these units . 

By far, the single most valuable work on this subject is yet another b o o k by 
jentz. Germany's Tiger Tanks, Tiger I and II: Combat Tactics, concentrates on 
the tactical application of Tigers and uses original accounts in the form of 
after-action reports . As he states in his in t roduct ion, "these original after­
action reports are very valuable in obta ining a t rue picture of applied tactics. 
As written, they would have had to meet the tough test of peer acceptance." 7 

Because they were writ ten shortly after the events occurred, they also have the 
advantage of being recorded before memor ies became clouded by t ime. Most 
of the German reports appear to have been writ ten with the motive of initiat­
ing improvements to the Tiger tanks themselves or of changing the tactics 
employed by heavy tank units . As useful as this book is in researching the 
heavy tank battalions, it still only provides a limited foundat ion to evaluate the 
units ' performance and does not a t tempt to analyze combat effectiveness in a 
comprehensive manner . Finally, as the title of the book suggests, the p r imary 
focus is on the employment of units below battalion level, a l though there is 
some useful information on battal ion tactics. 

Looking at the heavy tanks from the opponent ' s view, David Fletcher's 
Tiger! The Tiger Tank: A British View provides excellent insight into the British 
perspective of the Tiger tank as a technical piece of equipment . More detail 
about the thoughts of British commander s dur ing World War II regarding the 
heavy tank battalions, their doctr ine, and effectiveness would have been use­
ful, bu t may not have been available. 
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German tanks in the battle being Panthers and Panzer IVs. 8 The Soviet reports 
also have to be treated with the same skepticism in some instances. Soviet p ro­
paganda, for example, claimed that 700 Tigers were destroyed dur ing the bat­
tle of Kursk. This n u m b e r is five t imes more than the actual n u m b e r engaged 
in the fighting. 9 

Generally, this p h e n o m e n o n should be at t r ibuted to the formidable repu­
tation of the Tiger a m o n g its adversaries, and sort of parallel to the insistence 
by many American infantrymen that they were being cont inuously shelled by 
"88s," when, in fact, they were almost always being bombarded by the 105mm 
and 150mm howitzers s tandard to a German divisional artillery regiment. Just 
as the deadly 8 8 m m artillery piece was the most dreaded German gun, so also 
was the Tiger the most feared—and therefore, most often misidentified— 
German tank. 

To obtain the most accurate picture possible, this study uses many different 
sources. Tank kills reported by the heavy tank battalions against the British 
and U.S. were verified in specific engagements from a variety of records, 
including unit histories, after-action reports , diaries and other personal 
accounts. Not surprisingly, Soviet tank losses were often omit ted in their uni t 
histories and in personal accounts, making an accurate count much more dif­
ficult to obtain. Several western sources provide some analysis of Soviet tank 
losses in several battles and were used to evaluate German claims. 

A source of confusion in report ing tank losses and kills is the definition of 
what constitutes destruct ion of a tank. Tanks of World War II, especially the 
Tiger, were robust and resilient and could be repaired and put back into action 
if they were recovered and brought back to a maintenance unit . One side may 
have claimed the destruct ion of an enemy tank, but in reality, that tank was 
repaired and re turned to service. 

The German heavy tank battalions submit ted regular reports on Tigers 
destroyed and also on the quanti ty that were operat ional . An unserviceable 
tank required the uni t to make a report , identifying the chassis number , a sur­
vey of the damage, and an estimate of the t ime needed for the repairs . 1 0 A sec­
ond report was made at a higher level, indicating the n u m b e r of tanks in 
working order for the unit , and the n u m b e r of tanks under repair ." In all 
cases, clarity and accuracy were required. This makes obtaining an accurate 
accounting of the n u m b e r of German tanks destroyed easier with one notable 
exception. The records for the King Tiger equipped units , especially those 
fighting the Russians, are incomplete because the uni t war diaries and other 
uni t records were either destroyed or captured by the Soviets. 1 2 

The accuracy of German report ing, in te rms of Tiger losses, can be verified 
literally almost down to the last vehicle against American and British forces. 
This is in part from the outs tanding historical coverage by both the American 
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and British military establishments at many different levels, from small uni t 
journals to official a rmy level reports . Included in these are a n u m b e r of bat­
tle studies, including the "official histories," which received exhaustive cover­
age after the war, incorporat ing documents and sources from all sides. 
Another reason is that there were never m o r e than three heavy tank battalions 
commit ted against American and British forces at any one t ime, thereby 
reducing the overall n u m b e r of Tigers employed against t h e m . 1 3 In other 
words, when American and British forces destroyed a Tiger, it was a notewor­
thy event. 

The result is that, at least in the West, the German daily strength r epor t s— 
and therefore losses—can be verified with a relatively high degree of accuracy. 
Usually, in cases where a conflict exists, records and a small a m o u n t of 
research will reveal the t ru th . For example, on 17 December 1944, in the 
Ardennes, a King Tiger of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was immobil ized and 
subsequently abandoned as a result of a strike by P-47 "Thunderbo l t " fighter 
bombers of IX Tactical Air C o m m a n d . 1 4 Later, as German forces withdrew, the 
commander of an American Sherman from the 740th Tank Battalion report­
ed destroying it. Although both forces justifiably claimed the King Tiger, the 
end result was still only one loss for the Germans . 

Given the credibility of German report ing in the West, there is no reason to 
doubt the veracity of German Tiger losses in the east. Caut ion must be exer­
cised, however, in assessing the n u m b e r of tanks operat ional . As a member of 
the 1st Panzer Division stated: 

I must honestly confess that since 1942 we always reported we had 15-20 
percent less than our actual combat- ready strength available to be put 
into a c t i o n . . . . Any command ing general of any panzer division at that 
t ime was very happy if he could assemble 20 or 25 tanks. For that reason, 
as we well knew, if he reported we had 60 tanks, we were sure that on the 
next day, as we defended on ou r own front line 40 kilometers wide, we 
would have only 20 tanks because the high c o m m a n d would take them 
away to where the more critical points were . 1 5 

Due to extended frontages and heavy d e m a n d from higher echelons, it is 
logical and possible that some heavy tank battalions employed in the East also 
followed this unofficial practice of repor t ing fewer vehicles operat ional than 
were actually available. Unit commander s , however, wanted replacement vehi­
cles as soon as possible and a replacement vehicle could only be requested if a 
vehicle was lost, not just inoperable, so it is highly likely that the heavy tank 
battalions would have been meticulously accurate in report ing the loss of any 
Tigers. The p r imary obstacle to overcome in researching engagements in the 
East against Soviet forces is confirming the kills made by Tigers. 
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While their accounts and report ing may indeed be accurate for the most 
part , German sources normal ly fail to provide a contextual background for the 
account, especially at the operat ional level of war. If an opponent ' s actions are 
included in the German account at all, it is usually cursory, superficial, focused 
at the tactical level, and does little to help explain the reasons behind German 
actions that resulted in failure or success. 1 6 G e r m a n sources may simply state, 
for example, that a large n u m b e r of Tigers were destroyed by their own crews 
to avoid capture after they had broken down. They fail to include in their 
account how or why those Tigers were threatened with capture and what 
action their opponen t s had taken to put those vehicles in an untenable posi­
t ion. Rather than being an impediment that cannot be overcome, however, the 
lack of context in German accounts simply reinforces the necessity of using 
sources from as many different perspectives as possible. 

Measures of Effectiveness 
and Organization of Book 
This book is organized into seven chapters. This first chapter provides an out ­
line, an overview of the central theses, and a general background. Chapter 2 
outlines the development of heavy tank battalions. This overview incorporates 
doctr ine, organization, equipment , personnel , and tactics to assist the reader 
in unders tanding the doctr inal role of heavy tank battalions and the missions 
they were to be assigned. 

Chapters 3 th rough 6 are historical examples and analyses of heavy tank 
battalions in combat . Chapter 3 examines the heavy tank battalions from their 
creation and initial combat actions in 1942 until the end of the Battle of 
Kursk. Chapter 4 cont inues to the summer of 1944. The Battle of Kursk in July 
1943 marked a transit ional turn ing point in the development and organiza­
tional composi t ion of the heavy tank battalions. It was also the point after 
which the German Army was overwhelmingly engaged in the defensive at the 
operat ional level. Because heavy tank battalion employment in Italy is difficult 
to divide into distinct periods, this chapter also includes analysis of heavy tank 
battal ions ' combat in Italy th roughout the war. Chapters 5 and 6 examine 
heavy tank battalion employment dur ing the final year of the war. 

Chapter 7 offers an assessment of the effectiveness of Tiger tanks in action. 
German doctr ine placed great emphasis u p o n the heavy tanks ' destruct ion 

of opposing tanks in both the offense and the defense. Because of this empha­
sis, the heavy tank bat tal ions ' effectiveness is partly measured th roughout this 
study as the tank kill/loss ratios they produced. 
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Because circumstances may have precluded a tank- to- tank battle, a simple 
ratio of kills to losses does not completely define effectiveness; therefore, a sec­
ondary measure of effectiveness used is that of mission accomplishment , or in 
other words, whether the battalions accomplished their assigned missions. 
Where possible, direct accounts from veterans or after-action reports are used 
to determine the unit mission. In many instances there is no writ ten histori­
cal record, thus making it extremely difficult or impossible to know exactly the 
mission of an individual battal ion. Using the larger operat ional and tactical 
environment and opposing forces, logical deduct ions are m a d e about the 
probable unit mission. 

The Levels of Warfare 
and Heavy Tank Battalions 
During W W I I , convention divided military endeavor into three levels of war. 
They were the tactical, operat ional , and strategic. The tactical level involves 
battles and engagements. The operat ional level links those battles and engage­
ments into campaigns designed to contr ibute to the accompl ishment of 
strategic goals and objectives. 1 7 World War II in the European Theater con­
tains many examples of operational-level maneuvers that linked small uni t 
actions together to accomplish the larger strategic objective. In World War II, 
the operat ional level usually incorporated large groups of units in broad or 
extensive maneuvers . Finally, the strategic level is the level of war in which the­
ater, or even national, policy is established; direction is given; and goals and 
objectives are pursued. This level, in bo th the mili tary and civilian sectors, 
should include and address the overall resources available and those required 
to accomplish the strategic goals. 

The levels of warfare are impor tan t in discussing heavy tank battal ions for 
a n u m b e r of reasons. Heavy tank battalions engaged enemy forces and 
destroyed enemy tanks or lost Tigers at the tactical level. This is also pr imar i ­
ly where their mission accomplishment can be judged. 

This mission accomplishment mus t however, be taken in context. This con­
text can often be found by discerning the situation at the operat ional level. As 
will be seen, heavy tank battalions mus t not be judged on their tactical value 
alone. 



Chapter 2 

Heavy Tank Battalion Overview 

It is vital to establish the basic purpose of the tank forces. Are they 
intended to s torm fortresses and pe rmanen t defensive positions, or to 
carry out operat ional envelopments and tu rn ing movements in the 
open field; to act at the tactical level, making breakthroughs on our 
own account, and checking enemy breakthroughs and envelopments; 
or will they be no m o r e than a rmored machine-gun carriers? 1 

Heinz Guderian, Achtung-Panzer! 1937 

Heinz W. Guderian is widely viewed as the principle architect of Germany's 
a rmored forces dur ing the Third Reich and the main intellectual au thor of the 
military theory for their use. 2 His writings greatly influenced the German 
Army and Hitler's enablement of Guderian's vision of a rmored warfare 
allowed Germany to enjoy great success dur ing the initial years of World 
War II. 

Doctrine 
German doctr ine dur ing World War II is difficult to define precisely. Ge rman 
doctr ine, like the doctr ine of the Americans, British, French, and Soviets, did 
not precisely define the differences between light, med ium, and heavy tanks. 
As well as generally following a vague weight classification, these tanks were 
also defined in discussions and publications of the period using doctr inal 
roles and missions. Al though these roles overlapped to a certain degree and 
changed depending u p o n the t ime period and count ry discussed, they fol­
lowed a general pat tern. This c o m m o n — a l t h o u g h far from universal—classi­
fication categorized light, m e d i u m , and heavy tanks based on their differing 
doctr inal roles and missions. 

Light tanks were in tended to conduct reconnaissance missions that 
required great mobility, bu t little a rmor protect ion or offensive lethality. 
Med ium tanks were in tended to be used for exploitation or pursui t missions. 
Because these tanks might come into contact with fleeing forces, it required 
more balance in terms of mobility, armor, and a rmamen t . Speed is essential 

1 2 
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during exploitation and pursui t operat ions , however, so these tanks required 
a high degree of mobility, with an emphasis upon speed, range, and mechan­
ical reliability. The last tank type, the heavy, was intended for overcoming pre­
pared enemy defenses. These tanks, suppor t ing or suppor ted by infantry and 
artillery, were to penetrate enemy defenses to allow m e d i u m tanks to pass 
through and exploit that b reak through . 3 Many theorists thought i t necessary 
to require tanks to be able to conduct missions normally associated with vehi­
cles in the next category, up or down. For instance, light tanks could also par­
ticipate with m e d i u m tanks dur ing an exploitation operat ion. M e d i u m tanks 
could theoretically fulfill the roles of, or assist, bo th light and heavy tanks . 4 

The mult i-role use of heavy tanks was problematic , however. Because of their 
heavy a rmor and consequent weight, they were slower than bo th m e d i u m and 
light tanks. This meant that it was very difficult for them to part icipate in any 
exploitation operat ion that required high speed and/or combat radius (the 
distance that a vehicle can normally operate wi thout refueling). 3 

German doctr ine dur ing World War II was drawn from n u m e r o u s sources, 
but elements of its total form can be traced to three pr imary areas. The first 
source was the official German field service regulation, Die Truppenführung 
(Troop Guidance) . Authored by General Ludwig Beck, the Chief of the 
General Staff, 1935-38, it was published in 1933 and remained the p r imary 
tactical manua l of the German Army in World War II . 6 The second source of 
German doctr inal thought pr ior to World War II came from professional 
journals, the pre-eminent one being the Militär-Wochenblatt. The final source 
of doctr ine, especially a rmor employment relating to that doctr ine, came 
from Heinz W. Guderian's Achtung-Panzer! 

Die Truppenführung provided the leaders in the German Army and Waffen-
SS with a coherent foundation for thinking about future battle. Al though pri­
marily focused on incorporat ing the tradit ional branches of infantry and 
artillery, it did include the evolving concepts of a rmored warfare and air sup­
port . The manua l addressed bo th the offense and the defense, and a imed at 
fighting mobile, decentralized battles likely to occur on the m o d e r n battlefield 
of the 1930s and 1940s. In addressing the use of tanks, the manua l did not dif­
ferentiate between light, med ium, or heavy tanks. 

In offensive operat ions, the manua l stated that "the frontal attack is the 
most difficult of execution, yet it is the mos t frequent." 7 This s tatement was 
naturally based u p o n the German experience with static warfare dur ing World 
War I and therefore the manua l went into a great deal of depth in discussing 
the frontal attack. At the foundat ion of the discussion is the idea of conduct­
ing a breakthrough or a penetra t ion of the enemy's defenses to subsequently 
exploit. This exploitation would be in the form of either a pursui t of a retreat­
ing enemy or an enveloping attack. 
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In providing doctrinal guidance on the employment of tanks dur ing the 
breakthrough attack, Die Truppenführung states: 

Tanks and infantry that work together ordinari ly shall have the same 
objectives, the hostile art i l lery As a rule, tanks are employed where the 
decisive action is desired. 8 

This emphasized the impor tance of the enemy's artillery and stressed that 
tanks should strive toward a decisive objective, seen in most theorists ' eyes as 
the artillery suppor t ing the defense. 

The job of coordinat ing all arms dur ing the attack was the responsibility of 
the senior commander . The only exception to this was when tanks were specif­
ically given the mission of suppor t ing the infantry "to break down the 
enemy." 9 In this case, the tanks were to be directly under the c o m m a n d of the 
infantry commander . In other words, integration of armor, infantry, and 
artillery was done at high levels or, on an exceptional basis, was something to 
be accomplished by the infantry c o m m a n d e r solely. 

Defeat of the enemy's ant i tank defenses was addressed, and emphasis was 
made to break th rough as rapidly as possible to cont inue the progress of the 
attack. This implied that total el imination of the enemy defenses was not as 
impor tan t as the cont inuat ion of forward progress in penetrat ing the entire 
defensive system. 

As a rule the advance develops into numerous small attack groups 
that are composed of infantry and artillery, and, according to needs, of 
tanks. These mus t quickly break th rough or push back the enemy. If 
possible, we push past hostile advanced posit ions to avoid delaying the 
advance . 1 0 

Defeat of enemy tank counterat tacks was to be accomplished by ant i tank 
guns that were to follow closely behind the leading e lements ." Additionally, 
artillery was to suppor t the attack by preventing "the intervention of hostile 
reserves." 1 2 Close air suppor t was incorporated into the overall breakthrough. 
Die Truppenführung stated that "attack aviation suppor ts the tanks by attack­
ing hostile defense weapons, artillery, and reserves." 1 3 These assets were also to 
warn friendly tanks of a possible enemy tank counterat tack. 

In terms of the defense, Die Truppenführung advocated defending in depth, 
incorporat ing infantry, artillery, and ant i tank weapons into the main defen­
sive pos i t ions . 1 4 In defeating tanks, it states that "advanced posit ions are to be 
especially provided with heavy machine guns, tank defense weapons, and light 
[artillery] batteries." 1 5 

If a breakthrough or penet ra t ion was made in the defensive posit ions, the 
manua l prescribed the conduct of two different levels of counterat tacks, 
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namely local and general counterattacks. The force for the former type of 
counterattack consisted of "elements and suppor t ing weapons which are in 
proximity of the penetra t ion." 1 6 They were to "endeavor by immedia te local 
counterattack to hurl back the enemy before he has oppor tun i ty to establish 
himself." 1 7 Should the local counterat tack fail, or in the event of a very large 
enemy penetrat ion, the "higher c o m m a n d e r decides whether a general coun­
terattack will be made to restore the posit ion or whether the main battle posi­
tion is to be taken up further to the rear." 1 8 The total guidance for tanks in the 
defense was: 

Tanks are employed offensively. They are a decisive reserve in the hands 
of the commander , especially suitable for general counterat tacks or for 
the engagement of hostile tanks. Ordinari ly their assembly posit ion is far 
to the rear, out of effective hostile artillery range. Direct observation of 
the battlefield is desired. The various employment possibilities are 
reconnoitered. In general, tanks are employed on orders of the higher 
commander , who controls the t ime and objective of the attack and the 
cooperat ion of other a r m s . 1 9 

Prior to Guderian publishing his ideas on a rmored warfare, other theorists 
from England, France, the United States, and the Soviet Union developed their 
own ideas about the future of warfare. Guder ian admits that the books and 
articles of J. F. C. Fuller and Basil Liddell Hart interested h im and provided 
inspira t ion. 2 0 The Soviet Union produced some of the best military theorists 
in Mikhail Tukhachevsky, V. K. Triandafillov, and Aleksandr A. Svechin. They 
formed large mechanized units in the Red Army and it is likely that some of 
their writings and theories were published in G e r m a n . 2 1 German theorists 
borrowed Soviet concepts, and their ideas are evident in the evolution of 
German military thought on the use of a rmored forces. In France, the then-
obscure Colonel Charles DeGaulle published numerous works on the subject, 
and American officers wrote thoughtful—if unrealizable, due to Depression 
Era budget constraints—articles about combined arms mobil i ty tactics in U.S. 
Army professional military forums such as the Infantry Journal, the Cavalry 
Journal, and Military Review. 

In Germany, military leaders and theorists debated the use of a rmored 
forces, and a rmored doctr ine continually evolved pr ior to World War II. In 
1929, one German au thor published an article in the Militär-Wochenblatt 
(Military Weekly) that concluded that the tank had three different missions. 
The first was as an infantry bat ter ing r am dur ing a tactical breakthrough. 
Next, they were required to suppress the enemy's artillery, and finally they 
were to penetrate deeply to block approaches, and to complete a strategic 
b reak through . 2 2 
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The German Army Chief of Staff, Ludwig Beck, published a moderniza t ion 
plan in 1935 that out l ined two different requirements for tanks: frontally 
assaulting an evenly-matched opponen t and exploiting beyond the front line 
toward deep objectives. 2 3 Guder ian realized that tanks or infantry alone could 
not overcome a well-prepared enemy defensive sector and published an art i­
cle in 1936 that focused on the combinat ion of infantry, artillery, air suppor t , 
and a rmor in offensive opera t ions . 2 4 

A similar idea of most theorists dur ing the inter-war period was the use of 
tanks in waves, first to overcome the enemy defensive line; then to engage the 
enemy artillery and defeat enemy counterattacks; and finally to exploit the 
penetra t ion by seizing deep objectives. 2 5 The terms used and the n u m b e r of 
waves of tanks varied with the different authors , but the ideas for overcoming 
enemy defenses remained similar. A constant theme was that tanks must be 
concentrated and that each wave must have a special, well-defined mission. 
The tasks associated with the first wave necessitated attacking under fire from 
artillery and ant i tank guns as well as being able to defeat enemy a rmored 
counterattacks. Heavy tanks were to comprise the first wave and follow on 
waves consisted of m e d i u m and light tanks. 

In 1937, Guderian, in Achtung-Panzer!, detailed the tactics and concepts of 
the employment and use of tanks in a future war. It was based upon historical 
analysis of World War I employment and mode rn weapons capabilities, and 
was the product of a long evolution of thought that relied heavily on the work 
of previous a rmor theorists. Although it was not originally intended to serve 
as a tactical manual , it was widely read in the German Army and remained the 
pr imary and preeminent reference for employment of a rmored forces in the 
German military until the end of the war . 2 6 

In it, Guder ian established the principles of concentrat ion applicable to all 
tanks regardless of size or mission. These principles stated that tank forces 
mus t be concentrated and "deployed en masse in bo th breadth and depth ." 2 7 

He stated that "concentrat ion of the available a rmored forces will always be 
more effective than dispersing them, irrespective of whether we are talking 
about a defensive or an offensive posture; a breakthrough or an envelopment; 
a pursui t or a counterat tack." 2 8 

When discussing heavy tanks, Guder ian was prophet ic in writ ing that 
"there will never be m a n y heavy tanks, and they will be used either 
independent ly or within the s tructure of the tank forces, according to the 
mission. They represent an extremely dangerous threat and are not to be 
underes t imated." 2 9 

Guderian included a whole chapter in his book illustrating how he envi­
sioned conduct ing a breakthrough of an enemy posit ion with a rmored forces. 
He emphasized the incorporat ion of all a rms th roughou t the breakthrough. 
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Of pr imary impor tance in assisting the heavy tanks were the engineers 
because they needed to locate and clear mines and other obstacles so that the 
tanks were not disabled or unduly delayed. The first adversaries that the heavy 
tanks had to defeat were the ant i tank guns in the defensive line. Guder ian 
wrote that they could be defeated by direct fire; suppressed with artillery or 
machine gun f ire; or bl inded by smoke . 3 0 

The next goal of the heavy tank forces was the enemy's artillery, but 
Guderian theorized that the penet ra t ion of the infantry and ant i tank-gun 
defense would force the enemy to commi t his own tanks . 3 1 In stressing the 
importance of the tank battle, Guder ian wrote: 

The tank's most dangerous enemy is another tank. If we are unable to 
defeat the enemy armor, the breakthrough has as good as failed, for our 
infantry and artillery will be unable to make further progress. Everything 
comes down to delaying the intervention of the enemy ant i tank reserves 
and tanks, and getting in fast and deep into the zone of the hostile com­
m a n d centers and reserves with our own effective tank forces—and by 
"effective" we mean forces that are capable of waging a tank ba t t le . 3 2 

The lead tanks that were tasked to complete this tactical breakthrough had 
to overcome a great deal of resistance, and Guderian theorized that the main 
weapon on the g round for this mission was the heavy tank. He stressed that 
the most impor tan t priori ty of the entire breakthrough battle was that of 
defeating the tank reserves. 3 3 Guder ian wrote that "if we fail to beat down the 
enemy tank defenses and defeat the enemy tanks, the breakthrough has failed, 
even if we manage to wreak some destruct ion in the infantry battle zone." 3 4 

During the war, the German concepts behind this doctr ine did not change 
drastically. Albert Kesselring, former supreme c o m m a n d e r of Axis forces in 
Italy, and Max Simon, one- t ime c o m m a n d i n g general of the 16th SS-Panzer-
Grenadier Division and XIII SS-Corps, wrote in 1952 that tanks attacked in 
several waves, with the distance between waves dependent u p o n the terrain 
and enemy fire. 3 3 They stated: 

The heavy tanks form the core of the spearhead and their main objective 
is the enemy tanks and ant i tank guns that can be el iminated early by 
using the greater range and larger-caliber gun of the heavy tanks. The 
mission of the first wave is to penetra te into the enemy lines as deeply as 
possible while the second wave enlarges the penetrat ion, never losing 
sight of the first wave in order to provide fire protect ion to that wave. 3 6 

In clearly defining the impor tance of penetrat ing to engage and defeat the 
enemy armor, they stated, "It is not the mission of the tanks to entirely elimi­
nate enemy pockets of resistance. That is the mission of the panzergrenadiers." 
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(Panzergrenadiers could be motorized infantry, bo rne in trucks, or a rmored 
infantry, carried in a rmored halftracks, depending on the organization to 
which they belonged.) ." 3 7 

German doctr ine dur ing this period focused almost exclusively on the 
offensive. The defensive implications evident from the examples of the break­
through battle are that a r m o r formations in the defense are to be held back to 
defeat any penetra t ions by enemy a rmored formations. 

Albert Kesselring and Max Simon also wrote one paragraph in their m a n ­
ual on the employment of a rmored forces in the defense. They stated that 
a rmored units "are used for defensive purposes only in exceptional cases." 3 8 

Their mission consisted of being at the disposal of the mobile reserve of the 
higher c o m m a n d level to smash enemy breakthroughs . These counterat tacks 
were governed by the general attack principles. Wha t those specific attack 
principles were, they did not specify. One can assume that one of the under ­
lying principles they had in m i n d was the employment of tanks en masse, 
attacking quickly to defeat that breakthrough. They added that crews and 
vehicles must always be ready for action, that all counterat tack routes mus t be 
reconnoitered, marked and maintained, and that the leaders of a rmored forces 
mus t be fully aware of the situation at the f ront . 3 9 

Organization 
In a m e m o dated 24 November 1 9 3 8 , the Commander - in -Chie f of the Army, 
General Walther von Brauchitsch, presented guidelines establishing a heavy 
tank company and assigning one to each panzer b r igade . 4 0 Inexplicably, in 
February 1 9 3 9 when the German Army General Staff outl ined its plans for 
reorganization from light panzer divisions and panzer brigades to panzer divi­
sions, i t eliminated the heavy tank company authorizat ion from the new panz­
er regiment organizat ion. 4 1 In a special reorganization, the Army General Staff 
added a m e d i u m tank company to the panzer regiment organization in 
September 1 9 3 9 . 4 2 I t was this panzer regiment and division organization that 
fought and won in Poland, France, and dur ing the early stages in the Soviet 
Union. 

Lacking a t rue heavy tank, the Germans used the Panzer IV with a low-
velocity 7 5 m m main gun to fulfill the heavy tank role within these m e d i u m 
tank companies through Poland, France, and dur ing Opera t ion BARBAROSSA in 
June 1 9 4 1 . 4 3 Until the German a rmored forces encountered Soviet heavy 
tanks, such as the KV I, KV II, and the T - 3 4 / 7 6 , the Panzer IV was sufficient­
ly well a rmored and a rmed to meet the tactical demands of a heavy t ank . 4 4 The 
appearance of the T - 3 4 / 7 6 specifically, greatly influenced and decisively 
accelerated German heavy tank construct ion. The German Army needed a 
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heavy tank with more a rmor and a larger main gun capable of penetra t ing the 
sloped a rmor of the T-34. 

While the Army ordnance depar tmen t was developing the heavy tank, the 
Army General Staff made plans to field heavy tank companies when p roduc ­
tion began. Initially, the plan for the heavy tank company included three pla­
toons, each with three Tigers, for a company total of nine heavy t anks . 4 3 Until 
the spring of 1942, this plan included the heavy tank companies in the current 
panzer regiment organization within panzer divisions, a l though a formal 
change to the organization was not made . 

After the automotive design office of the Army ordnance depar tmen t final­
ized the Tiger and estimated product ion figures, the Army General Staff real­
ized that the Tiger could never be produced in sufficient quant i ty to replace 
the Panzer IV on a one-for-one basis. The new tank also lacked the tactical 
mobility to be included in the panzer divis ions. 4 6 It was difficult to find a suit­
able place for the Tiger in the panzer divisions, and as a scarce resource, the 
Army General Staff decided to consolidate the available Tigers in independent 
heavy tank battal ions and employ them where they were needed mos t . 4 7 They 
thought that in so doing, they could be mos t economically employed directly 
under the c o m m a n d of an army or corps headquar te r s . 4 8 

On 16 February 1942, the Army General Staff created the first two heavy 
tank companies and subsequently assigned them to the Heavy Tank Battalion 
501. The first three heavy tank battalions, Heavy Tank Battalions 501, 502, and 
503, were created in May 1942. 4 9 

These uni ts organized themselves based upon the con temporary war t ime 
organizational table (in German , die Kriegsstärkenachweisung, or K.St.N.).50 

This table called for nine heavy tanks per company, consisting of three pla­
toons with three tanks each. The heavy tank battalions received new guidance 
via an Army bulletin on 21 August 1942 to organize along the lines set forth 
in a new table of organization (T /O) . The new heavy tank companies orga­
nized themselves in accordance with T /O 1176d, dated 15 August 1942. 5 1 This 
company organization was known as "Heavy Tank Company D" (hereafter 
referred to as the Company Organizat ion D) (see figure 1). The p r imary dif­
ference between this organization and previous heavy tank companies was 
that this organization authorized a mix of heavy and light tanks, with Tigers 
and Panzer IIIs—which were then the s tandard German m e d i u m tank—being 
integrated within each platoon of the company. 

This version of the heavy tank company lasted until the General Staff pub ­
lished a new T / O in May 1943. By that t ime, the German Army had equipped 
and fielded five heavy tank battalions, with Heavy Tank Battalions 504 and 505 
being created in December 1942 and January 1943, respectively. 5 2 

The leaders of these battalions exper imented and used almost every 
variation of Company Organizat ion D. Some companies changed their 



20 SLEDGEHAMMERS 

Figure 1. Heavy Tank Company, K.St.N. 1176d Dated 15 August 1942. 
Source: Jentz, Tiger I and II, 25-26. 

organiza t ion internal ly to form two light and two heavy p l a t o o n s . 5 3 

Sometimes, commande r s organized their pla toons so that each possessed a 
light section and a heavy section, while some had their sections within pla­
toons integrated with a Panzer III and a Tiger. 5 4 

These internal reorganizations focused on finding the best combinat ion 
and organization to accomplish the missions assigned. All echelons of com­
m a n d granted great lati tude to experiment to find a combina t ion of vehicles 
that worked best. Occasionally, some companies within the same battal ion 
and some platoons within the same company were organized differently. 

The purpose of mixing platoons and sections with Panzer IIIs and Tigers 
was for the m e d i u m tanks to provide the heavy tanks with close suppor t 
against infantry and assist in destroying ant i tank guns threatening the 
Tigers ." The T /O did not specify which model of Panzer III was authorized 
for the heavy tank companies . 

The heavy tank battalion was authorized three heavy tank companies , bu t 
because of a shortage of Tigers, no battalion ever fielded a third company of 
the Company Organizat ion D in combat . A headquar ters company and a 
maintenance company, along with the two heavy tank companies , completed 
the total organizational s t ructure of the heavy tank battalion. The headquar­
ters company was organized in accordance with T /O 1150d, dated 15 August 
1942, thus keeping the " D " designation to the overall heavy tank battal ion 
organization (see figure 2 ) . 5 6 

The battalion "light platoon" was subordinated to the headquarters com­
pany, but presumably worked directly for the battal ion commande r dur ing 
combat . The T/O for these platoons also failed to specify which model of 
Panzer III was authorized. This platoon could be used to reinforce the tank 
companies against infantry attacks or could be used to screen the battalion's 
flank. 

The focus on finding a mixture of vehicles and an organization that worked 
best seems to have cont inued at the battalion level when using the light pla­
toon. Three of the first four battalions fielded, namely Heavy Tank Battalions 

Company HQ 
1 x Tiger 

2 x Panzer Ills 

1st Platoon 

2 x Tigers 
2 x Panzer Ills 

2nd Platoon 

2 x Tigers 
2 x Panzer Ills 

3rd Platoon 

2 x Tigers 
2 x Panzer Ills 

4th Platoon 

2 x Tigers 
2 x Panzer IIIs 
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Figure 2. Heavy Tank Battal ion, Organization D, 1942-43. 
Sources: See Gudgin, Tiger Tanks, 92; Jentz, Tiger I and II, 24-25; Schneider, Tigers in Combat 
I, 79, 147, 228. 

Note: According to Jentz, the T /O authorized only five Panzer IIIs in the l ight p latoon; it 
appears, however, that the light platoons were issued ten Panzer IIIs in every one of the first 
three heavy tank battalions. 

501, 502, and 504, retained the light platoon under the control of the battal­
ion as it was originally in tended . 5 7 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 formed a battal­
ion light platoon consisting of five Panzer IIIs. The remainder of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503's Panzer IIIs were allocated to the heavy tank companies , allow­
ing each company to form a "heavy" platoon of three Tigers and one Panzer 
III, as well as a light p la toon . 5 8 

The first five battalions created were fielded under the Battalion Organiza­
tion D. These battal ions fought in Tunisia against British and American forces, 
as well as in the Caucasus and in the vicinity of Leningrad against Soviet 
forces. These uni ts ' after-action reports indicated that the mix of m e d i u m and 
heavy tanks allowed these battalions a higher degree of flexibility. These 
reports also stated that the Panzer III did not have sufficient a rmor to conduct 
offensive missions against prepared defensive posit ions with the Tiger. 

On 5 March 1943, the General Staff issued a new T /O for the heavy tank 
company and the heavy tank battalion. This new organization, T /O 1176e, 
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formed a heavy tank company of 14 tanks, all Tigers (see figures 3 and 4). The 
new organizational s t ructure reduced the n u m b e r of platoons within each 
company from four to three, and mainta ined the n u m b e r of tank companies 
authorized within the battalion at three. 

Figure 3. Heavy Tank Company, k.St.n. 1176e, Dated 5 March 1943. 
Source: Jentz, Tiger I and II, 26. 

Figure 4. Heavy Tank Battal ion, Organization E, 5 March 1943. 
Note: There are several different versions of the battal ion organization. This is probably due 
to the fact that when one of the sub-units changed its T /O, the overall battal ion wou ld change 
also. Numerous small changes were made to the elements of the battal ion w i t h i n the head­
quarters company and the supply company, creating different battal ion T/Os. This makes it 
extremely di f f icul t to identi fy a single battal ion organization. Also, different pieces of equip­
ment were issued to different battalions as they became available. For example, Heavy Tank 
Battalion SS-Heavy Tank Battal ion 501's AA Platoon was issued w i t h the Wirbelwind 
( "Wh i r lw ind " ) ful ly-tracked antiaircraft gun in lieu of the unarmored, half-tracked Sd.Kfz. 
7 /1 . This was developed f rom Wolfgang Schneider's Tigers in Combat 1, Thomas L. Jentz's 
Tiger I and II, and Peter Gudgin's The Tiger Tanks. 
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The Army General Staff p lanned to field all three authorized tank compa­
nies, so the workshop and headquar ters companies separated and increased in 
size. The workshop company increased to three maintenance pla toons and a 
recovery platoon. The new battal ion organization also did away with the light 
tank pla toon within the battalion, bu t they gained an abundance of recon­
naissance assets in return. This new organization added an a rmored recon­
naissance platoon, as well as a scout and engineer platoon. M o u n t e d in 
armored halftracks, the pr imary mission of the a rmored reconnaissance pla­
toon was to reconnoiter to find the enemy or to provide Tiger companies with 
early warning of enemy attacks. The scout and engineer p la toon assisted the 
armored reconnaissance platoon in the mission, bu t was primari ly in tended to 
contribute to the tank companies ' mobility. This former pla toon was divided 
into four scout sections, each equipped with wheeled and tracked motorcycles 
(an example of the latter is on page 1 4 3 ) , and three engineer sections m o u n t ­
ed in halftracks. This pla toon was capable of classifying and reinforcing 
bridges and was responsible for clearing mines and other obstacles. 

With three heavy tank companies and the battal ion headquar ters element, 
the new Battalion Organizat ion E authorized 45 Tiger tanks for a heavy tank 
battalion. This was possible because of increased product ion of the Tiger. 
When the first battal ions were fielded, the peak month ly ou tpu t goal was set 
at ten, bu t this was not met unti l August 1942. By March 1943, when the new 
heavy tank battal ion organization was published, the mon th ly ou tpu t had 
increased to over 75 per m o n t h and the new goal was increased to 125, even 
though this would not be met unti l over a year later. 5 9 

This increased Tiger p roduc t ion allowed the German a rmed forces not only 
to field fully their existing heavy tank battalions, bu t also to field addit ional 
ones. On 8 May 1943, Heavy Tank Battalion 506 was created using the new 
heavy tank battal ion organization. Three of the first five battal ions created 
changed to the Organizat ion E shortly after the new T /O was published. Two 
of these, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 and 505, were almost complete by the t ime 
they fought in Opera t ion Zitadelle in July 1943. The third battalion, Heavy 
Tank Battalion 502, changed to Organizat ion E by the end of June 1943. In 
September 1943, three more heavy tank battalions, Heavy Tank Battalions 507, 
508, and 509, respectively, were created using this new organization. Also, dur­
ing September 1943, the German Army reestablished Heavy Tank Battalions 
501 and 504 as Organizat ion E battal ions because they had been destroyed, 
captured, or seriously reduced by combat losses. 6 0 

In the spring of 1943, the German Army created a heavy tank battal ion for 
the elite Panzer-Grenadier Division Grossdeutschland.61 This bat tal ion has 
the dist inction of being the only heavy tank battal ion assigned permanent ly 
to a division. 6 2 The battalion was designated as the 3d Battalion of the divi­
sion's panzer regiment. This battal ion was organized under the Battalion 
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Organizat ion E and theoretically had 45 Tigers assigned to it, bu t because this 
uni t was in almost cont inual combat from the day that it was organized, it 
never reached its full s t rength . 6 3 The last heavy tank battalion created on 6 
June 1944 was Heavy Tank Battalion 510. This uni t immediately deployed to 
and fought on the Eastern Fron t . 6 4 

In addit ion to increasing the n u m b e r of a rmy heavy tank battalions, the 
Germans began organizing similar units in the Waffen-SS as well. These heavy 
tank battalions were developed from the heavy tank companies that were 
already formed and fighting with uni ts like the Leibstandarte, Das Reich, and 
Totenkopf. On 22 October 1943, SS Heavy Tank Battalions 101 and 102 were 
created, bu t they were no t fully f ielded and combat capable unti l April and 
May 1944, respectively. 6 3 The third and last SS heavy tank battalion, 103, was 
created on 1 November 1943. Tiger product ion did not meet the requirements 
of the German military, so the battal ion never reached full strength and only 
fought in the last battles of the war . 6 6 

All of the SS heavy tank battal ions eventually changed their designations to 
501, 502, and 503. This led to some confusion that also caused the a rmy to 
change the uni t number s for their f irst three heavy tank battalions. The pri­
m a r y difference between the SS heavy tank battal ions and the army ones was 
the fact that the SS units were assigned directly and permanent ly to a corps. 
For instance, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was assigned to I SS-Panzer 
Corps . 6 7 

The final variation of the army heavy tank battal ions was the inclusion of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 into the Panzer Corps "Feldherrnhalle" on 19 
December 1944. 6 8 This was similar to the Waffen-SS heavy tank battalions 
because the uni t was an integrated and pe rmanen t part of the corps. Officially, 
the battalion's n a m e changed to Heavy Tank Battalion "Feldherrnhalle" or 
(FHH), bu t because the n a m e implied close association with the Nazi party, 
the uni t mainta ined the designation "503" th roughou t the war . 6 9 

W h e n the first King Tiger was produced in November 1943, the General 
Staff issued a new T/O for bo th the headquarters e lement and the heavy tank 
company. The only change to the previous version of Organizat ion E was that 
heavy tank companies and battalions were now authorized either the Tiger or 
the King Tiger t ank . 7 0 

Ten heavy tank battal ions received some King Tigers before the war 
ended . 7 1 Of these, only six received the full complement of 45 that were au tho ­
rized. 7 2 These units continually rotated to different theaters and most often 
received only a handful of King Tigers at a t ime. This mean t that only a few 
heavy tank battalions ever fielded the full complement of 45 King Tigers at the 
same t ime. 

Th roughou t the war, heavy tank battalions were organized and equipped 
using either the D or E organizational structures. The majority of the Army 
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battalions, as Army level units, were employed by OKH. The Waffen-SS and 
several of the special a rmy battalions were treated differently and pe rmanen t ­
ly assigned to particular headquar ters , in most cases to a corps. Units p ro­
duced successful results using both organizations. Even though Organizat ion 
D allowed the heavy tank battal ion to accomplish a wider variety of missions 
and gave it more flexibility, the Army General Staff implemented Organiza­
tion E for all heavy tank battalions. This organization, with pure Tiger com­
panies, was more suited for fighting the breakthrough battle. 

Equipment 
The first men t ion of a tank weighing more than 30 tons is included in a doc­
trinal report produced in October 1935 by General Liese, Chief of the Army 
Ordnance Depar tment . He established the requirements for this vehicle as 
having a rmor protection up to 20 millimeters thick and for it to be a rmed 
with a 7 5 m m main gun, making it capable of defeating the French Char 2C, 
3C, and D heavy t anks . 7 3 

The first requirement in meet ing the design of the 30-ton tank was to build 
an engine capable of powering it. This initiated a p rogram to build a high-per­
formance engine with adequate horsepower for a vehicle of that weight. In 
consultation with the engine designer Dr. Karl Maybach, the automotive 
design office of the Army Ordnance Depar tmen t de termined that a 700-
horsepower engine was required . 7 4 

The required vehicle changed names frequently. This was probably due to 
the cont inuing doctr inal debate about how to employ a rmor and what types 
of tanks should be used for the different missions. In November 1936, the 
Army Ordnance Depar tmen t requested that Krupp create a conceptual design 
of the 30-ton tank. This tank was called an "Escort Tank (strengthened)," 
implying that it would escort lighter tanks. On 12 March 1937, the Army 
Ordnance Depar tmen t officially changed the n a m e to "Infantry Tank," which 
implied that it was in tended to suppor t the infantry. On 28 April 1937, the 
name changed again to Durchbruchswagen ("breakthrough vehicle") or 
"D. W."75 This n a m e implied that a new tactical role was envisioned for these 
heavy tanks, namely that of breaching enemy defenses, in a fashion similar to 
Guderian's "first-wave" tanks. 

The D.W. underwent many n a m e changes, but was finally called the 
Panzerkampfwagen ("armored combat vehicle") VI, or "Tiger." Throughou t all 
of the n a m e and designation changes that followed, the designation "D. W." 
was re ta ined. 7 6 The entire heavy tank p rogram soon came to be known as the 
"Tiger Program," however, and was assigned a high priori ty by the Army and 
Hitler. 
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O n e of the main reasons that the tank went th rough so many different des­
ignations was that the Army Ordnance Depar tmen t kept submit t ing new 
requirements for increasing the caliber of the main gun. These requirements 
were given the highest pr ior i ty on 26 May 1941. On that day, a meet ing took 
place at the Berghof in Berchtesgaden between Hitler, representatives of the 
a rmamen t s industry, and military exper ts . 7 7 Dur ing this meeting, Hitler dis­
cussed the need for developing and fielding a heavy tank. He said, "The main 
po in t is to create vehicles which, first, have greater penetrative capabilities 
against enemy tanks; second, which are more strongly a rmored than previ­
ously; and third, which have a speed which does not fall short of 40 ki lome­
ters per hour ." 7 8 

Several mon ths later, Hitler reduced the last requirement in favor of 
increased a rmor and issued more specific guidance. He praised the penetra­
tive capabilities of the antiaircraft gun known as the 8 8 m m Flak 41 L/74. 7 9 He 
r ecommended that it be improved to enable it to penetra te 100 millimeters of 
a rmor at a range of 1,400 to 1,500 meters and be adopted as a Kampfwagen 
Kanone (combat vehicle gun) or "KwK." Hitler also demanded that the frontal 
a rmor of future tanks be 100 millimeters thick and the sides 60 millimeters 
th ick . 8 0 

Two firms, Henschel and Porsche, competed for the design and develop­
men t of the future heavy tank . 8 1 These new requirements forced the firms' 
respective design teams to increase their weight projections of the new heavy 
tank. Initially, Henschel focused on accommodat ing the 7 5 m m gun in their 
design and Porsche directed their efforts on installing the 88mm main gun in 
theirs. Ultimately, bo th companies a rmed their tanks wi th the 8 8 m m weapon. 
Because weight projections for the tank increased to 45 tons, they became 
k n o w n as VK 45 .01(H) and VK 45.01(P) , for Henschel and Porsche 
respectively. 

Despite all the changing requirements and guidance, development was 
given a high priori ty after the invasion of Russia. 8 2 Ultimately, the automotive 
design office of the Army Ordnance Depar tmen t awarded Henschel the con­
tract for the chassis and Krupp the contract for the turret; together, these 
made the Tiger (see table l ) . 8 3 

The Tiger was a heavy tank in bo th weight and in doctrinal purpose . It 
weighed 57 tons and was a rmed with the 8 8 m m KwK 36 L/56 gun, capable of 
penetra t ing 100 millimeters of a rmor at 1,000 meters using a Panzergranate 39 
(PzGr. 39) projectile. This was a specially-designed armor-piercing round with 
a tungsten steel cap over an explosive filling. It also had phosphorus paint on 
the nose, making its ballistic track visible for adjusting subsequent shots 
(shells with this feature are called " t racers") . 8 4 Al though not widely available, 
another round, the PzGr. 40 armor-piercing projectile, with tungsten steel 
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WEIGHT: 56,000 KILOGRAMS (EARLY MODELS); 57,000 KILOGRAMS (LATE MODELS) 

CREW: 5 MEN 

ENGINE: MAYBACH HL 210 P 45 - 1 2 CYLINDER / 600 HORSEPOWER (EARLY MODELS) 
MAYBACH HL 230 P 45 - 1 2 CYLINDER / 700 HORSEPOWER (LATE MODELS) 

FUEL CAPACITY: 540 LITERS (IN FOUR FUEL TANKS) 

SPEED: ROAD: 38 KILOMETERS/HOUR; CROSS-COUNTRY 10-20 KILOMETERS/HOUR 

COMBAT RADIUS: ROAD: 195 KILOMETERS; AVERAGE TERRAIN: 110 KILOMETERS 

ARMAMENT: ONE 88MM KwK 36 L/56 MAIN GUN 
2 X 7.92MM MG 34S (EARLY MODELS) 
3 X 7.92MM MG 34/42S (LATE MODELS) 

AMMO: 88MM: 92 ROUNDS; 7.92 MM: 4,500-5,700 ROUNDS 

ARMOR: 25MM-40MM (TOP) 
80MM (SIDE AND REAR) 
100MM-120MM (FRONT) 

TABLE 1. Panzerkampfwagen VI Type E (Tiger) specifications. 
Source: Jentz and Doyle, Tiger Tanks, D. W. to Tiger I, 1 7 7 - 8 1 . 

core with tracer, could penetrate 110 millimeters of a rmor at 2,000 meters . 8 5 

The Tiger's p r imary opponen t at the t ime that i t was fielded, the T-34/76, only 
had 4 5 m m of frontal a rmor . 8 6 The KV-1, however, an infrequent bu t more for­
midable battlefield opponen t , had over 7 5 m m of frontal armor. Al though the 
Tiger's main gun could penetrate bo th at ranges at which the Soviet tanks ' 
76mm weapons could not penetrate the Tiger's frontal armor, the perfor­
mance of the L/56 with the commonly-available PzGr. 39 round still fell well 
short of Hitler's stated requ i rement . 8 7 

Even so, the 8 8 m m KwK 36 L/56, combined with the a rmor of the Tiger, 
main ta ined a standoff advantage over virtually all of their opponen t s 
th roughout the war. This meant that for Allied tanks ' guns to penetra te a 
Tiger's armor , they had to maneuver to a range that was well within the abili­
ty of the Tiger's main gun to penetrate . This normal ly required m o v e m e n t — 
often, much of it devoid of cover or concealment, over hundreds of meters of 
terrain, dur ing which the Allied vehicles were completely vulnerable to the 
Tigers' main a rmamen t . 

Development of the King Tiger was a cont inuat ion of the heavy tank pro­
gram. The King Tiger was developed because of the constant emphasis on 
a rmor penet ra t ion capabilities and the desire to m o u n t the 8 8 m m Flak 41 
L/74 gun or something similar in a tank turret . Ultimately, Krupp developed 
the 8 8 m m Kwk 43 L/71 gun that had similar penetrative capabilities to the 
8 8 m m Flak 41 L/74 g u n . 8 8 This gun was m o u n t e d on a chassis developed by 
Henschel, and when mated together, p roduced the King Tiger (see tables 2 and 
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3). Various depar tments and companies th roughou t Germany designated and 
called the King Tiger tank many different things. Officially, the Army 
Ordnance depar tment either called it the Tiger II or the Panzerkampfwagen 
Tiger Ausführung (Type) B, a l though a n u m b e r of other titles were used by the 
Ordnance Depar tmen t and other agencies th roughou t the war . 8 9 

Using a PzGr. 39-1 round , the King Tiger's 8 8 m m gun could penetrate 148 
millimeters of a rmor at a range of 1,500 meters (see table 3). Using the rare 
PzGr. 40/43 round, it was capable of penetra t ing 170 millimeters of a rmor at 

WEIGHT: 69,800 KILOGRAMS 

CREW: 5 MEN 

ENGINE: MAYBACH HL 230 P 30 / 12-CYLMDER / 700 HORSEPOWER 

SPEED: ROAD: 38 KILOMETERS/HOUR: CROSS-COUNTRY: 15-20 KILOMETERS/HOUR 

RANGE: ROAD: 170 KILOMETERS; CROSS-COUNTRY: 120 KILOMETERS 

FUEL CAPACITY: 860 LITERS 

ARMAMENT: 88MM KWK43 L/71 AND 3 X 7.92MM MG 34742S; 
(1 X MG - HULL); (1 X MG - COAXIAL); (1 X MG - CUPOLA) 

AMMO: 88MM: 84 ROUNDS (68 STOWED, 16 LOOSE ON TURRET FLOOR); 
7.92MM: 5,850 ROUNDS 

ARMOR: 40MM (TOP); 80MM (SIDE AND REAR); 
150MM-180MM (FRONT) 

Table 2. Panzerkampfwagen VI Type B (King Tiger) Specifications. 
Source: Jentz and Doyle, Tiger Tanks, vk45.02 to Tiger II, 152-65. 

Tiger 1:88mm KwK 36 L/56 Tiger II: 88mm k w k 4 3 L/71 

AMMUNITION TYPE PZGR.39 PZGR.40 GR.39HL PZGR.39/43 PZGR.40/43 

SHELL WEIGHT (KILOGRAMS) 10.2 7.3 7.65 10.2 7.3 

INITIAL VELOCITY 773 930 600 1,000 1,130 
(METERS/SECOND) 

PENETRATION CAPABILITY (MILLIMETERS) 
RANGE PZGR.39 PZGR.40 GR.39HL PZGR.39/43 PZGR.40/43 
100 METERS 120 170 90 202 237 
500 METERS 110 155 90 185 217 
1,000 METERS 100 138 90 165 197 
1,500 METERS 91 122 90 148 170 
2,000 METERS 84 110 90 132 152 

Table 3 . Tiger and King Tiger Ma in Gun Comparison. 
Source: Jentz, Tiger I and II: Combat Tactics, 9. 
Note: Penetration capability was measured in mil l imeters of rol led homogeneous steel plates 
at a 30-degree angle of impact. 
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that same range. 9 0 This far exceeded the original requirement pu t forth by 
Hitler of penetra t ing one hundred millimeters of a rmor at a range of 1,400 to 
1,500 meters. 

The King Tiger incorporated design and material elements, such as the 
engine, from the Panther tank. 9 1 At almost 70 tons, the King Tiger was the 
heaviest tank of the war. (Although its tank destroyer variant, the Jagdtiger, or 
"Hunt ing Tiger," was, and remains today, the heaviest a rmored fighting vehi­
cle to ever see action, at 79 tons.) The designs of the Tiger and King Tiger 
made them formidable battlefield opponents . From the published histories of 
both Allied and Axis forces, very few Allied tankers willingly engaged in direct 
combat with a Tiger or King Tiger. If there were other opt ions, such as bypass­
ing their posit ions or employing artillery or tactical aircraft against the Tigers, 
these opt ions were used first. 9 2 

The Tiger and King Tiger also had a few weaknesses that became evident in 
the defensive withdrawals after 1943. The complexity of the designs required 
extensive maintenance to keep a Tiger or King Tiger operat ional . Their short 
radius of action was also a problem. These two weaknesses caused severe logis­
tical and maintenance challenges which were particularly bu rdensome for 
Germany in the latter stages of the war. 

Given Germany's strategic situation and its chronic and worsening petrole­
um shortages, the fuel required for the Tiger and King Tiger was a major 
design weakness. This is clearly evident when one considers that the Tiger had 
a m a x i m u m combat radius of 195 kilometers, but used 540 liters of fuel in the 
process. The King Tiger could manage only 170 kilometers on one 860-liter 
tank of gasoline. By comparison, a T-34/76 could travel 455 kilometers using 
only 480 liters of fuel. 9 3 

If a vehicle did break down, was damaged in combat , or became stuck, its 
weight and the absence of an adequate a rmored recovery vehicle created a 
challenge in mainta in ing a high operat ional rate. Generally, recovering a Tiger 
in the forward areas required towing it with at least one other Tiger, a l though 
this was officially forbidden. The workshop company did have 18-ton half­
track tractors, but two of these were required to tow one Tiger. 9 4 Additionally, 
if being towed over hilly terrain, a trail vehicle at least as large as a Panzer III 
was required to stabilize the Tiger so it did not become unmanageab le . 9 5 

Beginning in 1944, heavy tank battal ions started to receive some a rmored 
recovery vehicles, the Bergepanther, in addi t ion to keeping the 18-ton half­
track tractors. The difficulties in recovering a damaged Tiger in combat usu­
ally resulted in it being abandoned and destroyed by its crew. Ultimately, this 
was a devastating flaw that vastly reduced the n u m b e r of Tigers available to 
the German a rmed forces. 
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Given that the Tiger bat tal ions were assets of operat ional , if not strategic, 
value, they were shuffled from place to p lace—and even front to front—as a 
sort of "fire brigade." Long road marches inflicted serious mechanical p rob­
lems, and caused the Tigers to devour huge quanti t ies of precious gasoline. 
Thus , the preferred m e t h o d of movement across any great distance was rail. 

As the war went on, however, the German rail net was increasingly disrupt­
ed by Allied strategic and even tactical air attack. Rail movement of Tigers, 
however, involved even more difficulty, because special cars were required to 
t ranspor t Tigers. 9 6 This limited the Germans ' ability to transfer heavy tank 
battalions from one sector to another wi thout a great deal of lead t ime and 
careful coordinat ion. Even with the special rail cars, Tigers and King Tigers 
had to remove their combat tracks and replace t hem with special, smaller ones 
to avoid excessive overhang when in transit. Beyond the great additional effort 
by the crewmen that it undoubted ly required, such a changeout process took 
even more t ime away from the Tiger's combat role. Also, it impar ted a heavy 
logistical burden on the units , as they had to essentially mainta in two sets of 
track for every vehicle to enable rail movement . 

Another major weakness of bo th vehicles was the product ion costs in te rms 
of labor, t ime, and material. A Tiger cost 800,000 Reichsmarks and required 
300,000 man-hou r s to p r o d u c e . 9 7 In an a t tempt to make those numbers more 
personal to the Tiger crewmen, the Tiger Handbook, a handbook produced by 
the Inspector of Panzer Troops, stated that it required one week of hard work 
from 6,000 people to produce one Tiger. 9 8 It also stated that the 800,000 
Reichsmarks was equivalent to the weekly wages for 30,000 people . 9 9 

Because Germany essentially controlled or had access to almost the entire 
cont inent of Europe, these high resource costs probably were not detr imental 
in 1942 when Tiger p roduc t ion first began. The t ime required to produce a 
Tiger was an input that the Germans could no t overcome, regardless of mate­
rial resource availability. In the end, the combina t ion of dwindling resources 
and a very labor-intensive tank, made mass p roduc t ion difficult. This mean t 
that Germany produced only 1,348 Tigers and fewer than 500 King Tigers 
th roughou t World War I I . 1 0 0 

Personnel 
The personnel of the heavy tank battalions came from many sources. One of 
the p r imary sources was from experienced units that had fought in Poland, 
France, and Russia. Another source was from Heavy Panzer Replacement and 
Training Battalion 500, established at Paderborn, Germany in early 1942. 1 0 1 

From the creation of Heavy Tank Battalion 503 on, some of the personnel 
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required for these units came from remnants of tank units destroyed in com­
bat or tank uni ts that had rotated back to Germany or France to reequip. 

In some instances, an existing battal ion was ordered to convert itself into a 
heavy tank battal ion. The 3d Battalion of Panzer Regiment 33, 9th Panzer 
Division, for example, became Heavy Tank Battalion 506 on 20 July 1943. 
This uni t had been in combat in France and in Russia since the beginning of 
that campaign. Similarly, Veteran elements of Panzer Regiment 4 from the 
13th Panzer Division became Heavy Tank Battalion 507. The 1st Battalion, 
Panzer Regiment 29 from the 12th Panzer Division became Heavy Tank 
Battalion 5 0 8 . 1 0 2 It had served in Russia since the s u m m e r of 1941. 

Because of a shortage of Tigers, t raining was conducted mainly on Panzer 
IV tanks at Paderborn. The recruits assigned as replacements for heavy tank 
battalions were almost exclusively volunteers between 17 and 18 years o l d . 1 0 3 

The heavy tank battalions benefited from receiving veteran personnel , 
al though replacements later in the war were young and inexperienced. The 
practice of converting entire combat-experienced units to new heavy tank bat­
talions must have increased their morale , esprit de corps, and cohesion. Also, 
because the Tiger and King Tiger were very survivable vehicles, these battal­
ions benefited by retaining those experienced crews, even in instances where 
the tank was lost. 

Tactics 
The first three heavy tank battalions received little guidance on how to accom­
plish their missions. They were given a copy of m e m o r a n d u m N u m b e r 87/42 
from the General der Schnellen Truppen (General of "Fast," or Armored and 
Motorized Troops) dated 10 February 1942. This m e m o r a n d u m provided 
only general s tatements on capabilities, and did not provide details of tactical 
employment . 

The Organizat ion D companies and battalions, which integrated Panzer 
IIIs and Tigers into the same units, adhered to the following general tactical 
employment : 

In the attack, the role of the Tiger is that of suppor t ing the lighter tanks 
by fire; the latter leads, followed by the heavier Tigers, and, when contact 
with the enemy a rmor is made , the screen of lighter tanks deploys out ­
ward to the flanks, leaving the Tigers to engage frontally. In defense, the 
Tiger is usually sited in a covered and defiladed posit ion. The lighter 
tanks watch the flanks of posit ions occupied by the Tigers . 1 0 4 
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The first battalions were generally left to experiment and report back to the 
Army General Staff to develop further doctr ine. By 20 May 1943, the German 
Army published tactical manuals for the employment of the heavy tank com­
pany and the heavy tank battalion. 1 0 5 The manua l for the t raining and 
employment of the heavy tank company established four p r imary capabilities 
or missions. They were: (1) to attack in the first wave against s trong defenses, 
(2) to destroy heavy enemy tanks and other a rmored targets at long ranges, (3) 
to decisively defeat the enemy defenses, and (4) to break th rough positions 
reinforced by defensive w o r k s . 1 0 6 

The first half of the company manual contained sections on the organiza­
t ion of the heavy tank company, as well as basic gunnery principles of the 
Tiger tank. The second half contained sections on the p la toon and company 
that established basic tactical guidance and outl ined combat formations for 
bo th the platoon and the company. The four formations available to the pla­
toon were the column, line, double column (or box) , and wedge. The manua l 
stated that the wedge formation was preferred dur ing the at tack. 1 0 7 The four 
formations available to the company were the co lumn (with the three pla­
toons in column abreast), the double column (with the platoons in two 
columns) , wedge (with one pla toon forward and two platoons following), and 
the broad wedge (with two platoons forward and one pla toon fol lowing) . 1 0 8 

The manual stated that the b road wedge was the most useful attack formation 
and when the company deployed in this formation, it occupied an area 700 
meters wide and 400 meters d e e p . 1 0 9 

The manual provided guidance to overcome the large fuel consumpt ion of 
the Tiger by stating that "after leaving the assembly area it is often necessary 
to take a short halt within ou r own lines to again refuel to be able to totally 
exploit the small radius of action in enemy terr i tory." 1 1 0 

The company manua l placed emphasis on tank-versus- tank combat by 
including an entire subsection addressing it. It stated that "the most impor tan t 
task of the heavy tank company is the engagement of enemy tanks. It always 
has priori ty over every other ass ignment ." 1 1 1 Emphasis on the offensive was 
evident by not ing that the only reference that could even remotely be consid­
ered defensive in nature is the last sentence of the manual , which stated 
"knocked-out or immobil ized enemy tanks are to be blown up dur ing 
retreats ." 1 1 2 

The manua l for the heavy tank battalion was m u c h shorter than the one for 
the heavy tank company. It contained only two sections covering (1) purpos ­
es, tasks, and organization; and (2) employment . Port ions of the first section 
included doctrinal and tactical guidance such as: 

The weapons and a rmor in combinat ion with the high maneuverabil i ty 
make the Tiger the strongest combat weapon of the Panzerwaffe (Tank/ 
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Armor branch) . The Tiger battalion is therefore a powerful, decisive 
point weapon in the hands of the t roop commander . Its strength lies in 
concentrated, ruthlessly-conducted attacks. Each dispersion reduces its 
striking power. Basic preparat ions for employment at decisive locations 
guarantee great success. Tiger battal ions are Army Troops. They will be 
attached to o ther a rmored units in the decisive point battle to force a 
decision. They may not be used up too early from being employed for 
secondary tasks. They are especially suited for fighting against heavy 
enemy tank forces and must seek this battle. The destruct ion of enemy 
tanks creates the prerequisite for the successful accompl ishment of the 
tasks assigned to our own lighter tanks. It is forbidden to assign the 
Tigers missions that can be accomplished by the lighter tanks or assault 
guns. In the same way, they are no t to be entrusted with reconnaissance 
or security miss ions . 1 1 3 

The focus was on defeating enemy tanks, and the guidance was fairly clear 
that the heavy tank battalions should not be assigned missions that did not 
involve the destruct ion of enemy tank formations. 

The entire heavy tank battalion manua l was surprisingly general and did 
not focus solely on offensive missions like the heavy tank company manual 
did. Instead of purely offensive words like "breakthrough," the manua l used 
terms like "decisive poin t" and "decisive action." An interesting commen t , con­
sidering the Tiger's extremely limited radius of action, mechanical unreliabil­
ity, and lack of mobility, was that "the Tiger is especially suitable for pur ­
suit ." 1 1 4 It cont inued by stating that "preplanned scouting and early stockpil­
ing of fuel and a m m u n i t i o n are the prerequisites for th is . " 1 1 5 

Worthy of note for its absence was the lack of any section in the heavy tank 
battalion manua l regarding formations for tactical movement of the entire 
battalion together. There were several paragraphs that discussed the employ­
ment of some of the separate platoons of the battal ion. These statements were 
very general and did little to provide real guidance to the battal ion c o m m a n ­
der; for example, "the a rmored reconnaissance platoon is to be sent in by the 
battalion c o m m a n d e r for combat reconnaissance" was the total a m o u n t of 
guidance for employment of that p l a t o o n . 1 1 6 Similarly vague and obvious 
guidance of "timely deployment . . . and close cooperat ion with these (the 
engineer pla toon) to determine and clear mines and obstacles are necessary" 
was included for the engineer p la toon. 1 1 7 

The General Inspector of Armored Troops published an instruct ion p a m ­
phlet for army- and corps-level commande r s to guide them in the correct 
employment of the heavy tank battal ion. The pamphle t , organized into 25 
points, stated vaguely that all guidance was based u p o n the characteristics of 
the Tiger and the purpose for which it was created. Optimistically, the 
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pamphle t went on to say that "operat ions with this outs tanding special 
weapon promise success if the following 25 points are observed." 1 1 8 Because 
the Tiger had a limited radius of action and required a great deal of mainte­
nance, the pamphle t included the following guidance: 

1. Close liaison of Tiger c o m m a n d e r with the operationally-responsible 
c o m m a n d headquarters [is necessary]. 

Reason: Long-range disposition is indispensable to the Tiger units . 
All pre-operat ion preparat ions (reconnaissance and supply) require 
more t ime than with other weapons. 

2. Issue orders for movement or action to Tiger commander s as early as 
possible. 

Reason: As in l . 1 1 9 

This pamphle t emphasized the impor tance of this uni t in the breakthrough 
and it provided guidance to keep the heavy tank battal ion informed of its 
mission. The pamphle t also discussed the concept of breakthrough by the 
heavy tank battalion and exploitation by lighter, faster forces in the following 
waves. 

3. As a general principle, issue orders to the Tiger commander s first. 
Reason: The Tiger is the carrier of the breakthrough. They are to be 

incorporated in the first strike at the point of main effort. 

4. Never place a Tiger uni t unde r the c o m m a n d of an infantry division 
in an attack. 

Reason: In difficult situations contact breaks down between divi­
sion and battal ion. The infantry division lacks t roops which, on the basis 
of their equipment and experience, can fight with and keep pace with the 
Tigers. In most cases the Tigers' success cannot be exploited by the 
infantry and the conquered terr i tory cannot be held. 

1 1 . As a general principle, employ the Tiger uni t in coordinat ion with 
o ther weapons. 

Reason: Following the penetra t ion, it is the Tiger's task to push 
th rough to the enemy artillery and smash it. All o ther weapons mus t 
suppor t t hem toward reaching this objective. Simultaneously, light tanks 
and assault guns are to smash the enemy's heavy infantry weapons and 
ant i tank guns. O u r own artillery suppresses the enemy artillery and cov­
ers the flanks. Panzergrenadiers follow m o u n t e d on the tanks and occu­
py the conquered territory. They protect the Tigers against close-in 
attack by enemy infantry. Light tanks exploit the success and expand the 
tactical penetra t ion into a strategic b r eak th rough . 1 2 0 
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In keeping with the German Army's concept for the employment of tanks 
formulated by Guderian, the pamphle t discussed the need to concentrate the 
battalion to achieve its mission. 

10. The Tiger uni t mus t be the commander ' s main weapon for the deci­
sive action. 

Reason: Concentra ted employment of the Tiger unit at the po in t of 
main effort forces the success. Any dispersal of forces places it in 
ques t ion . 1 2 1 

The authors of the pamphle t realized the Tiger's deficiencies and weak­
nesses, including its weight, which limited the bridges it could use; and its 
h igh-maintenance requirements . Because of these weaknesses, regarding 
movement , the pamphle t stated: 

5. As m u c h as possible allow the Tigers to move alone. 
Reason: The stress on the automot ive parts of the Tiger are least 

when it is given the oppor tun i ty to drive quickly wi thout changing gears, 
braking, and restarting. The Tiger also disturbs the movement of other 
units. Bottlenecks, bridges, and fords often present surprises for the 
Tigers through which traffic can become completely blocked. 

7. Do not request forced marches. 
Reason: The result will be high wear on the engine, t ransmission, 

and runn ing gear. The Tiger's combat capability will thus be used up on 
the road and no t in action. The average speed for a Tiger unit is ten kilo­
meters per hour by day and seven kilometers per hour by night. [Italics by 
the editor] 

8. Have tanks travel as little as possible. 
Reason: Dur ing movements the great weight of the Tiger results in 

considerable material wear. 

2 4 . Following prolonged action, allow the Tiger battalion two to three 
weeks to restore its fighting power. 

Reason: Otherwise the percentage of technical breakdowns will 
climb increasingly in subsequent ope ra t ions . 1 2 2 

As with other doctr inal guidance, this pamphle t focused on offensive oper­
ations, but did provide some guidance relevant to defensive operat ions . The 
focus of the pamphle t was on the concentra t ion of all tanks in the decisive 
action. This could be adapted to offensive breakthroughs or to mobile coun­
terattacks conducted while in an overall defensive posture. 

The sections on movement and maintenance are impor tan t when consid­
ering using the heavy tank battal ion as a mobile reserve in the defense. With 
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the high maintenance requirements of the heavy tank battal ion, posit ioning it 
as a mobile reserve was very impor tan t so it could counter enemy penetrat ions 
of the defensive line with the least a m o u n t of movement . This was especially 
t rue across the vast distances of the Eastern Front. 

Summary 
Based on the published German doctr ine and the Tiger p rogram guidance, the 
heavy tank battal ion was formed with the p r imary focus of killing tanks. 
G e r m a n doctr ine envisioned a decisive tank battle once a penetrat ion of the 
initial defensive line had been made . The heavy tank battal ion was developed 
and fielded to fight that decisive tank battle. Originally, it was intended to fight 
that battle on the offensive dur ing breakthrough operat ions, bu t it was also 
capable of fighting in a defensive posture by counterat tacking enemy a rmor 
penetra t ions as a mobile reserve. However, it was fully recognized that Tiger 
battal ions ' mobil i ty was extremely limited; its mobil i ty was barely 50 percent 
greater than a foot-borne infantry battalion by day, and about the same as an 
infantry battalion by night. At tempts to move faster than th is—or to move a 
great deal, at any speed—were sure to cause serious maintenance problems. 
These were indeed harbingers of things to come when Tiger battalions were 
commit ted to battle against mobile and agile f o e s . . . . 



Chapter 3 

Growing Pains 
and Adaptation 

The enemy doesn' t have anything to oppose us of equal value to 
the Tiger. Not more than four Tigers were in operat ion at the same 
time. In open terrain these few Tigers totally domina ted the 
battlefield. 1 

Report by Headquar ters , German 18th Army, 
2 April 1943 

From May 1942 unti l the Battle of Kursk in July 1943, the German Army cre­
ated and fielded five heavy tank bat tal ions. 2 The initial combat actions 
involved Heavy Tank Battalion 502 in August 1942. They attacked as par t of 
Army Group Nor th in the vicinity of Leningrad. 

One company of Heavy Tank Battalion 504 and all of Heavy Tank Battalion 
501 fought in Tunisia from November 1942 unti l the surrender of German 
forces in May 1943. The deteriorat ing tactical situation for the Germans in 
both theaters caused these battalions to be in t roduced piecemeal into battle as 
their platoons and companies arrived. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503 participated as par t of Army Group D o n in 
at tempting to stop the Soviet advance following the encirclement of the 
German 6th Army a round Stalingrad. 3 

Dur ing Opera t ion Zitadelle (the German offensive near Kursk in the sum­
mer of 1943), OKH commit ted the only two fully-operational heavy tank bat­
talions. These were Heavy Tank Battalions 503 and 505, which were the only 
heavy tank battal ions remaining (Heavy Tank Battalions 501 and 504 had been 
destroyed or captured in Tunisia and Sicily and were being rebuilt in 
Germany) . 

At the same t ime, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 had only one unders t rength 
company serving with Army Group Nor th . 4 Until Opera t ion Zitadelle, the 
German Army only employed Tigers in small numbers . These were usually 
cross-attached with other units equipped with other tank types and other 
arms. Prior to Kursk, moreover, they were never employed for the specific pur ­
pose of creating a breakthrough to facilitate operational-level exploitation by 
other units . 

37 
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Heavy Tank Battalion 502 
with Army Group North 
In the s u m m e r of 1942, Hitler ordered the first company of Heavy Tank Bat­
talion 502, assigned to Army Group Nor th , to suppor t the attack on Lenin­
grad. This company, along with elements of the workshop company and bat­
talion headquarters , conducted combat operat ions in the vicinity of Lenin­
grad starting at the end of September 1942. The 2d C o m p a n y of this battal ion 
wasn't formed until later, and in an at tempt to stabilize the front after the 
Soviet encirclement of Stalingrad, OKH at tached them to Army Group D o n in 
early 1943. 3 The 1st C o m p a n y of Heavy Tank Battalion 502 fought in the 
vicinity of Leningrad with Army Group Nor th unti l the battal ion was reunit­
ed in the summer of 1943 after having been refitted in accordance with 
Organizat ion E. 6 

A vast a m o u n t of literature exists concerning the initial employment of 
Tigers in the vicinity of Leningrad. In this literature, there are many different 
versions of the events, dates, and combat venues of Heavy Tank Battalion 502. 
A c o m m o n theme in all accounts, however, is a degree of criticism about the 
employment of heavy tanks in swampy terrain that did no t allow m u c h off-
road movement . Guder ian summar ized the lessons learned from the employ­
m e n t of this company with Army Group Nor th in Panzer Leader: 

He [Hitler] was consumed by his desire to t ry his new weapon. He there­
fore ordered that the Tigers be commit ted in a quite secondary opera­
t ion, in a limited attack carried out in terrain that was utterly unsuitable, 
for in the swampy forest near Leningrad heavy tanks could only move in 
single file along the forest tracks, which, of course, was exactly where the 
enemy ant i tank guns were posted, waiting for them. The results were no t 
only heavy, unnecessary casualties, bu t also the loss of secrecy and of the 
element of surprise for future operat ions . 7 

Dur ing this initial attack, all of the Tigers received some damage, and the 
Soviets captured one Tiger. Even though the Tiger was superior to any Soviet 
tank at that t ime, several subsequent attacks achieved similar results because 
the Soviets posi t ioned ant i tank guns in depth along the few roads in the area. 

The capture of the single Tiger had some long- term and detr imental con­
sequences for the Germans . The Soviets evaluated the Tiger, de termining its 
strengths and weaknesses, and took steps to develop vehicles to counter the 
design. The testing and evaluation of the Tiger, and the consequent develop­
men t and fielding of new Soviet vehicles was accomplished in an amazingly 
short t ime, al though these new vehicles did no t see service in great number s 
unti l the Battle of Kursk in the s u m m e r of 1943. 
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During the next year, the Soviets launched several major attacks that forced 
the Germans onto the defensive in this sector. The swampy terrain that 
restricted heavy vehicle movement enabled this company to provide excellent 
defensive suppor t t h roughou t the sector. The Soviets did not possess a tank or 
armored vehicle capable of defeating the Tigers, except at close range, so the 
Tigers domina ted the battlefield in this envi ronment . 8 From 12 January to 31 
March 1943, this company destroyed 160 Soviet tanks while losing only six 
Tigers, establishing a kill ratio of 26.7 to l . 9 

As with mos t similar units, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 suffered from inade­
quate recovery assets and a low operat ional-readiness rate a m o n g its Tigers. 
During this entire two-and-one-ha l f -month period, the uni t never had more 
than four operat ional Tigers out of an o n - h a n d strength that changed cont in­
ually with losses and replacements. The highest n u m b e r of Tigers on h a n d was 
thirteen on 20 February 1943 and the lowest n u m b e r on hand was two on 31 
January 1943 . 1 0 Three of the six Tigers lost were destroyed by their own crews; 
two of them after they had become stuck in a "peat-bog" and one because of 
mechanical failure. 1 1 This may have been a result of the poor terrain, bu t ade­
quate recovery assets might have compensated for some of the losses. The 
unit's diary is filled with entries about pull ing out "bogged" Tigers and there 
is one instance where the recovery took three days . 1 2 

Heavy Tank Battalions in Tunisia 
After the British victory at El Alamein in the a u t u m n of 1942 and the Allied 
Operat ion T O R C H landings dur ing that same period, Panzerarmee Afrika was 
forced on to the defensive and wi thdrew toward ports in Tunisia. As a result of 
the emphasis placed u p o n this theater by Hitler, OKH ordered Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501 to Nor th Africa. The first elements landed in Bizerte, Tunisia, on 
23 November 1942. Because of Allied pressure on the por ts and airfields in 
Tunisia, elements of the battal ion formed par t of an ad hoc Comba t Group 
immediately u p o n disembarkat ion, fighting their first action on 1 December 
1942. 1 3 Heavy Tank Battalion 501 engaged in minor counterat tacks unti l 17 
March 1943. This uni t fought in many small actions and some large scale 
attacks such as Operat ions Eilbote (COURIER) Frühlingswind (SPRING 

W I N D ) , AND Ochsenkopf ( O X H E A D ) . 1 4 C o m b a t actions usually involved ele­
ments of the battal ion no larger than a company. One of the largest consoli­
dated actions of the battalion occurred dur ing Opera t ion Eilbote I, when the 
battalion fielded 13 Tigers, a l though they were attached to two separate 
un i t s . 1 5 Another large-scale employment of the entire battal ion occurred 
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dur ing Opera t ion Ochsenkopf when the battalion fielded 14 Tigers as par t of 
the 10th Panzer Division's Panzer Regiment 7, dur ing its attack toward Beja. 1 6 

Heavy Tank Battalion 501's first engagement was a round Tebourba in early 
December 1942. Generalfeldmarschall Kesselring directed General der Pan-
zer t ruppen Walther Nehr ing, command ing the German forces defending 
Tunis, to enlarge the German lodgment in Tunisia. 1 7 The most immedia te 
threat came from forces in the Tebourba area, which were a little more than 48 
kilometers from the p r imary German por t of Bizerte and fewer than 32 kilo­
meters from Tunis. Nehring, directed to seize the Tebourba Gap area, placed 
the operat ion under General leutnant Wolfgang Fischer, w h o c o m m a n d e d the 
10th Panzer Division. Elements of this division, along with Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501, were only beginning to arrive in theater, (see m a p 1) 

Drawing on a wide variety of units, Fisher divided his force into four sepa­
rate combat g roups . 1 8 The operat ion called for attacks from three different 
directions using these four different forces. C o m b a t Group Koch's mission was 
to fix Allied forces from the south by attacking El Bathan. Tanks from Heavy 
Tank Battalion 501 were divided between C o m b a t Groups Lüder and 
Djedeida. Comba t Group Lüder, named after the c o m m a n d e r of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501, Major Lüder, was given the mission of attacking to the south to 
destroy the American a rmored force at Chouigui , effectively blocking the road 
th rough Chouigui Pass. After complet ing that task and in conjunction with 
C o m b a t Group Hudel , i t was to maneuver south to attack Tebourba from the 
west. The soldiers of C o m b a t Group Djedeida were to wait and pursue Allied 
forces if they pulled back dur ing the operat ions no r th of Tebourba. 

Early on 1 December 1942, Comba t Groups Lüder and Hudel combined in 
their attack and successfully forced American forces south. Dur ing Comba t 
Group Lüder's attack south of Chouigui , a counterat tack by tanks of the 
British 17th/21st Lancers was defeated by the "longer-ranged guns" of the 
G e r m a n t anks . 1 9 Five Crusader tanks were lost, a l though it is uncertain 
whether any of these were destroyed by elements of Heavy Tank Battalion 
5 0 1 . 2 0 This attack was s topped just no r th of the main road, between the 
Tebourba Gap and Tebourba, by concentrated artillery fire. 

Later that day Comba t Group Djedeida attacked the Allied defenses on the 
ridge west of Djedeida. These were the closest Allied uni ts to Tunis at the t ime 
and would be the closest the Allies would come to Tunis for several mon ths . 
According to a German after-action report : 

The attack was carried forward against enemy tanks in the olive groves 
five kilometers west of Djedeida. The field of view and the field of fire 
were very limited in the thick olive groves. Enemy tanks could only be 
fought at close r a n g e . . . . The Tigers were hit by General Lee tanks firing 



Map 1: Heavy Tank Battalion 501, First Act ions in Tunisia 
1-3 December 1942 

2 Hamp. = 2 n d Battalion, The Hampshire Regiment; 1 ES = 1st Battalion, The East Surrey Regiment; BF = Blade Force 



42 SLEDGEHAMMERS 

at a range of 80 to 100 meters . This resulted in deep penetrat ions, bu t the 
last ten millimeters of the side a rmor held. This proved that the a rmor 
was exce l l en t . . . . Two General Lee tanks were knocked out at a range of 
150 meters . 2 1 

The report went on to state that other Allied tanks were destroyed by 8 8 m m 
antiaircraft guns, and that the remaining Allied vehicles pulled back. It is clear 
from reading U.S. and British sources, however, that the 2d Battalion, The 
Hampshi re Regiment held the key terrain in the area at the end of the day and 
that the Germans m a d e little progress in the east dur ing 1 December 1942. 

The attack in the east cont inued with Comba t Group Djedeida on 2 
December 1942. The 2d Hampshires cont inued to hold against this force, bu t 
was forced to wi thdraw to a new line of defense three kilometers to the west. 
Dur ing this day's action, only one Tiger and three Panzer IIIs were operat ional 
in Comba t Group Djedeida because one Tiger suffered engine failure on the 
previous day. Indicative of the ferocity of the day's fighting, all three Panzer 
IIIs were destroyed. 2 2 

The U.S. 1st Armored Division's 1st Battalion, 13th Armored Regiment 
launched a strong counterat tack using 30 Stuart light tanks and a company of 
M4 Sherman med iums against the combined forces of C o m b a t Groups Hudel 
and Lüder . 2 3 Most of the vehicles of this American force were destroyed dur ­
ing the attack, with the elements of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 claiming to kill 
six of the very th in-skinned Stuarts. This ill-fated American attack did, how­
ever, produce the benefit of denying the German combat groups in the west 
the oppor tun i ty of cont inuing their attack toward either Tebourba or the 
Tebourba Gap. 

By 3 December, the Germans finally forced the withdrawal of Allied forces 
a round Tebourba. The single remaining operat ional Tiger of Comba t Group 
Djedeida, along with two Panzer IIIs, assisted in el iminating s tubborn British 
defenses on Hill 186. According to British sources, this single Tiger was appar­
ently hit by a British 17-pounder (76mm) ant i tank gun; a l though only dam­
aged and not destroyed, it was sent back to the rear area for repairs. The 
remaining two Panzer IIIs from Heavy Tank Battalion 501 cont inued to sup­
por t the attack th roughou t the day. After dark that evening, the remaining 
Allied forces began to wi thdraw to the west. A key avenue of retreat was sealed 
off when Combat Group Koch, possibly suppor ted by several Tigers that had 
just arrived from the por t , captured the key town and bridge at El Bathan . 2 4 

Throughou t three days of fighting, Allied forces lost a total of 55 tanks. Of 
these, elements of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 claimed the destruct ion of at least 
15 . 2 5 Al though Heavy Tank Battalion 501 contr ibuted ten or fewer tanks to the 
overall effort of all four combat groups, they destroyed 27 percent of the total 
achieved. 2 6 This was an exceptional achievement, a l though 9 of the 15 
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destroyed enemy tanks were very poorly a rmed (37mm main gun) and 
armored Stuarts. 

On 10 December 1942, General leutnant Fischer ordered elements of Panzer 
Regiment 7, suppor ted by a contingent of Heavy Tank Battalion 501's Tigers, 
to seize the town of Medjez el Bab. This force, consisting of about 30 tanks, 
was part of a general attack a imed at expanding the German bridgehead in 
Tunisia, and was in its fifth and final day. This attack was an envelopment 
intended to seize Medjez el Bab, effectively t rapping Allied forces between 
Medjez el Bab and the Tebourba Gap. (see m a p 2) 

There was a heavy rain the previous night so vehicular operat ions were 
restricted pr imari ly to the roads. Suppor ted by three Tigers from Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501, the envelopment was led by two of them, with the third in 
reserve near the rear of the c o l u m n . 2 7 This attack met with initial success, 
destroying ten Stuart light tanks and half-tracks of the U.S. 1st Armored Divi­
sion's 1st Battalion, 1st Armored Regiment, forcing the remainder of the uni t 
to wi thdraw to the west . 2 8 I t was ultimately stopped by obstacles and heavy 
artillery fire from Free French forces three kilometers from Medjez el Bab . 2 9 

Combat C o m m a n d B of the 1st Armored Division tried to relieve pressure 
on Medjez el Bab by using elements of the 1st Battalion, 13th Armored 
Regiment, and C o m p a n y C, 701st Tank Destroyer Battalion in a flank attack 
from the n o r t h . 3 0 The Germans , along wi th at least two Tigers and several 
Panzer IIIs from Heavy Tank Battalion 501, tu rned back to meet this new 
threat. Being composed primari ly of Stuart light tanks, the American force 
was no match against the Tigers. The official U.S. Army history states: 

The American light tanks were ou tgunned by the enemy and mired 
when they maneuvered off the road; 19 were lost. The tank destroyers 
claimed ten German m e d i u m tanks knocked out before being pu t out of 
action themselves. 3 1 

In a single day's combat , an attack led by a small element of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501 destroyed 36 tanks, four a rmored reconnaissance vehicles, two 
ant i tank guns, and other miscellaneous equ ipmen t . 3 2 The three Tigers alone 
claimed 14 of the tanks destroyed, 38 percent of the total, dur ing the day and 
led the attacks th roughou t the operat ion. Al though the attack did no t capture 
the town of Medjez el Bab, because of severe losses dur ing the day, the 
American c o m m a n d e r wi thdrew all forces to the west of the town dur ing the 
night. It must be remembered, however, that the Tigers were primari ly facing 
the least well-armed and a rmored tank in the U.S. Army's inventory. 

For the next m o n t h , Heavy Tank Battalion 501 acted primari ly as the 
reserve for Generaloberst Hans-Jürgen von Arnim's 5th Panzer Army, bu t did 
participate in some operat ions with small elements of the battal ion. The 2d 



Map 2: Heavy Tank Battal ion 501, Attack Vicini ty Medjez el Bab in Tunisia 
10 December 1942 
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Company finally arrived in Tunisia in early January 1943, just in t ime to par­
ticipate in Opera t ion Eilbote I in the middle of that m o n t h . 3 3 This operat ion 
was the first t ime that most of the battal ion participated in a single opera­
t ion . 3 4 Opera t ion Eilbote I was conceived of as a limited attack, mean t to p ro­
tect the lines of communica t ion from Tunis and Bizerte to Rommel 's head­
quarters. Its objective was to push back Allied forces threatening that line of 
communica t ion between Enfidaville and Sousse. 3 5 (see m a p 3) 

Generalmajor Friedrich Weber, C o m m a n d i n g General of the 334th Infan­
try Division, was given c o m m a n d of the main effort of the operat ion. He 
organized his force in three combat groups. The first two were tasked with 
conduct ing breakthroughs of the enemy posit ions for exploitation by the third 
group. The third group was to exploit the breakthrough by advancing to the 
west to complete the destruct ion of Allied uni ts on the Eastern Dorsal hi l ls . 3 6 

Elements of the 2d Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 were ordered to sup­
por t Corps Group Weber in its attack to seize the high ground by the Kebir 
Reservoir (467) and the high point known as the Djebel Mansour (675) . 3 7 

Combat Group Lüder, with the 1st C o m p a n y and the Engineer Platoon of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 501, was to push up the Kebir valley to the road inter­
section at the southwest end of the reservoir, then swing south for about 20 
kilometers to the Hir Moussa crossroads. After that, it was to tu rn east toward 
the Karachoum Gap. If possible, this group was also to secure the Kairouan-
Ousseltia road that ran through the gap between Djebel Haifa (572) and 
Djebel Ousselat (887) . 3 8 

Comba t Group Weber broke th rough the defending French forces, opening 
the way into the Kebir valley for C o m b a t Group Lüder on 18 January 1943. 
Dur ing this attack, the Tigers led bo th prongs of the attack and encountered a 
device for which they never really developed an effective countermeasure 
th roughout the war—the land mine . As the uni t after-action review stated: 

At 5:30 A.M., in close cooperat ion with 2d Battalion, Mounta in Infantry 
Regiment 756, the Panzer-Kampftruppe [small, mobile, combined arms 
units] started engaging ant i tank guns and gun positions as well as b u n ­
kers that were very cleverly built into the moun ta in slopes. Toward 11:00 
A.M., the left-hand Kampftrupp came to a halt because a further advance 
on the main road was prevented by a mine barrier watched over by heavy 
suppor t ing fire. It was cleared after employing an addit ional three Tigers 
and three Panzer IIIs as well as the a rmored engineer p l a t o o n . . . . Losses 
were: one Tiger from destruct ion of the suspension componen t s and 
damage to the t ransmission caused by hits, one Tiger by a h u n g - u p 
transmission, and two Panzer IIIs due to hits on the suspension and dri­
ving onto mines . 3 9 
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Map 3: Heavy Tank Battalion 501 Attack 
During Operation EILBOTE, Tunisia, January 1943 
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The report stated that the engineer platoon cleared over 100 mines 
throughout the day and that this was accomplished only th rough "the closest 
coordination and cont inuous personal exchange of ideas with the infantry 
battalion commander s . " 4 0 

Combat Group Lüder cont inued the attack that same day, start ing a round 
2100 hours . Against heavy resistance, and led by Tigers, this force reached its 
objective of the road bend southwest of the Kebir Reservoir a round mid­
night . 4 1 On 19 January, Combat Group Lüder cont inued its attack to the 
south, captur ing the key crossroads in the vicinity of El Glib. This attack was 
delayed by effective and extensive use of land mines, along with artillery and 
antitank fire, bu t the German force managed to seize its objective for the day. 

The attack flowed smoothly forward after opening a narrows that had 
been blocked by ant i tank guns and mines. The surprised opponen t 
found no t ime for a serious a t tempt to effectively block the road. 
Resistance first increased in the afternoon. Two Tigers were immobil ized 
by mines at a mine barrier guarded by ant i tank guns. About 25 guns 
(anti tank and artillery) and 100 mo to r vehicles of all types were 
destroyed or were ready for capture by following elements and about 100 
prisoners b rough t in . 4 2 

There were no recorded instances of the hull being penetrated, bu t the 
German combat repor t stated that "the effect of the mines on the Tigers is 
more or less heavy damage to the suspension, based on the type of mine . " 4 3 

On 20 January, Comba t Group Lüder completed its initial mission by 
attacking toward the Karachoum Gap, ultimately linking up with Italian forces 
attacking from the east . 4 4 After regrouping, the attack resumed to the south 
around 1700 hours , cont inuing with the help of a full m o o n until a round 0300 
the next m o r n i n g . 4 3 Allied forces were adapt ing to the Tigers and taking into 
account their own weaknesses in a rmor and strengths in terms of artillery and 
mines. According to the Germans: 

The opponen t very cleverly pulled back from ridge to ridge while laying 
numerous mine barriers that he guarded with ant i tank guns and 
artillery. Often the last elements of the motor ized mine layers were cap­
tured. The following combat me thods were employed: Two advance 
Tigers followed the a rmored engineer pla toon, followed by the rest of the 
tanks. If the first tank hit a mine barrier, all of the rest of the tanks i m m e ­
diately drove right and left to build straight platoon fire fronts and sup­
pressed the ant i tank guns and artillery by suddenly opening fire. Under 
this protective fire, the engineers cleared the barrier while halted on the 
road; the panzer-grenadier battal ion provided flank security by firing 
from the vehicles. 4 6 
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Amazingly, using the Tigers as mine detectors to locate the leading edge of 
minefields seems to have been the preferred technique because the mines "did 
no t cause any substantial damage" but rather immobil ized the Tigers, "even if 
only for a short t ime ." 4 7 The lesson, therefore, was that "the more Tigers, the 
better the advance flows" when facing extensive minefields. 4 8 

On 21 and 22 January 1943, Combat C o m m a n d B of the American 1st 
Armored Division conducted cautious counterattacks against Comba t Group 
Lüder, which defended the Kairouan-Ousselt ia road. Th roughou t these two 
days, Allied forces used extensive artillery and air suppor t . One of the casual­
ties from the heavy artillery was a Tiger that caught fire re turning to the rear. 

Opera t ion Eilbote I was a costly success for the Germans . It succeeded in 
accomplishing all of its objectives and even cont inued on, accomplishing the 
follow-on mission of attacking and seizing the Kairouan-Ousselt ia road. The 
Tigers of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 led the attacks th roughou t the operat ion, 
but paid a heavy price for it. For its efforts, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 claimed 
the destruct ion of only seven tanks and more than 30 guns, for the loss of four 
Tigers and at least two Panzer IIIs . 4 9 The after-action repor t indicated that the 
battalion's leadership was aware of the impact of mines and terrain on the 
Tigers: 

On average three Tigers and eight to ten Panzer IIIs were operat ional 
each day dur ing this period. The stress of the previous marches through 
the moun ta ins and the damage caused by mines started to become 
noticeable in the tanks. . . . The fact that only one Tiger out of nine was 
still fully operat ional and two or three others were conditionally opera­
tional at the end of the operat ion should not be disregarded. 5 0 

The maintenance problem was exacerbated by the fact that the battalion's 
maintenance company and supply element still had no t arrived in Tunisia. 

The 5th Panzer Army's attack against Sidi Bou Zid, designated Opera t ion 
Frühlingswind, was placed under the direct c o m m a n d of General von 
Arnim's chief of staff, General leutnant Heinz Ziegler. 5 1 This attack, conducted 
primari ly by the 10th Panzer Division, was suppor ted by the 1st Company of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 501. The attacking forces were organized into three 
combat groups, (see maps 4 and 5) 

Comba t Groups Gerhardt and Reimann broke th rough the Faid Pass by 
0600 on 14 February 1943, destroying Company G of the American 1st 
Armored Regiment in the process. After traveling generally along the main 
road to Sbeitla, Comba t Group Gerhardt moved to the nor th and encircled the 
high g round near Djebel Lessouda, on which the Americans had constructed 
a s t rongpoint . At the same t ime, Comba t Group Reimann, led by Tigers, 
attacked along the main road. 
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Map 4: Heavy Tank Battalion 501, Attack in the Vicinity of 
Sidi Bou Zid, Tunisia, Operation FRÜHLINGSWIND 

14-15 February 1943 



Map 5: Heavy Tank Battalion 501, 
Attack Vicinity Sidi Bou Zid, Tunisia During Operation FRÜHLINGSWIND, 14-15 February 1943 
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Uncertain of the situation, C o m b a t C o m m a n d A of the 1st Armored 
Division sent two companies from the 1st Armored Regiment and a company 
from the 701st Tank Destroyer Battalion "to clear up the s i tuat ion." 5 2 This 
force traveled up the road from Sidi Bou Zid to the road junct ion called Poste 
Lessouda. At some point they were warned by American forces on the Djebel 
Lessouda that the Germans were in the vicinity of Poste Lessouda. A few 
minutes later, they came within sight and range of the enemy and began to 
take losses from what was believed to be 8 8 m m guns, perhaps from Tiger 
tanks . 5 3 

Combat Group Reimann, suppor ted by six Tigers of the 1st Company, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 501, forced the American tanks and tank destroyers to 
withdraw. Later in the day, only one of the American companies was available 
to conduct another "counterat tack by fire and maneuver" to delay the 
Germans . 5 4 This counterat tack was also t u rned back with the assistance of the 
Tigers. According to the American official history, "American losses were 
heavy, and, in the last hour of the morn ing , the unequal contest ended in a 
withdrawal southwestward." The remainder of the day was spent complet ing 
the encirclement of American forces on their m o u n t a i n t o p s t rongpoints , to be 
followed by their eventual reduct ion and elimination. 

The accomplishments of the handful of Tigers operat ing with Comba t 
Group Re imann—in the space of about six hours , just pr ior to daybreak unti l 
a round n o o n — w a s remarkable. They assisted in breaking th rough their 
opponents ' forward defenses, destroying a tank company in the process. They 
cont inued the attack and assisted in defeating two counterattacks, destroying 
a total of 20 Shermans th roughou t the day. 5 5 

The next day, 15 February 1943, the 1st C o m p a n y of Heavy Tank Battalion 
501 was held in reserve dur ing the envelopment of the ill-fated counterat tack 
of the 2d Battalion, 1st Armored Regiment . 5 6 

Dur ing the remainder of the operat ion that ultimately came to be called the 
"Kasserine Pass" battles, the 1st C o m p a n y of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was 
held in reserve and engaged in suppor t ing operat ions 65 kilometers no r th of 
Sidi Bou Zid. There were no Tigers lost t h roughou t the nine days of the 
German offensive. 

On 26 February, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 became the 3d Battalion of the 
10th Panzer Division's Panzer Regiment 7 . 5 7 This was the same day that they 
began an ultimately-unsuccessful attack as par t of the large-scale operat ion 
known as Opera t ion Ochsenkopf ( O X H E A D ) . This offensive took place along 
the entire Fifth Panzer Army front and was designed to gain a further exten­
sion of their b r idgehead . 5 8 The main effort, which involved all of Fifth Panzer 
Army's available armor, was directed at Sidi Nsir, with Beja as its ul t imate 
objective. 5 9 (see m a p 6) 



Map 6: Heavy Tank Battalion 501, Attack During Operation OCHSENKOPF, Tunisia 
26 February-1 March 1943 
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The force conduct ing this mission, C o m b a t Group Lang, commenced its 
attack on Sidi Nsir on 26 February 1943. Led by Tigers, Comba t Group Lang 
attacked along the main road and ran into the defenses of the 128th Infantry 
Brigade of the British 46th Division. 6 0 This force consti tuted only a combat 
outpost, but managed to delay the German attack for 12 hou r s . 6 1 The British 
position was seized only after the Germans outflanked and suppressed the 
defenders from bo th flanks and then frontally assaulted the defenders, with 
the Tigers leading the assault . 6 2 

The main British defensive posit ions were located 20 kilometers southwest 
of Sidi Nsir, in a key defile known as Hunt ' s Gap. Comba t Group Lang con­
tinued their attack along the main road to Beja the next day. M u d d y g round 
conditions and hilly terrain confined the attack primari ly to the main road . 6 3 

The attackers were stopped at Hunt ' s Gap by a well-placed defensive posi t ion 
consisting of mines and ant i tank guns with excellent observation and fields of 
fire, suppor ted by five batteries of field artillery. A well-t imed appearance by 
the Royal Air Force also assisted in halt ing the attack. 

The attack was cont inued th roughou t the night, bu t by 28 February, seven 
Tigers were immobil ized in the British minefield. Of the 14 Tigers that start­
ed the operat ion two days previously, only two Tigers were still opera t iona l . 6 4 

According to the U.S. Army history: 

The leading section could not t u rn a round , could no t leave the road, 
could not back out . Some of the vehicles, abandoned dur ing what 
appeared to be a panic, were demolished by British engineers after 
dark . 6 5 

According to the British Army's official history: 

Lang's defeat was caused mainly by the excellent British artillery fire, by 
the rain-soaked g round on which his tanks could not manoeuvre , and by 
the well-staged infantry attacks dur ing which the Sappers destroyed 
damaged tanks which the enemy might have pulled out of harm's way. 6 6 

All hopes of cont inuing the attack were gone by 1 March 1943 and German 
forces ultimately wi thdrew to defensive posit ions in the vicini ty of Sidi Nsir. 
After four days of fighting, none of Heavy Tank Battalion 501's 14 Tigers were 
operat ional . 6 7 Seven Tigers were lost, along with four Panzer IVs and eight 
Panzer IIIs . 6 8 A report from Heavy Tank Battalion 501 provided the following 
reasons for the loss of the Tigers: 

Bottomless terrain that had been softened by violent rain s torms operat­
ing on a nar row front. Enemy minefields hindered further attack. Enemy 
artillery fire of all calibers and ant i tank gunfire then hit the Tiger attack, 
which was immobil ized in the m u d and on mines. Strong enemy 
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counterat tacks didn' t let ou r own infantry attacks advance far enough to 
recover the damaged Tigers. Five Tigers had tracks damaged by mines 
(one of these Tigers was also hit by an ant i tank gun) , one Tiger took a 
direct hit from an artillery shell, and one Tiger became stuck in the 
m u d . 6 9 

Other than assisting in breaking th rough what a m o u n t e d to a weakly-held 
forward defensive posit ion, Opera t ion Ochsenkopf was a complete failure for 
Heavy Tank Battalion 501. The area a round Hunt ' s Gap, just no r th of Beja, 
came to known as the "Tiger Graveyard" by Allied forces. 7 0 

Interestingly, this was the first and only occasion dur ing the campaign in 
Nor th Africa that Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was employed as a concentrated 
and combined battalion unde r more or less a single c o m m a n d . One of the rea­
sons for the generally piecemeal employment of the battalion was the fact that 
the individual vehicles arrived over a six-week per iod from late November to 
early January. 7 1 German forces employed combat vehicles as soon as they were 
available in response to cont inual Allied pressure. Another reason for the 
piecemeal employment was that the heavy tanks of the battal ion were needed 
in many places to stop the penetra t ions of the American and British forces and 
to suppor t numerous German attacks a t tempting to expand their bridgehead. 

The final reason for employment in a fragmented fashion was that this unit 
was plagued by a low operat ional rate of Tigers dur ing its t ime in Nor th 
Africa. Of the 22 Tigers assigned to Heavy Tank Battalion 501 th roughout this 
period, the highest n u m b e r operat ional at the same t ime was 14 Tigers, on 14 
and 26 February 1943. 7 2 Al though the battal ion managed to achieve an over­
all 62-percent operat ional average for Tigers t h roughou t its t ime in Tunisia, 
this is misleading by itself; on many occasions, the battal ion only had a hand­
ful of tanks on h a n d . 7 3 

This low rate was due in par t because the Tiger was a new weapon that had 
design flaws requir ing modifications. The combat elements of the battalion, 
possibly because they were given a higher priori ty in shipment to Tunisia than 
the suppor t units, arrived in Tunisia before any suppor t units of the battalion. 
This forced the heavy tank companies to operate for an extended period of 
t ime wi thout dedicated maintenance support . The f i rs t maintenance platoon 
from the workshop company did not arrive unti l 25 December 1942. 7 4 This 
absence of suppor t severely hindered the battalion's ability to not only main­
tain its vehicles, but also to recover and tow them back from the front to be 
repaired. Additionally, because the Allies often interdicted the Axis supply 
lines in the Mediterranean, there was always a shortage of repair parts . In fair­
ness, of course, the Germans ' supplies had far less distance to travel than those 
of the Allies. 
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Heavy Tank Battalion 501 improvised as best it could to mainta in its tanks, 
but it was especially challenged because they were the only uni t in Nor th 
Africa equipped with the Tiger. On 18 January 1943, a Tiger that had hit a land 
mine was officially scrapped because the battal ion lacked the replacement 
idler wheel to fix i t . 7 3 This Tiger was cannibalized to establish a reserve of nec­
essary repair parts for the other damaged Tigers. 

An addit ional problem created by the dispersal of the battalion was that the 
maintenance elements were also necessarily dispersed. Because the mainte­
nance elements were spread out, the battalion's 18-ton recovery vehicles found 
it difficult to provide suppor t to all areas. Also, the 18-ton recovery vehicles 
did not have a r m o r protect ion, so they could only recover and tow a Tiger in 
a secure area. 

The lack of an a rmored recovery vehicle and of towing vehicles in general 
forced the battal ion to destroy some disabled Tigers that may have otherwise 
been recovered. The battalion again improvised as best it could and in one 
instance, a single Panzer III towed a disabled Tiger out of the effective range 
of the enemy ant i tank guns and infantry weapons . 7 6 

Whatever the reason for piecemeal employment of the battalion, it violat­
ed the principle of concentrated employment of the battalion that was neces­
sary to achieve decisive results. Given the results of the one t ime that the bat­
talion was concentrated, perhaps the principle of concentra t ion was not 
always applicable, either. The au thor of final after-action review of the battal­
ion's operat ions in Tunisia blames the inability to employ the bulk of the bat­
talion at the same t ime to moun ta inous terrain which forced the attacks to 
largely follow the roads in their zones . 7 7 

It is interesting to note that this report only ment ions the devastating effect 
of mines once and then only to confirm that Tigers must lead attacks once 
contact has been made because they are "not as susceptible to mines ." 7 8 

Presumably, the solution to breaking th rough a minefield still lay in having 
enough Tigers. This is extraordinary, considering that the United States, the 
British, and the Soviets were all exper iment ing and fielding a wide variety of 
mine-breaching equipment at tached to t anks . 7 9 The Germans , however, 
seemed to be content with us ing—and abusing—their most expensive, most 
valuable tanks as mine detectors and breaching vehicles. 

The doctrinally-correct me thod , as inferred from published German 
reports, was for the Germans to overwatch an obstacle with Tigers and other 
direct- and indirect-fire systems, while engineers breached the obstacle. Until 
the end of the war, this required d i smount ing personnel to either physically 
remove the mines or obstacle or to emplace explosive charges to blow a breach 
through the minefield. Obviously, this required exposing skilled personnel to 
great hazards. 
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Although non-doct r ina l , an accepted and supposedly preferred m e t h o d in 
many instances was to "bull th rough" the minefield with Tigers. This saved 
personnel from having to expose themselves, bu t was costly in terms of main­
taining a high operat ional rate for Tigers. This is apparently the me thod that 
was chosen dur ing Opera t ion Ochsenkopf. H O W else could five Tigers have 
become immobil ized in the minefield on a single road? When the leading 
Tiger was immobil ized by the leading edge of the minefield, it must have been 
apparent to all following that there was a minefield to their front. The only 
way for four more Tigers to become damaged by mines was to move forward 
beyond those already disabled Tigers. The problem of overcoming mines was 
one that heavy tank battal ion leaders never solved dur ing the course of the 
war. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 501 destroyed more than 150 Allied tanks in Nor th 
Africa while losing only 11 Tigers . 8 0 This a m o u n t s to a kill ratio of 13.6 enemy 
tanks destroyed for every Tiger lost. Most sources do not differentiate the kills 
of the Panzer IIIs from those of the Tigers, but the uni t diary is filled with spe­
cific entries that indicate the kills of the day were by the Tigers. There are few 
entries that specifically men t ion the Panzer IIIs destroying an enemy tank . 8 1 

Regardless of vehicle type, the high kill ratio is a testament to the unit 's effec­
tiveness in spite of its infrequent deployment in accordance with doctr inal 
precepts. Another indication of the effectiveness of the vehicles, if no t neces­
sarily the unit , is the fact that of the 11 Tigers lost, only three were destroyed 
by enemy fire. 8 2 

Even though the p r imary tank killer of the heavy tank battal ion was the 
Tiger, the reports continually emphasized the necessity of incorporat ing the 
Panzer IIIs within the battalion. The battal ion c o m m a n d e r stressed that the 
battal ion "constantly needs light panzers for mainta in ing contact with other 
units , reconnaissance, and other similar duties (that is, scouting, guarding, 
br inging repair parts, or retrieving wounded under f ire) for which you can't 
use Tigers." 8 3 

Even with only a few Tigers, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 helped the uni ts it 
suppor ted to accomplish m a n y of their missions. G e r m a n reports indicate 
that the Allied forces recognized the superiori ty of the Tiger and did no t 
a t tempt to engage it frontally, if at all. On the attack toward Medjerda, the bat­
talion reported that "the objective was reached wi thout encounter ing any 
enemy activity," bu t that "fleeing enemy co lumns and tanks were observed as 
soon as the Tigers appeared." 8 4 Evidently in an a t tempt to counter this and 
destroy more enemy tanks before they could escape, the battal ion c o m m a n d e r 
issued the guidance that "Tigers may not open fire too early against enemy 
tanks, in order to keep retreating enemy tanks within the effective range of our 
weapons as long as possible." 8 5 
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The Allied forces did not have a tank that could counter the Tiger, so they 
resorted to the tactic of pulling back from ridge to ridge while laying mine­
fields that were protected by ant i tank guns. Artillery b o m b a r d m e n t s were also 
fired on the Tigers when they were slowed by the minefields. 8 6 As has been 
shown, this tactic was very effective. 

On 17 March 1943, Heavy Tank Battalion 504 took possession of Heavy 
Tank Battalion 501's 11 remaining Tigers; it later surrendered on 12 May 
1943. 8 7 Dur ing this t ime, they encountered many of the same problems as 
their predecessors, a l though German forces were primari ly on the defensive 
during the two m o n t h s Heavy Tank Battalion 504 fought in Nor th Africa. 
They assisted in s topping the breakthrough of the American 1st Armored 
Division in the vicinity of Maknassy dur ing the end of March 1943. 8 8 They 
also helped temporar i ly stop the British offensive in the vicinity of Medjez el 
Bab, as well as numerous other smaller defensive engagements . 8 9 This battal­
ion did not engage in any large-scale offensive operat ions. It performed defen­
sive missions to defeat enemy penetra t ions of the front line. The battal ion also 
counterat tacked several t imes, as par t of a larger German force, to reestablish 
front line posi t ions. 

The battal ion was only able to mainta in an operat ional readiness rate of 
about 50 percent for their Tigers, and the largest n u m b e r of Tigers that were 
operational at one t ime was 17 on 4 April 1943 . 9 0 Heavy Tank Battalion 504 
lost a total of eight Tiger tanks between 17 March and 12 May 1943, and 
destroyed the remaining 14 to prevent their capture before the uni t surren­
dered to Allied forces. 9 1 

Dur ing the two mon ths that they operated in Tunisia, Heavy Tank Battalion 
504 destroyed more than 150 enemy tanks . 9 2 Prior to destroying the 14 
remaining Tigers, the battalion achieved a tank kill ratio of 18.8 enemy tanks 
for every Tiger lost; because the entire bat tal ion was ultimately lost, however, 
the kill ratio measured against all 22 Tigers commit ted was still a respectable 
6.8 enemy tanks destroyed for every Tiger. 

This battalion's counteroffensive actions were effective in delaying the 
Allied forces in Tunisia. They could have been even more cost effective had the 
Germans been able to evacuate the remaining Tigers of the battal ion to Sicily 
or Italy. 

This battalion, like Heavy Tank Battalion 501, also suffered from inade­
quate recovery assets dur ing its re trograde actions. Of the eight Tigers lost 
prior to surrender ing, only four were lost as a result of direct enemy contac t . 9 3 

Of these four, the battalion destroyed two because they were unable to recov­
er them. That mean t that enemy fire completely destroyed only two Tigers, 
one from concentrated ant i tank and artillery fire, and the other from a direct 
hit by an artillery r o u n d . 9 4 
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This testifies to the survivability of the Tiger tank, but it also highlights its 
weaknesses. As the Germans were discovering, the Tiger was a very mainte­
nance-intensive combat vehicle that had a limited radius of action because of 
the high fuel consumpt ion and maintenance requirements . These weaknesses 
were exacerbated when the Germans wi thdrew following the Allied offenses in 
Tunisia. 

Al though the actions of Heavy Tank Battalion 504 indicate that Tigers were 
effective in destroying enemy tanks, if the German Army had devoted some 
resources to developing an a rmored recovery vehicle, they may have been able 
to reduce the n u m b e r of Tigers destroyed by their own crews. Only two Tigers 
were total and complete losses on the battlefield as a result of enemy direct 
fire. For the loss of these two Tigers, the battal ion destroyed over 150 Allied 
tanks, which equals a kill rat io of 75 to 1 in tank versus tank combat . For tun­
ately for the Allies, there was m o r e than one way to kill a Tiger. Unfortunately 
for the Germans , the solutions to the twin problems of recovering such mas­
sive machines when damaged on the battlefield and conduct ing the mainte­
nance required to keep such complex vehicles runn ing would prove elusive. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503 
with Army Group Don in Southern Russia 
On 27 December 1942, OKH sent Heavy Tank Battalion 503 to Army Group 
D o n to assist in stabilizing the front . 9 3 This uni t was needed to help protect 
Rostov so that the 1st and 4th Panzer Armies and other German units in the 
Caucasus could wi thdraw across the Don River to the Donets River, where the 
high c o m m a n d planned a new defensive l ine . 9 6 

This battal ion arrived at the beginning of 1943 and Army Group D o n 
immediately assigned it the mission of securing bridges across the Manytch 
River for use by wi thdrawing forces. 9 7 By this t ime there was not a cont inuous 
front in the area. German forces defended a series of blocking positions and 
s t rongpoints in an a t tempt to stop the Soviet advance. These were located at 
key points at road or railroad junct ions and major river crossings. 9 8 The fight­
ing was characterized by rearguard actions, while the ma in body of t roops 
took up new posit ions farther back. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503 part icipated in this fighting from 1 to 17 January 
1943, primari ly securing impor t an t river crossing sites. Due to the fluid nature 
of the battlefield, however, they were sent from one impor tan t area to anoth­
er, and in one instance covered 65 kilometers in one day. 9 9 (see map 7) 

Probably the battalion's largest single employment occurred on 6 January 
1943 when the battal ion, suppor ted by 2d Battalion, Panzer-Grenadier 
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Regiment 128, attacked towards Stavropol. The 1st C o m p a n y attacked frontal -
ly with the battalion of panzergrenadiers, while the 2d Company attacked 
from the left f lank. 1 0 0 Altogether, the battalion fielded 17 operat ional Tigers 
out of 20 assigned and 20 Panzer IIIs out of 3 1 . 1 0 1 Dur ing the engagement, the 
Tigers knocked out 18 Soviet tanks and destroyed an a rmored car and five 
ant i tank g u n s . 1 0 2 The enemy retreated, and dur ing the pursui t the battal ion 
lost its first vehicle dur ing the entire engagement, a Panzer III, to artillery 
fire.103 

Possibly the most impor t an t mission given this bat tal ion was its attack to 
reduce a Soviet penetra t ion at Vessely. The battal ion fielded 11 Tigers and 12 
Panzer IIIs and was again suppor ted by the 2d Battalion of Panzer-Grenadier 
Regiment 128, as well as by a bat tery of light howi tzers . 1 0 4 The attack began in 
the early morn ing of 9 January 1943. German forces made three a t tempts to 
achieve their objective dur ing the day, bu t the Soviets repulsed all a t tacks . 1 0 5 

The battal ion managed to destroy eight T-34s dur ing the attack, bu t also 
lost two Tigers and one Panzer III to enemy fire. 1 0 6 In addit ion, the nine other 
Tigers were so badly damaged that the battalion had only one operat ional 
Tiger at the end of the day. Two of these Tigers were sent back to Germany for 
general repa i r s . 1 0 7 In the space of six hours , one of these received 227 hits from 
ant i tank rifles and was struck 14 t imes by 5 7 m m and 11 t imes by 7 6 m m anti­
t ank rounds . It is a tes tament to the vehicle's durabili ty that despite this dam­
age, the Tiger still traveled back 60 kilometers under its own power . 1 0 8 

On 14 January 1943, the 2d Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 was 
at tached to Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 3 . 1 0 9 This became the only instance where 
three Organizat ion D companies were combined under the control of a single 
battal ion. This a r rangement lasted only eight days because of losses to the bat­
tal ion, however; on 22 January 1943, the bat ta l ion d isbanded the 2d 
C o m p a n y . 1 1 0 The battal ion integrated the remnants of this company into the 
3d Company, and cont inued to operate with only two Organization D 
compan ies . 1 1 1 

After partially rebuilding its strength, Army Group D o n assigned the bat­
talion missions that involved securing the impor tan t railroad centers a round 
Rostov. The battalion part icipated in m a n y m i n o r local counterat tacks that 
forced it to operate in company- and platoon-sized uni ts . These elements 
operated with a wide variety of other units, usually in a subordinate role. In 
accomplishing these missions, the battalion demons t ra ted excellent flexibility 
in c o m m a n d and control and in company and pla toon organizations, repeat­
edly changing c o m m a n d relationships and composi t ion to accomplish the 
mission, (see m a p 8) 

Dur ing this fighting, the battal ion integrated Tigers and Panzer IIIs in 
many different ways. On two occasions the battal ion formed a light company 
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consisting of a company's wor th of Panzer IIIs and a heavy company equipped 
with Tigers and the remainder of the Panzer IIIs. This light company pr imar ­
ily covered other units ' withdrawals, bu t did participate in an attack of 8 
February 1943 in the nor thwestern sector of Rostov, where it destroyed 12 
enemy tanks and three ant i tank g u n s . 1 1 2 The battal ion c o m m a n d e r employed 
this light company because of the difficult terrain, consisting of many ditches, 
across which the attacks were carried out . 

From 19 February to 22 February 1943, the light company, starting with 
eight Panzer IIIs and two Tigers, conducted local counterat tacks and occupied 
covering positions in the vicinity of Rostov. Dur ing this four-day period, the 
company destroyed 23 T-34s and 11 ant i tank guns while losing one Tiger and 
one Panzer I I I . 1 1 3 After an engagement on 22 February 1943, the battalion had 
only two Tigers and five Panzer IIIs operat ional and wi thdrew to an area near 
Taganrog to refi t . 1 1 4 This bat tal ion was not employed again until Opera t ion 
Zitadelle in July 1943. 

Dur ing the almost two m o n t h s of combat with Army Group Don, Heavy 
Tank Battalion 503 destroyed more than 71 enemy tanks and 55 ant i tank 
g u n s . 1 1 5 In so doing, they lost a round 13 Panzer IIIs and had three Tigers 
knocked out due to enemy ac t ions . 1 1 6 Another Tiger was destroyed while wait­
ing at the Budenny rail station for t ranspor t back to Germany for factory 
repair when the battal ion was forced to retreat to Rostov. 1 1 7 A total of four 
Tigers were so badly damaged in combat that they were t ranspor ted back to 
Germany . 1 1 8 This means that this battalion destroyed 23.6 enemy tanks for the 
loss of each Tiger, or 4.4 enemy tanks for the loss of any type tank, Panzer III 
and Tiger. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was m u c h more effective than the units a round 
Leningrad and in Nor th Africa in recovering disabled Tigers. Dur ing combat 
that always involved retrograde movements , its soldiers destroyed only one 
Tiger to avoid capture. Additionally, this Tiger had already been recovered and 
loaded on a rail car for t ranspor t back to Germany. This battalion's leadership 
was very reluctant to destroy its own vehicles and did everything possible to 
recover Tigers. In one instance, three Tigers broke down in a withdrawal; 
instead of destroying them, the crews stayed with the vehicles until they could 
be recovered, which was over 30 hours la ter . 1 1 9 Diary entries are filled with 
examples of operat ional vehicles towing damaged vehicles back to the main­
tenance pla toon to be repaired. In another instance, while the rest of the uni t 
withdrew, six 18-ton recovery vehicles and two other Tigers recovered a Tiger 
that broke th rough the ice of a s t r e am. 1 2 0 

Despite the great efforts of the recovery elements, this battal ion still 
suffered from a low operat ional readiness rate of its Tigers. On average, the 
battal ion only mainta ined a round 35 percent of its Tigers in operat ional 
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condi t ion . 1 2 1 Probably one of the main reasons for Tigers being in need of 
repair was from damage due to enemy fire. Another reason may have been the 
great distances that the uni t had to traverse. In one instance, the 2d Company 
conducted a 107-kilometer roadmarch in ten and a half h o u r s . 1 2 2 This uni t did 
not lose any vehicles to maintenance breakdowns dur ing the roadmarch , how­
ever, probably because the company c o m m a n d e r ordered a maintenance halt 
every 20 k i lometers . 1 2 3 

Overall, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was very successful in its operat ions 
a round Rostov. This uni t played a large par t in protect ing the key road and rail 
networks that allowed the 1st Panzer Army to retreat. Some historians 
attribute the actions of this battal ion to preventing the Soviets in breaking 
through to Rostov and cutt ing the road and rail l ines . 1 2 4 

Changes Before Operation ZITADELLE 
A measure of the effectiveness of the heavy tank battalions fighting the Soviets 
can be ascertained by looking at the n u m b e r of actions that the Soviets took 
in response to this threat. They did not have t ime to develop a tank to counter 
the Tiger before Opera t ion Zitadelle, bu t they did begin planning for vehicles 
such as the T-34/85 and the KV-85 heavy tank. 

In the inter im, the Soviets developed and fielded a heavy self-propelled 
gun, the SU-152, which was a rmed with a 152mm gun designed to defeat the 
German heavy t a n k s . 1 2 3 Additionally, the Soviets cont inued to field the SU-76 
and the SU-122, which were a rmed with 7 6 m m and 122mm guns, respective­
ly. All of these vehicles were grouped by type into regiments of 21 vehicles 
(four batteries of five vehicles each and one for the commander ) By the t ime 
Operat ion Zitadelle began, 21 such regiments were at the front, mainly 
concentrated in the vicinity of Kursk, wi th three in reserve and 17 still in 
t r a in ing . 1 2 6 

Also in response to the Tigers, the Soviets formed ant i tank battal ions and 
assigned them to tank and mechanized corps. Some of these were a rmed 
85mm antiaircraft guns on special m o u n t s wi th crews t rained as ant i tank gun­
ners. Many, a l though not all, of the tank and mechanized corps at Kursk had 
been reinforced wi th the 8 5 m m ant i tank battalions pr ior to the German 
a t tack . 1 2 7 

Another Soviet response to the appearance of the Tiger was the formation 
of heavy tank regiments. Product ion of the KV-85, a rmed with an 8 5 m m main 
gun, did not begin until August 1943, after the German offensive at Kursk . 1 2 8 

So the Soviets gathered all available KVls and KV2s, a rmed with a 7 6 m m and 
152mm guns, respectively, and formed five heavy tank regiments before the 
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German offensive began . 1 2 9 N o n e of the new tank regiments took par t in the 
Battle of Kursk, bu t their availability was an indication of the concern to bol­
ster the defense against the G e r m a n Tigers and the heavy tank ba t ta l ions . 1 3 0 

The Russians realized that the Tiger had a powerful long-range 8 8 m m main 
gun and thick frontal armor, making i t superior to their tanks with 76mm 
guns and less a rmor protect ion. They believed that they could "only be fought 
effectively in close combat , where the T-34 could use its greater maneuver­
ability and direct its fire at the sides of the heavy German tanks ." 1 3 1 This tac­
tic resulted in the Soviet tanks "charging" at the German Tigers in an a t tempt 
to close the range as quickly as possible so the T-34/76 could have a chance of 
destroying the Tigers. 

The Germans , for their part , were also busy reorganizing the heavy tank 
battal ions into Organizat ion E battalions, doing away with all the Panzer IIIs 
in the battal ion. The deletion of the Panzer IIIs from the organization is con­
t rary to almost all of the recommendat ions in the available heavy tank battal­
ion after-action r epor t s . 1 3 2 

The sole exception to the call for Panzer IIIs in the after-action reviews was 
a r ecommenda t ion from the heavy company of the Panzer-Grenadier Division 
Grossdeutschland. At this t ime, this uni t fielded only a heavy company as par t 
of the divisional panzer regiment, but this was soon increased to an entire 
heavy tank battalion. This repor t stated: 

The previous combat actions have shown that the Panzer III, originally 
in tended to be a security vehicle for each Tiger, has no t evolved to with­
s tand hits from enemy weapons . The opponent ' s defensive weapons take 
it under fire in preference to firing at the Tiger. In addi t ion, it would aid 
in improving the n u m b e r of operat ional Panzers by having a pure com­
pany made up of only one type of Panzer. A very inefficient and compli­
cated repair staff for the Tiger Company is necessary only because of 
t ranspor ta t ion of Panzer III repair parts in addi t ion to the difficulties 
with Tiger repair parts . In this case, it is appropriate to reduce Tiger units 
to only one type of Panzer—the Panzerkampfwagen VI (T iger ) . 1 3 3 

This report was probably m o r e insightful, in retrospect, t han the others that 
advocated retention of the Panzer IIIs. The majority of the recommendat ions 
argued for the cont inued inclusion of the Panzer IIIs so that they could 
accomplish missions other than those for which they were originally in tend­
ed, namely scouting, liaison, evacuation of wounded , and resupply of Tigers. 
General Guderian, as Inspector of Armored Troops, rejected the majority of 
the recommendat ions that advocated cont inued inclusion of Panzer IIIs and 
argued for the concentrat ion of Tigers in Organizat ion E . 1 3 4 He did, however, 
see the need for an improved scouting and liaison capability, and requested 
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the creation of a reconnaissance platoon, m o u n t e d on a rmored half-tracks, 
that became par t of Organization E . 1 3 5 

Another report from Panzer-Grenadier Division Grossdeutschland suggest­
ed incorporat ing a heavy tank platoon into every panzer ba t t a l ion . 1 3 6 Others 
recommended incorporat ing a heavy tank company into the panzer regiment 
of every panzer division. Guder ian rejected this, saying "dispersing them 
[Tigers] . . . is an idiotic squander ing of this valuable equ ipment . " 1 3 7 

The report by the heavy tank company of the Panzer-Grenadier Division 
Grossdeutschland indicated that the uni t was constantly employed as the lead 
element. This initiated responses from the Chief of the Army General Staff, as 
well as from Guderian, which contradicted the established doctr ine for the 
heavy tank battalions. The a rmor representative to the German Chief of the 
Army General Staff wrote: 

Employing Tigers as the lead uni t s is no t self-evidently correct . 
Situations will occur where this is necessary or useful. The controll ing 
factors are the tasks and the n u m b e r of operat ional Tigers. If there are 
[only a few Tigers], their assignment to the point means that the Tigers 
will no t be available when they are needed to attack enemy tanks. Losses 
will frequently occur due to mines and bridge failure, plus getting hung 
up in uncrossable terrain. In order to mainta in the high operat ional and 
product ion value of the Tigers, it is necessary to concentrate the Tigers 
in units so that concentrated purposeful employment , maintenance , and 
care can be achieved. 1 3 8 

This message was followed shortly by another from Guderian who took a 
similar posi t ion that seemed to argue against the use of the heavy tank battal­
ion as the lead element in the attack. He wrote: 

The Tiger uni t is the most valuable and strongest weapon in a Panzer 
unit . If it is used as the point unit , it will quickly br ing localized success 
because of its high combat power. However, they will have insufficient 
force at the start of a decisive battle that could mean destruct ion of the 
opponen t in the depths of his posi t ion because the Tigers will suffer 
heavy breakdowns due to mines, hits, and terrain obstacles. Therefore, 
they will enter the decisive phase of the battle already greatly depleted. 
Fundamentally, point units have increased fuel consumpt ion . Because 
the Tiger already has a limited radius of action, when it is used as a lead 
vehicle it will sometimes be short of fuel at the start of the decisive phase 
of the ba t t l e . 1 3 9 

Despite these views, there is no record of any new doctrinal guidance being 
formally published. In any case, one aspect of the doctr ine that clearly did not 
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change was the emphasis u p o n concentrat ion of the heavy tank battal ion 
instead of dispersing it. 

Operation ZITADELLE: The Battle of Kursk 
Two heavy tank battalions part icipated in the Battle of Kursk, and both were 
in tended to play major, if no t decisive, roles. Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was 
still in southern Russia as par t of Army Group South. It was attached to III 
Panzer Corps, par t of Army Detachment Kempf, dur ing Opera t ion Zitadelle 
as par t of the southern thrus t against the Kursk sal ient . 1 4 0 The other heavy 
tank battal ion involved in this operat ion was Heavy Tank Battalion 505, 
at tached to Army Group Center . 1 4 1 

Both of these battal ions received orders to change from Organizat ion D to 
Organizat ion E in the spring of 1943. Heavy Tank Battalion 503 had complet­
ed this t ransi t ion and fielded 45 Tigers in three companies for the opera­
t i o n . 1 4 2 Heavy Tank Battalion 505 was still in the process of making the t ran­
sition to the Organizat ion E as the offensive began. It completed the forma­
t ion of two Organizat ion E heavy tank companies , bu t the third company did 
no t arrive unti l 8 July 1943, after the start of the offensive. 1 4 3 In an a t tempt to 
compensate for this, Funklenk (Wireless Radio) C o m p a n y 312 was attached to 
i t . 1 4 4 This uni t fielded remote controlled Borgward B IV vehicles, carrying 500 
kilograms of T N T each. These vehicles were remotely maneuvered into posi­
t ion and then exploded to destroy ant i tank posit ions and other emplace­
m e n t s . 1 4 5 This company's mission was to detect minefields and assist in clear­
ing lanes th rough them, as well as assisting in destroying enemy defensive 
s t rongpoints such as fortified ant i tank guns as well as heavy t anks . 1 4 6 

This battal ion was also un ique because of the way in which they used the 
Panzer IIIs that were still present at the t ime of the batt le. They converted 
these obsolescent tanks into br idging material carriers by removing their tur ­
rets and placing planks, beams, and other br idging material on t o p . 1 4 7 

Although the battal ion was ordered to repair these vehicles, they had not 
repaired or tu rned them in pr ior to the start of the offensive. 1 4 8 

The two heavy tank battal ions involved in Opera t ion Zitadelle were not 
only organized differently, bu t were also employed in dissimilar fashions. In 
the Nor th , Army Group Center attached Heavy Tank Battalion 505 to the 6th 
Infantry Division of the XLVII Panzer Corps. This corps consisted of three 
panzer divisions and one infantry division, and was assigned as the main 
breakthrough force in the N o r t h . 1 4 9 This was a mission fully in keeping with 
the doctrinal role for which Tiger battalions had been created. On the other 
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side of the Kursk Salient, Army Group South attached Heavy Tank Battalion 
503 to III Panzer Corps, which also consisted of three panzer divisions and 
one infantry division. This corps was par t of the larger ad hoc organizat ion 
known as Army Detachment Kempf and initially had the mission of guarding 
the flank of II SS-Panzer Corps. It was also tasked with destroying enemy 
counterattack forces expected to arrive from the east and the n o r t h . 1 5 0 In spite 
of Guderian's guidance that Tigers be employed in a concentrated heavy tank 
battalion and against the strong advice of the battal ion commander , the com­
mander of III Panzer Corps initially attached one heavy tank company to each 
of the corps' panzer divisions. 

The units compris ing the southern pincer of the German attack consisted 
mainly of a rmored units, bu t there was a shortage of infantry for the tasks at 
hand. The commander s of 4th Panzer Army and Army Detachment Kempf 
thus decided to use their tanks in the initial assault on the first day. 1 5 1 III 
Panzer Corps ' zone of attack took its units across a level flood plain criss­
crossed with small t r ibutaries of the Nor the rn Donets and Razumnoe Rivers. 
These made excellent obstacles for defense by the Soviets. The defenders rein­
forced these with mines and other obstacles to vehicular movement , severely 
restricting German a rmored uni ts ' mobi l i ty . 1 3 2 (see m a p 9) 

Records concerning Heavy Tank Battalion 503 are filled with accounts of 
Tigers being halted by minefields; tank ditches; and streams and rivers. On the 
first day of the attack, the 2d Company had 13 of its 14 Tigers disabled by 
mines in a single minef ie ld . 1 3 3 After a t tempt ing but failing to ford the Donets 
River at 0230 on the first day of the attack, the 3d Company was finally able to 
cross early in the afternoon, using a bridge erected by combat eng ineers . 1 5 4 

During the first three days of the attack, the battalion's Tiger companies sup­
por ted the three Panzer divisions of III Panzer Corps. Dur ing this t ime, the 
corps managed to break through the f irst and second defensive lines, bu t was 
still only about 20 kilometers from their line of depar ture , wi th another 100 
kilometers to go to reach Kursk . 1 5 5 

By 7 July 1943, the Soviets were focusing their at tention pr imari ly on the 
success of II SS-Panzer Corps to the west. Tasked to protect the flank of II SS-
Panzer Corps, bu t still well to the south, this success presented a problem for 
III Panzer Corps . On 7 July 1943, III Panzer Corps consolidated Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503 and subordinated it to Panzer Regiment 11 of the 6th Panzer 
Divis ion. 1 5 6 The c o m m a n d e r of III Panzer Corps gave 6th Panzer Division the 
mission of spearheading the attack to link up with II SS-Panzer C o r p s . 1 5 7 To 
complete this link up, the corps had to cross the Donets River again further 
ups t r eam. 1 5 8 Suppor ted by Heavy Tank Battalion 503, the 6th Panzer Division 
fought th rough Soviet defenses to Rzhavets across the Donets River, before 
being detached from III Panzer C o r p s . 1 3 9 
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Map 9: Heavy Tank Battalion 503 as Part of the 
Attack by III Panzer Corps During Operation ZITADELLE 

5-12 July 1943 
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The highlight of this attack was a bold infiltration of Soviet defenses on the 
night of 11-12 July 1943 by Panzer Regiment 11 and Heavy Tank Battalion 
503. This attack, led by Major Franz Bake unde r cover of darkness, successful­
ly moved th rough Soviet defenses and then infiltrated Soviet a rmor co lumns 
as they a t tempted to reposition in prepara t ion for the next day's operat ions. 
To assist in the delicate and risky action, Bake used two captured T-34s to lead 
the column, along with two tank commande r s who spoke fluent Russian. He 
also gave orders for the infantry riding on the tanks to smoke and act relaxed. 
The German co lumn was finally discovered on the outskirts of the town of 
Rzhavets. This allowed Soviet engineers to blow up the bridges across the 
Donets before the Germans could capture them. German infantry and engi­
neers used a small bridge to cross over and establish a bridgehead, bu t it was 
several days before a much larger bridge capable of carrying the Tigers across 
was built. As a result, III Panzer Corps did not link up with II SS-Panzer Corps 
before the tanks from the Soviet 5th Guards Tank Army attacked on 12 July 
1943. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503 destroyed approximately 72 Soviet tanks from 
the beginning of the offensive until the battal ion was taken from III Panzer 
Corps on 14 July 1943 . 1 6 0 Dur ing this t ime, they lost four Tigers in combat and 
no Tigers had to be destroyed to avoid cap tu re . 1 6 1 This was pr imari ly due to 
the fact that the battalion was on the offensive and its maintenance and recov­
ery elements could evacuate and repair damaged and disabled Tigers on the 
battlefield, instead of having to abandon them as in previous battles involving 
retreats. Overall, the battal ion achieved a kill ratio of 18.0 to 1. 

In a little over ten days of almost cont inuous combat , the battal ion was able 
to mainta in 57 percent of its Tigers operat ional , with the highest n u m b e r 
available at one t ime being 42 at the beginning of the operat ion and the low­
est n u m b e r being six, on 14 July 1943 . 1 6 2 

In the nor th , 9th Army had fewer tanks than the southern pincer attack and 
thus, its c o m m a n d e r chose to attack primari ly with infantry forces on the first 
day. The plan was for the infantry to break th rough the Soviet defenses, allow­
ing panzer uni ts to exploit that breakthrough. The exception to this was the 
main effort in the nor th , the XLVII Panzer Corps . This corps attacked on the 
first day with the 20th Panzer Division and the 6th Infantry Divis ion . 1 6 3 

Despite the official guidance against at taching a heavy tank battal ion to an 
infantry division, Heavy Tank Battalion 505 was attached to the 6th Infantry 
Division as par t of the XLVII Panzer Corps . (see m a p 10) 

On the first day of the attack, after crossing the river Oka and seizing the 
village of Novy-Chutor, the c o m m a n d e r of the 6th Infantry Division ordered 
Heavy Tank Battalion 505 to attack at 0930 h o u r s . 1 6 4 With its two companies 
and the attached Funklenk Company 312, the battalion easily destroyed 



Map 10: Heavy Tank Battalion 505 in Operation ZITADELLE 
5-15 July 1943 
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dug-in enemy tanks to their front and penetrated the defenses on the 15th 
Rifle Division's right wing. This battal ion attack allowed German forces to 
secure the impor t an t village of Butyrki and threatened the Soviet first echelon 
divisions with encirclement. Heavy Tank Battalion 505 had advanced farther 
and faster than Model had ever anticipated, but because the plan called for the 
commi tmen t of the panzer divisions on the second day, these uni ts were not 
in position to exploit the breakthrough. German accounts ment ion an oppor ­
tunity lost by not posi t ioning a rmored forces to exploit the tactical break­
through of the Soviet defenses by Heavy Tank Battalion 505. The C o m m a n ­
ding General of the 6th Infantry Division stated: 

We could observe movements by the Russians. If the tanks had rolled 
th rough then, we could perhaps have reached the objective of Kursk 
because the enemy was completely surprised and still weak. Valuable 
t ime was lost, which the enemy used to rush in his reserves . 1 6 5 

The uni t history of Heavy Tank Battalion 505 tells more of the potential 
oppor tuni ty lost: 

5 July 1943: The battalion's penet ra t ion to Butyrki leads to the complete 
collapse of the Soviet 15th Infantry Division, causing a major crisis on 
the right wing of the 70th Army. The employment of the 2d Panzer 
Division at tha t t ime, not as scheduled on the following day, would have 
destroyed the whole f ront! 1 6 6 

The success of the battalion's attack is reemphasized by the fact that the 
Central Front commander , General Rokossovsky, quickly reinforced the 13th 
Army with 350 aircraft and control of the 13th and 1st Anti tank Brigades, an 
artillery brigade, and the 21st Separate Mor ta r Brigade from the Central Front 
Reserve. 1 6 7 In an immedia te a t tempt to stabilize the front, the 13th Army com­
mander, General Pukhov, commit ted his reserve 27th Guards Tank Regiment 
and combat engineer units from all parts of the 13th Army . 1 6 8 

The next day, 6 July 1943, Heavy Tank Battalion 505 cont inued its attack, 
this t ime suppor t ing the 2d and 9th Panzer Divis ions . 1 6 9 This attack caused the 
front and army commander s to commi t further a rmored reserves to defeat the 
German penet ra t ion and reestablish the f irst defensive be l t . 1 7 0 The Soviets 
commit ted the 16th Tank Corps consisting of two tank br igades . 1 7 1 The lead 
tank brigade unexpectedly encountered Heavy Tank Battalion 505 and in a 
matter of a few minutes , the Germans destroyed 46 of the brigade's 50 
t anks . 1 7 2 The suppor t ing tank brigade was also heavily damaged, losing a fur­
ther 23 t a n k s . 1 7 3 

For the next three days, the battalion cont inued to attack, along with the 
2d and the 9th Panzer Divisions, in an a t tempt to secure the strategically 
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impor tan t town of Ol 'khova tka . 1 7 4 In addit ion to de termined resistance from 
Soviet infantry, the Soviets cont inued to commi t their a rmored reserves int~ 
the battle and the Germans never took the town. 

On 9 July 1943, 9th Army ordered Heavy Tank Battalion 505 to withdraw 
from the battle to act as corps reserve for XLVII Panzer Corps. 1 7 5 From 10 to 
11 July 1943, Heavy Tank Battalion 505 suppor ted attacks toward Toploye. 1 7 6 

The battalion went over to the defense and from 15 to 17 July 1943, it with­
drew to its original start l i ne . 1 7 7 

Heavy Tank Battalion 505 was successful in destroying a large n u m b e r of 
enemy tanks dur ing their breakthrough a t tempt on the f i rs t day and were 
again successful in destroying a large group of enemy tanks dur ing the Soviet 
counterat tack on the second day. They were, however, unable to overcome the 
repeated counterattacks and the well-established, deep Soviet defenses, to 
assist in breaking through on an operational level. 

Heavy Tank Battalion 505 destroyed 42 Soviet tanks on the opening day of 
Operat ional Zitadelle on 5 July 1943 and another 67 the next day . 1 7 8 Dur ing 
fighting in the next few days, the attached Funklenk Company 312 destroyed 
an addit ional T -34 . 1 7 9 After the German offensive in the nor th stalled, the bat­
talion assisted in repulsing Soviet a rmored counterat tacks on 15 and 17 July 
1943, destroying another 22 and 32 enemy tanks respectively. 1 8 0 Dur ing the 
period of employment when the Germans were on the offensive, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 505 destroyed a total of 110 enemy tanks, and a further 54 tanks after 
going over to the defense. 1 8 1 

Dur ing the same t ime, this unit lost a total of only five Tigers to enemy 
fire. 1 8 2 Three of these were lost dur ing offensive operat ions and two were lost 
dur ing defensive operat ions after 16 July 1943. As with Heavy Tank Battalion 
503 in the south, this battal ion was on the offensive and could more easily 
recover its damaged and broken vehicles. The result was that there were no 
Tigers destroyed by their own crews. Even though this battalion was unable to 
penetrate through the entire Soviet defenses and accomplish its mission, it was 
able to achieve a 36.6-to-l kill ratio dur ing offensive operat ions against an 
enemy that was in well-prepared, deeply-echeloned defenses and a 27.0- to- l 
kill ratio when on the defensive. 

This battalion suffered from a low operat ional rate dur ing Opera t ion 
Zitadelle, mainta ining an average of only 45.7 percent operat ional from 4 to 
20 July 1943 . 1 8 3 At the start of the battle it fielded 26 Tigers, but by the end of 
the second day of fighting, it only had six operat ional Tigers r ema in ing . 1 8 4 

After its 3d company arrived on 8 July 1943, the battal ion fielded 29 Tigers, the 
highest total that it was able to achieve th roughout Opera t ion Zitadelle.185 

Unit diaries and other histories do not indicate exact numbers , but they 
make it clear that a major por t ion of the vehicles from both heavy tank 



GROWING PAINS AND ADAPTATION 73 

battalions involved in Opera t ion Zitadelle were damaged by mines. This is 
very surprising considering that bo th battal ions were augmented or suppor t ­
ed by addit ional engineer t roops dur ing some or all of the operat ion. Also, 
German sources do not ment ion it, but Soviet sources credit the Tiger tank 
with being m o u n t e d with a mine roller capable of detecting the forward edge 
of a minefield. 

Under pressure of our powerful artillery fire, the Germans cleared mines 
and obstacles with the help of tanks, together with the work of sappers. 
For this purpose the enemy used Tiger tanks in front of which were 
attached 6 to 7 meter rods with a wooden roller set up on them. When 
the roller came up against a mine , the mine exploded, while the tank 
remained unha rmed . In this m a n n e r the enemy easily detected the for­
ward edge of the minefield, which was cleared with the help of sapper 
un i t s . 1 8 6 

The heavy tank battalions did, however, receive considerable damage from 
mines and when they encountered a minefield they were slowed or s topped 
until sappers could clear a path. 

Regardless of whether these mine rollers were actually used, it appears that 
the preferred m e t h o d of mine clearing was by manual means, exposing per­
sonnel outside of an a rmored vehicle. When enemy fire was too heavy, it seems 
that the secondary me thod of mine breaching was to drive th rough the mine­
field with Tigers. This resulted in damage to the vehicles, but saved personnel . 
Minefields probably had a great deal to do with the dramat ic decline in oper­
ational rates within both battal ions after the first day or two of combat . 

Summary 
From the initial employment until the Battle of Kursk, the heavy tank battal­
ions evolved from Organization D, which integrated Tigers with Panzer IIIs, 
to the Tiger pure Organizat ion E. This change was made based u p o n experi­
ence gained in combat in Nor th Africa and th roughou t Russia, and was made 
possible by increased Tiger product ion . The inclusion of Panzer IIIs provided 
the heavy tank battalion with a high degree of flexibility in tailoring the force 
required to accomplish the missions assigned. However, the Panzer IIIs were 
not sufficiently well a rmored to survive long in combat as par t of a heavy tank 
battalion. 

With a few notable exceptions, the heavy tank battalions were not employed 
in accordance with the doctr ine established for them. Specifically, their 
employment violated the concept of concentrat ion. This was largely due to the 
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tactical requirements of each situation. At Kursk, when they were concentrat­
ed, they did not meet the high expectations th roughou t the German Army for 
these units , a l though they did achieve respectable results in terms of sheer 
number s of enemy tanks destroyed. 

Dur ing this period, guidance for the employment of heavy tank battal ions 
changed slightly based u p o n after-action analyses. Originally, doctr ine advo­
cated using the battal ion as a po in t element. After evaluating several reports 
from heavy tank companies and battalions, Guder ian and other influential 
leaders cautioned restraint in employing it in the lead in all cases. They felt 
that the uni t would achieve initial results as the vanguard of the attack, bu t 
might not be available to fight the decisive battle. This did not deter the lead­
ers at Kursk from employing the heavy tank battalions as the leading units in 
the attack. Guderian's fears were realized dur ing Opera t ion Zitadelle when 
both heavy tank battalions involved were reduced to low number s of opera­
tional Tigers within a few days. 

The Tiger proved to be an excellent tank that could withstand many hits 
from large-caliber shells and still cont inue its mission. The low n u m b e r of 
Tigers destroyed by direct enemy action is proof of its resilience. It was, 
however, a very maintenance-intensive vehicle. On m a n y occasions, this 
forced heavy tank battal ions to operate with only a fraction of the vehicles 
authorized. 

The low operat ional rate may have, paradoxically, contr ibuted to the low 
n u m b e r of Tigers destroyed in combat . There were only a few Tigers opera­
tional dur ing the various campaigns, therefore, there were also only a few 
Tigers available to be destroyed in battle. The handful of operat ional vehicles 
proved many times, especially in the defense, however, that they were capable 
of locally wreaking havoc on enemy a rmored units . The defense, a mission for 
which heavy tank battal ions were not originally intended, became the p r ima­
ry focus of German units after the Battle of Kursk. 



CHAPTER 4 

On the Strategic Defensive 

An A.F.H.Q [Armored Force Headquarters] t raining instruct ion states 
that the size and weight of the Pz Kw VI [Tiger] present many p rob ­
lems. PW [Prisoner of War] indicated that extensive reconnaissance of 
terrain, bridges, etc., was necessary before operat ions with this tank 
could be under taken . Bridges had to be reinforced in many cases, and it 
was necessary for the "going" to be good for the effective employment 
of the PzKw V1.1 

British interrogation report of captured 
German prisoner, April 1943 

Tiger product ion greatly increased after the Battle of Kursk. The three heavy 
tank battal ions that were largely destroyed by the s u m m e r of 1943 were recon­
stituted and all new heavy tank battal ions fielded were equipped and orga­
nized in accordance with Organizat ion E. By the beginning of s u m m e r 1944, 
Germany fielded 12 heavy tank battal ions and was in the process of equipping 
the last Army heavy tank battal ion, Heavy Tank Battalion 510. Th roughou t 
this 12-month period, most of these heavy tank battal ions were employed 
against Soviet forces in the east. Only two heavy tank battalions fought against 
American and British forces dur ing this year, bo th in Italy. 

As the expected Allied invasion of France neared however, the Germans 
posit ioned several heavy tank battalions in the West to counter the anticipat­
ed landings. Two of these were newly-fielded Waffen-SS battalions, with SS-
Heavy Tank Battalion 501 being stationed in Belgium and SS-Heavy Tank Bat­
talion 502 being stationed in the Netherlands. The third heavy tank battal ion 
was the very combat-experienced Heavy Tank Battalion 503, which was recon­
stituted in Germany. 

In spite of the fact that the German mili tary was forced into a defensive 
posture at the strategic and operat ional levels, doctr ine for the employment of 
heavy tank battal ions did not change. Expectations were high for heavy tank 
battalions and they were continually given extremely difficult missions. As a 
result, heavy tank battalions suffered from heavy losses of Tigers and experi­
enced sharp declines in the n u m b e r of operat ional Tigers when commit ted . 
Additionally, the Tiger's mechanical unreliability cont inued to plague the 
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heavy tank battal ions and stress their recovery and maintenance assets, espe­
cially dur ing rapid and extended movements . 

Fighting on the Russian Front 
The failed German offensive at Kursk was followed by a series of Soviet coun-
teroffensives that pushed the Germans back 240 kilometers across a front of 
1050 ki lometers . 2 In addi t ion to the two heavy tank battal ions that participat­
ed in Opera t ion ZITADELLE, OKH commit ted four more heavy tank battalions 
to Army Groups Center and South by the end of 1943 in an at tempt to stop 
the Soviet offensives. 3 The Soviet threat was focused in the south, so three 
heavy tank battalions joined Heavy Tank Battalion 503 in Army Group South's 
sector. These three ba t ta l ions , the 3d Battal ion of Panzer Regiment 
Grossdeutschland, and Heavy Tank Battalions 506 and 509 arrived on the 
Eastern Front in August, September, and November, respectively. 4 

All of the battalions that took part in the retreat in the latter half of 1943 
encountered many difficult situations. These heavy tank battalions defended 
across extended frontages, often wi thout any infantry suppor t . They also had 
to overcome obstacles such as recovery of damaged and broken-down vehicles 
dur ing retrograde operat ions involving river crossings. Another c o m m o n 
experience a m o n g these battal ions was that of piecemeal employment as ele­
ments of the battalions arrived at the front at different t imes . 3 

One of the most extensive and candid after-action reviews from a uni t du r ­
ing this t ime came from the c o m m a n d e r of Heavy Tank Battalion 506, Major 
Withing. It exhaustively detailed the losses that the Tigers suffered and the 
t ranspor ta t ion problems encountered, as well as the problems of main te­
nance; c o m m a n d and control; and coordinat ion with suppor t ing units, espe­
cially infantry. The nature of the problems this battal ion encountered are 
probably indicative of the problems encountered by all of the heavy tank bat­
talions with Army Groups South and Center at this t ime. 

Dur ing its deployment in September 1943, it took four days for the trains 
carrying the battalion's vehicles and equipment to arrive and be downloaded 
at a single stat ion. 6 It was at tached to the 9th Panzer Division of the XL Panzer 
Corps, which had the mission of containing the Soviets in the Zaporozhe 
bridgehead. Withing's report was very critical of the suppor t ing infantry, and 
placed the blame for their poor performance on low morale resulting from 
long retreats and substandard training. 

The battalion was in cont inuous combat from the m o m e n t they arrived at 
the front and because of the repeated Russian attacks, XL Panzer Corps t rans­
ferred them back and forth across the front to the most threatened sectors. 
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This did not allow m u c h t ime for maintenance of the Tigers and the report 
states that they barely had t ime to refuel and load available a m m u n i t i o n 
between engagements . 7 

This type of employment , wi thout adequate maintenance periods, caused 
extreme difficulties. Within seven days, the battalion was reduced from 45 
new, operat ional Tigers to zero ready for combat . 8 Only six of these Tigers 
were totally destroyed, however, all from hits by direct-fire weapons. The unit 
after-action repor t did contain a complete accounting of the damage to the 
other Tigers of the battalion. This repor t m a d e it clear that there were many 
other Tigers that were very badly damaged from combat . 

An interesting aspect of the damages is the fact that even small deficiencies 
like the destruct ion of the driver's vision block severely degraded the Tiger's 
operation. The Soviets found it difficult to penetrate the Tiger; consequently, 
the battalion c o m m a n d e r wrote that "the Russians fired all of their weapons 
at the runn ing gear, gun, and vision slits." 9 This effectively immobil ized a large 
number of Tigers or rendered them combat ineffective. Another deficiency on 
many Tigers was the failure of the vehicle's internal communica t ion system. 
The report stated that "the driver could no longer be directed by the com­
mander, which made c o m m a n d extraordinarily difficult because the Tiger had 
to halt and the engine switched off each t ime the commande r needed to redi­
rect the driver." 1 0 

Withing made it clear in his report that he believed that the battal ion was 
not being employed correctly. He complained that other units and his higher 
headquarters had such high expectations for his unit that the battal ion was 
given impossible missions, without proper suppor t from the other branches of 
the Army. A c o m m o n theme th roughou t this report is that this bat tal ion was 
a victim of the propaganda concerning the Tiger tank. The battal ion com­
mander wrote: 

The extensive propaganda in the newspapers touts the Tiger as being 
invulnerable and pure life insurance, so the higher c o m m a n d as well as 
the simple infantry soldier believes that they can cont inuously accom­
plish everything with this fortress. 1 1 

Major Withing was killed in action less than a m o n t h after he wrote the 
report, bu t his successor was equally critical of the employment of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 506 . 1 2 After many difficult m o n t h s of continual employment across 
wide frontages, usually in the foremost defensive posit ions and often with lit­
tle or no infantry suppor t , the battal ion c o m m a n d e r sought to clarify the doc­
trinal role of his battal ion. He wrote: 

O u r unders tanding still remains the same as a year ago, that the Tiger is 
a battering r am in the attack and a b u m p s t o p to be used as the 



78 SLEDGEHAMMERS 

Schwerpunkt [decisive point , or main effort] on defense. It is to stand 
ready in sufficient number s for the higher c o m m a n d to use at the deci­
sive m o m e n t . However, this can occur only if, in between the main bat­
tles, t ime is given for care and maintenance instead of being cont inu­
ously employed as mobile bunke r s . 1 3 

His real criticism was on the performance of the infantry w h o m he stated 
lacked the t raining and morale to remain in defensive posit ions wi thout the 
direct suppor t of Tigers. As a positive example, he cited the conduct of the 
panzergrenadiers of the 13th Panzer Division as exemplary because they 
remained alone in their forward positions, allowing tanks to consolidate and 
counterat tack from assembly areas in the rear. In other units he stated, "as 
soon as the tanks pull back, the infantry immediately follow, as if drawn 
magnetically." 1 4 

Encirclement: The Cherkassy Pocket 
On 3 January 1944 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 received a full complement of 45 
new Tiger t anks . 1 5 The replacement vehicles arrived just in t ime to take part in 
the fighting a round Cherkassy. 

On 11 January 1944, III Panzer Corps incorporated at least 35 Tigers of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 with the 2d Battalion of Panzer Regiment 23 and 
several suppor t uni ts to form Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke, named for its 
commande r , Obers t leu tnan t Franz Bäke. 1 6 This regiment 's employment 
a round Cherkassy can be viewed in three phases. The unit 's initial mission was 
to relieve pressure on the two German corps defending further east, at 
Cherkassy, by attacking no r th into the encircling Soviet formations a round 
M e d w i n . 1 7 Soviet forces had no t yet completed their encirclement of German 
forces a round Cherkassy and this attack was intended to intercept and destroy 
Soviet a rmored forces before they could complete their task . 1 8 The second and 
third phases involved the regiment spearheading attacks a t tempt ing to break 
th rough the encircling Soviet forces to allow German forces to escape. 

This improvised combat group began its initial attack toward Oratoff at 
0600 hours on 24 January 1944. 1 9 Over the next five days of fluid fighting, the 
group destroyed 267 enemy tanks while losing only three Tigers and four 
Pan thers . 2 0 Fur thermore , one of the Tigers was reportedly destroyed by a mis­
taken shot by a Panther, not from enemy fire. 2 1 

Dur ing this attack, the battal ion was plagued by resupply problems. These 
problems s t emmed from two sources: a lack of supply vehicles and strong par­
tisan forces and other mobile Soviet formations that operated along the 
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battalion's supply route. Extensive and cont inual combat employment , in 
addition to experiencing difficulties in mainta in ing Tigers, caused this battal­
ion to have t rouble mainta ining its wheeled and tracked suppor t vehicles that 
were necessary for it to function effectively. 

At one point in the operat ion, only 68 out of Heavy Tank Battalion 503's 
111 cross-country vehicles were operat ional . This meant that the battal ion 
could carry only 119 tons out of the total 234 tons of supplies requi red . 2 2 This 
led to severe logistical problems since there were no paved roads in the area of 
operations and supplies, especially fuel, had to be t ranspor ted long distances 
over m u d d y g round when temperatures rose above freezing. 

The already-overburdened supply and maintenance sections had to deal 
with the constant threat of Soviet attacks along their main supply routes. The 
1st Company 's entire maintenance section was killed by part isan forces 
around Ora tov . 2 3 In fact, when the battal ion was ordered to reposit ion further 
south to begin a t tempts to break th rough to encircled German forces, they 
found Soviet forces occupying the railhead from which they were to depa r t . 2 4 

After a short battle, involving the destruct ion of 46 Soviet tanks, Heavy Panzer 
Regiment Bäke loaded their vehicles on to railcars. This uni t was lucky to 
depart when it did because it narrowly escaped yet another Soviet attack on 
the railhead. 

After the Soviets completed the encirclement of German forces in Cher­
kassy on 28 January 1944, the 1st Panzer Army c o m m a n d e r ordered the III 
Panzer Corps and Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke to move south and prepare for 
an attack to the northeast , toward the town of Medvin. This was the shortest 
distance between German forces outside of the Soviet encirclement and 
German forces in the pocket and as such, was anticipated by Soviet c o m m a n ­
ders. This attack, known as Opera t ion WANDA, was spearheaded by Heavy 
Panzer Regiment Bäke. 2 3 Following behind this uni t were the two panzer divi­
sions in the corps, the 16th Panzer Division on the left and the 17th Panzer 
Division on the r ight . 2 6 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 often led the attack of Heavy 
Panzer Regiment Bäke th roughou t the opera t ion . 2 7 

This attack began at 0600 hours on 4 February 1944 and was preceded by a 
strong artillery b o m b a r d m e n t on the Soviet posit ions. Despite the fact that the 
Soviets expected a German attack in this area, the German attack progressed 
very well on its first day. Fighting over m u d d y road condit ions because of an 
unusually early thaw, German uni ts still managed to penetrate over 30 kilo­
meters into the Soviet defensive pos i t ions . 2 8 This may have been due to the 
fact that on the first day the Germans were opposed by Only one Soviet rifle 
corps, which possessed no tanks . 2 9 The next day, however, Soviet defenses were 
reinforced by 130 tanks from the 5th Mechanized Corps and the 5th Guards 
Tank Corps . 3 0 
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On 5 February 1944, the two trailing panzer divisions lost contact with each 
other because of the strong Soviet defenses. The corps c o m m a n d e r ordered 
Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke to close the gap. Dur ing this operat ion, com­
mencing early in the morn ing , the regiment encountered a Soviet tank force, 
reinforced by ant i tank guns, defending between two ravines. Obers t leutnant 
Bäke used a tactic that he employed several t imes dur ing the existence of the 
heavy panzer regiment. The Tigers of Heavy Tank Battalion 503 fixed the 
Soviet forces frontally, probably th rough long-range direct fire, while at the 
same t ime the Panthers of 2d Battalion, Panzer Regiment 23 maneuvered 
a round the flank of the Soviet defensive position. Carefully coordinat ing the 
two units, the regimental c o m m a n d e r described his plan: 

The attack began at 0600 hours . . . . At daylight, the Panther battalion 
advanced in a large arc a round the r ight -hand balka [ravine] until it was 
possible to cross over in the enemy's rear. At about 0830 hours , the Pan­
ther battal ion attacked in the rear of the completely-surprised enemy. 3 1 

In conjunction with the attack from the rear, Obers t leutnant Bäke also 
ordered the Tigers, suppor ted by the reconnaissance battal ion from the 16th 
Panzer Division, to attack the Soviet forces frontally. This tactic was applied 
wi thout the loss of a single Tiger or Panther and resulted in the rapid destruc­
t ion of 31 of the 40 Soviet tanks defending the ravines. It also resulted in a 
quick penetra t ion of Soviet defenses. 3 2 

The German attack cont inued until the evening of 7 February 1944, but 
failed to achieve the desired l ink-up with the encircled German forces. This 
failure can be at t r ibuted to several factors. First, the m u d and poor terrain 
condi t ions severely restricted vehicular movement . This caused resupply 
problems for the forward elements in terms of bo th a m m u n i t i o n and fuel. As 
Obers t leutnant Bäke wrote later: 

The movement , especially of tracked vehicles, was especially hindered by 
the completely mudd ied roads. As an example of the s t rength-robbing 
na ture of the men against the mud , many Grenadiers took off their boots 
and walked barefoot th rough the morass , as this was easier than taking 
several steps, each t ime having to stop to dig one's boots out of the 
m u d . 3 3 

Although the weather and terrain were theoretically neutral , in that they 
did not favor one side over the other: the Soviets were able to transfer the 5th 
Guards Tank Corps as well as remnants of the 3d and 16th Tank Corps to the 
threatened sector. 3 4 

An indication of the ability of Soviet a rmored forces to cont inue to operate 
and the difficulties that the German forces had at the same t ime is seen in 
Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke's operat ions on 6 February 1944. On this day, 
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some elements were tasked with providing protect ion for supply convoys, with 
Tiger tanks being used to pull supply vehicles through the m u d , since no th ing 
else seemed to work . 3 5 Some Tigers did stay in front-line posit ions and conse­
quently suffered from a lack of supplies. As one tank c o m m a n d e r wrote: 

For days, neither rations nor other supplies had made it to us, since the 
perpetual rain had tu rned every path into a sea of m u d . Again and again, 
Russian tanks and infantry were shot to pieces in various attacks. O u r 
basic load had been reduced to a few rounds . A fourth tank b rought us 
15 rounds for the three Tigers . 3 6 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503's capability to assist in further attacks after 5 
February 1944 was also limited by the destruct ion a key bridge in the area: the 
only span across the Gniloy Tikich River capable of bear ing the weight of a 
Tiger was blown up as they neared i t . 3 7 

Finally, on the evening of 7 February 1944, the 1st Panzer Army called off 
further attacks because the German forces in the pocket had moved further to 
the east, away from the German spearheads attacking to link up with t h e m . 3 S 

This was due in par t from increasing Soviet pressure, but the German com­
mander inside the pocket also wanted to shorten his defensive l ines . 3 9 

Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke cont inued to defend for several more days 
until moving further to the south to prepare for yet another relief a t tempt . 
Army Group South ordered the 1st Panzer Army to move III Panzer Corps 
south to attack in an easterly direction toward the town of Lysyanka, where 
they were to link up with German forces in the pocket . 4 0 By 9 July 1944, most 
of Heavy Tank Battalion 503 re turned to the original starting posit ion from 
which they had attacked on 4 February 1944. 

By this t ime, the battalion was in very poor condit ion. At best, they proba­
bly had only 20 mission-capable Tigers . 4 1 In terms of personnel , the battal ion 
was in even worse shape. Ou t of the 17 officers authorized in the battalion, 
only three were available for duty . 4 2 One of these was the battal ion surgeon, 
and another was a logistics suppor t specialist. The sole combat officer was 
Ober leutnant Walter Scherf, the C o m m a n d e r of the 3d Company, who took 
over as battal ion commander . He dissolved the tank companies and reorga­
nized the "battal ion" into four p la toons . 4 3 

This battalion's shortage of operat ional Tigers was in par t made up by the 
a t tachment of Heavy Tank Battalion 506 to Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke, 
al though it appears that they were reassigned to the 16th or 17th Panzer 
Divisions after the first day of opera t ions . 4 4 This battalion possessed 27 Tigers, 
a l though it is doubtful whether even half of them were opera t iona l . 4 3 The 
attack began early in the morn ing on 11 February 1944 and cont inued until 
16 February 1944 when elements inside the pocket began their breakout , (see 
map 11) 



Map 11: Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke in the Cherkassy Pocket 
February 1943 
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Just as with their attack dur ing the previous week, Heavy Panzer Regiment 
Bäke met with great initial success on the first day, overcoming three Soviet 
defensive belts and penetrat ing to a depth of 15 ki lometers . 4 6 Dur ing this first 
day's attack, the Tigers of bo th heavy tank battal ions assisted in captur ing a 
bridge over the Gniloy Tikich River. Even though great care and effort was 
made in captur ing this bridge intact, they found that i t was not strong enough 
for the Tigers to use. The Panthers and other German elements, therefore, 
cont inued the attack on the nor th side of the river, leaving the Tigers behind. 
Later in the day, reconnaissance efforts successfully located a ford site and the 
Tigers moved to the nor th side of the river near the town of Frankovka. They 
were short of fuel so they formed an assembly area and waited for the supply 
trains to catch up. 

Soviet forces countered the German attack on 12 February 1944 by posi­
tioning elements of the 5th Guards Tank Corps and the 20th Tank Corps in a 
strong defensive posi t ion nor th of Frankovka. This force consisted of approx­
imately 80 tanks and 50 ant i tank guns that effectively blocked the advance of 
German units toward their objective. Integrating Stuka dive bomber s wi th the 
attack, Obers t leutnant Bäke employed the same tactic that worked so well for 
his unit dur ing their last attack. After being refueled, the Tigers of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503 fixed the Soviet forces frontally while the Panthers maneuvered 
around the right flank. This attack was also suppor ted by elements of the 16th 
Panzer Division, which enveloped the left flank. Altogether, the German attack 
destroyed 70 of the 80 Soviet tanks as well as 40 of the 50 ant i tank g u n s . 4 7 Of 
these, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 claimed to have destroyed between 20 and 25 
of the Soviet t anks . 4 8 German losses in Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke were four 
Tigers and four Panthers . 4 9 

The regiment cont inued their attack on 13 February 1944, reaching the 
Medwin-Lisyanka road. There, they defeated several Soviet a rmored counter­
attacks. By this t ime, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 had only 12 Tigers operat ional . 
They managed to destroy six out of seven Soviet tanks attacking d o w n the 
road from Medwin . 5 0 Later in the day, they destroyed 10 of 15 Soviet tanks 
attacking from the town of Chishinzy. 5 1 

By 14 February 1944 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was reduced to only nine 
operational Tigers . 5 2 While follow-on forces secured the towns on either flank, 
they cont inued to defend against Soviet counterat tacks in the general area of 
the Medwin-Lisyanka road. As one of the tank commanders described later: 

We remained in our positions on the road to Dzhurshenzy and had to 
ward off at least four attacks by groups of five to seven Russian tanks, 
each attack thus approximating a weak tank company. At least 20 tanks 
were knocked out in the process. Increasingly, we also had to fight off 
infantry. In the meant ime, our own infantry closed up and we were a bit 
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m o r e secure against hunter/kil ler teams. Snow squalls and fog dampened 
the noise of the fighting; due to poor visibility enemy tanks did not 
emerge into sight unti l they were extremely close. 5 3 

The first par t of 15 February 1944 was spent conduct ing an attack nor th­
east toward Dzhurshenzy in an a t tempt to break th rough to the pocket. 
Unfortunately for Heavy Tank Battalion 503, the Soviets were continually con­
centrat ing forces, probably from the 20th Tank Corps, in that very area. The 
Tigers in the battal ion succeeded in destroying 14 Soviet tanks, bu t in the 
process, lost one Tiger completely and had three others damaged . 5 4 Despite 
their losses, the Soviets held back the German attack. 

Somet ime dur ing the day, III Panzer Corps ordered Heavy Panzer Regiment 
Bäke, minus the Panther battal ion, to move to suppor t an attack to seize the 
key terrain feature known as Hill 239. They linked up wi th Comba t Group 
Frank of the 1st Panzer Division later in the day and succeeded in captur ing a 
section of the town of Oktyabr. They ended the day extremely low on supplies, 
including fuel, and with only seven operat ional Tigers in Heavy Tank Battalion 
5 0 3 . 5 5 

Early in the m o r n i n g on 16 February 1944, Ju-52 t ranspor ts parachuted 
steel d r u m s of gasoline and crates of tank a m m u n i t i o n to the German forces 
prepar ing to attack Hill 239 . 5 6 After refueling and stowing a m m u n i t i o n inside 
their tanks, they attacked and seized the remainder of the town of Oktyabr. 
F rom here, they prepared for the final assault on Hill 239, only two kilometers 
away. Between the attacking German forces and the ones t rapped inside the 
pocket were an increasing quant i ty of Soviet forces. In addi t ion to the 20th 
Tank Corps, elements of the 3d Tank Corps were now in the area. These were 
reinforced by two rifle divisions and an ant i tank brigade. Although many of 
these uni ts were unders t rength , they were able to achieve an average density of 
between eight to ten tanks reinforced by 30 to 36 artillery and mor ta r tubes 
per ki lometer of f ront . 3 7 

Maintenance efforts actually increased Heavy Tank Battalion 503's strength 
to eight Tigers ready for the attack. Supported by nine Panthers and 12 half­
tracks carrying infantry, these Tigers attacked Hill 239 and succeeded in 
reaching the road intersection near its crest . 5 8 Once there, however, they came 
unde r intense counterat tacks and direct fire from tanks in the town of 
Dzhurshenzy and from woods a round the hill. Initially, because of their vul­
nerability, the half-tracks withdrew, bu t eventually the Tigers also wi thdrew 
from the intersection. Dur ing this brief attack, Heavy Tank Battalion 503's 
Tigers destroyed 20 Soviet tanks while losing one Tiger. 3 9 Although the 
Germans developed plans to retake the hill, the attack on 16 February 1944 
was the furthest that the relief attack came to the German forces inside the 
pocket before they began their breakout . 
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At some poin t prior to 17 February 1944, Obers t leutnant Bäke assumed 
c o m m a n d of a combat group in the 1st Panzer Division. The acting c o m m a n ­
der of Heavy Tank Battalion 503, Ober leu tnant Walter Scherff, took over 
Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke. A few m o n t h s before, he had been a mere pla­
toon leader in the 3d C o m p a n y of Heavy Tank Battalion 503; now he was 
commanding a regiment, albeit in name, not in size. 

German forces inside the pocket were unaware that the l inkup site of Hill 
239 was no t controlled by relieving forces. W h e n they began their breakout at 
1100 hours on 16 February 1944, therefore, they moved toward that point as 
planned. The first elements breaking out managed to infiltrate past Soviet 
forces in the dark and made contact with the Tigers of Heavy Tank Battalion 
503, just a few h u n d r e d meters southwest of Hill 239, a round 0410 hours on 
17 February. 6 0 After Soviet forces became aware of the breakout a t tempt , 
German uni ts were forced to move to the south to a t tempt a link up with 
German forces a round Lisyanka. 

By 1100 hours , Obers t leutnant Bäke realized that German forces breaking 
out were having great difficulty in crossing over the Gniloy Tikich River three 
kilometers east of Lisyanka. In addit ion, Soviet forces were freely roaming 
th roughout the countryside searching for German units a t tempt ing to break­
out. As Leon Degrelle, c o m m a n d e r of SS Assault Brigade "Wallonia," one of 
the units breaking out of the pocket, wrote: 

We were scarcely starting up the slope when, tu rn ing back, we saw h u n ­
dreds of cavalry racing down a hill to the southwest. We thought at first 
that i t was German Uhlans [Lancers. Ed.] . Looking th rough my b inocu­
lars, I could clearly make out the uni form of the cavalry. They were 
Cossacks. I recognized their nervous little b rown horses. They were rush­
ing up behind us, swarming in every direction. We were stupefied. The 
Soviet infantry was machine-gunning us. The Soviet tanks were follow­
ing us. And now the Cossacks were s torming in for the kill . 6 1 

Bäke ordered Heavy Tank Battalion 503 to seize Hill 239 and attack toward 
the town of Pochapintsy. This was intended to relieve the pressure on the 
troops breaking out of the pocket as well as shor tening their route to friendly 
lines. 

In c o m m a n d of eight Tigers, Ober leu tnan t Scherff attacked and seized Hill 
239 against little opposi t ion by 1130 hours . Ordered by Bäke to cont inue the 
attack, Scherff's uni t was relieved on Hill 239 by several Panthers. By 1230 
hours the eight Tigers reached the outskirts of Pochapintsy and quickly 
defeated several Soviet countera t tacks . 6 2 After several groups of German 
t roops linked up with the Tigers, intense artillery fire forced Scherff and his 
men to wi thdraw to Hill 239. Artillery fire cont inued on the hill as the Soviets 
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launched a series of attacks, suppor ted by armor. At 1545 hours , low on 
a m m u n i t i o n and fuel, Scherff wi thdrew to German lines at Oktyabr. 

By the evening of 17 February 1944, Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke only had 
eight operat ional Tigers and six Panthers . 6 3 Other G e r m a n units relieved it on 
19 February and Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke disbanded six days later. 6 4 

Reports do not differentiate between the tank kills of Heavy Tank Battalion 
503 and of the Panthers of the 2d Battalion, Panzer Regiment 23. These two 
battal ions of Heavy Panzer Regiment Bäke are credited with the destruct ion of 
329 Soviet tanks dur ing almost two m o n t h s of fighting a round Cherkassy. 6 5 

Dur ing that t ime, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 lost 22 Tigers, six of which were 
destroyed by their own crews because of failed recovery at tempts . 

Even though the battal ion was unable to break th rough the encirclement, 
they did penetrate far enough to allow German forces in the pocket to link up 
with relieving forces. They were continually given the mos t difficult missions 
as the spearhead of the G e r m a n attacks. The seemingly impossible was often 
asked of them, and they usually accomplished it. As the lead unit th roughout 
mos t of the operat ion, their part icipation mus t be viewed as successful. The 
battalion played a major role in the attacks to relieve the 56,000 German sol­
diers t rapped inside the pocket, and m u c h of the credit for the extrication of 
more than 30,000 of these German soldiers mus t be awarded to this un i t . 6 6 

Because the n u m b e r of enemy tank kills cannot be directly at t r ibuted to 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503, a precise kill ratio compar ison cannot be made . 
Attr ibut ing even a conservative n u m b e r of the 329 Soviet tank kills to the bat­
talion establishes this as a very successful opera t ion . 6 7 The low n u m b e r of 
Tigers destroyed by their own crews is also notable, a l though the battalion was 
attacking most of the t ime, making it easier to recover damaged and disabled 
vehicles. 

Italy 
The employment of the heavy tank battalions in Italy highlighted their defi­
ciencies in recovery vehicles and the high maintenance requirements of Tiger 
tanks. Two heavy tank battalions, Heavy Tank Battalion 508 and 504, saw 
action in Italy. The first to be commit ted , Heavy Tank Battalion 508, arrived at 
the Anzio front in the middle of February 1944. 6 8 Army Group C commit ted 
this bat tal ion in various locations in Italy dur ing the next year unti l they 
tu rned over their remaining 15 Tigers to Heavy Tank Battalion 504 on 12 
February 1945. 6 9 That battal ion was first employed in Italy on 20 June 1944 
and surrendered to American and British forces in Italy at the end of the war 
wi thout any operational t anks . 7 0 
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After the Allied landings at Anzio on 22 January 1944, OKH ordered Heavy 
Tank Battalion 508 to assist in el iminating the beachhead. 7 1 Due to Allied air 
superiority and the problems in t ranspor ta t ion created by aerial interdiction 
of German lines of communica t ion , the battal ion was unloaded at a railhead 
200 kilometers from its destination of Anzio. The Tigers' mechanical deficien­
cies were highlighted dur ing this roadmarch . About 60 percent of the Tigers 
broke down because of problems in negotiat ing the narrow, sharply-twisting 
mounta in roads and one Tiger even caught fire and exploded. 7 2 Instead of a 
single powerful force of 45 Tigers, the battal ion arrived at the Anzio front 
piecemeal . 7 3 

The battalion's first attack was on 16 February 1944, bu t because of the 
swampy terrain, the Tigers were forced to stay on the few roads in the area, and 
they did no t achieve their objective. 7 4 This battal ion participated in several 
more unsuccessful attacks that a t tempted to reduce the Allied br idgehead 
from the nor th . Opera t ing out of the area known as "The Factory," small ele­
ments of the battal ion suppor ted attacks against the American forces defend­
ing along Dead End Road and then along the Lateral Road. Because of the 
swampy terrain, the Tigers stayed on the p r imary roads and suppor ted attacks 
along the road from The Factory to Anzio and the road called "The Bowling 
Alley." Its crews and their vehicles also helped to contain the bridgehead, 
destroying three Shermans that penetra ted the front lines on 21 February 
1944. 7 5 (see m a p 12) 

The German forces launched their last a t tempt to eliminate the bridgehead 
on 29 February 1944. It was d o o m e d to failure because of the restrictive ter­
rain, forcing the attack to proceed along the main roads, (see maps 13 and 14) 

Even though the Germans suppor ted this attack with a strong smoke screen 
to mask their movement , the attack suffered losses from an overwhelming and 
accurate barrage of naval gunfire; from well-placed mines, and from ant i tank 
fire from the American 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion. As a Tiger c rewman 
remembers: 

O u r artillery began firing at 0500 hours . At 0700 hours we moved out of 
the assembly area, single file on a m u d d y road past Cisterna in the direc­
t ion of Isola Bella. . . . The lead tank, c o m m a n d e d by Oberfähnrich 
Harder, ran over a mine. While the tank track withstood the shock, the 
leading road wheel's torsion bar was broken. The tank had to be towed 
away. The entire co lumn came to a halt since none of the other vehicles 
could pass in that marshy area. Wha t to do? Engineers were called up to 
clear the mines , but for the t ime being we had to wait. And then it began. 
The enemy artillery began ranging in on u s . 7 6 

Another c rewmember takes up the story: 
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Map 12: Heavy Tank Battalion 508 Attack 
Vicinity of Anzio 

16-20 February 1944 
6 GH = 6th Battalion, The Gordon Highlanders (2nd Inf Bde, 1st Br Div) 
1 LR= 1st Battalion, The Loyal Regiment (North Lancashire) (2nd Inf Bde, 1st Br Div) 
7 O&B = 7th Battalion, The Oxfordshire & Buckinghamshire Lt Inf 

Inf Bde, 56th Br Div) 
1 LIR = 1st Battalion, The London Irish Rifles (167th London 

(167th Inf Bde, 56th Br Div) 
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Attack supported by 2d Company, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 508 
stopped by mines, heavy 
artillery, and direct fire from 
U.S. tank destroyers. Four 
Tigers are lost along the 
road during the day. 

Map 13: Heavy Tank Battalion 508 
Attack to Reduce Anzio Bridgehead from East 

29 February 1944 
4 Rgr = 4th Ranger Bn 
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The artillery f ire became heavier by the minute . The rounds were burst­
ing quite close to us. Shrapnel struck our vehicle. O n e burst shredded 
two road wheels on the right side, and a fragment pierced the storage box 
on the back of the turret . By that t ime it was noon . A suspicious house 
about 1,500 meters in front of us was peppered with high-explosive 
rounds . Enemy infantry ran away. 

1400 hours : The enemy fire was unbroken. Then, suddenly, we were hit 
twice on rear of the turret ; four or five hits more followed. Two Sherman 
tanks were firing at us from the right. We immediately re turned fire; one 
Sherman began to burn ; the other ran for i t . 7 7 

Map 14: Heavy Tank Battalion 508 
Attack to Reduce Anzio Bridgehead from Northeast 

29 February 1944 
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This tank was ultimately disabled when its fuel, leaking from hits by 
artillery fire, was ignited by white phosphorus rounds fired by American 
artillery. The crew was forced to abandon the Tiger and retreat to their origi­
nal start posit ions. 

The first crewman's story reinforces the impotence of the German a rmored 
column in dealing with the American minefield wi thout being able to maneu­
ver off the road. 

Enemy artillery gave us no rest. The [U.S.] artillery spotter directed the 
salvoes closer and closer to us. Then my c o m m a n d e r decided to change 
position. We pulled off the road past the trail vehicle. Bang! Another 
mine exploded and blew off a torsion bar. The vehicle was disabled. A 
dreadful feeling to be sitting in a minefield like that. It was obvious that 
we were no t going to reach our objective. We would have to wait for 
night before we could have the damaged vehicles towed away for repairs. 
The remaining serviceable vehicles wi thdrew toward the outskirts of 
Cisterna, from where they could cover the disabled vehicles. Luckily, at 
that point , the enemy artillery abated . 7 8 

In the course of this abortive attack, eight tanks were damaged by mines , 
artillery fragments and direct fire. 7 9 Dur ing the next five days, the battal ion 
recovered all of the disabled Tigers, usually at night and unde r constant 
artillery fire. Four Tigers were so badly damaged that they were beyond repair. 
All of the disabled Tigers were under direct observation from Allied forces, so 
the u n a r m o r e d German recovery vehicles were useless, and only Tigers were 
used to tow the disabled vehicles. 8 0 

The battalion's recovery problems were partially offset by the acquisition of 
two Shermans. Somet ime a round the end of February, the c o m m a n d e r of the 
3d Company succeeded in captur ing these two vehicles dur ing a night engage­
ment . The G e r m a n company commander , Ober leutnant Stein, "moved his 
Tiger between the two, cl imbed out , p o u n d e d on the enemy tanks and con­
vinced their crews to surrender." 8 1 After having their turrets removed, these 
Shermans were used to recover disabled Tigers. These decapitated American 
tanks were found to be excellent recovery vehicles because of their mechani ­
cal reliability. Further, 

These enemy tanks were equipped with an escape hatch in the bo t t om of 
the hull. We saw this as advantageous to us. In many cases, the tracks of 
disabled tanks had to be cut off with a welding torch. Dur ing recovery, 
this work naturally drew enemy fire. It seemed a good idea to install 
welding gear in the Shermans. We could drive right up to the track of a 
disabled Tiger, run the hoses th rough the floor hatch and cut off the 
track in safety. 8 2 
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After a short t ime in Rome, where the battalion consolidated and prepared 
for further combat operat ions, it was employed along the front in small 
groups, down to individual tanks. On 11 April 1944, the unit 's log recorded an 
ent ry that became familiar with Tiger units in Italy; "several tanks are 
employed in an artillery role." 8 3 This was probably because of the acknowl­
edged inadequacies of the terrain for conduct ing a rmored attacks and because 
the Germans were primari ly on the defensive. 

In an a t tempt to stop the Allied offensive to link the Anzio beachhead with 
other Allied forces breaking th rough from the south, the battalion was given 
the mission of counterat tacking American forces in the vicinity of Cis terna. 8 4 

(see m a p 15) This was the last accomplishment before the battal ion lost many 
Tigers dur ing their retreat no r th . Dur ing this attack, one Tiger was lost to 
enemy fire. It was the first of 22 Tigers lost over a three-day period. The 3d 
Company, starting the operat ion as an overstrength company with 16 Tigers 
(instead of the 14 author ized) , experienced most of the trouble. Its problems 
are indicative of the problems experienced by the entire battal ion. As a 
German after-action repor t described the action: 

The 3d Company formed up behind the railway e m b a n k m e n t between 
the Mussolini Canal and the level crossing, and engaged t roop concen­
trat ions with high-explosive fragmentation shells. It then crossed the 
embankmen t . Three Tigers broke down in the a t tempt (one with t rans­
mission trouble and two with tracks r iding over the sprocket teeth) . The 
remaining 13 crews all had to stop on open g round because their guns 
had dug into the g round when the Tigers descended the steep embank­
ment , and needed to be cleaned o u t . . . . The f irst loss sustained in action 
was a Tiger that had one radiator destroyed by an artillery round and 
had to l imp back toward Cori in stages. Twelve Tigers were thus left in 
action dur ing the night of 23/24 May 1944. 8 5 

Though costly, this attack across the Cisterna-Littoria railway e m b a n k m e n t 
managed to destroy 15 Shermans and drive American forces back three kilo­
meters in this local sector. 

On the morn ing of 24 May 1944, Army Group C ordered a withdrawal in 
the face of the Allied breakthrough between Cisterna and the Mussolini 
Cana l . 8 6 Maintenance failures and recovery problems dur ing the withdrawal 
resulted in the destruct ion of every 3d Company Tiger save one. The follow­
ing relates the details of the calamity experienced by this company in this 
operat ion: 

Eleven Tigers wi thdrew to the e m b a n k m e n t and the 3d Company com­
m a n d e r ordered five Tigers to cont inue to hold the enemy while six were 
used to tow away the three Tigers that originally had failed to cross. Four 
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Map 15: Heavy Tank Battalion 508 
Attack from East and Withdrawal 

21-25 May 1944 

American offensive operations 

1. Attack across railway embankment. 
2. Withdrawal to unit maintenance area in Cori. 
3. Destruction of Tigers in Cori to avoid capture. 
4. Retreat of remnants north to Rome. Around Giulianello, another 

five Tigers break down and are destroyed by their crews. 
5. A final Tiger breaks down around Valmontone. During three 

days of their fighting withdrawal, Heavy Tank Battalion 508 lost 
22 Tigers, all from self-destruction. 
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of the six towing Tigers experienced transmission t rouble, and the com­
mande r then ordered the three towed Tigers to be destroyed. Two of the 
five operational Tigers assisted in towing away the new breakdowns. 
These eight Tigers got back to an assembly point near Cori , leaving only 
four Tigers in fighting order. Of these four, one was hit by ant i tank fire 
and two more experienced transmission trouble (all three were blown 
up) , so that only one operat ional Tiger was left. Two converted Sherman 
tanks came down from Rome dur ing the night of 24/25 May 1944 and 
extricated the last operat ional Tiger, which had also broken down in the 
meant ime , by towing it in t andem along the railway track. By 24 May 
1944 [the author possibly means 25 May?], the situation had deteriorat­
ed so much that it was manifestly impossible to get towing vehicles 
th rough, and the 3d Company c o m m a n d e r ordered that the nine Tigers 
which had reached the assembly area be blown u p . 8 7 

Remnants of the battal ion cont inued their retreat no r th to Rome through­
ou t 25 May 1944. Around Giulianello, another f ive Tigers broke down and 
were destroyed by their crews. A final Tiger broke down near Valmontone and 
was also destroyed by its crew to avoid capture. 

Dur ing the three-day period from 23 to 25 May 1944, Heavy Tank Battalion 
508 lost 22 Tigers . 8 8 Every one of these was destroyed by its own crew and only 
a handful were damaged in combat pr ior to their destruct ion. Of those d a m ­
aged in combat , none were damaged beyond repair, bu t because they were 
under enemy fire and recovery was impossible, the crews were forced to 
destroy them. 

On 25 May 1944, the battalion c o m m a n d e r reported to Hitler's Headquar­
ters, as ordered . 8 9 The battalion's losses were considered so high that the bat­
talion c o m m a n d e r was relieved that evening, presumably on Hitler's o rders . 9 0 

The battalion lacked a suitable recover vehicle and the Tiger had a tendency to 
break down in hilly, rugged terrain, however, so the battal ion commander ' s 
performance cannot be the sole reason, if he can be b lamed at all, for the high 
Tiger losses. 

Immediately following the German withdrawal, the Allies conducted a 
study of the destroyed Tigers in this area to "find out what weapon or what 
tactics had been responsible, so that the dose might be repeated on other occa­
sions." 9 1 This report concluded that: 

The Tiger is not yet sufficiently developed to be considered a reliable 
vehicle for long marches. It suffers from frequent suspension defects and 
probably also gearbox trouble. When pushed, as in a retreat, these t rou­
bles are too frequent and serious for the G e r m a n maintenance and 
recovery organization to deal wi th . 9 2 
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This assessment was very astute. Tiger uni ts were severely challenged when 
confronted with difficult terrain or the requirement to move long distances by 
road march. These flaws did much to offset the otherwise t r emendous tactical 
advantages possessed by Tiger battalions. 

This battal ion was not alone in its problems of maintaining and recovering 
Tigers. Heavy Tank Battalion 504 was first employed in Italy on 20 June 1944, 
just in t ime to take part in the great withdrawal nor th of Rome . 9 3 Dur ing the 
ten days from 22 June to 1 July 1944, the battal ion lost 28 of its 45 Tigers and 
is a classic example of destruct ion from rapid maneuver . 9 4 (see m a p 16) 

The battalion lost most of its Tigers while wi thdrawing along Highway 439 
north from Massa Mari t t ima to Pomarance while a t tempting to delay Ameri­
can forces. On 22 June 1944, the 1st Armored Division attacked as part of a 
larger offensive drive to Route 68.9s As the official Division history notes, the 
straight-line distance of this attack was only 65 kilometers, bu t because of the 
winding nature of the roads over the moun ta inous terrain, the attack had to 
cover 190 kilometers over narrow, winding, secondary routes. 

Initially, the 1st Armored Division attacked with two combat c o m m a n d s , 
each one attacking up on the right and left of the division zone. Combat 
C o m m a n d B, in the west, attacked along the best road in the zone, Highway 
439. Tigers from the 1st Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 504 initially s topped 
this attack, destroying 11 Shermans and forcing the a b a n d o n m e n t of 12 more . 
The 1st Armored Division commit ted a third force, Task Force Howze, along 
a trail that ran between and paralleled C o m b a t C o m m a n d A and B's routes. 
This force made better progress that the o ther two Combat C o m m a n d s and 
the Germans wi thdrew to the nor th . 

The Tigers of Heavy Tank Battalion 504 a t tempted to delay U.S. forces pri­
marily along the best of the three routes, defending against Combat C o m ­
mand B, al though a few Tigers were reported defending in the center against 
Task Force Howze. The terrain th roughout this area was extremely hilly and 
ill-suited to a r m o r operat ions. As the battle history of the 1st Armored 
Division stated: 

There were no first-class roads, few second-rate roads, and a hodge­
podge of small trails and footpaths. The roads ran th rough nar row 
defiles, were cut into hillsides, and twisted up and down heights with 
many hairpin tu rns . They often led th rough towns with nar row streets 
lined by masonry houses. Oppor tuni t ies for delay by demoli t ions were 
unl imi ted . 9 6 

Given the terrible nature of the terrain, it is not surprising that many Tigers 
broke down dur ing their retrograde operat ion. What is surprising is that the 
Germans (primarily moving along Highway 439) were unable to recover or 
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Map 16: Heavy Tank Battalion 504 
Loss of 22 Tigers in Italy 

30 June 1944 
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repair those Tigers faster than the advancing U.S. forces (moving on roads 
which were little more than goat paths) . An indication of the obstacles that the 
1st Armored Division's two engineer companies had to overcome is provided 
in the following excerpt. 

The engineers were heavily worked, as indicated by the record of the 
16th Armored Engineer Battalion's accomplishments before the attack 
was completed. The battalion had swept more than 500 miles of road for 
mines (finding two new types), bulldozed passage th rough the rubble 
in 11 towns, improved 8 fords, repaired 12 enemy bridges, constructed 
37 steel treadway bridges, and built or graded about 150 miles of 
bypasses. 9 7 

Despite this, the 1st Armored Division was able to mainta in an average rate 
of advance of five miles (six kilometers) per day. 9 8 

During their delaying operat ions against the 1st Armored Division, Heavy 
Tank Battalion 504 lost 28 of their 45 Tigers . 9 9 Of these 28, it is likely that only 
one was knocked out and totally destroyed in direct combat . Others broke 
down dur ing roadmarches , broke th rough bridges, or slid off the sides of 
roads . 1 0 0 Only a few were reported as having been slightly disabled in direct 
combat and were unable to be recovered, forcing their crews to destroy them. 

This great loss of Tigers was repeated on a similar scale dur ing the same 
withdrawal of German forces nor th of Rome by Heavy Tank Battalion 508. 
This battalion, operat ing east of Heavy Tank Battalion 504, suppor ted German 
forces wi thdrawing against U.S. pressure. The terrain in this area was also 
rugged, so this battal ion lost heavily from breakdowns. Dur ing its wi thdraw­
al, the battal ion lost 13 of its 23 Tigers, most from self-destruct ion. 1 0 1 

In 40 days of combat , two heavy tank battalions fighting in Italy lost 64 
Tigers . 1 0 2 Possibly as few as five of these were destroyed in direct combat! 
Although there were clearly more than five that were damaged in combat and 
subsequently had to be destroyed to avoid capture, it is clear that the vast 
majority of the 64 were destroyed for reasons other than combat damage. 

Regardless of reason, two heavy tank battal ions that were each at a full 
strength of 45 Tigers on 23 May 1944, were reduced to a total strength of ten 
for Heavy Tank Battalion 508 and 17 for Heavy Tank Battalion 504 by 1 July 
1944. This was done primari ly th rough rapid maneuver which kept the 
Germans off balance and did not allow the heavy tank battal ions t ime to 
recover. U.S. forces in Italy found that what was extremely difficult to over­
come frontally was relatively easy to overcome through maneuver, especially 
in terrain that favored the more mechanically-reliable tanks of the U.S. Army. 

Dur ing the British 8th Army's offensive in September 1944, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 508 lost a further 11 Tigers dur ing its retreat to the Gothic Line, all 
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were destroyed by their own crews to avoid cap tu re . 1 0 3 Although not specifi­
cally ment ioned , i t appears that the Germans a t tempted to overcome the 
Tiger's mechanical weaknesses in the latter stages of the Italian campaign by 
employing it primari ly on good roads. Dur ing the fighting along the Gothic 
Line, the battalion was employed mainly along Route 9, between Bologna and 
Cesena . 1 0 4 

Dur ing the majority of these two battalion's employment in Italy, they were 
not employed as a battalion, or even as companies and platoons. To provide 
tank-killing coverage along the entire front, they were widely dispersed, often 
using single t a n k s . 1 0 5 This violated the principle of concentrat ion that the 
Germans called for in the employment of their armor. It also caused extraor­
dinary problems for c o m m a n d and control and for logistics for the battalion. 

Log entries in the uni t histories indicate that this was a misuse of the bat­
talion. It may have been a misuse of the battalion based on its original pur ­
pose, but given the situation in te rms of mission and terrain, the employment 
in Italy was probably more effective than concentrat ing the unit at a single 
point . Small groups and even single Tigers proved they were capable of 
defending against heavy enemy attacks, especially in restrictive terrain. Given 
the mechanical difficulties of the Tiger, getting to a good defensive location 
seems to have been more than half the battle. If the Germans had concentrat­
ed these battalions along a single sector of the front, the Allies would have 
found it easier to break th rough in another sector and a repeat of the major 
losses dur ing withdrawals may have occurred, which is exactly the strategy 
that the Allies wished to employ against these powerful formations. 

The heavy tank battal ions were not as successful in Italy at destroying 
enemy tanks as they were elsewhere. Heavy Tank Battalion 508 lost 70 Tigers 
in Italy and only managed to destroy a little more than one hundred enemy 
t a n k s . 1 0 6 This gives this bat tal ion a kill ratio of only 1.43 to 1. Of the 70 Tigers 
lost, however, almost 50 were destroyed by their own crews to avoid being cap­
t u r e d . 1 0 7 Thus, the kill ratio of direct combat losses was 3.3 enemy tanks for 
every Tiger destroyed in combat . 

Heavy Tank Battalion 504 lost 87 Tigers dur ing its employment in Italy and 
destroyed 100 enemy tanks dur ing that t i m e . 1 0 8 Of the 87 Tigers, probably 
only 13 were destroyed by enemy fire. 1 0 9 Of the 74 Tigers that were destroyed 
by their own crews, 29 of these were destroyed dur ing the final m o n t h of the 
war when the strategic situation was hopeless for the G e r m a n s . 1 1 0 Until the 
final m o n t h of the war then, this battalion destroyed 7.7 enemy tanks to every 
Tiger lost in direct combat and almost two enemy tanks for every Tiger lost, 
regardless of the reason. 

With the exception of the withdrawals where large n u m b e r s of Tigers broke 
down, these two battalions were able to mainta in a fairly high operational rate 
for their vehicles. Heavy Tank Battalion 508 was able to mainta in a 60 percent 
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Conclusion 
The increased Tiger product ion capability allowed Germany to more than 
double the n u m b e r of heavy tank battalions from the summer of 1943 to the 
summer of 1944. Of the ten army heavy tank battalions, all but two were com­
mitted in the east fighting the Soviets . 1 1 2 Al though the German military was 
on the defensive, heavy tank battalions were still employed offensively in lead­
ing counterat tacks, spearheading relief attacks, or attacking to eliminate 
bridgeheads, beachheads, or to restore the previous main defensive line. 

Tiger tanks cont inued to suffer from several deficiencies of equipment . 
Specifically, the inability to develop and field a mine roller or plow to assist the 
Tiger in overcoming the increasing Allied use of mines caused Tigers to suffer 
damage. This, in tu rn , resulted in a sharp decline in the n u m b e r of operat ional 
Tigers after their c o m m i t m e n t to battle. The lack of an a rmored recovery vehi­
cle, and the inadequate n u m b e r of recovery vehicles overall, presented heavy 
tank battalions with many challenges in recovering disabled Tigers. Often, 
these challenges could not be overcome, with the end result being a large 
number of Tigers destroyed by their own crews to avoid capture. 

By the s u m m e r of 1944, almost two years had passed since the Tiger began 
being produced. Despite several improvements to the Tiger, the mechanical 
reliability remained poor, especially dur ing rapid movements over extensive 
distances. This resulted in more Tigers being destroyed by their own crews 
during several withdrawals. 

In many instances, heavy tank battal ions were able to successfully defend 
against attacks in which they were vastly ou tnumbered , often with only a few 
operational Tigers. Despite being primari ly on the defensive, however, the 
doctrinal guidance for the employment of heavy tank battalions was not 
revised to address this reality. 

operational rate for their Tigers while Heavy Tank Battalion 504 mainta ined 
almost an 82 percent operat ional rate for the i r s . 1 1 1 Notably, this was achieved 
despite being so widely dispersed across the front. Of course, once in place, 
these vehicles also were not required to conduct long roadmarches from one 
spot to another, which helped to reduce the n u m b e r of breakdowns. Also, 
despite several spectacular advances by the Allies, the Italian theater was pr i­
marily static, with German forces defending prepared lines. Undoubtedly, this 
static na ture was also a factor in raising the maintenance status of the 
battalions. 



CHAPTER 5 

The Last Year of the War 

The employment of "Tigers" in individual groups (spread over 
the corps sector and frequently shifted from one division to 
another) succeeded for the most part in keeping the main battle 
line of the corps intact. Wherever "Tigers" were employed, the 
Russians called off their attacks or only repeated them with 
infantry in suitable terrain (woods and the area a round lakes). 1 

Major Hans-Joachim Schwaner, 
Commander , Heavy Tank Battalion 502 

By the end of May 1944, the Germans had built up an impressive n u m b e r of 
heavy tank battalions to counter the expected Soviet s u m m e r offensive in the 
east and the Allied invasion of France. Six independent heavy tank battalions 
and the Grossdeutschland's heavy tank battalion were on the Eastern front 
prepar ing for the inevitable Soviet attack. 2 In the West, the Germans posi­
t ioned SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 and 102 (redesignated 501 and 502 in 
November 1944) in Belgium and the Netherlands respectively, prepared to 
react to an invasion in the Pas de Calais. 3 In addit ion to the two heavy tank 
battalions operat ing in Italy, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was reestablished after 
its near destruct ion in the East and fully reequipped with 45 new Tigers by 17 
June 1944. OKH also formed its last new heavy tank battalion, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 510, which, coincidentally, was fully m a n n e d and equipped by 20 
July 1944. 4 

This period marked a high point in the n u m b e r of heavy tank battalions 
available and in the strength of the battalions overall. The Allied offensive 
known as Operat ion OVERLORD in the West and the Soviets' Opera t ion BAGRA­
TION in the east led to heavy losses in heavy tank bat tal ions. 3 By the end of July 
1944, three heavy tank battalions, namely 501, 505, and 506, had been deci­
mated in action against the Red Army. These battalions either had no tanks 
left or had so few that they handed them over to o ther heavy tank battalions. 
In some instances, the few remaining tanks were so badly damaged that they 
were t ranspor ted back to factories in Germany to be overhauled. 6 In the West, 
of the three heavy tank battalions commit ted to Normandy, only a handful of 
Tigers made it across the Seine River, and probably none of these made it all 
the way back to Germany, a l though one managed to get as far as Brussels. 7 
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By the last year of the war, the heavy tank battalions encountered more 
weapons capable of penetrat ing the Tiger, and even the newly-issued King 
Tiger. Tiger crews were so confident in their vehicle that they did not adhere 
to the same tactics that more l ightly-armored tanks did. This was beginning to 
cause losses from a general lack of care in adher ing to such basic tactical pr in­
ciples as overwatch, use of terrain, and adequate reconnaissance. 8 To counter 
this, the Inspector of Panzer Troops wrote an article, stressing the impor tance 
of Tiger's adherence to accepted tactical principles. 9 

The Allied offensives forced the German military and the heavy tank bat­
talions to operate primari ly on the defensive, al though heavy tank battal ions 
did participate in some offensives dur ing the last year of the war. However, an 
examination of the last year's major operat ions reveals that Tigers and heavy 
tank battalions gradually became less effective. 

Operation BAGRATION 
As a result of Soviet deception efforts, the Germans concentrated their 
a rmored forces south of Belorussia with Army Groups Nor th Ukraine and 
South Ukraine and left few a rmored units with Army Group Center, where the 
main Soviet offensive known as Opera t ion BAGRATION was focused. 1 0 When 
the Soviet attack began on 22 June 1944, only one heavy tank battalion, Heavy 
Tank Battalion 501, was assigned to Army Group Center . 1 1 OKH assigned four 
heavy tank battalions, Heavy Tank Battalions 505, 506, 507, and 509, to Army 
Group Nor th Ukra ine . 1 2 More fateful for the Germans , in the early par t of 
June, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 gave up nine of its Tigers to Heavy Tank 
Battalion 509, attached to Army Group Nor th Ukraine to br ing i t up to 
full strength. This left Heavy Tank Battalion 501 with only 20 Tigers in the 
bat ta l ion . 1 3 

Army Group Center commit ted Heavy Tank Battalion 501 immediately 
upon commencemen t of the Soviet attack, and it fought in the vicinity of the 
Orscha junct ion, along with the 14th and 256th Infantry Divisions and the 
78th S turm Division, beginning on 23 June 1944. 1 4 Because these units were 
overwhelmed and destroyed within the first few days of fighting, reports con­
cerning this battal ion are incomplete. Probably only six Tigers from this bat­
talion ever made it back across the Berezina River, ferrying over on 1 or 2 July 
1944. 1 5 On 4 July 1944, the battal ion received five new Tigers and fought near 
Minsk with several recently-repaired tanks. The battalion's last two Tigers 
were destroyed when they ran out of fuel on 5 July 1944 fighting near 
Molodechno . 1 6 In less than two weeks of fighting, this battalion was com­
pletely destroyed, (see m a p 17) 



Map 17: Overview of Heavy Tank Battalions' Retrograde Operations 
During Operation BAGRATION 

June-July 1944 



THE LAST YEAR OF THE WAR 103 

Information is so incomplete for this uni t that no reasonable assessment 
can be m a d e about its employment . It is clear, however, that the 25 Tigers 
fielded by this battal ion were wholly inadequate to stop the Soviet attack 
against Army Group Center. 

Once the Germans realized that the main Soviet attack was focused on 
Army Group Center, Heavy Tank Battalion 505 and 507 were loaded on to 
trains for t ranspor t from Army Group Nor th Ukraine on 24 and 22 June 1944, 
respectively. Army Group Center at tached Heavy Tank Battalion 505, the first 
heavy tank battal ion to arrive, to the 5th Panzer Division and employed it as a 
blocking force nor theast of Borisov. 1 7 Initially, its task was to keep open the 
pr imary route from Minsk to Orscha. It was also tasked with s topping the 
Soviet a rmored attacks along the Minsk-Orscha highway and with defending 
the bridges across the Berezina River near Borisov. 1 8 

From 27 to 30 June, the battal ion fought against the 11th Guards Army of 
the 3d Byelorussian Front near Krupki and Borisov. Dur ing this t ime, its crews 
destroyed more than 70 enemy tanks while losing nine Tigers, all due to 
enemy ac t ion . 1 9 More importantly, as part of the 5th Panzer Division, they 
held open the major Minsk-Orscha highway crossings of the Berezina River 
for four days, allowing other German uni ts to wi thdraw to the west. 

After the Soviets crossed the Berezina no r th and south of Borisov, the 5th 
Panzer Division and Heavy Tank Battalion 505 withdrew northwest of Minsk. 
From 1 to 6 July 1944, the battal ion fought a round Molodechno . 2 0 On 7 July 
1944, Soviet forces cut the battalion's line of communica t ion , forcing them to 
destroy 12 Tigers that were damaged and to retreat to the west . 2 1 The battal­
ion, greatly dispersed, finally arrived in Grodno , a round 200 kilometers west 
of Minsk, on 9 July 1944. 2 2 Sources vary, bu t at least 11 and probably 24 Tigers 
from the battal ion survived the re t reat . 2 3 OKH ordered the survivors of the 
battalion back to Germany to be reequipped with the new King Tiger. 2 4 

During Opera t ion BAGRATION, Heavy Tank Battalion 505 destroyed 128 
enemy tanks while losing approximately 21 Tigers. Dur ing desperate defensive 
and retrograde actions where it was always ou tnumbered , this battal ion m a n ­
aged to achieve a 6.1-to-l kill ratio. 

The other heavy tank battalion to arrive from Army Group Nor th Ukraine 
was Heavy Tank Battalion 507. This battal ion detrained at Baranovichi on 2 
July 1944 after Soviet forces cut the ma in road to Minsk . 2 5 The battal ion 
fought a round Baranovichi and Slonim until 10 July 1944. 2 6 After Soviet 
forces captured Lida and Vilna (Vilnius, Lithuania), the battal ion withdrew, 
finally arriving across the Narev River at Trzeszczotki on 20 July 1944. 2 7 

In all, the battal ion lost 10 Tigers, with one Tiger being destroyed by its own 
crew. 2 8 Available records do not provide information on the damage inflicted 
upon the enemy forces, so a kill ratio cannot be computed reliably. The 
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In the Aftermath of Operation BAGRATION: 
Heavy Tank Battalion 502 Defending 
Dünaburg 
As a result of the success of Opera t ion BAGRATION, a huge gap was to rn in the 
German defenses between Army Group Center and Army Group Nor th . The 
situation was s u m m e d up by a report from Army Group Nor th to OKH on 29 
June 1944: 

The development of the situation in the Army Group Center area of 
operat ions has decisively changed the situation of Army Group Nor th . 
The right flank of the a rmy group hangs in the breeze. South of here, the 
enemy has achieved operat ional freedom on a wide front and can quick­
ly advance strong forces to the west. The chance of reestablishing the for­
mer contact with Army Group Center does not exist . 3 0 

On 2 July 1944, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 was t ranspor ted by rail from 
Ostrow to Dünaburg. That same day, after overcoming the German strong-
point at Polozk, the Soviet 6th Guards Army was exploiting the breakthrough 
toward Dünaburg (Daugavpils, Latvia). 3 1 In this area between the army 
groups, there were only small, disorganized, Ge rman units that were desper­
ately a t tempt ing to combine to form a coherent defensive line. The II Corps 
was ordered to build a new front with units pulled from th roughou t Army 
Group N o r t h . 3 2 

A study of the employment of Heavy Tank Battalion 502 in and a round 
Dünaburg between 4 and 27 July 1944 highlights the weaknesses and 

battalion was successful in delaying the Soviet advance for more than seven 
days along the Soviet southern axis of attack, a l though by this point the 
Soviets were probably very close to achieving their operat ional goals anyway. 2 9 

It is difficult to judge these battal ions ' effectiveness because records are 
incomplete. Two of these battalions fought against the most powerful Soviet 
attacks, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 a round Orscha and Heavy Tank Battalion 
505 northwest of Minsk. It can be inferred that all three battalions were local­
ly and temporari ly successful at s topping the Soviet advance. Both Heavy Tank 
Battalion 505 and 507 only wi thdrew to avoid encirclement after their line of 
retreat was cut or threatened. Also worthy of ment ion is the relatively low 
n u m b e r of Tigers destroyed because they could not be recovered. This is espe­
cially impressive considering the fluid nature of the battle and the great dis­
tances these battalions traveled dur ing their withdrawals. 
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deficiencies of the heavy tank battalions and indeed, the Tiger itself, in the 
conduct of warfare. At the same t ime, such an examinat ion highlights the 
incredible tank-killing capability of small groups of Tigers. 

Two companies , the 2d and 3d, of this battal ion arrived in Dünaburg on 4 
July 1944 and occupied assembly areas to the southeast of Dünaburg in the 
towns of Peski and Laucesy. 3 3 (see m a p 18) 

The first l imitation that challenged the battalion's ability to conduct mobile 
operations was the D ü n a (western Dvina) River. More specifically, it was the 
absence of bridges strong enough for Tigers to cross over the river. As the bat­
talion c o m m a n d e r stated: 

At the t ime, the railroad bridge in Dünaburg represented the only cross­
ing possibility for Tigers over the Düna . Not only was a crossing not 
available for a distance of 100 kilometers east of Dünaburg, bu t there was 
also none for at least the same distance northwest of that town. Fording 
possibilities across the Düna were out of the question. Because of these 
reasons, the construct ion of a 60-ton ferry over the D ü n a northwest of 
Dünaburg was p lanned . 3 4 

This was impor tan t because the Düna River ran generally along the route 
of march of the Soviet attack. To defeat Soviet attacks, the battalion had to be 
able to move quickly across the river to the nor th or the south. The existence 
of a single crossing site severely restricted the battalion's ability to deal effec­
tively with the Soviet attack. Consequently, the battalion's scout and engineer 
platoon began construct ion of a 60-ton ferry northwest of Dünaburg. 

Beginning on 9 July 1944, the battal ion began counterat tacking, reinforcing 
German defensive posit ions, and relieving encircled German s t rongpoints . 
These missions involved road marches across long distances and subsequent­
ly strained the mechanical reliability of the Tigers themselves. At 1000 hours 
on 9 July 1944, the battalion was ordered to conduct a road march to Deguziai, 
a distance of 50 ki lometers . 3 5 The battalion requested pos tponement of the 
movement until later in the day when it was cooler, but because the situation 
was critical and the battal ion was urgently needed by the 205th Infantry 
Division, this request was denied. The battal ion after-action report stated: 

Towards 1900 hours , the combat elements of the 2d and 3d Companies 
arrived in the sector ordered with a large n u m b e r of road march break­
downs (moto r damage, runn ing gear damage) . These were b o u n d to 
occur as a result of the high tempera ture and the long march distance. 
Of the 22 Tigers that originally part icipated in the road march, only five 
Tigers from the 2d C o m p a n y and three Tigers from the 3d C o m p a n y 
were combat ready. 3 6 



Map 18: Heavy Tank Battalion 502: Post-Operation BAGRATION, South of Dünaburg 
4-11 July 1944 

1. Company Assembly Areas 
2. Objective: Hill 216 
3. Evening objective and recovery of disabled Tigers by 2d Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 



THE LAST YEAR OF THE WAR 107 

This meant that 64 percent of the Tigers broke down dur ing a 50-kilome­
ter roadmarch along a p r imary road. 

Upon reaching the town of Deguziai, the 205th Infantry Division ordered 
the battalion to move further southwest to Daugailiai and defeat enemy forces 
near the re . 3 7 To reach their objective, the battalion encountered another 
bridge three kilometers southwest of Deguziai. Engineers reinforced it so that 
it was strong enough to suppor t Tigers. This required t ime, however, and the 
Tigers did not cross the bridge unti l 0600 hours the next morn ing . 

On 10 July 1944, the 3d Company, with a total of nine operat ional Tigers, 
drove 19 kilometers from Deguziai to Garniai . In consonance with an infantry 
battalion, it attacked enemy forces southwest of Garniai in an a t tempt to break 
through to an encircled German combat group. Despite destroying a large 
number of ant i tank guns and mor ta rs , the German forces were unable to 
break th rough the Soviet force. In addit ion to failing to accomplish their mis­
sion, two Tigers were destroyed by flank shots from anti tank guns. 

Early in the afternoon, the battalion c o m m a n d e r ordered this company to 
establish contact with another German combat group to the south. After 
receiving addit ional ammuni t ion , the 3d Company and an infantry battal ion 
from the 205th Infantry Division's Grenadier Regiment 335, began their 
movement a round 1800 hours . This combat group also met stiff Russian resis­
tance and was unable to break th rough to their objective. 

Until the onset of darkness, a large n u m b e r of ant i tank guns were 
destroyed and several artillery pieces were pu t out of action. Enemy 
infantry, making a counterat tack out of the woods, were successfully 
engaged. The enemy lost nearly 200 men . When it became dark, the 
attack had to be stopped at the line reached, because only two Tigers out 
of the original seven operationally-ready ones were still capable of fight­
ing. Five vehicles broke down due to the heavy demands placed on the 
powerplants , the summer t ime heat, and the long road march on the pre­
vious day. 3 8 

The 3d C o m p a n y started the day with nine operat ional Tigers and moved 
at least 32 kilometers th roughou t the day. The five mechanically-inoperable 
Tigers presented a further p roblem for the battal ion because they were close 
to enemy forces and far away from recovery assets. 

The maintenance woes for the battalion cont inued when the 2d C o m p a n y 
was ordered from Deguziai, where they guarded the bridge, to assist in recov­
ering the five broken down Tigers of 3d Company. The 2d C o m p a n y started 
with only five operat ional Tigers and reached the 3d C o m p a n y posit ions after 
midnight on 11 July 1944 with only two Tigers . 3 9 The others had broken down 
on the road march. 
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Throughout 11 July 1944, recovery an d main tenance elements worked at 
towing and fixing the disabled Tigers, which was eventually completed wi th 
great difficulty. By the early morn ing of 11 July 1944, the battal ion had seven 
operational Tigers. The battalion ordered these to move from Deguziai back 
to Dünaburg. From there they moved via Peski, their old assembly area, to 
Tarzeka, to support a counterattack by the 215th Infantry Division to regain 
the village of Karasino and restore the old front line. This march, al though on 
pr imary roads, was 65 kilometers l ong . 4 0 

Of the seven operational Tigers that began the march, only two made it 
without breaking down. Although two other Tigers from the battal ion main­
tenance repair shop were brought forward in t ime to part icipate in the attack, 
these four Tigers represented the majority, if not all, of the battalion's combat 
strength after only three days of mobile defensive combat . This attack was suc­
cessful, with the few Tigers destroying 10 Soviet tanks and six ant i tank guns 

41 
for the loss of two Tigers. 

The battalion's 1st Company arrived on 12 July 1944 in Dünaburg from X 
Corps in Idriza. It added ten operat ional Tigers to the battalion's combat 
power. From 12 through 21 July 1944, Heavy Tank Battalion 502 cont inued to 
conduct operations south of Dünaburg. These operat ions consisted of several 
small groups of Tigers spread th roughout the area of operat ions, usually con­
sisting of between two and five Tigers. Dur ing this first per iod of employment 
south of the Düna River, the battalion destroyed 12 Soviet tanks, 53 ant i tank 
guns, and 15 mortars . This was accomplished at the price of losing seven Tiger 
tanks. (see m a p 19) 

A Soviet breakthrough on the nor th bank of the Düna on 21 July 1944 
forced the battalion to focus their efforts to the nor th . They were given the fol­
lowing mission by II Corps: 

Cross over to the nor thern bank of the Düna with all operationally-
ready Tigers and, using the Dünaburg-Isvalta road, reach the 290th 
Infantry Division command post at Ohmelnickaja as soon as possible. 
Hold up fur ther enemy a r m o r pene t r a t i ons in the di rect ion of 
Dünaburg.42 

The battalion was further cautioned that enemy contact along the route to 
Ochmelnickaja was to be expected. 

The battalion moved along the designated route in at least three march 
columns Dur ing the movement , they received information that approximate­
ly 20 Soviet tanks had penetrated west of the new defensive line. The 2d 
Company, under Leutnant Carius, moved back to Dünaburg to protect the 
main road nor th of that city. In the small town of Mahnava, Carius and two 
other Tigers encountered 20 T-34s and JS-IIs. Wi thou t losing any Tigers, these 



Map 19: Heavy Tank Battalion 502 
Post-Operation Bagration, North of DÜNABURG 

22-25 July 1944 
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three tanks destroyed 17 of the Soviet t anks . 4 3 This action effectively defeated 
the Russian attack on Dünaburg, for the day at least. 

Another substantial Soviet breakthrough occurred on the nor th side of the 
Düna River on 23 July 1944. The next day was spent moving groups of Tigers 
to intercept the Soviet a rmored formations to block their movement to 
Dünaburg, pr imari ly along the main roads. The area a round Krivani was the 
scene of another major defeat of Soviet armor. This t ime, Leutnant Nienstedt, 
with six Tigers, defended the town. 

Nienstedt was able to initiate a firefight between his Tigers and the 
enemy tanks which had broken through. He was able to knock out 17 of 
the 20 attacking tanks, a m o n g them 2 assault guns. He himself knocked 
out 10 enemy tanks with his Tiger. Using his 6 Tigers, he conducted a 
counterat tack in conjunct ion with Engineer Battalion 44. By evening, 
the old posi t ions had been regained. 4 4 

On the next day, 25 July, it was the tu rn of 3d Company 's Leutnant 
Eichhorn to distinguish himself. He led an attack on a Soviet tank unit that 
was prepar ing to attack along the Dünaburg-Kreutzberg (Krustpils) road. This 
unit , probably consisting of five Tigers, destroyed 16 JS-II heavy tanks within 
ten minutes at close range, wi thou t losing any Tigers. 

On 26 July 1944, Lieutenant Eichhorn suppor ted an infantry regiment in an 
attack on strong Soviet posit ions in the same area. Al though his force of four 
Tigers managed to destroy 12 T-34s, one SU-122, and ten ant i tank guns, the 
attackers were forced to withdraw, with the infantry moving back across to the 
west side of the Düna River. 4 5 Also, two of the four Tigers were totally 
destroyed and the other two were badly damaged. 

Dur ing the battalion's employment on the no r th side of the Düna River, 
they destroyed 73 Soviet tanks and 24 ant i tank guns while losing only four 
Tigers. The 18.25-to-l kill ratio from 22 to 26 July 1944 was probably aided by 
the restrictive terrain that m a d e movement difficult, if not impossible, off of 
the p r imary roads. The battal ion also operated in a m u c h smaller area than 
they did south of the Düna, reducing the n u m b e r of movements and the dis­
tances required to travel dur ing those movements . 

The initial per iod of employment required rapid and extensive movement 
in a fluid and uncertain battlefield. This type of comba t stressed the Tigers 
mechanically and consequently inflicted problems on the battalion's main te­
nance and recovery assets. Th roughou t the battalion's combat operat ions 
a round Dünaburg, it was only able to mainta in a 44.53 percent operat ional 
readiness rate for its Tigers . 4 6 The outs tanding penetrat ive capability of the 
Tiger's main gun allowed very small elements of the battal ion to destroy large 
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Normandy 
Three heavy tank battalions were involved in combat in Normandy. Two of 
these were SS battalions assigned to I and II SS-Panzer Corps. The last was 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503, which was at tached to the 21st Panzer Division 
th roughout the campaign . 4 7 This makes the employment of these battal ions 
unique in that they were not shuffled a round the front from unit to unit , but 
were assigned permanently, in the case of SS Heavy Tank Battalion 101 and 
102, or kept in suppor t of the same division, as was the case of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503. Another un ique aspect is that these were the battles in which 
the King Tiger tank was introduced, fielded by the 1st Company and the head­
quarters element of Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 3 . 4 8 The final unusual aspect 
about the heavy tank battal ions in N o r m a n d y is that they were all employed 
almost exclusively against the British a round Caen . 4 9 

Tiger tank losses in direct combat action dur ing the N o r m a n d y campaign 
increased in absolute number s and thus reduced the combat kill ratio of heavy 
tank battalions, relative to previous engagements against British and Ameri­
can forces. This was due in large par t to the static nature of the German defen­
sive posture that allowed heavy tank battalions to recover damaged or disabled 
Tigers and repair them in maintenance facilities behind the line. The result 
was that fewer Tigers required destruct ion to avoid capture dur ing hasty with­
drawals, and thus a higher percentage of Tigers were destroyed by direct fire 
than in previous battles. Another factor in this dynamic was that the Allied 
forces, particularly the British, fielded more weapons with better tank-killing 
abilities. 

Since the battles in Nor th Africa, the British Army had sought to develop 
and employ tanks and ant i tank guns with high penetrative capabilities. After 
encounter ing more Tigers and their first Panthers in Italy, this necessity was 
only reinforced. By 1944, the British issued a 7 6 m m (the so-called "17-
pounder," after the weight of the cartridge and projectile) towed ant i tank gun 
to their ant i tank regiments at a ratio of two to every 5 7 m m ("6-pounder") 
ant i tank gun that was already in u se . 3 0 

This already excellent weapon was improved by developing new a m m u n i ­
t ion. Adding to the basic a rmor piercing (AP) round, the British in t roduced 
an a rmor piercing capped (APC) and also an a rmor piercing capped ballistic 
capped (APCBC) round . 5 1 The last r ound had a second cap which gave it 

numbers of Soviet tanks, thereby delaying the eventual Soviet capture of 
Dünaburg. 
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better penetrat ion beyond 500 meters. Later in the war, the British developed 
an even better round, the a rmor piercing discarding sabot (APDS). To increase 
muzzle velocity, a sub-caliber shot was placed inside an a luminum shoe (or 
"sabot") that detached itself after leaving the muzzle of the gun. Thus, the sub-
caliber round was propelled forward with all the force available to a larger p ro­
jectile's surface area, but with the reduced friction of only the sub-caliber 
r ound itself. This increase in muzzle velocity greatly increased the kinetic pen­
etrat ion capabilities of the round , giving it the ability to penetrate 170mm of 
a r m o r at 1,000 meters. The impressive nature of this is evident when com­
pared to the 100mm of a rmor that a Tiger's 8 8 m m main gun, firing a PzGr. 39 
round, was capable of penetra t ing at the same range . 3 2 

Both the American and British leadership realized that this 76mm anti tank 
gun had twice the penetrative capability of the low-velocity 7 5 m m gun 
m o u n t e d in the Sherman tank to that point , as well as some versions of the 
British Cromwell and Churchill . After several unsuccessful a t tempts , the 
7 6 m m was eventually m o u n t e d in a Sherman. These up -gunned Shermans 
were called the "VC" or "Firefly," and a rush conversion p rogram was under­
taken. The Royal Ordnance Factories were able to provide every British a rmor 
regiment with 12 Fireflies by D-Day for OVERLORD or shortly afterwards. 5 3 

This was enough for each British tank platoon (a " t roop" in British parlance) 
of four tanks to have one Firefly, greatly enhancing the overall lethality of the 
unit . This was extremely impor tan t in the fighting to come because it provid­
ed each platoon with a weapon that was capable of destroying a Tiger. 

The final area of emphasis on tank-killing ability for the Allies was in m a n -
por table ant i tank infantry weapons . The British f ielded the "Projector, 
Infantry, Antitank," or PIAT. This was a 34-pound weapon that launched a 
two-and-one-ha l f -pound projectile with a shaped charge warhead to a maxi­
m u m effective range against tanks of 100 mete rs . 5 4 The Americans fielded the 
improved M9 Bazooka. This famous weapon fired a high-explosive rocket 
capable of penetrat ing 7 5 m m of a rmor and had a m a x i m u m effective range of 
100 me te r s . 5 5 Later improvements on the rocket increased the penetrat ing 
ability to close to 100 mill imeters. 

Al though both of these weapons were in service pr ior to the commence­
m e n t of OVERLORD, they were available in much greater number s than previ­
ously. More importantly, the na ture of the N o r m a n d y battlefield enhanced 
their effectiveness because engagement ranges were generally greatly reduced 
in the compar tmenta l ized terrain. These weapons were still unable to destroy 
a Tiger, except in extraordinary circumstances, usually involving a lucky shot. 
They did, however, provide the infantryman with a weapon that could disable 
a Tiger. To do so required a skilled and courageous operator, firing from very 
close range. Even then, the best chance of disabling a Tiger involved hitt ing the 
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track or roadwheels to disable it or hit t ing it in the rear a rmor to damage the 
engine. Chances of damaging a Tiger could be improved by employing them 
en masse, with two or three fired at the same t ime at the same aiming point . 

SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 was the first heavy tank battalion to reach the 
invasion area. This uni t roadmarched from its training area at Beauvais, near 
the Belgian-French border, th rough Paris, and finally to Normandy. Alerted 
on 6 June 1944, the battal ion started to move the next day. 3 6 In recognition of 
Allied air superiority, the uni t moved primari ly at night, but was still attacked 
numerous t imes by fighters and b o m b e r s . 3 7 The lead elements only arrived 
behind the front on the evening of 12 June 1944, with many vehicles mechan­
ically broken down enrou te . 3 8 By dawn on 13 June 1944, the 1st Company 
deployed eight Tigers 10 kilometers nor thwest of Villers-Bocage on the N175 
Highway, while 2d Company deployed six Tigers just a few kilometers no r th ­
west of the same t o w n . 5 9 The 3d C o m p a n y was still enroute in the vicinity of 
Falaise and did not reach the front until 15 June 1944. It took six days to trav­
el the 400 kilometers from their staging area to their combat assembly area. 
During this roadmarch , despite the air attacks, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 
lost no Tigers to fighter-bombers dur ing the movement , (see m a p 20) 

The battalion's bapt ism of fire, the battle of Villers-Bocage, took place on 
13 June 1944, only hours after most of their Tigers and crews arrived in their 
assembly areas. This legendary engagement is often cited, but seldom well 
documented . Most versions address the battle in broad generalizations, and 
accordingly, the accounts vary greatly. When specific accounts are given, they 
almost universally focus on the initial engagement, led by the c o m m a n d e r of 
the 2d Company, Obers turmführer Michael Wi t tmann , and fail to ment ion 
the details of the entire battle. (see m a p 21) 

Wha t is indisputable is that two unders t rength companies of SS-Heavy 
Tank Battalion 101, along with elements from the Panzer-Lehr Division and 
the 2d Panzer Division, managed to defeat the lead brigade of the British 7th 
Armoured Division. This was vitally impor tan t because this uni t was a t tempt­
ing to exploit a break in the German line between the I SS-Panzer Corps ' 
Panzer-Lehr Division and the 352d Infantry Division of the XLVII Corps . 6 0 

This gap began to develop when the 352d Infantry Division was forced to 
wi thdraw under American pressure. This caused a break in the line between 
the two German divisions as well as between American and British forces, 
which was noticed by both sides as early as 9 June 1944. The British 2d Army 
planned to use the 7th Armoured Division to envelop the German forces' left 
flank and use the main highway, the N175, to attack toward Caen. Key to this 
operat ion was seizure of the impor tan t town of Villers-Bocage and the high 
point 2.5 kilometers to the northeast of the town. From this high point , Hill 
213, the road led straight down to Caen. Headquarters , British 2d Army, issued 



Map 20: SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101: Roadmarch to Normandy 
7-13 June 1944 



Map 21 : SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501: Attack on Villers-Bocage in Normandy 
13 June 1944 
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the order to execute this operat ion at n o o n on 12 June 1944 and by that 
evening, the 7th Armoured Division was attacking deeply into the open flank 
of the Panzer-Lehr Division, s topping overnight in the vicinity of Livry. 

The Germans were aware of the gap in their lines, bu t were unable to do 
anything about it because all available units were engaged. Because of this, as 
elements of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 arrived, they were posi t ioned 
generally along the N175 beh ind the Panzer-Lehr Division. The closest ele­
m e n t to Villers-Bocage, the 2d Company under W i t t m a n n , was "instructed to 
stand by in the Villers area, ready to attack and destroy an eventual enemy 
attack from the northeast and northwest ." 6 1 Both the 1st and 2d Companies 
probably arrived after dark and established assembly areas in the hope of con­
duct ing maintenance and resting from the long road march. This hope was 
no t to be realized for Wi t tmann ' s company. This company received heavy 
artillery fire th roughout the night and, because they were unde r the mistaken 
assumpt ion that they were being observed by the British, moved twice in an 
a t tempt to avoid it. In reality, this was pre-planned, unobserved interdictory 
fire against obvious geographical targets, fired in suppor t of the British 
a t tack. 6 2 

The British cont inued their attack at 0500 hours the next day, 13 June 
1944. 6 3 By 0900, the lead unit , the 4th County of London Yeomanry (The 
Sharpshooters) , had passed th rough the town of Villers-Bocage and were sit­
t ing on top of their mos t impor t an t initial objective, Hill 2 1 3 . 6 4 At this point , 
they were arrayed along the N175 from Hill 213 back th rough town and along 
the road leading back to Livry. A company-sized uni t of The Sharpshooters, A 
Squadron, occupied the geographical crest of Hill 213. Behind them, on the 
ma in road stretching back to the east edge of Villers-Bocage, was their 
at tached infantry company, A Company, 1st Battalion, The Rifle Brigade, in 
infantry carriers and half-tracks. They were followed by The Sharpshooters ' 
regimental Headquar ters Section and elements of the regimental Recon­
naissance Troop, which took up most of the main road in the town. The next 
t ank companies , B and C Squadrons of The Sharpshooters , started on the 
western edge of Villers-Bocage and stretched back toward Livry. Behind The 
Sharpshooters on the road back to Livry was the ls t /7 th Battalion, The 
Queens Royal Regiment (West Surrey), followed by the 5th Regiment (a bat­
talion-sized unit) of the Royal Horse Artillery. 6 5 

Michael W i t t m a n n and his 2d Company watched in awe as the British 
a rmored uni ts passed by them, a few hundred meters nor th of their assembly 
area. Had W i t t m a n n known that the British co lumn was stopped temporari ly 
for a leaders' reconnaissance and orders group on Hill 213, he may have taken 
the t ime to coordinate a hasty attack by his unders t rength company. Probably 
because he believed that the British were going to cont inue toward Caen 
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without pausing, he attacked the co lumn alone in a single Tiger. In an after­
action report wri t ten by W i t t m a n n later that day, he said: 

I had no t ime to assemble my company; instead I had to act quickly, as I 
had to assume that the enemy had already spotted me and would destroy 
me where I stood. I set off with one tank and passed the order to the o th­
ers not to retreat a single step bu t to hold their ground. Drove up to the 
column, surprised the English as m u c h as they had me . I first knocked 
out two tanks from the right of the column, then one from the left and 
attacked the a rmored t roop carrier battal ion in the middle of the 
a rmored regiment. I drove toward the rear half of the co lumn on the 
same road, knocking out every tank that came towards me as I went. The 
enemy was th rown into total confusion. I then drove straight into the 
town of Villers, got to approximately the center of town where I was hit 
by an ant i tank gun. My tank was disabled. Wi thou t further ado, I fired at 
and destroyed everything a round me that I could reach; I had lost radio 
contact and was unable to s u m m o n my company. My tanks were out of 
sight. I then decided to abandon my tank. We took all the weapons we 
could carry, but didn' t destroy the tank as I believed that we could regain 
possession of i t . 6 6 

This attack was a very decisive por t ion of the battle because his actions 
forced the British to abandon all hope of cont inuing the planned attack and 
forced t h e m on to the defensive. Dur ing this attack, W i t t m a n n destroyed por­
tions of the lead British tank company, the infantry company, the regimental 
headquarters element, and por t ions of the reconnaissance t roop. In all, he 
destroyed no fewer than 12 enemy tanks, 13 a rmored t roop carriers, and two 
anti tank guns . 6 7 More importantly, he caused t r emendous confusion th rough­
out the British forces remaining out of contact and panic in those uni ts that 
he did engage. 

While W i t t m a n n was engaging the units west of Hill 213 and in the town 
of Villers-Bocage, other Tigers from his company attacked from the south and 
southwest toward A Squadron of The Sharpshooters on Hill 213. By about 
1100 hours , an ad hoc tank company from the Panzer-Lehr Division attacked 
from the northeast against the same objective. Some sources indicate that 
another company-sized tank unit was scratched together by the Panzer-Lehr 
Division, using tanks that were in its repair facility. This uni t allegedly 
advanced south of the N175 and attacked Hill 213 from the south and south­
east. 

Finally, a round 1300 hours , Haupts turmführer Rolf Möbius ' 1st C o m p a n y 
of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 attacked down the N175 from the east and 
northeast , and the hill was retaken. 
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This is the point where accounts normally stop. The Germans had been 
wildly successful up to this point , with SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 destroy­
ing 23 or 24 British tanks, as well as numerous t roop carriers and anti tank 
guns . 6 8 The real achievement, however, was the fact that it halted the 7th 
Armoured Division's a t tack. 6 9 A major problem remained for the Germans, 
however, in that while their forces were busy el iminat ing the British on Hill 
213, infantry from lst /7th Battalion, the Queens Royal Regiment and B and C 
Squadrons of The Sharpshooters occupied Villers-Bocage itself. Throughou t 
the town, Sherman Fireflys and ant i tank guns were posi t ioned at key intersec­
t ions and alleys, many posi t ioned for flank shots. Also, the infantry were 
a rmed with the PIAT, giving them a tank-killing capability as well. 

Dur ing the afternoon, the 1st Company of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 1 0 1 
and the ad hoc tank company from the Panzer-Lehr attacked to seize the town. 
Because there were none available, this attack was virtually unsuppor ted by 
any panzergrenadiers or o ther d i smounted t roops. As could be expected, the 
Germans lost heavily in the town and were unsuccessful in pushing out the 
British. Engagements were at such close ranges that on several occasions, vehi­
cle loaders had to sight down their guns ' tubes because the gunners could not 
use their telescopic s ights . 7 0 Late in the day, British forces did wi thdraw to 
defensive positions in the vicinity of Livry, but this was probably because of a 
perceived threat from lead units of the 2d Panzer Division arriving from the 
south near Villers-Bocage, as well as a cont inuing German force build up 
th roughout the area. 7 1 

By halting the British opera t ion to outflank German forces, the tactical 
engagement initiated by Michael W i t t m a n n was sensational and definitely had 
much larger implications. In stopping the British offensive, however, SS-
Heavy Tank Battalion 101 paid the price of at least five Tigers destroyed, and 
may have lost as many as seven. 7 2 This fact is often overlooked when some 
recount the stirring story of Wit tmann 's attack. Wi t tmann ' s Tiger was report­
edly the only Tiger damaged in his company, and it was indeed subsequently 
recovered and repaired. 7 3 

In Möbius' 1st Company, which attacked into Villers-Bocage, losses were 
much heavier. This company attacked Hill 213 with eight to ten Tigers and 
succeeded in destroying British forces there wi thout any losses. 7 4 Möbius left 
two Tigers in the vicinity of Hill 213 to secure the feature and attacked into 
the town with the remainder of the company. This means that six to eight 
Tigers entered the town. It is difficult to differentiate the Tigers that were 
destroyed from the ones that were totally disabled, but five Tigers were p rob­
ably totally destroyed and another two were disabled but repairable . 7 5 British 
forces in the town, possibly aware of the resiliency of the Tigers, made every 
effort to ensure that the damaged Tigers were rendered irreparable. Sergeant 
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Bobby Bramwell describes how the leader of his t roop d i smounted and 
ensured that the disabled Tigers that he encountered were totally destroyed: 

It now began to rain heavily. One of the panzers had caught fire, the crew 
was either dead or had got out , but the Germans would be able to come 
back and tow the tank away. Bill Cot ton, therefore, took a German gas 
can and a few wool blankets and we went out to destroy the panzer. Bill 
opened up an umbrella on account of the rain; we must have been crazy! 
We went from panzer to panzer, Bill with his open umbrel la and the 
blankets and I with the gas can. We soaked a blanket with gasoline and 
tossed it inside the turret , followed by a ma tch . 7 6 

Of the nine Tigers that entered the town of Villers-Bocage th roughou t the 
day's battle, including Wit tmann 's Tiger, all bu t one was either damaged or 
destroyed. 7 7 

Whatever the exact n u m b e r of tanks that were totally destroyed, it is indis­
putable that the 1st C o m p a n y of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 was combat 
ineffective by the end of the day. Far from being the resounding and over­
whelming German success that many accounts portray, when looked at in 
total, a l though they undeniably did stop the British advance, the Germans ' 
victory was essentially Pyrrhic. Further, the Tigers lost dur ing this battle were 
never replaced th roughou t the remainder of the N o r m a n d y campaign. The 
losses of the British, however, were quickly replaced. For example, three days 
later, on 16 June 1944, the 4th Coun ty of London Yeomanry was issued 
replacement vehicles and m a n n e d them with reserve crews. 7 8 

The other two heavy tank battalions in Normandy, Heavy Tank Battalion 
503 and SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 102, also experienced difficulties in reach­
ing the front because of Allied air superiority. Trains had to be unloaded 
around Paris for SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 102, bu t the ones t ranspor t ing 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 managed to get to Dreaux, 80 kilometers west of 
Paris. Measures taken to evade Allied aircraft and mechanical breakdowns 
caused these battal ions to "trickle" to the front. For example, a l though most of 
the trains carrying SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 102 were unloaded by 27 June 
1944, as late as 20 July the battalion still reported that ten Tigers were enroute 
to the front . 7 9 Although few, if any, Tigers were destroyed completely en route 
to the N o r m a n d y front, Allied air power played an impor tan t role in inter­
dicting their movements and thus delayed and disrupted their c o m m i t m e n t to 
battle as coherent and cohesive organizations. 

General Guderian, the Inspector of Armored Troops at the t ime, appropr i ­
ately described the difficulties that the heavy tank battalions had to overcome 
in getting to, and fighting in, Normandy. On 19 June 1944, he wrote to Hitler, 
"by itself, the highest bravery of the a rmored forces cannot make up for the 
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loss of two branches of the Wehrmacht." 8 0 In this passage he was lamenting the 
absence of Luftwaffe and German naval part icipation in stopping the Allied 
N o r m a n d y invasion and was probably implying that G e r m a n a rmored forces 
were being asked to do too m u c h considering the many obstacles they had to 
overcome. 

Dur ing the remainder of the fighting in Normandy , all three heavy tank 
battal ions were employed pr imari ly as mobile reserves, counter ing enemy 
penetra t ions . They accomplished this by counterat tacking to defeat the enemy 
so that the previous front line could be reestablished. It was not u n c o m m o n 
for a battal ion to array its three companies in a dispersed pat tern behind the 
front of the division or corps it was suppor t ing so that each could react quick­
ly to enemy penetrat ions. This was probably also done to reduce the size of the 
potential target. An entire heavy tank battalion in a single assembly area would 
surely have brought a massive response from the Allied air forces and artillery. 

Even General Guder ian seems to have suppor ted this dispersion. In a 
depar ture from his principle of concentrat ion, he r ecommended a change of 
tactics for all tank forces, presumably based u p o n the restrictive terrain of 
Normandy : 

Whenever a rmored forces go into action on the Invasion Front, the 
Panzer-Kampf-Trupp-Taktik is to be used instead of the previous tactic of 
employing concentrated forces. The latter tactics are still to be used in 
mos t other circumstances. The Panzer-Kampf-Trupp-Taktik consists of 
close cooperat ion of small a rmored units combined with panzer-
grenadiers [mechanized or motor ized infantry assigned to Panzer or 
Panzer-Grenadier divisions or Panzer brigades] or Infantry un i t s . 8 1 

Fortunately for the Germans , the heavy tank battal ions and the individual 
heavy tank companies were spread out behind the main defensive line when 
the British began Opera t ion G O O D W O O D on 18 July 1944. This attack was pre­
ceded by massive aerial and naval b o m b a r d m e n t involving 2,077 bombers 
dropping 7,800 tons of b o m b s and 720 m e d i u m and heavy artillery pieces fir­
ing 250,000 shells. 8 2 The British g round attack was then spearheaded by three 
a rmored divisions, the 7th, 11th, and the Guards Armoured Divisions. 
Including the tanks assigned to suppor t the flank attacks, the British attack 
threw 1,100 tanks at the German defenders . 8 3 (see m a p 22) 

Closest to the front, Heavy Tank Battalion 503, suppor t ing the 21st Panzer 
Division, played an impor t an t par t dur ing G O O D W O O D . The 3d C o m p a n y of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was hit hardest from the massive bombing in their 
assembly area outside of Manneville, near Caen . 8 4 The 1st Company, just out ­
side of the town of Emieville, also received damage. The British plan called for 
different types of ordnance to be d ropped in different areas depending upon 



Map 22: SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 and Heavy Tank Battalion 503 
Defense dur ing Operation Goodwood in Normandy 

18-20 July 1944 
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the type of target and the scheme of maneuver of the attacking British forces. 
The town of Manneville was inside, and Emieville was just outside, of 
Bombing Area H, an area encompassing nearly 1,000 acres. The British plan 
called for this area to be captured by a follow-on unit , the 3d Division, and was 
not to be used as a route of march by the leading a rmored divisions. This was 
impor tan t because—as the area was not required to be traversable by a rmored 
vehicles in the initial stages of the at tack—cratering was allowable and the 
RAF bombers dropped large 1,000- and 500-pound high-explosive b o m b s in 
Area H . 8 5 

The British b o m b e d Area H from approximately 0545 unti l 0630 hours . For 
heavy tank battalions, this was the worst day for losses from air attack dur ing 
the N o r m a n d y campaign. This battal ion probably lost seven Tigers from air 
attacks dur ing this bombing , four in the 3d C o m p a n y and three in the 1st. 8 6 

In yet another, albeit unusual , tes tament to the survivability of the Tiger, one 
Tiger was flipped over by the bombing , ending up resting on its turret . 
Incredibly, the three crew members inside survived. 8 7 More important ly for 
the success of the British attack, the bombing damaged virtually all of the 
Tigers in the 1st and 3d Companies . It took several hours just to dig out the 
bur ied tanks. 

The British g round attack began at 0745 and encountered virtually no 
resistance up to the railway line from Caen to Troarn, which they reached at 
about 0939. Ober leu tnant von Rosen, the C o m m a n d e r of the 3d Company, 
moved eight of its damaged Tigers toward the town of Cagny in an a t tempt to 
attack the British advance in the flank. Six of those eight Tigers made it to a 
defensive posit ion nor theast of Cagny by 1000, as the other two suffered 
engine fires dur ing the m a r c h . 8 8 

W h e n they began engaging British tanks, they found that their Tigers had 
suffered more than just external damage. As Ober leu tnant von Rosen stated: 

It was only then that it became clearly evident what hi ther to unseen 
damage the tanks had received dur ing the carpet bombing . The worst 
result was that all of the tanks ' guns were completely out of al ignment 
with the sights. We needed three rounds now where only one would have 
been adequate before. 8 9 

Nevertheless, British accounts testify to the effectiveness of these six Tigers 
in disrupt ing their attack. Much credit, however, must be given to a Luftwaffe 
battery of 8 8 m m antiaircraft guns posi t ioned in Cagny. 9 0 These four guns and 
the six Tigers were stationed in a key posit ion that allowed them to engage the 
attacking British a rmor before they were able to deploy properly. In effect, the 
British a rmored divisions "stacked up" behind one another, from the leading 
elements a round Cagny to behind the railway embankmen t . 
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The lethality of the four Luftwaffe 88s is reinforced by the fact that they also 
accounted for the only two Tigers in the 3d Company 's defensive posi t ion that 
were lost t h roughou t the day. 9 1 These Tigers were penetrated in their frontal 
a rmor while they were reposit ioning a round a small wooded area. The 
Luftwaffe gunners , unders tandably weak in a rmored fighting vehicle identifi­
cation, mis took them for British tanks. Even at the range of 1,200 meters, the 
Luftwaffe 8 8 m m antiaircraft guns were able to penetrate the Tigers' frontal 

92 

armor. 
The German counterattacks conducted into the enemy's left flank also 

added to the confusion of the British c o m m a n d . Supported by the 1st and 2d 
Companies of Heavy Tank Battalion 503, starting in the early afternoon, these 
counterattacks played a large par t in protect ing the wide open gap in the 
German right flank and containing the British advance . 9 3 

The 1st C o m p a n y paid a heavy price, however, losing four King Tigers dur­
ing the countera t tack. 9 4 Two of these were destroyed by direct fire, a l though 
the exact source is unknown . These two were the first King Tigers ever lost to 
direct fire, on any front. Another King Tiger drove or slipped into a b o m b 
crater and could not be towed out . The last King Tiger was lost in a very 
unusual manner . It was r a m m e d by a Sherman tank of the 2d Battalion, The 
Irish Guards, a l though German and British accounts over who r a m m e d or 
backed into w h o m . 9 5 

By late in the afternoon, the 3d Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 503, only 
had one Tiger still operational . Some Tigers could move bu t could no t shoot, 
while others could shoot bu t could no t m o v e . 9 6 The battal ion commander , 
therefore, ordered them to pull back to the battal ion maintenance point . The 
21st Panzer Division ordered the remaining two companies to consolidate in 
the Frenouville area to protect the Cagny-Vimont road . 9 7 There, these two 
companies prevented a further advance by the British to the southeast . 

Meanwhile, dur ing the same day, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 began the 
day in assembly areas a round Bretteville-sur-Laize. This battalion, along with 
several other a rmored battalions, comprised the 1st SS-Panzer Corps ' reserve. 
Starting the day with a round 19 Tigers operat ional out of 28 on hand , the bat­
talion escaped the destruct ion of the morn ing carpet b o m b i n g . 9 8 Around 
midday, they suppor ted a counterat tack toward Bourguebus being conducted 
by a combat group consisting of a Panther battalion and a panzergrenadier 
battalion of the 1st SS-Panzer Division Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler (LSSAH). 
Throughou t the day they cont inued to defend in the Huber t Fol ie-Sol iers-
Bras area against attacks by the British 11th Armoured Division. 9 9 By the end 
of the day, after losing only one Tiger to a British Firefly, the battal ion occu­
pied defensive positions on bo th sides of the Route National from Caen to 
Falaise to block any British attacks toward the southeas t . 1 0 0 
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Although General Mon tgomery did not formally call off Opera t ion G O O D ­
W O O D until 20 July 1944, it was essentially s topped by the evening of 18 July 
1944. Both heavy tank battalions involved played a pivotal role in successfully 
defending against the massive British attack. Heavy Tank Battalion 503 con­
t r ibuted heavily to delaying and disrupting the British attack and in protect­
ing the German right flank. SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 then reinforced and 
greatly assisted German uni ts in halt ing the British advance . 1 0 1 The exact 
n u m b e r of British tanks destroyed by each heavy tank battal ion is unknown , 
bu t altogether, the British forces suffered 1,500 casualties of all ranks and lost 
a round 200 t a n k s . 1 0 2 Many of these tanks were destroyed in the vicinity of 
Cagny. 1 0 3 

The third heavy tank battal ion employed in Normandy , SS-Heavy Tank 
Battalion 102, did no t even begin to arrive near the front unti l 6 July 1944. At 
that t ime, the battal ion occupied assembly areas near the Orne River, south­
west of Caen. From 10 July 1944 unti l the end of the m o n t h , this battalion 
fought on and a round the key terrain feature k n o w n as Hill 112. This point 
was key because it was "high g round which separates the valleys of the O d o n 
and the Orne [Rivers] ." 1 0 4 The battalion conducted offensive and defensive 
operat ions in the vicinity of Maltot . This town, along with Eterville, was one 
of the objectives of the British attack to expand their O d o n bridgehead. The 
capture of these two towns was also impor tan t for the establishment of a 
br idgehead across the next river, the O r n e . 1 0 5 

The British seized Hill 112 on 10 July 1944, bu t lost it to a German counter­
attack, suppor ted by SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 102, on 11 July 1944. 1 0 6 It con­
t inued to change hands m a n y t imes th roughou t the m o n t h . SS-Heavy Tank 
Battalion 102 played a p rominen t role in all of these battles, destroying 48 
British tanks, 27 ant i tank guns, and at least 15 a rmored t roop car r ie rs . 1 0 7 

Although many of its tanks became disabled, somet imes being reduced to hav­
ing only five Tigers ready for combat , the battal ion only had seven Tigers that 
were completely destroyed dur ing the month ' s fighting a round Hill 112 . 1 0 8 

The fact that the battal ion only mainta ined a 33-percent operat ional rate 
t h roughou t the m o n t h is indicative of the ferocity of the fighting. 

By the first week of August, the overall si tuation for German forces in Nor­
m a n d y had deter iorated significantly. The Amer icans were successfully 
exploiting their breakthrough after Operat ion COBRA and were cont inuing to 
advance, despite the German counterat tack a round Morta in . In an effort to 
coordinate American, British, Canadian, and Polish forces in an a t tempt to 
envelop German forces in Normandy , General M o n t g o m e r y ordered the 1st 
Canadian Army to renew their attack toward Falaise from the direction of 
C a e n . 1 0 9 This mission, known as Opera t ion TOTALIZE, was awarded to General 
Guy D. Simonds ' II Canadian Corps . (see m a p 23) The direction, objective, 



Map 23: SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 and Operation TOTALIZE 
7-11 August 1944 
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and imminence of this attack were readily apparent to everyone, therefore, 
General Simonds at tempted to overcome these disadvantages by an unusual 
plan that incorporated innovative tactics. 

This attack started at dusk and was suppor ted by heavy bombers and 
massed artillery in suppor t of the advancing a rmored co lumns . This was the 
first-ever use of heavy bombers at night in close suppor t of advancing troops. 
Also, in an a t tempt to enhance the ability of infantry to operate in close coor­
dinat ion with tanks, obsolete self-propelled artillery chassis were used as bat­
tlefield t r anspo r t . 1 1 0 

Opera t ion To ta l i ze was divided into two distinct phases, each of which 
relied heavily upon massive and carefully-planned artillery and b o m b e r sup­
por t . The ground attack plan of the first phase called for the British 51st 
Highland Division and the 33d Armoured Brigade to attack on the east side of 
the main Caen-Falaise road to seize the impor tan t German strongpoints at St. 
Aignan de Crameni l . 1 1 1 On the west side of the road, the 2d Canadian Infantry 
Division and the 2d Canadian Armoured Brigade were ordered to seize the 
towns of Gaumesnil and Caillouet. After these objectives were seized, the 1st 
Polish Armoured and the 4th Canadian Armoured Divisions, again suppor t ­
ed by massive preplanned b o m b e r and artillery suppor t , would attack toward 
Falaise. 1 1 2 

The initial bombing attacks began at 2300 hours on the night of 7 August 
1944, and was followed half an h o u r later by the Allied g round attack. By first 
light, the attacking forces captured the main objectives of St. Aignan a n d 
Cremesnil, al though the western attack did not achieve its objectives unti l 
later in the m o r n i n g . 1 1 3 Even so, these successes came considerably more 
quickly than anticipated. The second phase, also suppor ted by pre-planned 
b o m b e r strikes, was no t to begin until 1400 hours on 8 August, so there was 
an unexpected pause in the attack. This allowed German forces t ime to con­
solidate their forces, reorganize, and conduct a counterat tack. 

The German unit defending the front line area, the 89th Infantry Division, 
was effectively destroyed in the first phase of the attack. Behind them, in 
reserve, were the remnants of bo th the 12th SS-Panzer Division "Hitler Youth" 
and SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101. SS Brigadeführer Kurt Meyer, the C o m ­
mand ing General of the "Hitler Youth" Division, organized the counterat ­
t acks . 1 1 4 On the morn ing of 8 August 1944 he issued the order for Comba t 
Group Waldmüller, including the 1st Battalion, SS-Panzer Regiment 1 and the 
remnants of the Corps ' 101st SS-Heavy Tank Battalion, to seize the high 
ground south of St. Aignan." 1 1 5 

The 2d Company of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 101 was involved in attacks 
against British forces in the vicinity of Gr imbosq and was therefore not read­
ily available on the morn ing of 8 Augus t . 1 1 6 The battalion commander , newly 
promoted Haupts turmführer Michael Wi t tmann , had only 10 Tigers available 
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in the vicinity of the town of Pot igny. 1 1 7 W i t t m a n n was thrust into the battal­
ion commander ' s posit ion on 10 July 1944 because he was the senior ranking 
officer left in the ba t t a l ion . 1 1 8 This is indicative of the heavy losses incurred by 
the battal ion in the N o r m a n d y campaign. Further, the sole company com­
mander in the area was a newly-assigned Obers turmführer with no previous 
experience leading a rmored un i t s . 1 1 9 

Somet ime after 0600 hours on 8 August, W i t t m a n n ordered the battalion's 
operational Tigers to assemble in the vicinity of Cintheaux. After conferring 
with and receiving orders from Kurt Meyer, Wi t tmann arrived in his Tigers' 
assembly area at 1100 hours . Although the battalion, minus the 2d Company, 
started the day with ten operat ional Tigers, only eight are recorded as arriving 
at the Cintheaux assembly area. They consisted of five Tigers from the 3d 
Company; the battal ion commander ' s and signal officer's tanks from the bat­
talions headquarters element; and one other Tiger from another u n i t . 1 2 0 

Even though W i t t m a n n and Meyer observed masses of British, Canadian, 
and Polish tanks, or perhaps because they observed them and instinctively 
wanted to attack before being attacked, they ordered the attack to proceed. 
Meyer states that they were 

aware that we can not allow the enemy tank squadrons to attack again. 
An enemy a rmored division stands ready to attack down bo th sides of 
the road [Caen to Falaise], this attack mus t not start, we must take the 
init iat ive. 1 2 1 

Had they been aware of the odds and taken into account the fact that the 
British elements they were preparing to attack on the east side of the Caen-
Falaise road had been in place for at least six hours preparing defensive posi­
tions, they may have reconsidered. Including the tanks of the 12th SS-Panzer 
Division, the Germans had no more than 50 tanks which, essentially, attacked 
more than 900 British, Canadian, and Polish tanks of all kinds and more than 
30,000 m e n . 1 2 2 W i t t m a n n showed supreme leadership when he c o m m a n ­
deered a tank and led the attack, saying "I mus t go along, for Heurich [the new 
and inexperienced company commander ] can scarcely cope ." 1 2 3 (see m a p 24) 

Whether it was because of the haste in preparing the operat ion or due to a 
flawed plan, the German counterat tack was conducted in an uncoordinated 
fashion. The attack began at about 1230 hours with Wit tmann 's Tigers attack­
ing astride the Caen-Falaise road toward Gaumesnil . A bat t legroup built 
a round the 2d Battalion, SS-Panzer Regiment 12 attacked toward Cremesnil 
while Comba t Group Waldmüller (built a round Waldmüller 's 1st Battalion, 
Panzer-Grenadier Regiment 25) attacked toward St. Aignan . 1 2 4 British sources 
s ta te—and the results of the attack reinforce the assert ion—that these attacks 
did not suppor t one another, thus dispersing their effectiveness. 1 2 5 Of all the 
attacks, Wit tmann 's may have had the best chance of success because the 
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Caen-Falaise road appears to have been the b o u n d a r y between Canadian and 
British divisions and brigades. 

Wi t tmann 's Tigers attacked down the Caen-Falaise road toward Gaumesnil 
with five Tigers on the east side and two more on the west side of the r o a d . 1 2 6 

Waiting in good defensive posit ions were three Allied tank battalions: the 27th 
Canadian Armoured Regiment (The Sherbrooke Fusilier Regiment) on the 

Map 24: Wittman's Counterattack 
During Operation TOTALIZE 

7-11 August 1944 
1 NY - 1st Northamptonshire Yeomanry, 33rd Arm Bde, British 79th Arm Div 
144 RAC = 144th Regt, Royal Armoured Corps, 33rd Arm Bde, British 79th Arm Div 
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west side of the road; the British 144th Royal Armoured Corps Regiment, sit­
uated essentially astride the road; and the 1st Nor thamptonsh i re Yeomanry on 
the east side of the r o a d . 1 2 7 Count ing all type of tanks, the eight Tigers of SS-
Heavy Tank Battalion 501 attacked 216 British and Canadian tanks, all of 
which were likely to be within direct-fire r a n g e . 1 2 8 Of this impressive n u m b e r 
however, it should be noted that "only" 36 were VC Fireflies, the only tanks 
that s tood any chance of penetrat ing the Tiger . 1 2 9 

It would be an unders ta tement to say that accounts vary on what happened 
to the Tigers dur ing their attack. Based u p o n a wide variety of sources, it is 
likely that the Tigers received fire from Canadian tanks on the west side of the 
road and became focused on t h e m . 1 3 0 Regardless of what the Germans ' focus 
was, they failed to detect elements of the Nor thamptonsh i re Yeomanry in an 
orchard to their east. The Tigers cont inued to move parallel to the road and 
ultimately provided A Squadron of the Yeomanry with excellent flank shots. 

At 1240 hours , the company c o m m a n d e r of A Squadron, Captain Board-
man , took personal control of his 3d Platoon and ordered the three Shermans, 
plus his own, to "pepper" the turrets of the Tigers . 1 3 1 This, he hoped , would 
cause the commanders to retreat inside their turrets and close their hatches, 
severely restricting their vision. Because these Shermans were a rmed with the 
standard low-velocity 7 5 m m main gun, their rounds would have had little 
effect upon the Tiger's armor. Judging from the results, however, it did have 
the desired effect of causing the tank commander s to "but ton u p " and cause 
confusion. 

At the same t ime, the sole Firefly in the pla toon began engaging Tigers from 
the rearmost one forward . 1 3 2 This single Firefly destroyed three, and possibly 
four, Tigers on the east side of the r o a d . 1 3 3 Whether the destruct ion of the 
fourth Tiger is credited to this Firefly or not , the fact remains that there was a 
fourth Tiger destroyed on the east side of the road and another Tiger 
destroyed on the west side of the road. Only three of the original eight attack­
ing Tigers survived, with the Yeomanry claiming the destruct ion of all five 
Tigers . 1 3 4 Even if the single Firefly destroyed only three of the five Tigers that 
were destroyed, it would likely make the gunner of this Firefly, Trooper Joe 
Ekins, the top British "Tiger Killer" in World War I I . 1 3 5 

This small engagement illustrates the difficulty in attacking even hastily-
prepared defensive positions. The eight Tigers led by Wi t tmann could easily be 
classified as one of the most , if not the most , combat-experienced and lethal 
small units in the German military at the t ime. Despite this, they were quick­
ly and easily defeated. The few hours between dawn and the 12:30 P.M. Ger­
m a n attack was enough t ime for the Canadian and British tanks to establish a 
good, hasty, defensive position. Al though they attacked against overwhelming 
odds, in the end, little more than one severely under -gunned platoon was 
needed to defeat the attack. As one historian aptly described: 
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The usual roles in Normandy, of G O O D W O O D , EPSOM, COBRA, and so on 

[Allied offensive breakthrough a t tempts] , had been reversed. Instead of 
the Allies being the vulnerable attackers, they had placed themselves in a 
posi t ion of the advantaged defenders, with German a rmor constrained 
to attack. Although the Germans knew the ground, bo th the N o r t h a m p ­
tonshire Yeomanry and the Sherbrookes had found their way into good 
defensive posit ions in woods and orchards. The destruct ion of Witt­
mann ' s Tiger Troop is the best example of t h i s . 1 3 6 

W h e n the second phase of the Allied attack began, the several Tigers that 
survived the Wi t tmann attack, plus a few more that may have been b rought 
forward from maintenance repair facilities, as well as Tigers that had been 
recalled from the 2d C o m p a n y in the Gr imbosq area, assisted in stopping the 
attack of the 1st Polish Armoured Division. Three Tigers destroyed seven 
Polish tanks attacking south of St. A ignan . 1 3 7 Dur ing this phase of the Allied 
attack, two more Tigers were destroyed, for a total of seven Tigers lost dur ing 
the first day of Opera t ion TOTALIZE. 1 3 8 By the end of the day, SS Heavy Tank 
Battalion 101 had 18 Tigers on hand, of which only eight were opera t iona l . 1 3 9 

An indication of the poor condi t ion of the battal ion in terms of personnel 
losses is the fact that after the death of Captain Michael Wi t tmann , the battal­
ion surgeon, as the senior ranking officer in the battalion, was given c o m m a n d 
of the battal ion by the chief of staff of the 1st SS Panzer C o r p s . 1 4 0 

The next day, 9 August 1944, five Tigers assisted in the total defeat of an ele­
m e n t of the 4th (Canadian) Armored Division. Dur ing this engagement the 
Tigers occupied good defensive positions on the flank of the attacking 
Canadian forces and took advantage of their extended range advantage over 
the Sherman tank. While the Tigers mainta ined their s tat ionary fir ing posi­
t ions, effectively containing the attacking Canadian forces, Panthers from SS-
Panzer Regiment 12 as well as infantry from the 85th Infantry Division 
maneuvered on, and eventually destroyed the Canadian force. Dur ing this 
engagement , 47 Canadian tanks were destroyed while German forces lost no 
t a n k s . 1 4 1 

The remnants of SS Heavy Tank Battalion 101 cont inued to defend the 
Caen-Falaise road for the next week. By 16 August 1944, German forces were 
in danger of being enveloped and they began to wi thdraw toward the Seine 
River. As in other theaters of the war at other t imes, rapid withdrawals over 
vast distances resulted in the loss of many Tigers. 

After more than two m o n t h s of combat , the first Tiger was destroyed by its 
own crew on 16 August 1944. 1 4 2 Dur ing the withdrawal to the Seine River, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 lost 28 of its Tigers from either a b a n d o n m e n t or 
destruct ion by their own c rews . 1 4 3 After 20 August 1944 dur ing their retreat, 
the SS heavy tank battal ions destroyed or abandoned 22 of their Tigers . 1 4 4 An 
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additional two Tigers sank a t tempt ing to cross the Seine River by ferry. 1 4 5 Only 
four Tigers were lost to direct combat after 20 August 1944. 1 4 6 

These statistics lead to the conclusion that the heavy tank battal ions had 
improved in their vehicle-recovery efforts, especially when employed along a 
fairly static front, bu t were still extremely vulnerable when forced to retreat. A 
possible reason for the relatively high n u m b e r and ratio of Tigers destroyed in 
direct combat , compared to previous encounters , was the fact that the Western 
Allies were fielding more weapons capable of destroying a Tiger, especially in 
close-range combat , as was the n o r m in Normandy . The following chart p ro­
vides a breakdown of the cause of loss of Tigers in each heavy tank battalion 
in N o r m a n d y (see table 4). 

These three heavy tank battalions managed to destroy a round 510 Allied 
tanks as well as numerous other vehicles and pieces of e q u i p m e n t . 1 4 7 Other 
than the few Tigers that were shipped back to Germany for factory mainte­
nance, every one of the three battal ions ' tanks were lost. The overall kill ratio 
for the loss of every Tiger was 3.9 to 1 while the kill ratio for direct combat was 
10.6 to 1. 

Until the strategic situation became hopeless then, the employment of the 
heavy tank battal ions has to be judged as successful. For the most part , they 
were employed in accordance with the por t ion of their doctr ine that called for 
heavy tanks to form mobile reserves to counter enemy breakthroughs . They 
adapted this doct r ine to the terrain and to the operat ional si tuation by split­
ting the battal ions apar t into company assembly areas. Prior experience 
showed, and their employment in N o r m a n d y validated, that a handful of 
Tigers were able to defeat or delay a large enemy a rmored attack. Also, 
by assigning companies behind the front bu t across the width of it, they 

Table 4. Tiger Tank Losses in Normandy 
Source: Schneider, Tigers in Combat I and Tigers in Combat II. 
Note: This covers the per iod of ini t ial employment on 13 June 1944 unt i l 30 August 1944. The 
last Tiger in SS Heavy Tank Battalion 102 was abandoned on 1 September 1944. 

Destroyed by direct 
or indirect fire 

Destroyed or abandoned 
by crew 

Destroyed by air attack 

Transported back to Germany 
for maintenance 

Total 

Battalion 101 Battalion 102 Battalion 503 Total 
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minimized the distance necessary to travel in order to react to enemy pene­
trat ions. Although this reduced the concentrat ion of the entire battalion, in 
violation of their doctr ine, this mus t have helped the maintenance status of 
the battalions because of reduced vehicular movement . 

Poland 
Although the King Tiger first saw action against in the west against the British 
forces dur ing Opera t ion G O O D W O O D on 18 July 1944, it was not until 13 
August 1944 that King Tigers were first employed in the east against Soviet 
forces. This battalion, Heavy Tank Battalion 501, was the first heavy tank bat­
talion to receive the full authorizat ion of 45 King Tigers. Its initial combat 
action illustrates the problems and weaknesses of the King Tiger, especially in 
its initial fielding, before all the technical problems could begin to be rectified. 

As part of the subsequent offensive operat ions after Opera t ion BAGRATION, 
Soviet forces established several small bridgeheads across the Vistula River in 
Poland in early August. O n e of the few initial br idgeheads was located in the 
Baronow area. 

After experiencing shattering losses dur ing Opera t ion BAGRATION, the Ger­
m a n Army was short of forces to counter the Soviet bridgehead. Additionally, 
units were in the process of being encircled in the Falaise pocket in Normandy. 
Finally, German forces were still a t tempt ing to stabilize the front in Italy nor th 
of the Arno River, retreating to the Gothic Line after the breakthrough at 
Cassino and Anzio a few m o n t h s prior. 

Heavy tank battalions, as well as the German Army, were spread out and 
stretched thin. Of the 13 heavy tank battalions in existence at this point of the 
war, nine were engaged and unable to move to this threatened sector. Against 
the Western Allies, three heavy tank battalions were in the process of being 
totally destroyed in N o r m a n d y and two heavy tank battal ions were in Italy. 1 4 8 

In the east, three heavy tank battal ions were defending against Soviet attacks 
in Lithuania and East Prussia, and two were in Po l and . 1 4 9 Of the two in 
Poland, one was retreating against Soviet pressure in the nor th part of Poland 
while the other was employed against the Soviet offensives across the Vistula 
in the Sandomierz and Baronow areas. The final three heavy tank battalions 
were back in Germany, at the Ohrdru f Training Area, receiving the new King 
Tiger . 1 5 0 

Given the desperate situation on almost all fronts, it is interesting to note 
that the OKH employed the first of these King-Tiger-equipped heavy tank bat­
talions against Soviet forces a round the Baronow bridgehead in Poland. This 
may have been because the Soviet forces in this bridgehead at that t ime were 
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the closest Allied forces to Berlin. 1 5 1 By the first week of August, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501 had received all 45 of its King Tigers . 1 5 2 Of the two other heavy 
tank battalions drawing King Tigers at Ohrdruf, only Heavy Tank Battalion 
505 had received any King Tigers, drawing six to train upon on 26 July 1944 . 1 3 3 

The last heavy tank battalion, Heavy Tank Battalion 506, was still enroute from 
the Budapest area after having tu rned over their few remaining Tigers to 
Heavy Tank Battalion 507 . 1 3 4 They did not start receiving any King Tigers until 
20 August 1944. 

Dur ing these battal ions ' t raining on the King Tiger at Ohrdruf, they expe­
rienced many mechanical problems. Of the six King Tigers issued to Heavy 
Tank Battalion 505, three caught fire dur ing training and were complete loss­
e s . 1 3 3 When Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was ordered to deploy to Poland dur ing 
the first days of August 1944, they had to combine the entire battalion's King 
Tiger fleet to field two companies of operat ional vehicles . 1 3 6 Additionally, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 505 was forced to transfer two of its remaining King 
Tigers to Heavy Tank Battalion 501 to help it achieve this object ive. 1 5 7 

Heavy Tank Battalion 501's 2d and 3d Companies depar ted Germany on 5 
August 1944 and arrived in Kielce, Poland on 9 August 1944. The 1st C o m ­
pany remained at Ohrd ru f with the broken King Tigers and joined the battal­
ion later in the m o n t h . Upon its arrival in Poland, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 
was attached to the 16th Panzer Division and was tasked to attack Soviet forces 
to eliminate the Baronow bridgehead. Dur ing the 50-kilometer roadmarch 
from Kielce to their forward assembly area, almost every one of the battalion's 
King Tigers broke d o w n . 1 3 8 These breakdowns caused the counterat tack to be 
delayed for several days while the battalion's maintenance sections conducted 
repairs. (see m a p 25) 

Despite the maintenance section's efforts, only 11 King Tigers were opera­
tional when they attacked with the 16th Panzer Division on the m o r n i n g of 11 
August 1944. Terrain in this area was extremely sandy, forcing the King Tigers 
to stay primari ly on the existing roads. The German forces attacked from the 
town of Ogledow toward Staszow. Soviet forces defending in this area consist­
ed of the 53d Guards Tank Brigade reinforced by the 71st Independent Guards 
Heavy Tank Regiment. Although this sounds like a large force, they consisted 
of only nine T-34/76s in the 53d Guards Tank Brigade; and eleven JS-2 Heavy 
Tanks and one JS-85 Heavy Tank in the 71st Independent Guards Heavy Tank 
Regiment . 1 5 9 

Soviet forces in this area primari ly used defensive tactics, posi t ioning tanks 
and assault guns in hidden ambush posit ions focused on the known German 
avenues of approach, the roads. This tactic was extremely effective and result­
ed in the destruct ion of three King Tigers dur ing the initial attack that started 
at 0700 hours , and one more dur ing a subsequent attack a few hours later. 



Map 25: Heavy Tank Battalion 501 
Attempts to Reduce the Sandomierz Bridgehead 

Summer 1944 
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Most of these were destroyed by fire from JS-2s, but at least one was knocked 
out by a T-34/76 at a range of less than 400 me te r s . 1 6 0 

Later in the day, Soviet forces counterat tacked and seized the town of 
Ogledow where they found three abandoned King Tigers . 1 6 1 Two of these were 
broken or damaged, and were repairable. They had obviously been abandoned 
before they could be totally destroyed. Worse still, the third abandoned King 
Tiger still had fuel and a m m u n i t i o n on board and Soviet soldiers were able to 
start the engine wi thout any t roub le . 1 6 2 Dur ing the Soviet attack and subse­
quent German counterat tack, a JS-II destroyed another King Tiger from a dis­
tance of 1,000 m e t e r s . 1 6 3 

The next two day's fighting moved toward the town of Szydlow. Dur ing 
several counterat tacks, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 lost seven more King 
Tigers . 1 6 4 Virtually all of these were destroyed by Soviet tanks occupying a 
defensive posit ion against those German attacks. Th roughou t three days of 
fighting, Soviet forces destroyed or captured 14 King Tigers out of a total 
strength of a round 30 or 31 King Tigers in two companies of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501. 

In combat that pitted Soviet heavy tanks against German heavy tanks, the 
Soviet JS-II definitely came out on top dur ing their initial contact. Of the 11 
JS-IIs in the 71st Independent Guards Heavy Tank Regiment on 11 August 
1944, three were totally destroyed and seven were damaged . 1 6 5 Four of the 
seven damaged tanks were so badly damaged that they were t ranspor ted back 
to a factory to be repa i red . 1 6 6 

Soviet sources credit the maneuverabil i ty of their tanks as a p r imary 
attr ibute that led to their success, allowing them to move to key defensible ter­
rain instead of staying tied to the roads like the King Tigers. The Soviets 
appear also to have combined the technical strengths of their vehicles with 
sound tactical employment in dealing with the German counterat tacks. Even 
though the Soviets were on the offensive at the operat ional level, they occu­
pied strong defensive positions and defeated German counterat tacks before 
resuming attacks at the tactical level. Once they had captured more terrain, 
they reverted to the defense and repeated the process. 

This inauspicious loss of the 14 King Tigers in their first battalion-sized 
engagement cost the battalion c o m m a n d e r his job, a l though he may also have 
been implicated in the plot to kill Hitler . 1 6 7 More costly to the German war 
effort was the capture of three operat ional King Tigers that allowed the Soviets 
to conduct tests to evaluate its strengths and weaknesses. They were t rans­
por ted back to the main testing area at Kubinka and overall, the tests on the 
King Tiger did not impress the Soviets. 

Just getting the King Tigers to a railhead for t ranspor t was challenging and 
illustrated their mechanical unreliability. On the lone operat ional King Tiger, 
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the left idler wheel's bear ing failed, the m o u n t i n g bolts on the left drive 
sprocket sheared, and the engine overheated causing damage to the engine as 
well as the gearbox. 1 6 8 It was repaired, bu t the right side runn ing gear failed 
and was fixed with parts from one of the damaged King Tigers . 1 6 9 Finally, the 
drive shaft roller bearing failed, causing the replaced runn ing gear to fail again. 
Dur ing this ordeal, the track had to repaired numerous t imes because it kept 
breaking due to the vehicle's weight. Reportedly, the King Tiger's track tension 
mechanism did not main ta in tension and had to be adjusted every 10 to 15 
k i lometers . 1 7 0 Track problems apparently increased when pivoting or tu rn ing 
the vehicle. 

The results of the Soviet testing indicated a low mechanical reliability in 
te rms of the King Tiger's chassis, engine, and t ransmission. Additionally, the 
performance specifications that were published for the King Tiger by the 
Germans were found to be extremely inflated or optimistic, for example: 

It was determined that 860 liters of fuel was sufficient for 90 kilometers 
of movement over a dirt road, even though the vehicle's manua l indicat­
ed that this a m o u n t of fuel should have been sufficient for 120 ki lome­
ters. Fuel consumpt ion per 100 kilometers was 970 liters instead of the 
700 liters according to this same [captured] manual . Average rate of 
movement along the highway was 25-30 kilometers per hour, 13.4-15 
kilometers per h o u r along a dirt road. The average speed when moving 
over rough terrain was even worse: 6-7 kilometers per hour. The maxi­
m u m speed, given as 41.5 kilometers per h o u r in the tank's technical 
documenta t ion , was never achieved in the maneuverabil i ty tes t s . 1 7 1 

The sole favorable point for the King Tiger in the Soviet tests was the 
impressive accuracy and a rmor-pene t ra t ion capability of the 8 8 m m Kwk 43 
L/71 main gun, compar ing i t to the Soviet 122mm D25 gun moun ted on the 
JS-II Heavy Tank. 

Al though many mechanical deficiencies were eventually rectified, the King 
Tiger cont inued to be a relatively unreliable tank. These mechanical weak­
nesses dictated their tactical employment th roughou t the war. Also, the high 
fuel consumpt ion and consequent limited radius of action reduced their effec­
tiveness in conduct ing mobi le operat ions across large distances. The King 
Tiger may, therefore, have been better suited for defensive operat ions than for 
offensive ones. Heavy Tank Battalion 501 learned this lesson in August 1944 in 
Poland when they were no t only unable to eliminate Soviet forces in their 
bridgehead, but actually lost g round to Soviet forces while losing 14 expensive 
King Tigers. This battalion cont inued to operate against the Soviet br idge­
heads across the Vistula unti l they were destroyed in the Soviet offensive 
breaking out toward the Oder River in January 1945. 
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The legendary Tiger tank. Introduced in late 1942, its powerful main gun and thick, resilient 
armor made it a threat to any Al l ied tank throughout the war. However, its voracious fuel 
consumpt ion, l imi ted maneuverability, mechanical unreliabil i ty, and l imi ted operational or 
strategic mobi l i t y detracted f rom Tiger battalions' combat potential. (Patton Museum of 
Cavalry and Armor) 

A Tiger advances dur ing Operat ion ZITADELLE in July 1943. After this massive offensive, Tiger 
battalions were used almost exclusively in defensive missions, a role for which they were not 
designed. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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A Tiger f rom Heavy Tank Battal ion 504 in Tunisia, January 1943. 
(Pattern Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

This Tiger is f rom 
SS-Heavy Tank 
Battal ion 101. It is 
towing a second 
Tiger through the 
debris of a French 
town in Normandy. 
(Patton Museum of 
Cavalry and Armor) 
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In July 1943 near Merefa/Ukraine, 18-ton halftracked recovery vehicles of Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503 tow Tiger 114. Tiger 114 was commanded by Fahnenjunker-Feldwebel Al fred 
Rubbel, and had been damaged dur ing the f ight ing in Operat ion ZITADELLE. 
(Dale Ritter Collection) 

Tigers were prone to an unusually 
high breakdown rate when traveling 
even relatively short distances on 
roads, so rai l movement was essential 
for long-distance transfers. Of 
course, rai l movement included its 
own special challenges, inc luding the 
need to use special narrow tracks on 
every tank, and a paucity of the 
unique rail cars which could carry 
Tigers. Here, a Tiger is entrained on 
the reinforced Ssyms rai l car, await­
ing transport to the f ront, March 
1944. This particular tank is f rom the 
3d Company, Heavy Tank Battalion 
505. March 1944—Leutnant H i lb ig is 
facing the camera. (Dale Ritter 
Collection) 
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The King Tiger tank, also called the "Tiger I I " or the "Royal Tiger." Appearing in 1944, it was 
the successor to the Tiger in every way: its main gun was even more lethal; its armor thicker 
and better designed; its motor and drive train more fragile; and its fuel consumpt ion greater. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

A newly-issued King Tiger of Heavy Tank Battalion 505. The new vehicles are being strenu­
ously tested at the Ohrd ru f Training area in August, 1944. 
(Dale Ritter Collection) 
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King Tigers were employed in a few offensive operations in the last six months of the war. 
Here, a King Tiger f r om Heavy Tank Battalion 501 carries forward paratroopers f rom 
Parachute Regiment 9 dur ing the Ardennes Offensive. This picture was reportedly taken just 
south of Ligneuvil le, Belgium on 18 December 1944. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

The 88mm L/71 main gun was the most effective weapon mounted on any tank dur ing 
W W I I . (The 128mm L/55 was only mounted on the Hun t ing Tiger tank destroyer.) Here, 
King Tigers conduct gunnery exercises. These are f rom the 3d Company, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503, which received new King Tigers in July 1944. The tank in the foreground has 
the Porsche turret, as d id 12 of the 14 init ial ly issued to the company; the other two had the 
more common Henschel turret. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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A King Tiger and crew in Budapest, Hungary, October 1944. The tank crew f rom 2d 
Company, Heavy Tank Battal ion 503 prepares its King Tiger for movement. The soldier 
straddl ing the gun tube is covering the muzzle to protect it f r om the elements. This battal ion 
was employed in Hungary's capital for four days in mid-October 1944 in the bloodless coup 
to reinstall a pro-Nazi government. The heavy tank battal ion was probably chosen for this 
task because of the psychological impact on the local populat ion of the K ing Tiger. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

Both the Tiger and 
King Tiger required 
a great deal of main­
tenance. In this 
instance, men of 
Heavy Tank 
Battal ion 505 are 
replacing a moto r of 
a newly-issued King 
Tiger at Oh rd ru f 
Training Area, late 
summer, 1944. 
(Dale Ritter 
Collection) 
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Early "Organizat ion D" Tiger battalions were part ial ly equipped w i t h Panzer IIIs, Version 
(Ausführung) N. This model of the Panzer I I I was armed w i th a low-velocity 75 mm L/24 
gun. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

A Sonderkraftfahrzeug (Sdkfz) 2 Kettenrad. Six Kettenräder were authorized in the scout and 
engineer platoon of Organization E battalions. Intended for reconnaissance missions, each 
one carried two men. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The Sdkfz 251/7 was armed w i th two 7.92mm MG34s or 42s and one 7.92mm PzB39 ant i ­
tank rif le. It had racks to carry small assault bridges, mines, and other heavy equipment of the 
engineer platoon. There were three Sdkfz 251/7s in the heavy tank battal ion scout and engi­
neer platoon. Each vehicle carried one non-commissioned officer and eight other soldiers. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

Seven of these Sdkfz 250s were assigned to Organization E battalions, replacing the Panzer IIIs 
in the headquarters company. These were the pr imary vehicle of the battal ion armored recon­
naissance platoon. Each Sdkfz 250 carried one non-commissioned officer and five soldiers. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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Ninety "Porsche Tiger" hulls were converted to heavy tank destroyers armed w i t h the 88mm 
L/71 main gun. These were issued to Heavy Tank Destroyer Battalions 653 and 654, which 
first saw action in the battle of Kursk in July 1943. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

The Panzerjäger VI "Jagdtiger" ( "Hun t ing Tiger") was the tank-destroyer variant of the King 
Tiger. W i t h a combat weight of over 79 tons, it was slow and lacked agility, but its nearly 10 
inches of frontal armor and mammoth 128mm L/55 main gun made it a formidable 
opponent. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The Panther med ium tank (Model A shown here) was probably the most successful armored 
vehicle the Germans developed. It had a relatively high speed and excellent maneuverability. 
These characteristics were combined w i t h sloped and relatively heavy armor and a h igh-
velocity 75mm L/70 main gun wh ich had better penetrative capability than the 88 mm KwK 
36 L/56 mounted on the Tiger I. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

The tanks in the M4 Sherman series were those pr imar i ly used by U.S. armored forces 
throughout W W I I . Designed as a weapon of exploitat ion to be used in long-range thrusts 
deep into the enemy's rear, it could attack his supply installations and communicat ions. This 
required great endurance, low consumpt ion of gasoline, and abi l i ty to move long distances 
w i thou t a breakdown. It was never intended to be used in direct combat against heavy tanks 
such as the Tiger. As such, it was or ig inal ly armed w i th a low-velocity 75mm main gun (above 
left). To deal w i th the superior German tanks like the Panther, Tiger, and Tiger I I , many 
Shermans (such as this M4A3E8, above r ight) were ult imately armed w i t h a higher-velocity 
76mm gun or w i th the much more effective Brit ish 17-pounder. (US Army Signal Corps) 
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A Sherman VC arrives in Normandy. Nicknamed the "Firefly," this was a Bri t ish modi f icat ion 
of the American M4A4 tanks that were delivered under the Lend-Lease agreement. Its out­
standing feature was its high velocity 76mm L/58 main gun which could penetrate a Tiger's 
armor at ranges far greater than any other tank available to the Western Allies un t i l the 
appearance of the Pershing in the closing days of the war. (The Tank Museum, Bovington) 

This lend-lease Sherman in the hands of the Soviets was knocked out by the 5th SS Panzer 
Divis ion "V i k i ng " on the eastern f ront. Like the crews of T-34/76s, un t i l later versions of the 
Sherman were fitted w i th US 76mm or Bri t ish 17-pounder main guns, Sherman crews were 
all but completely helpless against Tigers. 
(Dale Ritter Collection) 
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By the end o f 1942, 
when the Soviets 
encountered the first 
German Tigers, they 
realized that the 76mm 
main gun on the T-34 
was inadequate. To 
improve armor penetra­
t i on , an 85mm gun in 
an improved and more 
heavily armored three-
man turret was mount ­
ed on the T-34 chassis. 
Product ion began on 
the f irst models in 
December 1943. 
(Patton Museum of 
Cavalry and Armor) 

The T-34/76 first saw action against opposing German forces dur ing Operat ion BARBAROSSA, 
the invasion of the Soviet Un ion , the German invasion of the Soviet Un ion . The combinat ion 
of relatively thick, angled armor, a main gun w i t h good armor penetrating capability, and 
superb mobi l i t y placed it in a class above any German tank available in 1941. This led the 
Germans to develop the Panther and to reinvigorate its previously dormant heavy tank 
program. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The JS-2 was armed w i th a 122mm gun derived f rom the A-19 field gun. These vehicles were 
issued to special Guards heavy tank regiments whose role was to assist in breaking through 
German defenses. The JS-2's thicker frontal armor protected it against Tiger I fire at ranges 
over 1,500 meters whi le the Tiger I was stil l vulnerable to the JS-2's fire. Against the Tiger I I , 
there was no clear advantage to either tank. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

A German officer inspects an SU-152 whi le several of his soldiers look on. The appearance of 
the German Tiger spurred the Soviets to develop an armored vehicle capable of dealing w i th 
it on the battlefield. The SU-152 first saw action in the battle of Kursk where it quickly earned 
the nickname "Animal Hunter," for its reputed abilities to k i l l Tigers, Panthers, and Elephants. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The Soviets bui l t the 
SU-122 by wedding 
the standard 122mm 
howitzer to a T-34 
chassis. A l though 
excellent in the 
in fant ry support 
role, it had l imi ted 
anti tank capability. 
(Patton Museum of 
Cavalry and Armor) 

The Cromwel l f irst went into action in Normandy and became a mainstay of Brit ish armored 
units for the rest of the war in the European Theater. This Cromwel l is typical, as it is armed 
w i t h a 75mm main gun. The Cromwel l , al though technically a "cruiser" design, was a solid 
and steady med ium tank. 
(The Tank Museum, Bovington) 



SLEDGEHAMMERS 1 5 1 

The Americans, Br i t ish, and Soviets all developed specialized vehicles for clearing lanes 
through minefields. Most were highly effective. The Germans never d id develop such a vehi­
cle, and using Tigers to bul l their way through minefields was an often costly alternative. 

American Sherman (below) w i th a "mine rol ler" (US Army Signal Corps Photo) 

Brit ish Valentine 
"Scorpion" mine 
flail (above) 
(Patton Museum 
of Cavalry and 
Armor) 

Soviet T-34/76 
w i t h mine 
exploder (left) 
(Patton Museum 
of Cavalry and 
Armor) 



Chapter 6 

The Final Battles 

The fighting at Karniewo lasted a total of 3 days. Dur ing the course of 
the fighting, the Russians lost 134 tanks to our bat tal ion alone. As far as 
I know, we had hardly any losses. Of course, there were quite a few 
mechanical problems Although we had prevented the break­
th rough of the enemy up to that point , the front had to be pulled back. 
The Russians had broken th rough on bo th sides of our sector. 

Kurt Kramer, 3d Platoon, Heavy Tank Battalion 507] 

Dur ing the last six m o n t h s of the war, heavy tank battal ions were intensely 
engaged in fighting on all fronts. The missions given to t hem were p redomi­
nantly as mobile reserves, held behind the front lines. As the war neared its 
end, heavy tank battal ions were split apart , being employed across wide areas, 
and continually shifted from one area to another. 

There are notable exceptions when battalions took part in offensive opera­
tions, albeit usually very l imited ones. Two heavy tank battalions took part in 
the Ardennes Offensive in December 1944, which the Germans codenamed 
Opera t ion Wacht am Rhein (WATCH ON THE R H I N E ) . TWO heavy tank battal­

ions also participated in Opera t ion Südwind (SOUTHWIND) , the offensive 
against the Soviet Gran br idgehead in Hungary. Ultimately, three heavy tank 
battalions took part in at least one of the several Ge rman at tempts to relieve 
Budapest t h roughou t 1945. Coincidentally, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 (for­
merly 101) participated in every one of these offensives. 

Hungary: The Early Battles 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503 moved back to Germany after losing all of its tanks 
dur ing combat in N o r m a n d y and the subsequent withdrawal. While waiting 
for new vehicles, veterans were allowed to go on leave and new personnel 
arrived from the Heavy Tank Training unit at Paderborn . The battal ion 
received 45 new King Tigers between 19 and 22 September 1944. 2 After a short 
per iod of training, including the product ion of a propaganda film, the battal­
ion loaded trains in Germany on 12 October. 2 

1 5 2 
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The battal ion arrived in Budapest, Hungary, on 13 and 14 October. 4 

Whether intentional or not, the battalion's f irst employment was probably due 
to the high psychological value of the King Tiger. From 14 to 16 October 1944, 
the battal ion assisted in suppressing the coup d'etat of the Imperial Regent, 
Admiral Horthy, who started peace negotiations with the Soviet Union and 
other Allied powers. Positioning their King Tigers at key locations th roughou t 
the city, such as bridges and the hilltop palace on the Burgberg, they helped to 
reinstall a pro-Nazi government in Hungary . 3 Based upon the results, which 
consisted of little a rmed resistance, the King Tigers rolling th rough the streets 
of Budapest had the desired effect on the local populat ion. 

The t empora ry peace overtures by Admiral Hor thy resulted in many H u n ­
garian Army units leaving the front lines. This left numerous German units in 
untenable posi t ions and the already-fluid battlefields on the Hungar ian 
steppes southeast of Budapest became even more uncertain. After complet ing 
operat ions in Budapest, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was ordered to move south­
east to suppor t the 4th SS-Police Panzer-Grenadier Division and the 24th 
Panzer Division. 

Due to a shortage of the special railway cars required for t ranspor t ing 
Tigers, only one company at a t ime was able to be sent to the battalion's for­
ward assembly area, with the lead company arriving on 18 October 1944. 6 As 
a result, the elements of the battal ion were divided between the two divisions 
that it suppor ted. 

The German attack on 19 and 20 October 1944 was led by two companies 
of Heavy Tank Battalion 503. On 19 October 1944, the 1st Company led, fol­
lowed and suppor ted by the 3d Company . 7 The attack, beginning at 0500 
hours east of the town of Szolnok, succeeded in penetrat ing the initial defen­
sive posit ions held by Romanian t roops and seized their objective for the day, 
the town of Mezotur. (see m a p 26) The C o m m a n d e r of the 3d Company 
describes the success of the day: 

Shortly after the lead tank had crossed the main line of resistance, the 
first Rumanians [sic]—they were the ones who held the posi t ions in that 
sector—approached the tanks with their hands raised. . . . The next vil­
lage was rapidly reached, from which the Rumanians tried in vain to flee. 
They were waved to the rear since the tanks had no t ime to concern 
themselves with prisoners. An ant i tank belt facing the direction of the 
attack was overrun. As it tu rned out, the entire depth of the defensive 
posi t ion had been penetrated. Mines were discovered twice on the 
avenue of advance, but it was possible to drive a round them. As a result, 
the Tigers thrust ever deeper into the hinter land. Enemy trains were sur­
prised; entire co lumns swept from the road. Noth ing could halt the for­
ward advance. 8 



Map 26: Heavy Tank Battalion 503 in Hungary 
19-20 October 1944 

Rom* = Defending Romanian infantry units 
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Later in the day as the attack cont inued, the lead elements of the battalion 
encountered a train loaded with a Soviet Guards cavalry division and wrought 
havoc on the train and the t roops . 9 The battalion also encountered and 
destroyed several rear-area columns and logistics units dur ing the day. The 
attack on this day succeeded in penetra t ing 40 kilometers deep into the Soviet 
defenses. 

On 20 October 1944, the 3d Company assumed the lead in the attack 
toward the town of Turkeve. Soviet forces recovered from the day's previous 
attack and established strong ant i tank defenses between Mezotur and Turkeve. 
Additionally, the m u d d y terrain condit ions restricted the King Tigers from 
movement off of the road. Only a few tanks in the lead, therefore, were able to 
effectively engage Soviet forces dur ing the attack. Despite the increased resis­
tance and the restrictions on off-road movement , the company successfully 
defeated at least three separate Soviet ant i tank belts. The company c o m m a n ­
der praised the King Tiger dur ing this day's action: 

If the Panzer IVs of the 24th Panzer Division had been forced to take the 
lead, not a single one of them would have made it th rough. The strong 
frontal a rmor of the King Tiger wi ths tood the ant i tank rounds . Noth ing 
could stop them and the tanks at the point chewed their way right 
through the strong ant i tank defense unti l they could gain open and 
negotiable te r ra in . 1 0 

After breaking th rough the Soviet defensive positions, the attack succeeded 
in captur ing the town of Turkeve and even cont inued on 15 kilometers further 
to the outskirts of the town of Kisujszallas. Extremely strong Soviet forces in 
and a round the town of Kisujszallas prevented its capture, however. Also, the 
suppor t ing attack by the 4th SS-Cavalry Division, led by the 2d Company of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 503, failed to reach Kisujszallas from the west. Through­
out the day, the German attack penetra ted a total of 30 addit ional kilometers. 

The next day, 21 October 1944, the Soviet capture of Mezotur in the 
German rear forced the leading German elements to withdraw. Over the 
course of two days, led th roughout by elements of Heavy Tank Battalion 503, 
the German attack successfully penetrated the Soviet defenses to a dep th of 70 
kilometers. This relatively obscure attack is noteworthy because it was proba­
bly the deepest penetrat ion of the war that was spearheaded by a heavy tank 
bat ta l ion. 1 1 

There were several reasons for this exceptional success. Foremost , the bat­
tlefield situation was uncertain and fluid after many Hungar ian Army units 
left their defensive positions. In m a n y places, there were not even defined front 
l ines . 1 2 Also, the morale of the Romanian defenders on 19 October 1944 
appears to have been low, with many surrender ing easily. 1 3 More importantly, 
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the Germans had done little to equip their former allies with first-quality ant i­
tank weapons, so the Romanians ' few, small-caliber guns were incapable of 
dealing effectively with the attacking King Tigers. Dur ing the two days of 
offensive operat ions, the only ment ion of the battal ion encounter ing any 
Soviet tanks was at the end of the second day in and a round Kisujszallas. 

This attack was conducted under very favorable condit ions for Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503. Having just completed refitting with the King Tiger, it had its 
full authorizat ion of equ ipment and personnel . To the battalion's credit, they 
penetrated several defensive lines each day and destroyed at least 36 ant i tank 
guns on the second day's attack. Although no King Tigers were totally 
destroyed dur ing the operat ion, many received damage from the numerous 
ant i tank guns. By the t ime that the 3d Company m a d e it to the town of 
Turkeve on the second day of the attack, there were only three King Tigers 
opera t iona l . 1 4 

After this attack, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 wi thdrew gradually to the west 
with other German forces. Initially, they defended along the Theiss River 
a round Szolnok, finally wi thdrawing from those posi t ions on 31 October 
1944.15 The battalion spent the m o n t h of November 1944 withdrawing from 
their posit ions along the Theiss River, eventually occupying a new defensive 
line northeast of Budapest. 

As could be expected, the battalion's combat power dramatically decreased 
after continual employment wi thout providing or allocating any appreciable 
t ime to conduct major maintenance efforts. Cont inu ing its tradit ion th rough­
out the war, this battalion's crews and ordnance personnel did an excellent job 
of recovering damaged and broken vehicles. The battal ion destroyed its first 
King Tiger to avoid capture on 2 November 1944, after it became stuck in the 
m u d d y te r ra in . 1 6 That day marked the first t ime also that a King Tiger from 
the battal ion was destroyed by direct fire, namely, from a Soviet ant i tank 
g u n . 1 7 On 30 November 1944, Army Group South ordered Heavy Tank 
Battalion 503 to move to the vicinity of Lake Balaton to defend against Soviet 
forces that had broken out of their Danube bridgeheads south of Budapest . 1 8 

The bat ta l ion loaded t ra ins on 30 November 1944 and arrived in 
Balatonkenese, on the east side of Lake Balaton, on 3 December 1944. 1 9 Their 
redeployment presented the battal ion with a major problem, however. 

Fifteen damaged tanks were in the maintenance facility at Kurt. It would 
take at least 14 days to repair them since replacement parts had to be 
brought from Germany in the unit 's own trucks. The corps ordered that 
the Maintenance Company had to remain in Kurt until the tanks were 
repaired. For the t ime being, the enemy situation in that section of the 
front did not cause any concern. There was, indeed, no other alternative, 
since that n u m b e r of tanks could not be towed the approximately 50 
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kilometers to a railroad station where they could be rail loaded. There 
were no p r ime movers available for that . As a result, the maintenance 
facility remained in Kur t . 2 0 

The "enemy situation in that section" changed dramatically on 5 December 
1944 when the Soviets began their largest offensive operat ion in Hungary up 
to that t ime . 2 1 Although the King Tigers at the repair center were towed into 
defensive posit ions and managed to destroyed several Soviet tanks, on 7 
December 1944, eight King Tigers had to be destroyed to avoid cap tu re . 2 2 

Fortunately for the battalion, they were somehow able to t ranspor t the 
remainder of the damaged vehicles to the relative safety of the battalion's new 
area of opera t ions . 2 3 

The battal ion contr ibuted greatly in s topping the Soviet offensive and sta­
bilizing the front in the Lake Balaton area. Soviet ant i tank guns and self-
destruction of vehicles after they had become stuck in the m u d were the two 
pr imary causes of King Tiger losses th roughou t their t ime a round Lake 
Balaton. 2 4 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 cont inued to operate in and a round the 
Lake Balaton region until 11 February 1945 when they were moved no r th to 
participate in Opera t ion SÜDWIND, the reduct ion of the Gran Bridgehead. 

Operation WACHT AM RHEIN 
Both of the heavy tank battalions that took part in the Ardennes offensive, 
namely SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 and Heavy Tank Battalion 506, were 
equipped with new King Tiger tanks. As an organic uni t of the I SS-Panzer 
Corps, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was attached to the 1st SS-Panzer 
Division which in tu rn attached it as the second battalion of SS Panzer 
Regiment 1.2 5 This unit, known as Comba t Group Peiper for its commander , 
Obers tu rmbannführe r Joachim Peiper, was assigned as a spearhead of the 
attack for the 6th Panzer Army. 2 6 

The King Tiger, however, was not suited for the type of operat ion envi­
sioned in the German plan. They were very slow and cont inued to be mechan­
ically unreliable. The hilly terrain in the Ardennes further exacerbated the 
mechanical difficulties. The soft-surfaced, nar row roads were also insufficient 
for such large, heavy vehicles needing to move quickly. Peiper realized these 
deficiencies and considered the King Tiger too slow and too heavy for the 
rapid advance that was required of his unit , therefore, he placed the entire bat­
talion at the rear of his co lumn . 2 7 

Combat Group Peiper's mission was to move through the penet ra t ion in 
the American front lines to be made by the 12th Volks-Grenadier Division and 
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advance th rough Trois-Pont and Werbomont . Peiper's ul t imate goal was to 
reach the Meuse River between Liege and Huy. 2 8 There, his combat group was 
to establish a bridgehead for follow on forces to cont inue the advance to 
Antwerp. Peiper p lanned to have his Panzer IVs, Panthers, and panzer-
grenadiers do most of the initial fighting. After penetra t ing the most difficult 
terrain of the Ardennes, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 would move forward 
and spearhead the final por t ion of the breakthrough to the Meuse River. 2 9 

Throughou t the initial stage of the operat ion, the p r imary difficulty that SS-
Heavy Tank Battalion 501 faced was road movement beh ind the lead elements 
of Comba t Group Peiper, and doing so with as m u c h speed as possible. 

The German offensive began early on the morn ing of 16 December 1944, 
bu t the lead elements of C o m b a t Group Peiper did not begin moving unti l 
1630 hours . As the trail elements, the King Tigers of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 
501 did not begin their movement unti l well after dark. The battalion's order 
of march was 2d Company, the battal ion headquar ters element, 3d Company, 
and then 1st Company . 3 0 (see m a p 27) 

From the very beginning of the march, King Tigers started to break down 
with mechanical problems, mainly failures of the final dr ive. 3 1 In an a t tempt 
to keep pace with the lead elements, the bat tal ion cont inued forward 
th roughou t most of the night and on into 17 December 1944. The battal ion 
destroyed two American ant i tank guns in the town of Honsfeld that must have 
occupied the town after the lead elements of Comba t Group Peiper had 
already passed th rough the town or had been bypassed by the lead German 
elements. The first King Tiger damaged by enemy action occurred outside of 
the town of Bullingen when U.S. Army Air Force P-47s attacked the column. 
This vehicle was damaged, bu t no t destroyed completely, al though it was never 
repaired and was eventually abandoned by the ba t ta l ion . 3 2 

By 18 December 1944, Comba t Group Peiper had broken th rough the 
defenses of the 526th Armored Infantry Battalion and 202nd and 291st 
Engineer Combat Battalions a round Stavelot to push on to Trois Ponts. W h e n 
the only bridge over the Ambleve there was destroyed by elements of the 
American 51st Engineer C o m b a t Battalion, Peiper t u rned his tanks down the 
narrow, winding road toward the only remaining exit from the Ambleve Valley 
near La Gleize. Here, engineers of the 291st Engineer Combat Battalion 
demolished the only bridge capable of holding Tigers; a l though there were 
many days of fighting left, this was the furthest extent of Combat Group 
Peiper's advance, over 60 kilometers from the Meuse. 

The King Tigers of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 had great difficulty in 
following Comba t Group Peiper's advance even to this point . As a result of 
the many mechanical breakdowns, the battalion fragmented and large gaps in 
the march co lumn developed. Subunits and individual vehicles cont inued 



Map 27: SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 
Attack with Combat Group Peiper During the Ardennes Offensive 

17-18 December 1944 
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forward as best they could, along whatever route they could find by them­
selves. 3 3 Shortly after the lead por t ion of Combat Group Peiper drove th rough 
Stavelot enroute to Trois Ponts and La Gleize, the 1st Battalion, 117th Infantry 
Regiment of the American 30th Infantry Division, drove out the small detach­
men t Peiper had left there and established defensive posit ions in the town, 
blocking the sole bridge over the Ambleve River. 3 4 

Only six King Tigers were close enough to the lead elements of Combat 
Group Peiper to make it t h rough Stavelot before that route was closed by the 
counterat tacking American forces. The attack by these six King Tigers was 
enhanced by the presence of unusually high-ranking vehicle commanders . 
The platoon leaders and company commanders had cont inued to switch to 
King Tigers that were still operat ional when theirs broke down. Consequently, 
the six tank commanders who made i t through to Comba t Group Peiper in 
the La Gleize area consisted of the battalion commander , the battalion adju­
tant , the three tank company commanders , and a pla toon leader from the 2d 
Company . 3 3 (see m a p 28) 

The trailing King Tigers cont inued to move forward as best they could, 
repairing broken down and damaged tanks as they progressed. Several King 
Tigers barely missed making it th rough the town of Stavelot and suppor ted 
attacks on that town aimed at seizing the bridge across the river. This bridge 
was eventually blown up by the engineers attached to the 1st Battalion, 117th 
Infantry Regiment, effectively cutt ing off supplies to the rest of Comba t 
Group Peiper. Two other King Tigers moved south of Stavelot with the 1st SS-
Panzer Division's Reconnaissance Battalion toward Trois Ponts, but found that 
route blocked by strong American defensive posit ions. These King Tigers 
ended up guarding a light bridge across the Ambleve between Trois Ponts and 
Stavelot for the next few days. 

A few King Tigers with C o m b a t Group Peiper in La Gleize followed an 
attack southwest th rough Cheneux toward W e r b o m o n t on 18 January 1945. 
The co lumn turned back when they found the bridge over the Lienne Stream 
had been destroyed by the 291st Engineers; a l though there were other bridges 
over the Ambleve in the area, neither were Tiger-capable. 3 6 These King Tigers 
did not have enough fuel to re turn to La Gleize, so fuel was drained from sev­
eral and they were towed back by the others dur ing the n igh t . 3 7 

On 19 December 1944, American forces closed in a round Combat Group 
Peiper, effectively t rapping the German units in the vicinity of La Gleize-
S toumont -Werbomont -Cheneux area, with the Tigers a round La Gleize. From 
19 th rough 23 December 1945, these six King Tigers defended against increas­
ingly-intense counterat tacks m o u n t e d by elements of the 30th Infantry Divi­
sion and 3d Armored Division. These Tigers' crews, as well as the rest of 
C o m b a t Group Peiper, suffered from a lack of resupply (especially fuel), 
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a m m u n i t i o n and repair parts . Although American operat ions were suppor t ­
ed by some armor, the battle a round La Gleize was primari ly an infantry bat­
tle. The King Tigers suppor ted the defense as best they could, but a severe lack 
of fuel restricted their movement . Early on the m o r n i n g of 24 December 1944, 
the t rapped elements of C o m b a t Group Peiper broke out of the pocket on 
foot, leaving all of their vehicles and heavy equipment . 

The part played by SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 in the early por t ion of the 
Ardennes offensive has to be judged as a failure. Numerous mechanical break­
downs caused vehicles to trickle forward. The great fuel requirements of the 
King Tigers imposed a huge logistical burden on the German forces. Even 
though this battalion was assigned with the lead unit (Combat Group Peiper), 
it essentially did not contr ibute to any consequential combat action until the 
fourth day of the offensive. By this t ime, the offensive had tu rned into a defen­
sive struggle for Combat Group Peiper. Of the 45 King Tigers that began the 
offensive from their initial assembly area, only six were able to keep up and not 
break down, joining Comba t Group Peiper a round La Gleize. 

The second heavy tank battal ion involved in Opera t ion Wacht am Rhein, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 506, started the offensive with only 41 King Tigers. 3 8 

This battalion had been in action against American and British forces since 
September 1944 and was transferred from the vicinity of Aachen to participate 
in the offensive. Because of this, it is likely that the n u m b e r of operational 
vehicles was much lower than the n u m b e r of King Tigers on hand. Heavy Tank 
Battalion 506 saw action in the Eifel Region, attacking southwest through the 
American 14th Cavalry Group on 17 and 18 December 1944, to encircle ele­
ments of the 106th Infantry Division defending the Eifel M o u n t a i n s . 3 9 As part 
of the 5th Panzer Army, Heavy Tank Battalion 506 suppor ted the encirclement 
of these forces in the Schnee Eifel region through 20 December 1944, block­
ing the withdrawal of American forces to St. Vith. (see m a p 29) 

The greatest contr ibut ion this battalion made was in its suppor t of the 18th 
Volks-Grenadier Division's Grenadier Regiment 294 dur ing its attack to break 
th rough American defenses toward St. Vith on 21 December 1944. 4 0 Due to 
the restrictive terrain, it is doubtful whether more than a few King Tigers took 
par t in this attack. 

The main breakthrough occurred along the Schönberg Road. The Ameri­
can official history states that only three Shermans of Comba t C o m m a n d B, 
7th Armored Division defended this key road dur ing this attack and that they 
were easily destroyed by the attacking King Tigers. 4 1 This attack successfully 
penetrated the American defenses, forcing the withdrawal of American forces 
from St. Vith. After this, the battalion moved south toward Bastogne where it 
suppor ted attacks on the defenses a round this key town, as well as defending 
against American relief a t tempts . 
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Both battal ions were largely ineffective dur ing the Battle of the Bulge. 
Because of breakdowns, problems in supply, and the restrictive terrain, only 
small n u m b e r s of King Tigers ever fought together as a unit . From 17 
December 1944 to 13 January 1945, bo th battalions lost a total of 22 Tigers . 4 2 

Heavy Tank Battalion 506 lost six to direct fire and one more from an Allied 
air a t tack. 4 3 The SS battal ion also lost six to direct fire, bu t abandoned or 
destroyed another nine King Tigers . 4 4 Until 17 January 1945 when American 
forces attacked a round Bastogne, Heavy Tank Battalion 506 did not destroy or 
abandon any of its tanks. In the face of the American attacks and the battal­
ion's subsequent hasty withdrawal, they destroyed three of their own Tigers . 4 5 

Probably only a handful of American tanks—possibly as few as 20—were 
destroyed by these two heavy tank battal ions dur ing the Ardennes Offensive. 4 6 

This was due to a n u m b e r of factors: first, only a por t ion of each heavy tank 
battalion managed to make their way forward to engage the enemy, especially 

Map 29: Heavy Tank Batta l ion 506 
Ardennes Offensive 

17-22 December 1944 
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dur ing the initial stages of the offensive; also, dur ing those initial stages, the 
Americans commit ted little of their own armor. These aspects of the situation 
make the contr ibut ion of the heavy tank battalions difficult to judge. What ­
ever their contr ibut ions , it is doubtful that those accomplishments sufficient­
ly offset the loss of 25 King Tigers. 

Hungary 1945 
While the Germans units that part icipated in Wacht am Rhein were being dri­
ven back or destroyed in the snows of the Ardennes, the Germans launched a 
series of attacks in Hungary with the goal of relieving forces encircled in 
Budapest . Two heavy tank battal ions took part in these attacks, namely Heavy 
Tank Battalions 503 and 509. Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was assigned as an 
organic uni t of the Panzer Corps Feldherrnhalle (FHH) on 19 December 
1944. 4 7 It was officially renamed Heavy Tank Battalion "Feldherrnhalle" (or 
FHH) bu t cont inued to be referred to as Heavy Tank Battalion 503 . 4 8 This 
meant that it was only the second army heavy tank battal ion to be assigned as 
a pe rmanen t componen t of a corps, a l though it did not operate exclusively 
with this corps until Opera t ion SÜDWIND in mid-February 1945. 4 9 This battal­
ion had operated in Hunga ry since mid-October 1944 after its reconsti tut ion 
in the wake of its total destruct ion in Normandy . 3 0 

Throughou t January 1945, the main effort for the German attacks toward 
Budapest fell to IV SS-Panzer Corps . 3 1 The overall G e r m a n relief effort was 
divided into three offensives, dubbed Operat ions KONRAD I, II, and III, respec­
tively. 5 2 The first attack started on 1 January and lasted unti l 8 January 1945, 
with IV SS-Panzer Corps attacking to the southeast from starting posit ions 
west of Budapest . 3 3 (see m a p 30) 

A suppor t ing attack was m a d e by III Panzer Corps, attacking on the IV SS-
Panzer Corps ' right flank. A very-weakened Heavy Tank Battalion 503, 
at tached to the 4th Cavalry Brigade, attacked as part of III Panzer Corps in a 
suppor t ing at tack. 3 4 These attacks originated out of the vicinity of Lake 
Balaton and had a general or ientat ion of east and northeast . Of the 26 King 
Tigers on hand in Heavy Tank Battalion 503, the battal ion started the offen­
sive on 1 January 1945 with only 10 operat ional tanks. The largest quant i ty 
operat ional on any single day was 13, on 4 January 1945. 5 5 This battalion sup­
por ted the 4th Cavalry Brigade dur ing the other days with only small number s 
of King Tigers. For example, on 2 January 1945 only three King Tigers saw 
action; on the next day, only two were involved in a night at tack. 5 6 

Opera t ion Konrad II started on 9 January and lasted until 14 January 
1945.5 7 This t ime, IV SS-Panzer Corps shifted further nor th of their original 
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Map 30: IV SS-Panzer Corps and III Panzer Corps 
Attempts to Relieve Budapest 

January 1945 
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axis of attack and focused on a nar row front 25 to 30 kilometers northwest of 
Budapest . 5 8 Although the main attack by IV SS-Panzer Corps began on 10 
January 1945, the suppor t ing attack by III Panzer Corps occurred on 9 
January 1945, again from the southwest of Budapest from the vicinity of Lake 
Balaton. 5 9 

Heavy Tank Battalion 503, as part of the III Panzer Corps, attacked in con­
cert with the 4th Cavalry Brigade and the 23d Panzer Division on 9 January 
1945, and as part of C o m b a t Group Weymann on 11 January 1945. 6 0 On 9 
January 1945, one company suppor ted the 4th Cavalry Brigade while the 
remainder of the battal ion suppor ted the 23d Panzer Division. 6 1 Although 
limited in scope, it appears that bo th attacks achieved their objectives, with the 
company suppor t ing the 4th Cavalry Brigade destroying seven Soviet tanks 
dur ing their attack. The King Tigers suppor t ing the 23d Panzer Division, 
a l though apparently achieving their objective for the day, encountered a 
Soviet uni t equipped with SU-152 assault guns situated in a reverse-slope 
defense. 6 2 These well-sited Soviet assault guns managed to destroy three King 
Tigers and damaged a fourth that was ultimately recovered by the G e r m a n s . 6 3 

Throughou t these attacks toward Budapest in January, German units were 
able to achieve numerical superiori ty in te rms of tanks, but had difficulty 
achieving numerical superiori ty in infantry. 6 4 This affected the success of the 
a rmor attacks such as the ones conducted by Heavy Tank Battalion 503. Lack 
of effective infantry suppor t pu t extra strain on the a rmor crewmen when 
they encountered trenches or minefields, and when recovering disabled or 
damaged vehicles close to enemy units. When Heavy Tank Battalion 503 
encountered a strong enemy trench line on 9 January 1945, the battal ion 
c o m m a n d e r personally a t tempted to motivate the suppor t ing infantry and 
lead them in the attack: 

O u r own infantry remained behind our tanks and made no move to 
leave that cover. Then I saw how H a u p t m a n n von Diest-Körber cl imbed 
out of his tank and, right a rm gesticulating forward, tried to urge the 
infantry forward with h im. A scene like something ou t of an old battle 
painting! I couldn' t breathe. We tried to hold the Russians down with 
ou r fire and give h im cover. The infantry, however, did not follow him. 
He was all alone in front of the trench. He hastened back again behind 
our t anks . 6 3 

As the battalion c o m m a n d e r relates, he cont inued to a t tempt to rally the 
infantry and finally motivated several infantrymen to follow h im: 

Finally, I succeeded, with the help of three decent corporals and a 
machine gun, in getting to the ditch and eventually taking about 300 
prisoners. About 100 dead or wounded lay a round in i t . 6 6 
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On 11 January 1945, 13 King Tigers of Heavy Tank Battalion 503 led 
Combat Group Weymann in its attack toward Zamoly. Dur ing this attack, the 
battalion's crews successfully destroyed 21 Soviet tanks, 20 ant i tank guns, 
three airplanes, and one mult iple rocket launcher . 6 7 More importantly, they 
accomplished their mission, seizing the town of Zamoly. This was done at a 
heavy cost to the battalion, having three King Tigers totally destroyed and 
another seven severely damaged. By the end of the day, out of a total of 23 
King Tigers on h a n d in the battalion, only three were opera t iona l . 6 8 Wi th the 
exception of a few operat ional King Tigers employed along the front, Heavy 
Tank Battalion 503 spent the remainder of the t ime dur ing the second 
German offensive repairing vehicles to increase their combat power. 

Opera t ion Konrad III started on 18 January and lasted until 29 January 
1945. This t ime, IV SS-Panzer Corps ' ma in effort originated from the same 
general area in which Heavy Tank Battalion 503 had been operat ing dur ing the 
first two relief efforts. The IV SS-Panzer Corps, suppor ted by Heavy Tank 
Battalion 509, attacked toward Budapest to the northeast . This effort reached 
an area south of the Soviet-held town of Stuhlweissenburg (Szekesfehervar, 
Hungary) . Still at tached to the 4th Cavalry Brigade, and the 23d Panzer 
Division, Heavy Tank Battalion 503 participated in the suppor t ing attack 
nor th of Stuhlweissenburg. 

After heavy fighting along the Vistula River in Poland dur ing the s u m m e r 
of 1944, Heavy Tank Battalion 509 tu rned over their few remaining Tigers to 
Heavy Tank Battalion 501 in early September 1944 and moved back to Ger­
many . 6 9 They spent several m o n t h s in Germany, waiting for new King Tigers 
to arrive and on training with the few that they received. This battalion did not 
receive their full authorizat ion of King Tigers until 1 January 1945 and only 
arrived in Hungary on 15 January 1945, just in t ime to take part in the third 
offensive toward Budapest . 7 0 

Allocated to IV SS-Panzer Corps, Heavy Tank Battalion 509 mus t have been 
a welcome addi t ion by this t ime. With its 45 b rand new King Tigers, the bat­
talion contr ibuted a major por t ion of the entire combat power of the corps 
dur ing this attack. The IV SS-Panzer Corps consisted of two SS panzer divi­
sions, namely the 3d (Totenkopf, or "Death's Head") and the 5th (Wiking, or 
"Viking"). For this attack, the corps controlled the 1st, 3d, and 6th Panzer 
Divisions. 7 1 These five panzer divisions sound like an impressive array of com­
bat power, bu t in reality all the uni ts were severely depleted and suffered from 
a low n u m b e r of operationally-ready tanks and assault guns. These divisions 
combined to field only 116 tanks and assault guns at the beginning of this 
at tack. 7 2 (see m a p 31) 

In Opera t ion KONRAD III, IV SS-Panzer Corps attacked with bo th Waffen-
SS divisions in the center as the main effort, with the 1st Panzer Division 



Map 31 : Heavy Tank Battalion 509 
Last Attempt to Relieve Budapest with IV SS-Panzer Corps 

18 January 1945 
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protecting the left, or nor the rn , flank and the 3d Panzer Division protect ing 
the right flank. 7 3 Heavy Tank Battalion 509 attacked as the spearhead in the 
vanguard of the 3d SS-Panzer Division. The battalion's mission on the first day 
was to seize the bridges over the Sarviz Canal south of Stuhlweissenburg. 7 4 

Their ul t imate objective was to achieve a penetra t ion to the Stuhlweissen-
burg-Budapes t highway, presumably to allow the following panzer divisions 
to cont inue to exploit that penetra t ion toward Budapest. 

This battalion's attack on 18 January 1945 is a rare example of an entire, 
fully-equipped heavy tank battalion, operat ing under its own commander , 
attacking to accomplish the mission for which it was doctrinally intended 
(creating a breakthrough) . In other operat ions, elements of other battalions 
were used to effect breakthroughs, but were only deployed piecemeal, with 
separate companies being attached to different divisions. 7 3 Still o ther battal­
ions were employed in a breakthrough role, but were not at, or usually any­
where near, their authorized combat strength of 45 tanks . 7 6 

Heavy Tank Battalion 509 initiated its attack at 0800 hours on 18 January 
1945 in a battal ion "V" formation, with 1st and 3d Companies leading, or in 
the first "wave." 7 7 The 2d Company trailed in the center as the second "wave." 
This mus t have been an impressive sight as 45 King Tigers started the mis­
s ion . 7 8 The battalion's initial objective was a ridgeline between two hills south 
of the town of Jeno. 

After fighting th rough several Soviet defensive belts that included mine­
fields, ant i tank guns, and tanks, the battal ion reached its initial objective 
somet ime a r o u n d noon . The regimental engineers from the SS-Panzer 
Regiment 3 assisted in clearing the mines, reportedly taking heavy casualties 
in the process . 7 9 

Heavy Tank Battalion 509 also suffered heavy losses dur ing this phase of the 
attack. In terms of key personnel, the battalion commande r was wounded and 
the adjutant was killed. All of the officers in the 3d Company were wounded , 
as was the c o m m a n d e r of the 1st Company . 8 0 The trailing company in the bat­
talion attack, the 2d, fared the best. Its c o m m a n d e r assumed c o m m a n d of the 
battalion and one of the platoon leaders in the 2d Company stepped up to lead 
the company. A senior non-commiss ioned officer assumed tactical leadership 
of the 3d Company. 

When the battalion cont inued its attack at 1400 hours , only 18 King Tigers 
were opera t ional . 8 1 In this attack the battal ion adopted a wedge format ion . 8 2 

Due to its greater remaining combat power, the 2d Company assumed the lead 
and the remnants of the other two companies followed. They succeeded in 
seizing the town of Szabadbattyan, but Soviet forces managed to blow up the 
bridge over the Sarviz Canal when the leading King Tigers were only 50 meters 
away. 8 3 
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Heavy Tank Battalion 509 had successfully penetrated the first echelons of 
the Soviet defenses dur ing this day's operat ion. There was no intact bridge 
capable of holding King Tigers, however, so the German attack cont inued on 
wi thout Heavy Tank Battalion 509 for the next few days. Dur ing the attack on 
18 January 1945, the battalion lost seven King Tigers and destroyed at least 20 
Soviet tanks and numerous other ant i tank guns . 8 4 Sources indicate only four 
other King Tigers were damaged by enemy fire, leading one to assume that 
mechanical failures caused the reduct ion of the battalion's operat ional 
strength to only 18 tanks. This would mean that 16 King Tigers broke down 
dur ing their f irst day's combat operat ion. 

Although this battalion achieved its objectives for the day, it cannot be 
viewed as a total success for the heavy tank battal ion as a unit . Admittedly, the 
uni t was given the most difficult mission of any unit in the entire corps, or in 
Army Group South for that matter. Despite the difficult nature of the mission, 
the battal ion did penetrate Soviet defenses to a depth of 25 kilometers against 
prepared defensive posit ions. Doing so, however, cost the battalion 15 percent 
of its combat power in total losses. Also, after penetra t ing to a depth of a round 
12 kilometers dur ing its initial attack, it was reduced in operat ional combat 
power to 40 percent of its original strength. Finally, the King Tiger's great 
weight prohibited it from crossing existing bridges and this l imitation restrict­
ed it from crossing the Sarviz Canal and cont inuing to perform its mission of 
leading the IV SS-Panzer Corps ' a t tack. 8 3 

The battalion suppor ted several other attacks dur ing this third German 
offensive and al though they didn ' t lose any more tanks, the n u m b e r available 
for combat continually declined. On 27 January 1945, when the Soviets 
launched major counterat tacks in the 3d SS-Panzer Division's sector, there 
were only three King Tigers available to counter the Soviet a rmor . 8 6 The bat­
talion c o m m a n d e r joined these three later in the battle and their accomplish­
ments on this day illustrates the effectiveness of the King Tiger in the defense 
when posi t ioned along a major enemy axis of attack. Defending against the 
attacks of a Soviet tank brigade, these four King Tigers destroyed 41 Soviet 
tanks in and a round the town of Pet tend. 8 7 

By 29 January 1945, Soviet counterattacks forced the Germans to realize 
that further offensive actions were not possible, effectively ending the Ger­
mans ' third a t tempt to break th rough to Budapest. By this t ime, Heavy Tank 
Battalion 509 only had five operat ional King Tigers out of a total of 38 on 
h a n d . 8 8 The battalion cont inued to operate between Lake Balaton and Lake 
Valence almost to the end of the war, part icipating in the final a t tempt toward 
Budapest, Opera t ion FRÜhliNGSERWACHEN in March 1945. 

After the Ardennes Offensive, Hitler ordered the 6th Panzer Army, now 
designated the 6th SS-Panzer Army, to displace to Hungary. This powerful 
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formation was to launch an offensive, Opera t ion Frühlingserwachen (Spring 
Awakening), the objective of which was to clear all Soviet forces from the area 
west of the Danube and nor th of the Drava Rivers, and to secure the 
Nagykanizsa oil fields. 8 9 Prior to that, however, Ge rman forces had to elimi­
nate Soviet forces established in a strong bridgehead across the Gran River 
nor th of Esztergom. This almost 20-by-20 kilometer bridgehead was a poten­
tial assembly area for a major Soviet thrust toward Vienna, and to secure the 
German lines of communica t ion , i t had to be eliminated pr ior to the main 
offensive a round Budapest . 9 0 The operat ion to eliminate this bridgehead was 
given the code name SÜDWIND (Southwind) . 

Two heavy tank battalions took part in SÜDWIND. SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 
501 was still at tached to Comba t Group Peiper, a componen t of the 1st SS-
Panzer Division. This division was also still part of the I SS-Panzer Corps , to 
which the SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was permanent ly assigned. The sec­
ond heavy tank battalion was Heavy Tank Battalion 503 (FHH) which had 
operated in Hungary since October 1944. For this operat ion, the battal ion was 
placed under the operat ional control of the 44th Infantry Division, the Reichs-
Grenadier Division "Hoch und Deutschmeister."91 

Neither heavy tank battalion was at full strength for this operat ion. SS-
Heavy Tank Battalion 501 had 36 King Tigers on its rolls, but only 19 were 
operational for the start of the at tack. 9 2 Heavy Tank Battalion 503 (FHH) had 
22 on hand, all of which were operat ional for the beginning of the at tack. 9 3 

The attack began at 0500 hours on 17 February 1945 with Panzer Corps 
FHH leading and I SS-Panzer Corps following. Heavy Tank Battalion 503 
(FHH) attacked in the vanguard and was successful in penetrat ing the Soviet 
defenses. 9 4 

During this attack, the battal ion lost one Tiger to ant i tank gunfi re . 9 5 This 
was the only Tiger lost to enemy action by either battalion dur ing the entire 
operat ion. Dur ing the afternoon, bo th battalions led the attack to the Parizsky 
Cana l . 9 6 This attack was probably the only instance dur ing the war where two 
German heavy tank battalions attacked together toward a c o m m o n objective. 
(see m a p 32) 

On 18 February 1945, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 attacked out of the 
small br idgehead over the Parizsky Canal to key high ground nor th of Muzsla. 
Around midnight , Heavy Tank Battalion 503 (FHH) linked up with elements 
of the 1st SS-Panzer Division in the same vicinity. Dur ing their attack south, 
they ran into an extensive minefield. Wi thou t the suppor t of infantry or engi­
neers, tank commande r s and other crewmen d i smounted and manual ly 
breached the minefield by clearing paths for the t anks . 9 7 

The next day, 19 February 1945, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 cont inued its 
attack with the Leibstandarte to the confluence of the Gran and the Danube 
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Rivers. Dur ing the day, Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 3 (FHH) suppor ted a n u m b e r 
of lesser attacks to secure the entire southern por t ion of the br idgehead . 9 8 

That night, Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 3 (FHH) conducted an unsuppor ted 
attack against the Soviet s t rongpoint in the village of Kemend. It was halted 
by an extensive minefield. 9 9 The battalion then suppor ted the further reduc­
t ion of the bridgehead by assuming defensive positions to contain Soviet 
forces. 

SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 1 took part in the final attack in the bridgehead 
that eliminated the Soviet s t rongpoint in Kemend. On 24 February 1 9 4 5 , the 
battal ion attacked from the west with the rest of Comba t Group Peiper and 
was successful in eliminating this Soviet s t rongpo in t . 1 0 0 

Although records do not indicate how many enemy tanks were destroyed 
by each unit , this operat ion must be deemed as a complete success. The two 
heavy tank battal ions led the two corps ' attacks dur ing the impor t an t stages of 
the operat ion and only suffered the loss of one Tiger to enemy action. This was 
achieved against a prepared Soviet defense that included 6 0 , 0 0 0 men; between 
1 0 0 and 2 3 0 tanks and assault guns; and over 1 0 0 ant i tank g u n s . 1 0 1 

Although these battalions sustained only one Tiger destroyed, their main­
tenance elements had difficulty repairing damaged Tigers as well as conduct­
ing rout ine tank maintenance. At the end of Opera t ion SÜDWIND, SS-Heavy 
Tank Battalion 5 0 1 only had four King Tigers operat ional out of 36 on 
h a n d . 1 0 2 Wha t Russian tanks, guns, and t roops could not accomplish, the 
ubiqui tous mechanical and maintenance problems did. 

Immediately following this operat ion, I SS Panzer Corps moved south to 
prepare for its next operat ion, FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN. This battal ion only had 
nine days to recover from SÜDWIND before being th rown once again into major 
offensive activity requiring extensive cross-country and road movement . As a 
result, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 1 was unable to increase the n u m b e r of 
operat ional King Tigers, beginning FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN with four King 
Tigers . 1 0 3 

Heavy Tank Battalion 5 0 9 was also commit ted to FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN. AS 

part of III Panzer Corps, this bat tal ion operated in a suppor t ing role in the 
no r the rn zone of the German attack. Since part icipating in the third German 
relief a t tempt toward Budapest in January (Operat ion KONRAD III), it had 
been allowed t ime to conduct maintenance and was commit ted in primari ly a 
defensive role, allowing it to begin this operat ion with 32 operat ional King 
Tigers . 1 0 4 (see m a p 3 3 ) 

Both heavy tank battalions experienced great difficulties dur ing the offen­
sive because of the m u d d y and swampy terrain. The Soviets did not use very 
many a rmored vehicles to counter this offensive, so FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN 

tu rned out to be primarily an infantry battle on bo th sides. 
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Map 33: Heavy Tank Battalion 509 and 
SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 
Operation FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN 

6-22 March 1945 
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As part of the main attack, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 did not contr ibute 
greatly dur ing the offensive. Along with the rest of Comba t Group Peiper, they 
generally trailed the two leading panzer-grenadier regiments of the 1st SS-
Panzer Division dur ing the attack. Even though the Leibstandarte was able to 
establish a bridgehead across the Sio River, the King Tigers of SS-Heavy Tank 
Battalion 501 did not cross, probably because a bridge capable of suppor t ing 
the King Tigers did not exist. 

German intelligence indicated the possibility of a Soviet counteroffensive, 
so the 1st SS-Panzer Division consolidated Heavy Tank Battalion 501 near the 
town of Deg on 14 March 1945. After the Soviets began their offensive the next 
day, I SS-Panzer Corps commit ted C o m b a t Group Peiper and the eight oper­
ational King Tigers of SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501 to s topping the enemy 
penetrat ions to the northwest a round Stuhlweissenburg and Varpalota. These 
eight tanks were employed in a piecemeal fashion, with one or two King Tigers 
operat ing with other types of tanks from Comba t Group Peiper. 

On several occasions, a handful of Tigers knocked out large number s of 
Soviet tanks and a rmored vehicles. On 20 March 1945, one King Tiger 
destroyed 15 Soviet tanks near Varpalota; on the next day, a single King Tiger 
supported by two Panthers destroyed another 17 enemy t anks . 1 0 5 On 21 March 
1945, however, the battalion began a long series of delaying actions that even­
tually led to its surrender to the U.S. Army near Steyr, Aust r ia . 1 0 6 

Heavy Tank Battalion 509 was either in the lead echelon or closely sup­
por ted the lead units of III Panzer Corps and was directly responsible for the 
success of an attack on at least two occasions. On 6 March 1945, forward units 
of III Panzer Corps were not able to neutralize some JS-II Heavy Tanks near 
Seregelyes. Two King Tigers from the bat ta l ion rumbled forward and 
destroyed six JS-IIs, which allowed the attack to con t i nue . 1 0 7 

On 13 March 1945, lead elements of III Panzer Corps encountered 24 SU-
152s in prepared defensive posit ions protected by a minefield. Dur ing the bat­
talion's attack on this complex, every one of the 16 operat ional King Tigers 
was severely damaged and three were totally destroyed. After lanes were 
cleared in the minefield, two King Tigers managed to destroy all of the SU-
152s . 1 0 8 

During the offensive, Heavy Tank Battalion 509 lost three Tigers to enemy 
action, with many others damaged but repairable, and destroyed at least 30 
enemy tanks or a rmored vehicles. This battal ion was directly responsible for 
breaking th rough several layers of the Soviets' defense and managed to achieve 
a 10-to-l kill ratio. 

At this very late stage of the war, even when pitted against the newest 
and most formidable Soviet tanks, King Tigers could still be particularly 
deadly. 
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The Vistula-Oder Operation 
In January 1945, two heavy tank battalions faced the Soviet bridgeheads of the 
1st Ukrainian Front and the 2d Belorussian Front across the Vistula and 
Narew Rivers. In Army Group A's sector, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was 
assigned to XXIV Panzer Corps, which was the operat ional reserve for the 4th 
Panzer Army. Its mission was to destroy enemy penetra t ions of the German 
defenses a round the Sandomierz Bridgehead. Further nor th , as part of Army 
Group Center, Heavy Tank Battalion 507 was assigned to the 2d Army and 
faced a similar mission against Russian bridgeheads across the Narew River. 1 0 9 

Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was a powerful uni t at this t ime. This battal ion 
had between 41 and 45 King Tigers and had recently taken over Heavy Tank 
Battalion 509's former Tigers, so that it had a total strength of 52 Tiger and 
King Tiger t a n k s . 1 1 0 Along with the remainder of XXIV Panzer Corps, this bat­
talion was concentrated well forward in the defensive sector so that they were 
near the front lines. Fur thermore , their assembly area was in swampy terrain, 
which restricted the use of tanks primarily to the roads. The battalion occu­
pied the same assembly area as the 17th Panzer Division, al though it is unclear 
whether they were formally attached to this divis ion. 1 1 1 (see map 34) 

Records indicate that everyone in the chain of c o m m a n d from the battal­
ion c o m m a n d e r to the C o m m a n d i n g General of Army Group A disagreed 
with the deployment of these units so far forward . 1 1 2 Even though some m e m ­
bers of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 claimed that they were being sabotaged, 
according to the C o m m a n d i n g General of the 17th Panzer Division, the orders 
came from Hitler. Others have speculated that they were ordered forward to 
bolster the confidence of the infantry mann ing the front line defenses in antic­
ipation of the for thcoming Soviet offensive. 

Whatever the case, when the main Soviet attack came on 12 January 1945, 
the German operat ional reserve units were quickly overrun or bypassed. After 
waiting most of the day, the c o m m a n d e r of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 received 
word that the 17th Panzer Division headquarters was being overrun by Soviet 
t a n k s . 1 1 3 After an unsuccessful a t tempt that day, the attack to relieve the divi­
sional c o m m a n d post was cont inued on 13 January 1945. Dur ing this attack, 
the battalion destroyed 27 tanks wi thout losing a single Tiger to enemy 
ac t ion . 1 1 4 Nevertheless, the attack was halted and the battal ion consolidated to 
begin its withdrawal, or more specifically—because it had been bypassed and 
was now sur rounded—its attack to the rear. The battalion's objective was to 
reach the city of Kielce via the town of Lisow. Dur ing the movement to Lisow, 
several tanks got stuck in the m u d and were ultimately abandoned. 

Presumably the Soviets were aware of the battalion's existence because, 
based on available reports, they prepared an ambush for this battalion in the 
town of Lisow. By the end of the day, most of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was 
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Map 34: Russian Attack from the Sandomierz Bridgehead 
and Destruction of Heavy Tank Battalion 501 

12-13 January 1945 
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destroyed. The few remaining tanks and crews cont inued to fight on and 
joined part of "Nehring's Wander ing Pocket," n a m e d for the c o m m a n d e r of 
XXIV Panzer Corps, General Walther K. Nehring. 1 1 5 The few vehicles that 
survived the Soviet ambush were reportedly destroyed later because they ran 
out of fuel, a l though one Tiger may have made it all the way back to Ber l in . 1 1 6 

Further nor th , Heavy Tank Battalion 507, like Heavy Tank Battalion 501, 
was overstrength and fielded a total of 51 tanks, all Tigers. This battalion fared 
m u c h better, in large part because they were not in the direct path of the main 
Soviet offensive. They were spread out behind the front in separate company 
assembly areas, similar to heavy tank battalion employment in Normandy. 
From 16 to 19 January 1945, this battalion destroyed 96 enemy tanks while 
losing only four Tigers . 1 1 7 Its efforts could not stop the Soviet offensive and it 
began to wi thdraw west on 19 January 1945. From 19 to 30 January 1945, 41 
Tigers were lost with the majority being destroyed by their own crews. Of 
those 41 Tigers, 22 reached the east bank of the Vistula. Ferries were not avail­
able, however, so the battal ion destroyed them to avoid cap tu re . 1 1 8 By 13 
February 1945, one m o n t h after the beginning of the Soviet Vistula offensive, 
Heavy Tank Battalion 507 was reduced to two Tigers . 1 1 9 

Obviously, Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was ineffective in its employment as 
a part of the mobile reserve defending the Sandomierz Bridgehead. It was 
posi t ioned so far forward that it was unable to react to enemy penetrat ions of 
the front line before those penetra t ions bypassed them. Their assembly area 
also was in an area that degraded their mobility by l imiting them primarily to 
existing roads. Also, a l though adhering to the concept of concentrat ion by 
consolidating the entire battal ion, the Germans were unable to counter, or 
even slightly influence, the many Soviet penetra t ions from the bridgehead. 
From the results, it is apparent that the Soviets exploited these poor German 
decisions, and thus el iminated Heavy Tank Battalion 501. 

In contrast, Heavy Tank Battalion 507 appears to have been very effective in 
destroying enemy penetra t ions , al though the deteriorat ing strategic situation 
to their south ultimately resulted in devastating losses dur ing their retreat. 
Positioning elements of the battalion across a wider frontage and locating 
those elements further in depth helped them inflict significant, bu t by this 
stage of the war, wholly inadequate, losses u p o n the attacking Soviet a rmored 
forces. Prior to its retreat, this battal ion destroyed 24 Soviet tanks for the com­
bat loss of each Tiger. 

Fragmented End 
Dur ing the last six m o n t h s of the war, 11 heavy tank battal ions were destroyed 
in action against the Red Army. These heavy tank battal ions usually fought 
with significantly fewer tanks than the 45 that they were authorized. Even with 
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only a handful of Tigers, however, these units were sometimes able to destroy 
large number s of enemy tanks. (see m a p 35) 

Four heavy tank bat tal ions—Heavy Tank Battalions 501, 503 (FHH), and 
509; and SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 501—fought in Hungary and their rem­
nants retreated to Austria or Czechoslovakia before the war ended. The 3d 
Battalion of Panzer Regiment Grossdeutschland, and Heavy Tank Battalions 
502, 505, and 507 all fought in the nor the rn part of Germany, Poland, and East 
Prussia. Their last battles, with only a few Tigers, were in places like Pillau, the 
Frische Nehrung , and Königsberg. Heavy Tank Battalion 510 fought as part of 
Army Group Nor th (later called Army Group Kurland) in the Kurland 
Peninsula, ultimately surrender ing to Soviet forces at the end of the war . 1 2 0 

Prior to that surrender, one company was t ranspor ted back to Germany and 
participated in the fighting in the Ruhr Pocket. 

After Heavy Tank Battalion 501 was destroyed along the Vistula in January 
1945, only two heavy tank battalions defended the front east of Berlin. These 
were the two remaining SS battalions, SS-Heavy Tank Battalions 502 and 503. 
Both of these battalions operated with far fewer tanks than the 45 authorized 
and what tanks they did have were usually employed in small elements. 
Although bo th battalions fought in a wide variety of places, from January 
unti l the end of the war, SS-Heavy Tank Battalion 503 was employed with its 
tanks very widely dispersed. This battalion, or elements of it, fought in the 
vicinity of Küstrin, in Gotenhafen, and Danzig. Some parts of the battal ion 
even participated in the attack ou t of Pomerania , Opera t ion Sonnewende 
(Winter Solstice), in February 1945 . 1 2 1 At late as 2 May 1945, this bat tal ion still 
had seven King Tigers fighting in Berl in . 1 2 2 

Also dur ing the last six mon ths of the war, three heavy tank battal ions were 
destroyed fighting the Western allies. Two battalions, Heavy Tank Battalions 
504 and 508, were gradually demolished in combat in nor the rn Italy. The 
remaining battal ion, Heavy Tank Battalion 506, fought in western Germany 
following its part icipation in Opera t ion Wacht am Rhein, and surrendered to 
American forces in the Ruhr pocket. 

Summary 
The last two years of the war saw a dramat ic increase in the n u m b e r of heavy 
tank battalions. By the end of the war, some battalions had been destroyed and 
reconsti tuted two or three times. OKH and OKW commit ted the heavy tank 
battalions of the Army and Waffen-SS to almost every region of the European 
theater dur ing the last two years of the war. 

Officially, the doctr ine for the employment of the heavy tank battal ions did 
not change dur ing this period. This doctr ine cont inued to be focused solely on 
the offensive, even though the battalions participated primari ly in defensive 
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battles. The principle of concentrat ion, extremely impor tan t and valid in the 
offense, was also stressed in these defensive battles. Conceptually, this may 
have been a valid principle. In reality, however, the l imitations of the Tiger and 
King Tiger, along with the vast defensive frontages along which they were 
employed, invalidated this principle in m a n y situations. 

When heavy tank battalions were concentrated in the defense, they were 
generally easier to bypass and /or were targeted for destruct ion by Allied 
a rmored units or from the air. The Allies naturally preferred to avoid the con­
centrated heavy tank battalions. When concentrated, deployment of heavy 
tank units to the threatened area reduced the operat ional n u m b e r of Tigers 
because of their persistent mechanical problems. 

In the defense, heavy tank battal ions were mos t effective when employed as 
a reserve force to counterat tack against enemy penetrat ions. They were also 
most effective when they were dispersed along the breadth of the defensive 
front, to diminish the distance they would have to travel to accomplish their 
missions. This was especially t rue when the terrain restricted vehicular move­
men t to a few avenues of approach. 

When employed in the offense, heavy tank battalions achieved mixed 
results. Their failure can be at t r ibuted pr imari ly to the Tigers' and King Tigers' 
mobil i ty l imitations, bu t credit also has to be given to their enemies ' ever-
improving ability to destroy German heavy tanks th rough the in t roduct ion of 
ant i tank weapons of larger calibers firing improved projectiles at higher veloc­
ities. Also, the widespread employment of mines severely degraded the heavy 
tank battal ions ' effectiveness in breaking th rough the enemy's defenses. 

Opera t ion SÜDWIND and Heavy Tank Battalion 509's involvement in 
Opera t ion FRÜHLINGSERWACHEN are two notable exceptions and examples of 
successful employment of heavy tank battal ions in the offense. Dur ing 
Operat ion SÜDWIND specifically, heavy tank battalions were extremely effective 
and impor tan t in breaking th rough several echelons of prepared defenses. 

This success mus t be at t r ibuted to the fact that this was one of the only 
instances where they were employed in accordance with their own doctr ine. 
Specifically, two heavy tank battal ions were used together toward c o m m o n 
objectives, thus achieving the principle of concentrat ion. The c o m m o n objec­
tives were also beyond the front lines and were focused on destroying bo th 
artillery and ant i tank weapons in depth. Both heavy tank battalions were also 
part of a mechanized or a rmored unit and were suppor ted by infantry, 
artillery, and engineers, which met the guidance that heavy tank battalions be 
attached to mechanized or a rmor units and that breakthroughs be accom­
plished th rough the close coordinat ion and cooperat ion wi th other arms. 



Chapter 7 

Assessment and Conclusion 

"The Tigers!" The panic-stricken cry was flying from m o u t h to mou th . 
"The Tigers are coming!" 1 

American Soldiers at Kasserine Pass 

One hour of Tiger operat ion requires ten hours of main tenance . 2 

Alfred Rubbel 

The German military developed and f ielded the heavy tank battalion to break 
th rough an enemy's tactical defensive belt. These heavy tank battalions were 
rarely employed as a breakthrough force as originally envisioned, bu t rather, 
due to the changing strategic situation, the Germans used them primarily in 
the defense. Whether in the offense or the defense, its p r imary purpose was the 
destruct ion of enemy tanks in furtherance of operat ional goals. 

Mission Accomplishment 
There are only a few examples of heavy tank battalions employed as a break­
through force. Therefore, it is difficult to accurately assess their effectiveness 
in the offensive role for which they were developed, organized, and fielded. In 
the few instances where the German leadership employed heavy tank battal­
ions as consolidated units in the offense, they achieved credible results and 
were successful in penetra t ing at least one echelon of the enemy's defenses. 3 

These attacks were successful tactical breakthroughs, but they did no t lead to 
operat ional breakthroughs, that is, penetrat ions that would enable decisive 
results for entire campaigns as German theorists originally envisioned. The 
organizat ion and equ ipment of heavy tank battal ions themselves, however, 
were not solely to blame for this failure to achieve their designers' expecta­
tions. Additionally, the crews and leaders of these units cannot be held pri­
marily liable for the shor tcomings of the heavy tank battalions. 

These units were tasked with the most difficult missions and many times, 
were expected to accomplish those tasks wi thout adequate suppor t from other 
branches and arms of the military. When a heavy tank battalion was employed 
as a consolidated unit in the offense, it achieved much greater results in break­
ing through the initial defensive echelon than when it was dispersed. Whether 
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ASSESSMENT AND CONCLUSION 183 

other German forces or units composed of other tank types could have 
accomplished these missions is arguable and largely dependent upon the situ­
ation, primari ly the terrain and composi t ion of enemy forces. It is fair to note 
that, t h roughou t the war, the Germans assigned tanks in general—and the 
heavy tank battalions specifically—with the pr imary mission of breaking 
through enemy defenses. 

Ge rman doct r ine incorporated armor, artillery, infantry, and air power in 
breakthrough operat ions. In theory, all of these branches were to combine 
their effects to achieve a breakthrough. In practice, employment of a rmor 
units, especially the heavy tank battalions, gained ascendancy over the other 
branches dur ing the war. The especially heavy reliance on a r m o r in German 
breakthrough operat ions placed high expectations and t r emendous burdens 
on heavy tank battalions. 

These expectations may have been met if the German military had devel­
oped several relatively simple items to complement the heavy tanks and the 
heavy tank battalions. A mine plow or roller for the Tiger and King Tiger 
would have allowed these vehicles to effectively breach minefields along their 
axes of attack. Instead, many heavy tanks were disabled by implement ing the 
"bul l - through" breaching technique, severely reducing the n u m b e r of opera­
tional vehicles available to cont inue offensive operat ions. When heavy tanks 
did become disabled, for whatever reason, the heavy tank battalion organiza­
tion included insufficient numbers of a rmored recovery vehicles to efficiently 
recover and repair disabled vehicles. In fact, until mid-1944, recovery opera­
tions had to be conducted with only the una rmored , half-tracked 18-tons 
organic to heavy tank battalions; such vehicles were completely inadequate for 
recovery unde r f ire. Commi t t ing the resources necessary to field adequate 
numbers of a rmored recovery vehicles, in sufficient quantit ies, would certain­
ly have saved the loss of many disabled heavy tanks. 

Every tank design is a compromise between the three essential elements of 
mobility, firepower, and protection. The Tiger series, with their 8 8 m m main 
guns, had a great deal of firepower th roughou t the war. Although the Tigers 
were highly resistant to enemy fire, especially when each design was initially 
fielded, they paid for this high degree of protection with reduced mobility, in 
terms of bo th speed and range. 

Heavy tank battalions possessed three major deficiencies for breakthrough 
operat ions for which they were intended. First, because they were un ique and 
scarce resources, when the Tigers attacked, the enemy was able to accurately 
deduce the area of the German main effort. This allowed the Allies to move 
forces to counter the German effort. 

Second, thanks to their Tigers' very poor mechanical reliability and large 
size, which bo th contr ibuted to l imiting the Tiger's tactical mobility, heavy 
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tank battalions were unable to achieve quick breakthroughs; it usually 
required extended a m o u n t s of t ime to overcome enemy anti tank guns, tanks, 
and minefields. If the Tigers had been able to quickly break through the enemy 
defenses, the first deficiency may not have mattered because other German 
a rmored forces would have been able to exploit the breakthrough before the 
enemy could react. 

Even these two deficiencies might have been overcome if the Tiger had the 
ability to exploit their own breakthroughs. Although these units were not 
developed for this, their l imited radius of action due to voracious fuel con­
sumpt ion , low speed (especially in the King Tiger) and intensive maintenance 
requirements precluded them from exploiting any breakthrough achieved. 

When theorists conceived heavy tank battalions, they thought that defens­
es would only consist of one, or at most a few, defensive lines. As the war p ro­
gressed, armies of all sides extended their defensive depth so that there were 
m a n y defensive echelons to penetrate . This extension of the defense was an 
effective counter to the heavy tank battalions. 

The increased n u m b e r and effectiveness of ant i tank guns, as well as the p ro ­
liferation of landmines, also limited the effectiveness of the heavy tank battal­
ions in the offense. 4 These measures, employed in depth, made achieving a 
deep breakthrough extremely difficult. The Tiger helped in penetrat ing such 
defenses, but never really solved the problem of restoring offensive mobili ty 
and movement to the German Army on a tactical or operat ional level. 

In the defense, heavy tank battalions achieved mixed results depending 
u p o n many different factors. Heavy tank battalions performed defensive mis­
sions far more frequently than offensive missions. These defensive missions 
included counterattacks to reestablish the front line; occupying front line 
defensive positions with or wi thout infantry suppor t ; and as a reserve force to 
counterat tack enemy penetra t ions behind the front line. Generally, even a 
por t ion of a heavy tank battal ion could defend against an enemy force that 
possessed many more tanks. If there was an alternative, enemy units bypassed 
heavy tank battalions rather than attacking them. After being bypassed, the 
heavy tank battalions became a liability because they could not be reposi­
t ioned easily and required a great deal of logistical and other suppor t to do so. 

The logical deduct ion from this is that heavy tank battalions may have been 
more effective in the defense if they were dispersed along a wide front. This 
would also lead to a conclusion that heavy tank battalions, as combined units, 
were unnecessary in the defense and heavy tanks would have been more effec­
tive had they been incorporated into other a rmored units . Indeed, they could 
have been organized much as Panzerjäger, or tank destroyer, units were 
assigned as integral parts of panzer, panzergrenadier, or even infantry forma­
tions. Incorporat ing them into an infantry uni t would have added much 
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needed firepower, especially ant i tank firepower. Their incorporat ion into 
panzer or panzergrenadier divisions would have added useful offensive and 
defensive capabilities, but would have significantly complicated an already 
hard-pressed supply and maintenance system, so there would have been logis­
tical challenges which may have more than offset the tactical advantages of 
such an ar rangement . 

An example of the incorporat ion of the Tiger into a division actually exists 
in the heavy tank companies of the 1st, 2d, and 3d SS Divisions and the 
Grossdeutschland Division. 3 All of these divisions eventually lost their heavy 
tank companies except for the 3d SS Totenkopf Division, which retained its 
heavy company th roughout the war. 6 These divisions, and their heavy tank 
companies , achieved notable results dur ing their existence. 

Despite its shortcomings, a measure of the heavy tank battalion's effective­
ness, in the offense or defense, can be gauged by the emphasis and level of 
at tention accorded them by their opponents . The Soviets fielded many new 
weapons and implemented numerous organizational changes to counter the 
heavy tank battalions. The British conducted several studies of the Tiger, and 
of the heavy tank battalions, in an a t tempt to identify weaknesses of each. 
General Montgomery went so far as to ban British combat reports that 
detailed the firepower of the Tiger tanks because he felt they undermined 
mora le . 7 The Allied intelligence estimate of German forces in the west pr ior to 
D-day shows that the heavy tank battal ions were the only uni t below division­
al size that the Allies posted on their theater intelligence m a p . 8 These examples 
show that Germany's enemies took the threat of the heavy tank battalions very 
seriously and thus provide test imony to their effectiveness. 

A Statistical Perspective 
The Germans kept detailed records on the loss of each Tiger and on the n u m ­
ber of enemy tanks they destroyed. The claims of American and British tanks 
destroyed have been confirmed, to various degrees of reliability, from available 
records. For Soviet losses, very few records are available to confirm the 
German claims. In these instances, the German claims are generally accepted 
wi thout the benefit of verification. 

Whatever mission heavy tank battal ions were given, their p r imary task was 
to destroy enemy tanks. In so doing, they were undeniably successful. The kill 
ratio of heavy tank battalions when measured against Tigers lost in direct 
combat is an impressive 12.2 to 1. The ratio as measured against all Tigers lost, 
regardless of reason, is still a credible 5.4-to-l kill ra t io . 9 Al though the last 
ratio is based u p o n the total annihi lat ion of every heavy tank battal ion, it is 



186 SLEDGEHAMMERS 

probably the most accurate considering that a certain percentage of kills 
claimed by Tigers must certainly have been repaired and re turned to service in 
the same way that Tigers were re turned to service after being damaged, (see 
table 5) 

As would be expected, some heavy tank battalions were more successful 
than others in destroying enemy tanks. Some battalions were able to destroy 
close to 13 enemy tanks for the loss of each Tiger and others were able to 
achieve only a one-for-one exchange. Variables that could account for this 
include the terrain, enemy, leadership, and missions assigned. Of these, the 
mission assigned to heavy tank battalions was the one area that the Germans 

T I G E R L O S S E S N U M B E R C O M P A R I S O N R A T I O O F T I G E R S T O 

E N E M Y T A N K S ( 1 : X ) 

Unit 
Lost in 
Action 

Dest. 
by Crew 

Unk. or 
Other 

Total 
Losses 

Enemy 
Tanks 
Dest. 

Kill 
Ratio 

(in Action) 

Kill 
Ratio 

(Total Lost) 

3d Bn/Pz.Reg GD 62 32 4 98 <500 8.06 5.10 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 101/501 72 33 2 107 <500 6.94 4.67 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 102/502 38 29 9 76 -600 15.79 7.89 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 103/503 10 9 20 39 <500 50.00 12.82 

Hvy Tk Bn 501 24 12 84 120 <450 18.75 3.75 

Hvy Tk Bn 502 88 14 5 107 <1400 15.90 13.00 

Hvy Tk Bn 503 113 123 15 252 <1700 15.00 6.75 

Hvy Tk Bn 504 29 80 0 109 <250 8.60 2.29 

Hvy Tk Bn 505 47 62 18 126 <900 19.10 7.10 

Hvy Tk Bn 506 61 116 2 179 <400 6.56 2.23 

Hvy Tk Bn 507 43 57 4 104 <600 13.95 5.77 

Hvy Tk Bn 508 15 46 17 78 <100 6.67 1.28 

Hvy Tk Bn 509 76 40 5 120 <500 6.58 4.17 

Hvy Tk Bn 510 35 1 29 65 <200 5.71 3.08 

Grand Totals 713 654 214 1580 8600 12.16 5.44 

Total Percentages 45% 4 1 % 14% 100% 

Table 5. Tank Ki l l Ratio Compar ison. 
Sources: Schneider, Tigers in Combat I, 47, 78, 100, 144-45, 173, 226-27, 242, 263, 279, 311, 
323, 344, 357, 372, 381, 408, 421 , 439, 447, 456; idem, Tigers in Combat II, 56, 83, 268, 320, 
336, 365, 375, 398. 
Notes: Of all of the unit's claims, SS-Heavy Tank Battal ion 503's is the most di f f icul t to verify, 
but if accurate, the most impressive. This battal ion was never ful ly equipped and only fought 
f rom January 1945 unt i l the end of the war. Commi t ted to the Eastern Theater, it was split 
apart to many different areas under many different commands. Its records are incomplete and 
cannot be verif ied. This battal ion fought in places like Küst r in , the Seelow Heights, and in 
Berl in, in addi t ion to many others. It is di f f icul t to imagine how the battal ion destroyed more 
than 500 Soviet tanks in a l i tt le over three months of combat. 
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could most influence. In general, heavy tank battalions were mos t successful 
when they were concentrated for offensive missions and dispersed behind the 
front for defensive missions. Even though results differ greatly from battal ion 
to battalion, when taken as an overall average, heavy tank battalions were 
undeniably effective at destroying enemy tanks . 1 0 

Flaws 
Deficiencies in organization and equ ipment detracted from the success of the 
heavy tank battalions th roughout their existence. Almost all of these deal 
directly or indirectly with Tiger and King Tiger technical and mechanical 
problems. 

These tanks were effective as tank-kill ing weapons, which is evident from 
the kill ratios. Another virtue of the tanks was that they were very durable. 
Frequently when a Tiger was damaged and was subsequently destroyed by its 
crew, the crew managed to escape capture and return to its unit . This had the 
benefit of creating experienced crews. These benefits came at a cost in other 
areas, however. 

The high degree of maintenance required to keep the Tiger and King Tiger 
tanks operat ing was one of their biggest deficiencies. This usually resulted in 
a low operat ional rate for tanks within the heavy tank battalions, especially 
after extended periods of combat . The tendency of the Tigers to break down, 
coupled with the weight of the tanks, made recovery difficult. The failure to 
field a suitable recovery vehicle, with the exception of the Bergepanther after 
mid-1944, or to field t hem in sufficient quantit ies, resulted in the loss of Tigers 
in many instances. 

Another deficiency of the Tiger was its extremely limited radius of ac t ion . 1 1 

When this was included with the Tiger's maintenance requirements , heavy 
tank battalions were limited in their ability to conduct mobile operat ions 
across an extended area. The Allies exploited this fact dur ing the numerous 
and frequent operat ional and strategic withdrawals of the heavy tank battal­
ions. The result of these deficiencies is clearly seen by the n u m b e r of tanks 
destroyed by their own crews, (see Table 6) 

In many instances in the offense, the Germans failed to adhere to their pub ­
lished doctr ine. Dur ing Opera t ion Zitadelle, for example, III Panzer Corps 
divided Heavy Tank Battalion 503's three companies among the corps ' three 
a rmored divisions. This violated the principle of concentrat ion that was pub ­
lished as being necessary for successful breakthroughs. Even though Heavy 
Tank Battalion 505 fought as a uni t dur ing Operat ion Zitadelle, it was 
attached to an infantry division. This violated the guidance directing heavy 
tank battal ions be attached only to other a rmored units. Thus , when this 
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P E R C E N T A G E L O S S E S R A W N U M B E R S 

Unit Lost in Dest. Unk. or Lost in Dest. Unk. or Total 
Action by Crew Other Action by Crew Other Losses 

3d Bn/Pz.Reg GD 63% 33% 4% 62 32 4 98 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 101 67% 3 1 % 2% 72 33 2 107 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 102 50% 38% 12% 38 29 9 76 

SS-Hvy Tk Bn 103 26% 23% 5 1 % 10 9 20 39 

Hvy Tk Bn 501 20% 10% 70% 24 12 84 120 

Hvy Tk Bn 502 82% 13% 5% 88 14 5 107 

Hvy Tk Bn 503 45% 49% 6% 113 123 15 252 

Hvy Tk Bn 504 27% 73%. 0% 29 80 0 109 

Hvy Tk Bn 505 37% 49% 14% 47 62 18 126 

Hvy Tk Bn 506 34% 65% 1% 61 116 2 179 

Hvy Tk Bn 507 4 1 % 55% 4% 43 57 4 104 

Hvy Tk Bn 508 19% 59% 22% 15 46 17 78 

Hvy Tk Bn 509 63% 33% 4% 76 40 5 120 

Hvy Tk Bn 510 54% > 1 % 45% 35 1 29 65 

Grand Totals 713 654 214 1580 

Total Percentages 45% 4 1 % 14% 100% 

Table 6. Tiger Losses 
Sources: Schneider. Tigers in Combat I, 78, 144-45, 226-27, 263, 311, 344, 372, 408, 439, 456; 
idem, Tigers in Combat II, 83, 320, 365, 398. 

battal ion penetrated the Soviet first echelon defenses, there were no other 
a rmored units available to exploit that breach. The first instance where an 
entire, consolidated heavy tank battalion attacked to break through enemy 
defenses, as part of an a rmored force, was not unti l February 1945 dur ing 
Opera t ion SÜDWIND. 

After considering the l imitations of the Tiger and recognizing that the pre­
ponderance of missions given to heavy tank battal ions were defensive in 
nature , it is puzzling that the Germans did not develop and publish more 
guidance and doctr ine to more effectively deal with these realities. 

Ge rman military doctr ine stressed the concept of concentrat ion, whether 
in the offense or the defense. In several instances, due to Tigers' mobility chal­
lenges, adherence to this principle dur ing defensive operat ions significantly 
limited heavy tank battal ions ' flexibility; they just couldn' t respond in t ime or 
with sufficient combat power to stop the enemy penetra t ions . 

A prerequisite for employing heavy tank battalions, either as a mobile 
reserve or as a counterat tack force employed to defeat enemy penetrat ions, 
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was for them to have greater, or at least comparable , mobility and radius of 
action than the enemy formations they were a t tempting to defeat. If this cri­
terion was met, then the principle of concentrat ion in the defense might also 
be applicable. In many instances, because of the deficiencies and limitations of 
the Tiger, this criterion was not met . In these cases, enemy a rmored forma­
tions attacked where Tigers were no t present. This led to many forced opera­
tional and strategic withdrawals, dur ing which many Tigers broke down or 
ran out of fuel. Often, because they could not be recovered, this led to their 
destruction. 

In light of these facts, heavy tank battalions may have been more effective if 
they had adopted a principle of dispersion in the defense in order to cover 
more avenues of approach or more defensive frontage. A pr ime example of the 
effectiveness of this tactic was Heavy Tank Battalion 502, which operated pri­
marily with Army Group Nor th a round Leningrad and in the Baltic states. 
This area was heavily wooded and swampy, and a rmored mobil i ty was 
reduced to the roads. Because of this, the battalion rarely operated as a con­
centrated unit . Instead, it was spread out and broken down to very small ele­
ments to effectively cover all the available a rmored avenues of approach. This 
battalion achieved the second highest kill total of all of the battalions and pro­
duced the highest overall kill ratio. 

In this example, the terrain favored, and in actuality it forced, the disper­
sion of the battal ion. Even across extended defensive frontages encompassing 
terrain that offered good a rmored mobility, dispersion may have been more 
effective than concentra t ing a heavy tank battalion. A handful of Tigers proved 
many t imes that they were capable of s topping a numerical ly-superior enemy. 
Across an extended frontage, a concentrated heavy tank battal ion may have 
had difficulty getting to an area pr ior to the enemy forces that were breaking 
though the front-line defenses. In this case, it was probably preferable to 
counter an enemy penet ra t ion with a smaller-than-desired force than not 
being able to counter that same penetra t ion at all. 

Fulfilling a wide variety of missions in the defense proved to be challenging 
for the heavy tank battalions. On one hand, the Organization E battal ion may 
have been the opt imal organization for a battalion attacking forward of the 
main lines into prepared defenses because it included only heavy tanks. Many 
heavy tank battalions, however, were tasked with defensive missions on or 
near the front line. Sometimes these missions were unsuppor ted by other 
types of units, either infantry or lighter a rmored forces. In these instances, the 
Organizat ion D battal ion would have provided the battalion with a much 
higher degree of flexibility to accomplish these defensive missions. Since the 
majority of missions assigned were defensive, it may have been worthwhile for 
the battalions to re turn to the Organizat ion D. This would have allowed the 
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creation of more battalions, each with a higher degree of flexibility in the per­
formance of missions. 

Synthesis and Conclusion 
Dur ing WWII , German heavy tank battalions were effective at killing enemy 
tanks. They achieved a high kill ratio dur ing bo th offensive and defensive mis­
sions. Their overall kill ratio was severely reduced, however, due to forced 
withdrawals over extended distances. These withdrawals caused the loss of 
many Tigers and highlighted the deficiencies in the Tiger and in the lack of 
recovery assets within the heavy tank battalions themselves. 

The heavy tank battal ions were hindered by the failure to adhere to German 
doctr ine on their employment in the offense. Ge rman commanders often did 
no t commi t consolidated, concentrated heavy tank battal ions in suppor t of a 
major attack. Dur ing their few offensive missions, heavy tank battalions failed 
to achieve the expected operat ional breakthroughs, a l though they were often 
able to penetrate the first echelon defenses. 

Ge rman heavy tank battal ions were also hindered by the lack of a coherent, 
published defensive doctr ine based u p o n the realities and weaknesses of the 
Tiger. Ge rman commander s cont inued to stress the impor tance of concentra­
t ion in the defense. This was not always an invalid concept, but the lack of dis­
persal in the defense often denied heavy tanks the ability to counter enemy 
penetra t ions in t ime and with sufficient force. Conversely, in numerous cases 
where heavy tank battal ions dispersed their forces beh ind the entire frontage, 
they were very successful at destroying enemy tanks and thus had a better 
chance to stop the enemy penetra t ion. 

O n e alternative that may have been more effective for the German military 
than the fielding of heavy tank battalions was a change in doctr ine that p ro ­
vided for universal tank types to accomplish all missions. One can only 
hypothesize about whether this would have been more successful in achieving 
breakthroughs . It would have surely allowed the Germans to produce a m u c h 
greater n u m b e r of Mark IVs or Panthers. They then could have used these 
vehicles, in a greater quantity, to possibly achieve better results than they were 
able to achieve with the limited n u m b e r of Tigers produced. 

The strategic decision to develop and field the Tiger and the King Tiger was 
impor tan t because it was a massive investment in resources, t ime, money, and 
labor. The Germans ultimately lacked, or failed to commit , the product ion 
facilities and raw materials to mass produce the Tiger in large n u m b e r s . 1 2 

German sources, and most histories of the war, continually emphasize the fact 
that the Germans were severely ou tnumbered in terms of tanks, as well as 
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other vehicle types, on all fronts. Given the fact that they decided to build 
immensely-resource-intensive vehicles like the Tiger and the King Tiger, it is 
difficult to imagine that they would have expected for the situation to have 
been otherwise. Even if the Germans had resources equal to their opponents , 
the decision to build vehicles like the Tiger and the King Tiger ensured that 
they would be ou tnumbered . 

The Tiger and the King Tiger tanks were engineering marvels and extraor­
dinary fighting vehicles t h roughou t the war. A single Tiger or a small n u m b e r 
of Tigers at the right t ime, place, and in the right circumstances, accomplished 
extraordinary, even phenomena l feats numerous t imes th roughou t the war. 
This has led to a great n u m b e r of anecdotal stories heralding the prowess of 
the Tiger and King Tiger. While this is only natural , because they are interest­
ing tales and rightly recognize the crews' bravery and abilities, it fails to ade­
quately por t ray the overall cont r ibut ion of the organization to which these 
tanks belonged to the war effort. 

In the end, one is left to wonder why the German military fielded heavy 
tank battal ions. According to theorists like Guderian, and German doctr ine, 
heavy tanks were only one tool to be used to achieve a breakthrough. If heavy 
tanks battalions were fielded dur ing the war to achieve a breakthrough, the 
other a rms and branches of the military were not developed, f ielded, and 
incorporated as equal components in that effort. 

By the t ime that heavy tank battal ions were fielded in significant numbers , 
the strategic situation had changed so that even if a breakthrough was possi­
ble at the tactical level, the German military was no longer capable of exploit­
ing that breakthrough on an operat ional scale. This should have signaled that 
there was no longer a need for heavy tank battalions, bu t the realities did not 
slow the product ion of heavy tanks or the fielding of heavy tank ba t ta l ions . 1 3 

Given these facts, it is interesting that the German military did not reeval­
uate many aspects related to heavy tank battalions. Like the Soviet, American, 
and British military establishments, the German Army should have balanced 
the strategic realities they faced, with their l imited resources, to develop a plan 
to achieve their strategic objectives. If that plan included heavy tanks, and 
allocated resources to field heavy tank battalions, the Wehrmacht should have 
at least developed and published new doctrinal guidance. This guidance 
should have further clarified the role of heavy tank battalions in what had 
become for Germany—at the strategic and operational levels—a primari ly 
defensive war. As a result of this inaction, the German Army and Waffen-SS 
were left wi th expensive, impor tan t organizations built for offensive opera­
tions, operat ing on the defensive, and excelling no t in the conduct of maneu ­
ver for which the Wehrmacht is so often praised, bu t at achieving at tr i t ion of 
enemy tanks. 



Epilogue 
Through the Eyes of Tiger Killers 

A Soviet View 
Author's Note: Heavy Tank Battalion 506 saw its first combat actions in the 
Zaporozhe Bridgehead in southern Ukraine in late September 1943. Formed from 
the 9th Panzer Divisions 3rd Battalion, Panzer Regiment 33, it was fortunate to 
be attached to that same division for its fust 10 days of combat. Arriving at the 
front with 45 brand new Tigers, the battalion was a welcome addition to the 9th 
Panzer Division's combat power, which fielded between 3 to 8 operational tanks 
during this time. Their primary mission during those first ten days was to defeat 
Soviet penetrations of the German lines, but on 26 September, they launched a 
surprise attack to break through Soviet lines to destroy Soviet artillery units— 
both missions being strictly in accordance with the doctrinal guidance on their 
employment. This attack was conducted with nine Tigers and was possibly sup­
ported by several other tanks from the 9th Panzer Division. 

During this unsuccessful attack, three Tigers were destroyed and the other six 
were damaged. One of these was so severely damaged that it had to be sent back 
to the factory in Germany to be rebuilt. After this attack, at the end of its seventh 
day in combat, Heavy Tank Battalion 506 had no operational Tigers remaining. 
Then-Captain Viktor Iskrov of the 116th Guards Artillery Regiment was com­
manding a battalion of 76mm field guns that opposed Heavy Tank Battalion 
506's attack. 

Viktor M. Iskrov was born on 23 October 1915 in 
Petrograd (later Leningrad, now St. Petersburg). He grad­
uated from the Leningrad Artillery School and was com­
missioned as a lieutenant in June 1938. He joined the 
Communist Party in August 1939, and participated in the 
campaign in Poland in September of 1939, and the cam­
paign in Finland in 1939-40. Serving in various combat 
field artillery assignments, Iskrov was seriously wounded 
in a firefight against German infantry on 18 November 
1941. He recovered from his wounds in time to participate 
in the Kharkov offensive in May 1942. When his unit was V ik tor M . Iskrov 

encircled by German forces, Iskrov was severely shell-
shocked during a breakout attempt, and was captured. He later escaped, howev­
er, and continued fighting as a member of a local partisan unit. Rejoining the Red 
Army in the summer of 1943, he fought in the Ukraine, and later participated in 
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Operation Bagration in June 1944. On 23 June, he was wounded again, less 
severely this time. After participating in the conquest of the fortress of Königsberg 
in East Prussia (now Kaliningrad, Russia), his unit was transferred to Mongolia 
in June-July 1945. There, he took part in combat against the Japanese until the 
end of the war shortly thereafter. 

After the war, Colonel Iskrov served in positions of increasing responsibility in 
field artillery units stationed in the vicinity of Leningrad. He retired from active 
duty in 1958, and lives in St. Petersburg. He has two daughters, two grandchil­
dren, and one great-granddaughter. 

His military awards and decorations include the Order of the Red Banner; the 
Order of the Great Patriotic War, 1st and 2nd Degrees; two Orders of the Red 
Star; the Medal "For Merit in Battle"; the Campaign Medal "For the Capture of 
Königsberg"; and many commemorative medals. 

Here is Colonel Iskrov's account of his successful action against the Tigers of 
Heavy Tank Battalion 506. . . . 

Fighting in the 116th Guards "Order of Lenin" Artillery Regiment as com­
mand ing officer of the 2nd Battalion, on September 26, 1943 at the village of 
Shevchenko we encountered a co lumn of German armor. The events unfold­
ed in the following manner . 

I was at the battalion's CP with the c o m m a n d e r of the 4th Battery, Senior 
Lieutenant D. S. Gaidaenko when we spotted a group of G e r m a n tanks that 
were advancing toward the bat tery from the flank. Apparently, they had bro­
ken through our infantry defenses and were now going for us. I immediately 
contacted the regimental commande r over the radio and asked for orders. His 
answer was short , "Act on your own!" 

I left the chief of forward observers, Senior Lieutenant M. M. Yakovlev, at 
the CP, and we (Senior Lieutenant Gaidaenko and I) ran as fast as our feet 
would carry us to the 4th Battery. I recalled faces of all my family and my rel­
atives. In my thoughts I said farewell to t h e m all: to my mother (I did not yet 
know that she had been dead for over a year, dying of starvation in besieged 
Leningrad), to my wife Maria, and others. This was a very brief farewell. In 
front of us were the advancing German tanks and four ZIS-3 76 .2mm field 
guns of the 4th Battery to stop them. The guns, camouflaged in the hedgerows 
at Shevchenko, were tu rned 90 degrees to the right to repel the assault. 

Inexperienced or green gun-layers were replaced by experienced officers. I 
found a place on a hillock behind the bat tery to have a good view of the bat­
tlefield and so that my crews could see me . I told the crews to fire at the tracks 
and side armor, and ordered them to open fire only on my c o m m a n d , when I 
waved a small red flag. 
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Tanks appeared from behind the hills that were in front of us. One of the 
gun-layers, Sergeant Serdyuk, became unnerved and fired as soon as the tanks 
appeared on the hilltops. He missed, and the G e r m a n tanks immediately spot­
ted his gun. It was blasted with a direct hit. We found Sergeant Serdyuk's head 
lying some 15-20 meters from the gun after the battle. We were all very sorry 
about his death, but , in fact, he himself was to blame. 

I saw the advancing German tanks very well. As soon as I saw that they 
started tu rn ing a little bit, exposing their side a r m o r to us, I waved the small 
red flag, which served as a c o m m a n d for opening fire. After this, each individ­
ual crew fought independently. It was a real duel against the German armor. 
We knocked out four of them, including two Tigers. The Germans could not 
take this and started to retreat. O u r losses were also high. Killed in this battle 
were Senior Lieutenant Semen Markin from Leningrad, platoon leader 
Lieutenant Vladimir Kolymagin, Sergeant Serdyuk, and ten privates and 
sergeants. 

Markin was killed when the German tanks started to retreat and his 6th 
Battery opened f i re on them, knocking out two tanks. The German tanks were 
re turning fire as they retreated. An armor-piercing shell killed Markin at the 
firing posit ion. The solid steel shell tore his body into two par t s—body and 
head were one piece, and legs were another piece. This is how Lieutenant 
Markin died, having fulfilled his duty to the u tmost . We used to talk with h im 
for a long t ime, recalling Leningrad. He often told me, "I would like to meet a 
little Tiger! (that is, Ge rman Tiger tank.) I would answer, "When you become 
c o m m a n d e r of the 6th Battery, you will get to meet your Tiger cub!" That 's 
exactly how it happened, but this was the last battle for Markin. 

After the battle, the senior officer of the 6th Battery, Lieutenant Danilenko, 
called me and said, "We bur ied Lieutenant Markin right here, at the battle­
field." I was outraged and ordered, "Immediately dig up the corpse, wrap it in 
a rain cape and t ranspor t it to the battalion H Q , and then to the regimental 
H Q , to bu ry h im with full military honors!" This order was followed. 
Lieutenant Markin was bur ied in Svatovo in a mass grave. On the day of his 
death, the battalion received an order from the c o m m a n d i n g general of our 
corps (1st Guards Mechanized Corps) , General Major Russiyanov, about the 
p romot ion of Markin to the rank of senior l ieutenant. 

I did not even notice that dur ing the battle the sleeve of my tunic (we had 
just received new uniforms) was torn into pieces by small fragments and a tiny 
fragment had become lodged under my skin. 

Soon after the end of engagement I received a message that General Major 
Russiyanov was about to visit our battery. I was not surprised, as this general 
often visited the battlefield. He was always driving a round in his Willys Jeep. 
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When he saw the n ightmare at our posi t ions after the ba t t l e—wounded 
screaming, dead lying right at the guns, some crew members torn apart by 
direct hi ts—General Russiyanov took off his cap, took a deep bow and, with 
tears in his eyes, said, "Eternal m e m o r y and glory be with the defenders of our 
Fatherland!" I, as battalion commander , tr ied to mainta in military formalities, 
salute the general, and make an official report , but my nerves were so shaken 
by the battle that I did not succeed. Russiyanov, in tu rn , did not require any 
military ceremony at that m o m e n t . Right on the spot, on the battlefield, he 
handed Senior Lieutenant Gaidaenko and me medals, Orders of the Red 
Banner, and ordered me to r ecommend all the men of the 4th Battery for 
decorations. 

An American View 
Author's Note: Heavy Tank Battalion 504 arrived at the front in Italy on 20 
June 1944. It was formed from the remnants of one of its companies whose per­
sonnel managed to escape from Sicily and from Tank Company 314, a unit with 
radio-controlled, tracked demolition vehicles. The remainder of the battalion had 
been destroyed fighting in North Africa the previous year. The Tigers of Heavy 
Tank Battalion 504 arrived at the front in Italy, just north of Rome, while the sit­
uation was still very fluid, with American and British forces continuing their 
attacks to the north and German forces attempting to stabilize the front. Two days 
after being first employed, on 22 June 1944, Heavy Tank Battalion 504 lost two 
Tigers in an engagement with American forces. Over its first ten days of combat, 
involving withdrawals over very rugged terrain, Heavy Tank Battalion 504 lost 28 
Tigers, going from a combat strength of 45 tanks, its full authorization, to having 
only 17 on hand by the end of the day on 1 July 1944. The vast majority of these 
losses were from self-destruction by the crews. Possibly as few as three Tigers were 
lost to direct fire. 

One of those was Tiger 221, commanded by Leutnant Keitel, who attacked in 
the eastern portion of the town of Cecina. He and another Tiger were supported 
by a reinforced platoon (or a weak company) of infantry from the 16th SS-
Panzer-Grenadier Division, "Reichsführer-SS." His tank was destroyed by the 
crew of a Sherman driven by Technician 4th Grade Ray Holt of the American 
752nd Tank Battalion, supporting the 34th Infantry Division. 

Raymond L. Holt was born on 7 March 1918 in Hartford, Connecticut. He 
joined the US Army on 8 September 1941. After basic training, he was assigned 
to the 752nd Tank Battalion, which was one of the first separate tank battalions 
to be formed, and one of the first to be shipped overseas. He received armored 
training at Fort Knox, Kentucky, and Fort Lewis, Washington, and then 
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Raymond L. Ho l t 

underwent desert training under General George S. 
Patton, Jr. near Indio, California, in preparation for com­
bat in North Africa. 

Ray Holt was a tank driver during his first months of 
combat. His first tank was lost to German 88s on the out­
skirts of Rome, and in this action he saved the life of a fel­
low tanker in a field riddled by machine-gun bullets. 
Sergeant Holt was awarded command of his own tank on 
9 July 1944, one week after his crew destroyed a Tiger at 
Cecina. He and his comrades fought up the west coast of 
Italy during the summer of 1944, and also fought in the 
Northern Apennine mountains during the following fall 
and the bitter winter of 1944-45. Sergeant Holt earned his first home leave in late 
February 1945, and upon reporting back to duty in April 1945, he learned that 
he had accumulated enough "points" to remain stateside. While home on fur­
lough, his tank was knocked out by a German wielding a Panzerfaust in the Po 
Valley, just three days before the war in Italy ended. Sergeant Holt was honorably 
discharged from the US Army on 15 May 1945, after three and a half years of 
service. 

After the war, Ray Holt worked as a plumber until his retirement in the 1970s, 
and was blessed with four children and six grandchildren. He passed away in 
1997. 

Sergeant Holt's military awards include the Good Conduct Medal, the 
American Defense Medal, the American Campaign Medal, the European-
African-Middle Eastern Campaign Medal with four campaign stars and assault 
landing arrowhead, and the WWII Victory Medal. 

Here is Ray Holt's account of his successful action against the Tigers of Heavy 
Tank Battalion 504, as told to his son, Bob Holt. . . . 

I was a tank driver with the 752nd Tank Battalion. My tank was c o m m a n d e d 
by Lieutenant Cox, who led the 3rd Platoon of Company B. 

The company suppor ted an attack by the 133rd Infantry Regiment to the 
eastern edge of Cecina, Italy, on the third day of the battle. It took us all m o r n ­
ing just to advance a few hundred yards, knocking out pillboxes and machine-
gun nests along the way. We still had not encountered any German armor, 
a l though we knew there were Tiger tanks in the area. 

We finally reached our objective in the early afternoon. A little later, our 
company was ordered to move out to suppor t an attack on the other side of 
town. We started to move, bu t at the last minu te the decision was made to 
leave the 3rd Platoon in the center of town to suppor t the infantry in the event 
of a counterat tack. 
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Around dusk, we received word over the radio that the Germans were 
counterattacking our sector with infantry and Tiger tanks. When I heard that, 
I thought , "Oh, my God, this is it." Just a few weeks earlier, our platoon had 
lost three of its five tanks to German 88s on the outskirts of Rome. We knew 
that we were a pretty poor match for Tiger tanks. 

Lieutenant Cox advanced the platoon up a dirt road along the edge of town 
to meet the German force. We got to the center of Cecina before making con­
tact, so Lieutenant Cox dispersed the four other tanks in the streets to maxi­
mize coverage of the Germans ' most likely advance routes. Then he took our 
tank, which was an earlier model with a 7 5 m m main gun, further up the street 
to meet the Germans . We still did not know exactly where the Germans were, 
because the terrain and buildings blocked our view. 

As we approached a slight curve in the road, I saw a German infantryman, 
who stood up to wave to someone who was out of our view. I called 
Lieutenant Cox on the in terphone and asked h im if he saw the German , and 
he said, "Yeah, I 'm watching him." 

Suddenly we realized that the German soldier was guiding a Tiger tank. 
When you see a Tiger tank coming from the flank, the first thing you see is the 
gun barrel. It looks like a te lephone pole on its side. Well, we saw that tele­
phone pole coming around from behind a building on the curve, and we knew 
we were about to run into the lead Tiger. The infantryman stood up again to 
signal the Tiger, and we machine gunned h im. 

The Tiger came around the curve, and now we were face to face at about 75 
yards. We both fired simultaneously. The Tiger's shot hit the g round next to 
us, and the concussion lifted my side of the tank off the ground. O u r gunner 
fired a 7 5 m m armor-piercing shell, which hit the Tiger on the front hull. The 
a rmor is extremely thick on the front of a Tiger, so our shell merely chipped 
the Zimmeri t coating and bounced off. 

Fortunately for us, the movement of the tanks and the exploding shells 
kicked up a huge dust cloud, so it was impossible to see much of anything. 
Lieutenant Cox shouted "Back up! Back up! Back up!" so I pu t it in reverse and 
started backing as fast as I could. Then he told me "OK, tu rn left on to that side 
street." This posi t ioned our tank next to a two-story building on the corner of 
a perpendicular street. The front of our tank was facing away from the road 
that the Tiger was on, and Lieutenant Cox traversed the main gun over the 
rear of the tank to cover the main road. We did not know where the Tiger was. 

Lieutenant Cox knew that the best way to knock out a Tiger tank was by hit­
t ing its thin side a rmor at close range. He assumed that the Tiger would con­
t inue to advance along the same road. If it did, its crew would be blind to the 
sides of the street, and they would not be able to see us hiding next to that 
building on the corner. If they did see us when they passed, they would not be 
able to manual ly traverse their turret quickly enough to fire a shot before we 
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hit them. If we failed to stop the Tiger, the posi t ion of our tank allowed a clear 
escape route in the opposite direction. So the plan was to wait and hope that 
the Tiger crossed ou r path. 

The Tiger shelled the buildings near us for several minutes in an a t tempt to 
locate us and draw us out . We held our position, though , and after a while the 
Tiger slowly lumbered in front of us. Lieutenant Cox told the gunner, "Hold 
on . . . . Hold on. . . . Now!" and at that m o m e n t the gunner fired a 7 5 m m 
armor-piercing round into the side of the Tiger from a range of only 25 or 30 
yards. 

The round penetrated the Tiger's side a rmor and hit the fuel tank, causing 
the Tiger to burs t into a huge ball of flames. Its crew bailed out before the 
a m m u n i t i o n exploded, and sought cover in the ditch on the side of the road. 
With the destruct ion of the lead Tiger, the other German a rmor wi thdrew and 
the counterat tack collapsed. 

The Tiger was still smolder ing when we inspected it the next day. The inte­
rior was burned out , and the roof above the radio operator 's posit ion had 
buckled upward from the a m m u n i t i o n explosion. Now the reality of what we 
had accomplished set in, and we realized that we were very fortunate to have 
survived this engagement. 
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Appendix: 
Comparative Analysis 

of Heavy Tank Doctrines 

The German Army, and its a rmor forces specifically, is widely regarded as the 
model of mili tary forces dur ing the World War II era in te rms of doctr ine, 
equipment , and organization. The Tiger and King Tiger tanks, in addi t ion to 
the Panther, are venerated as the "best" tanks produced dur ing the war. A com­
parative analysis of other country 's doctr ine, organizations, and equ ipment 
will help to better evaluate the German heavy tank battalions and their asso­
ciated doctr ine concerning breakthroughs . This compar ison will help to 
determine, on a relative and admittedly subjective scale, the overall combat 
effectiveness of German heavy tank battalions. This compar ison is necessarily 
generalized because doctr ine, organizations, and equ ipment evolved dur ing 
the war. 

France 
If the German doctr ine and organization could be characterized as a rmor-
centric, French doctr ine was definitely artillery-centric. The G e r m a n solution 
for overcoming the static, posit ional war of 1914-18 was centered a round the 
tank. The French solution for the same problem was centered a round artillery. 
This led t hem bo th to adopt different doctr ines and different organizat ions to 
accomplish those doctr inal concepts. 

The French General Staff depar ted from the Foch principle of World War I 
that stated that the best defense was in attack. The French mili tary before 
World War II was faced with France's low bi r th rate. This resulted in a great 
disparity in popula t ions capable of suppor t ing a m o d e r n war: 80,000,000 
Germans against 40,000,000 Frenchmen. 1 This, combined with several politi­
cal decisions that disavowed any strategic offensive objectives, led the French 
to an extremely and almost exclusively defensive doctr ine. The French mili tary 
design a imed at using the power of the defense to save their m e n and wait for 
the Germans to break their strength before the French assumed the offense. 

The French doctr ine evolved between the world wars and ultimately 
became known as "Methodical Battle." 2 This n a m e implies a rigidly-controlled 
operat ion in which all units and weapons were carefully marshaled and then 
employed in combat . 3 The French developed this doct r ine—which was char­
acterized by t ime-consuming prepara t ion and thorough p re -p lann ing— 
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because they believed that artillery dominated the m o d e r n battlefield. 4 In an 
a t tempt to best suppor t the artillery, they centralized c o m m a n d in order to 
synchronize the infantry and a rmor with the artillery. In the offense or the 
defense, the French favored a step-by-step battle, with units obediently mov­
ing between phase lines and adher ing to strictly-scheduled t imetables. 3 The 
focus of decision making was kept at higher c o m m a n d levels, because they 
believed that a centralized c o m m a n d system was necessary to coordinate the 
actions of numerous subordinate units. 

French doctr ine was predicated on the assumpt ion that there was little 
chance of conduct ing a successful breakthrough of an enemy's defenses. They 
predicted that the defender would be able to establish subsequent defensive 
positions quicker than the attacker would be able to exploit the breakthrough. 
In keeping with the model of World War I, they thought that only after suc­
cessive offensive opera t ions—ones that would "grind down" the defender— 
would a successful exploitation of a breakthrough be possible. In other words, 
only a successive series of a t t r i t ion-or iented "methodical battles," facilitated by 
artillery, would lead to the ability to conduct any operat ional maneuver. 

French a rmor doctr ine underwent numerous changes th roughout the 
inter-war period, but it all revolved a round the best way to implement the 
methodical battle. French classification of tanks became confused, as did other 
countr ies ' classifications th roughou t the inter-war period, and did not always 
conform with the doctr inal mission a tank was to perform. The French did not 
always adhere to the classic definitions of breakthrough or rup ture tanks being 
heavy, exploitation tanks being med ium, and reconnaissance tanks being light. 

A 1919 tank p rogram study outl ined three types of tank: the accompany­
ing, battle, and rupture . These tanks loosely corresponded to light, med ium, 
and heavy tanks except that the accompanying tanks were to accompany the 
infantry dur ing the methodical battle. The reason for this was that light tanks 
were cheaper and easier to make and there would thus be more of them to 
suppor t the infantry. Also, because of the conceptual constraints of methodi ­
cal battle, it is unclear what doctr inal role was envisioned for the m e d i u m 
tanks. In other words, if a breakthrough was theoretically impossible, then 
m e d i u m tanks were unnecessary because a breakthrough was a necessary pre­
condi t ion for exploitation forces. 

A 1921 commission concluded that only two types of tanks were needed: a 
battle and a heavy, or rup ture tank. A new commission in 1925 changed this 
view again, and recommended three types of tanks: light, battle, and heavy. 
The light and heavy tank roles remained the same doctrinally. The role of the 
battle tank was less well defined, but in general, it was to protect the light tanks 
from enemy ant i - tank weapons and other tanks as they accompanied the 
infantry. 
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In 1934 the Superior War Council eliminated the heavy tank, leaving only 
two tank types in accordance with French doctr ine: the light and battle tanks. 
This was done based upon the recognition that, because of the size and high-
maintenance requirements of heavy tanks that were being produced at that 
t ime, they were highly vulnerable. The council assumed that the new models 
of m e d i u m tanks could fulfill the doctrinal role of the heavy tank as well as 
defending the light tanks. 

In deliberately calling it a battle tank instead of a m e d i u m tank, the French 
were either unsure or deliberately unclear, possibly because of a lack of agree­
ment , on the specific doctrinal role of the tank. On the other hand, they may 
have purposely called it a battle tank because they envisioned a truly mult i ­
purpose tank capable of performing mult iple roles. In the years prior to World 
War II, however, the doctr ine for the employment of the battle tank in the 
French military came to resemble the doctrinal employment originally envi­
sioned in the heavy tank. 

Despite the doctrinal change, by the late 1930s, the battle tank was referred 
to as the "heavy" tank. 6 This came about because the French, when faced with 
the increasing defensive firepower in terms of anti tank weapons, slowly added 
more and more a rmor protection for the battle tank. They choose the greater 
protection afforded by additional a rmor over greater speed, obviously because 
they were only concerned with suppor t ing and staying with the infantry dur­
ing the methodical battle. Having a tank that was fast was not needed and in 
fact was looked down upon as a weakness because greater control would be 
needed to ensure that the tanks and infantry stayed in close proximity to each 
other to suppor t one another. 

French doct r ine saw tanks as vehicles to assist the maneuver of the infantry. 
Infantry maneuver, in turn , would be facilitated by massed artillery. Some 
French theorists did realize that tanks were much more mobile than the 
infantry, but did not see a need to change their doctr ine, however, and con­
formed emerging technology to fit their doctr ine of methodical battle. They 
only saw that tanks would be able to take advantage of the fire of artillery at a 
quicker rate. Instead of waiting for infantry to occupy an area "conquered" by 
the artillery, this occupation could be done much more rapidly with tanks. 

Both German and French doctr ine focused on and addressed the problem 
of defeating the enemy's artillery. The responsibility of defeating enemy 
artillery in German doctr ine was assigned to the leading waves of tanks. 
Specifically, after defeating the enemy tank counterat tack that Ge rman doc­
tr ine theorized would be launched in order to save the enemy artillery, 
German heavy tanks were to destroy that artillery before it could withdraw. 
This would be accomplished by conduct ing a quick and deep thrust th rough 
the enemy's defensive depth. 
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French doctr ine sought to reach the enemy's artillery, but envisioned that it 
would be accomplished th rough successive, methodical bounds . The infantry 
support /heavy tanks would be protected by the suppressive effects of French 
artillery fire, but were no t assigned a specific task to destroy enemy artillery. 

The numerous changes in French doctr ine and the continual debate 
th roughout the inter-war period meant that tanks were produced and f ielded 
with a wide variety of roles in mind . They were also organized in a variety of 
ways, with the pr imary focus being on how they could best be integrated into 
the methodical battle. 

The French initially developed and fielded the B-model (Char B) tank as 
their battle tank. 7 Th roughou t its life, the B-model was referred to as a battle 
tank, a m e d i u m tank, and eventually by many in the French Army as a heavy 
tank. I t was a rmed with a low-velocity 7 5 m m main gun, had 6 0 m m a rmor 
plating and weighed 33 tons . 8 Although this tank suffered from many 
mechanical problems, it was fielded and operat ing at a t ime in the war when 
the German Army did not f ield any heavy tanks. The most heavily-armed 
German tank at the t ime of their attack into France in 1940 was the Panzer IV. 
At the t ime, this tank was a rmed with a low-velocity 7 5 m m KwK 37 L/24 main 
gun and had only 30 millimeters of frontal armor. 

Although the B-model tank was to be used as a tank in massed formations, 
such as an a rmored division, constant modifications th rough its development , 
and slow product ion , reduced its availability. 9 In 1936, a plan was proposed to 
produce enough B-model tanks to field twelve ba t ta l ions . 1 0 These were 
intended to be organized into two a rmored divisions of six battalions each. By 
the t ime the Germans attacked in 1940, the French Army had only created 
three a rmored divisions. 1 1 B-model tanks comprised less than half of the 
strength of these a rmored divisions, with the remainder of the tanks being 
light H-39 model t anks . 1 2 

The armored divisions were intended to assist the maneuver of a larger 
infantry formation such as an infantry corps or a rmy. 1 3 This would increase 
the offensive power of the infantry, which remained the decisive branch of the 
army. French doctr ine envisioned the a rmored division operat ing in several 
echelons of two or three battal ions each. The lead echelon's flanks were to be 
protected by the following echelon of tanks that would also reduce any 
bypassed enemy posit ions or units. 

French theorists also saw a role for the a rmored division in the defense. 
They noted that it could be used in a counterat tack role, a l though the me thod ­
ical battle doctr ine saw artillery as the p r imary means of defeating break­
through at tempts . 

French doctr ine differed radically from German doctr ine in that it did not 
accept the possibility of successfully breaking th rough enemy defenses 
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without a long period of at tr i t ion. French offensive doctr ine saw the "break­
through" as being a long series of highly-coordinated and synchronized 
methodical battles, domina ted by the artillery, conducted by the infantry, and 
supported by tanks. This doctr ine led to a continual debate within the French 
Army about the various roles of the tank. The variety of ideas on the employ­
ment of a rmor prevented the French from developing a coherent concept that 
enabled a r m o r to achieve its fullest potential . The emphasis u p o n methodical 
battle ensured that the development, product ion , and fielding of tanks and 
a rmor units were all focused u p o n suppor t ing the methodical battle doctr ine. 
The deficiencies in this doctr ine were highlighted dur ing the Battle of France 
in 1940. 

United Kingdom and United States 
United States and British doctr ine closely mirrored each other, a l though there 
were notable differences in several aspects of doctr ine and in the labeling of 
tanks based u p o n their envisaged doctr inal role. By the t ime the war began, 
the official British policy called for two types of tanks: one, with heavy a rmor 
protection to give close suppor t to the infantry; and the other, with lighter 
a rmor but with a high degree of mobil i ty to exploit success. 1 4 In neither case 
did armor-penetrat ive capability or tank-killing capability appear to have 
been of major impor tance initially. 

The first type of tank was called the infantry tank. These tanks were slower 
and more heavily a rmored than other tanks and were similar to other coun­
try's heavy classification of tanks. They were intended to precede the infantry 
in the attack and suppor t t hem in overcoming the enemy's defenses. 1 5 

Throughou t the war, the British developed several subcategories of infantry-
type tanks for specific roles. Although they were called different things, such 
as assault tanks or close-support tanks, their doctrinal role was still similar to 
the overall concept of infantry tanks. 

British doct r ine did see a role for tanks in fighting other tanks. Early in the 
war, however, this was not the case for infantry tanks that were in tended to 
deal with enemy infantry, machine-gun emplacements , bunkers , and other 
minor fortifications. 1 6 As such, infantry tanks did not have main guns with 
armor-defeating ability until later in the war. 

The British developed and fielded several infantry suppor t tanks, including 
the Matilda, the Valentine, and the Churchill . The earliest Matildas were 
a rmed only with two .303-caliber machine guns and al though fairly well 
armored, were useless against o ther tanks. Later marks of the Matilda were 
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much more heavily a rmored and equipped with a tu r r e t -moun ted 2 -pounder 
(40mm) main gun. The most c o m m o n and widely-fielded tank was the 
Churchill . Each infantry tank underwent many modifications and was fielded 
in several different variations. For example, the Matilda had at least six vari­
ants, and the Valentine and the Churchill had at least twelve different vari­
an t s ! 1 7 Most, but not all, of the modifications involved increasing the caliber 
and the velocity of the main gun. 

Infantry tanks were grouped into army tank brigades and were normally 
assigned to suppor t an infantry division. 1 8 Usually, these army tank brigades 
were then further broken up within the infantry division, with a regiment sup­
por t ing an infantry brigade, a squadron suppor t ing a battal ion, and a t roop 
suppor t ing a company. 1 9 

Infantry tank tactics early in the war saw two waves of tanks preceding the 
infantry. 2 0 These tanks were to secure the objective area and remain on the 
objective until the infantry arrived with their own organic ant i tank guns. 
Later in the war, infantry tanks coordinated their attack closely with a rmored 
vehicles that were equipped with higher-velocity guns capable of defeating 
enemy a rmor . 2 1 These were either tank destroyers or up -gunned Shermans, 
which suppor ted the infantry tanks from an overwatch pos i t ion . 2 2 Except 
under unusual circumstances, infantry tanks operated under the control of 
the infantry uni t that they suppor ted. When faced with an enemy a rmor 
threat, a company might combine and fight as a unit , but the occasions when 
a battalion or the brigade of infantry tanks fought as a combined unit were 
rare. 

The British saw the infantry, suppor ted by infantry tanks, as the p r imary 
means with which to conduct a breakthrough of the enemy defenses. Once 
this breakthrough was made, the other type of British tank would exploit that 
breakthrough. These tanks, which the British labeled as cruiser tanks, were 
more balanced, and were m u c h faster and capable of long-range opera t ions . 2 3 

These fulfilled a doctrinal role similar that envisioned for the m e d i u m tanks 
of other countries and were combined together in a rmored divisions. 

U.S. doctr ine was very similar to British doctr ine in that m e d i u m tanks 
were grouped together into a rmored divisions to be employed primari ly to 
exploit breakthroughs in the enemy's defenses. 2 4 U.S. doctr ine also called for a 
heavy emphasis on reconnaissance and therefore included a n u m b e r of light 
tanks. They were also to be used in conjunction with the m e d i u m tanks dur ing 
exploitation of breakthroughs , moving quickly and operat ing across vast 
distances. 

The U.S. stands a lone—unlike Germany, England, and the Soviet U n i o n — 
in rejecting the need for a special tank type to assist the infantry in the attack. 
Adherence to this doctr ine is largely to blame for the lack of development , and 
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inability to field, a U.S. heavy tank capable of defeating the German heavy 
tanks in direct combat unti l late in the war. 

Like the British, U.S. doctr ine saw the infantry as the pr imary means for 
conduct ing a breakthrough of the enemy's defenses. 2 1 Although U.S. doctr ine 
did incorporate and discuss many different branches of the service—includ­
ing armor, artillery, and engineers—the infantry were viewed as being the sup­
ported branch. To assist infantry forces in the attack, the U.S. Army fielded 
independent tank bat ta l ions . 2 6 These units were equipped with m e d i u m 
tanks, and just like British infantry- tank-equipped brigades, were attached to 
infantry divisions and further subdivided down to infantry brigades and 
battalions. 

Although the 1941 version of Field Manual 100-5, Operations, ment ioned 
the employment of these battalions in echelons similar to the German waves, 
the manua l portrays the idea that they were to accomplish their mission by 
incorporat ing the basic infantry tactics of fire and movement . In other words, 
one section of tanks would overwatch and suppress enemy forces if necessary, 
while another section maneuvered to a posi t ion of advantage. Using these tac­
tics, U.S. tanks did not need to be heavily a rmored because doctr ine did not 
envision them frontally attacking enemy defenses. Those defenses would 
either be suppressed or attacked from a flank or other posit ion of advantage, 
or bo th . Regardless of how suppor t ing tanks helped accomplish the break­
through, U.S. doctr ine rejected the need for a tank in the tradit ional heavy 
classification because the job of creating the breakthrough fell primari ly to 
infantry forces. 2 7 

U.S. Army doctr ine led them to develop, field, and manufacture a massive 
n u m b e r of m e d i u m tanks. By far, the most c o m m o n and ubiqui tous model 
was the M4 Sherman. This tank was used in bo th a rmored divisions for 
exploitation purposes, and in independent tank battalions for infantry sup­
port . It was mass produced and exported in incredible quanti t ies to the British 
Army as well as to the Red Army. 

In March 1942, U.S. and British tank experts met in Washington, D.C. to 
discuss and develop a combined tank program. They agreed to reduce the 
n u m b e r of tank designs to as few as possible and discussed product ion poten­
tial to meet with the requirements . The official U.S. Army history relates the 
results of this combined effort and highlights the differences between the two 
country 's doctr ines: 

The Americans had already agreed a m o n g themselves that the principal 
item of tank product ion in the United States should be the M4 m e d i u m 
tank series, with a subsidiary product ion of light tanks. The British 
accepted this decision since the Sherman met their requirement for a 
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"cruiser" tank to fulfill the mobile role in a rmored divisions. However, 
they also had large requirements for an "assault" tank—heavier and less 
mobile than the cruiser though a rmed with the same guns—which they 
thought necessary for use in suppor t of infantry or in attack on fortified 
posit ions. The Americans agreed to develop experimental models of an 
assault tank, though their own doctr ine recognized no need for the 
type . 2 8 

Later in the war, British a rmor development shifted to fielding a universal 
tank. This tank would fulfill the roles of bo th the cruiser and the infantry 
tanks in the same way that the U.S. m e d i u m tanks fulfilled both doctrinal roles 
of heavy and m e d i u m tanks. 

Based upon American encounters between their m e d i u m tanks and 
German heavy tanks dur ing the war, it was unfor tunate for the U.S. Army that 
they did not embrace the need for a heavy tank in some form within their doc­
tr ine. Even though a heavy tank was not identified as necessary within U.S. 
doctr ine, development of a heavy tank began pr ior to the war and cont inued 
th roughou t the war . 2 9 A proto type of a U.S. heavy tank labeled the T1E2 
underwent testing by the Army Ordnance Depar tmen t beginning in August 
1941 . 3 0 Initially, this tank had many problems and deficiencies, especially in 
the t ransmission. It was originally a rmed with only a 7 6 m m main gun, bu t 
was eventually upgraded to a 9 0 m m and even a 105mm main gun . 3 1 When 
compared with the development of the German Tiger, whose f irst pro to type 
did not undergo initial testing until May 1942, one wonders what might have 
been accomplished with this headstart in development and potential p roduc­
tion had U.S. doctr ine identified a need for a heavy tank. 

The end result of the lack of a heavy tank in U.S. doctr ine and the valid rea­
sons for their rejection, is best s u m m e d up by the Chief of Staff of the Army, 
General George C. Marshall , after the war in Europe ended: 

Another noteworthy example of German superiori ty was in the heavy 
tank. From the s u m m e r of 1943 to the spring of 1945 the German Tiger 
and Panther tanks ou tmatched ou r Sherman tanks in direct combat . 
This s temmed largely from different concepts of a rmored warfare held 
by us and the Germans , and the radical difference in our approach to the 
battlefield. O u r tanks had to be shipped thousands of miles overseas and 
landed on hostile shores amphibiously. They had to be able to cross 
innumerable rivers on t empora ry bridges, since when we attacked we 
sought to destroy the pe rmanen t bridges behind the enemy lines from 
the air. Those that our planes missed were destroyed by the enemy when 
he retreated. Therefore our tanks could not well be of the heavy type. We 
designed our a rmor as a weapon of exploitation. In other words, we 
desired to use our tanks in long-range thrusts deep into the enemy's rear 
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where they could chew up his supply installations and communica t ions . 
This required great endurance—low consumpt ion of gasoline and abili­
ty to move great distances wi thout b reakdown. 3 2 

British, Soviet, and even German sources validate the fact that the Sherman 
was highly reliable mechanically. 3 3 German heavy tank battalions in Italy, for 
example, went out of their way to capture Shermans to use as recovery vehi­
cles. A British major with extensive a rmor experience stated that, "The com­
mander of a uni t equipped with Shermans can be confident of taking 99 per­
cent of his vehicles into battle [while] if he were equipped with Cromwells or 
Centaurs he would be in a cont inuous state of anxiety as to whether enough 
of his tanks would reach the battlefield to carry out the normal tasks expect­
ed of his uni t ." 3 4 

Even the leaders within the U.S. Army a rmor communi ty rejected the need 
for a heavy tank th roughout the war. Wri t ing on 7 December 1942, the C o m ­
manding General of the Armored Forces, General Jacob Devers stated that 
"Due to its t r emendous weight and limited tactical use, there is no require­
ment in the Armored Force for the heavy tank." Dur ing the war, the U.S. Army 
never identified a doctrinal requirement for a heavy tank, a l though they did 
realize the need for tanks with increased firepower to effectively defeat 
German heavy tanks. 

Efforts to develop a U.S. heavy tank never s topped and the Ordnance 
Depar tment designed, produced, and tested several prototypes. Eventually, the 
U.S. Army realized that their m e d i u m tanks were at a distinct disadvantage 
against Ge rman heavy tanks, no matter what large-caliber and high-velocity 
main gun was m o u n t e d on them. 

But while that [exploitation] was the most profitable use of the tank, it 
became unavoidable in stagnant prepared-l ine fighting to escape tank-
to- tank battles. In this combat , our m e d i u m tank was at a disadvantage, 
when forced into a head-on engagement with the German heavies. Early 
in 1944 it was decided that a heavy American tank, on which our 
Ordnance experts had been cont inuously experimenting since before the 
war, must be put into mass product ion . As a result the M-26 (Pershing) 
tank began to reach the battle lines last winter [the winter of 1944-45] . 
This tank was equal in direct combat to any the Germans had and still 
enjoyed a great advantage in lighter weight (43 tons) , speed, and 
endurance . At the same t ime, work was begun on two new models , the 
T-29 and T-30, which weighed 64 tons, one moun t ing a high-velocity 
105mm rifle, the other a 155mm rifle. 3 5 

The M-26 Pershing reached Europe too late to have any real impact 
upon the by-then inevitable course of the war. There were only a handful 
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of instances in which the Pershing encountered and engaged a Tiger in 
comba t . 3 6 

An interesting aspect of the Pershing is that , even though it was a direct 
descendant of several heavy tank prototypes and was classified as a heavy tank 
th roughou t its development , when the U.S. Army finally fielded it, it was clas­
sified as a m e d i u m tank. Al though there may well be another reason, one pos­
sible explanation is that official U.S. Army doctr ine still did not see any doc­
trinal role for a heavy tank and it was thus designated as a m e d i u m tank in 
accordance with that doctr ine. 

An interesting and auxiliary aspect of British and U.S. tanks dur ing World 
War II is the development of super-heavy assault tanks. The requirement for 
these was established before the Allied invasion of Normandy. These massive­
ly-armored, powerfully-armed, and turretless vehicles were to be used to break 
th rough the formidable defensive line expected along the German border, the 
Westwall (known to the Allies as the "Siegfried Line"). The British vehicle was 
called the Tortoise and the U.S. vehicle was designated as Superheavy Tank T-
28. Al though neither of these vehicles was fielded before the end of the war, 
they were awe inspiring when finally built. The thickness of the frontal a rmor 
of the U.S. tank was 304 millimeters, it was a rmed with a high-velocity 105mm 
main gun, and it weighed over 85 tons . 3 7 

In the end, despite the absence of a heavy tank, the sheer n u m b e r of medi­
um tanks produced by the Americans, along with a wide variety of other 
mechanized and motorized vehicles, allowed them to achieve a level of mech­
anization unmatched by the Germans . German tanks could not be everywhere 
on the battlefield at the same t ime and the mechanizat ion of the American 
forces allowed them to overcome the superior firepower of German tanks like 
the Panther and King Tiger. 3 8 

The British also managed to achieve a remarkable level of product ion, given 
their relatively limited natural resources, compared to the remainder of the 
cont inent of Europe. In the three and a half years between September 1939 
and March 1943, the United Kingdom actually produced 3,000 more tanks 
than did Germany. 3 9 From 1940 to the end of the war, they produced a total 
of 24,803 tanks of all types . 4 0 Although of superior quality, dur ing the same 
t ime period, Germany produced only 23,967 tanks . 4 1 

American and British breakthrough operat ions developed a high degree of 
coordinat ion of all a rms th roughou t the war. Al though their doctr ine called 
for infantry to make the p r imary effort in conduct ing breakthroughs, armor, 
engineer, and artillery forces were eventually incorporated into an efficient 
team. The element that added the undeniably decisive piece to the break­
through operat ions conducted by U.S. and British forces in World War II was 
the effective incorporat ion of air power, and somet imes even strategic air 
power. 4 2 Although there were several mistakes made , especially dur ing the 
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initial a t tempts , later use of strategic bombers was characterized by highly-
innovative coordinat ion measures that effectively broke th rough enemy 
defenses with ease. Even if one ultimately judges American and British doc­
trine and tank quality to be inferior to their German counterpar ts , the incor­
porat ion of strategic bombers and tactical g round suppor t aircraft more than 
compensated for these shortcomings by br inging massive and overwhelming 
firepower to bear on the German defenses. 

Another aspect of American and British equipment development , eventu­
ally incorporated as a key element of breakthrough operat ions, was a rmored 
vehicles capable of breaching minefields. Both countries developed, tested, 
and fielded an impressive variety of mine rollers, mine flails, and other 
mechanical mine-breaching devices capable of being m o u n t e d on an a rmored 
vehicle. These a rmored vehicles breached minefields wi thout requir ing engi­
neers or other t roops to d i smount under fire to clear a path th rough the 
mines, thus saving many lives. Additionally, they were able to breach a mine­
field wi thout a high n u m b e r of tanks being disabled from mines. This stands 
in stark contrast to German heavy tank battalions whose combat power was 
reduced quickly on many occasions after encounter ing a minefield. 

Soviet Union 
Throughou t most of the 1930s, the Soviet Union developed a theory of war­
fare that was conceptually advanced, which incorporated all technical means , 
branches, and a rms of service. They then took measures to f ield the weapons 
that would allow them to accomplish the concepts established in that theory. 
Although there were obvious inadequacies in Soviet doctr ine, or at least in the 
implementat ion of that doctr ine due to the purges of the Soviet officer corps 
in the years preceding hostilities, they ultimately adapted their basic concepts 
to the realities of war against the Germans . Ultimately, Soviet doctr ine was 
implemented with a high degree of effectiveness by the end of the war . 4 3 

During the pre-war years, Marshal Mikhail Tuchachevskiy played a p romi ­
nent role in developing the doctr ine that the Soviet Union used dur ing World 
War I I . 4 4 Before being murdered in 1937 dur ing Stalin's purges, his ideas were 
codified in the publication of the Soviet Army's field service regulations, PU-
36 (Vremennyi Polevoi Ustav), in 1936. 4 5 

Many of the concepts found in this manua l are similar in wording to those 
found in Guderian's Achtung Panzer, or more accurately, the concepts found 
in Achtung Panzer are similar to those found in PU-36, because Guderian's 
book was published a year after PU-36. Where the Soviet concepts differed 
from any other country 's doctr ine, and as their subsequent operat ions in 
World War II demonst ra ted , was in the scale and scope of operat ions. 
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Tuchachevskiy wrote about two techniques for destroying an enemy, name­
ly, the envelopment and the b reak through . 4 6 Although he saw the envelop­
men t as the preferred form, he and other Soviet theorists realized that m o d ­
ern warfare would be vast in breadth, and that envelopments would rarely be 
possible wi thout first conduct ing breakthrough opera t ions . 4 7 Tuchachevskiy, 
PU-36, as well as other Soviet theorists like V. K. Triandafillov, were explicit in 
continually emphasizing the successive nature of opera t ions . 4 8 

The Soviets theorized that m o d e r n mechanized warfare would extend in 
breadth across one border or natural barrier to another, similar to World War 
I. They also theorized that the battlefield would extend in depth, with succes­
sive tactical zones as well as subsequent operational , and even strategic, lev­
els . 4 9 In light of this appraisal of the future battlefield, they developed offen­
sive concepts that addressed the breadth and depth of those defenses. 

Soviet doctr ine and thought essentially divided their forces, conceptually at 
least, into "holding" and "striking" forces. 5 0 In the offense, the holding force 
attacked the enemy across the breadth of the defense, effectively fixing them 
in place to prevent t hem from reposit ioning to the threatened breakthrough 
sector. The striking force conducted the breakthrough and cont inued on into 
the depth of the enemy defenses as quickly as possible to accomplish subse­
quent missions such as envelopment , pursuit , exploitation, and so o n . 3 1 Soviet 
doctr ine emphasized conduct ing wide breakthroughs rather than narrow 
ones . 3 2 V. K. Triandafillov addressed the breadth, depth , and successive nature 
of operat ions in relation to a breakthrough: 

A breakthrough can count u p o n success only in the event that it involves 
a significant por t ion of the enemy forces occupying a given front and 
when the direction of the blow is selected so that the penetrat ing forces 
will break out to an advantageous operat ional posit ion relative to the 
remaining enemy front, if the attacker's shock grouping will break out 
on routes from which it is possible to develop the blow against the 
flank and rear area of the enemy front not involved directly in the offen­
sive. . . The first blow mus t engage at least half, m i n i m u m one-third, of 
the enemy forces occupying a given front to deprive the enemy of the 
capability of making a wide maneuver with reserves. To do so, the attack 
frontage must be so wide that l iquidation of the resultant breakthrough 
will require forces equal to another third or the other half of his forces. 5 3 

Soviet doctr ine called for armies, or specially-reinforced armies called 
"shock armies," to be assigned the mission of breaking th rough the enemy's 
defenses. 3 4 These were combined arms organizations that contained robust 
tank and /or mechanized forces, as well as large quanti t ies of field artillery. In 
accordance with the theory of the deep offensive operat ion, these units were 
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required to penetra te not only th rough the tactical depth of the enemy's 
defenses, bu t to the operat ional depth of his defense. In doing so, it was essen­
tial that the speed of the attackers' advance surpass the rate of defenders' with­
drawal . 3 5 Armored/mechanized forces were ideal for this. 

The composi t ion of a shock army normal ly included 3 to 4 rifle corps con­
sisting of a total of 12 to 15 rifle divisions; 1 to 2 mechanized corps or a cav­
alry corps; and army air units consisting of 3 to 4 air divisions. 5 6 Additionally, 
other reinforcements could include between 10 to 12 artillery regiments, sev­
eral tank regiments, and engineer battalions. Although the initial attacks could 
incorporate all branches of the military, the mechanized forces were specifi­
cally assigned to overtake the retreating enemy to prevent h im from establish­
ing a subsequent defensive l ine . 5 7 

Soviet commander s organized their assault groups by integrating infantry, 
tanks, artillery, and engineer units for the breakthrough of the tactical zone. 
The assault commander s formed special mobi le groups in the lead rifle divi­
sions to seize deep tactical objectives quickly. Dur ing the latter part of the war, 
Soviet assault forces usually broke th rough the main positions of the German 
tactical defensive zone within 24 hours of the start of the offensive and passed 
second echelon units forward. 5 8 These units cont inued the attack deep into 
the German rear, even while the remainder of the German defensive line was 
being held. 

The width of the sector of the main attack, or the breakthrough area, of a 
shock army, was 20 to 30 ki lometers . 5 9 The shock army was expected to pene­
trate the enemy defenses to a depth of between 75 and 100 ki lometers . 6 0 On 
several occasions, fronts attacked with as many as three shock armies. These 
could be employed in different sectors to break through on several axes or in 
adjacent sectors to further widen the breakthrough sector. 6 1 

Tuchachevskiy proposed that a rmored uni ts be divided into different cate­
gories, depending upon the characteristics of the tanks and the specific mis­
sion they were to accomplish. Prior to World War II, he advocated the creation 
of three types of tanks: (1) tanks for close suppor t of infantry, which could be 
slower models of relatively limited range; (2) tanks for distant suppor t of 
infantry, which could move faster and farther; and (3) independent long-
range striking a rmor . 6 2 PU-36 ment ions only two tank types, infantry suppor t 
tanks and "strategic" t anks . 6 3 The discussion in the manual associated with 
these tank types reveals a close conceptual correlation with the tradit ional def­
inition of heavy and m e d i u m tanks . 6 4 

When World War II started, the Soviet Union fielded a wide array of tanks 
that are not easily classified, but can loosely be associated into the heavy, medi­
um, and light categories. 6 5 In the early stages of the war, their p r imary heavy 
tank was the "KV." 6 6 The standard model , the KV-1, was heavily a rmored and 
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was armed with a 7 6 m m main gun. The Red Army, based upon experience 
dur ing the Russo-Finnish War, identified the need for a "bunker-bust ing" 
t ank . 6 7 This led the Soviet Army to field the large-turret ted KV-2 which was 
a rmed with a low-velocity 152mm howitzer. Dur ing the initial stages of the 
war, these tanks suffered from mechanical breakdowns, poor crew training, 
and fuel shortages, but achieved spectacular results in the defense on several 
occasions. 6 8 

By the summer of 1942, the KV tanks were even less effective. They contin­
ued to suffer mechanically, bu t their two largest deficiencies were that they 
were extremely slow and that they were only a rmed with a 7 6 m m gun. The 
result of this was that they could not keep up with the m u c h faster T-34s, and 
even when they could, they did not add an increase in firepower over the T-34 
a rmed with the same 7 6 m m gun. 

Beginning in 1943, after encounter ing the German Tiger, the Soviets began 
converting their KVs into turretless assault guns called SU-152s. Although 
SU-152s served primari ly as an assault gun in the direct-fire suppor t role, this 
vehicle, by most accounts, was an effective interim measure in dealing with the 
Tiger. 

By late 1943, the Soviets developed and fielded a new heavy tank, the Josef 
Stalin. The initial tank, the JS-1, was armed with an 8 5 m m main gun, but was 
never issued to any units and never saw comba t . 6 9 Instead, the 107 JS-ls p ro­
duced were converted to JS-2s, a rmed with 122mm main guns . 7 0 This change 
was promulgated from a debate within the Soviet Army about the appropriate 
roles for heavy tanks. The adopt ion of the 122mm gun gave the JS-2 the abil­
ity to accomplish its p r imary role of suppor t ing infantry forces dur ing break­
through operat ions. Al though not designed for tank- to- tank battle, the mas­
sive size of the projectile made the JS-2 a capable tank in destroying German 
a rmor . 7 1 This allowed it to be employed in a tank-killing role when needed. 

JS-2s were fielded in similar fashion to German heavy tanks, in separate 
heavy tank regiments, beginning in early 1944. 7 2 These were smaller in size 
than American and German battalions. Soviet heavy tank regiments possessed 
a total of 21 JS-2 tanks, formed into 4 companies with 5 tanks each, with 1 
tank for the regimental c o m m a n d e r . 7 3 

Augment ing the heavy tank regiments, but performing a similar tactical 
role were the heavy assault guns built on the JS-2 chassis. These turretless vehi­
cles, known as the JSU series, were a rmed with either a 152mm or 122mm gun 
and were produced in much greater numbers than the JS-2 t ank . 7 4 The JSU-
152 was intended to be the p r imary heavy assault gun, bu t because of a short­
age of 152mm howitzers and a surplus of 122mm gun tubes, the Soviet Army 
fielded a significant n u m b e r of JSU-122s. 7 5 Like the JS-2s, JSUs were organized 
as separate regiments. These heavy assault gun regiments were homogenous , 
being equipped with either the JSU-122 or the JSU-152, but not both . 

2 1 2 
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Although tactics and employment varied depending u p o n the mission, 
both heavy tank regiments and heavy assault gun regiments were normally 
attached to a larger combined a rms unit to assist in breaking through German 
defenses. Both types of regiments appear to have worked in close cooperat ion 
with each other to perform their tactical roles of suppressing infantry strong-
points and destroying enemy anti tank guns and armor. The JSUs were used to 
overwatch the attacking JS-2s from stationary pos i t ions . 7 6 When the JS-2s 
reached a specified point , the JSUs would move forward and the bound ing 
overwatch process was repeated. 

Soviet doctr ine differed from German doctr ine in its higher degree of 
emphasis u p o n the integration of artillery into the breakthrough operat ion. 
PU-36, and Soviet theorists such as V. K. Triandafillov, emphasized the role of 
artillery in achieving tactical breakthroughs of enemy defenses." The density 
of artillery firepower advocated by pre-war sources in suppor t of a break­
through, a l though high, steadily increased th roughou t the war . 7 8 The increase 
in the density of artillery firepower suppor t ing the breakthrough has been 
at tr ibuted by several sources as a p r imary reason for the cont inual improve­
ment in the performance of the Red Army th roughou t the war . 7 9 

During Soviet breakthrough operat ions, the infantry/tank attack was pre­
ceded by a massive artillery bar rage . 8 0 This preparat ion was intended to 
destroy the enemy artillery and observation posts, ant i tank weapons, and 
areas heavily fortified by the enemy infantry. 8 1 In addit ion to achieving these 
specific tasks, the artillery preparat ion was supposed to generally disrupt the 
enemy defenses th roughou t their tactical depth . Prior to the war, Soviet theo­
rists envisioned artillery being replaced by assault guns, tanks, and other 
mobile direct-fire weapons dur ing the breakthrough. After m u c h practical 
experience, however, Red Army leaders found that, primari ly because of the 
proliferation of ant i tank weapons th roughou t the defensive depth, the densi­
ty of artillery could not be decreased no mat ter how many tanks and assault 
guns were assigned to the b reak through . 8 2 In fact, artillery densities cont inued 
to increase th roughou t the war while breakthrough operat ions were weighted 
with more and more tanks and assault g u n s . 8 3 

German doctr ine and actions after 1943 focused on tactical breakthroughs , 
presumably in the hopes of conduct ing tactical envelopments. The Soviets saw 
the potential of cont inuing a tactical breakthrough into an operat ional break­
through, which in tu rn could be exploited to achieve operational-level results. 
This distinction allowed the Soviets to achieve spectacular success on the bat­
tlefield. At the same t ime, after 1943, the Germans failed to successfully break 
th rough Soviet defenses th rough even their tactical depth and consequently 
were never able to achieve more than mino r tactical envelopments. This rep­
resented a major tu rnabou t from the first two years of the war, in which the 
Germans had been able to break through Soviet defenses consistently, and 
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subsequently effect the envelopment and destruct ion of whole Soviet field 
armies. 

Soviet operat ions, especially in the latter par t of the war, harmonious ly 
integrated artillery, tanks, infantry, air power, and engineers to achieve break­
throughs . These breakthroughs were accomplished rapidly across a wide 
front, which allowed a following echelon force, such as a Guards Tank Army, 
to conduct a subsequent operat ion deep into the German defenses. The rapid­
ity and depth of the break through prevented German forces from reposit ion­
ing forces to block the lead elements of the breakthrough. The width of the 
breakthrough prevented German forces from restoring the main defensive line 
by attacking into the flank of the breakthrough. 

W h e n German a rmor was encountered, the Red Army's heavy tanks and 
heavy assault guns were sufficiently a rmed and a rmored to dispose of most 
German a rmored vehicles. Beyond the 53,000 T-34s produced by the Soviets 
(and the roughly 10,000 British, Canadian, and American tanks transferred as 
mil i tary aid), the Soviets also produced heavy tanks and heavy assault guns in 
number s that dwarfed the relatively minuscule p roduc t ion of late-model 
German tanks such as the King Tiger. Soviet doctr ine required the rapid 
in t roduct ion of exploitation forces after the tactical breakthrough. These 
forces, equipped with a rmored vehicles like the highly mobile and fast T-34 
m e d i u m tank, penetrated as quickly and deeply as possible. In many cases, this 
rendered inconsequential the counter-efforts of ponderous German heavy 
tank battalions. 

The Char B l -b is was 
France's pr incipal 
heavy tank in 1940. Its 
design, w i th a l imi ted-
traverse 75mm main 
gun mounted in a 
sponson in the hul l 
and a 4 7 m m gun in the 
turret combined w i th 
excellent armor wou ld 
have made it a f o rm i ­
dable foe if employed 
differently. 
(Patton Museum of 
Cavalry and Armor) 
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The Mat i lda II replaced the earlier Mat i lda I In fantry Tank, which was only armed w i th 
machine guns. The Mat i lda II was slow and l ight ly armed, equipped w i th only a 2-pounder 
(40mm) main gun, but i t was very heavily armored. Un t i l the appearance of the Panzer IV 
and Sturmgeschütz assault guns w i th the longer 75mm guns, it was practically invulnerable on 
the battlefield, except to the 88mm antiaircraft gun. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

The Valentine In fant ry Tank was developed f rom the cruiser series, but was more heavily 
armored. Like some other Brit ish tanks, the earliest versions were armed w i t h a 2-pounder 
(40mm) main gun, but later marks were equipped w i t h 6-pounders (57mm) , such as the 
Valentine V I I I in the photo above. The final version even mounted a 75mm gun. The 
Valentine saw action w i th Brit ish forces in the battle for Tunisia in 1943, but most were 
ult imately either supplied to the Soviets, used against the Japanese, or used as chassis for 
self-propelled guns. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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A Churchi l l I I I of the 14th Canadian Tank Regiment. Heavily armored but slow, this 
Churchi l l is armed w i th a 6-pounder (57mm) main gun. Later variants were even more heavi­
ly armored and were reequipped w i th a 75mm main gun. 
(The Tank Museum, Bovington) 

The T1E2 (later, M6 series) Heavy Tank was an early US A rmy design for a heavy tank. The 
first prototypes were tested on the day after the attack on Pearl Harbor. In contrast, the first 
Tigers were not available for testing un t i l over five September 1942. Armed w i th a three-inch 
(76mm) gun and well armored, the design never saw combat. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The Med ium Tank M26 was introduced in combat in the European Theater in early 1945. Its 
90mm main gun, based upon an anti-aircraft gun, was capable of defeating all German tanks 
at extended ranges. Very few—probably not more than 20—ever saw action in W W I I . 
(US Army Signal Corps Photo) 

The U.S. T-28 Super Heavy Tank was to be used to break through the Westwall. Even though 
available components were used when possible, the first vehicle was not available for testing 
pr ior to the end of the war in Europe. Only two of these were ever produced, and the only 
surviving example is outside the Patton Museum at Fort Knox, Kentucky. 
(Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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The KV-1 (above) was very heavily armored, moderately wel l -armed (a medium-veloci ty 
76mm main gun) , but slow. The KV-2 (below), armed w i th a 152mm howitzer, was meant for 
bunker busting rather than f ight ing other tanks, but otherwise suffered f rom the same lack of 
agil i ty and mechanical unrel iabi l i ty as the K V - 1 . More KV tanks were abandoned due to 
breakdowns than were lost in battle. Sti l l , in 1941, the Germans could only hope to destroy 
one by using an 88mm antiaircraft gun in the direct-f ire mode. Experience w i th the KV series 
spurred the acceleration of tank development that resulted in the in t roduct ion of the Panther 
and Tiger series. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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Although it was more than a match for the Tiger, and about the equal to the Tiger I I , the JS-2 
was produced in far greater quantities. The Soviets bui l t about 3,850 JS-2s, compared w i t h the 
Germans' roughly 500 Tiger IIs. Supported by assault guns which shared a common chassis— 
thereby making maintenance much easier—the JS-2 was especially effective in the offensive 
role for which it was designed. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 

Two variations of the Josef Stalin (JS) heavy tank were bui l t in assault gun versions. These 
were armed w i th either a 122mm gun or a 152mm gun. (The one in this photo is a JSU-122). 
These were more economical to manufacture than the tank versions because they d id not 
have a turret. When used in conjunct ion w i th JS-2s, the JSUs wou ld provide overwatch for the 
JS-2s dur ing attacks. (Patton Museum of Cavalry and Armor) 
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12. For a good discussion of the inability of the Germans to develop a plan to fully 
utilize and maximize the resources they had available, see Richard Overy, "A Genius 
for Mass-Production: Economies at War" in Why the Allies Won (New York: W. W. 
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